Race Report: 2015 Gold Rush Adventure Race
Team: And Loving It!

Team “And Loving It!” Jamie Ceglarz, Kathy Giori, Nick Giori in front of
the historic Avery Hotel in Avery, California on the morning of the race

The Gold Rush … We just keep coming back for more.
The Gold Rush is an epic adventure race put on by adventure racing giants Mark Richardson and Adrian
Crane in the Gold Country of California’s Sierra Nevada mountains. Kathy and I have competed in 11 of
the last 12 Gold Rush adventure races. Over the years, Mark and Adrian have varied the length of the
race from 24 hours to as long as 3½ days, but they have been consistent in putting together races of
amazing scenery and terrain … and extreme challenges. This year would be no exception!
Unfortunately, neither of our usual teammates, Tom Proulx or Scott Delp, could join us this year, but we
had the good fortune of meeting Jamie Ceglarz at another adventure race earlier in the year. Jamie is an
energetic and enthusiastic great guy who was eager to complete a 24+ hour adventure race. A perfect
fit!

Race headquarters was the historic Avery Hotel in Avery, California, a classic old Gold Country hotel and
saloon that hosted people like Roy Rogers and Alfalfa from “Our Gang” back in the day. Jamie, Kathy and
I drove up on Friday afternoon and met up with many of our adventure racing friends. It was nice to also
see some new faces and meet new people from around the country who traveled in for the big race. We
checked in, had a good “carb-rich” spaghetti dinner while we chatted with team NorCal, and then got
the race briefing and maps. The race would start out on Spicer Meadow reservoir with a 12 mile paddle.
This would be followed by a 22 mile trek and then a long mountain biking section of 40+ miles with
optional checkpoints.
The race briefing itself is a source of important information. It is worth paying very close attention.
Sometimes the information is strongly and clearly stated. Mark told us in no uncertain terms that we
absolutely MUST find checkpoint 13, since it is the key spot in the long Stanislaus River canyon that will
identify the location of a trail to take us out and to the next TA. “If you miss it, you will just keep going
on and on down the canyon.” Yikes! We definitely didn’t want that to happen! Note to self – DO NOT
MISS CP 13!! He also told us that when we are working our way down the canyon, “keep moving
forward. Don’t spend a lot of time looking for the best route.” Hmmm…. OK, I guess….
After the briefing and mapping the check points, we went back to our hotel in Angels Camp (the Avery
Hotel did not have rooms for the racers) to plan our route and do our final packing. We finally hit the
sack around 11:30 PM.
The days had been very hot, particularly in the Gold Country, but it looked like the temperatures would
be cooling off for the weekend. Afternoon thundershowers, a common occurrence in the mountains,
were a possibility, but otherwise, weather and temperature would not be too much of a factor this year.
Race day
5:30 AM. It was a glorious morning, perfect temperature for an adventure race. We drove back to the
Avery Hotel, unloaded our gear box for the TA’s and got on the bus that would transport us to the Spicer
Meadow Reservoir.
The reservoir was very low - 30% of capacity due to the drought. This would certainly change the
contours of the lake shore and cause islands to pop out of the water. Mark warned us about this too,
and we were prepared. We were concerned about the long canyon hiking section and really wanted to
finish the race. We were considering skipping CP2 – a long out and back paddle checkpoint – to get a
jump on the rest of the course. We discussed this with Mark in the morning and he discouraged it. We
started the kayak a bit ambiguous about whether we would do the whole thing or skip CP 2.
3… 2… 1… GO! We ran down the boat ramp to the kayaks, jumped in and took off. Kathy and I were in
one kayak, while Jamie, an excellent paddler, was in a single. Kathy and I paddled hard to CP1, getting
there in second place just behind NorCal. We then turned around to look for Jamie, but he was not as
close as we had hoped. We waited as teams passed us before he caught up. This is the disadvantage of a
three person team. A single kayak is not nearly as fast as a double, and to make matters worse, Jamie’s
kayak was basically a barge. It would be impossible for him to keep up.

Jamie somehow manages to smile as he paddles “the barge”.
Kathy and I were feeling pretty good so we decided to go for CP2. Jamie did what he could to keep up.
We then headed over to CP3 and got there in second place, but again we were passed by the field
waiting for the barge to catch up. Jamie was obviously exhausted and dehydrated. I switched boats with
him for the final push to the TA. I paddled as hard as I could and was unable to keep up with Kathy and
Jamie as they lazily dipped their paddles in the water. It was a miracle that Jamie paddled as far as he
did in this thing! It was a bit demoralizing to finish so far behind on the paddle as this is normally one of
our strongest disciplines. Ugh!
We then transitioned to the trek section. We knew this would be long and difficult. We ate some food at
the transition, changed, packed for a long trek, and then took off. We left the TA just after team Astra,
(Vito, Palas, and Jennifer) who we chatted with at the TA. We would end up seeing Astra repeatedly
from this point forward.
We crossed a dry creek that was full of boulders, and followed an unimproved dirt road that led to a
good dirt road. We would follow that for about three miles to CP5. Astra trotted by us as we speed
walked. The road hit CP5 and a trail. The trail would take us into a beautiful area full of granite hills and
boulders, pine trees, creeks, lakes and ponds. CP’s 6, 7, and 8 would be off trail and would require
excellent orienteering skills to find. Mark had told us that 7 would be the most challenging, located at
the edge of a small pond. He warned us not to spend too much time looking for it if we missed it. We
consider orienteering to be another strength of ours and were determined to find them all!
We left the trail to find CP 6 at the top of a large granite hill. From the top, we had an excellent view and
could survey the landscape leading to CP 7. We formulated a plan and took a bearing to the corner of a

lake that we would have to go around. We dropped off of the hill and dove into the forest. Astra was
right there with us.

Jamie climbs up to CP 6 on the granite hill

The view from CP 6 and the landscape leading to CP 7. Kathy tries to find a way off the rock.
The many obstacles – trees, shrubs, boulders, hills, ponds, made following a straight bearing challenging,
but we found the corner of the lake and took another bearing to the next corner. Once there, we took a

third bearing to CP7. There were several large ridges of granite between us and the CP. Kathy was in full
scout mode at this point and powered ahead. Jamie and I could barely keep up. We finally made it to a
long and narrow pond. This pond did not match the shape of our target pond. I had been keeping an eye
out for a “catchment” – something that would indicate to us if we had gone too far – and I figured that
this long, narrow pond was probably it. We gathered together to look at the map and determined that
this was indeed the “catchment” pond and that we had gone too far. I took another bearing from this
spot and we went back up the granite ridge. On the back site of this ridge, we finally spotted CP 7. YES!!!
Astra nailed it shortly after us.

Route finding to CP7.
We then passed over the dam separating the Utica and Union reservoirs and found CP8 on the edge of
Utica Lake. From here it was more cross country until we hit a dirt road again, which we followed to a
gate and CP9. This was the end of the road. We followed a short trail to a gaging station which marked
the very beginning of the North Fork of the Stanislaus River. CP10 was about 2½ miles down river, and
the going looked tough. No trail, steep bouldered hillsides and river bank, lots of manzanita shrubs.

Kathy and Jamie try to find a route down the river canyon.

The sky turned dark. A giant black cloud parked itself over our heads. Thunder rumbled above us and
raindrops started to fall. It was still warm out though, and it did not really slow us down. Though the
thunderclouds were overhead and made a racket for the next several hours, all we got were sprinkles,
no heavy rain. Thank goodness!
We slogged down the river valley for about an hour and a half and finally spotted CP 10 on a log
spanning the river. Yes!! At this point it was about 5:30 PM.

What a beautiful sight! CP10!
CP10 marked the beginning of a flagged route to the start of the climb site on the south side of the
Stanislaus river. We promptly found the first flag and then scrambled up a steep hillside. As we rose,
Mark Richardson loomed above us on a rock and looked down on us like the “game-master” he was! The
“voice from above” gave us some tips as we found the end of the flags before the cliff-side protected
route. We put on our harnesses and helmets and prepared for a challenging ropes course.
Jamie, our strongest member, went first. Following the roped-in section across the cliff was not easy. It
was very exposed and required some real scrambling and bouldering skills to get to the rappel site.
Along the way we clipped on and off the various sections of safety rope put in place to keep us from
falling off the cliff. A couple of sections were very difficult, and Jamie helped both Kathy and me through
them by pulling us up. Whew!!

Jamie and Kathy tackle the beginning of the roped-in scramble on the cliff-side.
We now just had to scramble off-rope for a bit more to get to the top of the cliff. Astra had arrived just
before us. They were just beginning the rappel when we arrived. We all had a chance for a brief
breather while Astra finished up. Jamie fixed his feet and hands. He had developed blisters on all of his
extremities. Kathy and I prepped for the big drop. Kathy was the first on the rappel.

Kathy heads down to the rappel as Palas and Vito (in green and blue shirts) from Astra go over the wall.

The drop was huge – 250 feet! The views were amazing. They had two operable ropes and Kathy and I
went down side by side at more or less the same time. I managed to stop and get my camera out to take
a photo of Kathy about half way down!

We all got to the bottom of the rappel at about 7:00 PM. The sun would set at about 8:15. At the base of
this cliff was a very tough scramble down a huge, steep, brushy talus field leading back to the river. After
that would be another slog further down the trail-less Stanislaus River Canyon. There was no way we
could make it all the way in the remaining daylight, but we were hoping to get as far as possible while
we could still see the terrain. CP 11 was at the base of the cliff. CP 12 would be about three miles
downstream at a Boy Scout camp. We took off, trying to find our way down to the base of the canyon
through a steep difficult brushy field of huge boulders.

Jamie looks for a route to the bottom of the canyon.
JAMIE WAS ON FIRE at this point in the race. He drove us to get as far as possible in the daylight. We
made it to the river’s edge, and the terrain was very passable. We quickly came up to a road and a
bridge. As we were told, there was a race volunteer in a red Subaru waiting there to collect our climbing
gear. We happily dropped off this extra weight, crossed the bridge and walked through a campground.
We filled our water bladders at a pump. At the end of the campground we continued to follow the river
– chasing Jamie.

Jamie points out the beautiful granite slabs in the canyon between CP 11 and 12.
There were alternately easy and hard sections as we scrambled down the river canyon for about three
miles. The sun set, but the glow of dusk lingered for a while. We occasionally ran across Astra in the
canyon. It was dark by the time we reached the Boy Scout camp. There were trails going every which
way here, and several dirt roads. CP12 was supposed to be just beyond the gate marking the entrance of
the camp. We wandered around for a bit, asked for directions from some people sitting around a roaring
campfire, and then wandered in the dark some more. We were quite disoriented. I sat down to look at
the map and noted that there should be a foot bridge crossing the river. This would be a good landmark
for finding the checkpoint. I figured that we had already passed the footbridge when Kathy looked up
with her headlamp and it was right in front of us! With this solid landmark, we easily found the CP12. It
was around 9:00.
We were pretty tired, so we sat down to rest, eat, drink, and study the map. I mixed some Gatorade,
and chugged half a bottle. A wave of nausea hit me immediately, and it all came back up. After
recovering from that, I felt much better, but did not have anything but sips of water for the rest of the
race!
“DON’T MISS CP 13!!” Mark Richardson’s warning echoed in our heads as we looked over the map. CP
13 was about 4 miles downriver. It was dark and there would be no trails. The clue sheet indicated that
CP 13 would be located “under two cypress trees leaning WSW 15 feet from the river”. I am sure there
are hundreds of cypress trees leaning over about that far from the river in this canyon. Not a very
helpful clue. Looking at the contours of the river, it would undulate quite a bit but would eventually hit a
distinctive, sustained, broad turn. Across the river, the canyon at this point would open up into a flat
area.

This would NOT be a chip shot. I was concerned about being able to find this spot in the dark! We
formulated a plan. We knew the going would be tough. We planned to just blast ahead for two hours
(“keep moving forward” per Mark), then look at the map and see if we could determine where we were
and how fast we were going. This would help us gage about when we should be arriving at CP 13.
We had briefly seen Astra at the Boy Scout Camp, but they had disappeared ahead of us. We plunged
into the darkness of the Stanislaus River Canyon.
It soon became clear what Mark was subtly telling us with the “keep moving forward” comment. THERE
IS NO GOOD WAY DOWN THE CANYON! Don’t look for “the best route”… BECAUSE THERE IS NONE!
Making things even more difficult, our field of view in the dark with headlamps was a short and narrow
tunnel. We could not survey the terrain. Often we came to the edge of steep cliffs, and had to backtrack
and try again. We could get some sense of the steepness of the canyon by how few route choices there
were. If our route passed near the river, we could get some sense of the river direction, but that didn’t
happen very often. I was hoping we would get help from the full moon, but it was a cloudy night and the
moon did not help at all.
One hour… Two hours… The going got tougher and tougher. We scrambled over or under boulders,
plowed through manzanita bushes, hit all sorts of obstacles and barriers and continuously took detours
climbing up the side of the canyon and going back down to river’s edge. At two hours we regrouped,
went down to the water’s edge, and I took a bearing on the river direction.
Tough to say where we were…. The bearing I took was pretty much the predominant direction of the
river. The sides of the canyon were pretty steep on both sides of the river. Not much of a clue here. I
would say for sure, however, that given the tough going, there was no way we were averaging two miles
per hour. We were still well short of CP 13. There was only one thing left to do… Keep going.
We slogged and thrashed down the dark canyon, the obstacles causing us to constantly weave up the
side of the canyon and back down towards the river as we progressed. Using my compass I tried to
identify a persistent turn in the river. Though there were a number of short turns, the river always
turned back.
At one point we saw headlamps coming back toward us. It was team Astra! It was nice to see other
people down in this canyon and we eventually met up. They had reached an impassible section of
canyon and turned back. We all gathered around the maps and identified a section of the canyon where
the cliffs along the north side looked like they went right into the river. We must be here…. We weighed
our options. 1. Try to find another way along this side of the river: Astra had already tried and failed, and
the topo map was not very encouraging. 2. Cross the river and walk down the south bank: This actually
looked like it might be possible. There were rocks that could be used as stepping stones right here, and
the topo map showed a relatively flatter bank on the other side. There would be no guarantee that we
could cross back later, however, to get the CP on the north bank. This would definitely be risky. 3. Give
up and go back the way we came: Though possible, none of us really favored this idea.

As we sat and discussed our options, team Irvine appeared out of the darkness. They were moving along
pretty well. They stopped briefly, and we told them of our predicament. They decided to keep pressing
ahead and disappeared.
We did not have enough confidence to continue down the canyon on this side of the river. With team
Astra, we chose to cross to the south shore and take our chances on crossing back later. The rocks were
big and the river was flowing, but it was not too difficult to cross. The south bank was flatter and easier
to pass. We moved a bit further downstream and bypassed the tough spot on the north shore. Across
the river we could see the lights of Team Irvine. It looked like they had made it past the tough spot!
Kathy found an area in the river that looked crossable again. We were all concerned about crossing back
and decided to take the opportunity. We made it back to the north shore and were past the tough spot!
Phew!
Astra took off at this point and quickly disappeared again in the darkness. They had taken a line closer to
shore, while we had gone up the side of the canyon a bit. We got stuck while they moved on. Not a
great choice!
On and on we went. At one point, Kathy crossed a patch of manzanita and boulders in the lead, with
Jamie behind her and followed by me. We were literally just a few feet apart. As Jamie stepped across
the manzanita, he let out a shout and disappeared right in front of my eyes! It was as if he had fallen
through a trap door – and he effectively had. The manzanita had grown over a crack between boulders,
and Jamie had stepped into nothing – the void between the rocks. He had fallen about 10 feet and
landed on his back. I was stunned and for a moment there was silence. Then I heard Jamie say
something. He had taken some time to assess his body and he was fortunately OK. The bike helmet
strapped to the backpack had taken the brunt of the fall, and somehow, miraculously, he didn’t hit his
head, break a bone, or even have anything more than some minor scrapes.
This shook us up. That was a really too close of a call. Jamie managed to climb out from between the
rocks. We sat on a flat rock, turned off our lights, settled down, and regrouped. We would have to be
extra careful the rest of the way. A bad injury here would be really tough to recover from. After a while,
we got up and kept going. We had no choice.
Hours passed as we carefully inched down the canyon. I kept checking the river direction. At one point
Jamie noted a fairly sharp bend in the river and then a sharp correction. We looked at the map and saw
two such features along the way. We could be at either one. Jamie asked where I thought we were, and
all I could tell him is where I knew we weren’t. The river had not turned yet. So we needed to keep
moving ahead.
Further downstream we again saw lights coming back upriver. It was Team Astra. They were convinced
that they had passed CP 13 and were backtracking to our current spot to look for it. “Did you find it?”
asked Vito. “No”, we replied. We re-checked the river direction and it still hadn’t turned definitively.
There had been another brief change of direction, and Vito thought that had been the turn we were
looking for. We calculated the number of hours that had passed since CP 12, figured our speed was

maybe a little faster than a half mile per hour, and identified a turn in the river that was about where we
should be. Bad news. We still had over a mile to go – probably a couple more hours. At this point all any
of us wanted was to GET OUT OF THIS RIVER VALLEY SAFELY. We decided there would be safety in
numbers. We teamed up and stuck together the rest of the way to CP14.
Having six of us instead of three helped our morale and confidence. It seemed like we moved a bit faster
and more efficiently. I stopped occasionally to check the river direction and at one point, about two
hours after we had teamed up, I had a moment of doubt when I thought we had been in the canyon for
too long. I looked at the map and saw that it would be an additional four miles past CP13 before a dirt
road would come down to the river edge – if it existed at all. I really hoped I didn’t somehow miss that
turn.
Finally, not long after the “moment of doubt”, I checked again, and the river had indeed turned! I
checked 10 minutes later, and the change in direction was sustained! The river bank on the far side
looked flat! This all matched the map! FINALLY - I KNEW WE WERE CLOSE!!
As the river gradually turned back, Kathy was in the lead and spotted the faint glow of two glow sticks. I
honestly couldn’t see them, but others in our group could. We pressed ahead, and sure enough, there it
was, dangling under two cypress trees leaning WSW about 15 feet from the river …
CP 13!!

CP 13 appears out of the darkness of the river canyon.
We were all SO RELIEVED. It was as if we had been lost at sea and a rescue boat had just come over the
horizon. We whooped and cheered! We were saved! The stress of this incredibly difficult leg palpably
drained from my body. Jamie, who told me earlier he was “not loving it!” admitted that he was smiling.

It had taken us 6½ hours to go about four miles from CP12 to CP13 in the dead of night. We had left
CP12 at 9:15 PM and got to CP13 at 3:45 AM. It was one of the toughest and most stressful adventure
racing legs I had ever done.
Kathy scrambled up the side of the canyon looking for the trail up. It was supposed to be flagged, but we
didn’t see any flags. She did spot some cairns (stacked rocks) and figured that they marked the trail. She
shouted from above that she had found the trail, but Astra was out of water, so we all worked to pump
and fill their water bladders.
After a brief rest, we were ready for the 1600 ft climb out of the valley. Kathy was A MACHINE. She set a
relentless pace and we charged up to the edge of the canyon. Route finding was not easy either. This
was not an established trail. Kathy was “connecting the dots” with the cairns, and did an amazing job.
The climb seemed endless, but as we finally neared the edge of the ridge we saw two lights ahead of us.
It was Adrian and Carey Gregg. We were the last two teams in the canyon and they were happy to see
us. The feeling was mutual. We were glad to have left the canyon behind. We walked in to the TA at
about 4:30 AM.
We all sat down and de-stressed some more. Jamie laid down and took a brief nap (I think). Adrian and
Carey made us some hot chocolate as we prepared to transition to the bikes. The sun rose while we
were in the TA. Lights were no longer needed. We were ready to be done and finish and were looking
for the easiest way to the finish line. Adrian suggested a route, and we eventually took off. We left the
TA a little before team Astra.
The remainder of the race was really more of a dash to the finish line for us. We picked up CP 16, and
then passed by CP 19 and 20. At each of those two spots we briefly looked for the CP but couldn’t find it.
No matter, let’s get to the finish.
We passed by a recreational lake with a nice little beach. We couldn’t resist. We stopped. I stripped
down to my underwear and jumped in. Jamie went in with his bike shorts on. Kathy went in fully
clothed. She figured it would be a good way to wash her clothes! The water was so refreshing and felt so
good! After drip drying in the sun, we saddled up again and rode to the finish. The final ride for us
totaled 32 miles, but they were pretty easy miles and mostly downhill. We crossed the finish line back at
the Avery Hotel at about 10:00 AM!

Finishers! (after a nice cold shower at the Avery Hotel)
Epilogue: We ended up finishing 5th out of 7 teams. We were very sad to hear that Jennifer from team
Astra had fallen about two miles into the bike section and had broken her clavicle. It was hard to believe
that after surviving the canyon unscathed, a little slip on the bike did her in. They had to drop out of the
race. We did see her at the finish, though, and she was in good spirits. What a great team. We hope to
see them again.
We were very satisfied with our finish. Jamie was a stud for his first complete 24+ hour race. He really
contributed the whole way. Kathy was a stud-ette as usual, and I was pretty satisfied with keeping up
and keeping us mostly on track.
Thanks to Adrian, Mark, Deborah and the rest of the Gold Rush crew. This one was really tough!

