 Male Madness 
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Eyes Right

Millinocket, ME   -  It did not start to rain until we had passed Katahdin Stream Falls.  At this point in our hike, we had covered just over a mile of relatively easy terrain.  The falls to our left were magnificent due to the nearly daily rains of the past three weeks.  The water was raging, and, as we scampered across the wooden bridge with no protective railing, it was impossible to not consider how quickly one would die if you were to slip and fall into the torrent below.
Once beyond the falls, the trail becomes the Hunt Trail, the final 4 mile leg of the famous Appalachian Trail stretching from Georgia to Maine.  The path narrowed such that the wild cranberry bushes on either side brushed against our legs.  They were wet from the rains and our legs quickly became soaked.  Within a few hundred yards, we encountered our first lengthy boulders, but they were relatively easy to traverse.  Soon, however, we entered the first of several creek beds running with water.  Our hiking shoes became soaked as the upward ascent became more challenging.  It was here that the weather turned from a light mist into a steady cold rain. 
There were few people on the trail this morning.  We had begun climbing at 6 AM, but were not the first, as four “through hikers” had started perhaps 30 minutes before we began.  [A through-hiker is someone who is hiking the entire 2000 mile length of the Appalachian Trail].  This group had left Georgia in early March, and it was now August in Maine.  Occasionally one or two other hikers would pass us, but the total during the day was less than 10.  We were essentially on the mountain by ourselves.

My hiking partner was my son, an accomplished athlete and marathon runner 35 years of age.  I had asked him to join me for both moral and physical support.  Our goal was to reach the summit of Mount Katahdin, Baxter Peak, at a height of 5271 feet.  The climb is described in the park literature as “strenuous.”  This proved to be an understatement in view of the weather conditions on the day of our climb.

Once the trail through the creek beds ended, we located the cave marking the entrance to “the Gateway,” a mile long vertical rock scramble of extreme difficulty.  In three places there are metal hand and foot supports embedded in the granite to assist climbers.  We used each of them.  By this time, visibility was rapidly decreasing, and we were able to see only a few boulders in front as we continued to scale upwards, often on hands and knees.  Vertical drops of several hundred feet or more were on each side, so it was imperative to use extreme caution on the increasingly slippery rocks.
After several hours, we finally made it to a section known as “the Tableland,” a relatively flat area near the summit.  However, the wind on top of the mountain was now blowing at at least 35 knots, with cold rain pelting us nearly horizontally.  We considered turning back, due primarily to concerns about hypothermia, but after considering what we had already been through, opted to continue on.  The final stretch was through essentially a long cold swamp concluding with another steep climb to the summit.  

Once at our goal, the famed wooden sign proclaiming “Baxter Peak,” we realized the precariousness of our situation.  We were thoroughly soaked and were both shivering, the rain was continuing to feel like sleet, and the wind had increased further.  The return descent was particularly dangerous, in view of the difficult footing and poor visibility on the Gateway.  On several occasions, our only recourse was to attempt to slide down vertical rock surfaces on our bottoms and hope to land safely at the bottom.  The good news was that we had gravity on our side; the bad news was that my right knee was developing “issues” and hurt every time I stepped down with that leg.
The final two miles through the lower creek beds took us longer than when we came up those same rocks.  Fortunately, in spite of the steady day-long rain, Katahdin Stream was not over the foot bridge below the falls, and we were able to cross safely.  We arrived back at our truck nearly 12 hours after we had begun the climb.  Once we had put on dry clothes and begun to warm somewhat, we both concluded that our decision to climb Katahdin under these weather conditions was by far the dumbest thing either of us had ever done while sober.  But, of course, we are guys, and that explains it all.

I thought you might like to know.
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