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The Land Breakers
By John Ehle; introduction by Linda Spalding
New York: New York Review Books, 2014
368 pages. ISBN: 978-1-59017-763-1. 
Price: $17.95 (paperback)

It’s easy for those who love mountains 
to feel a kinship with pioneers. But we are no 
kin, really, unless we have planted corn through 
high fields of bull nettle, made lye from log ash, 
hammered groundhog leather into shoes, and 
raised stock we drive back to the lowlands in the 
brief window before raging winter. Without having done all this, we are not 
kin at all.
	 We may approach as outliers, though, if we read The Land Breakers,  
John Ehle’s magnificent 1964 novel, now republished. It’s the first in his cycle 
of seven mountain novels, covering five years between 1779 and 1784, in one 
of the original Appalachian wilderness settlements. 
	 The taciturn hero appears in the first paragraph: a young man who seems 
to be “eight feet tall when he’s leaning over.” He and his wife are reckoning 
with their impulsive purchase of 640 acres of bottomland. They never meant 
to do it, but now they’re climbing up and down and up again, six days from 
the nearest North Carolina town, to a “world of mountain secrets, lost ways 
and weasels,” with “not a clearing, not a house, not a shed.”
	I n this unshorn place, “a man was no bigger than a gnat on the belly of a 
horse.” But they dig in, laboriously and expectantly, day by day, and over the 
next few years, other strangers arrive who fight and forgive because they must 
coexist to survive. Slowly, wilderness is wrestled into settlement.
	 They had no time, not a minute, for frivolous satisfactions. Yet, in Ehle’s 
almost Biblical plotting, they had time for ardor, deception, and violence. A 
man courted a woman by leaving the hindquarters of a deer on her stoop. A 
patriarch married his niece for convenience and ruled her with “a swayless 
will.” This book includes births, too many deaths, and what could be the 
most horrific reptilian scene in all of serious literature. Readers will bush-
whack among these mountains with fearsome awe and love its settlers, even 
though we can never be their true kin.

—Elissa Ely
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Hanging On: A Life Inside British 
Climbing’s Golden Age
By Martin Boysen
Sheffield, United Kingdom: 
Vertebrate Publishing, 2014
265 pages. ISBN 978-1-910240-00-7. 
Price: £20 (hardcover)

British climbing has had several golden 
ages, such as the 1860s in the Alps and the 
Everest years of the past century. Martin Boysen 
is nevertheless justified in his subtitle. The time 
of his greatest activity, 1960 to 1976, saw many 
triumphs as well as the inevitable fatalities.

	 Born in 1940, Boysen was a precocious rock climber and soon became 
one of the “hard men” of the time. In a relatively brief expedition career, he 
ventured to Cerro Torre, Latok, Ama Dablam, Changabang, and of course, 
Mount Everest. He was a key member of Chris Bonington’s 1970 team on 
the South Face of Annapurna; their climb changed everything in Hima-
layan climbing. It was the first time such a long technical route had been 
attempted—and achieved—at altitude.
	 Perhaps the effort that Boysen most sharply remembered is his struggle for 
the first ascent of Trango Tower, a daunting hunk of high-altitude granite in 
the Karakoram. Boysen was leading what should have been one of the final 
pitches when his knee became stuck in a crack—permanently, it appeared. 
Several hours of panicky effort, including sharpening a piton into a knife-
edge, set him free. The climb was over, but the story was not: Boysen returned 
the next year and led the crack climbing, watching his knees carefully. This 
was a triumph, but one of Boysen’s last in the big peaks. In the late 1970s, he 
left the expedition world. The book is nearly over at this point. 
	 Why did he stop? One reason was to spare his family the hazardous trips 
and long absences. Note: Boysen devotes more time to his wife than do most 
of his notoriously oblivious peers. Maggie appears in six photographs. Then 
there are the casualties—a long list of prominent climbers, some of them close 
friends. No amount of skill or caution can provide sure safety in mountains 
where the temperature drops and the wind rises with altitude and avalanches 
are an abiding, unpredictable threat. 
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	 And then Boysen experienced a major rejection. Bonington told him, 
“Martin, I’m afraid I haven’t picked you for K2.” K2, the second-highest 
mountain in the world and one of the hardest, had seen few ascents, none 
by a Briton. Boysen had every expectation of inclusion: he had performed 
well with Bonington on Annapurna and Everest. He might have had a 
foretaste of disappointment when he was effectively denied a summit attempt 
on Annapurna: “I felt angry and abandoned.” But missing out on K2 felt 
altogether worse. Boysen comments with uncharacteristic bitterness, “I was 
no longer a member of Team Bonington. . . . I felt a deep disappointment and 
the pain of a long friendship betrayed”.
	 Although he soon left the universe of expeditions, he did not stop climbing. 
One of the happiest photos in the book shows him, in his 70s, on British 
rock with his partner and contemporary, Rab Carrington. Many prominent 
British mountaineers of the past century have produced memoirs. Boysen’s 
is one of the best. It is written with humility and humor. The photographs, 
color and otherwise, are excellent. There is no better place to gain a sense of 
British climbing of the period.

—Steven Jervis

Outdoors with Kids: Maine,  
New Hampshire, and Vermont
By Ethan Hipple and Yemaya St.Clair
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2014
244 pages. ISBN 978-1-62842-003-6. 
Price: $18.95 (paperback)

Among all my hikes and paddles over the 
decades, the best were with our son, Tom. They 
included all 67 of the New England 4,000-foot-
ers, the Long Trail, Lake Champlain, the Erie 
Canal, and countless outings closer to home start-
ing when he was a toddler. I’m thrilled that Tom, 
who now lives a couple thousand miles away, remains passionate about outdoor 
adventure and that whenever we get together, a climb or kayak voyage is part of  
the itinerary.
	 Ethan Hipple and Yemaya St.Clair admirably extol the benefits of 
such parent-child bonding in their detailed, extensively researched and  
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well-organized volume, part of the Appalachian Mountain Club’s series of 
family-oriented guides.
	 Descriptions of the 75 trips include not just distances, degrees of difficulty, 
dog-friendliness, and directions, but also special features such as picking 
blueberries on the open summit of Foss Mountain in Eaton, New Hampshire; 
wandering among giant glacial boulders among The Bubbles near Bar Harbor, 
Maine; and enjoying spectacular waterfalls and swimming holes near Silver 
Lake in Brandon, Vermont.
	 Like all AMC guidebooks, Outdoors With Kids: Maine, New Hampshire,  
and Vermont contains helpful charts, detailed maps, and appealing 
photographs.
	 Reading the various trips brought back many warm memories and a 
few wistful reflections—“Gee, I wish Tom and I had gone there when he 
was a tyke.” Of course, there’s nothing to stop me now from going on my 
own, which raises the point that kid-friendly outings, with their gentle 
grades and modest distances, also may be appropriate for active older hikers  
and paddlers.
	 All books promising “the best” trips inspire debate. I would like to have 
seen a few from our favorite stomping grounds in Western Maine, as well as 
along other trails and rivers in southern Vermont and New Hampshire, but 
I can’t fault the authors for any of their selections. With growing numbers 
of young families enjoying outdoor activities, I’m sure there will be future  
editions with additional recommendations.

—Steve Fagin
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No Limits But the Sky:  
The Best Mountaineering Stories  
from Appalachia Journal
Edited by Christine Woodside
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2014
288 pages. ISBN 978-1-62842-021-0. 
Price: $18.95 (paperback)

Well-worn mountain trails remind hikers 
that they are part of a centuries-old continuum, 
literally following in the footsteps of countless 
trekkers who embrace challenging adventure, 
idyllic solitude, healthy exercise, or simply a  
reverence for natural splendor.
We are fortunate that their vestiges have been left not just on footpaths but 
also on paper and that institutions such as Appalachia (published since 1876) 
have published and preserved them.
	 Editor Christine Woodside (working with former Appalachian Mountain 
Club Publisher Peter Tyson and AMC archivist Becky Fullerton) mined 
archives dating back to the nineteenth century for this anthology. The volume, 
organized chronologically, covers a lot of ground, from the Appalachians  
to the Rockies to the Alps to the Alaska Range to the Himalaya, and  
ranges from white-knuckle narratives to tender reflections. It is a cairn  
among mountaineering collections, guiding us through familiar and 
unfamiliar territory.
	 Full disclosure: Woodside and I have long been friends and colleagues. 
We worked for years in the same newspaper office and have hiked extensively 
with our families and fellow adventurers, including one memorable, madcap 
expedition I once organized called Summit New England, in which nine 
of us scrambled to the high points of all six New England states (bouncing 
along via motor home between trailheads) in a nonstop, 41-hour marathon. 
Woodside also completed an Appalachian Trail thru-hike with her husband, 
Nat Eddy, and another couple, so this experience shows in the selections 
paying tribute to strong women.
	I  especially enjoyed Jan Conn’s 1952 account, “Manless Ascent of Devils 
Tower,” in which she and another female climber scaled the celebrated, 
near-sheer monument after first accomplishing the daunting feat with her 
husband, Herb:
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Curious tourists had gathered around us asking questions and staring at 
our ropes and hardware. After looking at me with what I assumed were 
awe and respect, a brawny Minnesotan turned to Herb and asked, ‘How 
does it work. Do you climb up to a ledge somewhere and then haul 
her up?’ Herb’s careful explanation was lost to me as I fumed inwardly 
at the stupidity of the human race and the quirk of fate which made 
me look like a pudgy schoolgirl instead of a tall, strapping Amazon. 
	 At that moment I took a solemn vow that someday I would climb 
Devils Tower with someone who couldn’t possibly ‘haul me up,’ some-
one who couldn’t get all the credit for my straining muscles. If I could 
find another girl . . . 

Likewise, Miriam Underhill’s 1967 story, “Climbing the Four Thousand Foot-
ers in Winter”; Ruth Dadourian’s 1976 account, “Lost on Mount Crescent”; 
and Elizabeth McGowan’s 1993 chronicle, “Trailing Dreams: Magic Along 
the Appalachian Trail” reinforce the role women have had in advancing the 
adventure narrative.
	I t may be tempting to speculate that this progression seems to have 
followed women’s slow march toward modern-day independence, but 
that approach overlooks the very first story in No Limits But the Sky, by a 
writer identified only as M. F. Whitten and published in the third issue of  
Appalachia in 1877.
	 Whitten’s account, “A Climb Through Tuckerman Ravine,” describes a 
near-disastrous outing when two hikers got caught in a late-day storm and 
decided to press on to Mount Washington’s summit and the Tip-Top Hotel 
rather than retrace their steps.
	 Whitten, it turns out, was somewhat hampered by her rain-soaked skirt.
	I  found it particularly entertaining to read accounts of nineteenth-
century mountaineering, when even such relatively modest tales as Samuel 
H. Scudder’s 1884 “A Climb on Mount Adams in Winter” must have been 
regarded with the same breathtaking awe as Jon Krakauer’s 1997 Everest epic, 
Into Thin Air (Villard, 1997).
	S ome of the syntax in these early essays seems stilted, and Woodside has 
done an admirable job editing them for clarity and adding helpful footnotes.
	 Readers who read No Limits But the Sky from front to back (unlike 
me, who tends to skip around) will quickly notice that the progression of 
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increased sophistication of writing styles seems to parallel increased chal-
lenges in mountaineering itineraries. Not only are we better hikers today, 
with better clothing, equipment and technology, we’re better writers.
	 With regard to mountaineering adventure and its attendant literature, the 
sky truly is the limit.

—Steve Fagin

The Northern Forest Canoe Trail  
Through-Paddler’s Companion
By Katina Daanen
Published by the author, 2014
260 pages. ISBN: 978-0-9960525-1-1. 
Price: $23.99 (paperback)

The Northern Forest Canoe Trail is a  
740-mile trail first conceived by Mike Krepner, 
whose interest in the forgotten wilderness routes 
of New England led to the idea of connecting 
waterways stretching from the Adirondacks to 
the northern tip of Maine. The Appalachian Mountain Club raised the initial 
$10,000 grant in 1997. Years of persistent enthusiasm resulted in a nonprofit, 
the NFCT, which earlier published a series of excellent maps and a guidebook. 
The author of this new book paddled the whole route in 2011. It must be said 
that the NFCT is not a wilderness experience. This may be an advantage 
to some paddlers because the route passes by many services for all but the 
northernmost 160 miles, where paddlers will have more trouble resupplying, 
depending on water levels, season, and expectations.
	I n many places, roads parallel the canoe trail. They provide an alternative 
to carrying boats and gear the 56 total miles of portage necessary to complete 
the entire route. Although the NFCT can be traveled in either direction (or 
downstream as segments), the book describes landmarks from west to east, 
following the flow of the greatest downstream mileage. A little bit of for-
eign travel is required also, including the 5.7-mile Grand Portage in Quebec. 
Bonne chance.

—Malcolm Meldahl

Editor's note: An article about the Northern Forest Canoe Trail will appear in the 
July/August issue of AMC Outdoors magazine.
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