By Donald G. Schueler

The strange quest
of the man who

walked through tme

Colin Fletcher, author of the classic
backpacker’s bible, spent a decade

tracking down a mysterious ‘cave’ man

Colin Fletcher, the high priest of Ameri-
can backpackers, has always been a spe-
cialist at going it alone. The tales of his
epic peregrinations from one end of Cali-
fornia o the other (The Thousand-Mile
Summer) and through the Grand Canyon
(The Man Who Walked Through Time),
as well as his how-to-doit The Complete
Walker, have made him the most famous
solitary walker in the world.

But in his detachment from ordinary
human ties, Fletcher can sometimes be
a bit exwreme. During the last decade, for
example, his most absorbing relationship
has been with a long-dead man whom he
never met, whose identity he sull cannot
positively certify after an intensive ten-
vear scarch. The Man From the Cave.
to be published this spring by Alfred A.
Kuepf, is his account of that peculiar
quest and is an adventure of a different
sort: a journcy through dusty files and
fading memories in search of the identity
of an obscure prospector who also liked
to walk alone. It begins in 1968, when
Fletcher discovered a hidden cave (p. 122)
during one ol his long strolls through the
more unreachable reaches of the Nevada
desert. In and about the cave was the
evidence of long-ago occupancy—a fold-
ing chair, a “shecpherder's” stove, animal
traps, the fragments of 50-year oid maga-
zines and newspapers and an empty trunk
{p- 126). Intrigued by his find, Fletcher
returned to the site a year later for a
longer stay. He reassembled the camp
and presently began to enter into the life
of the anonymous “Trunkman’ (his nick-
name for the faceless soul who had once

1

Looking cvery inch the dauntless
outdoorsman, Fletcher strides across

a grassy slope near his secluded home
in California (“Please, no address™).
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The quintessential backpacker, Fletcher
reaches summit of Mt. Shasta in 1964

lived there), bemused at first, obsessed
later on, by the “selective process” that
had drawn that other walker and himsel{
to the same remote place, linking them
across half a century like a father and
son who had never met.
When he returned to
Fletcher wrote an article about his find
for the Las Vegas Sun, offering a $100 re-
ward for information concerning Trunk-
man's identity. Reprinted in the San
Francisco Chronicle, it produced an im-
portant lead in the Lively person of one

civilization,

Grace Mazeris, a former singer, stunt
rider and companion of many men, then
80 years old and living in reduced cir-
cumstances in a Santa Cruz hotel. She
informed Fletcher thar during the carly
1930s she had “takenup” with a part-time
prospector named Bill Simmons (p. 124),
living with him in the desert near Palm
Springs, California. She had liked Sim-
mons, a “gentleman” and a “"good lover”
but a man who “didn’t give himself up
casily.” She stayed with him for a couple
of years before moving on to another
place, another man. Still, she remem-
bered enough about her former para-
including his relerences to a
“camp” in Nevada where he had once
left a vunk and other belongings, 1o
morc than half convince Fletcher that

mour,

her Bill Simmons and his Trunkman were
one and the same. The fact that she saw
a resemblance in kind between Simmons
and Fletcher did not hurt her case.

Coast-to-coast sleuthing

I'he conversation with Grace became
the first installment in a protracted scarch
for Simmons/ Trunkman which, for sheer
obsessiveness, makes Fletcher's [eats as a
walker seem only mildly compulsive by
comparison. Beginning with the clues
that Grace provided, he painstakingly fol-
lowed Simmons’ documented life [rom
the recorders’ and coroners’ offices of ob-
scure desert towns to the National Ar-
chives in Washington, D.C. Along the
way he ransacked the memories of aging
prospectors and Simmons’ scattered kin,
and haunted the places Simmons had
known, from the Pennsylvania town
where he was born o the whistle stops
in the California desert where he spent
his last years.

By the time the search was over, Fletch-
er had collected enough evidence 10 indi-
cate that Simmons was probably. though
by no means certainly, Trunkman and
Simmons’ life story had become the focus
of his interest.

The reader of The Man From the Cave
will almost certainly wonder why. Born
in Pennsylvania mining country in 1875,
Simmons spent most of his young man-
hood in the Army, taking an unexciting
part in the Spanish-American War and
eventually going over the hill. He drifted
West, possibly married a Seattde woman
who made a cuckold of him, then turned
up in Nevada and perhaps, in 1916, he
had lived in that hidden cave, leaving
behind the artifacts thar Fletcher would
find some 50 years later. He spent the
remainder ol his life in the California
desert prospecting, working as a mining-
camp cook, gambling and boozing, His
last years were a gentle, alcoholic fade-our
in the environs of Palo Verde.

All the evidence suggests that he was
an unexceptional drifter “who could be
a bit of an'ass at times, even quite child-
ish, yet of whom most people said, “You
couldn’t help liking him.” " In Fletcher's
imagination, he also became a man alien-
ated from the technological world and,

The author's environmental writings
include Incident at Eagle Ranch: Man
and Predator in the American West.
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perhaps, from his father, as well as a
casualty of love (which might have ex-
plained his interlude in the cave). More
than anything c¢lse, he was “a man who
chose Ireedom.”

Nonc of this quite explains Fletcher's
heroic vet quixotic desire to “rebuild”
The Man
Cave, Fletcher plays hide-and-seek with

Simmons” life. In From the
his own motivations. Mostly he is content
to note parallels between his quarry's lile
and his own: “We were both wanderers
who worked at other jobs until able o
devote ourselves to what we really want-
ed. . .. We both came to the desert late.
because of women, and both discovered
there that life re-began at forty-one.”

Yet, excepring the penchane for desert
wandering, these “congruencies™ are an-
chored to the reality of Simmons’ life
only by the thinnest threads ol evidence.
Furthermore, Fletcher’s fixation about
Simmons,/ Trunkman was off to a running
start even belore most of the evidence
was in. Onc thing is certain: the most
interesting and elusive man from that
cave—the one worth searching for—has
got to be Colin Fletcher.

If possible, Fletcher is even more ob-
sessive about privacy than about Trunk-
man. It is not simply a matter of guard-
ing a phone number or an address (“Say
I live within a three hours' drive of San

Francisco™). If he could manage ir, he

would keep half of California to himself,

“You mean,” I complain, “I can’t even
mention what wilderness we're hiking-—
walking—inz"

“Well,” he concedes, “you could say
it's in the California coastal range. I don't
want to sound extreme, but if you men-
tion the name in print it will bring more
people up here, won't it?”

Flewcher speaks over his shoulder. For
most of the morning, my view of him has
consisted of his corduroy shorts, the pack
strapped to his shirdess torso, the power-
fully calved legs that have helped make
him a specialized celebrity, and the boots
moving steadily up the narrow trail. It is
hard to argue with a man’s backside.
Still, T am obliged to point out that
Fletcher's tendency to hoard whole wil
dernesses smacks, at the very least, of
inconsistency. His books continue 1o lure
hordes of panting Americans into remote
places where they are likely to encounter
self-awareness, cosmic insights, poison
oak and, all too olten, one another.

The discrepancy between his alternat-
ing roles as guardian of the wilderness
and chicl proselytizer of its charms is not
lost on Fletcher; he assures me thar ‘it
is a question I want to grapple with in
my writing.” Which doés not prevent him
from grappling with it verbally while
ascending a very long 60-degree slope
thar leads us even higher into the moun:

This cave (entrance is shadowed opening,

bottom. center) in a desolate section of

Nevada held inwriguing clues that sent
Fletcher on lengthy search for occupant.
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tains. “I salve my conscience,” he ex-
plains in his crisp English voice, “by not
writing in terms of specific places any-
And I do encourage people to
behave properly when they're in the wil-

morc.

derness. But still, you know, I'm not sure
my sclf-defense isn’t bogus.”

I am surprised at Fletcher's volubility.
{He never “hikes” and almost never
“backpacks” because those words have a
phonetically  compulsive ring.) But
Fletcher seems not to mind my presence
or his own voice. Perhaps the setting ac-
counts for this unexpected sociability:
the slopes are steep but shadowed by an
open, parklike forest; the ravines, though
deep, are cushioned by beds of enormous,
soft-looking ferns.

I ask Flercher the name of a dramatic
tree along the way. Its branches are as
copper-smooth as an Indian baby’s skin
except where a thin epidermis has peeled
back into long curling rufiles.
drona,”

“A ma-
he replies. “A magic thing. When
the old ones die, the young ones grow up
in a circle around the stump. Sometimes
there is a perfect fairy ring. You can al-
most see¢, oh, Alice in Wonderland sitting
in the middle.”

Curves,yes: “man-crud.” no

Fletcher's response to nature’s furnish-
ings is almost always a pantheistic mar-
veling. His god, if he has one, is “a space-
age Pan.” Indced, his devotion often
takes on emphatically Panlike intona-
tions: “The great beauty of scenery can
be, well, rather sexual.

Yet these anthropomorphic intimations
can be misleading. Shoulder to shoulder
with the sensualist and the esthete stands
Colin Fletcher, Misanthrope. “Look,” he
exclaims, “there are no straight lines.
That's mmportant! I want a place Man
hasn't touched. Or at least one that T can
kid myself he hasn't touched.” He dis-
likes “man-crud,” an epithet that covers
the ugly efflorescence of wechnological
civilization. When he looks “at the planet
as a whole,"” he regards “the inevitable
collapse of industrial society as a basis
for optimism,” although he would preler
“a fairly gradual decay of law and order”
to a nuclear holocaust, since in the latter
case “the fallout would affect things other
than human.” These sentiments have not
quite made a hermit of him, however,
There is a “girl friend”—there almost
always has been one—who is independent

enough to live 150 miles away. and there
are a very few close friends whom Fletch-
er welcomes “on my own terms.”

We have rcached the top of a ridge.
The trail slips over it and begins a sharp
descent. From below, through the golds
and browns of the dry October forest,
there is a welling up ol shadowy blucs
and greens, and the inviting sound of
water on rock. A few minutes later, we
have arrived at one of Colin Fletcher's
most secret places. A small creek falls
into w small pool, lichens and moss blan-
ket lallen logs and boulders, a marginate
of ferns and aromatic California laurel
crowds the water’s edge.

Fletcher fills stainless-steel cups with
water at the pool and rummages in his
pack for the freeze-dried chicken-salad
mix and food sticks that will be our
lunch. Now that we are face-to-face again,
I am reminded thar he is a very striking-
looking man. The previous morning,
when I first saw him at a distance, com-
ing from his hous¢ to meet me, he had
brought to mind an unusually fit-looking
Santa Claus on his day off—ruddy com-
plexion, white hair and beard and, for
contrast, dark vaulting evebrows. How-
ever, & closer look dispels any notions
especially when his
astonishingly blue eyes have got onc's

of ho-ho joviality,

range. They project a disconcerting com-
bination of intensity and detachment,
the look one finds in the eves of raptors
and illuminazi.

Fletcher turns his fire-and-ice stare in

Simmons once cooked for mule-drivers'
camps. His specialty: Spanish rice.
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my direction and then, looking away, re-
marks, “You know, I've tried to keep my-
self tabula rasa for this inquisition, but
it occurs to me that you haven’t asked me
anything about Trunkman yet.”

Dutifully, I ask the obvious: why the
manhunt? Why did it become an obses-
sion? “I felt 1 understood Trunkman
where no one else did,” he replies, then
backs off. “Why did he fascinate me so
much? The answer would interest me,
But then, I'd distrust anything I said.”
Clearly, Fletcher is wary of excessive psy-
chological probing. In another context
he had earlier observed, “Plato says that
the unexamined life is not worth living.
My riposte is that the overexamined life
is not lived at all.” Now it strikes me
that the search for Trunkman may have
been his way of living his life and exam-
ining it, too.

Fletcher has never been in a great hurry
to find out who he is supposed 1o be.
Whether or not Trunkman’s life “re-be-
gan at forty-one,” there is no doubt that
Fleicher's did. The official beginning,
however, was in Cardiff, Wales, in 1922

A “magic” Welsh heritage

The Welsh, as everyone from Shakes-
peare to Dylan Thomas has assured us,
are a magicridden people, given to pre-
monitions, lyrical outbursts and a roman
tic rapport with the natural world. In
Fletcher's case, these traits should theoret-
ically have been tempered by a sober
Anglo-Saxon inheritance on the paternal
side, but in fact his English father was
the real will-o™-theswisp, deserting his
family when Colin was four years old in
pursuit of some private destiny in the
Canadian hinterlands. The doting Welsh
mother proved the more down-to-carth
parent, sending her bright but already
“standoffish” son to an English boarding
school when he was 12. “She was a great
girl,"” says Fletcher. "I wish I had known
her better, She died when I was 21,7

A year later, Fletcher, along with hun-
dreds of thousands ol other young men,
embarked on the Allied invasion of Nor-
mandy. He served as a commando, saw
his comrades die and had his own share
of close calls. But for him “the war was
not a terrifically scarring experience,” or
even a maturing one, “In some ways,”
he says, “it left one rather juvenile.”

This may explain his first marriage and
the six postwar years he spent in East

Simmons’ empty trunk prompted Fletcher
to name his elusive prev “Trunkman.”

Alfrica, working by turn as a manufac-
turer’s agent, hotelkeeper and farm man-
ager. None ol these occupations, or his
marriage, worked out, When he left
Kenya in 1952, the greatest legacy he car-
ried with him was the conviction that he
would be a writer.

By the close of 1953, Flewher had
bummed and odd-jobbed his way across
Canada without any conscious idea of
where he was going or what. besides writ-
ing, he wanted to do. However, if there
were not some Telemachian motive in
this odyssey, there ought to have been.
One day, as a result of one of those “selec-
tive processes” that transcend coinci-
dence. Fletcher and his truant father
found themselves, unbeknownst to each
other, plaving on the same pitch-and-pute
course in Vancouver, British Columbia.
The reunion that followed had an im-
possibly British ambience: Fletcher fils
recognized his father (they had met briefly
at the end of World War II) and when
the latter knocked a ball in his direction,
he took it as a sign that he must introduce
himself, “Excuse me, siv,” he said, 1 don't
think you know who I am.” “No,"” his
father replied. “but 1 think 1 ought to.”
“Colin,” said Colin. “Do you know," said
his father, “I believe you're right.” Un.
surprisingly, this cool encounter was an
end, not a beginning. When, a few years
later, the senior Fletcher died, his far-
away son “felt almost nothing.”

By then, Fletcher was in San Francisco.
He had met a young woman there and
was very much in love. Recollecting this
period, he becomes visibly agitated. He
arranges and rearranges himself against
a lichen-covered boulder. “This was a
very big deal for me,” he says. "I had to
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Reconstruction of Simmons’ “"dinner

table” at cave he occupied in 1916 shows

decide whether to marry her, you know?
I still don't know why, if we were so
happily coupled, I fele I had to go far
away to think it all out. All I know is
that I woke up at three o'clock one morn-
ing and decided that if I walked from
one end of California to the other, it
would solve all my problems. Doesn’t
make much sense, does 1t2”

Actually, it did. Until that small hour
of the morning, Fletcher's life had been
composed mostly of loose ends. To borrow
a figure from Lewis Thomas (SMirTason-
1aN, April 1980), one of the few current
writers whom Fletcher admires, his as-
sorted selves had never held a committee
meeting to find out how they could work
together. Now, however, the writer in
search of a subject, the wanderer in search
of a destination, the loner in search of
a “religion” that would sublimate his
self-protecting egoism, were all lining up,
at least for the time being, behind a newly
evolving self—one for whom the journey
would be the destination—to wit, Colin
Fletcher, Walker.

Fletcher had always done a lot of walk-
ing, but it had never been a compelling
enthusiasm much less a vocation. Now
it suddenly was.

The description of his majestic jour-
ney first appeared in installments in the
San Francisco Chronicle and later, more
elaborately, in The Thousand-Mile Sum-

¥ mqn’
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can labels still unfaded, delicate (ogalc
sticks (foreground) used in animal traps.

mer. As a writer, Fletcher was at long
last on the ascendant turn of fortune’s
wheel, At the same time, however, the
would-be husband was riding for a fali:
while he was making up his mind to
marry the girl, the girl was unmaking
hers. There was a marriage, but it lasted
scarcely a month.

“Breach of trust can be a terrible
thing,” says Fletcher, broodingly sipping
from his stainless-steel cup. “I had never
been rejected before™ (he discounts pub-
lishers and his father) “and it killed me.”

In this murdered state he returned to
England. He prescribed himself a ek
from Land’s End to Hadrian’s Wall, but
it didn’t help. He buried himself in an
ancient Sussex house, “a funny little funk
hole called Starve-Crow, which seemed
appropriate.” There he worked on The
Thousand-Mile Summer. There also he
was gripped one evening by the stunning,
late-blooming realization that “By God,
I was expendable! It was an incredible
discovery for an egotist like myself. Tt was
a huge new freedom!™

Nevertheless, when he returned to the
United States in 1962, Fletcher was still
among the walking wounded. Fortunate-
ly, the necessary therapy was at hand:
where a stroll through the scepter'd isle
had failed. an unprecedented ambulation
through the Grand Canyon would do the
trick. Fletcher had his first look at the
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Canyon on the way back to the West
Coast and promptly dreamed of walking
it. "Other people have dreams like that,”
he explains, “but I carry them out.”

The eloquent account of that carried-
out dream would become the best-selling
The Man Who Walked Through Time.
In the same year, 1968, the even more
successful first edition of The Complete
Walker was published. Fletcher suddenly
discovered himself to be the reigning
guru of all backpackers and, for the first
time in his life, a very solvent man. The
Man Who Walked Through Time re-
cords his self-surrender to the annihilat-
ing disinterestedness of one of the world's
most formidable landscapes. It does not
record the fact that the self that Fletcher
surrendered was the rejected, downcast
fellow who, four years earlier, had 1aken
a very human gamble and lost. “After-
wards,” he remarks, "I was not the same
man I was before.” As far as the “man-
world” was concerned, he had come to
terms with his most singular gift: the
capacity to be willingly alone.

Trunkman, meet Vergil and Merlin

Three hundred feet above us, the hills
are still shining, but our glade has settled
into a premature twilight. Fletcher gets
up, begins collecting cups and spoons and
paper wrappers, stowing them in his
pack. We are temporarily out of words,
and for the first time the silence of the
wilderness is something we can hear.

In that silence, my thoughts return to
Trunkman. Why, after all, had Fletcher
been so “fascinated” with him? Obviously
he sensed in him a kindred spirit. Yet
I am certain that if Fletcher had e¢n-
countered the Hesh-and-blood Trunk-
man/Simmons in that cave, rather than
his vague ghost, he would have been
annoyed to find him there, intruding on
his own isolation. No, his search for that
innocuous nomad had to serve a power-
ful, imaginative nced: Trunkman/Sim-
mons was meant to be Vergil to Fletcher's
Dante, Merlin to his Arthur—the depend-
able, paternalistic guide who knows the
way, whom all exiles, orphans, explorers
and other loners sometmes wish for
when they traverse life's more forbidding
terraces and steep slopes. If Simmons had
not existed, Fletcher might have decided
to create him. He very nearly has. The
Man From the Cave is halfway between
biography and novel.

On 1958 1,000-mile California trek,
Fletcher camped in White Mountains.

Most of the time, Fletcher prefers si-
lences to human voices. He prefers trails
to roads. He prefers walking to all other
means of locomotion. He prefers the soli-
tary craft of writing to any other creative
occupation. He prefers the wilderness to
any aggressively human space. All of these
preferences have a common denomina-
tor: they are the personal declarations
of independence of someone who either
“chooses freedom™ or has it forced upon
him. For Colin Flewcher, the pursuit of
freedom—the existential, not the polit-
ical, variety—is the only valid quest of
a meaningful life, examined or other-
wise. He walks in wilderness “that Man
hasn't touched” because he can “kid”
himself that his response to it is as free
and original as on the first created day.

Even death, the one unrecordable ex-
perience, can serve the purposes of the
quest. Not long ago, Fletcher fell into a
deep faint which seemed to be, butwasn’t,
a heart attack. In the ambulance, as his
consciousness began to stir, his reaction
echoed the moment at Starve-Crow when
he realized the unimportance of self-
importance: “I wanted terribly much to
live, of course. But if I didn’t, that was all
right, too, I wasn’t afraid to die. Knowing
that was a very freeing thing.”

Fletcher speaks of this experience when
we are settled in his living room that
night, facing a fireplace and. next to it,
an expanse of glass through which the
starless void looks in. In daylight there is
a view of canyon oaks and beige hills,
with nary a straight linc in sight. "This is
hardly the wilderness (Fletcher lives in
one of those spread-out California com-
munities that he aptly calls “shrubbur-
bias”), but the houses are tactfully ar-
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ranged so that they do not intrude on
cach other’s views. Since Fletcher also
exacts respectful silence from neighbor-
ing children and dogs, he “kids” himself
that he lives in almost perfect isolation.

Above his living room fireplace is a
large reproduction of Renoir's famous
The Luncheon of the Boating Parly,
surely onc of the most smiling celebra-
tions of human conviviality ever painted.
Fletcher “likes” the people gathered at
that long-ago picnic. However, he has not
chosen the painting for its sociable theme.
Earlier he had asked me to notice “how
the railing in the painting echoes the
lines of the hills outside, and how the
greenery matches my oaks perfectly.” So
much for the imagery of human inter-
course. Fletcher the Esthete and Fletcher
the Misanthrope are as one.

He smokes a forbidden cigarette. He
stares out at the viewless view. It is 11
o'clock, past his bedtime. In many ways
he is a creature of regular habits, in-
dulged neuroses, small rituals (the time-
honored means of keeping large free-
doms, like genies. bottled, as they must be
when one chooses to live with them). He
declares himself “a hypochondriac,” an
ashtray emptier, a diet watcher. There
are burglar and smoke alarms attached to
everything; there is a taped, crooning
voice that occasionally tells how to relax;
there is a sign on the walk warning Je-
hovah's Witnesses and almost everyone
¢lse to go away.

Packing out of Nevada desert with some
of Simmons’ belongings, Fletcher (left)

Is he happy? “1 am not happy with the
word ‘happy,”” comes the non-answer.

It is safe to say that Fletcher the Writer
is not entirely satisfied with his profes-
sional life. There is a problem with the
Walker image. Fletcher is only too aware
that the Walker pays the bills. Now that
he has exhausted the Trunkman obses-
sion, he will come back to the role for
awhile; a third revised edition of The
Complete Walker is in the works, as well
as a collection of essays on the natural
world. He even toys with the notion of
walking the entire length of the Colorado
River “sometime in the next 150 years.”
(How many miles? “Miles? Oh, I have no
idea. Miles are irrelevant. It's the hours
that count.”)

Yet, at close to 60, this perennially ex-
pectant, self-creating man has a lot more
selves to try out, and the hours count. He
may soon have to call another meeting to
elect a different chairman. “To tell the
truth,” he says, “it riles me that I'm better
known as a walker than a writer. Hell,
I'm not a better backpacker than anyone
else, 1 just write about it better.” The
wild, blue glance swings in my direction.
“Of course, I would like to be a great
writer,” he explains with a pretend-mod-
est smile. “You know, Colin Shakespeare.”
He pauses, then adds, “I do think I have
one novel inme. ...

He has answered the question, after all.
In the largest, freest sense of the word, he
is a very happy man.

carries the trunk while a park ranger
follows him with the sheepherder’s stove.



