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It’s 1 A.M. in Millinocket, and someone is using a chain saw.  At least, that’s what it sounds like through my fog of half-dreaming wakefulness, not to mention the two sleeping bags pulled over my head and the flaps of an L.L. Bean “yazoo” winter cap covering my ears.  I am barely awake but outraged nonetheless at such a lack of propriety.  Can’t the tree-felling wait until daylight?  Unkind thoughts about Millinocket cross my mind.


But then the fog lifts a bit and I realize:  It’s not a chain saw at all.  The sound is rhythmic, vaguely respirational, and not particularly far away.  A gust of icy wind snaps my tent, the thin plastic gives a shudder, and suddenly I realize:  Someone is snoring.  Resounding, earth-trembling, chain saw snores.  Enviable snores, in fact, because the creator of this racket lies fast asleep, while the rest of us campers – denizens of a makeshift, tent city on the frozen parking lot of Millinocket’s Best Western Heritage Motel – remain awake.


This tent city is actually the fabled opening day line that forms in Millinocket, home of the Baxter State Park authority, every January 1st.  The day after New Year’s is the earliest anyone can reserve campsites at Baxter for the upcoming summer season, which is why we’re all queued up here:  the hopeful, the hardy, the lovers of the great outdoors, all of us dreaming of idyllic Daicey Pond cabins, alpine Chimney Pond lean-tos, and other choice camping spots which only go to those willing to arrive many hours, if not days, in advance.  It’s a serious business, and not for the faint of heart -- or those without long johns.  I myself arrived twelve hours before the doors were scheduled to open and only earned spot #46 in line.


The tradition of the line owes its existence to two important factors.  First, as Baxter State Park has grown more popular over the years, competition for the most scenic campsites, the lakeside cabins, for instance, on Daicey Pond and the trailhead bunkhouses at Roaring Brook, has only grown fiercer.  An extended summer backpacking trip requires careful planning; the campsites along a given route must be reserved well in advance.  If you’re trying to piece together such a trip, you’d better get your reservations booked early.


But the opening day phenomenon is also due in large part to the wishes of the park’s founder, Percival Baxter.  Not that Governor Baxter ever intended people to sleep on frozen parking lots in early January, but he did seem to feel that a stay in Baxter was something one had to earn.  In 1957 he wrote, “The park is for mountain climbers, trail walkers, naturalists, and campers – people who are willing to put up with certain primitive conditions.”


Primitive is a good word to describe The Line.


Percival Baxter made it clear that this wilderness park was a gift to the people of Maine, and current park policies give preference to Mainers.  As opposed to a lottery, or purely mail-in reservation system, which would give a family from Arizona just as good a chance of securing a prime Baxter site as a family from Howland, the opening day system gives locals a leg up.


“We have a policy that 30 percent of our facilities have to be reserved for Maine residents,” explains Park Director Buzz Caverly, the only current member of the Park Authority to have worked directly with Governor Baxter.  “When we open the mail each day, and go through the requests for campsites, we always do the Mainers first.”


Although one can mail in a reservation form (those postmarked between December 25th and January 2nd will be considered a “first day” request), campers who arrive in person on January 2nd are processed first.  It’s positively Darwinian; only the fittest prevail and get their campsites.


Lying in a tent with only a couple of army blankets and two sleeping bags between me and the frozen asphalt, I don’t feel particularly fit, but I am surprisingly warm.  Outside, the mercury hovers near four degrees, but in the tent it’s downright balmy.  As the chain saw slumberer snores on next door, I realize I’m doomed to sleeplessness, but things could be worse.  I’m not suffering from frostbite, and the doors are due to open in only five hours.  What’s more, as #46 in line, I’m slated to get two Daicey Pond cabins on an August weekend: coveted spots at the very height of the season.  As long as the people ahead of me follow The Rules, those cabins will be mine.


The Rules are perhaps the most important and most perplexing – at least to outsiders – part of this whole process.  The are “unofficial” (as is The Line, for that matter), and as the Park Authority volunteers who pencil in your reservation will tell you, The Rules are not sanctioned by the park.  However, they are integral to the success of this whole process, and once you’ve decided to play the game, The Rules make total sense.


Rules weren’t always needed.  But twelve years ago alcohol and a few hot tempers led to a fight breaking out on The Line.  Several opening day regulars realized that if they didn’t take matters into their own hands, the Park Authority would shut the whole thing down, and the system that had worked so well for them in the past would disappear.


Enter Bill Guenther.  A powerfully built forester from Newfane, Vermont, Guenther combines friendliness with competence, and fairness with an imposing stature that discourages trouble.  If Park Director Buzz Caverly is the official “inside” man on opening day, then Bill Guenther is the unofficial “outside” man.  Once the doors open and the hundreds gathered begin to file inside, Caverly and his staff are in charge.  Before that moment, however, it’s Guenther’s show.


When I arrived earlier, around dinnertime on New Year’s Day, I was advised to check in with Guenther.  I found him seated at a card table behind the Heritage Motel, a poster board-sized chart spread out before him.  Two men, unrecognizable beneath layers of down, wool, and polypropylene, stood at his right and left hands.  Like Arctic acolytes, they illuminated his card table with flashlights and nodded agreement as he explained The Rules to me.


“The attitude on the line should reflect the karma of the place,” Guenther said, pulling out a fluorescent pink sheet of paper (easier to see in the dark) with the heading, “Fair Rules of the Game for Baxter Reservations.”  There were only five:


To be considered in line, you need to be physically present – not just your belongings or your name on a list.

You CANNOT save a place for someone who will arrive after you.  They must go to the back of the line.

If you need to warm your toes, relieve yourself, etc., a break of twenty to thirty minutes or so is okay every couple of hours or so – but please don’t disappear for hours!

Each person in line represents (1) set of reservations, i.e. a group of folks cannot take shifts, then all get in line together at 7 A.M.

You CANNOT  use a vehicle for shelter other than for periodic warm-ups (See #3).  A caravan of cars or RVs could make any sense of control all but impossible.

After reading The Rules I realized my original plan – to check into the Heritage and spend a few hours in a warm bed before joining the line outside around 2 A.M. – wouldn’t work.  “Physically present” means just that: outside, where everyone can see you.

As a few of the regulars explained to me, the definition of “physically present” has evolved over the years.  It has also been the subject of much heated debate, often in the wee hours of the morning when a newcomer who’s just driven seven hours from Massachusetts arrives.  For example, once you check in with Guenther you don’t have to literally stand in line; you simply have to be present in the parking lot.  Idling the hours away on a lawn chair or fast asleep in a tent qualifies as “physically present.”  However, hunkered down inside a vehicle, or even the open bed of a pickup truck, does not.  One year there was much ado about an ingenious fellow (seems he was an electrician) who tapped into the motel’s power supply and set up a heater and light source in his tent.  Controversy also surrounded a man who’d strung a tarp between two trucks and camped out, on the frozen ground, beneath it.  After much talk, both parties were deemed “physically present.”

People who understand The Rules and agree to adhere to them are ready to take the next crucial step in the process: staking a claim for a specific campsite and date.  Bill Guenther, the keeper of the chart, pencils in the newcomer’s name, intended campsite request and date, and assigns that person a number.  This oak-tag chart is a marvel of efficiency and cooperation, because here you can see which sites and dates will be claimed by people ahead of you in line.

As long as people behave honorably and stick to their professed reservation intentions, the system works like a charm.  Dishonor, however, can lead to dashed hopes and a domino effect of small disasters.  This was something I was about to discover.

When I arrived at dinner time on January 1st, the site and dates I wanted – Cabin #11, Daicey Pond, August 7 to 9 – were still available, according to Bill’s chart.  Theoretically, if I took a number, got in line, and committed to spending the night outdoors, the cabin was mine.  If I checked into the motel and waited until morning to get in line, it would certainly be lost.

I got in line.

At some point, you just decide to give up on sleep.  For me, this is 4 A.M., when the chatter and car-door-slamming of new arrivals becomes a virtual din.  Throughout the night people have been pulling into the Heritage and staking out positions in a line that starts at the motel’s back door and snakes clear around the building.  This is the second wave: people who arrive too late to get on Guenther’s list (Bill usually calls it quits and retires to his tent around 11 P.M.) but early enough to line up anyway.

Participating in the second wave seems to me a painful, fruitless endeavor.  First of all, it’s bitterly cold.  Tucked in a tent with blankets and sleeping bags is eminently endurable; standing for hours on the frozen sidewalk, while your feet slowly turn to blocks of ice and the wind slices through the layers of your clothing, is pure torture.  Secondly, the uncertainty just isn’t worth it.  Well, maybe it’s worth it for the first ten or twenty people in the second wave, but after that the risk of frostbite is real, and the difference between the type of campsite you’ll get as $168 in line and #198 in line is negligible.

Folks who saunter in at 7 A.M. to receive their complimentary muffin from the park staff wind up with just as good a reservation as the frozen people who arrived five hours earlier, and they go home with all their fingers and toes.

So, sleepless at 4 A.M., I emerge from the comfort of the tent I’m sharing with my friend Tom and a complete stranger named Duncan to find a party – of sorts – going on.  Buzz Caverly has arrived and is handing out donuts and coffee and swapping stories with the people in line.  (Some years, Caverly has been known to check in at night, delivering hot pizzas provided courtesy of the Katahdin Area Chamber of Commerce.)

Duffy Akerle from Bar Harbor, a.k.a. “The Guy Who is (Almost) Always Fist in Line,” is up and about, claiming he only had to arrive twenty-four hours in advance to earn the #1 spot this year.  An opening day veteran of thirteen seasons, Akerle has been known to arrive and camp outside three days in advance.  Bill Guenther, unmistakable in his bright yellow parka, is patrolling the parking lot, while Michelin Man-shaped figures of indeterminate gender are emerging from their tents and breaking down camp.

We kill time gulping coffee, taking turns inside the public restroom at the Heritage and trying to guess which bundled figure is the notorious chain saw snorer.  By 5:30 things start to happen.  The group of us who have been “physically present” outside, and have earned the legitimacy of a number on Guenther’s chart, begin to line up.

“Number one, Duffy Akerle!” Guenther booms, followed by the muffled applause of mittened hands.  Akerle takes up his position outside the Heritage’s back door, where, in another thirty minutes, the park staff will admit us and begin their official process.  “Number two!” Guenther continues, until all the physically present campers stand in a somewhat orderly line.  Behind us, the second wavers stretch around the building.  Several in that line, newcomers to opening day, are angrily asking why we were able to get ahead of them.  They pipe down when they learn we slept outside for the privilege.

At this stage, completing the process acquiring a Baxter reservation requires waiting in three more lines.  Fortunately, these are all inside, and the first, which forms when the doors open at 6 A.M., includes a free continental breakfast.

Once in, I am no longer #46.  I am handed a ticket by a young man in the balsam-green and khaki garb of a park ranger, and now I am “August #12.”  That means I plan to begin my Baxter stay in August, and there are eleven people ahead of me who wish to do the same.  I peel off layers, help myself to hot coffee and a bran muffin, and wait.  Again.

In groups of twos and threes, numbers are called, and after yet another staff member confirms that we have properly filled out our reservation request forms, we can step back outside and walk several hundred yards down the road to the Park Authority offices, where we wait.  Staff at the Heritage communicates via walkie-talkie to staff at the Park Authority, and as reservations are “officially” made and paid for down the road, a park staffer at the motel records the information on yet another large poster board.  This is the moment of truth.

Because if everyone who slept outside in The Line sticks to their commitments, then the chart slowly filling in at the Heritage should exactly resemble the chart Bill Guenther created.  However, people who change their minds after declaring their intentions to Bill will set off a chain reaction of switching, as each subsequent person in line discovers his intended campsite has unexpectedly been taken.  It’s a fragile moment in which everything can quickly fall apart.

As the morning drags on I hover near the chart, pleased to see that the people ahead of me are honoring their claims.  My Daicey Pond cabin remains available.  As I wait, I chat with a young woman I met overnight in the tent city.  She is scheduled to head to the park offices ahead of me.

“Well,” she confides.  “I just got off the phone with my husband.  Seems we have to make a change.”  Warning bells sound in my head.

“We can’t camp at Chimney Pond after all,” she continues.  “Not enough room.  We need two cabins at Daicey.”

“What dates are you looking at?” I ask, trying to sound nonchalant.

“August.  Probably the sixth through the ninth,” she replies.

I manage to suppress the impulse to grab her by the throat, shrieking, Those are my dates, you miserable cretin!  Sleep deprivation has made me dangerous, and I realize I have to be calm in order to reason with her and avoid causing a scene.

“You know,” I say, “those are the dates I was planning to reserve.  If you go in ahead of me and take those cabins, I will have waited in this line for nothing.”

To her credit, she appears crestfallen and concerned.  She seeks out a park staffer, and I watch carefully from a distance as they consult campsite maps together.  Eventually, she approaches me, with a satisfied smile.

“All fixed,” she reports.  “Kidney Pond cabins work just as well for us.  Don’t worry.  I won’t take your Daicey spots.”

I probably doesn’t reflect well on me that I don’t take this opportunity to impress upon her that, even if she doesn’t disappoint my plans, she may well be screwing up somebody else’s.  Instead I politely, selfishly, thank her for her consideration and move on.  I have no idea whether anyone that day made it all the way to the final line and discovered someone else took their intended Kidney Pond cabin.  If so, it was no doubt an ugly moment, not at all in keeping with “the karma” of the place.”

Once in the Park Authority offices proper, patience, faith, and one last cup of strong coffee are all it takes to complete the process.  Here, we campers are called to the “books,” where volunteers pencil in our reservations.  At that point, it only remains to pay the clerk and head home.

Unfortunately, the new “efficient” computer system, which is supposed to print out final confirmations, is completely overloaded and what should take fifteen minutes stretches into two hours.  For the first time I sense dissension in the ranks, there’s an audible grumbling, and Buzz Caverly actually has to step in front of the crowd and remind them to behave.  It’s an interesting glimpse at a man whose long tenure at the park’s helm is itself a bit historic.  Friendly and jocular with his 5 A.M. donuts and midnight pizzas, Caverly is no-nonsense when it comes to the real business of managing Baxter State Park.

Before I leave, reservation in hand, I ask him how he thinks this opening day went.

“You know, I always do a little informal survey of the people who waited in line,” he says.  “I ask them, ‘Did you get what you wanted?’  Almost all of them tell me they did.  But more importantly, they all say, ‘It was worth the trip!’”

It certainly was for me.
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