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WalkitgTnrghTime

ColinFletcher
The mnn who inaented backpacking

By Michael Rogers

1\t sa, Colin Fletcher remains one of the

Amore intriguing American outdoor
l- \writers. For starters, he might be
called one of the fathers of backpacking in
this country. It was in L958 that the newly
immigrated Welshman came up with the
then-bizarre notion of walking the entire
length of California. Although Fletcher had
never even seen the Sierra Nevada before,
he managed the walk handily and pro-
duced an entertaining book called The
Thousand-Mile Summer.

A few vears later, Fletcher took a sim-
ilar walk through the Grand Canyon and
wro te  the  bes t - se l l i ng  The  Man  Who
Walked Through Time. About the same
time, he f inished The Complete Walker-
the first definitive backpacking handbook.
The peripatetic Fletcher then traveled to
eastem Africa (where, in years past, he
had managed a farm), and produced The
Winds of  Mara,  an in t rospect ive book
about southern Kenva's Masai country.

Fletcher's booki display an obvious
love of language and a deep streak of
romanticism tempered by solid practical-
ity. It was this combination that elevated

The Complete Walker out of the category of
pure how-to-do-it, and it seasons his other
books as well. Recently a company ap-
proached Fletcher about putting a piece of
his prose on a poster, and the selection they
chose-fro m The Man Who W alke d Thro ugh
Time-is characteristic of his work:

I heard the silence; felt it, like something
solid, face to face. . . . And I knew that I
had left behind the man-constructed
world. Had already escaped from a world
in which the days are consumed by clocks
and dollars and traffic and other people.
Had crossed over into a world that was
govemed by the sun and the wind and
the lie of the land. A world in which the
things that mattered were the pack on
your back and sunlight on rough rock and
the look of the wav ahead. A world in
which you re l ied,  a lways,  on your-
self. . . . And in that quiet place I felt that
I had moved inside the silence.

ln 7974 Fletcher extensively revised
his handbook. Even in the wake of numer-
ous new backpacking books, The New
Complete Walker continues fe ssll-//f{gll,//
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says Fletcher, " i t  supports me." I t  sup-
ports him well  enough that he has f inal lv
purchased his f irst house, high in the
near-idyl l ic, oak-studded hi l ls above a
small  central Cali fornia ton'n. Fletcher,
sl ightly paranoid about his privacy, al-
lows no more detai led descript ion.

H is  a r ' r ie ,  .1 t  the  end o f  severa l
namelt-ss cl ir t  roads, is dif f icult  to f ind. I t
seems a f ine location for an author who
has made a career out of being a loner.
His small  retreat offers vast views of
C a l i i o r n i a  h i l l s i d e  a n d  i s  m o s t  f r e -
quentlv visi ted by a blue jay, who di l i -
gentlv gathers sunflower seeds from
Fletcher's hand. His greatest concession
to  modern  soc ie ty  appears  to  be  a
sophist icated burglar-alarm system.

Fletcher himself,  at 58, is a test imo-
n ial to the physical virtues of walking-a
compact man of medium height, who,
despite graying hair,  is a l iving defini-
t ion of the wordrobust. When one visi tor
smiled pol i tely at Fletcher's assert ion
that "al l  my fat is muscle," the author
bounded across the room, pul led up his
khaki shirt, and forcefully pressed the
visitor/s f ingers into his stomach. Sure
enough:  so l id  as  a  rock .

Yet, overal l ,  Fletcher tumed out to
be less a reclusive curmudgeon than
simply a charming and voluble host.
Early in our talk, Fletcher interrupted
himself to sav: "Listen, chum, i f  I  go on,
just tel l  me. You know the dung-beetle
story? I won't bore you with i t .  But the
punch l ine  is 'S top  tha t  bu l l sh i t . " '

W e  b e g a n  b y  t a l k i n g  a b o u t
Fletcher's recently completed book, ten-
tat ively t i t led Tlrt '  Man in the Caae and
scheduled for publ icat ion next year. The
book has  an  in te res t ing  premise .  In
1968, during a hike through the Mojave
Desert, Fletcher came across a small cave
that had, decades earl ier, been inhab-
ited, apparently bv an i t inerant miner.
When he later spent ten days there, he
came across a trunk, along rvith some of
the  prev ious  occupant 's  be long ings .
Fletcher became obsessed rvith discov-
ering the identi ty of the reclusive man
from the cave-and then found himself
equally obsessed with learning what
kind of person "Trunkman" was. The
result was nearly a decade of coast-to-
c o a s t ,  i n t e n s i v e  r e s e a r c h  t h a t  l e f t
Fletcher's small  off ice packed with hours
of interview tapes and a l ine of f i le
cabinets f i l led with material that ranges
from mining claims to aged local his-
tory books.

Fletcher's efforts were sufficiently
prodigious as to recal l  Alex Haley's
Roofs. The dif ference, however, is that
Haley was tracing his ancestry; Fletcher

n,as simply searching for a man who ap-
peared similar to himself.

What are your plans nozt, that the
book is done? Do you suffer any post-
partum depression?

Oh, God, yes. Usually when I f inish
a book I go off on a freighter. Once I went
to England on a freighter with a pas-
senger  l i s t  o f  two o thers ,  ne i ther  o f
whom spoke English. I t  was perfect.

This t ime, I 'm going to China. I t 's a
Lindblad tour, and oddly enough, I 've
led a couple of their tr ips myself.  When I
ran out of monev in East Afr ica, when I
was doing Mara, I  signed on to lead a
couple of tours. I 'd l ived there, I  spoke
Swahil i ,  and I looked l ike a local-which
is to say, terr ibly Bri t ish. But then after a
bit  I 'd start to talk about who was the
shortstop for the Giants and so on. I t  iust
boggled their minds when they leamed I
real ly l ived in Berkeley.

I'm looking forward to China, and
I've already asked if I can arrange some
walking by myself. We're going to the
Singkiang province, and I love being by

myself in deserts. I  guess what I 'm real ly
interested in is the interface between the
human and nonhuman wor ld .  And
there 's  qu i te  a  b i t  o f  w i lderness  in
China. The tradit ion that you l ive where
your parents lived has kept people cen-
tral ized. I 'd l ike to know if  there's any
Chinese wildemess ethic. I  suspect the
answer is no, but you might even be able
tc  do  some good by  ask ing  about
i t  diplomatical ly.

Actually, I first tried to go to China
about 20 years ago, when I was a Brit ish
c i t i zen .  Br i tons  were  a l lowed to  go
there, theoretically. Naively, I sent them
a brochure I'd prepared for my lectures,
which mentioned that during the war I 'd
been in the commandos. A friend in the
British consulate in Peking told me that
i f  I 'd sent that, I 'd had i t ,  because that
meant I was a spy. And I never heard
back from them. Funny. In that war,
as far as I remember, we were on the
same side.

You mentioned this morrring that

you had some sort of medical accident
earlier this year.

Ah, yes. I t  happened in my doctor 's
l iving room-he's a fr iend. We were
n'atching the Rose Bowl on fanuary 1,
n 'hen I  cc l lapsed.  I  ended up  be ing
n'heeled off with oxygen and al l  the rest,
into an ambulance, two days in inten-
sive care. Thev crawled al l  over me with
every th ing-EKGs by  the  ton ,  EEGs,
brain scans, x-ravs, diet i t ians, neurol-
ogists, and f inal lv iour months later they
told me I 'd fainted.

But for a long t ime i t  looked as i f  i t
could be something very serious. And
you know, coming to grips with mortal-
i ty is very salutary. I  mean, I 've done i t
intel lectual ly for some vears, but coming
face to face with it is verv different.

Actual ly, though, the only damage
was to my teeth-$2,000 worth of dental
work, because I fell face forward. In fact,
that 's why I whist le now when I talk.

That's O.K. We can edit out the
tuhistle.

[Laughs and u,histlcsl

If you did a third aersion o/ The
Complete Walker, zuhat uould you
change?

First of al l ,  I 'm not sure that I  wi l l .
By the t ime I f inished The Nezt, Conrplete
Walkcr ,  tha t  damned th ing ,  I  never
wanted to see another piece of equip-
ment again. And I haven't done as much
backpacking as usual over the past few
years. It's partly because Trunkman has
consumed me, and part ly that I 'm aware
that. at 55. a man tends to slow down.
Lewis Thomas-God, he's a marvelous
wr i te r -says  in  L ipes  o f  a  Ce l l  tha t
around the sixth decade the human or-
ganism begins to wear out and fall apart.
Or words to thaf effect. And you've got
to accept that-although i t 's st i l l  re-
markable what one can do.

I do have another book gestating,
for years now, that might be called a
"head p iece"  about  backpack ing .  I t
started with a poem by Ezra Pound,
most improbably, who str ikes me as a
very clever, very unwise guy for the
most part.  Clever, without a clue as to

"You get more immersed as you evolve
from shorter to longer walks. You move
outof the linear humanworld of walls and
things, and it takes time to come back."
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what was really going on. But suddenly,
in the middle of one stanza, wisdom!
From Pound! It's the line "Leam of the
green world what can be thy place." I
think that's just beautiful.

Anyway, I've written a great deal
about long trips-the walk up Califor-
nia, the Grand Canyon-but this is not
what most people do. Now I feel I should
write about short trips. Not tell people
where to go, which is anathema to me,
but talk about how to advance from a
half-hour walk, to a day's walk, to one
night out, a week out, up to three weeks
out. And through this I'd like to talk
about what happens to your perception
as you evolve from shorter to longer
walks. You get more immersed. You
move out from the linear human world
of walls and things, and it takes you time
to come back. It could be an exciting
book. But how I will attack it, I'm care-
fully keeping flexible.

Yet you must haoe at least thought
about reoising The Complete Walker.

Of course, I've been exploring it,
and I've talked to some equipment man-
ufacturers, and from that little research,
it seems that equipment design has sort
of hit a plateau now. It doesn't look like
there's anything particularly new com-
ing up. Three years ago, all sorts of
th ings were changing- there was
Gore-Tex, a minor revolution in boots,
flashlights, and so on. Now things are
more established, and it would actually
be a good time to do a revision.

You'oe alutays seemed fahly recep-
tioe to nmt technology for backpacking,

Oh God, yes. I want to be as com-
fortable as I can. Any damn fool can be
uncomfortable. Technology in back-
packing is only a problem when it gets
too complicated, when Murphy's Law
comes in. You can't afford Murphy's
Law in the wildemess, because if a piece
of equipment fails, you're screwed.

What else would you change rz The
Complete Walker?

I would certainly have more on rain
gear. It's a weakness-I tend to avoid
the rain as much as possible, and in
Califomia you usually can. If I did
another edition, I would go to the
Northwest and to the East. I worry that
the book is too western-oriented.

How do you feel about the suddm
populaity of backpacking in the years
since you'oe been zoiting about it?

'fhe old popularity. Sometimes I feel
it's going off. And I'm immensely re-
lieved. It may mean I'm going to go

. )
I
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broke, but I'm relieved all the same.
I  th ink  the  peop le  who used to  do
backpacking are now spreading it more,
running rivers, or cross-country skiing
and the like. And thank God-it takes
some pressure off the poor country, and
it means that those who do go backpack-
ing have more of what they're toing for.

Does it seem to you that backpack-
ers on the trail don't talk to each other as
much as they used to? That solitude is
rarer and people Toant to protect it?

I don't know. Normally I backpack
where I know I can remain alone, like the
Sierra in the late f all. But I remember one
time in the Sierra, when I was off the
trail, going cross-country, and I ran into
a young couple. They began to say how
nice and peaceful it was off the trail, how
back on the trail they'd met ten people a
day, that it was dreadfully crowded.
And suddenly I realized that they just
kept walking along with me, chattering
away. Here they were, following me
along, talking constantly about how
they  wanted  so l i tude.  lShakes  head l
There's a North Country English saying:
"There's nowt like folks."

Going back to Trunkman for a mo-
ment, I'rn uondeing hou you managed
to figure out in the first place who had
been lioing in the caoe?

I put articles in a San Francisco and a
Las Vegas newspaper/ and I got an an-
swer from this woman who said, "Oh
yeah! That's Bill Simmons, otherwise
known as Chuckawalla Bill. I lived with
him in a canyon up out of Palm Springs
in the thirties." She was a great char-
acter-five feet tall, five feet around, 80
years old, but she st l l lbounced. "He was
a great lover," she told me. "Not like
some tuys you meet on the road."

It still took a long time to find him,
though, because he seemed to have sev-
eral names. But he'd been on a pension
from the Spanish-American War, and
eventually I found his stuff in the Na-
tional Archives. Then I had his right
name, and I found the rest of his records,
his family in Pittsburgh, an uncle in
Colorado. I gradually began to piece his
life together, as I met more and more
people who knew him. But it took a
long, long t ime.

I guess the oboious question is zohy?

lShrugsl The whole thing evolved,
all the way through. I found myself in-
terested not just in proving he was
Trunkman,  bu t  in  learn ing  the  in -
tricacies of his life. Gradually it emerged
that Bill and I were extraordinarily alike,
in many ways. As you said earlier, all my

books are about myself, and this time I
meant to keep me out of it totally. But it
didn't work. Bill even looked like me.
Once I was getting out of the car to do an
interview, and the people I'd come to
visit said," My God, his son, come to try
and trace him."

There were so many parallels be-
tween ourlives. I had graphologists look
at Bill's handwriting, and I scribbled a
covering note. So they did some work on
my handwriting also, and without any
knowledge of what was involved, they
said I shared a lot of traits with Bill. Very
interesting. But I don't want to make too
much of this.

A friend recently pointed out that
there was a great deal of selective pro-
cess involved in getting me to the cave
50 years after Bill was there.

It sounds like Bill Simmons lioed
through a faiily intercsting period of
history.

I think so. He was bom in 1875, the
same year that the first steel mill was
built in his hometown in Pennsylvania.
I feel he was bom at the beginning of the
Industrial Revolution in this country.
But at age 40, clearly, the cave in the
Moiave was a crux in his life. I asked,
what the hell was he doing in the cave?
My slightly flippant answer was that
either he was a military deserter or he
had woman trouble. It tumed out to be
both of those.

But past that. he quite definitely re-

iected man and the Industrial Revolu-
tion. He didn't become a hermit-he
was rather like me, liking to be alone on
the whole, but perfectly at home with
the world. But after the cave, never again
did he live in a place that man had crud-
ded up, and he'd spent a lot of time in
crudded-up places. If he were alive to-
day, he wouldn't be the sort to talk about
changing paradigms of evolution or the
postindustr ial society. He wasn't an
educated man. But he was a wise man,
and he acted it. He lived out his beliefs.

When did he die?
1950. I was never on the same conti-

nent as he was. We missed each other by
about three years. He was in England
three years before I was bom, and I
arr ived in America three years after
he died.

You'oe really deaeloped quite abit of
affection for the fellow.

Why I got intrigued with it, I don't
know. I can't explain it logically. He was
a total lack of success, not a success-
ful man at all. Booze-he drank badly
toward the end-and he had lots of
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weaknesses. But the people I talked to,
who knew him, would go down all his
faults and then say, "But you couldn't
help but like the guy." Now isn't that a
nice thing to have said about you?

I met a kid in the desert-well, he's
my age now, but he was 13 or 14 when he
knew Bill, on a hero-worship level. At
that time Bill was wearing boots with a
special sort of horseshoe steel heel, and
so he left a distinctive trail, something
like a burro. This kid would go out when
Bill had pitched his tent, and look at
Bill's old tracks, and then go away and
cry, because he missed him. That 's
really something.

How inooloed are you zoith conser-
oation and enaironmental groups?

Well, it's one of the few things I
believe in. I belong to all the groups,
Sierra Club, Cousteau Society, Wilder-
ness Society, ad nauseam. They all do
good work. Yet, God save me from con-
servationists. The whole politics of it
piss me off, and the people piss me off
too. There's this Boy Scoutish thing
about them. By and large, for true-
believer conservationists, my name is
anathema. The little old ladies from the
Sierra Club don't like me at all, and that
suits me perfectly.

Yet, after all the people you'ae intto-
duceil to backpacking, you must leel
some rcsponsibility about con sentation.

I'll tell you the two things I've been
involved with recently. You know, we
had a huge fire in the wilderness area
near here a few years ago. The fire really
didn't do much damage, but what the
bulldozers did to the grassland was
criminal. And quite unnecessary, in my
opinion. So I really got angry, and a few
of us did pick and shovel work to repair
the land. This kind of country is like a
woman; a lot of the beauty lies in the
curves. It's not finished, but it's better.

The other thing I was involved with
was a fight with some developers. Now
I'm not a very socially minded character.
But several developers were trying to
build four houses, out on that hillside.

fGestures through l iaing room windowl
And it's a beautiful hill. We explored all
the compromises-a nature preserve,
parks, al l  these'things-and i t  tumed
out that one sensit ive man in one house
would be the best solut ion. I t  was a tedi-
ous process, very hard work, but in the
end we won.

That sounds like fairly actioe en-

oironmentalism to me.
I suppose so. But then I went to one

Sierra Club meeting about the big fire,
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and in typical fashion, there was long
discussion of how can we restore the
trails, how can we get better trails-and
I realized I don't want bettet trails. You
improve the t ra i ls ,  you encourage
people to come in, and suddenly you
need a permit system and people have to
book a month ahead. And that's ridicu-
lous. I've oversimplified that grossly,
but there is some truth to it.

Sometimes I think the solution
might be nol to maintain trails. I mean,
sti[ do things to prevent erosion, which
is different. But if trees fall across the
trail, leave them. Don't make it easier for
people, because visitors to the wilder-
ness should pay in the coin of the
realm-which is knowing how to do it.
It shouldn't matter whether you can get
from point A to point B as fast as possi-
ble, which is a fallacy we all fall into.
What better way of controlling access to
wildemess than nature's own way?

When the Yosemite plan was being
revised, I wrote and said this. I never got
any reply. But I want to keep bruiting it
about. I'm not sure it's practical, and
it's certainly threatening to any bu-
reaucrary-it's untidy, it doesn't build
their kingdom, it's all wrong. But at least
it's an idea worth discussing.

[Long pausel There's one other thing
I might say, if you're interested. I men-
tioned this business that happened in
fanuary, and though I wasn't seriously
ill, itlooked like it. So in the ambulance I
was aware that I might die before I got to
the hospital. One's head is in an odd
state under those circumstances. It's not
a matter of fear, it's just that the world
seems to get very small around you.

Now I don't believe in an afterlife. I
feel that what you've got here is what
you've got. If you like, you can regard
afterlife as symbolic of the fact that every
action you do sends out ripples. They
may be good or they may be evil, but
every organism is sending out ripples.

Any*uy, in the ambulance, in the
brief period before I lost consciousness
again, looking back on what I'd done, I
was reasonably content. But do you
know the things I really felt good about?
One was stopping the development
acnrss the way, and the other was re-
pairing the bulldozer damage up the
hill. Minor things, transitory in their
way. But I never thought once about
books. It's not logical, but I do find it
somewhat interesting..o
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