
MATC, which maintains 267
miles out of 282 miles of the
AT in the state.

“The club decided in the
early 1980s that if we were
going to have a campsite [at
a location on the AT], we
were also going to have a
privy,” explained Laura
Flight, chairperson for
MATC’s campsite commit-
tee. “There was this massive
effort to build all the privies
at that time, so now they’re
all falling apart at once.”

Campsite privies aren’t
just a luxury for long-dis-
tance hikers, they’re a prac-
tical solution to an environ-
mental problem. When hik-
ers don’t have the option of
using an outhouse, they
have to leave their waste in
the woods, and this can pol-
lute water sources and even
spread disease.

Leave No Trace guide-
lines for disposing of waste
properly in the wilderness
involves digging a cathole 6
to 8 inches deep in an incon-
spicuous site, 200 feet from
the nearest water source.
But in the Maine woods,
where thick tree roots
snake over the forest floor
and the soil is filled with
rocks, hikers often forego
this practice and leave their
waste above ground, within
sight of the trail. And for
trail users looking to get
out, enjoy the scenery and
breathe fresh air, piles of
human waste and crumpled
toilet-paper — or “white
woods lilies,” as Dickstein
calls them — can ruin the
outdoor experience.

Privies help lessen this
problem at campsites,
where hikers congregate,
eat dinner, pitch tents and
unwind after a long day on
the trail.

Finding a better solution
Built in the mid ‘80s, the

old pit privies along the
Maine section of the AT now
fill up every 6 to 8 years, ex-
plained Flight. MATC then
has to send a crew to dig a
new pit, move the privy over
it, then cover up the old pit.

These new privies, on the
other hand, will last an esti-
mated 30 years before filling
up. With a large, above-
ground, open crib (a wooden
base with gaps between the
wood), these privies also cir-

culate air better, which fos-
ters the growth of bacteria,
which helps decompose the
waste.

“They are a lot more envi-
ronmentally friendly,” said
Flight.

This new design, based
on privies recently con-
structed by the Green
Mountain Club in Vermont
and the U.S. Forest Service,
costs about $3,000 in materi-
als and takes about 400 vol-
unteer hours to construct.
The structure is made of
sturdy, pressure-treated
wood, with an aluminum
roof that will hold up better
against the elements. The
design is also wheelchair
accessible, with a wooden
ramp and building that
measures 8 by 8 feet.

“We say it sleeps four,”
said Dickstein, smiling at
the joke while watching
MATC member Dana Hum-
phrey piece together Pleas-
ant Pond privy’s square,
wooden crib.

Humphrey, Dean of the
College of Engineering at
the University of Maine in
Orono, has been an integral
member of the MATC privy
replacement crew. The
Pleasant Pond privy is the
seventh they’ve constructed

along the trail since the ini-
tiative launched in 2013, and
Humphrey has led the con-
struction of all seven.

So far, these new privies
have been funded by Grants
to Clubs, underwritten by
L.L.Bean, and an anony-
mous matching donor.

“We’re replacing two a
year, and it’s not actually
going to meet the demand,”
said Flight. “We can’t keep
up.”

The current rate at re-
placing two privies a year is
based on funds and skilled
volunteers available, but it
means that the initiative
will take at least 20 years to
complete, with the last privy
being replaced in 2033. In
the meantime, MATC crews
will have to continue dig-
ging pits and moving the old
privies — or closing them
for “business” altogether.

In recent years, a rapid
increase in the number of
hikers using the Appala-
chian Trail has only exacer-
bated the problem. Since the
1980s, the number of thru-
hikers on the trail has in-
creased sevenfold. Nowa-
days, the AT sees about 3
million visitors annually,
according to the Appala-
chian Trail Conservancy,

and more than 3,000 people
set out to hike the entire
trail each year, though only
about 25 percent of those
hikers are successful.

Those numbers are only
continuing to climb.

“This year there seems to
be an increase of 10 to 12
percent [of hikers on the
AT],” said Flight. “That’s 10
to 12 percent more privy
use.”

Flight keeps what she
calls a “Privy Matrix,” a
spreadsheet that ranks old
privies from worst to best,
based on how full they are,
how well the structure is
holding up, and if there are
any environmental issues at
the site.

Once they choose the
next outhouse that needs
replacing, Flight then
works to acquire the neces-
sary state and federal per-
mits, with usually takes
about a year and has de-
layed privy replacements
twice so far. And once the
permits are successfully
acquired, a crew of skilled
volunteers gather to pre-
build and bundle the struc-
ture at a MATC member’s
house. Then comes with
main operation.

“Access is probably the

biggest challenge we face,”
said Flight. “How to get ma-
terial there efficiently as
you can.”

The idea is to find the
nearest access point to the
site so volunteers only have
to carry materials a short
distance on the trail. So far,
the MATC has come up with
some pretty inventive ways
to do this, including shut-
tling materials by boat
across Nahmakanta Lake
and working with Oquossoc
ATV Club to shuttle materi-
als by ATV.

“It’s really a team effort,”
said Flight. “It wouldn’t hap-
pen without all this help.”

Volunteers for the privy
replacement trips have been
easy to come by so far, Flight
said, but the MATC can al-
ways use more volunteers
for this project and others.

Sometimes, these volun-
teers are found right on the
trail.

AT thru-hiker Tomio Ya-
mada, 30, of Japan, was
sleeping beside the AT on
Sept. 17, not far from Pleas-
ant Pond lean-to, when he
woke to MATC volunteers
hiking past, carrying 2-by-
4’s and 4-by-4’s. Once he re-
alized what they were doing,
he got up, packing his gear,

tucked it to the side of the
trail and offered his help.

“I want to volunteer be-
cause I think Appalachian
Trail history is very great,”
said Yamada in halting Eng-
lish, a language he’s been
learning as he hikes the
trail. “I want to make AT
history. Volunteering is a
great experience.”

Yamada had hiked all the
way from Georgia that sum-
mer, earning the trail name
“Bandana” along the way
for always wearing a ban-
dana on his head. In Maine,
he was nearing the end of
his long trek.

After helping carry mate-
rials — 0.2 mile from the
road to the new privy loca-
tion — Yamada helped dis-
mantle the old privy, carry-
ing pieces of the rotting
structure back to the vehi-
cles.

“These things usually
come apart in pieces —
many pieces,” Dickstein
said to Yamada as he pried
hardware cloth off the bot-
tom of the privy, a feature to
keep porcupines and other
critters from gnawing on the
wood. “As long as I don’t
find any live animals in
here, I’m OK.”

Dickstein said that thru-
hikers offering their help
during MATC projects is
common. In fact, hikers
have offered their help at
each privy replacement
project so far, and as a for-
mer thru-hiker himself, he
understands their motiva-
tion to give back.

After hiking the AT in
2005 at 56 years old, Dick-
stein joined MATC and be-
came the Kennebec District
Overseer, responsible for
maintaining 54 miles of the
trail from New Portland to
Monson with a group of sec-
tion maintainers.

“It was the best six
months of my life,” said
Dickstein. “You just can’t
have that experience with-
out getting the feeling to
give back somehow, and
that’s no doubt what that
kid is feeling.”

Yamada worked with the
MATC crew all day, then
joined them for a home-
cooked meal at an MATC
member’s house that eve-
ning on Pleasant Pond. The
next day, he’d continue on
his long trek north to Ka-
tahdin, and the crew would
finish building the new
privy.

Seven down, 35 to go.
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A sign marks a trail intersection in Harriman Point
Preserve in Brooklin. The preserve is owned and
maintained by Maine Coast Heritage Trust.
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Rocks of many colors can be found on the beach on the northwest side of Harriman Point
in Harriman Point Preserve in Brooklin.
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Laura Flight, campsite committee for the Maine Appalachian Trail Club, carries lumber to the site of a new privy
construction in Caratunk. The volunteers are building along the AT at the base of Pleasant Pond Mountain as part of a
privy replacement project.
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parking lot will be on your
right. The trail leading into
the preserve is directly
across the road from the
parking lot.

Information: With rough-
ly 2 miles of shoreline, Har-
riman Point Preserve fea-
tures the longest continuous
stretch of the coast open to
the public on the Blue Hill
Peninsula. Given to the
Maine Coast Heritage Trust
in 2014, the 138-acre pre-
serve features about 1.5
miles of easy walking trails
that travel through mossy
forests and across old fields
to the rocky shore.

Settled by the Harriman
family in 1795, Harriman
Point is mostly forested
today, but foundations,
stone walls and old fields
remain as evidence of the
property’s history. The land
is also home to forested wet-
lands, salt marshes and a
1.3-acre bog. This variety of
habitats makes it an excel-
lent place for birdwatching,
according to the trust, espe-
cially during spring and fall
migration.

The property was given to
the trust by Susan Lyman
Drew, who left it in bequest
when she died in 2014. Drew
lived in South Carolina but
was a summer resident of
Brooklin. In her obituary in
the Boston Globe, Brooklin
was described as “a favorite
summer place for genera-
tions of Sue’s family.” A
plaque in Drew’s memory
can be found embedded in a
bolder at the edge of the pre-
serve’s Eastern Beach, where
you can look out across Blue
Hill Bay to the mountains of
Mount Desert Island.

The town of Brooklin
granted Maine Coast Heri-
tage Trust an easement to
construct a small gravel
parking area on Harriman
Point Road for preserve visi-
tors. From there, a trail
leading to the preserve
starts directly across the
road and weaves through a
scenic, mossy forest over
narrow bog bridges. This
short trail (about 0.2 mile
long) is on private property.

The landowners granted the
trust the right to construct
the public trail on the prop-
erty in 2016. For this reason,
it’s especially important
that visitors stay on trail,
respect the privacy of the
landowners and keep the
trail clean.

After about 0.2 mile, the
trail ends at the gravel Tin-
ker Lane. There, a sign di-
rects hikers to turn left and
cross the road to find the
trail leading into the pre-
serve. This trail follows an
old woods road which is
being reclaimed by nature.
A chain bars this road from
vehicle traffic, and a display
including preserve guide-
lines and a trail map is post-
ed on a tree nearby.

A short way down the old
road, you’ll come upon a
wooden kiosk that includes
a wooden cubby holding a
registration book and Maine
Coast Heritage Trust bro-
chures. Also on the kiosk
are displays reminding visi-
tors to wear hunter orange
during hunting season and
check themselves for ticks
after visiting.

Past the kiosk, the old
woods road continues north
through the forest to an open
field and former home site of
the Harriman family. This is
about 1 mile from the parking
lot. Here, the trail splits into
two trails, each about 0.25

mile long. The left trail leads
to the point at Allen Cove,
and the right trail leads to
Eastern Beach. At both loca-
tions, you’ll find quintessen-
tial Maine beaches of jagged
rock, seaweed-covered boul-
ders and coarse sand mixed
with clam shells, periwinkles,
sea glass and wave-tumbled
rocks of all colors.

From the point on Allen
Cove, you can look west
across the cove to the former
residence of E.B. White. And
at Eastern Beach, a long
gravel and sand beach, you
can enjoy views of Mount
Desert Island to the east.

Camping and fires are not
permitted on the preserve.
Pets must be kept under
strict voice or leash control.
And visitors are expected to
carry out all trash, includ-
ing human and pet waste.

The Maine Coast Heritage
Trust is a nonprofit organi-
zation that manages more
than 100 preserves along the
Maine coast. Working close-
ly with private landowners,
partner organizations and
government agencies, the
trust has conserved more
than 143,000 acres in Maine,
including hundreds of miles
of shoreline and more than
314 entire coastal islands.

For information, visit
mcht.org or call the main
office at 729-7366.

Personal note: When we ar-

rived at the parking lot of
Harriman Point Preserve on
Saturday, two bicyclists were
pulling up to their vehicle
after having biked the trails
of the preserve. The mosqui-
toes were bad, they warned
us. We had insect repellent, I
told them. And honestly, I
couldn’t imagine the mosqui-
toes being too numerous so
late in the year. I figured they
might be exaggerating.

They weren’t. The mos-
quitoes were bad.

Mosquito season in Maine
typically stretches from June
to October, but mosquitoes
can pop up during other
times of the year because
some female mosquitoes
overwinter, according to the
University of Maine Cooper-
ative Extension pest manage-
ment office. Maine is home to
roughly 40 species of mosqui-
tos, and less than half of
those species bite humans.
The other species opt to bite
other types of animals, such
as birds and reptiles.

Unfortunately for us, the
hoards of mosquitoes in the
woods of Harriman Point
preserve on Saturday were
of the human-biting variety.

But don’t let the bug dis-
suade you from checking out
this beautiful property. Just
arm yourself with insect re-
pellent and cover up with
clothing (though I did get a
bite through my jeans!). Or

you could simply visit a bit
later in the year, when bug
season has truly died down.

One thing I noticed along
the trails and old woods
road of the preserve is the
variety of plants, from trees
to wildflowers. Also beside
the trails, I found a giant or-
ange tree mushroom that I
believe to be chicken of the
woods. Growing on a fallen
tree, the mushroom formed
rippling shelves, some the
size of my hand.

The sky became increas-
ingly gloomy as clouds rolled
in on Saturday afternoon,
and at first I lamented at los-
ing the blue sky. But when
we arrived at the point on
Allen Cove, I realized that
the gray sky lent the oceans-
cape a different kind of beau-
ty. The colors and textures of
the land popped under the
moody sky. Mounds of or-
ange seaweed and a boulder
streaked through with red

and pink; spiny green sea
urchins and lime-green
grasses; dark blue mussel
shells and yellow-orange li-
chen spotting rock outcrop-
pings pale as bone.

On the coast, the breeze
swept away most of the mos-
quitoes, and so we lingered
for a while at the edge of
Allen Cove and again on
Eastern Beach. Our dog
Oreo waded into the salty,
gray water and rolled on
slippery fields of rockweed.
And before turning around
to backtrack our steps to the
parking lot, we sprayed on a
generous coat of Buggle —
an all-natural insect repel-
lent made in the nearby
town of Blue Hill — to de-
fend us from one of Maine’s
most notorious pests.

For more of Aislinn
Sarnacki’s adventures, visit
her blog at actoutwith
aislinn.bangordailynews.com.
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