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Dedications

To Aurela Veilleux, my 93-year-old mother,
whose grace, determination, laughter, and adventurousness
demonstrate that aging is not to be feared. Now in her ninth
decade, she continues to ride her bike nine miles a day, stays
abreast of the news, reads books, learns new technology, eats
wholesomely, and enjoys family and friends. She is a tough act to
beat!

~ Jane V. Blanchard
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To Our Readers

A happy life consists not in the absence, but in the
mastery of hardships.

~ Helen Keller

Hiking and spending time outdoors are not
new to us. As a boy, Dennis preferred being in the open to being
indoors. He grew up exploring the trails around his home in
Whigville, Connecticut (CT). His mother would have gasped if she
had known about his climbing cliffs, the long distances traveled,
or how dangerous his exploits were.

His love for adventure and the outdoors was
what attracted me to Dennis. He introduced me to hiking, and then
we climbed 20 of the 4,000-ft (1219 m) mountains in New Hampshire
(NH) and many lower peaks around New England. Having grown up in
Hartford, CT, I found solace in nature and the open spaces.

In 1975, we built a log cabin on a 19-acre
lot in Winchendon, a north-central Massachusetts (MA) town. From
June to December, we lived in a tent as we cut the trees and built
the 28-ft x 16-ft (8.5 x 4.9 m) house with nothing but hand tools.
There, far from city lights, and for the first time, I witnessed
the majestic night sky, and the magnificent expanse made me feel
insignificant in the universe. We lived off the grid for two years,
using our wits and skills gleaned from books and speaking with
local elders to survive the harsh northern winter (even at
-31°F/-35° C). Despite the austere lifestyle, I loved the outdoors
and living simply. As my life became more complicated, I made an
effort to return to these loves. Like a child returning to a
parent's comforting embrace, I always feel at home and at peace
when I am out in nature.

We shared this love of the outdoors with our
two children. We hiked the trails in the Hampstead Town Forest in
Hampstead, NH, with the infants in carriers. When Áine, our
youngest, was three years old and Fuzz was four-and-a-half, we
climbed the 2,557-foot (779 m) Mount Pemigewasset (Indian Head). As
parents, we were proud of them for insisting on completing the
roundtrip without assistance.

In 2007 I told Dennis to take a hike. He
took me literally and set out on the Appalachian Trail (AT). After
600 miles (966 km), he stopped in Pearisburg, Virginia (VA), to
return to Sarasota, Florida (FL). He had been experiencing a
tightness in his throat that he wanted to have checked. This
sensation of being strangled turned out to be a heart condition
that required a six-artery bypass. After recuperating from the
surgery, Dennis returned to the AT in 2008 to complete the final
1600 miles (2575 km) to Mount Katahdin in Maine (ME). In all, he
spent six months in the boonies on America's footpaths. (If you
want to read about his AT adventures, see Three Hundred Zeroes:
Lessons of the Heart on the Appalachian Trail.)

In 2011 he and I walked the Camino Francés,
500 miles (804 km) across northern Spain. I fell in love with
long-distance hiking. Two years later, we backpacked through Europe
for almost six months. In that time, we hiked the Camino Portugués
from Lisbon, Portugal, to Santiago, Spain (388 mi/625 km);
Hadrian's Wall Path, a coast-to-coast trail in northern England (84
mi/135 km); and about 100 miles (161 km) on the South West Coast
Path in England.

In 2015 Dennis suggested that we hike 272
miles (438 km) on the Vermont Long Trail (VLT) in Vermont (VT). I
thought this would be an opportunity for me to try long-distance
wilderness hiking. Previously, my lengthiest excursion into the
wild had been a five-day trek in the New Hampshire White Mountains,
and that was more than 30 years ago. Over the years, books by those
who traveled America's awe-inspiring trails teased my adventurous
spirit. At last, I was about to lace up my walking shoes and head
out to master the challenges of one of America's more rugged
backpacking experiences.

Though I've walked further, my previous
hikes were luxurious compared to what I was about to attempt. In
Europe, we stayed indoors or at campgrounds with access to showers,
restaurants, and other amenities. On the VLT, we will be days away
from the comforts of civilization. Our accommodation will be a tent
or a wooden platform in a three-sided shelter; our bed—a sleeping
bag atop an eggshell foam mat. We will eat meals from supplies we
carry and drink water that we filter. In Europe, we rambled through
rural environments that may have contained mountainous terrain. In
Vermont, we will traverse the spine of Vermont's Green Mountains
with its 53 named mountains, 27 of which are 3,500 ft (1,067 m) or
higher. Knowing that the oldest long-distance trail in the United
States is also one of the more gnarly, I am preparing mentally for
the challenges of the VLT. From past adversities, I have gained
strength and self-confidence. With determination, I will
succeed.

I am also comforted by knowing that Dennis
has walked the first 100 miles (160 km) of the VLT, which coincides
with part of the AT. He assured me that this section would be easy,
slightly more demanding than a walk in the woods. By the time we
hit the more challenging terrain, he had predicted, our bodies will
have adjusted to the rigors.

Most people complete the VLT in about 30
days. Dennis estimates that the trip will take us five to six
weeks. We will start at a relaxed pace and then increase the daily
distance as our bodies adapt.

This memoir is about our adventure. Our
narrative gives you a glimpse of the Long Trail and what day-to-day
wilderness hiking entails. Join us as we walk the length of
Vermont, from Massachusetts to Canada. We hope you will enjoy this
short walk on the Long Trail.

The Book

The book is divided into two parts: mine and
Dennis's. I wrote the first section immediately following the
adventure. Dennis worked on his part intermittently for the next
five years. In 2020 and during the COVID-19 quarantine, we decide
to finish writing the book.

When our kids were younger, we always ate
dinner together. Each night, we made a point to discuss what we had
learned that day. In that tradition, we will end each chapter with
a peek at that day's takeaways. A few of the lessons learned are
blatant and superficial; others are more insightful, even
profound.

We converted US customary units to metric
for our international readers, rounding off to the whole number.
Though these conversions are approximate, they will provide a
better feel for distance, elevation, and temperature.

If you want to see additional pictures and
videos of the VLT, please visit our
webpage.


Preparation

Before anything else, preparation is the key to
success.

~ Alexander Graham Bell

My wanderlust stalks me. I want to put on my
pack, tie my shoes, and walk. This desire shows up in the oddest
places: as I garden, on my morning walks, or while I'm sitting on
the john. It infiltrates my dreams. I can't seem to shake this
nomadic bug; my feet itch to get going. The destination is
unimportant—soothing the ache in my soul is. I want to reconnect
with nature and experience different cultures. At times the desire
to see what lies beyond the horizon is intensely palpable, as is
the anticipation of a first kiss or that extreme excitement the
moment before a race.

My husband, Dennis, and I have a long list
of places to hike before our health or mortality closes the door to
experiencing the world one step at a time. He is 68 years old, and
I am three years younger. That doesn't mean we're over the hill.
Many people continue to hike into their 80s. Grandma Gatewood, the
first woman to walk the entire Appalachian Trail in one season,
started hiking at age 67 and completed her third AT hike at age 75.
Susan Alcorn, a hiker and the author of excursion books, climbed
Mount Kilimanjaro when she was 67 years old. Three years later, she
backpacked the Circuit Route in Torres del Paine National Park,
Chile (Patagonia). These are not extraordinary people, merely
examples of those who use hiking to stay physically and mentally
fit.

In 2015, we had six unscheduled weeks
between babysitting our grandchild the first week in June and
attending a writers conference at the beginning of August—enough
time to backpack the Vermont Long Trail. Most people hike the
272-mile-long (439 km) Footpath in the Wilderness in about 30 days.
Winding through the Green Mountain State would give us an
opportunity to climb a few peaks (53 named ones, including 27 that
are over 3,500 ft/1064 m high), swim in pristine ponds,
see alpine environments, and, if we were lucky, spot moose, bear,
and other wildlife.

This "stroll" would be my first extended
backpacking wilderness adventure. Backpacking is an outdoor
recreation where the hiker carries gear in a backpack. These
outdoorsy trips consist of at least one night, but our venture
would take about a month. A hiker's kit can include food, water,
bedding, shelter, clothing, headlamp, stove, and cooking
implements, each adding weight to the pack. The key to a successful
hike is to minimize weight. To do this, we needed to figure out
where to buy food or send provision packages to remote locations
where there may not be a store.

Research

We purchased two guidebooks and a handy
waterproof map from the Green Mountain Club to help navigate the
trail and determine our resupply points. Having developed such a
plan for his AT walk, Dennis took on this task. He also had to
decide how to get to the start of the VLT on the
Massachusetts-Vermont border and where to park the car at the end
near Canada.

The Long Trail Guide, Hiking Vermont's
High Ridge divided the trail into 12 divisions. Each
corresponding chapter included a profile map, descriptions of the
route, and its side trails. Though the book offers a lot of
information, we decided not to take it with us. We felt that the
6.4 oz (181 g) book was too heavy. Instead, we noted points of
interest on the map.

What I learned from the guidebook:


	
There are no poisonous snakes in Vermont, but there
are porcupines, mice, raccoons, squirrels, peregrine falcons, black
bears, moose, and deer.



	
Water is abundant but needs filtering.



	
The Long Trail is marked with a white blaze, like
the Appalachian Trail (AT), which coexists for 100 miles
(161 km).



	
After the Long Trail separates from the AT, there
are more four-sided lodges than shelters. Depending on the weather,
we intend to use our tent, for the most part.



	
We may encounter winter conditions at higher
elevations during the spring. (Oh, my!)



	
Spring and fall are the mud seasons. To prevent
erosion of muddy trails, we may be re-routed.



	
Black flies and mosquitoes can be unbearable
nuisances until late summer.



	
We need to take precautions against the deer tick,
which can carry Lyme disease.



	
We must be prepared for quickly changing weather and
prevent hypothermia, which can cloud judgment. (Dennis might say
mine is already impaired.)



	
The Long Trail goes through three arctic-alpine
areas. These have fragile ecosystems with indigenous plants. Having
hiked above the tree line in the White Mountains of New Hampshire,
we had previously seen plants that were descendants of the
vegetation from the last great ice age. We looked forward to seeing
the alpine growth and tundra on Camel's Hump, Mt. Mansfield, and
Mt. Abraham.





In addition to researching the VLT, I
checked out hiker rules, guidelines, and etiquette and grouped them
as follows:

Leave No Trace practices:

Plan ahead. Bring your equipment, food, and
paraphernalia.

Stay on the trail and camp only where allowed.

Walk single-file, even through mud.

Do not burn toilet paper but dispose of it in the
outhouse trash bin or pack it out. Female hikers must carry out all
feminine hygiene products and wrappers.

Carry out what you carry in, including banana and
orange peels, which can take up to two years to decompose.

Do not pick flowers, carve into trees, or stack
rocks.

Trail Rules:

Yield to hikers going uphill.

Let smaller groups pass if hiking in a group.

Take your break off the trail.

Walk far from the trail to take a dump, and then
bury the waste in a 6-8 in (15-20 cm) deep hole. Carry out the
toilet paper.

Don't feed the wildlife.

Be friendly with passersby. This friendliness is not
just a courtesy. Stopping for a quick chat can provide information
about upcoming trail conditions and, in case of emergency, can help
you or the other person direct the rescuers.

Shelter rules:

Shelters are available on a first-come basis and are
to be shared.

Be considerate.

Don't pee near the water supply or off the shelter
platform.

Don't hog the sign-in register.

Minimize campfire impact. Only use the provided fire
rings and ensure that the fire is completely extinguished before
leaving the shelter.

After dark, use the red headlamp filter in camp
instead of the brighter white one.

At night, be courteous to sleepers. Try to get to
the camp before nightfall.

Don't have sex in the shelter if other people are
there.

The Plan

Dennis solved our transportation problem. We
will stay at the North Troy Inn Bed & Breakfast on June 15,
leaving our van there. The next day Doug McKain, a Green Mountain
Club volunteer, will shuttle us 270 miles (435 km) to North
Adams, MA, and the start of the Long Trail. We plan to go into a
town about once a week for food, a shower, pampering, and
groceries.

We need to be back in Florida on August 10
to attend the Florida Authors and Publishers Association (FAPA)
conference, where one of my books is in contention for an award. To
be there on time, we need to leave New England no later than August
3.

Gear

Having hiked before, we had most of the
gear. Dennis will carry the MSR Hubba Hubba NX 2-Person Tent that
we used on other adventures. He replaced his backpack and water
filter with the latest technology, decreasing his pack weight by
about 4 lb (1.8 km). I purchased a Titanium 1100 ml (about a
quart-sized) pot and pan, trekking poles, and a thermometer to
attach to the backpack. We purchased Permethrin, an insecticide to
treat our clothes and sleeping bags against deer ticks. Reading the
EPA precautions, this chemical is effective against Lyme
disease-bearing ticks. I was a little worried about using it until
I found out that the insecticide is a synthetic formula that mimics
chrysanthemum flower extracts.

Wanting to carry no more than 20% of our
body weight, we spent hours tweaking the gear to reduce its bulk
and heft. Everything had to have multiple purposes. For example, I
plan to use mouthwash as an antiseptic, dental floss for sewing,
etc. The only thing I have doubles of is clothing, one set for
wearing and the other in the pack or hanging from it to dry.

Each month, the Appalachian Trail Club of
Florida offers to critique the contents of backpacks for members
who are planning an upcoming hike. As we pulled out our gear, the
members gave us a thumbs-up or thumbs-down. The group approved most
of my trappings, but several people commented on how small my
Osprey Talon 33 backpack was. Thinking that they might be right, I
tried out the pack that Dennis used on the Camino and our travels
in Europe, a Gregory Z35 Pack. It is 12 ounces heavier but has a
much greater carrying capacity. Within a few days, I realized that
his pack did not fit me. The torso was too long. Instead of
shopping for a large-capacity woman's bag, I decided to use my
trusty Osprey Talon 33. Since 2011, my pack and I have traveled
around Europe for almost a year and hiked more than 1500 miles
(2414 km). I am attached to my backpack. Not only does it fit
well and reminds me of what we have been through together, but
because of the person who I become when I wear it. I feel empowered
and capable of anything. Like what happens to Clark Kent when he
dons his Superman outfit, I become a Woman on her Way when I put on
my purple backpack.

My bags are packed

I'm ready to go.

~ John Denver

Things are looking good.

Clothing

Dennis, happy to wear the hiking clothes he
already had, only bought socks.

Shoe selection was a big concern for me.
People's feet continue to grow as much as a half size every decade
after 40. The pounding during my first Camino caused my feet to
grow, such that, after a couple of weeks, I could not wear my
hiking boots. And now that I live in Florida and am always wearing
sandals, a form-fitted shoe feels uncomfortable.

For these reasons, I purchased Topo Athletic
lightweight running shoes instead of hiking boots, then added
metatarsal support to the right shoe. I hoped these wide toe box
shoes were sufficiently rugged to withstand the mountain trail's
wear and tear. I also purchased Injinji toe socks, which are said
to help prevent blisters. They felt funny at first, but I adapted
to the "toes."

For a camp shoe, I ordered a pair of Offroad
Crocs that are supposedly more rugged than the original ones. The
drawback is that they are 5 to 6 ounces heavier than the regular
Crocs. My thinking was that I could use these to hike if
needed.

We plan to start the hike on June 16.
According to Wunderground.com, the average temperature in June and
July 2014 at Troy, VT, is 61°F (16° C)—on the chilly side for
this Floridian. Of course, the weather will be warmer in North
Adams, MA, where we start. Hoping that I will acclimate, I decided
against carrying cold-weather clothing. If the summer evenings are
cool in the mountains, I will wear my rain gear and a long-sleeved
hiking shirt. I hope I won't regret my decision.

I had to choose whether to hike in a skirt
(my preference) or wear long pants to ward off the black flies,
mosquitoes, and deer ticks. In view that we were going to hike in
early summer, I opted for the skirts because they are not as warm,
and I can pee in the woods without taking off my pack. As an
alternative, I could use the knee-length yoga pants I brought as
sleepwear.

In all, my gear with water and food weighs
31.77 pounds (12.4 kilos), 24 % of my body weight. I am not
bothered by the heft during my practice walks. Who knows what will
happen on the craggy Vermont landscape. Will I become buckled-kneed
from the heavy load?

Food

My research recommends that each person
carries 1.5 to 2.5 lb (0.7 to 0.9 kg) food per day, depending on
body size and exertion. As a treat, we each bought one dehydrated
meal for that night when we craved a special treat. The rest of the
time, we'll eat lightweight, nonperishable, high-calorie foods such
as pasta, couscous, rice, oatmeal, bagels, peanut butter, olive
oil, and Pop-Tarts. Foil-packed tuna, chicken, and salmon will
provide protein. For snacks, we will have a blend of nuts and dried
fruits and Snickers candy bars.

We also planned to shop in towns for pita
bread, bagels, cream cheese, pepperoni (for Dennis), chunk cheese,
and a sweet such as cookies or doughnuts to go with Dennis's tea.
We will base our food selection on calorie content, weight,
compactness, and availability. Of course, we would replenish
Snickers bars, our "healthy" snack foods. These chocolate-coated
peanutty treats provide more protein than the 16 top nutrition
bars.

To cook the food, we need to carry fuel. The
canisters add 1.5 lb (0.7 km) to my pack.

Water is plentiful on the Long Trail. We
only need to purify it. I never tire of drinking water, but Dennis
does. To flavor the water and provide electrolytes, salt, and
sugar, Dennis bought Gatorade powder. I purchased different flavors
of Starbucks Via single-serving instant coffee packets, including
chocolate mocha, my favorite. Dennis bought hot chocolate, tea, and
an apple cider mix that makes a delicious warm beverage.

We packed five to six days' worth of food in
resupply boxes and then mailed the cartons to general delivery at
post offices near the trail. To ensure that the cartons not be
returned, we marked each box with the approximate arrival date,
asking the Postmaster to keep it until we arrived. The disadvantage
of using post offices for resupply is that the buildings may be
closed for weekends, holidays, or after hours. The advantage is
that you can plan a better menu than what might be available at a
convenience store.

Hiking with long or short hair

For about a month, I flip-flopped about what
to do with my hair. If I kept it long (down to the middle of my
back), I could pull my tresses off my face with a bun. The longer
length might help against the bugs. Short hair wouldn't blow around
in the wind or stick to my sweaty neck, and it would make it easy
to wash, dry, and check for ticks.

Dennis does not understand my dilemma. He
ties his hair in a ponytail and doesn't think much about it.

The problem is, I identify with my long
silver hair. I like how it glistens in the sun. If I cut it, the
undergrowth will show through, and it'll look mousy. In the end, I
put my vanity aside and cropped my hair. I wanted less work on the
trail.

Training

For a month before departure, I wore my
backpack on my morning walks, using weights in the bag to simulate
the food and water. I developed a rhythmic stride with the trekking
sticks. I had previously found them unhelpful. But using the poles
properly can reduce chances for knee injury or shin splints. Having
experienced leg pains on past walks, it was to my benefit to learn
how to use these walking aids. While tap-tapping on the local
streets, my neighbors eyed me suspiciously. My morning ventures
produced unusual comments and lots of questions from the
locals.

One woman, warily keeping her distance,
asked me what I was doing in her neighborhood (one that I have been
walking through for years). She seemed more accepting of me when I
told her that I was training to walk the Vermont Long Trail. By her
demeanor, I assumed she had at first thought I was a street person
casing out the area. Perhaps the hiking poles helped convince her
that I was genuinely preparing for a hike.

Another woman asked me how far I was going
to walk on the trail. "Two miles (3 km)?" she guessed. I
imagine for non-walkers, two miles is a long distance.

One woman said, "Oh, you've had your baby."
At almost 65 years old, I couldn't imagine what she was talking
about until I noticed that she was trying to look over my shoulder.
She had confused the backpack with a child carrier. That's
understandable, but why had she thought that I had recently
had a baby?

Living in Sarasota, FL, offers no
opportunity to train for rugged slopes. There are no mountains.
Both the Ringling Bridge and the Celery Fields (a trash mound
converted into a park) are 65 ft (20 m) high, and people
use them to build leg muscles. Instead, I worked out with weights
and a step bench. Dennis bicycled to boost his quads, but that is
not the same as walking. Knowing that this is not adequate
training, we scheduled two weeks in NH to walk the local hills.
Even with that, we will not have hiking legs at the start. We will
have to develop them as we go. Luckily, the first 100 miles
(161 km) on the Long Trail are the easiest.

New England

We left for New England the day after
Memorial Day. As the van struggled up the Pennsylvanian hills, I
envisioned climbing similar hills. If the gradient was challenging
for a 130 horse-powered engine, how hard will similar climbs be for
me? In Wilkes-Barre, we stopped for coffee. From outside of the
café, the panorama spans approximately five miles (8 km). I
think I would need most of a day to hike up and down those hills.
My consciousness is changing to hiker mode. With this perspective
shift, time and distance become more relative to how long it takes
me to walk X number of miles, with X amount of elevation. (A rough
calculation is to allow 30 minutes for every mile, plus 30 minutes
for every 1,000 feet of ascent.)

A few days after arriving in New Hampshire,
Dennis, our daughter Áine, and I walked three miles (5 km) in
the Plaistow Town Forest. We sprayed ourselves against the
mosquitoes, but I forgot to put the repellent under my
skirt, and the pests quickly stung my thighs. The Permethrin on our
clothing did not repel the hovering bugs; they still managed to get
under my skin. I bought a DEET-based repellent to take on the
VLT.

We diverted around a few muddy areas, but
the forest was dry. After being cooped up in the car for three
days, moving felt good. I hoped to return there to hike with a full
pack and the hiking poles, which I had to learn to use on uneven
ground.

I couldn't get over how winded I was and how
difficult it was to keep up with our 29-year-old daughter. I must
have been delusional to think I was fit. If I was this much out of
shape in the relatively flat forest, how would I manage the 4000-ft
(1219 m) peaks?

We walked daily with our packs and pushed a
baby stroller on the back roads around Newton, NH, and at
Winnekenni Park in Haverhill, MA. Walking and pushing a stroller
for an hour can burn up to 143 calories if you weigh around 130
pounds. Additionally, it strengthened our legs and helped us
cardiovascularly. At the end of the week, I felt stronger and ready
to tackle the VLT challenges.

Everything is verdant and vibrant in New
England in early June. The rhododendrons, azaleas, and spring
flowers add colors not seen in Florida. We enjoyed watching the
goldfinches, robins, cottontails, and other small animals native to
the area. I had not realized how much I missed the smell of newly
mowed NH grass. St. Augustine and Bahia grasses in Florida do not
have the same fragrance.

Several days before our departure, I came
down with an upper respiratory infection. I stocked up on cold
medicine and hoped that I would be better by the 16th.

The day before we left for Vermont, we
purchased perishables and prepared our packs. That day, the
temperatures plummeted from the mid-80s to the 40s (40 to
4.4° C). Rain poured heavily like a Florida storm. As I sat in
the warmth of the house, I was thankful for not yet having started
the hike. I hoped that the rain would stop and the temperatures
would rise before we reached our starting point on the
Massachusetts-Vermont border. Rain or shine, I looked forward to
the hike. I did not look forward to sleeping on the wet ground on
cold nights. Am I becoming a 65-year-old wimp?


Part 1


Day 1 (June 16): Seth Warner Shelter

For after all, the best thing one can do when it is
raining is let it rain.

~ Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Like an excited child awaiting presents, I
woke early in anticipation of finally starting my Vermont Long
Trail hike. After all the months of preparation, this was
D-Day.

The host of the North Troy Inn Bed &
Breakfast prepared a delightful breakfast of locally grown food.
The organic coffee was exceptional. In my heightened state,
everything tasted delicious. We were eager to get going. Doug
McKain from Green Mountain Club arrived at 8:30 AM to chauffeur us
from the inn to the start of the VLT in Williamstown, MA. It took
us no time to throw our backpacks in the back of his minivan and
jump in. The Long Trail was calling us.

Though the VLT is 272 miles (438 km)
long, the distance by car is 220 miles (354 km). According to
Google Maps, the trip should have taken about four hours—it took us
seven. First, we stopped at a pharmacy for cold medicine. Ever get
sick before going on vacation? Bummer, right? Determined that a
little bug would not delay what I had wanted to do for so long, I
purchased medicine for the hacking cough and itchy, swollen eyes.
Fifteen minutes after taking the medication, I was asleep.

A few hours later, I stumbled out of the car
to visit the Green Mountain Club headquarters in Waterbury Center.
There, we bought club patches for our backpacks, a hiking shirt for
Dennis, and a 3-ft-long (0.9 m) map of the trail to send to my
88-year-old mother. I had been reluctant to leave her alone in
Florida for such a long time and felt that she would enjoy
following our progress up the state. The closer we got to the end,
the sooner we would head for home, which was not soon enough for
her.

After leaving the visitor center, Doug
stopped at his home in Middlebury so his wife, Ruth, could join us.
We got on well with this couple, and they invited us to stay
overnight on our way north. In Rutland, we ate lunch at the Yellow
Deli, both a restaurant and a hiker hostel operated by The Twelve
Tribes community. The food came quickly, and soon we were heading
south to the Pine Cobble Trail that leads to the Vermont Long
Trail.

At the trailhead, we huddled under the
hatchback door to put on rain gear. Rain had been falling all day,
and the McKains advised us to postpone our start until the next
day. We are not fair-weather hikers and were anxious to get
started. We had a 3.3-mile (5 km) walk on the Pine Cobble
Trail before reaching the Massachusetts-Vermont border and then
stepping onto the AT. From there, it was a little over three miles
(5 km) to the campsite on the VLT.

We said our goodbyes around 4 PM. Based
on distance, we guesstimated arriving at the shelter around 7:30
PM, long before sunset. The hike took more time than expected; we
had forgotten to include elevation (2180 ft/664 m) in the
equation.

Our rain gear swished as we headed for the
trail, muddied by the last three days of precipitation. I slid on
slippery tree bark and fell, biting my tongue. All the training I
did with the poles did not prevent me from toppling over. I hoped
my future falls would be as inconsequential as this one was, more
hurt to my pride than my body.

We followed the blue blazes up steep and
rugged terrain. Overheated and sweat-drenched, we removed our rain
gear, preferring to walk in the cooler drizzle. We were more out of
shape than we had thought, and with my cold, I struggled to breathe
and keep up with Dennis. He could tell how far behind I was by the
loudness of my cough.

A dog lover had left a bowl of water for the
mutts. Nice gesture, I thought, but useless in this weather. There
was water everywhere, even in the bole of an unusual oak stump from
which grew three trees. In that dense forest, there was little to
see. In contrast, the majesty of the startling vistas on the
European trails took my breath away at almost every corner. Here,
with nothing to see but skinny and deformed trees, I gasped from
lack of oxygen, not beauty.
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Intersection of the Pine Cobble and the Appalachian
Trail

The rain stopped before we huffed up a steep
stretch to the Pine Cobble (1824 ft/556 m
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