The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 4
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  Day 19.  Stopped in at Fontana Dam, N.C., this afternoon. We all enjoyed real food at the, cafeteria here. Any meal that we don't have to cook for ourselves feels I like a king's meal. It's always great to head into a town real quick for the classic sh--, shower and salad bar.

  Probably a dozen or more hikers will be staying at the Fontana Dam Shelter tonight. Skinny-dipping is on every-one's mind. I hope to get a picture, but not all of us have shed our shyness yet. At any rate, the free shower and bunk will be much appreciated.

  The shelter is close to Fontana Dam, the highest dam east of the Mississippi, 480 ft. The lake water is a beautiful crystal clear green from the mountain runoff, heaven on earth to a stinky hiker.

  The normal spring rains have returned. The dry days of Georgia are far behind us now as we drive northward into the Smoky Mountains. I am currently hiking with a mishmash of groups, most of whom I've met before, I have a feeling I’ll be playing cat and mouse with most of them in the months ahead.

  All of our gear is wet now, but the rain is badly needed here. Personally, I have made friends with the rain now. When the sky touches the earth, magic makes the world come alive. The colors, the smells, the explosion of lovely spring green makes my heart sing. Slowly these old and wise mountains work their magic on me. I remember a quote from Wendell Berry:

The Unforeseen Wilderness

  “And the world cannot be discovered by a journey of miles, no matter how long, but by a spiritual journey, no matter how long, a journey of one inch, very arduous and humbling and joyful, by which we arrive at the ground at our feet, and learn to be at home.”

  Truly, these mountains are old and wise. The many lessons that await me, my imagination cannot begin to fathom. These mountains are beyond time or reason. They know no schedules, no hurry or injury. Only the slow open heart can catch a glimpse into the unknown path with heart that lies to the north before me like a new life.

  I cannot return home after such a journey the same man, for I have lived a second life during my quiet passage here. Likewise, a third life no doubt awaits me this fall, when the world once again changes toward winter.

  Time seems immaterial to me now. I can pass these easy hours watching turkey vultures soar in the wind. Whoever thinks animals, don't play as well is badly mistaken.

  Owls have rung in many an evening lately, as if telling their prey, "‘the game is afoot.” I watched an owl chase a flying squirrel the other night during the full moon bright. The Squirrel dodged the owl by instinctively ducking behind a tree upon landing. The owl ended up in the dust and leaves, while the squirrel darted off, chattering, as if to chuckle. The world is alive and playful far beyond any contrivance of fair play that our meager reason holds.

  The rains have brought spring into full swing now. The many views I have enjoyed thus far will mostly be gone in a few days. But this new view of the woods will become home as well. As each day passes, I feel more at home here. Each day is new and special as I look upon scenery that few modern Americans ever will. I think about this often. Perhaps we have cheated ourselves. Confined by four walls and a ceiling, how can our lives be anything but limited? How can our lives be anything but tied up by time and weighed down by our arrogant sensibilities about fairness and greed? Cockroaches, mice and termites are not the rodents, we are.

  I look upon these mountains day after day and feel humbled before them. They know no time or habit. I laugh at myself when I'm done with my business at the privy and still reach back to flush. In towns, I find myself returning to the bathrooms to flush. The best daily business is done with out either privy or toilet.
Alone on a mountainside with God and glory before you, the view alone makes you take your time, no need for a magazine. There are risks though. Once a gust of wind knocked me over, and suddenly one of my hands landed someplace warm and gooey. Saved by Dr. Bronner's 18 in 1 soap, which I use to brush my teeth, do my dishes, wash my hair, and wash my a--, preferably in that order.

  The shelters are becoming less crowded as more hikers drop out. Some of the names I only know from the registers at the shelters, and now they're gone. I can only write in the registers and ask," Are you still there?" But everyone on the trail ahead or behind is in constant motion. I get as much news by word of mouth as I do from the registers.

  By far, the largest piece of news regards a hiker who goes by the name Mouse. Since day one of my hike, I have seen that name written on every sign, shelter or bridge I’ve come across. Mouse was arrested in Hot Springs N.C., last week for drunk and disorderly conduct. The National Forest Service wants to bring him up on charges for graffiti and has sent people out all over the trail to count the number of times his name appears on federal property. I'm sure this numbers in the hundreds. Mouse has since skipped bail. I'll send a mug shot if I can get one when I reach Hot Springs next week.

  I still await news about many of the hikers I no longer see. I fear that they have succumbed to details or rain or injury. So far I have fared well, and daily I count my blessings. I still think of those that don't make it; how does the song go?

Well, I've seen fire and I've seen rain 

I've seen sunny days that I thought would never end,

I've had lonely times when I could not find a friend,

But I always thought that I’d see you again
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