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  A message to readers who are thinking about hiking the AT


  This book isn’t a trail guide. The profile maps created for this book are meant to portray general elevation loss and gain and to indicate the places we camped. They are not designed for, nor should be used for navigation. If you are planning a hike on the AT, I recommend purchasing and carrying a trail map and guide (preferably one published by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy).


  The guidebooks to each trail section (generally one guide per state) contain detailed trail descriptions, profile maps and topographic maps. These three pieces of information are not only critical to navigating the trail, finding water sources, etc., they can also provide a much needed perspective on how to get to help should you encounter a medical emergency (either yours or that of another hiker).


  Carrying a guide book and maps is more than common sense. The proceeds from the guides also support the efforts of the chapter clubs that work tirelessly to maintain the AT and surrounding trails for everyone’s enjoyment. Please consider supporting their work by making an additional donation or becoming a volunteer or member.
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  About the Appalachian Trail


  The idea to create the Appalachian Trail (AT) is widely credited to Benton MacKaye, a regional planner who envisioned a network of work, study and farming camps stretching from Mt. Washington in New Hampshire to Mt. Mitchell in North Carolina.


  The vision for the trail was first publicized in October of 1921. By 1925, the first Appalachian Trail Conference was convened to get the project off the ground. Like most large scale projects, the creation of the Appalachian Trail happened in fits and starts. While the trail was completed as a continuous footpath in 1937, it wasn’t until 1968 that it was designated as a national scenic trail and afforded federal protection (along with The Pacific Crest Trail).


  The Appalachian Trail Conservancy provides a detailed history of the trail on their website.


  The Appalachian Trail is a mountain trail. It is mentally and physically demanding. While it has been portrayed as “a walk in the woods”, there are precious few sections that allow one to stroll. The fact that many underestimate the terrain and what it takes to complete a through-hike is illustrated by a single statistic: 75% of people who begin the hike don’t finish.


  AT Mileage by State*
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  Maine: 281.4 miles


  New Hampshire: 160.9 miles


  Vermont: 149.8 miles


  Massachusetts: 90.2 miles


  Connecticut: 51.6 miles


  New York: 88.4 miles


  New Jersey: 72.2 miles


  Pennsylvania: 229.6 miles


  Maryland: 40.9 miles


  West Virginia: 4 miles


  Virginia: 550.3 miles


  Tennessee: 287.9 miles


  North Carolina: 95.5 miles


  Georgia: 76.4 miles


  


  Footnote


  *Based on 2006-2011 data compiled by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy



  APPALACHIAN TRAIL STATS


  DISTANCE: 2,181 miles


  NUMBER OF STATES: 14


  HIGHEST ELEVATION: 6643’
(Clingmans Dome, TN)


  LOWEST ELEVATION: 124’
(Bear Mountain State Park, NY)
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  PERCENTAGE OF HIKERS COMPLETING THE TRAIL THAT ARE SECTION HIKERS
(THOSE DOING THE TRAIL IN PIECES) 20%


  NUMBER OF SECTION HIKERS COMPLETING THE TRAIL PER YEAR ON AVERAGE*:
116.5


  NUMBER OF THRU HIKERS STARTING THE TRAIL THAT FINISH IN ANY GIVEN YEAR:
ABOUT 25%*
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  CHAPTER 1


  Katahdin


  What began as a day hike to the summit of Maine’s fabled mountain became a 28-year adventure to places and events I could not have imagined.


  Katahdin summit via the Hunt Trail (AT)
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  TRIP STATS
September 7, 1985
10.4 miles round trip
5.2 AT miles


  By the time I met up with eight friends to climb Katahdin at age 28 in September of 1985, I had already covered quite a bit of ground.


  Two years before, I spent six months on the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) walking from Mexico to Canada. The highlights included crossing the Mojave Desert and walking the length of the Cascades through Oregon and Washington. Every day of that trip was an adventure—a test of stamina and mental health set against a stunning backdrop whose scenes I can still render in my mind’s eye.


  


  When I returned to Maine from the PCT, I gave a slide show to my cohorts at work. Afterwards, a guy I knew vaguely as “Ed” ambled over and asked if I would be interested in doing a hike with him.


  “Absolutely,” I said.


  As it turned out, “a hike” was a gross understatement. Between April 1985 and March 1986, Ed and I climbed the 50 highest mountains in Maine in one year (it took us 47 weekends to top them all).
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  In the midst of the chase for Maine’s top 50, I took a three-day hiatus to climb Katahdin with another new hiking buddy, Wayne Cyr, and some of his friends from Connecticut.


  I had also met Wayne in the aftermath of my Pacific Crest Trail adventure. He attended the University of Maine in Orono, where he was a roommate of one of my childhood friends.


  One day Wayne mentioned hiking, and his roommate steered him my way. Not long after that, we went on our first hike together in western Maine. We weren’t even back to the car yet before we planned an autumn trip to Katahdin.


  Katahdin is an amazing mountain. It is also powerful symbol of enduring wilderness. The mountain rises so dramatically from the landscape that it demands your reverence. From many angles, it looks more like a mesa than the other mountains along the Appalachian chain (even those right next door, like Coe, Barren and Doubletop). From above, Katahdin looks like an octopus, with tentacles extending out in all directions.


  The mountain is a hiker’s dream, with numerous approaches through the basins, up and over huge blocks of granite and onto the tableland toward the summit.


  At the time of this hike, I had already climbed Katahdin over 30 times (including earlier in the year with Ed). Yet I yearned to see again what one of my favorite places on earth held for me.


  Even though it was a four-hour drive to get there, I had come to know the area well enough to know some great (free) places to camp outside of the park. (Inside the park, camping reservations were required and hard to get, especially on short notice.)


  I took Friday off from work. It was a nearly cloudless fall day and I was primed to climb. The only slight concern I had was the size of our hiking party. There were nine of us. It’s easy to be nimble when there are two or three of you on the trip. The more people you add, the more unwieldy it can get. If the “herding cats” scenario took root, there was no way we’d get to the summit and back. I was quite willing to bail on climbing Katahdin and go for a shorter hike if needed. I figured if we were not on the Hunt Trail by 8:00 a.m., we should go with “Plan B.”


  The Hunt Trail


  The Hunt Trail and the Appalachian Trail are one and the same, although the idea for the AT was hatched decades after Irving O. Hunt (who owned and operated a nearby sporting camp) blazed this path from Katahdin Stream Campground to the summit of the mountain between 1904 and 1908. He could not have known that he was also blazing a path to what would become the northern terminus of a 2,100-plus mile trail (much like I did not know that 77 years after Hunt created the trail that bore his name, I would be standing on the edge of an adventure all my own).


  [image: Why Katahdin? Until 1933, it was thought that the northern terminus of the AT should (and would) be New Hampshire’s Mount Washington. The feeling was that extending the trail into the wilds of Maine would create vast stretches that would be difficult to reach and therefore maintain. Maine native (and Chairman of the Appalachian Trail Conference from 1931-1952) Myron Avery thought differently. He advocated for (and with the help of a dedicated handful of others) mapped and blazed the route of the AT in Maine between 1933 and 1939. Without Avery’s vision, the AT would have been at least 10% shorter and would have resulted in a significantly diminished wilderness experience.]
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  The primary access to Baxter State Park, and most of its trails, is the often narrow, winding way known to one and all as the Perimeter Road. It is unpaved because of the vision of Governor Percival Baxter. In the 1930s, Baxter began purchasing plots of land, starting with Katahdin itself, with the idea of establishing a state park. In subsequent years, he kept buying adjacent parcels (27 more, totaling over 200,000 acres), which he also turned over to the state of Maine to increase the size of the park.


  


  There were a few conditions attached. One of the most important ones was that the park would “remain forever wild.”


  The spirit of Baxter’s generosity is captured in his famous quote, “Man is born to die, his work short lived, buildings crumble, monuments decay, wealth vanishes, but Katahdin, in all its glory, shall forever remain the mountain of the people of Maine. Throughout the ages it will stand as an inspiration to the men and women of the state.”


  To help make sure it stayed that way, upon his death at age 87 in 1969, Baxter left $7 million to maintain the park that bears his name.


  I am reasonably certain that Irving O. Hunt was a young man when he blazed his trail. I say that because it is much less a trail in places than a rock climbing route, particularly the steep, one-mile ascent of huge boulders, where a giant metal staple and a few metal hand and footholds are there to assist you. God help the person who tries to negotiate through this stretch with a full pack on!


  Fortunately, most hikers opt for the 10.4 mile round trip with day packs, as we did on this early September day.


  After a late night of rehydrating and swapping stories around the campfire, I was doubting the troops would rally for an early wake up call. I was pleasantly wrong. We passed the trailhead sign and started up the trail at 7:47 a.m.


  Whenever I step on the trail, I am hit with a giant wave of relief. This is my home. I can’t wait to turn my feet over and connect with my surroundings. Some friends who have observed this phenomenon have likened my behavior as being like an Irish Setter who has been let out of the car after a long ride. I can’t wait to be in the woods and, ideally, to climb up for a view. With so many people on this trip, I had to temper my rush of enthusiasm a bit. I could dash ahead, but I’d have to wait to make sure everyone was making progress. The rule of thumb is that the group should roughly keep the pace of the slowest hiker. Fortunately, we were young. That makes up for a lot of other sins, such as eating from the junk food pyramid and staying up late partying—both of which happened just a few hours before.
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  The trail begins with a short, gentle warm up along the appropriately granite-boulder-filled Katahdin Stream, where crystal clear mountain water alternatively surges and pools. The number of little side trails cut down to the stream’s edge tell the story of the thousands of hikers who have come before us.


  The trail climbs gently up the ridge, never quite leaving the refreshing sound of Katahdin Stream. Just over a mile from the campground, the trail crosses the stream one final time via a manmade wooden bridge, then begins climbing in earnest. Over the next four miles, it climbs over 3700’ to the summit.


  I knew from experience that the bridge was the place to stop and wait for the rest of the gang. It was a splendid scene. Mosses and ferns everywhere. Small spruce trees thrived, protected from the harsh winds that can blow across the tableland above.


  I was sweating like crazy. I set my day pack down and found a nice piece of granite to sit on while I waited. There were a few bugs and, true to form, they found me. Generally, if there is a black fly within 10,000 miles, it will find its way to my ear canal (most always after taking a bite out of the back of my neck). Like the black flies, I was determined to reach my goal. When everyone was assembled and hydrated, I urged forward progress. We had a big climb ahead of us.


  Just after the falls, the trail climbs steeply via huge rock steps installed to battle erosion. These works are an impressive and nearly indestructible ode to a man named Lester Kenway.


  Lester was the trail steward in Baxter State Park for many years. It is here that he honed his incredible skill at designing improvements that at once protect the footpath, fit the landscape and defy gravity.


  One of the greatest challenges to a trail is erosion. An inherent problem is that once a section of trail gets muddy, hikers will start cutting paths around the mud. These paths in turn start getting muddy and hikers carve increasingly wider routes. Soon there is one giant manmade bog.


  Another challenge is water management. If rain isn’t diverted from the trail, it will eventually get either washed out or converted into a new flowing stream.


  All along the AT, a dedicated network of volunteers does their best to help hikers stay true to the path. They build bog bridges, replace bridges over streams, build rock steps and in some cases, reroute the trail to make the hike more pleasant and protect the surroundings.
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  [image: Lester Kenway designed and, with the help of his trail crew, installed steps on the steep slopes of Katahdin to prevent erosion and provide stable footing for generations.]
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  The hallmark of Lester Kenway’s work is enormous undertakings. If you are on the AT (particularly in Maine) and encounter a section of trail that makes you wonder out loud, “How the hell did they get these boulders in place and how did they do such an incredible job (including factoring in how they would otherwise want to shift downslope)?”, it was probably the vision of Lester and the hard work of one of his crews.


  Lester Kenway’s use of slings, tripods, rock cutters and other tools of the trade have made him a legend well beyond Maine and the AT community, so much so, that he started a trail building consultancy company. His work now appears on trails throughout North America, due to his ongoing design work and his in-the-field workshops that teach trail building techniques to other trail groups.


  


  The relentless climb up the shoulder of Katahdin is spectacular. It leads you around and over an astoundingly huge jumble of boulders that begins below tree line, then suddenly thrusts you into a world of stellar views of The Owl, Barren, Doubletop and surrounding peaks.


  On a blue-sky day, the experience will leave you breathless. But exposed ridges can also hold significant and unexpected dangers.


  In 1846, Henry David Thoreau climbed to Katahdin’s tablelands by way of a route approximating the one that Hunt would formally establish almost 60 years later.


  When storm clouds rolled in to obscure the summit above, he decided to turn back and rejoin the rest of his party, who had stopped to harvest the wild cranberries that proliferated next to the trail.


  [image: While the precise wandering route of Donn Fendler may never be traced, what is known is that after he dropped off of Katahdin to escape the weather, he passed between The Owl and Katahdin, then found and followed Wassatoik Stream to his rescue. The first two days he was out are approximated by the arrow.]



  Thoreau said, “We had to console ourselves with the reflection that this view was probably as good as that from the peak, as far as it went; and what were a mountain without its attendant clouds and mists?”


  One souvenir Thoreau left on the tablelands was his name. The highest flowing water source on the mountain is a spring located near the spot where he turned back. Today we know it as Thoreau Spring.


  A 12-year-old boy named Donn Fendler got lost in the boulders in July of 1939, when Katahdin was suddenly enveloped in clouds, mist and sleet. His cousin implored him to stay with him in the lea of a boulder until Donn’s father and uncle came up the trail, but the boy had other ideas.


  He soon got off trail and thus began one of the most inspiring tales of survival in Maine history. Over the next 9 days, Donn worked his way down off the mountain and into the wilderness, where he logged an estimated 80 miles or more among rocks, brambles, streams and clouds of insects. His sneakers disintegrated on Day Two, so he made most of the journey barefoot.


  When he staggered out of the woods 9 days later to his rescue by a sporting camp owner, he had lost 16 pounds (he weighed only 58 pounds as a result), had only a torn jacket on, and was exhausted to the point of periodic hallucinations.


  The story of Donn Fendler’s survival became a national sensation. The book that resulted, titled Lost on a Mountain in Maine, was read to and inspired generations of Maine schoolchildren. I am one of them.
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  In 2014, seventy-five years after Donn Fendler became lost on the slopes of Katahdin, I had the honor of meeting him at a lecture. I told him there were two people I thought of every time I climbed Katahdin, Henry David Thoreau and him. Donn flashed a big smile to the audience and said, “Yeah. Thoreau didn’t make it to the top either.”


  Even at age 87, it’s clear that Donn Fendler never lost a step.


  Bad weather wouldn’t be our challenge on this autumn day. We wound our way through the boulders, past where Donn Fendler got lost, up onto the gorgeous open tableland, where we could see the summit ridge laid out before us, then onward, gently upward to the sign marking Thoreau Spring.


  Not far to go now.


  In a little over an hour, we stood on the summit, overlooking the famed Knife Edge Trail traversing the very spine of the mountain from Baxter Peak to Pamola Peak, looking down on Chimney Pond, surrounded by the giant cirque of the mountain and out over the wild lands between The Owl, extending north into the unknown where a 12-year-old boy wandered for days on end.


  We stood at the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail. We had been on it all day and would return to our cars by the same route.


  At the time, none of us had the remotest idea that two of us on the scene were actually starting a hike that would not last a mere day, but 28 years and over 2,100 miles. It would take a few more trips until it dawned on us that something big was taking shape beneath our feet simply because we shared a love of mountains and couldn’t wait to explore new trails.
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  CHAPTER 2


  Vermont


  In 1986, Wayne and I began hiking the length of the Green Mountain State, which inadvertently kept our Appalachian Trail adventure alive.


  SECTION 1


  Forest Service Road 21 to Vermont Route 9
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  TRIP STATS
October 11 - October 13, 1986
40.1 miles
North to South


  The fabled Green Mountains of Vermont form a nearly continuous spine, starting in the southwest corner and extending beyond the Canadian border. Appropriately enough, the first long distance hiking trail conceived and built in America—the Long Trail, traversing the length of Vermont for 273 miles—also established the very vision for the existence of the Appalachian Trail. It was the same with


  Wayne brought the Long Trail to my attention. As would become the norm, as soon as I heard the mention of a new trail, I went out and bought the guide book. (In this case, I bought two different ones—the official Green Mountain Club trail guide and a profile map series published by an independent publisher.) The seed was sown and we made plans to hike the “LT” in a series of 3-day weekends over the next few years. It so happened that in doing so, we would be continuing our Appalachian odyssey (the southermost 100 miles of the Long Trail are also the Appalachian Trail).


  According to the first Long Trail Guide, published in 1917, “The Green Mountain Club was organized in 1910 for the purpose of bringing the mountains closer to the life of the people, not only of Vermont, but of the entire country. It is building the Long Trail over the Green Mountains from Massachusetts to Canada, affording a high, scenic, mountain pathway where everyone who wishes may enjoy health and recreation at a reasonable expense. It is hoped that those who tramp the Club trails will come to have a keen personal interest in the preservation and upbuilding of our forests.”


  

  I turned into the Long Trail trailhead parking lot just east of Bennington on Route 9, a state road that cuts across the bottom of Vermont, on October 11th of 1986. The ride from Maine was almost six hours and I did most of it non-stop. As usual, my mind locked in on one thing—getting to the trail. Bathroom or fuel stops were the only reasons I took breaks.


  My legs were screaming to become unbent. I was eager to see Wayne and jumped out of the truck to greet him. There were two cars in the trailhead lot. One of them was Wayne’s faithful VW Rabbit. He saw me drive in, leaped out, stashed the “Hartford Courant” he was reading behind the seat, and walked over to high–five my arrival.


  “How was the drive buddy?” he asked.


  “Not bad. Good weather for a hike,” I said, glancing at the high cirrus clouds. “Good for today at least. Supposed to get pretty nasty. Paper says maybe rain tomorrow and Monday.”


  There was no time to talk here. There would be plenty of time for that in the tent – especially if it poured. We had to make some headway today and tomorrow before the rain arrived. Every minute counted. Rain can dampen more than your gear. It can throw you into a myopic funk as you slip and slide your way along the path at half your normal pace.


  We tossed Wayne’s gear into the back of my truck and drove north. The trailhead at Forest Service Rd. #21 is my favorite trailhead in New England. Standing in this dirt parking area, far removed from the nearest paved road, you immediately feel the presence of the trail. It’s not like other Long Trail access points where you pack next to a speeding whirr of cars and eighteen wheelers that you can’t wait to escape. Here the woods surround you. It’s just you, your companion, the trees, the birds, the squirrels and yes, the porcupines——but that story was yet to come.


  We dumped three day’s worth of food on the tailgate and the negotiations began. “I’ll take the cheese and pepperoni, if you take the bagels and cream cheese” and so forth. This is the only communal aspect of packing and it always amuses me. Everything else in your pack is there because you decided to bring it along. But after the food ritual, you can find yourself hiking up a mountain chastising yourself for agreeing to carry a package of cheese fondue (yes, it tastes great, but it weighs a ton).


  The other aspect about packing that amuses me is that I’m a mule. On any given trip I probably have 5 pounds more of gear with me than I absolutely need. For example, I have a nylon journal cover with zip pockets that adds a few ounces of weight, but I wouldn’t dream of leaving it home. It’s been part of my traveling road show for decades now. Then there’s the ThermaLounger®—an ingenious gizmo that turns my ground pad into a recliner. Wayne owns one, too. You can’t underestimate the ability to sit comfortably in the tent for hours on end. I’ve lived out enough storms leaning on an elbow, thank you.
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  I walked across the dirt road to an old water pump and start cranking the handle. With 10 strokes, the water gushed from the spout and splashed about my feet. I filled my water bottles. Wayne slung his pack on and walked over with my camera. I took a shot of him standing by the Long Trail north sign. Someday we would walk out of the woods from the north to arrive here, but this time we would be going south.


  I walked to the truck, took a last look to make sure we were not forgetting anything and locked up. My pack was on. The sun was out. We were on our way, immediately climbing the 2.5 miles to the summit of Bromley Mountain. There was no chance to warm up. My calves were tight as hell. I cursed myself for not stretching out before we left the trailhead.


  “No…sense…in…stopping…now.” I said to myself as I slabbed the first ridge. “Got my pack on. Have to keep going.” Those eight words were powerful motivators and old friends even though I wasn’t yet 30 years old.


  One hour into the hike, I broke out of the trees and onto a ski slope. The payoff for the climb was spectacular. I turned around and looked east. Nothing but blue sky, Vermont farms and New Hampshire mountains. Wayne popped out of the trees and onto the scene. “Even better up there, I bet,” he said between breaths nodding toward the observation tower on the summit.


  A quick scramble to the top of the tower yielded the desired result—views extraordinaire. We didn’t take our packs off. We had a long way to go and couldn’t linger. The sky was sending mixed signals. No clouds to the east, high cirrus on the western horizon.


  “Rain in 24 to 48 hours.” I announced, as if it was necessary to prod Wayne along. I should’ve known better. He was already calculating our progress. After all, he was an analyst by trade. “2.5 miles into a 40-mile trip,” he said, right on cue.


  [image: Wayne (left) and the author on the summit of Bromley Mountain, 1986.]



  We climbed down the tower and onto the ski slope. Open summits are euphoric, a rare chance to look around as you walk, as opposed to concentrating on almost every single step. As we descended, I stopped to take one last look at the unobscured view before plunging into the trees again.


  The leaves were down and filled the trail, making footing extra tricky. I couldn’t see where the roots and rocks were underneath them. On a descent, it’s even more dangerous than on a climb. My full pack reminded my shoulders and knees that I volunteered to carry the cheese fondue again.


  Once we hit Route 11 at the ten mile mark, we had bottomed out and only had two miles to go. I successfully lobbied for eating the cheese fondue when we made camp. At the 11.5 mile mark, we junctioned with a side trail to a shelter.
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  It didn’t hold any interest. We had declared a general moratorium on camping in shelters. For one thing, the wooden floors were unforgiving, even when you used an inflatable ground pad. For another thing, they attracted mice and other rodents. (I’ve spent one too many nights in shelters with mice running over my sleeping bag all night.) Shelters certainly came in handy when it was pouring and you could duck in for a while to plan your next move, but for the most part, we avoided them these days.


  We found a flat spot high on a ridge, set up the tent, sat outside on the loungers and ate crackers and cheese. The cheese-fest concluded with the fondue (also served outside) and a discussion about where we were and what lay ahead.


  When you are on the trail, you need to constantly be aware of your progress. For me, it’s a running dialogue in my head that I can pull into the foreground when needed or keep running in the background, like a computer’s hard drive. The inputs are dynamic. Mileage covered, current pace, food and water intake, weather conditions, terrain, clothing choices, my physical and mental states—they each jockey for position in order of importance. You can’t last out here unless you are constantly paying attention and weighing the ramifications.
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  “Twenty-eight miles to go.” said Wayne. “Would like to cover at least 10 miles tomorrow. Hopefully, most of it before the rain gets here. We can do a 15-miler on Columbus Day. The packs will be lighter.”


  “Agreed.”


  At 7:00 a.m., we woke up to cloudy skies and the prospect of 10 or so miles of relatively flat trail to Stratton Pond and beyond. One thing about the Long Trail is even when it’s not raining, there are a lot of muddy sections. By 10:30, we were sinking above boot level on the approach to the pond. When we got there at 11:30, it still wasn’t raining. We celebrated by eating a massive lunch. Once it started raining, we weren’t going to want to stop again.


  At 1:40 p.m., the drizzle began. Now it wasn’t just cold; it was cold, windy and wet. Our pace slowed to “just fast enough to stay warm”—about 1.5 miles per hour.


  Nonetheless, we covered 11+ miles by the time we pitched the tent at 5:00. Just stopping to set up the tent made me start shivering. I was so glad I had double wrapped my dry clothes in a nylon stuff sack then a sturdy plastic bag. Dry clothes and hot soup would be my salvation.


  It poured all night long and didn’t let up until 8:30 a.m., when it returned to a drizzle. I was certain there would be no views from the Glastenbury Mountain tower on our way out.


  It was hard to leave the warm, dry shelter of the tent to step out into the rain and fog. We heated another round of coffee water on the stove instead.


  In the midst of the 16+ mile hike out to Wayne’s car, we climbed the Glastenbury Mountain tower anyway.


  “Wish you could see the view,” said Wayne. “It was awesome when P.H. and I were here,” he said, referring to a mutual friend he did a day hike with a few years ago.


  “We’ll be back,” I said.


  “Yeah. When we do the Long Trail from end-to-end in one shot.” he was quick to reply.


  I looked out at the tops of the fog-enshrouded spruce just below us. The thought of doing the Long Trail in one trip was compelling. I had been yearning for another major trip.


  We still didn’t know we were already on one.


  SECTION 2


  Sherburne Pass (Rt. 4) to Forest Service Road 21



  
  [image: chpt_fig_023]





  TRIP STATS
May 28 - June 1, 1987
42.5 miles
North to South


  I met Wayne at J.J. Hapgood’s store in Peru, VT. It was the Thursday before Memorial Day.


  Wayne had arrived only 3 minutes before me.


  “A good omen for the trip,” he said.


  We were about 4 miles from the trailhead on Forest Service Road #21 (the same place where we started our trip from Bromley Mountain to Glastenbury a few years before). We were closing in on finishing the Long Trail, but we now realized that we also had our sites on a goal ten times its size—the AT.


  

  On this 40+ mile trip, we worked toward achieving both. For 24 of the next 26 years, we hiked a section of the AT. The only years we took off were 1989 (when we headed to northern Vermont to finish the Long Trail) and in 2000 (when Wayne was recuperating from a motorcycle accident and we went kayaking in Maine).


  Once again, we were racing the daylight. But this time it didn’t matter. We were “car camping” tonight, which meant laying the ground pads out close to the car, where all of our gear would be within reach.


  When we got to the gravel parking lot, there was only one car there. We tucked our vehicles into the corner and set up our ground pads. I placed my backpacking stove between us, fired it up and threw some hot dogs in the pot for dinner. The whole process took less than 10 minutes. We had done this before.


  I was exhausted from the lead up to the trip and the 5 hour drive it took to get here. Judging from the snoring that started next to me an hour after dinner, Wayne was, too.


  I got up to throw the cook pot in the truck and grab my portable radio. The Boston Celtics were playing in the NBA Eastern Conference Finals. I tuned in the game from my sleeping bag, and turned the volume down so I could just hear the play-by-play.


  The clouds screaming by under the full moon became my visual entertainment. I started thinking about tomorrow. “The first 6 miles will be the toughest of the trip. We will climb up to Pico Peak, then over to Killington. I’d better call it a night.” I said aloud, even though no one else could hear it. I shut off the radio, rolled over and, as was my habit, fell asleep in under two minutes.


  I didn’t sleep long.


  I was awakened by a persistent scratching noise that sounded like sandpaper being rubbed against metal. I turned on my headlamp and shined it in the direction of my truck. The noise stopped. I kept my light fixed on the scene. A porcupine ambled out from behind the front passenger tire and made his way back into the edge of the woods.


  By now, Wayne was awake.


  “There was a porcupine under my truck. He’s gone now.”


  “Man, that’s weird.” he mumbled, followed immediately by rolling over and starting Act II of a spirited return to “World Class Snoring for Humans in F Minor”.


  Despite the syncopated gasping fest (I was used to it) I also drifted off to sleep, until the porcupine came back. We continued our game of “you come back, I turn on the light and you go away again” deep into the night.


  I was determined to outlast him. My pig-headed attitude prevented me from simply moving the vehicle, which I briefly considered, but rejected because (A) I was comfortable in my sleeping bag and (B) I was not convinced that moving my truck a few feet was going to accomplish anything. I figured there was nothing of interest under my truck except maybe a warm engine that would yield temporary comfort, and eventually the porcupine and me would go our separate ways to live out our lives as nature intended without any real harm done.


  Sure enough, we both gave up the game eventually. I slept solidly for the last two and a half hours before the birds started chirping and the sky lightened. The clouds were still thick, but it hadn’t rained yet. I walked to the truck to grab the coffee and my stainless steel percolator. Great coffee is another benefit of car camping and one I needed at the moment. (On the trail we’ve tried every freeze dried coffee there is, and they are all poor substitutes for a percolated pot.)


  While the pot of French Roast brewed on the trusty Svea camping stove, we split up the food and loaded our packs for the hike. This way, if the rain started before we got to Route 4, we wouldn’t be packing outside of Wayne’s car and getting wet. We could just hoist our packs and go.


  I also had another, more selfish motive. The trailhead on Route 4 is huge and almost always busy. It’s a popular hiking spot and a lot of people also pull over there to take photos.


  When I get to busy trailheads like this, I want to keep my socializing to a minimum and get up into the woods as quickly as possible. Milling about the vehicle to pack while cars speed by and people come and go raises my anxiety by the second. It grates against me worse than the sound of the porcupine under my truck.
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  The reason I so dislike noise and potential distraction is that packing must command every bit of my concentration. I have learned from experience that the decisions I make up front can either pay dividends or come back to hurt me many days and miles down the trail. So, as I pack, I keep running tabulations on everything: the number of meals I’m carrying and what they are, sets of clothes, cooking implements, spare batteries, number of water bottles, etc. This is a strange and beautiful ritual that has its own order and rhythm, much like conducting a symphony. Every note has been considered. Every instrument has its place. And when there’s an interruption, like someone in the audience having a coughing fit, the orchestra has the discipline to keep playing. That’s certainly what I try to do, unless or until the incessant noise disrupts my perfect symphony.
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  Whether I need to pack in a crowded trailhead or not, I always regain my serenity by stepping into the forest, where I can return to the reassuring, steady rhythm of my feet turning over on the trail and the welcoming sounds of birds and breezes.


  Thankfully, we didn’t carve out a trip that would require big mileage days for a change. Forty-two miles in four and a half days was a pretty leisurely pace. If we got to the summit of Killington on day one (only 5.4 miles into the day), we’d be happy. From there, the terrain would mellow out.


  True to form, when we got to the trailhead, we grabbed our packs, locked the car and were on our way.


  I always love the challenge of an ascent, but today we had the added incentive of trying to make it to the shelter near Pico Peak before it rained. There was no way I was going to stop until I got there. Wayne knew it. I heard him say something about meeting me there as I bolted up the trail.


  When we got to the shelter (Wayne was only minutes behind me), it started pouring. We ducked in to stay dry. In 15 minutes, the sun was blazing down and the rain clouds were gone. We rested on a boulder in front of the shelter and checked the map.


  The 3.5 miles to the summit of Killington were an absolute blast. It was a long winter (you could still see remnants of snow high on the mountain’s slopes). I was so happy to be out in the mountains, I practically flew across the ridge.


  We set up shop on the summit lodge roof and watched the afternoon and evening unfold over Vermont. Once again, no tent required. There was no chance of rain now and the summit breeze kept the bugs away. We were fortunate because we were living on the cusp of bug season. Any day now could be the one that brought the invasion. We brought the heavy artillery with us—bug dope containing DEET. I hate to use it and will only do it as a last resort, but it’s the only thing (other than constantly smoking cigars or standing in the smoke of a fire) that keeps mosquitos and black flies away. Yes, there was also the mesh head net option, but hiking in one is worse than getting thousands of bug bites. It’s like wearing a portable sauna on your head. What’s worse, you can barely see out of it. In a sport where footing is essential, it’s not worth the risk.
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  On Friday, a mostly descending 9.4-mile day put us on top of Beacon Hill. The views here were pretty satisfying, although not what we had on top of Killington. But Beacon Hill did have a feature that was unusual and appreciated—an old phone pole that made a great back rest. As an added bonus, the breeze was again our friend. Not a single black fly or mosquito all night.


  Everything changed on Saturday. We descended from Beacon Hill to cross Vermont Route 103 and the impressive Clarendon Gorge on a “hikers only” suspension bridge. Then it was into the evergreens and up onto the ridge. Unlike yesterday, today was mostly climbing. Our target was White Rocks, a high point about 10 miles into the day. We were hoping it would bring a third straight night of great views and no bugs. We arrived at 6:00 p.m. to discover a completely forested summit with no views at all.


  We walked another 3.7 miles down from the ridge to set up camp near Homer Stone Brook, we found we were stone out of luck. In a matter of hours, bug season was in full bloom.


  The black flies were relentless. We swatted at them all the way through the tent setting ritual. Wayne graciously offered to go fill the water bottles while I got situated in the tent and started digging through the dinner bag. I zipped the door shut and looked through the screen at the swarming flies. Finally, I was on the right side of the equation.


  I am an unbelievable target for black flies. I used to think there was something in my chemistry—literally something in my blood—that made me their preferred target. What I have come to believe is that it has nothing to do with my chemical make-up and has to do with the amount of heat I give off. I throw an awful lot of heat. In fact, I’d be a terrible fugitive. If NASA took an infrared heat scan from outer space, I’d bet they could they’d pick me out. They might mistake me for a volcano, but they’d definitely hone in on me.


  One thing that supports my heat theory is the fact that the few black flies that follow us into the tent never bite us. Instead they congregate in the peak of the tent where heat collects. They just crawl around up there all night, unless we scoop them out with a potato stick can. But even that risks inviting more flies in than you’re escorting out.


  On Sunday, we stepped out of the tent and into the swarm. It was as if they waited for us out there all night. “Maybe they’ll subside when we get back up on the ridge, away from the water and back into the breezes.” I thought.


  Yeah, right.


  I couldn’t have been more wrong. It was officially bug season in the north woods and that’s all there was to it. The only defense was to slather on bug dope, keep moving and keep exhaling. This is when you needed to change your style to nose breathing as much as possible. It is risky to open up your diaphragm to take deep breaths, like you normally do on ascents, because there is nothing more disgusting than deeply ingesting black flies. They get lodged against the back of your throat and cause eye watering and guttural hacking fits that make you stop in your tracks and make you hope no one on earth is around to hear.


  There was no stopping today, even for lunch. We decided that we’d rather keep walking for a few more hours and call it a day. When we topped Baker Peak (2850’) in mid-afternoon, we met a day-hiking couple that just arrived from a side trail. They sat on the ledge for under a minute, then headed right back down. “The bugs!” they said, flailing their hands and disappearing in a trot.
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  The bugs, indeed. They were so fierce that tonight we set up the tent and dove in packs and all. No time for an orderly unpacking ritual. This was our chance for escape and respite and we were taking as much of it as possible.


  Memorial Day, 1987.


  We were underway by 8:00. Only seven miles to go. We should reach my truck by noon, maybe faster given the black fly situation.


  Two miles into the day, we reached the shores of Griffith Lake. It started raining. Usually this had an effect on the black flies, but not today. Nothing would defeat them. A half-mile later, we reached Peru Peak Shelter, where a couple was talking to the caretaker—a seasonal employee charged with making sure this area doesn’t get too overused. The woman turned to me and asked where we were headed.


  “Forest Service Road 21.” I said.


  “Oh, we stayed there last night. You must be the red pick-up from Maine. There was a porcupine making noise under your truck all night.”


  “The little bastard is more persistent than I gave him credit for” I replied. “He was under there most of last Wednesday night, too.”


  The day hikers stepped out of the shelter and disappeared down a side trail. We stayed with the caretaker long enough to chat and eat one orange each in the shade of the shelter. Normally, the black flies wouldn’t come into the shelter with us. But today there were still a few buzzing about our heads. I guess they couldn’t wait for winter to end either. As soon as they hatched, they were on the hunt for food.


  We had two more peaks to climb, Peru and Styles. The last part of the Peru climb was steep, and my sweat washed away the bug repellant. The only defense was to keep moving.


  I slowed down on the summit of Styles just long enough to take a quick look around. Only 1.3 miles of downhill trail to go. It was knee and toe basher. I hadn’t started carrying ski poles yet. I was a few years away from the discovery that would take the pressure off my knees and quads on descents and make it possible for me to enjoy hiking into my later years.


  I dropped off the granite summit and into the woods. As I plummeted down through the trees, just in control of my footing, I thought, “what if that little creep damaged the brakes on my truck and I lost them at the bottom of a hill on the way home?” I laughed at the absurdity and got back to carefully picking my route down.
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  I got to my truck about five minutes before Wayne, threw my pack into the back, grabbed my keys and wallet out of my pack’s top pocket and jumped into the cab.


  “Let’s run down to that little store and get something cold to drink!” said Wayne, as he hopped into the passenger side.


  “Perfect.”


  I started the truck. It immediately stalled. We were rolling backward and I stepped on the brake. It went right to the floor. We kept rolling backward, now picking up speed. I frantically pulled on the emergency brake. We stopped just short of the opposite edge of the lot, where the edge dropped off into the woods.


  Wayne jumped out of the truck and stuck his head underneath.


  “I can’t believe it. Come look at this. He chewed through your brake line.”


  I got out and looked. There were quills everywhere—where we had parked, in the engine compartment, everywhere.


  “Well, at least the hand brake works,” offered Wayne. “We can limp down to a gas station.”


  I got in to re-start the truck. Now the gas pedal felt funny. The engine was cranking, but it seemed like there was no gas getting to the carburetor. We looked under the truck again, this time back by the gas tank.


  More damage. The porcupine ate through the gas line, too. There were quills stuck in my spare tire as a signature to the act. I hastily pulled them out in disgust.


  We stood up, brushed the dirt off our clothes, looked at each other and laughed.


  “I can’t believe it. A porcupine. A friggin’ porcupine. This will go down as the all-time excuse for not reporting to work” I said, knowing that this problem wasn’t going to be solved before I was due back at my desk the following morning.


  We got back in the cab and away from the bugs to discuss our plight. It was noon on Memorial Day. The only things tubular we had were pack frames and tent poles. They wouldn’t fix anything. We were four miles from the nearest store. It was time to start walking.


  We loaded a day pack with a water bottle, our wallets, spare clothes, bug repellent and our remaining food, then started trudging down the dirt road toward the store.


  I turned to Wayne and said, “The adventure continues.”


  We made good time on the road and because we didn’t have to pay attention to roots and rocks underfoot, we were free to walk side-by-each and talk.


  “Man, it’s a good thing we got to the truck by noon,” said Wayne. “We stand a prayer of getting out of here today, as long as that general store is open.”


  My road map of New England had “HELP” printed in big orange letters on the back. With three miles behind us and the intersection with another dirt road ahead of us, we saw an Isuzu truck approaching. I held up the “HELP” sign. It worked. The driver was totally amused by our story and gave us a ride to the store. It was open!


  I dashed in and asked, “Do you have a garden hose, or any other kinds of tubing?”


  “No. We don’t have anything like that,” said the uninterested woman behind the counter.


  “Well, you see, a porcupine ate through my gas and brake lines,” I said, hoping for a little empathy.


  “These things happen,” she said.


  OK. That didn’t work. Back to the pragmatic approach.


  “Do you have any duct tape?”


  She led us to the end of the store and pointed to the bottom shelf. Nothing but transparent tape and masking tape. They wouldn’t do the job.


  “There’s a hardware store in Londonderry. That’s about five miles that way,” she said with a fully extended arm. “Sorry I can’t help.”


  OK. At least now we had broken the empathy barrier.


  “That’s alright. What time do you close?” I asked, in case we needed to return.


  “Around six.”


  “The adventure continues.” I said as I turned to leave.


  Wayne met me outside with an ice cream sandwich and a Boston Globe. We split the sandwich and started walking toward Londonderry.


  “The adventure continues.” he said.


  Out on paved and busy Route 11, we were plunged into the twentieth century. No dirt roads or country stores out here, just noise, pavement and speed. It was a jarring re-entry after being on the trail for four days.


  Memorial Day drivers were in a rush to go wherever they were going. Wayne and I took our sunglasses off to increase our chances of getting a ride. After five cars went by, I made a bold prediction.


  “That white convertible will give us a ride.”


  It stopped and we hopped in. The driver, from Massachusetts, gave us a ride all the way to Londonderry. As we got out he even asked us if we wanted a ride back to the truck.


  “Yeah, that would be great if it wouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience.” I said.


  “No problem. I’m just cruising around.”


  “All right then. We’ll be right back.”


  We started to walk away from the car. The driver yelled back toward us. “On second thought, I think I’ll just get going.”


  He pulled out into traffic and disappeared. Miraculously, there was a hardware store across the street from where he dropped us off. Even more miraculously, it was open! We walked in and the woman behind the counter immediately said, “May I help you with something?”


  She led us to the “tubing and clamp section” of our dreams.


  We grabbed three clamps, two pieces of tubing and a roll of duct tape.


  Next stop: Food. The adjacent IGA had everything we needed to create a Memorial Day picnic. We went across the street to the cool shade of a cemetery and powered down some sandwiches and chips.


  Our luck going back to the mired truck was terrible. We had to walk all ten miles. Our only stop was at J.J. Hapgood’s store (again) for 2 quarts of Gatorade. We got back to the truck at 7:00 p.m. We had walked seven miles before noon (on the trail) and 13 more (on the road) after the porcupine disaster was discovered. Wayne attacked the gas line problem with gusto and was done in minutes. After pushing and coaxing, the truck finally started. I jumped into the back and saw Wayne’s ear-to-ear grin in the rearview mirror.


  Wayne drove the truck back to Route 4 with only a hand brake and low gears to slow us down. There was a parking spot right next to his car, so he grabbed it. It’s 8:30 p.m. For me, driving the five hours back to Maine after dark with just a hand brake was out of the question.


  Wayne had to get back to Hartford, Connecticut. He didn’t have any vacation or sick time to spare. He felt bad about leaving me at the trailhead, but I told him not to worry about it. There was no sense in both of us missing work. He wished me good luck and disappeared down Route 4. I grabbed my pack and the radio, found a flat spot back in the woods and set up the tent. I was too wired from the day’s events to go right to sleep. I made another sandwich and tuned in the Red Sox game for a few innings.


  I was up before dawn. The pressure was on me to drive the 20 miles west to Rutland (the nearest town capable of taking on a truck rebuilding project) before the traffic picked up. Going down 6% grades using only a hand break and low gears wasn’t for sissies and in retrospect, might have been for idiots.


  When the terrain and my heart rate both flattened out on the outskirts of Rutland, I found a garage and pulled into the lot. I wasn’t going to drive anywhere else until my truck was fixed.


  I walked into town, slid into a diner booth and bought the cheapest breakfast on the menu. I didn’t know what this adventure was going to cost me, but I was willing to bet it would be at least a week’s vacation plus two paychecks. I was a 30-year-old, three years into learning a trade (writing) and most everything I earned went toward food, rent and gas money for hiking trips. I was bracing for the impact.


  Back then, when I faced situations that hit my wallet hard, I only knew one formula: Spend less, earn more. It wasn’t my fault that the porcupine went after my truck, but I believed it was my responsibility to suffer the financial consequences and to make the money back as quickly as I could. After breakfast, I called into work to explain my situation. Thankfully, my boss was sympathetic. She said I could use my remaining vacation time while I waited for my truck to be repaired.


  Back at the garage, there was a party going on under my truck. It was up on the lift and the whole shop was pointing, shaking their heads or laughing. Finally, the head honcho came into the waiting room to deliver the verdict.
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  Why Porcupines Love Working on Cars


  When I got back from my expensive foray into Vermont, I poked around for stories about porcupines attacking cars and trucks. I learned that vehicle damaging porcupines are not a Vermont-only phenomenon.


  There are reports of porcupine damage in the Catskill Mountains of New York, in the backyards of Maine (where one porcupine spent the winter eating the tires off a boat trailer) and throughout North America.


  Particularly notable is that hikers and climbers in the Bugaboo Mountains of British Columbia need to encase their trucks in chicken wire to deter the porcupines in that region, who also have an insatiable love for rubber automobile parts marinated in road salt.

  






  “We’ve never seen anything like this.” he said. “Everything rubber has been destroyed. You’ll need all new radiator hoses, clutch cables, rear electrical harnesses, brake line and gas line...and that’s what we’ve discovered so far.”


  I told them to do what they had to do, then I set about doing what I did best; I grabbed my pack and went for a walk.


  I considered getting back into the woods, so I wouldn’t have to pay for a hotel. These were the days before cell phones. I had to stay in touch with the garage in case something came up that required my go ahead. So, I found the cheapest hotel within a 20 minute walk of the garage, bought hot dogs, buns and mustard, then set out to find a book store. I wasn’t going to waste money on just any book. I wanted the thickest book for the money—something capable of entertaining me for a week. There on the bottom shelf, I found it—the full account of Admiral Peary’s polar expeditions. It was hundreds of pages to consume at my leisure.


  I spent three nights and four days in the hotel waiting for my truck to be repaired. I maintained my austerity diet of hot dogs, prepared on my camp stove set in the bathroom
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  Jeff Ryan grew up in Maine, where a lifelong appreciation for the outdoors is practically assured.


  His first hike of consequence was a summer camp counselor-led 16-mile day-hike when Jeff was 11 years old—an event that left permanent impressions (magnificent views are worth the effort, several miles of road walking on pavement, not so much).


  Jeff spent countless hours as a youth exploring the Maine woods on foot and snowshoes (his preferred winter footwear). College, however, proved to be the accelerant that fueled adventures farther afield. Wisconsin served as base camp for trips to Denver, the Smokey Mountains and Pictured Rocks National Seashore. Most important, the friendships made there led to his first long distance hike in 1983—6+ months on the Pacific Crest Trail.


  Upon his return to Maine from the PCT, Jeff kept right on hiking. He and a hiking partner climbed Maine’s highest 50 mountains in one year. He began “section hiking” the Appalachian Trail in 1985. He also hiked an impressive list of shorter trails including Vermont’s Long Trail, Massachusetts’s Midstate Trail, Mattacomet-Monadnock Trail and Taconic Crest Trail.


  In 1990, he traversed Maine south to north by bicycle, foot and canoe—a 500 plus mile trip he and a friend completed in 24 days.


  Lately, Jeff has focused on completing his quest to climb New England’s Hundred Highest mountains and planning another long distance adventure.


  In between trips, Jeff is a dedicated writer and voracious reader. When he’s not in a tent, he sleeps in a real bed in the Portland, Maine area.
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Preface

This book, like anything worthwhile, didn’t happen overnight. It was a
vision that formed slowly, solidified, then was continually shaped by
the forces of nature, time and circumstance—much like the immense
granite boulders on Katahdin’s summit plateau.

Like those boulders, visions can stay up in the clouds, seen and
pondered from afar, yet never fully examined. That was never the case
for me and this 2,000 mile walk. Even though I didn’t know that I was
“doing the AT” when I started (and perhaps because of it) I began this
journey simply by following my passion. And when the vision became
something I was fully participating in, I was able to accept the way it
unfolded, even when changing plans was inevitable.

After almost three decades of walking, I discovered that the secret
the trail repeatedly held for me was this:

If we head in the direction of our dreams and accept the winds and
rains that will test our resolve, we can experience the deep satisfaction
of looking back upon the path of a life well lived.

Here’s to everyone who finds and follows their own path.

Portland, Maine
March, 2016
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Dedication

This book is dedicated to everyone that encouraged
and contributed to my love of the outdoors, starting
with.Don and Dody Ryan, who knew they had a
climber on their hands from the beginning and
encouraged me to keep on exploring.
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While the precise wandering route of Donn Fendler may never be traced, what is known is
that after he dropped off of Katahdin to escape the weather, he passed between The Owl and
Katahdin, then found and followed Wassatoik Stream to his rescue. The first two days he was
out are approximated by the arrow.
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Wayne (left) and the author on the summit of Bromley Mountain, 1986.
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Why Katahdin?

© Until 1933, it was
thought that the northern
terminus of the AT

should (and would) be
New Hampshire's Mount
Washington. The feeling
was that extending the
trail into the wilds of
Maine would create vast
stretches that would be

difficult to reach and
therefore maintain.

* Maine native (and
Chairman of the
Appalachian Trail
Conference from 1931-
1952) Myron Avery thought
differently. He advocated
for (and with the help

of a dedicated handful

of others) mapped and
blazed the route of the AT
in Maine between 1933
and 1939.

* Without Avery's vision,
the AT would have been
at least 10% shorter and
would have resulted in a
significantly diminished
wilderness experience.
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