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For Marty and Keenan.
Thank you for sharing this adventure of life.
I am so much more because of you.
I love you beyond words.




Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?


—MARY OLIVER
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FOR THE EXPEDITION


Listen.


The world invites us to adventure
every day.


Say yes.


Across expanses of snow,
cold, and relentless winds.


Say yes.


Across the far-flung seas
and rock-strewn shores.


Say yes.


As we leave the boundaries
of what we know to meet
the mountain, the jungle, the glaciers
that drop from the pole.


Say yes.


And here, in the still heart of now, listen.
The world invites us to adventure
every day.


Say yes.


—BENJAMIN CURRY
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


To write this book, I’ve relied on my journal notes, voice blogs dictated while in Antarctica, personal memories, researched facts, and discussions with individuals. Others may remember certain details and events differently. Any errors or misinterpretations are mine alone.


I have changed the names of a few people to preserve their privacy and the order of a few events to help with narrative flow, but there are no composite characters or events in this book.


I’ve reported all temperatures in Fahrenheit (read: I’m American). While we tracked our miles in both nautical and statute (land) miles while in Antarctica, all miles reported in the book are land miles for ease of understanding. Note that nautical miles are used for charting and navigating, and one nautical mile is equal to one minute of latitude, or 1.1508 statute miles. If you think in kilometers, like most of the world outside America, one mile equals 1.6 kilometers.





INTRODUCTION


January 2014


Come on, you can do this. Mind over body.


My body stiffened against the blasting wind that threatened to blow me over—again. The bitter cold searched for a way past my layers of protective gear. Squinting to see through the slice of my goggle that wasn’t frozen over, I turned my head left, then right. The coyote-fur ruff on my red anorak danced back and forth in front of my eyes. White nothingness swallowed me. A whiteout. Snow and sky melting into one. The cold penetrating my fingers told me to keep moving—my insurance against the constant danger of hypothermia and frostbite. It was minus 22 degrees Fahrenheit with winds gusting to 15 miles per hour, an average summer day in Antarctica.


I edged my ski forward with bulging sled in tow, slowly feeling my way over chaotic chunks of snow, then lost my balance. Stabbing my pole into the ice, I barely stayed upright. I stared down at my black ski tips as they disappeared into the whiteness. Only my compass could show the way; I had lost all sense of direction after hours of moving through the jumbled mess—with no up or down—and my head felt tangled. I strained to keep the red dot that was Marty in sight as the whiteness threatened to separate us. No matter what, stay with him. With just the two of us skiing through the remote interior of Antarctica, there was no margin for error, no easy way out.


I had grown sick of the blank white slate that bore no resemblance to our lush green life back home in the Northwest and tired of being hundreds of miles from anything civilized. I longed to see our son, Keenan, hear his infectious laughter, and feel the warmth as I hugged him close. I worried about how he was coping with the pressures of middle school life in our absence.


Today I felt the weight of the chilling truth. After skiing 460 miles over the past thirty-nine days, Marty and I still had over 100 cold hard miles to go. Attempting to ski from the edge of Antarctica to the South Pole—without guide or resupply—was stretching us beyond our physical and mental limits. Our bond of marriage felt frayed. The bone-deep exhaustion and isolation threatened to break me. If only I could have reached back in history to gain wisdom and strength from the explorers who had completed this arduous endeavor before us. Maybe they would have told me that the usual nine or ten hours of work per day—fighting through whiteout conditions, slogging over slow sticky snow, navigating between jagged ice blocks, and battling with blow-you-over winds—would be worth it. Maybe they would have helped me release the burden of my slow pace and the mounting pressure to ski more miles per day.


As I heaved my 160-pound sled forward with everything I had, I thought: How long can I keep this up? I found myself fantasizing—not about the savory taste of Thai food or a steaming hot shower or the decadent feeling of a soft down bed, but about a way back to happy, energetic, smiling Chris. But the route back was as invisible as blue sky during a whiteout.





CHAPTER 1:


ADVENTURE MATTERS


One Sunday morning in November of 2010, Marty casually walked into the kitchen, where I was unloading the dishwasher, and asked, “What do you think about going to the South Pole?”


I stood motionless, staring out at the driving rain. Without looking at him, I knew this was a serious question—just as serious as the times he had asked me if I wanted to train for another ultramarathon. For most other families here in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains outside Seattle, going to the South Pole would be an armchair adventure accomplished only by reading a book.


I didn’t know where to begin to answer his question.


Panic rising, I turned and looked into Marty’s soft blue eyes, and in a forced-calm voice said, “I’m not sure, I’ll have to think about it.” I bent over, grabbed a clean plate, and placed it in the cabinet.


“Okay,” said Marty, raising his eyebrows. “Lately the idea keeps popping into my head and I’d like to chat about it sometime soon.”


As Marty strolled back into the family room, my brain flooded with questions: Did he just say the South Pole? Isn’t that in Antarctica? Isn’t it really cold there? That’s the pole at the bottom of the earth, right? How in the world do you get there? Can we afford it? How will we be able to take enough time off from work? What about Keenan?


A FEW DAYS LATER, as Marty and I cooked dinner together and Keenan built a multicolored Lego castle in the playroom, Marty said, “You know, hon, I wasn’t trying to convince you to go to the South Pole. I just wanted to start a conversation about it.”


“Why are you so interested in the South Pole?” I said, with a tense grip around the spatula.


“I’ve imagined going there ever since I read books about great polar explorers like Amundsen and Shackleton.” Marty began to chop up a red pepper. “When I was just getting into mountaineering, I thought you had to possess supernatural physical powers to be a polar explorer. But we’ve climbed in harsh conditions and run for twenty-four hours straight in ultramarathons.”


I was following his thinking, but wasn’t sure how to respond because I knew how much Marty liked to drive toward decisions. If I showed any interest, then maps and books about Antarctica would arrive at our doorstep the next day.


He continued, “So lately I’ve begun to think … why not us at the South Pole?”


“You know I’m all for big adventures—but honestly, I’m not sure what I think, especially given Keenan is only ten years old.” I threw the onions into the frying pan and listened to them sizzle. While still squirming at the notion of heading to the bottom of the earth, I could sense Marty’s idea wasn’t going away without a thorough vetting. I stirred the onions. “I will definitely give it some more thought.”


Weeks later, curled up on the couch in front of a warm fire and contemplating an expedition to Antarctica, I realized that while the idea of going to the South Pole had caught me off guard when Marty first brought it up, maybe it wasn’t so crazy. Marty and I met while on separate self-guided climbing expeditions to Denali in remote Alaska; we honeymooned in Zimbabwe by canoeing down the hippo-laden Zambezi River; we biked through remote Tanzania with seven-year-old Keenan in tow; and we had run tens of thousands of miles through rugged mountain terrain for over a decade. The irresistible attraction of human-powered adventures in wild places sets our hearts aflutter—throw in a tough physical challenge, and we might explode with excitement.


MY LIFE’S PATH crossed with Marty’s in 1998 on Denali, the highest peak in North America. The most northerly mountain in the world over 20,000 feet, Denali boasts arctic winds in excess of 100 miles per hour, temperatures of −40 degrees, miles of heavily glaciated terrain with gaping crevasses, and renowned storms that pin teams in tents for up to a week at a time. The unpredictable weather coupled with the high altitude requires technical snow and cold-weather skills, as well as extreme patience and endurance to move through the five camps on the way to the summit.


I stepped out of the plane at base camp that May, transported to what felt like a secret climber’s lair, with snow, rock, and ice walls towering above the makeshift landing area. My jaw gaped wide. Standing among massive peaks like Denali, Foraker, and Hunter with a view straight down the Kahiltna Glacier—the longest glacier of the Alaska Range with endless cracks and pressure ridges created from the ice mass moving over rocky terrain—I felt small.


Under sunny blue skies, we slogged through slushy snow in 39 degrees to arrive 5.5 miles up the mountain at Camp 1. My teammates, Susan and Alyson, and I set up our tent. Three guys from the tent next to us walked over to introduce themselves.


“Hi, I’m Marty, and we’re Team Hawaii.”


Team Hawaii included Marty, a strapping blond-haired six-foot-tall police officer from Honolulu, Hawaii, and Kevin and Brian.


After a quick exchange of our vitals, we parted ways and got down to the business of melting snow for water on our first night on the mountain. There was no time to be distracted by ruggedly attractive guys.


Susan, Alyson, and I had honed our climbing skills on Mount Rainier, a tough 14,411-foot glacier-covered mountain a two-hour drive outside Seattle, where we all lived, with similar winter conditions of whipping snow and blasting winds. I learned safe crevasse travel on Rainier and dangled deep inside a gaping crack in the ice while trusted teammates pulled me to safety during a crevasse rescue course. This was where my mountain-girl vocabulary expanded to include words like bowline-on-a-coil, self-arrest, boot belay, and Z-pulley. This was where I learned to climb like a girl.


Marty’s life had been steeped in its own breed of adventure. Marathon running buoyed his confidence to take on other long endurance challenges. His friendship with a famous Denali mountaineer, Dave Johnston, brought him to Denali twice before. On this attempt, his third, he was determined to reach the top.


While we weren’t technically climbing with Team Hawaii, we happened to move up the mountain at a similar pace. Over the first week, harsh weather kept both our teams tent-bound. In those early days, Marty would shout over from Team Hawaii’s tent, “How are you girls today?” as a conversation starter. By week two of the climb, a subtle but noticeable shift occurred when he said, “Chris, how are things over there?”


“What, are we invisible now?” Susan quipped.


It wasn’t until we began moving up from 14,300 feet to high camp, seventeen days into the expedition, that my skills and mental game were truly put to the test. After negotiating the fixed lines from 14,300 to 16,200, we stuffed our packs full with gear cached there a few days earlier and continued on to high camp. With a sixty-pound pack on my back, I labored to lift my legs and find stable foot placement among the rock and ice. Sluggish, I couldn’t find a smooth breathing rhythm. I moved in slow motion as my peripheral vision narrowed to a tunnel, then moments later, widened again. Concern washed over me. Is it the altitude? As usual, we were all roped together for safe glacier travel—today Susan was leading, I was in the middle, and Alyson brought up the rear. One misstep, one unintended tug of the lifeline between us, and my weary legs might give way. I fought to keep my balance, and confidence, with each step.


Then the terrain turned from rolling uphill to scary steep. The temperature started to drop to below freezing as the sun hung low in the sky. I gazed up at the rock-and-ice-filled gully, worried that I might be the weak link. I didn’t want to prevent us from making high camp by nightfall, or worse, from eventually summiting. What is wrong with me? Susan and Alyson don’t seem to be as exhausted as me.


As if sensing my thoughts, Susan asked, “Are you okay?”


“Yes,” I said, choking back tears behind sunglasses.


I loathed feeling weak and vulnerable. Despised being the focus of concern. Summoning every ounce of strength left in my five-foot-four-inch frame, I high-stepped up the wet, slippery granite.


I staggered into high camp at 17,200 feet, shattered from the ten-hour day. I dropped to the ground like a rag doll, staring blankly into the cold, thin air, straining to breathe, with a bulging pack still teetering on my back. To my right, Susan and Alyson sprang into action and dug into backpacks searching for the tent, vestibule, and poles, while to my left, Marty—who had arrived at high camp with his team a day earlier—kneeled down and asked in a gentle, caring voice, “Are you okay?” There is that question again. I must not look okay. I slowly gazed up at him, but instead of responding, I fished into the pocket of my Gore-Tex jacket for a frozen piece of Clif Bar, hoping it would jump-start mind and body into action.


It didn’t.


Marty reached under my arm to help me stand up, then Susan and Alyson ushered me into our tent. We thawed our bodies, melted snow for water, and finally, at 11:00 p.m., ate dinner. Since high altitude can suppress your appetite, I had to practically force-feed myself to regain my strength.


Two days later—after bad weather kept us tent-bound and gave me a full day to recover—I peeked out the tent door. Clear skies. Summit time. I led us out of camp about 30 minutes behind Team Hawaii. I found a smooth climbing rhythm, moving quickly enough to keep warm while maintaining steady, even breathing. Susan, Alyson, and I pushed forward as one long roped-together snake. As we approached a wide flat area at 19,000 feet, nicknamed the “football field,” I noticed clouds blowing in from the east, with visibility diminishing and wind picking up. We stopped for a short consultation.


Huddling close to my teammates, I said, “The weather’s changing, but I can see rays of sun trying to peek through the clouds. I’m okay moving ahead. We’ve been out in worse. What do you think?”


“I agree. Let’s go for it,” said Susan.


With her head tightly enclosed in her Gore-Tex jacket, Alyson nodded in agreement.


I turned back into the wind, fighting fatigue and thin air that are common on top of big mountains.


I moved deliberately, confidence growing with each step. At the bottom of the final six-hundred-foot summit slope, warm tears rolled down my cold cheeks as I finally let myself believe that we’d stand on top. After nineteen days of perseverance and team unity and faith, the summit was ours. Just then the clouds began to lift, revealing an incredible summit ridge perched above an array of snowcapped mountains and glistening glaciers that spread for miles in every direction. I savored each step, soaking in the enormity of what we were about to accomplish. My body felt weightless. As I blinked to clear my vision, I noticed a light-blue jacket coming down toward us from the summit—Marty, leading Team Hawaii. When Marty and I came face-to-face on the ridge, we instinctively hugged each other tight. In a shaky voice, he said, “I haven’t stopped crying since I summited.”


Susan, Alyson, and I spent just five minutes on top due to the high altitude and harsh conditions. As we moved down the mountain, I spontaneously began singing “Amazing Grace” out loud to myself, over and over. With each repetition, I sang more fully, more confidently, more from the heart. The words “was blind, but now I see” warming me from deep within. I moved with ease, present in the moment, filled with peace and joy. I became one with the mountain, with the wind, with my teammates, with everything—suspended in a moment that held the key to everything.


SEVERAL DAYS AFTER summiting Denali, Susan, Alyson, and I pulled into base camp. It looked completely different from when we had arrived twenty-four days earlier. I was different too.


While I arranged our flight departure off the glacier, I noticed Marty strolling over to help Susan shovel snow to dig up our post-summit treats of smoked salmon, cracked-pepper crackers, and craft beer we’d buried when we first arrived. According to Susan, as Marty reached for a shovel, he blurted out, “Does Chris have a boyfriend?”


“No,” said Susan.


“You just made my day!”


Back in Talkeetna at our hotel that night, when I had finished taking my first luxurious energy-reviving shower and dressed in fresh-smelling clothes, there was a knock at the door. I opened it to Marty’s beaming smile and bright glow. He exclaimed, “I knew you were gorgeous under all of that Gore-Tex,” and handed me a hot cheeseburger that I inhaled in four bites. Our teams shared celebratory beers and more burgers, and Marty and I chatted long into the night. I felt there was something uncommonly beautiful brewing between us. The next morning, after riding a bus back to Anchorage, our teammates left for home, but Marty and I hatched an escape plan: we rescheduled our flights so that we could spend one day alone together to vet our new feelings.


We shared 24 precious hours, lively conversation, an intimate dinner, and a hotel room. The next afternoon at the airport, I steered the conversation clear of the uncomfortable fact that we lived in different cities. We hugged tightly. There were no words to soften the impact of that moment. How can I feel so strongly about a man that I just met?


“I’ll call you,” he said with a smile, then turned and walked away.


Sitting on the plane before departure, I was struck by a sinking feeling that I might never see Marty again. Is this all just a beautiful ending to my expedition? Or is this the beginning of something awesome?


I closed my eyes and remembered being in Marty’s presence, the ease of our conversation, the intense connection made on the mountain by simply moving through nature together. We had met on equal ground doing something we both loved. I wondered if he was the type of man described by essayist and memoirist Anais Nin when she wrote “I, with a deeper instinct, choose a man who compels my strength, who makes enormous demands on me, who does not doubt my courage or my toughness, who does not believe me naïve or innocent, who has the courage to treat me like a woman.”


The next morning, I called Mom and said, “I met someone. I think I’m in love.”


Six weeks later, Marty quit the police officer job he had treasured for eleven years. He sold most of his belongings and moved into my West Seattle home, trading warm weather and bad-guy hunting for cold rain, job searching, and a new life with me. He followed his heart and never looked back.


Three months later, we strolled into a restaurant near the waterfront in downtown Seattle. Marty, in a charcoal gray suit, held hands with me, in a timeless black velvet dress. At our table in the corner, a dozen red roses rested next to an open bottle of champagne. Midway through our fancy French dinner, Marty dug into a bag he’d brought with him and handed me the November issue of Climbing Magazine.


“What is this?” I said.


“Open it and you’ll see.”


I opened to the page marked with a Post-it note and scanned until I spotted a black-and-white photo of Marty and me taken at base camp on Denali at the end of our expedition, just before we flew off the mountain. Beneath it were these words:




When my expedition to the summit of Denali began, I never dreamed I would meet the person I would want to spend the rest of my life with. Chris, you have touched my heart, soul, my very being. You are my best friend and I can imagine no greater gift than for you to be my wife. I will love you forever, Chris Keenan. Will you marry me?





One year after meeting on Denali, Marty and I stood on the lawn of Hope Island Inn in La Conner before our family and close friends. As the sun reflected off the Puget Sound, we declared our love for each other and promised to share a life of adventure.


TWELVE YEARS LATER, at midlife, Marty and I were at a stage when people typically set aside dreams of major adventures for the more serious pursuits of building careers and families. Marty was the director of international facilities and real estate at F5 Networks, a technology company in Seattle, where he had worked for eleven years, and I co-owned an innovation consulting business with my business partner of sixteen years, Michelle. Our son, Keenan, was the center of our lives, but to us, adventure wasn’t mutually exclusive from working and raising him.


One night as Marty and I lay in bed reading, I closed my book, turned to him, and said, “If we decide to go to the South Pole, maybe we should wait until Keenan is in college.”


“I know … leaving him now would be so hard.”


“Maybe too hard. I’m not even sure I could leave him; just the thought makes me feel nervous, and selfish.”


“Selfish?” said Marty as he leaned in toward me. “Maybe we are being selfish, but if we wait eight years, I think we may miss our chance.”


We were in our late forties, and our bodies were starting to show wear from past adventures—especially Marty’s knees. He’d endured a meniscus tear, surgery, and the occasional shooting pain of bone-on-bone while running down a rocky trail—each jolt a humbling reminder that while others sometimes labeled him as superhuman, he was a mere mortal pushing his aging body to the edge. To cope, he lubricated his knee joints with an injection of wonder potion called Euflexxa from the doctor every nine months or so. Though we were in top physical shape, both of us could be one injury away from the sidelines.


“A lot could happen in eight years,” I said. “Dad was just fifty when he had the quadruple bypass.” I also thought of my sister-in-law, Bev, sixty years old and suffering from stage-four breast cancer.


“I guess a serious illness could strike. Luckily, we’re really healthy,” said Marty.


Besides our health, we knew the health of Antarctica could change drastically in eight years. The tourism industry had recently discovered the continent and begun attracting those willing to pay a bundle to fly in a small plane directly to the geographic South Pole, take a few photos, and then dash off to the Antarctic coast to camp with penguins. Then there was the possibility that global warming might melt the mammoth ice cap covering the continent that we wanted to travel across. If we waited, the pristine, wild, frozen landscape of Antarctica might change forever.


“Still, leaving Keenan is such a big hurdle,” I said with tightened eyes. As I looked out the window at the glow of the moon, I felt the tension between the responsibility of parenthood and the possibility of adventure.


I thought back to how much Keenan had matured during the past five years of summer vacations paddling the waters of the Broken Island Group near Canada’s Vancouver Island. I smiled remembering the trip we’d recently taken.


“Fish on!” Marty had yelled, gripping his reel tight while trying to keep the double kayak stable. “Keenan, get the net.”


Sitting in the front seat of the wooden kayak we’d built from a kit, Keenan reached forward, pulled the green net out from under the bungee cord, then held it up triumphantly.


“Feels like a big angry one. We’re having rockfish for dinner tonight,” said Marty.


As Marty wrestled the fish on the line, Keenan hung the net low near the water, patiently waiting, while I stowed my fishing pole and paddled my single kayak next to the double to raft up and stabilize it so Marty could focus on the fish.


“Here he comes,” said Marty as the fish’s head broke the surface of the water.


It flopped around madly while Keenan tried to scoop the net under it before it could wiggle off the hook. After one miss, Keenan shifted higher in his seat, stretched his arm out again, and said, “I got him.” Marty put down his pole as Keenan held on to the flopping fish and yelled, “Dad, it’s going crazy. Take it.”


Marty grabbed the net, removed the hook from its mouth, and dropped the fish into a shallow bucket held between his legs. Then came the whack from the big stick Marty used to put the fish to sleep for good.


Back on the shore of Clark Island, we got to work preparing our feast. Keenan stood close, like an intern watching a surgeon, as Marty talked through the cleaning process.


“Can I touch his eye?” said Keenan.


“Sure … hey … here’s his stomach. Let’s cut it open and see what he’s been eating.”


Out popped a small quarter-sized crab and other nondescript slimy green substances. Keenan held the contents in his hands, examining them closely to see if he could identify anything else.


We gathered wood and built a fire, and Keenan waded in the tide pools, flipping over rocks and collecting hermit crabs in his orange plastic bowl as part of his temporary sea aquarium, touching the yellow and pink sea anemone along the way to see them contract and close tight.


As the flame died down and the coals were hot and ready for cooking, I said to Marty, “I love taking Keenan on multiday adventures like this, away from the modern world.”


“Me too.”


“And exposing him to new experiences.” I had come to believe that the joy in life comes from an openness to adventure—having an adventurous mindset.


Over those years of vacationing in the Broken Group Islands, Keenan had grown from a somewhat timid kayaking passenger to a full-on paddling partner. While he used to avoid eating fish, he now loved any fish we caught; and in the dark of night, he was no longer scared to take a flashlight and go to the bathroom by himself.


He was learning firsthand what I’d learned over and over—that adventure expands who you are. Adventure helps us step out of the ordinary to realize the extraordinary qualities that we all possess. Since a polar expedition could do this for me, I began warming to the idea.


A FEW WEEKS after our first conversation about going south, Marty and I topped out at 4,167 feet on Mount Si—the trailhead for which is just a mile from our front door. Below, I could see the valley where our town lay alongside the South Fork of the Snoqualmie River. Out in the distance, the glacier-covered peak of Mount Rainier sparkled in the sunlight against the powder-blue sky. We’d set out at dawn to avoid crowds; Mount Si is hiked each year by upwards of a hundred thousand people looking for a challenge due to its rugged trails, 3,000 feet of elevation gain, and proximity to Seattle.


As we turned to run back down the trail, Marty said, “When it comes to Antarctica, we don’t know what we don’t know.”


“Well,” I panted, running down the next switchback. “Between Denali, your climb of Aconcagua, and Mount Rainier, we know what it takes to climb in extreme conditions.”


“For sure,” said Marty. “And with all the ultramarathons that we’ve run, we know how to use our mental strength to push through.”


I took a sip from my water bottle. “I bet skiing for hundreds of miles through Antarctica would use all of those skills, and more.” We passed a group of day hikers on their way up the trail. “I wonder if there are any books that tell you how to ski to the South Pole?”


“I’d like to start researching to get a better sense of what it might take,” said Marty.


I heard the question in his statement: Was I willing to seriously consider this trip? We hadn’t yet brought it up with Keenan.


“Let’s do it—dive into more of the details,” I said.


During the next few months of winter, we got to work reading books about polar expeditions. As I waited to pick up Keenan from elementary school, I sped through Race to the Pole in awe of the story of Norwegian Roald Amundsen, who became the first in history to stand on the geographic South Pole, on December 14, 1911. Thirty-seven days later, British explorer Robert Falcon Scott, who had competed against Amundsen for this honor, reached the Pole and found the Norwegian flag flapping in the wind. He and his team struggled to return to their ship carrying the added weight of defeat and national disgrace. With physical and mental conditions in steady decline, two of Scott’s men died. Soon overwhelmed by cold, hunger, and heartbreak, Scott and his two remaining teammates starved to death inside their tent just 13 miles from their food depot.


Once Marty finished our copy of Endurance: Shackleton’s Incredible Voyage—the epic 1914 story of Sir Ernest Shackleton’s expedition that intended to cross the Antarctic continent from one coast to the other—I spent lunch breaks reading the book in our front yard, feeling the bitter cold of the winter pack ice, though it was spring in the Northwest. I laughed when I read Shackleton allegedly had recruited teammates by running an ad that said: “Men wanted: For hazardous journey. Small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger, safe return doubtful. Honour and recognition in case of success.” I was swept away on one of the most incredible adventure stories of all time. After they sailed to Antarctica, the pressure of the winter pack ice trapped and then slowly crushed Shackleton’s ship. With no chance of rescue, a team of 28 set sail in ill-equipped lifeboats and, after a harrowing ordeal, landed on Elephant Island. Next, a team of six men, including Shackelton, took one lifeboat in search of help. After surviving hair-raising seas and painful frostbite, they hiked across massive snowcapped mountains wearing only threadbare clothes. The entire team miraculously survived the two-year ordeal—and the story left me inspired by Shackleton’s tremendous leadership.


As spring transitioned to a hot and dry summer, and our weekends filled with day hikes with Keenan in the Cascade Mountains, we leapt forward in time to modern stories like Crossing Antarctica, about Will Steger’s 3,700-mile journey on foot across Antarctica in 1990; No Horizon Is So Far, an inspiring crossing of Antarctica by ski and kite in 2001 by Liv Arnesen and Ann Bancroft; and Call of the White, the story of Felicity Aston leading six women to the South Pole in 2009. I cleared space for our growing polar library and gained insight from those who went before us. One thing seemed clear—Antarctica remained a remote, harsh, and unforgiving place a hundred years after Amundsen had first arrived at the geographic South Pole. Of all the places we could journey in the world, Antarctica was unique in its remoteness and otherworldliness—and in my mind, provided an opportunity to experience what traveling to another planet might feel like.


I also noticed that polar explorers seemed to possess common traits of courage, stamina, technical skill, a high level of strength and fitness, and commitment to years of meticulous pre-trip planning and training. But some teams with vast polar experience who fit this profile failed to reach the Pole because of team dynamics. Extreme physical and mental challenges could cripple expeditions. Months of struggling to survive harsh conditions and living in close quarters could wear relationships thin as teammates placed blame for a slow pace or bristled at the sound of each other’s voices. I tucked this information into the corner of my married brain, wondering if our team of two would fare differently. We had been trapped for days at a time at camps high on Denali in extreme cold and high-wind conditions, but the camps had been full of other climbers. In Antarctica, it would be just the two of us in a tent, and no one else for hundreds of miles around us.


Though we could hire a guide to lead us to the Pole, we were hoping to test our own skills, make our own decisions, choose our own direction—ultimately realize success or failure on our own terms. We wanted to journey in the true spirit of polar expeditions, like the early explorers, who relied on skill and self-sufficiency to venture where no others had before. It would be like progressing from medical student to surgeon. After years of medical training and supervised hands-on surgical experience, one day you pick up the scalpel and you decide how to proceed—the patient’s life completely in your hands. When it comes to acquiring experience in the outdoors, you travel with mentors and learn new skills—and decades later find yourself standing on a mountain of knowledge built one experience at a time. You are ready to become your own guide. Your life in your own hands.





CHAPTER 2:


ONE-HUNDRED-MILE MINDSET


“This is it,” declared Marty, staring at his computer screen. “What?” I looked up from the photos I was sorting of our recent honeymoon in Zimbabwe.


He had stumbled upon a description of a 100-mile trail race called the Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run that started in Squaw Valley and ended in Auburn, California. It was like the Boston Marathon of 100-mile races, attracting top runners and covering remote terrain in the Sierra Nevada. The 100-mile race was the pinnacle of ultrarunning, a sport in which runners compete in distances beyond marathon length, typically 50 kilometer (31 miles), 50 miles, 100 kilometer (61 miles), or 100 miles. Marty had begun running when he was deployed on a guided-missile cruiser in the Persian Gulf, during the Iran-Iraq War in the eighties. He ran laps around the perimeter of the ship, seven laps to a mile, and pedaled a stationary bike that lived in a stuffy utility closet. On a whim and a personal dare, he ran his first Honolulu Marathon with little training, and within a year brought his marathon time down to 3:15. Running was a key motivator for him.


“I’m going to enter a hundred-mile race,” said Marty with a playful smile.


Ten months later, in June 2000, Marty toed the line for the Western States. At 5:00 a.m., he raced into the morning and up the first of many mountain passes. He fell into a pace he thought he could hold for 24 hours—which seemed like an impossibly long time to me. As the sun rose high in the sky, the scent of sagebrush filled the air. The first 40 miles of the race went smoothly for Marty—which sounds crazy since most people will never even walk 40 miles straight. Then the miles began to take a toll.


As he ran into the aid station at mile 45, one of many refueling stops placed every 10 miles or so along the racecourse, I rushed over and asked, “How are you doing?”


“It’s so hot. I don’t know if I’m eating or drinking enough,” said Marty as he slumped over with hands on knees.


“Have you taken enough salt tablets?” We had just learned about salt tablets, used to keep the body’s electrolytes in balance, at the race briefing the night before.


“I don’t know,” he said as he stuffed a bite of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in his mouth. “My legs are killing me.”


I wondered how he would make another 55 miles on a tough mountain trail that gained 17,000 feet in its entirety. After all, the longest distance he’d run before the race was 50 miles on a pancake-flat course.


As his only support crew, I felt clueless as I drove my rental car from aid station to aid station. Most crews, made up of friends and family, traveled in packs between aid stations, enjoying conversation and company as they ferried around extra clothing, first aid, and runners’ favorite snacks—plus acted as cheerleaders. I sat alone in silence, sitting in the dirt among the ants because I wasn’t equipped with a chair or blanket like everyone else. I felt completely inadequate, like an outsider crashing a reunion of old friends.


After hours of waiting, I spotted Marty coming down the trail into the Michigan Bluff aid station at mile 55.7. He was shuffling along at a slow pace with his head down and face strained; it appeared his 24-hour goal was slipping away.


“I feel nauseous,” he murmured. “I just threw up a few miles back.”


“Want some Tums?” I glanced at my watch. He’d been running in the heat for 14 hours.


“How much time until cutoff?” he asked. Runners must pass through certain aid stations by certain cutoff times in order to continue the race.


“You are ninety minutes ahead of cutoff.” This didn’t give him much cushion.


Marty limped out of the aid station, like an injured animal on the African plains waiting for the inevitable doom to strike.


While I waited for Marty at the next aid station—Foresthill at mile 62—the crowd burst into cheers as they caught a glimpse of a tall, wiry guy with curly brown hair and a steely look of determination. He appeared to be in first place. His crew ran next to him, handed him a thick green drink, a giant burrito, and a full bottle of water—and he was off in less than 30 seconds. I later learned the guy was Scott Jurek, the iconic ultrarunner on his way to his second Western States victory. Back then he had yet to win seven Western States in a row, or star in the national best seller, Born to Run, by Christopher McDougall, or write his own best-selling memoir, Eat and Run. I didn’t know at the time that he lived in Seattle and had just started an ultrarunning coaching business, and I couldn’t have anticipated the impact he’d soon have on our lives.


When Marty arrived, the sun hung low in the sky. He grabbed watermelon from the aid station table, and I refilled his water bottles with an electrolyte drink.


I told him, “I’m going to start pacing you now instead of at mile eighty.” I was hoping to help him make the next cutoff time and keep him in the race. I’d run a full marathon a year earlier, and according to race rules I could have paced him for the last 40 miles of the race, but at the time felt I was trained enough to run only about 20 miles with him. My role would be to motivate him, help ensure he stayed on course, tell silly stories, and generally keep him company through the night and into the morning. Marty nodded in agreement.


I threw on my headlamp and a backpack full of Marty’s emergency clothes, and together we ran through the darkness toward the trail that gradually descended 16 miles to the American River. We passed groups of cheering fans, clusters of racers resting in chairs, and a handful of runners lying on the ground getting patched up before they headed back into the night. As the intense heat of the day gave way to a more tolerable temperature, I remembered what I had overheard someone say to a runner, “Things get better when the sun goes down.”


As I ran behind Marty, I tried to bolster his spirits with an occasional “Good job” and “Nice work.”


“Uh-huh,” he grunted in exhaustion.


After a while, I took the lead so Marty could mindlessly follow. I gradually increased my pace, trying to pull him along and put more cushion between us and the cutoff time. The sound of the rushing river grew louder with each passing hour. Finally, huge spotlights revealed the edge of the river and the route that went right through it. After pausing to look at the rushing water, we plunged in, holding tight to the rope stretched across. The strength of the current threatened to take our tired bodies down.


Marty yelled an excited “Oh yeah” when the cold water jolted him awake and invigorated his weary legs.


Once on the other side, he changed into dry shoes and socks that I’d been carrying in my backpack. Blister prevention.


“You can do this,” I said, then I kissed Marty goodbye.


“Thanks.”


“You’re now three hours ahead of cutoff. I love you. Go!”


I watched Marty run down the trail and into the darkness. He still had 20 miles to go, and I knew my body wasn’t trained to take him all the way to the finish line.


Shivering in my damp clothes, I pondered how to get myself to the Highway 49 aid station at mile 93 to connect back with Marty. I had left our rental car back at mile 62. I rocked back and forth with my arms wrapped around my knees to try to keep warm. Two hours later, I hitched a ride with another crew. Just after sunrise, Marty appeared with bloodshot eyes and a forced smile at the last aid station.


“My legs are completely spent, and my feet are killing me,” said Marty.


“Can I get you anything?”


“No. I can’t run anymore. I think I have enough time to walk the last seven miles.”


Since he’d be going slowly, I decided to accompany him to the finish line to make sure he didn’t fall asleep or fall over on the final stretch. Finally, we entered the track at Placer High School in Auburn, where the race ended, and completed the last quarter mile. Marty crossed the finish line in 29:09, staggered 20 yards further, then lay down on the track and instantly fell asleep.


Despite setbacks and struggles, Marty had found a way to finish his first 100-mile race. I had witnessed again and again how he kept digging deep, resisting the voice in his head that screamed, Why am I doing this anyway? Why don’t I just stop and end the pain? I had witnessed how important a support team was for him to ultimately cross the finish line.


My eyes were opened to an incredibly raw and real and rare experience.


OVER THE NEXT few months, I couldn’t stop thinking about our time at Western States. Do I have what it takes to run 100 miles? I wondered. That would be nearly four times the longest race distance I’d run so far. Can I train my mind and body to suffer through the hard times? Can I become an endurance athlete? I wanted to find out. The hair on my neck stood up with excitement.


Just when I was ready to dive deep into the belly of the ultrarunning beast, deep in my own belly, a baby began to grow. My life took a detour to focus my energy on my pregnancy instead. While Marty continued racing ahead and competed in the Marathon des Sables, a 155-mile stage race through the Sahara Desert in Morocco, I power walked my way through the next nine months, hoping I’d be able to catch up with him later.


Parenthood arrived with gusto. My new norm became pureed peas drying on the kitchen floor and a half-edited report beckoning from my home office. Instead of waking to the sound of my alarm clock, a baby’s cry jolted me multiple times a night. I wondered: How do people do it? Be parents. Both work. Both run. Both sleep.


It took all of me.


Shortly after Keenan was born, I strapped him into a new running stroller and took to the streets in search of my pre-pregnancy strength and stamina. As we got accustomed to the beautiful chaos of parenthood, running added a slice of sanity, a way to do a little something for myself each day. I’d return from a run feeling renewed, alive, and mindful—at least until the endorphins wore off. While it wasn’t my time to tackle a 100-mile race, I was consumed by the question of how far I could go. I could inch my way toward the possibility by simply lacing up my shoes and running out the door every day. I could still dream big by setting smaller goals for now. Maybe as I grew as a parent, I could grow as an ultrarunner.


Five months later, I toed the line of the Mount Si 50-Mile Relay race with Marty and two others as teammates. I liked the sound of it: Mount Si Relay Mama. I was slotted to run three segments, each 5 miles. After my first segment, I dashed off to the privacy of the back seat of my Ford Explorer and pumped my breasts free of milk. After my second segment, I did the same.


As I approached the end of my third segment, my teammate who was supposed to run the last leg of the race wasn’t at the exchange.


“Have you seen anyone from my team?” I asked the race attendant.


“Your husband told me your last runner hurt his foot and had to drop out. He and your son are waiting for you at the finish line.”


Crap. Suddenly I was staring down 4 additional miles to get my team to the finish line. My body felt tired and weak, and my boobs threatened to burst. Like a child resisting medicine, I begrudgingly marshaled onward.


A half mile down the trail, I found myself running in stride with another woman. I asked, “How’s your race going?”


“Great, how about you?”


Since she seemed genuinely interested, I said, “Well, I hadn’t planned for these last four miles. My body is rebelling.”


After we chatted for a while, I said, “Feel free to run ahead.” I sensed she had much more left in her tank and had slowed down to keep me company.


She shook her head. “I love the fact that you’re running this race only five months after your son was born. You inspire me.”


We happily ran side by side until we crossed the finish line together.


After the race, I felt hopeful that I could juggle being a breastfeeding mom and a runner and a business owner all at once. It was the beginning of a lifelong balancing act.


TIME PASSED, KEENAN began to toddle, and Marty and I got wise to the ways of ultrarunning and 100-mile races. We read books, talked to experienced ultrarunners, and began training with Scott Jurek, the guy I had seen running at Western States. Scott revealed his secrets of workouts, nutrition, and hydration. Tempo running, speed workouts, and back-to-back 6- to 10-hour runs, two days in a row, became regular fare on our training menu. At our house, running became a shared hobby, daily practice, and weekly religion.


Running through the forest, I chased the possibility of peace and clarity that comes with moving through the wild. On good days, the wind kissed me hello as my body warmed to the trail. The air cleansed my mind, sweat christened my body, the pulse of the earth beat inside me. Leaving the heaviness of life behind, I floated weightless over rocks and roots while the trees stood witness to my hard work. My spirit connected to everything.


During our monthly coaching sessions with Scott, we plotted our training using periodization methods, making sure we peaked for major races—at that time 50-milers for me and 100-milers for Marty. Based on Scott’s recommendation, we completed a VO2 max test, a measure of aerobic capacity. Heart rate monitors helped us train in specific zones to maximize workouts. A naturopathic doctor helped us dial in nutrition and monitor important levels of iron and ferritin (iron stores), vitamin D, and more. We fueled our bodies with a primarily plant-based diet. We frequently plunged our legs into a bath of ice, suffering through the cold to help muscles recover after long runs. After two years of Scott’s coaching, we had improved all aspects of our running. I had gained confidence to put myself through the big test.


I SCANNED THE scene as I waited to line up for the start of the race. The sweet smell of summer in the Northwest mixed with the scent of fresh pancakes hot off the griddle. The Cascade Crest 100 started and finished at the rural fire station in Easton, Washington, and the volunteer firefighters treated runners to a prerace pancake breakfast. After we finished eating, a volunteer asked if Keenan would like to take a quick ride in the fire truck. He placed an adult-sized firefighter helmet on Keenan’s four-year-old head; Keenan looked like he’d either explode with excitement or crumble from the weight of the hat. Keenan, Marty, and I climbed into the fire engine and rode through town like we were in our own private parade. Afterward, I mingled with my running friends, chatting about their latest races and goals for the day. Other runners sat quietly staring off into space, as if contemplating the seriousness of the long day and night ahead.


The Cascade Crest 100 captured the true spirit of ultra-running with its sweeping views, 21,000 feet of elevation gain, one-mile downhill bushwhack with rope support, two-mile run through the complete darkness of an old railroad tunnel, and super tough trails on the second half of the course. It was hard, it was beautiful, and it promised to test me to my limits.

OEBPS/images/f001.jpg
=== = Flight Paths
——— Expecition Route.

Somi

Expedition Elevation Profile
500

PR
m“ x\“’@%\ &

f« ,« \«,

Distance i s





OEBPS/images/9781631525933.jpg
NANCY PEARL
BOOK AWARD

LIVING NOW
BOOK AWARD

TWO PARENTS RISK
LIFE AND FAMILY IN AN
EXTRAORDINARY QUEST
TO THE SOUTH POLE

CHRIS FAGAN





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NOILId3dX3

JHL

TWO PARENTS RISK
LIFE AND FAMILY IN AN
EXTRAORDINARY QUEST
T0 THE SOUTH POLE

CHRIS FAGAN

[swp)

SHE WRITES PRESS





