The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 9

The Rock River Times – Vol. 2, #37 – August 9, 1995

By Thomas Bauschke

Travel Writer

July 23, 3 p.m., 96 degrees.

Dateline Appalachian Trail: I'm feelin' fine, feelin' frisky and feelin' funky. Gads, I need a shower. Coming from me that should be taken very seriously.

I've been making many 20-plus mile days lately. Today the heat seemed unbearable, so I took a short day of 15 miles.

I'm sitting somewhat contentedly on a bar stool at the Back Track Inn in Unionville, N.J., population 560.  Adult beverages aside, the air conditioning offers much needed respite from the oppressive heat. The jukebox gives me a chance to listen to all the songs I've been craving to hear on the trail. I find I miss the simple things such as music, couches, blue jeans, and, of course, O.J. Simpson.

More and more of my days are spent alone. The many towns along this portion of the trail offer hikers endless excuses for staying just one more day. There are many great places to stay and many great people to meet, but New England beckons me. Mount Katahdin in Maine still calls my name. I must pick and choose my stops, and then keep moving.

The Back Track Inn offers hikers a hostel out back: Bunk with shower, $5, bunk only, $3. The generosity of strangers along this trail never ceases to amaze me. I made an entry in the hikers' register that they keep behind the bar:

In heaven there is no beer.
That's why I drink it here.
And when I'm no longer here,
All my friends will be drinkin' all my beer!
An occasional day of R & R is necessary on a walk like this. The trail throws up gauntlets, looming obstacles in the way of the greater goal. Sometimes you need a day just to convince yourself that everything's OK, that this is all worth it.

I had actually come to love the rain.  I could see and feet the changes it brought to these woods: the flowing springs, the explosion of green, the movement of wildlife. Trudging through the monsoon rains in the Shenandoah, I wondered just how I would make it to Maine if I barely made it through that day in Virginia. I was in despair because the trails had become rivers that flooded the valleys, killing a 3-year-old girl outside of Fort Royal. I rarely saw wildlife. Even the plants seemed to droop over the trail under the weight of the storms.

  Farther north, I entered Pennsylvania. Glaciers from the last ice age had chewed up the mountains, and the trails were filled with rocks of every size. My feet and ankles rebelled after almost two weeks of walking on uneven, rugged trail. Storms blew in quickly on those exposed rocky ridges. It's easy to forget a beautiful view when minutes later, the clouds roll in, and your hair stands on end. You think, "WOW! I'm now standing in a thunderhead." And then you realize that the only thing made of metal on the entire mountain is strapped to your back!

  Ah, but you ask, why persevere? Why put up with all this just to make it to a mile-high pile of rocks in Maine called Mount Katahdin? The answer is simple: the cold, the rain, the blazing heat, the mountain, the rock, the river, the tree, all the incredible green, the fear in a fawn's eyes, the song of the Cicada, the whisper of the wind, the power of thunder, a magnificent sunrise; all of these things are real. I am inundated by new and simple life.

  Indeed, at this point, I am a highly spiritual person. Perhaps I approach my balance between flesh and spirit. The things I've seen, the places I've been, the many wonders in moments all add up to incredible and simple beauty.

  This trail offers a rather graceful balance of spirit, adventure, history, and wilderness. Civilization draws me as I near a town. But it doesn't take long, and I hear the call of a hawk, the chatter of a red squirrel, or a gust of wind through the trees, and gone I am again; ever northward, onward, and upward.

  When I first became curious of the trail, I began reading up on it. The Rockford Public Library truly has volumes. Seeing more and more pictures of hikers on Mount Katahdin, I became drawn to their faces; snapshots of their last day on the trail. They'd made it! I looked at their faces and said out loud to myself, "I want that face. I want to be there!"

  So here I sit in Jersey, in these surprisingly vast Pocono Mountains, not so far from New York City at all. Yet I'm on the Appalachian Trail! An adventure like this doesn’t just happen. You gotta have the love for each new day. If you don't have the love, you'll find it here. You have my weeping word on that.

I'd recommend this trip to anyone-young and tough or old and gruff.  I've walked some, thumbed some, and then some.
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