PHILMONT - THE PINACLE OF SCOUTING (AKA THE OTHER 4% CLUB).  

Most scouts know about the 4% club, the Eagle Scout Club, but do you know about the other 4% club? It known as the Pinnacle of Scouting club, or the Philmont Club membership is automatic for all scouts and leaders that attend Philmont. Philmont Scout Reservation, located in Cimarron New Mexico is one of the BSA’s high adventure camps, which covers 225 square miles of rugged wilderness with wide variations of terrain.  This summer Chester County Council sent 69 scouts and leaders to join this club.   The membership benefits are too numerous to mention, but include items such as: hiking over 12,000 foot tall mountains, horseback riding, spar pole climbing, mountain lion tracking, exploring the site of a B-24 plane crash, gold mining, black powder rifle shooting, skeet shooting, and accomplishing the most physically and mentally challenging feat of your life.  The following is the details of the Philmont trek of two of Chester County’s crews, K-1 & K-2, which included 18 scouts and leaders from Valley Forge Troop 73, 4 scouts and leader from Exton Troop 65, and one lone scout from West Chester Troop 6, affectionately known as Mr. Six. The crew hiked sixty plus miles over eleven days in the backcountry wilderness. Those in attendance were: K-1 Ryan and Mike Doland, Jay and John Howson, Matt Kunz, Mike Mitten, Matt Pellegrin, Colin Small, Eric Verbovszky (Tr 6), Tom Rapp and Tom Savoy.  K-2 Mike and John Berberich (Tr 65), David and Paul Celentano, Mark DiRocco (Tr 65), Zack Johnson and Rich Boone, Mike Kassel, Nick Ruggeri (Tr 65), Chuck Savoy, Mark Staab, and Kerry Batzel.

The trip actually started in October 2003, for most of us when Tom Savoy, SM Troop 73 suggested the trip to the 25 scouts aged 13 and older of TR 73. The idea was enthusiastically accepted with 26 members signing up with council on January 2, 2004. After signing up, the troop spent time during 2004 preparing for Philmont by discussing equipment needs, how to pick a backpack, selecting your best friends (Hiking Boots),  learning the evils of trekking poles, and taking a fast paced shake down hike to give the members a taste of the speed and endurance they would need to build to survive Philmont. The adult leaders attended several council meetings over the next twelve months, and two of them were appointed to serve in council position for the entire council contingent. Hard Core preparation for the trip started in March of 2005, with the Troop holding 10 shakedown hikes including a 2 day 26 mile Appalachian Trail hike on Memorial day weekend. 

Friday July 8th the day finally arrived! The troop met at the Fire Company at 5:30am and left for Philadelphia airport to meet up with the rest of the council contingent and board a flight to Denver Colorado. Upon our arrival in Colorado, we were met by our tour bus drivers, who took us on a tour of the Air Force Academy. The night was spent on a comfortable gym floor at a local abbey, before departing Saturday morning for an exciting 3-hour white water rafting tour. During the afternoon we toured Bents Fort, a 19th century trading fort in the desert.  That evening we stayed at the Otero Junior College next to the Koshari Kiva, an Indian museum run by Boy Scouts, and were treated to an evening show of Indian dancing. 
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Council Contingent at entrance to Air Force Academy

On Sunday our contingent finally arrive at Philmont at 9:15am and each of the crews were greeted by their rangers. The day was spent moving into base camp, checking in at registration, picking up our food, tents, and crew gear for our trek, reviewing our planned itinerary, attending church service, and, for some lucky crews, a tour of Villa Philmonte. That evening was completed with a campfire covering the history of Philmont.
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Awaiting medical check in at base camp

Monday came early with wake up at 6:00 and breakfast at 6:30. We left on our trek at 9:30. We departed by bus from base camp for a short drive to the Turkey Point turn around were our first disaster struck. One of our crew advisors had to run to headquarters when it came time to load the bus, so he asked someone to put his backpack on the bus, well they put someone’s back on the bus but it sure wasn’t his! A quick trip back to base camp and our adult and his backpack were happily reunited!! Our first day of hiking led us 3 miles to Vacca Camp, a trail camp where we received our “Ranger” training.  Our ranger, Belvis (real name Matt) showed us how to purify water (while it rained), use a red roof, hang bear bags, cook, and perform KP on the trail. Belvis cooked dinner for us and brought a surprise pound cake for desert, we ate well!  The scouts adopted a pet lizard, nicknamed Jim. After dinner the scouts played ultimate Frisbee with K1 beating K2.  The evening found clear skies ideal for stargazing!
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Eric Verbovzsky and Jim the lizard                           Tom Savoy Shooting at Harlan Camp

Tuesday morning we departed camp at 7:30 for a short walk to Harlan.  Our crew checked in at Harlan, where the adults were revived with hot coffee!!  After the resurrection of the adults, we learned how to reload our own shotgun shells, making three each and then proceeded down to the shotgun range to shoot skeet. Everyone had a blast hitting at least 2 of 5 shots each with at least 3 members of K1 hitting all 5.   We relaxed at Harlan and prepared our Tuesday dinner for lunch, as our Tuesday night camp was a semi-dry site. While preparing lunch the crewmembers hiked to the top of the mountain to discover amazing views of the tooth of time, and the Hidden Valley.  We departed on the trail at 2 pm to head up to Devil’s Wash Basin, a 1,000 up hill climb.  After hiking for an hour, we had the opportunity to practice the thunderstorm position that we learned at council’s shakedown, when we spotted a storm in the distance. After practicing for 5 minutes we all donned our raincoats, but decided we didn’t need our rain pants. We then hit the trail again only to have to stop 5 minutes later to do the lightening position for real as a tremendous storm lasting 45 minutes hit us. The storm passed right over us, with many lighting strikes being instantly followed by ear piercing thunder, and pea size hail. Every 5 to 10 minutes or so our crew leader had a sound off to make sure our whole crew was ok. We were all thankful we had invested well in our rain gear, but all agreed that the next storm we would put our rain pants on too, as we were all soaked from the waist down. We then discovered a tree about 30’ from one of our advisors was struck by lighting, causing the bark to explode down the side of the tree. We all thanked God in our own way, for helping us survive through the storm uninjured, and were then joined by our sister crew K2 who was only 100 yards down the trail from us scattered in the woods during the storm.  We all took small pieces of bark as mementos of the amazing storm and hiked on!  (In light of the events that occurred later during the summer, I am thankful for the training we received from our council, as I believe our preparedness helped prevent a potential disaster during this powerful storm.) An hour and a half later found us in our camp. After a quick dinner, we proceeded to start setting up camp outside of the Bearmuda triangle, only to discover 30+ piles of bear dung, here we were in the middle of a bear’s latrine. We moved to the other side of the Bearmuda triangle and crammed out tents into the small flat spot only to discover mountain lion droppings as we finished setting up our tents. All crew members were tense and very cautious about complying with bear management procedures.    Shortly after setting up our tents we were greeted with shouting from Philmont Staffers running into our camp, (not an easy feat as they ran 4 miles from Ute Gulch Commissary to get to our camp).  The staffers informed all the crew leaders and advisors that there were 3 wildfires burning in Philmont as a result of the storm that passed through, and to be on the watch.  Later that night during our thorns and roses, most of the crew members were thankful that no one was hurt during the day, one scout was thankful that we were in a site with evidence of bear, as he felt it would ensure we followed safe bear procedures for the hole trip.  My rose for the day, was the opportunity to experience all the worst Philmont could throw at us in one day: heavy rain, lightening, hail, bears, mountain lions, and fires and we all handled the situation well!  After hanging our oopps bag, sleep came slowly for all of us.

Wednesday we awoke at 6:00 and departed on the trail at 6:45 heading to Ute Gulch for food pick up. We then hiked on to Cimarroncito, where we dropped out packs and hiked up to a large rock outcropping on the top of a nearby mountain for two hours of rock climbing and rappelling. All of the crew members were successful in scaling the rock wall, amid beautiful sites for miles around. We then hiked into Aspen Springs to spend the night.
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Tom Rapp Repelling

       Mike Doland, Mike Mitten and Tom Rapp in Cypher’s mine

Thursday we broke camp at 6:00 and hiked back through Cimarroncito on our way to the Hunting Lodge. We arrived at the hunting lodge at 7:30 and ate breakfast out front. We then toured Waite Phillip’s Hunting Lodge. After our tour we started our trek to Cypher’s Mine, the hike was fun? As we started our 1,700-foot climb in elevation to our first time above 9,000 feet above sea level, we were treated to a beautiful new trail through the woods (with many new varieties of trees including very tall aspen) that crossed the same stream 45 times! You think the trailblazers would have learned to stay to one side!! BUT NOOOO they had to go back and forth, back and forth, back and forth……  But seriously we later found out the trail was a 50 year old trail that had been closed for 15 years and was being reopened.  The original trail blazers took the path of least resistance up the mountain, so when the hit an obstacle on one side of the stream they would jump over the stream to the other side.  We arrived at Cypher’s Mine at noon and checked in at their new headquarters building, which was 100 times better than the building we visited in 2001.  We moved into our Adirondack shelter and ate lunch. Cypher’s Mine is laid out in the crevasse between two mountains, so there is not enough room for setting up tents. Our campsite was about 25 feet wide by 30 feet long and was bordered by a stream on one side and steep hill on the other. The mine tour was very interesting on the way in, the way out was even more fun as they turned the lights out on us and made us crawl 3/4 miles out of the mine! We then headed over to the black smith shed and the entire crew worked together to make a decorative cast iron S hook.  The rest of the afternoon was spent washing clothes, taking hot showers and panning for gold.  After dinner we headed down for the “Toughest Man in Philmont” contest, unfortunately neither Eric nor Mark won. We then participated in a camp “Stomp” which was a blast, the camp staff sang popular rock songs and told jokes and stories.  Sleep came at 10pm only to stop at 11:15pm with the sounds of a wild animal in our camp. Tom Rapp and I jumped up to find a gigantic raccoon digging in our fire pit.  Well this raccoon would just not leave, finally after chasing it out of our camp 3 times everything was quite for 15 minutes. Scratch, scratch, scratch, well it wasn’t back, this time it was a normal size raccoon dragging a nalgene bottle out of our campsite, we tied the bottles up in a tree and finally got a good nights sleep.

Friday came early, and the morning was our planned conservation duty. We spent 3 hours working on that great trail I told you about. After lunch we headed out on the trail for Comanche peak, another 1,700 foot climb, to our camp for the night, at 11,040 above sea level. We again got caught by rain, lightening, thunder and hail on the trail. The camp was cool with views from an outcropping near by that were breathtaking.  But the cold dampness sent us all to bed early.

Saturday morning we woke at 5 am and headed out to outcropping to watch the sunrise, it was beautiful!  We broke camp and started our hike to the summit of Mt. Phillips at 6.  For the first time the adults had to take the lead, the air was so thin it was hard to breathe. The scouts had no problems moving at their normal pace, but not the adults, so we slowed it down to about 2 miles an hour from our normal 3 miles an hour. We arrived at the summit of Mt. Phillips at around 8am. We stayed for an hour enjoying the views and eating breakfast. The hike down to Clear Creek was treacherous, the scouts commented on how hard the hike was going down and kept saying “can you imagine going up this trail?” I said “yes, I did it in 2001”!  We arrived at Clear Creek at 10:30 and set up camp and then attended a fur trapping demonstration, held right next to our camp. After lunch we toured the trapper’s cabin and then headed up to the black powder rifle range.  The crew loaded and shot the black powder rifles 2 times each at objects we were allowed to place down range. After shooting the scouts learned to throw tomahawks and spent the afternoon practicing for the mountain man tomahawk throwing competition.  
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Sunrise on Comanche Peak


K-1 on the summit of Mt. Philips

Sunday morning we woke again at 5 and broke camp and hit the trail by 6. After stopping for breakfast on the trail we arrived at Crooked Creek, a homestead camp, at 8, startling the staff, which was not ready for visitors. We helped with the morning chores collecting wood and starting a fire for the candle making activity, while this staff took the animals out to pasture. The scouts had a blast playing horseshoes, making candles and chasing the chickens around. After eating lunch around the candle making fire, we prepared to depart at noon, only to be greeted by K-2’s arrival. We arrived at Porcupine camp, at 12:30 and started to set up camp. After raising half of our tents the rain started. For the next hour some sought shelter in the 3 tents, some under the tree canopy, and some in the local red roof. Once the rain stopped we completed setting up camp and a small group of four departed with empty back packs for the 1 ½ mile hike to Philip’s Junction to pick up food. K-2 departed about 20 minutes ahead of us. We caught up with them within 15 minutes; they were at a dead stop and all being very quiet.  When we joined them we found out why, they had stopped when the spotted bulls in the field. After I pointed out to them that they were in fact long horn cattle and not bulls, K-1 took the lead and K-2 followed us as we hiked through the herd. 

We picked up our food at Philip’s Junction, hit the trading post and wrote some post cards. They had COFFEE! Mike Doland and I had 3 cups each!! It was sooooo tasty! Eric and Mark agreed have the two crews cook and eat dinner together tonight, partly to build camaraderie and partly because we were down to one stove each!  Dinner together was fun, K-2 headed back to Crooked Creek to catch up on activities they missed out in the rain, while K-1 relaxed and played Frisbee. 
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Candle making at Crooked Creek

      K-1 & 2 enjoy dinner together at Porcupine Camp

Monday we were up and on the trail by 7 am, with the plan to arrive at Philip’s Junction hopefully by 7:30.  Well the herd had split in two groups, the first 20 or so longhorn cattle were easily spooked and, as we hiked near them, they started stampeding away, so we hiked way around them. Over the next hill we caught the rest of the herd, which didn’t care if we were there. As we hiked through, we stopped to take pictures of their branding marks, when low and behold the first group came stampeding over the hill, causing the herd we were in the middle of, to stampede. Some of the scouts panicked and we moved on faster than the cattle, and soon left the stampede behind. We arrived at Philip’s Junction at 7:30, and dropped our packs at the trail head to have breakfast and await the 8am coffee hour. While munching on breakfast, what came stampeding down? You guessed it, 50 or so long horn cattle, I thought it would be them or us at the trailhead, well fortunately they took the service road and rumbled through about 20 feet from where we were sitting. The coffee was great, everyone hit the trading post and did their mail duties and we departed on the three mile trek for Beaubien at about 8:45am. The trail was on the side of a steep mountain and was a little treacherous, being only 2 feet wide with a 50’ drop on the right side. As we rounded a bend what is blocking the trail?  You guessed right again, a Long Horn Cow, and She was BIG and not real happy to see us.  I was last in line so I yelled up and asked why we stopped again, only to get shushed!  The Scouts were a little concerned (scared maybe) so I squeezed up to the front of the line, told them to back up a little and started yelling like a mad man at the cow, it grunted and backed up a little.  So time to hike up hill and then around it, well as soon as I did that, it did the same thing, I yelled at the boys to run past it, and then I joined them!  We soon arrived at Beaubien, it was beautiful. After checking in and setting up camp, we ate lunch and headed off on our 8 mile side hike to Trail Peak.  That was one hard hike!! We had to caterpillar most of the way up trail peak.  It was worth it, the top of trail peak is the site of a B-24 plane crash in 1942. I had been told previously that there is barely anything left and you could hike right over the scraps of the wing and miss it. Obviously who ever said that was blind. The wing itself was 40’ to 50’ feet long and 12 feet wide, and there were more that 250 other pieces of the plane scattered over a quarter square mile area on the side of the mountain, I think I took 100 pictures of plane parts alone. It was very cool and worth the hike.
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B-24 in flight




The B-24 wing and scattered wreckage on Trail Peak

We spent an hour at the top and headed back to Beaubien. We arrived at Beaubien to find out we missed crossing paths with a bear by about 15 minutes on the very trail we came back on, although we did spot a coyote.  We took showers and did laundry and eat dinner. The adults headed down for coffee hour while the scouts played horseshoes and lassoed fake steer.  After the campfire we headed to bed.

Tuesday arrived and after breakfast we headed down for our 8am trail ride. The ride lasted about 2 and half hours and was enjoyed by all. My horse, was black as coal and was named Sammie.  The afternoon was relaxing playing horseshoes and trapping mini bears. Dinner tonight was a chuck wagon feast, and boy was there a lot of food, most of us had thirds! It was delicious. After the evening campfire we headed to bed.
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Horseback riding at Beaubien



     Spar Pole climbing at Crater Lake

Wednesday, our last day on the trail started out rough. I had hinted to the boys that we should find something to do for the day instead of just hiking, but no one took my hints. Mike Doland complained that he couldn’t believe we were going to do nothing on our last day. K-2 had left before we woke up to head down to crater lake to go spar pole climbing.  The adults left to scouts to ponder the day while we got water. The scouts came down 15 minutes later and said they wanted to go spar pole climbing.  We departed for the 6 mile trek to Crate Lake at 8:15, almost 2 hours after K-2 left. We practically ran the whole way, arriving at 9:45, about 10 minutes behind K-2. We signed up for the 11am railroad tie making class and the 1pm spar pole climbing slot. Tie making was hard work we soon found out, but spar pole climbing was cool. Most of the scouts struggled to get up, not following the directions to the letter. I served as the donkey for every crew member.  I was the last to go up, it was challenging but I got the second best time behind Tom Rapp, who was a professional at this.  We then departed for our last camp, North Fork Uracca. The hike was quite and long. The camp site was cramped with barely room for two crews. We had our last day’s lunch for dinner and had our last onions and roses. Everyone said Philmont was a blast and an experience of a lifetime, most wanted to come back and some want to be on staff. We went to bed at 9pm.

Thursday, our last day. We awoke at 3am, K-2 was already gone! We hit the trail at 3:30am and were doing fine until we got to Shaffer’s Pass at 4:15 am, where we fell victim to one of the dangers of night time hiking, blind navigation, we couldn’t find the trail to tooth ridge for 40 minutes, ugh! We found it by 5 am and started booking.  We made tooth ridge but not the tooth of time to watch the sunrise, it was beautiful. After our 10-minute sunrise stop we moved on, only to catch K-2, within 5 minutes, who had stopped to eat breakfast and watch the sunrise. I was disappointed for them I had hoped they would make it by sunrise. We hiked on and arrived at the base of the tooth of time by 7am.  We dropped our packs and headed up with breakfast and ate on the tooth of time. I can not describe the views or the experience, you had to be there to understand. Let’s just say I have a picture of 4 members of my crew sitting on the top, and behind them you see the valley floor 3,000 feet below. K-1 & 2 spent 40 minutes at the top and had a group photo taken.  
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  Crew K-1 (tan shirts) and K-2 (green shirts) on the top of the Tooth of Time, the last day on the trail

Kerry and I reminisced about our last trip, and how, even though we were sister crews, we missed each other.  We hiked back down to the base of the tooth of time and then off to base camp. The crew originally wanted, (and I suggested) we take the short cut home, I backed off that, and encouraged the scouts to hike down tooth ridge, and go in the classy way, they all unanimously agreed. UGH what a hike, 2 hours and 30 minutes later we arrived at the “Welcome Back – You Made It” sign, we stopped and all put one foot across together, we started as one crew we finished as one crew. We checked back into base camp, returned our gear, were assigned tents and hired a bus to take us into town for lunch. We went to the Saint James Hotel for buffalo burgers, they were great, and we shopped in town and headed back to camp to wrap up the check in procedures and hit the trading post. Dinner was great, and everyone headed to church services, and then we gathered for the closing campfire. It was great, including the skit about the attacking mini bears, we received our crew plaque, and headed back to base camp. We gathered for one last onions and roses, the crew presented me with the S hook they made, and Eric with the plaque. 

Thursday morning we packed out, eat breakfast, loaded on the buses and headed to the airport. One the road out, legend has it if you look over your left shoulder and see the arrowhead in the mountain, you will return to Philmont. I saw it in 2001, and I came back, this time every crew member in K-1 &2 looked over their shoulders and saw the arrowhead. I know we will all be back someday. The flight home was uneventful, my family was an incredible sight when we landed.

Our Philmont trip cannot be easily described; it was a moving experience beyond what words can express and for those who went it is easy to understand why it is called the Summit of scouting. I am counting down the days until my return for another trip to the Summit of Scouting!!

Philmont Itinerary #6 2005

	Day
	 Camp
	 Program Features

	01
	 Base Camp
	 Opening Campfire

	02
	 Vaca
	 trail camp, Ranger Training

	03
	 Devil's Wash Basin
	 trail camp, 12-Gauge Shotgun Shooting & Reloading @ Harlan

	04
	 Aspen Springs
	 trail camp, Rock Climbing, Environmental Awareness @ Cimarroncito, Tour Hunting Lodge @ Hunting Lodge

	05
	 Cypher's Mine
	 Mine Tour, Gold Mining & Panning, Blacksmithing, "Stomp"

	06
	 Comanche Peak
	 trail camp, Dry - water @ Cypher's Mine

	07
	 Clear Creek
	 Hike Mount Phillips, Rocky Mountain Fur Company, Black Powder Rifle

	08
	 Porcupine
	 trail camp, Homesteading @ Crooked Creek

	09
	 Beaubien
	 Western Lore, Horse Rides, Campfire

	10
	 Beaubien
	 Side Hike Trail Peak, Chuck Wagon Dinner

	11
	 North Fork Urraca
	 trail camp

	12
	 Base Camp
	 Hike in via Tooth of Time, Awards Campfire


