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Short Walks on the Long Trail 

By Alan Wechsler 

 

 

 

The Long Trail of Vermont is not the longest trail in America, nor is it the oldest or the most popular. It 

is, however, the most challenging, at least in terms of vertical ascent. Along the 270 miles in which the 

trail extends from Massachusetts to the Canadian border, the route climbs a whopping 67,000 vertical 

feet. The route ascends all five of Vermont’s 4,000-foot mountains, and more than 30 peaks greater 

than 3,000 feet high. No trail in this country climbs more peaks more steeply in such a relatively short 

distance. 

In 2016, I decided to hike it. 

This was a change in backpacking philosophy for me. I had tried backpacking in the ’80 and early ‘90s, 

and more or less decided that hiking for miles with a 50-pound load on your back was about as much fun 

as, well, hiking for miles with a 50-pound load on your back.  

But in the intervening years, backpacking ethos has undergone a significant cultural shift, from “be 

prepared” to “go light.” So as I upgraded my gear over the years, I was amazed how much weight I was 

saving. My backpack went from a seven-pound Mountainsmith to a 2.5 pound Osprey. My new Gore-Tex 

jacket, Therm-a-Rest sleeping mat and La Sportiva hiking shoes weighed less than half the amount of the 

gear they replaced. My stove went from a heavy steel clunker that ran on “white” gasoline to a tiny, 
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gossamer piece of metal that screwed into gas cartridges (and no need for priming or pumping!). LED 

headlamps weighed mere ounces. I even picked up an ultralight titanium pot that felt as light as 

aluminum foil. And suddenly backpacking was fun. 

While I was lightening up my gear, I was also discovering the joys of long trails. A few years ago, my 

friend and fellow Albany, N.Y. resident Erik Schlimmer gave me a copy of his book, Thru-Hiker’s Guide to 

America, which inspired me to mountain bike the 470-mile Colorado Trail in 2010. When I was done, I 

turned back to his book and began to read about the Long Trail. I had spent 30 years hiking in New 

York’s North Country, the Adirondacks, but done virtually nothing one state over. And yet the Long 

Trail’s southern terminus was only an hour from my house. 

So in 2016, I decided my next adventure would be close to home. But instead of doing the Long Trail in 

one three-week blast, I would do it one part at a time (what they call “section-hiking”). Its proximity to 

Albany would make that easy, and doing it a few days at a time would mean a lighter pack, quick access 

to my home office (I was working as a freelance writer, and didn’t want to miss any assignments), and a 

happier girlfriend. It would also allow me to experience the trail in different seasons (with the exception 

of winter).  

So on a warm, sunny day in late April, I set off on my first foray onto the Long Trail.  
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         Chapter 1: Mass. Border to Woodford Hollow 

April, 2016 

“This is your free trial,” said Jim Close as we set off. “This is the easiest part. After this it just gets harder. 

And harder …” 

It was early in the morning, and we were setting off on my first day on the L.T. I was joined by my friend 

Jim, who had hiked the Long Trail in sections, mostly two-and three-day weekend trips, several decades 

ago. The route starts just up the hill from Williamstown, a small college community at the 

Massachusetts-Vermont border. Ours would be a one-day hike to the next road crossing, Route 9 just 

east of Bennington, Vt., where I had stashed my car. About 18 miles, mostly flat.   

His “free-trial” joke was his way of saying that this section of the L.T. would be a painless introduction to 

this challenging trail. As I traveled further and further north, the going would get harder and harder. 

Further north, I would not have the opportunity to turn in my “Get out of trail free” card.  

Jim is always happy to school a less-experienced hiker on his various experiences. So it was with me, as 

he regaled me with tales from his Long Trail days.  

“It was 1985,” he said. “I did it with a friend. Every weekend we would pick a section and spot a car at 

each end. Sometimes that took a lot of work – there was no easy way to get back to your starting point. 

We kept at it for the whole summer, and we got most of it done, maybe 80 percent of it. In 1986, I had 

30 miles left, so I decided to head out and do that myself on Labor Day week.” 
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For all their trips, the only mishap occurred only a few hundred yards from the Canadian Border.  

“You know how you’d see patches of mud and you’d keep going through it?” he said. “There was this 

patch of mud that looked like every other patch of mud. When I stepped into it, I sank like up to my 

thighs. This thing was like a man-eating hole. 

“These were really long days,” he added. “What stuck with me about the Long Trail is it’s almost sadistic 

in its relentless intensity to go over every high spot possible. The trail would go tortuously out of its way 

to say, oh, there’s a bump over here, we’ve got to go over it.” 

But not on our first day. From Williamstown, we had three miles of brisk uphill walking to reach the 

Massachusetts-Vermont border. It was a sunny, still spring morning, with a slight chill in the air. By the 

time we reached the official start of the Long Trail, I had started to sweat.  

The Long Trail was marked by a wooden plaque: 

WELCOME TO VERMONT 

THE LONG TRAIL 

A FOOTPATH IN THE WILDERNESS 

Next to it was another sign depicting some rather intimidating distances. Because the next hundred 

miles of Long Trail is also shared by the Appalachian Trail, signs indicated the breadth of this mighty 

hiking route – 1,596.3 miles south to Springer Mountain, Georgia; 592.8 miles north to Baxter Peak, 

Maine.  

The Long Trail, by comparison, seemed relatively benign: 273 miles to Canada. 

I took out my waterproof Wilderness Map Co. map of the L.T., which divides the trail into seven 

separate panels, and also includes a convenient elevation profile. The southern end starts off reasonably 

gently, with a single thousand-foot climb, a couple of minor peaks, a long section of relatively flat terrain 

and then a steep descent into the first “gap” on the trail. This was where Route 9 cuts through, on its 

way from Bennington to the long climb up to Woodford Hollow. Our destination for the day. 

As you follow the L.T. map north, you can see the elevation profile looking more and more jagged. At 

the most rugged section, around Camel’s Hump and Mount Mansfield, you’re looking at the linear 

equivalent of an EKG during a heart attack, or a Richter-scale reading during an 8.9 tremblor. I have to 

admit it gave me some minor palpitations just thinking about the work that was to come. Fortunately, it 

was a long way away. 

We set off north on this pleasant trail. There were no leaves on the trees this early in the spring, not 

even buds, and the sun rose higher and stronger. Soon we stopped to put on sunglasses, hats and 

sunblock. The benefit of hiking later in the year is shade, of course, but with that you get warmer 

temperatures, humidity and bugs. Speaking of the last, the black flies were starting to appear. At first, 

they just swarmed around, but once I saw (but didn’t feel) my first bloody bite, we whipped out the 

Deet as well. 
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My legs felt strong – a winter in the climbing gym had paid off, apparently. I maintained a stiff pace. He 

followed behind me, hiking poles clicking on the ground.  

Oh, those poles. Jim has the habit of lifting them up in certain stretches, and then jabbing them behind, 

like a samurai trying to skewer an opponent approaching from the rear. “It’s only to suggest that you 

might be following too closely,” he insists, when the topic comes up. In any event, hikers behind Jim 

would be well-advised to keep a safe distance, or at least wear safety goggles.  

As we chatted about the L.T., we enjoyed the scenery. The forests were serene, if not spectacular, and 

the distant, rounded mountains tantalizing (they would be less visible once the foliage grew in). 

Occasionally, we’d pass massive glacier “erratics,” giant boulders that came from distant mountains, 

deposited here by receding glaciers long ago. One rock was split right down the middle, cracked by 

thousands of years of freezing and thawing.  

 

 

On this weekday morning, we had the trail to ourselves. 

That would change as the season went on. Around mid-

June, the Appalachian Trail thru-hikers start filtering 

through on their journey from Georgia to Maine. At first, it 

would be a trickle; the speedy ones, wearing trail runners 

and ultralight packs. As June turns to July, dozens each day 

would pass through; the men thickly bearded, the women 

with hair braided or under a bandana. They would be ripe-

smelling, dirty-clothed, ragged-packed, boots well worn. 

The L.T./A.T. during this time will be a veritable highway of 

hikers, with trail shelters as well as tent sites packed 

through much of the summer. I would see this aspect of the 

trail further north.  

At the turn-off to the Seth Warner Shelter, I went to pull 

out my cell phone to see what time it was. I realized I had 

left it in the car. 

“Do you have a watch?” I asked Jim. 

“Yes,” he said, taking it out. “Well, no, actually – it stopped.” 

“What about your camera? It should have a clock on it...” 

Jim checked his digital point-and-shoot. The time was 12:23. “But that doesn’t sound right. We haven’t 

been hiking for four hours, have we? Maybe I didn’t reset it from daylight savings – so it’s really 11:23.” 
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He thought about it and then added, “No, wait, if that was the case it would be 1:23, wouldn’t it?” 

“Did you ever set the clock in the first place? It could just be random.” 

“Well, yeah, that might be true ...” 

OK, so we had no idea what time it was. Still, we had headlamps and it didn’t get dark until 7:30 p.m., so 

we had plenty of time. We were about a third of the way through our day-hike, and feeling pretty good. 

We sat on logs and ate the first of several lunches, feeling completely cut off from the rest of the world 

and not missing it much.  

 

After more hiking, we found ourselves on top of the unimaginatively-named Peak 3025, and headed for 

the puzzlingly-named Consultation Peak. Ninety minutes later, we reached Congdon Shelter, where I 

took off my hiking shoes and socks and set in for a nice, long break. 

The Long Trail is unique in its shelters. They’re not the expensive, welcoming shelters of the White 

Mountains, where hikers pay $100 or so for a weather-sealed hut with clean sheets, three tasty meals 

and the camaraderie of other well-to-do hikers. Nor do they have the rugged, lumber camp feel of an 

Adirondack lean-to, which are three-sided shelters hewn from logs, usually with a resident squirrel or 

raccoon (not to mention the occasional bear), which are adept at chewing into packs when you’re not 

looking.  

The L.T.’s shelters are often more like cabins than lean-tos, with bunks and a communal picnic table with 

benches. Some shelters are tiny; others can hold dozens of hikers. Some of the more popular ones are 

actually screened-in houses with glass windows.  Some even have caretakers that charge a nominal fee 

for the night.  

The existence of these shelters, more than 50 in all, makes it possible to hike the entire L.T. without 

bringing a tent. This is a significant weight-saver. The risk, of course, is that you might arrive at a shelter 

to find it full. During my thru-hike, that would only happen once, although there were other nights 
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where we were packed in sardine-tightly. During my trip, I would carry a 12-ounce silicone-treated tarp 

for shelter (far lighter than a tent), though I wound up using it only as a ground cloth.  

Today, we had the shelter to ourselves, and I used the opportunity to stretch out on a hard bunk and 

take a nap.  

It was mid-afternoon now, and the sun was lower and less punishing. It was the perfect temperature for 

hiking. After a long break, we saddled up, but didn’t get far. After walking only a short distance, we 

stopped at a nearby pond to listen to a loud concert of spring peepers. This tadpole serenade was 

serene and tantalizing, each chirp a different pitch, the chirps blending together to make the sort of 

music one only finds in nature. I wished we were camping here, so I could sit and listen for an hour. Or 

forever.  

Jim tried to shoot a video of the scene with his camera, and wound up capturing a thumb-occluded shot 

of blurred woods. He later emailed me the clip anyway, to which I responded: “Nice shooting, Scorsese.” 

The final viewpoint was Harmon Hill, which offered a late-afternoon look over downtown Bennington. I 

don’t know if it was the rooftops or windows that were so shiny, but it looked like a thousand little 

ponds, all reflecting the sun. We stayed for a while, and then started the last descent to our car.  

We made our way down dozens of stone steps, put in place by (apparently muscular) trail volunteers. 

We placed our feet carefully, as one slip could easily result in a broken kneecap or a snapped ankle. At 

the car, we checked the time – nearly 7 p.m. We had been on the trail for 10.5 hours.  

“Well, your free trial just expired,” Jim said. “From here north, hiking this trail is going to cost you.” 

“I accept the offer,” I said.   
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Chapter Two: Woodford Hollow to Peru 

May, 2016 

 

I arrived at the Route 9 trailhead at about 8:30 p.m. I had dropped my car off earlier that evening at a 

parking lot 40 miles to the north, and my girlfriend Beth drove me back to Route 9. We said good-bye 

under a dark, dripping sky and I started off into the woods, following the beam of my headlamp. 

I passed the tent of a camping through-hiker, who had set up just a few yards from the road, and started 

climbing. It was 1.5 miles to the next shelter, named for someone named Melville Nauheim, where I 

planned to spend the night. The climb was pleasant in the cool, night air, and I was barely aware of my 

23-pound backpack. One of the benefits of short sections is not having to carry too much food.  

After a few minutes, the full moon popped out of a cloud. It was so bright I turned off my headlamp. The 

trees cast magnificent shadows, and the white stripes on tree trunks that mark the L.T. glowed in the 

lunar light.  

I had expected to have the shelter to myself, so I was surprised to find three other people already asleep 

inside. Fortunately, there was an open bunk. I tried to be as quiet as possible as I blew up my air 

mattress and unfurled my sleeping bag. Then I left the shelter to hang my food up in a nearby tree to 

thwart bears and squirrels. 



9 
 

My sleeping neighbors must have been military, or at least military wanna-bes. Their water bottles were 

of the aluminum Army type, like the ones you’d see grizzled soldiers pass around in old World War II 

movies. They had hung a plastic garbage bag filled with food from a tree – with a hunting knife stabbed 

into the trunk. A warning, perhaps, to hungry woodland critters? 

I hung my food off a branch and crawled off to bed. 

Boy, did that Therm-a-Rest crinkle. The pad was basically a giant, high-tech balloon, and was filled with 

some sort of reflective baffle – mylar, perhaps – which was supposed to help keep a body warm. 

Unfortunately, it made quiet sleeping impossible. Every time I shifted positions, it sounded like a 

hundred schoolchildren simultaneously opening up bags of potato chips.  

For me, the first night of sleeping on a trail is almost impossible. I don’t sleep particularly well even in a 

real bed. Cram me into a mummy bag, with a pillow the thickness of flatbread, and it’s virtually 

impossible. I lay sideways on the mattress and read a book for a while. At around 12:30 a.m., I shut off 

my headlamp and lay back. A hundred yards away, peepers croaked in the moonlight. It should have 

been soothing, but I was too wired to sleep.  

Of course, one of my neighbors snored. There’s always a snorer. And the one thing I had forgotten was 

ear plugs.  

Eventually, I caved in and swallowed an Ambien – Big Pharma’s gift to insomniac campers.  
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I woke early and had breakfast made before my neighbors even opened their eyes. By 8 a.m. they hadn’t 

yet removed the garbage bag from the stabbed tree, and I was already ready to go.  

My plan for the morning was to walk for 8.2 miles to Glastenbury Mountain, at 3,748 feet the first major 

peak on the trail. There, I would have a rest at the fire tower, and then walk another 7.3 miles to Story 

Spring and the next shelter.  It was an ambitious day, but the map showed a relatively minimal amount 

of climbing – maybe a thousand feet for the first half of the walk, up and over Little Pond Mountain, and 

mostly downhill from there.  

 

But that didn’t take into 

account how rough the trail 

was. This was not a simple 

dirt track, where you could 

blithely put one foot in 

front of the other while 

daydreaming. Instead, it 

was a rugged route with 

rocks and roots, constant 

short climbs and drops, 

muddy spots to traverse, 

boulders to surmount. I 

expected a pace of at least 

three miles an hour. Instead, it took a full four hours to reach Glastenbury, and that was without taking 

any breaks. 

Just shy of the summit, I passed the Goddard shelter. It was a beautiful spot. The open-sided lean-to had 

a large, covered porch with a bench, a half-dozen squirrel-proof strings for hanging food bags, a nearby 

spring for filling water bottles and an oversized privy. The outhouse was also a pleasure – there was a 

bag of cedar chips to keep the smell down, and someone had taken the time to write the entire text to 

Dr. Seuss’ short story The Zax on the wall in magic marker.  

The Zax tells the story of two beings that run into each other on a path, one going north and one going 

south. Neither Zax will move, believing the other should get out of his way. In the end, a highway 

overpass is built around them, but they both refuse to budge. There’s a lesson there for Long Trail hikers 

somehow, but I’m not sure what it is. Anyway, it was as good a place as any to poop. 

After a rest and my first of two lunches, I continued to the summit of Glastenbury. There was no view 

from the ground, but a restored fire tower climbs above the trees. Another philosophy lesson was 

written on one of the steps on the way up: “Hike your own hike,” which was perhaps a more useful 

moral than one the Zax provided. 
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At the top is said to be the most wilderness visible on the Long Trail. It was quite a show through the 

glassless windows of the tower cab. I identified the mountains as best I could, and spotted what I 

thought to be Stratton, the next L.T. peak to the north. It looked a long way off. 

 

I reached my destination for the night at 6 p.m. – Story Spring Shelter. Again, I was surprised to find 

three hikers there already. They were busy cooking their dinners on backpacker stoves. Two were young 

– one man, one woman. A third man, with closely-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and a beard thick 

enough to please the Taliban, tended to a smoky fire. They smelled of thru-hiker.  

They acknowledged my presence but didn’t say much, failing even to introduce themselves or ask my 

name. Hiking the AT requires so much time, so much mental discipline and physical stamina, that those 

who have made it as far as Vermont – more than 1,600 miles at this point -- must feel an incredible 

bond. An obvious poser like me, hiking with a light pack for just a couple of days, clothes clean, face 

shaven, must seem like a mere distraction.  

Eventually I came to learn that the woman was named Lost and Found – “I’m really good with 

direction,” she said sarcastically – and the man with the beard was Working Class. The third man, Mike, 

a Vermont college student studying sustainability, hadn’t earned a trail name yet.  

“I like to cook and I like to ski,” Mike said. “I need a name that sounds like both.” 

“What food ends in ‘ski?’” asked Working Class. 

I thought about it. “How about Souvla-ski? You know, like souvlaki?” 
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Working Class took out his food bag. “That’s not bad,” he said. He started showing me his food. 

Everything had been vacuum-sealed before he left – “vac-packed,” he called it – and mailed ahead. This 

bag was marked with a big “7” and filled with vac-packed Pop-Tarts, Cracker-Jacks, soup pouches, 

macaroni bags and tortillas (he pronounced it like “flotilla”).  

“The Little Debbie snacks 

didn’t do so well,” he 

added. 

As we ate, the 

conversation got more 

philosophical. Lost and 

Found wondered why life 

was measured in years. It 

should be measured in life 

experience instead of 

through linear time, she 

said. Like how many times 

a person has been in love, 

or how many adventures a 

person undertakes. Then 

we moved on to the 

Jewish calendar. 

“Instead of having a leap day, we have a leap month,” she said. 

“What, a whole month disappears?” said Working Class.  

“It’s a new month, and it occurs seven times every 19 years,” she said. “It’s a pretty strange calendar.” 

The conversation moved on to the meaning of entropy, and how the oceans of Earth may have come 

from comets, which are made of ice, because when the Earth was young enough comets may have fallen 

from the sky due to the universe being so small, but since then it’s been expanding so now there’s a lot 

fewer comets hitting our planet because there’s a lot more room, and how could water just magically 

form without the energy to bond hydrogen and oxygen together, but that’s because the hydrogen and 

oxygen atoms are attracted to each other and form a bond ... 

“You know,” Mike interrupted. “I really like ‘Souvla-ski.’ I think I might use that.” 
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                + + + 

I was up at 5 a.m. and 

cooking breakfast before 

everyone else. By six, I was 

packed and ready to go. I bid 

good-bye to my neighbors. 

They were in the midst of 

another heavy discussion by 

this point, and barely 

nodded in my direction. 

I stopped at a nearby spring 

to refill my bottles. There 

was a sign posted by the U.S. 

Forest Service: “Boil or chemically treat all water.” What a shame, I thought. Here’s a perfectly good 

spring – water is clearly glugging up from the ground -- and yet the government feels it necessary to 

warn people away from drinking it for fear of liability, as if a dose of giardia would manage to survive 

months of natural underground purification.  

Erik Schlimmer, the aforementioned hiker/author, is convinced that giardia and e coli contamination is 

far less prevalent than certain authorities would have you believe. The water purification industry, he 

suggests, is a billion-dollar enterprise that makes its money by convincing the public they can no longer 

drink from wilderness waterways without risking their health. Erik, on the other hand, rarely treats 

water during his many forays into the woods. Instead, he ensures to the best of his ability that his water 

source is upstream from any campgrounds or beaver dams, and only treats when the water looks risky. 

He says he’s never gotten sick. 

This spring certainly looked pure, as did all the springs I passed on this leg. I filled my bottles and began 

walking. 

I had another 17-mile day ahead of me, but the walking was easier. It was 1.6 miles downhill to the first 

road I would pass in this leg, and then completely flat to Stratton Pond. In this route I would break from 

tradition – I had elected to skip Stratton Mountain, which requires a full 2,000 feet of elevation gain. 

After all, I was section-hiking, and I had done that section already many years ago with Jim Close. 

Besides, the whole Stratton connection seemed completely contrived.  

To climb Stratton, which is just under 4,000 feet high, the L.T. veers sharply to the east. Once on the 

summit, it turns to the west to descend, going down essentially the same side it climbs. It’s not as 

though the mountain is in the way of the trail. Quite the contrary --  the trail deliberately goes out of its 

way to climb it. As Jim put it, “This trail is the malevolent product of masochists.” 

There is a perfectly good trail that skirts the flatlands below, avoiding Stratton. I would take that route. 
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When I told my plans to Lost, Working Class and Souvla-ski the night before, they just looked at me. 

Clearly the idea of skipping a section of trail was blasphemous. Well, I could live with that. 

 

(PHOTO: Really? They couldn’t add one more?) 

I reached Stratton Pond about 8:30 a.m., just in time to meet a young couple departing from the shelter. 

Stratton is one of the nicest shelters on the L.T., with room for around 20 people and more campsites 

down the path. A half-mile away is the pond itself, the largest body of water on the trail, with more 

campsites. The shelter has a summer caretaker and charges $5 per night to stay there, but for now I had 

the place to myself.  

It occurred to me that I had made a milestone, of sorts, today. I had walked from the first panel of my 

Long Trail map to the second. The map is a wonder of modern cartography. It’s printed on waterproof 

paper, and condenses the entire 270-mile trail into seven panels on both sides. The mileage of each 

section is clearly marked, and all shelters and parking areas are indicated.  

Today, the elevation guide showed that I was in for a very flat hike, and for the most part the map was 

accurate.  
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From the shelter, the trail skirts Stratton Pond – someone left a bottle of pancake syrup on a trail sign – 

and heads north. I chatted briefly with a few young men camped at water’s edge, and then began to 

walk. The trail was pleasantly smooth and level as it contoured across a wooded slope, passing the 

occasional stream. The temperature was perfect for hiking. My legs felt tired but able, and I set a 

comfortable pace. 

There’s a Zen of backpacking, and I imagine that’s what successful thru-hikers need to achieve to make a 

long trail bearable. You can’t hike 270 miles, or 2,100, by always looking at the map, counting the 

milestones as they go by: “Oh, I just passed the shelter.” “Oh, here’s the lake.” No, you can’t hike like 

that. You have to be able to enjoy each step, to find yourself in the moment, accept that at times you 

will be tired or cold or wet, and otherwise simply being there. You have to hike your own hike. 

Clearly, I hadn’t yet achieved hiking enlightenment. I was already looking forward to the milkshake I 

would have after reaching my car, which at this point was still seven hours away. I was analyzing my 

backpack, wondering if the waist belt was going to cause problems down the line because it was digging 

into my pelvis. Rather than living in the moment, I was counting down time until I finished. 

Maybe, I thought, backpacking isn’t something I actually enjoy. Maybe instead of liking backpacking, I 

merely liked having backpacked. Maybe what I loved was whipping off my pack at the end of a hike and 

saying, “Wow, what a trip.”  

After all, I love to talk about my accomplishments, and post pictures on Facebook, and bask in the 

memory of a wild weekend in the woods while inhaling a much-needed cold beer (“Type Two Fun,” folks 

call it these days). But the actual act of backpacking? Did I really like it? 

But no, that wasn’t true at all, I concluded. I loved the idea of a journey. A start and a finish, with myriad 

challenges in between. I loved looking at a map, and seeing where I was, seeing what was to come, the 

expectation of what it would be like and then the thrill of actually seeing it. I needed to immerse myself 

in the journey. Only by becoming as ripe and sticky as my trail-weary colleagues; only by strengthening 

my legs to the density of iron, wearing out boot soles and burning off pounds, would I understand the 

joy of walking 15 miles a day for weeks on end. If you’re going to walk through cold rain and black flies 

and suffocating humidity and like it, you’ve got to find that groove.  

I would find it on this adventure, I promised myself. 
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(PHOTO: When backpacking, it’s important to pack essentials) 

 

Eventually, the trail crossed a wide, shallow river. It was significant enough to require a bridge, but not 

even indicated on my map. From there, I joined an old road. This brought me to Prospect Rock, which 

offered a sweeping view of Manchester and Mt. Equinox, one of the few significant mountains of 

Vermont that the L.T. doesn’t cross (later, I found out that Equinox is actually part of the Taconic Range, 

not the Green Mountains). 

From there, the trail left the old road and headed toward Routes 11/30, passing the Spruce Peak shelter 

en route. Here was another great shelter – actually a full log cabin with a sliding door.  Someone had 

written on the door frame “Please close door and turn off lights.” The latter part was a joke, since there 

was no power. 

The cabin looked like it might be a hundred years old, and even had a top-loading iron stove. Actually, it 

was built in the ‘80s. It was cramped inside, and warm – it’s a shame they didn’t install screens, since it 

looked like it would turn into an oven in the summertime, and to open the windows would let in ten 

thousand black flies and mosquitoes.  

I was also curious about the wood stove, as I understand the Green Mountain Club is removing wood 

stoves from any shelters. It seems these cabins have a habit of burning down. A recent copy of Long Trail 

magazine, published by the club, had a story about a beautiful stone refuge near Mt. Mansfield that 

burned down – well, the wood parts, anyway – due to some careless backpacker lighting the stove, 

leaning some wood up against it, and then leaving for a few hours. The resulting conflagration destroyed 

the hut. I hope it destroyed all their gear, too.  
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I filled up my bottles at yet another spring, and had a nice long rest on the porch. From here, it was a 

mere two miles to my car – practically within shouting range. I could already hear traffic from the 

highway far below. 

Of course, it wasn’t that easy. It started to rain as soon as I left the building, and the rain turned into a 

downpour. But it didn’t matter. Had I been a thru-hiker, I would have had to suffer wet clothes as I 

climbed to the next shelter, parked several miles away on the next ridge. Instead, I walked the final few 

yards to the road and found my car in the lot. Another section was over.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three: Peru to Clarenden Gorge 

June, 2016 
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It was June 10, but the weather felt more like March.  

I got lucky, despite the cold – I beat the rain. When Beth dropped me off where I had left off a few 

weeks earlier, it was drizzling and windy. I walked for about 45 minutes in the dark, drops occasionally 

filtering through the trees, until I reached the shelter. But as soon as I reached the overhang, it started 

to pour.  

Perhaps it was the tin roof and the wind that made the rain seem worse than it was, but I silently gave 

thanks that I had not left later in the night. There was a large loft above three sleeping hikers, and I 

climbed a ladder and started setting up my gear as quietly as I could. 

After a few minutes, a female voice said something from below. 

“Sorry?” I asked. 

“Do you have enough warm and dry clothes?” the hiker repeated.  

I was taken aback by her concern. Actually, I had been worried a group of locals might be partying here 

late into the night, given the proximity to Manchester and Bennington.  

“Yes, thanks for asking,” I said. 

The trail seems to bring out the best in people. On the short walk in, I had passed an old plastic cooler, 

locked tight against animals with two carabiners inserted into the hasps. On the white lid it said “Trail 

Angel Box.” Inside were peanut butter sandwich crackers, Cup-a-Soups, ramen noodles, and various 

snack-size bags of chips. There was also a notebook and pen. I closed the lid without taking anything – I 

had all the food I needed. 

I bedded down, safe from the pouring rain, wearing every stich of clothing I had brought except my 

raincoat. Clearly I had underdressed for this June evening, which was down to the low 40s. The wind 

seeped through the shelter, even though it was relatively new and well-sealed. Inside my summer bag, I 

pulled the fabric tight to reduce air space, and closed my eyes. 
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I  

 

I was still half awake 

the next morning, 

blowing my nose and 

lying in my sleeping 

bag when I heard, 

“Alan Wechsler?” 

It was the solo hiker 

from below me. I could barely make him out in the early morning shadows. “Who’s that?” I asked. 

“Ed Burke,” he said. “I should have known it was you when I heard that nose.” 

Ed is a friend and former colleague from Saratoga Springs, a photographer from my newspaper reporter 

days at the Saratogian. Now 62 and retired, he had just started to thru-hike the Long Trail a few days 

earlier. From my counting, this was the third time I had run into him while hiking.  

We chatted and caught up as we got our gear together. It seemed Ed had been enjoying his retirement, 

but was having back spasms that might affect his ability to complete the trail. Once in a while, he’d 

interrupt himself with a yowl of pain, and then go right on talking.  

The other hikers were a young couple, Dan and Liz (or Gingerbird and Moe, as they are known on the 

trail), also thru-hiking the Long Trail.  

“It seems there’s two kinds of hikers,” Ed said. “People under 23, and old folks like me.” 

“That’s because the rest of us have to work,” I said. 

We compared notes about the previous night, and it seems no one was warm enough. We had all based 

our wardrobes and sleeping bags on the calendar, not the forecast, and those lightweight summer bags 

were not cutting it in this unseasonable June chill.  

“I’m about one shirt short of what I really need,” I said. 

“I’m about a marble short,” Ed replied. 

The couple left first, and Ed and I followed, heading up the hill to the top of Bromley Mountain. At the 

summit was a warming hut, which the ski mountain generously leaves open to hikers, although they did 

remove all the light bulbs and disconnect the phone. We went inside and instantly agreed that it would 

have made a much warmer camping spot than our shelter. 
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Ed and I walked together for a while, taking pictures of each other and stopping at a couple of scenic 

vistas. He talked about his family and travels to Alaska, about how his brother lived near the school bus 

where Chris McCandless (doomed protagonist of the Jon Krakauer book Into the Wild) had lived and 

died. The local authorities hate it, he said, because it continues to attract the curious, many of whom 

had no business being out in the bush (it’s since been removed).  

I soon said good-bye and left Ed behind – he had planned to hike only eight or nine miles today, and I 

wanted to hit at least 15. (He did eventually finish, though it took him well over a month.) 
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The only other people we passed were two young locals, carrying low-budget backpacks and Wal-Mart-

style sleeping bags. They wore jeans and cotton hoodies and Timberland boots. One carried a Rambo-

sized hunting knife on a belt, a sure sign of a beginner. In all my years in the wood, I’ve never needed a 

hunting knife for anything.  

But they were a friendly team. One young man told me how he grew up near the Appalachian Trail, and 

planned to hike the route all the way back to his house. He carried an old walking stick, hand-carved and 

polished. “It belonged to my dad,” he said. “It was sitting in the attic for 30 years. I thought it was time I 

used it again.” 

        

 

The next milestone was Big Branch Shelter, located on a hill above a roaring river. I was tempted to stay 

here, where I knew I’d have company – the two hikers, and maybe Ed, if he made it this far – as well as a 

scenic view of the river. But it was only 4 p.m. and I wasn’t feeling very tired. I decided to hike the 

additional three miles to Little Rock Pond. 

I was glad I continued. The route was mostly easy walking, and the pond was beautiful. There was a 

large shelter, and only two inhabitants -- Gary and Bruce, two men in their ‘60s from Virginia. They were 

section-hiking the A.T., a week at a time.  
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Gary was a retired police chief of a small Virginia town, who had spent more than 35 years on the force. 

Bruce continued to work as a veterinarian for the commonwealth, specializing in farm animals. Gary’s 

right hand shook – he was suffering from Parkinson’s Disease, but it wasn’t keeping him from the trail. 

They sat there finishing dinner as I unpacked for the night, and we chatted as I prepared a dinner of rice 

and pasta. 

 “I’ve known him about 25 years,” Bruce said in his slow, gentlemanly way. “I’d say we’re about best 

friends.” 

Gary nodded. “Yes, sir.” He went back to cleaning his pot for a moment, and then said, “What time does 

it get dark out about?”  

“It’ll get dark in just a minute, ‘cause I’m about ready to close my eyes.” 

A pause. “You don’t think it’s gonna frost tonight?” 

“No, sir, I don’t.” 

 

(PHOTO: Little Rock Pond) 

I finished my dinner and was about to settle in for a night of reading when Bruce and I started talking 

about Zika virus. He called it the “disease du jour,” one in a long line of trendy tropical threats that 

Americans like to get excited about – West Nile, Bird Flu, etc. Then he told me about his work as a vet. 

“I tell people horses have three brain cells,” he said. “One for eating, one for sex, and one for hurting the 

veterinarian as much as he can. When he sees the vet, he forgets all about eating and sex and uses all 

three of those brain cells to hurt me. When I was running a practice, I’d keep careful notes of all the 

horses I treated. I usually wear a ball cap, but with some horses I had to wear a cowboy hat instead of a 
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ball cap, because they’d remember the ball cap from the last time I was there and go nuts. With some 

horses I can’t speak, because they’ll remember my voice. When I’m there, I’m usually doing something 

that makes them uncomfortable, like putting my arm up into them, and they remember that for a long 

time. 

“I’ve had my arm broken by a horse, my foot broken by a cow, my ribs broken,” he said. “But the closest 

I ever came to getting killed was from an ostrich.” 

Ostriches remain a fringe animal among domestic livestock, but some farmers do raise them for meat 

and eggs. Ostriches, the largest birds in the world, can weigh more than 300 pounds and can kill with a 

single kick of their legs. At the time of this incident, Bruce was treating a sick female, and had cornered 

the feathered beast, which causes it to “surrender” and become docile. He was examining the bird, 

ignoring the sound of something behind him, when he was knocked against the wall by an unseen blow. 

It seemed the bird’s partner didn’t like to see his harem being touched by another male, even of a 

different species. He took a running kick at the chain-link fence that separated the enclosures, with 

enough force to stretch the fence and leave an impression imbedded in Bruce’s skin. Had the fence been 

weaker, Bruce would have been killed.  

He described the irate bird, with its wings outstretched and – strangely – a fully erect penis. 

“Why was his penis erect?” I asked. 

It seems the erection is a sign of dominance, a natural symptom of the bird’s fury as he’s about to kick 

you to death. He went on to describe the length and width of an adult male’s member, and while I don’t 

remember the details, I do recall thinking that I would rather be mauled by an ostrich than buggered by 

one. 

The conversation moved on to camels, and how an angry camel can cause a vet much grief by swinging 

his head around, using the sharp edge of his lower teeth to cut deeply. Only slightly less hazardous is the 

green mastication that camels like to chew on – and weaponize. 

“People say camels spit,” Bruce said. “It’s not spit. It’s hurled out, and they love to hurl it at vets.” 

He stopped for a moment, perhaps to reflect on the last time he was splattered, Exorcist style, by an 

enraged camel.  

“Oh,” he said. “That’s real pleasant stuff.” 

+ + + 

I was up before seven the next morning, and had my breakfast ready while they were still cooking. I was 

about to dig into my oatmeal and raisins when Bruce said, “Alan, we’re about to say grace.” 

Outside of movies, grace is not something this New York Jew has ever been exposed to. I put down my 

bowl as Bruce and Gary cupped hands together, bowed heads, and gave thanks for their breakfast.  
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The wind picked up as they ate. 

“Gary, I believe the wind blows in VER-mont all the time,” Bruce said in his gentle southern lilt. 

“I believe you’re right.” 

At that, I shouldered my bag and made ready to head out. It was quiet for the next few hours. The only 

other backpacker I met that day was a middle-aged lady hiking in a skirt and a full pack, heading south. I 

asked her how her night was. 

“Quiet, except for the bear,” she said.  

She had been alone in the shelter, cooking dinner, when she saw the bear about 50 feet away. He was 

looking in her direction. 

“I started yelling and banging my poles together,” she said. “He eventually wandered off. I didn’t sleep 

that well that night. I had a big pile of rocks ready, and if that didn’t work I was going to light my 

JetBoil.” 

“You were going to make him a cup of tea?” I asked. 

“I thought the fire might frighten him off. Anyway, he didn’t come back. It’s not his fault – he’s hungry.” 

Her other wildlife interaction was with a 90-year-old man who was headed for a viewpoint at White 

Rocks, a few miles up the trail.  

“He told me he hadn’t been there in 80 years,” he said. “I said, ‘You must have a good heart.’ He said, 

‘Actually, I have a pacemaker.’ He wound up not making it – his sister was waiting down below.” 

“Older sister or younger sister?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. He said he might try 

again. I hope he doesn’t wait too 

long.”          

                          +++ 

 

I was enjoying this hike more than the 

last one. Maybe it was the distance, a 

few miles shorter than the last 

section. You certainly couldn’t 

complain about the temperature – 

while it was still terrifically breezy, 

the sun was out and the temperature 

was in the high 50s. It was, in short, 
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perfect walking weather. 

White Rocks is a cliff visible from the highway down below. It’s an outcrop of white stone above a huge 

scree pile. It’s a 0.2-mile side-trail off the main trail, marked by a huge city of cairns built by passers-by. I 

actually decided to skip this extra section, because Gary and Bruce told me they had tried to find it and 

didn’t see a view. I later regretted it – I was passed on the downhill by a dozen locals on their way to see 

the view. Clearly, it was there and my friends from the Commonwealth had simply failed to go far 

enough. 

Fortunately, Bear Mountain – the next peak on the route – provided a fine view from its stony summit. 

Even better was an outcropping overlooking the regional airport for nearby Rutland. Someone had left a 

plastic chair there, and I decided to take advantage. 

My car was only a short distance down the trail, but I wasn’t ready to leave. It was simply too nice to 

think about driving home so soon. For the first time, I wished I could continue the hike for another few 

days (that thought changed the next day, when it was raining continuously and I was snug in my 

apartment back in Albany). 

I sat on the chair and looked over the valley, watching a small plane land. Several fires beyond the 

airport -- locals burning brush, I assumed -- pooled smoke into the air. The wind had calmed by now, and 

the air smelt of pine. I couldn’t think of another place I’d rather be, and I already began planning my 

next stretch of the Long Trail.  

The trail ends at the amazing Clarenden Gorge, where a footbridge crosses over a raging waterfall. It 

looked like a grand swimming hole, but temperatures were still too cold. The dip would have to wait for 

next time. 
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Interlude I: A Few Thoughts on the Long Trail Guide 

 

The Green Mountain Club publishes the printed guide to the Long Trail, and I have to congratulate them 

on their brevity. The first one I used, a borrowed copy, was a veritable pamphlet in a plastic cover -- the 

23rd edition. It lacked maps, pictures or adjectives. It was about as light and compact as a pocket 

notebook, but also with text so tiny anyone over 45 would need reading glasses -- or a magnifying glass  

-- to make out the text. 

All guidebooks have their idiosyncrasies. I have a guide to the Wonderland Trail in Mount Rainier 

National Park, in which the author insisted on including a tiny trademark symbol every time a product 

was referred to, such as Gore-Textm. Not the worst crime in the world, but a little weird. More annoying 

was the writer’s propensity to include the exact text of every single trail sign over the route’s 93 miles, 

thus filling up the book with extraneous information, and thus adding unnecessary pages and weight.  

Elizabeth Wenk, the author of a guidebook to the John Muir Trail in California, had a wildflower 

obsession. You couldn’t turn a page without being assaulted by the name of every plant the author 

walked by: shaggy hawkweed, small-leaved cream bush, wavy-leaved paintbrush, pennyroyal, granite 

gilia, periwinkle-colored western blue flax, elk thistle, Fremont’s groundsel, pink heuchera, Sierra 

primose, rockfringe and red mountain heather, to quote a single paragraph. It’s as if author wanted to 

prove to America that her knowledge of flora was unsurpassed. I, for one, am certainly convinced.   

The Long Trail Guide doesn’t do any of that, but it also doesn’t answer a lot of questions. While it does 

inform you who the shelters were named for (usually early trail volunteers and advocates), it won’t, for 

instance, tell you who was the Mad Tom of Mad Tom Notch, or what horrible event inspired the name 

of Mt. Horrid.  

As it happens, I did some research on Mad Tom, which is to say I Googled it, and it turns out “Mad Tom” 

is a general term that dates back to 15th Century England. It refers to someone who has been in the 

infamous Bedlam Asylum, as in “That bloke is a Mad Tom.” As far as Mt. Horrid is concerned, I have no 

idea … but there is a big cliff at the top, so use your imagination. 

Anyway, the L.T. guide’s unique motif is that it has no place for emotion. Nowhere in the book is a hike 

described as “pleasant,” a view painted as “awe-inspiring,” a climb depicted as “grueling.” The guide 

authors keep things short, tight and business-like. They make no recommendations for anything – best 

campsite, side-trail, towns in which one might stock up on food and get a cold beer.  

The book does not waste time speaking of the difficulties you will face, or bandy about offering inspiring 

words about why you should keep plodding along when the mosquitoes are biting and cold rains are 

drenching, and your legs are telling you to just give up. It assumes you know how to hike, and elects not 

to waste your time telling you what you should already know, such as not wearing cotton or not to start 

a trip with untested boots.  
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In short, the guidebook is quintessentially New England – terse, cold, unapologetically rugged. You want 

a pat on the back for your efforts? Try the Pacific Crest Trail. The closest it comes to effusiveness is this 

sentence: “With proper care, a hiker of almost any ability and experience can enjoy an excursion on the 

Long Trail.” Other than that, you’re on your own. Ayuh.  

By the time a thru-hiker picks up the guidebook, they ought to know that the Long Trail is considered 

the hardest (by elevation) hiking trail in the country, that it purposely eschews switchbacks in favor of 

routes that go straight up and down the state’s highest hills. Read between the lines, and you may come 

to understand that the authors see exhaustion as its own reward. Hike as you will, the book seems to 

suggest; love the trail or hate it, survive it or don’t, finish or give up. It’s all up to you.  

Later on, Beth got me an updated copy of the long trail, the 27th edition. It was a much nicer version, 

with maps, elevation guides, even watercolor prints and the occasional photo. This guide seemed a little 

more user-friendly, and perhaps less – dare I say – taciturn. 

But its descriptions were still as Spartan as ever.  

I suppose that’s how a guidebook should be. Its job is just to get you from one end to another, should 

you prove worthy. It provides only the facts, and it provides them well enough. And at least it doesn’t 

waste precious pages going on about flowers.  

 

 

(PHOTO: Steve Goldstein and Dixie) 
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Clarendon Gap to Appalachian Gap 

July, 2016 

 

I had company for my next section, a five-day romp from the lowlands south of Killington to Appalachian 

Gap, a deep defile between two of the steepest mountains in the state. Joining me on this 75-mile 

stretch was Steve Goldstein, a surgeon from the Capital Region and a long-time outdoor partner.  

In fact, Steve does it all, and he usually does it better than me. He’s a stronger climber, a far better skier 

and a pretty competent cyclist (road and mountain). He can also paddle class 5 rapids in a kayak, rides 

motorcycles, and is restoring a 1965 Mustang convertible. He’s a renowned surgeon, specializing in 

hernias and other laparoscopic procedures (now retired), so he’s got a killer first-aid kit. He’s also the 

cook in his family, and volunteered to dehydrate and prepare all the meals on our trip. And he can hike 

all day and never complain. In other words, he’s about as perfect a hiking companion as you could ask 

for. 

He was also bringing his dog, Dixie, a border collie, who would be carrying her dog food in her own pack. 
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Steve and I drove separately up to Vermont. We left at 7:30 a.m. from his house near Albany, and 

parked my car at our end point about three hours later. By noon we had parked his car in Clarenden and 

were ready to hike. 

Dixie, on the other hand, had mixed feelings. She clearly didn’t care for her pack. But as soon as Steve 

started walking, she followed behind.  

I quickly found the best technique was to let Steve go first, let Dixie follow him, and then go behind the 

dog. That way she wouldn’t bump me with her pack. 

The trail was fairly nondescript at first. A steep climb, a viewpoint overlooking the gorge, and then 

woods. Deep, green woods. We crossed a few roads, one gravel one pavement, and then more woods.  

At one point, we were passed by a few male thru-hikers. They were shirtless and gaunt, and their smells 

reached us before they did. They said nothing.  

We probably didn’t smell much better. It was a humid day, with temperatures approaching 90, and we 

were both already sticky. Like a glazed donut, I thought. Sweat donuts.  

We also passed a sign warning about porcupines. It seems dogs like to chase them, nearly always with 

disastrous results. I suggested Steve put Dixie on a leash, but he demurred. “She’ll be fine.” Fortunately, 

we didn’t see any. 

Later we were passed by another strange hiker – a young man carrying a tall branch of wood, Gandalf-

like, bark removed and finished with lacquer. There were multiple branches sticking out the top. Dixie 

growled as he walked by.  

“She probably doesn’t like my stick,” he said. “Most dogs don’t.” 

 

The big climb that day 

was Killington, which at 

4,235 feet high is one 

of the tallest peaks in 

Vermont. Steve knows 

the mountain 

intimately – he’s been 

a season pass-holder at 

the ski resort here for 

years. It was a steep 

ascent of more than 

2,500 feet from the 
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lowlands. And a storm was coming. 

The rain was supposed to hit around 6 p.m. At 4:30, we passed the Gov. Clement shelter. The ripe thru-

hikers who had passed us earlier, had set up their tents already. “Should we stop?” Steve asked. 

I looked at the sky. It was sunny when we started, but now it was painted various shades of dark gray. 

There were occasional rumblings of thunder, although they sounded far away. Cooper, our planned 

shelter for the night, was four miles away. Most of that climbing was uphill.  

“Let’s keep going,” I said. 

Fifteen minutes later, the skies opened. 

It was not so much a rain as a deluge. We barely had time to get our pack covers on. But it was rather 

refreshing as well –the water warm, the sweat washed away. Apart from my squishy feet, I rather 

enjoyed it. 

Dixie did not. Every time we passed a tree that offered shelter, she crawled under it, sitting down and 

staring as if to say “Are you crazy? Look how cozy this is! Why are we still moving?” But we continued, 

and in the end she followed. 

The rain only lasted an hour. By the time it stopped, we had reached the Killington ridgeline and the 

angle eased. I was drenched but feeling cleaner than I had all day.   

The woods were still dripping when we ran into Trail Mouse. A middle-aged lady with a British accent, 

she was hiking the Appalachian Trail in sections. We chatted for a few minutes but soon left her behind. 

A short while later we reached the Cooper Lodge. 

“Lodge” is a bit of a 

grandiose term for this cabin 

made of log and stone. The 

stone wood floor was damp 

and rough. There was no 

glass in the windows. Names 

were carved in the walls by 

hundreds of hikers, plus the 

skiers who knew how to get 

to the hut from the nearby 

trails (generally for the 

purposes of sharing a toke 

away from the gaze of ski 

patrollers). There were four 

sleeping platforms, each one 

big enough for two people. One platform had a dramatic tilt to it, caused by a rotted support beam. The 

roof leaked. 
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The guy with the stick – his name was Walnut – was already here, plus a few other people. But 

fortunately there was enough room for us. 

I soon discovered a use for Walnut’s ornate stick – the branches that stuck out made an excellent place 

to hang my sodden clothes.  

The temperature was comfortable here, but the air was steamy with humidity. Normally, we would have 

been able to see the valley below, but that was now hidden by the wispy remains of storm clouds. We 

unpacked our stuff and Steve started making one of his dehydrated dinners – spaghetti and meat sauce. 

When we were done, I was about to hand Dixie the bowl to lick when Walnut stopped me.  

“Do you mind if I give it to her?” he asked. “Maybe she’ll like me.” 

We learned a bit more about Walnut during our short time together. He had found the stick at home in 

Connecticut, and decided to turn it into a hiking staff. He had also logged some serious trail time – one 

day, he walked from 8 a.m. to 11 p.m., traversing 33 miles. 

He also had an interesting sense of fashion. At one point, he left to wash up at a nearby stream and 

returned wearing some sort of toga – a long, narrow red cloth, wrapped around his waist, climbing up 

around his neck and back down again. It reminded me of the neck-to-crotch Speedo worn by Sacha 

Baron Cohen in the movie Borat.  

It was our first night in the woods, but we didn’t feel very removed from civilization. Walnut, who was 

meeting his mother in Rutland the next day, was arranging for a hotel room on his cell phone. He called 

a few places, trying to find the best deal. Meanwhile, Trail Mouse was on a video conference with a 

friend in Australia. Small world indeed.  

After dinner, the clouds lifted, so I hiked a short spur trail to Killington summit in my squishy socks. The 

hills around us were tufted in steamy clouds, the sun nowhere to be seen. Killington is by no means a 

pristine summit – there’s a chairlift, a variety of cell phone towers, an old fire tower and a summit 

restaurant, now closed. Still, it was a pleasure to be here – tired, yes, but full from dinner and relatively 

dry. What else did a hiker need? 
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The second day 

began gray and 

misty; no sky to be 

seen. Some of our 

fellow bunkies were 

up and out before 6 

a.m. Steve slept in til 

7. I was a bit wary of 

this – we had an ambitious 19 miles planned for the day – but I didn’t want to start nagging so early in 

the trip. Still, we were the last to leave the lodge, at the slacker time of 8:30 a.m. 

The trip over Killington and Pico, despite being on top of a mountain, was largely in the trees. Steve told 

stories of backcountry ski adventures as we moved from peak to peak, occasionally glimpsing chairlifts 

or ski trails.  

Killington had purchased Pico nearly two decades ago with the idea of creating one massive ski 

mountain. But the Appalachian Trail Conference had other ideas, and the company’s dream of 

connecting the two ski hills with new chairlifts and trails was ultimately quashed because of the impact 

it would have on the A.T. Personally, I don’t know what the big deal was. It’s not like we were walking 

through wilderness. And ultimately, the most scenic portion of the hike was when we emerged from the 

woods to walk down a few of Pico’s ski trails. From these grassy slopes, we caught glimpses of the mist-

laced hills below, and wildflowers that filled the chest-high meadows, as well as the mountains to the 

north.  

At the bottom, we crossed busy Route 4 and took a break at the Inn at Long Trail. I was hoping the inn 

would have some fresh-baked goodies for sale, but they didn’t. What they did have was a box for 

backpackers, containing foods that passers-by had discarded. There wasn’t much of interest – some 

instant noodle dishes and the like – and we had plenty of food for the next few days. Still, I couldn’t pass 

up a package of Hot Tamales candy.  

 

After a steep climb from the 

parking lot, we said good-bye 

to the Appalachian Trail. It 

made a right turn, leaving the 

Long Trail without fanfare, 

after an intimate, 100-mile co-

dependency. From here, it 

heads east to the rugged White 
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Mountains of New Hampshire, and beyond that Maine. Many of the hikers we had been sharing the trail 

with would head east with it, leaving the Long Trail less crowded from here north.  

North of Route 4 is a long, tedious section of rolling hills and dense forest. The whole route to our 

planned campsite for the night was about 12 miles. It took us a good six hours, and there really wasn’t 

much to see during that time. 

Probably the highlight, if you would call it such, was several hours later, when I noticed a small wooden 

box next to a stream just off the trail. Was it some sort of outhouse or washing station for dirty pots? I 

went over to take a look. The lid was on hinges, and when I opened it I found it was filled with discarded 

orange soda and root beer cans.  

Trail magic. Someone had filled a mesh bag with soda and left it in the stream. The gifts had clearly been 

a hit – there was nothing but empties. 

We wandered into our campsite after 6 p.m. The David Logan shelter was almost entirely full, but Steve 

and I were able to find space. It was a strange lean-to, with a chicken wire fence across the front to keep 

out porcupines, which like to gnaw on wood turned salty from hiker sweat.  

We met a few of our bunk mates. There was Kramer, a young, female commercial airplane pilot, who 

was hiking alone. Then there was Phoenix and Guardian, two buddies from a nearby Vermont town. 

They were clearly having a blast, taking their time going from shelter to shelter, being resupplied by 

their parents. They planned to spend more than 30 days on the trail.  

 

When I arrived, Guardian was standing over a smoky fire, enveloped in clouds of smoke. “I didn’t bring 

any deodorant,” he said. “This makes me smell better.” 

That was debatable, but I appreciated his effort. I was feeling pretty rank myself, and sweaty enough 

that most of my clothes were sticking to my skin. But I had more important things to worry about – I was 

developing holes in the mesh uppers of my La Sportiva trail-running shoes. I had chosen these over 
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leather boots because they weighed less, and because they would dry faster after Vermont’s notoriously 

changeable weather. But I hadn’t counted on them falling apart so quickly. 

Luckily, Steve had brought a spool of heavy duty upholstery thread and some needles. I sat down with 

my headlamp on (I had to ask Guardian to thread the needle for me, since I was approaching the age 

where one needs reading glasses) and repaired the shoes with some very amateurish stitches.  

I also discovered the first 

blister I had gotten in years, a 

result of my damp socks. It was 

on my left sole, long and thin, 

as if the sock was sagging 

beneath it. Luckily I had 

moleskins.  

One thing about hiking the trail 

– no one stays up late. By the 

time it was dark, nearly 

everyone in camp was already 

asleep. I was asleep in minutes, 

crammed in next to Steve and 

Dixie. It was a humid night, and 

I slept on top of my bag.  

+ + + 

Kramer woke up at 5:30 a.m, taking my slumber with her. I was about to fall back asleep when she 

crawled out of her bunk and started rooting through her backpack. She seemed to spend about five 

minutes squeezing a plastic water bladder, which crinkled and crackled with each fondle. I thought, “You 

couldn’t just lay there for another half-hour until the rest of us wake up?” 

Once she had sufficiently molested the plastic container, she took a pile of stuff and – thankfully – left 

the lean-to to run her stove out by the fire pit. It wasn’t far enough. I could still hear what sounded like a 

15-minute Concerto for Cellophane and Mylar Wrapper, as she opened and closed various food packets. 

Her stove hissed. Pans clanked. When she was done, she came back into the lean-to for an encore, 

which involved the hissing of air as she emptied her inflatable mattress. I decided on a new name for 

her: “Rustle.” 

The Long Trail’s dozens of lean-tos, lodges and cabins present a unique opportunity for hikers, in that 

they don’t have to bring a tent. The downside is you never know who you’ll be sharing your quarters 

with. I carry earplugs, which help against the occasional snorer, but they were were no match for 

Rustle’s cacophonic breakfast.   
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Phoenix and Guardian were up next, but by then most of the camp was awake. Phoenix, 16, started 

telling us about his list visit to “front country,” and how ... 

“What’s ‘front country?’” I asked. 

“Well, you know how the trail is backcountry, right? Everything else is front country.” 

“What, you mean civilization?” 

“Well … yeah.” 

I thought that was typical of a thru-hiker to come up with a clubby word like that. Like most sports, long-

distance hiking has its own lingo. For instance, you don’t take a rest day. It’s a zero day, as in zero miles. 

There are PUDs (Pointless Up and Downs, referring to boring sections on a trail) and slackpackers (a 

long-distance hiker who manages to do without carrying gear, such as by arranging rides so they can 

sleep in motels), purists (they’re obsessed with passing every white blaze on the trail) and the 

aforementioned trail angels (they perform acts of trail magic). 

And you don’t go into town. You visit front country. 

As I was waiting for Steve to get ready, I noticed a tiny book sitting on the lean-to table: Jesus’ Sun, by 

Denis Johnson. I thought it was booklet of prayer tracts, like the sort you find stuffed at random into 

library books or in train station waiting rooms. Actually, it was a fascinating collection of first-person 

short stories about an alcoholic and drug addict (I found out later the stories were fiction, albeit 

informed by the author’s own addicted life). I started reading the first chapter, and then decided to take 

it with me. 

Inside the front cover, a hiker had written: “Have a book. Pass it on when you’re done, or don’t, I’m not 

a cop. Love, Dirty Tiger, the Horseman of War.” He added the initials “L.T. ’16,” and an arrow pointing 

up, for north. 

We left Guardian and Phoenix and started our third day of walking. I had gone over the map the 

previous day and figured out where we’d be staying for the night, based on the location of camp sites. 

Today we’d do a mere 12 miles, which would set us up for 16-mile days for day four and five.  

What do you do during these long slogs between scenic vistas? Sometimes Steve and I talked, about 

skiing, or surgery, or politics, or the role of fat and carbohydrates in a body’s health, or the foibles of 

women, or backpacking trips I wanted to take out west, or cars, or bicycles, or the joys of eating 

chocolate, or the sexual history of U.S. presidents (Steve had a book on the subject). Sometimes we just 

walked, one foot in front of the other. There were muddy sections, and they slowed us down a bit, as we 

jumped from rock to rock or shimmied our way across the edge. Other times it was just a long, green 

tunnel, and we followed it north.  

I was surprised how much energy I had, even though my feet hurt a bit and my socks were still damp. I 

walked and walked and never wanted to stop walking. Until we came to hills. Moving uphill did make 
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me aware of the miles we had traveled. And even then, my energy came and went. Sometimes, on steep 

climbs, it was all I could do to put one leg in front of the other, and Steve and Dixie would be far out of 

sight. Other times it was me who was in front, racing ahead.  

 

PHOTO: A horrid-free day on Mt. Horrid) 

We took it easy on this hump day of ours, and rolled into camp well before 5 p.m. The lean-to was 

already crowded, and it would get worse – Kramer and John, another solo hiker, were also going to be 

showing up.  

Sitting there making dinner was a father-and-son team from St. Johnsbury. They called themselves Scott 

and Amundsen. I didn’t get the reference until they explained they were named for the Antarctic 

explorers. Amundsen, the 14-year-old son, had chosen the names.  

Roald Amundsen, of Norway, and Robert Falcon Scott, of Great Britain, were both leaders of expeditions 

trying to be the first to reach the South Pole. They left at the same time, each from a different location 

on the coast, each heading south across the brutal ice. Amundsen, in preparation, spent time with Inuit 

in Canada, making sealskin garments for his team and learning how to survive in the cold. He also taught 

his expedition members how to use cross-country skis, and integrated dogsleds into his team. Scott’s 

group, on the other hand, used woolen sweaters and brought ponies, which promptly died in the harsh 

conditions.  

Amundsen arrived at the pole first, and made it back with all hands. Scott reached the pole, only to find 

the flag planted by his competitor days before. Scott and most of his teammates died during the long 

slog out, only a few hundred yards from a cache of supplies.  

Scott (the father) explained why the name was appropriate for his son: “He’s always ahead of me.” 
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Unlike the explorers, this team was getting resupplied each week by mom as they traveled south. 

“We’re getting a resupply the day after tomorrow, so we’ve got a little bit extra,” Scott said, offering a 

bag of Golden Grahams to a fellow camper (who declined). 

Meanwhile, Steve had a question: “We’ve got one big dinner and one small dinner. Which one do you 

want to eat tonight?”  

I thought about it. “The small one. We’ll need to fuel up tomorrow night for day five.” 

It was a tasty dinner – pasta with dehydrated chicken – but, as advertised, hardly enough to replace the 

thousands of calories we had burned during the day. When I was finished, I turned to Scott: “Do you still 

have those Golden Grahams?” 

“He has a hollow leg,” Steve explained.  

When it was time for sleep, we all crammed into the lean-to. I had to sleep head-to-toe with John so I 

could squeeze in. John’s feet, inside his bag, were inches from my head, while Dixie continually rolled 

onto me from the other side. They were asleep before the sun went down, but it took me a little longer.  

*** 

There was no getting up early the next morning – a storm blew in about 3 a.m., and at dawn it was 

pouring. We took our time preparing breakfast, and by the time we were packed the rain had stopped.  

It was a 4-hour jaunt to Skyline Lodge, our recommended spot for lunch. Dixie, by now, was used to her 

dog pack. What she wasn’t so enthusiastic about is walking for the entire day. Every day it got harder to 

get her up and walking, although inevitably she followed. She would never let Steve out of her sight. 

Even at the end of the day, as she lay exhausted on his mattress, she would get up and follow him if he 

went to the outhouse. 

Strangely, she didn’t have much of an appetite. She barely ate any dog food, although she had no 

problem eating the pieces of granola bar we offered to her, or licking the bowls and pots when we were 

done cooking. 

The trail got more interesting, as we climbed to a steep-sided ridge. Through the thick trees, we could 

see bits of view of the valleys below on both sides, and mountains on either side of us. There were even 

a few choice viewpoints.  

Skyline Lodge, as promised, was an exceptional cabin overlooking a pond, with a wooden porch big 

enough for both Steve and myself to take off our boots and relax. We were alone, but that didn’t last 

long. There was an easy side trail from the road, and day-hikers soon arrived.  
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They eyed us, sitting 

barefoot with our 

socks laid out in the 

sun. Steve’s leather 

boots hadn’t dried 

from the storm two 

days earlier.  

“You guys look like 

you’re in for the long 

haul,” one said. 

“Just five days,” Steve 

said. “That’s enough.” 

Another thru-hiker appeared and sat down on a nearby bench. Steve kept trying to get Dixie to eat.  

“She’s hardly eaten any of her food,” Steve said. The dog’s backpack was about as full of kibble as when 

she started.  

“She’s spoiled,” I said. “Too much human food. I wouldn’t eat it either.” 

“I’ve eaten dog food. It’s not that bad,” Steve said. 

“Really?” 

“The dry stuff, anyway. It tastes like a savory cracker. Try it.” 

He offered me a piece. The other hiker, clearly interested, took one as well. I examined the nugget with 

my finger. It seemed a serious social transgression, eating dog food. I sniffed it – OK, the smell wasn’t 

altogether unpleasant. Dixie eyed me with what might have been feigned disinterest. 

“You really ate this?” I asked. 

“If it’s good enough for the dog, it’s good enough for me,” Steve said. “Not that I stuck my face into a 

bowl of it or anything.” 

I shrugged and popped it into my mouth. Crunchy, dry, vague taste of beef or chicken. As he said, not 

bad. Bland, if anything.  

“I wonder if it would go better with milk,” I said. 

It was hard to leave Skyline Lodge. The sun was warm enough to lull us to sleep, but not so hot as to feel 

punishing. The view past the pond, to the surrounding mountains, was serene. Hikers from a nearby 

trailhead came and went, but we kept our space on the porch and relaxed.  
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It was another eight miles to our destination, over a variety of lesser mountains – Bread Loaf, Wilson, 

Cleveland. When we arrived, it was well after 6 p.m. Kramer had already claimed her spot. Across from 

the lean-to were several tents, set up by a father who had hiked up with a friend and their kids. They 

had already finished dinner and were in the midst of a board game when one of the dads put down his 

dice. 

“I’m a little worried about Cassandra,” he said. It seems his oldest daughter, who had been visiting 

friends in the “front country,” was planning to hike up from the trailhead and meet our neighbors. It was 

3.2 miles up the Cooley Glen Trail to our site. She had confirmed, via cell phone, at the trailhead. That 

was hours ago. 

The dad tried to call again, but no answer. “I bet she went up the wrong trail,” he said, pointing on the 

map to a different trail that led to another shelter five miles to the south. “I gave her explicit 

instructions. She never pays attention.” He picked up the dice, threw them down again. It was already 

dark. 

“I’m going to have to go down after her,” he said. “I don’t even think she has a headlamp.” 

Steve lent him his as a back-up, and he stormed off down the trail.  

The next day’s weather was foremost on my mind. They were calling for thunderstorms in the 

afternoon. And we were going to be on an exposed ridge the entire time. The 12-mile range, one of the 
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highlights of the trail, also encompass two ski resorts – Sugarbush and Mad River Glen. We would climb 

over five peaks by the end of the day. 

“So you want to get up at 5 a.m.?” I asked Steve as we went to sleep. 

“Mmm, sure,” he said. His eyes were already closed and Dixie was asleep with her head on his chest. 

“That way we can beat the storm,” I added. “Much safer.” 

“Uh-huh,” mumbled Steve. He does not like getting up early.  

+ + + 

My alarm woke me at 5 a.m., so I nudged Steve in the dark. “It’s too early,” he replied, turning over. 

“Wake me in an hour.” 

“You promised,” I said, sounding a bit more whiny than I preferred. “The weather. Don’t forget.” 

I was able to nudge him awake. Kramer – AKA “Rustle” – was sleeping next to me, so I was sure to open 

the valve on my Therm-a-rest mattress so she could enjoy the full-volume whistle of my mat being 

deflated. Still, when she eventually turned over and asked us if we’d mind cooking somewhere else, I felt 

bad and let her sleep. Revenge isn’t for those with a conscience.  

We were on the trail before daybreak, and almost in time to catch the sunrise on Mt. Grant, the first of 

many peaks we’d hit that day. By 9 a.m., we had crossed Lincoln Gap and hit Battell, the last lodge 

before Mt. Abraham and the top of the ridge. We stopped here for a rest, and met the young, thickly-

bearded caretaker. “I’ll be up there later,” he said, pointing to the ridge. “I’ve got some trail work to do. 

You might see me.”   
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The climb to Abraham was steep, but the caretaker caught up to us easily. Even though he was carrying 

heavy tools in his backpack – the long handle of a shovel stuck out the back – he wasn’t even breathing 

hard.  

“There’s a crashed plane on the ridge,” he said as he cruised by. “Look for the cairn – it’s worth checking 

out.” 

Mt. Abraham had a rocky, exposed top, but we stopped only briefly to enjoy the view before heading 

north. I did not want to be caught by thunder and lightning in an exposed spot.  

A short distance later, we found the Cessna. It was surprisingly whole, not just a scattering of aluminum 

sheets and engine parts, as I expected. The body of the single-engine plane was fully intact, though the 

wings had been sheared off. The number on the side was still visible in white letters on the brown and 

very battered fuselage – N92431. Bits of metal, including a piece of the wing, were strewn about in 

surrounding trees. 

The most amazing thing about the wreck is the pilot survived. Apparently the crash occurred in June, 

1973, when the pilot was flying from Twin Mountain, Vermont to Newburgh, New York and was caught 

in thick clouds. One wonders what it must feel like: you think you’re high in the sky, when suddenly you 

are flying amid the trees instead of above them. And then the impact, the horrible noise, the 

hopelessness and feeling of doom.  

Did the pilot have any idea where he was after he discovered he was still alive? Was he well enough to 

walk down on his own, or did he need be rescued? One thing for sure – he was lucky, not just that he 

survived but that the plane was so close to a hiking trail. 
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By mid-afternoon, we reached General Stark Mountain, and the top of the single-chair at Mad River 

Glen ski resort. This famous chairlift began operating in December of 1948 and is one of the last of its 

kind in the world. In 1995, this privately-owned resort became one of the nation’s first ski co-ops, to be 

owned by the very people who loved to ski the place known for its burly slogan: “Ski It If You Can.” One 

of their first actions was to decide what to do about the aging chairlift. 

It would have been cheaper to just buy a new charlilft, perhaps a double or triple. But the history! In the 

end, shareholders voted to replace the single chair with another, custom-made single chair, which cost 

$1.8 million. It would mean significantly longer lines compared to a chairlift that could carry more 

people, but the history would be saved. (Also, fewer people on the slope means the powder lasts 

longer!) 

At the summit was a warming hut, which was left unlocked – presumably for hikers to use for shelter. A 

rain barrel was full of water, with a hose coming from the bottom for filling bottles. And there was a 

sign: “Just about an hour each way brings you to the bottom of Mad River Glen’s General Stark’s Pub.” It 

even included the nightly specials. I imagine it would hold a special appeal to trail-weary hikers looking 

for a burger and cold beer.  

By now, it was clear the storm would pass 

us by. Our phone’s weather app showed it 

much further to the north than predicted. It 

was a glorious day. 

From there, the ridge finally started 

heading downhill. But in true Long Trail 

fashion, it got no easier. First, we passed 

the Mad River Glen trail Paradise. Then we 

walked through an area Steve called 

“Octopus’ Garden,” the location of what 

must be the most perilous resort skiing on 
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the East Coast.  

The land was steep. Like watch-your-step-or-you-could-die steep. It fell away in wooded cliffs and 

ledges. If Steve was correct, the lines here, even in deep powder, would require repeated hucks of 10 or 

more feet as skiers bounced from one ledge to another over vertical cliffs.  

“People ski down this?” I asked. 

“Oh, yeah,” he replied, in the voice of one who has no problem jumping off 20-foot cliffs. “With enough 

snow you can ski anything.” 

The hiking trail was no less committing. One area had giant iron staples bolted to the rock, which we had 

to descend like a ladder. Steve had to re-climb it to scoop up Dixie, who stared at us from the top with a 

look of “what am I supposed to do?” Other sections required scrambling down giant steps, using roots 

as hand-rungs. There were caves to play in and natural chimneys to wander through. 

          

Perched on this network of cliffs like an oasis was the improbably-placed Theron Dean shelter, a small 

lean-to with a stellar view looking into Appalachian Gap. It was only big enough for maybe four people, 

but it certainly looked inviting. Though we only had two miles to go, we set down our bags and lay back 

for a rest. It was now after 3 p.m. and we had been on the go since 6 a.m. that morning. Dixie was 

asleep before we had our packs off. 

A hiker named Library stopped by. A young lady hiking by herself, Library had the largest backpack we 

had seen on the trail. 
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“What do you have in there?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 

“Books,” she said. “I brought a lot of books. That’s where I got the name from.” 

“It looks heavy,” Steve said. 

“I’m not breaking any speed records.” 

We sat and chatted for a while, but the real world was calling. From here, it was an easy descent back to 

the gap, where Steve’s car was parked. It was back to reality, until the next time.  
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Appalachian Gap to Jeffersonville 

October, 2016 

When I set out for my next section of Long Trail, I was scarred. Right on the forehead, for the world to 

see. If someone had come up with a trail name for me at this point, it would have been “Frankenstein.” 

What happened was a fall. In a bathroom. At 1 a.m. Before I even started hiking. Sometimes the trail is 

not the only danger. 

At the time, Beth and I were staying at a cabin owned by the Schenectady Wintersports ski club. We had 

driven up in separate cars, with the idea that we’d spend a few days together, I’d leave my car at one 

end of the section I wanted to hike, and she’d drop me off at the other end on her way back home.   

Early on the morning of our last full day together, I woke up to use the toilet. Apparently, I stood up too 

fast (a beer before bed probably didn’t help either). At the bathroom counter, feeling woozy, I passed 

out, slamming my forehead on the sink.  

The sound woke Beth. “Are you OK?”  

I wobbled to my feet, still only half aware, and saw the gash in the mirror. “No,” I said. 

The resulting wound required four stitches at a nearby urgent care center. They let me go with a 

massive bandage over the wound, which seemed like overkill, but at least garnered some interesting 

double-takes when we stopped at the drug store for antibiotic ointment to it clean over the coming 

days. It was more embarrassing than anything else, and it wouldn’t keep me from my appointed rounds.  

It was a gray morning when we drove to the trailhead, driving up the winding road to Appalachian Gap, 

where Steve and I had quit three months earlier. The wind blasted us when we left the shelter of Beth’s 
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car, but I knew as soon as we got into the trees we’d be fine. A young couple, heading south, wandered 

past the parking lot and entered the woods. Above us, the summits were hidden by fog.  

Fall is a special time in the Northeast, the best period in which to hike the Long Trail – no bugs, no 

humidity, mind-blowing colors.  

Some start in the north, the opposite direction of my route, chasing the foliage north to south so they 

can walk through peak colors for the entire 270-mile trip.  

We hiked together for 1.5 miles. I had originally considered inviting her to join me for several days of 

backpacking, but in retrospect I could see that wouldn’t have been a good idea. This section of trail is 

not for beginners, with slippery rocks, steep up and downs, and other perils.  

It took about 90 minutes to reach Molly Stark’s Balcony, a ledge on the side of the eponymous 

mountain. Molly Start was the wife of the Revolutionary War General John Stark. She’s most famous for 

being the subject of her husband’s battle cry before engaging with the British and Hessian army in the 

Battle of Bennington: "There are your enemies, the Red Coats and the Tories. They are ours, or this night 

Molly Stark sleeps a widow!"  

One wonders how Molly felt about such a statement. As it happened, General Stark survived the battle 

and lived to the extraordinary age (in 

those times) of 93.  

The wind was roaring and the ridge was 

still in the fog when it was time for Beth 

and me to say good-bye. After we had 

lunch in a sheltered spot away from the 

cliff we made our farewell. I walked only a 

few feet further to find the fog had lifted. 

It was a scintillating vista, with rolling hills 

covered in orange, yellow and red. I called 

Beth back and we enjoyed the view for a 

few more minutes, until we said a shorter 

good-bye and separated once again.  

About an hour later, I reached a lean-to, and there was a hiker who had passed us earlier. He wore a 

beard and a bandana across his head, and carried hiking poles. He introduced himself as Shawn, a town 

planner from Connecticut. He was an experienced backpacker who had done some long trails in his 

youth. But now in his 40s, and married with kids, he had to settle for a few days on the trail. We agreed 

to hike together for a while.  

But first I had to pose for a photo at the lean-to’s pit toilet – it was just a seat on a base, with no walls 

for privacy. They call these “thunder boxes,” for reasons that remain unclear (although one can imagine 

why).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Bennington
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(PHOTO: The Thinker) 

 

 

(PHOTO: Shawn) 

As we walked, the trail became more and more rugged. At one point, we had to climb down a 15-foot 

metal ladder that was lashed to the edge.  

“You know,” said Shawn. “Sometimes I think the people who make these trails purposely direct it over 

every single piece of exposed stone on the mountain. It’s like, ‘My rocks – let me show them to you!’” 

We talked about hiking, and work and family life. Despite the fact that he was hiking with poles – I had 

to stand well back from him, because occasionally he would hold them, Jim Close-like, behind his back – 

he kept a faster pace than me, and eventually I fell behind. 
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It wasn’t until around 6 p.m. that I 

reached the shelter. I was feeling 

pretty tired, even though I had only 

hiked about 11 miles – there had 

been a lot of up and down. 

The Montclair Glen Lodge was more 

of a cabin than a lean-to, with two 

layers of deck along the back wall, 

each of which could fit about six 

tightly-packed hikers. There were 

two hammocks above the shelves, 

making for a crowded s pace.  

Shawn was sitting at a table, writing in his journal, and another backpacker was reading. There was no 

sign of anyone else – probably they had hiked to the top of Camel’s Hump, another two miles away. It 

was 6 p.m. and already getting cold. I put down my backpack and fished out all my warm clothes. I 

would need everything this night. 

Once I was unpacked, I went outside with a bag of dehydrated chili and pasta to cook on a nearby picnic 

table. As I made dinner, the rest of my bunkmates wandered down. They were mostly University of 

Vermont students, enjoying the three-day Columbus Day weekend. There was no view from the top, 

they reported, and the wind was howling. 

Soon after, the shelter steward showed up to collect $5 – a fee that goes to pay for maintenance and, of 

course, her salary. She also worked as a summit steward on Camel’s Hump, and had spent all of 

yesterday on top. It had been a clear day, with warm temperatures and little breeze. “There were 650 

people there that day,” she told us.   

+ + + 

I was the first to wake the next morning, an hour before dawn. I wanted to be on Camel’s Hump to see 

the sunrise – plus I had a long day ahead of me.  

After climbing to the top of Camel’s Hump, elevation 4,083, the trail would drop nearly 4,000 feet to its 

lowest elevation. After several miles of road walking and a crossing of the wide Winooski River on a new 

pedestrian suspension bridge, it would climb another 2,000 feet to my destination for the day – the 

Buchanan Shelter. It would be an 18-mile day, my longest yet.  

I took my gear outside, so I could deflate my mattress without waking anybody. No breakfast – I would 

cook some later. I packed and hit the trail, the way lit by headlamp. It was still windy, and the trees 

dripped. The climb was steep and rocky, but went quickly. In a short time, I was below Camel Hump’s 

rugged south face, a near-vertical cliff of cracked stone. It was now light enough to see everything. The 

rocks, the pine shrubbery, the trail signs were all covered in rime ice. Above me, the wind howled.  
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I put on my rain shell, donned a wool hat and the hood, and zipped everything closed. Then I climbed 

into the maelstrom.  

There wasn’t much of a sunrise. The summit was thick with clouds, and I couldn’t see more than a few 

yards. There was no reason to stick around, so I followed the trail across the bare summit – Vermont’s 

highest undeveloped peak 

– and made my way down 

the other side. 

 A few minutes later I ran 

into some hikers who were 

coming up from the other 

side. “Look at you,” one 

said. “You’re covered in 

ice!” 

I looked down for the first 

time and saw my jacket and 

pack were frosted with 

rime ice from the short 

time I had been exposed to 

the elements. “You will be, 

too,” I said.  
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The section north of Camel’s Hump must count as one of the trail’s most scenic sections. Every few 

hundred yards, you reach a section of exposed ridge, where you can look back and see an ever-

increasing view of ridges rolling off to the horizon. At this point, the ridges were dappled with the 

brightest oranges and reds I had seen in years – it was a good year for foliage, clearly. As I got lower and 

lower the clouds parted and the view got better and better.  

          

 

 



51 
 

I stopped for breakfast at the next shelter, and Shawn soon caught up to me. We hiked together to the 

very bottom, and then along the road. We passed old, abandoned trucks, covered with dust and brush. 

We walked by a homemade mailbox made to look like a VW bus, on a pedestal wrapped in green 

Vermont license plates. At one point, the trail took us through a farmer’s field, past enclosures of free-

range chickens and ducks. A sign on a stile warned, “Attention hikers – You are entering an active 

agricultural area. Electrified chicken and other livestock pens may be placed in the trail. Please go 

around the pen and continue on your way.” The birds followed us as we passed their paddock – clearly 

they were hoping for food. I 

didn’t see any electrified 

chickens.  

The $2 million, 224-foot-long 

Winooski suspension bridge is 

the biggest thing to happen to 

the Long Trail in years. Built in 

2015, it was 100 years in the 

making, according to the 

Burlington Free Press. It seems 

that in 1912, two years after 

the trail itself was built, the 

Vermont Legislature passed a 

bill to build a bridge for hikers. 

A year later the legislature 

appropriated $500 for the task – but it was never built. At times, farmers would offer a boat ride across 

for 25 cents, but beyond that the only option was to travel an additional three miles to Jonesville and 

the nearest bridge.  

Shawn and I enjoyed the bridge, and then parted ways. He was meeting a friend for a ride back to his 

car, and I had miles to go before I slept. I walked through a tunnel under I-89, the only interstate 

highway that traverses Vermont from east to west, and then headed off into the hills. It was a seven-

mile slog to the next camp, Buchanan, with a climb of 2,000 feet. Thanks to the new bridge, this section 

had been re-located, which was a good thing. The old route required even more climbing.  

Not everyone was feeling the love, though. On a map located several miles in the woods, someone had 

scrawled, “This is the worst relocation possible. Almost no place to fill H20.” 

No place to amuse the senses, either. This was one of those tedious, nondescript sections of the L.T. -- 

few views, no peaks, no other hikers. I was alone with my thoughts and my ever-more-tired legs, and I 

couldn’t wait to finish. After all, I had been moving almost non-stop since 6 a.m., nearly 12 hours ago.   
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I finally found the sign for the shelter as darkness was nearly upon me, and I was starting to wonder if I 

had somehow missed it. The cabin held two other occupants. Tom, a photographer from Lake Tahoe, 

was still awake. Across the room was a purple caterpillar of a sleeping bag, with not a single bit of flesh 

showingTom sat next to a professional-grade Canon SLR, to which a heavy zoom lens was mounted. 

“Are you carrying that on the entire trail?” I asked. 

He nodded. “It’s about 10 pounds, with all the lenses,” he said. “But I knew I’d be mad at myself if I 

wanted a lens and didn’t have it.” 

He had already shot hundreds of pictures, he said, and was hoping to sell some to Backpacker Magazine. 

But his main career was in movies – Tom was a regular cameraman for the Warren Miller ski movies. 

This, he said, was his vacation.  

“Great choice!” said the caterpillar in a female voice, speaking for the first and last time that night. The 

next morning, I would find out her trail name was Bloodblister. She was heading south, following the 

foliage. 

They were both asleep by the time I finished cooking dinner, and soon so was I. We woke up at the same 

time the next morning, and ate breakfast together.  

“What happened to your forehead?” Bloodblister asked.  

I thought of coming up with a story – a bear attack, a fall off of a ledge that had me clinging by my 

fingertips for dear life. Instead, I just said, “It wasn’t on the trail.” 

I asked her about her name. As I suspected, it came from an injury earlier on the trip. 

(I wouldn’t see Bloodblister again on this leg, but several weeks after I went home, I went with several 

friends on a day-trip to Vermont, where we did a short hike to the top of Stratton Mountain. On the way 

up, we were passing several southbound backpackers when I heard, “Alan?” It was Bloodblister. Though 

we were all decked out in warm clothes, she recognized me; probably from my scar. It was nice to see 

she had made it this far south, and would be able to complete her journey.) 

+ + + 

The Buchanan shelter is halfway up the side of Bolton Mountain, elevation 3,690, a short distance from  

what could be the most scenic section of the Long Trail. The top of Bolton is wooded, with a minimal 

view. Sitting on rocks in the trail was a middle-aged couple, enjoying the sun. “We’re in no hurry,” the 

lady said, and it was hard to argue with her logic.  

Halfway down the other side was the amazing Puffer lean-to. The structure faces east, and its walls 

frame a perfect view of the Stowe valley and the many hills of Mount Mansfield State Forest. Though 
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there was little water nearby, it would have been a terrific place to spend the night, just for the pleasure 

of seeing the sunrise.  

 

But I pushed on. Less than three miles farther was Taylor Lodge, another fine shelter just south of 

Mount Mansfield, the highest peak in the state. Though high up above the valley in Nebraska Notch, the 

lodge is only one and a half miles from a trailhead, and the first day-hikers I’d seen in a while were 

wandering through. They walked by with their Camelbacks and tiny daypacks, eyeing this grubby and 

bearded backpacker as I sat and ate lunch next to my giant pack.  

It’s a half-mile walk downhill from the shelter to the nearest water source, and when I left my pack to fill 

my bottles, I realized I had made a mistake by not taking my camera – the view of the notch, with a 

massive cliff surrounded by bright foliage, was breathtaking. But I wasn’t going to do it twice!  

It was a cloudless afternoon, bright sunshine warming the day as I kept climbing. My destination for the 

night was Butler Lodge, and it seemed many other backpackers had the same idea. Butler is another trail 

highlight, perched on the top of a rock outcrop, with unblocked western views down to Burlington, Lake 

Champlain and the Adirondack Mountains of New York. First built in 1933, it was rebuilt in 2000 and has 

room for a several dozen backpackers on two levels.  
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Inside the open-space lodge, there was also a tiny corner for the caretaker, who lived here in the 

summer months. He was afforded a thin foam mattress and some cubbies for personal effects. You’d 

have to be very young, and very gregarious, to want that job, I thought. Most caretakers have their own 

tent, set off from the rest of the camp, where they can escape for some privacy and quiet. Not this 

place. A caretaker at Butler would have to share his living quarters for an entire summer. Up to two 

dozen new roommates every night – no thanks.  

The lodge was busy. Two women were sitting on the porch chatting, and a solo hiker was cooking dinner 

on a bench. Others were sunning themselves on the rocks. Tom the photographer showed up, and in no 

time he started photographing a woman cooking dinner, bathed in evening light. I in turn took pictures 

of Tom, silhouetted with his big lens 

against the backlight streaming 

through the window.  

Everyone stopped what they were 

doing at sunset. First the clouds on the 

horizon turned yellow, reflecting in the 

waters of Lake Champlain. Two hot-air 

balloons were visible above the city, 

dark circles hovering over the 

landscape. The Adirondack Mountains 

behind were jagged, shaded specters, 

as if in a Japanese painting. And when 

the sun finally disappeared behind the 

peaks, the clouds above turned red 

from alpenglow. Down below, the lights of Burlington emerged like planets in the evening sky.  
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When it was all over and we settled in for the night, we saw headlamps bobbing up from the valley. It 

was a family of four from Burlington, who were on an evening backpack up to the shelter. How cool, I 

thought, to be able to leave elementary school in the afternoon and camp on top of a mountain that 

evening.  

 

I grew less amused as I realized what their late arrival meant. By the time it was dark, we were all ready 

for bed, but these new arrivals were busy in the kitchen, preparing dinner and talking to their kids. So no 

early sleep for me. 

Little sleep for me at all, as it would turn out – I was only able to get a few hours. Perhaps I was too 

excited about the next morning. Tom and I had plans. We were going to wake up before dawn to climb 

to the top of Mount Mansfield, at 4,393 feet the highest peak in Vermont, and shoot the sunrise.  

+++ 

The alarm woke me at 5 a.m. No time for breakfast. I deflated my mattress (hoping my jostling would 

wake the noisy family from last night) and made my way outside. The pre-dawn night was warm enough 

for a thin fleece top and shorts. Tom met me a few minutes later. “I almost didn’t make it,” he said. And 

we started up. 

It was a mile from the lodge to The Nose, the first of three bare summits on Mansfield. We traveled by 

the light of headlamp, up one of the most rugged sections of the trail. First we went through the 

Needle’s Eye, a narrow doorway between two boulders. Then the trail climbs, up ladders, along 

boardwalks, up steep slabs, until it levels off at the Forehead. There, as the sky turned red on the 

horizon, Tom and I took turns shooting pictures of each other and the growing band of sunrise. 
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Alas, it didn’t last. Instead of bursting out in a flash of warm morning light, the sun disappeared behind a 

cloud bank. Sunrise fizzled. 

Tom headed to The Nose, a prow covered in radio and cell phone towers. I left him and headed north, 

traversing above Stowe Mountain Resort, one of the biggest ski areas in Vermont. Mansfield has one of 

the great ridge walks of the Northeast, once you get away from all the detritus of man. The mountain is 

so exposed that they’ve build a bad-weather walk-around so hikers can avoid the worst of it at times of 

storms.  

This morning, the weather was almost perfect, apart from the clouds. No breeze and warm temeratures 

made hiking a pleasure as I made my way over to the Chin, the highest point on the ridge. Then I headed 

down to Taft Lodge.  

It was nearly 9 a.m., and the lodge was empty. Inside, I made breakfast. This was my last full day on the 

trail for this leg, and I had a long way to go. 

 

The route I chose to descend down to Smuggler’s 

Notch is called the “Profanity Trail,” and after a 

while I could understand why. 
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The notch was 2,000 feet straight down. I soon realized that I was walking down terrain I had skied; part 

of Stowe’s amazing side-country terrain.  

It was a lot more fun in winter. 

Smuggler’s Notch was named in the early 1800s, used by Americans to secretly trade with Canada at a 

time when the Embargo Act of 1807 forbade it. It was also used by fugitive slaves, and to bootleg liquor 

during Prohibition. It is a forbidding place, with cliffs along both walls and house-sized boulders down 

below.  

Once I reached the bottom, it was 

another 1,500 or so feet up the 

other side to the various peaks of 

the Sterling Range. After crossing 

route 109, I wasted a few minutes 

trying to figure out where the trail 

went – there was no sign – before 

finding it down the road behind a 

parking lot. Here I made a mistake: 

failing to refill my water bottles.  

Once again, I was on a Long Trail 

reroute. This one actually adds 

miles to the hike, by directing the traveler further down the valley as to avoid walking on a narrow, busy 

road. I can appreciate the need for safety, but the reroute is brutal. At times I have to climb up dirty rock 

steps, or traverse sections slippery with gravel. And then I ran out of water.  

Even at the top, there was no relief – the trail was filled with nasty roots and uneven terrain that made 

every step a commitment. Eventually, I reached a side trail to the top of Elephant’s Head, a 400 foot cliff 

overlooking the notch. Despite my thirst, I dropped my pack and walked the extra half-mile to see the 

view. It was worth the trip – a dizzying look out across the notch, to dozens of cliffs and the entire 

Mansfield massif. 

Back on the L.T., the rough trail soon leveled off, and I began to run into hikers headed in the other 

direction. Finally, I reached Sterling Pond.  

It was busy with day-visitors who made the short hike up from the notch. Young ladies perched on rocks 

for photos, while children waded in the warm water. An elderly couple passed by, holding hands. The 

smell of marijuana drifted over from a group of college-aged boys.  

I had been here once before, in winter. On a ski trip with friends, we had skied along a connector trail 

from Stowe to nearby Smuggler’s Notch resort, which is located on the other side of the mountain. To 

get there, we poled across the very trail I had hiked, and eventually across the frozen pond itself. 

Eventually we reached the ski trails of “Smugs.” At the bottom, we found out that, contrary to what I 
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had heard, our Stowe passes would not be honored here. But we could go inside the base lodge and get 

a one-time pass for a ride up the chairlift so we could go back to Stowe. It was a fun distraction, except 

for the lengthy lift line (Smugs is famous for its slow-moving double chairlifts). 

By now I was exhausted – starving, sleep-deprived, and dehydrated. I felt so bad I debated going back 

down the Sterling Pond Trail to the road, and then hitching a ride to my car, skipping the last night on 

the trail.  

But no, I decided – I  would take a break, drink some water, eat, and see how I felt.  

I made my way to a lean-to on the far side of the lake. I filled my water bottles, stripped off my boots, 

pulled out my stove and brewing making hot chocolate. I could feel the sugar cascading through my 

blood, bringing much-needed energy to my fading body. 

I thought back to my first day on the trail with Jim Close and his admonition of the difficulties to come. I 

had data service on my cell; maybe I should email him a message: “Is it too late to trade in my ‘get out of 

trail free’ card?”  

But I was too tired to bother. 

Fortunately, the food and rest worked their magic upon my exhausted soul. An hour later, completely 

revived, I was ready to walk on. 

It took four more hours to my destination, the Whiteface Mountain lean-to. Sometimes I was in the 

woods, other times I walked along the Smuggler’s Notch ski trails. Say what you will about development 

in the Green Mountains -- if it wasn’t for ski trails, the Long Trail would have far fewer views.  

 

At 6 p.m., I reached the 

empty lean-to. I had been 

on the trail for more than 13 

hours.   

I figured I’d have it to 

myself. But shortly after my 

arrival, Jeff showed up. He 

was a retired finance officer 

from Pepperidge Farm in 

Connecticut, and had also 

walked from Mt. Mansfield. 

He was a section-hiker, like 

myself, but with a twist. He hikes one way for three or four days, and then reverses himself to head back 

to where he started. In essence, he was section-hiking the Long Trail twice.  
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“That way my wife doesn’t have to help me shuttle cars,” he said. “And I don’t mind. It’s a beautiful trail, 

and it looks completely different when you’re going the other way.” 

It was nice to have company, and I was glad he was there for another reason: I had run out of iodine 

pills. Lean-tos are always built near water sources, but some are better than others. This one in 

particular was an uninspiring trickle that required you to fill your bottles from a shallow pool. 

Fortunately, Jeff gave me some extra water treatment (boiling is also an option for sterilization, so long 

as you have enough fuel).  

Together, we watched the sunset. With just two of us in the lean-to, we had plenty of room to spread 

out. Still, I had a rather sleepless night, and read for a few hours before sunrise.  

 

(PHOTO: Mt. Mansfield at sunrise) 

We got up as the sky started to brighten, and I could see we were in for a world-class sunrise. The sky 

was filled with waves of clouds, and a fog bank hid the lower part of Stowe. Tom, the photographer, had 

told me he was going to spend the night at Taft Lodge, just below the Stowe Forehead, and I could only 

imagine the shots he would get with his 10 pounds of photography gear. 

As the alpenglow spread across the sky, I loaded up my backpack and headed up the last climb of this 

stretch. From here it would be a mere half-hour hike to the top of Whiteface, and then down. Down to 

bear hollow, and then down to a dirt road that was carpeted with fallen leaves. 
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This was my slow fade back to the civilized world, moving from an abandoned logging road covered in 

fall confetti, then past a gate to a real road, with heavy-duty tree removal equipment. Eventually, I 

reached Route 15 just outside of Jeffersonville, and my car.  

I had plenty of time to reflect on my trip, and the conclusion was: I wanted a snack. After working this 

hard, I gave myself license to buy not one but two whoopee pies at the first general store I passed.  

 

 

Interlude II: A History of the Long Trail 

 

I have to amend an earlier claim. That Spartan Long Trail Guide has one area where they forgot their 

New England austerity and actually found some enthusiasm. That is, the area where they discuss the 

history of the Long Trail. I’ll synopsize: 

One day in the early 1900s, James P. Taylor, headmaster at the Vermont Academy for Boys, stood on the 

summit of Stratton Mountain waiting for the mists to clear. From the summit – or, at least, the fire 

tower on the summit – the hiker gets a 360-degree view of the Green Mountains. To the south, the 

foothills that stretch out into Massachusetts. To the north, the taller and more rugged peaks that 

culminate in the big peaks of Killington, Camel’s Hump, Mansfield and beyond. 
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Taylor saw that view stretch out, and thought: “How can I make the boys in my academy even more 

miserable than they already are? I know – I’ll make them hike up and down every mountain in the 

state.” 

Well, truth be told, history did not record what he thought at that moment. But the point is, when the 

mist cleared, he got the idea for a trail that would span across Vermont, linking the Massachusetts and 

Canadian borders with a foot path rugged enough to send unprepared hikers running in terror to 

Florida.  

On March 11, 1910, a group of 23 avid hikers met in Burlington to found the Green Mountain Club. 

Work began around Camel’s Hump and Mount Mansfield, and by 1917 the trail reached all the way 

south to Massachusetts. The first guidebook was published the same year.  

By 1927, the trail ran all the way to Jay Peak, which most members thought was close enough. But not 

Bruce and Roy Buchanan, two brothers who marked the final 10 miles to Canada. The trail was 

completed to the Canadian border in 1930.  

The organization celebrated its completion by lighting flares from mountaintop to mountaintop along 

the spine of the Green Mountains (a poetic concept, but the readers wonder how many people were on 

how many summits, and whether they really created a fully-viewable chain of sparks from border to 

border (not unlike that scene in the third Lord of the Rings movie when the warning beacons of Gondor 

signal for help across the mountain tops to the Riders of Rohan (am I the only viewer who wondered, 

“What would it be like to man a lonely mountaintop outpost, month after month, year after year, winter 

and summer, waiting for the unlikely occurrence of the arrogant and unbalanced Stewart of Gondor 

asking for help? Where’d their supplies come from? And wouldn’t it be funny if one mountain was 

fogged in when the signal finally came, and didn’t pass it on? Anyway, I should probably stop here 

before I run out of parenthesis))). 

In 1922, the club began publishing a newsletter, the Long Trail News, which is still published four times a 

year. In the 1930s, the club began building shelters along the trail, a process that continued for the next 

30 years. In 1942, the club officially recognized the first 32 brave souls who had “tramped the full length 

of the trail.” 

Starting in the mid-1960s, the trail began seeing a significant increase in users, as young people 

discovered the joys of backpacking (along with rock music, drugs, sex, Carlos Casteneda, beaded 

doorway hangers, macramé, the Whole Earth Catalog, body odor, and lava lamps). Initiatives were 

created to remove garbage dumps at shelters, to station caretakers at major camping areas, and 

promote sound environmental policies like “carry-in, carry-out” and “don’t have drug-fueled orgies 

within 100 feet of the trail.” 

The GMC also helped protect the Green Mountains from development. The group successfully lobbied 

against a proposal against a Green Mountain Parkway (not unlike the Shenandoah’s Skyline Drive in 

Virginia) that would have created a highway across the breadth of Vermont’s peaks. In 1958, the club 

successfully fought a plan by the U.S. Air Force to install a communication tower for its missile defense 
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system (although anyone who’s been to the top of Mansfield will wonder why they bothered, given the 

proliferation of cell phone towers, radio towers, a road, and other industrial equipment). 

In the 1980s, the club faced a crisis. Timber prices had fallen, and privately-held lands that contained 30 

miles of trail were up for sale by its respective owners. An additional 30 miles of trail land held by other 

owners was also at risk of closure to hikers. “For the first time in the history of the trail,” the guide says, 

“a simple handshake wasn’t enough to ensure passage of hikers or permanence of the trail corridor.” 

In 1986, the club launched a campaign to protect the lands surrounding the northern section of the trail. 

Over the next 25 years, the club was able to acquire land or easements that secured the remaining 60 

miles that had been in private hands, thanks to more than 80 willing sellers and donors. The State of 

Vermont helped, by donating more than $4 million. It helped that Vermont Governor Howard Dean 

(later a presidential candidate undone by a famous scream) was a Long Trail thru-hiker. As of 2011, a 

mere 6 miles of the trail are in private hands. 

Work continues on improving the L.T., with paid crews and volunteers keeping up trails, maintaining 

shelters and doing other work. And, as trail use intensifies, the club started pushing hikers to explore the 

many side trails that connect to the L.T., reducing wear on the trail itself.  

There’s no questioning the club’s dedication to maintaining this incredible natural resource. Now if only 

they could do something about all those steep climbs. 
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The Final Miles: Smugglers Notch to Journey’s End 

July, 2017 

 

The summer of 2017 was one of the wettest in recent years. Trails turned into bogs; long-distance 

backpackers forgot what it was like to walk in dry socks or sleep in a bag that wasn’t damp.  

Somehow, in the middle of all this precipitation, I managed to find five beautiful days of sunshine.  

I knew conditions would be different than our previous trips – wetter, muddier, more buggy. But I had 

wanted the full Long Trail experience, and last year’s perfect weather did not tell the whole story.  

There were three of us this time: 

Steve and another friend, Stephen 

Chen, 27. He’s a fluid dynamics 

engineer, then working for Knolls 

Atomic Power Laboratory, where 

they design the nuclear engines that 

power submarines. A California 

native and avid outdoorsman, he was 

still getting to know the Northeast, 

and was thrilled to explore some new 

mountains. Once again, we also 

brought Dixie. 

We drove in two cars up to Journey’s 

End, snug against the Canadian 

Border. We camped there the first night, and then took a second car to Smuggler’s Notch, where we 

were starting our 60-mile section-hike north.  

In this case, I was redoing the first few miles. Goldstein had done some previous sections of the trail, but 

stopped right after Mt. Mansfield. I agreed to re-hike the next few mountains so he could say he hiked 

the complete route. 

Anyway, I was happy to do it again. The first time I had climbed these peaks – Madonna, Morse and 

Whiteface – I had been exhausted, after a near-sleepless night and a full day of hiking that began before 

dawn.  
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Now, I was fresh and excited to hit 

the trail once again. To make matters 

more interesting, we skipped the 

awful climb on the Elephant’s Head 

Trail, and parked right near the 

height-of-land in the notch. From 

here, we followed basically a long 

stone stairway up to Sterling Pond. 

From the pond we continued into the 

woods, popping out occasionally 

onto ski trails. At one point, we 

climbed to the balcony of a ski lift so 

we could enjoy the sweeping view. 

I had been climbing with Stephen for 

years, but this was our first time hiking together. In fact, it was his first backpacking trip ever. He had a 

pack full of new equipment just waiting to get dirty. 

“I’m not sure what to expect,” he said, and admitted he was a little nervous.  

“Growing up out west, I’m a little concerned about bears,” he said. “And I have a bit of trepidation about 

having enough food. Five days is a long time, and we can’t get back to the car. We’re in the middle of 

nowhere.” 

We passed a sign that didn’t offer any encouragement:  “Danger – Wilderness area beyond this point.” 

“I’ve come to learn,” Stephen added, “that when a lot of people say ‘backpacking,’ they mean driving in 

their car and then hiking a few miles. This is the real thing.” 

A young lady caught up to us, and we started talking. She mentioned how she had hiked the entire 

Appalachian Trail. 

“I’ve heard of that,” Stephen said. 

We crossed Route 15, my stopping point on the last trip, and continued north. Then we ran into the 

Lamoille River.  

There should have been a bridge across, but there was something wrong. The river seemed to have 

devolved into a series of braids, each a few feet wide. And the trail was degrading into mud. Finally, it 

stopped abruptly at the edge of a deep stream.  

Across the stream were two backpackers who had passed us earlier. They were Canadian high-school 

cross-country runners, who were booking it to the border. “Our parents are coming to get us in three 

days,” one said as they breezed by. 
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Now, they were on the other side of the stream, wiping off their muddy feet and about to put their 

boots back on. 

“Is this the right way?” we asked. 

They shrugged. “No idea.” 

So we took our boots off and followed them across. 

Now we were on a stony sandbar, stacked with dead 

trees that had been washed downstream during last 

spring’s floods. 

“This can’t be right,” I said. 

We puttered around some more, used some fallen 

logs to cross another braid, and eventually turned a 

corner and saw the suspension bridge that would 

carry us across. We made it that night to the 

Roundtop Shelter.  

This was a charming lean-to, made from logs felled 

and skidded in the snow back in 1994. It had skylights, 

unusual for a shelter, and an overhanging porch area 

that would have made for extra space to hang out during a rainstorm. Space was tight, but there was 

room for all. 

The two Canadians were there; some other folks too. In fact, it was pretty crowded. Somehow, we 

found room. As Steve cooked dinner, one of the hikers sat inside the shelter eating from a camping pot. 

Her feet were bare, and her toes and heels covered with 

moleskins. 

“Boots not fitting well?” I asked. 

She swallowed a spoonful of rice and beans. “It’s not as 

painful as it looks,” she said. “But I think this the last time I go 

backpacking in this particular pair of boots.” 

We were deep into northern Vermont now. The peaks were 

not as tall (with one notable exception, to be climbed on Day 

3); the trail not nearly as busy, road crossings more rare. Only 

a few more days to the Canadian Border … I could almost 

smell the poutine. 
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The three of us were gelling well. We woke up at the same 

time, and I prepared hot water for breakfast. By the time we 

were done eating, everyone was packed and ready to go. 

Before we left, I noticed the two Canadian women spooning 

instant oatmeal out of the packet. 

“Are you eating that cold?” I asked. 

One of them nodded and swallowed. “We didn’t bring a stove 

to save weight,” she said. “You don’t need to heat instant 

oatmeal. You just add water and it’s good to go.” 

After we took off, we fell into an easy rhythm. While it may have been Stephen’s first backpacking trip, 

the kid took to it fast. He was usually out in front, and would wait for us at trail junctions or scenic spots. 

Steve and Dixie were behind him, and I pulled up the rear. On downhills, he would be behind us. 

“I realized that, by being in front of you guys, I would have energy,” he explained at one point. “When I 

was behind you guys, I would get more tired, matching your pace. So I go into small spurts, then take a 

break, then small spurts. You guys are just constant and steady, and it drove me nuts.” 

While our weather was still clear, the last month of rain made itself known in the form of huge mud 

bogs, which we had to skirt along the edge of the trail. Environmental advocates implore hikers not to 

do this. The problem is, when you avoid a mud puddle, you wind up trampling vegetation and eventually 

make a second trail. Eventually, this gets muddy too. Soon, a beautiful, narrow trail will turn into a road-

sized mess. 

I get it. But I still can’t will myself to churn through mud when it’s easier to walk around. I will say that I 

kept my trail destruction to a minimum. 

From our shelter at Roundtop, the trail meanders through several hollows and over some non-descript 

mountains. We walked along the base of some impressive stone cliffs before climbing to the scenic 

Laraway Lookout. Then we headed into another hollow and over another peak with less of a view. 

At one point, we stopped at a small pond surrounded by rocks. 

Stephen took off his shoes and socks and waddled down a sloping 

slab of rock to reach the water so he could wash off. Right about 

the waterline, he slipped, and fell head-first into the water. 

“I saw that coming,” Goldstein said, without sympathy. 

Stephen stood up in waist-deep water. His nylon T-shirt was 

plastered to his body, and water dripped down his face. He smiled. 

“Well, that wasn’t what I intended,” he said. “But it was refreshing.” 
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He dried quickly in the warm July air. When we started hiking again, I photographed him walking 

through an emerald wonderland. He was surrounded by green – the trees, the saplings, the underbrush. 

The trail cut a narrow, brown swath through this lushness, curving in a way that was quite pleasing. 

“Now I know why they call it the Green 

Mountains,” Stephen said.  

Mid-afternoon found us at Spruce Ledge, our 

camp for the night, at the top of a long stone 

staircase. It was more a cabin than a lean-to, 

with a door-less doorway, glass windows, 

and benches on the porch. A short distance 

away was a picnic table covered by a square-

shaped shelter with no walls. The whole 

ensemble was perched on a hilltop with 

views through the trees. An open vista, with 

a bench for admiring the view, provided a 

great spot to watch the sunset. 

While the previous shelter was busy, we had this one to ourselves.  

The next day brought a steep descent into something that sounded ominous: the Devil’s Gulch (cue 

scary music). 

The gulch is at the bottom of a steep-sided ravine. The cliffs are mossy, and the rocks slippery underfoot. 

At one point, we passed a tree perched on the side of a ledge, its roots reaching downward for dozens 

of feet like the tentacles of some giant tree-beast. It reminded me of one of the temples of Angkor Wat 

in Cambodia; the one that was so overgrown that archeologists decided it would be safer to leave the 

growth in place than to try to restore it. 

The highlight of the gulch is walking through a cave formed by a massive rock standing on end. When 

the rock fell from the cliff above, it fell against another boulder, creating a perfect triangular roof to walk 

under.  
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From there, it was a long climb to Mt. Belvedere. The side summit was home to a fire tower, which was 

covered with clothes from several thru-hikers looking to air them out. Soon, our sweaty shirts and socks 

joined the clothes on the tower struts. The view from the top was tremendous, and we spent a while 

relaxing in the sun. It was a fine day. 

Hazens Camp was another cabin, and again we had it mostly to ourselves. I was counting down the miles 

now – less than two days to go. I was well into the last panel on the map, and we had one major 

obstruction left to surmount: Jay Peak. 

At 3,858 feet, Jay doesn’t quite make the 4,000-footer list. But 

it’s still the tallest mountain in northern Vermont. A popular 

ski resort, it is famous for its spring powder dumps, its high 

winds and its gladed terrain. It’s also the only mountain in 

Vermont with a tram, which can haul up to 60 people straight 

to the summit. 

The tram gives the mountain an odd profile, looking like some 

sort of chin is emerging from the summit. From the south, you 

approach the mountain up a wooded trail, until suddenly you 

emerge onto a grassy ski slope. The route to the summit is a 

combination of open ski field and rocky spines surrounded by 

low bushes. The views are ever-increasing as you get higher. 

We could see the Adirondacks to the west, and all the way 

south past Mt. Mansfield to Camel’s Hump. To the east, we 

could clearly see the White Mountains and, above it all, the 

gray massif that was topped by Mount Washington, the highest peak in the Northeast. To the north, the 

lower mountains of Quebec and the waters of Lake Memphremagog, which sits in both the U.S. and 

Canada. 
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As we walked the summit ridge, we were passed by a group of Quebecois. They were trail runners 

dressed in nylon shorts and wearing trail sneakers. One group had tinny pop music playing from a cell 

phone.  

“They look like they just got out of a pilates class,” Stephen said. 
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The summit of Jay Peak is quite developed. Besides the tram building, there’s a summit restaurant. 

Outside the restaurant, under a 20-foot rock cut, staff had set up a top-rope system so tourists riding 

the tram could try rock climbing.  

We were more interested in the snack bar. We went inside, feeling a bit culture-shocked to be in such a 

shiny, clean space after three days in the woods. The cashier kept us entertained with stories about her 

three Jack Russell terriers as we scarfed down slices of pizza, pastries and other goodies. 

It was all a bit anticlimactic after that. We made our way to the last shelter before the border, Shooting 

Star. The weather was still fantastic, which was a good thing because the shelter was full.  

What was annoying was the reason it was full. There were four people: two dads, each of whom brought 

a teen-aged daughter. They had set up a tent in the lean-to – a definite faux pas, mainly because the 

tent takes up too much room.  

They were playing cards in the lean-to (but outside the tent) when we arrived. One of the dads looked 

up – and saw us staring. 

“They refused to sleep outside,” he explained. “They’re afraid of insects.” 

That’s fine, I thought, but why didn’t they set up the tent outside the lean-to? (Apparently that lean-to 

only sleeps six, so we wouldn’t have all fit in there anyway.) 

We didn’t care. It was a clear evening with, apparently, little chance of rain. We lay our sleeping bags on 

the ground near the lean-to and slept just fine. 

+ + + 

The last morning. Less than five miles to the border. We woke early, said good-bye to the dads (the 

daughters were still sleeping, snug in their tent).  

The walking was gentle, pleasant, non-descript. A few hills, fairly smooth terrain. No sign of Jim Close’s 

mud thigh-deep mud puddle. We passed a sign marking the “northern terminus” of the Long Trail. It was 

written in the usual, taciturn prose of the Green Mountain Club. How about a “congratulations!” for 

those coming from the south; a “good luck!” for those starting out, I thought. 

The border was a short distance away. There was no missing it. A line about 25 feet wide had been cut 

through the thick woods, stretching in both directions over the adjacent hills. It was like the opposite of 

the Great Wall of China – the Great Gash of North America.  

There would be no continuation of this trail. To the north of the border was … nothing. No house, no 

road, no trail. The forest was dense and impenetrable. Canada didn’t want us. 

In the middle of the gash was a three-foot obelisk perched atop a concrete pyramid. Someone had left a 

small Canadian flag there, so I climbed the pyramid, clutched the top of the obelisk and posed with the 

flag. I took pictures of Steve and Dixie doing a fist-paw high-five, a trick Steve had taught her. 
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From the border, it’s actually several miles to the parking lot. Along the way you pass Journey’s End 

Shelter. It’s a fairly modern cabin, built in 2003. 

The inside was covered with graffiti, some of which was quite entertaining. 

“Of all the things I lost,” one person wrote, “I miss my mind the most.” 

Responded another below: “Of all the things I lost, I miss my clothes the least.” 

There was a quote from Walt Whitman, and an aphorism I learned from a middle-school English 

Teacher: “Good better best/never let it rest/until the good is better/ and the better is best.” 

One comment was dripping with sarcasm: “Long Trail – Piece O’ Cake.” 

Someone found inspiration from Bob Dylan: “I came in from the wilderness/a creature void of 

form/come in, she said. I’ll give you/shelter from the storm.” 

And finally, my favorite: “Never leave a large Sharpie in a shelter!” 

I was done.  

 


