9/9/04 – 7:30 P.M.

Camped near Long Stream Lean-to

Hiked 7:00 – 6:30 – 15.1 miles

Undoubtedly the worst day I’ve ever had backpacking (have you heard that before?). Rained all day (Hurricane Frances remnants). Terrain was awful – up and down (short ones) all day long – dark woods hiking. Rocks, mud, roots – no way to ever get into a rhythm.

The worst part, though, was the river fording. All the streams were flooded big time. On a couple of them the water was nearly waist deep and the current was almost overpowering. Not only that but the bottom was composed of huge slippery rocks. One guy lost both of his poles to the current – just swept them right out of his hands. We tried to help each other find the best way across.

Then when I got to the shelter, it was full so I had to put up my tarp in the rain (which continues as we speak) and had no chance to cook. Lots of my stuff is wet (luckily, not the sleeping bag). I have no idea what I’ll do tomorrow if the rain continues – probably stay here.

Rosie told me that a mysterious virus has attacked the brain of my nephew, Nick (age 39 or 40) and he’s in a coma. I guess there are more important things than hiking the A.T. I prayed for Nick all day long.

One other thing – today I got hit with an ailment that hasn’t bothered me in 20 years. I won’t tell you what it is, but it starts with an “h,” is hard to spell and can take the fun out of walking. I know that’s more than you wanted to know about my day…

I’m really down tonight. If we don’t get sunshine tomorrow, I’m in trouble.

P.S. I got some new gaiters at Shaw’s Boarding House store. Much needed.

9/10/04 – 5:45 P.M.

Chairback Gap Shelter

Hiked 7:30 – 5:15 – 10.9 miles

It rained all night but I decide that staying in my tarp and feeling sorry for myself wasn’t going to me any closer to home, so I packed up my wet stuff and trudged off in the downpour.

The rain stopped mid-morning, but it was cold, windy and cloudy all day. Better than yesterday. Some longer ups and downs, but would have been some good views if weather had permitted. I stopped for an hour at noon to try to let the wind dry out my stuff. Partially successful. The problem today was keeping warm.

At least I have a spot in the shelter tonight, for better or for worse. I feel much better than I did last night. I’m exactly where I wanted to be, bad weather and all. Two more days of climbing and descending – then no more until “K-day.”

9/11/04 – 4:30 P.M.

Camped at Sidney Tappan Campsite

Hiked 7:00 – 3:45 – 11.7 miles

Saw Katahdin clearly today – from the top of Gulf Hagas Mountain. Clearly distinguishable because so much of it is above tree line. It’s a little less than 80 trail miles away, but a lot less as the crow flies.

Good weather returned today. Not a cloud in the sky all day long – and almost no wind.

Today’s river fording (much dreaded) turned out to be no problem. The floodwaters had abated. My boots got so wet in the rain the other day that I just wear them right into the rivers. Not a pleasant feeling, wet boots, but the fording doesn’t make them any worse.

I’ve mentioned before how “trail people” (fanatics) are always saying how nice and easy certain sections (every section, actually) are. Prog (the female hiker at the Cabins hostel – not her real trail name, but close) was telling me about the 100-Mile Wilderness. “You’ll do 20-mile days – I did,” she promised. “It’s very pleasant walking.”

Well, the first half of the 100-Mile Wilderness is not pleasant walking, and Prog didn’t do any 20-mile days here, I’ll tell ya’ that. (Some of the younger hikers probably could.) 

I think by tomorrow evening, I will be pretty much done with the mountains (until “K-day”). I’m sick of mountains, if you wanna know the truth.

The six of us in the shelter last night were unanimous in the opinion that yesterday’s hike was way more than the 10.9 miles allotted to it in the books.

9/13/04 – 6:15 P.M.

Camped near Cooper Brook Falls Lean-to

Hiked 7:00 – 5:30 – 17.1 miles

Big day! Hard day! Turning point day. I was determined to get out of the mountains – about a 14-mile hike, no matter what. I did that (Kakadgo-B Pond Road) at 4:00, then took a break and did the remaining 3.2 level (very level) miles to here. What a relief!

So the first 51.6 miles of the 100-Mile Wilderness are really tough, but the last 47.8 appear much easier, at least by the profile shown on the maps.

Partly cloudy and warm today. Another great view of Katahdin from Whitecap Mountain. I’m now 59.7 miles from the end. Passed the 2100-mile mark today. For the first time, I feel like I’m really in the home stretch.

I should explain something about the roads in the 100-Mile Wilderness. There are roads, but they’re all privately owned – mostly by wood products companies. Others can use them, with permission and/or for a fee. Thus, I’ve heard several vehicles here, and I’ve seen several section hikers and day hikers who’ve used those roads to access the trail. So if something bad happened to me, I’d be able to get out to civilization – not easily, probably.

9/13/04 – 6:00 P.M.

Camped near Wadleigh Stream Lean-To

Hiked 6:45 – 5:00 – 21.5 miles

Another day like today would put me at Hurd Brook Lean-To (19.6 miles), only 3.5 miles from Abol Bridge (end of the 100-Mile Wilderness), 13.4 miles from Katahdin Stream Campground (“base camp”) and 18.6 miles from the end. All this would mean summiting on Thursday (9/16).

However, the last few miles of today’s hike got pretty ugly (rocky, rooty, muddy, more ups and down than indicated on the vertical profile), so I’m a little worried about going that far. If I don’t make it that far, it’ll be a Friday summit.

Another nice day. Rivers and lakes – lovely! 

There’s a hostel in the 100-Mile Wilderness. You take a side trail (which I passed today) 1.2 miles to a lake, ring a bell and the proprietor comes over in his boat and takes you there. Sounds quaint, but the timing wasn’t right for me.

A fantastic view (and photo) of Katahdin today. It looked very close – and scary. Sits there all by itself – and is huge!

9/14/04 – 6:30 P.M.

Camped near Hurd Brook Lean-to

Hiked 6:45 – 5:45 – 19.6 miles

I made it! Early tomorrow morning I’ll see the famous Abol Bridge, a sight I’ve long dreamed of. It tells the hiker, “You’ve made it through the 100-Mile Wilderness and you’re so close to the end!” Sort of the last milestone on the A.T. Also a store there where I can eat and call home for the first time in a week. I pray for good news about my nephew, Nick.

I spent the morning staggering like a drunken sailor in rocks, roots and mud. Very discouraging. Luckily, the trail became more civilized in the afternoon, allowing me to get here at a decent time.

I have to say Maine has the worst trail maintenance on the A.T. regarding the mud. They do have a lot of it and some has nice bridges, but lots more is just awful. You might ask, “Why not just walk right through it?” The answer is that some of the black ooze is really deep – at least up to the knees, I know first-hand.

Highlight of the day was the view from Rainbow Ledges – another fine one of Katahdin. Also saw a coyote up there. Weather again was great. Hope it holds out for two more days.

I’m virtually finished with the 100-Mile Wilderness and I have to say those “trail people” who said it would be easy and fun were wrong – at least for me. I think the “trail people” are the informal marketing reps for the A.T. and will always tell you what you want to hear. Either that or they really do think it’s all great. Maybe it’s just that I’m a weak hiker that I don’t appreciate being misled like that.

9/15/04 – 4:15 P.M.

Shelter at the Birches – Katahdin Stream Campground

Hiked 6:30 – 3:00 – 13.4 miles

So here I am – facing the day I’ve dreamed of for so many years – the end only 5.2 miles away. Those are 5.2 of the most intimidating miles on the A.T., though – so steep – and then I have to come back down the same way I went up. Seems so anti-climatic. How I dread that descent!

There are three good things about it, though:

(1) No pack (only a day pack with the bare necessities).

(2) Weather prediction is good.

(3) It’s the end!

For years, I’ve visualized reaching that sign at the end of the trail and wondering how it’d feel. Tomorrow, I’ll find out. Actually, I think a more exciting thing will be when I get back down, get into town and call Rosie to share the joy. I’ll report back to you tomorrow night.

Today’s hike was about as user-friendly as any on the A.T. Nice walking along the Penobscot River (favorite of Henry David Thoreau) and some other streams – lots of waterfalls. 

No privacy at all here at The Birches – which is especially for thru-hikers and is limited to 12 people, all crammed into a very small area – two shelters and some space for tents. My stereotypical 50-year-old (or so) man is dominating the conversation, pontificating on everything trail related, of which he’s an expert on everything. One of the nicest things about being finished is that I’ll never have to listen to trail talk ever again.

Got to talk to Rosie this morning. We were both pretty emotional about my being down to the last day – hard to talk for a while there. Can’t imagine how it’ll be tomorrow night.

No change in the condition of my nephew, Nick.

Saw two bears today – dead – at the Abol Bridge Campground store, which is also a game check-in station. I read that 73% of all bears killed in Maine are lured by baiting (with donuts). Egad! It’ll be on the Maine ballot in November whether or not to continue to allow bear baiting.

9/16/04 – 9:00 P.M.

Four Points Hotel – Bangor ME

Hiked 6:15 – 10:30 – 5.2 miles

The last few steps to the “finish line” were pretty emotional for me. When I got there at last, I bowed my head and thanked God for getting me there. I was pretty nervous about the treacherous trip back down, so quickly ate a couple of Power Bars, then headed back.

I’m one happy guy tonight. It couldn’t have gone much better. Although Katahdin was one tough climb and descent, weather, prayer and adrenalin gave me a lot of energy. I never really got tired at all.

Not only that, but I met another hiker (section hiker) who offered me a ride all the way to Bangor (pronounced “Bang gore”). This hotel is connected to the airport terminal so I can easily catch a flight – and, best of all, be home tomorrow night!

So all those questions I’ve always had about the Appalachian Trail have now been answered, like:

(1) What does it do you, mentally and physically, to hike the whole thing?

(2) What is the social life like on the A.T?

(3) What’s the trail like, physically speaking – and what’s the scenery and wildlife in the various states?

(4) Particularly, what’s it like to hike the Smokies, Shenandoah National Park, the White Mountains, the Mahoosucs, the 100-Mile Wilderness and Katahdin?

It’s a dream of many, many years fulfilled today – a nice reward for a 60-year-old hiker who’s really not very strong at all.

When I get home and have a chance to think about all of this, perhaps I’ll do an “epilogue” – one last journal entry. Right now I’m just very sleepy – looking forward to being home, eating normal food, sleeping in a comfortable bed, playing with the grandkids and doing all the things a normal old guy does.

Will I ever hike the A.T. again? Not on your life! It’s a very rewarding thing to have done once, though. 

Thanks for going along!

