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Appalachian Trail, VA – There is considerable irony in the fact that the reigning, must-read book for anyone considering hiking the Appalachian Trail, is A Walk in the Woods, the 1998 book of the anecdotal experiences of Bill Bryson based on his adventures on the trail.  The subtitle of the book, “Rediscovering America on the Appalachian Trail,” is probably a more accurate depiction of the book, as Bryson and his hiking companion, an old high school friend, Stephen Katz, hiked only relatively short sections of the trail, and mostly as day hikes.
A Walk in the Woods is an entertaining read, but it is not particularly useful for someone considering an extended hike on the Appalachian Trail (AT).  Based on what he has written about his adventures, it appears that Bryson did little research prior to beginning the hike at the southern terminus of the trail at Springer Mountain, Georgia.  He began far too early in the season, and, not surprisingly, almost immediately ran into a spring blizzard for which he was seriously under prepared.  He did not have proper equipment, and neither he nor Katz had trained for the rigors of hiking with a 35 pound backpack.
By the time they reached the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee, they jointly decided to forego hiking the entire 2150 miles to Katahdin Mountain in Maine.  Instead they jumped ahead to Virginia, then quit entirely upon completing the Shenandoah section of the trail.  Later, Bryson did a few day hikes in Pennsylvania, then hop scotched with the occasional day hike in New Jersey, Massachusetts, Vermont, and New Hampshire.  Katz re-joined him to try the infamous 100-mile Wilderness section in Maine, but, again, they lasted only a few days before quitting.  They never even bothered to go to the end of the trail to hike Katahdin.  All-in-all, Bryson may have hiked one third of the trail.
As he recounts his adventures, Bryson provides considerable insight into the history of each region, including the demise of various types of indigenous plants and animals which have become extinct.  He also includes his take on various historical figures, such as Stonewall Jackson, whom he excoriates.  In general, he shows the disdain of many Northeast intellectuals for most Southerners, whom he depicts as overweight, ignorant rubes existing strictly due to fast food and K-Mart.  On several occasions, Bryson takes delight in using the caricature of in-breeding to describe Southerners he meets during his travels.  The jokes flow easily, but one wonders if this “humor” would be equally well-received by his intelligentsia buds if you substituted “black” for “Southern.”  I doubt it.  In fact, when I initially started to read A Walk in the Woods several years ago, I discarded it due to the flippant tone and the imbedded air of superiority and prejudice.  Because I am about to undertake my own 100-mile adventure on the AT, I decided to give the book another try.
The main purpose of Bryson’s hiking, it quickly becomes apparent, was to gather material to write another book.  His adventures do little to prepare one for what is truly an incredibly difficult endeavor – to walk over 2000 miles carrying all that is needed to survive.  He did not stage supplies as essentially every serious hiker strives to do, nor did he do the homework to understand the challenge ahead.  In spite of the fact that he and Katz failed miserably in their initial endeavor from Georgia to Virginia, they again ventured woefully unprepared into the Maine segment of their hike, and nearly died as a result.

Wilderness hiking is serous business, and those who venture forth with little preparation or understanding may well be literally risking life and limb.  Hikers need a better bible than the Book of Bryson. 
I thought you might like to know.
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