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Appalachian Trail through-hikers can spend days seeing littlemore than trees and dirt path. Not so atMcAfee Knob, a perch in Virginia that offers a humbling view of themiles andmountains to come.

ABOUT THIS SER IES

Travel looks at the nature of pil-

grimage in this four-part series.

Today’s collection of stories ex-

plores physical challenges imbued

withmeaning that transcends the

journeys. On Jan. 7, we’ll examine

heritage travel and go to the slave

castles of Senegal with a writer

whose family members may have

passed through on the way to the

NewWorld. Part I of the series,

about spiritual journeys, took us

to Jerusalem. Part II, on cultural

pilgrimages, followed fans to Elvis

Presley’s Graceland.
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•Minnesota’s top hiking trail,G3
• Photos, amap of the Appalachian
Trail and the timeline of a hike,G4
• Readers’physical pilgrimages,G7
• Self-discovery on the lake,G8
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To see a slide show on the Appala-
chian Trail and view the Jerusalem
and Graceland packages, go to
www.startribune.com/pilgrimage.

APPALACHIAN

TRAIL MAGIC

By KERRI WESTENBERG • kwestenberg@startribune.com

I
n the thick woods of New Hampshire, a hiker known as Old School awoke

at daybreak and lay still, listening to squirrels and songbirds chirp and trill.

The leaves of maples and hemlocks stirred above; the sound grew louder

and faded like a wave. Slowly, theman pulled the pants he’d been using as a

pillow from under his head, coaxed them to the depths of his sleeping bag

and eased his legs into them. Then he emerged from his tent into the chilly morning

air, testing his body’s willing-

ness to take yet another long

walk in thewoods. ¶ The body

consented, despite a kink in

the right calf. ¶ It was late Au-

gust in the White Mountains,

where peaks of jagged stone

have foiled fitter men. Old

School — also known as Billy

Mason, a 48-year-old short-order cook fromVirginia Beach, Va.—had been trudging

northnearly everydaysinceMarch3.Onhisback,hecarrieda30-poundpack,which in-

cluded a sleepingbag, a sleepingpad, a tent, food, awater filter, but no campstove.He’d

deemed that unnecessaryweight and unloaded it somewhere in Connecticut.G10Ø

« IWENT TO THEWOODS BECAUSE IWISHED TO LIVE DELIBERATELY,
TO FRONT ONLY THE ESSENTIAL FACTS OF LIFE, AND TO SEE IF I

COULD NOT LEARNWHAT IT HAD TO TEACH. » HenryDavid Thoreau

FromGeorgia toMaine, a legion of hikers pit themselves against the path.

The trail stood in sharp relief after snow fell on Blood
Mountain in Georgia.Most through-hikers begin their
quest in later winter, and can awake to ice on their tents.

ScottWilson (at left) and Andy Snyder celebrate trail magic,
beer and snickers left in a cooler by a kind stranger.

Save up to $300 per couple
to Cancun with Fun for Less! Look for our ad inside!

Visit your local travel agent or funjet.com today!
There’s a mystical place where sun worshipping is more than an art. It’s a religion. Welcome to the Mayan Gold Coast. Welcome to Cancun. From our ancient Mayan spa
treatments to our world-class resorts, spectacular restaurants and legendary white-sand beaches and turquoise waters. Many places can tan your body. Let us tan your soul.

IT ’S TRUE. A CHANGE OF ENVIRONMENT
CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE.
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H
is 18-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-
erMountain inGeorgia toMountKa-
tahdin inMaine.

Someof these through-hikerswear
boots scruffy fromyearsofwear.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 theother—again andagain
and again and again — following the
white blazes painted onto trees and
rocks thatmark theAppalachianTrail.
Theycomefor the joyofexerting their
muscles, meeting other hikers, merg-
ing with nature. Primarily, they come
to see if they’re up to the task.

Old 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 outmountains 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-
torswarnedhemight lose it.AsMason
lay in bed after one of four operations
that saved his limb, he saw a TV show
about theAppalachianTrail. Itwas the
first he’d heard of through-hikers.

“Isaid, ‘Lord, letmegetwellenough,
and I’ll hike thewhole thing.’”

Ten years later inNewHampshire,
Old School worked on fulfilling that
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promise. He tallied up his miles: 430
to go.

“It took somuch 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.”

T
hat Americans romanticize
life in the woods and revere
the tenacity of thosewho try
it comes as no surprise since

pioneers andnaturalists populate our
collective psyche. Meriwether Lewis
and William Clark, Daniel Boone,
RalphWaldo 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, BentonMacKaye.

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-
readymaintained hiking trails inNew
England, but none had thought to
tame the tangledwilderness that cov-
eredmuchof themountainous 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,whohadrecently served in the
Army, achieved it, hiking from April
throughAugust. Out among the trees,

followinga sometimespoorlymarked
trail, Shaffer had been utterly alone.

Every year now as winter wanes,
more than1,000peopleheadtoSpring-
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 theymove up the trail
in fits and starts. Inevitably, friend-
ships form, usually at campsites and
sheltersoverdinner.Hikers leavemis-
sives for one another in notebooks at
shelters,makeplans to hookup at key
junctures, help each other out and, in
the process, form tremendous bonds.

“H
ey, Dinosaur, how
much further you go-
ingtoday?”ChrisJohn-
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.MargaretWorthington (akaHell-
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 stoppedby a boulderwith
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 alongon
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,” orNorthbounders, start
inGeorgia and end inMaine; “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 unexpectedgoodwill. 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
westernMassachusetts. A couple of-
fered him significantly more: Would
he like dinner and a bed to sleep in?

He did. Chow suffers fromChron-
ic Fatigue Syndrome, and he had
been dragging. That night, he ate ev-
ery bite of dinner. He playedwith the
baby. Hewatched theWorld 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 andmakingmiles. 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 onmyself.”

T
he unexpected assistance of
strangers, the scent of bal-
sam fir, the roar of a water-
fall, freedom fromworkaday

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.

“It iscrazyhard,”OldSchool toldme
in NewHampshire, hanging his head.
Youget to camp, doyour campchores,
and you’re too tired formuch else.

“When this is all over,” he said, “I
won’t remember howhard itwas 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 sawa gray
void instead of a mountaintop view.
It didn’t matter. He looked deep in-
side instead. He had achieved amon-
umental goal, and that factwas 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.”

KERRIWESTENBERG • 612-673-4282
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REFLECTING ON THE JOURNEY Each yearmore than 3million people engagewith nature bywalking at least a portion of the Appalachian Trail. A hiker
catches the lastmoments of sunset at Ethan Pond in theWhiteMountains of NewHampshire. A campsite sits back from thewater.

STOCKING UP Whilewaiting for breakfast at a diner in Hanover,N.H., Billy
Mason, aka Old School, opens a box of supplies he had retrieved at the post office.
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