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Along the A.T. – Earlier this year I came to the realization that there is no way that I have the physical ability to walk the entire 2100-mile length of the Appalachian Trail.  Perhaps when I was younger and less encumbered with life’s responsibilities, I might have been able to do it.  
Surprisingly, I never heard of the A.T. until late in life in spite of the fact that I had always been in the outdoors during my youth in Kentucky.  Much of my free time with buddies was spent in the woods on the hills overlooking the Ohio River.  But we rarely camped, and certainly never backpacked.  As far I as can remember, none of my friends did so either.  Even when I went over the Appalachian Mountains (via car) to attend the Naval Academy, I did so totally unaware that a trail was named for those mountains and that people hiked it.  This ignorance continued until I had long since left the Navy (and its associated world travels) and had lived in Virginia for nearly 20 years.  In my early 40’s I became a recreational runner doing various long distance races from 5 K’s to marathons.  But I never hiked or backpacked.  On the few occasions that I camped, it was strictly a family outing using our Volvo to bring along the same type of heavy canvas tents that my parents had used in the 1950’s.
Sometime between 2000-2005, I heard some of my teaching colleagues discussing hiking and backpacking in connection with some murders which had occurred in the Blue Ridge mountains section of the A.T.  We started talking, and I learned for the first time about thru-hikers (those who walk the entire length of the trail).  It was a few years later, now in my early 60’s, that I decided to find out for myself what this adventure was all about.   I recruited a close friend and teaching colleague, Hank, to join me.  He had done considerable hiking and back-packing and acted as a mentor.  
I researched equipment, obtained trail maps for the A.T. in Virginia, and in the summer of 2008 we set out for a 7-day hike on the A.T. in the Shenandoah Mountains.   It did not turn out well.  I had not purchased particularly light weight equipment, and had no idea what the A.T. terrain looked like.  I had naively believed that sure, you had to hike up to the trail, but that once you got there, it was simply mostly a walk along ridge tops.  This was so wrong that I now laugh about it.  We certainly found out quickly that the trail is essentially a series of challenging ups and downs, as in up and then down one mountain, followed immediately by an even nastier trek up and down the next one.  We lasted three days, due to problems with my back.
But I was hooked on the A.T.   Five years and one back surgery later, I decided to hike the 100-mile “Wilderness Section” of the A.T. in Maine.  This time I did more detailed research, bought far better (and lighter) gear, and recruited two very experienced hikers to join me on the adventure.    Although we had more than our share of exciting moments and a few falls and a few minor injuries, we completed the hike in 11 days.  It was difficult and challenging, and served as an inspiration to me that, even though I was now in my 70’s, I can do this A.T. stuff.  But after my euphoria subsided, I also came to the conclusion that a thru hike would not be possible for me.  
Since then I have done several other shorter hikes on the A.T. in several states:  New Hampshire, Maryland, West Virginia, more in Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee.  Early this year I realized that in lieu of doing a thru hike, I could attempt to hike “some” in each of the 14 states that the A.T. crosses.  I planned a swing through the Northeastern states that I had not hiked and in early June I headed north in my Subaru.  I had hoped to have a hiking companion, but both candidates could not join me.  Hiking alone is not an optimum choice, and all A.T. official literature lists “Don’t Hike Alone” as their first security guideline.  Seeing my personal window starting to close due to health issues, I ignored the advice and proceeded to Pennsylvania with subsequent stops planned in New Jersey, New York, Vermont, Massachusetts, and Connecticut - all in 6 days.  Although I encountered some adversity, I did it.
Now I have one remaining state, Georgia, to complete my quest to have hiked the A.T. In each of the states the trail traverses.  But a few nagging leg issues stand in the way.  Stay tuned!
I thought you might like to know.
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