
Gifts of the Trail

Long trail journal

My Long Trail Journey began with a 3,000+ mile drive from Pollock Pines, California, to 
North Troy, Vermont.  I started the morning of August 29th, 2016, with my trail com-
panions Tina and Lyssa.  Tina is a 9 year old mixed breed terrier with a heart murmur, 
and Lyssa is a 5 year old 85 pound German Shepherd.  We 
are all experienced hikers, having done the Tahoe Rim Trail, 
parts of the PCT and miles of hiking in the Sierras.  Tina had 
just seen her cardiologist who said she was stable and doing 
well on her medicine, and gave her a green light to go with 
me on the hike.  I have 6 other dogs and they all wanted to 
go, but Tina and Lyssa are the friendliest and also the most 
obedient and bonded to me.  They are both from my local 
animal shelter, but that’s another story!

The cross-country drive went well and 4 days later I arrived in Williamstown, Mas-
sachusetts.  I needed to pick up a package from the Williamstown Post Offi  ce- a wa-
ter-proof rechargable case for my cell phone I had ordered at the last minute before I 

left home.  The package hadn’t arrived in Williamstown, but the 
clerk assured me it would be there fi rst thing in the morning on 
September 3rd, so I decided to camp out and maybe go for a hike 
if there was time up at Clarksburg State Park (north of North Ad-
ams).  This turned out to be a great idea and the girls and I had 
our fi rst taste of hiking on the east coast- the forest was green and 
there was water everywhere- puddles, little brooks and waterfalls, 
ponds, bogs and mud puddles!  There were lots of colorful mush-
rooms, loads of moss, and delightful things like salamanders and 
frogs!  This was why I came to New England to hike.  I love North-
ern California, but we are in the grip of a serious ongoing drought.  

Trails are dry and choking with dust, streams and lakes are drying up and the threat of 
wildfi re is constant.  There is often a pall of woodsmoke in the air, obscuring the view 
and impairing one’s ability to breath.  Trees are dying from the combined stress of com-
petition for moisture and a plague of bark beetles.  It’s enough to break this tree-hug-
ger’s heart.  I craved wetness and greenery and the Green Mountains sounded like the 
perfect antidote for the dry and dusty blues.
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September 3rd: My First Day on the Long Trail.  
I began the day by picking up the package in Williamstown, and then set the compass 
to the North.  After months of planning and anticipation I am fi nally ready to begin- 
today is the day!  Winding my way up Route 30 I began to remember a previous long 
forgotten drive across Vermont almost 50 years prior.  I was 8 years old and my family 
had just moved to New York State from the midwest.  My father took the family for a 
tour of New England, with a view to checking out some of those legendary Vermont ski 
resorts he’d heard so much about.  Riding in the back of the old Ford station wagon, 
I’d been amazed at the endless rolling hills of green forest.  I spent the trip imagining 
myself freely roaming in those seductive green hills, maybe as a cowboy or an Indian or 
a pioneer, living in harmony with nature.  Those memories stayed with me, so deeply 
buried that I had not thought of them until I saw the mountains again rolling out be-
fore me, and then I realized that part of the reason I had chosen to come to the Long 
Trail of Vermont was because of a memory so deeply hidden that I was not even aware 
of it until I was here: an old and faded childhood dream to roam these hills and forests!  
I fi nally had the freedom and the resources to pursue that dream.

North Troy.  I arrive at the end of Journey’s End Road at what 
appears to be the parking area.  There is one other car parked.  
I park next to it and start pulling out all my gear; I have a lot of 
sorting and organizing to do before I can depart.  I can’t forget 
any piece of gear but I don’t want to carry a single ounce more 
than necessary.  After about 20 minutes another car pulls up- a 
young woman has come to meet her husband who is fi nishing 
up his 21 day through-hike.  She dashes off  up the trail for her 
reunion and a little while later she reappears with a tired be-
draggled looking young man.  The man looks reasonably ath-
letic: not too thin and not limping or showing obvious signs of 

injury.  That’s good.  He shrugs out of his mud caked shoes and peels off  socks and pro-
ceeds to wring them out. That’s not good. His feet are white and wrinkled and “jacked-
up”, in his words, with old blisters and callouses.  Ugh.  Dude- it’s the dry season and it 
hasn’t rained in a week- what’s up with the wet feet?  The trail is wet and muddy he says.  
It never, ever, dries out.  Nothing ever dries out on this trail.  Don’t bother washing 
anything because you can hang it out for days and it will never get dry.  The only way to 
get anything to dry is to wear it to bed, but it doesn’t matter because it will just get wet 
again the next day.  I gave up on being dry, he says.  I just want a hot shower and dry 
clothes.  And a beer.  He looks at his wife.  I give them some leftover junk food from my 
trip and it is gone before they leave the parking lot. You’ll have a fantastic time he says 
as he leaves- it’s an incredible trail!  (Note to readers- every thing he said about mud 
and wetness was true, but since I hate getting my feet wet I guess I was a little more 
careful about where I stepped- I never got wet feet.  Or blisters!*) 



At 4:15 I am satisfi ed that everything is in it’s place- gear, 
food, clothing, maps, cell phone, solar charger (ha!), fi rst aid 
stuff .  Lyssa’s packs are loaded and balanced- she is carrying 
exactly 5 days worth of dog food for her and for Tina- careful-
ly calculated and measured- along with rations of freeze dried 
100% organic turkey jerky for treats.  I lock the car, double 
check it one last time and carefully stash the key deep in a 
hidden safe spot in my pack. It’s been a long trip already, just 
getting to the beginning of this hike.  

We start walking.  We are not hiking on the Long Trail yet- 
this is just the approach trail to the Canadian border where 
the offi  cial marker stands.  A few hours later and I am stand-
ing there too, marveling at the fact that Canada is only one 
step away.  I can step out of the United States and into a for-
eign country just like that!  And back again.  What if an alarm 
goes off , or I get zapped like those dogs that live in yards with 
invisible fences?  My girls are waiting, looking to me for direc-
tion.  I head south. Southbound, we roll!

The fi rst night I camped in the forest near the top of Burnt 
Mountain, which is neither burnt, nor very much of a moun-
tain.  I thought I might make it to the Shooting Star Shelter, 
but I am not hiking as fast as I thought I would or it gets dark 
earlier than I thought it would.  Later I realize the truth of the matter is that in Vermont 
the miles are longer and the days are shorter than on the west coast!  Honest!  Anyhow, 
I do not like hiking by headlamp and so I picked the fl attest spot I can fi nd away from 
the trail and set up camp.  I’m so thrilled to be fi nally on the trail- backpacking with my 
beloved dog/friends in the Green Mountains- it’s a miracle that I got any sleep at all.  
Lyssa barked once at something during the night, but otherwise it was quiet and peace-
ful.  I set my alarm for 5:30, but Lyssa woke me up at 5:15, as is her habit.  She is as reli-
able as your grandfather’s clock.  By the time it was light enough to see, we were on the 
trail, having left no trace (at least as far as my senses could detect.  Lyssa probably could 
fi nd some traces.)  

I really like this trail.  The forest is cool and 
quiet and moist and, well, very green.  Exceed-
ingly green.  There is present every shade of 
green in the spectrum, more than could ever 
be described or named.  Occasionally there is 
a boulder of pure white quartz, or a  brilliant 
red berry seductively presented on a trillium 



platter, or a perfect neon orange toadstool straight from a 
fairy tale.  Their colors only accentuate the green-ness of the 
green of this forest.  The trail is steep and rocky for sure, but 
I can do it.  Nothing my modestly athletic middle aged mus-
cles can’t handle.  The dogs leap and scramble up the steep 
parts, run ahead, and then run back to see if I am coming.  I 
am coming, and they dash ahead again.  If only I could show 
my friends in California what this forest is like- pictures 
and words aren’t enough- you have to walk in it- breath in 
the scents and feel the cool dampness in your skin.  Even 
the sunlight is diff erent- soft and fi ltered.  It’s as if we have 
woken up on a diff erent planet.  Or unknowingly stepped 
through one of those secret leprechan passages in the old Celtic mythology.  I’m in Ire-
land in the time of elves and fairies.  I’m in Middle Earth.  I look around for a unicorn.  
The only thing I see is my German Shepherd grinning at me from ear to ear.  That’s 
magical enough!

Jay Peak.  Enough romanticizing!  This is one tough m*****r of a trail!  It’s going to kick 
your butt and make you humble.  Jay Peak is the fi rst hint that the guidebook has a 
tendency to understate the situation.  The day turns into a blur of endless steep rocky 
up and up and up, boulders, rocky ravines and gullies, fi nding cracks, ledges, toeholds, 
handholds, roots, saplings and trees with their bark polished by thousands of hikers 
grasping hands, holding on, balance, step up again, use my pole like a third leg to bal-
ance, pivot, propel my body and this pack which was never this heavy until it had to be 
lifted up against the force of gravity- could it be that gravity is like an elastic band and 
the further you stretch away the harder it pulls you down?  No, I took physics; that’s 
not how it works!  When I step out on to the summit there is another paradigm shift...
(sound of gears clanging and crashing)... and I have stepped into a Fellini movie!  A 

bride in white linen and lace is posing with a dozen 
bridesmaids for a photographer who is lugging a 
mountain of equipment and there is a very smiley 
woman with a clipboard who immediately begins 
to tell me about her corgi, or maybe it was a huskey, 
who also loves to go hiking 
and isn’t it just wonderful 
to be here!  Wow.  A little 
girl attaches herself to my 

shepherd like a bee to a fl ower, which fortunately is just fi ne 
with Lyssa, who knows that little girls often taste like cook-
ies.  I ask the little girl to take our picture for me so I can show 
my brother that I am really here and now he can see what Jay 
Peak looks like in the summer time because he has only seen it 



in the winter when he goes skiing.  Then we go down.  And down and down.  I bypass 
Jay Camp and cross the road and continue on because I am greedy for miles.  I want to 
make 10 miles because the guidebook said that a reasonably fi t hiker should expect to 
make 10 miles a day in the rugged north section of the trail and I imagine myself to be 
reasonably fi t. I make it to the south summit of Gilpin Mountain and fi nd another level 
spot to spend the night.  The dogs know the drill- eat, sleep, leave no trace.  One day 
down, 20 to go.

Day 2 morning is a roller-coaster: Domey’s Dome, Chet’s Lookout, 
Buchanan Mountain, Bruce Peak, Sugarloaf Mountain.  I rest and 
eat lunch at Hazen’s Notch Camp.  A man who looks very much 
like Radagast the Brown is spreading ashes in the campfi re ring as 
Lyssa, Tina and I come bouncing in.  Pungent fumes drift about 
and Radagast looks at me sheepishly and murmurs something 
about it being a chilly morning and some people think it might be 
an early winter.  I notice he is wearing a Green Mountain Forest 
Ranger patch on his overcoat and I am curious about it, but he says 
he’s off  duty, really, and wishes me a blessed hike as he toddles off  

up the trail.  Ok then.  

Haystack Mountain humbled me anew, instilling in me 
more genuine respect for this trail.  Haystack is only 3223’, 
but the trail  climbs 1700’ in a mile before leveling out, sort 
of, on the summit ridge.  The ridge itself is rocky and rough 
and I have my fi rst encounter with something called a “sum-
mit bog”.  Summit bogs are unique and totally new to me.  I 
mean, who would expect to fi nd a muddy bog on the top of 
the mountain?  Bogs are supposed to be in lowlands, places 
where water drains into from above and then sits because 
the way out is plugged up.  But in the Green Mountains 
the soil at the summits is extremely thin, if indeed there is 
any soil at all, and the bedrock is only a few inches below.  

The summits are frequently the only 
fl at areas.  The soil absorbs the water and it sits there on the level 
ground and can’t drain because the bedrock is impermeable.  And 
nothing ever dries out, as we know.  Imagine a thick verdant carpet 
of club moss and a treasure trove of diverse exotic alpine plants.  So 
lovely but unfortunately so fragile and so easily obliterated by just a 
few dozen hikers tromping on it, churning the soil into mud.  The 
entire trail from one side the the other may be a churned up mud 
pit, boxed in by logs, rocks and vegetation.  It requires a lot of ef-
fort, agility, and in my case, a strong dislike of getting my feet wet, 



to dodge the mud and stay clean and dry.  Walking on the 
edges of the mud pits causes another problem- the both 
the trail and the mud tends to get wider.  Fortunately for 
hikers and summit bogs, the Green Mountain Club pro-
vides an alternative: puncheons.  Puncheons are heavy 
slabs of rough cut timber laid down on supports, usually 
in pairs, providing a footbridge across the wet, thin, easily 
mudifi ed alpine soil and it’s fragile and exquisite vege-
tation.  The puncheon walkways on Haystack were built 
with heroic eff ort- these thick heavy planks are carried 
up by hand or hand hewn from forest nearby.  The sum-
mit ridge on Haystack is almost a mile long, and mostly 
bog.  I quickly love puncheons.  Walking on puncheons is 
delightful because walking across summit bog that is not 
churned into a mudpit is magical: a bridge across a miniature fairyland.  I decide right 
then that the best thing I can do to repay this trail for all that it is giving to me is to 
make a donation to the GMC to build more puncheons.  How many puncheons can you 
build for $500?  500 feet?  a mile?  

Tillitson Peak caught me by surprise- a not so gentle reminder that this trail does not 
take prisoners!  Having conquered the monster Haystack didn’t we deserve a nice coast 
down to Tilletson Shelter?  Guess again!  The trail lulls you with a lovely serene beaver 

pond- it’s so tempting to linger and watch for birds, or a glimpse at 
a beaver or moose which surely must frequent this pond.  (I re-
cently saw an article about beavers purporting that beavers are not 
merely a species, but a whole ecosystem!)  But the afternoon shad-
ows are lengthening and I want to get to the shelter before dark.  
On we go and wham- around the bend the trail hits us with 500?’ 
of ‘very steep’ (ie straight up) heavily eroded bedrock.  OMG.  I can 
hear the Trail mocking me!  “Silly westerner!  How dare you belit-
tle my peaks and ridges- only 4,000’ indeed!  I’ll show you steep 
and rugged; I’ll show you strenuous; I’ll show you Mountains!  You 

thought you were done for the day- Ha!  Climb this, sucker!”  Lesson learned: steep and 
rugged is steep and rugged at any elevation.  

I love this Trail!  She is cruel and uncompromising as 
well as green and glorious.  She gives as good as she gets.  
A proud Spirit- she pushes you to your limits, and then 
demands more.  Those are her terms- take it or leave it.  
There’s no easy way- climb, or go home.  The rewards are 
commensurate with the punishment.  The forest gives 
you unmatched peace and quiet and serenity.  The moist 



greenery is a balm to parched souls.  The bright arrays of 
mushrooms, the curling parchments of white and yellow 
birch bark scattered here and there, the patterns in the 
boulders and ancient exposed bedrock- all conspire to 
remove me to a world apart from the one in which I have 
been living.  I stop thinking altogether about politics (so 
ugly), the war in Syria (so heart-breaking), and work is-
sues (so never-ending).  I focus on counting how many 
times I plant my trekking pole- 10 on the right, switch 
hands, 10 on the left, repeat.  The meditation frees my 
mind from the usual obsessions and allows me to stay in 
the moment.  The climbs are not so hard when you are 
simply taking one step at a time instead of thinking about 
how high and distant is the summit.  

On day 3 we climb up Belvedere Peak.  It is steep and rugged, of course.  But as I sit and 
write this journal I don’t remember the climb at all- I know when I was doing the climb 
it felt endless and exhausting- but now all I remember is the view from the top and the 
cup of hot coff ee I brewed when I was up there and how good I felt after that.  Onward.  
Going down, there are a lot of people on the trail now, I guess because it is Labor Day 
Weekend.  For the fi rst time I have to put Lyssa on leash.  Lyssa is big and can be intim-
idating sometimes.  Also the forest at lower elevations is full of chipmunks which have 
an annoying habit of sounding off  with an alarm chirp just as we are passing by, and Ly-
ssa can’t help but pounce on them.  They are always too smart for her, and are long gone 
by the time she pounces or crashes off  into the bush after them, but I am afraid she’ll 
get hurt or rip up her saddle bags.  

Devil’s Gulch is a ravine full of jumbled piles of boulders: an agility course designed 
by our playful Trail Spirit just for fun!  I took Lyssa’s pack off  her and let her fi nd her 
own way through the boulders.  She was amazing at fi guring 
out how to get up and around and over the obstacles, and it 
was a joy to watch her work.  Tina is amazing too.  She should 
have been a circus dog.  Tina can do 5.4 free climbs with no 
problem.  Up or down, doesn’t matter.  Nobody ever believes 
me when I say this, but it’s the truth!  I appreciate my trail 
companions more and more.  They are smart, strong, nimble, 
sure-footed, loyal and faithful friends.  They know what we are 
doing- traveling this Trail.  They are with me all the time, every 
day, every step, on the Trail.  The strength of our bond, their 
devotion to me and my deep appreciation of them-- these are 
also gifts from the Trail.  I am grateful. 



We camp well away from the trail near a small brook, a tributary of Basin Brook, some-
where between Bowen and Butternut Mountains.  The water murmurs a lullaby and I 
sleep like a log. The next day is pleasant- my pack is getting light, Corliss Camp shelter 
is adorable, the weather is warm and sunny, the view from 
Laraway Mountain is delightful and we make it to RoundTop 
Shelter in good time.  Tomorrow I will detour into Johnson 
and pick up a resupply box at the Post Offi  ce.  This will be the 
fi rst of three resupply detours, which means I am almost 1/4 
fi nished with my trip- that is to say 1/4 done time-wise, but 
certainly not in terms of distance.  Johnson is about 55 miles 
along- barely 1/5 of the way.  Obviously I will have to make 

up some mileage further south where 
the trail is allegedly much “fl atter” and “smoother”.  All the north-
bound hikers use those words.  It sounds heavenly.  But fi rst, Lyssa 
and Tina and I have to get from the trail head to the Johnson Post 
Offi  ce, which is a 2.3 mile tromp down Vermont Highway 15.  I’ve 
never hitch-hiked before, but I’ve been assured that Vermonters are 
very generous and accustomed to picking up Long Trail hikers in 
these parts.  What about hikers with giant German Shepherds?  I 
worry much of the night about whether I will be able to get a ride or 
be obliged to walk for hours on a busy highway with hot pavement.  

Turns out it’s hard to hitch a ride when you’re traveling with an 85 pound German Shep-
herd.  Milk trucks, utility trucks, over-sized pick-up trucks, giant SUVs, conservation 
minded liberals in hybrid economy cars, even volkswagon buses- all whiz by me as if I 
am invisible.  They don’t even slow down.  Not even with Lyssa sitting obediently and 
elegantly by my side.  Out on the road the sun is so bright I must dig out my sunglasses 
for the fi rst time since I started walking.  The pavement is hot and the dogs are thirsty 
already at 9 in the morning.  Finally a van pulls over and I jog gratefully up to it.  Sur-
prise- in the passenger seat is Seleem, a hiker friend who was at the shelter last night 
and was lagging a little behind me on the trail!  He spotted me by the side of the road 
and begged his driver to pick me up!  It strikes me as remarkable and wryly funny that 
Seleem, who is young, male and has brown skin, had no trouble getting a ride, whereas 
I, a mature caucasian female with 2 beautiful well-mannered dogs, could not.  There 
is a lesson there somewhere, but I’ll be darned if I can fi gure it out.  Almost everyone I 
meet admires my dogs- they take photos of Lyssa looking beautiful and noble with her 
packs- but they don’t want to let us get in their cars.  Beats me.  By the time I get my 
resupply box and repack our packs I have had my fi ll of roads and cars and buildings 
and people.  The hustle and bustle traffi  c is ratcheting up my anxiety levels and I hurry 
to fi nish packing so that I can return to the peace and serenity of the forest.  Surely one 
of these friendly folks who stopped to visit and admire my dogs will give me lift back up 
to the trail.  But the same thing happens on the way out of town- nobody stops, nobody 

very generous and accustomed to picking up Long Trail hikers in 

worry much of the night about whether I will be able to get a ride or 



even slows down.  The pavement is hot and rough on the dogs feet- they are not enjoy-
ing this any more than I am.  I spot a gas station/ convenience store on the other side 
of the highway and decide to try my luck there.  Maybe I can call a taxi!  A woman is 
sitting there in a huge black pick up truck, eating a snack from the store.  I swallow my 
pride and ask her if by any chance she is heading west.  She looks at Lyssa and shakes 
her head.  I explain that my dogs’ feet are getting burned on the pavement we only need 
to go two miles and I’d be glad to ride in the back with them.  She can’t refuse me any-
more.  Before she can change her mind I lift Lyssa, saddle bags and all, into the bed of 
the truck, then Tina and I climb in. I give my driver $20 at the trailhead in hopes she 
might be more inclined to pick up hikers with dogs in the future. (Hey- I’m a dog train-
er!  I give positive rewards for desirable behavior!)
We’ve made it- our fi rst maildrop!  I’m ecstatic to be back on the trail and back in the 
quiet cool forest.  I realize that the trail feels like home, even though I’m moving all 
of the time.  Every step is home.  Every step is the same, and I am always in the same 
place- one step further than I was before, and one step away from where I will be next.  
I am always in that place of being one step ahead and one step behind, and always in 
the same place, which is on the Trail.  Maybe this is what it means to be in the moment, 
I don’t know.  It feels good and my tension of the last few hours subsides.  Even though 
we will soon face an intimidating ascent of Whiteface 
Mountain, there is no place I would rather be than here 
on the Long Trail. 

Day 6  Whiteface and Madonna are already fading into 
a blurry memory of endless rocky steepness, Sterling 
Pond was crowded with weekend day trippers and 
smelled like dead fi sh, and I dreamed my way down the 
entire descent from Smuggler’s Notch. Crossing High-
way 108 I know it is less than 2 miles to Taft Lodge, my 
goal for tonight.  Piece of cake.  Hmmm, cake sounds 
really good right now!

My top speed when climbing steep & rocky Trail with 
a full pack is somewhere between 0.5 and 1.0 mph.  I 
calculated that it will take me until 6:30 to reach Taft 
Lodge, just as we will be starting to lose daylight.  I got the time correct, but missed the 
mark on the light part.  This is because a skyful of heavily burdened black storm clouds 
arrived at the fi nal endless push up to the lodge at the same time that I did. Balancing 
on the near-vertical line of eroded bedrock comprising the Trail, I tucked away all of 
my gear into the waterproof inner compartment of my pack, and the sky, more bur-
dened than I with it’s heavy load of moisture, let the bottom drop out.  In rapidly dim-
ming light I fought my way up slick wet rock with streamlets of water running down.  I 
was quickly soaking wet from head to toe, wearing shorts and a tank top.  “I needed a 



shower, really,” I told myself.  Lyssa and Tina kept 
dashing under brush to escape from the pelting 
rain.  “We are almost there, trust me,” I told them 
over and over, looking into their questioning 
eyes. I repeated the mantra and kept climbing up 
when suddenly the dogs both dashed ahead and 
disappeared up the Trail. I caught up to them in 
the lodge greeting everyone with joyous enthu-
siasm.  Other hikers greeted me- “we knew you 
were getting close when we saw your dogs!”  The 
lodge was dark and full of wet stinky young male 
hikers.  A goddess in the guise of a GMC caretak-

er off ered me fresh strawberries and information by candlelight.  I dried off  and slipped 
into warm dry clothes, and fed my girls.  They make themselves nests in my pile of gear 
on the bunk and were gone in no time: sound asleep with full bellies in warm dry soft 
safe places surrounded by a crowd of earthy-smelly dog-friendly hikers.  May their faith 
in me never be unfounded!

In the morning it was not raining, probably because Mount Mainsfi eld is inside the 
clouds.  I wondered if it was raining below.  The guidebook suggests that hikers might 
want to go up the Profanity trail in inclement weather, bypassing the steep exposed 
climb up the Chin.  So we cussed our way up the Profanity Trail, through fog and blow-
ing mist.  I’m not convinced it was any safer or less strenuous- many times I had to take 
our packs off  and heave them up the ledges, boost the dogs, and then scramble hand 
over foot myself.  But we made it to the top, alive and well and still going strong.  I have 
to say that traversing the summit ridge in blowing mists, with no signs of other human 
beings in the known world, was way more exciting and adventurous than doing it on 
a warm, sunny afternoon with 6 or 700 other visitors who arrived via car or gondola.  
On the way down we took the Maple Ridge Trail to the Whompahoofus Trail to Baker 
Lodge. We almost got Whomped by the Whompahoofus trying to fi gure out how to get 
through that steep cavey crevice thing, but at least there were no impossible ladders.  I 
make a habit of asking everyone I meet about ladders.  Lyssa can leap up 4 foot faces 
and scramble up steep rocky ravines, but she can’t do 
vertical ladders, and I can’t carry her up or down them.  
So far we haven’t encountered anything that she can’t 
scramble up or down or around, but we bypassed the 
worst of the steep ladders on Mansfi eld, and there are 
rumors of more ladders ahead.  Camel’s Hump, Lad-
der Gap, Stark Mountain....  But today, Mansfi eld, the 
highest peak in Vermont, is behind us!  We celebrate 
with a large bag of Tuna, split 3 ways!  And some choc-
olate covered blueberries for me.  Southbound, we roll!



The storm clouds give way to sunshine and blue skies as we descend.  At some point 
during the day I become aware of great booming noises.  They get louder and louder, 
occuring in repetitive bursts.  Maybe the Forest Service is blowing something up.  It 
sounds like cannon fi re.  It is cannon fi re.  I fi nd the answer 
on my map- Ethan Allen Firing Range.  Ugh.  The repetitive 
booming is discordent with the peace and serenity to which I 
have become accustomed.  I remind myself that part of Ver-
mont history includes Minute Men, Green Mountain Boys 
and Loyalists, all of whom would have no doubt been mem-
bers of the NRA.  The day is salvaged by the fact that the 
booming stopped before sunset and I arrive at Puff er Shelter 
in time to enjoy the glorious view, and watch the colors of 
the alpenglow fade through the whole spectrum of orange, 
red, pink, purple, lavender and grey.  Perhaps the peace and 
quiet of the evening is accentuated by the fact that the can-
non fi re has stopped.  I don’t know; I’m still glad to be there.  
Maybe someday we won’t need guns at all, and the booming 
will stop for good.  Maybe.  Trail Magic happens.  

Most of the next day was downhill; I logged 15.5 miles, my longest day yet.  Maybe 
there’s hope for this old lady.  I pulled into Bamforth Ridge shelter with about 45 min-
utes of daylight left to spare- barely enough to fetch water and set up my tent.  I tented 
because when I came around the corner and peeked into the shelter I was greeted by a 
row of frowsy, dreamy-eyed young men.  They were friendly and harmless enough, but 
I knew I would not sleep well with so much company.  Besides, I toss and turn a lot and 
usually have to get up a few times during the night, and I don’t want to have to worry 
about disturbing other people.  I had never set up my tent on a platform before, but it 
turned out to be pretty easy; the platform was nice and level and just the right size.  It 
was also quiet and well removed from the shelter. I re-read the notes about the trail over 
Camel’s Hump, look ahead to where I might expect to camp the following night, set my 
alarm for 5:30 and drift off .  

A little before 5:00 I woke up to fl ashing lights and crashing booms.  For a moment I 
thought I had stumbled into the fi ring range again.  Then I realized that a thunder-
storm was fast aproaching, and decided would be prudent to make a mad dash out to 
pee before it hit.  Lyssa and Tina had the same idea, and together we dashed out to do 
our business in the bush.  Tina and I dove back into the tent just as the rain started, but 
Lyssa did not.  I stuck my head out of the tent to call her but the storm was on us and 
my voice was drowned out by the rain and crashing thunder.  I tried counting the num-
ber of seconds between lightening strikes and thunder rolls, but there was no gap at all. 
The cell was directly overhead! 



Torrential rain.  This was the fi rst time my tent had been in the rain, and while I had 
read plenty of online reviews about how watertight it was, I wasn’t sure quite what to 
expect.  I gathered my gear around me, hunkered down and hugged Tina, who is gun-
shy and was shaking like she’d swallowed a popcorn maker on overdrive.  I was worried 
that my gear was going to get soaked.  I was worried that Tina’s heart would pound so 
hard that it would explode.  I was worried that the storm would turn into an all day 
downpour, and my quest to fi nish the Trail by the 23rd would be dashed.  I worried 
about all of those things so that I would not worry about the thing that worried me the 
most- where the hell was my dog?   

So I remembered a day years ago when I had only had Lyssa for a week or so.  I had 
adopted her from my county animal shelter, where I worked.  She was about a year old, 
and had been picked up at the local WalMart parking lot, which is a popular spot for 
dumping unwanted animals in our county.  She was perfect: friendly, well-mannered, 
and had a sweet, mellow disposition.  We could not believe that she had been dumped, 
but nobody called or came looking for this beautiful animal.  During her holding pe-
riod in the shelter I visited with her often and every time I left I could feel her eyes 
following me. “Take me with you,” her eyes pleaded.  The day before I took her home I 
had a vision of she and I on a trail together.  It was a vision so clear and sharp- all I had 
to do was follow my intuition and it would become manifest.  A week later we were on 
a conditioning hike around a lake near my home on the west slope of the Sierra Ne-
vada Mountains.  Lyssa, (named after an elegant telepathic dragon in a novel I read), 
loved it.  I cautiously let her off  leash so that she could stretch out a bit.  It was a joy to 
watch her move.  She stayed close by and always came running when I called her.  Per-
fect!  I was about 7 miles around the 9 mile perimeter of the lake when my cell phone 
rang- a surprise call from my sister in New Jersey!  Distracted, I missed a trail marker 
and wandered up on a side trail.  20 minutes later I fi nished my call, realized my mis-
take, and started working my way back to the lake trail.  Lyssa was no longer with me.  

I backtracked, calling and whistling- no dog.  I hiked 
up several side trails, bellowing and whistling.  I met 
hikers coming the other direction and asked them if 
they had seen her- no one had.  To make matters worse 
a cold front was moving in, bringing rain and dropping 
temperatures.  The rain turned to snow.  Big wet heavy 
fl akes.  Still no dog.  I decided to fi nish the trip around 
the lake and return to my car and put up some signs with 
my phone number.  Surely someone would fi nd her and 
see my signs, or call the animal shelter.  I would get her 
back.  I reached the car and was scrabbling around for a 
pen and paper when I looked up to see the most wonder-
ful and unbelievable sight- my dog trotting confi dently 
up the middle of the road towards the car.  I opened the 



door and she hopped in, licked my nose, and shook wet snow all over the interior of the 
car.  I grabbed her in a bear hug!  She was mine and I was hers.  She had gone ahead of 
me on the main trail but when I didn’t show up behind her she backtracked to try to 
fi nd me, missing the side trail and going all 7 miles back around the lake the way we 
had come, ending up at the car.  That was 4 years and many miles ago.  Since then we 
have kept a better eye on each other!  Surely she was not lost in this wild forest, so far 
from home, terrifi ed by this tremendous storm, running in blind panic down Bamforth 
Ridge, no, no, no.  My trip was over.  I would spend the rest of my life searching the 
Green Mountains for my shepherd.  I would put posters at every trailhead and ads in ev-
ery newspaper in Vermont.  The trip was a disaster.

I notice lights again but this time it is not more lightening 
bolts from the storm.  Drops still beat an irregular rhythm 
on the tent, but it’s water dripping off  the trees, not rain.  
The rain has stopped and the brightness is..... dawn!  Tina is 
sound asleep in my lap.  I unzip the tent fl ap and call Lyssa.  
After a few seconds she hops in and to my amazement her 
coat is dry!  Incredible wonderful brilliant unbelievable Dog!  
She licks me all over and I want to hug her forever.  I am so 
lucky.  My dog is not lost, and the worst thing that could hap-
pen did not happen.  It’s a great day for a hike.

That was how the day started. I played it safe, and took the 
Alpine Trail, byassing the Hump altogether.  I will go back and do the summit some 
other time, without the dogs, on a clear sunny day when I can enjoy the legendary view.  
The ladders and steep exposed cliff s sound like fun too, but I’ve pushed the envelope 
enough already today.  By the time I reach the descent down the Monroe Trail the sun is 
shining and the mountain is crawling with day-hikers.  Morning must have been a crazy 
dream.  At Montclair Glen I catch up with 3 of the young men who were at the Bam-
forth Ridge Shelter last night.  They are relaxed and congenial.  One of them says what 
a smart dog my shepherd is, who spent the thunderstorm hanging out with them in the 
shelter.  She disappeared as soon as it stopped raining, he says.  “Smart” doesn’t even 
come close to what my dog is, but I can’t fi nd the right words either.  Trail Magic.  Lyssa! 

Now that a second formidable 4000’ peak is behind me I should be feeling relief that 
the worst is over.  But there is one more challenge ahead, and it is getting closer with 
every step we take.  Back at Taft Lodge, eating strawberries with the GMC caretaker, she 
had helped me work out my strategies for getting safely over Mt. Mansfi eld and Camel’s 
Hump.  Then as an afterthought she added- “there is one spot that could be trouble for 
you- a little further on past Camel’s Hump there is a place called Ladder Gap.  There’s 



an aluminum house painting ladder that goes straight up an overhang.  Most people 
traveling with dogs have to carry their dogs down it.  But you might have trouble with 
Lyssa.”  Several of the north bound hikers at the table are nodding and murmuring in 
agreement.  “I don’t want to scare you,” she says, scaring me, “but it would suck if you 
got down in there and got stuck.  Of course, you made it this far so you’ll probably be 
fine,” she adds, reassuringly.  There must be a way around it, right? I say.  After all, hik-
ers have been hiking this trail for a long time before they brought up aluminum lad-
ders.  Everyone agrees that there mst be a way around the ladder, but nobody actually 
saw anything obvious.  

So for the past few days while I was focused on getting over Mansfield and the Hump 
(or Rump, as I now call it), the thought of Ladder Gap was lurking in the background.  
Now it fills my brain completely and I know I won’t be able to think of anything else 
until I deal with it.  One of the northbounders I met had 2 dogs, and I quiz him about 
the ladder.  He simply hoisted up the border collie, tucked it under his arm like a foot-
ball, and carried him down.   He had a hiking companion, who had helped with the old 
labrador.  They are big strong guys, twice my size.  They look at Lyssa and shrug.  They 
are honest; they don’t have an easy answer.  They wish me luck but it’s not their prob-
lem.  It’s my hike and my problem.  I took a chance, choosing for my hiking partner this 
giant dog who I cannot carry.  Plenty of people bring dogs on the Long Trail according 
to everything I had read, but nothing had specifically addressed the unique issues that 
might confront 58 year old ladies hiking alone with 85 pound shepherds.

On to Ladder Gap.  First climb Mount Ethan Allen, then Ira Allen, and we are getting 
closer.  Paris Skidway.  Onward.  The Trail is rough, but not too bad.  Soon we will be 
climbing Burnt Rock Mountain.  We drop into a ravine and the Trail takes a 90 degree 
turn to the right.  100’ ahead in a dim green rocky chasm there is the Ladder, going 
straight up.  I feel like Jack, gazing up the beanstalk.  The ladder doesn’t exactly disap-
pear into the clouds, but it might as well. It’s tall, and the cliff is overhanging.  Every-
thing in the ravine is green and covered with moss except for the Ladder, which is shiny 
silver.  It’s an impressive sight.  “Shit,” I say. 

My plan is to drop the packs at the bottom of the ladder, find an alternate way up the 
cliff with the dogs, and then go back to the top of the ladder, tie up the dogs, and climb 
back down to retrieve the packs.  But first I can’t resist a quick climb up the ladder just 
for fun.  I trot up the rungs and Tina beats me to the top!  Remember I said she was a 
5.4 free-climber?  Make that 5.9.  I couldn’t do what she just did- leap straight up 3 feet 
to a tiny ledge, skitter along the side of the ladder, bounce once or twice and wiggle the 
last couple feet to the top of the ledge.  I tell her she isn’t supposed to go up until we fig-
ure out how to get Lyssa up, and she beats me to the bottom.  No problem.  Meanwhile 
Lyssa is pacing back and forth at the foot of the ladder, whining anxiously.  She knows 
this is trouble.  



I tell Lyssa the plan- “we go back and forth along the bottom of the cliff  until we fi nd a 
way up, okay?  We can do this.”  Sounds good to her.  This time the Trail is not taunting 
me.  This is just a little ravine, and the ladder is not her doing.  She’s on my side now.  
We can do this.  We explore up and down the ravine, looking for a route that Lyssa can 
handle.  On the fourth trip up the ravine we keep going until I see that the cliff  looks 
less formidible, and there is a spot where maybe we can traverse a few boulders, and 
if we’re lucky and don’t fall into a crevass then we can try to scramble up a steep rocky 
gully.  Everything is covered with thick moss, and the “gully” is full of brush, dead 
branches, and logs scattered like pick up sticks.  I can’t be sure if my footings will hold 
or crumble away in avalanches of dirt and moss.  Lyssa is ahead of me, picking her own 
way.  Sure of herself now, she pulls ahead and shoots up to the top.  I am right behind 
her, with Tina encouraging me.  Up we go.  Then down through thick spruce, farther 
than I expected, until we are back on the Trail again, the beautiful Trail.  I retrieve 
our packs, and soon we are happily climbing Burnt Rock Mountain.  Not a care in the 
world!

It’s late and I am looking for a level place to pitch the tent, but I also need to fi nd water.  
In my obsession to get past the Ladder, I had neglected to think about preparing for 
the night’s camp.  But there is not a rivulet or so much as a square foot of level ground 
anywhere on the climb up Burnt Rock Mountain.  The summit is exposed bedrock, 
revealing a gorgeous view and the Presidential Range glowing purple against the sky-
line.  If only I could stop and enjoy the beauty of this place.  Although I am in a hurry 
to fi nd a good campspot before dark, I pause for a moment. I deserve a few minutes to 
savor this view.  It’s been a long, eventful day, with two big challenges and a monster 
thunderstorm to top it off .  I realize that I am standing on the only level ground within 
miles, and Lyssa and Tina are drinking their fi ll from a basin of fresh rainwater caught 
by the bedrock during this morning’s storm.  I have found my home for the night. What 
a perfect way to end to this most adventurous day, with the whole of Eastern Vermont 
rolled out below me.  

The cold blustering wind let up during the wee hours of the 
night, and Tina and I crawled out of the sleeping bag to a si-
lent, spectacular sunrise.  As if in a dream, I heard a single, 
brief, melodious birdsong, heralding the sunrise.  It was over 
so quickly I could hardly believe I had heard it, especially since 
the songster did not repeat himself.  Bicknell’s thrush?  I don’t 
know, maybe.  Still dreamy, I don’t remember anything else 
from that morning until I was climbing up to Molly Stark’s bal-
cony.  Molly Stark, who must have been something more than 
mere human, to have such a balcony.  I love this Trail!



Today we are going into Waitsfi eld!  I have been looking forward to Waitsfi eld because 
it is the location of Mad River Glen Ski Resort, which is my brother’s winter home and 
the home of his heart, during ski season anyhow.  I have heard a lot about Waitsfi eld.  
Lyssa wears a collar from Mad River Glen:  “Ski it if You Can” it says.  She is the only dog 
in California with a collar like it, and she wears it proudly!  

At the highway crossing we get a ride into town with a wom-
an who works for a Dairy Improvement Company.  It takes 
her 10 minutes to rearrange her load of milk samples so that 
we can cram into her little SUV.  But by now we are experts at 
cramming ourselves into things, and this woman is a dog lov-
er. She drops us at the Outfi tters and I make friends with the 
bookkeeper, who is very friendly and makes me feel at home.  
We walk to the post offi  ce and meet a lot of friendly people 
while we are re-packing our new load of food and gear.  One 
woman even invites us to her house!  I am sorely tempted, 
but the Trail calls me.  I buy extra batteries for charging my 
phone, a headlamp, and a small swiss army knife.  Heavily 

loaded, we hitch a ride out of town with a carpenter who works at the ski resort and 
knows my brother well.  There are no strangers in Waitsfi eld!  A few hours and 1500’ 
later the sun is setting and we make ourselves at home camping in the ski patrol hut 
at the top of the double chair lift.  
It’s brand new, and smells like 
fresh cut pine.  The view of the 
Mad River Valley is delicious and 
dreamlike.  I sleep like a baby.  

If I had to choose my most favor-
ite section of Trail, Monroe Sky-
line from App Gap to Lincoln Gap 
might be top of the list.  I confess, I’m partial to ridgelines.  A nice open ridge is as close 
as you can come to fl ying without an airplane, with your feet on the ground and sky all 

around you. Of course Monroe Skyline is forested, but there 
are views at the ski areas and a spectacular, rare 360 degree 
view at the top of Mount Abraham.  Mostly I was still riding 
high on my elation that we have made it past the Rump and 
the dreaded silver ladder, and had a good night’s sleep as a 
bonus.  I played leapfrog with the boys from Bamforth, who 
I christened Porthos, Athos and Aramis, and we took photos 
of each other.  Actually they just wanted a photo of Lyssa, but 
they got me as well.  



Still feeling elation at having made it past Mansfi eld, The Camels Hump, Ladder Gap 
and the Stark Mountains, I was almost skipping on the way down to Lincoln Gap 
from Mount Abraham, when I met the nearly naked man.  Wearing nothing except a 
scanty pair of black trunks, he was climbing up the rocky ravine below me.  Lean and 
lithe, toes curling around the footholds, arms waving free for balance, he appeared to 

be dancing up the mountain, as light as air.  I stopped and 
blinked to clear my vision, and he smiled at me.  “Wow,” was 
all that I could say.  Another smile.  He fl oated up past me 
and I took a few steps down the mountain.  Then I stopped 
and turned around to double check and make sure he was 
not a hallucination.  As if he knew I was looking he turned 
around and smiled at me again.  I sort of waved a lame salute 
and we continued on our respective ways.  My high tech hy-
perlight pack never felt so heavy as it did that moment.  Oh, 
to be so unburdened and travel so lightly through life.  What 
had he sacrifi ced to be so free, was it worth it?  I wondered.  
Well, I’m probably carrying a lot more burdens in life than 

I need to these days. Surely I can shed a few things, starting with all that old furniture 
out in the garage! Maybe I can learn something from this man.... Here’s a thought- 
maybe it’s not so much that the furniture itself is heavy, but it’s all of the invisible sen-
timent and memories that are attached to it that makes it so weighty and cumbersome 
to deal with.  If I let go of the furniture what will happen to the memories?  Would I 
off end Mom’s ghost if I donate her favorite chair to the thrift store?  Am I ready to fi nd 
out?  Answer- I’m getting readier with every step!  Southbound, we roll!

We enter the Breadloaf Wilderness, a gentler, roller-coaster of forested summits, un-
trammeled by the ski resort industry.  The approaching change in the weather, por-
tending the potential for rain, lent a restless, PMS-type feeling to the night at Cooley 
Glen Shelter.  In the morning the smokey gloom and an overly full privy inspired me 
to get an early start.  Being on the Trail, in motion, constantly in the moment of one 
step ahead of where I’d been and one step away from where I would be next, felt com-
fortable, and right.  There’s magic in mists.  The hush that falls over a forest in a mist 
is more than absence of sound- it’s a palpable and tactile feeling 
that you can touch with your ears.  You can close your eyes and 
feel the hush with your skin.  Everything is still.  The Breadloaf 
Mountains are a cloud forest, wet, dripping, hidden and still.  An 
in-between world, dream-like.  I like it.  It doesn’t matter wheth-
er we are going up or down; it’s all the same.  Time and motion 
are meaningless abstractions- it’s always here and now.  Now we 
are here, at the Burnt Hill trail intersection, the offi  cial halfway 
milepost of the Long Trail.  Now we are here, crossing Highway 
125.  A skinny woman wearing purple shorts, running shoes, and 



a big backpack, accompanied by a giant black and tan dog who looks like a wolf except 
she’s also wearing a backpack, and a little feathery brown  pup, who looks like a dancing 
fox and is not wearing anything; we appear to startle the road crew workers lounging on 
their backhoes, and then we disappear.  At dusk we reappear at Sucker Brook Shelter, 
and camp for the night.  Southbound!

Gillespie Peak, Mt. Horrid.  I have been doing a little 
mental math in my spare time.  Yesterday we passed 
the halfway point for mileage, but we are more than 
halfway in terms of time.  I have 130 miles left to go 
in XX days, with one mail drop.  If I am going to fi n-
ish the Trail I will need to get serious about stretch-
ing out and doing at least 15 miles a day, or more.  
Push harder, faster, longer.  Alternatively,  I can 
choose to not worry about whether I fi nish, take my 
time, smell the roses, explore side trails, take more 
photos, visit more with other hikers, (even stop 
for an overnight at an inn and get cleaned up, eat 
real food and sleep in a bed if I want to!)  Brandon 
Gap, Sunrise Shelter.  I’m on vacation, after all!  My 
co-worker went to Hawaii and even now is probably 
lounging on the beach building sand castles with 
her grandkids, while I am laboring up endless steep 
muddy dispassionate Trail- a trail who does not give 

a damn what I do, fi lthy, grumpy, exhausted, undernourished, lean, strong, resourceful, 
capable, self-reliant and free!  The choice is mine.  I want to fi nish this trail because fi n-
ishing it is the only way I can prove to myself that I am capable of fi nishing it.  But while 
the Massachusetts State Line is the place for which I am headed, it is not the goal in and 
of itself. I  know that the goal is the journey and the journey is the goal. I have repeated 
this to myself and to my friends many times.  Mt. Carmel, Telephone Gap.  Do I believe 
it?  Yes, I do, and yet I still have a fervent wish to make it to the Southern Terminus by 
the 23rd.  Right or wrong, doing the whole trail is important to me. I can’t deny the 
truth of this.  So I strike a bargain with Trail- I will do my best to fi nish by the 23rd, but 
I will not injure myself or my companions or push us to the point where we are suff er-
ing.  (There’s a view of Chittendon Reservoir in the distance.)  Tired and a little hungry 
is okay, hurting and miserable is not.  We camp at a little brook near Dave’s Peak.  So far 
so good; we can do this!

Trail Mantra: “Everyone hikes their own hike.”  
This is still my hike, but now it is a diff erent hike than it was before.  Prior to my deci-
sion to set my sights on fi nishing the Trail on time, the daily challenge had been simple: 
climb up the mountains, climb down the mountains, stay safe.  Now the emphasis has 



shifted: climb all the mountains between here and the point at least 15 miles from here, 
and stay safe.  Time and mileage take precedence over scenery and enrichment.  As a 
result, the last hundred miles of my hike would not be as enjoyable or as memorable 
as the fi rst half.  In fact the southern part of the Trail is not as rugged and senic as the 
northern part, which is not to say that the south is fl at and boring.  It is just.....mellow-
er.  More open hardwoods, less thick conifers.  No more of those unique fragile alpine 
summits with their remnant ice-age fl ora and fauna; instead there are wooded summits 
with enormous rickety fi re towers which must be climbed in order to appreciate the 
view.  There are more ponds, more lowlands, and a lot more mud!  More people too.  
The reason I chose to hike the “hard way”, that is, from North to South, was because I 
particularly wanted to be sure to have time to exerience the “rugged North”.  I like wild, 
I like rugged, and I prefer less populated trails.  If I ran out of time and had to bail out 
before fi nishing, I would sacrifi ce the southern part of the Trail.  But now my goal is to 
fi nish even if it means rushing past a few things.  

I became a perpetual motion machine- the energizer bunny of middle aged lady back-
packers in Vermont.  In Killington I bought extra food for the dogs and myself, and we 
all gobbled down as much as we could while I sorted and repacked the mail drop box.  I 
had exactly 7 days worth of food, rationed strictly, calculated to get me to Williamstown 
with a few raisins to spare.  We couldn’t aff ord any more stops.  We can do this! South-
bound, we roll.  

About 1/2 of the way up from Highway 4 to Pico Peak I took a little break by a brook to 
rest and drink some water.  With 7 days worth of food the pack was heavier than ever, 
and I felt every ounce.  A hiker approached- a familiar fi gure I had last seen at Taft 
Lodge in the early morning fog on Mount Mansfi eld.  His trail name was Rockfi sh and 
he had slept in the bunk above me at Taft.  He was 
the nerdy guy with the giant pack and the video 
camera who had showed me pictures of the infa-
mous ladder gap.  I had thought of him the day 
we made it around the ladder, wishing I could tell 
him the story of how we found the way.  But when 
I met him at Taft Lodge he was heading North, 
and I would never see him again.  Yet here he was, 
coming up the trail behind me!  “Rockfi sh!  You’re 
going the wrong way,” I shouted.  Rockfi sh has 
giant legs that match his giant pack.  “I fi nished 
the trail,” he announced,  “Now I’m just out for a 
hike before I have to catch the train back to Detroit.”  Whoa, that sounded crazy!  Cra-
zy, nerdy Rockfi sh- I was astounded at how wonderful it was to see him again and share 
my story of climbing up ladder gap with him, and all of the other adventures I’d had 
since that foggy morning at Taft.  I listened to his stories too, remembering those rug-



ged highlights of the north- Whiteface, Madonna, Belvedere, Tillotson, Haystack, Jay.  I 
asked him a million questions and listened with genuine interest to everything- his sto-
ry about his Italian Grandmother who really knew how to cook, his love for the Beatles, 
his delight at the second hand junk stores in Schenectady.  How surprised and happy 
his mother would be when he got off  the train in Detroit.  We chatted enthusiastically 
about gear and other trails we had done.  Rockfi sh had completed the Apalachian Trail 
and had done the PCT, twice.  He was the real deal.  The next few miles fl ew by and I 
completely forgot to notice how heavy my pack felt. At Pico Peak Shelter I stopped for 
the night and Rockfi sh headed for Detroit.  
I’m not what you’d call a real social person.  I prefer to keep  a low profi le when it comes 

to interactions with other people.  But out on the trail 
something very weird happens- I’m actually happy to see 
people, and happy to stop and visit with them.  Lyssa and 
Tina like people more than I do, and so I let them be my 
ambassadors, my meet & greeters.  Most hikers pass the 
dog test and are already old friends by the time I enter 
the picture.  So out on the trail I have a lot of friends.  
There is something magical about Trail Friends.  It’s 
hard to explain.  Hiking the same trail binds you togeth-
er somehow, into a community.  Trail friends can be the 
most unlikely individuals you’d ever expect to connect 
with, thrown together by chance, but they become spe-
cial people who you will never forget and always hold 
dear.  It’s Trail Magic- another gift of the Long Trail. 

Indeed, for the next 15 miles the only memorable stories were of people who happened 
to cross paths with me on the trail.  First was Maggie from Mad River Glen who was well 
acquainted with my brother Dale and loved skiing with him, which gave me warm fuzz-
ies all the way to Clement Shelter. Then a late season Southbounder, heading down the 
Appalachian Trail at prodigous speed so as to keep ahead of the coming winter, slowed 
down long enough to answer my curiousity about the Presidental Range in New Hamp-
shire.  Clarendon Gorge was gorgeous and worthy of an expedition of it’s own; I had to 
pass it by.  Pushing all day from dawn to dusk, I barely made it up to Minerva Hinchy 
Shelter by sundown.  Later I found a photo of Minerva in a history book, and I’m glad 
they named a shelter after her. 

6 more days to go.  The girls hardly moved all night long, but seem peppy and ready 
to roll when we hit the trail again just as it was getting light.  The day seems to be hav-
ing trouble making up it’s mind whether to be a rainy day or just settle for damp and 
cloudy.  By the time we cross Highway 140 it’s leaning towards damp and cloudy, which 
suits me fi ne, because soon we are climbing up into the cloud forest again.  What better 
weather could there be for visiting the cairn gardens?  These whimsical creations are a 



treat to discover and admire, and take me 
totally by surprise.  I took some photos, 
but the camera failed to capture the aura of 
magic and wonder cloaking this unexpect-
ed display of sculpture.  I love that human 
hands have shaped these raw materials 
from nature into something still totally nat-
ural and also totally delightful.  

On the way up to Lost Pond Shelter I actually 
got angry with Lyssa, probably for about the 
fi rst time, ever.  It was a measure of how hard 
I was pushing myself and how focused I was 
on time and miles.  I’m also pretty sure it had 
something to do with a moose.  
If I could change anything about my dog, it 
would be to lower the gain on her predatory 
instincts.  Lyssa is the best dog ever at staying with me on the trail and coming when 
I call her, but all it takes is one squeak from a mouse or a marmot and her brains fl y 
out her ears.  She pounces before another thought can enter the space that a moment 
ago was occupied by a brain, but now contains only one thing, which is pouncing on 
squeaky thing.  Lyssa has pounced on several thousand squeaky things in the bush on 
our travels, but to my knowledge she has actually ever caught but one or two.  She’s 
strictly into catch and release.  Well, she would release them if she ever caught them.  
The one time she caught a baby marmot I made her release it and it waddled into the 
bush unharmed.  So she’s a pouncer but not a killer.  I didn’t know what she would do 
if we encountered larger animals, however.  A couple of times in the Sierras we crossed 
paths with cattle, (they still have summer grazing permits in some Wilderness Areas!) 
and Lyssa quickly learned to leave them alone.  Besides, they don’t squeak.  On occa-
sion she has chased deer, disappearing into the bush long enough make me more than 
a little anxious about whether she would fi nd her way back.  Invariably she would re-
appear trotting towards me along the trail from ahead, panting like a freight train.  I 
usually put her on leash if there are deer in the neighborhood.  Leashing her up stops 
the risk of her getting lost, injured or getting her saddle bags ripped off  on a snag, but 
it creates another problem- I have to hang onto her!  Most of the time things go well 
and she takes it easy.  But just as I am getting lulled into thinking how considerate and 
well behaved she is--Squeak!-- brains fl y out the ears and pounce happens.  If I have 
enough warning I can usually brace myself for impact, but once in awhile I get jerked 



off my feet, which is very annoying, especially in the afternoon when we are negotiating 
some endless rocky downhill climb.  At the lower elevations the Vermont mountains 
the forests are full of chipmunks: evil creatures who know how to torture an overgrown 
coyote on a leash attached to a tired human.  They see us coming.  So there I was, grind-
ing up the last hill of the day to Lost Pond Shelter- counting pole plants and thinking 
about nothing.  Lyssa was unleashed when something squeaked and off she went.  But 
instead of playing the usual game of hide and seek at the base of the tree, my dog kept 
charging into the brush and was soon out of earshot.  5 or 10 minutes later I’m fuming 
up the trail bellowing at the top of my lungs so that when she gives up on the chase she 
will hear me and know where to find me.  I’m angry with her for causing me all this 
anxiety.  Plus it is just embarrassing, because other hikers hear me yelling and think I 
need help.  When she finally does reappear, I snap the leash on her and cuss at her.  Her 
bear bell is missing but at least the saddle-bags are unscathed. I hate it that she ran off 
like that and I hate it that I feel so angry with her.  She’s my best friend.  She’s traveled 
this whole way with me, through thick and thin- mountains and cliffs and mud pits- 
and never ever complained about anything.  Not even when I made her ride in the car 
for four days straight and loaded her with 7 days worth of dog food.  I’ve never yelled at 
her, ever, or hardly even ever raised my voice at her.  But I’m tired, dirty, hungry, and I 
smell so bad I can hardly stand myself.  I can’t stop to take a shower or wash my cloths, 
or have a decent meal.  And this stupid Trail is still going up.  Always up.  Damn dog!  
I keep her tied to me the rest of the day, keep her tied up while I set up camp and make 
dinner, and I make her sleep inside the tent with me.  During the night it starts rain-
ing, and I wake up to find a giant wall of warm dry fur beside me.  On the other side, 
Tina is curled up in a warm silky ball tucked under the flap of my sleeping bag.  How 
could I have been angry?  It’s all wrong- I’ve pushed too hard and lost sight of priori-
ties.  And now we have rain, heavy hard steady rain.  Suddenly I know that making it to 
the Southern terminus is not more important than taking care of my best friends, and 
it is not worth the cost of compromising my relationship with them.  These dogs trust 
me without question or hesitation and they would follow me anywhere.  Their welfare 
is 100% my responsibility. If Lyssa gets lost or injured it’s my fault for putting her in 
jeapordy.  
I am fortunate to own this sweet mellow dog who is almost always obedient eager to 
please me.  She hardly needed any training- she made it too easy for me.  I was a lax, 
lazy and indulgent trainer.  I didn’t have the discipline or take the time to deal with lit-
tle issues like pulling or ignoring squeaky varmints when she was on leash.  And now I 
expected perfection from her without having taught her the rules. 
In the still, dark, small hours of the morning, when my mind is fresh and free of the 
rubble of the day, clarity comes.  The following truths are clear: #1 I see that my pre-oc-
cupation with the goal of reaching the “finish line” is damaging my relationship with 
Lyssa and Tina who are my most important responsibility to care for.  The Southern 
Terminus means nothing to them- just another post to sniff, perhaps.  It’s my goal, 
not theirs.  They are happy simply to be with me.  It is not fair for me to force this goal 



on them if it is causing problems.  Ok.  #2- the chipmunk issue.  I have a nearly per-
fect dog who has this minor fl aw which is that she can’t resist pouncing on things that 
squeak and scurry in the brush.  I need to communicate to her that sometimes this is 
ok and sometimes it is not ok. I need to teach her the diff erence between being on and 
off  leash, and that leash time is not hunting time.  Period.  She is smart enough to learn 
this if I am smart enough to teach her.  I have the skills and expertise to teach her be-
cause I have been well trained myself. It’s work- focusing, paying attention, anticipat-
ing, responding and rewarding. Communicating with my dog loud and clear.  Teaching 
a 90 pound shepherd with a strong prey drive and no discipline- I have my work cut 
out for me!  But it is a good thing to do and it will pay off  for both of us, improve our 
relationship and make for a more enjoyable and safer hike for both of us.  That stuff  is 
more important than the fi nish line.  #3 It’s raining. If it rains like this all day, and it 
might, we will all get wet.   I have decent rain gear but it will not keep me dry in hours 
of steady downpour.  Being out in such conditions would not be enjoyable and might 
even be dangerous if we get hypothermic.  Solution- If necessary we will stop and hole 
up in a shelter somewhere.  There are a few possibilities along the way, including Brom-
ley Mountain.  If this happens it will mean that we will not fi nish the Trail- that’s okay.  
We will have given it an honest eff ort.  No regrets, no shame.  No sooner does this last 
insight trickle up through the mental murk and into the light of day than I immediately 
start feeling lighter and happier.  I’m on a roll!  #4  This is a good morning to splurge on 
a cup of hot coff ee for breakfast!

As soon as we get fed, packed and moving on the Trail once again, things get better.  I 
work with Lyssa, the rain lets up, and the miles pass by.  We hit our stride, and then: 
Bromley.  Bromley was not the highest peak of the day, but it has this really sneaky false 
summit on the north side, followed by a little dip, and then a super butt-kicker steep 
ascent up to the real summit.  Usually Bromley Mountain 
is a popular spot for day hikers and peak baggers- it has a 
nice open summit with a view, a good shelter, and some cool 
rocks to play on.  I expected to fi nd the usual small crowd as I 
popped over the ridge to the summit, grunting and cussing at 
the last unexpected bit of steep climb.  But there was only one 
other person, a day hiker, trying to sunbathe on the summit 
rock.  Cloudbathing was more like it.  Whatever, Lyssa put an 
end to it in short order.  She is an expert face licker, and evi-
dently this gentleman tasted delicious.  That is how I met my 
very own Trail Angel.     
I didn’t like him at fi rst.  With a shaved head and thick New 
Jersey accent, I thought he was kind of a hot shot.  But he got 
all of my attention when he said “you look like you could use some food.  I have an extra 
sandwich- do you want it?”  I sat up.  “What kind?”  It wasn’t that I was hungry; I was 
completely empty.  “Fried egg.  With cheese.  On a roll.”  He tossed me a foil package.  



As I gobbled down the sandwich in sort of one long continuous bite I mumbled that 
this was the best food I had ever eaten in my entire life, and it was true.  It was a magi-
cal sandwich. I’m pretty sure that I would not have been able to fi nish the Trail without 
it.  A simple egg and cheese sandwich could not have been so delicious, so nourishing 
and so strengthening.  It fi lled more than my belly- it fi lled me up with happiness all 
the way to my toes.  I fairly fl ew the rest of the way to Spruce Ledge Shelter, 18.5 miles, 
my best day yet!  “Pay it forward,” he said.  Ok, will do!  Gifts!
When I was in about 6th grade my family took a ski vacation to Stratton Mountain.  We 
had lace up boots, wooden skis, polyester fi lled parkas with big fl owers on them, and 
homemade hats, mittens and scarves.  Dad took us all the way to the top on the chair-
lift- I remember an unearthly winter wonderland where the wind had created magical 

snow sculptures around the spruces at the summit. Grind-
ing up the backside of Stratton Mountain with my girls, I 
wondered if anything would look familiar.  Nothing did.  
The tower at the top is awesome to climb up, especially 
when you fi rst peek above the canopy and get a look at 
the mountains and valleys all around you.  In summer 
Vermont is a gorgeous, luscious, green/pristine state.  My 
Angel from New Jersey met me at the summit. This time 
he had two egg sandwiches and bacon for the girls, and I 
have no doubt that Angels are real and they are watching 
over us.  “Pay it forward,” he said again.  I will.  I started 
by taping up the open blisters on his heels with fi rst aid 
cream and moleskin.  I’m good at bandages.  That night 
we camped at a brook near Story Spring Shelter and feast-
ed on egg sandwich #2 and bacon.  Lucky, happy, full-bel-
lied campers.   

Glastenbury Mountain summit is covered with spruce, but in general the forests are 
open hardwoods- beech, maple, birch.  I am surprised when I see my fi rst acorns on 
the trail- here be oak trees!  I haven’t seen oaks since I left our home in the foothills.  
Seeing them makes me feel like I really am getting closer to home.  Soon we will be at 
the Southern Terminus and the hike will be over.  I’ve been so focused on the Trail and 
doing this hike that I haven’t really had time to think about home.  It seems so very far 
away- like, across more than just a continent- like, across the whole dang galaxy.  Hav-
ing Tina and Lyssa with me has prevented me from feeling homesick or lonely.  In fact, 
I haven’t felt lonely for an instant.  I wonder if the dogs miss home at all.  They seem 
happy- they race up and down the trail and sniff  all the interesting scents and inves-
tigate everything there is to investigate, much as they did on the fi rst day of the trip.  
Lyssa still pounces enthusiastically on anything that squeaks or scurries, although she is 
getting better about paying more attention when she is on leash and not jerking me off  
my feet.  Progress has been slow but we keep working on it.  In fact, I think Lyssa could 



go on this way for the rest of her life.  She is lean and 
lanky and muscular and never runs out of energy, 
even on these long 18 mile days.  Tina is as acrobat-
ic and perky as ever.  Whenever I have Lyssa on the 
leash, which is often in these open southern chip-
munk-infested forests, Tina seizes the chance to forge 
ahead and take over as trail-blazer.  She even does a 
little pouncing, which she normally leaves up to big 
sister.  
Somewhere near “Porcupine Lookout” both dogs sud-
denly got very excited for no apparent reason.  Tina 
ran back and forth through the forest, barking, and 
Lyssa, who was on leash because dogs and porcupines 
don’t mix well, was almost impossible for me to hang 
onto.  As I fought for control, (and won), I suddenly 
realized that there was a peculiar barnyard-like smell 
in the air.  Cows?  Not likely!  Just then a hiker ap-
proaching from below stopped and tentatively inquired whether everything was okay 
(deranged lady with giant crazed beast tied to her waist....)  I shouted that I was fi ne 
but my dog had just lost her mind because there was a moose in the neighborhood.  
Approaching cautiously, he noticed the smell too- defi nitely livestock-like!  Wow!  
Smelling a moose is almost better than seeing one!

I kept Lyssa tied close to me the rest of the day and though the night, although she re-
gained her senses as soon as we put some distance between us and Moose territory. Not 
homesick, these dogs.  Moose!  This is the life! Love this Trail!

It’s fi nally arrived- our last full day of hiking on the Long Trail.  I will miss the simplicity 
of this life-- freed of the usual worries and responsibilities of my normal existence.  I 
will miss the cozy companionship of having only 2 dogs to share my attention.  I will 
miss the strenuous daily physical workout.  I will miss the forest, the trees, rocks, moss, 
ferns, mushrooms, salamanders, brooks, ponds and bogs.  Not the mud.  Lyssa will 
miss the chipmunks, no doubt, although they won’t miss her.  As for Tina, she’s always 
in the moment!  
I will miss the Trail.  I am so glad I had the chance to meet her and come to know her; 
I’m grateful for all the gifts and lessons she’s given me, especially the knowledge of my 
own strength and abilities to meet challenges and adversities that lie ahead.  
Southbound, we roll.  Across Hell Hollow Brook, over Maple Hill, past Mr. Mellville 
Nanheim’s shelter, and steeply down to Highway 9.  The workmanship on the stone 
staircases is impressive, reminding me of the stone staircases I have traversed in the 
Sierras.  Rockbound Pass, Desolation Wilderness, The John Muir Trail, Yosemite.  They 
seem dry and barren of life compared to the Green Mountains, like those photos of 



Mars- so inhospitable.  But while the Western Mountains are as stunning as they are 
stark and rocky, they are no more or less grand and exhilerating than this climb up Har-
mon Hill!
Harmon Hill.  An appropriate place to pause, rest and refl ect.  I only need to hike 8 & 
1/2 miles today to be in a strategic spot for fi nishing the trek tomorrow.  I came to Ver-
mont to hike because I wanted to get away from the drought, heat and fi res in Califor-
nia.  I wanted to be immersed in this green verdant land.  In the back of my mind I am 
nursing the notion of running away from the hot dry dusty west- a climate refugee- and 
I like what I see in Vermont.  But to relocate my fami-
ly here would take monumental eff ort, and so I would 
have to be absolutely sure.  I’m not sure- I have only 
seen Vermont in the summer.  There are 3 other Ver-
monts- Fall, Winter and Spring- that give me pause: 
a stop-dead-in-my-tracks kind of pause!  Although I 
have often mused that my husband would be happy 
anywhere there was a warm living room with good 
wifi  and a well stocked kitchen full of snacks, he does 
not, in fact, do well in cold, damp, cloudy conditions.  
He’s a born and bred Westerner.  I enjoy skiing and 
snowshoeing, but my fi ngers and toes are exquisitely 
sensitive to frostbite, and I’m not so sure about all the 
mud with which Vermont is well endowed.  Would it 
be wise to escape fi re and drought for cold, wet and 
cloudy?  The answer was not on Harmon Hill, al-
though I did enjoy the rest and the view!

Silly me, thinking that I was on a downhill run to the fi nish line.  Trail was not through 
with me yet!  After the summit of Harmon Hill we did not descend.  No sir.  After a bit 
of not climbing we started climbing again, and then proceeded to roller coaster along 
past Congdon Camp and through the boggy bottomlands of Stamford Creek, past Suck-
er Pond.  One of my aspirations for the day was to get as clean and de-stinkifi ed as I 
could for my return to civilization.  Sucker Pond, however, was not an inviting option 
for a bath.  It wasn’t until several more long ups, (and short downs), that I crossed Roar-
ing Branch and realized that the time had come.  I was as sweaty and stinky as I would 
ever be and it was the warmest part of the day for drying off , and best of all I had the 
luxury of having more time than miles left in the day.  There’s a fi ne art to taking a bath 
in a brook with only a nalgene botle of water and a few drops of biodegradable soap.  
You wash one limb at a time, being careful not to drop any suds in the brook, all the 
while staying discreetly hidden so as not to shock any passing hikers.  The dogs made 
themselves comfortable by the water while I scrubbed.  An hour later, much refreshed 
and tolerably un-smelly, we continued on.  At peak 3025 we stopped for the night.  The 
guidebook promised views, but was obviously written before the grove of dwarf oak 



trees had grown up on the summit. Moose and deer tracks abounded, so Lyssa stayed 
safely on leash and out of temptation.  

Morning.  We are down to the last kibble, the last packet of coff ee, the last breakfast 
bar.  I ate the last raisin last night.  We descend the last hill, in the last few sprinkles of 
rain.  Strangly, my leg muscles are having problems with the hills now.  The going-up 
muscles are tired but functional as long as I take it easy, but the going-downers are on 
strike.  They scream in protest with every step, threatening to freeze up entirely if I 

continue.  I gimp up and down the last wooded knolls 
to the Massachusetts State Line, shoot a few selfi es, 
gimp the next mile to the Pine Cobble Trail, and then 
hobble painfullydown the next mile or so to the Trail-
head.  I’m done.  We’re done.  My legs are done.  Evi-
dently they were done awhile ago.  Only the Trail is not 
done, sending me off  with this last reminder of who’s 
in charge.  The Trail, the land, the forest, the trees, the 
rocks, the animals.  The Earth.  Is 
in charge.  I remember the words 
of  Carl Sagan: “Each of us is a tiny 
being, permitted to ride on the 
outermost skin of one of the smaller 
planets for a few dozen trips around 
the local star.”  It’s been a good trip 
and a good ride.  

November, 2016, Pollock Pines CA
 

*  My footwear: I wore light weight trail running shoes fi tted 2 sizes too large, with very 
cushiony insole inserts and 1 or 2 pairs of wool trekking socks, and no gaiters.  I mailed 
myself a pair of thick clean socks in each resupply box.  The shoes already had about 
100 miles on them when I started and by the end of the trail the tread was completely 
worn off  and the soles were starting to delaminate.  I was happy and so were my feet!


