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Mount Kineo, Maine – Did you ever have a song stuck in your head?   If you are like most of us, the answer is probably yes.  I am not certain why the human brain seems to have this rather universal trait....perhaps we are wired for music??   
I pose this question because my wife has a favorite CD, Cry of the Loon, by Stan Keach & Friends.  Keach is a native of Maine, and all the songs on the CD have Maine as a theme.   In addition to the title song about loons, others tell stories about lobstermen, loggers, potato farmers, a Maine Civil War regiment, the rocky shores of Maine, and, of course, a spoof about LL Bean boots. 
One of my favorites on the CD is an acappella ballad telling the story of Donn Fendler, a 12-year old boy who became lost on Maine’s tallest mountain, Mount Katahdin, on July 17, 1939.  One of the repeating lyrics laments, “Donn Fendler’s gone and lost himself on a mountain up in Maine.” Here is the background.  The boy had reached the mile high summit, but became impatient waiting for his father and brothers to join him.  He foolishly decides to return to their camp on his own, but when a storm suddenly blows in obscuring the trail, he becomes lost.  In spite of search parties of hundreds of local citizens and blood hounds looking for him, Fendler was not to be found anywhere on the rugged mountain.  For the next 9 days Donn wandered in the wilderness without shelter and food, amidst swarming insects and wild animals.  His shoes and most of his clothes had been lost when he finally emerged after 80 miles near a cabin which was part of a remote fishing camp.  Fendler later recounted that he had used his Boy Scout training to follow a stream hoping that it would “lead somewhere.”   Amazingly, Fendler was in surprisingly good health, although 16 pounds lighter and very dehydrated.  All of Maine followed his lost-on-the-mountain ordeal with daily updates on radio and newspapers.  In the ensuing months, Donn became a national hero.  His story appeared on the front page of the New York Times, and Life Magazine published a photo spread about his ordeal.  The following year, Fendler was invited to the White House by President Franklin Roosevelt to receive the Army and Navy Legion of Valor medal, an annual award for fan outstanding youth hero.  Two years after his ordeal, Findler’s story, as told to Joseph Egan, Lost on a Mountain in Maine, appeared in print and became a bestselling book - it was reprinted several times in later years, the most recent being 2013.  For many years, the book was required reading in Maine schools.
During WW II Fendler enlisted in the Navy and served as a Seabee in the Pacific.  After the war he attended the University of Maine before becoming an officer in the Army.  He served as a Green Beret in Vietnam and ultimately made the Army his career.   Upon retirement, Fendler lived in Tennessee, but continued to visit Maine each year to talk to schoolchildren about his adventure on the mountain.  He passed away in 2016 while in nearby Bangor.
I had not heard of Donn Fendler when I hiked Katahdin, but I wish that I had because I certainly would have done things differently.  My first attempt was with my wife, but we had to turn back, even though we were close to the summit, due to cramps in my legs and poor preparation.  The next time, a few years later, I did reach the summit.  I was climbing with my 30-something son, but just as with Fendler, we underestimated the danger of a storm on these mountains.   Although we had started in a light drizzle, by the time we reached the plateau above the tree line, the drizzle was now a cold, driving rain although it was early August!  We wanted to reach the sign at the top which signifies the both the summit and the end of the Appalachian Trail, so we continued on.  We had rain gear, but we were soon soaked due to the wind.   Once at the sign, we found that we were indeed alone - everyone else had long since departed for shelter.  Somehow, after several hours into darkness we made it down the trail to safety, but I tore out the seat of my trousers and my left leg was injured.  I am not certain that I would have made it down without the assistance of my son.   We had experienced our own “Fendler Katahdin moment” even though we had never heard of him at the time.
Having listened to my wife’s CD countless times in the past few years, Donn Fendler was on my mind this past week while my wife and younger daughter, Emily, and I were hiking Mount Kineo, roughly 70 miles west of Katahdin.  To reach Kineo we had to kayak over one mile of open water on Moosehead Lake, the largest lake in Maine.  One does not do this crossing nonchalantly, because when the wind blows, dangerous levels of waves immediately form.  Recently a kayaker was lost in this very water.  Neither he nor the kayak has been found.  
Once you arrive on the island, there is a mile hike to a choice of the trailheads of trails to an old, abandoned fire tower on the summit, 800 feet up.   On our past hikes here, I have taken the Indian Trail, the more technically challenging of the two, while my wife and Emily take the longer, but less dangerous Bridle Trail.  This time, for reasons still not clear to me, I opted for the third alternative, the North Trail.  I had heard that it was considerably longer, but eventually ended at the fire tower.  I had no map with me.
Not far into the North Trail, I realized that it was not well-maintained as the other two.  Trees were down and the path was nearly obliterated by tall grass.  I continued on following blue blazes on the trees marking the trail to the north end of the island, Hardscrabble Point.  Here I saw on old sign with a sketch of a fire tower with an arrow pointing to the trail.  I had only walked maybe a hundred yards on this trail when I encountered a fork in the road - two trails, both with blue blazes!!  I took the one to the left and soon found myself on an even worse trail along the east shore of the lake, sometimes passing through wet bogs and downed trees.
I had told Emily that if I did not arrive at the fire tower by 4:30 P.M. she and her mother should return without me and that I would catch up.  Unfortunately, the trail not only got worse, but the trail markers were now red!  This is when the Donn Fendler song kept repeating in my head, “Don Fendler’s gone and lost himself on a mountain up in Maine.”  4:30 came and went, but the trail, now again (magically) with blue markers, was at least headed up the side of the mountain. I started to yell for my daughter, but total silence, other than forest sounds, was the only return.  A mild sense of panic began to set in; I was lost, and the only certain way to safety was to retrace my path, now at least 6-8 miles, probably in the dark.  I had a flashlight and phone, but there was no cell coverage.  More worrisome to me were continual concerns that my family had no idea where I was or if I was injured.  Search and rescue on this island would, at best, be a day away.  Twice I lost the trail, but backtracked to find those very faint blue blazes.  The upward climb had now become mostly a scramble over huge rocks and was nearly vertical  I was still within dense forest and could not see far ahead.   Fendler was now really on my mind.
Finally, as I continued to yell “Emily!,” I heard a most welcome reply, “Dad!”  After ten more minutes of a hard climb, I reached the fire tower for a reunion full of hugs.  My daughter had insisted that they stay at the tower as long as possible.  I was very pleased with her decision.
Moral:  Don’t take these Maine mountains for granted.  Donn Fendler is gone now, but you can ask me - or listen to my wife’s CD.
I thought that you might like to know.
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