AT Journal 2004 – Maine

8/24/04 – 5:15 p.m.

Camped next to Full Goose Shelter (That’s the name of the shelter – it’s not full.)

Hiked 6:30 – 4:00 – 9.6 miles

What a day! I’ll never forget this one! I was warned several times about the toughness of the Mahoosuc Range and today I found out. It was the scariest hiking terrain I’ve ever done.

Lots of really treacherous descents, made worse by last night’s rain. Places where one slip or misstep and your fate is in God’s hands. Rosie, you may not want to read this next part – just key it without thinking.

I took two bad falls because of the wetness – both in horrible places. On the first one I fell into a crevasse. I don’t know how deep it was because one foot unbelievably landed on a 3” protrusion and stopped my fall. If it hadn’t, at best I would have suffered some painful abrasions.

On the second one, I went head over heels down a slippery slanted rock and landed about five feet lower on my back on a flat rock. Again, unbelievably, no harm done! Thank you, prayer partners!

There were a lot of near misses, too. It was a gorgeous day, though, with almost continuous fine views. If you wanted to see the A.T. at its most beautiful and most treacherous, this would be the stretch to hike.

There’s more good news (besides the fact that I’m unhurt) – I’m in Maine! Only one more state (albeit a 281.4 mile one) to go!

Nine guys in the shelter last night, three of them overly talkative late at night. Tonight, for the first time, there’s no threat of rain, so I’m sleeping in my tarp. Nobody will disturb me and I won’t disturb anybody else. No battle for cooking space, storage space or moving around space. Nice!

Tomorrow, the infamous Mahoosuc Notch – by far the toughest mile on the A.T. Perhaps I can describe it for you tomorrow night.

Georgia to Maine – that was the objective, wasn’t it? I’ve done that. May I come home now? Didn’t think so.

8/25/04 – 8:15 p.m.

Bull Moose Campground and Lodge

Hiked 6:45 – 6:30 – 9.7 miles

Would you like to hear about my day? Probably not. Mahoosuc Notch took me 2 1/2 hours (one mile). “The Notch” is a narrow canyon full of huge boulders that you must find your way over, around and through. Four times I had to remove my pack and shove it through a tiny hole ahead of me!

Many treacherous steps and leaps. In fact, I fell twice and have scabs on my right wrist and right shin to show for it. Also, a blood blister on my right pinky and an abrasion on my left forearm. No fun!

After that, there were lots of ups and downs and beautiful views.

Milestones:

(1) I’m finished with the extremely difficult Mahoosuc Range – 31.1 miles long.

(2) Passed the 1900-mile mark. 

Hopefully, tomorrow for the first time this year I’ll be back to normal mountain hiking – not all of this “life-and-death” stuff. I’ll tell ya’ this – the terrain better get easier and/or I’d better speed up – or Katahdin will take a long time! 

I reached Grafton Notch (Maine Route 26) at 6:30, intending to hitchhike here. There’s very little traffic on Route 26 and none of it interested in giving me a ride. I planned to go into the woods at 7:30 and set up camp if I didn’t get a ride. At 7:30 a young couple who I’d talked to on the trail came down from their day hike and gave me a ride. This is a very rustic little hunter’s cabin in the middle of nowhere. Also has a restaurant!

8/26/04 – 10:00 p.m.

Guesthouse – Andover ME

Hiked 10:00 – 6:30 – 10.3 miles

Another gorgeous day with magnificent views! Got the late start because I had to thumb for two hours before getting a ride. The roads have very little traffic here – and the people aren’t friendly.

The hiking got a lot more “civilized” today. Even had quite a bit of level hiking on duff (pine needles, leaves, etc.) – very nice, unlike anything in the Whites or the Mahoosucs.

Had a huge climb up Baldpate Mountain (which was worth it) and painful descent from there.

A lot of the ascents/descents the past few days have been sloping rocks I expect in these mountains, if you scrape away a few inches of soil, you get solid rock, which is how much of the trail seems to have been formed. Now that’s fine if the rock is dry and not sloping too much and you’re going uphill. Otherwise, it can result in some painful falls, to which I can personally attest. The more cautious hikers (I being one) will venture off the trail for safer footing and trees to grab hold of. Thus, the flora gets damaged a lot. Human nature – you make the trail dangerous, people will do whatever it takes to be safe. Tough beans!

Speaking of rocks, there are a lot of little pieces of what looks like broken mirror – some imbedded in the rock and some not. I’m told this mirror-like stuff is called mica. Until I learned that, I just took it for granite (hee-hee).

8/27/04 – 7:30 p.m.

The Cabins Hostel near Andover ME

Hiked 8:45 – 4:45 – 10.1 miles

Oh, man – what a discouraging day! I intended to go a few more miles but Moody Mountain totally did me in. It wasn’t that high but so vertical and so tough. By the time I got to South Arm Road, there was a guy I’d met on the trail and he had a van so he brought me here. What a great break for me! Four hikers here and we have the run of the place (basement) – TV, refrigerator, laundry room – plus supper, breakfast and shuttle back to the trail. The couple who run it are so nice, too. 

Weather was hot and very humid. I think the sunny weather is about to end.

I’ve mentioned this before, but there’s a whole trail culture that most of the thru-hikers (not me) are a member of – also lots of section hikers. They’re almost totally uninterested in the “outside world” – and they keep track as much as possible of all of the trail names – and where those people are. All three of the others here are a part of that – including a single fifty-something female section hiker. That stuff absolutely bores me to death!

Here’s an interesting fact about the trail in Maine – it has seven sections of approximately equal length and the elevation gains (I don’t know what that is exactly, but it indicates the toughness somewhat) are as follows:


Section 7 (where I am now) – 18,800 feet


Section 6 – 11,200


Section 5 – 7,700


Section 4 – 4,500


Section 3 – 5,100


Section 2 – 4,800


Section 1 (which includes Katahdin) – 7,100.

It looks to me like things will get easier soon. Sure hope so! Am I ever tired! 

8/28/04 – 7:30 p.m.

Camped somewhere north of Maine Route 17

Hiked 7:15 – 6:45 – about 13.8 miles

The shelters were at 8.7 miles and 19.0 miles, so it was a ‘tweener for me. I found no suitable campsite, so just walked until I was too tired to go further. There’s no water here so no cooking tonight. Bummer!

Here’s another observation on the A.T. culture. Last night was a big night at the Olympics – track relays, etc. – all kinds of exciting stuff. I was watching it on TV when I got up to make a phone call. When I returned, the other three hikers had put in a movie. They weren’t even interested in the Olympics! Unbelievable!

Great supper last night and even greater breakfast today (eggs, bacon, pancakes, fried potatoes, cantalope, biscuits, juice, coffee).

Hiking today was typical – up and down, up and down, up and down. A huge climb up Big Blue Mountain in the morning, but no view (fog). Some great views in the afternoon after it cleared off. Every day there’s at least one big mountain to climb. There are four more (Saddleback, Spaulding, Crocker and Bigelow) before I reach the much flatter lake country. That will be a huge milestone – will probably happen 5 – 6 days from now, depending upon whether I take a zero day in Rangeley day after tomorrow. (There are no big mountains tomorrow, for the first time on this trip.)

Lots of ripe blueberries on the mountain tops – yummy!

8/29/04  - 5:45 p.m.

Town and Lakes Motel, Rangeley ME

Hiked 7:00 – 2:45 – 12.6 miles

Today’s hike relatively level, but I was slipping and sliding on wet roots and in black mud all day. It rained last night and part of the morning before clearing off.

No mountain-top views today, but several ponds (some quite large – we’d call ‘em “lakes” in Ohio). Very “moosey” country. Lots of moose tracks and moose droppings, but haven’t seen one yet. I heard one running away from me last night, but can’t count that.

I’ve been on the trail for two weeks now and I must admit it’s been the hardest two weeks of physical exertion in my whole life. By the time I make my journal entries, I’m always nestled comfortably in shelter, tent (tarp), hostel or motel so I’m feeling pretty good. During the days, though, I have to tell you there are lots of exhausted and/or scary and/or depressing moments.

After a much-needed zero day tomorrow, I only see four more days of horrendous climbing and descending (until the very last day, of course), so I should be able to tolerate that. 

The thru-hikers are now starting to estimate their day for “summiting.” “Summiting” means climbing Katahdin to finish the hike. There are too many ifs for me to give an accurate guess but I’ll say September 18 as the best bet. I’ll just be ecstatic to get there, regardless of when. I visualize my phone call home to tell Rosie “We made it!” – that’s the main thing that keeps me motivated.

8/30/04 – 3:30 p.m.

Town and Lakes Motel – Rangeley ME

Zero day

Just a normal zero day – reading, calling home, sleeping, eating, watching TV (U.S. Open tennis), and picking up my mail. My room looks out on the lake – just lovely! It rained last night and has been mostly cloudy.

Supposed to rain tomorrow morning, then clear off for a few days. I’m eager to finish off these last four mountains. I know it’ll be tough, but it’ll be such a relief. 

8/31/04 – 7:00 p.m.

Camped near Orbeton Stream

Hiked 7:00 – 6:15 – 13.4 miles

Lots of variety today. Saw a moose (cow) during first 15 minutes on the trail. 

It was raining as I approached the end of the long haul up Saddleback Mountain. Not only that but above tree line there was a gale force wind – and it was cold! Couldn’t see 100 feet, let alone any of the spectacular views from up there. I couldn’t control my step, the wind being so strong. I was scared! 

By about noon, though, after coming down from Saddleback, the weather cleared up and was beautiful from then on. Great view from Saddleback Junior

There was a lean-to (they call them “lean-tos” in Maine) at 10.7, but I felt so good, I decided to push on and here I am, camped in the middle of nowhere. Logistically, it fits though – will get me to a designated campsite at 11.5 miles tomorrow and out to Stratton at a reasonable time (7.3 miles) day after tomorrow (Thursday).

The fastener on one of my gaiters broke this morning, so I had to leave them at the motel. I doubt I’ll be in a position to get replacements between now and the end. Too bad! Lots of crud in my boots and socks tonight.

9/1/04 – 5:00 p.m.

Camped at Crocker Cirque tent /site

Hiked 7:00 – 4:15 – 11.5 miles

Pretty typical day – great weather, lots of spectacular views, big ascent in the morning, treacherous descent at the end and a roller coaster in between. The biggie was Spaulding Mountain, but there were also some great views of Sugarloaf Mountain (famous ski resort).

Had my first “ford” this morning. In Maine, unlike any other state, if a stream is too big to rock hop, tough beans. You ford right through it  -- no bridges. For me, this means temporarily replacing my boots with Tevas to cross, then back on with the boots. A pain!

This part of Maine is pretty wild. No big towns at all. Rangeley, for example, is a major town and its full-time population is about 1500. This is big time timber country, though only a tiny percentage of the forest is cut at any one time.

I like Maine a lot so far – probably because of the combination of weather and great views. Also the moose.

I’m now within 200 miles of Katahdin.

9/2/04 – 3:00 p.m.

Whilte Wolf Inn – Stratton ME

Hiked 6:45 – 12:30 – 7.3 miles

Ho-hum. Another perfect weather day – cool (actually cold last night – around freezing) and cloudless. The usual big ascension (Crocker Mountain – no views – trees) and descension at the end to Maine Route 27. Not that tough – I still can’t understand why I’m so slow!

Anyway, there’s only one big mountain (Bigelow) to go (except for Katahdin) and that will be tomorrow. So tomorrow night I will have passed a big milestone and will settle into an entirely different type of hiking. There will still be the occasional mountain (though not very high). Lots of pretty level hiking, streams and lakes. Very muddy, I’ll bet. It’ll be interesting to see how my mileage is affected.

9/3/04 – 6:15 p.m.

Camped at Safford Notch Campsite

Hiked 8:00 – 5:15 – 10.4 miles

I know you’re tired of hearing this – great weather (sunny, cool), long, arduous uphill at the beginning; long, knee-bashing downhill at the end; a roller coaster in between.

Everything, though, was extreme today. This was Bigelow Mountain, which had a longer ascent and longer descent than most and perhaps the most spectacular views on the A.T. Much like the White Mountains but lots of lakes. I hope the photos do it justice.

So I’ve reached a big milestone – the last of the really tough mountains (until Katahdin). I’ve been on the trail 17 days (not including two rest days) and every one has been super demanding physically. There are still some mountains to ascend and descend, but not the long, long, steep, steep ones. Tomorrow has quite a few very moderate ups and downs. There will be some days coming up with almost no elevation change. Yay!

Today I skinned both shins and my right elbow. I’m a mess.

9/4/04  - 5:15 p.m.

Camped next to East Carry Pond ME

Hiked 7:00 – 4:30 – 16.3 miles

Passed the 2000-mile mark today!

Also met the famous (in backpacking circles) One-Leg. He’s attempting to thru-hike the A.T. this year. He went from Springer Mountain to Harper’s Ferry – then flip-flopped to Katahdin and started South, knowing that was the only way the season would allow him to finish this year. (I don’t believe, at his pace, he’ll be able to finish anyway.) His adventure has been covered in Backpacker Magazine and I’ve been following his journal on the Internet. He sounded pretty discouraged today. (And I think this is hard for me!) 

Today’s route included a lot of ups and downs (until about the last five miles) but no really steep ones. Still, it’s much more tiring than level hiking.

I walked on the edge of three lakes (most of them are called “ponds” in New England) – Flagstaff Lake (big!), West Carry Pond and East Carry Pond. These are lovely – and very remote – almost no boats or cabins on them.

There was a campsite and lean-to at 12.2 miles, but that would have left me 13.7 miles from the Kennebec River (too far), so I mushed on to here – only 9.6 miles from the river. The deal on that is that the only way to cross the Kennebec is by ferry. The “ferry” is a canoe that operates from 9:00 – 11:00 and 2:00 to 4:00 every day. You may ask, “Why don’t they build a bridge for the hikers?” Remember this is Maine. (Where do you think the word “maniac” came from?)

Nice weather this afternoon. Foggy and cold on Little Bigelow this morning, though, so no views. Too bad! This lake country is just magnifique! 

9/5/04 – 5:45 p.m.

Northern Outdoors Center; Caratunk ME

Hiked 6:45 – 12:15  and 2:30 – 2:45 – 9.9 miles

That 2 ¼-hour break in there was for the ferry wait (doesn’t start until 2:00) and ride.

Mostly flat hiking today, but lots of rocks, roots and mud to slow you down and aggravate you. Nice weather again.

I found out something interesting today. Hiking with One-Leg yesterday was a very over-weight, middle-aged guy with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. I thought he must be one of the volunteers who help One-Leg – probably doesn’t know what he’s getting into. Very wrong!

It was one of the most famous A.T. figures in history – Baltimore Jack B.J. has hiked the A.T. several times and now may pop up on it at any place and any time. He’s pretty much a full-time backpacker (at least from March to October), with no known means of financial support.

There are other odd people who seem to pretty much live for the A.T., but he’s really famous. I’ve heard his name many times, but didn’t know who he was until today when another hiker told me. This A.T. is a world unto itself.

Today I met another famous A.T. personality, Steve Longley, the canoeist who ferries people across the Kennebec River (a big time rafting area). He’s been doing this for 16 years, I’m told. It used to be that A.T. hikers had to ford the Kennebec, but one of them drowned in 1985 and, since, then, ferry service has been provided. Steve is one of the world’s nicest guys.

This place I’m staying is a big rafting center and bar (famous for its micro-brews) – could be a noisy holiday eve. I found out there are no groceries around so I had to hitch a five-mile ride north to a little general store in the middle of nowhere to buy food for my three-day trek to Monson. Got a ride immediately and the same guy brought me back! Unable to find a newspaper, so I still don’t know what’s going on in the world. I presume Hurricane Frances has wreaked its havoc on Florida and will send some rain our way soon. Hope not. 

Saw a deer today – first one on this year’s trek.

9/6/04 – 5:30 p.m.

Camped near Bald Mountain Brook Lean-to ME

Hiked 7:45 – 4:45 – 14.7 miles

Six easy miles at the beginning and 3 ½ easy miles at the end, but 5.2 miserable miles in between. Hard on knees.

I’m pretty sure I saw Katahdin today! On a clear day you’re supposed to be able to see it from the top of Pleasant Pond Mountain, and it was a clear day.

The squirrels up here are cool. Not as big as the squirrels back home, but bigger than chipmunks. I think they like hikers. As I’m approaching, they go into their “ch-ch-ch-ch”  rage, but then they always come out really close to the trail to check me out.

Now that the trail is a little more user-friendly (unlike the Whites and the Mahoosucs), I can sometimes use my backwards hiking technique on the downhills (if every foot plant doesn’t have to be so precise). I was doing this yesterday when a southbounder approached. Seeing that side of me, he assumed I was a southbounder, too. I had to explain that I was a “nobo,” but my “southside” precedes me on some of the descents.

Trail magic today! Next to a logging road, a cooler full of ice, Pepsi and Sunkist Orange. All were empties, though, except for one can of Pepsi. A better man would have left that ice cold Pepsi for the next hiker . . .

9/7/04 – 5:00 p.m.

Camped next to East Branch of Piscataquis River

Hiked 6:45 – 4:30 – 15.3 miles

Moxie Bald Mountain in the morning – pleasant ascent, pleasant descent and fantastic view.

Walk along the Piscataquis in the afternoon, Very scenic. The problem was that the A.T. couldn’t decide whether it liked to hug the bank of the river or go up to the ridges for a more distant higher view. So it alternated – again and again and again – up and down, up and down, up and down – totally exhausting me in the process. Not at all the easy walking indicated by the vertical profile on the map.

Very few hikers all of a sudden. I’ve been hiking at about the same pace as another older guy, Mushroom. (He actually hikes more slowly than I do, would you believe, but we end up the same place because he goes longer.) The last two nights, he’s had the shelter to himself, while I camped out. I expect the same will be true tonight.

Oh, yeah, another sunny day, but warmer than it’s been lately – maybe because we’re at lower elevation.

Tomorrow – Monson, the last town before the end of the trail.

9/8/04  - 12:30 p.m.

Shaw’s Boarding House – Monson ME

Hiked 6:15 – 9:30 – 6.7 miles

So here I am at the last vestige of civilization near the A.T. – Monson. Next up: the 100-Mile Wilderness – no public roads Just hope nothing goes wrong! At the end of those 100 miles is the Abol Bridge Campground. How happy I’ll be to see that! That will also be the next (and last) telephone. Then comes a ten-mile hike to the base of Katahdin (where I’ll camp), then a five-mile climb to the end. My long-time dream.

This boarding house is another part of A.T. legend. So many hikers stay here. Keith Shaw, the elderly owner, and his son, Keith Junior, treat every hiker like a personal friend (and any competitor like dirt). Actually, several of the trail hostel owners are part of the lore – some good and some bad.

It’s odd how many hikers are here, despite the fact I’ve seen very few on the trail the past few days. A few years ago, I couldn’t even get a bunk here, there were so many hikers.

Rained a bit this morning. Supposed to rain a lot tomorrow (Hurricane Frances remnants). Too bad. I must push on. The sooner I can get home, the happier I’ll be.

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!

