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The Will to Go On

Lying face down in the mud with a seventy pound pack on my back, I tested my twisted ankle to see if it was broken or just sprained.   I knew I couldn't get up.  The pack's weight was too heavy and my ankle too vulnerable.  I turned my muddied face to the side to breathe.  I thought of the book on Buddhist mindfulness meditation in everyday living that I carried in my backpack, and wondered how its title applied to my situation: Wherever  You Go, There You Are.


This incident happened twenty minutes into what was supposed to be a one-month trek of 122 miles (with 16,000 feet of elevation changes) through the Alaskan wilderness. I  had  been preparing  physically for this NOLS (National Outdoor Leadership School)  course for over a year, by running, biking, hiking,  and weight lifting; and mentally by reading eastern philosophy  about acceptance,  self-discipline,  living in the  moment, and compassion toward oneself and others. 


I saw this trip as an opportunity to prove to myself that "I" was stronger than my body, that I could, through perseverance and endurance overcome obstacles, injuries, and pain. Because  of AS  (ankylosing  spondylitis) , I had  already  encountered  some physical  challenges in my life, but on NOLS I'd made up my  mind that  I  would "conquer" these challenges by being  tougher  than they were: mind over matter. I had written in my journal before I began, "It's me or my body: Who's going to win?" 


Now, as my eleven fellow hikers and three guides looked down at me, soaked in mud, my peaceful Buddhist acceptance and perspective vanished. I was filled with feelings of embarrassment, awkwardness, anger, and helplessness.  And there was certainly no mind over matter. I simply couldn't get up.   Begrudgingly, I let three of my fellow hikers pull me out of the muck. I took off my pack, taped up my ankle, and in a macho voice, told everyone I was fine and could continue.  The instructors told me that I should let the group take some of my weight (i.e., carry part of my pack). Refusing to give in, I told them brusquely that I could handle it. 

             During the first two weeks, nearly every hiker suffered some type of injury.  Each of us, at different times, had to help the other.  Sometimes this meant carrying part of a fellow hiker's pack weight until he or she was ready to carry the full load again. Once, it meant re-routing to less arduous terrain so we could all stay together.  Once, it meant saying good-bye to a friend whose mother was dying. She had encouraged him to go on the trip, but after a week, he decided he couldn't continue. 



Nearly three weeks into the trip my ankle gave out again, and this time it was quite serious.  I could hardly move.   The instructors told me if I didn't give up weight, I would be evacuated the next time we got re-rationed by the bush plane. I finally conceded that I, too, needed the help of others to complete this trek. I apologized profusely to the remaining members for burdening them with the additional weight they would now need to carry.  But in their faces I saw looks of happiness and relief because they knew that I would stay the course. 


In many ways, I believe that my original goal for the trek was met.  I did things I didn't know I was capable of  physically doing--carrying a 70 pound pack, hiking eleven miles a day, living  in all kinds of weather conditions. Mentally, I saw how tough and strong I could be. I also recognized that no matter how tired I felt or how much pain I was experiencing, I could still appreciate the simple beauties of the wilderness.  I discovered how to remain focused in the present, not regretting what had gone before, nor fearing what might come. This state of close attention to each moment--mindfulness living--allowed me to enjoy my surroundings, deal with difficulties as they arose, and generate creative solutions.


But a third, unexpected lesson also occurred on this trip. Rather than mental or physical, it was interpersonal.  At the most basic level, I saw that all members of the group needed each other.  This was not an easy lesson for me because of my natural inclination to silently and stoically tough it out, to succeed alone and on my own terms. But what I realized from this experience was that, in this case, success meant not only what I wanted, but what was important to the entire team.  Together, by helping each other, we completed the expedition.  Also, we all grew very close to each other. Our evening talks progressed from the superficial to the deepest personal sharing I have ever done. I saw a shift in me from holding back or ignoring feelings for fear they might cause more  tension,  to  realizing that  expressing feelings, even difficult ones, was valuable and important. Rather than disagreements pushing the group apart, if done respectfully, they could help make the group even closer. 


The NOLS experience taught me that there is truth in the expression "mind over matter."  We are much stronger and more capable than we can possibly imagine.  I learned the crucial lessons of preparedness, concentration, appreciation and courage during each day of the trek. But the experience also taught me that on the tough journey of life, we can all use “a little help from our friends.”  Further, sometimes the effortful striving of "mind over matter" needs to be tempered by compassion--both for ourselves, and for those with whom we share the journey.


