—and a little basic training

Stolpa feed 5- this proved tobe a

at a Reno hospital as  landmark helped
the family recovers rescuwers find Jeani-
from their ordeal. fer and her baby.
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Lost and freezing, they
fought for their lives

LOGEIG THROUGH THE Wir-
deep snow on frozen feed,
icy llakes stinging his face,
Jim Stolpa eoubd think of
only one thing: the wife and
baby he'd left behind ina
tiny cliffside eave, It had been two
days and 48 torturous miles now since
what might have been their kst god-
bye and a week sinee their pickup had
gotten stuck in the blizzand lashing
this desolate northwestem comer of
the high Nevada desert, Out in the
darkness the coyoles were howling,
One, two; one, two, The 21-year-old
Army private forced his steps into a
comforting cadence. One for Jenniler,
two for buby Clavton. One, two: one,
two. He began to chant: I gotta make
it...lgottamakeit.,.”

Back in the cave, clutching her 5-
month-old son a= he nursed, Jennifer
also heard eerie howls, The sounds
seemed to be drwing closer, like mes-
sengers of death, In some ways, it wies
as if she and the baby had already
passed on: The cave was a eryptlike
space, too shallow to sit up in, and she
and Clayton were wrapped like mum-
mies beneath layers of clothing and
sleeping bags, But the cold was =il
numbing, Would they frecze lira
or starve, wondered the shivering Jen-
nifer. She wept. And she prayed, “1
just kept asking God 1o give Jim the
strength and energy and the will 1o
make it,” says the 2 1-year-old mother,
“I was just begging God 10 help him,”
Finally she drilied into slecp.

It had all begun nine days before
what now seemed a lifetime ago—aon
Monday, three days after Christmas.
Leaving their dog, Pooh, with friemds,
the Stolpa family piled into & borrowed
dark-blue Dodge Dakota pickup and
headed out of their apartment in Paso
Robles, Calif,, near Camp Roberts,
where Jim worked as a satellite-equip-
ment repairman. Ahead lay an 800-
mile drive northeast o Pocatello, Tda-
ho, for the New Year's Eve funeral of
Jim's matemal grandmother. Jim, al-
ways close 10 his mother, wanted 10 be
there for her.

The family stopped for the night wt
the house in Castro Valley, Calif,, out-
side Oakland, where Jim's divorced
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mother lives with second husband
Kevin Mulligan. (Jim and Jennifer had
met nearby at San Lorenzo High
School, in lirst-aid class.) They found
warm elothing at the bouse, but no
hoots, Both were wearing tennis shoes,

Jim's mother, slrcady in Ldabo,
called 1o urge the couple 1o postpone
the drive. She’d heard that several
roaadls were closed because of the
fierce snowstorm battering Northem
California. “Don’t do it don’t drive in
this weather,” Muriel Mulligan plead-
edd. Then in wonds that would haunt the
couple, she said, 1 don't want to go to
three more funerals.”

The next moming they set ofl. Inter-
state 80, the route they had planned wo
take northeast, had been closed. But
instead of tuming back, the couple
Dougrhat maps at o gas station and plot-
ted a course on smaller roads. Jenni-
fer, who hadd been in the Avmy Reserve
until shortly aller her marriage in
April 1991, served as navigator,

Fate thist night the Stolpas passed
the one-house town of Vya, Nev. (pop.
2), near the California border. Trying
10 hook up with State Route 140, they
continued cast on County Road 8A,

o two-lane dirt road that was that night
choked with snow. The Guther they
drove, the deeper it gol. Soon they
were hopelessly stuck.

T the: morming the couple tried dig-
ging oul the truck, but stiff winds made
it impossible, All they could do was
wail for tradTie
They were stranded in a wilder-
ness area so remole that there are unl_\'
six homes within 500 square miles.

For three days and Four nighls, as
the snow continued 1o fall; the Stolpas
stayed as upbeat as passible. 1 old
my=ell,” suy= Jennifer, © *If you can

which never came.

< “We have a lot of
range cows up here,
and | thought this
was one of them
wandering home,"”
says rescuer David
Peterson of the
dark shape in the
road that turned out
to be Jim.

make it through hasic trining, you
can make it through this,” ™ They nib-
bled on com chips, coconul cookies, a
bottle of Jennifer's prenatal vitamins
and fruitcake, They played with haby
Clayton, napped, penodically started
the truck and tumed on the heater and
listened to gospel music on the only
radio station they could get,

The day of the funcral came and
wenl. When the .\‘lulluls farled to show
up, Jim's stepfather, a media consul-
tant, alerted vadioand TV stations and
newspapers about the missing family,
pressuring authorities o find them.
But the problem was that nobody knew
what route they had taken,

When Saturday, Jan. 2, broke clear
and bright, “we had 10 decide whether
1o stay put and die or do something,”
Jim says. They decided 1o head north-
east toward Route 140, which they lig-
ured would be about 20 miles. In the
truck the pair left a note written on
what had been Jennifer's Chrstmas
list. “Fo our Potential Rescuers,” Jim
wrole, “Il we are already dead don’t
mind the rest of this letier, But if we
are nowhere to be found, we have
started walking to 140, . ., Sincerely,
The Stolpa Family."” Jennifer added,
“We are carrying with us a 5 mos. old
baby. HELP!!!"

Then the couple pulled on almost
every item of clothing they had
brought: gloves, panty hose, three
pairs of sweatpants, four sweatshins
and two long winter jackets each, They
slid plastic garbage bags between lay-
ers of socks. They tied sweatshins on
their heads. Jennifer Laughed when
Jim moaned, “Tthink I've got a ran in
my nylons.” They bundled up Clayton
inside two sleeping bags and stufTed
him into a maroon garment bag, along

llustration by Beb Crofut




with the little food they had left. Jim
tied the bag to his belt and towed it
through the snow like a sled, The mo
tion seemed to soothe the baby; he
only eried when the v -lnp;r-l.

lo pass the time, the pair fantasized
about what they would onler once they
made it 1o a restaurant. When one

<« “That fella
should get two med-
als,” says Peterson
of Jim. “One for stu-
pidity and ome for
saving his family.”

> Just after their |
rescwe, the Stolpas  +
showed the strain
of their nime-day
ordeal,

lngged behind, the other would cheer-
kead, “Come on, you can't stop now,”

Jim would unge Jennifer. “We have to

make it out of here for Clay.” To help
hersell, Jenniler 4||l|"l|f- recited ca-
dences from hasie training, Some-
times she reverted 1o something even
more hasic, from ehildhood: the man-

tra of the Littde engine that could; *1
think Lean . .. think Fean . ., |
think Lean...”

They walked ¢lear throwgh the
night. Late Sunday moming they stood
on a hill and searched the horizon for
Route 140, It was nowhere in ~|5(||I.
“Oh, my God,” Jennifer exclaimed as



she started to cry, “we're not going to
make it!”

In desperation the couple decided
to hike back toward the truck. But as
the afternoon wore on, the tlemperature
dropped and the wind began “blowing
30 hard it would mess up your bal-
ance,” Jennifer says. She told Jim her
hips were so sore from pashing
through the snow that she could hardly
walk. Following Hell Creek. an old
cattle trail, they found a small canyon.
They spent the night huddled in a
sheltered ouleroppang.

By moming it was snowing again.
“There's no way ['m going to be ;1l||r 10
walk today,” Jennifer luld Jim."I'm
going lo try 1o find a cave where we can
stay.” Moments later she found a tiny
indentation barely big enough to crawl
into. Jenniler squeczed inside. Jim
handed ber the sleeping bags and
Clayton and wedged the garment bag
over the entrance to block the wind.
Then he told her he was going lor help.
It waes tough 1o leave them, but | hudd
1o, Jim says. “There wasn't any other
way.”

“Saying goodbyve to him was the
svariest thing in the whole world.™
Jennifer remembers. 1 didn’t know il
that was going to be the last time 'd
ever see hin.” Promising he woukd get
help within three days, Jim Kissed his
wile and child goodbwve. Jennifer
dida’t want to watch him go. But <he
heard him shout, Tl make it, Jenni-
fer, | know Ul make i!™

Jim walked the 14 miles back to the
truck that night. By 7:30 the next
e -miu;, Taesday, he wiss on the rowd
agaein, pushing through an endless
whnh sean Uhat was broken only by
sagebrush and meandering coyote and
ruhbit tracks. Whenever be el
hungry, he would shove snow into his
mouth, und every so often, when he
just couldn’t make his frozen feet go
another step, he would flop down onto
asagehrush for a catnap, He kept
moving through the night.

Late Wednesday moming Jim spol-
ted something, “1 started screaming at
the 1op of my lungs and jumping up
and down,” he says. “Jesus Chist!”
thought David Peterson, the dnver of
the: white Disdge Ram pic kup coming
down the road Tlu wre's 4 cow wan-
denng oul llwn ' When Peterson, 52,
Washoe County’s road supervisor,
pulled closer, he saw a man who was
shuflling instead of walking, his “feet
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> “Jennifer is just
as much of a hero,”
says Jim (kissing his
wife as baby Clay-
ton gives him a
hug). “It took all

Frantically,

lrozen up into big balls.”
Jim began telling Peterson aboat his
strunded wile and baby, beggang him
1o go hind them. 1 thought he must

lave been a little delirions,” admits
Petersan, who hidn’t heand anything
about a lost family, *He was just out
there oo many dms \nlnul\ could
survive that long,”

Back home in Vya, Peterson began
trying lo remove Jim's wee-covered ten-
nis shoes. He rdioed a highway main-
tenance station and confirmed that »
family was indeed missing, Peterson
mmmlml--l) began 1o organize the res-
cue effort, Jim begged to go along but
was in no condition to do so, Over and
over he wold Peterson to find the Hell
Creek sign, then to look for the blue
sweatshint he had tied 10 a bush—the
cave with his family was behind it.

Peterson left with beavy-equipment
operator Dusty Ferguson, 41, in Peter-
son's truck. His wite, Ruth Ann. tried
to thaw Jim's feet with a hair drier.

the guts in the
world to choese to
stay im that cave.
She saved my son."”

<« Jim adjusts his
therapy “boots,”
which kept his feet
in the proper posi-
tion for healing.
Jennifer found the
devices too painful
to wear.

Fven after his shoes came of, his Feel
were frozen solid, But Jim waso’t wor-
rying about them. As the aftemoon
dragged on, there was stiill no sign of
Jenmifer and Clayton,

Inside the cave, Jennifer was drifi-
ing in and out of sleep. When moming
had broken on Wednesduy—the day
Jim had promised 10 be back with
help—Jennifer could harely control
her excitement., “Daddy’s gning 1o be
here today!™ she tald the haby, who
was erying becanse of his sodden dia-
per. Al day she ll]lllll_lll she heard the
{aint roaring of engines, But no one
showed up. 1 didn’t want to see the
darkness,” Jennifer savs. She ate
snow, burrowed inside the sleeping
bag with Clayton and ¢losed her eyes.

\,('d“\\hil('. lll" rescuer= were lt"‘
ing hope. Peterson and Ferguson had
been following the snowplow driven by
heayy-equipment operator Gary Ro-
mesha, 42_ lor five hours. They had al-
ready gotten stuck a few times, and the
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wenlher was tuming nasty, with snow
starting to fall, Miles behind them
stretehed a procession of 30 paramed
ies, deputies, even a dog rescue team.
“With the storm coming and the dark
ness, | knew il was now or never,”
Peterson savs. Just then Romesha
rudioed that he'd spotted the shirt.
When Ferguson reached Jennifer,
“I gave him the biggest hug,™ she savs,
“I've: never been 2o happy 1o see an
other person.” She immediately asked
about Jim. *1 told her il he didn’t make
it then we wouldn’t be there.” h-n_'_w
son says, He carvied Clayton to the
truck, where the baby instantly fell
asleep: apart from a case of diaper
rash, the infant had survived the or-
deal unscathed. Then Ferguson and
Romesha returned for Jennifer, She
apologized for being unable to walk
Washoe County Sheriff Capt, Emie
Jeseh, who participated in the rescue,
savs the « rampms 1) ||mll|c-|~ ’Iv'l'u'n'
maintain Jennifer and Clayton’s body

heat better than a larger cave would
have, That choice was an example, he
says, of the family’s ability to think
and stay calm. “Certainly there was a
lot of luck involved," he says. “But
they created that luck by doing the
right thing,”

Until at least Valentine's Day the Stol.
pas” home will be a room in Reno's
Washoe Medical Center—a room
hlled with flowers, a menagerie of
stuffed animals in Clayton’s crib, and
lot= of family and [riends. Cradling the
haby, Jim's mother admits that despite
the desperation of her son’s 87-mile
trek ghe has to smile when she thinks
about what he did. *I was surprised,”
she sayvs with a laugh. “"He couldn’t
walk to the bus =lop in high school
without first asking to borrow the car,”
Elation over Jim and Jennifer's sur-
vival has been tempered by the rough
road they still face. Doctors were
forced o amputate puart= of thear se-

verely frosthitten feet, Although both
should eventually be able to walk
without erutches or |mr-||v~ﬁr~, they
will requuire a month of recovery before
they can begin rehabilitation, Then
there will be at least a month of gruel-
illl;.' llll'l'.lp\. Then inn[»l".u.' bills are
expected to lop S250,000 apiece, The
\rmy will pay for Jim’s treatment as
well as 80 percent of Jennifer's, bt
that will still leave a £50,000 tab. The
couple are counting on the slew of film
and book propesals they have received
1o |u-|§-.

For now, lhncl‘,_'h. the "lnlg-:n- are nol
looking too far ahead. ““We're just
really cancemed about recovering and
walking and being able to lead normal
lives again,” Jennifer explains. Still,
Jim is willing to make one resolution.
“Neveragain,” he savs, “will | not lis
len o my mother.”
® PAM LAMBERY
= JHENAY 00D i Heno
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