BADWATER TURNS 25

Through the years with the world’s longest, hottest, toughest, baaddest endurance race

To understand the history and culture of the Badwater Ultra-marathon, the 135-mile foot race from the depths of Death Valley to the flanks of Mt. Whitney, you must be clear about one thing: This is not the Ironman of ultrarunning. This is not merely an extra-long, extra-hard run. This is not the annual focus of all the world’s greatest ultrarunners. In fact, most top ultrarunners don’t do this race - or even regard it as running at all.

"It’s more of a hike, a 130-degree-in-a-sandstorm hike, a torture-fest that I don’t want to repeat," says the great Ann Trason, a 12-time winner of the Western States 100 who did Badwater once - as a crew member. "I like adventure, but this is an out-of-this- world experience. I drank more crewing Badwater than I did running Western States. I felt like I was in Star Trek –- and I wanted to be beamed out."

In a nutshell, Badwater’s a different planet. On this unique world, rubber soles melt, air-sole heel cushions explode, gel oozes out of shoes. Sweat dries before it wets your skin. Cans of soup are already warm when you open them. Hotel air conditioning lowers temperatures to 90. Outside, it feels like you’ve got a hair dryer in your face, or you’re in an oven. To put it mildly, Badwater’s not for everybody. In fact, it’s safe to say that it’s only for people who, like 

Badwater itself, are kind of, well, out there.

Consider Al Arnold, the man who started it all.

"I’ve always been the type who thought, ‘If the world’s going one way, then I’m going the other,’" says Arnold, now 75 and living in Walnut Creek, CA.

Arnold was always trying something just to prove it could be done. At age 21, he was a muscle-bound 6-foot-5 brute who, just for fun, would lift up the rear ends of small cars. He tried out for the 1948 U.S. Olympic boxing team as a light-heavyweight. During a U.C. Berkeley science project, he and a friend rode a teeter-totter for 72 hours straight, setting a world record of 45,159 up-and-downs. After taking 12 years to graduate with a business degree, he worked as a technician building ocean wave force-measuring devices, married twice, enjoyed the good life, and morphed "from jock to fat slob" (his words) as he ballooned to 275 lbs.

Then, at age 39, Arnold got some lifechanging news: He had glaucoma.

He could no longer see well enough to hit a tennis ball. He was told by a doctor that "I’d soon have a tag on my toe." But he didn’t really get motivated to change his life until he got word of the upcoming 1968 US-World Masters Invitational Track & Field Championship. Soon, just to prove it could be done, Arnold was running stadium steps with 100 lbs. of weights strapped to his body. In 18 months, he’d dropped to a solid 225 lbs. At the masters championships, he won the half-mile, and ran the quarter mile in 69 seconds. Before long, Arnold was working as an athletic director at a health club. Before most people had heard of the term, he was an ultrarunner.

In 1973, Arnold heard about Paxton Beale and Ken Crutchlow, who did a 150-mile relay run from Badwater, the lowest point in the Western Hemisphere at 280 feet below sea level, all the way to the top of 14,496-ft. Mt. Whitney, the highest point in the contiguous United States. Crutchlow, an Englishman from Santa Rosa, CA who imported London cabs for a living, did a lot of crazy stuff in his time –- including riding a bike from San Francisco to Alaska on a bet. Scanning a map of California, he’d noticed how close the "lowest" and "highest" points were. According to one report, he considered it "outrageous" to think that any man could complete that trek alone.

Arnold was electrified when he heard about the tag-team’s achievement. Death Valley fascinated him. Growing up in the 1940s, his favorite radio show was "Death Valley Days." He’d imagined old prospectors, battles with Indians, noble pioneers struggling for existence.

"Immediately, I knew that I had to do that run, too," says Arnold. "But I wasn’t about to leap-frog." He did plan to run with a partner -- his dentist David Gabor, a former Hungarian freedom fighter-- but both would complete the entire route.

In 1974, the pair pushed off at Badwater. Several hours later, the mercury topped out at over 130 degrees.

They lasted 18 miles -- until Gabor went into shock. "My buddy almost died," said Arnold. "His whole body shut down. Blood flow to the arms and legs stopped. We had put him into an ice-filled bathtub at the Furnace Creek Ranch. Took him months to recover."

From that point on, Arnold knew he had to go it alone. "When you do something like this, as far-out as Badwater, your mind has to be focused. You can’t feel responsible for someone."

So a year later, the 47-year-old Arnold was back. Unfortunately, his knee was not cooperative. Its grotesque swelling stopped his second attempt at mile 36, just before beginning the ascent of 4956-ft.-high Townes Pass. But 1977 would be different. For two years, Arnold trained like a man possessed. He pedaled a bike in a 200-degree sauna for two hours a day. Carrying no water and living off the land, he ran 200 to 250 miles a week up and down 4,000-ft. Mt. Diablo, a Bay Area  landmark  near  his  home.  He 
once jogged 36 hours straight. "I became so much a part of the land that I could walk through a pack of deer without them moving," he says. "Once, I shared a water hole and its surrounding shade with the ‘Resident Mountain Lion.’ I never saw it again. It was one of those moments that you never forget."

On August 3, 1977, Death Valley recorded its highest known temperature that year: 124 degrees. While the nearly 50-year-old Al Arnold jogged and power-walked, the super-heated road surface radiated nearly 200 degrees. He left Badwater before dawn, along with a two-man support crew, photographer Erik Rakonen and friend Glenn Phillips, and 30 gallons of a self-concocted electrolyte solution of fructose and water. He drank it all.

Arnold covered the first 40 miles in 10 hours, developed knee trouble on the 15-mile climb over the Panamints, stopped to stretch for a couple hours, then kept going, very slowly. "At least I’d learned one thing over the years: Go fast and you die," he says. Amazingly, Arnold ran an extra 45 miles over the second half of the route. 
Concerned over the disappearance of his support vehicle, he actually ran back 22 miles to find Rakonen, now crewing alone, asleep and "dead to the world" in the car. A purist, he refused a ride 22 miles back up the course and instead just resumed running towards Whitney.
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Searing winds blasted Arnold with sand and silt on the climb over the Inyo Mountains, but it didn’t matter. In his mind he had become Olympic decathlon champion Bruce Jenner, immortalized on a box of Wheaties. As he descended into the Owens Valley, he gazed at Mt. Whitney for the first time. The sight so moved him that he stopped and spoke directly to the mountain.

"You probably thought you'd never see me, but soon I'm going to be on top of you," Arnold warned the peak, according to a profile in the 1978 issue of Marathoner magazine. "She's a very powerful lady," he explained, "and I didn't want to conquer her --- just be part of a relationship."

Approaching the little town of Lone Pine, the last stop before the final climb, people started coming out onto Highway 136 to take pictures of the "crazy man who had just run from Death Valley." A Highway Patrolman handed him a hamburger and chips. He ate only the bun and headed uphill into the Sierra Foothills, dodging two wild donkeys on the way to the Mt. Whitney Portal at 8400 ft.

The pavement ended and the 11-mile climb up the Mt. Whitney trail began. "As I got closer and closer to the top, the hikers, forewarned of my arrival, all cheered for me," says Arnold. "It was like a ticker-tape parade."

About 192 miles after he’d began his quest, Arnold reached 14,496 feet – the Mt. Whitney summit. He burst into tears and couldn’t stop. He'd lost 17 lbs. – 8 % of his body weight. He’d been on the road for 84 hours.
Yet there was no time to spare. As dusk fell, Arnold staggered down to the Trail Camp campsite at 12,000 ft. A tent, sleeping bag and warm clothing were to have been stored for him there. Instead, there was nothing left but a plastic tarp. Everything else had been stolen.

After roasting alive in 130 to 120 degree temperatures for over three days, Arnold spent the fourth night in his running shorts, rolled up in plastic, shivering in 20- degree temperatures.

A couple of days later, Arnold’s wife suggested a way to warm her man up: A trip to Maui. It would lead to a test more challenging than his amazing run.

On his tenth day of bodysurfing, a 25-ft. wave torpedoed Arnold into the sand, dislocating the cervical area of his neck, separating both shoulders and leaving a severe contusion on his spinal cord. Paralyzed below the neck, gulping for air, Arnold went under seven times before washing up on the shore.

Doctors told him he’d never be able to walk again without a walker, but Arnold left it on the sidewalk when the cab drove him to the airport for the flight home. A mere four months later he ran the five loop Paul Masson Winery Marathon, stopping every five miles to run into the fire station to clean his running shorts. The accident had left him without bladder or bowel control, a condition that wouldn’t clear up for nearly 15 years. Nonetheless, he finished in 4:59:59, much to the amusement of those who trailed him.

"’I’ll never live it down,’ my friend Stan Pletz told me," said Arnold, "I was beaten by a paralyzed man."

A year later, he ran 99 miles around Lake Tahoe in 19 hours. 

Despite his continued running, Arnold never fully recovered from his paralysis. 
"My body feels like my foot’s been asleep for 25 years," he says.

As for Badwater, Arnold’s never considered trying it again. "I did it to prove it could be done –- like Roger Bannister breaking the four-minute mile," he said. "Now, I just sit back amazed at the world-class names who do it now. I’m not in their league."

True. Al Arnold is in a league all his own.
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For the record - This is me, in August 1977…
�





�














