The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 6
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Howdy from Hot Springs, North Carolina. How y'all doin'? My feet told me I needed a day off, so I took one. I've been pulling 15 and 17-mile days and can feel myself getting stronger. Distances un-imaginable only a week ago, I now seriously contemplate. Trail Days in Damascus, VA., is calling my name. I still have my bad days, though. The food is monotonous, and my feet are a Gothic horror.

The hike from the Smokies to Hot Springs was great. As we got ready to leave Mountain Mama's at Davenport Gap, a former thruhiker pulled up in his truck. Treehugger of' ‘92 had taken a long weekend and come here to do "Trail Magic." His truck was loaded with food for any thru-hiker he could find. The whole lot of us stood there, stunned.

  Treehugger asked who liked chocolate. Naturally, I raised my hand. His wife handed me the biggest Hershey's Kiss I'd ever seen(fist size. I ate the whole thing like an apple, right there in front of them. Now Tree-hugger stood there, stunned, mouth open.

  We ate moon pies, candy bars, summer sausage, pepperoni, apples, cheddar cheese, muffins, bananas, biscuits and plenty of RC Cola. We couldn't believe it: Trail Magic. To top this, Treehugger offered to "slack" us to Max Patch summit 16 miles north. This meant he would have our packs waiting for us at day's end. All we had to carry was water, lunch and rain gear. We all stood there, looking at each other. Could it be true?

  We hiked those 16 miles in six hours, literally bounding up and down those hills and ridges (PLTDs we call them, Pointless Ups and Downs). When we reached the base of Max Patch, Treehugger and his wife were there with more snacks and cola. He said the pancake breakfast would be ready by 8 a.m. We could see the gallon bottle of syrup on his truck.

  We stopped for water at the stream before heading up to the summit of Max Patch. Dinner was on every-one's mind. It was a chocolate pudding kind of evening. We reached the summit and soaked up the view: nothing but mountains in an unobstructed 360-degree scene. The whole mountain had once been cleared for grazing. I ran across the grass, did a very poor pirouette, bent down on one knee with my other knee straight out and sang at the top of my lungs, "The hills are alive with the sound of music!" Those were the only words I knew of the song, but they were enough to leave everyone howling with laughter and rolling in the thick grass.

We all cooked and ate our dinners with this perma-grin on our faces.  "Incredible," we kept saying to each other, shaking our heads, “incredible."

  AT trail life can be wonderful.  Indeed, each day seems to get better and better.  After dinner, we lay in the grass and watched the cloudy sunset over the Smoky Mountains and later gazed up at the stars.  Splendid, splendid, splendid. Max Patch summit is a view to remember.

  Later, in my tent I tried to boil the day down to a journal entry. Words have a wonderful way of trivializing the momentous, and complicating the obvious. I wrestle with words to describe how all this grandeur makes me feel. I am definitely no Thoreau. As I wrote in the journal, I heard a voice coming up the hill. It was Treehugger with four; count 'em, four large pizzas. I've never heard so many zippers on fire before as we all rushed out of our tents. The pizzas were wrapped in a sleeping bag and were still hot! Under a lovely Southern sky full of stars, pizza never tasted so dang good. A last long look at the Smokies in the distance was my fond farewell to a soulful week.

  I crawled into my beloved sleeping bag, still wet from the storm in the Smokies the week before. It reeked of diet cheese, weary bones, sweat-soiled skin, and raw blister boot funk. But I slept like a baby. Hot pizza warmed my tired loins. Contentment in simplicity is bliss personified. If only I had taken my pi-- before I got in the sleeping bag! 

  A strong, windy rainstorm chased us off the summit in the morning; canceling the pancake breakfast. We said our goodbyes to Treehugger. He had rejuvenated us. His smile told us he knew how we felt. He had been where we now are and told us to expect more trail magic from people all the way to Maine.

  Our packs heavy with wet gear, we bent our heads to the trail, dipped back down into the woods and plodded on. We stopped at a creek to eat breakfast. I dropped a pop tart, and it rolled into the water. Of course, I still ate it, no need to bother with iodine in my drinking water that morning.

  The rain no longer bothers me much, for I have made friends with it. I walked and talked in it. I have drunk, dined and dozed in it. I have sung, danced, sat and shat in it. Water is life. When the sky touches the earth, you can see the magic of life everywhere if you take the time to look. The colors and the smells all shine with power I cannot fathom.

  Last night, in my tent, I was lulled to sleep by Whippoorwills. I listened as mates got closer and eventually found each other in the night. As my beard grows full, so do the days grow longer and fuller.  This year I will witness first-hand an entire seasons growth. I will see and feel a part of the cycle of life. And I thought about all that trail north yet to see. All the way to fall, adventures never imagined await... mystifying.

I am the Scribe,
1 am the Walrus

Coo Coo Ca Choo
