A Path with Heart: The Appalachian Trail
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The Appalachian Trail is the longest continuously marked trail in the world. Beginning at Springer Mountain in northern Georgia and running through 14 states to reach Mount Katahdin in the central Maine wilderness, the Appalachian Trail (AT) is a vision more than 70 years in the making. The AT is the vision of a 2,150-mile fellowship with the wilderness.

The late Benton MacKaye first suggested the idea of an Appalachian Trail back in 1921. When asked in his later years what he thought the ultimate purpose of the AT was, he replied, "To walk, to see, and to ‘see’ what you see.” Those who walk the entire trail in one stretch call themselves "thruhikers."

Why thru-hike the AT
  This vision of personal introspection greatly intimidates me; but more importantly, fascinates me. The thought of walking through mountains for more than 2000 miles is a rather unreasonable idea. But the closer I get to leaving for the trailhead, the less I need anything to make sense. Carrying everything I need in my backpack and resupplying at two dozen points along the way, I hope to complete the journey in six months. The trail lies beyond any cliché about oneness with nature. I seek oneness with myself and the world as I see it.

  The spirit of adventure motivates me. The call to rise with the sun and discover something new during each mile of every day drives me. The AT represents a longing, a need I have, to really feel alive.  Being alone and vulnerable in remote conditions, perhaps I will have to kill, perchance I will have to die, or maybe I'll just have the time of my life. Truly, anything can happen. Akin to a feeling of danger, the AT fosters a feeling of place and purpose within me. Those many moments will have magic for me because the AT is a path with heart. A friend of mine once said that we never do what we really want to do. Well, by thruhiking the AT, I am doing exactly what I want to do. Indeed, this will be my very greatest adventure.

Getting Ready
When I began preparing for this hike months ago, the number of choices in equipment baffled me. How small a tent, i.e., how light a tent to take. Which of the hundreds of sleeping bags available was best? Should I take a white gas or butane stove? Which items should I spend more on? As time went by, I learned to do my homework thoroughly, earn the money to buy the equipment, then make a decision and just stick with it. After all, I make the hike, not the equipment. The fun of cutting the handle off the toothbrush to save weight and taping the ground cloth to the bottom of the tent to speed setup came later.

My gear list came together from a multitude of places.  My stove is an MSR Whisperlite International, which burns white gas, kerosene, or gasoline. I bought two sleeping bags from LL Bean: a 20 degree bag for early spring and late fall, and a 40 degree bag for the summer months in between. I splurged for a Stephenson's Warmlite tent. The $450 tent has room for two people and their gear, but only weighs 2 lbs 15 oz. I got my Goretex lined rain parka, Vasque Sundowner hiking boots, and polypropylene long underwear from REI's new store in Madison, WI. I found my toilet paper, tent stakes, Camp Suds, and a great little tent pole bag at The Camper Shop, Inc. on N. 2nd St. in Loves Park, IL. The rest of the bric-a-brac I will carry mostly comes from the Campmor catalog because they carry a large variety of items from an extensive list of brand names, and they charge $5 for shipping no matter how much you order.

As I began gathering my gear, I agonized over an itinerary. Little things would pester me like where I would sleep every night. Should I use the extensive system of three sided shelters or pitch my tent more often? Where would I find water?  Where would the best locations for mail drops be? How much food should I carry? As I began planning, the big looming picture became manageable little pieces. I started looking at everything like I would see life on the trail: One day at a time. What a grand metaphor for real life!


  After three weeks and six rewrites, I suddenly found myself looking at an itinerary I thought I could live with. But those six revisions showed me that I’ll have all the options once I'm underway; that knowing where my next mail drop of supplies will be is all I really need the schedule for. The Thruhikers Handbook by Dan "Wingfoot" Bruce was my best tool in planning the hike. But the Handbook will also be my Bible on the trail. All of the pertinent information for long distance hikes on the AT is within its pages including mileage between points, water sources, shelters, swimming holes, where to see the best sunrises, and services available in towns along the way.

Getting over the Blues
  Time wise I have no real goals in mind for my thru-hike, and I loosely use the six months as a limit. The only constraint I have is in making it to The Trail Days Festival in Damascus, Virginia by May 12. About the time hikers arrive in Virginia, much of the newness of the adventure has worm off. At this point in the trip, many thruhikers begin experiencing what trail lore calls "the Virginia blues,” although one hiker simply called it “Trailzilla!” This period in a thru-hike can be marked by depression and general disappointment with the AT. Being one-quarter of the way to Mount Katahdin in central Maine, Damascus serves as the first milestone of the trail and often serves as the first major goal to be reached. The town has a long history with the AT and is known as the friendliest town on the trail.

  The Trail Days Festival is a celebration where thousands of AT fans and hikers from all over the world gather to take part in the festivities. Most of the year’s activities are scheduled around the weekend of May 12-14. More than 400 thruhikers will likely attend. Residents provide free tent sites all over town. Featured events are sidewalk chalk art, rubber duck race, spaghetti dinner, pizza eating contest, children’s talent show, pancake breakfast, arts & crafts, fireman’s barbeque, backpacker’s parade, clogging and street dance, chili cook-off, and the thruhiker’s talent show. I hope this much activity and camaraderie will give me enough of a boost to get over my Virginia blues without a worry… to be continued.

  Next Week: The Appalachian Trail, “North or South?” 

