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A QUEST
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Hobbyists hike and hunt for thousands of letterboxes hidden coast to coast, including some in Mecklenburg County
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DEBRIS FROM DECEMBER'S ICE STORM had been cleared, but the nature preserve was cloaked in fallen foliage. Signs occasionally showed we were still on track; between them we followed the ribbon of tiny mashed oak leaves that wound between saplings. TO ONE SIDE WAS A HIGH OUTCROPPING on the far side of a rivulet; on the other were woods as thick as anything from "The Blair Witch Project." Except for my son and me, THIS BEAUTIFUL NOWHERE WAS DESERTED. Tommy held the sheet with the clues after we passed the third bench, looking for the snag that is "bent over like a pointing finger." He is 13 and able to pull missing homework from a rat's nest of a bedroom. But what's a "snag?" HE FOUND IT: A large tree that had grown sideways. Using the final clues -- including a passage from Leviticus -- he found the small container, tucked under a mat of leaves. INSIDE IT WERE NOTES left by M&R from New York, James from Georgia and Jan from South Carolina. In the bottom was what we were seeking: a small stamp engraved with a fleur-de-lis.
Unusual? Consider this:

• Hundreds of people may have followed the same clues and found this same box -- or the other one hidden at a Mecklenburg County nature preserve. The information, after all, is posted at www.letterboxing.org, the Letterboxing North America Web site.

• So are clues to 60 other letterboxes concealed around North Carolina, including two more in Mecklenburg County.

• Fact is, the Web site lists clues to more than 2,500 letterboxes from California (162) to Maine (71). At least 291 are stashed in Ohio. And in Connecticut, where letterboxing is something of a mania, there are clues to finding 947 of them.

• You find them in tree hollows, under rocks and behind statues, etc. Digging is never involved.

And if all those hidden boxes were placed end to end. ... Well, that wouldn't be any fun, would it?

Letterboxing combines hiking, mystery/puzzle solving, hunting and stamp collecting. You can do it solo or in groups. Get the clues off the Internet and all you may need is a compass and your wits to locate letterboxes.

Finding detailed information about this hobby may be more difficult: Its fans seem to bask in their obscurity and eccentricity. No hard-and-fast figures exist about the number of 'boxers or 'boxes. There are guidelines and etiquette, but few clubs or organizations; Internet discussion groups but no national fan mags. This, after close to 150 years.

It started in southwest England when a hiker named James Perrott stashed an empty jar under a pile of stones out in the wild, wind-swept heaths of Dartmoor -- the eventual setting for "The Hound of the Baskervilles." He provided friends with clues: Could they find what he left there? Could they leave a card to prove they'd actually been there?

The activity grew by word of mouth and changed with the times. People now hunt for plastic boxes (more durable than glass jars) that hold a distinctive stamp and a stamp pad, so finders can mark their logbooks -- portable proof-of-discovery ledgers. A letterbox sometimes also includes a notepad that stays with the box, on which finders can write a message.

Dartmoor today is a 368-square-mile national hiking park and home to more than 3,000 boxes. Clues to the whereabouts of some are pretty straightforward. Others require Sherlockian intellect.

Word of letterboxing reached the United States in a brief Smithsonian magazine article published in April 1998. Interest in the hobby fanned out over Internet message groups, and letterboxes were hidden in New England, Tennessee and Oregon. Thousands exist now. In the first week of December, clues to 17 new ones, from Altadena, Calif., to Simsbury, Conn., were posted on the Web.

Clues and comments at letterboxing sites are rarely posted by people with straightforward names. Many use aliases that have a Tolkien-esque or New Age-y touch (TeamGreenDragon, The Vermont Viking), could be used by a trucker for a CB handle (Funhog) or by a Grateful Dead camp follower (Silent Doug or Psychokiwis). The Web master at www.letterboxing.org didn't want his real name revealed and was barely comfortable being ID'ed as a software engineer in the Philadelphia area.

One fan who did go on the record is Kathy Smith, a salesperson at Eastern Mountain Sports in Waterford, Conn., a sporting goods store that planted one of the first letterboxes in the United States.

"We get one or two people a week coming in and asking about letterboxing," she said. "It's more common that you'd think."

And who are these people?

"You'd be surprised. People with kids. Retired people. Rugged outdoorsmen types as well as groups of older women who want to do this in groups because it's fun and often an easy walk.

"I do it some weekends with my two teenage sons. We'll get the clues and have a race to see who can find the letterbox first. We've done five or six because we just started this fall."

A more seasoned letterboxer is MountainScorpia, who planted five boxes at Biltmore Estate. She 'fesses up to being Lucy Krupp of the Western N.C. town of Burnsville; like most folks into this hobby-sport, she started out on the finding end.

"I'm an avid hiker and on the talk list for the American Volkssport Organization, a walking organization," she said. "I saw a message posted by a fellow who calls himself the Jolly G Man -- he's actually an FBI agent. He pointed out that letterboxing is another great reason to go for a walk.

"My husband is an ex-Navy aviator who loves gadgets, so we bought a compass and set out to find the letterbox on Max Patch (mountain), which is near us in Hot Springs. It's one of the first planted in the United States."

Oops! Something went wrong, and the couple spent three hours looking for clues. They finally found the box -- by accident.

Nonetheless, Krupp was hooked. She sought out letterbox spots on a driving trip to Seattle. On her return, she started planting her own, including the ones at Biltmore.

She wrote a letter to William Cecil, and the Biltmore Estate owner thought the idea appropriate -- the manse, gardens and his family are all quite British. Cecil forwarded Krupp's proposal to Parker Andes. As Biltmore's director of horticulture, he's in charge of the grounds.

Andes: "We didn't want them in the middle of the house or the formal garden, but that's not what letterboxing is about. And, for the sport of it, they had to be placed discreetly: You just don't want to be seen tucking them in out-of-the-way places."

A test run was held. Krupp hid five Tupperware boxes and gave the clues to Andes and Bill Alexander, the estate's landscape and forest historian. They would let her know which box sites would be OK.

Does Andes know where they're hidden?

"Of course, but I'd never tell you where they are," he said. "And she wouldn't tell me. I had to go out and find them.

"Some of her clues were just wonderful. I found the first letterbox the fastest. I understood the clue and knew where to start. It probably took me 15 minutes. The hardest to find took half an hour. Oddly, it was the one that was closest to my office."

And the contents?

"It was just a Tupperware container with a stamp in it," Andes said, immediately adding that "the mystique of it is its mysteriousness. Nobody talks about it."

Boxes in place, the clues were put on the Internet. Andes told what happened about a week later: "The wife of someone from Charlotte said she knew that there were letterboxes on the estate."

"I told her I didn't think we'd get five people a year looking for them. She said, `You'll get five just from England.' "

Now Krupp is getting ready to place a sixth letterbox at Biltmore. She has about 26 planted in various states, including one inside a book in a Florida bookstore.

Any advice?

"It's a lot easier to hide boxes in North Carolina because there are more rocks here," Krupp said. "Rocks are great for holding down letterboxes -- raccoons love to explore Tupperware containers, especially if they once held food.

"You can't disturb the earth, and the box has to be placed somewhere that's safe -- letterboxing is something you wouldn't mind your 12-year-old trying to do."

Now, just between you and me. ...

"There's one more taboo, and it doesn't happen very often: If you explain someone's clues -- saying something like, `It's under the rock by the willow tree.' That will get you ostracized from the letterboxing community if you post it publicly."


