NEW HAMPSHIRE JOURNAL

7:00 P.M. – August 10 – Sunset Motor Inn; Hanover NH (home of Dartmouth College)

Hiked 6:30 – 3:00 – 14.6 miles

…and then there were two. This is another big psychological boost, finishing Vermont. I’m just going to enjoy a zero day at this lovely, inexpensive motel room overlooking a small lake – and not think about what lies ahead.

Today’s hike was quite a turnaround from yesterday’s debacle. It rained all night and part of the morning, making it tolerably cool, though still humid. The trail was not so steep and not so rocky. Lots of evergreen forest and walking on lovely, soft duff. Wonderful! 

Hit three trail towns today: West Hartford VT (where I had a big bacon-and-egg breakfast), Norwich VT (where I bought lemonade and cookies from a kid’s stand) and Hanover NH, a lovely college town.

Rainy, humid weather is to continue for another couple of days. I’ve been reading (in the registers) and listening to comments from hikers to this effect: I’d rather be hiking in the rain than working or living at home. One hiker put it this way in a register: “I’d rather be doing this on the worst days than be stuck in a rectangle (cubicle) at work and another rectangle (house) at home.” My answer to that would be “The people I love and care about are in those rectangles and that’s why I’d rather be THERE.” It’s a generalization, of course, but I’d say most of the people out here are in transition (divorce, between jobs, just graduated, etc.) or just aren’t too happy at home. I’m, by far, not the only exception to that. (You might even say that I’M in transition, having just retired.)

4:15 P.M. – August 11 – Sunset Motor Inn – Hanover, NH

Zero day.

VERY nice zero day! Because of the handy (typical New England) bus service, I didn’t have the long walk into town. No laundromat in Hanover, but the motel manager let me use their washer and dryer. Plenty of time to relax, for a change. Hanover is a delightful Ivy League college town.

When I crossed the Connecticut River bridge yesterday, I not only went from Vermont to New Hampshire, but from a solid liberal Democratic state to a solid conservative Republican state. Knowing that, I would have expected the A.T. in Vermont to have been paved, level and dotted with free restaurants, lodging and medical care every few miles. It was really quite the opposite, and I’m thrilled to have it behind me.

Here’s the plan for New Hampshire. I’ll hike four days in the normal manner (full pack). Then Rosie will be here for five days, so I can “slack pack” through much of the unbelievably rugged, beautiful White Mountains. This means she’ll drop me at a road crossing and pick me up at another road crossing each day. We’ll stay in a motel in centrally located Lincoln. This way, all I need to carry is water, snack food and emergency cold weather/rain gear. This isn’t as easy as it sounds because the A.T. road crossings are generally more than a day’s hike apart. This means I’ll have to take side trails to get to a road. We’ll work out the logistics when she gets here.

The White Mountain “huts” cost $60 per night and they’re often full – booked in advance, obviously not by thru-hikers. A thru-hiker can often (not always) stay there free under the “work & stay” plan. This means helping with the chores. Other shelters and campsites are infrequent on the A.T. in the White Mountains, requiring hikes down side trails.

Very hot and humid today, with some rain. I’m glad I’m not hiking.

6:30 P.M. -- August 12 – Trapper John Shelter, NH

Hiked 7:30 – 6:00 – 16.7 miles.

Looked like Vermont today – rainy, humid, up-and-down, up-and-down, up-and-down – so, again, I slipped, slid and sloshed through many miles. Fell twice, once on my hands and once on my posterior.

As I was climbing Moose Mountain in a pouring rain, I heard “Hi, Chimpy!” about five feet behind me. You can imagine me jumping out of my shorts – these guys need to give some type of WARNING! I think they rather enjoy scaring us slow hikers. I think the next one who does that to me is gonna have to be admitted to the Dartmouth Medical Center for a trekking pole-ectomy…(just kidding – ha-ha).

If I’ve already explained the wet clothes dilemma, just attribute it to the many blows to the head I’ve suffered on this trip. On humid days, with or without rain, my shorts and shirt will be wet when I get into camp. The best way to get them dry is to continue to WEAR them in camp, assuming that it’s not too cold to do so. When it’s as humid as it’s been lately, though, they; aren’t going to dry out, regardless, so I put on my “town shorts” and “town shirt” – and hang the wet items on a line. The next morning, I’ll put on the wet clothes (yuk!) because whatever I wear will soon be wet anyway. If the weather is COLD, of course, that plan won’t work, which is why two wet days in a row can be problematic. (I do have a second hiking shirt to put on after 3-4 days, when the first one smells so bad I can’t even stand it myself.)

Shelter count tonight: two southbound thru-hikers and four northbound thru-hikers. The southbounders are married to each other. He’s a graduate of the University of Findlay and she of Ohio Northern. Both recently graduated from the Ohio State School of Veterinary Medicine.

5:30 P.M. – August 13 – Hexacuba Shelter NH

Hiked 6:45 – 4:30 – 12.0 miles.

Today’s result doesn’t bode well for the successful completion of the trek. You can see from the time and mileage how hard the hike was for me. Same old story – rainy day, muddy, rocky – but today there was one long, long ascent (Smart’s Mountain), which just about killed me. I just don’t seem to have the strength anymore – and there are much worse ascents to come!

I can’t tell you how weak – physically and mentally – I felt during the hike. I was ready to book the next flight home. Amazingly, though, I always perk up when I reach camp. This was especially true tonight because the water in the stream is deep enough for a dip, which I took full advantage of.

Rosie will be here Friday (day after tomorrow), so, hopefully, her presence and the slack packing will get me through the next few days. It’ll be interesting, though, to see how it goes tomorrow and the next day, with some very tough terrain and still having to carry a full pack. Hopefully, I’ll get stronger; if not, big trouble.

Another concern: knees are getting worse, especially the right one. Not a problem yet, but the TREND isn’t good.

The sun came out late this afternoon and we’re told that the long string of rainy days is over. Sure hope so! Not to mention the morale factor, the trail today was as bad as I’ve ever seen it. Mud in places was a foot deep. Even if the rain stops, it’ll take awhile for the trail to dry out.

Tonight I’m pretty bummed about the prospects, as you can tell.

Shelter count: Three northbounders, three section hikers, two southbound “flip-floppers” and about 15 tenters whose status I don’t know. The flip-floppers hiked northbound from Springer Mountain (GA) to Front Royal (VA) – then took public transportation to Katahdin and hiked southbound. Not a bad plan – all of the very toughest states are now behind them.

6:30 P.M. – August 14 – Hiker’s Welcome Hostel – Glencliff, NH

Hiked 7:00 – 5:30 – 14.7 miles

Weather turned great today – sunny, warm, not humid. Hope it lasts.

Lovely views from Mount Cube (2909 feet), but after that, not much to talk about. 

I’m still SO slow (even slower than usual). I wonder why that is. Could be some sort of health problem. Could be my body is just worn out. Could be psychosomatic; i.e. my body knows that I really want to go home. The good news is that Rosie will be here tomorrow night. 

The bad news is that I have to climb Mount Moosilauke with full pack tomorrow. That’s a climb from 1140 feet to 4802 feet – steep ascent and steep descent – by far the toughest climb I’ve had since North Carolina. It’ll be really interesting to see how I handle THAT! The vertical profile looks positively scary!

This hostel is overflowing with hikers tonight – sobo’s, nobo’s and section hikers. Reminds me of why I try to avoid hostels – nothing but hiker talk all evening long. 

There were more than twenty people in and around the shelter last night, too, so I presume things are going to get crowded in the White Mountains. Luckily, I’ll be staying in a motel with my lovely wife. I’m a lucky man!

6:00 P.M. – August 15 – Drummer Boy Motel – Lincoln, NH

Hiked 6:15 – 4:00 – 9.5 miles.

One mile per hour sounds pretty pathetic, eh? Actually, it was a pretty good day – basically, one humongous climb up Mount Moosilauke and one long, treacherous, steep descent, which was VERY hard on my knees. I felt strong, weather was good and views from the mountaintop were just great.

The descent was a success, just because I didn’t break any bones! It’d be really interesting to know how many people have been injured on that descent, because it was the scariest one I’ve EVER done. In wet weather, it would’ve been impossible for me. As it was, I took it very slowly and cautiously.

The top of Mount Moosilauke is above tree line and just gorgeous. Tree line is a matter of more than elevation. For example, Clingman’s Dome (NC) is the highest point on the A.T. but isn’t above tree line. Many of the White Mountains ARE above tree line, which is what makes them so spectacular. 

I’m a happy guy today. Weather is great, scenery is wonderful and ROSIE WILL BE HERE SHORTLY!

9:45 P.M. – August 16 – Drummer Boy Motel – Lincoln, NH

Hiked 7:15 – 7:45 – 16.3 miles (Kinsman Notch to Franconia Notch).

My first day of slack packing, and that light pack really felt good, especially on the ascents. That was about the only good thing about the day, though. This was as rugged a section as I’ve ever encountered in my life! So many difficult-to-negotiate descents and so many ascents requiring the use of hands to pull myself up. Just awful!

As I was scrambling up a long, steep rockslide to get to the top of Mount Kinsman in a thunderstorm, I was one scared fella, but when I finally reached the top, the sky suddenly cleared, presenting a great view. I just thanked God for his wonderful creation – and for getting me up there safely.

I was walking on rocks virtually all day, and my toes, feet and knees are all in pain now. I may have to take tomorrow off. My heart certainly isn’t in this thing after today’s torture. I know the White Mountains aren’t ALL this bad, so perhaps I’ll get a chance to recover.

9:00 P.M. – August 17 – Drummer Boy Motel – Lincoln NH

Zero day.

Took the day off to let my feet and knees recover. Fun day!

I learned from yesterday’s experience that my average daily mileage will go down significantly the next few days, with or without full pack. The A.T. is so tough here, and without full pack, I have to put in extra miles on side trails to get to a road from the A.T. – and vice versa. So what do I gain by slack packing? Valuable time with Rosie and a motel room every night. I expect, too, that the lighter weight means a little softer pounding on my feet and knees.

Let me explain the A.T. sections in New Hampshire and how I plan to handle them:

1. NH/VT border to Glencliff (43.9 miles) – already done (full pack)

2. Glencliff to Kinsman Notch (9.5 miles) – already done (full pack)

3. Kinsman Notch to Franconia Notch (super-hard 16.3 miles) – already done (slack pack)

4. Franconia Notch to Crawford Notch (27.7 miles) – to do after Rosie leaves – road logistics don’t lend themselves to slack packing at my speed

5. Crawford Notch to Pinkham Notch (26.0 miles) – will slack pack in three days while Rosie is here, starting tomorrow

6. Pinkham Notch to Route 2 near Gorham (21.1 miles) – will do after #4 above (full pack)

7. Route 2 near Gorham to Maine border (16.5 miles) – will do after #6 above (full pack)

I’ll be quite excited if I make it through all that! There are some really scary looking (and gorgeous) mountains in there.

8:15 P.M. – August 18 – Drummer Boy Motel – Lincoln, NH

Hiked 8:00 - 2:45 – 9.2 miles.

Also hiked an additional 2.9 miles down a side trail to the road to meet Rosie.

Interesting day. The section from Crawford Notch to Pinkham Notch, which I started today, is called the Presidential Range. It has mountains named after Presidents and other famous statesmen. For example, there’s Webster, Jackson, Pierce, Eisenhower, Franklin, Monroe, Washington, Clay, Jefferson, Adams and Madison. (Mountains named after Lincoln, Cleveland, Lafayette, Garfield, Hale and Hancock are in other parts of the White Mountains.)

Many of them are above tree line, with fantastic views. The weather in the Mount Washington area is the worst in America, though, and can be extremely dangerous (more on that when I get there).

I did Webster, Jackson, Pierce and Eisenhower today. All four were just awesome!

Note: Some maps have changed the name of Mount Pierce to Mount Clinton (no kidding!). I don’t know the story behind this. I can’t imagine a mountain in the Presidential range being named for BILL Clinton so soon after his term in office. I expect it’s named after some other Clinton (maybe DeWitt).

Some rain today, but fortunately, not much. I don’t want to be in the Presidentials in bad weather. I’ll still be in the Presidentials tomorrow and the next day. Weather forecast is good.

Note: I’ve now hiked more than 1800 A.T. miles.

10:00 P.M. – August 19 – Drummer Boy Motel – Lincoln, NH

Hiked 8:15 - 4:45 – 9.0 miles.

Also hiked an additional 2.9-mile trail TO the A.T. and a 3.7-mile trail FROM the A.T. for a total of 15.6 miles, with actual hiking time 6:30-7:30. You can see that it was a VERY tough day.

Not just typical White Mountains brutality, but an unbelievable two-mile stretch of rockslide walking that just about killed me (not literally). My right knee is at its worst tonight.

On the bright side, the views were the most spectacular yet. This isn’t true of Mount Washington, which was covered by fog, but is true of Clay, Jefferson and Adams. 

Mount Washington (6288 feet) is a phenomenal place. Advertised as having the “worst weather in the world” (exaggeration, but maybe the worst weather in AMERICA), it has recorded the highest land windspeed ever (231 M.P.H.). To illustrate, while I was up there today, the wind was blowing so hard that it was difficult to stand up. It was also foggy and cold (40 degrees), although down here in Lincoln it was 80 degrees and sunny. There’s an exhibit in the visitor center listing all 136 people who have died up there – hikers, adventure skiers, etc. A trip to the top (by hiking, driving or cog railway) is well worth it if you’re ever in the area.

My body and mind continue to take a beating from these mountains, and I’m worried. My objective now is just to make it to Maine – then re-evaluate. This will take about another week – much longer than I originally anticipated.

11:00 P.M. -- August 20 – Marriot Courtyard Hotel – Waltham, MA

Hiked 9:30 – 4:45 – 7.8 miles.

This was in addition to a 3.7-mile hike TO the A.T.

I’m sure you hoped for a happier ending than this. I certainly did! The long, steep, rocky descent from Mount Madison finished off my knees. Sharp pains in both (as opposed to the dull ache of recent days) told me for sure that Pinkham Notch would have to be the end of the line. The descents were just too painful to tolerate.

I’m sure some will say “You’ve gone 1820 miles; surely you could find a way to go that additional 350.” When I think about that – climbing and descending 350 miles (another MONTH), with all of the descents in pain at a snail’s pace -- I know that I’m not that tough.

How do I feel, having to give up this long-time dream, only 84% completed? Truth to tell, not bad at all! After 144 days, I’m so happy to be going home! I wanted to learn what an A.T. thru-hike was like. That was my main goal all along and I’ve done it. Naturally, I’m sad that the A.T. was too much for me in the end. 

Will I complete the hike at some point in the future? Quite likely, although that thought has no appeal for me at this moment. It would, of course, be somewhat anti-climatic and not really a part of the “thru-hiking experience.” I certainly would like to experience the Hundred Mile Wilderness and the climb up Katahdin.

I feel badly, most of all, for you who’ve supported me through this experience – by notes and other “mail magic,” by your comments to Rosie and by just showing up as another login count on the website. Thanks so much for your encouragement – I wouldn’t have come nearly this far without it. It’s been quite a wonderful adventure. I hope you’ve enjoyed “riding along.”

Note: For an excellent fast read about a similar thru-hike attempt, read Jean Deeds’ There Are Mountains to Climb. Jean’s way of hiking was much more typical and will provide a good contrast to my way of doing it. Also, for a truly FUN read about a thru-hike attempt, try Bill Bryson’s A Walk in the Woods.
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