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Day 19, May 18th, Asheville, NC

I'm taking two days off the trail to visit my college friend Jem in Asheville, NC. I've been here
before, but experiencing the city from the point of view of a resident rather than just as a tourist
is far more fun. My legs are thanking me for taking a little time off from climbing mountains. I
hiked 30 miles the day before I arrive here, my longest day yet! Jem is also a wonderful cook
and we have been eating lots of delightful fresh vegetables.

Me and my friends made it through Great Smokey Mountain National Park without getting our
food stolen by black bears -- although I did see five bears my first day in the park, two sets of
mamas with cubs! The first mother bear was very close to the trail and I got a great picture. I
was cautious around her, but she didn't give a hoot that I was there and just went around her
business, munching on spring greens. Union Break and I hiked most of the Smokies with our
speedy friend Aaron (now named Plunder, which is perfect because he's very pirate-like). We
tried to get a ride to Trail Days out of Gatlinburg, TN, but our potential ride evaporated, so we
shrugged our shoulders, un-swore our pinky promise (so we wouldn't have to cut off our
pinkies), and continued North. Our hiking partnership is a bit looser now and we will not always
camp together, but I'm sure we'll see each other up the trail. Plunder has pulled ahead of us again
as well.

Spending time with my friend Jem made me realize that it might be useful to describe the real
basics of the Appalachian Trail for those who know little about it:

Appalachian Trail 101:

The AT runs 2175 miles, from Georgia to Maine. About 1000 people attempt a thruhike every
year, but only 20% of those will actually finish the trail before winter. Some people hike the
whole trail in small chunks over the course of several years, and they are called section hikers.
Lots of dayhikers, weekend backpackers, boy scouts, etc. use the trail as well. There is a strong
solidarity between thruhikers -- no matter who a person is in their outside life, on the trail we all
have to climb the same mountains, weather the same storms, and cultivate the kind of inner
motivation that will carry one 2175 miles. The trail is our great equalizer.

I've been struck by what a social experience the AT is. Most people off the trail imagine it as a
grand wilderness adventure steeped in solitude. Hardly! Every 10 miles (on average) there is a
trail shelter: a wood or stone three-sided structure with sleeping space, a water source nearby,
and often a privy, bear cables, tables for cooking, a fire pit, etc. Hikers congregate at these
shelters every night - I've yet to spend a night in a shelter alone. Most carry tarps or tents just in
case, but in a rainstorm a shelter is much nicer. Also, every shelter has a register -- a simple
notebook that those who pass by write in. Entries vary from "May 16th -- Bob was here" to long
philisophical musing about the trail. Some people draw comics and pictures. People sign with
their Trail Name if they have one, and leave notes to hikers that are behind them. You can read
the dates on the entries and calculate how many days another thruhiker is ahead of you. Plunder
and I like to pick a hiker and chase them until we catch up -- "Oh, so YOU"RE OneStep! I've
been reading your entries!" The registers are also the first reference for local law enforcement if
a hiker goes missing.



Some thruhikers pick their own trail names before they leave, while others wait to be named on
the trail. Some hikers acquire multiple trail names over the course of their hike.

Every few weeks most hikers take a "zero day", a day that they hike zero miles, or at least a
"nero day" (near-zero day). This helps with blisters, aches and pains, and morale. If you don't
want to take a zero day in the woods, there are many hiker hostels right on the trail. These
simple establishments are a lot of fun and fairly cheap -- they have comfortable bunkbeds (often
just one large room for everybody), yammy foods (pizza delivery, etc), hot showers and laundry,
and such civilized distractions as movies, board games, and internet. The owners are often
former thruhikers, and the staff are always really nice.

Every few days the thruhiker hitchhikes into town to resupply. Carrying more the four days of
food is not popular (too heavy!), but the frequent road crossings offer easy access to towns every
few days. Resupply places vary from tiny general stores to large supermarkets to local outfitters
with lots of gear and fancy dehydrated meals. Hitchhiking the 10-15 miles into town is easy,
since the locals know (and generally trust) hikers, and some of them are hikers themselves who
moved there to be close to the trail. Sometimes people do a u-turn from the other direction just
to give us aride. I hadn't hitched alone until I came to Asheville, and a very nice older man gave
me a ride just because he felt bad for me standing out in the rain -- he hadn't even been headed
there!

That is part of "Trail Magic." Most frequently, trail magic consists of local people leaving a
cooler of soda or a box of snickers bars out on the trail for passing hikers. Some trail
associations have cook-offs at the trailhead, feeding hungry hikers free hot dogs and burgers.

But more broadly, trail magic is all the serendipitous support that hikers receive during their
hike. Hikers are superstitious about trail magic. Sometimes you have to build up your good
karma for it to happen. For example, I carried out 5 pounds of trash that had been left at a shelter
by other backpackers, and then got a quick ride in a luxury car at a road that is relatively hard to
hitch on. People become generous to each other out here, knowing that all they give will come
back to them in some form down the trail. It's an economy of generosity that's having a big
impact on me. How could we make the whole world function like this?

The entire trail is marked by rectangular white blazes. The markings and signage are so clear
that most thruhikers don't carry maps at all, only small "data books" that list distances,
elevations, and brief information on hiker services and resupply points in nearby towns. All side
trails are marked in a different color, almost always blue. A person who cuts out a section of the
AT by hiking a shorter blue-blazed route is called a blue-blazer. Those who skip a section
entirely by hitchhiking past a section of trail are ridiculed as "yellow-blazers" after the broken
yellow line that divides the lanes on the road. "Purists" insist on hiking every single foot of the
Appalachian Trail itself, continuously and in one season. Many motivated thruhikers aspire to
one day achieve the "Triple Crown," which means to thru-hike the AT, the PCT (Pacific Crest
Trail, from Mexico to Canada through CA, OR, and WA), and the CDT (Mex to Can through the
Rockies, by far the most remote and least hiked of the three). I wouldn't mind getting my Triple
Crown someday... I've already been scheming about how to save enough money to do the PCT in
a few years!



A day in the life of a thruhiker:

*Get up whenever you want, have breakfast, fill & purify water.

*Hike all morning, take a few snack breaks, stop someplace pretty for lunch (or in a shelter if its
raining). Ponder the meaning of life.

*Hike all afternoon, refilling water at streams that cross the trail, eating more high-calorie
snacks. Browse through the registers at each shelter you pass, looking for notes from friends.
Take pictures of views and wildflowers.

*Arrive at the a shelter, make dinner on your camp stove. Set up your sleeping mat and sleeping
bag, hang your food from a high branch or bear cable system. Chat with other hikers, write in
the register, write in your journal, fuss with your gear. Glance at your data book to make plans
for tomorrow's hike, maybe make a shopping list if you're planning to resupply.

*Sleep. The shelter platform is hard, others are snoring all around, branches crack outside in the
woods -- but you're oblivious. Sweet slumber.

Love to all,
Penny Whistle
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