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Providence, UT – More than one has suggested that hiking buddies are not unlike spouses.  There is a bond, a wealth of things better not said, frequent finishing the other’s sentences, happiness when together, occasional need for a timely separation, laughs, tears, and that bond.  Recently, and sadly, it was time for the tears.  My most excellent hiking buddy and life-long friend, Fred Berthrong passed away.

We had known each other vaguely while in the Class of 1965 at the U.S. Naval Academy.  Following graduation, both of us opted for an assignment in nuclear submarines but did not become close until early 1966 when we rented a house together with another classmate in Ballston Spa, New York.  That upper state New York assignment was demanding and included shift work, so we really were ships passing in the night.   Our next assignment at Submarine School was much easier.   We again chose to live together – this time in a rental in Niantic, Connecticut.   It was during this period that I had the opportunity to get to know Fred well.   We partied most weekends – and it was hard-core partying.  A band played at the base Officer’s Club on Friday nights and at our place on Saturdays.  We were proud of the fact that we always had the larger crowd.  But we did not just party; we got to know each other well – so well that I began to tell other friends that Fred Berthrong was arguably “the most principled man” I had met.  Nothing in the 50 + subsequent years changed that description.

We became hiking companions late in life.  Our adventures took us to each of the five national parks in Fred’s adopted state, Utah.  Much to the surprise of other hikers, we both declared that our favorite was perhaps the least well-known, Capitol Reef, in the south-central part of the state.  It is home of the Waterpocket Fold, a so-called “wrinkle on Earth” due to a 100-mile warp in Earth’s crust.  It was here that Fred proudly introduced me to “slick rock” hiking on smooth, wind-polished rock.  We had no map and wandered for hours on end, confident that we could ultimately find where we had left our car.   On other hiking adventures in northern Utah, Fred put on his naturalist hat and tutored me on virtually every tree and plant we saw.  To me, he was a walking encyclopedia eager to share not only the identification, but the history of the plant.

Our longest hike together was on the Appalachian Trail in Maine with his younger brother, Bill.  We opted to try the somewhat infamous stretch called the Hundred-Mile Wilderness Section due to its extreme isolation and lack of re-supply options.  It was here that Fred and I had considerable opportunity to bond tightly with ongoing discussions of the meaning of life, religion, health, family, politics, and nature – to mention only a fraction of our talks over this 11-day period.  It was also fascinating to watch Fred greet total strangers on the trail as if they were long-lost friends and immediately engage them in conversation.  Within minutes, it appeared that they were the best of friends.

This Appalachian Trail adventure spawned frequent phone calls with each other over the following years.  Even when Fred moved to Mexico we communicated on a regular basis.  My only regret was that we now had little opportunity to hike together, or to even visit one another.  He had become very fluent in español and frequently invited me to travel to Mexico so he could “show me around.”

Fred called me on his birthday to share a bad diagnosis giving him just two months to live.  His voice was strong as he emphasized that he had accepted this fate and was grateful for his life and, most of all, his family.  When we hung up, I cried.  I am almost certain that Fred did not.  He was a strong, and wonderful, man.

I thought you might like to know.
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