The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 11
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  August 30, 1995, 4:20 p.m., 45 degrees.

  I write to you from the common room at Lakes of the Clouds Hut in the White Mountain National Forest. The hut is 1.4 miles from the summit of Mount Washington. At 6,288 feet, this mountain is the highest in New England. On April 12, 1934, the weather station here recorded the highest surface wind speed on earth: 231 mph. The summit boasts the worst weather on earth.

  Today the winds were a calm 85 mph, and the mostly clear skies made for a wonderful hike along the Presidential range. My well-conditioned trail legs carried me over Mounts Webster, Jackson, Pierce, Eisenhower, Franklin and Monroe. Visibility must be a hundred miles. Once again, I gaze into the face of God. I think he winked at me, saying, "Good job, son, now we will see you in church on Sunday, won't we?" Well…

  Lakes of the Clouds Hut holds 90 people, hence its trail name has become "Lakes of the Crowds." For $35 round trip, you can take the cog train up from the valley floor. From the summit train station, an hour's walk will get you to this hut. $50 buys you dinner, a bunk and breakfast.

  The hut is indeed crowded. But not even the obnoxious children or condescending world travelers can shake my spirit now. Nothing they could say or do would even compare to the view from here.

  My time here in the White Mountains has been wonderful! The views are so vast and splendid that my heart sings while I am breathless. My soul is filled with that beauty which is earth.

  I have had nothing but luck with the weather these five days out. My walk over the Franconia Ridge showed me sprawling views, 65-degree temps, and wind still at peace. Rain has only found me when I'm sheltered in my tent at night. By mid-day, I stand on the peaks and ridges in awe at a glimpse of forever.

  Words can never really tell you the magic I feel here. As my journey's end draws near and my dream becomes real, a greater ending I could not imagine. I have the gleam of Katahdin in my eye.

  I walk in the clouds every day.

  Truly, my walk approaches its crescendo. From where I sit, Mount Katahdin in Maine is 334 miles away. A former thruhiker once said,” After the Whites it's just laughing and giggling all the way to Katahdin!"

9:30 p.m., 38 degrees.

  With my belly full, I am once again happy and content. The huts through the Whites offer thruhikers lodging and meals in exchange for chores. Five of us are here this evening. Our meal around the table sounded something like Homer Simpson on Superbowl Sunday. "Humu Humu" and someone would pass the bread. "Humu Humu!” and someone else would pass the salt. "Humu Humu" and someone would pass gas.

  Earlier, we watched another spectacular sunset. It seemed the whole world was at our feet. Some days these old and wise mountains make me feel like I've always belonged here. But alas, I must push on in the morning.

  Three nights ago, I camped at Kinsman Pond Campsite. I pitched my tent on this neat tent platform up on the hill. I could look out and over the valley. I ate a good dinner and had a Marlboro Moment as I watched the sun dip below the ridgeline beyond.

  As darkness finally fell, bright light still hitting my tent piqued my curiosity. I thought maybe the moon had come up. I unzipped the tent door and looked out. It was the stars that were so bright! I couldn't believe it. So bright and numerous were those stars that they filled the sky and lit up the woods. A falling star blazed across the sky, its fiery tail streaking one third of the way across my field of vision. I wished for purpose in life.

  That sky was so full of stars that I couldn't pick out a single constellation. Never had I seen such a night sky. The distinct Milky Way reminded me of that greater thing called the Universe.

  I have been in these mountains a longtime now. The simplest things make my day: happening upon a clear, cold spring, chipmunks playing at my feet, a clean, dry pair of socks. Tonight I have a pillow.

  Perhaps I will dream of mountains or a hot shower or a steak and baked potato. But mainly I think of tomorrow and whisper to myself, "Where to next?"

  In the morning, my hiker's journal entry was as follows:

Cool crew, great view

And a good night's sleep too

WOO HOO!
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I am the Scribe

I am the Walrus

Coo Coo Ca Choo

