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By Thomas Bauschke Travel Writer
   The Rock River Times proudly presents the second part of Tom Bauschke's thoughts before his hike up the 2OOO-mile Appalachian Trail.  In the coming months, Tom will keep our readers informed on his journey from the trail itself.
   Deciding which direction to hike the trail was perhaps my most difficult choice. Technically, the AT runs from Maine to Georgia.  The trail's originators were mostly New England residents. North to south is the purist's route. Almost all of the publications about the trail are written in this format. Hence, northbound thruhikers must read the guidebooks, and the trail descriptions within them, backwards.

   Some hikers do take the north to south route. But they must wait until mid-June for the weather to break. As the central Maine wilderness thaws out, the southbound thruhikers enter those woods during the height of the Black Fly season. Much of the Maine wilderness becomes a big soggy bog at this time of year.  These hikers struggle with the most rugged and isolated portions of the trail at the beginning of their hike.  And many of the stores and campgrounds that carry hiking supplies are already closing for the season by the time they reach the Mid-Atlantic States.

   The southbound thru-hike can be much more solitary, since few choose to take this route. These hikers spend most of their time alone. The numbers of hikers who walk the southbound route are somewhat vague because they are indeed a solitary breed. But generally, half of these 150 or so solitary souls seem to make the entire journey.

   The vast majority of thruhikers choose to hike south to north( the idea being a start in Georgia in March or April will allow them to follow spring north. With many more hikers choosing this direction of travel, the northbound route yields a much more social thru-hike ( the additional advantage being that campgrounds and stores in the small mountain communities that cater to long distance hikers' specific needs will be open. Towns and youth hostels will be ready to offer inexpensive lodging for the northbound wave of traffic.

   Each spring an average of 1,400 thruhikers begin the journey in Georgia and head north. Women make up 20 percent of them. By September perhaps 200 northbound hikers make it.

  Not all hikers on the AT are thruhikers. In fact, many choose to hike the entire trail in sections rather than all at once. Over years, or even decades, these "section hikers" complete the 2,150-mile journey and achieve their goal of being a "2,000 miler." Increasingly, both section and thruhikers are retired men and women. Less than a year after he retired from the Postal Service, at age 63, Robie "Jump-start" Hensley started his thru-hike by parachuting onto Springer Mountain, Georgia! The only thing you'll ever see me jumping onto is a privy after eating too much granola and Mac and Cheese.

  I chose to go south to north for my thru-hike mainly for the social scene that I will find. Even though I can be somewhat antisocial, I feel I need the company, at least for a while. Half or more of the trail companions I meet will drop out in the first month anyway. Also, the hospitality of small townspeople geared up for the volume of thruhiker traffic will be a welcome respite from bad weather, bugs, and blisters.

  Following spring north has a certain feel to it. As the earth wakes up from its winter slumber, so will I. The most rugged portions of the trail are New Hampshire and Maine. This makes the northbound thru-hike a build-up of challenge and stamina. This route culminates in the climb up Mount Katahdin in Maine, a 4,167-foot elevation gain in only a few miles.

The beginnings of the AT

  The AT originated at a time in American history that was ripe for adventure. In the early 1920s, America was experiencing a growing feeling of nostalgia. The frontier, which had played a major role in defining the rugged individualism of Americans, had recently been conquered. A nation tired from World War I was feeling more and more alienated from civilization. An existence began to prevail in which the humdrum of industrialized civilization loomed over everything. For the first time, the majority of the population lived in cities.

  The writings of Thoreau, Emerson, Cooper, and John Muir are but a sampling of this longing for the wilderness and the freedom that it represented. Movements to establish national parks and forests to preserve the wilderness sprang up all over the country, but especially out West. Benton MacKaye almost casually suggested his idea of a park that ran the length of the Eastern seaboard in 1921. To everyone's surprise, especially MacKaye's, the idea took hold with a frenzy, and within a few years the first sections of the trail had been blazed by the Civilian Conservation Corps. The AT was finished by mid-August of 1937, although much of it still ran through private land and along roads at that time.  Earl Shaffer, a former Washington, D.C., lawyer and naturalist, completed the first thru-hike of the AT in 1948. Earl is known as a poet and a gentleman.

  Over these last 70 years many thousands of volunteers have donated their time and effort toward building this trail. I owe a debt of gratitude to each of them for the opportunity of such an adventure.  The AT is unique in the National Park System because the trail and the federally owned lands surrounding it are managed and maintained by the Appalachian Trail Conference (ATC).  In 1984, Congress gave responsibility for the Appalachian Trail to the ATC.  This was the first time in American history that so much federal land had been placed under the care of a private organization.

Protecting the trail

  From its inception, the ATC organized volunteers into a system of clubs, each club being responsible for its own section of the trail. With the help of these volunteers, and with federal grants, and with many private donations, the ATC has acquired all but 44 of the 2,150 miles of the trail and surrounding lands. The ATC has seen to it that wherever possible the trail is blazed and lovingly maintained on publicly owned, permanently protected lands.

The last sections of land needed to permanently protect the entire AT will be the most challenging to acquire because these areas are under the highest pressure from developers. Costs per acre are in the thousands. Despite upcoming budget cuts in Washington, the ATC hopes to acquire the necessary land in the next three or four years. Therefore, in the immediate future, the ATC will be ever more dependent on growth in membership and generous private donations.

  By becoming a member of the ATC, you will receive the Appalachian Trailway News (ATN). The ATN is the best way to see what's new with the AT, to count down the acquisition of those last few needed miles, and to support the AT as a whole.

  During these last seven decades, an entire trail has grown where shelters are spread about a day's hike apart. Most shelters have a potable water source nearby, and many have privies. Every quarter mile or so, white, one-by-six inch blazes are painted on trees and rocks in both directions to show hikers the constantly changing route of the trail. More scenic routes are blazed as more land is acquired.  The amount of work involved in such a project strains the imagination.  I will take a day off here and there to help the maintainers where I can. It is the least I can do. With the hundreds of thruhikers and millions of day hikers that use the trail each year, keeping up with the abuse of traffic, heavy in certain areas, means trail maintenance is in constant demand.

  My excitement is reaching a fevered pitch in these last few days before I leave.  I must mention that I'm scared shootless. I have butterflies in my stomach every day ( big red-hot ones, little cool blue ones, and fickle blazing yellow ones. I wish you could go with me to see what I will see. Alas, the trail phrase goes: "Everyone must hike their own hike." When I can get to a mailbox, you will certainly be hearing more from me; in a much less contrived format, I assure you.

  For now, I leave you with another hiker's wisdom. See you in six months!

Remote for detachment,

Narrow for chosen company,

Winding for leisure,

Lonely for contemplation,

The Appalachian Trail beckons not merely

North and south,

But upward

To the body, mind, and soul of man.

-Harold Allen
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