VERMONT JOURNAL

5:00 p.m. July 31 – Congdon Shelter (VT)

Hiked 8:15 – 4:15 – 14.1 miles 

Eleven down and three to go. Vermont didn’t do much for me today. Mostly dark woods hiking, rocky, rooty. An uphill from 700 feet to 3000 feet, then a roller coaster from there. Weather continued good – sunny, warm, not humid.

It’s a big deal for me, though, being down to the last three states. I’ll tell you this -- having gotten so far, this thing is going to end in great agony or great ecstasy. In the beginning, I would never have bet money on my getting all the way to Vermont. I figure the end is, at most, seven weeks away. 

Only think of note today is that I almost stepped right on a beehive that had fallen in the middle of the trail. Before I realized what I’d done, I was stung 3-4 times on the calves. The pain only lasted 20-30 minutes, though.

Southbounder Squirrel Meat (real trail name) celebrated his 22nd birthday today – by hiking in his birthday suit. 

5:30 p.m. August 1 – Goddard Shelter, VT

Hiked 9:00 – 5:00 – 14.4 miles

I can’t begin to explain how miserable the hiking was today . . . but I’ll try. Rain delayed the start by two hours, then resumed at about 10:00 and never stopped until 3:30. Many times it was a strong, cold, downpour that made the trail a stream of its own. I was unable to stop between 11:00 and 5:00, for fear of hypothermia. After a steep descent to about 1300 feet the trail gradually ascended to here (about 3800 feet) on roller coastery terrain.

I’m so happy to be here, although the shelter is almost full. Lots of southbounders right now. For example, last night there were five southbounders and only one northbounder. There are also lots of section hikers here.

Passed the 1600-mile mark. That’s the only good thing I can say about the day.

As in every area of life, there are things that are “in” and “out” among thru-hikers For example:

IN – running shoes

OUT – boots

OUT – insect repellent
IN – tough it out

IN – alcohol stoves

OUT – gas stoves

OUT – staying in motels (sign of wimpiness)

OUT – gaiters

OUT – trekking poles (although a majority can’t get by without ‘em)

OUT – filtering water

IN – no treatment of water or using chemicals

IN – going shirtless (male southbounders)

Notice that I’m “out” in most situations, just like in my “other” life.

I don’t think I’ve explained the sleeping equipment. I use a ¾-inch thick pad. My pillow is my sleeping bag’s stuff sack filled with anything dry and reasonably soft; e.g. clothes, plastic bags, pack cover, stuff sacks. After a day like today, very little is dry so my pillow is going to be pretty small.

Let’s hope for better weather tomorrow. A second such day means no dry clothes and big problems.

8:15 p.m. August 2 – Stratton Pond Shelter, VT

Hiked 7:00 – 7:00 – 19.4 miles

The 19.4 miles is the only good thing about today – that and the fact that the rain ended early. Lots of rocky, rooty, muddy, watery hiking (with soaking wet feet). The trail was still a stream in many places. 

Took a really scary fall. Stepped on a slick slanted rock and instantly slid off the trail to the left into a bushy depression. The left side of my head slammed into a big boulder. That hurt! I was surprised I could still think coherently (or at least as coherently as I normally think). It bled a bit but left me with no headache. I think my floppy hat cushioned the blow a little. Bee stings, a horrendous rainstorm, a violent fall – these things remind me of how fragile this venture is.

Surprising trail magic next to one of the forest roads – root beer, lemonade, pop corn and oatmeal sandwich cookies.  I was the first person to partake – and I pertook a lot.

Saw fresh moose tracks today. Hope I see a moose. I’m fascinated by them.

Here are the four “visuals” that I use to motivate myself on days like today:

(1) Walking up to the sign on Katahdin that marks the end of the A.T.

(2) Calling Rosie to tell her that we’ve made it.

(3) Meeting Rosie at the airport upon my return home.

(4) Plopping into my bed and staying there for a week—no pain, no sweat, no exhaustion, no cold, no rain, no hunger, no thirst, no mosquitoes, no loneliness, no hitchhiking.

I don’t know if those dreams can sustain me for seven more weeks, but they’re fun to think about.

I’m only 10.6 miles from the road where I can hitch into Manchester, Vermont. I need to do the usual errands, plus sleep in a motel and catch up on the “other world.”

Climbed Stratton Mountain this afternoon – no small feat (3936 feet). Stratton Mountain is a well-known ski & tennis resort, although I saw none of that. Very nice at the top, though – all piney and had a fire tower. Great views. 

5:45 p.m. August 3 – Casablanca Motel – Manchester Center, VT

Hiked 6:15 – 12:15 – approximately 10.6 miles. 

Slipped, slid & slogged through wet mud, rocks & roots – dark, boring forest – for 10.6 long miles today, but here I am watching Justine Henin-Hardenne beat Kim Clisters in the Acura Tennis Tournament final, so it was worth it.

Took me four hours (including a 1 ½-mile walk from here to downtown Manchester) to do the errands, but I have a while here to relax.

Rained today after I got into town. Forecast is for rain every day in the forecast period! Egad!

Manchester is a shopper’s paradise – loads of factory outlets. Also has great motels, reasonably priced, but not close to downtown. I tell ya’ – I love New England – the towns, not the hiking.

I haven’t seen any old southbounders. Maybe we old guys are more traditional.

Last night’s shelter count: one northbounder, one southbounder, five section hikers. Nice shelter – had a loft, which I had to myself. I notice that almost every night – shelter, tarp, or motel – I feel pretty good regardless of how the hiking goes. Maybe that helps keep me going.

I’m certainly not impressed with Vermont’s trails so far – really poorly maintained, Stratton Mountain being the one exception. 

7:15 p.m. August 4 – Lost Pond Shelter, VT

Hiked 9:45 - 6:15 – approximately 14.5 miles

After a big breakfast at McDonald’s, I was rarin’ to go this morning. Unfortunately, nobody would give me a ride, so I ended up with a taxi and a late start. After that, though, it went pretty well. 

Trail magic (23.5-ounce cans of lemonade) in a stream near a road.

Lovely, though rainy, climb up Mount Bromley. At the top the A.T. goes right by the main ski lift station & warming hut. In fact, the warming hut serves as a great hiker shelter during the non-ski season.

There were also climbs up Styles Peak, Peru Peak, & Baker Peak. Baker Peak had fantastic views, the only ones of the day, because the fog had cleared somewhat by then.

It started to rain pretty hard just as I reached this tiny shelter. There’s a guy here who started at Springer the same day I did and has been a little ahead of me for a long time, although I’ve never met him until now. About my age and fits perfectly my stereotype of a “mature male” thru-hiker. Lord, grant me patience.

Here’s some insight into my psyche. Yesterday, I needed to use a dryer at the laundromat to restore the loft in my down sleeping bag. You’re supposed to put tennis balls in the dryer with the bag, so I bought a can of balls. I can’t tell you how good those tennis balls felt in my hands! I wanted to keep them in my pack (but didn’t). I was (and am) longing for a tennis match. Then, on Mount Bromley, looking at the ski trail map, I was thinking how nice it would be to be here in five months. I also watched the Reds-Giants game on TV. Links with my “other life.” Do you think I’m longing for the end of this venture? 

5:00 p.m. August 5 – Minerva Hinchey Shelter, VT

Hiked 6:45 – 4:15 – 14.9 miles

Slipped, slid & slogged thru nearly 15 miles with no views and quite a bit of rain; some sun; humid. It’s pouring rain right now, and I’m sitting here comfortably in the shelter, alone so far (that won’t last). Vermont’s been a lot like Virginia, rain-wise. Yuck!

The guy I met last night (Take-It-Easy – not his trail name, but close) is an interesting case. He hiked the A.T. in 2001, again in 2002 and is now doing it for the third time! One of the sharp young guys (Ostrich) asked “Why?” Take-it-easy said he likes the comraderie. I think there’s another big factor. When it comes to the A.T., he’s the expert and loves to sit around a shelter or hostel giving out advice (solicited or not – usually not). There are several other older guys like that. (I also expect that they don’t have much of an “other life,” but I have no way of knowing.)

I hope the weather changes soon. I don’t know if I can take another “Virginia.” My knees are about as sore as they’ve been on this trip. Not really bad, though.

The highlight of the day was beautiful Little Rock Pond. Rosie & I camped there many years ago on our first backpacking expedition together. How I miss her! 

6:30 p.m. August 6 – Cooper Lodge (shelter), VT

Hiked 6:45 – 5:15 – 13.8 miles

Quite a nice night at the shelter last night – only two of us. Result is a lot of space to hang things, lots of lovely silence. Rained all night, so I felt very cozy in my bunk. Only thing is that I was worried that the trail would be even worse (I was right).

Went ½ mile down Vermont 103 for a restaurant breakfast at the Whistle Stop. It was well worth it – food was great and the waitress called me “Hon,” the first time that’s happened since Virginia (almost all the waitresses called me “Hon” in the South). I know I’ll get blasted for this, but I’ll bet tips go up at least two percentage points when the waitress calls an old guy “Hon.” (Probably no tip at all if a waiTER calls an old guy “Hon”).

The trail was even more treacherous today. I’ve slipped & fallen twice in the last two days, but both times landed on the part of my anatomy that’s designed for that – so no harm done.

More trail magic today – cans of Sam’s soda in a creek. Disproves my theory that there’d be less trail magic in the North.

Low point today was about 800 feet and high (here atop Little Killington Peak) nearly 4000 feet so I did some serious climbing – much of it in the rain and some of that in a thunder-and-lightning downpour. Does this sound like fun to you? The weather report says one more day of this stinky stuff, then a break. I hope so – I’m about out of dry stuff. Should be sleeping indoors tomorrow night though, at either a hostel or motel, so will have a chance to dry things out.

5:00 p.m. August 7 – Sherburne-Killington Motel; Killington VT

Hiked 6:30 – 12:45 – 9.6 miles

My lucky day – found this lovely motel at off-season (ski resort) prices, right next to the post office where I picked up my mail drop. Have a chance to get my stuff dried out. Rain to continue the next three days, at least, though it hasn’t rained at all today.

Only three of us in the shelter last night, the other two being southbound recent Harvard grads – really nice guys. They said the reason I see no old southbounders is because the only reason most people choose to go south is because of school schedules – starting in late May or early June, after school is out.

For the first 105 miles in Vermont, the A.T. and the Long Trail are one in the same. Then the A.T. takes a 90-degree turn east to New Hampshire, while the Long Trail continues north to Quebec. I made that turn today, so, for the first time in Vermont, I’m in unfamiliar territory. (I hiked the Long Trail – length of Vermont, south-to-north – a few years ago.) 

Some dude is starting the L.T. today from the Canadian border, trying to break the L.T. record of 263 miles in four days, twelve hours (that’s nearly 60 miles per day!) I predict he won’t do it – too wet & hot.

Today’s short hike was hot, humid, muddy, rocky, rooty, no scenic views. Sound like fun? 

6:45 P.M. – August 8 --Wintturi Shelter

Hiked 7:00 – 6:15 – 16.6 miles

REALLY hard day! I knew it would be, judging by the vertical profile, but it was even worse than I thought. No threat of rain, despite the forecast, but it was one rocky, steep up-and-down after another – dark forest hiking with no views (one exception). Many of the mountains are relatively flat on top and covered with trees, so no view whatsoever. Southern Vermont is full of those.  Needless to say, Vermont won’t go down as one of my favorite states – bad weather or good weather. Fortunately, I’m only 25 miles from New Hampshire.

Passed the 1700-mile mark today. Most of the southbounders (sobo’s) are eager to remind me that the toughest part lies ahead. I think they’re a bit arrogant because they’ve already done Maine and New Hampshire, the toughest two states. I should remind them that they haven’t even gone 500 miles yet.

Tonight’s shelter count: one northbound section hiker (Sparkling Brook – Dartmouth grad; headed for Cambridge, England for graduate school next month) and me. One southbounder tenting nearby.

4:45 p.m. -- August 9 – Thistle Hill Shelter

Hiked 7:15 – 4:00 – 11.6 miles

What a discouraging day! If you checked the M.P.H. for today, you’d find it to be the slowest day of the entire trip (with yesterday probably the second slowest). Again, lots of steep ascents just totally wore me out. Very humid – and sunny until light rain started at 3:00.

Unlike yesterday’s hike, though, today’s had some redeeming features – lots of good views, some meadow hiking, pretty evergreen woods, not very rocky. 

Maybe this terrain will help get me ready for New Hampshire. I’m pretty sure, though, that the 13.0 miles-per-day (including zero days) pace that I’ve been able to maintain up until now is going by the wayside in the next two states – unless I’m able to do a lot of slack packing.

It’s odd that I haven’t seen a deer since New York. Wonder why? The wildlife in Vermont has been chipmunks, toads, newts/lizards and LOTS of grouse. Many moose “signs” but no moose sightings yet.

New Hampshire border only 14.1 miles away. Of course, at the rate I’M going, it could take me until OCTOBER to get that far… I need a pepper upper.
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