EPILOGUE

9/25/04
I’ve been home for a week now and have had a chance to reflect on it all. I thought you might be interested in some of my observations.

The Future

It goes without saying that I’ll never hike the Appalachian Trail again. Some parts of it – maybe, but even that isn’t likely. I don’t really enjoy retracing my steps.

But what will I do for adventure? Now there’s a good question. I have to admit that I’m already starting to get an itch. I expect that bicycle touring will be the “scratch” for that itch. I’ve taken four 500-mile tours (seven or eight days each) on my own and I enjoy it very much. It’s not nearly as tough as backpacking – you sleep in campgrounds or motels every night and, for the most part, eat in restaurants – plus you cover a lot more miles and see a lot more sights. When Rosie retires in 2006, we plan to bicycle across the United States from Washington to Maine. In the meantime, I’ll probably do a tour or two on my own.

As for backpacking, I’ll likely do some short trips – 2-3-4 days, but not on the A.T., which is the toughest backpacking I’ve ever done, including trips in Colorado, Wyoming and the Canadian Rockies. There are some shorter trails in states close to home, which I might give a try. I certainly enjoy the challenge, the exercise, the solitude and the camping.

What I Learned

I learned a lot about geography, God, other people and myself. 

I learned that God answers prayer, because there was too much “good luck” during my hike to explain any other way. I also saw many of God’s most beautiful creations.

I learned that the human mind and body is remarkably adaptable to the most adverse conditions. I was amazed at what other people (and even I) could accomplish.

I learned that I am a bit of a misfit on the trail, much as I am in “real life.” I don’t regret this, because at age 60 I am what I am. You can tell from my journal that I tired of  “trail talk” (mileage, equipment, food, shelters, etc.) early in the game, but it seemed like most of the other hikers never did – especially mileage. 

I think the trail names created a unique social relationship that was very appealing to most hikers – creating a barrier that actually made the hikers more comfortable with each other, if that makes any sense. In any case, different hiking speeds create a constantly changing cast of characters in any one person’s life, so close relationships didn’t often develop. As in “real life,” you’ll probably have more fun on the trail if you can be more socially adaptable (which I’m not). I wasn’t lonely, though, except for missing my wife, kids and grandkids very much. 

I enjoyed the young (20-30) people much more than I enjoyed the older people. The youngsters were remarkably nice to the oldsters and, for the most part, didn’t seem to have the know-it-all attitude that older people (especially men) seemed to have.

Among people of all ages (and even the females), there was a general attitude of competitiveness, mileage-wise. I didn’t like that, probably because I just couldn’t compete. I was probably able to “compete” in the early stages, but as we got further north, very few of the slow hikers remained on the trail, so I became one of the slowest ones out there. I’m naturally competitive, so this was hard on me, but I learned to accept it.

I admire, though, anybody who hikes the whole trail, especially if they do it in one year. That takes remarkable strength – physical and mental – organization and adaptability.

The Rewards

I’m VERY happy that I did it. I’ve dreamed of it for twenty years – ever since I first started backpacking. In my old age I won’t ever have to say “I wonder what that would’ve been like.” Hopefully, the same will be true of the cross-country bicycle trip.

I loved the scenery. Very few days went by without seeing something beautiful or interesting.

I loved being in great physical condition. It certainly helped that it was enjoyable getting fit – unlike, say, swimming laps in a pool, riding a stationary bicycle, walking on a treadmill or stomping on a Stairmaster.

I enjoy the sense of accomplishment. It’s probably the only thing I’ve accomplished in my life that relatively few others have (not that many people would want to and not that many people couldn’t do it if they did want to).

I enjoy the interest that others (including you) have expressed in this adventure. I have a 45-minute Power Point presentation that I’ve given several times. It’s so much fun talking about it.

************************************************************************

Well, it’s time to put this behind me and move on to other things. Thank you very much for your interest.

Jim (Chimpy)

