
Maine Appalachian Trail Hike 2009 
 
The AT north of Jo-Mary Road in Maine’s 100-Mile Wilderness is wet and muddy this year.  Our 
first day of eight miles or so was hard enough, recalling faded memories of Maine’s roots and 
rocks from two years ago.  Off and on for some weeks prior to this trip, there had been rain in this 
region, swelling the streams and rivers, and making a bog of much of the famous footpath 
through these woods.   
 
On our first day we met some of the strongest of the northbound thru-hikers, all of them young 
men, dirty and as thin as rails.  They did not seem elated that their goal was now within reach.  
Rather, they looked only tired.  They had a dull look in their eyes, one of profound fatigue. I felt as 
if they were partly somewhere else.  These boys soon sped away from us on their way to 
Katahdin, bearing their packs and our congratulations. 
 
It is meeting these long-distance hikers and seeing the wear and tear on them that hints to me 
that I might never attempt another thru-hike.  In the comfort of my living room, it is easy for me to 
grow nostalgic for the Trail’s many freedoms and the adventure of it all.  Seeing again some of 
these battered young men after 2,100 miles in the mountains now gives me pause.  Could I do 
this again? 
 

***** 
 
Handyman waited for my nephew Dusty and me at the baggage claim area of the airport in 
Manchester, NH.  He is much as I remember him from the 2007 AT hike, but does not wear the 
beard that grew so wildly during his thru-hike.  He remains trustworthy, supportive, slightly 
entertaining, a good planner, and a perfect hiking companion.  We discuss at great length our 
2007 hike, its memorable characters and places.  I tease Handyman occasionally about his legs, 
for which he was sometimes complimented by women during his hiking days two summers ago.  
We also speak frequently of our sore muscles and stiff joints.  The tough hiking in this part of 
Maine punishes our bodies. 
 
My nephew Dusty is now known on the Trail as Dust Buster.  He was able to purchase his gear 
only a week before our trip, but luckily he has experienced no problems with his boots thus far.  
We lost one of his new water bottles at a rest stop during our first day of hiking, but we are more 
careful now to scan the area before we leave a rest stop or campsite. 
 
I am more impressed with Dust Buster as each day passes.  He tolerates the many discomforts of 
the Trail with extreme grace, never complaining.  He needs no help in carrying his gear, though 
this is perhaps the first time he has carried such a load.  I explain how to pack his backpack, how 
to treat water for drinking and cooking, and a dozen other things that are good to know on a multi-
day backpacking trip.  He is a great hiking companion. 
 

***** 
 

8/1 Jo-Mary Road to Potaywadjo Spring 7.7 Miles 
 
The drive to Monson, ME from Manchester, NH took nearly six hours, with traffic slowed 
considerably by a cold steady rain.  The windshield wipers of our rented Saturn SUV never 
stopped their back-and-forth movement until we finally reached Shaw’s Boarding House in 
Monson.  We elected to share one room on the second floor of Shaw’s instead of taking two 
rooms.  This decision I soon regretted, but I had forgotten Handyman’s well-earned reputation as 
a snorer.  Around 1:00 am I finally sneaked down the hallway and sought refuge in an unoccupied 
room.  I believe that Dust Buster was able to get to sleep before the windows began to rattle – in 
any case, he did not mention anything to me. 
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A tradition at Shaw’s is their big breakfasts, which we enjoyed at 7:00 am on 8/1.  Soon enough, 
Sue from Shaw’s arrived from her home, spat her cigarette butt onto the driveway and coughed 
out a good morning.  Sue and Dawn, the proprietors of Shaw’s, are two of my favorite people 
from my AT experience.  I was happy it was Sue who would drive us to Jo-Mary Road to begin 
our hike.  We loaded our gear into the Jeep and were off.  The trip took several hours, reminding 
me that there are no direct routes to any place in Maine. 
 
Finally, Sue steered the vehicle into a cutout on the side of the road and we squeaked to a halt.  
To the right I spotted an opening in the brush, and I walked over and peered down the corridor to 
see a familiar white blaze.  On all my trips to the AT, the sight of the first white blaze is always 
exciting.  It seems to pull me into the woods.  And so it was with some excitement that Dust 
Buster, Handyman, and I shouldered our packs, posed for a quick photo, and then strode off 
toward Mt. Katahdin.  We took our first steps at 10:15 am. 
 
Compared with the terrain we would encounter in the days that followed, the first day’s hike to 
Potaywadjo Spring lean-to was relatively mild.  We passed some beautiful bodies of water at Mud 
Pond and Lower Jo-Mary Lake, and walked log bridges over swollen streams.  We tried to avoid 
the deepest of the boggy spots, and I learned again that wet exposed tree roots can be very 
slippery.  We took a long rest break at Antlers Campsite at the edge of the lake, and it was there 
that we were passed by a group of three thru-hikers heading north.  They are among those 
making up the leading edge of northbound hikers, completing their thru-hikes in less than five 
months.  These three young men planned to reach Abol Bridge the day after we met them.  From 
Antlers Campsite the distance to Abol Bridge is 37 miles.  These guys can really hike. 
 
Our plan is more modest.  We hope to arrive at Abol Bridge at the end of our fourth day on the 
Trail.  We wobbled into Potaywadjo Spring lean-to around 4:00 pm and quickly Dust Buster and I 
decided to setup our tents, and Handyman his hammock – the mosquitoes had been unrelenting 
for most of the day, and we knew that our best way of avoiding their bites was to hide in our tents.  
Handyman has a screened-in hammock that deters the biting insects.  Two section-hikers had 
setup in the shelter, hanging mosquito netting around their sleeping spaces. 
 
We chose a campsite about 100 feet or so from the shelter area near an excellent icy-cold spring, 
and soon had our little camp setup in fine order.  Dust Buster used my single-wall Black Diamond 
FirstLight, one of my favorite tents.  I setup my MSR Hubba and Handyman hung his hammock 
from two stout trees.  Content and tired, I took a small flask of tequila up to the shelter and talked 
for awhile with the mosquito net section-hikers, who were headed south. 
 
The conversation soon turned to water crossings, which to the south had become very dangerous 
with the heavy rain runoff.  The southbounders warned me of a tricky crossing our group would 
have to make north of the tote road to Whitehouse Landing at the Nahmakanta Stream.  Usually 
considered an easy ford, the burbling stream had grown into a raging torrent due to the heavy 
downpours in recent weeks.  Now hikers were challenged to cross without being knocked down 
by the strong current.  This news accompanied another warning from the southbounders:  an 
impressive amount of water had inundated the Trail ahead of us, making a rarely-used high-water 
route our best option for part of the next day’s hike. 
 
Handyman and I had developed the tradition of eating macaroni and cheese on the first night out 
of town (because it is heavy), and true to that tradition we cooked up Velveeta Shells and Cheese 
(considered by Handyman and me to be the all-time champion of mac-n-cheese dinners).  
Warmed by the hot food and the tequila, I zipped myself into the seclusion of my tent and listened 
to the sounds of the forest.  Soon, I drifted off to sleep as Handyman snored away in his 
hammock. 
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8/2 Potaywadjo Spring to Wadleigh Stream 10.1 Miles 
 
After hiking for ½ mile from our campsite, the promise of a view of Mt. Katahdin led us to take a 
short side trail to the edge of a placid Pemadumcook Lake.  The lake was still and beautiful in the 
early morning light.  But I was not sure I could pick Katahdin from the mountains in the distant 
haze.  We crossed Deer Brook on a bridge of logs thrown across its path.  Soon we met a group 
of people where the Trail crosses the Mahar tote road.  This is the grassy two-track that hikers 
use to approach the boat dock for a ride across the lake to Whitehouse Landing and their 1-
pound cheeseburgers.  One hiker (whom we would begin to call Never Got One because he had 
no trail name) was just returning from a night at Whitehouse Landing as we approached the tote 
road.  Another three or four hikers approached just then along the AT from the north.  We all 
converged on a point, stood nodding and smiling at one another for a moment, and then 
everyone started off again at the same time.  Never Got One followed our group north on the AT.  
Within a few minutes I could hear the growing sound of rushing water, and we rounded a bend 
and ran into the Nahmakanta.  The stream was still within its banks, but the current churned past 
at an alarming rate.  Immediately upon arriving, I witnessed a northbound hiker slip from his 
precarious stance on a rickety log bridge and fall into a pile of half-submerged boulders 
midstream.  The water surged to his waist and he shouted a few curses before struggling onto the 
rocks and eventually hauling his soaked carcass onto the far bank of the stream. 
 
I decided I would not be taking this route across the water.  I scanned up and down and had an 
idea.  An enormous boulder, about half the size of a school bus, formed an island in the middle of 
the stream.  We hopped from rock to rock and then climbed atop the boulder.  Sure enough, a 
few logs had been placed between the boulder’s top and the far bank.  I approached the logs to 
examine them.  The water, squeezed between the boulder and the stream bank, increased its 
speed dramatically through this slot, its sound becoming thunderous.  The water was about eight 
feet below the improvised walkway, which was perhaps twelve inches wide and composed of 
three narrow logs. 
 
I poked the logs with a trekking pole and then stepped gingerly onto them.  The arrangement 
bounced a little under my weight.  Looking down into the boiling cauldron was a dizzying 
prospect.  I decided that I should not allow Dust Buster to attempt this method of crossing.  I was 
certain that he would fall and potentially be badly hurt or worse.  Handyman carefully tested the 
logs and very slowly inched his way safely across.  I held my breath until he made it to safety, but 
I watched the logs and noticed they seemed strong enough to bear a person’s weight. 
 
I went upstream and then downstream but did not find anywhere that I wanted Dust Buster to 
cross.  Finally I looked at him and asked if he thought he could make it across the log bridge.  He 
told me he could and soon I was holding my breath again as he put one foot onto the logs and 
then another, then inched his way along.  The trusty Handyman once again proved his value, 
talking calmly to Dust Buster from the far side and then reaching out a hand to pull him in when 
he made it within reach.  I breathed a huge sigh of relief and then slowly made my own way over 
the chasm, grabbing a hand from Handyman at the end. 
 
With all of us safely across, we turned to see Never Got One approach the stream and begin to 
wade through – boots, socks, and all.  This man is roughly the size and shape of a refrigerator.  
The water pushed him around a bit, but he used the logs on the lower crossing and the 
surrounding boulders to make his way across, getting wet to just below the level of his backpack. 
 
We moved on, feeling relieved to have crossed the stream.  Adrenaline fizzed through my veins 
and my heart hammered my chest wall.  I hoped we had seen the last of the difficult water 
crossings.1 

                                                      
1 As it would turn out, we had many more waters to cross on our way to Katahdin.  None were as 
scary as the crossing of the Nahmakanta. 
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At the south end of Nahmakanta Lake, and then at the north end, we stopped to admire the lake 
and its surroundings.  The couple of sand beaches where so many hikers stop for a swim were 
flooded, but we saw a few thru-hikers taking a dip anyway.  The Trail had been tough all day, and 
our small group was very tired when we reached Wadleigh Stream lean-to.  Altogether, there 
were perhaps six others camping at or near the shelter besides our group.  We put up our tents 
and hung the hammock once again, about 30 feet from the shelter and near the stream.  After we 
were setup and had eaten, it began to rain and continued raining all night. 
 

***** 
 

8/3 Wadleigh Stream to Rainbow Spring Campsite 11.9 Miles 
 
The big challenge of our third day on the Trail was the morning climb of Nesuntabunt Mtn.  A 
hazy view of Mt. Katahdin from the summit was worth a few photos.  I was amazed at how far we 
had climbed when I looked down at the lake far below.  A mile beyond and below the summit, we 
came upon a group of about ten young hikers accompanied by two adults.  They were sitting on 
the woods road where the AT crosses.  We chatted with them for a few minutes and learned that 
they had hiked 15 miles on the previous day and were now exhausted and in no mood to 
continue hiking.  They had no plans as to what to do next.  They were just sitting on the road. 
 
Handyman and I stepped aside and discussed our own options.  Over the previous two days, we 
had seen Dust Buster grow very tired by the end each day.  I did not want to exhaust his energy.  
We had considered walking along this woods road to where it again intersects the AT – this would 
save about a mile of hiking and would be a relatively easy downhill road walk.  After a brief 
discussion, we pointed Dust Buster down the gravel road and followed after him. 
 
The road intersects the AT near a bridge over the Pollywog stream, which was high and roaring 
when we walked over it.  We sat in the shade and ate some lunch while several hikers came by.  
At about 2:00 pm we arrived at a beautiful site where they have located the Rainbow Stream 
lean-to.  A number of people had setup tents to dry on a sunny area above the shelter.  The 
roaring Rainbow Stream flowed in front of the shelter, spanned by two long logs flattened on their 
tops.  The water lapped at these logs making them wet and slick.  Again, my worry for Dust 
Buster’s safe crossing gnawed at my insides. 
 
We rested and filled up with water before Handyman approached the bridge and slowly 
negotiated a successful crossing.  Then Dust Buster went slowly across, placing his feet just as 
Handyman had done.  Finally I went across, with Handyman actually shooting a short movie of 
the event using his digital camera.  Once again we had made it safely and dryly across 
dangerous water.  Four miles of roots, rocks, bogs, and streams later, we walked into the 
Rainbow Spring campsite earlier than we had expected.  Each of us was thoroughly beat and 
ready to stop for the day.   
 
Two small misfortunes befell Handyman during the day, which are worth a description here.  
During the long afternoon, as we moved slowly through a particularly hazardous section of 
partially submerged rocks and stumps, I heard a tremendous crack and then a splash and a 
groan.  Handyman, hiking in the lead position, had gone ass-over-log and was lying partly off the 
pathway.  He thankfully wasn’t hurt.  But in the fall he had leaned heavily on a trekking pole and it 
had snapped like a dry twig.  We all laughed and examined the pole pieces.  Handyman soon 
found a tree branch that suited him and fashioned himself a new pole. 
 
Later, at the campsite, the misfortunes of Handyman continued.  In 2007, he had camped at this 
same Rainbow Spring campsite.  Typical of Handyman, he remembered the exact two trees from 
which he had suspended his hammock during that hike.  So he again selected the same two 
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trees and setup his hammock.  Now, when Handyman had last cruised through Maine on the AT, 
he was a lean 165 pounds.  This time at Rainbow Spring he lumbered in a little bit heavier.  At 
first, I thought it might have been my imagination:  as Handyman lowered himself into the 
hammock I thought I saw one of its anchoring trees begin to move.  Moments later, after 
Handyman had reclined in the hammock, I saw the tree begin to move again – but this time I 
knew it was not my imagination.  The tree began to pickup speed as it fell inward toward the 
hammock.  “Handyman!” I squealed just as the tree crashed into the limbs of the other anchor 
tree.  Handyman and the hammock were lying on the ground, but neither had sustained any 
damage.  I convinced the bewildered Handyman to remain there until I could scramble around 
and retrieve my camera to document the incident.  When things calmed down we laughed about 
the day’s events, loaded up on ibuprofen, and went to bed. 
 

***** 
 

8/4 Rainbow Spring to Abol Bridge 11.2 Miles 
 
The highlights of this day included the views from the granite cliffs of Rainbow Ledges and the 
microwave cheeseburgers at the Abol Bridge camp store.  For lunch we stopped at Hurd Brook 
lean-to, which is located at a nice spot with a tumbling stream nearby.  We fired up the JetBoil 
stoves and ate a hot lunch to fuel us into Abol Bridge campground where we were to camp for the 
night.  As we neared the bridge we surprised a deer, the largest forest dweller we were to see on 
the entire hiking trip.  We paused to take the traditional “Abol Bridge” photo of Mt. Katahdin as we 
walked across the bridge.  This brought forth memories again of my 2007 hike, and provided Dust 
Buster with the startling revelation of just how high this mountain soars out of its surroundings.  
From the bridge, the view of Mt. Katahdin is truly inspiring and somewhat intimidating. 
 
Soon we each had wolfed down two microwave cheeseburgers, chips, and a soft drink while 
sitting at the picnic table outside the Abol Bridge store.  Then we hiked to our tent site in the 
campground and setup.  Handyman and I spent 50 cents each on a coin-operated shower.  I 
washed my clothing in the shower and hoped it would dry enough so that I would not freeze while 
wearing it the next morning.  Dust Buster retired to his tent and I passed food into him through the 
door.  He did very well on this tough hiking day and continues to impress me with his toughness 
and how much he learns.  He was very tired at the end of this day. 
 
I decided to speak with Handyman about an option we could take to cut off a few miles.  I wanted 
to reserve some strength to better our chances of climbing Mt. Katahdin.  I could not get 
reservations at Katahdin Stream Campground in Baxter State Park for 8/5, the night before our 
planned summit day.  I was forced to reserve a site at Abol Campground instead for that night.  
Abol is about two miles further down the Baxter State Park road from Katahdin Stream, the jump-
off for AT hikers climbing Mt. Katahdin.  This posed two problems.  First, it added two miles to the 
hike planned for 8/5, and second, it meant we would have to retrace those two miles back to 
Katahdin Stream Campground on 8/6, the day we were to climb the big mountain. 
 
I discussed another option with Handyman.  Beyond the Abol Bridge, the Abol Stream Trail 
branches east from the AT.  Handyman and I decided to use this trail to cut through the forest to 
the Park road below Abol Campground and hike along the road to the campground. 
 

8/5 Abol Bridge to Abol Campground 4-5 Miles 
 
This was a short hiking day as we mainly walked along the Baxter State Park road to Abol 
Campground.  We had a lean-to site at the campground, but decided we would use the tents and 
hammock to avoid the nasty mosquitoes.  We built a good fire and relaxed while watching it burn.  
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Our neighbors were a young couple from Minnesota, and we spent a good deal of time talking 
with them and enjoying the fading light. 
 

8/6 Abol Camp to Mt. Katahdin and to Katahdin Stream 12.4 Miles 
 
What a huge fantastic day!  The weather was nice all day, with some clouds racing over the 
mountain as we neared the summit.  But before we could even begin our climb we had to hike 
with our packs the two miles along the road to the Katahdin Stream Campground.  This we did, 
and as we placed our packs on the porch of the Ranger Station and took daypacks from the box, 
I wondered if we had enough strength to make it to the top and back.  The time was approaching 
9:00 am when we signed the register.  We would have been better off if we had started at 7:00 
am or before.  The Rangers had designated the day as a Class 2 climbing day – meaning that 
conditions were good for climbing, but not ideal, principally because of the threat of afternoon 
thunderstorms high on the peak. 
 
I thought it would take us nine hours to complete the climb and return to the campground.  It had 
taken me eight hours in 2007, and I was much faster then.  As we moved fairly quickly up the trail 
to Katahdin Stream Falls, I began to feel the old competitive urge to go for it!  “Okay,” I thought, 
“It’s all about conserving energy and developing a rhythm.”  I suddenly began the think of the 
climb as I had in 2007:  1 mile to the Falls, 1.5 miles to the Hunt Spur, another mile to the 
Tableland, 1.5 miles to the top.  It’s really just a series of segments.  If you put them together you 
make it all the way. 
 
We scooted past the Falls after a few quick photos.  Soon, the AT became a steep, boulder-
choked ravine, and our pace slowed.  I became deliberate with each step and tried to establish a 
rhythm.  As views presented themselves, we stopped to take photos.  But I did not want to rest 
very often early in the climb.  At 11:30 am, we climbed above the treeline and for the first time 
Dust Buster had a full appreciation of just how high this mountain was going to be when we got 
on top of it. 
 
As most people know, the most challenging section of the AT on Mt. Katahdin is the ridge line 
from the Hunt Spur to the Gateway.  We collapsed our trekking poles and climbed, squirmed, and 
scooted our way up through the boulders.  I showed Dust Buster where to hold and where to 
step, but only for a short time.  He was soon showing remarkable skills in moving up through the 
rocks. 
 
At 12:35 pm we topped out on the Tableland and reset our trekking poles.  The top of Mt. 
Katahdin was just one hour away in the distance.  But I worried that the gathering storm clouds 
were closer.  We snapped a few quick photos of the spectacular views from the Gateway and 
then hurried across the 1.5 miles to the summit. 
 
There comes a time on every summit day when you know with absolute certainty that you are 
going to make the top – or that you are not going to make it.  At Thoreau Spring, with a mile to go, 
I knew we were going to make it.  For a little while I enjoyed the sense of accomplishment this 
knowledge provided.  I was very proud of Dust Buster.  Thoughts of the long descent soon 
intruded on my reverie, however.  I knew we were in for a very long day. 
 
At 1:35 pm I joined Dust Buster at the summit marker sign, which had only the week before 
replaced the aging sign that greeted me two years ago.  With half a mile to go, Dust Buster had 
pulled away from me as my pace fell off.  I could not keep up with him.  We were joined by 
Handyman a few minutes later and took photos of one another.  There were many people on top, 
some coming along the AT route we had taken, others coming across the Knife Edge or Abol 
Trails.  The views were spectacular.  I was happy for Handyman, whose previous summit of Mt. 
Katahdin was completed in fog.  I was impressed with the way Dust Buster persevered 
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throughout the day and picked up his pace when he went for the summit.  What a great day he 
had! 
 
We started down at 2:00 pm with me chirping my worries about the storm clouds overhead.  I 
wanted to get water at Thoreau Spring and then get below treeline as soon as we could – though 
it would take a few hours even at our best pace.  Descending from the Gateway to the Hunt Spur 
can be a sphincter-clinching experience, but Dust Buster was soon moving down the rock like he 
was walking on a soccer field.  I kept reminding him to follow the blazes on the rocks and to not 
get too far ahead of me.  Once I took a wrong turn and Dust Buster pointed out the correct way. 
 
Finally we dropped below the trees and the hike down became less serious but remained 
physically grueling.  With each step down from the boulders my knees would shout with a sharp 
pain.  Handyman and I gobbled ibuprofen at one rest top, shaking our heads at the way Dust 
Buster leaped off the ledges and jumped from rock to rock. 
 
By 5:30 pm we reached the Falls and Dust Buster and I flew down the final mile to retrieve our 
packs from the Ranger Station.  Just as we moved into our lean-to at 6:30 pm the rain came, 
convincing us to stay in the lean-to instead of setting up tents and the hammock.  Dust Buster ate 
a huge dinner of soup, mashed potatoes, and pasta before crashing in his sleeping bag. 
 
My great friend Handyman and I sat peacefully in the shelter while the rain slackened.  We 
recapped the day for awhile, talking of doing another section of the AT one day, next time going 
ultralight… 
 

***** 
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