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Why would a middle-aged businessman who had never even spent the night outdoors, attempt
to hike the entire Appalachian Trail? Bill Walker, a former commodities trader in Chicago and
London, and an avid walker, had developed a virtual obsession to hike this historic 2,175 mile
footpath in one hiking season. In the spring of 2005 he set off from his home state of Georgia,
hoping to make it to Mount Katahdin in northern Maine before the arrival of winter. Immediately,
he realized he had plunged into a whole new world. For starters, the Appalachian Trail has some
ferociously difficult terrain, winding through dramatically diverse geography and covering the
East's highest peaks.Walker's 6'11' height earned him the trail name, "Skywalker", and drew
envious attention from his fellow hikers. However, the height made him more susceptible to
weight loss, cold weather, and crushing fatigue. An elemental fear of bears and snakes, as well
as getting lost, also loomed large.Skywalker was especially struck by the rich culture this jewel
of a trail has developed over the years. Included is a history of how the Appalachian Trail has
become such a stunning American success story over the decades. It is a model public-private
partnership. As many as 4,000,000 people hike some part of it each year.Mortals are compelled--
or perhaps cursed--to relive their lifetime adventure. This is Bill Walker's unforgettable version,
leavened with ruthlessly self-deprecating humor. Some have joked that the book is as much
about what NOT to do, as what to do. Skywalker couldn't agree more!
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which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune. Omitted, all their voyages end in shadows and
miseries.”— Brutus, in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesarchapter 1On the third afternoon in
Shenandoah National Park I was trooping along contentedly. The sounds of bird chirps and the
soothing flow of wind in the treetops lent a carefree atmosphere. Suddenly, I heard something to
my left that gave me the feeling that whatever made the noise was large. I turned quickly and
saw in the fern bushes a large black bear looking at me, not twenty yards away. I stopped in my
tracks as it ran across the trail in front of me. Great, I finally got a good glimpse of a bear and it
ran just like many people had said it would. But then this bear stopped, right on the trail, about
twenty-five yards in front of me. It slowly sauntered down the trail away from me and disappeared
around the bend. I watched in rapt attention.I was tense, but not petrified. But my condition
rapidly changed from the former to the latter when the bear suddenly reappeared on the trail,
walking very slowly in my direction. I felt helpless, even cheated. Everybody had promised me
they were afraid of humans and would run. But this bear didn’t look afraid and wasn’t running.So



there I was in a standoff with a bear. It assumed a crouching position and I got the distinct
impression it had been through this drill many times before. I utilized my “bear training,” and
began speaking back and forth to myself, and even to the bear while waving my hiking pole (and
potential weapon) in the air. It was very low to the ground, but looked much bigger and wider at
the stomach from a head-on view than it had appeared when it was running sideways toward the
trail. God knows what all was stored in that stomach.So what in the world was I doing in a
standoff with the king of the Appalachian food chain?“Bill, have you heard of the Appalachian
Trail?” Tara asked.“Yeah, it starts in Georgia—my home state.” I replied. “Why?”“Oh, you’ve got to
read Bill Bryson’s latest book.” she said. “He and this crazy friend of his, Katz, tried to hike the
entire trail.”“But doesn’t that trail run almost the length of America?” I asked in amazement.“Yes,”
she giggled.I was living in London, England, in 1998 and was shocked at the strong
undercurrent of anti-Americanism. The transplanted American author, Bill Bryson, had
developed a huge following among the British with his own brand of anti-American mockery.
Nonetheless, I had read a couple of Bryson’s books with a combination of dismay and mirth, and
made an immediate mental note to read this one—for a special reason.I had a long history as a
streetwalker. I had lived in Chicago from 1985 to 1995, and had worked downtown as a futures
trader at the Chicago Board of Trade. After a few years I had figured out the best way to avoid
the paralyzing city traffic was to walk home. At first I began walking until I passed over the
Chicago River, at which point I would catch the bus for the remainder of the trip home. After a
few months I found the walk so cathartic that I began walking all four miles home every day.
People I had ridden the bus with for years asked me at work what in the heck I was doing
walking, often in the freezing cold, straight up the bus line after being on my feet on all day. But I
enjoyed the notoriety, and, better yet, saved one dollar per day in bus tokens.In 1995 I got a job
in London and reveled in trooping all over the west end of that historic, old city, often to the
consternation of male and female companions. After leaving London in 1999 I lived in four Latin
American countries over the next four years. In each country I continued this habit of walking
what I then considered to be long distances of several miles at a time. I had come to love
walking.And so it was with special interest that I read Bill Bryson’s book about his Appalachian
Trail adventures. Bryson and Katz, his hapless high school sidekick, both in their mid-forties, had
set off to hike the entire trail, but ran into one problem after another. During their fourth week in
the Great Smoky Mountains—after days of slogging through mud, slush, and even snow—they
bailed out and took a bus to Shenandoah National Park in northern Virginia. From there they
challenged the trail for a couple hundred more miles, until a spooky encounter with a phantom
bear shooed them once more. They disbanded, but reconstituted their partnership in Maine
where, in the Hundred Mile Wilderness, Katz got lost. After a frightening search they happened
upon each other the next morning. That was the final straw: They immediately took the nearest
side trail back to civilization. Overall, they had actually hiked only about seven hundred of the
trail’s almost 2,200 miles.A light bulb went off in my head when I read in Bryson’s book that of
the approximately four million people who hike some portion of the Appalachian Trail (AT) each



year, approximately two thousand start off with the objective of being “thru-hikers.” A thru-hiker is
someone who hikes the entire 2,175 mile trail in one year.I immediately decided I wanted to
attempt a thru-hike, despite a daunting statistic: Ninety percent of the two thousand drop out
along the way.For the next six years, no matter where I lived, the idea of thru-hiking the
Appalachian Trail haunted and beckoned me. Despite my now relentless habit of striding
seemingly endless miles through big cities, the cold fact was that I had never even spent a night
in the woods. Many times during these years I’d wake up in the middle of the night to use the
bathroom and imagine what it would be like waking up like that in the deep woods. Would I be
able to sleep out there?And then there was the obvious, looming question: Was I strong enough
and determined enough to walk 2,175 miles in mostly rugged, mountainous terrain from the
north Georgia mountains, where the trail begins, to Mount Katahdin in north central Maine? It is
usually too cold to start off in the southern Appalachians before late March, and one needs to
arrive in northern Maine by early October to beat winter. Thus, a thru-hiker has a window of
opportunity of a bit over six months. Instead of the several pedestrian miles per day I was
accustomed to walking, I would daily need to cover considerably longer distances in mostly
mountainous terrain, hauling a fully provisioned backpack. If I tried it I would be taking on—in my
mid-forties—a challenge on a vastly different scale and of a completely different character than
anything I had attempted up to that point.On November 19, 2004, my father died. The year
before his death I had mentioned the possibility of trying to hike the entire Appalachian Trail. He
was incredulous. Later that afternoon, while exercising on his patio, an electrical storm chased
me into his house. “What do you do on the AT when the lightning is cracking like this?” I
mused.“Hide under a bear,” he deadpanned in his trademark ironic tone.Within weeks of his
death I made my decision. Despite my lack of hiking experience and some serious doubts about
my capability for such a monumental journey, I was going to give it my all in 2005—I would hike
the entire Appalachian Trail.It seemed logical to start my preparation by finding the best hiking
equipment—something about which I knew almost nothing. I had never owned even the most
basic items, such as a sleeping bag, a tent, or a backpack. I didn’t even know what to take.
Everyone said REI is the premier company in the outdoor equipment business, and I was
determined to spend whatever it took to gain the greatest odds of success on this quixotic
journey.Once inside REI’s main Atlanta store I realized that purchasing outdoor equipment
involved more decisions than I had ever fathomed. Everything was further complicated by a most
unusual personal characteristic—I’m 6’ 11”. When I started looking at tents, it immediately
became clear that my long frame wouldn’t fit in any one-person tent. A very upbeat employee
from Georgia Tech then showed me a two-person tent, but it was two-and-a-half pounds heavier
than any one-person tent. Worse yet, even the two-person tent seemed claustrophobic, and I
wondered if I’d be able to sleep in it.Undecided, I walked over and muttered to the sales
assistant in the boots section. He happened to be a former AT thru-hiker. “What you need is a
bivy sack,” he said enthusiastically. “They’re lighter weight, and you can sleep anywhere you
want.”“Oh, yeah,” I responded with my hopes lifted. We rushed across the store to look at some



bivy sacks. But, upon seeing how prophylactic they appeared, my lifted hopes were soon
dashed.Noticing my existential crisis, a nice, willowy brunette sales assistant approached. “You
would probably be perfect for a tarp,” she said sincerely. “They’re open on both sides so you
won’t feel claustrophobic. Also, they’re lighter than either bivy sacks or tents.”“Could you show
me one?” I pleaded. We went over and started fumbling through them. But when the Georgia
Tech student noticed this he came over and said, “Dude. Tarps are much tougher to set up than
tents. Also, they don’t protect you from bugs and cold weather. I’ve used both. Trust me on
this.”Reluctantly, I finally decided on the two-person tent and bought a pair of boots and a
backpack after similarly baffling discussions with still more REI personnel. This first of several
shopping trips set a pattern. I was unusually vulnerable to the equipment recommendation of
whichever “expert” I was speaking with at the time. Usually, I just ended up following the
suggestion of the last person I spoke with. I was the easiest lay in town.From the beginning he
seemed different. He was a professor of childhood education at Lee’s McRae College in his
daytime job. But what Warren Doyle was most renowned for was having hiked the entire
Appalachian Trail a record thirteen times—that’s 28,275 miles, which is more than the earth’s
circumference—and for being one of the trail’s epic personalities. He once even held the record
for the fastest thru-hike of the entire AT—sixty-six days! So it was probably safe to say he was
different.I had signed up for his four-day Appalachian Trail Institute seminar in Banner Elk, North
Carolina on how to thru-hike the AT. Naturally, I was quite curious as to what such a person was
like. In his mid-fifties, and with a vibrant, flowing, white beard covering a bespectacled
demeanor, Dr. Doyle was of a short, powerful build. But surprisingly he didn’t appear to be in
great physical shape. After brief salutations he quickly led us to the university lunch hall as I
closely observed his walking stride—quite unexceptional.But once the formal seminar began it
quickly became clear that the key to the real Doyle lay not in any exceptional physical
characteristic, but in his deeply held philosophy of the so-called “outdoor lifestyle.” “Walking the
AT is not recreation,” he began. “It is an education and a job. And walking the entire AT is not
‘going on a hike,’ but a journey with deeper ramifications.”“The trail is inherently difficult,” he said
with great conviction, and he went to great lengths to demonstrate just that. Various ‘Doylisms’
included:During the seventh straight day of rain a drenched hiker should exclaim: “Great, the
streams are full of drinking water.”During the third straight week of mosquitoes and black flies:
“At least they aren’t wasps.”And when you are dehydrated or have the runs: “Ho! Ha! Who cares?
This is the song of the trail!”He said there were two main reasons people drop off the trail. They
try to go too fast, and they carry too much weight. In a line that I was to repeat many times in
moments of duress, Doyle said, “There is no way you can go too slow on the uphills.” This made
sense when he pointed out that many more calories are burned going up a hill at a fast pace
than at a slow pace. “And it’s all about calories out there.”The second point—of not carrying too
much weight—was a personal obsession for Warren. In short, he was an ultra-minimalist. He
spoke rhapsodically about the advantages of a lighter tarp versus a tent. “That’s a no-brainer,” he
said.As for hiking boots, there were no ifs, ands, or buts. One should never, ever wear them, but



rather something much lighter. “I went to a garage sale once,” he recalled fondly, “and bought
five pairs of used sneakers for a total of six dollars. They carried me all the way from Georgia to
Maine.”And I just didn’t know what to make of suggestions such as this one: “Instead of
purchasing mittens, we could save weight by just using our spare pair of socks when our hands
got cold.” After all, who wants to be known as the hiker with the smelly hands?On the second
afternoon he drove us in his recently purchased $350 car to the AT, which is about ten miles
from Lee’s McRae College. It was my first look at the trail. Amy’s too. She was a fifty-four-year-old
Singaporean woman who had extensive experience as a cross-country skier above the Arctic
Circle in Norway. Of Chinese extraction, Amy had been preparing for years, in Confucian-like
fashion, to thru-hike the AT. The AT is marked by two-by-six inch white-blazes spray painted on
trees and rocks. When Amy saw her first blaze she lost her vaunted self-control and began
jumping for joy. Meanwhile, I insecurely bolted up the mountain ahead of the others and made
sure I “beat” them to the top. My classmates were impressed by my speed. Warren wasn’t.“It’s
much better to be a smart hiker than a strong hiker,” he said with great conviction. The next
morning in class he strongly emphasized that we had not attempted anything difficult yet: “The
mountains in New Hampshire and Maine will be more difficult by a factor of seven or eight,” he
solemnly intoned.My persistent questions revealed a wide range of insecurities about many
basics, such as equipment, food, water, and bears. The other hikers in the class were obviously
much better versed in these matters than I was, which made my ignorance stick out like a sore
thumb. “The trail is about discomfort, not comfort,” Warren bore in. “Leave your emotional fat at
home.” After one particularly vexing question he even looked at me and said softly, “Why don’t
you just try a section this year?”These weren’t reassuring words coming from the person who’d
spent more time on the AT than any other human. My humble reply was, “I know I’m an
underdog. But this might be my only chance to ever attempt a thru-hike, and I’m going to go as
far as I possibly can.”At one point or another everyone in the class probed for some comforting
crutch to rely on, such as asking if Virginia is easier than North Carolina. Affecting a brusque
manner Warren would shoot back, “No, it’s less difficult than North Carolina.” When he spoke of
the importance of not taking days off I asked, “What if you have sharp stomach pains?” “You
hike,” he shot back.One of the members of Warren’s prior expeditions told us, “There is nothing
that turns Warren on like watching somebody vomit and then get up and start hiking
again.”Listening to all this I thought: No wonder this guy has been able to hike the damn trail
thirteen times. I just want to thru-hike once and spend the rest of my life bragging about it,
instead of endlessly re-enacting it.As we prepared to depart Warren spoke movingly of the
gratitude and reverence he held for the AT. “I have respect for everybody out there,” he said, “as
long as they aren’t damaging the trail or another hiker in some way.” He ended the four-day
seminar by saying, “If your goal is to hike the entire trail, then do it. Unfulfilled dreams are bad.”I
drove up I-81, through the Blue Ridge Mountains to my sister’s house, which was near the AT in
northern Virginia. Warren had been looking directly at me when he strongly suggested we take a
couple long practice hikes. I closely studied the official AT data book he had given me and found



a fourteen-mile stretch from Highway 7, where my sister could drop me off, to a road crossing on
West Virginia Highway 9, where she would pick me up that afternoon. I hadn’t yet bought all the
necessary equipment so I loaded my backpack with twenty pounds of books, along with some
sandwiches.The topography in an area aptly called “the Roller Coaster” was quite demanding
the first few miles, and I immediately began wondering if I could make the fourteen miles to Keys
Gap before dark. Then it leveled off, and I began making better time. An eerie silence reigned,
and I didn’t see or hear a single other living creature all day in the dormant winter forest.
Combined with the blanket of late winter snow, and surrounded by mountains on all four sides as
far one could see, it was a magical scene.I arrived at Keys Gap on West Virginia Highway 9 at
four in the afternoon, having hiked fourteen miles in seven hours.I had been wondering for
several years whether the whole AT idea was gigantic folly, so my adrenaline was rushing upon
completion of the day’s task. Looking at the data book I saw that the next road crossing was at
the historic city of Harper’s Ferry, which was also the headquarters of the Appalachian Trail
Conference. I quickly called my sister on the cell phone and notified her, without allowing time for
a response, that I was continuing to Harper’s Ferry.I later learned that she had then called my
mother about what I was doing and they did some simple arithmetic. I had averaged two miles
per hour the first seven hours. It was four o’clock and it would be completely dark in northern
Virginia by six o’clock. That meant that at the pace I had maintained so far there was time to hike
at most four more miles before dark. But it is 5.7 miles from Keys Gap to Harper’s Ferry. Further, I
didn’t have a flashlight, sleeping bag, or tent with me, and heavy snow was in the forecast for the
evening.Off I went, hoping the trail would be as easy as it had been the last five miles. But, it
wasn’t. The gentle inclines became more pronounced. As I headed up the mountain I began
doing the same arithmetic my mother and sister had done and realized I had a time problem. At
that point a thought crept into my mind that would reappear on several occasions in the next six
months. Regardless of how I felt, and fatigue was indeed setting in, I had to make it.The terrain
became much rockier, which was a problem because my boots were beginning to kill me. I
stumbled over rocks and roots, and cried out as I hurried. But there was no time for a break as
the sun began to fall below the hills and the temperature dropped.The data book showed that at
the four-mile mark the trail reached the top of Loudon Heights at which point there was a steep
descent into Harper’s Ferry. It was too late to turn around, and it was now getting dark. My hopes
rested on reaching that hilltop and then heading toward the lights of Harper’s Ferry, in case I lost
the trail. I was slowed by the rugged terrain and my throbbing feet; the point of maximum
concern came after traveling what seemed like a quarter mile without seeing a blaze. Was I off
the trail and, if so, what would I do? It even occurred to me that if I went much farther without
seeing a white blaze that I might have to abandon my backpack in order to get to Harper’s Ferry
before pitch black dark. Why had I packed books, rather than a flashlight? Instead of preparing
for a twenty-mile hike, I had packed for a sedate picnic.Finally, I saw two posts ahead. Squinting
hopefully, I read Loudon Heights on the right and Harper’s Ferry 1.7 miles on the left. Looking
below to the left I could make out lights shining way below and even hear the distant roar of the



Shenandoah River. Greatly relieved, I bounded down the steep descent into Harper’s Ferry,
frequently veering off the trail, whose blazes were almost invisible in the enveloping darkness.
Improved morale, however, didn’t change the fact that my feet had gone from consistent pain to
indescribable agony as I continued stumbling over rocks and roots and screaming in anguish.In
total darkness I finally reached the river and highway and luckily saw the path to the steps of the
bridge leading over the majestic Shenandoah River. Following the AT blazes that run across the
bridge, I saw a Comfort Inn and called my sister. “She’s already gone out in the car looking for
you,” her eleven-year-old daughter informed me.“That was stupid,” my sister barked out the
second she found me. Then she called my mother in Georgia who gave me a much more
comprehensive lecture on my stupidity.That night I had to drag myself up my sister’s stairs. The
next day my two big toenails were black and blue (I would eventually lose them), and I spent
most of the day in bed, while six inches of snow fell outside. While it was encouraging that I had
been able to go 19.7 miles in one day—with a backpack—it was also a glimpse into what a
mess a person could get into with poor judgment. And it was sobering to think that this was what
I would be doing on a daily basis, followed by spending my nights out there.On the way home
from Virginia to Georgia I stopped again at REI in Atlanta. Dutifully, per Warren Doyle’s advice, I
exchanged my tent for a tarp and my boots for some mid-cut trail shoes. But I had no idea if I
was actually making the right decisions.I began the homestretch of preparation by moving into
my mother’s house in Macon, Georgia. Having always been too thin for my extreme height, I was
desperately trying to gain as much weight and strength as possible as quickly as possible. My
mother was feeding me prodigiously and I was drinking high-calorie, enriched drinks. Finally, I
was able to get my weight to 212 pounds, the highest of my life. And while I have never been an
impressive physical specimen, the months of training at Gold’s Gym had me in the best
condition of my life.The real possibility of bear encounters was another concern that loomed in
the recesses of my mind. To the great amusement of friends I even visited the dancing bear act
when the circus came to town. I wanted to see how their bear trainer handled the two bears.
Fred, the male, was much larger than Ginger, and the trainer gave him plentiful helpings of
honey after the acts. But all I could think was that if I see one of these enormous mammals out in
the woods alone there wouldn’t be a fence between us, and I wouldn’t have a bottle of honey
handy either.After it was over I sauntered over by the trainers to chat. “Do you have any
suggestions about how to respond if I see a bear on the Appalachian Trail?” I asked.“A wild bear,
you mean?” she clarified.“Well, yeah, out in the woods, in case I run into one,” I
stammered.“Gee, I don’t know,” she said to my disappointment. “It’s probably best to stand up on
your tiptoes and wave things in the air to make yourself look more fearsome. That, and try talking
to him if he starts approaching you.” I was hoping for something more reassuring than her
answer. Was I really going to stand on my tiptoes and wave something at a bear, or would I just
follow instinct and hightail it?The final big item on my shopping list was a sleeping bag. REI
didn’t have any seven–foot-long down sleeping bags, so I ordered one named “the Ponderosa”
from Western Mountaineering in California for $438. At that price it had better keep me warm!



The sleeping bag arrived on March 26 which meant everything was in place to leave as planned
on April 1. But there was one problem. I didn’t feel ready. I called several friends to see if
anybody could be convinced to go, at least for awhile, but they all demurred. I still had never
spent a single night outside, and wondered if I had what it took to head off alone into the woods
for six months, take what comes. It was at this point that a lack of resolution led to my first major
blunder.Warren Doyle had a practice hike scheduled from April 1 to April 4, starting in Ceres,
Virginia. It was a grueling march of seventy-four miles in four days. Those who completed it were
eligible to go on his “expedition,” which was van-assisted. I called Warren and asked permission
to try out. “Why are you suddenly interested in this?” he asked, dubiously.Nonetheless, he warily
assented.What followed was a comedy of errors. First, I arrived late and missed the “Circle of
Dreams.” This was a huddle in which expedition members solemnly yearn to make it all the way
to Mount Katahdin in Maine. Then, I got caught red-handed violating the prohibition against
eating anything but cold food for the four-day march. Finally, the weather was so diabolical on
the second evening that I told Warren that I would have to sleep inside my car because of fear of
hypothermia.“Then, you’re not going on the expedition,” he fired back.Before we parted ways he
said, “Bill, this is a major journey you are about to undertake, and you don’t appear to be ready.”
When I thanked him for his honesty, he said “It’s not me that’s telling you. It’s the trail telling
you.”When I arrived home two days early on Monday afternoon, April 4, my mother laughed
knowingly at my vague explanation of what had happened. I then endured another lecture to
attempt just a section, culminated with the question, “Why set yourself up for failure?”I replied
softly, “I’m starting this Sunday,” and went upstairs to bed, exhausted.I still hadn’t ever spent a full
night outside and decided to spend the night of Tuesday, April 5, out on my mother’s lawn. Since
there weren’t two trees the right distance apart to set up my tarp, I just threw the sleeping bag on
the ground, cowboy style, and tried to sleep. After about two or three hours of uneven sleep I
woke up cold, with tensed-up neck muscles, and was unable to get back to sleep. At first light
the next morning I went back inside and got three or four hours of deep, lusty sleep in my soft,
warm bed.When I woke up I decided I needed a sleeping bag with the “full mummy” feature, to
fully envelop my neck and the back of my head. So I called Western Mountaineering and asked if
I could switch it out for a full-mummy, seven-foot, down-filled bag. The saleswoman got the
manager on the line: Yes, they could finish one called “the Badger” in a couple hours and
overnight it to me. When it arrived on Thursday, April 7, I tried it out on the rug inside, but had no
idea how well I would be able to sleep in it.The last couple days I spent loading my backpack
and agonizing over which items were absolutely necessary and which weighed more than the
benefits. I was especially sensitive to my cold nature. Two sets of long johns, a balaklava and
stocking cap, a fleece vest, two rain jackets, rain pants, and four pairs of socks made the cut. But
also heavily influenced by Warren Doyle’s minimalist philosophy, a stove, a camera, underwear,
and even a watch, fell by the wayside. And I would only have the one shirt and pair of pants on
me every day. I was “ready.”part II“The woods are lovely, dark, and deep.”—Robert FrostChapter
2Daniel Boone described the southern Appalachians as “so wild and horrored that it is



impossible to behold them without terror.”The southern terminus of the AT is at Springer
Mountain, in north Georgia, seventy-six miles south of the North Carolina border. Just getting
there can be complicated, as it lies right in the middle of the Chattahoochee Valley National
Forest, nowhere near a town of any note. My mother volunteered to drive me to this remote spot.
The irony of a seventy-year-old mother dropping her forty-four-year-old son off into the
mountains for a six-month journey didn’t elude me. As the formidable north Georgia mountains
began to appear in the distance it occurred to me that many hikers from outside the South
probably had a different image of Georgia and were in for quite a surprise.Driving up U.S. Forest
Service Road (USFS) 42 our eyes widened as we wound our way up the narrow, steep
mountainous, dirt road that dropped off precipitously on the outside. Between “oohs” and “ahs,”
my mother renewed her lecture that this should be considered a two-week adventure, and I
should be proud to do that much.Finally, we arrived at the trailhead parking lot, and I was
relieved to see several people unloading backpacks. It was about 1 o’clock, and the weather was
gorgeous. I asked a couple people where exactly the trail began. The summit of Springer
Mountain was nine-tenths of a mile hiking south from the parking lot—the trail then went straight
back down through the parking lot and continued north. I decided to hike south up to the starting
point without a backpack and come right back down to the parking lot.At the top of Springer
Mountain a “ridge runner” named Glenn was giving an orientation lecture to a group of hikers
and asked me to join in. His theme was “low-impact hiking,” which minimizes humans’ effect on
the environment. He so belabored the point of digging six-inch “cat holes” to bury our feces and
toilet paper that our necks became sore from nodding. It seemed especially ironic that animals
have more rights than humans in this regard.Then he segued to the subject of bears. I listened
closely as he spoke in deliberate fashion: “Bears have seven times greater sense of smell than
bloodhounds. It is incumbent on you to hang a ‘bear bag’ (a food bag suspended out of the
reach of bears) every evening at your chosen campsite.”Oops, another task at which I was
incompetent and, thus, had been amenable to Warren Doyle’s counsel to just keep my food bag
with me at night.“And one final thing”—Glenn paused for gravity—“there’s a certain amount of
glorification attached to thru-hikers. Some start thinking they are the only people on the trail and
want to dominate it. All other hikers—day hikers or section hikers—have the same rights as you.”
I was too green to have any sort of attitude or a swagger, but would eventually learn the basis for
his remarks.I then went over and signed the register for thru-hikers. I was number 1,093. The
obvious question was how many of these hikers would still be headed north come
September.Back in the parking lot I found my mother with some newfound friends. She
introduced me to a late-twentyish fellow named Justin, and his girlfriend. Tattoo-covered and
bedecked with a headband and long flowing hair, Justin seemed an unlikely friend for my more
traditional mother. But they hit it off.I introduced myself as “Skywalker.” This had seemed like an
obvious trail name, given my height and surname of Walker. People often ask me how a thru-
hiker gets a trail name. As best I can tell about half choose their own, and the rest get tagged by
others. It seemed like a good idea to name myself and not risk picking up some unflattering



name such as Snot Rag, Rat Puke, or Puss Gut, three thru-hikers I would meet farther up the
trail.Justin and his girlfriend had a tearful parting and he headed off down the trail. Then a
middle-age, upbeat looking fellow passed through the parking lot and stopped to introduce
himself as “Scottie Too Lite.” My mother, being partial to resume talk, immediately had all the
essentials down. Scottie had worked at IBM in Connecticut for thirty-three years, until a recent
corporate restructuring. He would be one of many such victims of corporate downsizing I would
meet on the trail. In fact I would soon notice a clear pattern of the trail being heavily populated
with people having gone through a major life change such as graduation, divorce, or
retirement.About this time, three attractive girls from Chicago showed up in what appeared to be
designer hiking clothing. The oldest one, at about twenty-two, came over and asked a couple
questions at which point my mother began to elicit biography information. “I have a certificate for
outdoor excellence,” she said. “I’m in charge of safely getting my younger sisters to the
finish.”“Have they hiked before?” my mother asked.“Barely,” she said rolling her eyes.“So you’re
leading your inexperienced younger sisters almost two thousand, two hundred miles through the
mountains to northern Maine?” I asked in disbelief.“We’ll get there,” she said stoutly. From what I
later heard they barely made it to North Carolina.As hikers streamed through the parking lot and
headed north—hopefully to Maine—it was clear I was entering a whole new world. Growing up I
had spent nice Sunday afternoons like this at the golf course, before going home for dinner, a
shower, and sleep. But here people were spending a nice Sunday afternoon hiking in the
mountains, followed by God knows what.My mother and I hugged as I worried about her trip
back down the steep, rugged U.S. Forest Service Road. Looking around at mountains as far as
the eye could see she said, “Bill, I’ll have dinner ready for you next Saturday night. Don’t let pride
get in the way of good judgment.” And then I departed.Quickly, I caught up with long-haired
Justin. He was adjusting his back pack, which looked to be twice the size of mine. His most
visible accoutrement was a bulky dagger sheathed to his side. This was a surprise because I
hadn’t even considered bringing a weapon. What more, there seemed a basic assymetry to his
strategy. With his impressively muscled physique, Justin should have been able fend off any
possible human attackers without any weapon, but this knife couldn’t possibly keep a mauling
bear at bay for long. Nonetheless, eager to make my first real trail friend, I followed him along the
trail. In a sense this was following a lifelong pattern of standing or walking behind shorter people,
and I was to continue it much of the way on the AT.Justin appeared, unlike me, to be well-
schooled in the wilderness and preferred solitude. While solitude is obviously part of the bargain
on the AT, this springtime Sunday saw hikers galore all over the trail. Most everyone appeared
clean, well decked-out, and upbeat—not a surprise given that it was opening day. It was a scene
not to be witnessed again.Out of a combination of shared camaraderie, curiosity, and insecurity,
I was trying to talk a bit with everyone possible. Adding to the buoyant atmosphere was some
quite friendly terrain that wound along Stover Creek. In 1958 the trail’s southern terminus had
been moved twenty miles north from Mount Oglethorpe because of overdevelopment, and the
change seemed fortuitous.At the 7.6-mile mark Justin and I came to a sign pointing to the Hawk



Mountain Shelter. One look over there showed a scene out of Grand Central Station. As a true
babe in the woods I was heavily influenced by Warren Doyle’s iconoclastic bias (“people farting,
snoring, mice running rampant”) against these nocturnal gathering points. And, given Justin’s
solitary instincts, we trudged on.But then I began to feel winded going up Hawk Mountain and
said, “Ha, Justin. You wanna’ take a quickie?”“It’s getting late,” he said. “I’m gonna keep going
and scout out a campsite.”“I’ll try to catch up with you,” I said, feeling a bit forlorn.Unsure of
myself, but trying to remain calm because this was going to be my life for the next six months, I
cut my break short and caught Justin as he was descending Hawk Mountain. We decided to
spend the night right there at the gap.My biggest weakness as a long-distance hiker was not in
walking, but in camping. The first thing ninety-five percent of hikers do upon making camp is
cook. But I didn’t have a stove. So, as Justin pulled all sorts of cooking gadgets and culinary
delights out of his backpack to prepare a meal, I began nibbling on pop tarts, bagels and peanut
butter. I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself, but Justin apparently was.“Ha, man, let me cook you
some noodles and make you some hot tea or something,” he said, concerned. “You gotta’ eat
better than that.” But I declined. It seemed unfair to eat something another hiker had carried all
day. (I would later alter this principle, modestly).As we sat on a log nibbling away, a trim young
mid-twentyish hiker, wearing a wide-brim straw hat, approached. “You guys mind if I camp with
you?” he asked.“Sure,” we replied.Despite Justin’s counterculture appearance he went by the
book in his campsite preparations. “I took an Outward Bound (wilderness-preparation school)
course,” he said, “and just do this stuff out of habit.”When I started to put my food bag back in my
backpack he said, “Gimme ya’ll’s food bags,” and commenced setting up an elaborate roping
system to hang our food out of reach of any nocturnal visitors.Justin built a fire, and the three of
us warmed ourselves and talked like close friends. Justin was a singer, as evidenced by his
deep, soulful delivery. “Man, I’m really glad to be hiking with you two,” he said movingly. And then
in words I would remember hauntingly, he added, “I’m really uncomfortable in crowds. They freak
me out.”Seth was a twenty-five-year-old English teacher from West Virginia, and this was his
second straight try on the AT, after being struck down by injury in Virginia the previous year. “This
year is going to be different,” he said confidently.When it was time to go to sleep, Justin said,
“Did ya’ll see that sunrise this morning? It was red.”“What’s that mean?” I asked.“Foul weather
soon.”With a bit of anxiety stirring, I decided it was necessary to set up my tarp. I found a couple
trees the right distance apart to attach the strings, although the ground was slanted, which
meant sleeping at an angle. But after watching me flail around, trying to erect an effective
shelter, Seth got the message. He quickly showed me a more user-friendly way to do it. It wasn’t
the Hilton Hotel, but appeared capable of warding off rain.This would be the night with them I
would most fondly remember when, a few months later, one of us was still ambling up the trail,
one had suddenly and surprisingly gotten off, and one had died in the most tragic way
imagineable.On the third day we faced Blood Mountain, the highest point on the AT in Georgia.
The southern Appalachians are a natural mystery. Stretching from north Georgia to southern
Virginia are about eighty-five mountains (including Blood Mountain), known as balds. Their



summits are treeless, in spite of being below timberline, which is about 7,000 feet at these
southern lattitudes. Even the Cherokees, who dominated the area for centuries, were baffled by
these balds.The dark, leaden sky looked ominous. Justin and Seth, exhibiting more equanimity
than me, were scattered along the trail separately taking snack breaks. But I anxiously tried
hurrying up the mountain as the visibility worsened. Warren Doyle had specifically warned about
clearing exposed areas in high winds, poor visibility, and rain. Indeed, this would be my first taste
of just how harshly the winds can blow at high elevations.Blood Mountain was impressively
steep, and I ran into my first “false summit”—clearing an area that appears to be the summit of a
mountain only to find another summit ahead. One big concern at the higher altitudes is the lack
of blazes, usually due to the dearth of trees. Thus, it was a relief when the Blood Mountain
Shelter came into view out of the dense fog. Inside the shelter, attempting to warm up, was a big,
hefty fellow named “Study Break.” He was taking a semester off from the University of
Pennsylvania Medical School to attempt hiking the AT. I tried bundling up in all three corners of
the shelter to stay warm, but it was useless. The shelter was exposed to the high winds, and it
was necessary to get out of there quickly.For the first time it wasn’t clear where to go, as Study
Break and I started off in one direction, then another. Finally, identifying a badly faded blaze on a
rock, we started the 2.5-mile descent into Neel’s Gap. I kept hiding in the rhododendron bushes
to shield myself from the wind while Study Break caught up. But he kept warning, “I’m slower
than Christmas, Skywalker. Don’t wait on me.” It soon became clear that he was correct, and I
hurried to get to a lower elevation.I was amazed after one thousand feet of descent to see how
much the intensity of the wind had waned and the visibility improved. Soon I was at Neel’s Gap.
The archway, with a blaze painted on top, at the Cherokee Outdoor Center there is the only
place on the entire AT where the trail runs through a building.Justin and Seth soon arrived. “Did
ya’ll meet Study Break?” I asked.“Yeah,” Justin laughed. “He’ll be down by dinnertime.”It was only
one o’clock, so we went inside to see if they had any “real” food, and gorged ourselves on the
available fare of microwaveable hamburgers and ice cream sandwiches.When I went back
outside Study Break had arrived in high spirits after a five-day walk from Springer Mountain—a
trip that had taken everybody else three days.“I’m first going to call my wife,” he announced
buoyantly, “and let her know I haven’t been eaten by a bear yet.”I had gone thirty-one and seven-
tenths miles in three days without feeling overly taxed. But I was feeling impatient and set my
sights on going all-out starting the next day.Hypothermia refers to any condition in which the
core body temperature falls below a level at which it can carry out its normal bodily functions. It
can happen at any time of the year, even on a seventy-degree summer day. In fact, hypothermia
is actually more likely when the temperature is above freezing. And it’s a killer, make no single
mistake about it. In the 1990s an average of seven hundred, fifty-four people per year died from
hypothermia.The common thread in most hypothermia stories is human error of some sort.
Stories are legion of outdoorsmen dying with their backpacks full of clothes. At forty degrees a
human head may lose half of its heat production. The process is insidious and can kill in
minutes. The key is to avoid letting even mild hypothermia begin.Wednesday, April 13, I awoke



restlessly at four o’clock, anxious to leave early and cover a lot of miles. But it was raining, and I
wanted the owner of the Cherokee Outdoor Center, Lyle Wilson, to do a “pack shake” before I
started, so I waited around. Wilson advertised that he could reduce a hiker’s backpack weight by
an average of ten pounds.He proceeded to rearrange my pack in dizzying fashion as I stood
over him, tensed up. My biggest concern was whether I would be able to remember how to pack
everything once back on the trail.His manner was so self-assured that when he said a
Thermarest self-inflated pad was an absolute necessity (Warren Doyle had said just the
opposite), I relented. But the Thermarest was only six feet long—almost a foot shorter than me.
Meanwhile, the Ridge Rest sleeping pad I had traveled all around Atlanta looking for, but would
now be giving up, was seven feet. “No problem,” he said when I pointed this out. “I’ll just cut off a
foot from your Ridge Rest that we’re getting rid of, and you can put it at the end of your new
Thermarest.”A week later at a shelter in North Carolina a hiker right next to me pulled out the
remaining six feet of my ridge rest for her sleeping pad. I swear to God.We went through a few
more songs and dances as my eyes got wider and wider from being told that this or that item
would be highly beneficial (I thought this was about reducing weight!). This guy really knew how
to ring the cash register. And this was the point in the journey when hikers were the most
vulnerable and flush with cash.So it was ten-thirty in the morning, instead of the intended eight
o’clock, before I finally left Neel’s Gap, and this would begin to loom more fateful as the day drew
on. There was a light drizzle from dark clouds overhead, but the sky seemed clear both east and
west, so I was optimistic. It would prove to be the first of many awful weather-related
prognostications on my part.The section ahead was known as difficult, but I felt good.
Determined to make good time I gave polite, but brief, salutations to other hikers on the trail. At
three o’clock, I arrived at Low Gap Shelter having made eleven miles in four and a half hours.
Better yet, the familiar faces of Justin and Seth were on hand, as well as an elusive redheaded
fella’ named Beeker. We sat there dutifully eating “trail food,” as everyone who had been laid up
at Neel’s Gap by the previous day’s rain started trickling in.Vertical Jerry, appropriately named,
pulled out a copy of the Companion Data Book and chortled, “Oh, great. Look at this. ‘Shelter
closed in summer of 2000 due to continued trouble with bears. A 2000 thru-hiker reported
waking in the shelter to find a black bear straddling him.’” That, of course, drew wry remarks from
various quarters.“This doesn’t look like my type scene developing here,” Justin whispered.“Yeah,
I’m thinking about going,” I said.The big wild card was the weather. I was cold when sitting still
and didn’t think I could stay warm by remaining at this shelter. Beeker was the only one
committed to going the full nine miles to Unicoi Gap on Georgia Highway 75. He claimed the trail
runs fairly flat along an old forest service road and then over a small hill and down to the road.
This was a surprise since the data book showed sharply undulating topography for the rest of
the time in Georgia. But I was later to learn that Beeker made up for his social unease by telling
people exactly what they wanted to hear. He planned to hitchhike into Helen, Georgia, a
Bavarian style village, and spend the night in a motel. Now, there was an enticing plan—my first
twenty-mile day, followed by a full-night’s sleep in a warm bed. My heart said yes, after feeling a



bit shackled the first three days. After all, a thru-hiker’s mantra is “no rain, no pain, no Maine.”I
headed off in the threatening weather. When I turned the first corner water was unexpectedly
shooting out of a big rock face, probably due to all the recent rain. I filled up my Nalgene water
bottle, and this would prove to be crucial.The drizzle became steadier as I pushed on,
determined. The trail, which had been almost teeming the first few days, was abandoned; I was
to see no other hiker the rest of the day. I kept looking for this old forest service road Beeker had
mentioned, but had trouble making anything out in the increasingly dense fog. Meanwhile, the
trail was winding up and down, but with the elevations increasing for each peak.On a nine-mile
stretch I would normally take at least a couple breaks. But I was reluctant to do so here because
of the time constraint and the worsening weather conditions. I did, however, keep swallowing
water and chewing on GORP (Good Ol’ Raisins and Peanuts). Meanwhile, I was becoming
concerned because I was stopping quite often to urinate, even though my mouth felt dry. My
assumption had been that I didn’t need to bring a lot of water out of Low Gap Shelter, which had
a stream, because I would be able to find water easily on such a rainy day. However, the water
spewing from the rock was the only drinking water I would see, and I was steadily drinking it
down. As I later learned, this was misguided, because higher elevations often lack any water
sources at all.I had belatedly put on a rain jacket, when I realized just how drenched and cold I
was from the steadily increasing downpour. But now that I had begun chilling it was tough to
warm up again—a classic rookie mistake. But what was even more unnerving was that I had
started feeling lightheaded, which could have been caused by my having walked as hard and as
fast as possible with very few breaks for about seven hours. Or maybe it had something to do
with waking up at four o’clock. Or maybe it was all a figment of my imagination.However, I wasn’t
hallucinating about the fundamentals: It was cold and getting colder; I was soaked; the trail was
getting muddier by the minute; the visibility was poor and getting worse the higher I climbed; my
water supply was running low; the howling winds were adding to my paranoia; and nobody else
was on this trail as night approached.
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Ebook Library Reader, “Perfect pandemic escape.. I will admit that I am a total fan girl for thru
hikers. Watching thru hiker vloggers got me through lockdown and the stress of all things
pandemic. It was my escape. But there are only so many videos one can watch, especially
when the hikers are posting videos from the trail. So I started reading books written by thru
hikers about their experiences. This is one of those books. It's a great read, well written and you
can really lose yourself in this book. Having read more than a few books about the AT this year,
I'm familiar with many of the places described in this book. I started rewatching one of my
favorite vlogger's videos as I started this book and timed the videos to coincide with where
Skywalker was on the trail. A little added visual reference to go with the book which brought the
book to a new level. But even someone unfamiliar with hiking would enjoy the book, Skywalker
explains things to non-hikers but not in a condescending way.Will I ever do a thru hike?
Doubtful. I am not a big fan of camping. Plus taking 6 months off to walk 2193 miles is not
doable for the time being. Will I section hike? Maybe. I'm totally open to it. I did get out in the
woods a few times for short hikes in my area (when allowed and following social distancing and
local rules). I can't thank thru hikers enough for sharing their hikes, whether it be in a book or on
video, y'all are amazing. And the hikers inspired my new retirement goal, I wanna be a trail angel
when I retire.  Don't know what a trail angel is?  Read the book and find out.  You won't regret it.”

Longsleeves, “A Good Read In My Opinion But For One Thing. For the most part I did enjoy this
book. For a first time writer I'm impressed. His adventure was easy to follow and brought back
memories of my own AT hike....especially when having to hike and camp alone. I found myself
liking Skywalker as a considerate person - particularly his concern for the welfare of fellow
hikers.What I didn't care for was the occasional cursing (sometimes very strong) that, in my
opinion, was not necessary. Believe it or not there are some of us that prefer not to read such
coarse language; however, I presume there may be just as many (perhaps even more) that favor
such a writing style. To each their own....but for me, it was for this reason that I gave this book a
rating of four stars rather than five.”

Charlotte R. Mitchell, “Thanks for Walking It and Describing It for Others. In spite of the fact that
the author included a few f-bombs, I thought the book was well-written. I did find some dangling
modifiers, some words that were extra and should have been removed, and some places where
words were omitted. These things that might have been corrected by the editor were not severe
enough to keep me from considering this one of the best accounts of long-distance hiking I have
read so far. The author did stick to the subject of walking the Appalachian Trail and gave his
readers excellent descriptions of his experiences on the trail. He threw in some history of the
trail and those who have walked it, maintained it, taught others about it, and volunteers who
provide help for the hikers along the way. Perhaps it is true that we Americans have the



wilderness in our blood. I appreciated the opportunity to experience by proxy the thrill of
completing the Appalachian Trail without suffering from the bites, frights, and injuries the author
endured.”

D. Blankenship, “HE HIKED HIS OWN HIKE AND WROTE HIS OWN BOOK - I am grateful for
that.. I have been reading first-hand accounts written by through-walkers of the Appalachian Trail
for quite some time now and have quite a large stack of them. The trail and the folks who hike it
rather fascinate me. There is an old saying that "Everyone should hike their own Hike," which is
often used by through hikers. Well the same could be said about these hikers who write books
about their experiences - "Everyone should write there own story." I say this because I am not
one of those people who constantly compare one hiker's book to another. I feel it is not really
fare to compare this author to say the work of Bill Bryson's, "A Walk in the Woods." Hey, Bryson
is a best selling professional author. Bill Walker is a professional accountant. Each through walk
is an extremely, and in many way, intimate experience and each account is written by folks with
different writing skills, styles, thoughts, goals and dreams.Anyway...I found this account, which is
written by a middle age man with little to no hiking skills and who had never spent a night alone
in the woods, to be absolutely fascinating. Walker, when he started his walk, was almost
absolutely clueless. This takes guts. Granted, some might call it recklessness but still and all I
had to admire the guy. This is a very long hike which starts in Georgia and ends in Maine. It
takes several months for the average hiker to complete and the trail passes through a wide
variety of terrain, most of it on the hostile side. To complete this hike; and few actually
accomplish this goal, one must have an iron will and be extremely physically fit. While the hike is
completed by people in many age groups, it is usually the younger hikers that complete the
trail.My wife and I have been hiking for over 50 years now. We have never attempted a through
hike on the Appalachian Trail but have, over the years, completed sections. We have also done
much hiking in the western half of the U.S. While we have never completed an epic adventure
such as this, still and all we did not just fall off the turnip wagon when it comes to this sort of
thing. Due to health and age, a journey such as described in this work is beyond our abilities
now. Reading about the adventures of others helps fill this missing part of our lives.It has been
noted by a few other reviewers that there are some editing problems with this work, and indeed
there are. This fact did not personally bother me all that much. The author was always able to
get his thoughts across and communicate. There are times when I would have chosen different
words or a different syntax, but hey...this was the author's hike and this was the author's
book...we are all different. To me the few bumps here and there did not distract from the read
what-so-ever.Walker posses wonderful descriptive skills and as his story is read the reader feels
as if he or she is standing or walking beside him. I note that there have been some critical
remarks as to the author's ability to handle dialog. Some feel that it is a bit on the mundane
side. I personally feel that the author has pretty well attempted to record his conversations as
accurately as possible without a lot of literary enhancements or embellishments. To be frank,



most conversations go pretty much as the author recorded them. Yes, tweaking the dialog here
and there may have made for a more "entertaining" read, but it would not have been true.
Besides that, it must be remembered that we are not dealing with a professional writer here and
handling dialog is skill that eludes even some of the best in the business. I personally feel that
Walker did a good journeyman's job here. I would much rather read this sort of thing than the
obvious "script" type writing that Bryson is so good at.For some it may seem that the author was
a bit harsh in some of his comments directed toward his fellow wonderers. If you read closely
though, most of the harsh comments were directed toward himself and he was his own most
critical critic. Like in every life situation you will run into a lot of nice people. On the other hand,
you will run into a lot of complete jerks. Walker simply pointed both out. I found nothing
particularly offensive about this.All in all this was a good read. The only thing I am a bit peeved
about is that I paid for the work and find out now, for a limited time, you can download it for free
or borrow it via the Prime Program. On the other hand, I am glad I did purchase the book. The
author put a lot of work into this thing and deserves to be paid a bit for his efforts. Truth be told, I
probably would have turned around and bought it anyway just for that reason.When I purchased
this work I also bought the author's book concerning his through walk on the Pacific Trail and am
looking forward to following his adventures on that one!Good read.Don BlankenshipThe Ozarks”

Mark Gannon, “Brilliant. A wonderful, enjoyable book that was well worth my time. Bill's writing
style may not be for everyone- at times it can be a bit brief- but to pack six months worth of
experience into a book this length is some challenge, and it was meet. Bill's experience ranges
from the funny, to the factual, to the serious and, at times, the sad. I will be on the lookout for
more books by Bill Walker AKA Skywalker.”

colinwasp, “As good as Bryson's. I enjoyed this book; the author has a good writing style and the
prose is constructed in a way that keeps you engaged in the task ahead as well as pointing the
way to future incidents - a very helpful device given that the journey undertaken is especially
long.It is, however, quite easy to lose the thread if you don't read the book in long sittings - the
author meets many characters along the way, some of whom do not appear consistently through
the narrative, and this made it a bit tricky to remember who was who.Although not as humerous
os Bryson's story, the fact that the author completed the trail, and was able to produce some
excellent descriptive narrative of his surroundings and physical condition, makes this a must
read for any AT enthusiast.”

Cyberhiker, “Skywalker's enjoyable account of his Appalachian Trail hike.. A thoroughly
enjoyable account of the author's trek along this mammoth trail in the USA, I really enjoyed his
writing style and descriptions of the hardships faced as well as the highlights of the walk.”

Angela, “brilliant book. I very much enjoyed this. I find travel books quite boring usually but



having read Bill Bryson's book about the AT thought I would give this book a try - so glad I did.
Were I 40 years younger and very much fitter this book would certainly have inspired me. What
an achievement!”
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