The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 10
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  New England is wonderful. My wake through fields and meadows of the mid-Atlantic is far behind me now. Gone are the numerous road crossings, the endlessly barking dogs, the drone of lawn mowers on Saturdays. Connecticut and Massachusetts were a whirlwind of sunrises and apprehension; a last big push for the heart of New England. Since the day I crossed the Vermont line and laid eyes on those beautiful Green Mountains, I swear I could smell Maine in the air.

  I'm staying at the Tabard House on the Dartmouth College campus in Hanover, New Hampshire. The atmosphere of learning is both refreshing and exciting. The grace and charm of higher education surround me. I raised an eyebrow at some graffiti on a bathroom wall: "God is dead. Nietzsche." Below that, in different handwriting, "Nietzsche is dead. God."

  Tabard is a coed society similar to a fraternity or sorority. A room in the basement led me to believe that the same weird rituals go on here as in any "house." The society allows thruhikers to stay the night in one of their banquet rooms in exchange for a chore. This cohabitation makes for an interesting mix of humanity. On the one hand, you have the poor, tired and hungry thruhiker complaining about gear problems, aches and pains. On the other hand, you have the $28,000 a year Dartmouth student lamenting over yet another paper due in the morning.

  Hanover has been a great town stop for me. I finally got my medium-rare steak, baked potato awash in sour cream, and a heavenly garden salad (with an almost-better-than-sex cheese-cake for dessert). Professors bought me pale ales while we discussed my meager philosophical lessons learned on the trail as I nonchalantly scratched myself. I rented a hot tub at a spa, burned candles and incense, and listened to Enya. I listened to (OK, slept through) C. Everett Koop, former surgeon general, discuss the future of health care in America. I saw the movie Dangerous Minds starring Michelle Pfeiffer. I ogled nubile collegians who wouldn't touch my mangy beard with 10-foot forceps. Nowhere on earth is life like that of a college town

  Those kids would tell me, "It's all downhill after 18." And I would reply, "Yeah, but it's a lovely ride!"

  I really needed the rest and relaxation, though. With more than 1700 trail miles behind me, my body is showing signs of wear. I have knock-knees from too many down hills taken too fast. My ankles cracked the strangest positions. Some mornings my back takes me aside for a little chat. By rarely purifying my water, my stool has been a veritable spectrum of pastel colors. Then there is the incessant chafing from worn-out pack straps. All those 20, 25, and even 30-mile days through the summer have taken their toll. I'm so glad I carried a minimalist pack, an early lesson well learned. High pack weight drags me down. My low 30-pound weight has probably been the single most important factor in my making it this far.

  I now sit at the foothills of the White Mountains of New Hampshire. The next two weeks will show me the most rugged terrain on the entire trail. I am at once intimidated and exhilarated. I have very real fears of damn long dog days and deadly bouts with the worst weather in the lower 48.

  But I have almost five months and 1700 miles of conditioning and experience behind me. The White Mountains are the test of everything I have learned on this journey so far, a grand pop quiz on everything I think I know about these mountains and about myself. It's time to really shake the tree and see what comes out.

Hark! Yon loyal readers:

THE GA95ME IS AFOOT!

I am the Scribe

I am the Walrus

Coo Coo Ca Choo

All my instincts, they return

And the grand facade’ so soon will burn

Without a noise, without my pride

I reach out from the inside.
-Peter Gabriel

