«IWENT TO THE WOODS BECAUSE I WISHED TO LIVE DELIBERATELY,
TO FRONT ONLY THE ESSENTIAL FACTS OF LIFE, AND TO SEEIF I
COULD NOT LEARN WHAT IT HAD TO TEACH. )) Henry David Thoreau
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Appalachian Trail through-hikers can spend days seeing little more than trees and dirt path. Not so at McAfee Knob, a perch in Virginia that offers a humbling view of the miles and mountains to come.

From Georgia to Maine, a legion of hikers pit themselves against the path.
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is18-year-old stepson kept

pace at his side. His wife

had been there at the be-

ginning, but she had re-
turned home to tend to their young-
er teens. Other hikers were close at
hand, too.

More than 1,000 people every year
are drawn to the particular challenge
that Old School had set for himself:
to hike the entire Appalachian Trail,
a 2,175-mile dirt path that runs up
mountain peaks, across meadows
and alongside streams from Spring-
er Mountain in Georgia to Mount Ka-
tahdin in Maine.

Some of these through-hikers wear
boots scruffy from years of wear. Oth-
ers come with gleaming new equip-
ment they barely know how to use.
They are accountants, mail carriers,
schoolteachers, retirees, recent col-
lege grads. But in the woods, where
most take on trail names, they leave
those old labels behind.

They come to strip life to the ba-
sics: up at sunrise, down at dusk, eat
food, drink water. They come for the
contemplative act of putting one foot
in front of the other — again and again
and again and again — following the
white blazes painted onto trees and
rocks that mark the Appalachian Trail.
They come for the joy of exerting their
muscles, meeting other hikers, merg-
ing with nature. Primarily, they come
to see if they’re up to the task.

0Old School had his own reason.

In the so-called real world, Mason
doesn’t hike. Flatlands surround Vir-
ginia Beach, where he flips pancakes
at an IHOP. Seeking out mountains is
not his idea of fun.

But in 1996, a car crash left him in
serious condition. “My right leg was
smashed up real good,” he said. Doc-
tors warned he might lose it. As Mason
lay in bed after one of four operations
that saved his limb, he saw a TV show
about the Appalachian Trail. It was the
first he’d heard of through-hikers.

“Isaid, ‘Lord, let me get well enough,
and I'll hike the whole thing.’”

Ten years later in New Hampshire,
0ld School worked on fulfilling that

STAR TRIBUNE -

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 19, 2006

promise. He tallied up his miles: 430
to go.

“It took so much effort to leave the
real world,” he said. “It disrupted so
many people’s lives. We put every-
thing in storage, enrolled our kids in
a different school, put bills on auto-
matic payment. I can’t go home and
say my feet hurt.”

hat Americans romanticize

life in the woods and revere

the tenacity of those who try

it comes as no surprise since
pioneers and naturalists populate our
collective psyche. Meriwether Lewis
and William Clark, Daniel Boone,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Laura Ingalls
Wilder: They all speak to the power
of the American landscape and its
ability to transform lives.

Devotees of the Appalachian Trail
would add to their ranks another
great thinker, Benton MacKaye.

MacKaye was an undistinguished
public servant working for the Labor
Department in 1921 when he pub-
lished an article in the Journal of
the American Institute of Architects
proposing an ambitious undertaking:
the building of a footpath that would
scale Appalachian peaks from New
England to the South.

At the time, mountain clubs al-
ready maintained hiking trails in New
England, but none had thought to
tame the tangled wilderness that cov-
ered much of the mountainous South.
Still, the idea slowly gained traction.

In 1925, MacKaye brought together
Forest Service and hiking club lead-
ers in Washington, D.C., and formed
the Appalachian Trail Conference.
The group mapped a 1,200-mile
course from North Carolina to New
Hampshire.

By the time the trail was complet-
ed in 1937, with the help of volunteers
and the Depression-era Civilian
Conservation Corps, the route had
changed and grown significantly.

No one believed the pathway
could be covered in one push; the
trail founders considered that beside
the point, anyway. Then in 1948, Earl
Shaffer, who had recently served in the
Army, achieved it, hiking from April
through August. Out among the trees,
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REFLECTING ON THE JOURNEY Each year more than 3 million people engage with nature by walking at least a portion of the Appalachian Trail. A hiker
catches the last moments of sunset at Ethan Pond in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. A campsite sits back from the water.
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STOCKING UP While waiting for breakfast ata dmer in Hanover, N.H,, Billy
Mason, aka Old School, opens a box of supplies he had retrieved at the post office.

following a sometimes poorly marked
trail, Shaffer had been utterly alone.
Every year now as winter wanes,
more than 1,000 people head to Spring-
er Mountain to attempt the same feat.
‘While those who end their hike at Ka-
tahdin number in the low hundreds,
solitude often eludes through-hikers.
At the start, they move up the trail
more or less en masse before the
crowd thins as some drop out. Those
who persevere repeatedly encounter
one another as they move up the trail
in fits and starts. Inevitably, friend-
ships form, usually at campsites and
shelters over dinner. Hikers leave mis-
sives for one another in notebooks at
shelters, make plans to hook up at key
junctures, help each other out and, in
the process, form tremendous bonds.

‘ ‘ ey, Dinosaur, how
much further you go-
ingtoday?” Chris John-
son (aka Mr. Parkay)

asked when Kathryn Herndon came

bounding down a steep path. Hern-
don, a 23-year-old North Carolin-
ian, wore a bandana like a crown, her
spiky hair poking up from the cen-
ter. Margaret Worthington (aka Hell-
bender), Herndon’s friend since ju-
nior high, strode along behind.

“Not far. We heard there’s an ice
cream shop half a mile down the
road,” Herndon said.

The trio stopped by aboulder with
a tree sprouting from a crack. Over-
hanging branches screened out the
hot sun, but the air was warm. Ice
cream, an elusive favorite among
hikers, sounded good.

They decided to get cones, then
set up camp together farther along on
the trail. They’d been running across
each other for months now.

“The reason you stay on the trail is
more important than why you start,”
Herndon said. “I'm here for the life-
style, the people, the community feel-
ing.”

That roving community has devel-
oped its own distinct culture.

Through-hikers use their own lin-
go: “NoBos,” or Northbounders, start
in Georgia and end in Maine; “Sobos”
do the opposite; “flip-floppers” com-
plete the trail in one trip using an
atypical itinerary, perhaps heading
to Katahdin from West Virginia and
returning there to hike the southern
stretch. “Blue-blazers” think nothing
of taking a shortcut on an alternative
trail (marked by blue blazes), a blas-
phemous act to “purists.”

Most take on a trail name. They’ll
tell you that something like “Dino-
saur” is easier to remember than
Kathryn Herndon. But it’s more than
that. A trail name — which hikers can
bestow on themselves or wait until
other hikers do so — marks a change:

An old life has been temporarily set
aside for a new one on the trail.

Through-hikers have their own
lore, too, in the form of “trail magic,”
acts of unexpected goodwill. A cooler
filled with drinks and candy tucked
alongside the trail is typical. Lucky
through-hikers get grander gifts.

Jeffrey Chow, a 23-year-old flip-
flopper who goes by the trail name
Balance and Peace, was looking for a
ride back to the trail from a Kmart in
western Massachusetts. A couple of-
fered him significantly more: Would
he like dinner and a bed to sleep in?

He did. Chow suffers from Chron-
ic Fatigue Syndrome, and he had
been dragging. That night, he ate ev-
ery bite of dinner. He played with the
baby. He watched the World Cup. He
slept under a roof, long and hard.

The following morning, the cou-
ple invited him to Boston. This time,
he hesitated.

Underpinning every through-hike
is a drive to keep moving; Chow felt
it keenly. Still, he opted for the side
trip. “We had the best time,” he told
me back on the trail as he collected
water from a trickling stream.

He has no regrets, and his self-se-
lected trail name helps explain why.
“Balance and Peace, that’s my per-
sonal search out here,” Chow said.
“Balancing my health with working
hard and making miles. Balancing the
struggle of being out here with the
joys of being out here ... and peace: I
hope to find peace that if I'm not do-
ing the miles, it’s OK. I don’t have to
be so hard on myself.”

he unexpected assistance of

strangers, the scent of bal-

sam fir, the roar of a water-

fall, freedom from workaday
obligations, deep slumber: That’s an
abbreviated list of things that hikers
savor. Another list, this one of things
they must endure: blisters, parched
lips, sleeping near strangers, black
flies, fear of steep falls, hot sun, cold
rain, freeze-dried food, the odor of
their own exertion mingled with
dirt. It was a pungent, earthy scent I
grew accustomed to, first from other
hikers and then, after four days in the
woods, myself.

Hiking the Appalachian Trail is
not the walk in the national park that
some people imagine. With a 40-
pound pack on my back, I had a hard
time getting up from the ground, let
alone up a mountain. I met muscles
I never knew existed. The going was
slow. I spent three hours hiking up-
hill three miles on my first day out.
After weeks on the trail, many hikers
can do more than 20 miles in a day.
Moving forward becomes their sin-
gle focus.

“Itis crazy hard,” Old School told me
in New Hampshire, hanging his head.
You get to camp, do your camp chores,
and you're too tired for much else.

“When this is all over,” he said, “I
won’t remember how hard it was get-
ting up the mountain, I'll remember
the view from the top.”

Weeks later, on Sept. 28, Old
School made one of the physically
toughest climbs of his months on the
trail: He scaled the craggy backbone
of Katahdin. His stepson and wife,
who'd rejoined them for the occa-
sion, made the ascent with him.

At the top, mist set in. When Old
School looked outward, he saw a gray
void instead of a mountaintop view.
It didn’t matter. He looked deep in-
side instead. He had achieved a mon-
umental goal, and that fact was as sol-
id as the earth beneath his feet.

“Climbing up was real quiet. We
got to the top and it was like, wow,
it’s over. I couldn’t believe it; it had al-
ways seemed so far away.”

KERRI WESTENBERG e 612-673-4282

va Mexico

Czech Tours 1
Central Europe

¥ Call for lowest International Air fares >*
and for group discounts

AFRICA (Nbo, Jab, Cpt, Los, Acc, Dar, Mon) from $799 M. EAST (Tlv, Cai, Dam, Bey, Amm, Dubai) from 655 ;,-: = ey

EUROPE (Lon, Rom, Ams, Fra, Muc, Par)trom $ 505

Lowest Charter Air & Air/Hotel

952.935.4082
ASTA (g, seou,te, 86k ol 55, o) _seom 910 INDIAN SUB CNT on 9 ) .- 1-888-427-8687 or 800.639.6639
WORLDWIDE TRAVEL, INC. 651-644-8800 800-770-0126 R ot Tt Brire P e ® in depth - Small groups www.vivamex.net
: TR _j s : P focusing on the countrysid
Mon-Wed®-5/Fri9-2 A Division of - . — L & a non-touristy experieng e
Z WHY PAY MORE FOR LESS
SundaytOam-Zpm ‘l ' Travel Service BV -NT Carrousel Travel Amencan Express presents a s ek, G189 | Y PAY MORE FOR L 1
] -
6 Are Your i B wes e o T one-hour Alaska Cruisetour seminar #® We will search your roots|! I 4-Island Hawaiian Vacation at I
oneymoon e o PINCLUDETAXES Pour Interationa Fares FEATURING HOLLAND AMERICA LINE Czechheritage.co | the Most Affordable Pri:e!. |
inati Queens ¥197Stratosphere &xcalibur
n&s;mﬂ“gn 244CircuLircu: Opperlal 3 uxor I‘.\g:ﬁitg;d 8"833280 LocaTion I
Snecialists! i Framkfurt gza 11/21  Kelly Inn-Plymouth 7pm | |
:l:le“lll'nlllll?rvlgg:gllel?:l:rs CW 'nte'Fyar"'lahretas“ro‘;‘lb;[:‘lzun Puerto :aatenssdo notincllude tales HWy 494 and HWy 55 ALASKA CR UISE I I
T R 11/24  Carrousel Travel Office-Richfield ~ 11am6&25 SEMINAR Departs March 12, 2007 |
Now offering Cozumel Acapulco Rivierdlaya | Cruise Specials Lyndale Ave South 1:30pm Featuring = | From $2378.00*:ompiete |
l:rlllses 0|I Line Ai'ga“‘;g"“ A';’43‘3°'" $70 2:"’7“‘5“"" Rir/4 nt W, Caribbean Holland America Ling Spend 5 nights in Waikiki, 3 nights on Kauai, 2
Il-inclusive) Lo . .
mwmemm Mazatlan  Jamaica Ixtapa At W Carlbbean $25 PEREng_IEDRooAI:/II_ IﬁREDIT} 7pm, November 28, 2004 o gg:t'; ;e'i::"gnan:ai}:n i':;"nz"ng::eesi:s?;
n 1 w Alrgznfﬁom Alrgitssgm A"é’é'g«'f"' Rir/1 Iilr;mlll?!l?!:liviera ﬁTraVel ON S c S GS Cr‘L‘[ise HOlidays person/double occupancy and includes taxes,l
eglsser'“] nsg Manzanillo Sarluan PuntLCana bt 414 Representative ALASKA GIFT BA Discounts & 7622 West 160th Stredt baggage handiing, hotels and inter-island flights.
I O ey e CarmouselTravel | bt g vvmi S100] | NEZDP v o sooss i
“Woniniy Drawing | " ecenter 1, 205, Pesgarsts et e o | Domestic Holiday % i, N 55425 Space is limted. RSVP
Il ui 1l ui O
wml[c]r%qej com websitel o Rirfare Sale!! @ H()“and A]"nerlCd l Jlne at 952-985-6975 =10,y Call for brochure~Open Sunday I
P'[/j%eu%ﬁedggg@%%gﬁveﬂ1;13;5?" www.ltctravel.com call Us for Details! info@carrouseltravel.com A Signature of Excellence 5‘@ Holland Amerim ine I ‘YOUR MAN’ TOURS I
Iudmgt esioesh A Signature of Excelleee
& il 952-368-9776 / 651-209-3749  800-983-9716 1ace od Call 612-866-2503 For Reservatia %%-‘;;i-‘ __ 18007206720




	Appalachian Trail 1
	Appalachian Trail 2



