The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 5
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April 28, 9 p.m., 50 degrees.

Greetings and salutations from Mount Sterling, North Carolina, population 8. I write to you from Mountain Mama's Kuntry Store and Kampground, featuring real tin roofs. The place has that distinctive Appalachian feel: plenty of smiles and chewing tobaccy (the washing machine is out back under the tarp clothesline provided, too). The creek out back is cold, refreshing and jumping with mountain brook trout. Mount Sterling is just down from Davenport Gap, where the Appalachian Trail leaves the Great Smoky Mountains National Park and continues north toward Maine.

I pitched my dank, wet tent by the creek and had a fire tonight. This is my first chance in more than a week to wind the day down with a fire. The Smokies gave me a week to remember. My first three days in the park were stormy. Below freezing temperatures, high winds and visibility less than 50 feet made for some miserable days. My spirits weren't really down, though. I was in awe of the grave situation: make it to the shelter(or die.

  The shelters were usually full. Quite a wave of thruhikers was going through the park last week, which congested the regular system of reservations. Campers are required to sleep inside the shelters to avoid bear problems. Normally holding 12-14 hikers, some nights there were almost twice the capacities of hikers in the shelters. People had to sleep on the floor when the bunks were full. Gear was strewn everywhere. Food bags swung from every rafter and gave the shelter a slaughterhouse feel. What little Firewood there was got burned the first day of the storm. The nights became long and howling with the chilly wind.

We haphazardly tied our ground cloths to the bear fence facing of the shelters to keep the wind out. The shelters looked like the Clampetts' summer home. And the stench of all those hikers crammed into such a space was unimaginable. When some, week-end hikers smoked joints, the place reeked like some sort of Zen wilderness locker room

A group of high schoolers from Madison, Wisconsin peeked out of their sleeping bags. We stank and were completely alien to them. A month in the mountains will do that, I guess.

  When the storm got worse last Sunday, the whole trail halted in the park. All hikers laid over a day in a shelter and stewed. We were fiercely restless at being stopped cold. We kicked ourselves for not moving, but we knew that movement meant risking life and limb. I ate two days' worth of food just to stay warm, which I paid dearly for later, as I almost ran out before making it here to Mountain Mama's. At home, I never thought about the calories you bum just to keep warm. The Smokies taught me a hard lesson that way as my breakfast this morning was the last of my lunch crackers with the last of my squeeze margarine(YUMMY!

  Looking back, the storm was really quite magnificent, though. Howling wind that whips huge trees like twigs is enough to humble any man. Ice began forming on the trees, shrubs and grass, but only on the windward side. The ice formed flat ridges or ribbons along every branch leaf and stalk. I came upon a spider's web that had also been iced over. It looked like a strange ice honeycomb. The effect was startling. I felt like I was walking through a hellish wonder world of power and ice, truly walking among the clouds.

The weather broke on Tuesday, and the world changed overnight. I gazed at spectacular views from the ridges and peaks. Being at an altitude of 5,000 or more feet, I could see nothing but mountains in all directions. Forever lay at my feet, looking close enough to just reach out and touch. Magnifiqué.

  On my best day in the park, I hiked 15 miles including up and over Clingman's Dome, 6,643 feet, the highest point the AT reaches. On the ridge approaching the park, I stopped to rest for a moment. I heard a strange cawing sound and turned to look. Behind me to my left stood a ruffed grouse. For weeks I had been hearing a strange, deep thumping noise echoing through the valleys. So deep was that sound that I thought surely the mountain was settling, or perhaps a tree was about to fall. But there stood the bird, looking right at me. He stuck out his chest and began flapping his wings: Thuuuuump Thuuuuump Thuuump Thuump Thump Thump Thu Thu Thu Prrrrr.
It was a magic moment for me, a spirited contact with wildlife. It was as if the grouse was saying, "Psst, hey, you want to know what that noise was, well, here you go." I found later that this is the male grouse's mating call.

The view from Clingman's Dome lingers in my mind. For a moment, I even forgot about the cold wind. Car travel is possible to within a half mile of the observation tower via a road from Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Picnicking tourists abounded. This was a prime opportunity to "Yogi" some food. I went up to a couple and asked if I could buy just one piece of bread. Next thing I know, I'm eating fried chicken, potato salad, biscuits and apple cobbler. This bit works every time. Besides, I was running out of food because of the storm. This was a matter of survival.

My last three days in the Smokies were awe-inspiring. Each view seemed better than the last. Sunsets were to die for. Too bad I ran out of film. Hiking across knife back ridges that dropped steeply away a foot on either side, I felt I was on top of the world. Looking into the face of God, I was in awe of it all: Soul Food.

  These old and wise mountains have taught me much about beauty and brutality. Weeping at sunsets, shivering at the cold, I could easily have died here. And I realized, just for a moment, that I have such a long, long way to go. I long for the trail ahead and slowly learn to revel in the moment. Alas, I have but one life and so precious little time. I must plod on( ever northward, onward and upward.

I am the Scribe
I am the Walrus
Coo Coo Ca Choo
