
Late in the summer of 1846, Henry David Thoreau traveled from Concord, 
Massachusetts, to Penobscot County in Maine. His aim was to climb to the top 
of Ktaadn.* Though unable to reach the summit due to foggy conditions, the 
account of his trip is fascinating for its descriptions of camping and tramping in 
the mid-1800s, including the varied means of travel; the foods both harvested and 
brought along; the methods of making camp; the animals and vegetation; and the 
interesting characters who lived in the wilderness and provided much-appreciated 
food and shelter along the way. 

Frederic Edwin Church, a central figure in the Hudson River School of 
American landscape painters, traveled through the United States and South 
America to paint mountains, waterfalls, and sunsets. His first trip to Maine was in 
1850, soon after reading Thoreau’s writings about his visit just a few years before. 
Church made many trips to Maine over the next few decades and produced dozens 
of paintings and drawings of Katahdin. 

*Currently spelled “Katahdin,” the word means “greatest mountain.” It is the second highest 
peak in New England, Mount Washington in New Hampshire being the highest.

On the 31st of August, 1846, I 
left Concord in Massachusetts 
for Bangor and the backwoods 

of Maine, by way of the railroad and 
steamboat, intending to accompany a 
relative of mine, engaged in the lumber 
trade in Bangor, as far as a dam on the 
West Branch of the Penobscot, in which 
property he was interested. From this 
place, which is about one hundred miles 
by the river above Bangor, thirty miles 
from the Houlton military road, and five 
miles beyond the last log hut, I proposed 
to make excursions to Mount Ktaadn, 
the second highest mountain in New 
England, about thirty miles distant, and 
to some of the lakes of the Penobscot, 
either alone or with such company as I 
might pick up there . . . The mountain 
may be approached more easily and 
directly on horseback and on foot from 
the northeast side, by the Aroostook 
road, and the Wassataquoik River; but 
in that case you see much less of the 
wilderness, none of the glorious river 
and lake scenery, and have no experience 
of the batteau and the boatman’s life. I 
was fortunate also in the season of the 
year, for in the summer myriads of black 
flies, mosquitoes, and midges, or, as the 
Indians call them, “no-see-ems,” make 
traveling in the woods almost impossible; 
but now their reign was nearly over . . .

The next forenoon, Tuesday, Septem-

ber 1, I started with my companion in a 
buggy from Bangor for “up river,” expect-
ing to be overtaken the next day night at 
Mattawamkeag Point, some sixty miles 
off, by two more Bangoreans, who had 
decided to join us in a trip to the moun-
tain. We had each a knapsack or bag 
filled with such clothing and articles as 
were indispensable, and my companion 
carried his gun . . . 

We landed in Milford, and rode along 
on the east side of the Penobscot, having 
a more or less constant view of the river, 
and the Indian islands in it, for they retain 
all the islands as far up as Nicketow, at 
the mouth of the East Branch . . . It was 
the Houlton road on which we were now 
traveling, the main, almost the only, road 
in these parts, as straight and well made, 
and kept in as good repair as almost any 
you will find anywhere . . . We crossed 
the Sunkhaze, a summery Indian name, 
the Olemmon, Passadumkeag, and other 
streams, which make a greater show on 
the map than they now did on the road . . . 

The next morning we drove along 
through a high and hilly country, in 
view of Cold-Stream Pond, a beautiful 
lake four or five miles long, and came 
into the Houlton road again, here called 
the military road, at Lincoln, forty-five 
miles from Bangor, where there is quite 
a village for this country,—the principal 
one above Oldtown . . . 

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

excerpts from “Ktaadn” in The Maine Woods
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About noon we reached the Mat-
tawamkeag, fifty-six miles from Bangor by 
the way we had come, and put up at a fre-
quented house still on the Houlton road, 
where the Houlton stage stops. Here was 
a substantial covered bridge over the Mat-
tawamkeag, built, I think they said, some 
seventeen years before. We had dinner,—
where, by the way, and even at breakfast, 
as well as supper, at the public-houses on 
this road, the front rank is composed of 
various kinds of “sweet cakes,” in a con-
tinuous line from one end of the table to 
the other . . . 

Early the next morning we had 
mounted our packs, and prepared for a 
tramp up the West Branch, my companion 
having turned his horse out to pasture for 
a week or ten days, thinking that a bite of 
fresh grass and a taste of running water 
would do him as much good as backwoods 
fare and new country influences his master. 
Leaping over a fence, we began to follow 
an obscure trail up the northern bank of 
the Penobscot. There was now no road 
further, the river being the only highway, 
and but half a dozen log huts, confined 
to its banks, to be met with for thirty 
miles. On either hand, and beyond, was a 
wholly uninhabited wilderness, stretching 
to Canada. Neither horse nor cow, nor 
vehicle of any kind, had ever passed over 
this ground; the cattle, and the few bulky 
articles which the loggers use, being got 
up in the winter on the ice, and down 
again before it breaks up. The evergreen 
woods had a decidedly sweet and bracing 
fragrance; the air was a sort of diet-drink, 

and we walked on buoyantly in Indian file, 
stretching our legs. Occasionally there 
was a small opening on the bank, made 
for the purpose of log-rolling, where we 
got a sight of the river,—always a rocky 
and rippling stream. The roar of the rapids, 
the note of a whistler duck on the river, of 
the jay and chickadee around us, and of 
the pigeon woodpecker in the openings, 
were the sounds that we heard. This was 
what you might call a bran-new country; 
the only roads were of Nature’s making, 
and the few houses were camps . . . 

At the end of three miles we came to 
the Mattaseunk stream and mill, where 
there was even a rude wooden railroad 
running down to the Penobscot, the 
last railroad we were to see . . . I walked 
through Salmon River with my shoes 
on, it being low water, but not without 
wetting my feet. A few miles farther we 
came to “Marm Howard’s,” at the end of 
an extensive clearing, where there were 
two or three log huts in sight at once, one 
on the opposite side of the river . . . 

The next house was Fisk’s, ten miles 
from the Point at the mouth of the East 
Branch, opposite to the island Nicketow, 
or the Forks, the last of the Indian is-
lands. I am particular to give the names 
of the settlers and the distances, since 
every log hut in these woods is a public 
house, and such information is of no lit-
tle consequence to those who may have 
occasion to travel this way. Our course 
here crossed the Penobscot, and followed 
the southern bank . . . We found the East 
Branch a large and rapid stream at its 

mouth and much deeper than it appeared. 
Having with some difficulty discovered 
the trail again, we kept up the south side 
of the West Branch, or main river, pass-
ing by some rapids called Rock-Ebeeme, 
the roar of which we heard through the 
woods, and, shortly after, in the thickest 
of the wood, some empty loggers’ camps, 
still new, which were occupied the previ-
ous winter . . . 

The primitive wood is always and 
everywhere damp and mossy, so that I 
traveled constantly with the impression 
that I was in a swamp; and only when 
it was remarked that this or that tract, 
judging from the quality of the timber on 
it, would make a profitable clearing, was 
I reminded, that if the sun were let in it 
would make a dry field, like the few I had 
seen, at once. The best shod for the most 
part travel with wet feet. If the ground 
was so wet and spongy at this, the driest 
part of a dry season, what must it be in the 
spring? The woods hereabouts abounded 
in beech and yellow birch, of which last 
there were some very large specimens; 
also spruce, cedar, fir, and hemlock; but 
we saw only the stumps of the white pine 
here, some of them of great size, these 
having been already culled out, being the 
only tree much sought after, even as low 
down as this . . . 

Waite’s farm, thirteen miles from the 
Point, is an extensive and elevated clear-
ing, from which we got a fine view of the 
river, rippling and gleaming far beneath 
us . . . Here was quite a field of corn for this 
region, whose peculiar dry scent we per-

ceived a third of a mile off, before we saw it.
Eighteen miles from the Point brought 

us in sight of McCauslin’s, or “Uncle 
George’s,” as he was familiarly called by 
my companions, to whom he was well 
known, where we intended to break our 
long fast. His house was in the midst of 
an extensive clearing or intervale, at the 
mouth of the Little Schoodic River, on the 
opposite or north bank of the Penobscot. 
So we collected on a point of the shore, 
that we might be seen, and fired our gun 
as a signal, which brought out his dogs 
forthwith, and thereafter their master, 
who in due time took us across in his 
batteau. This clearing was bounded 
abruptly, on all sides but the river, by the 
naked stems of the forest, as if you were to 
cut only a few feet square in the midst of a 
thousand acres of mowing, and set down 
a thimble therein. He had a whole heaven 
and horizon to himself, and the sun 
seemed to be journeying over his clearing 
only the livelong day. Here we concluded 
to spend the night . . .  

Supper was got before our eyes in 
the ample kitchen, by a fire which would 
have roasted an ox; many whole logs, four 
feet long, were consumed to boil our tea-
kettle,—birch, or beech, or maple, the 
same summer and winter; and the dishes 
were soon smoking on the There were 
piping-hot wheaten cakes, the flour having 
been brought up the river in batteaux,—
no Indian bread, for the upper part of 
Maine, it will be remembered, is a wheat 
country,—and ham, eggs, and potatoes, 
and milk and cheese, the produce of the 
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farm; and also shad and salmon, tea 
sweetened with molasses, and sweet 
cakes, in contradistinction to the hot 
cakes not sweetened, the one white, the 
other yellow, to wind up with. Such we 
found was the prevailing fare, ordinary 
and extraordinary, along this river. 
Mountain cranberries (Vaccinium Vitis-
Idæa), stewed and sweetened, were the 
common dessert. Everything here was 
in profusion, and the best of its kind. 
Butter was in such plenty that it was 
commonly used, before it was salted, to 
grease boots with.

In the night we were entertained 
by the sound of rain-drops on the ce-
dar splints which covered the roof, and 
awaked the next morning with a drop 
or two in our eyes. It had set in for a 
storm, and we made up our minds not 

to forsake such comfortable quarters 
with this prospect . . . 

The next morning, the weather 
proving fair enough for our purpose, 
we prepared to start, and persuaded 
McCauslin, who was not unwilling to 
revisit the scenes of his driving, to ac-
company us, intending to engage one 
other boatman on the way. A strip of 
cotton cloth for a tent, a couple of blan-
kets, which would suffice for the whole 
party, fifteen pounds of hard bread, 
ten pounds of “clear” pork, and a lit-
tle tea, made up “Uncle George’s” pack. 
The last three articles were calculated 
to be provision enough for six men for 
a week, with what we might pick up. A 
tea-kettle, a frying-pan, and an axe, to 
be obtained at the last house, would 
complete our outfit.

We were soon out of McCauslin’s clear-
ing, and in the evergreen woods again. 
The obscure trail made by the two settlers 
above, which even the woodman is some-
times puzzled to discern, ere long crossed 
a narrow, open strip in the woods overrun 
with weeds, called the Burnt Land, where a 
fire had raged formerly, stretching north-
ward nine or ten miles, to Millinocket Lake. 
At the end of three miles, we reached Shad 
Pond, or Noliseemack, an expansion of the 
river . . . Thomas Fowler’s house is four 
miles from McCauslin’s, on the shore of 
the pond, at the mouth of the Millinocket 
River, and eight miles from the lake of the 
same name, on the latter stream. This lake 
affords a more direct course to Ktaadn, 
but we preferred to follow the Penobscot 
and the Pamadumcook lakes . . . Thomas 
Fowler, too, was persuaded to join us, for 
two men were necessary to manage the 
batteau, which was soon to be our car-
riage, and these men needed to be cool 
and skillful for the navigation of the Pe-
nobscot. Tom’s pack was soon made, for 
he had not far to look for his waterman’s 
boots, and a red flannel shirt . . . We took 
here a poor and leaky batteau, and began 
to pole up the Millinocket two miles, to 
the elder Fowler’s, in order to avoid the 
Grand Falls of the Penobscot, intending 
to exchange our batteau there for a better. 
The Millinocket is a small, shallow, and 
sandy stream, full of what I took to be 
lamprey-eels’ or suckers’ nests, and lined 
with musquash-cabins, but free from rap-
ids, according to Fowler, excepting at its 
outlet from the lake . . . 

Old Fowler’s, on the Millinocket, six 
miles from McCauslin’s, and twenty-four 
from the Point, is the last house . . . Fowler 
is the oldest inhabitant of these woods. He 
formerly lived a few miles from here, on 
the south side of the West Branch, where 
he built his house sixteen years ago, the 
first house built above the Five Islands. 
Here our new batteau was to be carried 
over the first portage of two miles, round 
the Grand Falls of the Penobscot, on a 
horse-sled made of saplings, to jump the 
numerous rocks in the way; but we had to 
wait a couple of hours for them to catch the 
horses, which were pastured at a distance, 
amid the stumps, and had wandered still 
farther off. The last of the salmon for this 
season had just been caught, and were 
still fresh in pickle, from which enough 
was extracted to fill our empty kettle . . . 

At length, after we had dined here 
on the usual backwoods fare, the horses 
arrived, and we hauled our batteau out 
of the water, and lashed it to its wicker 
carriage, and, throwing in our packs, 
walked on before, leaving the boatmen 
and driver, who was Tom’s brother, to 
manage the concern. The route . . . was 
in some places the roughest ever traveled 
by horses, over rocky hills, where the 
sled bounced and slid along, like a vessel 
pitching in a storm; and one man was 
as necessary to stand at the stern, to 
prevent the boat from being wrecked, as 
a helmsman in the roughest sea . . . This 
portage probably followed the trail of an 
ancient Indian carry round these falls. By 
two o’clock we, who had walked on before, 
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reached the river above the falls, not far 
from the outlet of Quakish Lake, and 
waited for the batteau to come up. We 
had been here but a short time, when a 
thunder-shower was seen coming up from 
the west, over the still invisible lakes, and 
that pleasant wilderness which we were 
so eager to become acquainted with; and 
soon the heavy drops began to patter on 
the leaves around us. I had just selected 
the prostrate trunk of a huge pine, five 
or six feet in diameter, and was crawling 
under it, when, luckily, the boat arrived. 
It would have amused a sheltered man 
to witness the manner in which it was 
unlashed, and whirled over, while the first 
waterspout burst upon us. It was no sooner 
in the hands of the eager company than it 
was abandoned to the first revolutionary 
impulse, and to gravity, to adjust it; and 
they might have been seen all stooping 
to its shelter, and wriggling under like so 
many eels, before it was fairly deposited 
on the ground. When all were under, 
we propped up the lee side, and busied 
ourselves there whittling thole-pins for 
rowing, when we should reach the lakes; 
and made the woods ring, between the 
claps of thunder, with such boat-songs as 
we could remember. The horses stood sleek 
and shining with the rain, all drooping 
and crestfallen, while deluge after deluge 
washed over us; but the bottom of a boat 
may be relied on for a tight roof. At length, 
after two hours’ delay at this place, a 
streak of fair weather appeared in the 
northwest, whither our course now lay, 
promising a serene evening for our voyage; 

and the driver returned with his horses, 
while we made haste to launch our boat, 
and commence our voyage in good earnest.

There were six of us, including the 
two boatmen. With our packs heaped up 
near the bows, and ourselves disposed as 
baggage to trim the boat, with instruc-
tions not to move in case we should strike 
a rock, we pushed out into the first rapid, 
a slight specimen of the stream we had to 
navigate. With Uncle George in the stern, 
and Tom in the bows, each using a spruce 
pole about twelve feet long, pointed with 
iron, and poling on the same side, we 
shot up the rapids like a salmon, the wa-
ter rushing and roaring around, so that 
only a practiced eye could distinguish a 
safe course, or tell what was deep water 
and what rocks, frequently grazing the 
latter on one or both sides. I, who had 
had some experience in boating, had 
never experienced any half so exhilarat-
ing before. We were lucky to have these 
men, who, together with Tom’s brother, 
were reputed the best boatmen on the 
river, and were at once indispensable pi-
lots and pleasant companions  . . . 

We were soon in the smooth water 
of the Quakish Lake, and took our turns 
at rowing and paddling across it. It is a 
small, irregular, but handsome lake, shut 
in on all sides by the forest, and showing 
no traces of man but some low boom in a 
distant cove, reserved for spring use. The 
spruce and cedar on its shores, hung with 
gray lichens, looked at a distance like the 
ghosts of trees. Ducks were sailing here 
and there on its surface, and a solitary loon, 

like a more living wave,—a vital spot on the 
lake’s surface,—laughed and frolicked, and 
showed its straight leg, for our amusement. 
Joe Merry Mountain appeared in the north-
west, as if it were looking down on this lake 
especially; and we had our first, but a par-
tial view of Ktaadn, its summit veiled in 
clouds, like a dark isthmus in that quarter, 
connecting the heavens with the earth. Af-
ter two miles of smooth rowing across this 
lake, we found ourselves in the river again, 
which was a continuous rapid for one mile, 
to the dam, requiring all the strength and 
skill of our boatmen to pole up it.

This dam . . . is a lofty and solid struc-
ture, with sloping piers, some distance 
above, made of frames of logs filled with 
stones, to break the ice. Here every log 
pays toll as it passes through the sluices.

We filed into the rude loggers’ camp 
at this place, such as I have described, 
without ceremony, and the cook, at that 
moment the sole occupant, at once set 
about preparing tea for his visitors. His 
fireplace, which the rain had converted 
into a mud-puddle, was soon blazing 
again, and we sat down on the log 
benches around it to dry us . . . We had 
hot cakes for our supper even here, white 
as snowballs, but without butter, and 
the never-failing sweet cakes, with which 
we filled our pockets, foreseeing that 
we should not soon meet with the like 
again. Such delicate puffballs seemed a 
singular diet for backwoodsmen. There 
was also tea without milk, sweetened with 
molasses. And so, exchanging a word with 
John Morrison and his gang when we had 

returned to the shore, and also exchanging 
our batteau for a better still, we made 
haste to improve the little daylight that 
remained. This camp, exactly twenty-
nine miles from Mattawamkeag Point 
by the way we had come, and about one 
hundred from Bangor by the river, was the 
last human habitation of any kind in this 
direction. Beyond, there was no trail, and 
the river and lakes, by batteaux and canoes, 
was considered the only practicable route. 
We were about thirty miles by the river 
from the summit of Ktaadn, which was 
in sight, though not more than twenty, 
perhaps, in a straight line.

It being about the full of the moon, 
and a warm and pleasant evening, we 
decided to row five miles by moonlight to 
the head of the North Twin Lake, lest the 
wind should rise on the morrow . . .  

None of our party but McCauslin had 
been above this lake, so we trusted him 
to pilot us, and we could not but confess 
the importance of a pilot on these waters. 
While it is river, you will not easily forget 
which way is up-stream; but when you 
enter a lake, the river is completely lost, and 
you scan the distant shores in vain to find 
where it comes in. A stranger is, for the time 
at least, lost, and must set about a voyage 
of discovery first of all to find the river. To 
follow the windings of the shore when the 
lake is ten miles, or even more, in length, 
and of an irregularity which will not soon 
be mapped, is a wearisome voyage, and will 
spend his time and his provisions . . . 

While Uncle George steered for a small 
island near the head of the lake, now just 
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visible, like a speck on the water, we 
rowed by turns swiftly over its surface, 
singing such boat songs as we could 
remember. The shores seemed at an 
indefinite distance in the moonlight . . .  

About nine o’clock we reached the 
river, and ran our boat into a natural ha-
ven between some rocks, and drew her 
out on the sand. This camping-ground 
McCauslin had been familiar with in 
his lumbering days, and he now struck 
it unerringly in the moonlight, and we 
heard the sound of the rill which would 
supply us with cool water emptying into 
the lake. The first business was to make 
a fire, an operation which was a little 
delayed by the wetness of the fuel and 
the ground, owing to the heavy showers 
of the afternoon. The fire is the main 
comfort of the camp, whether in sum-

mer or winter, and is about as ample at 
one season as at another. It is as well for 
cheerfulness as for warmth and dryness. 
It forms one side of the camp; one bright 
side at any rate. Some were dispersed to 
fetch in dead trees and boughs, while 
Uncle George felled the birches and 
beeches which stood convenient, and 
soon we had a fire some ten feet long by 
three or four high, which rapidly dried 
the sand before it. This was calculated 
to burn all night. We next proceeded to 
pitch our tent; which operation was per-
formed by sticking our two spike-poles 
into the ground in a slanting direction, 
about ten feet apart, for rafters, and then 
drawing our cotton cloth over them, and 
tying it down at the ends, leaving it open 
in front, shed-fashion. But this evening 
the wind carried the sparks on to the 

tent and burned it. So we hastily drew 
up the batteau just within the edge of the 
woods before the fire, and propping up 
one side three or four feet high, spread the 
tent on the ground to lie on; and with the 
corner of a blanket, or what more or less 
we could get to put over us, lay down with 
our heads and bodies under the boat, and 
our feet and legs on the sand toward the 
fire . . . When next we awoke, the moon 
and stars were shining again, and there 
were signs of dawn in the east. 

We had soon launched and loaded our 
boat, and, leaving our fire blazing, were 
off again before breakfast . . . After poling 
up half a mile of river, or thoroughfare, 
we rowed a mile across the foot of 
Pamadumcook Lake, which is the name 
given on the map to this whole chain of 
lakes . . . By another thoroughfare we 
passed into Deep Cove, a part of the same 
lake, which makes up two miles, toward 
the northeast, and rowing two miles 
across this, by another short thoroughfare, 
entered Ambejijis Lake . . . 

We rowed a mile and a half to near the 
head of the lake, and, pushing through 
a field of lily-pads, landed, to cook our 
breakfast, by the side of a large rock, 
known to McCauslin. Our breakfast 
consisted of tea, with hard-bread and 
pork, and fried salmon, which we ate with 
forks neatly whittled from alder twigs, 
which grew there, off strips of birch-bark 
for plates. The tea was black tea, without 
milk to color or sugar to sweeten it, and 
two tin dippers were our tea cups. This 
beverage is as indispensable to the loggers 

as to any gossiping old women in the land, 
and they, no doubt, derive great comfort 
from it. Here was the site of an old logger’s 
camp, remembered by McCauslin, now 
overgrown with weeds and bushes . . . 

In the next nine miles, which were the 
extent of our voyage, and which it took us 
the rest of the day to get over, we rowed 
across several small lakes, poled up nu-
merous rapids and thoroughfares, and 
carried over four portages . . . The last 
half mile carried us to the Sowadnehunk 
Deadwater, so called from the stream of 
the same name, signifying “running be-
tween mountains,” an important tribu-
tary which comes in a mile above. Here 
we decided to camp, about twenty miles 
from the Dam, at the mouth of Murch 
Brook and the Aboljacknagesic, moun-
tain streams, broad off from Ktaadn, and 
about a dozen miles from its summit, hav-
ing made fifteen miles this day.

We had been told by McCauslin that 
we should here find trout enough; so, 
while some prepared the camp, the rest fell 
to fishing. Seizing the birch poles which 
some party of Indians, or white hunters, 
had left on the shore, and baiting our 
hooks with pork, and with trout, as soon 
as they were caught, we cast our lines into 
the mouth of the Aboljacknagesic, a clear, 
swift, shallow stream, which came in from 
Ktaadn. Instantly a shoal of white chivin 
(Leuciscus pulchellus), silvery roaches, 
cousin-trout, or what not, large and small, 
prowling thereabouts, fell upon our bait, 
and one after another were landed amidst 
the bushes. Anon their cousins, the true 
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Summer 2025  •  Issue No. 58  |  39Summer 2025  •  Issue No. 58  |  3938  |  S38  |  Still Point Arts Quarterlytill Point Arts Quarterly    

https://shantiarts.co/SPAQ/SPAQ58/files/SPAQ58_SUM25_DIGITAL_IMAGECREDITS.pdf


trout, took their turn, and alternately 
the speckled trout, and the silvery roach-
es, swallowed the bait as fast as we could 
throw in . . . 

We accompanied Tom into the woods 
to cut cedar twigs for our bed. While he 
went ahead with the axe and lopped off 
the smallest twigs of the flat-leaved cedar, 
the arbor-vitæ of the gardens, we gathered 
them up, and returned with them to the 
boat, until it was loaded. Our bed was 
made with as much care and skill as a roof 
is shingled; beginning at the foot, and 
laying the twig end of the cedar upward, 
we advanced to the head, a course at a 
time, thus successively covering the stub-
ends, and producing a soft and level bed. 
For us six it was about ten feet long by six 
in breadth. This time we lay under our tent, 
having pitched it more prudently with 
reference to the wind and the flame, and 
the usual huge fire blazed in front. Supper 
was eaten off a large log, which some 
freshet had thrown up. This night we had 
a dish of arbor-vitæ or cedar tea, which 
the lumberer sometimes uses when other 
herbs fail, but I had no wish to repeat the 
experiment. It had too medicinal a taste 
for my palate. There was the skeleton of 
a moose here, whose bones some Indian 
hunters had picked on this very spot . . . 

By six o’clock, having mounted our 
packs and a good blanketful of trout, ready 
dressed, and swung up such baggage and 
provision as we wished to leave behind 
upon the tops of saplings, to be out of the 
reach of bears, we started for the summit 
of the mountain . . . At first, pushing a few 

rods up the Aboljacknagesic, or “open-land 
stream,” we fastened our batteau to a tree, 
and traveled up the north side, through 
burnt lands, now partially overgrown with 
young aspens and other shrubbery; but 
soon, recrossing this stream, where it was 
about fifty or sixty feet wide, upon a jam of 
logs and rocks,—and you could cross it by 
this means almost anywhere,—we struck 
at once for the highest peak, over a mile or 
more of comparatively open land, still very 
gradually ascending the while . . . Setting 
the compass for a northeast course, which 
was the bearing of the southern base of 
the highest peak, we were soon buried in 
the woods.

We soon began to meet with traces 
of bears and moose, and those of rabbits 
were everywhere visible . . . The track of a 
full-grown moose is like that of a cow, or 
larger, and of the young, like that of a calf. 
Sometimes we found ourselves traveling 
in faint paths, which they had made, 
like cow-paths in the woods, only far 
more indistinct, being rather openings, 
affording imperfect vistas through the 
dense underwood, than trodden paths; 
and everywhere the twigs had been 
browsed by them, clipped as smoothly 
as if by a knife. The bark of trees was 
stripped up by them to the height of 
eight or nine feet, in long, narrow strips, 
an inch wide, still showing the distinct 
marks of their teeth . . . 

At length we reached an elevation 
sufficiently bare to afford a view of the 
summit, still distant and blue, almost as 
if retreating from us. A torrent, which 

proved to be the same we had crossed, 
was seen tumbling down in front, literally 
from out of the clouds. But this glimpse 
at our whereabouts was soon lost, and 
we were buried in the woods again. The 
wood was chiefly yellow birch, spruce, 
fir, mountain-ash, or round-wood, as 
the Maine people call it, and moose-
wood. The cornel, or bunch-berries, were 
very abundant, as well as Solomon’s-seal 
and moose-berries. Blueberries were 
distributed along our whole route; and in 
one place the bushes were drooping with 
the weight of the fruit, still as fresh as ever. 
It was the 7th of September. Such patches 
afforded a grateful repast, and served to 
bait the tired party forward. When any 
lagged behind, the cry of “blueberries” 
was most effectual to bring them up . . .  
At length, fearing that if we held the direct 
course to the summit, we should not find 
any water near our camping-ground, we 
gradually swerved to the west, till, at four 
o’clock, we struck again the torrent which 
I have mentioned, and here, in view of the 
summit, the weary party decided to camp 
that night . . . 

In the morning, after whetting our 
appetite on some raw pork, a wafer of 
hard-bread, and a dipper of condensed 
cloud or waterspout, we all together began 
to make our way up the falls. But soon my 
companions were lost to my sight behind 
the mountain ridge in my rear, which still 
seemed ever retreating before me, and I 
climbed alone over huge rocks, loosely 
poised, a mile or more, still edging toward 
the clouds; for though the day was clear 

elsewhere, the summit was concealed 
by mist. The mountain seemed a vast 
aggregation of loose rocks, as if some 
time it had rained rocks, and they lay as 
they fell on the mountain sides, nowhere 
fairly at rest, but leaning on each other, all 
rocking stones, with cavities between, but 
scarcely any soil or smoother shelf . . . 

The tops of mountains are among the 
unfinished parts of the globe, whither 
it is a slight insult to the gods to climb 
and pry into their secrets, and try their 
effect on our humanity. Only daring 
and insolent men, perchance, go there. 
Simple races, as savages, do not climb 
mountains,—their tops are sacred and 
mysterious tracts never visited by them. 
Pamola* is always angry with those who 
climb to the summit of Ktaadn . . . 5

At this point in the narrative, due to the 
misty and foggy conditions, Thoreau 
decides it is time to turn around. He is 
to visit Maine two more time—in 1853 to  
travel to Chesuncook Lake and again in 
1857 to journey along the Allegash River. 

*Pamola is the name given to a legendary bird 
spirit that appears in Abenaki mythology. The 
Penobscot tribal nation believed that Pamola 
inhabited and protected Katahdin, often causing 
problems—such as bad weather—to deter 
anyone from climbing the mountain. Pamola’s 
presence was one of the main reasons that 
climbing the mountain was considered taboo.
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