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  May 29, 9 p.m., 60 degrees, pouring rain.

  I'm tenting near Jenkins Shelter in the mountains about 12 miles outside of Bastian, VA. One quarter of the trail is behind me now - more than 500 miles. By the time I make it to Pearisburg in three days, I will have been hiking for 18 days straight. I'm well aware of how bad I smell. I can only imagine how bad I look.

  I'm hiking with two guys from Elba, AL. right now. "Grassmaster” and "Bluegrass" are their trail names. Each day we marvel at the new bad smells we make. “That righteous trail stank” endlessly dazzles and astounds us.

  We did another 20-miler today, the last five of which were in pouring rain.  Thunder never sounded so magnificent as when I had nowhere to run. We arrived at the shelter and were disgusted. Ten people were already crammed into a capacity of six. Those 10 pairs of eyes stared blankly at us and said, "Sorry, but we made it here first."

  I'm really beat, tired right now. My feet are hurting from pounding into rocky trails up and back down all day. It's an

Extra-Strength Tylenol kind of day. Everything I have is either soaking wet or damp. The rain still pours outside; so loud on the tent I can hardly hear myself think. I can't cook here in my tent for fear of ruining my last line of defense against the rain. I'm real low on my no-cook breakfast and lunch food. So tonight I starve. I'd rather be hungry when I'm at rest than later when I’m on the move. Neglecting food at the wrong time sets you up for injury on these rocky trails.

  Actually, I'm in a pretty good mood right now. Tenting affords me the peace to pick my nose and scratch myself with dignity (preferably in that order). In the tent with me I have my warm beloved sleeping bag, a quart of water (unpurified), and a pack of cigarettes: the three basic elements of survival on the A.T.

  I don't
think about the rain. I hold no grudge. Out here on the perimeter, far away from your microwave stands and air-assisted toilets, I have learned that the world was not made for me. I am only a part of this beautiful and brutal world. Cycles of earth continue regardless of mere convenience. Water equals Life. I have fallen in love with both sides of the equation.

  Hiking in these mountains is truly magical. Even long, bad days like today seem grand in scope. The trees wave to me. The birds sing to me. The wind whispers to me. And the sun touches me.

  I have no worries.

  The trail is like a community(a family. News and gossip travel north and south like wildfire. I rejoice at hearing about friends fallen behind that are still on the trail.

  As we spend more time outside of civilization, trail humor becomes more and more gruff. In describing any trail day, one of three phrases can often be heard:

  1)
 No Rain, No Pain, No Maine.

  2)
 Just when you think trail life can't possibly get any better( it will.

  3) The angle of the dangle is proportional to the heat of the meat.

The trail community is getting rather sparse, though. More than half of those who started the trail this year have already dropped off. Previous hikers have told me that two out of three people I now know will probably drop off by Vermont. Some hikers even quit as late as Maine!

The usual reason for dropping off the trail is running out of money. We've reached the mid-Atlantic ridges. Behind us now are the Southern Appalachians with their peaks, rugged elevations, and splendid wilderness views. Boredom is the creeping challenge as town stops gain a special allure. Town stops mean ice cream, milk shakes, pizza, salads, beer. Town stops mean spending money. I'm beginning to shy away from civilization.

The next stretch of rugged terrain awaits us in the White Mountains of New Hampshire over two and a half months away. To the focused hiker, the upcoming ridges serve as a means to build stamina for the rugged New England trail sections. Possibly monotony is a worthy mid-Atlantic hurdle to overcome. An apropos guidebook entry might read as follows:

"Ascend ridge, follow ridge, descend from ridge. Ascend next ridge, follow ridge, descend from ridge, cross road.  Continue pattern for the next thousand miles!"

My thru-hike now becomes the priority: Motion, ever northward, toward Mount Katahdin in Maine. Weight is my secret: excessive pack weight loss. Being almost summer, I have already sent my winter gear home. But more than that, I have cut my equipment list down to bare minimum. When you’re hiking, you don't bring stuff with you, you carry it.

I now carry a tent, sleeping bag, Thermarest ultralite pad, cook kit (small pot, stove, spoon, half-full pint of fuel, no pot lid or pot holder), first aid kit, small general repair kit, and one set of shorts, shirt, and socks to wear into towns. I wear the same clothes every day while hiking, no matter how wet they get, and no matter how long I'm gone. I rarely carry more than one quart of water at a time. My pack weight, with a seven-day supply of food, is 30 pounds, maybe less.

This is how I will make it to Mount Katahdin in Maine: Focus. All I need to do is walk. I don't need to look, smell, or even feel good. Comfort is a relative term. Some days are long, others miserable, but most trail days w splendid. Focus will make my dream of thruhiking the Appalachian Trail come true. Motion, ever forward, will leave me crying and dancing on Mount Katahdin wondering what on earth to do next.

Betcha I'll think of something.

Come, my friend, come sit with me at the edge of the wilderness. Weep with me at the end of yet another day. Sing with me at the fierce power of a mountain stream. Drink with me from a spring of life that is more than just a gift. In the fleeting wink of a shrew's eye, you can see forever in creation. Seek your balance between flesh and spirit, and you may become ruthless, cunning, patient and sweet. In spite of all reason, you may find that you are indeed alive.
The Road goes ever on and on,
Down from the door where it began,
Now Far ahead the Road has gone,
And I must follow it, if l can.
Pursuing it with eager feet,
Until it joins some larger way,
Where many paths and errands meet
And whither then? I cannot say.
From The Hobbit, By J.R.R. Tolkien

Tom Bauschke, GA to ME '95

I am the Scribe

I am the Walrus

Coo Coo Ca Choo
