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Travel Writer

The dream has become flesh. I humbly submit that I am now a “2000 miler”. I don’t think I could pick any one day as my best day of the journey. But if those miles could be considered the most important, emotionally anyway, it would be the last 5.2 miles: the climb up Mount Katahdin.

Local Indians called the mountain “Kette Adene”(the “greatest mountain.” Katahdin truly lives up to its name. Rising far above all surrounding ridges and peaks, the mountain inspires awe as if it were a monument to creation. Indeed, the hand that created this earth is far beyond any mercy or madness we could imagine.

Magic meeting

  The day before the climb, I sat with a few old trail friends that had caught up with me: Mojo, Bloodstone and Flatlander. While I was thankful that my walk through the 100-mile wilderness was mostly alone, I looked forward to climbing Katahdin with these three. Many thru-hikers who walk the trail take shortcuts or skip sections outright. The four of us had walked the whole trail. We were purists. Though this distinction didn't make us arrogant, somehow we felt we deserved to climb. Having walked the whole trail gave me a resolve, which probably was the key to my success. Approaching the final climb gave me a powerful sense of closure.

Crossing Abol Bridge over the West Branch of the Penobscot River, we stared at a spectacular view of Katahdin. We camped on the riverbank near Abol Bridge Campground that night and drank Katahdin Ale under a very bright moon. After exchanging many trail stories heavily lavished with exaggeration, I mentioned that a group ahead of us was planning to climb at night to see the sunrise from the summit. You see, Katahdin is so tall that the sunrise hits its peak even before the Maine coastline. Thus the allure: that morning we would be at the point the sun first hit the continental U.S.(BING!

The climb begins

  We set out from Katahdin Stream Campground at the base of Mount Katahdin at 11:30 p.m. Ahead of us loomed a 4,167-foot climb( in darkness. The temperature was 31 degrees. With such elevation gain, the temperature at the peak could easily be 10 degrees lower (not even considering wind chill). I felt what seemed to be... fear and dread. I could see it in the others' eyes and could feel it in my own: we were super-charged. Climbing any mountain by headlamp alone was madness at best. We could have walked straight into our deaths.

  We had discussed our equipment list, as it were, the night before. In addition to two quarts of water, each of us would carry their own food and coffee or cocoa. We split up a cook pot, stove, fuel, and a tarp for basic protection. And we each carried our beloved sleeping bags as a last resort against the cold.

  The skies were crystal clear and the forecast was "mild." The moon had set by 10:30 p.m. so we climbed in total darkness.

  Perhaps an hour into the climb, I happened to look over at a huge rock that the trail passed. Crudely painted on it was "3m” (3 miles) with an arrow pointing ahead, toward the summit. We stopped for a Marlboro moment and snacks. The sky had become so clear we could count falling stars. The stars were almost bright enough to allow us vision without headlamps. Once our necks got sore from looking at the sky, we pushed on.

Bullwinkle or bust

  Not long after the break the other three came running back down the ahead of me. In between panting breaths, they raved about a mad moose. Apparently, they had interrupted a mating pair of moose and the bull was not too happy. For some reason, I flipped out. I told them I didn't walk more than 2,000 miles just to have some fool moose chase me back down this mountain.

  I took off up the trail; a beeline straight ahead. When I reached the clearing where the dirty deed was supposed to have been taking place, I saw the bull at the far edge, perhaps 40 feet away. He was snorting at me. I looked him in the eye with my headlamp, which seemed to startle him a little. "F(YOU!" I screamed with my fists clenched as I stomped up trail. When I thought about it a short while later, I realized that was a really big bull. I think I peed myself a little too, but that's entirely enough about that.

Treeline Yeah!

An hour or so later we broke out above tree line. Now we literally climbed straight up and over, boulder after boulder. Trail maintainers had mounted steel ladder rungs in some of the rock faces to aid in the ascent. My God! What a job that must have been! Without those rungs the route up Katahdin would no doubt meander all over the mountain. This was turning into the funnest climb yet. We laughed and played like monkeys on those rocks. And now we stayed close to each other as well. An injury here would have been really bad news.

  All this time we were expecting to be freezing our keisters off. But warm breezes kept hitting us; really warm breezes. I chanced to look at my small thermometer I had hanging on one of my shoulder straps: 54 degrees. It couldn't be true, but it sure felt like it was. Good karma was all around. I couldn't stop smiling.

  We stopped for a break and looked out into the night. Except for the star-filled sky, nothing but darkness was all around us. We could see one single light in the park below us. No towns, no cities, no planes, trains or automobiles were to be seen anywhere. That one view gave me the most remote feeling I had ever had in my life. Right then and there I felt I had really gotten away from it all, if even for a short while.

Magic moment

  At 3:30 a.m. we reached Thoreau Spring at the edge of the tablelands. The spring is named for the author, Henry David Thoreau who called these mountains home. We were now a mile from the summit. Exhausted and hungry, we took another break.

  We began to notice a glow in the distance to the north and speculated what town it could be. The more we thought about it and checked our maps, the more we realized there wasn't a town that size to the north of us at all. We stared at the glow until I wondered if it could be the northern lights. The more we stared, the more we knew it to be true. Magnificent waves of green and maybe baby blue danced before us across the wholly distant northern sky. I almost wept because perhaps this show was for us alone that night. What had I ever done in my pathetic, miserable life to be so damn blessed? We gazed at the sight for what 
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seemed like hours, until the lights began to fade.

The summit

  From the tablelands to the summit was another 500 foot climb and WHAM! Suddenly there we were, looking at the summit sign. It was 4:30 a.m. and the quickest hour of my life had flashed by me like a spark in the night. WE HAD MADE IT!

  No one said a word for a long time. It was almost pitch dark with a slight breeze. The sign in front of us was all there was in the whole wide world at that shining moment. We didn’t look at each other for a long time as well. Our eyes must have been glazed over with six months' worth of work, sweat, fear, and hope. Either that or we were all weeping like grandmothers.
  The temperature was still in the low 50's. Coffee was put on as we waited quietly for the sunrise. We were in fact the first four people to see the sun over the continental U.S. on October 2, 1995. Once it began to get light, it seemed the world opened up front of us. Shadows became mountains and landscapes unfolded in front of our eyes. We greeted that day in the grandest of ways. The best view of any mountain is from the top!

  Once it was light enough, we began taking goofy pictures. Bloodstone had carried a six by nine inch American flag all the way from the beginning of the trail. His wish was to have his picture taken on the summit of Mount Katahdin wearing nothing but that flag. I never laughed so hard in my life. I almost couldn't take the picture! As for my picture… look for it on a future box of Wheaties.

Life on the edge

  Our route back down the mountain was spectacular. We took the "Knife Edge” down the other side of Katahdin. The Knife Edge is precarious climb across a jagged wall of granite. At times the ridge is only a few feet wide and drops sharply away for more than a 1,500 feet on either side. Magnificent! A more unbelievable day I could never imagine.

  I never spent much time imagining what the summit of Katahdin would look like (or be like). In fact, I avoided thinking about it. I somehow felt it would ruin it for me. I chose to simply let me live it.

  A long time before, early on the trail in North Carolina, I was startled one day by an Indian. He seemed to appear out of nowhere. The trail had run near the Eastern Cherokee reservation, I guess. I was still freaked out by the big storm that had scared the bejeezus out of me on Court House Bald the day before. In our very brief conversation, I began rambling about the trail I had ahead of me, wilderness I just had to find, plans I had made, even schedules I thought I had to keep. He calmly spoke an anonymous poem I had read in a Cherokee book of prayers that I had picked up somewhere years earlier. I remembered the poem but had never really paid any attention to it.

Look well to this day

Because yesterday is already a dream
And tomorrow only a vision

But this day, well lived

Will make all your yesterdays dreams of happiness

And all your tomorrows visions of hope
Final thoughts

  Joy and sorrow all at once awaited me on the summit of Mount Katahdin. What will I do now? The looming beast found me there as well( the future. But is the future such a beast after all? The future comes no matter what we do. And obsessively worrying about it and planning for it will only give you a false sense of security. All that time and energy spent on the future, and yet we miss so many precious moments when they finally do arrive.

  I toyed with the idea of comparing my original list with the one I ended up with by the time I made it to Maine. I thought of going step by step through how I planned my trip. But the point is probably moot, really. Instead I must say that you will find a way to make the trail if you really want to (or have to). Your journey cannot be my journey. You would each carry things I would not. I carried items you would not. And each of you would indeed learn similar lessons. The trail is a grand metaphor for life; the greatest adventure! A friend of mine put it into concise terms: It's not what you need; it's what you don't need!

  If you read a few books on camping equipment, the general knowledge you'll find about what's out there will be a good start The Thru-hiker’s Planning Guide by Dan "Wingfoot" Bruce is a good compliment. The Appalachian Trail Conference has the guide for $10.95. This may sound dry, but it's true: The best of equipment will not get you there. Only you will get you there.

  Grandma Gatewood thru-hiked the trail into her 70's; three times in all. She once used parts of an old tire to give the sneakers she always walked in more arch support. Another time, she found a box of pancake mix left in a shelter and then made those pancakes on a piece of sheet metal she spotted along the trail. Her "tent" was a shower curtain and she carried no stove or sleeping bag. Her desire alone is what got her from Springer Mountain in Georgia to Mount Katahdin in Maine.

  Life is as complicated as we choose to make it. Carrying less baggage on your back or in your heart will make for a journey with fewer strings attached. Walking the Appalachian Trail is one very good way to find the freedom to realize that life is magic, after all. If you seriously want to thru-hike, keep focused on the basic needs of life: Food, Shelter, and "How Ya Gonna Get There." To get there, all you gotta do is follow the white blazes. Everything else will just weigh you down.

  Walking this walk has taught me much about myself. I feel like I can take it and I can make it! But if my lessons were to end there, I will have the missed the point entirely. The Appalachian Trail is much more than a footpath. It's a way of life; a way to a new life. A life of generosity and hope is what you may find there; a vision of life that is not vindictive or condemning. I feel I will always have a home on the Appalachian Trail.

  I feel a personal elation. I watched a whole year come full circle, first hand. I feel at peace with myself, even though I feel bombarded by the stress and anger that defines our “civilized” way of life. I've been a basket case these first couple weeks back in the “real world”. I must come to grips with it. My knees and back still ache badly. I teeter down a flight of stairs. I feel physically and emotionally weak in your shadow... for now. But my spirit is somehow fresh and new. My phoenix has landed right on my shoulder and will be with me always. That phoenix is my completed Appalachian Trail thru-hike! All the way, baby!

I am the Scribe

I am the Walrus

Coo Coo Ca Choo.…

GA( ME
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