Trail Clubs
Connecting People with the Mountains

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY

trail club publications
1 register for the spur cabin
(1900–1929) along the spur path on
mt. adams. courtesy of the randolph
mountain club.
2 booklet published in 1932 by the
chatham trails association provided
a brief history of the area along
with maps and descriptions of
club-maintained trails. courtesy
of david govatski.
3 the north woodstock
improvement association published
several editions of this concise trail
guide. courtesy of david govatski.
4 guide to short walks in
waterville valley published by the
waterville athletic and improvement
association, circa 1950s. courtesy of
wvaia.
5 guide to wonalancet and the
sandwich range published in 1901 by
wodc. courtesy of mike dickerman.

trail signs (from top) courtesy of
shelburne trails club, dartmouth
outing club, chocorua mountain
club, and appalachian mountain
club. john hession photographs.

Museum of the White Mountains
Plymouth State University

Trail Clubs
Connecting People
with the Mountains
March 31, 2015–March 6, 2016

Curated by
Steve Smith, Mike Dickerman, and Ben Amsden
plymouth.edu/museum-of-the-white-mountains

on the cover: franconia ridge trail. chris whiton photograph.

4

Introduction
Doug Mayer

During the summer of 1982, while still in high school, I worked as an intern at the Mount Washington
Observatory. I had hoped for a job with the venerable Appalachian Mountain Club, but they insisted on a season
spent in the valley at Pinkham Notch Camp. Eager to get into the mountains, I saw the Observatory as a direct path
to the alpine zone. During that first of my two summers at the “Obs,” my new friend and Observatory colleague Albie
Pokrob spent a stint filling in as a caretaker for a little organization on the north end of the Presidential Range, the
Randolph Mountain Club (RMC). “You’ve got to get over there and check this area out,” he said. “It’s … different.”
		On my next set of days off, I left the summit and instead of walking down to my car at Pinkham Notch, I headed
north over the Presidential Range and into new terrain. What I found caught me off guard: in the rough and lessfrequented ravines at the far end of the range was an entire mountain club, with paths, cabins, shelters, and almost a
century of unique traditions, tough climbers, and quirky characters. I had only vaguely heard of mountain clubs other
than the Appalachian one, and I felt as though I had stumbled into my own Shangri-La.
		My path was unfolding before me, and the next stop came after college, as summer caretaker for the RMC. From
there, I moved south to Sandwich, where I volunteered for a second such group, the smaller Wonalancet Out Door
Club. My interest in trails was growing, and I spent several years as trails chair and co-chair for WODC. Next, RMC
offered me a spot on their board of directors. I wore through a set of tires driving north to meetings and, when a
chance to settle at the foot of my favorite range arose, I seized it. I haven’t looked back.
		As a caretaker for RMC, I spent my days wandering the rugged trails of the Northern Peaks. My interaction
with other aspects of the club was minimal. I heard of RMC paths that connected the town like a spider’s web, and
of events like the annual picnic and charades, the Fourth of July Tea, and the Gourmet Hike. My RMC was found
elsewhere, however, as I followed faint paths in Castle Ravine or crawled through the Subway in King’s Ravine. I
didn’t quite know what to make of the tales of this other part of the club. It sounded vaguely cult-like and felt somewhat impenetrable.

left: lakes of the clouds hut seen from crawford path, mt. washington. scott orr photograph.
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		Three decades later, I have a much fuller sense of RMC, WODC, and the role trail clubs play in the White Mountains. In intervening years, my mountain roaming expanded to include climbing, hiking, and trail running in ranges
from the Cascades to the Alps. This exposure led to a greater perspective and appreciation. It has led me to understand
just how rich our local trail club history is, here in the White Mountains. It rivals any mountain range in the world.
		Some clubs, such as Sub Sig, have left the scene. (Massachusetts-based Sub Sig was an interesting outlier in the
history of White Mountain trail clubs. Formed by employees of the Submarine Signal Company in 1947, it endured
even as the company behind it failed a year later. The club was responsible for a number of White Mountain trails, until
1993.) Most clubs have had had their share of lean times. But a remarkable array of them remains healthy and vibrant.
Their numbers include the Appalachian Mountain Club, Chatham Trails Association, Chocorua Mountain Club,
Cohos Trail Association, Dartmouth Outing Club, Randolph Mountain Club, Shelburne Trails Club, Squam Lakes
Association, Trailwrights, Waterville Valley Athletic & Improvement Association, and the Wonalancet Out Door Club.
		This variety brings enormous strength to the enduring work of mountain stewardship in the region. The past
century has shown the value of such diversity. In the early 1900s , the clubs (or, in some cases, their predecessors)
worked together to support the very creation of the White Mountain National Forest. A variety of organizations,
each expressing the voice of its members, showed political leaders that on the heels of the destruction wrought by the
timber barons, support for national-level protection was both broad and deep.
		More recently, clubs coordinated their on-the-ground work during the great ice storm of 1998 and again after
Hurricane Irene, sharing valuable suggestions and experience with each other during crises that lasted months. Today,
both formally and informally, they share policy ideas, trail maintenance skills, and host gatherings. The exchange
happens at all levels, from trail maintenance volunteers, to seasonal employees, to experienced backcountry hands and
long-time managers. It is a woven fabric that both evolves and endures in a thousand small ways every year.
		It might not have been this way. The west shows how culturally different the experience can be, where there are
few clubs and often just one, monolithic land manager—usually, the Forest Service, National Park Service, or Bureau
of Land Management. Here in the White Mountains, the abiding sense of ownership by the clubs, and their long
histories, has created a strong land ethic. The White Mountain National Forest is akin to the farmer whose land is
filled with a variety of crops. Out of the diversity arises stability.
		It’s more complex than that, of course. I well remember a meeting of National Forest Cooperators in Laconia,
where the supervisor’s office was based for many years. Managers at the White Mountain National Forest had proposed
a unifying set of trail sign standards. Uproar ensued. Trail signs, of course, are one of the main means through which
a club can show its responsibility for the trail to hikers, skiers, and snowshoers. To reduce the awareness of which
club’s paths one was using was perceived by club managers as devaluation of their role. The government bureaucracy
backed down. I can only imagine the explanation of the rebellion forest managers in Laconia gave to their bosses at the
regional office in Milwaukee. The natives were restless, sir.
		Fortunately, that’s not usually the norm. The relationship between the Forest Service and the clubs remains one
of mutual respect and deep cooperation. When the politics of Washington filter down to the land and monies to
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cairns built by the appalachian mountain club on mt. washington’s alpine garden trail. steve smith photograph.

maintain White Mountain trails are scarce, the clubs are there to carry on the work. In better times, the National
Forest provides the structure and guidance to carry out new and larger projects that no club by itself could undertake.
The Forest Plan provides an invaluable structural underpinning as the guiding document that weaves the protection of
the resource, multiple demands of various user groups, and the interests of trail clubs into a cohesive whole. That’s not
to say it’s always pretty. But it’s necessary and, to this day, it works.
		The diversity among trail clubs expresses itself culturally, too. Each organization has its unique events, traditions,
and legends. When the calendar turned to August and my days on the side of Mount Adams dwindled to a precious
few during that summer of 1987, I decided to wander down to see what this vaunted RMC Annual Picnic was all
about. Off to one side, I stood wide-eyed as what seemed like the entire town gathered at Mossy Glen, an amphitheater in the woods. Charades went on for most of the afternoon, while ten-year-old volunteers clambered the steep
hillside, pouring lemonade for attendees. It was a scene that had played out, largely unchanged, for more than seven
decades. In 2013, RMC celebrated a century of charades.
		Across the White Mountains, in peaks and valleys from Wonalancet to Waterville, Chocorua to Chatham,
Ravine Lodge to Randolph, the traditions and work of the trail clubs endure. The land and those of us who love it
are better for it.
Doug Mayer
Randolph, NH

5

6

Sense of Purpose:
Stewards of the Trails and Mountains
Steve Smith

Every year thousands of hikers set foot on the vast and varied trail network in the White Mountains.
Whether trekking across the airy crest of Franconia Ridge, or wandering past waterfalls on the northern Presidentials,
mountain enthusiasts reap the benefits of dedicated work by the trail clubs of the White Mountains.
		Each of these twenty or so clubs— many still active, others faded into oblivion—was, from its beginning, imbued
with a sense of purpose. Two primary missions of the clubs have been to build and maintain trails, and to advocate for
the protection and appropriate use of the mountain backcountry.
		The pair of clubs founded in the 1870s— the White Mountain
Club and the Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC)— were largely
focused on exploration. Even then, though, the AMC’s originating
document included a reference to “the opening of new paths … and
other improvements.”
		In the ensuing decades the Whites were thoroughly explored,
and mountain “tramping” became an increasingly popular pursuit.
As more clubs were organized, their raison d’être was largely the
creation and upkeep of trails.
		The first purpose listed in the bylaws of the Wonalancet Out
Door Club (WODC, founded in 1892) was “the building and maintenance of paths and camps.” Similar goals were
espoused when the Chocorua Mountain Club (CMC) was born in 1908, and the Chatham Trails Association in 1922.

left: the off the beaten path pro crew, with help from volunteers, constructed this rock staircase along the wonalancet out door club’s
blueberry ledge trail on mt. whiteface. steve smith photograph.
above: this attractive logo drawn by club member francis blake ellis adorned the cover of a trail map published by the wonalancet out
door club in 1951. courtesy of the wonalancet out door club.
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above: john rayner edmands, an early amc member and master
trail-builder, is known for his graded paths including the
namesake edmands path on mt. eisenhower. courtesy of mt.
washington observatory’s gladys brooks memorial library.
guy shorey photograph.
left: title page of records and memoranda of the white
mountain club of portland maine, august 30, 1873.
founded in 1873, the white mountain club of portland was the
second mountaineering organization in north america and
the first such club devoted solely to exploring the highlands
of northern new hampshire and western maine. the club was
officially organized near carrigain brook, on the lower slopes
of mount carrigain, by six portland men accompanied by two
guides. courtesy of the bethel historical society, bethel, maine.
opposite: this map drawn by randolph trailbuilder charles c.
torrey shows the extent of heavy logging on the northern
presidentials as of 1905. the destruction of trails by lumbering
led to the formation of the randolph mountain club in 1910.
courtesy of the randolph mountain club.
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		When the spectacular AMC-built trails threading the crags of the Northern Presidentials were obliterated by
indiscriminate logging, the tramping-oriented community of Randolph responded in 1910 by forming the Randolph
Mountain Club (RMC), “its first task to restore the trails.”
		The Dartmouth Outing Club (DOC) formed in 1909 “to stimulate interest in out-of-door winter sports” among
the student body, but by the early 1930s its interests had expanded to the construction of a series of trails, cabins, and
shelters extending from Hanover north to Mt. Moosilauke.
		Other clubs coalesced around the building and stewardship of trails for the benefit of guests at local hostelries: the
Waterville Valley Athletic and Improvement Association (WVAIA, founded in 1888), the North Woodstock Improvement Association in the Franconia Notch region (1890s to 1920s), and the Passaconaway Mountain Club in the
Albany Intervale (1920s and 1930s).
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plank bridges installed by the
appalachian mountain club on
mt. hale’s lend-a-hand trail.
steve smith photograph.
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		The newest clubs in the Whites were also formed primarily to work on trails. The Cohos Trail Association (CTA)
was created in 2000 by visionary Kim Nilsen with the express goal of creating a new long-distance hiking trail in New
Hampshire’s North Country. The Shelburne Trails Club (STC) was organized in 2010 by local residents to restore an
historic trail system in the lower Mahoosuc Range.
		In the first few decades of the twentieth century the trail network in the Whites expanded and matured. Connecting “trunk” routes were opened by AMC trailmasters Nathaniel L. Goodrich, Paul R. Jenks, Charles W. Blood, and
Karl P. Harrington. The AMC’s chain of high-country huts grew under the guidance of the legendary Joe Dodge.
		Henceforth, club work focused less on the creation of new routes and more on the maintenance of existing paths.
Many of the early trails were not designed with heavy use in mind. When hiking activity boomed in the 1960s, many
steep trails deteriorated into washed-out gullies. Brown swaths of trampled turf spread across the alpine tundra. In
response, clubs devised new techniques—drainage control, bog bridging, rock steps, trail definition in the alpine
zone—to combat erosion and lighten the tread of thousands of Vibram-soled feet.
		In cooperation with the White Mountain National Forest (WMNF), several clubs have employed professional
crews for heavier trail construction. One club, the Trailwrights, was organized in 1987 to take on professional-level
trail projects across New Hampshire. Their volunteer crews have restored several footways in the White Mountains,
most notably, perhaps, on popular Artist’s Bluff in Franconia Notch.
below: volunteers from the trailwrights use a
winch, cable, and bars to guide a rock step into
place on the mt. kinsman trail. a crew of four
spent a total of 40 hours on this day installing
five rock steps near a stream crossing. bruce
richards photograph.

above: volunteers from the wonalancet out door club and chocorua mountain
club teamed up for a work trip on the whitin brook trail in the 1990s. peter smart
photograph.
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a dartmouth outing club
member lays out the route
of the hurricane trail on mt.
moosilauke in 1935. courtesy
of dartmouth outing club.
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		Fine examples of club work may be seen throughout the mountains, as featured on the field map, “Step Stones
and Switchbacks” that accompanies the exhibition. Hikers who relish challenging climbs can tackle the rock “staircases
to heaven” on WODC’s Blueberry Ledge Trail and the RMC’s Spur Trail, or the pin steps and rebar along the DOC’s
cascade-rich Beaver Brook Trail, where a sign urges hikers to “take special care … to avoid tragic results.”
		For a smoother stroll, the WVAIA recently bypassed a steep pitch on Irene’s Path (formerly Kettles Path) with
a quarter-mile of well-crafted bench-cutting. Mahoosuc Range hikers can enjoy the unique experience of crossing
Austin Brook in a cable car on the STC’s Yellow Trail. The classic example of trail definition in the alpine zone is
seen on AMC’s Franconia Ridge Trail. Pick just about any path in the Whites, and the guiding hand of a trail club is
likely behind it.
above: left, in 2012 the chocorua mountain club and trailwrights replaced several rocks swept away by tropical storm irene. right, a
wooden ladder constructed by the appalachian mountain club trail crew on the mahoosuc trail. steve smith photographs.
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wonalancet out door club
volunteers, using only hand
tools, cleared hurricane
blowdowns on the kate
sleeper trail in the sandwich
range wilderness. douglas
mcvicar photograph.

far left: hikers visiting the
beaver brook shelter on
mt. moosilauke are privy
to dartmouth outing club
outhouse etiquette. steve
smith photograph.
left: can pits and other
trash receptacles were
common at shelters until
the late 1960’s. courtesy
of university archives,
university of new hampshire
library, durham, nh.
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		Several clubs have fashioned “Adopt-a-Trail” programs in which volunteers take on the basic tasks for their chosen
trail: cleaning drainages, cutting blowdowns, painting blazes, and clipping back the ubiquitous hobblebush. Others
run volunteer maintenance work trips each year on club trails. For sheer magnificence in volunteer work, witness the
hundreds of hurricane blowdowns cleared by WODC stalwarts on the Kate Sleeper Trail—using hand tools only, in
compliance with Wilderness standards. Members who toil thus on the trails can take great satisfaction in furthering
their club’s “sense of purpose.”
		Clubs that maintain huts and shelters—AMC, DOC, RMC, and the Cohos Trail Association—have the unenviable task of managing a copious amount of human waste. In recent decades creative solutions such as composting
toilets have emerged; fine examples are found at several AMC huts and shelters and the RMC cabins. Humor often
accompanies DOC waste management, exemplified by the two-holer privy with facing seats at Great Bear Cabin near
the Glencliff Trail.
		Educating hikers on proper use of the backcountry, including human waste disposal, has been a core purpose of
the clubs for many years. The CMC was ahead of its time, distributing a “Code of the Woods” booklet to hikers in the
1920s when slovenly camping practices were rampant in the Chocorua area. The AMC has long been a regional leader
in managing backcountry impact and promoting the concept of “Leave No Trace.” Today’s LNT-conscious hiker would
shudder at the sight of the overflowing “can pits” once used at Liberty Spring Shelter and other backcountry sites.
		Today, the clubs promote appropriate hiking and camping practices through a variety of media: websites, newsletters, trail guides and maps, brochures, and on-site signage, and through personal contact with site caretakers and trip
leaders. In these ways, as the RMC words it, they can share “the collective knowledge of their members.”
		Conservation advocacy has been a cause taken up by many clubs, dating back to protestations about the abusive
logging practices that desecrated the mountain forests at the turn of the twentieth century. Several clubs were strong
supporters of the Weeks Act and the establishment of the WMNF.
		The AMC has long been at the forefront of White Mountain conservation issues, and is the most visible advocate
in the twenty-first century. But the smaller clubs have been steadfast guardians of their particular regions, as well. In
1914 the WODC’s Katherine Sleeper Walden negotiated the addition of “The Bowl” to the WMNF, saving its oldgrowth forest from imminent lumbering, and in more recent times the club, led by George Zink, was a driver in the
creation and later expansion of the Sandwich Range Wilderness. When the iconic skyline of Mt. Chocorua was threatened by a proposal for a fire tower in the 1920s, the CMC and WODC were among the voices raised in full-throated
opposition. More recently, the CTA raised funds to protect a trail corridor to the Baldface Range in Evans Notch, and
RMC members have been deeply involved in the management of the 10,000-acre Randolph Community Forest.
		The next time you hit the trail in the Whites, tip your cap to the untold number of club members who have
stewarded these pathways to adventure. And rest assured that in the years ahead the clubs will continue to pursue their
“sense of purpose,” to the benefit of all who love the mountains.
Steve Smith
Author and co-editor, White Mountain Guide: AMC’s Comprehensive Guide to Hiking Trails in the
White Mountain National Forest

15

above: this wood frame shelter
near the lakes of the clouds
was constructed in 1901, a
year after two appalachian
mountain club members perished
on mt. washington in a fierce
june storm. courtesy of mt.
washington observatory’s
gladys brooks memorial library.
guy shorey photograph.

16

Sense of Place
Mike Dickerman

If there’s one thing that trail organizations like the Appalachian Mountain Club, the Chatham Trails
Association, and the fledgling Shelburne Trails Club have in common, it’s that all are deeply rooted in the soil and
bedrock granite of New Hampshire’s White Mountains region.
		Since 1873, when the region’s first such group—the White Mountain Club of Portland, Maine—organized fun
and adventurous excursions deep into the heart of New England’s best-known mountain region, trail clubs have forged
an unmistakable identity with not only their very localized sphere of influence, but also the White Mountains region
as a whole. The resulting bond between the clubs’ individual members and the respective domains of each organization
continues to this day, and in many instances has carried on from one generation to the next.
		In the case of the White Mountain Club of Portland, whose founders included tireless explorer George L. Vose,
well-known railroad builder John Anderson, and Abner Lowell, early promoter of the carriage road on Mount
Washington, club members will be forever linked to their two favorite haunts in the Whites. The club is best known
for its many trips into the Mount Carrigain region in the central White Mountains region, and for a campfire incident
involving one member’s fedora that resulted in one prominent landmark being dubbed “Burnt Hat Ridge.”
It’s probably apropos that the Portland-based club’s other principal area of interest in the Whites was the rugged
Mahoosuc Range, which straddles the New Hampshire-Maine border.
		In the half-century after the White Mountain Club’s formation (and its short-lived existence, for it was gone from
the scene by 1885), and as mountain travel became easier and the tourist business boomed, trail clubs large and small
emerged in virtually every corner of the Whites. And while the missions of these clubs varied from one sector of the
Whites to another, the common thread among all was their respective kinship to the geographical regions they served.
This was especially the case with the smaller resort-based clubs that grew out of the need to provide recreational
opportunities for summertime guests.

left: packing full loads in july 1953 are trail crew members al folger, don sessions, doug rankin and “stretch” hayes. the appalachian
mountain club workers are seen here at lakes of the clouds hut. courtesy of university archives, university of new hampshire library,
durham, nh.
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far left and above (detail): this
goat skin register was pinned to the
wall of the rmc’s crag camp from
1925–1934. among the guests who
signed it was alan t. waterman,
father of wilderness advocate and
historian guy waterman. courtesy of
the randolph mountain club. john
hession photographs.
left: amc white mountain guide: a
guide to paths in the white mountains
and adjacent regions, 9th edition,
1934. courtesy of the john w. and
anne newton collection.

		Two of the best examples of these latter types of clubs were the Waterville Valley Athletic and Improvement
Association (1888) and the North Woodstock Improvement Association (1897), both of which were instrumental in
developing and promoting viable trail systems to dozens of natural attractions in their immediate vicinities. For the
WVAIA, the amphitheater of mountains surrounding the upper Mad River valley in Waterville provided innumerable
opportunities for tramping enthusiasts like longtime valley summer resident Arthur L. Goodrich, architect of many
of the area’s most popular footpaths. Likewise, the NWIA lay close not only to the Franconia Notch area and the
famous Old Man of the Mountain, but also to the intriguing caverns of Lost River Gorge near Kinsman Notch, and
the imposing peaks of the Franconia Range, the Kinsmans, and nearby Mount Moosilauke. Among this group’s most
ambitious members were summer residents Frank O. Carpenter, author of an early (1898) guide to the North Woodstock region, and Karl P. Harrington, who oversaw the construction of a number of new trails and shelters during his
long affiliation first with the NWIA and later with the Appalachian Mountain Club.
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		In can be argued, however, that no trail club in White Mountains annals has fostered a better relationship with its
domain than the Randolph Mountain Club, which was established in 1910 with its primary mission to re-open local
mountain trails obliterated by logging activities in the early part of the last century. In its first century of existence,
the RMC has done more than build and maintain a local network of paths unrivaled in the New England mountains.
It has also helped foster an unmistakable identity that permeates throughout the community, and which has long
bound its year-round residents to its many seasonal occupants. This bond is evident in the many well-attended social
functions hosted by RMC each year, such as their annual Gourmet Hike, August Picnic and Charades, and the club’s
Fourth of July Tea.
		Other trail clubs intimately linked to specific areas of the Whites include the Wonalancet Out Door Club and the
Chocorua Mountain Club in the southern White Mountains, the previously mentioned Chatham Trails Association
and Shelburne Trails Club in the eastern Whites, and the Dartmouth Outing Club (DOC), whose reach extends from
the Hanover, New Hampshire, area north to Mt. Moosilauke in the southwestern Whites. Indeed, few peaks in the
entire White Mountains area are so closely linked to one entity as Moosilauke is to the DOC.

the jim liberty cabin on mt. chocorua is prepared for the worst. steve smith photograph.
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		Of all the trail organizations that have existed in the White Mountains over the last 150 years, none are as deeply
rooted, or have exhibited such influence over the region, as the Boston-based Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC).
Founded in 1876 by a group of university-affiliated faculty members and mountain enthusiasts, AMC’s initial focus
was on gathering scientific data on the mountains of the Northeast, and preparing detailed maps of the same. Its membership rolls, which began with less than three dozen individuals, tripled by the end of its very first year of existence,
and numbered in the hundreds by 1880.
		Though not specifically linked to the White Mountains, it was here that the club exerted its greatest influence.
From its de facto summer headquarters in Randolph, New Hampshire, AMC members cut new trails up to the most
prominent peaks of the region, ventured to hitherto unvisited corners of the mountains, and began an advocacy for
the Whites that continues unabated to this day. (It was partly through the advocacy of AMC leaders that the White

20

left: trail clubs such as the appalachian mountain club have been building and maintaining backcountry shelters for more than a
century. here, a replacement shelter is seen under construction at garfield pond in 1940. courtesy of university archives, university
of new hampshire library, durham, nh.

Mountain National Forest came into being in the early 1900s, as the club was one of several that strongly backed
federal legislation that led to passage of the 1911 Weeks Act, which authorized the first forest preserves in the eastern
United States.)
		Another of AMC’s important legacies to the region has been the club’s publishing arm, which over the last 100
years has produced not only accurate topographic trail maps to the area, but also the revered White Mountain Guide,
the so-called “hiker’s bible” to the region. This comprehensive guide, currently in its 29th edition, has long served as
one of AMC’s most visible and accessible links to the area and has been a staple for White Mountains hikers since
1907, when the club published its first such volume.
		Indeed, guidebooks have been commonly used by many of the region’s trail clubs through the years, and early
editions of these guides offer today’s historians an accurate glimpse back to the day when the region’s extensive trail
network was still a work in progress. More importantly, however, the preparation of these guidebooks has been an
essential service provided by the various trail clubs and has broadened their outreach and further tied the clubs to
specific geographical sections of the White Mountains.
		AMC’s early scientific-related work has been dwarfed over time by the club’s many other activities, including trail
building and maintenance efforts, the establishment of its world-famous chain of backcountry huts, and its ongoing
conservation efforts. But these activities, like those of other like-minded trails clubs—both large and small—have only
further cemented the club’s longstanding relationship with the region and strengthened the roots that have bound
AMC (and other trail organizations of its kind) to the Whites for nearly 150 years.
Mike Dickerman
Author, publisher, and co-editor, White Mountain Guide: AMC’s Comprehensive Guide to Hiking Trails in the
White Mountain National Forest
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above: club outings like this one
to the remote peak of mt. hancock
were sponsored in part by local
logging railroad interests.
courtesy of mike dickerman.
right: appalachian mountain club
trail crew members dick waldron
and dick slauer prepare a meal at
resolution shelter in july 1938.
courtesy of university archives,
university of new hampshire
library, durham, nh.
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A Sense of Belonging
Ben Amsden

Trail clubs mean many things to many people. To some, a trail club cultivates a sense of purpose, a calling to create and maintain trails, educate visitors, and advocate for natural spaces. To others, a trail club can be a key
ingredient in their sense of place, representing past experiences, shared meanings, and personal histories. But to others
still, the clubs that support and maintain the hiking trails of New Hampshire help develop a sense of belonging—the
sense that one is a “member” who developed a sense of community based on special places, meaningful activities, and a
shared experience.
		How is a sense of belonging constructed? For starters, a sense of belonging is a complex cognition that is strongly
held, but not often easily described. In other words, we often know that we love a particular activity or place, but we
aren’t always sure why. Our deep connections to places like trails and activities like hiking are created in multiple ways,
through our interactions with the place itself and through activities either alone or with others.
		Researchers1 have suggested that our interaction with special places has four ingredients. The first is the setting
itself, or the actual physical characteristics of the special place. We love peaks above tree line, for instance, or remote
backcountry lakes. The second ingredient consists of our experiences in a particular place. Does a particular trail or
shelter represent a special moment with family or friends? Was a marriage proposal offered at the base of that waterfall?
The third ingredient involves meanings—we may think of a certain trail as our place to escape the daily grind, or
where we go for physical and spiritual growth. The fourth ingredient is our evaluations, or judgments, of the places
that are important to us. This place is too crowded. The privy is in great shape.
		Trail clubs can facilitate these interactions with special places either directly or indirectly. For example, trail clubs
and managing organizations can have a direct impact on our experience by implementing backcountry camping
policies, deciding where trails will be built or relocated, or placing interpretive signs that inform observers of what it is
they ought to be seeing. Even the familiar “iron ranger” placed at a trailhead to collect money is a source of interaction
with a club or managing agency that influences how we connect with a place.

1		Stedman, R. (2003). Is it really just a social construction? The contribution of the physical environment to sense of place. Society and Natural
		Resources, 16(8), 671-685.
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		Trail clubs also provide indirect opportunities for people to develop connections to special places over time.
One example emerges from the work that club members do, and the skills they develop. Members who are active
within a club, either through volunteering or participation in club activities, develop a skill set and understanding of
the organization that is similar in scope to the paid professional employees. Researcher and scholar Robert Stebbins
described this phenomenon as “Serious Leisure,” and defined it as a connection to recreation pursuits that are
ultimately more than just the provision of labor2. Stebbins suggested that people pursue leisure activities in which they
develop job-like skills because they strongly identify with their chosen pursuit and deeply appreciate “membership”
in the unique subculture of their organization. In practice, research has illustrated just how the connection between
serious leisure and a sense of belonging works. For example, a study of Canadian community volunteers found those
whose activities could be defined as serious leisure felt empowered to make change and contribute to the well-being
of their community3. Other research involving clubs described how volunteers in a natural resource management
program in Alaska reported a sense of belonging related not just to visitor satisfaction and ecological quality, but to
social landscapes as well.
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left: axes and chainsaws in hand, members of the 2012 appalachian mountain club trail crew gather for a group shot. courtesy of
university archives, university of new hampshire library, durham, nh.

		In total, our interactions with special places and the connections we develop through work and interactions with
others help forge a sense of “community.” As we know, the term community is often broadly conceptualized. For
many, a community is simply the town one lives in and the people they live with, all geographically contained by the
existing boundaries on a map. Other definitions describe community more broadly, perhaps consisting of groups of
people who share some common affiliation of either spatial or social significance (an online community or an alumni
community). The place is important, as are the people. Everyone has come together around some common purpose,
either to enjoy the resource or work together in some way to maintain it. These small collective interactions, based on
place, suggest a sense of membership, partnership, and ultimately, community4.
		On the trail, the development of community is no different. More than a decade ago, I was being interviewed for
a job with a trail club as a summer caretaker at Stratton Pond in Vermont, one of the most heavily used overnight spots
on the Appalachian Trail. “Tell me about through-hikers” the interviewer asked. “How would you engage someone
who has been hiking for four months straight?” The answer, I explained, had to do with the idea that through-hikers
see themselves as a community—a group apart from the day-to-day hiking public. This community is forged through
their shared connection to the trail, the meanings they develop hiking it, their interactions with clubs and managing
agencies, and the work they do to protect it. Because through-hikers experience the trail in ways that day hikers can’t
begin to imagine, they see themselves as a sort of community. Through-hikers are noteworthy when we stop and chat
at a shelter or trailhead. We read about their commitment to their hike, the trail, and each other in trail logs. We hear
stories from those who have completed some or all of their ultimate adventure.
		A sense of belonging is ultimately constructed around what a particular place means. It is a complex recipe that
includes settings, behaviors, interactions with others, and evaluations of complicated personal and social contexts. A
sense of belonging is highly personal, yet socially driven. What’s more, a sense of belonging, even if it is built upon
similar places, people, or events, will be felt and understood differently among different people.
Ben Amsden
Director, Center for Rural Partnerships, Plymouth State University

2		Stebbins, R. A. (1992). Amateurs, professionals, and serious leisure. London: McGill-Queen’s University Press.
3		Arai, S. M., & Pedlar, A. M. (1997). Building communities through leisure: Citizen participation in a healthy communities initiative. Journal
		of Leisure Research, 29(2).
4		Wilkinson, K. P. (1991). The Community in Rural America. Middleton, WI: Social Ecology Press.
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hiker on crawford path.
chris whiton photograph.
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WHITE MOUNTAIN HIKING TRAIL CLUBS
Active Hiking Trail Clubs
Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC;
1876) Maintains 300 miles of trails
across the White Mountains, eight highcountry huts, and many backcountry
shelters and campsites. Publishes trail
maps and guidebooks. outdoors.org
Waterville Valley Athletic & Improvement Association (WVAIA; 1888)
Maintains 25 miles of trails in the
Waterville Valley region. Publishes a trail
map. wvaia.org
Wonalancet Out Door Club (WODC;
1892) Maintains 52 miles of trails in the
Sandwich Range and a tentsite. Publishes
a trail map. wodc.org
Squam Lakes Association (SLA; 1904)
Maintains 50 miles of trails in the Squam
and Sandwich Ranges and a tentsite.
Publishes a trail map and guidebook.
squamlakes.org
Chocorua Mountain Club (CMC;
1908) Maintains trails on Mt. Chocorua
and Mt. Paugus. Publishes a trail map.
Dartmouth Outing Club (DOC; 1909)
Maintains 70 miles of trails along the
Appalachian Trail and on Mt. Moosilauke,
and several cabins, shelters and tentsites.
Publishes a trail map and outing guide.
outdoors.dartmouth.edu/doc
Randolph Mountain Club (RMC;
1910) Maintains 100 miles of trails in
the Northern Presidentials and Crescent
Range, and four cabins and shelters.
Publishes a trail map and guidebook.
randolphmountainclub.org
Chatham Trails Association (CTA;
1922) Maintains 40 miles of trails in
Evans Notch region. Publishes a trail
map. chathamtrails.org

Other Current Trail Maintainers
Trailwrights (TW; 1987) Undertakes
major trail work projects across New
Hampshire. trailwrights.org
The Cohos Trail Association (TCTA;
1999) Maintains long-distance trail in
northern New Hampshire with several
shelters. Publishes a trail map set and
guidebook. cohostrail.org
Shelburne Trails Club (STC; 2010)
Maintains 20 miles of trails in the
southern Mahoosuc Range area. Publishes a trail map. facebook.com/pages/
Shelburne-Trails-Club

Former Hiking Trail Clubs
White Mountain Club – Portland, ME
(WMC; 1873–1884)
North Woodstock Improvement
Association (NWIA; 1897–1920s)
Gorham Improvement Association
(GIA; 1920s)
Intervale Improvement Society
(IIS; 1920s)
Jackson Trails Club (JTC; 1930s)
Maine Alpine Club (MAC;
1940s–1950s)
Jackson Ski & Outing Club (JSOC;
1940s–1950s)
North Side Mountain Club – Jefferson,
NH (NSMC; 1930s)
Passaconaway Mountain Club – Albany
Intervale (1920s–1930s)
Passaconaway Civic Association – Albany
Intervale (PCA; 1960s)

Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC)
appalachiantrail.org
Camp Pasquaney (CP) pasquaney.org
Friends of Pondicherry (FOP)
facebook.com/pondicherryfriends
Lakes Region Conservation Trust
(LRCT) lrct.org
Maine Bureau of Parks & Lands (MBPL)
maine.gov/dacf/parks
Nature Conservancy (NC)
nature.org/NewHampshire
New Hampshire Division of Forests &
Lands (NHDFL) nhdfl.org
New Hampshire Division of Parks &
Recreation (NHDP) nhstateparks.org
North Woods Stewardship Center
(NWSC) northwoodscenter.org
Old Hutmens Association (OH)
ohcroo.com
Rivendell Trails Association (RTA)
crossrivendelltrail.org
Society for the Protection of New
Hampshire Forests (SPNHF)
forestsociety.org
Student Conservation Association
(SCA) thesca.org
Sub Sig Outing Club (SSOC) subsig.org
Weeks State Park Association (WSPA)
facebook.com/WeeksStatePark
White Mountain National Forest
(WMNF) fs.usda.gov/whitemountain

along the franconia ridge trail.
chris whiton photograph.

1. appalachian mountain club
trail crew members in the early
1940s were driven around the
white mountains in this 1935 ford
phaeton dubbed “sylvia.” courtesy
of university archives, university
of new hampshire library,
durham, nh.
2. in an effort to recruit
volunteers for a planned
construction project at crag
camp, the randolph mountain
club resorted to posting this
enticing notice. courtesy of the
randolph mountain club.
3. guests at the swift river
inn could explore the albany
intervale on trails maintained by
the passaconaway mountain club.
courtesy of david govatski.
4. sights such as this at the
liberty spring shelter in 1962
encouraged the development of
the “leave no trace” movement.
courtesy of university archives,
university of new hampshire
library, durham, nh.

