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Travel Writer

  The Rock River Times proudly presents Tom Bauschke's hike up the 2,000-mile Appalachian Trail. In the coming months, Tom will keep our readers informed of his journey from the trail itself.
  Day 12. I set out to find adventure, and by God I've found it. Every day seems once-in-a-lifetime. Touché. I feel myself getting stronger with each sunrise. Sure, I have great aches and pains: ain't nothin' but a thang. Besides, no pain is too great for 17 or 18 aspirins to handle, right?

  For the most part, the weather has been unseasonably warm and dry. I consider the absence of rain a blessing. But the oppressive heat, however, makes for some very long days. The sweat causes tiny heat zits under pack straps and padding. Sweat soaks everything. Hikers call it "that righteous trail stank." I am grateful to have my Gregory Cassin internal frame backpack. This pack hugs your body but not your back, allowing good air circulation from behind. I have kept my pack weight to under 50 pounds so far.

  After four or five 2,000 ft. ascents and descents, the heat drives me mad. Sweat runs into my eyes and burns them.  Dust is coating every thing. I must sparingly use precious water and rinse out my eyes to enjoy the views. Some days I think I can see forever, yeah...

Water, food & song

The languid dusty heat makes us hikers find ways of entertaining ourselves. Talking to yourself is good, but singing is the best way to pass the miles. Hearing "Amazing Grace" echo down a valley is a sure sign of a long day. I find myself remembering Elvis tunes, and once I started singing them, I found I remembered all the words:

"I don't want no other love,

A-baby, it's just you I'm thinkin' of.     

  Water is life out here. The smallest of gurgling springs 300 yards down a ravine gets me giddy. I rarely purify my water, though. At these remote altitudes, I don't have the patience to wait for that drink. When I do purify, I use Polar Pure Iodine solution. Kool-Aid in any flavor, but especially" Oh, Yeah, Orange Pineapple," will hide the mediciney taste of the iodine, I probably should purify more often. One evening I tipped my water bottle to drink, and out of the comer of my eye, I noticed something still moving in there( yeesh! But, mostly, I feel no need for concern over water, other than finding it. Food is of paramount concern. Having enough calories to bum is what allows a hiker to sustain such a high level of physical stress. Walking 15 miles is one thing, but walking 15 miles with 50 pounds on your back is another ballgame entirely. No pinch-hitter here, buddy. It's just you, the mountain and bloody gravity.

  Pack weights average 50 pounds when loaded with a food supply. Lipton Quick Cook dinners and Ramen Noodles seem more popular. Margarine or cheese is added to up the calories. Dinner is the big meal of the day. The proverbial carrot at the end of the stick that gets you through that last two miles just might be Chocolate pudding for dessert tonight. Real chocolate makes you instant friends, especially with the ladies. Lunches are a more quick and light meal. Crackers and squeeze cheese (yummy) or peanut butter are popular fare. Drinks(Kool-Aid, you guessed it( “Oh, yeah, Orange Pineapple," or perhaps tea that's churned in your pack since breakfast. The only people I've seen actually cook their lunches are no longer on the trail, as far as I know. Who can carry the weight in fuel alone? Not I.

  Breakfast is usually an easy meal. Few cook, and instead eat pop tarts or granola to save time in the morning. It is usually better to get a jump on the day's heat with an early start. Early means 8-ish.

Trippy people

  The heaviest pack I've seen was with a guy who was laying over a day in a shelter. A talkative follow he was, but never really got around to telling me his name. He had gotten his pack weight down to 80 pounds. I couldn’t imagine. This jerk carried a little bongo type thing and a flute. He had a tape player, a dozen tapes (mostly Jimmy Buffet and Enya), and a solar powered battery charger. He also carried a five gallon solar heated shower bag that he swore would give you a five-minute hot shower. He offered to sharpen my knife as well, but I wanted to push on. That man gave me the creeps, but never gave me his name. Anyone that carries that much of the city into the wilderness with him has a few screws loose, and no doubt, this guy carried those with him, too.

  Most of the hikers I meet are very intense "trippy" people. Understandably, the scope of a journey such as this warrants the drive to continue, but I try to keep in mind that I have six months ahead of me. Besides, this is once-in-a-lifetime stuff happening here. I tend to hike alone, mostly, preferring the company and fellowship of the shelters or campsites at evening. Too many beautiful views have been spoiled for me by loud conversation or shallow laughter. I feel the hard drive for high mile days comes at a price: missing the magic that is here everyday. It is difficult to keep an eye on what's around you with your head bent to the trail all day, every day. I have yet to meet another hiker who thinks on this level. Probably because they hike slower even than I do. But I have the luxury of time to let them catch up to me.

  It is difficult to stay with a group. I am now hiking with my second group, of sorts, and will probably lose them soon, as well. Alas, everyone must hike their own hike. The Trail Days Festival in Damascus, VA., awaits us all. The Festival promises to be quite the party. Its reputation precedes it. Hikers from all over the trail will hitch hike to Damascus to attend. I will, no doubt, meet any and all trail friends, old and new, to renew ties and regain focus on Katahdin, the northern terminus of the trail.

  I've been told that half of the hikers that attempt a thru-hike drop out within the first two weeks; many quit after the first day. Those first eight miles gave me blisters that I still wrestle with. We are conditioned to quit. A thru-hike involves more than the here and now. It's keeping a keen eye on the big picture: a fellowship with the wilderness. Any spiritual journey worth its salt involves pain and discomfort. I don't know what I really expect to find out here, but I'm willing to seek it, nonetheless. Perhaps this attitude is what separates those who quit from those who continue. And I am well aware of the fact that I have a long way to go.

Elemental spectrum

   Probably the biggest concern of mine is the weather. That having been said, I leave you with my most powerful journal entry yet: April 11, 1995, 7 p.m., 40 degrees, 4,500 ft:

  Camped near Muskrat Creek Shelter site, about the highest elevation the trail has reached so far. The shelter is under reconstruction and lies in ruins. On arrival, we stood there in the driving rain, disgusted after a very long, wet day. I complained about the heat-well, this is what I get.

  The temperature has dropped to 40 degrees at sunset. The rain is fierce, with winds gusting up to 60 mph at least. Exposed on such a high ridgeline, there is no protection, save the tent and beloved sleeping bag.

  This wave of wind began one half-hour ago. I nervously watch the tent walls as they contort into hellish shapes. The wind is deafening. I hear occasional voices in the wind. I hope everyone is all right. It's cold out there now; a dangerous wet, cold. What may come this night, I have no control over. I am literally at the mercy of the elements. If this rain turns to sleet or snow…

  Getting to this godforsaken campsite was no picnic, either. The allure of this destination was to pass the Georgia-North Carolina state line and continue to the first shelter in North Carolina, a mere 2.8 miles farther. Those few miles took us over Courthouse Bald. Remember that name, ladies and gentlemen. Many people have the idea that there are no mountains to speak of out east. Well, I'm here to tell you that on a bad day, these molehills will break your heart.  Courthouse Bald, a 2,000-foot assault into driving, freezing rain, hell on earth, broke my heart on this day(spades.

Now, the wind tries to break my spirit. But perhaps it has missed its chance. We all managed to cook our dinners before it started to get dark.  We all knew our lives depended on it. When we first made camp, hardly a word was said in the haste of setting up the tents. Looking into each other's eyes, shivering, we saw hypothermia glancing back. Such a strange feeling that is, to feel the cold begin to take your last energy(your life. The wind has calmed some; I must check things before I attempt sleep.

8:30 p.m. - 35 degrees.

Well, I ventured out for a while. I saw to the tent, checked things and took every desperate moment. I put my spare stake to the windward side of the tent; I fear it will come up on me otherwise.

The sight is phenomenal, in this dusk haze. How quickly the clouds are ripped across this ridgeline, so thick at times I must stop in my tracks until they pass through the trees; such utter violence. I caught myself with my mouth open a few times.

I looked around me and wondered what this all meant. What was I here to prove with such grave risks? I saw no one else was sleeping yet, either. I could see lights on the others' tent walls and outstretched hands in their shadows. Like me, they were hoping to hold the tent together.

Wind smiles

I wandered up to the ridge crest.  The wind almost knocked me over.  All I could do was grin. I felt elated to be in the face of that immense power. Suddenly, the clouds broke for 30 seconds, and I saw the most brilliant bright orange sunset in the distance. I didn't even actually see the sun; only the higher clouds above reflected the sun towards me. The sheer magnificence of that color seemed to bum the back of my head, through my eyes.

I knew then that I would continue my journey(ever northward, onward, and upward. Strange days are these that I may look up at the fiery sky and say out loud, "Yes, I see, and I will continue, no matter what."
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