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Letter from Camp Princeton

By Merc Morris 


We initially named our mini-reunion in Colorado, The Class of 1972 Assault on Mount Princeton. As it turned out, it was not so much assault but a week at a glorious summer camp--the best outcome possible. So here is a note from Camp Princeton, where seventy-two (YES!) seventy-two classmates, relatives and friends convened for five days that felt like summer camp 40 years ago.

Reality Check July 14, 2009


By reunions weekend, both trip plans and participants were becoming final. A flurry of last minute cancellations and additions altered the roster to hover right at seventy. (The final tally of seventy-two was not realized until reviewing records after the actual climb.) 

Eager anticipation gripped everybody---right up until they saw Mount Princeton for the first time from highway 24. If the reaction of that instant were a text message, it would be O.M.G. The mountain’s mass simply fills the horizon and it looks every inch of its 14,197 feet above sea level.  The enormity of the challenge of climbing it is in your face, in more than a manner of speaking. 

Ginny, my nephew Jack Boyle and I kept yelling for the best place to stop and photograph the mountain.  Highway 24 provides one of the purest postcard mountain views imaginable. Any photograph taken here has “ROCKY MOUNTAINS” stamped all over it. 


After collecting our first images, we caught our breath and continued to our destination, Mount Princeton Hot Springs and Resort, Nathrop, Colorado.  We turned south, just outside the community of Buena Vista, driving parallel to the Arkansas River. 
Our class trip played out in one of Colorado’s most accessible outdoor recreation areas.


This is known as the Arkansas Headwaters Recreation Area and is a powerhouse of state tourism.  The rambunctious river supports a surging water sports economy and the rugged mountains of the San Isabel National Forest are a magnet for upland-recreation. 

The river flows through a narrow valley sprinkled with ranches and some river-side getaways. Pasture spreads west from the highway ramping to meet the wooded shoulders of the big peaks of Antero, Mount Princeton, Mount Yale, and Mount Harvard.  The landscape is dramatic and ruggedly beautiful. 
Base camp

Mount Princeton Hot Springs and Resort sits low on the southeast shoulder of Mount Princeton, straddling Chalk Creek.  Two creek-side swimming pools and a bath house capture the scalding waters (185 degrees) of the namesake spring and modulate the temperature to offer two hot tubs suitable for laps swimming or therapeutic “taking the waters.” Our group spread through the accommodations, staying in cabins, motel-type rooms (beside a water-slide enhanced pool) and apartments with terrific views. We would be scattered on what level ground the resort owns.  


A small sundries store and a new group facility called the Pavilion flank the resort’s main building, which includes the restaurant. Most of our rooms were within short walking distance of the Pavilion, the site of group breakfasts and dinners.  While the walking distance was short, the combination of altitude (8500 feet above sea level) and the hilliness between the pavilion and rooms had all of us breathing a little faster when we as we walked to and from meetings and meals. 


Planner in Chief, Bob Wright and super organizer, Sallie Wright arrived a day early and stretched a class banner across the porch railing of Cabin 11, declaring our presence and marking the head quarters. They had assembled bags of trip favors for participants that included a lanyard name tag with the trip leader cell phones (cell phone service was fine for some carries, naught for others); a fabric patch of the trip logo; a khaki-colored, wide brimmed sun hat stitched with the logo patch and a logo-stenciled Nalgene water bottle.  

Bob lured folks by his cabin with a not-so-impromptu pre-happy hour open house at what served as Camp Princeton HQ. By the time of the scheduled arrival reception, Bob’s cabin was jammed with class members, relatives and guests. The group migrated a short ways down hill to the Pavilion for the “official” arrival reception and buffet dinner. 

It might as well have been a college mixer. The only slightly grayed (and mostly orange-clad) assembly was a marvelous blend of people known and faces recalled. It was evident that the prospects of climbing Mount Princeton had exerted an unexpected and different magnetism on our class.

 Mingling on this first night were Russell and Kathy Ayers; Francis Bagbey and Anne Danly; David and Sue Barkhausen; Rock and Melanie Brockman; Ralph Bulle; Owen Curtis and brother, Malcolm; Jesse and Karen Davidson; Bill and BJ deGolian; Daryl English and Barclay Foord; Diana Foster and Tom Jones; Rick and Chris Hammitt; Doug Harrison; Art and Colleen Kent; Dave Kimball and daughter, Meredith; Jim Lawson; Paul Le Vine and son, Dan; Steve Massad, who would be joined by fiancé, Carla Knobloch on Wednesday; Steve and Caroline McLean, son Wilson and friend Bill McCarter; Nikos Monoyios and Valerie Brackett, Merc Morris, Ginny Boyle and nephew, Jack Boyle; Helena Novakova and daughter, Nicole McCauley; John O’Donnell; Andy Packer; John Prechtel and son, Victor; Phil and Anne Shinn; Tom Swartz; Randy Turk; Brad Walter, and Bob and Sallie Wright.  Jack and Meg Crews arrived this day as well, but just missed dinner. 

Chief instigator of the trip Bill deGolian welcomed everybody remarking that originally he hoped that a trip like this might entice some new faces to a class gathering and that it certainly had. He invited us to make new acquaintances while renewing established friendships.  

Following dinner, Bob Wright welcomed everybody and introduced Rick Curtis, Director of Outdoor Action at Princeton who was instrumental in planning the gathering. Bob then announced the next day’s schedule of “training hikes,” selected to break in shoes, lungs, legs and attitudes.  These were scenic harbingers of what was to come on climbing day.  Nikos Monoyios closed the evening with a narrated slide show highlighting the wildlife and wild ride of a trip to the Galapagos Islands by several classmates in June. 

Training Day-Wednesday July 15

The next morning was cool, warming to comfortable, when we gathered for breakfast, a quick briefing, picked up sack lunches, and rendezvoused to depart for one of two training hikes:   Browns Pass led by Bob Wright and Ptarmigan Lake led by Merc Morris (Bob pre-hiked both trails to confirm their suitability for breaking in climbers and gear).  Of the two, Browns Pass is the slightly stouter hike, a roundtrip of nearly 7.5 miles and with an altitude gain of 2,000 feet.  In contrast, Ptarmigan Lake is a 6.6-mile roundtrip that ascends about 1500 feet to the lake in an alpine cirque. 

The trailheads were about 25 minutes drive away and after arriving, each group found itself following well-marked paths on steady upward gradient through a forest of pine, spruce and occasional aspen groves. 

The character of the two trails quickly differentiated: Browns Pass trail, which angled northwest from the north side of the road, jumped several creeks and then moved out of the forest into open upland meadows with splendid views of the upper slopes of Mount Yale.  (On those slopes this day was intrepid hiker, Steve Massad, who got an early start to climb Mt. Yale to honor his fiancé, Carla Knobloch, a Yale graduate, but also to leave a Tigers On Top patch on the summit!).  Hikers who reached Browns Pass were treated to a splendid view of the collegiate peaks and perhaps the Maroon Bells near Aspen.  They were also walloped by powerful westerly gusts funneled to the pass.  Lunch break was held out of the wind and several of the curious scrambled down to Brown’s cabin and mine beneath the pass. 

In contrast to the spacious skies of Browns Summit, the Ptarmigan Lake trail threaded through forest for most of its length.  It crossed several boulder fields, similar in character but only a hors d’oeuvre to Mount Princeton’s passage, before crossing an alpine meadow engulfed in wildflowers. A short, steeper trail brought hikers to a beautiful meadow adjacent Ptarmigan Lake and overlooking a smaller basin--picnic perfect! The upper slope of Mount Yale, some six miles away, was the backdrop for our lunch break. 

On the return to the trailhead, the Ptarmigan Lake group encountered the upward- bound Hackell Clan, Jesse and spouse, Judy Esterow; son, Matt (’01) and his fiancé, Karen Kelly, and daughter, Rebecca (’04) and her husband, Joshua Isserman, delayed by a luggage snafu. (Little did they know that their travel travails would invoke memories of Planes, Trains and Automobiles.)

For many, the training hike was the first exposure to physical activity at higher altitude.  The exertion and its effect only fueled curiosity about Mount Princeton itself.  Bob and Merc advised those who asked that Princeton was much higher and at least twice as long.  


By mid-afternoon, everybody was back at the resort with ample time to sample the 300-foot waterslide or steep in the two pools filled by the hot springs. With dinner on our own and hunger ticking to different time zones, the assembly dissolved into foraging parties that cruised to nearby Buena Vista and Salida to explore the towns and sample the local fare.  

There was another spectacular sighting later this evening:   Brad Walter opened up the heavens for the astronomically challenged. Brad has his own “backyard” observatory and website-- www.mcmahanobservatory.com.  He also uses the observatory of the Central Texas Astronomical Society, a club that works closely with the McDonald Observatory of the University of Texas (he gets to “drive” some of their telescopes a couple of times a year).  Brad set up his personal 18" aperture truss tube Dobsonian telescope out in an open area and turned on the universe for the curious. 

The telescope, which easily dissembles for transport, is reminiscent of a carnival cannon that could launch a man into a net when it is set up and ready for use (no offense intended, Brad). In addition, it is a point and shoot device. After Brad calibrated the sights by aligning it with a known object, he walked it to pre-programmed locations visible from our latitude. 

The sky was so clear and the air so much thinner that the emerging Milky Way seemed to drip all over us. Brad dropped us deep into the mix.  In short order a viewing line of classmates and other resort guests formed that brokered conversation and an orderly wait that was well rewarded. Viewers saw Saturn on edge, a spiral galaxy in the constellation Ursa Major face on, a globular cluster in the constellation Hercules and the objectively, obviously named, Sombrero Galaxy.  
Recess and Free Day-Thursday, July 16.

Thursday was another beautiful, cool day.  The schedule was intentionally empty except for dinner and a mandatory pre-climb briefing afterwards. At breakfast, Bob reminded everyone to spend at least some of the day at a higher elevation. Merc gave a short briefing on nearby attractions and a few scenic drives with easy hiking opportunities. It took know time for folks to pool interests, consolidate interests into vehicles and then scatter into the mountains of central Colorado. 

Jack Crews was one of several who pursued the local expertise and knowledge of fly fishing nearby. Daryl English, Barclay Foord and Malcolm and Owen Curtis headed north to Twin Lakes and turned west to enjoy the white knuckle ride to the top of Independence Pass, hiked a bit, took a deep breath and drove back. One group headed back to Colorado Springs and drove to the top of Pike’s Peak. Cottonwood Pass, at the end of the access road of the training hikes hosted several groups on walkabouts along the Continental Divide.  

After the trip, Sallie Wright would determine that seventy-two classmates, relatives and friends had assembled for our pre-climb dinner.  The final complements rolled in Thursday afternoon, Rob Hamm and spouse, Ingrid Young, daughter Laura Hamm ‘12 and friend Tiffany Cheezem ’12, brother John and his son Andre, arrived from a family vacation in Breckenridge, Co and Merc Morris’s daughter, Kip Wiles, came from Denver.  

All eyes and ears turned to Rick Curtis when he stepped to the projection screen to give us the “why we are here; what to expect” pre-climb briefing. Mike Kissack, owner of American Adventure Expeditions in Buena Vista, the organization that provided personnel for climb support on the mountain stood nearby. Mike would serve as the climb master, coordinating the staff, monitoring progress and watching the weather.  His word on the mountain would be absolute. 
`
Curtis started gently, suggesting that we “have fun, be safe and enjoy the time on the mountain with your classmates.” He down played summiting, a good reminder to not tie the success or failure of the trip to single event, which could very well be beyond control. He then detailed the climb:  13 miles round trip with an elevation gain of more than a mile; the location of the several checkpoints along the route, the water refill stations and the importance of drinking lots of water, and the necessity of each climber checking in at each station so that their approximate location on the mountain would be known at any time.  He covered other basics, too such as the privacy benefits of bathroom stop being made BELOW tree line.  Rick reminded us that reaching the summit is only half way and that most injuries occur when descending because of fatigue.


Mike Kissack emphasized the necessity of checking in and that the guides were there too help.  He set a hard Turn Around time of 11:00 AM, start back down at that hour, regardless of where you are. 


A final bit of business was reminding folks that breakfast was on their own, sandwiches would be distributed at the trail head, pick up some candy-bars tonight if you want and, the start of the climb was at 4:30 AM. Next, was the chaos of coordinating transportation to the trail head.  While Merc rounded up volunteer drivers, Bob requested that everyone assess their likely hiking ability and speed and sort into one of three groups:  the Cheetahs (fastest and fittest hikers); the Cougars (not quite as fast) and the Tigers (more deliberate pace).

Merc then requested the drivers to line up across the pavilion and then asked everyone to find a ride that suits their pace.  After some musical chairs, everybody had a seat for the two-mile ride to the trail head.   Everybody then scurried back to their cabin to pack and get ready for the 3:45 AM wake-up. 
Climb Day--July 17, 2009

There’s never enough sleep the night before a big climb and this night was no different. The portable alarms beeped way too soon for most of us, but even so, waking up was easy. Excitement and adrenalin are better than coffee to open sleepy eyes--so is the typical early morning mountain chill. 


We piled into our cars and charged up the road, a pulsing caravan of vehicles that turned into the graveled, dusty parking lot. Any thoughts of being early were eclipsed by the realization that Bob and Sallie Wright, the leaders of the pack, had dropped the tailgate of their SUV and set up a check-in station. It was a swirl of activity--moderate confusion--packs on packs off, looking for lunch in all the wrong places, amped on anticipation and wondering what to do next. 

As the clock ticked to 4:30, the personal trucks of our checkpoint staff lumbered up the road ahead of us carrying additional water and the good people we would meet at the checkpoints of our progress. Sallie checked names off the printed list;57 were counted present to climb). When that was done, your ticket was punched, you were free to go. And the only way was up.


We arrived at the parking lot as a group, but from that point forward there were fifty-seven different stories of the Class of 1972 Mount Princeton climb.  Hikers on any mountain find their pace naturally and ease into their sustainable rhythm. Large groups become smaller partnerships with this inevitable sifting and before an hour had passed, the group had stretched like taffy overlaying the switchbacks of the lowest three miles of the road. 

Sunrise was served on the road. There were pauses and breaks for additional water and removing some of the outer clothing layers at the radio towers.  We signed in with the staff as we went ever upward, walking away listening to the radio chatter as our progress was passed up the mountain to the next station.


After the last water refill at about mile four and one-half below the grassy knoll, where Jim Willut of the Chaffee County Search and Rescue waited with another staffer, the hike changed character dramatically. A few quick stone steps lifted hikers to the well-worn dirt trail slanting upward on the grassy knoll, the trail turns north and the summit of Princeton looms into view, nearly 2,000 feet above. The trail begins a steady upward grade marching to the boulder field which is where the real work of the climb begins.  The boulder field skirts the north side of Tigger Peak and can be a playground for the young and nimble but the footing is uneven at best and misstep can be painful.  Many climbers quickly realized that wearing a pack changes your center of gravity and that made for some tottering steps as we sought to follow the cairns that signaled the trail. 


A steep series of gravelly switchbacks ascended to the summit ridge checkpoint on the saddle between Mount Princeton and Tigger Peak.  Approximately, one thousand feet of climb remained and no easily discernible route to take--it became a tedious, freewheeling step-pick up the ridge.


The summit ridge presented a steep reality check; the air is thin, the path is not clear, legs and lungs are tired and nearly every step requires clear-headed focus--there are no soft landings if you topple.  Continuing upward from this natural, comfortable stopping place is a challenge of a different order than the boulder field trail and had to be summed with the prospect of down hiking the same steep, rocky terrain.  Time--the Hard Turn Around had been extended to 11:30 AM because of the exquisite weather--became a factor to consider.  These constraints and honest, hard decision making would make the summit ridge with its extraordinary views the high point for many hikers. 


About 9 00 AM, Merc Morris checked in with the summit support team and called (finally, cell service!!) Sallie Wright and sang out, “Tigers on Top.” (His daughter, Kip Wiles, had been politely waiting for some time). Shortly afterwards, Andy Packer popped to the top and Bob Wright’s banner was hoisted for the first of many celebratory photographs.


Jack Boyle, Ginny Boyle’s nephew followed, and then Meredith Kimball ’07, made an outstanding arrival statement captured “on film.” 


The next wave of classmates included, Dave Barkhausen, Ralph Bulle, Jack Crews, Diana Foster, Tom Jones, Steve Massad, and Bob Wright. Up went the banner and click went the cameras. (We gratefully acknowledge the photographic assistance of the American Adventure Expeditions personnel, pressed into taking multiple summit group photographs with multiple cameras.)


A steady stream of climbers began arriving afterwards and a swirl of comings, goings and banner raisings made for joyful noises on the summit. We weren’t alone on top; several unaffiliated climbers sidled sideways on the ample summit and took in the “loco Princetoniensis.”  


Spotted in summit photographs and listed randomly here, are:  Nikos Monoyios, Steve McLean and son, Wilson, Jesse Davidson, Russ Ayers, Bill deGolian, John Prechtel and son, Victor; Tom Swartz, Paul and Dan Le Vine, Jim Lawson and John O’Donnell, Matt Hackell, Joshua and Rebecca (Hackell) Isserman, Helena Novakova and daughter, Nicole McCauley, Rob Hamm and daughter Laura, John Hamm and son Andre, and Tiffany Cheezem. Bob Gilbert, Bob and Sallie’s brother-in-law, topped out too, but must have taken the pictures because he’s nowhere to be seen.  

All good things must end and that included an absolutely glorious day on Mount Princeton’s summit. Our climb boss, Mike Kissack, showed up with the big broom of authority and started sweeping us down the mountain. Turn around time had come and everybody remaining on the summit stepped down and away. 

The price of climbing Mount Princeton is paid on the way down. Unlike the hike up which is charged with anticipation and fueled by adrenalin, the walk off is bone-jarring repetitive work. The sun is high, the view of route below is almost demoralizing and each step is a contest between fatigue and equilibrium.  Something else that weighs a little heavy on the legs is the poignant realization that the first steps are the beginning of an end.



The final insult to tired bodies and flagging spirits was the road from tree line to trail head.  It was hot, dry and boring. It also seemed two miles longer than in the excitement of our predawn launch.  

A wonderful, effervescent greeting awaited climbers at the end of the road. Our launch crew, the corps of trail head stalwarts spontaneously created a “Welcome Wagon” to cheer climbers as they returned. Sallie Wright, her sister Risher Gilbert and her daughter Meg, Ginny Boyle, BJ deGolian, Valerie Brackett and Meg Crews, reassembled at the parking lot around noon.  Sallie started photographing each climber as they arrived and the photo opportunity earned the applause and cheers of the waiting group. By the end of the day, some climbers had been on the mountain for 12 hours or more and the greeting did much to revive the weary. And then, in the kindest act of all, the welcome wagon crew shuttled the returning climbers who didn’t drive back to the resort.  It was the perfect reception to end the walk off the mountain.

Fifty-seven started out and returned without major incident--Bill deGolian barked a shin; Caroline McLean tumbled and thankfully was not badly hurt but could not continue her climb...or whistle. 

Most folks made it as far as they wanted to go; the Hard Turn Around truncated the climbs of only a few climbers who would have made it but ran out of time. 

More than eighteen months after the idea of the climb was discussed, we set an Orange and Black Standard of success: Everybody up and everybody off on their own accord. 


In deference to a long day and weary participants, Bill deGolian and Bob Wright decided to postpone our post-climb celebration dinner until the next night. 
Le Vine Inspiration


We slept in--at least for Camp Princeton.  Most of us had two things to do:  Enjoy a full day whitewater rafting trip through Brown’s Canyon and celebrate aty our final banquet.  Our numbers would not be full, however; Nikos Monoyios and Valerie Brackett departed Saturday morning to return to Salmon, Idaho and Owen and Malcolm Curtis departed after the raft trip to catch their return flight from Denver.  

The raft trip through Brown’s Canyon was a good, splashy way to wrap up the trip--not a dry eye on any raft at one time or another.  We were bounced, doused and nearly slam-dunked; had a picnic on a river, and learned how awkward it is to use a pit toilet in a wet suit because if it keeps out water, it keeps in    coffee. 


The only downside of the trip was we had to follow directions to think and paddle in unison and it was quickly evident that this was a conspiracy initiated by Bob Wright and other former Princeton crew members. It also became evident that one river smart Coloradan helmsman can more than compensate for a raft full of uncoordinated Tigers.


All in all, it was a good way to wind down. 


We gathered for our final banquet in reunion gear and as much orange and black as we could find.  Someone had the good sense to suggest we move outside for a group picture while it was still light. Well, you can tell a Princetonian, but you can’t tell them much...and one of those things you can’t tell a bunch of independently minded self-starters is how and where to assemble for a group picture.  The effort gave herding cats a new meaning. And just before there was a congeniality melt down, Tom Swartz (in a technique lifted from the State Department handbook on crowd control) began to sing Old Nassau. It soothed the savage beasts and when arms stopped saluting and the multiple camera photographs taken, everybody else jumped in for the Camp Princeton group picture.  It was a wrap.


Two wonderful surprises entertained us during our dinner:  Bob Wright set up a continual photographic show of the week’s activities including the Mount Princeton climb, and Paul Le Vine, settled behind a portable keyboard to provide musical accompaniment to the slides. The week blinked by on screen and Paul’s contribution enhanced the memories invoked by the photographs. This was Paul’s gift to the class:  he had contacted the resort to see if there was a piano in the pavilion. The short version is that our executive Chef heard about the request and offered his personal keyboard for everyone’s pleasure. 


A knife pinging on a glass signaled for silence and Bill deGolian expressed the class gratitude to Bob Wright.  Bill also candidly admitted that “Bob and Merc sold this trip well.”  He then recognized Bob who thanked Merc and his wife Sallie for their assistance putting this together, as well as Rick Curtis, Zelma Warren of the resort and Mike Kissack of American Adventure Expeditions. 


Bill deGolian then presented Merc and Bob with a thank you gift from the class giving each a black granite block etched with the Mt Princeton Climb Logo. Merc then provided Bob with another class thank you:  A laminated photograph of Mount Princeton signed by the trip participants. The final and best thank you was the Locomotive Cheer for each.


Bill deGolian punctuated the evening with a series of awards that mirrored the mix of fun and companionship that infused the trip. And just so they are not forgotten:


A special Tigers On Top recognition to Helena Novakova and Diana Foster for as pioneering women members of our class who made the summit of Mt. Princeton.


The Florence Nightingale Award to Diana Foster who ministered to Bill deGolian’s chain sawed legs at the Mount Princeton Summit ER.


The Mount Princeton Botox Award to Caroline McLean, who really wanted a LIP-o-suction instead.


The Nathan Bedford Forrest “Fustest With The Mostest” award to Jesse Hackell for inviting us to his family reunion.


The Bionic Man Award to Andy Packer who demonstrated that hip replacement surgery is no impediment to hiking mountains. 


The Mount Yale Award to Carla Knobloch who needed it because her alma mater’s mountain is smaller than our mountain.


A special Heart of a Tiger Award to Randy Turk who inspired all of us with his determination and resiliency in participating in all of our hikes barely three months removed from chemotherapy. 


And all that remained to close out the evening was the singing of Old Nassau. 


At first, there was the purpose of climbing a mountain but in the end, the measure of success became more about the time and how we shared it and far less about that original, narrow goal. 


For some, the adventure never ended and their attitude in the face of annoyance says good things about the esprit de corps of our class. . Bob Wright got this note from Jesse Hackell after inquiring on his return travel. (Recall that Jesse and family arrived late because of travel glitches). 


“Funny you should ask,” Jesse wrote, 

“After we saw you at the airport, my daughter Becca flew to Philadelphia via Phoenix, since she needed to be in Philly the next morning--she got there via the redeye, but was able to get done what she needed to (she and Josh were leaving for a four month stint in Israel that Friday.) Four of us managed to get on a Continental flight to Houston, connecting to Newark--BUT the first flight was late, and we missed our connection in Houston. So we stayed overnight in Houston, and got to Newark at noon on Monday. Unfortunately, our bags did not get to Newark until Tuesday, AFTER I had to leave for a meeting in Orlando. And Josh rented a car, drove to Denver, and caught a flight to Newark, and got there Sunday night, so he took a car service to our home, and waited for us all to arrive before driving back to Philadelphia (but without his bags.)


But it was all worth it for the great Mt. Princeton experience--I would endure the travel problems again if need be!”
Jess
Such is the spirit of ‘72
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