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THE GRINDER 
 

A Badwater  2006 race  s to ry  
 

By Ar thur  Webb  

 
We are  parked just  be low the  sea  leve l  s ign that  i s  perched  h igh  

above  on  the jagged  s ide of  a  c l i ff  in  th i s  Amargosa  Mounta in  

Range .  As  I  anxious l y s i t  in  the  s tuff y van ,  b eads  of  sweat  s t ream 

down my face as  an  unusual  dose  of  humidi ty se t t les  into  the 

a rea .  I t ’s  n ine-f i f teen  in  the  morning  and  al ready a  s t i f l ing  110-

degrees .   

 

In  for ty- f ive  minutes ,  th i r ty-one  runners  wil l  begin  the  135-mi le  

journey through Death  Val ley  and  t raverse  two  long  mounta in 

passes  before  f in i sh ing  a t  the  Por ta l s  (8600 -fee t) ,  ha lfway up  MT 

Whi tney.  Dur ing  the  race  a i r  t empera tures  wi l l  reach  130 -degrees  

and  the pavement  wi l l  be  a  toas ty 200 -degrees .  This  i s  the  

Badwater  Ul t ramara thon  and  i s  b i l led  as  the  toughes t  foo t race  in  

the  world .   

 

As  o ther  runners  caravan in  for  the  s ta r t ,  I  begin  to  f idge t  and 

fuss .  Al though  I  am menta l ly and  phys ica l ly prepared  for  the  

enormous  chal lenge  ahead ,  I  quest ion  everyth ing .  Did I  do  

enough hea t  t ra in ing?  Did I  run  enough in  the  hi l l s  o r  on  the 

f la t s?   S ince  I  am super  hydra ted ,  w hy I  am cot ton -mouthed  and  

th i r s ty?  Worry war t !  

  

Jus t  before  ten  o’clock ,  a l l  the  runners  a re  having  group p ic tures  

taken  by the  lacquered  wooden  marker  wi th  ye l low le t te r ing ,  

no t ing  tha t  th i s  i s  the  Badwater  Bas in ;  a t  two-hundred and  

e ighty- two fee t  below sea leve l ,  i t  i s  the  lowes t  po in t  in  the  

Western  Hemisphere .  

 

As  the  Nat iona l  Anthem plays ,  I  wonder,  what  I  am doing  in  th i s  

g roup  of  incred ib ly ta len ted  a th le tes .  Scot t  Jurek ,  Pam Reed,  

Ferg  Hawk,  Monica  S cholz ,  Dean  Karnazes ,  and Charl ie  Engle  

a re  here .  They have  a l l  f in ished  Badwater  in  less  than  th i r ty-

hours .  Egad!  

 

Af te r  the  word  is  g iven  to  s ta r t  th i s  momentous  task,  I  

immedia te ly s l ip  to  the  back  of  the  pa ck .  At  64 -years ,  I  am the  
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oldes t  and  s lowest .  This  wi l l  no t  be  a  to r to ise  and  hare  s tory 

because I  wi l l  never  de l ibera te ly ca tch  any of  these  runners .  My 

goa l  i s  to  use  course  knowledge,  a  ton  of  exper ience and  a  t ruck  

ful l  of  tenac i ty to  make  i t  to  the  f i n ish  l ine .  I  hope  they don’t  

consume a l l  the  pizza  and  co ld  beer  before  I  get  there .   

 

My crew,  three  beaut i ful  l adies  f rom Bishop,  CA,  Debbie  

Maste rs ,  Diane  Spie th  and  Kar i  Marchant  a long wi th  my wife  

Chr is t ine ,  the  pre t t ies t  of  a l l ,  wi l l  do  yeoman’s  work  by leap -

f rogging  me in  the  Enterpr i se  renta l  van  and,  a t  t imes ,  wi l l  pace  

for  me.  They wi l l  pamper  me the  en t i re  race .   

 

To  keep  me re la t ive ly cool  in  the  scorching  hea t ,  they wi l l  wrap  

iced-bandannas  around my neck  and  spray co ld  water  on  my l igh t  

co lored safar i  ha t  and  long -s leeved whi te  Caps i lene  sh i r t .    

 

Once  every hour,  I  wi l l  snack on  a  bot t le  of  Ensure  or  a  mix  of  

Hammer ’s  Perpe tuem,  chased  wi th  a  b ig  gulp  of  Crys ta l  Geyser  

water,  Crys ta l  L ight ,  PowerAde,  or  a  Sta rbucks  Frappac inno .  

Every twenty minutes ,  dur ing the hea t  of  the  day,  I  wi l l  swal low 

a  couple  of  Endurolytes  ( sodium,  magnes ium and potass ium 

replacement  capsules  tha t  help  ward  off  dehydra t ion  and  

c ramping . )  Tha t ’s  i t .  Yum!  

 

Al though there  i s  abso lu te ly no  guaran tee  of  f in i sh ing  th i s  

mons te r  and  the  next  two days  wi l l  do le  o ut  a  p inch of  misery,  

pa in  and  a  sp lash  of  p leasure ,  i t  i s  a  pr iv i lege  to  be here .  This  

wi l l  be  my n in th  consecut ive  Badwater  Race .   

 

As  I  run  a long  Highway 178  on  the  edge  of  Death Val ley’s  

sprawl ing  sal t  basin ,  which  appears  to  be  f i l l ed  wi th  water  as  the  

pure  whi te  dr ied out  surface  sh immers  f rom the undulat ing  hea t ,  

the  ant ic ipa t ion,  apprehens ion  and  j i t t e rs  begin to  fade away as  

endorphins  s ta r t  f lowing  through my sys tem .   

 

Af te r  a  f ew mi les  a  minor  problem has  developed.  M y lef t  foo t ,  

which  was  rubbed  wi th  Hydrope l  (a  ge l  tha t  i s  adver t ised  to  

prevent  b l is te rs)  and  not  enough foot  powder,  i s  s l id ing  in  the  

shoe  (bl i s te rs  are  caused  by th i s  rubbing  f r ic t ion) .  Hopefu l ly i t  

wi l l  soon  set t le  down .  Clomp,  s l ide ,  c lomp.   

 

I t  t akes  three  and  a  ha lf  hours  to  run  to  the  Furnace  Creek  Resor t  

checkpoin t  s ta t ion (mi le -17) .  Jack Denness  (c l ipboard  check- in  
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man and  e leven - t ime Badwater  f in i sher )  te l l s  me ,  “You have  to  

go  back to  the  s ta r t  because  of  a  ru le  inf rac t ion. ”  I  th ink  he  i s  

k idding me;  a t  leas t  I  hope  so.  I  s i t  on  the  s toop of  the  van  for  a  

few minutes  and  place  a  d iffe rent  pai r  of  shoes  and  socks  o ver  

my water  soaked  and  shr ive led f eet  tha t  revea l  ear ly s igns  of  

ug ly b l i s te r ing .    

 

Ten  minutes  la te r  I  se t  off  for  Stovepipe  Wel ls  (mi le -42) .  

Al though there  i s  beauty in  the  bas in  and  on  the co lorful  s t ra tus  

of  the  sur rounding h i l l s ides ,  the  sear ing  and in tense  hea t  makes  

th i s  por t ion of  the  race  a  monumenta l  chore .  I t  i s  a lmos t  a  

mara thon  in  d is tance  as  i t  meanders  th rough the  ar id  deso la t ion  

in  Death  Val ley.  

 

This  year  I  have s t ra teg ica l ly broken i t  down in to  smal le r  

sec t ions .  By focusing  on  severa l  landmarks ,  (about  four  mi les  

apar t ) ,  Cow Creek ,  another  lowes t  e leva t ion s ign,  the  Bea t ty 

turnoff  and Sa l t  Creek ,  my in ten t  i s  to  cover  thi s  par t  o f  the  race  

wi th  less  s t ress .  I t  works .  By the  t ime  the  race turns  wes t  a t  the  

Scot ty’s  Cas t le  exi t  (mi le -35) ,  I  am more  re laxed  and less  t i red  

than  usua l .  

 

Whi le  I  run be tween the incredib ly scu lp tured  Sand Dunes  to  the  

nor th  and  the  Devi l s  Cornf ie ld  (a  sea  of  c rys ta l l ized  sal t  c lumps)  

to  the  south,  the  wind  begins  to  b low sand  and   

ex t reme  heat  across  the  bas in .  I t  never  real ly changes  th rough  

here .  Every year,  as  i f  on  cue ,  i t  ge ts  windy and  the  suffoca t ing  

130-degree  blas t  fu rnace- l ike heat  s t ings  my face and scorches  

my lungs .   

 

As  I  hunker  down and  run the next  seven -mi les  across  the  val ley,  

I  encounter  a  major  problem,  but  i t  i s  no t  mine .  Someth ing  i s  

very wrong because  I  have  caught  Pam Reed  ( two-t ime Badwater  

race  winner)  who i s  bare ly shuff l ing a long .  “Since  the  s ta r t  of  

the  race  I  have had  prob lems wi th  f lu id  in take  and  I  th ink  I  am 

severely dehydra ted ,”  Pam says .  For  hea l th  concerns  her  race  

wi l l  be  over  in  a  few mi les .  I t ’s  sad  and  I  fee l  bad  for  her.  

Unfor tuna te ly,  even  the  bes t  a th le tes  have  the i r  off  days .   

 

Wi th  pa t r io t ic  sp inn ing  pinwheels  and  an  Amer ican  f lag  f lapping 

in  the  super-hea ted  breeze ,  Debbie ,  Kar i  and  I  run  ye l l ing  and 

screaming  into  the Stovepipe  Wel ls  check- in  s ta t ion .  At  n ine -

hours  and  thi r ty-minutes ,  I  am r igh t  on  schedule .   
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I  forego  the  smal l  ho te l  pool  tha t  i s  f i l l ed  wi th  overheated -

runners  and  the ir  c rew.  Ins tead ,  in  a  room we have  reserved ,  

g inger ly s tep- in to  the  tub for  a  quick co ld  shower,  bu t ,  l ike  a  

c rue l  joke ,  bo th taps  a re  hot?  Before  jamming  my shoes  back  on ,  

numerous  la rge  b l is te rs  on  both  hee ls  and  severa l  toes  a re  s l iced 

open .  I  use  no  tape ;  i t ’s  jus t  cut ,  d rain  and  ge t  back  on the  road .  

Ugh!   

 

Except  for  a  f ew moments  tha t  Kar i  walks  wi th  me,  the  next  

seventeen-mi le  s teep  t rek  to  Townes  Pass  (mi le -59)  i s  a  lonely 

s ix  hour  power-walk ing  s t ruggle .  In  the  past  I  have  ran and  

a l te rna te ly walked,  bu t  i t  has  been  ex t remely exhaus t ing  and,  a t  

the  top,  there  was  l i t t l e  lef t  in  my tank .  

 

As  the  sun  s inks  behind  the  mounta ins ,  the  in tense  heat  begins  to  

d i ss ipate .  Al though i t  i s  cooler,  my body i s  s t i l l  under  enormous  

s t ress  as  I  chug forward .  Dehydra t ion  i s  a lways  a  major  concern  

and  f luid  in take,  even  a t  n ight ,  cont inues  to  be  a  top pr ior i ty.   

 

To  ward  off  cars  and  o ther  scary th ings  I  wear  red  f lashers  on  my 

arms  and  legs .  I  a lso  carry a  smal l  f lash l ight ,  but  i t ’s  a lmost  no t  

needed .  Bi l l ions  of  s ta rs  have  l i t  up  the  evening sky and  c omets ,  

meteors ,  shoot ing s ta rs  and  spaceships  a re  s t reaking  everywhere .  

Al though the go ing  i s  tough ,  I  am for tuna te  to  be  her e ;  and ,  

jazzed to  see  the  un iverse  in  the  raw.  Man,  th i s  is  good s tuff .  

Jus t  before  c rest ing  the  mountain  a  ten  minute  resp i te ,  on  a  lawn 

cha i r,  i s  needed .  

 

My favori te  par t  of  th i s  race  i s  running  down the  nine -mi le  

wes te rn s lope  of  Townes  Pass  to  the  eas te rn  edge  of  the  Panamint  

Val ley Sa l t  F la t s  (mi le -68) .  In  the  cool  of  the  evening,  I  pass  

Vis ta  Point  where  you  ca n  see  MT Whi tney about  seventy-mi les  

away.  Near  the  bo t tom,  I  ca tch  Shannon Farar-Griefer  and  her  

pacer  who i ronica l ly l ives  on ly a  f ew mi les  f rom me  in  Nor thern  

Cal i forn ia .   

 

Along  the  sal t  f la ts ,  jus t  four-mi les  f rom Panamint  Springs ,  I  

ca tch  Jack  Menard who i s  c reeping along  and  babbl ing to  

h imse l f .  Jack  swears ,  “I  see  a  bear  walk ing in  the  scrubby 

brush .”  I  te l l  h im,  “Bears  don’t  l ive  out  he re” .  Maybe  he  has  

spot ted the  baby d inosaur  that  I  saw,  a  f ew years  ago ,  p rowl ing 

in  the  a rea .  Whatever  i t  i s ,  he  wi l l  have  someth ing to  mumble  to  
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as  I  forge  ahead .  In  another  mi le  I  ca tch  Lisa  Smi th-Batchen who 

i s  s t ruggl ing  and te l l s  me,  “ I  have been  nauseous for  hours  f rom 

some hor r id  s tomach p roblem.”  

 

No one  escapes .  I f  you  run  Badwater  someth ing  a long  the  way 

wi l l  l ike ly s ink  i t s  nas ty hooks  in to  you .  I t  might  be  th rowing  up ,  

c ramping ,  dehydra t ion ,  hea t  i l ln ess ,  menta l  o r  emot iona l  f a t igue 

or  a  myr iad  of  other  possib i l i t i es .  

 

This  race  is  a  gu t  check  and  i t  wi l l  tes t  you  in  every poss ib le  

way.  I f  you  a re  menta l ly s t rong  and can  handle  lo t s  of  suff e r ing  

and  pa in ,  i t ’s  possib le  to  recover  enough to  mo ve  ahead .  Forge t  

the  pre race ,”The  bes t  l a id  p lans  of  Mice  and  Men” idea ,  and  put  

them in  the  shredder.  I  don’t  know about  the  f ron t - runners ,  bu t  

for  the  res t  of  us  ge t t ing to  the  f in ish  l ine  i s  a  cons tan t  process  

of  red- l in ing  and  overcoming numerous  bad ep isodes .  Per iod .   

 

I  am ge t t ing ex tremely f a t igued  and  the  las t  three -mi les  in to  

Panamint  Spr ings  (mi le -72)  are  labor ious  and  s low.  Both  f eet  a re  

sc reaming for  re l ief  f rom the severe  b l i s te r ing.  So ,  I  d i tch  my 

running shoes  for  b lack  rubber  thong sandals .  My  reward  i s  the  

sha t ter ing  rea l iza t ion  that  dawn has  a r r ived  and not  only am I  

fac ing a  s teep  e ight -mi le  c l imb to  Fa ther  Crowley Vis ta  Point  

(mi le -80) ,  bu t  a l so  another  hot  day of  s t ruggle .  Yikes!   

 

I  ca tch  Mike  Sweeney and  David  Burs le r  a t  the  beginning  of  the  

c l imb.  One  of  their  c rew members  i s  amazed  that  th is  is  my n in th  

Badwater  and i s  surpr i sed  even  more  when he  sees  me t rekking  

up  the  mountain  in  sandals .  He  turns  to  me and  says ,  “Ar t ,  you  

jus t  g r ind  these things  out ,  don’t  you? ”    

 

“Yes ,”  I  t e l l  h im,  “ That ’s  exac t ly what  I  do . ”  For  two days  I  

to ta l ly zone  in  on  my objec t ive,  improvise  as  needed and  keep 

moving  forward .  I  jus t  gr ind i t  ou t .  Perfect ,  a f te r  a l l  these  years  

I  have a  labe l  tha t  f i t s .  I  am the  “Grinder  of  Badwater. ”    

 

A f ew mi les  la ter  the  sanda ls  a re  not  working .  They a re  wet  and  

my fee t  a re  s l ipp ing  out  of  them s i deways .  The  toe  s t rap  i s  

s l i c ing deep  in to  the  sk in,  a t  the  jo in t ,  on  the  bot tom of  my r igh t  

toe .  “Oops ,”  I  te l l  my crew,  “That  was  a  bad  idea .”  I  t ry walk ing  

barefoot  but  the  aspha l t  i s  too  hot  and  my fee t  l i t e ra l ly begin  to  

s izz le  and  cook.  So  sans  socks i t ’s  back  into  the  pa infu l  bu t  

bearable  running  shoes .  
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As  the  “wheels  are  coming off ,”  the  sheer  beauty in  Death  Val ley 

g ives  me a  much needed  emot iona l  l i f t .  About  a  mi le  f rom the  

top ,  the  swath  of  road  be low appears  to  have  been  carved  out  by 

a  la rge  snake  tha t  had  s l i thered  across  the  i r idescent  Panamint  

Sa l t  F la t s  and  through the sur rounding  brown hued mounta in  

passes .  The  panoramic  v iew of  th i s  vas t  expanse i s  b rea th tak ing .  

The  best  par t  i s  tha t  I  have  a l ready t rekked  i t .    

 

At  the  top  dur ing another  ch ange  of  shoes  and  more  b l i s te r  

dra in ing ,  a  newly-wed tour i s t  couple  saunters  over  to  our  van .  

They a re  aghas t  and  shake  thei r  heads  a t  how many t imes  I  have  

comple ted  thi s  race .  Oh wel l ,  they jus t  don’t  unders tand!  But ,  

tha t ’s  okay,  because  no  one  el se  does  e i ther.  

 

For  the  next  f ew mi les  the  road  winds  a long  the base  of  a  smal l  

mounta in  outcropping  and empt ies  into  the Darwin  Flats .  

Spr inkled  amongs t  the  sagebrush  are  weather  bea ten Yucca  t rees .  

Al though they prov ide  only a  s l i ce  of  shade,  I  imagine  tha t  a l l  

the  animal  l i f e  in  t h i s  area  a re  nes t l ing  a t  the  base  of  these  

pr ick ly covered  scarecrows.  I t  a lways  amazes  me how anyth ing  

can  surv ive in  th i s  oven -baked  deser t .    

 

Debbie  then  Diane walks  wi th  me dur ing  thi s  por t ion.  Af te r  the  

road  cres t s  over  a  ra ther  long knol l ,  I  s ta r t  to  run  aga in .  I  pass  

the  Death  Val ley Nat ional  Park  Boundary S ign  (mi le -85)  and 

c ross  f ive -mi les  of  ro l l ing  hi l ly te r ra in  before  walk ing the  las t  

few fee t  in to  the  Darwin  turnoff  check- in  s ta t ion  (mi le -90) .    

 

Suddenly,  I  hear  the  unmis takable  roar  of  je t  engines  s l ic ing 

through the  morning  sky.  The  noise  i s  loud and  a lmost  deafening .  

“There ,  look ,  r ight  up  there ,”  I  shout ,  whi le  jumping  up  and  

down.  A powder  b lue  F-16 i s  f lying  s ideways  and  only a  f ew fee t  

over  our  heads .  Wi th in  seconds  the p i lo t  t ipped h is  wing ,  banked  

to  the  nor th  and was  gone.  I  have  no idea  i f  he  was gree t ing  us  or  

s imply prac t ic ing h is  s t raf ing  techniq ue ,  but  i t  doesn’t  mat te r.  

This  show was a lmost  wor th  the  pr ice  of  admiss ion .   

 

Reenergized ,  I  feel  I  can  run the Centennial  F lat s ;  the  next  ten -

mi les  of  gradua l ly ro l l ing  downhi l l ’s .  Al l  goes  wel l  un t i l  jus t  

before  the  la rge  whi te  cross  (mi le -96) .  Al though i t ’s  a t  l east  

twenty-degrees  cooler  than  yes te rday and  I  am s t i l l  being  soaked  

wi th  cold  water,  my bod y begins  to  overheat .  Accord ing  to  the  
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l aw of  d iminish ing  re turns ,  as  the  body tempera ture  r ises ,  

performance suffers .  Wel l ,  duh!  

 

Jus t  a  minute  ago I  was  running  okay,  bu t  now I  have to  c l imb 

in to  the  van,  l ie  down and  cool  off .  Wi th  iced  down towels  

draped  on  my head  and  shoulders  and  Debbie  tagging  a long  for  

mora l  support ,  I  am soon  back  on  the  road.  S ince  I  s t i l l  suffe r  

f rom some c lass ic  hea t  s t ress  symptoms my  condi t ion  is  tenuou s  

a t  best ,  and  there  a re  s t i l l  th i r ty-n ine  mi les  to  go .  Yuck!  

 

The  next  e ight -mi les  of  running  a re  more  of  a  shuff le -walk .  I  

have  another  heat  ep isode  (mi le -104)  and  have  to  get  in to  the van  

aga in .  To  cool  down ,  I  s i t  in  a  bucke t  of  ice  water.  Then  I  dip  my 

head  into  a  bra in -f reez ing  ice  and water  f i l l ed chest  un t i l  the  

back  of  my eyes  fee l  l ike  they a re  be ing  clubbed wi th  a  hammer.  

A pounding  headache  tha t  fee ls  l ike  i t  i s  go ing  to  explode  wi l l  

bo ther  me for  an hour.  To  give  my crunched  fee t  some re l ief  the  

toe  box in  my shoes  a re  cu t  ou t .  Even  though I  fee l  p u lver ized ,  I  

cont inue  to  shuff le  towards  the  met ropol i s  of  Kee le r  (mi le -108) ,  

popula t ion  98 .   

 

Jus t  ahead ,  ominous  thunderheads  ro l l  in  f rom the  Eas t e rn  

S ie r ras  and b lankets  the  Owens Val ley.  Booming thunder  f i l l s  the  

darkened  sky and  c rackl ing  l igh tning  c rashes  in to  the  nearby 

h i l l s ides .  Actual ly,  ge t t ing  zapped might  fee l  good.  

Unfor tuna te ly,  we  a re  on  the  edge of  the  heavy ra in ,  and  only a  

few spr inkles  sp lash  the  roadway.  A soaking  in  a  downpour  may 

cool  me off ,  bu t  as  we  push  forward  the  ro l l ing  s torm moves  

away.  Dra t !  There  i s  some minor  f lash  f looding  in  the  area  and  

rumor  has  i t ,  “The ra ins  have chased the  s idewinders  on to  the 

road .”  Great !   

 

Jus t  before  s topping  in  f ront  of  Keele r  to  ice -down and  gorge on  

a  meal  of  Ensure ,  an  inv igorated  Shannon and  my mounta in  

c l imbing  buddy Bob Haugh ,  who have  be en p laying  ca t -and-

mouse  a l l  day,  pass  me for  the  las t  t ime .   

 

Doctor  Ben  Jones ,  the  “Mayor  of  Badwater”  and roving  race 

magic ian ,  s tops  to  take  a  f ew p ictures  ( I  assume cover  shots  for  

Men’s  Heal th ,  GQ or  Vogue magaz ines) ,  g ives  us  a  warm gree t ing  

and  then  dr ives  away.  I  ge t  a  shor t - l ived  boos t  knowing tha t  Ben  

was  not  too  concerned  about  my condi t ion .  So ,  I  mus t  be  okay.  

At  least  I  am ver t ica l .  In  past  races  Ben has  found me lying  in  
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the  d ir t  a long  th i s  course  suffe r ing f rom dehydra t ion ,  cramping  

and  o ther  cruddy th ings .  

       

The  brackish pools  of  water  in  the  area  smel l  mus ty and  pungent  

and  we are  a t tacked  by a  huge  swarm of  mosqui toes .  As we  

hur r iedly move  forward ,  I  b lur t  ou t ,  “Why would  anyone  l ive  in  

th i s  bug  infes ted  burg?”   

 

In  the  pas t  I  have  run  the next  twelve -mi les  in to  Lone Pine ,  bu t  

no t  th is  year.  As  i t  ge ts  dark ,  i t  should  be  cooler  and eas ie r,  but  

i t  i s  no t .  The  wet  towel  rout ine i s  no longer  working .  In  th i s  

same loca t ion  las t  year ,  I  was  a l so  unable  to  run  and I  can’t  

f igure  out  why?   Maybe  i t s  age  re la ted ,  or  maybe  i t ’s  a  

co inc idence ,  o r  jus t  maybe  a f te r  two days  of  s t renuous effor t  the  

d ia l  on my gas  gauge  i s  s imply hover ing  deep  in to  the  red .  

 

The  las t  f ive -mi les  in to  Lone  Pi ne  are  probably the  wors t  I  have 

ever  fe l t  on  thi s  Badwater  course .  The  l i s t less ,  nauseat ing  and  

washed  out  fee l ing  i s  l ike  dea l ing  wi th  a  hor r id  hangover  or  

suffe r ing  f rom the ravages  of  an  ins id ious  f lu  bug .  Whi le  I  run  

on  one  or  two cyl inders ,  my k i ln -dr ied  mind  i s  on the rack  

having  i t s  perseverance  checked .  I  te l l  my crew,  “ I  may crumple  

in to  a  ba l l  on  the  s ide  of  the  road or  have  to  go in to  town and  

cool  off  in  a  pool .”  Ins tead ,  I  b i te  the  bul le t  and  car ry on  the  

tor turous  bat t le  to  forge ahead .  Whoa!  “What  pr ic e  Glory?”  

 

I  do  a  “surv iva l  shuff le”  in to  Lone Pine  (mi le -122)  and head  for  

the  Dow Vil la  Mote l  pool .  I  g radua l ly p lace  my fee t  in to  the 

water  and  immedia te ly  f a l l  backwards  and  throw up  al l  over  the  

deck .  Then  I  ease  in to  the  cool  water  and  s ta r t  convuls ing  and 

sh iver ing .  Burr !   Race  medic  David Bl i ss  te l l s  me,  “This  i s  a  

normal  react ion  as  the  body a t tempts  to  balance i t se l f . ”    

 

Thi r ty-minutes  la te r,  fee l ing  as  “balanced  and  normal”  as  I  

poss ib ly can ,  I  pu t  shoes  and  socks  on to  my b l i s te red  hamburger -

l ike  fee t ,  and  begin  the  th i r teen -mi le  s teep c l imb to  the f in i sh 

l ine  a t  the  MT Whi tney Por ta l s .  I t ’s  th ree  o’c lock  in  the  morning .   

 

Howie  Ste rn ,  a  running  f r iend,  walks  wi th  me for  an hour  before  

he  has  to  leave  to  go  to  work .  Now i t ’s  me and  the  music - laden  

iPod  tha t ’s  s t rapped  on  my arm ;  so ,  I  s ta r t  s inging  and  power-

walk ing.  I t ’s  hard  to  be l ieve ,  bu t  less  than  an  hour  ago I  was 
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spent  and  tota l ly exhaus ted .  Now I  am spunky and  for  the  next  

hour  sashay up  the mounta in .  

 

In  the  dark ,  a  few mi les  f rom enter ing  severa l  long  switchbacks ,  

I  ge t  weary aga in .  M y b igges t  concern  i s  whether  I  wi l l  be  safe  

f rom a l l  the  s t range  f igures  tha t  a re  fad ing  in  and out  of  the  

bushes  a long  the  roads ide.  I  t e l l  myse lf ,  “ Be  ca lm and  re lax ,”  

a l though panic  i s  no t  f ar  behind .  Next  t ime  I  wi l l  br ing  a  can  of  

dog  repe l lan t .  As the  sun  r i ses  they d isappear,  and  I  cont inue  to  

gu lp  down Ensure  and  Frappac inno ’s  to  help  ward  off  exhaus t ion .   

 

Every runner  who f in i shes  thi s  race  in  less  than for ty-e ight  hours  

i s  awarded  a  cove ted  Badwater  be l t  buckle .  My t i red  and  f razz led  

mind  i s  making  a  mi l l ion  misca lcu lat ions  about  the  es t imated  

comple t ion  t ime.  My crew te l ls  me to ,  “Stop worrying  and  qui t  

whin ing ,  you  s t i l l  have  p len ty of  t ime .”   I  am so  c lose  to  the  end ,  

ye t ,  s t i l l  no t  convinced .  

 

At  las t ,  I  make  the r igh t  hand turn into  the f i r s t  switchback  

(mi le -131) .  Wi th  the  “end in  s igh t ,”  I  f igure  i t  should  only take  

about  an  hour  f rom here .  

 

At  the  t ree  l ined  en t rance  to  the  park ,  wi th  one  mi le  to  go ,  I  see  

the  postcard  v iew of  the  majes t ic  Mt Whi tney.  Unless  someth ing  

ca tas t rophic  happens  l ike  walking  off  one  of  the  s teep  c l i ff s ,  o r  

car ted away by the  bears  forag ing for  snacks  in  the  park ing  lo t  

jus t  ahead ,  i t  f ina l ly s inks  in  tha t  I  am going  to  make  i t  

 

This  gargantuan  task  i s  a lmost  over.  I t ’s  i ron ic  that  af te r  two  

days  of  se l f  inf l ic ted  punishment  and an  e leva ted  hear t  ra te  tha t  

i s  d i s t inc t ive ly thumping  aga inst  my ches t  w al l ,  I  f eel  s t rong  and 

wired .  “ I  don’t  know, ”  ye l l ing  to  my crew,  “Maybe  i t s  endorphins  

or  the  ga l lon  of  caffe ine  tha t’s  f ina l ly k ick ing - in .”   

 

I t  real ly ge ts  emot iona l  and  I  s tar t  ce lebrat ing  by c ranking  up 

Led  Zeppel in’s ,  “Sta i rway to  Heaven .”  I  ho ld  the  Sta rs  and  

St r ipes  up  high ,  and  to  prove  tha t  you  can  have some fun  a t  

Badwater,  “c ry out”  in  v ic tory.   

 

Wi th  only a  f ew shor t  turns  to  go,  my crew t ro ts  down to  meet  

me.  We are  g iddy and  making  lot s  of  no ise  a l l  the  way to  the  

f in i sh  l ine .  Hurray for  a l l  of  us ;  we  d id  i t !  The t ime ge ts  a  b i t  

s lower  each year,  bu t  a t  45 :07:21 ,  I  wi l l  take  i t .  And ,  I  have  a  
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l i t t l e  secre t  confess ion  to  make ,  f ini sh ing  Badwater  keeps  ge t t ing  

be t te r  and  be t te r.  

 

As  we  begin  our  t r ip  home,  i t ’s  d i ff icu l t  to  leave  the  las t  s ix  

days  behind .  Espec ia l ly,  the  camarader ie ,  the  incredible  

Badwater  journey f i l l ed wi th  pa in and  p leasure  and  the sheer  

beauty tha t  i s  in  Death  Val ley.    

 

This  morning ,  for  ic ing  on  the cake ,  I  had  a  reunion  with

the  k ids  tha t  I  ran  for  a t  the  Val ley o f  the  Moon Chi ldren’s

Home in  Santa  Rosa ,  CA.  There  was  some beaming and  a  

b i t  of  pr ide  in  the ir  c lass room.  I t  was  fun  rehashing  the  race,  

showing  some v ideo  and  answer ing  the i r  g reat  ques t ions

My ul t imate  goa l  is  to  p lan t  a  seed  wi th  these  kids  with  the  

message ,  that  no  mat te r  how tough th ings  s eem to  be a t  the  

moment ,  i f  you  work  ex tremely hard  a t  the  goa ls  of  your  choice  

and  never,  ever  g ive  up ,  the  respec t  and  conf idence  tha t  fo l lows  

wi l l  have  a  major  pos i t ive  inf luence  on  you  and  a l l  the  peopl e  

you  touch .  

 

Las t  year  a  young teenager  came to  me and  sa id  he  had  a l ready 

run  away f rom th is  (wonderfu l)  f ac i l i t y twice ,  bu t  now he  was  

going  to  s tay because  of  what  I  had  accompl i shed.  That  s topped  

me a lmost  dead  in  my t racks ;  l ike  a  dar t  to  the  hear t .   

 

People  ask  me,  “Wh y do  you  run  th i s  race?” 

 

Wel l ,  ma ybe  i t ’s  the  t remendous  sa t is fac t ion  f rom overcoming a l l  

the  advers i ty,  maybe  i t ’s  the  pa in,  maybe  i t ’s  the  cha l lenge ,  

ma ybe  i t ’s  the  f in ish  l ine ,  maybe  i t ’s  the  buckle ,  maybe  i t ’s….… 

But ,  to  have made  such  a  pos i t ive  impact  in  the  l i fe  of  a  k id ,  who 

s t ruggles  each  day f a r  more  than  what  we  wi l l  ever  encounter  in  

the  deser t ,  i s  the  most  spec ia l  r eason  of  a l l .  

 

Thanks  to  race  di rec tor  Chr is  Kos tman,  h i s  AdventureCorps  crew 

and  a l l  the  volunteers  who have  made  Badwater  a  top  notch  race .   

 

Thanks  to  the  ubiqui tous  Dr.  Lisa  Bl iss ,  the  en t i re  medica l  s taff  

and  the ambulance c rew pa t rol l ing the  a rea,  ready to  ass i s t .  But ,  

they a lways  seemed to  be dogging  me  l ike  a  buzzard  ready for  i t s  

next  meal?  Easy p rey,  I  guess !  
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Thanks  to  a l l  the  crews  for  help ing  the  runners  fu lf i l l  the i r  

d reams.  

 

Kudos  and  h igh  f ives  to  the  runners ,  and ,  especia l ly,  t o  those 

who s t ruggled across  the deser t  bu t  d id  no t  make  i t .  The  

recogni t ion a t  the  awards  ceremony for  thei r  effor t  was a  real  

c lass  ac t .  

 

Congra tula t ions  to  Lisa  Smi th-Batchen  and  John Radich  on  the i r  

successfu l  300-mi le  Badwater  doubles .  Wow! I  thought  I  w as 

tough .  

 

I  be l ieve  my buddy,  Jason  Hunte r,  “Somewhere  over  the  

Rainbow,”  whose  energ iz ing  sp i r i t  was  the secre t  weapon I  had  in  

my h ip  pocke t ,  would  have  been  proud.  

 

F ina l ly,  thanks  to  Chr is t ine ,  my Roc k of  Gibra l ta r  wife  of  38 -

years ,  for  s teer ing me  in  the  r igh t  d i rec t ion .  Al though she  has  

heard  i t  many t imes  before ,  I  bel ieve  tha t  next  year  wi l l  be  my 

las t  Badwater  race .  Anyone  want  to  buy a  br idge?    

 

I t  was  an  honor  to  be  a  par t  of  the  2006 Kiehl ’s  Badwater  

Ul t ramara thon .   

 

Ar thur  Webb 

Badwater  F inisher  

98 ,  99 ,  00 ,  01 ,  02 ,  03* ,  04 ,  05,  06  

 

*Honorable  Ment ion  

 

“There  a re  those  people  who say the y can  and  those  people  who 

say they can’t .  They a re  bo th  r ight .”  

 
                                                                 Au t h o r  U nk n o wn  
 
 
 
 

 


