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NEW HAMPSHIRE

A little pain and more pleasure accompany backcountry skiers down Wildcat

By Kari J. Bodnarchuk

GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

INKHAM NOTCH — We launched
ourselves off the backside of Wild-
cat Mountain and descended into
the wilderness, leaving the chatter
of skiers and the whir of the high-speed chairlift
behind. We soon entered a world of pure back-
country bliss, where falling snow drifted
through the trees, adorning the pine branches
around us and adding more cushion to the six
inches of powder that had fallen overnight.

Several hundred feet and a couple of hairpin
turns later, I lay on my belly, skis twisted be-

neath me, arms sunk into the snow past my el-
bows, snow powdering my face and dripping
from my earlobes.

“I'm OK,” I called up to my husband, How-
ard.

No answer.

I looked back up the trail in time to see him
careen around a sharp turn, lose his balance,
and skid across the fresh powder like a baseball
player sliding into home. As I wiped snow out of
my ears and regained my vertical composure, it
occurred to me that perhaps we had made a
mistake in tackling the Wildcat Valley Trail.

This steep and twisting and ungroomed trail

leads cross-country and telemark skiers from
the summit of Wildcat Mountain to Jackson Vil-
lage. It drops 3,245 feet in about 11 miles, as it
passes through dense pine forest and stands of
birch, crosses hidden brooks, and offers peeka-
boo views of the White Mountains in this swath
of the national forest.

“It should be considered as serious as hiking
up Mount Washington,” Thomas Prindle, a
manager at Wildcat SKi Area, said of the route.
“You have to make sure that you know what
you’re doing and that you'’re prepared.”

I had always wanted to do this trip, and
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The trail includes
several steep
ledges that can be
navigated on skis
or, if the snow is
not too deep, on
foot. The author’s
husband, Howard
Wright, chose to
hike down this
slope after
watching his wife
tumble down.
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thanks to an early snowfall this
year, we had a chance to ski the
trail over our holiday vacation. Af-
ter four days of power-eating with
family, we welcomed the idea of
burning excess calories on this
challenging, backcountry route.

The trail begins near the sum-
mit of Wildcat, at a spot bisected
by the Appalachian Trail. To get
there, we bought one-way lift tick-
ets at Wildcat Ski Area in Pinkham
Notch and took the chairlift to the
top. A sign next to the ticket win-
dow didn’t go without notice:
“There are no services upon leav-
ing the summit. The trail is not
swept by ski patrol.” In fact, once
we left the ski area, we didn’t see
another person all day.

It was 11 a.m. by the time we
descended into the forest, and our
main concern was outrunning a
snowstorm that was due to hit
mid-afternoon. To the east, the
blackened sky made it look like
midnight on the horizon.

We followed the trail as it
wound around tight bends,
dipped into little gullies, and
switchbacked down the mountain.
Blue blazes — blue triangular
markers on the trees — guided our
way, although it felt impossible to
get lost with the trees flanking the
trail.

It took us a while to get our co-
ordination and balance back,
since it was our first time on skis
in a year. We snowplowed when
the narrow trail left little room for
turning and sidestepped down
steep embankments. We also
spent a lot of time brushing snow
off our faces. But soon we were
swooshing down steep pitches and
maneuvering around the C-
shaped turns.

The Jackson Ski Touring Foun-
dation, a nonprofit organization
that maintains the town’s cross-
country ski trails, built the Wildcat
trail in 1972. Paid workers and
volunteers spend about two weeks

each fall clearing fields ]' :
of brush and removing |
blown-down trees from
the trail, but winter }
storms can create new |
obstacles. Fresh blow- &
downs occasionally
blocked our route, forc-
ing us to duck under or
skirt around them.

After descending
about 750 vertical feet,
we approached a steep,
daunting ledge. Not
wanting to psyche my-
self out, I dug my poles
into the snow, pushed
forward, and plunged
over the edge. My skis
disappeared under the
snow and I picked up
more and more speed
until I performed a head-over-skis
topple about 40 feet down the
trail.

Howard watched my less-than-
graceful descent and decided to
take a different approach. His 190-
millimeter skis were too long for
him to sidestep down this em-
bankment, so he popped out of his
bindings, grabbed a ski in each
hand, and walked down, “post-
holing” (or sinking) up past his
knees with each step. We still had
a long way to go and getting hurt
in the backcountry would have
meant a long, chilly wait for help.

As the trail leveled off, we spot-
ted a mailbox on a tree to our right
with a red cross on it. This small
first-aid cache contained several
rolls of toilet paper, bandages, and
an emergency space blanket that
helps a person retain up to 80 per-
cent of body heat.

In case of a serious backcoun-
try emergency, according to Thom
Perkins, owner of the Jackson Ski
Touring Center, “there’s a sophisti-
cated rescue sled at the summit of
Wildcat, and we have one down
here in Jackson.”

We thought about this a little
later, when one of Howard’s ski
poles broke. He had lost his bal-

ance on a steep descent and land-
ed on the pole, causing it to snap
in the middle. It wasn’t an emer-
gency, but it reminded us that we
were far from civilization.

We used sticks and duct tape to
secure the pole, but it was a brief
fix and only held for a few turns.
We swapped poles, since I rarely
use mine, and continued on, with
Howard hunched over and stab-
bing at the ground with poles that
were at least a foot too short for
him and me carrying one giant
pole that I used to propel myself
forward like a gondolier.

But at least the storm clouds
had disappeared. The sun cast
beams of light through the trees,
creating alternating streaks of
sunlight and shade on the trail.

We soon left the forest behind
and entered the birch glades, an
open area where the trees were
spaced far apart and the rolling
landscape resembled a multi-step
waterslide. We played here for a
while, making turns through the
fresh, untracked snow and then
skied down to Hall’s Ledge, a short
detour from the main trail and
one of the highlights of the route.
Here, skiers are treated to sweep-
ing views of the Presidential
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After a several-mile-steep descent, the trail levels off and follows an old
access road as it cuts through a 500-acre conservation area.

Range, with Mount Washington to
the north, and Spruce Mountain,
Eagle Mountain, and the Wildcat
Valley to the south.

We had completed the most
difficult section and the remain-
der of the route to Carter Notch
Road took us down easy and inter-
mediate terrain. The wide trail fol-
lowed an old access road as it cut
through Prospect Farm, a 500-acre
conservation area that was donat-
ed to the town of Jackson by a lo-
cal family in the 1950s.

After a moderately steep but
straight descent that evened out at
the bottom, we passed several trail
junctions, a kiosk with a simplistic
map of the area and, just beyond
that, Carter Notch Road.

Since several homeowners in
the area forbid people from cross-
ing their land, skiers must walk up
to a mile down this paved road.
With skis in hand, we clicked
down the quiet, dead-end street,
passing beautiful farmsteads and
several of Jackson’s oldest homes.
‘We had descended 2,200 feet from
the summit of Wildcat, and day-
light was quickly disappearing.

“It usually takes people about
three to four hours to ski the trail,”
depending on the conditions, Per-

If you go

Jackson Ski Touring Center
153 Main St., Jackson, N.H.
603-383-9355,
800-927-6697

jacksonxc.org

The center is the base lodge
that houses the Jackson Ski
Touring Foundation and a
sports shop.

Tickets

Trail pass $7 per person from
the touring center; lift ticket $6
per person one-way at Wildcat
Ski Area.

Transportation

To complete the Wildcat Valley
Trail, you either need two cars
or you have to get a lift to the
ski area. The owners of the
Village House B&B took us to
the start of the trail and picked
us up at the end.

Rentals

The center has a limited selec-
tion of backcountry skis ( $16-
$24 a day). Eastern Mountain
Sports (2760 Main St., North
Conway, 603-356-5433) rents
telemark ($35 a day) and
backcountry touring skis ($25).
Safety

Bring water, snacks, extra
clothes, Band-Aids, blister
products, duct tape, matches,
an emergency blanket, and a
headlamp with spare batteries.
Rescue

Cellphones may or may not
work. The closest telephone is
at Mountainside Farm Bed &
Breakfast at the end of Carter
Notch Road. The Jackson Ski
Touring Foundation has a res-
cue service (603-383-9355)
or contact the county sheriff
after hours (800-552-8960).

kins had said. “The record from
the summit to Carter Notch Road
is 16 minutes, but that’s not the
way to enjoy the trail. The Wildcat
Valley Trail shouldn’t be gulped
down like a glass of water. It
should be savored like a fine glass
of wine.”

We had definitely savored the
trail, stopping to bird-watch and
enjoying the views along the way.
It had taken us 314 hours to com-
plete two-thirds of the route. By
the time we found the spot to re-
join the trail, there were just 45
minutes until it was pitch black.

We had headlamps to guide
our way, and the rest of the route
promised to be much easier, with a
short climb followed by gentle to
moderately sloped terrain that
would take us across a golf course,
past a grand old inn, and back into
Jackson Village.

“Are you sore?” I asked Howard

as we stood at the trailhead.

“Alittle,” he said.

“Where does it hurt?” I asked.

“It might be easier to list
‘where not, ” he said, followed by a
brief silence. “OK, that’s the list.”

We considered jumping back
on the trail, but after nearly five
hours of skiing, we were tired,
hungry and achy, and ready to call
it quits.

Besides, we had relatives to vis-
it that night, people known for
their creative cooking skills and
taste for fine wine. We couldn’t
pass up another opportunity to en-
joy more holiday calories, so we
stuck our skis into a snow bank,
sat down, and waited for the own-
ers of our guesthouse to come
SCOOP US up.

KariJ. Bodnarchuk, a travel
writer and photographer, can be
reached at travelwriter @karib.us.
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STAY & SKI

from $ 2 ' o*per night, mid-week

® 2 Nights Hotel Accommodations
® 4 Lift Tickets

SKI CANNON OR LOON

Choose your mountain & resort.
Two deluxe resorts just off 1-93,
Exit 32, in Lincoln. Spacious hotel
rooms to 1 to 3 bedroom suites

with kitchens, whirlpools and
fireplaces. Indoor Pools. Hot Tub.
Free Loon Ski Shuttle.

* At Cannon. Subject to availability. Suites & Weekends higher.

InnSc&ason
Resorts

The Northeast Experience™

NEW HAMPSHIRE’S WHITE MOUNTAINS
7 NIGHT MIDWEEK LODGING PASS

oy £225. .

LODGING PSS GOOD FOR 2008
SEASON! BOTH RESORTS
FEATURE INDOOR POOLS,

HOT 5PA, SAUNA, LOUNGE,

RESTAURANT & IMUCH MORE!
PASS CAN BE HSED AT EITHER OR BOTH
RESORTS FOR Al TOTAL OF 7 MIDWEEK
NIGHTS. CALL FOR DETAILS!

LIGHTED ICE $KATING POND!

www.woodwardsresort.com

1-800-635-8968

Avallable Sunday Thursday,
Non Holiday O ly
Tax, Gratuity” Not Inc
Valid Thru 4/30/08

SKI & STAY
FROM ONLY 560- PP/DO IIDWEEK

6 MILES TO LOON &
CANNON 5KI AREAS!
DISCOUNTED LIFT
TICKETS AVAILABLE!

ON SITE
SNOWMOBILE RENTALS
AVAILABLE!

2 INDIAN HEAD
%~ RESORT

HEATED OUTPOOR POOL
& HOT 5P OPEN ALL WINTER!

www.indianheadresort.com

1-800-343-8000

\\!\; =

From Includes:

Discover the peak of all New England.

Call 866-873-2766 * www.InnSeason.com

We are easy to get to! Exit 33,1-93 « Lincoln NH

Just A Short Drive
Away, A Great Winter
acatlon Awaits.

A mere 90 miles north of Boston, The Margate
Resort offers the largest indoor pool in the Lakes
Region. Plus, enjoy our whirlpool, health club
facility and deluxe complimentary continental
breakfast. You'll find great skiing both day and night
at Gunstock just minutes away. Head to the
Margate, where KIDS STAY FREE*.

A\ Tue MARGATE
—2= ON-WINNIPESAUKEE

Where Kids Stay Free!
Call toll free 1-800-396-3997

76 Lake St., Laconia, NH 03246 - www.themargate.com *Some restrictions apply.

PICTURE
TAKEN
JAN 18,08

OVER 1000 ACRES OF
FAMILY ADVENTURE TO EXPLORE!

Family-Friendly Lodging & Indoor Pool
Sleigh Rides

Alpine & Nordic Skiing
Snowtubing + Snowshoe Tours - Ice/Nordic Skating .

Take $50 OFF your next stay!

This coupon is valid for a two-night stay during the 2007/08 winter season and is subject to availability.
Not valid on reservations booked prior to 1/27/08.This coupon must be furnished to be redeemed. Cannot be
combined with any other offers. Only one coupon may be redeemed per reservation. Other restrictions may apply.

www.purityspring.com/globe Rt 153,East Madison,NH  (800) 373-3754

800.314.1750 -

$ * « Accommodations at The Mount Washington Hotel
« Skiing & riding the next day
* Night skiing on Fridays and Saturdays
Ski and Stay Package | *2-for-1 Tickets available on day of arrival
5% « Plus, Kids Stay & Ski Free

*Now through February 14, including select weekends!

mountwashingtonresort.com

*Per person, per night, based on double occupancy.
Available Sunday-Thursday through 2/14/08, plus 2/1-2 and 2/8

S \ N g N ject to availability.
*Applies to kids 12 and under with parents on ski package.
Some restrictions apply. Subject to tax and nightly resort amenity fee.

Bretton Woods
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NORTH CONWAY

GRAND HOTEL

North Conway’s Premier Hotel,
Over 60 Shops Directly On Site!

@7 $ EE
elect dates
Approved offerimited
St

A 44 4

un. - Thurs.

eservatlons call (C10)) 6551434 or.Visit
‘www.northconwaygrand.com:
“click Reservations, enter GLOBE in“Promo Code”

\WWW. seasonsnh\ com

Get the extras you deserve.
bgextras.com

‘ The Boston Globe
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1-800-862-1600
M&It/& &Ill[/lly]

v Canterrn Slope Jnre Resot
' Need a room for 1, or a townhouse for 14?
Ski & stay from only $59pp/pn, you choose where to skil

Romantic Winter Getaway or Outdoor Adventure,
Let us make some great memories for you!

6 Miles North
of NORTH
ONW . :

Luxurv Mou ntain_

1 Mile from
JACKSON

.«-.A.;-

Nordlc V'Iluge Resort

<o

i “s‘"rx

Choose from Townhouses, Smtes or Penthouses
Deluxe 4 Bedroom Chateaus Also Available

Ask About Multiple Night Discounts!

i Lift Tickets ¢ Fitness Center
Indoor/Outdoor Heated Pools * Near Alpine/XC Skiing, Outlet Shopping
(Ice Skating, Snowshoeing, and Discounted Sleigh Rides
at Nearby Nestlenook Farm Resort)

Kitchens ¢ Firepl « Jacuzzis ¢ Di:

\.\ Where Romantic Couples and Familie
\~¢ o Stay & Play in NH n NH’s thte,Moumam

Su:tes
$99

With Fireplace &
2-person Spa. Sleeps 2-4
Most Rooms with
Mountain Views

*Plus 8% NH Tax & 12% Amenities Fee @ Restrictions & Blackout dates apply so call early! Valid thru 4/30/08
Route 16, Jackson, NH ¢ 1-877-564-7829 « www.LMGNH.com

Many New Englanders have
a Sunapee story.
Want one of your own?

Kearsarge

www.kearsargemagazine.com

OCEAN GETAWAYS
Valentine's Day Packages

Kids Vacation Escape
a :"Mﬂa Call 800-345-6736
By The Sea for reservations

Hampton, NH ~ www.ashworthhotel.com



