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The rain was cold on the shoulders of the crowd,
but their spirits were not diminished. They had
worked long and hard for this moment. For
some, this was the ultimate goal. For others, it

Obse rvati On i n was merely a secondary goal on their journey.

No matter their future, they were going to revel

PartICIpatlon: inth\;\sli?r:ont]ﬁgt.smeII of hot dogs in the

background, the group began their trek through

A JOU rney on the the city. They were armed to the teeth and ready

for challengers. A young boy in a kilt stood next
1 1 to his father. His freshly cut Mohawk Yopped
AppaIaChlan Trall down in the rain. He took out his gun and
searched out a target. When he found his victim,
he aimed and pred. His shot hit the mark. A
stream of water hit the onlooker, drenching his
crotch. A place that the young boy no doubt
thought was funny. The cold water made the
victim jump into action. Armed with a bucket,
he scooped murky water from the gutter and
the chase was on.

The agile boy leaped away in retreat, but
the soaked onlooker had allies. A group of
hikers grabbed the boy and he was drenched
with plthy water. His father laughed and
congratulated the boy. He was proud that his
child became a victim in the Damascus Trail
Days water pght.

Dubbed othe friendliest town on the
Appalachian Trail,6 Damascus created the
annual Trial Days festival to attract hikers
looking for a weekend to relax. For me,
Damascus was a right of passage. The festival,
the halfway point on my two week journey,
signaled a change. If the festival were held a
week earlier, | would not be walking in the
parade, yinging water balloons at the onlookers.
I would be an onlooker, dodging water balloons
and admiring the grizzled hikers walk through
the streets.

One week earlier, | had not walked a single
mile on the Appalachian Trailés more than 2,174
miles. One week earlier, | set out to report
on the people who plan on hiking all 2,174+
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miles. One week earlier | was just an onlooker, who was a bit
annoyed at the drive and conviction that | saw in the hikers,
but frustrated that the drive wasnit in me. | was an outsider
reporting on what | saw and the people I met. While | was
walking in the parade, | was walking as a participant on the
trail. It was not just the miles that | hiked, or the shelters that
I slept in. | had the mindset of a hiker. I had the drive and
conviction of a hiker. | was reporting as a hiker.

Unknown

I sat in my room staring at my equipment spread out on the
yoor. My sleeping bag was stuffed in a compression sack next
to my tent. My food for the next pve days was divvied up
into small plastic bags and put in a black sack. The remaining
food was thrown into a garbage bag. My clothes (three shirts,
two pairs of pants, three pairs of underwear and socks) were
placed in a red sack. My toiletries and other equipment were
all neatly packed in Ziploc bags. | sat staring at my Yyoor
thinking that this equipment was all | had for the next two
weeks and | had to carry it all on my back the whole time.

For the rest of the night | packed up my equipment in
my backpack and then unpacked, trying to pnd the best
arrangement. Even when | seemed to have my backpack in
the most organized way, | would unpack and start over. It
was almost like a calming ritual for me. | was tricking myself
into feeling like a hiker. | had no clue what | was doing but
packing my backpack made me feel legitimate.

As our departure time of 6:00 a.m. drew near | placed
my equipment, food and clothing into my backpack for the
last time. | stripped out of my cotton clothing and dressed
in my hiking clothes for the prst time. | laced up my boots
and strapped my backpack to my back. The weight was
uncomfortable on my shoulders. | grabbed my hiking poles
and stepped out of my house. The class meeting place was
about a mile away. A morning fog had set in and the air was
chilly. I walked down my driveway and began to hike my prst
mile of my trip, the prst of many.

The First 48 Hours

Twelve hours later | was sitting in a hostel listening to the
stories of the hikers around me. An older lady began to tell the
story of her prst day of hiking. She was going to hike a section
of the trail with her friend. When her husband dropped them
off on the trail, they waved goodbye and began to climb a
sharp hill to meet up with the trail. They took their prst step
and were immediately tired. Looking behind, she saw her
husband proudly watching them.

0No matter what, we need to at least climb this prst hill,é
she told her friend. With her husband watching, she climbed
that prst hill. It was that initial exhaustion that almost stopped
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her, but she pushed on and is back to hike another section of
the Appalachian Trail.

Hearing the stories of the hikers around me made me feel
both calm and nervous at the same time. Telling stories of the
trail is like a handshake to hikers. | sat in the corner listening
to stories but not speaking once.

ol am a fraud and they know it,6 | thought. | couldnit
even tell the story of my prst day of hiking because | hadnit
hiked a day in my life. I didnit know the handshake. So | sat
in the corner of the hostile and listened. | had no questions to
ask. I had no input to give. | just watched this strange culture
and hoped that they wouldnit notice that | stuck out like a
sore thumb and ask me to leave.

I didnit have to wait long for my prst day of hiking.
Early the next day, the class set out for what would be
many students prst hiking experience. Each student set off
separately onto the trail so we could walk to prst part alone.
We were told to watch for the vertical white rectangles called
owhite blazes6 painted on trees to know that we were going
in the right direction. | was the prst student to get onto the
trail. I was ready to become a hiker.

About a mile on the trail, | met up with Wookie. Wookie
was a student in the class last year who decided to hike
the entire trail. He was sitting cross-legged on a large rock
overlooking a view of the mountains and stream below.

oLook at that. Itis just an amazing thing to see,6 said
Wookie. As | looked down at the stream below me, | was
amazed, but surprised that Wookie was still amazed. He was
here last year and had been hiking for over a month this year.
He told me that these types of views never get old. dYou gotta
love it out here to be able to do this,6 he said.

After stopping at a waterfall to eat lunch, | was beginning
to think that hiking wasnit all that hard. It was easy to be a
hiker, until 1 met up with Pond Mountain. Pond Mountain
consists of a steep uphill climb, followed by a smooth plateau
and a steep downhill. | started up the hill with pve other
classmates, Steven, Shari, Emily, Aimee, and Jane Berry. As
we started up the hill, Aimee and Emily dropped off and our
ranks were down to four. Looking up at the uphill ahead of
us, it seemed like the mountain would never end. But | was
cocky; | pgured that | could make my way up easily. Then
came the rain.

The rain poured down and | began to lose footing. |
would grab for tree trunks to pull myself up the incline. Jane
Berry was in front with Steven and Shari behind me. We were
all gasping for breath and it felt like the mountain would
never end. Soon Shari and Steven fell behind and Jane Berry
and | were walking alone. 0ltis just walking,6 | told myself,
but my body was telling me that | was running the New York
Marathon.
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Hikers that were hiking down the mountain as we were
going up would stop to talk to us. The only conversation
that | could muster was, 0How far?d As | gasped for breath |
looked at them smiling and joking about it being a nice day.
They were having a great time. 0You gotta love it out here to
be able to do this,6 | remember Wookie saying. | didnit love it
out here. | didnit even know what | was doing out here. | was
about to go into cardiac arrest and these hikers were smiling.
At that point | decided that | wanted to pnd out what was
going on behind that annoying smile. Maybe if | knew why
they were smiling, | could join in. Maybe | could understand
what was so damn wonderful about climbing a mountain in
the rain.

Behind me, Shari was struggling. As Steven walked with
her, Shari was near meltdown. At one point, Shari thought
that she had reached the top of the mountain, but it was only
a false alarm. Realizing this, she broke out into tears.

Up in front, | wasnit faring much better. As the rain ran
down my head and blurred my vision, | looked up and saw a
never-ending uphill climb. 6Donit look up,é yelled Jane Berry;,
but I couldnit help it. My body was soaked with sweat and
rain. My drenched shoes made it feel like | was walking in a
swamp. | kept on going. As | learned later from Loose Goose,
oltds the only thing you can do.6

Sure enough, everybody reached the top of the mountain.
Everybody had the same shell-shocked face that said, 0l canit
believe | just did that and | have to do it again tomorrow.é
More important than actually pnishing the day was the fact
that | had a story to tell. Every thru-hiker has hiked Pond
Mountain and | could relate my story of hiking uphill in the
pouring rain. | had a frame of reference when 1 talked to the
other hikers. As | lay in my tent that night, | was glad that
I pnished my prst day. It was my prst step in participating
in what | was reporting. Even | if didnit understand the
attraction of hiking, | was still doing it.

Brick Top

To symbolize their different lives on the trail, hikers adopt a
trail name. This name is given by fellow hikers on the trail.
The name could reyect the personality of the hiker or a funny
story that happens to the hiker on the trail. Sole Mate was
given his name because he wore the same type of shoes as his
wife while he was thru-hiking. Red Beard was given his name
simply because the beard that he grew on the trail had a red
tint to it. Turbo Joe got his name because he was known for
speeding up hill to take a smoke break. Wookie got his name
by snoring loudly in his sleep. My name became Brick Top.

The sun was blazing on our second day of hiking. The
class had stripped to the bare essentials of clothing and they
were quickly running out of water. Two large hills stood in
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the way of getting to our shelter for the night. | wrapped a
red bandana over my head like a headband to catch the sweat
that was pouring down my brow. The top of my head was left
unprotected. As | reached the shelter, quickly took my pack
off and grabbed for my water. | took off my bandana and
soaked it in water to rub on my face. As | enjoyed the cool
cloth on my face, my classmates noticed the top of my head.
The unprotected top of my head had turned bright red. | was
quickly dubbed Brick Top.

A nickname may seem like a trivial thing, but it is
extremely important to hikers on the trail. The trail is a chance
for most people to escape their regular lives and a new name
represents this escape. Getting a trail name was my second
step to becoming an active participant in the story that | was
reporting.

Coping With Change
Loose Goose was sitting in the shelter when we got there. A
tall and lanky man in his late 60s, Loose Goose was a little over
a month into his thru-hike. Nestled into the left side of the
shelter, Loose Goosels sleeping bag lay neatly on his thermal
pad. His pack hung from a nail jutting out of the shelter wall.
He looks excited to have some company tonight.

In high school, he was only known as Goose, a nickname
that stuck with him his whole life. Now, with a wry smile, he
explains that he added Loose to his name because he is free
of any worries of his life off of the trail. Goose had always
wanted to hike the trail but couldnit because of obligations
to work and family. But when he retired and became Loose
Goose, he was able to attempt the trail. He is quick to point
out that he isnft entirely bunencumberedd; he still has a wife
at home whom he misses very much. The prst thing that he
does is call her when he gets into a town.

ol love being able to spread my wings,6 Loose Goose tells

me as he runs his hand through his stark white hair.
Going through a change in life can hard for some. Any life
change requires time for the person to get acclimated. Many
hikers on the trail are going through a change in their lives.
The trail has become a modern-day rite of passage.

In our society, we are given lackluster ceremonies to
symbolize a transition. A two-hour college graduation
celebrates four years of hard work. A three-hour retirement
party can congratulate decades. The trail doesnit throw you a
party.

When 1| look at Loose Goose, | donit see a man going
through a massive change in his life. He looks too calm. He
looks too focused on the trail. But when | hear him talk, |
can hear his fear bubbling underneath his stoic demeanor.
I understand what he thinks about when hefs hiking. With
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every step, heis coming to terms with his retirement. The trail
lets you put your life on hold and gives you time to accept the
change in your life.

I admire his reason for being out on the trail, but itis
frustrating that | canit relate. All that | think about when |
hike is oright foot, left foot, right foot, left foot, take a break.6
The trail is giving something to Loose Goose. | wish it would
share with me.

Escape

Bella and Panoramic sit next to each other in the picnic table.
Panoramic is stopping by for lunch before he heads back
on the trail. Bella spent the night at the shelter and was just
waking up. Panoramic takes out his food pack and begins to
search for something to cook. When Bella sees his food pack,
she nuzzles closer. Bella got her name simply because a fellow
male hiker saw her and thought she was beautiful. They way
most male thru-hikers look at her; you can tell that they
agree. Itis rare to see a young female thru-hiker on the trail
and Panoramic is glad to be hiking with her. Her short dirty
blond hair complements the soft features on her face. Her
small frame is surprisingly feminine despite her bulky hiking
clothes. Bella embraces her name and pnds an opportunity
to use her looks. She leans on Panoramic and asks if he could
make her some of his food. He knows exactly what she is
doing but doesnit seem to care.

0She eats all of my food,6 Panoramic tells the table.

Bella is one semester away from graduating college, but
is taking a year away from school. She didnit choose to take
a year off. She was forced to take a year off. One night, Bella
and her friends decided to add some impromptu artwork
to their dormitory walls. The administration wasnit too
appreciative of the artwork and she was suspended for a full
year. With nothing to do for the next year, Bella decided to
hike the trail.

As Panoramic cooks two meals in his pot, Bella rests her
head on his shoulder. Behind her on the shelter wall, many
hikers have carved their names into the wood. Iim sure
adding her name to the wall wouldnit interest Bella.

Hiking the Appalachian Trail is much different than an
average life outside of the trail. Its life stripped down to the
essentials. You wake up and hike to your next destination.
You eat when hungry and drink when thirsty. You pnd a place
to set up your shelter and sleep when tired. In the morning
you wake up and do it again. You donit have to get up and go
to work or school. There are no bills to pay or PTA meetings or
midterm exams. Those who are unhappy with their lives pnd
solace in the trail life. Bella left the rules and punishments of
her life and now makes her own rules on the trail. Cheek and







