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To my father, Richard “Dick” Harmody, who suffered from kidney failure and dialysis for nine years, which led to his premature death. He was my hero. His experience led me back to medical school and a career in emergency medicine caring for dialysis patients.


A portion of the book’s proceeds will be donated to the National Kidney Donation Organization, the country’s largest living kidney donor advocacy program.









[image: ] WARNING [image: ]


Some of the highpoints in this book are major mountains, requiring mountaineering skill, proper equipment, and healthy respect for weather conditions. Rely on your common sense and do not attempt an ascent that is beyond your abilities and experience.


The author does not recommend that anyone attempt these climbs unless he or she is qualified, knowledgeable about the risks involved, and willing to assume all responsibilities associated with those risks.


Summer Hours


All climbs were recorded in Daylight Daytime (DT).


Note: Hawaii (HI) and Arizona (AZ) use only Standard Time (ST).









Prologue


Dear Reader,


In this book you have a front row seat, IMAX style, on an incredible journey. Watch as a team of kidney donors winds its way across the vast expanse of our great country —navigating the highest peaks in each of the 50 states. Witness as they overcome incredible obstacles, constantly working in rough harmony to accomplish their goals.


They didn’t make it easy on themselves. Alaska’s Denali—North America’s highest peak—was on the list, but not Pike’s Peak. Colorado’s Mount Elbert tops Pike’s Peak by only 325 feet but has the added challenge of being accessible only by trail. And if we’re talking challenges, let’s include New Hampshire’s Mount Washington, which holds the record for the highest wind speed ever recorded in the Northern and Western Hemispheres at 231 mph!


Along the route, you’ll learn the team members’ moving donation stories as well as those of their grateful recipients. And you’ll also come to understand why many special people donate.


It’s an undeniable fact that living kidney donors can successfully do anything and everything they were able to do pre-donation, and indeed more. Our shared simple goal? Increase the number of living kidney donor transplants in the United States and reduce the abysmal, unnecessary death rate from kidney failure.


Our primary sponsor for this journey was the National Kidney Registry (NKR)—the leading kidney exchange program in the world. Its goal is to increase the number of living kidney donor transplants in the United States. It does this by facilitating the matching of kidney donors with potential recipients.


I chose to write this story in the first person because I want you to feel like you’re part of the team—that you’ve come along for this incredible ride. I was a late addition to the team, so I missed part of the early planning. I also missed the very early and late stages of the adventure. These gaps in the narrative were easily filled by pre- and post-trip interviews with the team.


At the end of this incredible story is a convenient guide that will introduce you to the kidney transplant community. It explains the causes of kidney disease and organ failure, the reasons we have such a vast, unmet need for living kidney donors, and how kidney exchange/paired donation works. Most of all, it recognizes the incredible contributions made by the transplant professionals who work to save the lives of fortunate recipients.


Pack your gear and let’s catch up with the team. Let’s Go Climbing!


Matt
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Team NKR


Courtesy of Hunter Leininger


Meet the Team:1
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Dave Ashley


Courtesy of Hunter Leininger


DAVE ASHLEY, 49, retired as an Air Force colonel in 2019. Dave was born in Fort Benning, Georgia, and is a West Point graduate with master’s degrees in astronautical engineering and engineering materials. An avid outdoors enthusiast, he has a long history of competing in ultramarathons, mountain bike races, and adventure races. His athletic accomplishments include successfully climbing the Seven Summits—the highest peaks in each of the seven continents—in less than a year, winning a U.S. Adventure Racing Association (USARA) Master’s Division National Team Championship, and bike-packing the entire Continental Divide trail. He currently travels the world, competing in adventure races, trekking, and climbing mountains. He has two adult children and lives in Arlington, Virginia. Dave’s roles are as team captain, navigator, and climber.
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Jodi Harskamp


Courtesy of Hunter Leininger


JODI HARSKAMP, 47, has been an airline captain for over 20 years, the last 17 of which were with Alaska Airlines. She grew up in Northern California and has a bachelor of arts degree. She enjoys mountain climbing and endurance events, having competed in several Ironman triathlons and ultramarathons, including the Iditarod Trail Invitational mountain bike race. Jodi has climbed Mount Kilimanjaro, Mount Denali, and Mount Aconcagua. She lives in Anchorage, Alaska, with her husband and two children. Jodi’s roles are as Alaska and Hawaii team lead and climber.
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Jay Irwin


Courtesy of Hunter Leininger


JAY IRWIN, 56, is retired from the computer software industry and has since started an executive leadership company with a wilderness emphasis, as well as a guiding company. He was born in Merritt Island, Florida, and has a bachelor of science degree in computer information systems. He has competed in many endurance events from Ironman triathlons to adventure races and has climbed all of Colorado’s 14,000+ foot peaks, as well as Mount Kilimanjaro. Jay has always enjoyed skiing, hiking, and biking, and continues to do so around the world. He has two adult children and lives in Frisco, Colorado. Jay’s role is as a climber.
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Emily Polet-Monterosso


Courtesy of Emily Polet-Monterosso


EMILY POLET-MONTEROSSO, 36, works as a public librarian and in a consultant role with a therapy provider for autistic children. Born in Holland, Michigan, she has a bachelor of science degree in psychology and religion along with a master’s in library and information science. Her pre-donation avocations focused on community service and music/theater-related activities. Since donating, she has competed in Spartan Races and Olympic-style weightlifting as well as climbing Mount Kilimanjaro and Mount Everest up to the Everest Base Camp. She lives with her husband and three cats in Shelby Township (near Detroit), Michigan. Emily’s roles are as logistics coordinator and support crew.
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Hunter Leininger


Courtesy of Hunter Leininger


HUNTER LEININGER, 22, is an accomplished endurance racer, record holder, and professional adventure photographer and videographer. He holds many “youngest to complete” endurance race records, as well as several FKTs (Fastest Known Times),2 including the 1,110-mile run traversing the length of the state of Florida. Hunter competed in the TV series, World’s Toughest Race: Eco-Challenge Fiji, a multi-day adventure race, as well as the first season of the USA TV reality series, Race to Survive: Alaska, a 46-day survival race. He has translated his racing experience into a professional career as a videographer, mostly for endurance races. Hunter’s role is to document the adventure through photography, videography, and real-time interviews.
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Matt Harmody


Courtesy of Hunter Leininger


AND ME! I’m Matt Harmody, 61, a retired emergency physician. After a 25-year career in medicine, I now serve as the chair of our local hospital’s board of trustees. Born in Cleveland, Ohio, I have an MBA and a degree in chemical engineering. After working for several years in the oil industry, I returned to medical school and trained as an emergency physician. I’m an endurance weekend warrior—enjoying training and racing everything from ultramarathons to adventure races—and I’ve successfully climbed Mount Kilimanjaro. I have two adult sons and live with my wife in Southern Pines, North Carolina. My roles are team physician and support crew.


______________


1 These bios are as of the time of this adventure.


2 According to Wikipedia, an FKT is “the speed record for a running, hiking, or cycling route.… FKTs are self-organized and done alone or in small groups,” rather than in organized races. “Informal, unverified speed records have long existed on named trails, but the invention of handheld GPS devices…made it significantly easier and more reliable to collect and compare fastest times on a route.…The modern FKT movement has been cataloged on a tracking website, fastestknowntime.com,” as its popularity increased after trail races were canceled during the COVID-19 epidemic. Wikipedia, “Fastest Known Time,” last updated February 22, 2025, 24:33 (UTC), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fastest_known_time.
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Part One


Ascending America: Chasing Peaks with a Purpose









1


The Altitude of Attitude
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Sunday, May 21, 2023


11 Camp (Elevation 11,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


11 Camp sits at the base of Motorcycle Hill. This beautiful location basks in alpine glow when the sun travels around the north side of the mountain. The view stretches out across the tundra to the northwest of Denali on clear nights, with the Fathers and Sons Wall and the Peters Glacier in the distance. Above Motorcycle Hill are a series of slopes that break away to the climber’s left, collectively known as Squirrel Hill.


After arriving at 11 Camp, the team, consisting of Dave, Jodi, Jay, and Hunter, meets other climbers coming down from their summit bids. Many hopeful adventurers have been unsuccessful in their attempts to reach the summit. They report that rather than the snow that typically allows a ski ascent up to 11 Camp, this year there is instead a sheet of blue ice above 11 Camp, which will make the team’s planned ski ascent more difficult.


Blue ice is a natural phenomenon that occurs on glaciers like Denali, when snow and ice are compressed over time. This compression creates dense ice that absorbs all colors of sunlight except blue, which it reflects, giving it its vivid hue. It often indicates hard, slippery ice, which requires crampons and ice axes.


Jay, with his extensive back-country skiing experience, is the only qualified skier under these conditions, especially in arriving at this point with fatigued legs. Given the report of ice, the team decides to leave their skis at 11 Camp and snowshoe up. Jay is disappointed.


To put the team’s effort into context, many climbers take three to five days to travel from Base Camp to 11 Camp via the West Buttress Route, the team’s chosen course. The team arrives in just two days, but their speed comes at a price—they are exhausted and dehydrated.
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Denali West Buttress Trail – Upper


©CalTopo Maps generated from CalTopo.com, reproduced with permission Original data provided by Toitū Te Whenua Land Information New Zealand. Licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0). Full information available at https://www.linz.govt.nz/ copyright ©norgeskart.no. Licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0).
https://www.kartverket.no/en/api-and-data/terms-of-use
U.S. Department of Agriculture https://usda.gov/about-usda/policies-and-links Based on data from National Land Survey of Iceland. https://www.lmi.is/is/moya/page/licence-for-national-land-survey-of-iceland-free-data? Original data provided by Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency ( JAXA). © JAXA


The West Buttress is the most direct way to climb Denali. Over 90% of climbers attempting Denali climb this route.


The updated weather forecast shows that the conditions above 11 Camp are poor, much worse than historical norms. The team needs a break physically and an opportunity to center themselves mentally and emotionally as well. Reluctantly, the team chooses to take a rest day at 11 Camp.


Knowing that conditions prevent skiing above 11 Camp, the energetic Jay is restless and chooses to use part of his rest day to ski on Motorcycle Hill and Squirrel Hill. Jay proceeds to skin up the mountain. Skinning is a method used by skiers to ascend slopes without taking their skis off. It involves attaching strips of fabric to the base of skis. The fibers are oriented to allow the ski to glide forward while providing some grip to prevent slipping backward. Specialized ski bindings allow the heel of the boot to lift freely, enabling a natural walking motion similar to that on cross-country skis.


Jay meets several climbers descending. They question his desire to ski in that area where they have encountered crevasses that they’ve fallen into. A crevasse is a deep, open crack generally associated with glaciers. Jay brazenly waves off their concerns, continues higher, and proceeds to ski down. Conditions worsening to a white-out also do not deter him. He becomes completely snow-covered, including his now stark-white goatee.


Jodi, Hunter, and Dave take the day to recharge, sleep, and allow their bodies to recover from the challenging physical demands of the climb thus far. While they are lying in their tent, Dave, shaking his head in disbelief, worries that Jay, while skiing, jeopardizes injury and misses the opportunity to rest—risks that most experienced mountaineers would not take. Dave’s experience climbing the world’s tallest peaks gives him a healthy dose of respect. Jodi has a similar respect for Denali, having successfully summited, and—being from Anchorage—knows many experienced Denali mountaineers.


At dinner, the team discusses their individual differences. Each of the climbers bring their own personality to the team, with Jay being the biggest outlier—an outsized fun-loving guy. That he brought his gold Speedo on the climb says it all.


Jodi, on the other hand, has turned all business. Her stress level is palpable. Her career as an airline captain shapes her mindset. Being team leader—not a guide, as she often reminds everyone—compounds the tension. Jay appreciates her point of view and agrees to tone down the jokes and sarcasm.


“She doesn’t need some jackass from seat 22b telling her how to fly,” says Jay. “Or a co-pilot cracking jokes when she’s trying to stick a landing. We all need to get professional above 17,000.”


“We are entering a no-joke zone,” deadpans Jodi.


The conversational tone has not yet matched the seriousness of the situation. Later during the meal, Jay is still telling jokes.


“I’m not a guide and I don’t want to be called the leader anymore because of the pressure,” says Jodi.


Dave, in his role as team captain, attempts to reassure her with words of support and encouragement.


“I’ll be the team leader,” says Jay.


Shaking her head vigorously side to side, Jodi says, “Jay will absolutely never be the leader.”
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Monday, May 22, 2023


11 Camp (11,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


Fortified by their day of rest, Dave, Jodi, Jay, and Hunter take to snowshoes above 11 Camp. Rather than pushing all the way to 14 Camp—also known as Camp 3, or Genet basin, in honor of Denali pioneer Ray Genet—they choose to prioritize acclimatization.


Acclimatization is the body’s process of getting used to the decreased level of oxygen that exists at high altitudes. As a climber ascends, the atmospheric pressure decreases, which can have adverse effects on the body. This can include difficulty breathing, nausea, vomiting, and, in extreme cases, pulmonary edema (fluid in the lungs), cerebral edema (swelling of the brain), and even death. Acclimatization is best accomplished when a climber gains elevation during the day and then descends to a lower altitude to sleep. In mountaineering lingo, “climb high, sleep low.”


The team decides that the best use of their time and energy will be to carry a light load of gear and supplies they do not currently need to a location a few thousand feet up and cache it there. They plan to return to 11 Camp carrying no load at all and sleep there overnight, which will help their bodies acclimatize.


Caching gear—or strategically placing supplies at various points on a mountain—is a common strategy in mountaineering. It allows climbers to manage weight, conserve energy, and ensure they have essential resources available during different stages of the climb. Caches are placed at key locations such as a potential summit push or at the start of a challenging section that requires a lighter load.


Typical gear in a cache includes high-calorie food (freeze-dried meals, energy bars), water, cooking fuel, spare emergency equipment, and spare climbing equipment. Challenges of caching include the time and effort to set up and the risk of losing the cache due to weather or navigational errors.


While the loads are lighter and the distance shorter, this trek is not a walk in the park. Part of this section, called the Orient Express, honors a group of Japanese climbers who perished there in 1980.


“You don’t want a section of this mountain named after you,” says Jay.


A significant amount of recent snowfall completely masks the trail, making it challenging for Dave to navigate. Shortly after the team makes their cache, Jodi suddenly falls chest-deep into a crevasse. Her feet are dangling. In her many years of mountaineering, she has never experienced a fall like this. In an emotional moment of panic, Jodi recalls thinking to herself, I’m done.


Only an ice bridge saves her life, preventing her from falling further. She uses her ice axe and the bridge to gradually lift herself out of the crevasse, then picks up her pace to catch the rest of the team and have them course correct.


“I just fell into a crevasse,” Jodi tells them. “We’re off course. The trail is over there,” she says, pointing in the direction where she believes the trail is. “We’re in a glacier field.”


The team eventually returns safely to 11 Camp. At dinner, they reflect on the first dangerous day on the mountain, as each of them has fallen into a crevasse at least once during their journey.


“We need to continue to work together as a team,” says Jodi. “Remember, I’m not a guide. I’ve never fallen into a crevasse on this mountain before and now we all have.”


“The conditions have been tough,” says Dave. “It’s been difficult to stay on the exact course.”


He is frustrated. As a former engineer and military officer, he is meticulous about everything.


“No doubt,” says Jay, always direct and to the point. “We need to buckle down.”
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Tuesday, May 23, 2023


11 Camp to 14 Camp (14,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


Sobered by the memory of the challenging day they had just experienced, the team packs up their tents and gear from 11 Camp and snowshoes the two and three-quarter miles—and 3,000 feet of elevation—up to 14 Camp.


After tackling Motorcycle Hill, their route gently climbs toward the expansive West Buttress, which towers above to the north. They continue along the base of the West Buttress along a wide-open space known as the Polo Field. Next, the team encounters the infamous Windy Corner. This feature is a steep rock rib that drops down to and around the glacier where intense winds sweep in from the immense south face of Denali.


Due to the team’s decision to half-cache, the loads they are carrying are much lighter than they were earlier in the climb. But even with lighter loads, they still experience increasing difficulty due to the decrease in available oxygen as they travel to higher elevations.


Upon arriving at 14 Camp, the team falls into their now established roles for clearing a space, pitching camp, and preparing food and water before they are able to rest for the night. They also build robust snow walls around camp to combat the tremendous winds here, which can reach over 60 miles per hour.
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Wednesday, May 24, 2023


14 Camp (14,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


After a night of rest, the team has a practical consideration to contend with, namely, the retrieval of their previously cached gear—called back-caching. They trek back to the location of the cache easily, not having to carry anything with them, and haul the gear back up to 14 Camp.


Climbers on Denali use a variety of methods to mark and relocate their caches. Bamboo wands with bright-colored flags—some with reflective tape to make them visible in low light—are commonly used. Caches are labeled with the team name as multiple teams cache supplies in similar areas. Wands are often supplemented by recording the exact location using a GPS device or smartphone app. Other methods include placing unique patterns in the snow such as a ring of snow blocks.


At this point, the team’s major goals are resting, consuming enough calories to keep them properly fueled, and monitoring the weather so that they can make the best decision as to when to continue. An active rest day.
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Thursday, May 25, 2023


14 Camp Rest Day (14,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


The team keeps their eye on the forecast and converses with other climbers in camp, many of whom are either making their own summit bids or returning from their failed attempts. The team agrees that it would be useful to spend the day practicing the required techniques necessary to ascend the fixed lines (or ropes) section, which is the next step toward the summit of Denali.


The weather is decent, so the team walks up partway to the beginning of the fixed lines, which is one of the most difficult sections on Denali. The fixed lines start at about 15,000 feet and go for 500 to 600 feet on blue ice. This steep ascent grants access to the ridgeline, which leads to 17 Camp (also known as High Camp). Tomorrow’s goal is to climb the fixed lines and continue to 17 Camp.


Jodi, Dave, and Jay decide that when they leave 14 Camp for 17 Camp, they will bring only what is necessary to survive through to the summit. This includes adequate food and water, climbing and safety gear, and summit clothing—the warmest they have. They will be lighter to the summit and then retrieve their gear and supplies as they pass through 14 Camp during the descent.


Hunter will remain at 14 Camp. The team’s strategy is to have a well-rested Hunter finish packing up all the gear at 14 Camp and help transport everything back down to Base Camp.


Jodi has been receiving projected weather reports for the next several days for the Denali base and at multiple levels of elevation on the mountain, where the forecast can look vastly different from camp to camp. The reports include those from pilot friends and from our logistics coordinator, Emily, back home, who is distilling reports from the Mountain Weather Forecast website. Rangers also provide weather reports each evening via radio.


Jodi is constantly re-evaluating the safest course of action as the team considers options for when to make a summit bid. Subzero temperatures and high winds are ebbing and flowing at the top of the mountain. Based on the best information Jodi can gather, the best course of action is for Jay, Dave, and her to leave 14 Camp after an added rest day.
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Friday–Saturday, May 26–27, 2023


14 Camp to 17 Camp (17,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


This morning everything has changed. Jodi continues to receive overnight weather forecasts. She synthesizes information from multiple sources. Forecasts on Denali more than two days out are horribly unreliable. The mountain makes its own weather.


She notes a low-pressure system sitting out in the Bering Sea that is heading toward the valley and is going to disrupt the weather in the next few days. “Low-pressure” means that the atmospheric pressure is lower than the surrounding areas. These systems are associated with rising air, which often leads to cloud formation and precipitation.


In addition, at 14 Camp Jodi can see down below where there are just clouds and snow, so planes are not getting in. They are in the clear at 14,000 feet and above.


With this latest information, she decides to call a team meeting. Sitting tightly together inside their main tent, they review the latest weather forecast.


“Listen, this is what we’re up against,” says Jodi. “We have like three days of really good weather, and then it’s going to be bad for a week.”


“We want our best opportunity to summit,” says Dave. “What do you recommend?” As team captain, he attempts to build team unity with some shared decision-making.


“I think that we should leave now,” says Jodi. “We should spend the day navigating the fixed lines on the way to 17 Camp, rest and acclimatize there for as many days as necessary until a clear weather window opens.”


From there, they will try a summit bid. It’s not wise to stay at 17 Camp long. The altitude there does not allow for adequate sleep. Fatigue rapidly sets in.


It is an optimistic plan, and to be successful it will require a lot of things to go right.


Despite it being only a one-and-three-quarter-mile distance between 14 Camp and 17 Camp, an elevation gain of 3,000 feet and extremely inhospitable conditions make this section of the trek among the most taxing for climbers.


The day’s climbing begins with the slopes leading up to the headwall, which are not terribly steep. The area is known for rock fall from the ridge and avalanches from Rescue Gully above, on the climbers’ right.


The first major hiccup in their plan occurs as the team ascends the fixed lines. There are two ropes up to the headwall. The rope to the climbers’ right is for ascending while the left-hand one is for descending. The U.S. Forest Service has installed anchors to aid climbers through this difficult section.


Most teams climb the fixed ropes twice: first to cache gear at the top and return down to 14 Camp, and a second time to collect that gear and walk the ridgeline to 17 Camp. Climbing with a half load is much easier and takes less energy; it also allows for acclimatization as, after the first climb and cache, teams head back to 14 Camp for the night. Finally, teams climb the fixed lines again to collect the cache and move to 17 Camp.


Team NKR chooses a riskier option. Due to the weather forecast and the team’s effort to save time, a collective group decision is made to do a “full carry” up the fixed lines versus a “half carry.” This takes significantly more energy on one of the most challenging sections of Denali, but it shaves off a whole day. As Jay enters the fixed ropes, trouble sets in. Dave is ahead of him and Jodi behind. Jay—an extremely accomplished mountaineer with all 58 of Colorado’s 14ers (mountain peaks over 14,000 feet)
under his belt—has never been on fixed ropes at these altitudes under these conditions. He’s frightened to death and is also experiencing hypothermia with the temperature at -30°F and high winds reaching over 70 miles per hour. He’s carrying a ridiculous amount of weight—about 50 pounds—he’s hungry—having not eaten enough at the last break—and he’s not wearing his warm, puffy pants.


Jay constantly feels like he is going to fall. He is walking up this vertical face of ice on crampons and using an ascender—a device designed to help you climb vertically while on a fixed rope. Each time Jay releases the ascender and advances it upward along the rope, he feels as if he is going to fall to his death. It is a vulnerable position to be in.


He then begins to think about some difficult, emotional times from the past. He begins crying. The wind picks up. It’s howling. And suddenly, his feet go numb. He thinks, Fuck, I’m gonna lose my toes!


On the fixed lines, there is little opportunity to add layers of clothing. The sun is out when the team starts; it is warm with full reflection of the sun in that area. As they climb farther, the sun disappears. On high mountains with snow/ ice cover, temperatures can drop significantly—about 20°F or more—when the sun is lost. The wind speed also increases at the top of the fixed lines. As a result, both Jay and Jodi are extremely cold by the time they reach the top of the lines. Jodi’s hands are very cold, as are Jay’s feet. As Jay rounds the corner, Dave is there.


“Hey, are you OK?” asks Dave, trying to reassure Jay.


Jay is speechless due to his crying.


“Come on, come over here,” says Dave. “Come out of the wind.”


Dave, who reaches the top first, fortunately is feeling warm and strong. He drops his pack and assists Jodi and Jay by carrying their packs and helping them to a flat spot out of the strongest winds. This allows Jodi and Jay to put on additional clothing.


Dave helps Jay up. Now outside of the wind, lying on a rare flat spot, Jay thinks he is losing his toes.


“Jay, what’s wrong?”


“I feel like my feet are gonna get frostbite.”


“What kind of boots are you wearing?”


“Well, I’ve got triple boots,” says Jay. “As far as I know.”


Dave is concerned about Jay’s potential for frostbite, which is a real threat on Denali. If that is the case at this lower elevation, Jay risks having serious difficulty at the summit. “If your feet don’t improve, you will have to turn back,” says Dave.


The wind dies down. Jay puts on his puffy pants. He begins to warm up, and his feet begin to return to normal.


“No, my feet are fine now.”


“Let’s check them a little later,” responds Dave.


After a short break, they are warmed up. The team continues, eventually reaching the top of the fixed lines and then the ridge above the headwall. The route now requires the team to weave between rock outcrops and along knife-edged sections, or ridges. There is a ton of exposure here, an area known for its -30°F temperatures and 70-mile-per-hour winds, the latter of which have been known to knock climbers off the narrow spots. There are several sections where the team can clip into fixed lines that can save them in case of a slip and fall.


Along the ridgeline, Dave begins to bonk. Bonking, or “hitting the wall,” refers to the depletion of glycogen stores in the liver and muscles after long periods of exertion. Symptoms can include sudden fatigue, muscle cramps, GI distress, and even mental confusion. It is a complete shutdown of all the body’s systems. Dave’s pace slows to an unsustainable crawl. The climbers are carrying at least 40- to 50-pound packs, including tents, a stove, food, and sleeping bags.


The team holds a brief meeting, and all decide to remove weight from their packs, including items not needed for camp that night. They stash their gear between rocks. While not a typical cache of a dug-out hole in the snow, it is quick, and it allows the team to keep moving and stay warm. The plan is to return tomorrow and collect the gear. It is, in effect, a “partial” carry. Their inReach devices allow them to pinpoint the cache’s location.


The Garmin inReach Mini is a satellite GPS navigation system. It provides for two-way and emergency response communications. These trackers primarily provide safety to the climbers, in addition to providing a means to communicate where there is often little to no cell service. Not only do the devices provide an increased level of safety, but documenting the climbers’ ascent and descent of each summit will provide critical information for the team’s Guinness world record submission. It will be referred to here as simply the “inReach device.”


It’s about 9 p.m. A few hundred feet farther up the fixed lines, Dave is moving so slowly that he nearly comes to a complete stop. Jodi and Jay look at each other in frustration.


“Dave, what the hell’s going on? Hey, man, are you OK?” asks Jay.


“Yeah, I’m just step-kicking for you,” says Dave groggily.


“You’re kicking each time, like, three to five kicks, but you don’t need to do that. We’ve got crampons on. It’s all fine.”


“No, you guys need these kicks.”


“No, I really need to keep moving because I’m not terribly warm right now and stopping is not good,” says Jay


Then suddenly Dave goes catatonic.


“Hey, Dave, this is where we’ve got to tell you, you’ve got some issues going on,” says Jodi. “Have you been eating enough?”


“Yeah, I think so.”


“There’s something really bad going on here, man,” says Jay.


“Camp is just around the corner,” says Dave hopefully.


“Yeah, it’s just over that rock,” says Jodi.


“Really?” Jay inquires. “That’s where the camp spot is?


He pulls out his map. “We still have a half a mile to go.”


Camp isn’t just over that rock. It will be an hour and 45 minutes more until the group reaches 17 Camp. “Jodi, we can’t go if he keeps being like this,” says Jay.


“Dave, what the fuck is going on?” says Jodi. “Like, put your head down, go to your lizard brain, and let’s get to camp!” Often referred to as the “lizard brain,” the amygdala is part of the brain’s limbic system, which is believed to play an important role in emotions and behavior, especially detecting threats and recognizing fear. Interestingly, a study has shown that altruistic people— such as living kidney donors—have a larger right amygdala than the general population.3 


Given Dave’s struggles, Jay agrees to leave his pack behind and take Dave’s pack.


He sticks his pack next to a nearby rock.


“I’ll come back and get it tomorrow,” says Jay.


The team next navigates the narrow ridge up to 17 Camp.


They arrive several hours later than planned, and there is no one there—just two tents in the area designated for climbers, still some 300 meters away. Visibility is poor. They first reach a vacant and cleared ranger tent spot. The team makes the decision to use the ranger site, knowing that they will have to relocate in the morning.


“We are camping right here. I don’t care,” says Jodi.


Dave at once puts on his puffy jacket and lies down on the ground. Jodi is thinking, We need to get this tent up. We’re going to die if we don’t. Jay and Jodi continue to set up the tent. Jay is undoubtedly hypothermic, as most of his gear is two miles down the mountain.


“Jay, where’s your puffy?” asks Jodi.


“It’s in my bag.”


Jay gets his puffy out and puts it on. Jodi has her puffy on. They drag Dave into the tent and shove him into his sleeping bag. It’s a full team effort on Jay and Jodi’s part, not just an assist. Dave is out, not acknowledging anything.


Jay realizes that he left his sleeping bag back on the ridgeline.


“Jay, you cannot go back down and get your shit right now,” says Jodi. “You’re too exhausted. I’ll never fucking see you again.”


Jay is physically and emotionally exhausted, so he decides to try and get a few hours of sleep nestled in their tent between Dave and Jodi for warmth, deferring the retrieval of his pack until morning.


This is the first time the environment is so harsh that the tracking devices begin to freeze and malfunction. Those watching from home see inaccurate representations of the team’s progress.


Emily is watching in real time on her laptop, perched on a stool at her kitchen island in the comfort of her home in Michigan. She thinks, I feel so helpless. Watching them make steady progress, then watching them slow down and stop in an unsafe area without any way of knowing what is going on or how to help them if they are in trouble, is a terrible feeling.


Worse is knowing that it’s her responsibility to share updates with all their friends, family, and loved ones, potentially having to communicate unsettling news or lack of information. It’s the first time she feels truly scared about what they are doing—a feeling she will have many more times.


Emily confers with me. I’m also closely tracking the group’s progress from my home in North Carolina. I offer Emily some faint reassurance, knowing full well that it is not terribly helpful. Jodi, Jay, and Dave can only focus on what they can control, which is not much at this time.
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Sunday, May 28, 2023


17 Camp Rest Day (17,200 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


Jay wakes up after just a few restless hours of sleep and prepares to go back out into the harsh conditions to collect his pack he left behind. He does whatever he can to generate heat by vigorously rubbing his hands together and jumping up and down.


Upon his safe return, despite their extreme exhaustion, they begin the necessary work of moving their camp to the designated climber area, constructing a wall, melting snow, and setting the tent back up. At 17,000 feet, their legs feel like Jell-O as they walk, and their bodies feel like molasses. Hence, the importance of acclimatization.


Jay does the majority of the work building the snow wall, as he did for most the team’s camps on Denali. It is a tremendous contribution to the team, as it allows Dave and Jodi to conserve energy.


After several hours of rest, Dave has recovered nicely and returns to the beginning of the ridge where they cached some of their gear the previous night. He manages this alone, relying on his extensive high-elevation experience. While it would be safer for either Jay or Jodi to accompany him, it does allow Jay and Jodi some additional rest. Dave brings the lot back up to 17 Camp.


The team spends the rest of the day making their space as comfortable as possible, focusing on rest, keeping their eyes on the weather, and preparing food and water. Each of them is consuming 4,000 to 6,000 calories a day due to the extreme level of exertion required and the cold temperatures. The food must be lightweight, calorie-dense, and easy to prepare—typically freeze-dried meals, instant noodles, oatmeal, rice, trail mix, and energy bars and gels.


They also consume three to six quarts of water each day, both to maintain hydration and prepare dehydrated meals. Hydration is critical due to the dry air at that altitude, the high level of physical exertion, and the cold. It also helps to prevent altitude sickness. All the water consumed is from melting snow on a camp stove. Dave takes over cooking and snow melting while Jodi and Jay get some additional rest. At 17 Camp, melting snow for cooking and drinking water is a very slow process. Due to the low temperatures and low atmospheric pressure, turning snow into water at 17,000 feet takes about 20 minutes with the small, lightweight stove and pot.


The team decides that the time is not right for a summit push and chooses to take another look at the weather the next day. It is a beautiful sunny day despite a -31°F temperature saddled with 25-mile-an-hour winds, equating to a -72°F wind chill.


The group continues to get mountain weather forecasts from Emily, and Jodi receives information from pilot friends who can provide weather reports that are uniquely informative for someone with her skillset. Park rangers provide a weather report every evening, and the team has radios for receiving them.


Tonight’s report includes the current conditions: temperature, wind speed, wind direction, cloud cover, and visibility at several elevations. Wind speeds are critical as they can produce dangerous wind chill and whiteout conditions. Pending storm details such as snow accumulation, timing, and intensity are also shared.


The team is using every resource possible to decide on the perfect time to leave 17 Camp, hoping to minimize the chances of the weather changing and potentially creating worse summit conditions.


Anticipating tomorrow as summit day, the team discusses an expected departure time. Jay speaks with other climbers at 17 Camp who have not yet summitted.


“They are now planning on leaving at 5:30 a.m.,” he tells the team, “We should leave earlier.”


Jodi and Dave strongly disagree.


“We should go after the guided groups take off,” says Dave. “That way we will have steps kicked in.”


“That’s not a good reason,” says Jay. “That is a really bad idea. We should go earlier. Earlier is better in my opinion to get up that mountain and the home stretch.”


Jay acquiesces to Jodi and Dave’s majority decision to delay departure.
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Monday, May 29, 2023


17 Camp to Denali Summit (20,310 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


The weather forecast is mixed. Not great but not horrible either. Perfect is the enemy of good, so the team sets out for summit day. They leave their tents behind, standard procedure at 17 Camp, due to the lack of a good place to spend the night at the higher altitude. The team finally leaves at 9:30 a.m. AKDT (Alaska Daylight Time), well after at least five other groups.


The first section is the Autobahn, named after a group of Germans who fell to their deaths. It covers a long section from 17 Camp to Interlake Pass at 18,000 feet and is the site of the most fatalities on the entire mountain. Clipping protection would have prevented those falls. Since the tragic incident, rangers and guide companies have placed lines to clip into for safety.


The team is also roped with each other as they traverse the snow slope with many crevasses just below. They complete this section without difficulty, then reach a group that is extremely slow moving, significantly delaying the team’s progress. Jay hopes that Dave, who is leading, will pass the pedestrian group soon.


Jay grows frustrated, yelling, “Dave, are you all right?”


“Yeah, no, we gotta keep this slow. We got 3,000 (feet) vertical to climb today. We gotta make tracks.”


While on the fixed ropes at about 18,000 feet, Dave decides that it is a good stopping point for the team to take its standard one-hour break. He needs to change out some clothing as the team nears the summit. Given the 60-plus miles per hour winds and precarious slope, every single item requires securing, lest it fall to a point of no return.


Jay puts his ice axe in, holding his backpack down, as he tries to change out some clothing. He struggles to get out his large, 8,000-meter puffy jacket, borrowed from Jodi’s friend Clive. This sub-zero, high-altitude jacket is an absolute necessity to safely summit. Jay secures the jacket to the snow with his knee to grab his gloves. He starts to slip ever so slightly. He quickly regains his footing and the puffy takes off down the mountain. Jodi sees this looming disaster.


“Noooooo!” exclaims Jodi. There is a pause. “Dave!”


Jay mutters several expletives in rapid succession as he watches his wayward puffy jacket head down the glacier until it goes out of sight.


“Oh, fuck!” exclaims Jay.


He is extremely upset with himself for not securing everything.


“I just lost my jacket into the crevasse,” says Jay.


“Jay, there is no way that you can summit,” says Jodi. “You can’t go any higher. You gotta turn around.”


“No, no, I’m not gonna turn around.”


Soon after, several climbers come up on skis. Both groups are in a switchback area.


“Hey, I see your jacket down there at the bottom of the crevasse,” says one climber.


“Do you think you can reach it or that I can get to it?” asks Jay.


“I can’t. So, you’re going to have to do it.”


“I’m going down to get it,” announces Jay.


Fortunately, Jay’s jacket is just below the team’s position, out of their view. It is no longer catching the wind. It is in a shallow, narrow crevasse. The team needs to figure out how Jay can safely descend off-trail, where there are crevasses and the snow will be soft and unpredictable. A dangerous situation, especially on summit day. They decide to have Dave firmly anchor himself into the fixed rope, while Jodi belays Jay down to the crevasse that has swallowed his puffy jacket—about 70 meters down. He cautiously continues down the steep slope, goes into the crevasse, grabs his jacket, and ascends back to the team.


The team works well together. The excursion takes an hour, and now they can continue. If unsuccessful, the team would have had to wrestle with the question of what to do if one team member could not continue but the rest could. Would they all turn back, or would the team split up?


Above Denali Pass, the route climbs up past a gray and black rock outcropping known as Zebra Rocks. It’s steep here as it winds through rolling terrain until climbing up over the backside of Archdeacon’s Tower at about 19,500 feet. It then drops down onto a broad flat stretch known as the Football Field. A moderately steep hill climbs up beyond the Football Field and leads to the summit ridge.


Closer to the summit, the team walks along and reaches a flat spot. Immediately following is an intimidating, broken section that they must carefully navigate. This is at the base of Pig Hill, which leads to the summit ridge. The climbers replenish their energy stores by consuming more food. Dave puts on his Gore-Tex pants for added protection. It takes a few moments. Simple activities become arduous tasks at this elevation and under these conditions.


“I’m just exhausted. I…can’t…go…any…further,” an exacerbated Jodi utters in a short staccato-like pattern.


Jay graciously offers to take her backpack. He straps it to his backpack and offers words of encouragement. “Come on, Jodi, we can do this. Let’s do this together.”


Jay again exhibits incredible strength—this time at 20,000 feet—especially with it being his first time at this elevation. They press onward.


It is truly a knife-edged ridge with the entire south face of the mountain dropping 9,000 feet off to the right. Partway up Pig Hill, the team notices five guided groups descending, trying to expeditiously get their clients down. The first group is already on the fixed ropes; therefore, the team allows them to complete the section.


The mountaineering protocol is that uphill groups have the right of way. There is only one set of fixed lines here, shared by all climbers, and this area is a steep section. It is not practical nor safe to have groups ascending and descending at the same time. It’s a one-way, narrow, treacherous road. But today, multiple subsequent guide groups do not afford this courtesy to the team and refuse to allow them to start first. This delay will drastically cut into their “spin” time, a previously agreed upon time at which, no matter whether they summit or not, the team will turnaround, or “spin.” This delay will significantly jeopardize their summit attempt.


“You guys weren’t here on time,” declares one guide.


“We have the right of way going uphill,” Dave retorts.


“No, we need to get our people down. You should have been here earlier.”


Tempers on all sides begin to flare.


Another 30 minutes pass. Team NKR attempts to stay warm while waiting by stomping their feet and windmilling their arms.


“Dave, they are going to keep coming down and we need to just go,” says Jay.


Dave is reluctant for obvious reasons.


“Dave, just go! They’ll get out of our way,” Jay reiterates.


Finally, another guided team arrives at this bottleneck. Their guide at once recognizes the situation and allows the team to continue ascending. This delay costs the team one hour.
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Monday, May 29, 2023, 7:07 p.m. AKDT


Summit (20,310 feet)
Denali National Park, Alaska


Dave, Jay, and Jodi continue to ascend. Anxiety builds as the temperature continues to drop and the wind increasingly blows harder. Both factors steadily reduce the likelihood of a successful summit. Still, they inch forward.


About 1,000 feet from the summit, the team decides to leave one of their backpacks behind to aid in a faster summit push. They finally reach the summit—also known as South Peak—the last team to arrive that day.


Temperatures are -40°F, wind speeds are 50 miles per hour, and it is snowing. Fortunately, the visibility is reasonable considering the conditions.


The team is exuberant in its celebration. There is immense joy in their accomplishment. They take videos and pictures and share hugs and high-fives. They text Emily of their accomplishment so that she may share the news with friends, family, and loved ones. They also text Hunter, the fourth member of the Alaskan contingent. He awaits the climbers back at 14 Camp. The team’s strategy is to have a well-rested Hunter finish packing up all the gear at 14 Camp and help transport everything back down to Base Camp.
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Team NKR Summits Denali!


Courtesy of Jodi Harskamp


What an accomplishment by the three climbers. Despite their personality differences and individual weak moments, the team comes together during extremely difficult circumstances and successfully summits.


During this period in late May, only about 20% of climbers are successful in summiting Denali, primarily due to the sub-standard conditions.4 Historically, the success rate is 50%.5 


What brought these five individuals with disparate backgrounds together as a team to take on this challenge?


Jodi, Jay, and Dave, along with Emily and myself, are all living kidney donors. Hunter joins the team as a videographer to help document the adventure.


So, is it time for them to rest on their laurels and mosey on down the mountain? An emphatic NO! They have just begun their adventure, and they are on the clock.


Our team has joined efforts to break the Guinness world record for the fastest time to summit the highest point in each of the 50 states. The current record is 43 days, 3 hours, set back in the 1980s.


Officially, our clock started at Denali’s Base Camp, at 7,196 feet, some 13,114 feet in elevation ago. At the summit, the team’s Guinness world record clock stands at 10 days, 6 hours.


One state highpoint down; 49 to go.


______________


3 Abigail A. Marsh et al., “Neural and Cognitive Characteristics of Extraordinary Altruists,” PNAS 111, no. 42 (2014): 15036–041, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1408440111.


4 Maureen Gualtieri, “Field Report, May 24, 2023,” Denali National Park & Preserve Alaska, National Parks Service, May 24, 2023, https://home.nps.gov/dena/blogs/field-report-may-24-2023.htm.


5 “Denali,” SummitPost.org, accessed April 11, 2025, https://www.summitpost.org/denali/150199.
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Team NKR Takes Shape
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Fall 2021 – Virginia


Dave Ashley, retired Air Force colonel, is deep in the throes of completing his Seven Summits challenge, one of the most iconic and ambitious goals in mountaineering. It involves climbing the highest mountain on each of the seven continents. Completing it is considered a remarkable achievement in the climbing community, requiring physical endurance, technical skill, and mental resilience.


[image: ]


Several of the Seven Summits have alternative mountains. Puncak Jaya had been closed since 2019. Dave climbed its alternate, Australia’s Mount Kosciuszko (7,310 feet). Having just completed the first five, next up for Dave is Mount Vinson, which is an extremely expensive mountain to climb as it is a remote peak in Antarctica known for its extreme cold and isolation. Dave is pursuing potential sponsorship opportunities. He had also recently taken part in the Donor Games, a competition created by Garet Hil, the founder and CEO of the National Kidney Registry (NKR). Donor Games is an annual strength competition highlighted by the participation of kidney donors and recipients.


Garet learns about Dave’s Seven Summits attempt and wants NKR to provide financial support for the effort. He is a huge supporter of living kidney donor athletes as they dispel misconceptions that donors are physically limited post-donation. After a short phone call, the support is confirmed. Dave becomes an NKR-supported athlete.


The financial support for Mount Vinson and, later, Mount Everest is extremely impactful for Dave’s successful completion of the Seven Summits. His endeavor is further complicated because it occurs during the COVID-19 pandemic when many countries have tremendously restricted their entry requirements, but his meticulous planning nature is up to the task.


Dave’s initial Seven Summits goal was to do each climb with a combat-wounded veteran through the nonprofit Purple Hearts Summit. Those plans are derailed when the pandemic strikes in early 2020. Dave’s first climb is Denali, and he completes it with a combat-wounded veteran. The veteran has a fused ankle and had climbed Denali before but had not successfully summited. He had done all six of the other summits. Dave finds this experience extremely rewarding. Unfortunately, Dave is forced to do the remaining six climbs without other wounded veterans. He completes them with either public groups, alone with local guides, or with a group of friends, the latter while trekking to Everest Base Camp.


For Dave, getting the veteran to the top and being part of a team are highlights of the climbs. Dave develops more confidence in himself, and he is truly inspired by this veteran’s efforts. It is special to share the experience with someone else, other than just a guide who often goes with climbers.


Dave’s Seven Summits final climb is Everest. With ongoing COVID risks, Dave is concerned about getting COVID and having to end his adventure short of completion. He does his best to mitigate these risks. He treks to Base Camp with some friends and spends some time there acclimatizing. He then attacks the summit with only his Sherpa guides who speak little English, which makes it difficult to have any meaningful conversation.


“Everest is probably the toughest,” recalls Dave. “You are so high up that every little thing you do requires just a monumental amount of mental focus and effort, and you have to do it with such efficiency. Denali is a close second.”


Shortly after his completion of the Seven Summits, Dave finds himself bored. He begins a search for his next adventure, one that could help him raise awareness for living kidney donation and demonstrate the lack of post-donation physical limitations. “I am recently retired,” he recalls. “I have plenty of time now to spend with my daughters and do adventurous things.”


Looking for something that combines mountaineering, doing something closer to home, and an activity that will draw attention to the cause, Dave stumbles upon highpointing—summiting the highest point in a state. He is not interested in just one—except for Denali, the highest point in the North America—he wants to do all 50 state highpoints in the fastest time possible. Even better, there is a Guinness world record for that—43 days and 3 hours set back in the 1980s.


Dave has already climbed several state highpoints, but not most of them, and he has not even been to all 50 states. As he begins to explore how long each of the summits will take by doing reconnaissance climbs, he also does some research on the rules governing these records.


Partway through his reconnaissance work, Dave contacts Garet Hil and proposes another sponsored-athlete endeavor, this time to set the record for the fastest time to summit all 50 state highpoints. Garet is thrilled with the idea.


Dave’s opinion about solo climbs changed after hearing about a successful Mount Kilimanjaro climb in March 2022 by 22 living kidney donors sponsored by Kidney Donor Athletes (KDA) and the NKR. Dave has read so many touching stories about the climb, including those about the lasting friendships among the climbers and the individual donor and recipient stories that were shared. He pitches the team concept to Garet who is incredibly supportive.


It’s important that this is a team attempt,” recalls Dave. “The power to change peoples’ minds comes from having more people involved. Most people recognize their own state’s highpoint. This adventure is close to home and will be relatable to more people.”
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Summer 2022


White Mountains, New Hampshire (3,000–5,000 feet)


While online one day, Dave stumbles across a group of women who are doing a long weekend climb in the White Mountains of New Hampshire in June 2022. He does not know any of the women but he does have one thing in common with them: they are all living kidney donors and members of the group Kidney Donor Athletes (KDA).


Never a shy person, Dave invites himself on the trip and they accept. He thoroughly enjoys hearing about everyone’s donation stories, their relationships with their donors, and how and what they have done since donation. The group also finds him truly knowledgeable and helpful. He endears himself to them by carrying gear and preparing meals. This trip cements Dave’s desire to have other kidney donors on the 50 States Summit team.


“During my entire Seven Summits challenge over the course of 11 months,” recalls Dave. “I met only one other living kidney donor. Twenty-two living kidney donors climbing Kilimanjaro was far more impactful in raising awareness for living kidney donation.”


Dave meets Emily Polet-Monterosso on the White Mountains climbing trip. She became involved with KDA during the pandemic to stay socially connected to other living kidney donors. As part of Dave’s recon work, he realizes that he will be driving near Emily’s home in Michigan. Emily loves travel adventures and agrees to join him. It is pleasant company for him. He also wants to pick her brain about his 50 State Summits idea. As she is both a fellow living kidney donor and NKR Donor Games participant, Dave feels that Emily is an ideal resource.
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Fall 2022


Everest Base Camp, Nepal (17,600 feet)


Dave has been coordinating guided treks to Everest Base Camp (EBC) ever since he summited Everest. Climbing to EBC is a thrilling adventure and a popular alternative to summiting Mount Everest. It allows trekkers to experience the Himalayan environment, rich Sherpa culture, and breathtaking views without the extreme challenges of high-altitude mountaineering.


Emily joins him on one of those treks in October 2022. They are joined by a gentleman from Scotland and a local Sherpa who had summited Everest with Dave. Dave again feels the experience is richer trekking with someone he knows and with whom he shares similar experiences.


Dave begins to use Emily as a sounding board for the project.


“This is so cool,” recalls Emily. “I want in.”


“It would be for speed,” Dave says kindly. “Much faster than we’re doing EBC.”


“I have no delusions of grandeur,” says Emily. “But you do need a driver.”


While Emily thoroughly enjoys international travel, she also sees the importance of doing something closer to home.


“When you bring it back to the United States,” recalls Emily, “You get people from Kentucky who think, I’ve been to Black Mountain (Kentucky’s highest point). That’s cool that they are going there. It creates more visibility.”


“There’s also a Guinness world record for doing all fifty state highpoints in the shortest time, which would make it a lot more interesting,” recalls Dave.


Dave and Emily begin to ask fundamental questions. How big should the team be? Is an RV the best transportation method?


They decide on three climbers and two support crew, especially given the size limitations of the RV they plan to rent. Two climbers are a minimum for safety reasons, with a third climber providing a buffer if one climber cannot continue due to illness or injury.


Building a Team


In late 2022, Dave begins to build the team. He had met fellow kidney donor and mountaineer Jay Irwin earlier in 2022. They did a couple of climbs together in Colorado where Jay lives. Jay is also an experienced backcountry skier.


Emily also saw Jay in action during the KDA’s 2022 Kilimanjaro climb (also sponsored by NKR). He was one of the strongest athletes on the trip, energetic, and extremely positive. Well-qualified and experienced, Jay is in.


To fill out the team Dave reaches out to Kidney Donor Athletes (KDA) for permission to post a request for a teammate on KDA’s website. Ideally, he is looking for a woman, one with endurance and mountaineering experience. Fortunately, women make up about 60% of living kidney donors, which helps.6


Only one woman reaches out to Dave, Jodi Harskamp. An experienced mountaineer—including climbing Denali—with multiple ultramarathons and Ironman triathlons under her belt, she is well-qualified. Jodi makes four.


Interestingly, while Dave and Jodi had never met in person, they had exchanged Facebook posts. After Dave summited Denali, he posted on Facebook’s living kidney donor page: “I am the first living kidney donor to summit Denali.” Jodi had to correct Dave shortly after that post, noting on the page: “Hey Dave, I summited Denali about 12 hours earlier.”


A second crew person is necessary. To expect one person to manage all the driving, refueling, shopping, cooking, etc. is unrealistic. In November 2022, Dave met Steve Wilson at an off-site retreat sponsored by the National Kidney Donation Organization (NKDO). The NKDO provides free mentoring to potential kidney donor candidates. Steve is both an NKDO mentor and KDA board member. He is extremely interested in Dave’s proposal, has a flexible work schedule, and signs on as the fifth team member as part of the support crew.
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Friday, February 24, 2023


Atlanta, GA (1,050 feet)


Planning and coordination continue through early 2023. In March, Dave and Emily join several other kidney donors at the Atlanta Marathon and 5k. They are there in support of fellow donors Matt Cavanaugh and Hilary Baude’s efforts to complete 12 marathons in 12 months, also known as 1k12m (One Kidney, 12 Marathons). It is sponsored by the NKDO and again seeks to raise awareness of life after kidney donation.


Now I enter the story. I decide to make the trip from North Carolina to Atlanta at the last minute. Of the 12 marathons Matt and Hillary plan to compete in, the Atlanta Marathon is the closest to me.


In Atlanta, I meet Dave for the first time and I am re-acquainted with Emily, whom I know from our 2022 KDA Kilimanjaro climb together. Dave and Emily are glued to her laptop that Friday evening after dinner, pouring over logistics. Emily is sitting at a high table while Dave is standing, pacing a bit. As I am eavesdropping from a couch nearby, the discussion intrigues me. I proceed to walk over and join the conversation to learn all about the trip.


“We need to leave Katahdin for last,” says Emily. “It allows the best chance for Baxter State Park to be open by then, and it’s close to Connecticut where we need to return the RV.”


“So, where do we fly into?” asks Dave.


The questions go back and forth well into the night. I retire to bed well before Emily and Dave finish up.


Shortly after that weekend, Dave and Emily agree to ask me to be the backup crew person. The criteria to join the team are quite restrictive: be a living kidney donor and have the month of June free. I am the only one on that shortlist. During a short three-way Google Meet call, “I’m definitely in,” I say, after hearing the offer from Emily.


“You didn’t realize what you were getting into by coming to Atlanta,” says Emily.


Later that spring, Emily’s mother is diagnosed with a potentially life-threatening medical condition. There is a significant amount of required testing before an exact diagnosis and treatment plan can be made. Emily feels it best that she step away from the project, at least until there is clarity about a definitive diagnosis and treatment. The team supports her decision. The team’s crew is now Steve and me.


Within the next several weeks, Emily’s mom receives reassuring news about her diagnosis. While it is the less severe form of the originally suspected condition, it will still require treatment that brings with it significant side effects. However, Emily now feels comfortable being away from her mother during the trip.


A team discussion ensues, mostly between Emily and Dave. Given Emily’s extensive involvement from day one of the project, my medical background, and Steve holding a full-time job, Dave and Emily decide that Steve will move to the back-up support crew role. Steve graciously accepts.


The five-member team, dubbed “Team NKR 50 States Summit,” is now complete.


The Rules


After Dave and Emily return from EBC in October, they begin their logistical work in earnest. The rules are their first project to tackle. There are several sets related to summiting the 50 state highpoints in the shortest amount of time.


They find significant inconsistencies in the rules between organizations, making it difficult to compare earlier record attempts with one another. Guinness also has rules, and there are other sets of rules that people have followed for this type of endeavor. Fastest Known Time (FKT) supporters have a standard that those who set the fastest times of mountain ascents follow. The group Colorado 14ers also has a set of standards.


Athletes like rules to make sure a competition is fair. Dave and Emily finally settle on the Guinness rules for the 50 States Summit attempt, but there are several items on the list they prefer to change.


They want to codify the rules and have all the organizations involved approve them. They recommend grandfathering in existing record holders. They also want the rules to be sportsmanlike and to honor the heart of the sport of highpointing. Some in the highpointing community feel that highpointing is about experiencing these beautiful locations, not about how fast you can do it.


Despite working diligently with the lead highpoint record tracking organizations in hopes of standardizing the rules, Dave and Emily never achieve consensus. They accept the Guinness rules for the 50 States Summit attempt.


Logistics


Now the real work begins.


The first major tasks include finishing the 50-state recon, creating the team and the necessary training program, and working on the logistics. A major part of the coordination is deciding on the rules that the team will follow. The first decision includes starting the clock at the first trailhead (as opposed to the first summit).


It also includes the rule of “climbing every climb.” Some state highpoints are drivable, but this rule means that if there is a trail to the summit, the team will climb it.


Dave loves the recon work. He previously summited several state highpoints and thoroughly enjoyed climbing the ones he had not previously conquered. He spends weeks flying and driving across the country to tackle the remaining highpoints.


He takes copious notes, including notes about the time necessary to climb from trailhead to summit and back, any special equipment needed to make the climb, and how technically challenging the climb is. He often meets family and friends and other living kidney donors who do the climbs with him. He stops and visits nearby attractions such as Mount Rushmore in South Dakota. It is a fantastic way to see the country.


There are many unknowns while planning the trip’s logistics.


Weather is the most significant uncontrollable variable facing the team. Higher mountains have their own weather. It is reasonable to expect that there will be summits that cannot be attempted or where the climbing team will be stranded at or near the summit due to weather. This could easily amount to as much as several days’ delay.


This will be most evident on Denali, which will be the first summit attempt. Most record attempts start on Denali for several reasons. First, it is the hardest. As previously mentioned, the historical summit rate is only about 50%.7 With a failed Denali summit attempt, the rest of the world record attempt is moot.


“Next to Everest, Denali is the most difficult,” recalls Dave. “You are prohibited from having support like a Sherpa or porter. You are traveling with three weeks’ worth of provisions. My load between my backpack and sled will weigh 130 pounds at the start.”


Second, the acclimatization provided by climbing Denali prepares one for the remaining 49 state highpoints. The disadvantage of starting on Denali is the unpredictability of the time it will take. Weather and other disruptions can result in delays to later highpoints. This is especially critical for those state high-points that require a permit for a specific date.


Another significant Denali challenge is the decision to go unguided. A guide company typically takes care of permits, logistics, supplies, and food. Guide companies ensure that you are prepared. Professional guides have extensive experience on the mountain as well as in crevasse rescue and wilderness first aid. They know about weather and can educate about climbing and winter camping. They provide a huge cushion of safety and convenience.


However, this all comes at a cost. A guided Denali climb costs about $8,000–$10,000 per person versus our early budget estimate of about $5,000 for the entire team going unguided.


Another significant logistical challenge is the Lower 48 states. The shortest driving distance linking all 48-state highpoint trailheads is about 13,000 miles. Driving this distance in an RV will require us to know all refueling and maintenance options. Potential flat tires will be a significant threat. Given the remote nature of the adventure, servicing a flat tire on an RV will take days, not hours. Other non-vehicle-related challenges include laundry, driving safely 24/7, and food and hydration.


Permitting and other access limitations are also large obstacles to overcome. Both Mount Whitney’s (CA) and Mount Rainier’s (WA) permitting process involve a lottery. Good fortune plays a role in whether the team not only gets a permit but receives one for the correct day.


Access limitations are especially a concern at locations such as Mount Katahdin (ME), found in Baxter State Park. Depending on the earlier season’s snowfall, the park may not open until June or July, and it varies from year to year. Therefore, initial plans included saving Katahdin for last, allowing for the largest amount of snowmelt there before the team’s arrival.


Another significant access challenge is Charles Mound (IL). It is located on private property, with only a few days during which it is open to the public.


Family, work, and life events are another group of potential challenges. Does the team have enough flexibility built in to absorb someone leaving the team if there’s a family emergency? Injuries and illnesses are another common issue in mountaineering. Given a 24/7 schedule, there will be little if any time to recover from even minor setbacks such as a sprained ankle. If a minor injury slows one climber down, what will be the strategy for the team as a whole? What if that climber does not reach a summit while the other two do? Narrow the climbing team to two? Wait until the injured climber is recovered enough to continue?


Recovery and sleep deprivation will play a key role in this adventure. Being on the clock will require that the team always be advancing, whether that is on the trail or on the road. There will be later sections in which highpoints are close together, allowing the climbers to sleep only until the next trailhead, awakening to summit that highpoint, then at once returning to sleep until the next trailhead.


Finally, how will being living kidney donors affect the team’s ability to withstand this incredible physical challenge? Dehydration is the greatest concern, which is a known risk for causing acute kidney injury. This is especially important for someone living with a single kidney.


At the end of the day, experience in raising awareness for life after living kidney donation is the goal, not necessarily reaching a particular highpoint—or all the highpoints, for that matter.


______________


6 “Figure KI 104: Living Kidney Donors by Sex,” in Krista L. Lentine et al., OPTN/SRTR 2023 Annual Data Report: Kidney, accessed April 1, 2025, https://srtr.transplant.hrsa.gov/ADR/Chapter?name=Kidney&year=2023.


7 “Denali,” SummitPost.org.
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