
TRAILS:

P AST , PRESENT, and FUTURE

SUMMER PROGRAMS

During the months of luly and August a

series of programs will be presented by

the Club. There will be two daytime

outdoor programs, two illustrated talks on

aspects of wildlife, and a folk concert.

The first program, an illustrated lecture,
"The Return of the Common Loon, " will

take place in the Wonalancet Union

Chapel on luly 9 at 7:00 P.M. loin Jim

Doyle, from the Loon Preservation

Committee (LPC), for an entertaining

slide show on the life history of the

common loon. Since 1975, LPC has been

working to restore the loon to New

Hampshire where it is listed as a

threatened species. The presentation will

highlight the negative pressures loons

face, and LPC's efforts to minimize those

threats. There will be plenty of time

afterwards to ask your favorite loon

question such as, "Why are their eyes

red?" or "Do loons mate for life?"

Jim is a resident of Wonalancet and

actively involved with the WODC, and a

member of the Executive Committee. He

has worked for LPC for the last two

years, currently serving as its Director.

Jim's previous experiences include

working for the Audubon Society of New

Hampshire as their Sanctuaries Manager ,
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As we begin another season of trail
maintenance, it's valuable to consider
some of the basic issues which underlie
our efforts. What are our goals? Is trail
work really needed, and why? When
should the work be done? Do some
problems require urgent action, or can we
take a wait-and-see approach? Who will
perform this work, how much will it cost,
and where will the dollars come from?
Has trail maintenance changed over the

years?

The First 70 Years

When the first WODC trails were
cleared around 1892, it was difficult to
reach any of the peaks we now visit so
readily. Although lumber roads provided
partial access, it still required
considerable effort to open trails and keep
them clear of the blowdowns and new
growth which appears so readily on our
New England hills. Trail use was very
light by today's standards, so light in fact,
that groups of "trampers" were recruited
to tramp down the brush.

The need for trampers reflects the fact
that early trails were largely covered in
herbaceous growth, whose roots bind the
topsoil together and keep it from eroding.
Some of our less used trails, like the
Wonalancet Range and Cabin Trails, still
contain sections of undisturbed topsoil.
Early trails also benefitted from the use of
smooth-soled leather boots, which did
little damage to the soil surface.

The primary goal of early trail builders
was to improve access to the mountains.
Their techniques ranged from the
ambitious bridle paths of the Presidentials
to the simple ladders and steps of our own
Blueberry Ledge Trail.

The Backpacking Boom

The 1960's and 1970's saw an
enormous increase in the number of
hikers in the mountains, including the
Sandwich Range. Over 6,000 people now
hike the Blueberry Ledge trail every year ,
about a 100-fold increase in 100 years.
The increase has come about partly as a
result of cultural trends, but is also related

to light weight hiking gear, especially the
lugged-sole hiking boot. The new soles
provide improved traction on many
surfaces. Unfortunately, while gripping
well, the lugged-sole also chums up soil
and tears at roots, leaving trails vulnerable
to erosion.

On many trails, erosion combined with
soil compaction makes the center of the
trail slightly lower than edges, causing
water to run down the trail itself, rather
than draining off the side. This situation is
more pronounced on trails that follow old
road depressions, such as sections of the
Dicey's Mill Trail. In the early stages this
is simply an annoyance to hikers, but as
the problem worsens it also accelerates,
and the result can be devastating erosion,
in places several feet deep.

Some routes, such as the Walden and
the Wiggin Trails, have special problems.
Early trail builders were trying to find
direct routes up the mountains; the trails
often went steeply up erodible slopes
rather than traversing in a manner that
makes them easier to drain and protect
from erosion.

The Evolution of Trail Maintenance

At its founding, the primary goal of
WODC was to open new trails and to
keep them clear .The relatively light usage
resulted in few drainage or erosion
problems. Early trail workers concentrated
on clearing brush, blowdowns, and
blazing the route. This work was often
carried out during the summer months by
one or two people paid by the Club. Much
work was also performed by volunteers,
which was formalized in the 1970's with
the creation of the WMNF Adopt-A- Trail
program. With the support and guidance
of WODC, volunteer adopters continue to
clear trails. They set an excellent example
of what can be accomplished by dedicated
volunteers.

As use of WODC trails increased, so
did the realization that more attention
should be paid to growing erosion
problems. Due to the heavy, time
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A w~ resto~ trail is durable and I~ unooOCed
by the passing hiker .Random nICk steps on the

B81Dett Street Trail. (SRCA, '94)





WHO IS KATE SLEEPER?

Wonalancet has likewise a central

figure in its story whose hand almost

fashioned its very fabric. A mere

hardworking woman would not

ordinarily have had so profound an
effect on her surroundings, but it

must be remembered of Kate Sleeper
that since Bradbury Jewell she was

practically the first outsider of either

sex when she settled in this pocket

of the hills in 1890, as well as the

first inhabitant with a talent for

organizing, and further, that she was

a woman of exceptional charm and

originality no matter in what society

she might be placed.

Wonalaocet Fann cin:a 1910

In August Kate found the farm she
wanted. It was the property of the early
settler Theophilous Brown, a few yards
south of the same brook that flowed
through Bradbury Jewell's front yard. The
farm was large, over 600 acres, mostly
timbered, but with about 100 acres in
open fields. Kate called her purchase
"Wonalancet Farm," the name by which
it is still known. The main house was built
in 1814, a date carved in the living room

fireplace chimney.

Wonalancet Farm and the inn she
planned were too much for her to operate.
Eager but inexperienced, she knew little
about running either a farm or inn. Kate
asked her young friend and relative by
marriage, Arthur Walden, then nineteen,
to help her by taking charge of the farm,
which he agreed to do.

During the winter of 1890-1891 she
renovated and refurbished the main house.
By this time neighbors had come to know
Kate; her charm and vitality inspired both
affection and action. As the snow melted
from the front yard of the Farmhouse that
spring, piles of rubbish appeared -old
boards and other building materials
discarded by the carpenters while
renovating. Without the slightest
suggestion from Kate, her neighbors
pitched in and cleaned up the yard.

Kate's appearance belied her courage
and determination. She was small -"she
couldn't have been five feet tall," -

slight, blond, with deep blue eyes, and a
high-pitched voice. Though these physical
traits may not appear impressive, she was
attractive, sociable, sincere, and
determined. One of her biographers
reveals Kate's leadership mode in this

MarJory GaD. ~kn-

Katherine (Kate) Sleeper was born in

the greater Boston area in 1862, the only

child of Charles F. Sleeper and Zilpha

Thomas. Her grandfather, John Sleeper,

was a prominent Bostonian of a varied

and interesting background: born in

Tyngsboro, Massachusetts, a sailor at the
age of 15 and Captain of a ship by 28, the

editor of the Boston Journal, a writer of

children 's books, mayor of Roxbury , and

a State Senator. After the death of Zilpha

in 1872, when Kate was just ten years

old, she and her father moved to his

parents' home in Roxbury .Not much is

known of her early years, except that she

was reared in a loving family, with many

cousins. She was well educated, and as a

young woman entered fully into

community activities. As a young adult

she took French lessons at the Berlitz

School, music lessons, and exercised

regularly 'at an athletic club for women.

Later, she tried her hand as a newspaper

reporter .

Wonalancet Fann:

Kate knew the Chocorua section of

Tamworth, where she visited both friends
and relatives. I It was in 1890 while

convalescing at Lucy Blake's boarding

house on Gardner Hill Road in Tamworth

that she decided to open a country inn.

But where? To find an answer, she began

searching the surrounding countryside

from the seat of a carriage. On one of

these drives she viewed Birch Intervale

and immediately fell in love with the spot.

As she got down from the carriage she

announced, "This is where I'm going to

live."

significant statement," All her life she
possessed the rare quality of inspiring
others to want what she wanted. "

Wonalancet Union Chapel:

Residents had built Wonalancet Chapel
in 1880, ten years before Kate's arrival.
The Chapel was on land owned by the
Currier family, of timber grown on the
adjacent mountain slopes, sawn at the mill
then operating near the present kiosk off
Femcroft Road, and raised by the labor of
local farmers. Used frequently by
residents as a house of worship, the
Chapel was undedicated, unincorporated,
and of no specific denomination.

Early in June 1891, two of Kate's guests
at the Farm were Reverend Treadwell
Walden and his wife. At breakfast that
Sunday morning, Kate asked Reverend
Walden, Rector ofSt. Paul's Cathedral in
Boston, to conduct a service in the Chapel
that afternoon. Following a brief visit to
the Chapel, Reverend Walden agreed.
Notice was spread by word of mouth
throughout the Intervale, and at four
o'clock the service was held. 10 Kate's
words:

There was a surprising audience. As a
result the community insisted that the
church be the recipient of a deed from
the Curriers, which had been long
promised, and which was made, and
the Wonalancet Corporation was
formed to provide for the Wonalancet
Union Chapel.

Incorporation of the Chapel was
accomplished in 1893. It is non-
denominational, and its object the
promotion of religion. Kate's interest in
the Chapel was unending: in 1896 the first



Katherine ~eeper Walden.
Note key hanging from her w-.

Out Door Club, all traceable to the vision
of Kate Sleeper .

Postoffice and Marriage:

A United States Postoffice was
established in 1893, with Kate the first
postmaster. Postal authorities, fearing
confusion with an office named Intervale
just above North Conway, urged a name
change. Thus, Birch Intervale was
renamed Wonalancet.

In 1902 Katherine Sleeper and Arthur T .
Walden were married. (See "Who is
Arthur Walden?" in the November 1994
Newsletter. )

~ation of the Bowl:

As early as the 1880's there was
growing concern throughout the State of
New Hampshire concerning the future of
the forests. Greed and ignorance,
exemplified by the "timber barons" and
supported by an expanding railroad
industry , were creating a wasteland of the
forests. Vast forest fires were readily
ignited by sparks and hot coals spewed
out by the railroad engines, and fed by
downed tree tops and other slash from
timbering. Fires raged for days, and the
billows of smoke were viewed with alarm;
dust and smoke restricted visibility. Rapid
water run-off from rain and melting snow
brought on spring floods, and produced
low water levels throughout the summer

tower and bell were added; in 1936 the
structure was remodeled, and the present
tower, dedicated to Kate, was built.
Appropriately, Arthur Walden and Kate
are interred close to the northeast comer
of the building.

Wonalancet Out Door Club:

Another Wonalancet institution had its
beginnings that summer of 1891. In
August, two of her guests were
Appalachian Mountain Club officers:
Charles E. Fay, four times AMC
President, and Councillor William Ladd.
Kate Sleeper, "ever mindful of the
interests of those with whom she had cast
her lot, had come to the conclusion that
Birch Intervale could improve its
condition by becoming more attractive to
summer visitors, and invited the AMC
members to talk with landowners at her
Farm. " In the words of Fay,

Such an opportunity to do
missionary work for the Club idea was
not to be lost. Mr. Ladd clearly set
forth what had been done elsewhere,
leaving it to me to show what the
farmers of Birch Intervale might do:
first, to make it the easy point of
departure for visitors to
Passaconaway, then to resolve
themselves into a local association for
new improvements and the
maintenance of old ones. ..

Note that Fay and Ladd met with the
farmers of the Intervale at the invitation
of Kate Sleeper, they were doing
missionary work for the Club idea, and
suggested the farmers might form a local
association.

The earliest By-Laws are quite specific
about the economic motivation of forming
an outdoor club.

Its purpose shall be the building and
maintenance of paths, to improve the
place and develop its natural beauties
for the attraction of summer guests.

Apparently the suggestions of Ladd and
Fay were embraced immediately, for in
the January 1892 Appalachia there is a
full description of the trail that the
farmers and the two AMC missionaries
cut several days after the meeting at
Wonalancet Farm. The trail led to the
peak of Mt. Passaconaway; a trail now
called the Dicey's Mill Trail. Such were
the simple beginnings of the Wonalancet

and fall. Voicing these concerns, the 1908
WODC Guide to the Paths and TraiLr of
the Sandwich Range states,

The trains of logs that daily run to the
huge mill at Conway lead us all to
hope that Congress will pass the
Forest Reserve Bill.

Congress enacted a Forest Reserve Bill,
the Weeks Act, in 1911. It was an
enabling act, allowing Federal purchase of
private lands to create National Forests.
At once a second stage of political action
followed. What lands were to be part of
the new White Mountain National Forest?
Of primary concern to residents and
visitors to Wonalancet was preservation of
the forest lying north of the Intervale,
most important, the area known then and
now as the Bowl.

Kate Walden in 1914, learning that a
logging operation was about to take place
in and surrounding the Bowl, on her own
initiative conferred with Louis Tainter ,
President of the Publishers Paper
Company, the company that owned the
area. With tact and determination, she
convinced Tainter to give her an option at
fifty thousand dollars on three thousand
acres in and surrounding the Bowl. They
signed an agreement. (See "Who Is
Tainter?" in the May 1994 Newsletter.)

In furtherance of this objective, sixteen
Club members attended a White Mountain
Forest Conference meeting in Gorham in
luly of 1914 to urge support for the
addition of the Bowl and adjacent land to
the National Forest. The delegation
spokesmen were Edgar 1. Rich, Kate
Walden, and Miss Marjorie Gane. Edgar
Rich told the conferees how Kate Sleeper
had gotten an option on the Bowl.

A few months later, in September ,
sections of the Wonalancet forest were
added to the WMNF without exercising
Kate's option. In passage of the Weeks
Act and the inclusion of the Sandwich
Range within the boundaries of WMNF ,
WODC's role was small but significant;
it was but one voice in a powerful chorus.

Other Leadership Activiti~:

Within the space available one can only
give a sampling of Kate's accomplish-
ments. She organized a festival in 1914 to
celebrate the centennial of her farmhouse
and the recent passage of the Weeks Act.
This was a big affair, with a parade


