Grand Canyon - Rim to Rim to Rim
Ill-advised, under-trained, well-prepared
By Steven West

The thought of undertaking a trek
across the Grand Canyon had
been swimming around in my
head for several years. I thought
it would be a terrific challenge to
cross the canyon then spend a
day or two exploring the rim while
staying in one of the traditional
lodges, sleeping in a bed, and
eating at a table. Then, two years
ago, I was talking with a friend
who runs ultra distances and he
said his running group had just
returned from the GC and had run
the rim to rim to rim (R2R2R). Since I have a malfunction between my testosterone production
and my brain the plan immediately was changed “if Fred can do the R2R2R why can’t I?” Then
the plan sat there collecting dust on list of next challenges.
I had hoped to gather a group of like-minded adventurers and make the trek west. The
crossing should be attempted in the spring or fall to avoid snow at the rims or blistering desert
heat at the bottom in winter and summer respectively. Two possible windows passed without
any takers from my normal group of friends that can typically be goaded into dumb stuff like
200 mile relays, 24hr adventure races, and challenges of various kinds. This should have been
my first clue as to what I was getting into. So after a summer’s worth of physical events one
right after the other I still hadn’t completed a significant endurance event. Nothing on the
calendar seemed particularly interesting so I decided “what the heck, I’ll just do it” no support,
no team… whatever. That was in October.
My window for preparation was limited. My training on a daily basis is general physical
preparedness with a little extra running here and there. No long slow distances in my training
schedule. I usually run hills, intervals, or time trials one day per week. My longest day of
running is less than five miles. Actually my longest run in the last year was 8.6 miles during an
event our team ran in September. With the four weeks I had to prepare I tried to add one
extra day of running and began to program my lifting to dial in for the run. Additionally I have
had issues with ‘bonking’ around mile 20 on ultra events before so I tried to tweak my diet to
burn fat instead of carbohydrates. Map research followed, I started reading trip reports,
testing gear, watching the weather, planning calorie intake, and generally preparing myself to
be as successful as possible. Then the bottom fell out of my plan, this wouldn’t be the last
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time either. I was checking the GC website for the availability of water sources along the
route. They shut the potable water down at the higher elevations based on the nighttime
temperatures and the water at the North Rim had already been shut off, which I knew, but
they listed the shut down dates of two more stops along the way as one week before I was
scheduled to run. This meant I would need to travel around 25 miles without being able to wet
my hump. It may be fall and cool but it is still a desert and the thought of carrying that extra
water didn’t sit well with me. So after some consideration, and prodding from my coach, I
pulled the trigger, changed my flight and I would be running in five days instead of 13.
I flew into Phoenix on a Saturday afternoon and picked up my brother, Greg, on the way to
the GC. He had prepared some of my rations for the trek and breakfast for the next morning.
If you know me, you know how important eating is for me so this was much appreciated. We
checked into the hotel about 20 minutes from the rim and had dinner. Back at the room I
finished my final preparations including deciding what I was going to wear and carry. Morning
temps were predicted to be around 24f with the highs
forecast in the low 60s. Strangely there is no weather
reporting station in the canyon so I had to go on the
typical 15-20 degrees warmer than the rim. I made a last
minute change to my meal planning and added four
packages of gel just in case my diet of trying to burn fat
collapsed and I needed a source of carbs. I have a
tendency to over pack when I go into the field, med-kit,
shelter, extra food, etc. All packed in case I need to rescue
someone or to prevent having to be rescued myself.
The plan was to hit the trail at 4am. Since I didn’t have much to do in the morning I slept a
little longer than I should have because finding the trail head proved to be a bit of a challenge.
There was a lot of construction, unmarked roads, and the general confusion that comes with
being up that early after having flown across the country less than 24hrs before. Trail found,
with a nearly full moon overhead we looked across one big dark chasm, not long enough to
have second thoughts, and a minute later at 4:30 I was off while my brother watched me
descend into the darkness. It was 24f at the rim but as soon as I dropped in I could feel it
getting warmer and the layers started coming off. Within 30 minutes I was down to shorts and
a tee-shirt with no adjustments for the rest of the day. The trail averaged about six feet wide
and had run-off breaks spaced just far enough apart that you couldn’t get a decent pace going
before you had to step down again. With my headlamp on, the world was only about 20’ in
front of me as I ran. When I did stop I would look off the trail and could see the sheer drop
offs that I was running past. One section I ran through in the dark and ascended in the dark is
called Devil’s Corkscrew. This series of particularly heinous switch-backs was probably the
most treacherous of the entire trek. On the way down with a good head of steam I was trying
to maintain my footing as I ran briskly. Several times I felt the whole thing could be over
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quickly with a turned ankle or some other stupid injury. On the way up the Corkscrew was just
as dangerous even though I was mostly ‘walking with a purpose’. I would continue to tell
myself throughout the day to stay on the inside of the trail lest I stumble and go over the
edge. On the way to the river I passed about a dozen hikers headed into the canyon and a
handful coming out. It felt good to be passing people knowing what I had ahead of me.
During my planning I had written up a list of landmarks and what I thought my elapsed time
should be based on a particular pace for that leg. Through further discussions with Fred I was
told to discard that and just focus on finishing. Well I’m a planner so I had to have something
to score myself by or how will I know I’m winning?
The sun started to come up at 6:30am and I could
hear the river. By the time I got to the bridge I
was about 40 minutes behind the pace I had set
for myself. No matter, I was pressing on. I ate my
second breakfast as I crossed and topped off my
water before I left the Bright Angel Campground.
There weren’t many campers stirring yet so I was
mostly alone as I passed through and then beyond
Phantom Ranch. I was clicking off the miles and
was beginning the gradual portion of the ascent as
I approached Cottonwood Campground, about 16 miles total when I came across a female
hiker on her way toward the river. She had left the South Rim at 3am with her companions
headed for the North Rim. “When you see some hikers tell them I turned around at
Cottonwood!” she said. I expected this to be a little bit of a stretch because now that the sun
was up I expected to see lots of hikers on the trail. This was not the case, not even close and
it would prove to be one of the bigger and unexpected challenges of the entire trip. I only
think there were four other people attempting the R2R2R including the girl at Cottonwood and
including them I probably crossed paths with three dozen people all day. That may sound like
a lot but when they were grouped together in
bunches that left hours when I didn’t see
anyone.
I topped off with water at Cottonwood CG
knowing it would be around 12 miles before I
would see potable water again and started the
first stretch of ‘real’ uphill trail. As the sun was
well up by now I started to catch glimpses of
the North Rim. It was only the half-way point,
not my final destination. I still felt relatively
fresh but I was incredulous about what I was
seeing. In my mind I kept telling myself that
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there was another elevation for the top. Trying to make myself believe that where I would
come out would be somewhat, maybe significantly, lower than the edges of the canyon I had
view of to that point. As I pressed on past roaring springs the trail turned sharply upwards and
I knew I was in fact headed to the top of one of these enormous cliffs. Somewhere around
two miles from the top I crossed paths with a hiker on his way into the canyon. I asked how
far the Supai Tunnel was and he indicated it was about 45 minutes further. That was not what
I wanted to hear but it was just the beginning of the roller coaster of emotions I would go
through over the next couple of hours to the top.
I’m not a runner by nature. I have undertaken these endurance events to challenge myself in
an area where I am most definitely not comfortable. The only thing that has made running
bearable, in my opinion, is music. Since I would be on the trail for hours beyond the battery
life of a music player I didn’t take one and would be alone with
my thoughts. The mental component this added to the trek was
the biggest surprise and probably the biggest challenge. I train
with a great team. Working alongside them provides great
motivation through competition and the support we offer one
another during difficult workouts. No matter how gassed I am I
can always dig a little deeper when someone is there for
encouragement. However, as I pressed on toward the North
Rim the giant baggage of doubt started to fill my tiny little day
pack until I felt like I almost couldn’t continue. It wasn’t that I
had ‘ups and downs’ emotionally, my lows had valleys. I
alternately thought of turning around before the top and
stopping at the top and finding a way around the canyon via
ground transport. Neither of these options would be satisfying but I just didn’t know how
much I had left. I still had the capacity to consider the return trip knowing the downhill would
be easier than the climb to the rim, but, more importantly, realizing that once I was back at
the river I would need to ascend the South Rim nearly nine
trail miles and one mile straight up. So upward I climbed
wishing for even a hint of encouragement that was not to
be found on the trail. I suppose there was the motivation
that I didn’t want to return home to face my team after not
succeeding without a severed leg or something equally
horrible. That type of attitude, driven by male pride and
testosterone, has led to some of the most inspiring
achievements of mankind. And some of the most colossal
failures. I decided as long as I was ambulatory I would
continue. Success or failure it was going to be epic. As I
passed the Supai Tunnel, the last landmark before the top I
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sat down to rest. There was less than a mile and a half to the top and it would take me close
to 90 minutes. I was hungry but couldn’t eat because of the exertion level. I didn’t want to
stop to take a break I wanted to be at the top. I was noticing a difference in the climatic zones
at this point. The trees were much bigger, conifer type trees. They smelled good as I trudged
on up the crude rocky steps and over what could only be described as yards and yards of
hateful speed-bumps. This added to the degree of difficulty now that I had to concentrate so I
didn’t turn an ankle. Then, when I wasn’t expecting it, the trail-head was there in front of me.
All of the sudden I felt much better. I was surprised, and a little disappointed, that there was
no vantage point from which to view the giant gully I had just traversed. So, with the
obligatory photos to prove I was there I decided to head down the trail a few minutes to
adjust my gear out of the swarm of gnats and flies at the top.
As I progressed down the trail back to the river I
inexplicably felt much better. I was able to ‘run’
for about six miles or so until my next water stop
pausing only briefly to take a photo or two. With
the downhill speed engaged I had to pay
attention to the trail again to avoid calamity.
Looking ahead on the trail some of the areas I
had passed previously now looked more
dangerous. The trail in several spots was cut out
of a sheer cliff that presented some decent
exposure. In all of my time to think one of the
things that struck me as odd was that the more
dangerous the cliff beside me, the more rocky,
off-camber, and narrow the ground I was
running on while the trail along the creeks in the
bottom of the canyon was mostly smooth and
wide. Apparently someone needs to get the trail
crews 1000’ up the canyon wall working to make
the GC more
ADA accessible.
It was now well into the heat of the day and I was cruising
my way back to the river. I ran out of water about an hour
and a half before the water stop. Well, I passed a side trail to
a water source but I wasn’t going to add any extra distance to
this excursion. Knowing how far behind my planned pace I
was I just wanted to finish at this point. I set shorter goals for
myself. I had run downhill about five miles when I stopped for
water. I was able to run another two miles or so before I felt
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like I needed to address my feet. The sun was headed down but with over fifteen miles to go I
felt it prudent to stop and take a look at the wheels that were supposed to get me out of this
hole I had put myself in. I peeled off my socks and was pleasantly surprised to find my feet in
pretty good shape. I made quick work of emptying 30 miles of dirt out of my shoes, changing
my socks, and getting back on the trail. I wanted to get to the river before dark and I had
about seven miles to go. This was the first of another series of missed targets. I don’t know
what made me think I could get there before dark. My pace to that point was probably too
slow and not long after my foot maintenance stop I just didn’t have the drive to keep running
even though I needed to.
I was reduced to trying to jog the down-hills and flats while walking the up-hills. I was also
playing a game with my water to get rehydrated. I forced myself to drink every other time I
had to step over something. This was a great tool to stay on top of my water since falling
behind the power curve when I ran out a few hours
earlier. I made my way through the next two
campgrounds and made it back to the river around
7pm. I had been moving for 14½ hours with only a
few minutes to stop. As I topped off with water and
headed back across the river I considered what was
left to do. Hike out 8½ miles and climb the 4400’ to
the rim. At least in the dark I wouldn’t see the rim
mocking me as I climbed, or so I thought. The trail
heads along the river for a about a mile or so
before turning uphill through the Devil’s Corkscrew
again. Once again I stayed along the wall in case I
stumbled. I felt like I was doing fine and clicking
away ever smaller goals until I was about five miles
from the top. I had been watching some lights up
the hill for some time thinking they were one of the
intermediate rest stops on the way out, they
weren’t. I had been looking at the lodge on the rim
and it wasn’t getting any closer. The mind games were on again and this time it was the
Superbowl. I knew where I was I knew how long it was taking me to get from one landmark
to another and when I expected to finish. With five miles to go I expected it to take me
another 2-2½ hours. I couldn’t wrap my head around that. I wanted to be done. I wanted to
eat a hot meal. I wanted to sit down and sit I did. I decided to see if I had cell service to give
the people who knew I was overdue an update. I was able to get a text off to my wife and
brother. The dark, quiet, nothingness was weighing on me and I really wanted some company
or encouragement to finish strong. I texted my brother, with no answer, to see if he would
head down the trail to hike out with me, little did I know he was already in the canyon.
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With 40 miles behind me now I picked myself up and pressed on. I was wearing an altimeter
watch and my new goal was to climb 100’ of elevation and rest with my hands on my knees
for a few breaths and sit down for one minute every 500’. I had about 3,500’ to go. With the
most positive attitude I could muster and the end relatively in sight I kept going. Ahead of me
I kept catching a glimpse of another headlamp. I couldn’t tell which way it was heading but I
was getting closer. Eventually I caught up and it was my brother. He had hiked into the
canyon about five miles and twisted his knee. He had been trying to climb out for the past six
hours. When we crossed paths we were at the 1½ mile rest-house. He wasn’t moving as fast
as me so after ensuring he would be okay, I gave him some food and offered him a warm
pull-over he told me to press on. I was glad because on certain faces of the cliff away from
the day’s sunshine it was cold. The last 1500’ of elevation I was like a stable pony and didn’t
stop for anything. I topped out of the canyon around midnight with zero fanfare or the usual
congratulations associated with such an endeavor. So 19 hours and 45 miles of trail later I was
done. Without my wingman I found the car on my own and pulled it around to wait for him.
The temperature had dropped to 34f and as soon as I got out of the canyon I was
hypothermic. After warming the car up and waiting an hour I hobbled back to the trail to see
where Greg was and fortunately he was coming up the last switch-back. I was glad to see that
because as much as I didn’t want to I would have gone back down to get him at that point. So
we headed back to the hotel to sleep since there was no food to be found that late at night.
After eating some of my leftover trail food and cleaning up I was ready to crash for the night
around 2:30. I was up for almost 24 hours, not a record but a long day none the less. I had to
take an intermission in sleeping so I
could get some breakfast and then went
back to bed. After checking out I
decided to go back to the canyon to see
what it looked like in the daylight. As I
hobbled around the South Rim with my
best Frankenstein walk I thought I must
look amusing to the hikers with their
daypacks preparing to hike to the 1½
mile rest-house thinking ‘poor guy, he
can barely walk to the trail-head’.
As I reflect on my adventure I’m
surprised at what surprised me and grateful for what I learned. Every challenge has learning
opportunities and if you don’t examine them you forfeit the ability to build on them and do
something even bigger the next time. First of all, I was surprised that the hardest distance to
conquer was the six inches between my ears. I had not given much thought to what kind of
mental game would be needed to be successful. Having a team to work with for
encouragement, or to lead, is a tremendous boost’ besides providing some semblance of
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security. You can bounce ideas off of others, have them give you a true assessment of your
condition, share gear, and send them for help in an emergency. This was my first solo
attempt at anything like this and I felt it. Although I was alone I drew on the experiences of
having trained with many of you. I thought about what you might say to me if you were there,
how you might be reacting to a particular situation and it was a great help.
I was surprised, and grateful, I didn’t suffer any debilitating injuries. In the past I have had a
series of injuries plague me on ultra runs and endurance events. It was taxing physically, the
constant pounding on my feet, but specific pains came and went without necessitating a stop
to address them. I also learned that I could fuel for twenty plus hours of work without
‘bonking’, this was a first. I won’t bore you with the details here since it is a sample of one but
if you’re interested let me know.
The final take-away is that you need to do something big and I don’t think it is enough to just
‘dream big’. You have to put it out there and test yourself. My father used to tell me when I
was water skiing “if you’re not falling, you’re not pushing yourself”. Patton put it this way
“Accept the challenges so that you may feel the exhilaration of victory”. So don’t sit on the
sidelines; get out there and climb that mountain, run that 5k, marathon, triathlon, or pick up a
heavy bar-bell, ride across the state, or the country, whatever. And when you decide on
something tell someone. Pride is a huge motivator. I began talking about the R2R2R and the
more I talked about it the more I had to do it, otherwise I would just be one of ‘those’ guys
that sits around talking about how great I was or am going to be. Besides that, challenges are
infectious to others and yourself. As I wound my way through the canyon I vacillated between
wanting to drag others along with me on another trip to never wanting to do another ultra
event. I just couldn’t wrap my head around trying to go another 50 or 75 miles or whatever.
Then, after it was over, I realized it was just one challenge and I wouldn’t be content without
another. Besides, I haven’t fallen yet.
The author is a former USAF
pararescueman, the director of
the Pararescue Challenge, and
coach who has travelled the world
and participated in adventures
including summiting Mt.
McKinley and others, walking
across deserts, swimming around
islands, etc. He hopes to get an
invitation to ‘run across the sun’
and participate in The Badwater.
If you want to join him he can be
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reached via email aldohio@wowway.com.

To see the full slide-show with some videos follow this link:
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/lxwbrclsz1jjgcd/-XIJdK9xBx

