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My AMC White
Mountain Guides






Homage to the White Mountains of New
Hampshire
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On the desk sits my 1972 edition of the AMC
White Mountain Guide. The Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC) first
published a trail guide for the White Mountains in 1907 and over
the years, the guide has become the hiker’s bible for trail
information on all the major hiking destinations in the mountains
of New Hampshire. This orange leather-bound 1972 edition, dog-eared
and dirty, speaks of the many adventures I enjoyed in the White
Mountains during my years there, adventures shared with friends in
a place and time that now seems so distant and long ago.

My first trip to the White Mountains was in the
spring of 1972, and that visit began my education into the ways and
weather of the ‘Whites’. The White Mountains, at the northern end
of the great 2000-mile long Appalachian Mountain Range, are located
in New Hampshire, although some areas extend across the border into
Maine. The 1972 Guide lists 46 peaks over 4000 feet in elevation.
The prominent feature of the region is the Presidential Range. This
range is comprised of the tallest peaks of the White Mountains and
these summits provide the hiker with a great area above treeline to
experience and explore. On average, treeline in the White Mountains
(that elevation above which trees will not grow because of severe
wind and weather) is roughly 4800'. Large flat rocky areas called
lawns exist above treeline and great ravines scour the sides of the
peaks. The Presidential Range has the climate of Northern Labrador;
the highest temperature ever recorded on the tallest peak, Mount
Washington (6288’), is a mere 72 degrees.

The White Mountains possess the worst weather in
America. They are the focal point where the prevailing westerly
winds meet the frigid arctic air coming down from the Canadian
north, and the warm-water Gulf Stream that swirls up into the
Atlantic Ocean from the south fuels and intensifies these winds.
The weather observatory at the summit of Mt Washington once
measured a wind speed of 231 miles an hour, a world record that
stood for over sixty years. On Mt Washington, half of all winter
days see hurricane force winds, and gusts regularly reach above 100
miles an hour. In regards to the Presidential Range, and Mt
Washington in particular, the following caution appears on page 1
of my 1972 AMC Guide.

"Caution: the appalling and needless loss of
life on this mountain has been due largely to the failure of robust
trampers to realize that wintry storms of incredible violence occur
at times even during the summer months. Rocks become ice-coated,
freezing fog blinds and suffocates, winds of hurricane force
exhaust the strongest tramper and, when he stops to rest, a
temperature below freezing completes the
tragedy."    (Published by AMC Books, The AMC White
Mountain Guide, 1972, used with permission)

The weather can be a formidable adversary in the
Whites, and preparation and planning are paramount. Not only can
wintry storms of incredible violence occur in the summer, but rain
also occurs in the winter, reducing the heat retention properties
of eider-down clothing to near zero when the down filling becomes
wet. On the trails that lead into the Presidential Range, a warning
sign sits posted just before the trail enters the area above
treeline. On the sign appears the following admonition.

“The area ahead has the worst weather in
America. Many have died there from exposure, even in the summer.
Turn back now if the weather is bad."
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In late May of 1972, I drove to New Hampshire
with a friend, Ed Asikainen. I had met Ed that spring in
Connecticut, where I had returned after completing my tour of duty
in the Army. Ed spoke of the White Mountains with such love and
enthusiasm that I decided to join him on a trip to see and
experience the mountains for myself. In Connecticut, we loaded our
camping and hiking gear into his car and drove to New Hampshire in
his cherry 1955 Chevy Bel Air, where we set up our home for the
week in Jigger Johnson, one of the drive-in campgrounds on the east
side of the Kancamagus Highway.

On our second day, we set out to climb Mt
Washington. We arose from our sleeping bags early in the morning
and cooked a hot breakfast. After making lunches, we prepared our
daypacks and departed camp for the drive to the trailhead. The
trail began in Pinkham Notch, the wide mountain pass between Mt
Washington and the Wildcat Range. We drove up rte 16 towards
Pinkham and as we gained altitude, the Presidential Range began to
loom up before us. Every sight, sound, and smell was new and
exciting; I felt mesmerized by everything. We reached the top of
the notch and parked in a large gravel lot adjacent to the AMC
facilities.

We walked up the stairs to the porch and entered
the building. The AMC facilities at Pinkham in 1972 were extensive.
The main public building supported many hiker activities: the
building had the latest trail and weather information, summit
conditions, supplies, and maps. It also had picnic tables indoors
where a person could relax with friends and enjoy a coffee or hot
chocolate. In the basement were showers and laundry facilities to
benefit hikers in need of such services.

We stopped at the counter in the main building
to check on weather conditions and buy trail snacks. The hut
resonated with its own unique aura and energy, and I was surrounded
by people of all ages wearing hiking apparel of every description.
Conversations swirled around us as people discussed gear and
clothing, experiences, past and future hikes, and their intended
destinations for the day.

Ed and I started up the Tuckerman Ravine Trail,
which began just outside the side door of the AMC building at an
elevation near 2000' and climbed more than 4000' in four miles to
the summit of Mt Washington. We hiked steadily upwards for more
than two miles and then the trail turned sharply to the left. The
hanging cliffs of the Boott Spur rose into the sky in front of us
as we turned right on the steep Lion’s Head Trail and continued our
ascent. In another hour, we were above treeline and hiking along
the crest of the ridge that formed the northeastern wall of
Tuckerman Ravine. The ravine itself lay spread out below, while the
rounded bowl-shape of the great headwall rose up from the depths to
scour the side of the mountain ahead of us and to our left. Across
the ravine stood the Boott Spur and the high Montalban Ridge
leading to Bigelow Lawn. Across to the east were the Wildcat Range
and the Carter mountains. To the south lay numerous peaks jumbled
about and stretching to the horizon. The cone of Mt Washington rose
up before us, and on the right, a row of cairns marked the course
of a trail as it made its way across the lawn of the Alpine
Garden.

Our trail continued steeply up the cone and
rejoined the Tuckerman Ravine Trail below a gravel parking lot used
by tourists who had driven up the auto road. Crossing the parking
area, we climbed the final set of stairs to the flat area
surrounding the summit. Before us stood the old Tip-Top house, the
broadcast facility, and the old summit building. Also, atop a small
mound of rocks, stood the actual summit of the mountain, at 6288'
of elevation. It had taken us three and a half hours to reach the
top.

At the summit, we stood together atop the rock
pile and drank in the view of the great peaks of the Northern
Presidential Range: Clay, Jefferson, Adams, and Madison. In
addition, amid the great arc of peaks, I saw for the first time the
Great Gulf, Monticello Lawn, Jefferson’s Knee, Thunderstorm
Junction, the buttress of Adams, and the Osgood Ridge.

We changed our location and walked toward the
west where we could look down the spine of the Southern
Presidential Range. We gazed down on the great peaks of Monroe,
Franklin, Eisenhower, Clinton, Jackson, and Webster. The Crawford
Path, the oldest mountain trail in continuous use in America, came
up from Crawford Notch to reach treeline near Mt Clinton. From
there to the summit of Mt Washington, the Crawford Path meandered
for over five miles as it worked its way up the barren terrain,
fully exposed to the fury of the storms that buffet the mountains
from the northwest. High up on the Crawford Path, below the summit
of Mt Washington, is a marker commemorating the spot where two
hikers died of exposure in a storm on July 19, 1958.

Eventually, we left the summit and worked our
way down the Tuckerman Ravine Trail. We passed the junction of the
Lion Head Trail, continued down the Tuckerman Ravine Trail to the
headwall, and followed the path as it turned to the left and made
its way through scrub and across open stretches to the side of the
ravine. Reaching the top of a rocky slide, we made our way down the
trail to the floor of the great glacial bowl, then turned left and
followed the trail as it gradually descended along the length of
the ravine. It continued over the little headwall and stopped at
the AMC building below, a facility at the base of the ravine that
provided rescue and support services for the large number of hikers
that traveled through Tuckerman's. After a brief rest, we headed
down to Pinkham and the car, and then back to our camp on the
Kancamagus.

Later in the week, we climbed one of the most
scenic peaks in the southern region of the White Mountains, Mt
Chocorua. Although just barely more than half as high as Mt
Washington, its exposed granite top provided us with expansive
views of the southern area of the White Mountains and the Lake’s
Region to the south. From atop Chocorua, I could make out Mt
Washington and the high summits of the surrounding area. I reveled
in the memories of climbing the great peak several days before.

We spent the rest of our time relaxing and
recovering from our two days of hiking. We made friends with
strangers, had cookouts, and enjoyed a beer or wine as we told
stories during campfires that lasted long into the night. During
the days, Ed introduced me to the various regions of the White
Mountains by car. I fell in love with the area, including the rain
and fog as well, and saw how the mountains changed in tune with the
weather. At the end of a week, we returned to Connecticut.

In 1973, I made several trips back to the White
Mountains. I had related my mountain hiking experiences to several
people in Connecticut and later that summer, I led a group of four
friends to the summit of Mt Washington following the same route Ed
and I had used last year during my first ascent of the mountain. I
bought the 1972 edition of the guidebook that summer and used the
book for the next several years. I put the guide and its maps in a
plastic bag and carried that bag in my pack as my ever-ready
companion.

That is how it began, my eighteen-year love
affair with the White Mountains. In the passage of time, I came to
know many of the places referenced in the guide. I climbed all of
the 4000 foot peaks, including the two new additions to the 1972
list, Bondcliff and Galehead. I finished my quest of the 48 White
Mountain 4000 footers on Mt Isolation, which I climbed in 1987. I
enjoyed multiple ascents on many of the particularly scenic peaks.
I was not an athlete, but I appreciated the challenge and the
adventure the White Mountains offered me. I explored the great
ravines and visited the mountain ponds. I stayed at the high huts
and used them as a base to explore the high country around them. I
visited the two huts that remained open year round as a means to
experience the Whites in winter. As a matter of necessity, I
learned about hiking in all weather conditions, and I put the
compass and orienteering skills gained in the Army years to good
use.

I would never scale the great peaks of the
Himalayas or ascend the granite walls of the west, but in my years
of hiking in the Whites, I came to know both success and failure,
and experienced the gamut of emotions others had mentioned when
describing great mountaineering adventures. I felt fear, panic, and
elation. In regards to mountain expeditions, I learned firsthand
what writers meant when they used words such as resiliency, courage
for the task at hand, determination, fellowship, and heart to
describe their adventures in the high country. I made many trips
into the mountains by myself; I would rather be alone than share an
experience in my favorite locale with anyone who made me
uncomfortable or ill at ease, or who did not appreciate the area as
much as I did. This made the adventures shared with true friends
all the more remarkable and meaningful. What I took away from those
adventures was mine and was important to me; it helped to make my
life full.

The White Mountains occupy a large portion of
northern New Hampshire and I always found something new and
exciting to see and do. They consist of many different areas and
mountain ranges, and this diversity allowed me to experience
terrain of varying difficulty along with a broad range of mountain
scenery, the scenery and terrain constantly altered and enhanced by
the vagaries of the weather. Robert Marshall, the famous wilderness
advocate and noted hiker of great distances, used the following
words to compare his experiences in the Adirondack Mountains of New
York with his expeditions in the great wilderness areas of the West
and Alaska, words no less true when used to describe the White
Mountains. “All day we passed through luxuriant virgin forest and
had time to enjoy three different mountain views. Had we done our
5,300 feet of climbing all on one mountain, we undoubtedly should
have found much less beauty.”(1) The virgin forest may be gone, but
the diversity one can see in a day of hiking in the East is
not.

((1)"Forest and Crag, A History of Hiking, Trail
Blazing, and Adventure in the Northeast Mountains" Guy and Laura
Waterman, Appalachian Club Books; 2nd edition (November 2003))

The years of hiking and discovery in the Whites
went by, and other White Mountain Guides came into my possession. I
bought new editions as they contained updated maps and trail
descriptions. The leather-bound 1972 edition was retired into my
bookcase and the new edition and maps went into the plastic bag in
my pack, and I repeated this act every time I purchased a new
edition of the guide.

Even as I slowly pursued the goal of climbing
all of the 4000 footers, I enjoyed many magic locations, places I
visited more than once during the years I spent hiking in the White
Mountains. I ascended Mt Moosilauke twenty times, including one
year when I made five trips to the summit. Its location in the
southern portion of the Whites made the peak easy to reach when
driving up north from southern New Hampshire. The treeless summit,
standing at 4810’ of elevation, afforded fine views in all
directions. Moosilauke had some extraordinarily scenic trails and
served as a great peak to bring visitors for a White Mountain
experience; we could delight in a day hike to the summit and still
savor a fine dinner at my apartment that evening.

I made many forays into the Presidential Range,
and availed myself of the opportunity to use Lakes of the Clouds
and Madison Spring Huts as base camps to explore the barren high
peaks and wind-swept ridges of New Hampshire. I grew to love
Zealand and the Pemigewasset Wilderness, experienced May blizzards
and high-water river crossings, and traveled the mountain ranges
south of the Kancamagus Highway. On numerous occasions, I made the
long loop across the beautiful Franconia Ridge: first came a climb
up the Falling Waters Trail to the summit of Little Haystack, then
a trek across the exposed ridge over Mt Lincoln to Mt Lafayette,
and then a mile-long descent on the barren western flank to
Greenleaf Hut. From the hut, it was a rough, but protected, hike
back to the parking lot via the Old Bridle Path.

Time spent in the mountains did not always
entail arduous trips and adventures; I enjoyed many weekend
campouts with friends new and old that centered on campfires and
partying during the night, canoeing and swimming during the
day.

One area in particular, Mt Bond and the peaks
surrounding it became my favorite destination. Mt Bond sits at the
southern end of a great ridge comprised of North and South Twin
mountains, the Twinway, and the two barren rounded summits of
Guyot. The mountain sits near the center of a great wilderness area
bordered by Franconia Notch in the west, the small town of Twin
Mountain and rte 3 to the north, Crawford Notch to the east, and
the Kancamagus Highway to the south. The remote location of the
mountain and the effort required to reach the summit appealed to
me. The views from the summit are striking; the southern
Pemigewasset Wilderness with Mt Carrigain and Mt Hancock, the view
down to Mt Bondcliff in the west, and across to the rugged ridge of
West Bond to the great Franconia Ridge beyond. To the east, the
long ridge leading down to Zealand Notch and the Field-Willey
Range, with the Presidential Range towering behind. For me, the
diversity of mountain scenery in this region is unparalleled in the
White Mountains. I was never happier than when I gained the summit
of Mt Bond and gazed at South Twin to the north, and knew I would
soon make the hike to South Twin across that singular ridge.

One summer day in 1987, Al Woods and I made the
long hike into Guyot Shelter from the Zealand Road carrying heavy
backpacks on a cold and rainy day. The following dawn came clear
and crisp. We shouldered light daypacks consisting of water,
snacks, and a parka. Retracing our steps from the shelter back up
to the Bondcliff Trail, we headed south to the summit of Mt Bond.
We took a brief rest, enjoyed the views, and continued down to the
west before climbing to the summit of Mt Bondcliff. After enjoying
that panorama, we climbed back to the summit of Mt Bond and headed
north. We followed the spur trail across the narrow rugged ridge to
the summit of West Bond, and returned the same way to the Bondcliff
Trail, where we continued north over Mt Guyot to the trail's end at
the Twinway Trail. We followed the Twinway north to the summit of
South Twin, the highpoint of our journey at 4902’ of elevation.
From there, we traveled the Spur Trail to the summit of North Twin.
Later that afternoon, we retraced our route back over South Twin
and across the Twinway and the bare summits of Guyot to arrive back
in our camp at Guyot Shelter.

I have taken longer hikes and climbed greater
elevations in a day, but for me, that was my single best day spent
hiking in the White Mountains. It just doesn’t get any better than
that.

The last AMC White Mountain Guide I bought was
the 1987 edition. This guide is a paper bound book, dark green in
color, with a small picture of the north ridge of Mt Lafayette
displayed on the book’s cover. Along with the 1972 guide, the 1987
edition forms a fitting bookend for my AMC guides. The book marks
the end of the White Mountain period of my life, and the north peak
of Lafayette is where the noted historian of the northeast
mountains, Guy Waterman, hiked to on a frigid February day in 2000.
Waterman, a complex man who had climbed every 4000-foot peak from
every compass point in winter, went there for the sole purpose of
ending his life on his own terms, and on his beloved Franconia
Ridge.
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(the 1987 edition)

In 1990, I left New Hampshire to live in the
West, and the great adventure that began in 1972 was over. I look
back on that period of my life with gratitude and affection, and
carry those years with me still. A day does not go by without some
memory or connection to those times coming into my conscious
thoughts. Friendships, mementos, and photos remain to connect me
with the White Mountains, just as this dirty and worn 1972 guide
does today, thirty-five years later. I was young (22 years of age)
when I made my first trip to the White Mountains, and I was
rediscovering myself after serving three years in the Army and a
year in Vietnam. With the clarity of hindsight, I can only say that
I am grateful for the memories and experiences gathered over those
eighteen years, and I cannot imagine what my life would have been
without them.

I open my 1972 AMC guide and on the blank sheet
facing the title page, find a few words I inscribed there over
thirty years ago. Someone had carved the words into the wood on the
inside of the old fire tower that once stood on the summit of Mt
Carrigain. Many consider this centrally located peak to have the
finest views in the White Mountains. On that trip, I had made the
long hike to the summit with my dog in the rain and fog, and spent
a memorable night in the shelter of the old tower as rain and high
winds pummeled the structure. After a spectacular sunny and windy
dawn revealed the wonder that surrounded me, I found these words
and copied them into my guidebook that morning, on May 15,
1976.

The words said, “Sean and Lisa came back to life
here. 8/10/73"

I know it to be true.
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May Camp






Preparing camp on a rainy night in May






It was raining hard when I pulled into Dolly
Copp campground, located just north of the AMC headquarters in
Pinkham Notch. It was almost ten o’clock on the Tuesday before the
Memorial Day weekend and the storm made the blackness of the May
night in the northern forest complete. I drove slowly through the
deluge towards the far end of the campground and found a choice
site close against the Peabody River where I pulled my truck in
front first, headlights shining on the campsite.

I put on my army-style plastic rain poncho,
secured a wide-brim gore-tex rain hat down over my head, and pulled
the hood of the poncho over the hat. I wore shorts with gaiters on
my boots and a mid-weight top. I opened the door and stepped out
into the rain with the engine running and the headlights
illuminating the rain bouncing on the picnic table.

The rain felt cold against the skin of my legs
where it blew in through the open sides of the poncho, but that
felt refreshing after a long drive. I walked to the rear of the
truck, opened the hatch of my camper-top, and pulled a rolled-up
dining-tarp and a bag of stakes out of the back. I closed the
camper and walked back to the picnic table where I set the two
bundles down in the rain, the headlights throwing a long shadow
across the wet grass towards the river.

First, I removed the straps from each end of the
tarp and unrolled the long plastic covering until the poles spilled
out on to the wet table. I assembled the four corner poles and
dropped them out on the ground about where the tarp would end. The
tarp had a tall center pole with three sections, but I assembled it
using only two, as that pole would stand on the middle of the
picnic table. I found the two round rubber seals and put them in my
pocket, then took a dozen nylon guy-ropes with slides and
distributed them around on the ground, two each to a pole and one
in the middle of each side.

I opened the heavy bag of tent stakes, fished
out the hammer from within, and laid the tool on the cold wet grill
connected to the fire ring. The stakes were steel and each was a
foot long with two-sides joined at a 90-degree angle and tapered to
a point. I deposited a stake on the ground near each guy-rope, set
two stakes on the picnic table, and walked back through the
headlights of the truck and placed the bag of remaining stakes
inside the camper-shell. From the rainy darkness at the rear of the
truck, I looked around the campground; several camps had lights
going and I could see people sitting and talking underneath the
sheltered luxury of their dining tarps. The rain was coming down
hard and the wind was starting to rise. “It’s time to finish
erecting mine,” I thought.

I picked up the center pole and slipped a rubber
seal over the two-inch prong that extended from the top end. Next,
I put the prong through the grommet in the center of the tarp and
slid the other seal down over the prong. The seals would serve as
gaskets to keep water from leaking down the pole. They also secured
the pole to the center of the tarp and kept the pole from falling
out in the dark as I struggled alone to erect the windblown cover.
I spread out the 14 by 12 foot tarp and laid it over the picnic
table with the center stake resting below it on the table and the
prong showing through the middle grommet.

Next was the hard work, a tough task for one
person. I stood a corner stake up with the prong extended through a
corner grommet on the tarp, then placed the end loops of two
guy-ropes over the prong. Setting the stakes in the ground, I
hammered them down about halfway and hooked the guy-ropes to the
stakes so that the pole stood erect. Then I moved on to the next
corner. I repeated this over and over, returning often to a corner
to fix a pole that collapsed or to replace a stake that had pulled
out of the wet ground. After a while, my back was killing me, but
eventually I had all four corners standing. I pushed up the center
pole so it stood erect on the picnic table and raised the tarp
above the table; shelter from the storm! Now I revisited every
corner and set the stakes and poles where they would provide the
strongest protection; I hammered the stakes in all the way and set
the guy-ropes taut. Following this I looped a guy-rope through the
grommet located in the middle of each edge of the tarp and staked
them out taut as well. Now I had real protection from the elements
as this tarp would shed water quickly and stand erect in a serious
wind.

Returning to the truck, I retrieved several
items for the table. I lit a candle-lantern and tied it to the
center pole so that the dim light hung suspended above, then lit
another one that stood burning on the table. I also lit a small oil
lamp that threw off a bit more light than the candle-lanterns. The
three lights provided plenty of illumination; I never cared much
for the harsh light of the Coleman-style lanterns. My small
kettle-shaped charcoal grill went on the ground at one end of the
picnic table. After loading the grill with charcoal, I sprayed the
briquettes with lighter fluid and set the load ablaze. The flames
quickly engulfed the charcoal; the small grill would provide heat
and dry the tabletop once the coals were going.

I unrolled my small dome tent and erected it
under the dining-fly. I slid the three aluminum tent poles through
the narrow sleeves on the outside of the tent and, after bending
the poles into an arch, connected each end of the poles to a metal
spike secured to the outside edge of the tent's floor. The bent
poles created a strong tension in the fabric of the dome, which
meant that I could completely erect the tent, including rain fly,
and then move the tent to another location. Picking up the hammer
and the two stakes I had left on the picnic table earlier, I
carried the six-sided tent to an adjoining campsite and secured the
covered dome to the ground with long stakes hammered deep into the
earth, one on the left front and one at the right rear. After that,
I made sure the zipper openings were secured against the rain. This
tent would reserve the site for my friends who planned to arrive
the following evening.

After erecting the tent, I drove back to the
unmanned registration station, filled out the forms, and paid for
the two campsites for a week. The money for each site went into an
envelope and the envelope went into a large steel pipe with a slot
in the top.

Returning to my camp, I backed the truck into
the parking space and turned off the lights and engine for the last
time that night. I swung up the hatch on the end of the camper-top.
As I wanted to leave the back open, I draped a vinyl cover over the
open hatch; this hung down the sides and prevented water from
dripping or raining into the bed of the truck. Now I could sleep
under the camper-top with the window open.

It was less than ten feet from the back of my
truck to the covered table. The coals in the grill were starting to
catch and I picked up the grill by its legs and placed it on one
end of the table. On the other end, I set out my food crate, tapes,
and a small stereo. Noise wasn’t an issue because of the rain and
wind; hell, hardly anyone was camping here tonight. I put my cooler
on the bench, slipped a tape into the stereo, and made a large
bourbon Manhattan on the rocks in a lexan glass. Stripping off my
boots, poncho, and hat, I slipped into rubber-bottomed camp
loafers, jeans, and a warm sweater.

After placing a foam pad down on the wet bench
of the picnic table, I sat down with my back to the hot charcoal
grill and enjoyed a long pull from my drink. It was pleasant now,
relaxing in the candlelight surrounded by the sound of the wind out
in the darkness and the rain falling on the tarp above me, music
from the stereo soft beside my ear. I thought I should rustle up a
snack, some cheese and crackers or smoked oysters perhaps. The wind
had a wonderful wet and sweet aroma to it, and I could feel the
heat from the grill against the back of my neck and shoulders. I
was in the White Mountains again, what could be finer.

It was eleven pm.
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Red Flannel
Hash






The year was 1973, I was camping with a friend
on the eastern side of the Kancamagus Highway in the late spring,
and we had planned a week around climbing the trails on Mt Chocorua
in the southern White Mountains. I was 23 years of age and had made
my first visit to New Hampshire the previous year. We had a site
with a picnic table and fire-ring in a small drive-in campground,
and our poorly provisioned camp consisted of a tent, a cooler, a
small charcoal grill, and the car. As I had no protective tarp over
the table, we could not cook or prepare meals in the rain. When
dawn broke wet and cold, we quickly hopped in the car and went in
search of breakfast and coffee.

We stopped at a little restaurant near Conway
that, judging from the number of cars parked in front, served a
decent breakfast. We went in and sat at a small table. For the
first time, I tasted red flannel hash, a type of corned beef hash
made with chunks of sweet beets as well as potatoes. The dish was
marvelous. On the plate, the hash did not evoke memories of the
classic shirt that was its namesake, yet the taste was unique and
gratifying. Hash and eggs, toast and coffee, this was a hot and
hearty breakfast.

For several years, whenever I camped in the
area, I made sure to drive into town and stop for breakfast and red
flannel hash at the little restaurant near Conway. Eventually, I
expanded my personal car-camping equipment to include a tarp and a
camp stove. Once I could make good coffee and a hot breakfast at
camp in any kind of weather, I saw no reason to travel into
town.

I began to explore other areas of the North
Country and my camping locations became more varied as I pursued
the goal of climbing all of the 4000-footers in the White
Mountains. Over the years, this quest took me to every corner of
the mountain region; yet corned beef hash remained a common
breakfast at the campsite. Hash was a good one-pan meal, it was hot
and satisfying, and this breakfast would carry a person through a
long day of hiking. I would fry onion and green pepper in olive
oil, and then add a can of corned beef hash to the pan and fry
everything together. I would serve the hash with eggs and toasted
bread or bagels. For some reason, though, I never picked up a can
of beets to add to the mix.

Years went by before I tasted red flannel hash
again. More than a decade later, in the late 1980s when I lived in
southern New Hampshire, Jim Olkovikas and his wife Kathy made red
flannel hash from scratch one night when I was at their home for
dinner. Chunks of potato and beets, and large pieces of corned beef
cut from the brisket, made up the hash. The aroma of the hash as it
cooked reminded me of driving to Conway for breakfast on those
long-ago mornings when I camped on the Kancamagus Highway in the
1970s. A glass of wine and some hot bread rounded out a fine
repast, enjoyed in the company of close friends.

So tonight, on a rainy and cold California
evening some thirty-five years after my first taste, I surprised my
wife with the wonderful aroma and look of red flannel hash. I cut
leftover rib-eye steak into small pieces and fried them in olive
oil along with a boiled potato, onion, and a can of cut beets. I
then added a can of corned beef hash to the pan and fried
everything together. I cooked the hash until everything was hot
throughout, and completed the dish by frying one side until crispy.
I ladled the steaming hash onto our plates and served up the dish
with a tossed green salad and crusty bread.

The red flannel hash was delicious, and for a
few brief moments, the year was 1973 again and I was young and in
New Hampshire and the best things in life were in front of me.






(the above story appeared in Word Catalyst
Magazine)
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In the
Shadow of Monadnock






I explored other areas of New Hampshire, outside
of the White Mountains, and I came to know and love them as well.
The most cherished was the Monadnock Region, that area in the
Southwestern portion of the state dominated by Mt Monadnock, or
Grand Monadnock as it is sometimes called. The mountain is a
prominent feature in the southern part of the state and, at 3165’
of elevation, its barren granite summit affords fine views in all
directions. The mountain is also accessible year round, some would
say too accessible. Many consider Monadnock to be the second most
climbed mountain in the world after Mt Fuji in Japan. After several
climbs to the summit on fine summer days, I would not challenge
that assertion.

Mt Monadnock is the first ‘big hike’ for many
youths in New England; it is a tradition for families to take a
young hiker up the exposed rock to the summit of Mt Monadnock
before allowing them to venture up into the White Mountains. By the
time the decade of the 1980’s was over, I had hiked every trail to
the summit, and had climbed the mountain in every month of the
year. I came to know the mountain and its environs well, and
enjoyed many adventures on Monadnock over the course of that
decade.

Over the years, I enjoyed many forays into the
Monadnock region, and in doing so, I came to know and appreciate
the surrounding towns. To the north lay Dublin, ironically one of
the highest towns in the state. The town of Fitzwilliam is located
to the southwest. Peterborough, the town made famous by Thornton
Wilder’s play, ‘Our Town’, is on the east. Peterborough was a
pleasant burgh in the 1980’s, and home to one of the best diners
that I ever visited, a great breakfast served in a great
atmosphere. Not far from Peterborough sat the blue-collar town of
Jaffrey, and a little farther to the west, the more affluent and
socially desirable area called Jaffrey Center, just southeast of
the iconic shape of Mt Monadnock.

In pursuit of adventure on the mountain, I came
to know and enjoy the company of others that lived in the area, and
I cherish those experiences shared with people that became my
friends. Here are two stories from those years, two stories of
moments spent with friends in the shadow of Monadnock.

1.  The Inn

One of the first friends I made during that
period was Sam Greene. I met Sam through my old friend Bob Herman.
Bob had lived in the Jaffrey Center area for several years, and I
would come by to visit both him and the mountain. Sam and I would
go on to become close friends in our own right, and we were
destined to share many great adventures through the years. Sam
called Jaffrey Center home, and he lived in the old family house
directly across from the Monadnock Inn.

The Monadnock Inn, built in the 1830’s as a
residence, served as an inn for more than 100 years. Now owned by
Sally Roberts, the inn was a large white affair with a wraparound
porch and was a destination for city folks seeking to explore the
region, and for locals who were looking for a fine dinner and
pleasant night out. You entered the Inn through the front door on
the porch to find a small bar to the left, a function room to the
right, and a kitchen with dining area straight ahead. A staircase
rose up to the eleven guest rooms on the second and third
floors.

In those years, we ended many an adventure by
walking across the street to the Inn where we would settle into the
bar and tell tales over a few libations. The bartender, who also
managed the guest registration, was a local young woman named Ruth.
We were good tippers and good company, so we were usually welcome.
And of course, everyone in the area knew Sam and his family.
Occasionally, our group might arrive after a hike or some other
local adventure and turn the quiet bar ablaze with laughter and
buffoonery. If business was slow at the Inn, and most of the rooms
stood empty, management welcomed you and your money with open arms.
If the inn was busy and they had a full house, Ruth was much less
tolerant of miscreants and ne’er-do-wells. Ruth had her moods, and
what she said was the law of the land (well, at least of the Inn).
She was happy and adept at segueing between the neurotic and the
erotic, and you had to pay attention or you got lost in the
conversation.

One day, a group joined Bob and I for an autumn
climb of the mountain where all of us enjoyed a long lunch at the
summit. We came down at dusk and after a stop to clean up, soon
made our way to the Inn where we repaired to the bar to recall and
embellish the events of the day. Other friends joined us and we
soon had tables pulled together to form a long rectangle surrounded
by our jovial group. As the hour grew later, we grew louder. We
started singing and produced several fine versions of the old Fats
Domino song, ‘Blueberry Hill’, with everyone loudly singing the
opening lines of, “I found my thrill, on Blueberry Hill.” After
four or five renditions, each one louder than the one before,
Ruth’s eyes were beginning to glaze and cross, and she announced to
the group that she had had enough; if she heard that song one more
time we were gone.

We sat still and quiet for a moment like
admonished children, embarrassed and furtive. Sam came in from the
dining room where he was entertaining cousins from Massachusetts.
At that moment, the front door opened and in walked Dave Latrico
with an attractive blond-haired female at his side. Dave was from
Connecticut, knew many of us, and had relatives in the area. From
the group came a chorus of “hellos” and “how are you”. We
introduced Sam to Dave, and there followed a quick round of
pleasantries from those assembled around the tables. Someone heard
Sam mention the fact that, he too, was from Connecticut.

“Where abouts?” someone asked.

“I grew up in Avon,” Sam said. “On Cider Brook
Road, off of Bayberry Hill."

The group at the tables looked around at each
other for a brief second, and then as one launched into a loud and
drunken rendition of, “I found my thrill on Bayberry Hill.” Dave
and the girl stood nervously watching, unsure of what was
happening. We were all laughing uproariously. A guest came down the
stairs from the rooms above and asked Ruth angrily how long this
was going to go on.

“Bar’s closed,” Ruth said.

We paid our tabs and gathered up our coats as
Ruth officiously busied herself with picking up glasses and wiping
down tables. We shuffled out the front door, meeting a few more
friends who were just arriving. We told them of the bar's closure,
and they joined us as we walked across the street to Sam’s house,
where the group continued to talk and share a laugh.

In the early morning hours, six or seven of us
went into town and parked in front of the house where Ruth and her
husband had a small apartment upstairs. We piled out onto the front
yard and sang “Blueberry Hill” one more time, taking no small
amount of pleasure in seeing the lights come on in Ruth’s
apartment, and seeing her incredulous open-mouthed face pressed
against the glass. Then we high-tailed it back to Sam’s, laughing
all the way.

2. New Years

In 1987, Peter Murphy was living with Sam in the
house across from the Inn. Peter was a guitar player and singer; he
would give his one-man show at local café’s and bistros or at the
college bars over in the town of Keene. Sometime that fall, Peter
agreed with Sally to perform at the Inn during her annual Holiday
party. Peter would provide the entertainment and Sally would
provide the food and the function room. Just the fact that Peter
would perform was enough to guarantee that the concert would be a
profitable night for Sally and the house. I told Sam that I would
make the fifty mile drive from my apartment in Hooksett if he could
reserve me a room at the Inn with a private bath. Sam informed me
that he had secured a room in my name, so the arrangements were now
all in place.

December 31 arrived, and I made the drive to
Jaffrey Center from my apartment in the east. It was late afternoon
when I pulled up to the Inn and parked my truck in the rear. I
grabbed my small night bag and walked in the front door to
register. The interior of the inn displayed many new arrangements
of holiday lights and decorations. One of the other girls was
working the bar, and she came over with the registration book; I
gave her my name. “No, I’m sorry,” she said, scanning the book with
great attention. “I have no room reserved for anyone under that
name."

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll wait for Sam or Ruth.”
This was not a major problem, I knew I could sleep across the
street at Sam’s; I just wanted a private bed and bath. I sat down
at the bar and ordered an Irish coffee. As I sat at the rail
enjoying the hot drink, Ruth came into the bar for the night shift
and gave me a warm greeting.

“Is your room alright?” she asked.

“Not really. They said I had no reservation,” I
answered.

“That’s not right,” she said. “I made the
reservation myself as soon as Sam asked.” She opened the
registration book, and after a moment, laughed and pointed to an
entry that had one word written on it in large letters: ‘Sammio’.
“Yes, that is a little cryptic for a reservation,” she said with a
laugh and a smirk. I paid her for the night’s lodging and went up
the stairs to find my small room with private bath on the third
floor. Perfect.

I took a nap, washed my face, and went
downstairs refreshed. People were now starting to arrive, and the
bar quickly filled with people looking forward to dinner and the
show. We were ushered into the function room where tables with
place settings sat neatly arranged waiting for dinner. At one end
of the room, supported by a metal stand, an acoustic guitar stood
next to an empty chair.

The evening was a fine affair, spent in the
company of friends. Peter played an opening set and then the staff
served dinner, followed by coffee and brandy. Peter followed dinner
by performing a long set that ended before midnight. He was in fine
form and I enjoyed myself thoroughly. Champagne and sparkling cider
appeared, along with trays of champagne glasses. We made our final
holiday toasts with hugs and kisses all around. Soon after, we left
the Inn and walked across to Sam’s house where the celebration of
the season continued.

About 1:30, I made my way back across the
street, and went upstairs to my room. Sleep was brief; my room was
soon bright with the light of morning. I had no clock and no radio
in the rustic room; I had no watch and did not know the time. The
room was in a strange corner of the building and faced the
northwest, and I could not determine a relative time from the sun
as the sky was a slate gray. I tossed around the bed for a while,
then finally arose and took a shower.

I went downstairs and dropped the key on the
desk. I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a coffee and a pastry.
To my chagrin, it was only 7:30 am. I left the Inn and walked
across the street, into Sam’s house; the morning was biting cold
and the sky was beginning to clear.

The plan was for everyone to enjoy a communal
breakfast. I saw a few bodies in sleeping bags on the floor and a
few more on couches. No sounds emanated from the upstairs bedrooms.
The kitchen was still and cold and I knew it would be two or three
hours before this group got up and going. I decided to change my
plans. I would drive to Peterborough and have breakfast at the
Peterborough Diner; then return home and watch football from the
luxury of my couch.

I got into my truck and started the engine,
letting the vehicle warm enough to defrost the windows, then drove
to Jaffrey and continued on to Peterborough. I parked at the diner
and walked next door to the little sundry shop where I purchased
the Boston Herald, a tabloid paper in the style of the New York
Post. I went inside the busy diner, sat down at the far left end of
the counter at the only vacant stool, and ordered a large
breakfast. The server brought coffee and water, and I turned my
attention to the paper.

The man next to me turned from his breakfast and
asked, “Can I have your paper?"

“Pardon?” I asked slowly, not sure that I was
hearing him correctly.

“Can I have your paper?” he asked, again.

“No,” I answered with an irritated huff. “What
nerve this guy has,” I thought to myself.

“No, please, I’m serious,” he said.

I turned to face him and, looking directly into
his eyes, slowly and with an attitude said, “Read my lips, no.” I
turned away from him indignantly and returned my attention to
reading the news, a little upset and ill at ease over what was
happening down here at this end of the counter.

He leaned over close to me and I felt my body
stiffen, unsure of what would happen next. He stretched his left
hand out a few inches in front of my chest and grabbed the pepper
from where the shaker stood at the far end of the counter.



I was mortified. “Oh no,” I cried in
embarrassment, “I am so sorry.” I turned to look at him again, and
this time, contritely, I said, “Please forgive me, that was so
rude.” I explained what had happened, how I misunderstood him, how
I had heard the word ‘paper’ and not the word ‘pepper’. In a
moment, he saw the humor in the situation as well, and the tension
of the moment was defused; we both shared a laugh.

I cannot remember exactly what I had for
breakfast that New Years Day in Peterborough, but I think it was
humble pie with a side of country gravy.
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Carter
Notch in Winter, the First Trip






My first trip to Carter Notch Hut in winter was
a memorable one. Above all was the great unknown of hiking in the
White Mountains in winter. The impetus for the trip was Martin
Hughes, one of the British information technology consultants that
I worked with in Manchester, New Hampshire. He had been doing some
hiking in the Whites, and I had talked to him about some of the
trails and areas that I had found memorable and enjoyable. I also
mentioned that I was contemplating a stay at one of the two AMC
huts that remained open through the winter. The hut would provide a
common room with a fully equipped kitchen, and sleeping quarters
would be in an unheated bunkhouse.  Around Halloween, in
response to his urging, I made reservations for four people to
spend a weekend at Carter Notch Hut in early December, 1985.

Martin would take his wife along. This was
interesting in itself because they were in the process of getting
divorced. I asked a friend from work to make the trip. With the
participants now set, we began our preparations and looked forward
to the day of the great adventure.

On the Wednesday before the trip, my friend had
to drop out because of a personal matter. Then Martin told me that
he and his wife would be staying in Gorham the night before the
trip. Gorham was north of Mt Washington, as well as the Nineteen
Mile Brook trailhead, our entryway for the four-mile hike up into
Carter Notch. The plans now changed. Martin would be calling me on
Friday night to give me the number of his motel. I would then call
him on Saturday morning during my drive up; when I was in the White
Mountains, I would call Martin to make final plans of when to meet
them at the trailhead.

These events were distressing, and I wondered if
the trip would happen at all. A storm was now forecast to hit the
White Mountains on Saturday, and I would now have to negotiate a
long solo drive in the storm as well. I had serious misgivings.
Friday night came and, as promised, Martin called from Gorham and
gave me the phone number of his motel. I asked him if this was
really going to happen, because I did not want to make the long
drive to the trailhead in a storm if he and his wife were going to
cancel. He said that they were excited about the trip and committed
to the hike. That was enough for me.

“Tomorrow, I’ll try to get out of the house
before 5:30,” I said. “I’ll call you around 7:00 or 7:30 tomorrow
morning when I am in the southern mountains, and then we’ll make
our final arrangements.”  With that plan of attack agreed to,
I set about performing the last preparations and packing.

Shortly after, the phone rang again; on the line
was a friend of mine calling from Connecticut, Frank. “Hey!” he
said. “What’s happening? My wife has gone to visit some friends so
I was thinking of taking a ride up. How does that sound? Are you
doing anything this weekend?"

“Man,” I said, “your timing is perfect. Grab
your winter gear and your backpack and drive up here now, this
instant.” I related the whole story to Frank, where we were going
and with who, what to expect at the hut, the reservations and the
cancellation of my friend. “I’ve got food all set, just bring
something to drink and to share. You know the drill.” Frank did
indeed know the drill; he was an experienced outdoorsman and an
avid hunter.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m in."

“Have you had dinner tonight?” I asked.

“No."

“Well, just get your gear together and drive up.
I’ll have dinner ready when you get here. And perhaps an ice cold
Martini as well."

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he replied. We
said goodbye and I set the phone in the cradle.

What can one say about such friends? Anyone who
would join in on a winter adventure like this with no advance
notice was a good man indeed. A person could not have enough such
friends in their life.

I knew the drive would take Frank about three
hours once he got on the road. He was coming up from Connecticut
and he needed some time to get his gear together. I took some
spaghetti sauce out of the freezer and set about getting that
defrosted, and then simmering slowly on the stovetop. I made a
small salad and got some bread and butter out on the table, and
opened a nice cabernet and set the opened bottle on the counter to
breathe. Then I made myself a nice crisp Martini with a lemon
twist, and stepped out on my balcony and into the dark to check on
the weather and relax.

Frank arrived about 11:00pm; I met him at the
door and we shook hands. He had carried his backpack up into the
apartment, now he slipped it off his back and set the rig against a
wall. We then had a drink together. Both Frank and I appreciated a
well-made Martini. I got dinner on the table and afterwards, I
enjoyed a cigar and Frank smoked his pipe as we chatted about past
adventures. It was after 1:00am when we turned off the light and
tried to sleep, thinking about the big day to come.

The 4:45am alarm came dreadfully early. I put
coffee on and looked outside; a light mix of precipitation was
falling. After our coffees, I made another pot and filled a thermos
with coffee for the drive. We put our packs in the back of my
4-wheel drive pickup and headed out for the highway a little after
5:45 am.

We made our way due north on the highway. When
we approached Franconia Notch, we were both struck by the deep
purple color pervading the notch, and we wondered what could be
causing such a hue. We quickly found out. As we drove up through
the famous landmark, we were engulfed by a storm that alternated
between hail and a hail-laden sleet. I pulled over near a pay phone
to call Martin, standing in three inches of slush on the ground;
the weather was truly miserable. I looked back at Frank sitting in
the dry comfort of the truck, laughing at me as I stood outside in
the mixed deluge.

Martin and I quickly made arrangements to meet
between 9:30 and 10:00 at the trailhead. Frank and I continued up
through the notch. In Twin Mountain, we stopped for Danish and
refilled the thermos with coffee. I told Frank that the temperature
should be colder up by Mt Washington so with luck, we would not be
hiking up in this terrible wet mess. We drove through Crawford
Notch and continued down the other side. After Crawfords, we headed
north on Rte 16. The sleet and hail was now a light snow. We
reached the trailhead and pulled into the parking area to see
Martin and his wife waiting in their car.

With no fanfare, we got our packs ready and
hoisted them to our backs, and headed up the trail. No other cars
sat parked here but ours and we found no fresh tracks in the snow
on the trail; it was just past 10:00 am. We came to the icy wall
above the partially frozen brook and we gingerly went across the
slick traverse one person at a time. We plodded through the snow
and crossed a couple of log bridges. Up before us, almost in slow
motion, a large dead tree trunk toppled over on the hillside and
landed with a loud crash and an explosion of snow.

We now labored up the steep section of the
trail. On and on, foot in front of foot, we continued up through
the snow and cold. We came to a spot where firewood was stacked
near the trail; a sign said everyone heading to the hut was
expected to bring at least one piece. We all obliged. A little
farther on and we crossed the height of land, the lowest point of
the narrow ridge that connected Wildcat A and Carter Dome, and the
highest point reached by this trail. We continued down the other
side and followed the trail that soon crossed the frozen lakes and
rose up gently to the hut. The hike had taken us almost four hours
to reach the AMC facility.

We went inside the first door and kicked the
snow off our boots over the grate in the floor provided for that
purpose. We opened the second door and went inside the hut proper.
The hut was primarily one large room; the kitchen was off to the
right and four picnic tables sat to the left. Above the tables hung
empty drying racks, suspended by ropes tied to the walls. A closed
door faced us on the far side of the room; no one else was here. It
was cold inside the hut. A wood stove stood near the center close
to a wall. We dropped our packs and placed our firewood in the pile
next to the stove. Frank knelt at the stove and opened the door to
reveal a cold and dark interior. He wadded up a piece of paper and
put the wad inside, then another.

The door opened and in stepped a younger man,
his long hair spread out in a fan from underneath his winter hat.
Frank looked up from his knees. “Nice hair,” Frank said.

“Didn’t you see that sign?” the man said,
pointing.

The sign above the stove said that no one was to
touch the stove except the hut master, and no fires were to be lit
before 3:00pm.

“It’s almost 2:30, and it’s cold,” said Frank,
avoiding the answer.

“No one’s going to die,” said the longhaired
stranger.

“Who’re you?” asked Frank.

“I’m the hut master, Tim."

“Way to go, Frank,” I said.  “Way to make a
good impression with management. That didn’t take you too
long."

Everyone laughed, and the situation was
diffused. We introduced ourselves to Tim, who showed he was a good
sport by sharing a laugh with us, and he signed us in. “Why don’t
you guys go and change at the bunkhouse?” Tim asked. “Bring your
wet clothes back down to hang ‘em in here. By the time you get
back, it will be time to light a fire.” We showed our agreement by
getting our packs on. “I’ve only got a few more reservations,” Tim
said. “Take any room, separate rooms, if you want to."

We went outside the door and turned left to
follow the path up past the outhouse and up to the two unheated and
un-insulated bunkhouses. The one on the left faced down the notch
to the east, the one on the right faced the north towards the
jumbled rocks of the Ramparts and Carter Dome. Each bunkhouse had
four rooms and slept twenty people each, two rooms that slept six
in three bunk beds, and two rooms with two bunk beds. A covered
porch ran the length of each building.

Frank and I took a room with two bunks in the
north-facing building and took the bottom bed of each. The rooms
were freezing cold but we stripped down and put on dry clothes, and
then laid out our sleeping bags. I grabbed my food bag, plastic
drink containers, and wet clothes. Frank grabbed his clothes and
some supplies from his pack as well. We went down to the hut.

We hung our clothes on the racks, and raised
them up into the rafters. Tim got the stove going, and we all soon
had cocktails in front of us. We put out cheese and crackers,
smoked oysters and sardines. Inside, the hut was never hot. But we
had dry clothes on our bodies and we were basking in the comfort of
the evening with drinks and appetizers. Two other small groups
arrived and joined us at the communal tables.

Frank and I took our drinks and went outside for
a smoke. Frank prepared his pipe with tobacco and we chatted and
smoked. A small birdfeeder sat outside the door and chickadees were
fluttering through the trees. Frank held out his hand, palm up, and
sprinkled some bird feed on his fingers. A chickadee flew down to
land on the end of a finger and peck at the offered food. I did the
same and a small delicate thing alighted on the tip of my finger,
the grasp of its small feet almost imperceptible on my skin. The
sensation was wonderful.

We had a large dinner of meatloaf stuffed with
spinach, macaroni and cheese, and crusty bread and butter. We
enjoyed a fine wine with our food as well. After dinner, we talked
and told stories until the lids were heavy and the yawns more
frequent. Eventually, only Frank and I were left at the table,
everyone else had retired to their beds. We put our food bag on a
shelf, then left the warmth of the hut and headed to our cold
bunkhouse for some much needed sleep.

We entered our cold room and sat down on our
beds facing each other. Frank lit a flashlight and reached into his
pack; he pulled out a large can of beer that he had wrapped in wool
to keep the beverage from freezing. “Want to split this?” he asked
quietly.

“Why not,” I whispered back.

“How about a final bowl?” he asked, pulling out
his pipe and the Carter Hall tobacco. He filled the bowl about half
way. I opened the beer, the crack of the pop-top sounded like a
rifle shot in the quiet night of the notch. Frank lit his pipe and
the soft red glow grew in the bowl. He turned off the flashlight
and handed me the pipe. I took a few puffs of the mild and aromatic
mixture. Frank took a long pull on the beer and handed the can back
to me; the beer was ice cold. I passed the pipe back to Frank. I
saw the inside of the bowl glow red as my eyelids slid slowly down
over my eyes.

“WOOP, WOOP, WOOP, WOOP,” came the screeching
wail of the smoke alarm. I sprang for the door and stood in the
portal rapidly opening and closing the door in hopes of dissipating
the smoke, the alarm continuing to scream in the night. I could
hear other voices in other rooms. Frank and I were laughing.

“What is it?"

“Is there a fire?"

“What’s going on out there?"

These questions and more came from the dark
night around us.

“It’s all right, just me and Frank,” I said to
the general darkness.

“No smoking in the bunkrooms, you assholes,”
came from one indignant voice in the dark.

“Sorry,” I said, laughing.

The offending noise finally abated, and quiet
once again descended on the notch. In a few minutes, we were both
sound asleep.

Soon, our trip was over and we went back to our
workaday worlds. The hike out was uneventful and, after reaching
the cars, Martin and his wife went their way, and Frank and I left
for my apartment. In the future, I would experience many more
winter trips to Carter Notch. Now that I had seen the layout and
knew what to expect, I could organize a trip that my friends would
really enjoy.

But that first trip was so very special. First,
was the special appreciation I felt for Frank, and how grateful I
was he so readily threw his lot in with me on that winter
adventure. I'll always have a special place in my heart for Frank
in regards to that.

I have also related the smoke alarm story many
times over the years, and its telling always gets a laugh. I start
to chuckle just thinking about that night, and I tell the story
with such relish and reverence for the quiet mountain setting.

One other special memory remains from that trip,
the memory of that chickadee, of feeling those delicate little feet
as they grasped the end of my finger to peck at the food in my
hand, a soft and beautiful moment. I have not forgotten about that,
either.
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Through the Past
Darkly with Sven Saws and Candle Lanterns






I enjoyed many a strange adventure during the
eighteen-year span when I hiked regularly in the White Mountains of
New Hampshire. One night in particular, though, stands apart from
all the others. Because this experience involved one of my oldest
friends, Bob, I consider the adventure all the more memorable. The
story began one summer night in New Hampshire.

Divorce is a big change that affects many people
and the period surrounding final separation usually strikes one
hard; so it was for Bob in the mid-1980s. Sitting one summer
evening in the kitchen of the sprawling southern New Hampshire
farmhouse that was soon not to be his home, we sat over a martini
and ruminated on the vagaries of life and relationships. I could
see that Bob had enjoyed a few drinks while waiting for me to
arrive, but I did not begrudge him that pleasure. He let the
sadness and hurt come out and I was the sounding board, the one who
listened patiently and knowingly, the one who would say the right
thing at the right time.

“So, your fourth marriage is in the toilet,” I
said in a tone of deep consolation.

“Up yours,” came the reply, the martini glass
rising to his mouth. I did not take his comment to heart; this was
only his second marriage. We toasted again to the melancholy of all
things completed.

After further commiseration and another martini
I said, “Let’s stick to the plan and get the hell out of this
depressing place. Leon and some friends will be at Franconia Brook
Camp tomorrow. Why don’t we head up to the mountains tonight and
hike in on the Wilderness Trail? We’ll get a good site and enjoy
the river and our friends for a few days in the
mountains.” Although tired and feeling depressed he agreed a
change in venue was called for, and passing a hot and humid summer
weekend by partying near a river in the mountains was indeed
something worth striving for, even if that meant expending a lot of
effort right now. He went to get his pack ready and I made a quick
dinner for the two of us.

My pack sat in the back of my truck, ready to
go, and was large and heavy. We had plenty of food; from instant
oatmeal for breakfast to frozen steaks for dinner, potatoes and
carrots, onions and peppers, a couple loaves of French bread. We
had bagels and peanut butter for lunch, plenty of coffee and
instant lemonade. Water would be nearby and plentiful. We poured a
couple bottles of wine into plastic hiking containers, and filled
two others with Scotch and vodka as well; these went into our
packs. It was after 8:00 pm and getting dark when we finally
started up the truck and, leaving the dark shadow of Monadnock
behind us, headed up north to the mountains.

This was to be no arduous backpacking adventure
but rather a leisurely weekend outing with friends in the White
Mountains of New Hampshire. We had plenty of food and drink to
share with others. An old saying in the mountains is, “A good guest
always brings a cup.” This adage rings true as people want to share
their bounty, but they are not backpacking extra glasses in for
guests either. We knew we would welcome many to our area over the
weekend, pour out a few glasses of our wine or hard lemonade; and
knew we would receive much more than we gave in appreciation for
our fire and our gregarious hospitality.

The weather forecast was for hot humid days with
cool nights, and the probability of thunderstorms. Thunderstorms in
the mountains are intense, but this was normal summer weather and
did not deter us in the least, we had a lot of experience in the
mountains and knew how to stay dry and warm when needed, and
nothing was foreboding about this trail, not even at night.

After a 3-hour drive, we pulled in to the
parking lot around 11:00 pm. We relaxed in the dark and with the
aid of a flashlight, readied our packs and donned our boots. We
evened out some of the heavy communal gear between the two of us. I
slid my long steel collapsible Sven saw through the two bungee
cords that held the sleeping bag on top of Bob’s pack. We also
decided to make use of the ice in the cooler by having another
drink before setting out on the trail. I lit a small candle lantern
and set the light on the open tailgate. Enjoying the night, we
shared some cheese and crackers, made another cocktail, and lit a
small cigar. We felt it only natural that the two of us should
seize the moment and sit here in the dark, talking about the
mountains and past adventures, of the eternal sadness in the
ventures of men such as ourselves.

Tonight, our hike into camp was on the
Wilderness Trail, which started at a large parking lot just east of
Lincoln on the Kancamagus Highway. The trail was an old railroad
bed that ran wide and straight and virtually flat for three miles
along the western bank of the Pemigewasset River to Franconia Brook
Camp, an area with tent platforms for backpackers. The campsite sat
just before the trail crossed a wooden suspension bridge over
Franconia Brook, a short distance west of where the brook flowed
into the river.

Our trek in was only three miles, but our packs
were large and heavy. Aside from provisions, we had clothes, camp
shoes, a tent and tent poles, sleeping bags, sleeping pads,
backpacking stoves and fuel, cooking and eating utensils, grill
grate, wood saws, various wet weather gear, and other sundry items
that one might require during a weekend campout with friends by a
campfire in the mountains.

A candle lantern is an aluminum cylinder about 5
inches long when collapsed. You could pull one end out about 3
inches to reveal a glass lens surrounding a candlewick that poked
through an aluminum hole. A candle lantern did not throw a lot of
light, but any light seemed like a lot of light on a dark mountain
trail at night, and one candle would burn for a long time. So armed
with a new candle in the lantern, we locked up the truck, hoisted
our packs on our backs, and we set off across the parking lot to
where the trail entrance loomed like a black hole amidst the trees
and foliage. It was 1:00 am.

Hiking at night with a candle lantern is a
unique experience. Later, we would discover the ease and utility of
headlamps, but for now we were content to make slow progress
walking in a small goldfish bowl of light; the flat bed of the
trail disappearing about 20 feet ahead into inky blackness. We had
hiked up this trail at night before, Bob and I, using a single
candle lantern. On that hike, we had gone in five miles to Camp 16.
We crossed the bridge to the western bank of the river and started
north through the forest. Soon we could hear and see the river off
to our right in the moonless dark. We figured the hike would take a
bit over 2 hours to walk in 3 miles. Even though the trail was
flat, we were carrying large loads and the hour was late: we were
also tired, more than tired. We were both soon pushing a real sweat
and laboring ahead as our bodies struggled to adjust to the
effort.

Straight ahead in the distance, a dim light
seemed to hover in the air. As we grew closer, the light ceased its
hovering and became stable on the ground. We reached the source of
the light and found two hikers sitting on an enormous cooler with a
flashlight shining on the ground. The cooler was about 4 feet long,
and was deep and wide. This was a cooler a group of six might take
along on a weekend fishing expedition. The two were sitting
exhausted on the top; a long wooden pole with loops of rope lay on
the ground beside them. Each had a can of beer clutched in a hand.
We stopped, chatted, and then decided to seize the opportunity to
drop our packs and take a break alongside these strange apparitions
here in the middle of the trail in the dead of night.

Their destination was Franconia Brook Camp,
where they also planned to meet friends for a weekend of campfires,
partying and mountain relaxation. They thought it would be easy to
carry the cooler suspended below a pole they carried on their
shoulders. What looked easy and doable in those African safari
movies proved difficult to accomplish in practice. They also
carried packs laden with the required camping supplies. They soon
discovered carrying the cooler was much more arduous than expected.
They were taking a break to lighten the load by having a beer. They
stood up and opened the top; they had filled the cooler to the brim
with food, beverages and ice. I thought the cooler must weigh close
to 200 pounds. Bob and I each soon had a beer in hand.

One of them pulled out a fat joint and lit it.
He turned to us and asked, “You guys smoke Doob?” Now it was 2:00
in the morning and we were putting a serious buzz on. We shared a
couple of tokes with them, standing in a bizarre scene holding a
cold one on a dark trail in the White Mountains while the sweet
smelling smoke curled up into the dark to meld with the aroma of
foliage and river. We had another beer and shared a few more
stories.

Later, Bob and I hoisted our packs and shook
their hands. “See you at Franconia Brook,” I said. Bob and I shared
a knowing glance, and we left them standing at the cooler as we
continued north into the darkness. Occasionally we would look back,
even in the diminishing light we knew they hadn’t moved at all.
Soon we were alone again in our little fish bowl of dim light.

Off to the right I heard what sounded like an
animal approaching through the foliage from behind. I turned around
to see Bob stumbling off the trail, two red eyes like slits looking
back at me, small trees caught in the Sven saw. “Hey, weed whacker,
the trail’s over here,” I said. Bob came back with an expletive and
a laugh and we continued down the trail. In a few minutes I heard
an animal noise to my rear again, I turned once more to find Bob
standing amid the growths; looking like a guilty child caught in
the act of misbehaving.

“You asshole,” I said lovingly. Here we were at
almost 3:00 in the morning on a flat wide trail, big enough for a
locomotive and lumber laden railcars to travel down easily, and we
could not keep to the path. At this pace, we might not make
Franconia Brook in time for tomorrow’s supper. We reached the
junction where the Osseo Trail to Mt Flume branched off into the
darkness on our left. We were 1.4 miles in, not even half way.

“Here’s the plan,” I said as we huddled together
at the trail junction. “We’ll take this side trail in about a
quarter mile and I’ll put the tent up near the brook. We can camp
and head into Franconia Brook early in the morning to get a site.
That OK with you?"

Bob’s nod and assenting look told me he was
definitely in agreement with this plan of action. We walked in a
bit, just enough not to have our light visible from the
well-traveled main trail. I wouldn’t think a ranger would be out at
this time of night but I could not be sure. Soon we came to a flat
grassy spot perched on a turn of the brook. The brook babbled along
some two feet below the edge of the trail. We dropped our packs and
breathed a sigh of relief. Bob rested against a tree.

“Here,” I said. “Hold the light and I’ll get the
tent up and our bags out in a few minutes.” He grunted his assent;
I gave the lantern to him and turned to my pack, releasing the
straps and bungee cords. The next sound was the metallic and glass
‘clink’ of the candle lantern hitting the ground followed by total
darkness, and then the sound of the lantern splashing into the
brook below as the light rolled off the edge of the embankment.

“You shithead,” I said a little less lovingly.
Bob was chortling blithely away somewhere near me in the darkness.
I fished a butane lighter out of a pocket on my pack and followed
the sound of the water to the edge above the brook. The laughter
continued behind me. The flame went out quickly in the breeze but
after a few lights, I saw the metallic gleam of the lantern lying
below with 4 inches of water running over the cylinder. I retrieved
the lantern from the drink, shook the water out, and relit the
wick. Tying the lantern to a branch, I quickly set the tent up, put
our pads down, and laid our sleeping bags out on the pads. I untied
the light from the tree and Bob and I crawled into the tent. I put
the light out and we were instantly asleep.

I awoke at the first hint of light with a giant
tongue covered with sawdust, and a pounding in my ears.

“Hey, lantern boy, let’s get cracking,” I
said.

The inimitable chortle arose from the bundled
figure next to me. We both laughed. I made a quart of lemonade that
we downed with aspirin, and then made another. We packed quickly,
no time for coffee: we needed to get a good site at the tent
platforms, especially if the weather included rain. The rangers
would definitely be out in force on this hot summer weekend and
they allowed no unauthorized camping in the heavily traveled area
we were heading for. When the campsite filled, you had to move on.
We loaded the packs, hoisted them up, and headed out.

We arrived at the Franconia Brook Camp in time
to secure a large tent platform with a wide stone fire-pit. We
dropped our packs and set up camp, and quickly followed that with
hot coffee and breakfast. Later we met up with Leon and his
friends, and they erected their tent on the other half of our
platform. We kept a large fire going throughout the weekend, even
in the rain, and we frolicked in the river when the weather was
hot. We cooked wonderful meals and traded stories and libations
around the fire deep into the night. Most of all, we enjoyed
everyone who stopped by our camp to meet and party with our group.
We feasted on our bounty and shared with those who feasted and
shared with us.

We never again saw the two fellows we met on the
trail that first night with the giant cooler.

Bob and I both laugh when we talk about that
night so long ago. He now lives in Colorado and I in California.
For almost two decades, we shared adventures in and around the
White Mountains of New Hampshire. If anything stands out when I
look back on that crazy night of hiking on the Wilderness Trail, it
is this: we made sure we took the time to share what we were
feeling that day, and at that time, when we were with each other.
The pain of divorce, dreams broken and promises unfilled, thoughts
on an uncertain future, the joy of spontaneity and adventures
undertaken together, our love of the mountains, this and more we
shared. From Bob’s house, to the ride up from Monadnock to the
Whites, and the two hours we spent drinking and talking in the
parking lot, to everyone we met; that trip was all about seizing
and enjoying the moments we spent with each other.

Looking back, it’s not a bad story at all.
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Winter Night
at Hermit Lake






A special visit to Tuckerman's Ravine






In was the winter of '86 or '87, when the White
Mountain days were cold and short, four of us made a one-night trip
up into Tuckerman Ravine. We had reservations to stay at Hermit
Lake Shelters; a group of Adirondack-style open face lean-to
structures situated near the ravine and just below the steep ridge
leading up to the Lions Head. We knew the night would be cold, but
at least we had protection from the elements. No matter how bad the
situation might become at night, the car was only a couple of hours
away down the trail at Pinkham Notch. In our group were Al Woods,
John Tesson, Bill Haddad, and myself.

We started out on the trail from Pinkham just
before noon. Here at 2300’ of elevation, the weather was windy and
cloudy with the temperature in the low twenties, and a trace of
snow was falling. The trail was a mix of hard packed snow and ice,
and traction was difficult at times. The falling snow began to
cover the ice, and that made the going even more difficult. We were
not in any rush, however, we had plenty of daylight and we were
carrying heavy packs. We slowly plodded our way up through the
snow, and all of us were warm from the exertion.

We passed the junction where the Huntington
Ravine Trail diverged right; farther up the trail, we stopped on
one of the wide wooden walkways erected where the trail spanned a
frozen brook. The snow had stopped and the sky was beginning to
clear, and with that came the cold. We enjoyed a short break; off
to the east we could see the peaks of Wildcat Mountain and the
Carter-Moriah Range to its north. We soon donned our packs and
continued up the trail towards the ravine. At a little over two
miles, the Raymond Path diverged right for the Auto Road, and the
Tuckerman Ravine Trail turned hard left and headed for the ravine.
The hanging cliffs of the Boott Spur rose up before us as we made
our way to the AMC building.

The Appalachian Mountain Club staffed a facility
here year round. The facility master could coordinate rescue
efforts or other activities in the ravine, and they could support
and manage the open face shelters that were spaced in a circle
through the spruce around Hermit Lake. The AMC building stood about
3800’ in elevation, and that structure had a panoramic view of the
little headwall and of the giant glacial cirque above that formed
Tuckerman Ravine proper; the great bowl of the ravine now filled
with snow. At our left the cliffs rose up to 5500’ at the Boott
Spur, and to our right rose the ridge leading to the Lions Head.
The summit of Mt Washington, not visible from here, was more than a
mile and a half away, high above the headwall of the ravine. We
stopped at the observation deck outside the AMC building, and I
went in to register with the facility master. He checked my name
against the reservation list and directed us to the last shelter, a
secluded structure that looked out to the east towards Wildcat.

We made our way down the trail towards the
shelter. Reaching the end, we stepped up the long wooden steps and
soon stood on the wooden floor of the shelter. This was our home
for the night, Spartan as it was. The shelter was a rectangle with
a flat wooden floor big enough for eight. The opening faced away
from the ravine and toward the east, and the short sidewalls
continued around on each side so that the opening was not quite one
complete length of a long side. A peaked and slanted roof continued
over the opening and gave protection from all but the most driven
precipitation. Inside, a wooden shelf about a foot deep, stood
about three and a half feet above the floor and traveled the length
of the back and side walls.

We dropped our packs and propped them against
the wall. A couple guys were not sure of what to do; winter hiking
was a new experience for them. I pulled out a complete change of
clothes and got down to changing. I pulled off my tops until I was
down to skin and shivering in the wind, and put on a light polypro
top and quickly donned a fleece jacket over that. A dry fleece hat
quickly followed. I took off my boots and stripped off my pants and
underwear; letting them fall at my feet. I then pulled on a dry
pair of polypro underwear and put on a pair of heavy wool pants. I
sat on the steps and pulled off my socks that were now also wet
from sweat. I quickly pulled dry liners and wool socks onto my feet
and laced up my boots. A dry pair of wool gloves completed the
change. For the most part, the others followed suit. I knew that
those who kept wet cotton underwear on, or damp socks, would pay
dearly for that negligence later on. I gathered up my wet and damp
clothes and put them in a plastic bag; I did not want my damp
clothes to freeze solid hanging on a nail in the cold, that would
make packing them up tomorrow to leave a problematic exercise.

We pulled out a couple of backpacking stoves and
in a few minutes, everyone had a large mug of hot chocolate laced
with peppermint schnapps. An insulated covered coffee mug was on
the list of requirements for the trip, and everyone had brought
one. We left our shelter and walked back to the ravine and the
observation deck by the AMC building. The deck had a wooden railing
around the floor and, attached to that, a wide wooden bench for
sitting. We sat down with our drinks and I smoked a cigar as we
watched the ravine grow dark. As it was, with the ravine open to
the east and the cliffs towering around us, darkness came to the
ravine quickly on a winter afternoon. Along with the darkness came
the cold. We checked the thermometer on the side of the AMC
building; the gauge read 8 degrees. I, for one, was very
comfortable. With a complete change of dry clothes, and a warm and
fortifying drink, I was totally at ease as the ravine took on a
deeper and darker hue, its colors traveling from blue to purple and
almost to black; the snow mottled cliffs towering about us. Up in
the darkness of Tuckerman’s I could hear the sharp cracking sound
of ice fracturing, and a softer slurring sound made by small slides
of snow and ice coming down the steep sides of the ravine.

Someone asked when dinner was, and that was the
only impetus we needed. We left the deck and headed back to our
shelter. We lit a couple of candle lanterns and prepared to get
dinner ready. I had a plastic bag full of julienne onions and
peppers, and another bag loaded with thin strips of sirloin that
were marinated and spiced. Others produced pita bread and cheese,
and a plastic container of light olive oil. A large bag of potato
chips appeared. We had two backpacking frying pans that we used to
cook up the steak and vegetables, and to toast the pocket bread
with cheese. We ladled the steak and veggies into the hot pockets
of melted cheese and poured out four glasses of fine cabernet.
Following that, everyone got down to the serious business of eating
a hot dinner outside in the mountains in winter. We ate our fill of
the delicious meal standing at the shelf, the dinner elegantly lit
by the soft light of the candle lanterns. John spilled some wine
onto the shelf that rolled towards the edge and stopped, coagulated
by the cold.

After dinner we cleaned up, which amounted to no
more than wiping the pans out with a paper towel. Then we had
chocolate and made some more hot drinks. We headed out towards the
ravine with our drinks in hand. The crunch of the snow beneath our
feet had both a new sound and feel. We went to the thermometer at
the AMC building; the temperature now read 6 degrees below zero. It
was indeed colder. We walked around and explored in the dark, and
just enjoyed the experience of the wildness about us. Eventually,
it was time to retire.

We went back to the shelter and made a last hot
drink. It was too cold to do anything other than get in your
sleeping bag. I put out my thermal sleeping bag pad, and got my
sleeping bag spread out on top. I took off my boots and after
putting them into a plastic bag, pushed them into the bottom of my
sleeping bag where they would not freeze during the night. I
climbed in with a water bottle at my side, also to keep from
freezing. With a loaded stuff-sack for a pillow, and wearing my hat
and gloves, I quickly succumbed to the rigors of the day and
drifted off to sleep. It was not yet 10:00pm.

I awoke in the darkness of the lean-to sometime
during the night; something was different, I could not put my
finger on it. I turned on a small light to look at my watch; it was
almost 4:50 am. Outside the shelter, I thought I could see the sky
lightening above the ridge to the east. I heard Al softly call my
name. Looking over towards him in the dark, I asked quietly,
“What’s up?"

“I think it’s warmer,” Al replied. “The wind
feels warmer, too."

He was right. I got up to relieve myself; the
air was decidedly warmer, markedly warmer. I looked at a little
travel thermometer that attached to a zipper on my pack; it read
twenty-eight degrees. Now that might not seem too warm, but it was
thirty-four degrees warmer than six below, and it felt like a major
heat wave. What a great surprise. I celebrated by getting water
boiling and putting coffee in my dripper. Soon, we were all up, and
a breakfast of instant oatmeal and toasted bagels with peanut
butter quickly followed. Making another coffee, we went up to the
AMC building to watch the morning light bring life to the ravine.
The thermometer showed the temperature was almost thirty degrees.
The morning was pure heaven.

Later that morning we packed up to go. We had
all survived and, together, had enjoyed an incredible night in the
mountains. In winter, we had seen and experienced some of the most
amazing mountain scenery in the northeast. We had stayed warm,
eaten well, and shared a laugh throughout. We headed back down the
trail towards Pinkham and our car, passing others who were climbing
up to begin their adventure in the ravine.

Over the years, I have related the story of that
night in Tuckerman Ravine many times to many different people.
Every time I tell it, I try to convey the wonder and the joy of
being in that shelter on the side of Mt Washington that winter
morning, experiencing that incredible winter heat wave.
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How Things Come
to Pass






The day began like most of those wonderful
mornings before a ride: with good coffee, black and strong. Bob had
spent the night at my apartment in Hooksett, New Hampshire. He was
on his way to Maine from the Peterborough area and had come over on
his Norton the night before. We planned to spend the day in the
north country of New Hampshire cruising the roads and passes of the
White Mountains and then enjoy dinner together after the ride.
Following dinner, Bob would motor east for Maine while I would head
south and return to my apartment.

I put my gear together for the day: an extra
sweater and some emergency rain clothing, gloves, and sundries such
as aspirin and sunglasses. I packed these into a small canvas
daypack. I wore jeans, black leather hiking boots, a t-shirt, and a
long sleeved medium weight fleece sweater. Bob was dressed pretty
much the same. We both had waist length brown leather jackets.
After more coffee and a leisurely breakfast, we grabbed our packs
and helmets and headed out the door.

Bob’s bike, a 1975 850cc Norton Commando, was
black and sleek, and every bit as fast as it looked. I attached my
pack to a small carrier behind my seat with two bungee cords and
Bob secured his pack to the rear of the Norton’s seat. Bob gave me
a knowing smirk as the Norton thundered to life with its
distinctive British twin resonance. I hit my starter and the deep
hum of my Yamaha four cylinder quickly followed. We donned our
helmets and swung our legs up over the seats, after a quick nod, we
left the parking lot and were soon motoring north on the
highway.

It was late spring in 1986 and New Hampshire was
on the verge of exploding into verdant green for the summer. The
White Mountains would be much cooler and at least a month behind
the march of the seasons down here in the southern part of the
state. Today’s weather looked good as the forecast called for clear
skies and warm temperatures. The mountains promised wonderful roads
for cruising, along with the great White Mountain scenery.

In twenty minutes, we were past Concord and in
another twenty, the land was looking more rural and less populated.
We went past the exit for Laconia and the Lakes’ region and soon
found ourselves in Plymouth, where we turned off the interstate and
headed west on rte 25 to rte 118. After Wentworth, rte 118 became
decidedly smaller and more adventurous as the tarmac began to snake
its way north up into the White Mountains south of Mt Moosilauke.
We alternated taking the lead while leaning through the turns
enjoying the road and the scenery. It was almost noon and the sun
warmed the day. Spring was now showing itself in the mountains,
though far behind the greenery evident in the warmer flatlands down
south. The rivers and streams were full, the air crisp and
clean.

We came across a group of classic 2-seater Ford
Thunderbirds parked in a line at a rest area on the side of the
road. We pulled over to check them out and stretch our legs as
well. We chatted with the owners, mostly older men who were on a
rally through the mountains. Bob and I are doing the same thing as
these guys, I thought, we are just in a different time of our
lives. This was all about seizing the day and relishing the
camaraderie and joy of motion.

Eventually the road led us to rte 112, and we
turned left and headed west up towards Kinsman Notch. At the height
of land, the Appalachian Trail crossed the road and made its way
from Mt Moosilauke over to the Kinsman Range. We continued down the
other side of the Notch to rte 116, where we made a hard right turn
and headed north towards the town of Franconia. We negotiated some
tricky curves that fell off opposite to the way we leaned into
them. The road soon straightened out and we were cruising along
with the Kinsman Range on our right. I looked over at North and
South Kinsman and remembered the times I had been on those summits,
the trails I had used, and the people who had accompanied me. Each
hike had been its own adventure with unique challenges and rewards.
I remembered the many places in the White Mountains Bob and I had
experienced together, the many adventures we had shared here. I
looked over at Bob cruising on the Norton beside me on my left. He
nodded and gave me the look that said he knew what I was thinking.
We each had an affinity for the thoughts of the other, a special
thing to have and to share.

At Franconia, we turned east and later south as
we headed for Franconia Notch. We pulled over near Cannon Mountain
to look at the profile of The Old Man of the Mountain and to take
in the scenery. Across from Cannon stood the Franconia Ridge with
its major summits of Lafayette and Lincoln standing over 5000 feet
in elevation. Bob and I had traversed this ridge together more than
once over the years, one of the best hikes in the White Mountains.
I remembered the many adventures I had enjoyed in these mountains,
and the important role they played in my life.

Almost reluctantly, we mounted up and headed
down through the notch to Lincoln. We stopped at a café for a meal
and a couple of Irish coffees. The mix of hot coffee and Irish
whiskey always hits a good spot after a day on a motorcycle in the
mountains. We relaxed and talked, and let the road weariness and
vibration subside. After a hot sandwich and a last cup of coffee,
we paid our bill and walked out to the parking lot.

We said our goodbyes standing by our bikes. Bob
was off to Maine and I was heading south on I-93 back to Hooksett.
It was now late afternoon, the shadows were long and the air
noticeably cooler. I envied Bob’s ride up over the Kancamagus
Highway to Conway but not his ride down towards the coast of Maine
in the gathering dark and cold. We fired up the bikes and, after
one last nod, we headed out, each to his own destination. I pulled
out of the parking lot and up on to the highway going quickly up
through the gears to cruising speed. Taking a last look at
Franconia Notch in my mirrors, I headed for home with the sun
setting on my right.

What I did not realize until much later was our
ride that day would be my last, the many trips and adventures I had
enjoyed on two wheels over the decades with so many people had
ended with my final ride on my last bike. On the way home, I blew
something in the engine. A loud noise led to a blast of smoke and a
great reduction of power, and I knew a major problem was at hand. I
limped toward home at a reduced speed trailing smoke behind me.
After reaching a friend’s house, I put the bike up on its work
stand behind his garage and there the bike stayed for the remainder
of the summer as money issues prevented me from having the engine
torn down and rebuilt. My financial situation was not good, no
mechanic would open the engine for anything less than $250.00 up
front, and that was just the cost to tell me what the damage was,
parts and labor would add to the final total. With fall approaching
and winter storage and prep costs looming I sold the bike “as is”
to a mechanic with the resources to both store and work on the
engine. When things get better, I thought, I‘ll take out a loan and
get another bike, a bigger, stronger, and faster bike.

The future, however, held a different course for
me. Back problems, maybe the result of my bike accident in 1980,
led to a year off from work followed by major surgery in October of
1988. I was mired in debt and living on credit cards. In the spring
of 1990, I took a job down in Massachusetts and commuted every day
from my apartment in Hooksett to the office in Andover. I was
barely keeping things together, physically and financially.

During this period, I realized my days of
two-wheeling were over. I was getting older, and after surgery, my
back could not take the strain of riding, let alone hitting the
pavement again. I was tired of being in debt and using all my money
just to service a loan. I had to have transportation, and I could
rationalize having an installment loan for a car. This realization
carried no real sadness. I had been through a lot during the past
several years and I could not point to one particular day and call
that day a milestone. I gradually came to the realization that a
particular period in my life was over. I learned that, sometimes,
this is how things come to pass, not with a clash of cymbals, but
with a personal and salient moment far removed from the event
itself. I could let my days of two-wheeled riding go; I would find
other things to make my life full.

But I have wonderful memories, memories of the
people I have met and the places I have been, all along the way. I
remember how the impact felt when a car hit me during an autumn
ride in Massachusetts, only to realize later how incredibly lucky I
had been. Although my friend Ed lost his life to a terrible crash,
I cherish the times we rode together. I can close my eyes and see
him astride his Harley smiling back at me, as we thunder up the
highway to one of our adventures in the White Mountains, all
high-speed noise and blast splitting through the summer sunshine
with Franconia Notch rising up before us.

I often think of Bob, the consummate rider, the
true aficionado of all things two-wheeled, and I remember all our
shared experiences and I am grateful for them. I remember that
knowing look, and his courage for the day and for the task at hand.
As for Bob, who now lives in Colorado, he still rides the same
Norton after all these years. He explores the mountain roads and
passes of the western states, and the never-ending dream lives on
in him.
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Second
Sojourn






A Winter Trip to Carter Notch in a Storm






Following my first successful winter sojourn
into Carter Notch, I was approached by several people at work who
wanted me to organize another weekend trip for a larger group. In
December of 1986, in response to that urging, I arranged for
another group to make a winter ascent into Carter Notch and spend
two nights at Carter Notch Hut, one of the High Huts of the White
Mountains, a hiker’s refuge staffed and managed by the Appalachian
Mountain Club (AMC).

Carter Notch Hut sits above two small lakes in
the rugged notch between two mountains, Wildcat A and Carter Dome.
The shortest and easiest approach was by the Nineteen Mile Brook
Trail. Our group numbered nine at the outset; in addition to
myself, there was Jerry, Sam, Frank, Peter, and Brock. Joining us
were three women: Cindy, MB, and Helen. Another co-worker, Jim,
planned to meet us up at the hut on the following day. We were not
experienced winter campers or athletes, but the hut presented us a
way to experience the White Mountains in winter. Carter Notch Hut
offered a winter destination where a hiker could cook a hot meal
and have a roof over their head, albeit an unheated one. If you had
a change of clothes and took care, you could survive the hike and
the weekend with only the discomfort of enduring a couple cold and
miserable nights, especially if you did not possess a true winter
sleeping bag.

We left Manchester, New Hampshire, right before
dawn in a convoy of four vehicles loaded with packs, gear, and
people. In about four hours, we reached the AMC facilities located
in Pinkham Notch at the base of Mt Washington. We had coffee and
checked on the latest weather forecast for the mountains. A winter
storm was fast approaching and the wind would pick up substantially
over the next two days, after discussing the weather and the
challenges bad weather would present, we decided to continue as
originally planned. We ate a mid-morning lunch in the comfort of
the Pinkham Notch AMC building and afterwards we used and enjoyed
the last warm bathroom that any of us would see for the long
weekend ahead. Then we got back into our cars for the drive to the
trailhead, ten minutes away to the north.

The trail began at an elevation below 1500' and
started out heading gently to the east, giving everyone a chance to
get loose and to warm up. Warming up is never a problem when you
carry a heavy backpack and most people start a hike wearing too
many clothes. You want to be lightly dressed while carrying a heavy
load and have a wind parka or sweater attached to the outside of
your pack that you can put on when you stop and take a break. You
do not want everything you wear dampened from sweat.

On the trail, one early spot was a bit daunting;
an icy traverse of a narrow rocky ledge right above the brook got
everyone’s attention. The brook was running strong and partially
frozen over, but the surface had many open spots free of ice that
showed the water flowing below; the ice would not hold your weight
in any event. If you fell and the water pulled you underneath the
ice, the situation could be deadly; everyone was glad when we had
safely passed that stretch.

We continued on the trail as the temperature
fell and the intensity of the wind grew. Near the two-mile mark, we
made two brook crossings on split-log bridges; beyond this point,
the trail was much steeper. We plodded on through the snow as the
time went by and the storm worsened, but we worked hard and made
our way high up the ridge side. High up on the north side of the
valley we turned on the flank of the slope and headed for the
height of land in the notch. Wildcat Mountain was now looming above
us to the south. We came upon a large stack of wood close to the
trail. Nearby a sign fixed to a tree notified all that the hut
master expected everyone staying at the hut to carry at least one
piece of wood to the hut. A small request indeed, but some people
were tired and at the end of their endurance. However, everyone
sucked it up and either attached a small log to their packs or
carried a piece of wood on their shoulders.

In e few more minutes, that seemed to take an
hour, we reached the sign at the height of land in the center of
Carter Notch, the highest point reached by the trail into the hut.
Here, the Wildcat Ridge Trail came in from the right, down from the
steep flank of Wildcat A high above us to the south. We had come
about 3.5 miles and we were close to our goal. We had no more trail
to climb, the path continued down through the pines on the other
side of the rough and narrow ridge.

We headed down the far side of the ridge and in
a minute, the trail discharged us out onto the surface of the
frozen lake with the storm howling around us. Footprints led out
across the lake and disappeared in the blowing snow; we followed
them and made our way across the frozen space, now fully exposed to
the storm. It was now late in the day; everyone was tired and
spent. We reached the other side and followed the trail up through
the trees. Finally the hut came into view; we had attained our
goal.

I was bringing up the rear of the group and not
knowing the drill, everyone waited for me at the door before
walking into the hut. We entered into the common area and everyone
had the opportunity to see for themselves what the place had to
offer. We dropped the firewood we had carried down by the pile near
the stove. I found the hut master, in this case hut masters, Tom
and Gloria, and registered the group. They were half-surprised that
we had come up in the storm; the weather was bad now and going to
get much worse. Nevertheless, here we were, and after introducing
everyone, we followed the trail up to the bunkhouses.

Carter Notch Hut is one of two huts to remain
open throughout the year, the other being the hut at Zealand Notch.
Carter Notch Hut sits at an elevation of almost 3300'. The hut
consists of a common use area with a kitchen and dining room, and a
small room located off the dining room in which the hut master
stayed. The dining room consisted of three long picnic tables. You
brought your own food, which you cooked in the kitchen area on a
large gas-fed stove. The hut had a well set-up cooking area with
plates, utensils, and every conceivable pan and pot. A small wood
stove sat by a wall in the common area and this stove was
off-limits except for the hut master under ‘pain of death’. He
never lit the stove until after 3:00 pm, and the stove's purpose
was not to keep the entire building warm. In the evening, as
everyone took turns cooking and eating, the hut would feel very
toasty indeed.

Each bunkhouse had four unheated and
un-insulated rooms, 2 rooms that slept 6 and two rooms that slept
4. An outhouse for communal use sat off a small side-path between
the common area and the bunkhouses. The toilet had a metal seat.
Most people pissed in the snow and covered the mark with a sweep of
a boot.

We were all staying in the bunkhouse on the
left; this building faced directly east towards Wildcat River. We
had the first two rooms. It was a bit of a shock for the
uninitiated to come face to face with the unheated and sparse
reality of the bunkrooms. While organizing the trip, I had handed
out informational sheets on what the experience would be, and what
each person needed to do and have. Now, each stood here in the
reality of the situation, they were exhausted from the climb,
soaked from sweat, the wind was now howling, and the temperature
was around 20 degrees. While everyone looked around the room
shivering and wondering what to do next, I dropped my pack on the
bunk of my choosing and took dry polypro underwear out of it,
quickly got the boots off, and then stripped off the sweat-soaked
clothes from the climb until I was standing naked. New dry
underwear, leggings, and a dry top felt like heaven. Fresh
sock-liners and socks quickly followed, nylon shorts over the
leggings were next, a dry polypro hat, and then a light jacket
suitable for the hut. Almost in unison, everyone followed suit.
This is not a place or a time for the bashful; in true European Hut
style, all accommodations at the White Mountain Huts are unisex. If
you are embarrassed, wait and shiver in the cold until everyone
leaves and you can undress by yourself.

Even though it is a shock to get naked, the
warmth supplied by dry clothing quickly becomes apparent. After
everyone was ready, we grabbed our food bags and wet clothes and
walked down to the huts. The wind and snow continued unabated, and
the night was turning black. We went into the hut through the
double-door entryway. A heavy steel grate lay over a hole on the
floor between the two doors; people stomped their boots on the
grate and the snow from their feet collected in the hole beneath.
Following that, we walked through the second door into the well-lit
and warm common room.

First, we claimed a picnic table by dropping our
food bags on the top. Then we strung up the wet clothes. The hut
had long boards with pegs on each side that hikers could hang wet
clothes on; hikers then used ropes to pull these boards up high to
hang in the relative warmth at the top of the common area.

The weekend nights at Carter Notch in winter are
usually full, but because of the storm swirling outside, the
weekend crowd would be limited, no crush cooking dinner tonight.
Tom and Gloria expected no visitors. I knew that if we could make
the hike up to the notch everyone in our group would appreciate the
magic of the hut and its environs. We all pulled some kind of
appetizer out of our food bags for sharing with the group: cheese
and crackers, nuts, oysters and sardines. Plastic bottles with
various liquors appeared on the table. This had been specified on
the information sheets handed out to everyone weeks before. If you
were going to drink, do not carry any glass bottles. In addition,
liquor was better, as wine would freeze solid if left in the
unheated bunkrooms. Liquor and cold temperature could be a
dangerous mix, but this was an enjoyable adventure, not just a
wilderness struggle. I made a pitcher of instant lemonade and
poured myself a tall rum drink, enjoying the opportunity to relax.
The conversations began to rise and become animated as the
struggles of the climb gave way to the fellowship of the hut and
the cocktail hour within.

After a while, I turned my attention to
preparing dinner. The hut had no running water in the kitchen,
large jugs filled from the lake supplied water as needed. The sinks
drained into buckets that we emptied when required into a
gray-water trap located outside. I opened up a tube of bread dough
and put the loaf in the oven on a small cookie sheet to bake. For
dinner, I had prepared back at home, some meatballs with fried
peppers and onions; after cooking, I had frozen everything together
with some pizza sauce in a Ziploc bag. I had some provolone cheese
slices that I set on the counter, and I dropped the bag of frozen
meatballs into a pot of boiling water to heat, dinner would be a
hot meatball grinder with sauce, peppers, onions, and cheese. And
cleanup would be minimal.

The group was taking care of making their
dinners as well. Macaroni and cheese was always a favorite because
a good pasta dinner is filling and delicious, and the meal is also
light to carry; several in the group shared a large pot of macaroni
and cheese with bread and butter. In thirty minutes, I removed
finished dough from the oven, sliced open the loaf, and ladled the
hot meatballs with onion and pepper sauce out of the bag and into
the steaming bread. After covering the top with provolone cheese, I
set my dinner back on the sheet and slid the tray into the oven to
toast and melt the cheese. Soon, I was sitting at the table with a
great sandwich, a bag of potato chips, and a tall fresh drink.
Someone passed me a cold glass of white wine that I accepted
gladly. Conversation lagged as people got down to the business of
eating. Outside, the storm raged through the notch and howled
through the trees close to the hut.

After dinner, we savored chocolate and port.
Everyone was in a fine mood as we enjoyed the conviviality of the
hut and the hours went by in a flash. We sang songs and played
cards. Yawns began to appear as the warmth, food, and exertions of
the day took their toll. The temperature was not that high in the
hut; the hut masters prided themselves on how little wood they used
during a winter season, and a competition existed in that regards
with Zealand Hut. However, with cooking, baking, and a hot meal in
everyone’s stomach, we all felt warm indeed.

Around nine, the hut’s ham radio barked to life
with a message from Pinkham. They notified Tom and Gloria that
someone was injured or having difficulty down in the dark on the
trail. We wondered if it might be Jim trying to come up at night.
Pinkham suggested Tom bring down the litter from the hut, while
they would send responders up the trail to meet him. Tom set about
getting ready to go down the trail; pack, gaiters, snowshoes,
headlamp. Gloria helped him get the emergency litter outside and
tied it behind him, then secured a first-aid kit to the litter.
Outside it was cold and windy, the storm continued unabated and the
snow began to accumulate on the trail and in drifts. Tom set out
through the trees towing the litter behind him, quickly heading for
the lake and the trail that led down to Rte 16, the small beam of
light shining on the snow in front of him. We saw him reach the
lake, and then the light was quickly lost to the dark and blowing
snow.

We retreated to the warmth of the hut. I
marveled at the dedication of those that would go out alone to help
a stranger on a night like this. Soon, it was time to face the cold
of the bunkrooms and see about some much needed sleep. Leaving
Gloria to operate the radio and maintain her vigil for Tom, we left
the warmth of the hut and walked back to our cold rooms through the
blizzard and the wind.

I had a lower bunk in a room for six, three bunk
beds. Each bunk had a thin army-style mattress. I lit my candle
lantern and hung the cylinder on a nail above the bed. A candle
lantern is a good light, it was a warm friendly light, and there
were no batteries to run down in the cold. I had a good zero-degree
rated large-sized mummy bag; I slept in my long underwear, fleece
sweater, hat and gloves, and down booties; I would be fine. But I
knew that others in the group were pushing the envelope in regards
to the quality of their sleeping bags; perhaps some were using a
thirty-degree bag they had camped with and slept in on past trips
out in the “cold”. It is hard to explain to someone the difference
in sleeping when the temperature is forty-five degrees, and then
sleeping comfortably when the temperature is zero degrees, you have
to experience it for yourself to understand. But the hut had extra
wool blankets around and we enjoyed solid shelter from the wind and
wet. In a real emergency, there was the common area and the first
aid of the AMC hut masters; no one’s life would be in danger.
Experience gained in the mountains is a dear teacher, indeed.

I slept with five in one room, and the other
four slept next door in a room with two bunk beds. Falling off to
sleep in a dry and secure bed, while listening to a storm rage
outside, is one of the great pleasures of camping in the mountains.
I love the sound of the wind roaring over the peaks, what an
adventure and what fun. Having to pack in a winter tent, sleeping
pad, food, stove and fuel, as well be able to set up and survive
out in this weather, was far above and beyond the capabilities of
this group, but tonight was just right. We had made our way into
the hut before the worst of the storm struck and then enjoyed a
fine hot dinner as we shared drinks and stories. Now, with the
exhaustion that comes from a long day of driving and a long climb
in the snow, as a winter storm howled and shook the building, I
blew out the candle and fell into a deep sleep.

I awoke in the darkness and looked at my watch,
4:30 AM. I do not wear a watch normally, but when camping I want to
know what time it is if I wake up in the night. The wind was still
blowing, only not as forcefully. The air was cold and stuffy with
the doors and windows shut tight and packed with blowing snow; the
oxygen level was probably growing low from all the heavy and
exhausted breathing. I decided to get up to take a pee and let some
fresh air into the room. I climbed out of my bag into the cold
shock of the room and, grabbing my small flashlight, walked to the
door and opened it. The snowdrift on the outside against the screen
door was four feet high! I let out a yell and a laugh. I grabbed
the straw broom that sat in each room and, pushing on the screen
door, began the process of sweeping the light drifting snow out
from the doorway. In a minute, the screen door was open, and I made
a small path to the railing where I urinated and covered the mark
up with snow from a sweep of the broom. It was cold and dark, no
stars were visible, and it was impossible to tell if the blowing
snow in the light of the small flashlight was from the storm or
just blowing around in the wind. The fresh air cleared my head. I
came back inside and returned to the warmth of my bag.
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