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T’S ONE OF THOSE January mornings in
Vermont when winter isn’t a burden,
but a gift. The air smells new; the
sky is baby blue; the cold is enlivening.
In a relaxed huddle at the entrance to
Merck Forest in Rupert, several women
prepare to snowshoe. One of their guides
outfits them with snacks and water; the
other helps them put the snowshoes on.

Before heading off on the adventure,
the women pause to take photographs.
A passerby might assume they’re long-
time friends, but most met less than 48
hours ago.

The snow is patchy at the entrance to
the forest, so the group treads in on ice.
Conversation is light and free; the
women walk in twos and threes, in-
dulging in the joy of having nothing in
particular to accomplish. Farther along
the trail, the snow deepens, and one
woman takes a tumble. Unable to lift
herself out of the snow, she laughs like
a child. The others join in and pull her
to her feet.

At the top of a hill, the women pause
to rest and admire the panoramic views.
Their guides ask if they’d like to share
their intentions for the new year. Slowly,
each woman speaks. It is clear from their
words that at least part of what they
want is more of this — more time to
nurture themselves.

As they head back down, there is lively
discussion about whether the animal
tracks in the snow were made by a dog or
a fox. At the bottom of the hill, each
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activities. For information, call (802)
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(@)

n g s

woman takes a 10-
minute solo walk on a
forest trail as an oppor-
tunity for reflection.
They snowshoe away
one at a time before
heading back to the Bar-
rows House, the 100-
year-old inn in Dorset
where they have been
treated to fine dining,
massage, yoga, astrology
readings and a private
astronomy lesson.

This is the final day
of a Tracks of Vermont
getaway, a weekend re-
treat for women, a con-
cept that Mary Castner
and Leslie Tarbell came
up with after working
in Manchester for
the Vermont Country
Store, a mail-order busi-
ness. On weekends,
they would hike or ski and muse about
starting a business together. They con-
templated opening a jazz club or a book-
store, but the idea Castner liked best was
inviting women to Vermont to do the
things she and Tarbell loved to do most.

Today, Castner runs the weekends
with Dagny St. John, a former Outward
Bound instructor with more energy than
most women half her age. (Tarbell left
when her graphic-design business de-
manded more time).

“We complement each other well,”
St. John says. “I bring a lot of enthusiasm
and positivity, and Mary has the quiet,
nurturing presence.”

They also have a customer relations
manager, Kim Wilcox, who makes the
reservations and handles arrangements
before the women arrive.

Recreating among Vermont’s rivers,
mountains and forests is still the heart
of the retreats. Winter weekends mean

A Tracks of Vermont group heads into the woods at
Merck Forest in Rupert.

snowshoeing or cross-country skiing; in
warmer weather, canoeing, kayaking,
hiking or even fly-fishing might be the
main course.

To balance exertion with relaxation,
each weekend includes yoga classes. The
mind must be stimulated too, and so
Tracks of Vermont brings in experts to
present workshops on topics ranging
from animal tracking and owl identifi-
cation to painting and color therapy.

Fine dining as well as charming ac-
commodations are also important, so
Castner traverses the state to locate coun-
try inns that meet her requirements:
enough suitable rooms for the group,
healthy four-course dinners, private
rooms for workshops and massages and
a serene setting within 30 minutes of a
hike that is not too taxing.

“Since the getaways are short,” she
says, “it’s important that we're not trav-
eling a lot. It helps the weekends feel
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Breakfast is ready in a Vermont farmhouse kitchen. Photo by Perceptions, Inc.
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longer.” Retreats begin on Fridays around
5 p.m. and continue through lunch on
Sunday, allowing time to return home
before too late. The all-inclusive cost of
a getaway is $695.

Tracks of Vermont’s organizers relish
offering the retreats, but it can be diffi-
cult to find women willing to give them-
selves such a treat. “It’s very hard for
women to feel they’re entitled to spend
money just on themselves,” says Cast-
ner. When they do, however, a seamless
blend of pampering, physical activity
and bonding is the reward.

Its founders knew they were limiting
their market when they launched Tracks
of Vermont in 1998, but the inherent
values of an all-female experience con-
vinced them to follow their instincts.

“It’s easier to try new things and not
feel pressured to be anything when it’s
just women,” Castner says. “You don’t
have to look your best or act your best;
you can just be there.”

The five women participating in
this weekend (the average number is
eight) are not unlike most Tracks of
Vermont visitors. They’re in midlife,
and they hail from the Northeast. Four
are first-timers; one woman is on her
third getaway.

“T'm hooked,” says Ginny Powell, a
high school German teacher from
Holden, Massachusetts. “I find things
here that are harder to find at home.
There’s solace, support and a real sense
of renewal. I always come away with a
feeling that there’s a sisterhood.”

“T was with a group in October,” she
continues, “and three of us had lost our
mothers in the last two years. Two
women were losing partners. There was
an unspoken understanding of where
people were coming from.”

Wife, mother and office assistant
Greta DeAngelis of Norwalk, Con-
necticut, decided on a Tracks of Ver-
mont weekend because she needed time
for herself. “Life was getting stressful,”
she says. Because she had doubts about
spending two days among strangers, she
brought along her college roommate,
Paulette DiDomenico of Northwood,
New Hampshire. “I've laughed more in
this 48-hour period than I can remem-
ber,” DeAngelis says.

Organization is crucial, and it doesn’t
go unnoticed. What impressed Donna
Higgons, a retired financial planner from
Stowe, was the amount of preparation



required to pull off a Tracks of Vermont
weekend. “Mary is so low-key,” she
says, “and yet everything falls into place
because she works so hard in the back-
ground to plan it all.”

Carol Major, a stay-at-home mother
from Pittsford, New York, concurs. “You
don’t have to lift a finger,” she says. “All
you have to do is show up.”

The ease with which Castner and St.
John float from one activity to another
is no accident. They have learned from
experience. On one early trip, clients
had to change clothes five times in one
day. Now, they plan the trips down to
the minute. They select hikes they’re
familiar with so they know places to
stop for lunch or where there’s a bail-
out point.

Both say it’s important not to over-
program trips and to make sure they
find dynamic speakers and excellent ac-
commodations so that people feel they're
getting their money’s worth.

They’re branching out too, offering
one-day retreats and creating weekends
for private groups.

What is most gratifying to Castner,
who lives in Weston, and St. John, who
lives in South Londonderry, is the sense
of empowerment that the weekends
engender in women, some of whom
may never have traveled alone, been
away from their families overnight,
gone cross-country skiing, had a mas-
sage or tried yoga.

Though these women have chosen
different paths and are at different stages
in their lives (one is single; another is re-
tired; one stays home with her children;
two mothers work outside the home),
what they’ve shared is a rarity for most
women — a block of time to focus not
on the needs of their children, husbands
or employers, but on their own.

For Powell, the German teacher,
Tracks of Vermont weekends are a
restorative necessity. “There are some
things in life that transcend money,”
she says, “and this is one of them.”

As they get into their cars and drive
away, one can’t help but sense that
these brief few days have allowed each
woman to retrieve a piece of some-
thing she occasionally loses and begins
to miss — herself. &=

Portland Helmich is a television producer,
reporter and freelance writer in the Boston
area. Berne Broudy lives in Richmond.

MAPLE-BY-MAIL

A convenient and simple way to enjoy Vermont’s PURE Maple
Syrup direct from some of the finest sugarhouses in the state.
Call, write or visit the Web sites of the companies listed and

order up some golden goodness —

PURE Vermont Maple Syrup!

ADAM’S FAMILY FARM. 15 Higley Hill
Road, Wilmington, VT 05363. Maple syrup,
maple products, sugarhouse, quilts & more!
802-464-3762, e-mail: farfun@sover.net,
www.adamsfamilyfarm.com.

AUDUBON VERMONT. 255 Sherman Hol-
low Rd., Huntington, VT 05462. Provides
educational programming and maple syrup
sales. 802-434-30068,

e-mail: shagenbuch@audubon.org,

web: www.vt.audubon.org.

BLACK SHEEP SUGARHOUSE. 99 Ingalls
Road, Orleans, VT 05860. Precisely Pure
Maple Syrup. Vermont Family Operation.
802-754-0093, fax: 802-754-2607,
e-mail: bsheepsh@surfglobal.net,
web: www.vermontmaplesyrupsupply.com.

BRAGG FARM SUGARHOUSE & GIFTS.
P.O. Box 201, Rt. 14 North, East Montpe-
lier, VT 05651. Pure maple products, spe-
cialty foods. Free Catalogue. Ph:
800-376-5757 or 802-223-5757,
www.BraggFarm.com.

CARMAN BROOK FARM MAPLE &
DAIRY. 1275 Fortin Rd., Swanton, VT
05488. Vermont maple syrup, maple prod-
ucts and gift baskets. 802-808-2347,
e-mail: thefolks@cbmaplefarm.com,
www.cbmaplefarm.com.

COUTURE’S MAPLE SHOP/B&B. 560 VT
Rte. 100, Westfield, VT 05874. Maple syrup,
candy, etc. We ship anywhere. Farm stay,
bed & breakfast. 800-845-2733 or 802-744-
2733. e-mail: jeouture@together.net, web:
www.maplesyrupvermont.com.

DAKIN FARM~WHAT VERMONT TASTES
LIKE. 5797 Route 7, Ferrisburgh, VT 05465.
Vermont maple, smoked meat, cheese, gifts,
more. 800-993-2546 or 802-425-3971,
e-mail: customerservice@dakinfarm.com,
www.dakinfarm.com.

FRED SMITH’S SUGARHOUSE. P.O. Box
455, Norwich, VT 05055. Pure Vermont
maple products available year-round. 866-
55MAPLE or 802-649-1094,

e-mail: info@FredSmithsSugarhouse.com,
www.FredSmithsSugarhouse.com.
GOODRICH’S MAPLE FARM. 2427 US
Route 2, Cabot, VT 05647. Award-winning
maple products. We ship anywhere. 800-
639-1854 or 802-426-3388,

e-mail: goodrichsmaple@yahoo.com,
www.goodrichsmaplefarm.com.

GREEN MOUNTAIN GIFT BASKET. 25
Pleasant St., Essex Junction, VI 05452.
Maple products uniquely presented in gift
baskets. 800-613-4642 or 802-878-2243,
e-mail: info@greenmountaingiftbasket.com,
www.greenmountaingiftbasket.com.
GREEN MOUNTAIN SUGAR HOUSE. 820
Route 100 N., Ludlow, VT 05419. Award-
winning maple syrup and maple candy.
Ph: 800-643-9338 or 802-228-7151,
e-mail: gmsh@tds.net, web: www.gmsh.com.

JED’S MAPLE PRODUCTS. 475 Carter
Rd., Westfield, VT 05874. Simply delicious
handmade maple specialty foods. 866
4PURE VT or 802-744-2095,

e-mail: wheeler@jedsmaple.com,

web: www.jedsmaple.com.

MOM AND POP’S MAPLE SYRUP. 3425
Brandon Mountain Road, Rochester, VT
05767. Choose from 70 glass or traditional
containers. 802-767-3731,

e-mail: info@momandpopsmaple.com,
web: www.momandpopsmaple.com.

MARTIN’S MAPLE FARM, 2136 Rocking-
ham Rd., Rte. 103, Chester, VT 05143.
Family owned and operated for quality
products. 802-875-1271,

e-mail: maplemanTom@Vermontel.net,
www.MartinsMapleFarm.com.

NEW ENGLAND MAPLE MUSEUM. P.O.
Box 1615, Rutland, VT 05701, Vermont
food products on-line or by mail. 800-
639-4280 or 802-483-9414,

e-mail: giftshop@maplemuseum.com,
www.maplemuseum.com.

SIMPLY MAPLE. 125 Coddington Rd.,
Washington, VT 05675. Pure Vermont
maple syrup online and by mail. 802-345-
5378, e-mail: cgilman@simplymaple.com,
www.simplymaple.com.

VERMONT MAPLE OUTLET. 3929 VT
Rte. 15, Jeffersonville, VT 05464. Maple
products, cheeses, specialty foods & gift
boxes. 800-858-3121 or 802-644-5482,
e-mail: info@vermontmapleoutlet.com,
www.vermontmapleoutlet.com.

WOOD’S CIDER MILL AND SUGAR-
HOUSE. 1482 Weathersfield Center Road,
Springfield, VT 05156. A 205-year-old farm
making syrup since 1798. 802-263-5547,
e-mail: wwcider@sover.net,

web: www.woodcidermill.com.
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