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  To the memory of Pete Gloo, the Wakely Mountain Forest Fire Observer from 1979–1980. Even though you are gone, may your music always remain in our hearts.
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Introduction – I Lied!





  OK, I guess I’ll admit it. I lied to you. Yup, I did. It’s not something that I’m particularly proud of, but it just happened. Nine years ago, when Forgive Me, Ma’am... Bears Don’t Wear Blue went to print, I told you that the series was complete, that I would not add a fourth book to the existing trilogy. As far as I was concerned, the series was over and the stories had all been told. I had left the woods decades earlier (twenty-eight years earlier, to be exact) and would not write about additional adventures unless I had new stories to tell—and the chances of that ever happening were remote at best.




  Never say never.




  If there is one thing I’ve learned in this lifetime, it is that your mind can sometimes push you to extremes even when your body says “no.” I’m convinced this is often a matter of denial; you think you can do something, even when your bones and joints are creaking and every muscle in your body is screaming at your lack of common sense. It’s OK, right? I read a story about a ninety-something-year-old gentleman who was still running marathons—and still able to smile for the camera after the race. So why not?




  So much has happened in the years since I hung up my DEC Wilderness Ranger uniform for the last time in 1981. Heck, much has occurred since I returned to the woods for exploratory hikes in the early years of the twenty-first century. I underwent a total hip replacement in 2005, which is mentioned somewhere within my last book. This thankfully allowed me to resume my hiking career beyond the point where I had become a complete invalid due to arthritis. (This, by the way, is a wonderful operation for anyone in pain who is considering having it done. It works, and it will restore the freedom of mobility necessary to do as you choose.)




  My time, a valued commodity I guarded carefully in order to set aside a few days to complete a walk in the woods once every few years, had become more and more restricted. With two children at home (until 2011), there were soccer games, school plays, band concerts, and innumerable other activities that restricted my freedom to pursue such frivolous endeavors. I was promoted from commander to captain in the Navy Reserves, which meant that my responsibilities increased accordingly. There were even years when I spent much of my time in Italy, working from the naval base in Naples as I fulfilled my duties to our country.




  Because of everything going on in my life, I found that the time needed to just disappear into the woods had, well, disappeared. My civilian job kept me busy for a full forty-hour week. For many years, my employer generously allowed me to go away and perform my Navy work for as long as necessary and the only gaps in my schedule were filled by my obligations to my family. (My wife is the one truly deserving of a medal for all she put up with as the result of my ever-changing schedule.) It wasn’t until 2008 that I fully retired from the Navy, which reduced my combined work and family obligations to a simple seventy- to eighty-hour week. Hey—life is good!




  I must admit that by the time I pulled the plug on my Navy career, retiring as a “full-bird” captain, hiking was nothing more than a pleasant, distant memory. We still enjoyed hiking together as a family, sometimes climbing an easy-to-reach peak, other times strolling a flatland trail for a two- to three-hour jaunt. But I no longer desired or even thought about doing any serious backpacking into a place such as the West Canada Lakes Wilderness area and the Northville-Placid Trail.




  It was a stroke of pure luck that I met my new hiking partner, Casey. I won’t tell that story now, as I will write about it in one of the early chapters of this book. But suffice it to say that anyone who is able to find a compatible hiking partner—one who has the same capabilities and tendencies—can consider him or herself to be a lucky individual. Consider any two people who enjoy hiking, and you are bound to discover differences in physical abilities (i.e. one motors along at twice the speed of the other), personalities, preferred destinations, and more. Finding that compatibility with Casey was a wonderful thing, and it is part of the reason for the re-emergence of my interest in the hiking world. Yes, we both travel slowly, each with our own ailments and limitations. But the joy of being there is able to overcome most of these restrictions, and I’ve had a wonderful time renewing my memories and immersing my senses in the places I cherished so dearly.




  Our initial excursion into the woods took place in 2009, and it was my first backpacking trip in quite a while. Because of multiple issues, I had dropped close to one hundred pounds and was in excellent condition at the time. (That statement requires an explanation. Not all of my weight was “bad.” At various times in my life I was a successful, competitive power lifter, in a sport that increases your size by its very nature. I have at times weighed in at over three-hundred pounds while still appearing to be very fit.) Because of my reduced size and increased endurance, I was able to maintain a respectable pace for hours on end, even while moving uphill with a full pack. Our 2009 trip was incredibly successful because in addition to revisiting all of my favorite locations in the West Canadas, we ran into quite a few colorful characters on the trail. Some of these individuals stayed overnight in lean-tos with us, and we were able to “spin the yarn” together around the campfire. This has always been my favored means for obtaining stories for these books, as nothing can beat a good tale told over a roaring blaze.




  Following the success of that initial trip, I completed a pair of follow-up trips in 2014 and 2015, with varying results. The first was a simple, in-and-out pilgrimage of a few days in which my only goal was to reach the Beaver Pond lean-to and savor the view and fresh air. This was a success, and the experience was heightened by the presence of Casey and his teenage son. It was of no particular matter or importance that I remained fairly sedentary for the three days of our excursion. Just being at Cedar Lakes was enough for me on that trip, and I loved every minute of it.




  The following year, I planned a voyage that was infinitely more difficult and complex in every way imaginable. My goal was to set forth on my own into that same West Canada Lakes area and establish a new “mini-settlement” or camping area at least a mile off any trail or other sign of civilization, where there would be zero chance of someone stumbling upon me. It would involve carrying food and supplies for two weeks of solitary existence, along with enough tools and primitive building supplies to construct a shelter on my own. I pictured a small structure fashioned in lean-to style using the most rudimentary building materials and wood I could find on the ground. The totality of these requirements resulted in a backpack that weighed in at about one-hundred pounds, which was excessive even by my standards.




  Without going into all the gory details, I will admit this trip failed miserably. Although I made it to my destination, I was beset by equipment problems from the evening of day one, which reduced my chances of success to somewhere between infinitesimal and nil. I was also experiencing a physical problem— an unexplained pain in my abdomen that was restricting my mobility and making life miserable. Although I tried ignoring this malady, it continued to get worse until it required medical attention. Little did I realize this would grow into a major medical issue that would keep me on the sidelines for the next eighteen months.




  As I originally wrote this introduction, I was making plans to go back into the woods to complete the “mission” I had started in 2015. Two years earlier, I had done the right thing by applying for a camping permit, which involved providing the precise location of my site right down to the closest centimeter. (OK, perhaps this is the tiniest bit of exaggeration.) This time, however, I wouldn’t need to make such an arrangement, as I expected to stay there only a few days at a time before taking off on side trips to some of my other favorite locations across the West Canadas.




  Many of my friends and associates have asked me why I wanted to do this, and it is not an easy answer to provide—or at least, to summarize. But it is something I had always wanted to do, and it had been at the top of my bucket list for what seemed like forever. (At my age, I assume that I am afforded the luxury of having a personal bucket list, am I not?) In my mind I had envisioned the lean-to I would build at least a hundred times, and it was often the last thing I thought of as I drifted off to sleep at night. Likewise, I knew exactly how I would construct my elevated bed and table and the fireplace, right down to the placement of the grill. I had even thought of a name for my dwelling: it would be “Seymourville,” in honor of the fabled local hermit Louis Seymour (aka Adirondack French Louie). I also considered the appellation “Nilsbu,” the name of a hut in the mountainous wilderness that the Norwegian resistance used as a hideout while plotting to destroy Hitler’s atomic bomb program during World War II; however, this seemed just a little too dark for me, so I decided to stick with Seymourville for the actual christening.




  From the original conception of this idea, I knew that my intentions had caused some people (mainly family) to worry for my safety, as most folks aren’t comfortable voyaging off into the woods by themselves, especially off-trail where no one could find them if needed. However, I have always thought the deep forest is a much safer location than anywhere in the city, and that my own well-being was better preserved amongst the trees and hills of the Adirondacks than it was anywhere else on the planet.




  Throughout my writings, I have always chosen to tell my stories after they have taken place. Never before have I discussed my plans for the future, before I have set forth on a given adventure. However, this particular venture (which will already be in the past by the time this book is completed) is something I feel I have to do. My excitement and elevated expectations from 2015 have only served to buoy my hopes and dreams for the adventure that is to come. And as pragmatic as I have become in my advanced years, I still believe that I am up to the task of building my own settlement and then coming back to tell of it.




  In the meantime, I fully expect to be on the prowl, skipping from lean-to to lean-to along the Northville-Placid Trail, encountering more people and hearing their stories. I’ll be back there again, the old guy leaning on the walking stick and talking to everyone who comes down the trail. If you see me in the woods, please stop by and say hello, share the lean-to as well as your stories. Maybe you’ll even read about yourself somewhere within these pages. Good luck and happy trails!











  
Memories of 2009
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  Return to the Woods




  I can’t say for certain whether I’m a believer in the concept of fate. Unlike many of my friends, who are of the conviction that most of life’s events are preordained, I guess I’ve always felt as though I’ve drifted through a good part of my existence in a series of sequential coincidences. Either that, or someone from above must have one heckuva strange sense of humor because even now, at the tender age of fifty-five, I still haven’t a clue what I’d like to do when I grow up.




  I hadn’t specifically planned on making a journey back into the West Canada Lakes in the summer of 2009, although I must admit that I could always be tempted into returning to that beautiful haven of wilderness. However, one very fortunate coincidence transpired about six months earlier that served as a catalyst for this journey. My wife and daughters decided to go away for a winter weekend of cabin camping with a YMCA group. As they arrived, my older daughter noticed a man sitting in a chair and reading a copy of Excuse Me, Sir... Your Socks Are On Fire. (This was my first book of Wilderness Park Ranger stories, published in 2005.) Needless to say, she was a bit surprised because it’s not often that you see someone reading that book in public. Believe it or not, J.K. Rowling actually has more books in print than I do.




  Anyway, my family members introduced themselves to the fellow, who said his name was Casey. He was from the same geographic area as we were (the east side of Rochester), and he was also an avid hiker. They exchanged contact information, and eventually Casey and I connected and traded emails about the idea of taking a four-day hike back into the woods the following summer. At the very least, we agreed to meet for lunch to discuss the possibilities.




  I must admit that the first time I came face-to-face with Casey it was a bit disconcerting. I am quite comfortable meeting strangers, having been employed in many fields where this is part of the daily routine. However, when I walked into the foyer of the restaurant that day, the only person sitting there was a gentleman about the same age as me with a shaved head and sporting a completely reflective pair of wraparound sunglasses. It wasn’t the shaved head that threw me for a loop, as the real estate on top of my own head is a bit sparse these days. But the sunglasses were highly unusual, making it completely impossible to see this person’s eyes. I’d never before tried to introduce myself and start a conversation without making eye contact with a person, and I found it to be rather unnerving.




  Casey quickly removed the glasses, and we had a chance to chat for a while before being seated at our table. I soon learned that he was a very friendly, enthusiastic outdoorsman who had already completed the entire length of the Northville-Placid Trail and was quite familiar with those sections that traverse the West Canadas. However, like many of the thru-hikers who travel that path each summer, he was curious about the many side trails that weave their way around and across the main north-south thoroughfare, and he wanted to see them for himself.




  There is an interesting phenomenon I’ve noticed over the years since I worked in the West Canadas. When I speak with people who have read any of my books, I am often asked about the trailheads of the feeder trails I’ve mentioned as well as the exact location where a particular event in a story occurred. I’m always happy to encounter Adirondack enthusiasts who have decided to stray from the highest-use routes to explore some of the lesser-known lakes and lean-tos. I also enjoy showing people where various episodes took place, since a number of the structures such as bridges and lean-tos in my stories have been rebuilt in different locations.




  As we sat there comparing notes and enjoying our barbeque lunches, Casey and I discovered we had another amusing similarity. Whereas, in our early days, we would have been advertising our hiking prowess and ambitious intentions, this discussion had a distinctly geriatric flavor and focused more on our various prescriptions and joint replacements. Within a short period of time we were in hysterics, wondering what crazy whiffs of nostalgia were motivating us to attempt this trip in the first place. It was nice to know that Casey was a person with whom I’d enjoy spending time in the woods, and we agreed to move forward with our plans.




  After evaluating the possible routes through the West Canadas, the two of us decided on “Standard Route #1,” the name I’ve used to describe my usual three- to four-day tour. This circuit starts from the trailhead at the bottom of Pillsbury Mountain and climbs Blue Ridge to the intersection of the French Louie Trail. It then heads north across Grassy Brook and onward another three miles to Cedar Lakes, which is where we’d spend our first night in the woods. The second day’s hike would continue west on the Northville-Placid Trail (NPT) until it turned south at West Lake. (This is usually called West Canada Lake by hikers and has also appeared as such in some of the earlier USGS topographic maps of the area.) On the third day, we would leave the NPT after crossing over West Canada Creek and head northeast past Sampson Lake en route to Pillsbury Lake. The fourth day would be a short three-and-a-half-mile trek back to the parking lot at the foot of Pillsbury Mountain. This is a nice, pleasant circle that never requires more than seven miles of trail on any given day, and I enjoy the relatively flat terrain and beautiful scenery along the way. This route also takes me past the site of many pleasurable experiences and memories, which I relive whenever I return to those familiar locations.




  Once we had established our intended route, Casey and I agreed on a tentative date that fit both our schedules. We also created a list that would meet all of our backpacking needs while eliminating any duplicate items. This was easy to do because we both owned almost all of the essential items for spending time in the woods. It was a simple matter of dividing up the weight and volume, which we resolved in a matter of minutes. By the time we parted ways that afternoon, we felt that we were comfortable with our decisions and could be on our way into the back-country with little additional planning.




  One of the few advantages of my new “senior” status was my conditioning. The months leading up to the summer of 2009 were some of my most successful in the great battle of the waistline, and I can honestly say that I was in my best shape in years. I had been walking five miles every day, and I had even worked in a little running from time to time. (Anyone who knows me realizes just how much I detest running, so that alone should serve as proof of my newly-attained fitness.) In addition to the walking, we took our family vacation in Vermont that June, where we spent almost every day on the trails of the Green Mountains. I was happy to see that the climbing bothered me very little, and I could motor up the tallest mountains at a pace that would have been impossible only a year earlier. All this bode well for my upcoming trip.




  Another interesting lead-up to our trip was the exchange of emails I had with the Assistant Forest Ranger, Brendan Jordan, who was now stationed in the West Canada Lakes Wilderness Area. Brendan had been on the trails back there for a couple of years, and he had written to me to introduce himself some time earlier. From what I’d heard, his job was similar to the one I’d held in the 1970s and 1980s, even though the title was different, although from Brendan’s description, it sounded as though he had a broader range of responsibilities than we’d been assigned thirty years earlier. Like me, he worked for Tom Eakin, who was still serving as the forest ranger out of Lake Pleasant. Tom had him doing some interesting exploratory work in addition to his patrols of the Northville-Placid Trail. On several occasions, he had been asked to spend a week or two making a complete loop around some of the lakes, including Cedars, Spruce, and West. As a result, he was able to venture to a lot of locations that I simply never had time to see.




  After exchanging a few emails, Brendan and I agreed that it would be fun to meet up in the woods, where we could trade stories on our respective assignments. The only problem with this arrangement, of course, was that he’d already read my books, so there was very little that I could tell him that he didn’t already know. But that made no difference to me, and I gladly supplied him with our expected itinerary, including the lean-tos where we hoped to spend each night along the trail.




  The final days leading up to the trip were quite rushed because we were just returning from our vacation in Vermont, and I had precious few minutes of spare time to complete my provisioning. Thankfully, Casey and I had each agreed that we would bring our own food supplies, so I had the liberty of purchasing only those items that I knew I’d enjoy, including some old standbys such as packages of Ramen noodles, vacuum-packed tuna, breakfast bars, and dehydrated food. Actually, I was quite pleasantly surprised to see that the variety of freeze-dried trail food had expanded greatly since my days in the woods. Whereas I had been limited to a choice of four or five favorites, there were now a plethora of tasty-looking meals, each of which I’d be happy to consume as my nightly repast. I quickly stocked up on a number of ethnic selections such as Thai chicken and turkey tetrazzini. I intentionally ignored the label that listed the sodium content, knowing that my blood would be pickled for several weeks after consuming the stuff. But heck, it’s not something that I’d eat for more than a week, so I couldn’t see the harm in purchasing those dinners that I knew I’d most enjoy.




  Perhaps the only item that I did not own, but Casey did, was a water purification pump. I never needed one while stationed in the West Canadas, as the Giardia lambia parasite had not yet arrived, and I would drink water straight out of any moving stream. Foolishly, this even included the West Canada Creek, which flows directly out of Mud Lake, probably the shallowest, muddiest, and most beaver-laden body of water in the entire area. If ever there was a lake that would have promised a healthy dose of Giardia that would have been it. However, I was lucky enough to live back there in the days when you never needed to worry about such a precaution.




  A couple years earlier, I had purchased a filtration system for a hike I’d taken with Kelly, my older daughter. However, that pump had been defective and had quickly deteriorated within a couple days of leaving the trailhead. We followed all the directions, including cleaning out the interior lines and filters, all for naught. Instead of collecting gallons of filtered water quickly and easily (as promised), this disaster required an extraordinary amount of time and energy to gather even a mere quart of safe water, and both of us returned at the end of the week with vastly larger biceps and triceps from the exercise. Lesson learned. I gratefully decided to accept Casey’s offer to be the sole supplier of water on this trip.




  As the day of the hiking trip approached, I made plans to head up to Speculator and see some old friends before heading into the woods. Casey couldn’t make it until early afternoon, whereas I had the advantage of getting a very early start. I used the time to my advantage and stopped by to see Barb Remias, John’s widow. (Barb has since passed away as well.) John had been the interior caretaker at the West Canada Lakes station prior to its destruction in the 1980s; he was my friend and mentor for most of my time on the trails. Barb made it into the woods to stay with John in the cabin from time to time, so we were all very good friends. I tried to visit her whenever I was in the area, which wasn’t too often those days.




  I also stopped by the Speculator post office, where I saw Debbie Remias, the daughter of John and Barb. She had been part of the trail crew when I was living in the woods, and I must say that she has changed very little despite the passage of three decades. (I am a firm believer in the restorative powers of the Adirondacks; it seems to keep people young in both mind and body.) She interrupted her mail duties long enough to chat for a few minutes, and we had a good laugh talking about old times.




  By a lucky coincidence, I ran into Tom Eakin in the parking lot outside Charlie Johns’ store, which was a nice surprise since we hadn’t come face to face since I’d left the woods in 1981. I was amazed that he was still serving in the capacity of local forest ranger, being one of the longest-serving members of that force. Tom always was the consummate professional, and he had built a well-deserved reputation for his prowess on the job. We spoke for quite a while, exchanging news of our lives from the past thirty years. It appeared to me that the years had served to mellow him somewhat, although his passion for the job was still apparent as he discussed the changes in the state. He has since retired from his duties, at which time the department lost one of its finest members.




  After saying goodbye to all my friends, I doubled back toward Barb’s place in Lake Pleasant; she had given me permission to leave my car in her driveway while I spent the next four days in the woods. Casey owned a rugged, four-wheel-drive SUV, which we knew we could drive all the way up to the base of Pillsbury Mountain. My car never would have navigated that rocky dirt road, so we opted to take his vehicle.




  I arrived back at her house at noon and began the thorough preparations necessary to get my pack ready to hit the trail. I was still completely set to go by one o’clock, and Casey wasn’t due for another hour. He had duties to fulfill back in Rochester and couldn’t depart for the mountains as early as I could.




  With the luxury of some spare time before Casey was due, I decided to relax in my car with a good book, which seemed like a pretty good idea. Unfortunately, I had slept very little the night before and was a bit sleepier than I had imagined. I must have read at least a page or two before my eyes shut, and I entered my own version of screen-saver mode. In other words, I was down for the count; zonked out.




  For all I know, I might have slept for another eight hours had I not gradually become aware of knocking on my driver’s-side window. My eyelids fluttered upward to discover Casey’s face laughing at me from the other side.




  “Want to give this a shot sometime today, or would you rather I let you sleep until morning?” he asked jokingly. Well, at least I’d made productive use of my time.




  The drive to the Perkins Clearing logging road north of Speculator took us about twenty minutes, after which we turned left and headed off Route 30. The dirt lane that curves around Mason Lake en route to the trailhead is well-known to the local population, although not as familiar to the thru-hikers who start in Northville and plod straight through to Lake Placid. The road passes by a great many campsites where individuals in tents and campers pull off to spend a day or two along the shore of the lake. This has never been an official camping area, and no fees have ever been charged for staying at one of these sites. (I’ve heard rumors that this is changing, although I’ve not seen anything that officially alters that policy.)




  In another fifteen minutes, we rumbled through the open area of Perkins Clearing, and I showed Casey where the gate had originally stood before the land swap between New York State and International Paper. This exchange of properties not only enhanced the manageability of the territory for both parties, but it also allowed hikers to drive three miles closer to the heart of the West Canada Lakes region. I must admit that I had originally been against this idea, since I’m in favor of keeping our precious wilderness acreage as remote as possible. However, in my “advanced years,” I found myself quite willing to reduce the first day’s hike from eight miles down to five, while eliminating the need to climb the first half of Blue Ridge. (That ridge has affectionately been dubbed “Sonofabitch hill” by the local populace.)




  The final few miles of road to the trailhead were as familiar as ever, and it seemed as though I had never left. Every bend and dip in the road brought back memories of people and events in my life, and I was almost sorry that we sped past it all so quickly. I would have liked to linger, but it was the middle of the afternoon, and we wanted to get to a lean-to as quickly as possible, so we motored on up the rocky incline to the parking lot, which was surprisingly full. There are two trailheads in that spot, and the sign-in booth serves as a register for both. One trail goes west and ascends Pillsbury Mountain, while the other follows a more northerly course on its way into the interior lakes of the wilderness area. Both trails receive moderate use, and each route had several parties signed in.




  After a few minutes of stretching, we were ready to don our packs and head out of the parking lot. The first mile and a half of trail would take us up the remainder of Blue Ridge and past the turnoff to Pillsbury Lake. This route was an actual road back in the days when I patrolled the woods, and it was still used by the ranger to drive all the way in to either Pillsbury or Grassy Brook, right next to the old site of Camp 20. However, all that’s left today is a single path that cuts through the underbrush, with the remainder of the roadbed covered in vegetation. I’ve always been fascinated to see the speed with which nature overtakes and conquers what people have wrought, converting human construction back into a part of the landscape that is indiscernible by the human eye. While it is true that local outdoors people could probably pick out the original parameters of the road, most hikers would trod over the narrow trail without ever giving its origins a second thought.




  At the juncture of the trail with the road to Pillsbury Lake, I pointed out the spot where I had been delayed one day due to the presence of a bear munching on raspberries. I was surprised to see that some of the bushes were still in evidence along the sides of the trail, and we we saw many more out by the wider logging road, since they tend to thrive in more open areas. Half in jest, I looked around for the bear, while Casey patiently put up with my charades.




  After a few minutes of looking around, we descended the stretch to Grassy Brook and crossed over the bridge to the site of the old Camp 20. This was a cabin that was burned out even before I worked in the region, although people still used it as a campsite from time to time. Now, I noticed that there were no visible signs of the original habitation left, except the remnants of a fire ring where someone had cooked a meal. The original timbers and frame of the building were either gone or covered over with the accumulation of another three decades of debris. It doesn’t take long, and I’m sure the woods are full of the remains of camps and logging operations that were once prominent structures, but have since rotted into oblivion.




  Casey and I were both feeling in pretty good shape, and we managed to maintain an energetic pace as we headed north. We crossed over the outlet of Cedar Lakes, which is the start of the Cedar River, right below the site of the old dam, and headed west toward the lean-tos. The biggest change I noticed was that the dam was now completely out, which resulted in a much lower water level. I could see solid ground along the waterline that had once been part of the lake, and I was saddened to see the loss of waters that had once been the home of my favorite brook trout. I do believe that the remnants of the dam still serve to maintain a certain amount of water in the lake because the original (pre-dam era) Cedar Lakes were actually a series of smaller, barely-connected bodies of water. I truly hope that the state someday rebuilds this dam back to its original stature. Sadly, the lack of funding in the modern era of budget shortfalls may render this dream to be permanently unreachable.




  Within a few hundred yards, we passed the site of the Cedar Lakes Lean-to #1. This was the smaller replacement version of the spacious structure that had stood closer to the dam. It is built in the clearing near the site of the Cedar Lakes caretaker’s cabin, which was burned out in the mid-1970s. I would have loved to have stayed at the original lean-to, which held many happy memories for me, including those of my first night ever in the West Canada Lakes Wilderness Area. The newer lean-to (which is already probably twenty years old) held very little appeal to me, and we decided to risk it by forgoing the empty shelter in hopes of finding open room in the Beaver Pond lean-to, which would be another half mile along the trail.




  As we headed out of the clearing and into the next stand of trees, we saw a figure approaching from the opposite direction. He was the first individual we’d seen since leaving the trailhead, and he was wearing a state uniform. Even at a distance, I could see that he wasn’t carrying a backpack, which meant that he’d stashed it in a camp somewhere off the trail. He was tall and lean, with dark hair and a beard. I knew in an instant the identity of this person, even though we’d never met.




  “Hey! You must be Brendan,” I hollered over the short distance. 


  

  “Yes, and you have to be Larry,” he replied, smiling back. “I was hoping I’d run into you today. Which way are you heading?”




  “We’re hoping to get the Beaver Pond lean-to for the night,” I replied. “That’s my favorite spot in the area, and I’ve been telling Casey here about it for some time now.” I took a moment to introduce Casey to Brendan before continuing the conversation.




  “The woods don’t look too full right now, although we saw a few other parties signed in near the dam,” I said. “Do you know if anyone is in the lean-to?”




  “There was a group there last night,” Brendan nodded, “but I think they said they were moving on today. You could probably share the place with them even if they decided to stay.”




  “How about you?” I asked Brendan. “I was hoping we might be able to talk for a bit, if you have time at the end of your day.”




  “Yeah, me too,” replied Brendan. “I’ve heard a lot of stories from over the years, and I’d like to compare notes with you.”




  We bid each other a temporary farewell and agreed to try to meet up later on, after we’d gotten settled in and had our evening meal. Brendan was heading down to patrol the route past the dam to see whether anyone was camping at the various tent sites before doubling back and possibly joining us at Beaver Pond. His words had a very familiar ring, as I’d uttered them myself on hundreds of occasions back in the 1970s and 1980s when that task was my responsibility. I must admit that I felt a bit of jealousy, as I’d always considered these to be “my” woods, even though I had lived back here for just three short seasons. I guess we are all territorial to some degree, but I had passed the torch long ago; it was time to move on.




  The next stretch of trail seemed to take a little longer than I had remembered, and I was reminded that age has a funny way of making distances seem somewhat protracted. Half miles seem like miles, and one-mile climbs feel as though they’ve grown to two. (I am pretty convinced that the heights of most of the Adirondack Mountains have increased considerably since I was in my twenties.) Regardless, it didn’t take long to traverse the northern shore of Cedar Lakes and cross the short bridge that connects the lake to the Beaver Pond. However, the bad news was that even at that distance, we could both hear and see the evidence of other people already in residence on the elevated promontory that served as the site for the Beaver Pond lean-to.




  One of the few advantages of being an older hiker is that you can easily and diplomatically engage almost anyone in the woods without fear of rejection. Back in my ranger days, when I was wearing the uniform of the state, I never experienced a problem when asking to share a lean-to with another camper. This was a good thing because some individuals and groups tended to become rather territorial about their turf, especially when the woods were crowded. However, it’s different when you aren’t dressed like a ranger, and it’s nice to have the benefit of a few gray hairs in your scalp to support your cause when asking to share the same roof for the night.




  Casey and I diverted from the trail and climbed the small incline up to the path leading to the lean-to. A group of three young men, probably teenagers, was engaged in a bit of light horseplay in front of the shelter, and we exchanged greetings in a friendly manner. I noticed that their packs were completely packed, as though they were heading out, even though it was late in the afternoon. Still, I wanted to ask them if it was OK to share the lean-to with them as though they were planning on staying there overnight.




  “No, that’s OK, it’s all yours,” said one of the boys. “We’re heading down to the Third Lake lean-to and meeting up down there.”




  “Meeting up?” I asked, confused by the statement. “Aren’t you all going together?”




  “No, Mac and I are taking the canoe, and Tim here is hiking the trail, since we can’t fit all three of us with packs into the same boat.”




  I looked down at the shoreline and was surprised to see a small craft sitting in the water. I hadn’t seen any signs of a wheeled cart being pulled along the trail, so they must have carried it between them. I was impressed, as always, by the energy of youth.




  “Well, thanks a lot, and enjoy your trip,” I said. “The Third Lake lean-to is a really nice spot, assuming that you can find it from the trail.”




  “Yeah, I heard that it’s tough to find,” said the tallest of the three. “Do you know what the trail looks like well enough to give me a description of the route?”




  “Sure,” I said, “but it won’t be pretty. Your feet will be wet by the time you arrive. But I can get you there; that’s not a problem.”




  I followed with a detailed description of the side trail that leads back from the Northville-Placid Trail, skirting the edge of the swampy area before gaining solid footing for the last quarter mile to the lean-to. It is a deserted place, made harder to find by the continuous efforts of local sportsmen to cover all signs of the trail. In recent years, the flooding has become so bad that the Adirondack Mountain Club has proposed creating a re-route to the site. That is perhaps the only way that the hidden lean-to will become popular once again as a resting point along the NPT.




  As an afterthought, one of the other members of their group asked me if I’d heard a weather forecast for the area. I replied that I hadn’t, although the conditions back in the higher lakes is usually so unstable that the standard forecasts are rendered useless. The three boys thanked us, and then departed with their gear, two by boat and one on foot. Their absence left a welcome silence in the air, which added greatly to the beauty of that magnificent camping site.




  Casey and I plunked our backpacks down in the lean-to and rolled out our foam pads and sleeping bags. It took only a few minutes of unpacking to give the shelter a lived-in feel, and I savored every whiff of the woodsy scents that surrounded us. The air was laden with fragrances: the foamy breeze off the lake, the perfume of the balsam and cedar trees, and the smoky aroma from the fire pit. All of these had dominated my dreams for years, and I was unable and unwilling to clear them from my memory.




  After six months of planning, we were here at last.
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  “That’s Not Possible”




  Within twenty minutes of the time the three young men departed the shelter, I regretted their leaving. It wasn’t that I especially desired any additional company in the lean-to that night, because I really enjoy the solitude more than anything. But I’m also concerned about the safety of everyone around me, and this was the cause of my worries.




  “If you don’t like the weather around here, just wait five minutes and it will change” is a common saying in the Adirondacks, and it is never truer than in the higher elevations of the back-country. Even the West Canada Lakes area, where most bodies of water sit between 2,300 and 2,500 feet in elevation, is subject to radical changes in weather within astoundingly short periods of time. This was the case today, and I watched the transition in amazement. It was as though the very act of the boys launching their boat relayed a signal for the start of the storm, which must have been just over the horizon and waiting to pounce.




  As we sat there, still catching our breaths from the hike, the skies started to darken around us. The boat with the two campers couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards down the lake, and I wondered whether they might consider turning back in advance of the adverse weather. However, they had already told their friend that they’d meet him at the Third Lake lean-to, so they may have felt locked in by their agreement.




  Years of experience at this spot served to warn me about the upcoming front, and I quickly decided to use the next twenty minutes to our advantage. While Casey commenced the task of filtering a quantity of water for dinner, I sprinted down the trail in search of dry firewood. My guess was that I had about fifteen minutes of time in advance of the coming downpour, so I had to work quickly. Fortunately, I’ve always had a knack for finding quality wood in a relatively short period of time and today was no exception. I located a few beech and maple trees with a significant number of downed limbs and was able to pull a large pile back to the lean-to within a few minutes. I immediately made a second trip, retrieving an even larger load for the pile.




  Back at the lean-to, we began to break up the wood while listening to the storm move in. Rumbles of thunder could be heard in the distance, and the sound marched closer with the passing minutes. I tried to remember whether the fellows who had just left were in a metal boat, or whether it was made of fiberglass. Regardless, I still found myself anxious at their exposed position. I knew there was no way I could have predicted the storm, but I was still a bit upset that I couldn’t help them when they asked me for a forecast. Then again, the Adirondacks tend to make their own weather, which can be extremely localized, so even a regional forecast may have been insufficient for the purpose.




  The only saving grace was that the storm was fast as well as furious, and the lightning and sheets of wind-driven rain lasted only about ten minutes. Once the front passed, the clouds dissipated and the skies cleared, leaving a rather pleasant evening in their wake. Neither the two boaters nor their hiking friend could have possibly made it to the lean-to before the arrival of the mini-monsoon. However, they probably escaped with only a case of very wet clothes, which they would hopefully be able to dry once they set up camp at the next shelter.




  As Casey and I worked to reduce the limbs and branches into campfire-sized lengths, some of my old habits started to reappear. Casey was amused at the fact that I ALWAYS break my firewood into lengths that are about sixteen inches long. When I noticed him producing pieces that were significantly longer, I recommended that he “do like I do,” because I’ve always found that anything longer creates waste on the ends of the pieces. I can’t help it; it’s just a habit that I’ve developed over the years, and there really isn’t much that I can do to change.




  As a matter of fact, the longer we worked at this chore, the more entertained Casey became, and I became convinced that he believed I have serious obsessive-compulsive tendencies. Because, you see, firewood is a serious matter to me (said tongue-in-cheek), and I pride myself on my wood-production prowess. Unfortunately, it gets even worse than that, as I’m also picky about the way that I stack my campfire wood. I seek out two longer pieces of broken-off branches, each about thirty inches in length, and then pound these into the ground about three feet apart off the right side of the fireplace. I stack all the evening’s wood between those branches, which I like to fill about three feet high with pieces of wood of various thicknesses. I assemble a smaller pile of kindling materials next to the larger stack, although I move this into the lean-to if it appears ready to rain. This supply will always suffice to keep a nice blaze going from dinner time until late in the evening, until the last inhabitant of the lean-to turns in for the night.




  I found myself chuckling at Casey, who quickly decided to leave the entire firewood chore to me for the duration of our journey. He claimed that I had something zen-like going on that linked me with the wood pile, and that he didn’t want to interfere with the wilderness karma associated with the process. Instead, he took charge of collecting all our water, which was just as well since I had made a complete mess out of this chore with the filtration device on my last trip. I think it had been a case of trying to teach an old dog (me) new tricks. Some things just work better when you’re still in your twenties.




  We were in the process of getting our dinners going when Brendan Jordan arrived with his full pack, hoping to join us in the lean-to. This was a very pleasant surprise. It would be wonderful to spend time with the person who was the walking, talking, modern-day version of my own self from the 1970s, and I truly welcomed his presence in the shelter.




  As we filled our respective pots with water, Brendan got unpacked and set up his gear for the night. I was interested to learn of the new responsibilities that he’d assumed in addition to what were my own duties on the job, as well as his need to educate himself on the area before coming into the woods.




  “We didn’t have a ranger training week like you did,” he said, reminiscing about his first year on the job. “Believe it or not, I bought a copy of your first book just to see what kinds of things I could expect back here. It was pretty helpful, and it set my expectations for the job.”




  I got a good laugh out of that comment because I’d certainly never expected any of my recollections to serve as a training manual for someone coming to work in these woods. Yet, just by talking with Brendan for a few minutes, I could tell that he was much better prepared for the job than I had been when I started my years here. He was an intelligent, energetic man who seemed to be very at home in his environment, and he’d quickly earned a reputation as someone who took his job quite seriously.




  As we talked, Brendan discussed some of the other aspects of his duties as a ranger that I never performed back when I was on the job. His boss, Tom Eakin, had asked him to completely circumnavigate several of the lakes in the area, which took him into some very rough and remote terrain. The activity was part of a land survey to determine just what did exist in those places that could not be accessed by a public trail, and it yielded some interesting results.




  “You’d never believe what you run into in some of those places,” said Brendan, recalling his travels in the area. “There are some nice little camps and boats that you’d never know existed, most of which are hidden pretty well in the brush so they won’t be seen. I also came across a lot of sites that looked like they’d been used in the past, but had been destroyed or fallen apart over time. I tell you, it really makes you realize how much these woods have been used by people who have avoided the typical camping sites.”




  “Yes, I remember finding a couple of spots like that by accident,” I replied, thinking back on my own days in the region. “But I certainly never made it as far off the beaten path as you have. It’s great that Tom’s given you the task of getting around to all those places because I bet no one else has been there in years.”




  Brendan agreed, and then went on to describe some of the other items he’d found abandoned in the woods, including countless dumps where backcountry users had disposed of their trash without bothering to pack it out of the woods. The sentiment, unfortunately, used to be that nature would quickly bury any refuse beneath rapidly accumulating layers of dirt and leaves, negating the need to maintain the virgin state of the woods.




  Within a few short minutes, Casey and I both found the water boiling in out stove-fueled pots, and we began to retrieve our respective dinner ingredients. Casey lifted out the massive bear container from his pack and began to unscrew the lid. He had told me about this device, which I’d suggested was completely unnecessary in the West Canada Lakes area. However, he was used to employing this container as a handy food receptacle, so he decided to bring it along anyway.
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