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At 51, after a bankruptcy and a divorce, David Wilson set out to thru-hike all 2,650 miles of the Pacific Crest Trail. He wanted to get away from the grind, see what he was still made of, and figure out who he wanted to be next. Five months later, he had walked from the Mexican border to Canada—700 miles of desert, the Sierra Nevada, the highest peak in the lower 48, and right through one of the worst wildfire seasons California had ever seen. Along the way he picked up a trail’s worth of lessons about leadership—the kind you only get when you’re tired, dirty, hungry, and have nothing left to do but keep walking. This is his story, and the leadership analogies he carried home from it.
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INTRODUCTION
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“Life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all” – Helen Keller

The word "trek" can be defined as "to make one’s way arduously," and indeed, the leadership journey can be just that—arduous. Leadership is filled with adversity, success, fun, challenges, wins, losses, and disappointments. It can be a wild roller coaster. My advice: embrace your role as a leader and learn as much as you can. While you may never fully master it, you can certainly become one of the greats.

During my time on the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), I frequently heard from fellow hikers of all types, "the trail is an analogy for life." I couldn’t agree more. The trail offers an incredible number of analogies that also apply to leadership. My goal in writing this book is to share some of those leadership analogies with you while providing a glimpse into life on the PCT. I hope this book will aid you on your leadership journey and inspire you to get outside and live life adventurously.

At the age of 51, I decided to undertake a "thru-hike" of the PCT. For those unfamiliar with the term, "thru-hiking" means starting at one end and hiking continuously all the way to the other. The PCT is a 2,650-mile trail that stretches from Campo, California, to the Canadian border. Thru-hiking the PCT typically takes about five to six months of continuous hiking. Each year, roughly 800 people attempt to complete the PCT, and only about 60% succeed. The trail begins with 700 miles of desert hiking, transitions into the high-altitude Sierra Nevada mountains, continues through Northern California, traverses the beautiful landscapes of Oregon, and concludes with the particularly challenging section in Washington.

So, why did I embark on this journey? That's the big question every hiker is asked, both by fellow hikers and by friends and family. "Why are you doing this?" or "Is this your mid-life crisis?" Even I had to ask myself why I had chosen to undertake such an endeavor.

Part of me simply wanted to escape reality for a while—escape work, bills, traffic, relationships, and the constant expectations others had of me. I wanted to get away from it all. I had grown tired of feeling like my entire life revolved around my job. I was lucky if I could find even two hours a week to get outside, hike, or mountain bike without work interrupting. It got to the point where I thought, This can’t be what life is supposed to be like. There must be more. God created so many wonderful places, and I feared I’d never see them.

I spent more time in my car dealing with traffic and even more time inside some work building, only to go home to rest for the next workday. The thought of working like this until I died held no appeal for me. I wanted to experience something more while I still had some youth left. There are so many wonders in nature I wanted to see, and I was beginning to worry I never would.

The other reason I undertook this journey was that I wanted to discover something within myself. At 50, I already knew a lot about myself. I knew I was a hard worker, organized, compassionate, friendly, determined, and occasionally indecisive or prone to procrastination. But I sensed there was more, something deep inside me that had been numbed by "the world"—the grind of work, materialism, and societal expectations. I needed to awaken that part of myself, and I believed the best way to do that was to immerse myself in something completely uncomfortable and extremely difficult, something that would challenge me mentally as much as physically while pulling me away from "the world" for an extended time.

For years, I had tried to write a book on leadership. As a young leader, I had been inspired by Ken Blanchard’s books. A friend introduced me to The One Minute Manager, which opened my eyes to how little I knew about leading people. I had served as a Drill Sergeant in the Army Reserves and assumed the leadership training I received in the military was all I needed to succeed in the business world. However, as I progressed through Blanchard’s books and moved on to works by authors like John Maxwell, Patrick Lencioni, and Spencer Johnson, I realized how much more there was to learn about leadership.

Over time, I also came to realize that very few of the leaders around me put any effort into developing their leadership skills and knowledge. As I continued reading and applying what I learned, I found myself teaching others what I thought were basic leadership principles. Teaching younger leaders became my favorite part of the job. Eventually, I began to believe that I could write a valuable leadership book.

However, every time I tried, my writing felt dry and unoriginal. I didn’t think I had anything new or interesting to offer. Now, after completing a life-changing adventure filled with rich leadership analogies, I finally have the material I need to write the book I’ve been wanting to write for years.

To get a great visual experience of life on the PCT, please scan the random QR codes that will take you to a specific YouTube video related to that part of my journey.
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CHAPTER 1

PLANNING FOR SUCCESS
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“The soul grows by subtraction, not addition” – Henry David Thoreau

​I can vividly recall the first day of this incredible new adventure. It was 1:00 p.m. when I was dropped off at the Southern Terminus in Campo, California. The heat hit me like a wall. Though the temperature was only 80 degrees, it felt much hotter in the dry desert air. Standing there, just 30 feet away from the imposing Mexican border wall, surrounded by nothing but dirt, cactus, and patches of dry brown grass, I was filled with a sense of sobering reality. Yet, despite this stark environment, an overwhelming feeling of excitement surged through me. I wasn’t alone in that moment—three other hikers had just arrived as well. We all shared in the excitement, laughing, taking pictures, and chatting about the journey that lay ahead. We stood on the Southern Terminus monument for our customary pictures, then after a bit more conversation, each of us loaded up our packs and started walking. I’ll never forget how heavy my pack felt—it was easily 10-15 pounds heavier than it needed to be. As a “rookie” thru-hiker, I had made the mistake of thinking that my strength and fitness would carry me through the hardships. With about 7 million steps ahead of me, I reassured myself with the mantra, “One step and one day at a time.”

Those first few miles are burned into my memory. The heat was unrelenting, the sound of grasshoppers filled the air, and the crunch of the dry dirt under my boots was a constant reminder of the harshness of the terrain. All the while, the thought kept bouncing around in my head: “Are you really doing this?” Starting a 2,650-mile journey felt surreal, almost as though I was just out on a simple 10-mile day hike. The magnitude of what I was undertaking hadn't yet settled in. Around three miles into the hike, I found a good spot to take my first break at some railroad tracks. There was a large rock, perfectly shaped to rest my pack on. By then, my shoulders were already aching. I took off my pack, chugged some Gatorade, and snapped a few photos to capture the moment. Soon after, a train rolled by with a few passengers on board, and to my surprise, some of them leaned out and shouted, “Good luck!” It was a special moment—hearing their encouragement filled me with pride. Clearly, they knew what I was attempting, and I felt a sense of pride in that acknowledgment. As I stood there, an older man came up behind me, and we struck up a conversation. I noticed his pack was much lighter than mine. That was the first moment I started questioning if I had overpacked or underprepared for what lay ahead.

Later that evening, after covering roughly 7 miles, I met up with him again, along with another hiker. The three of us decided to camp in the same area. River, the other hiker, had already passed out in her tent when I arrived. David, the older man, and I chatted for a bit, setting up our tents, preparing quick dinners, and then crashing for the night. The exhaustion from the day's hike had caught up with all of us. The next morning, we each set out at different times. I overheard David and River talking about Lake Morena, a place I didn’t even know existed at the time. That day brought intense challenges—there was relentless heat, no shade, and several hills full of loose, chunky rocks. Every time I found a patch of shade, I took the opportunity to remove my socks and shoes, drying them in the sun, rubbing my feet with powder, and drinking as much water as I could afford to. However, it wasn’t long before I realized I was running dangerously low on water and had to start rationing it carefully.

Using the Guthook app on my phone, which showed the trail’s route, water sources, and campsites, I saw that there was a water source at Hauser Creek a few miles ahead. By the time I arrived, I was desperate for water. I found River setting up camp near the creek, which had a few good spots for camping and some much-needed shade. However, the water itself was stagnant and looked unappealing. Exhausted, sweaty, and thirsty, I climbed down into the creek bed and filled a two-liter bag with the murky water. I filtered it twice and added iodine tablets to be safe, knowing full well that it wasn’t going to taste great. After a brief rest, I pressed on but quickly realized that the two liters I’d collected wouldn’t be enough. I needed more water for dinner and the next morning, but I had to make do with what I had. Dehydration was already setting in. I couldn’t make it to my planned campsite, so I decided to stop at a tiny spot just two feet off the trail. Before setting up camp, I went to relieve myself and realized I hadn’t urinated in over 11 hours—a sure sign that I had pushed my dehydration too far. Waking up in the middle of the night with a dry mouth, I took a small, unsatisfying sip of the iodine-treated water. The willpower it took not to gulp it all down in one go was immense.

When I woke up the next morning, I had a terrible case of cottonmouth. That was the moment I knew I had to get serious about planning. "Winging it" wasn't going to cut it for this 2,650-mile journey. I needed to plan out where I was going, where the water sources were, and how far I’d have to go between campsites. The Guthook app provided invaluable information—not just about the trail, but from other hikers who left comments about water availability, campsites, and upcoming towns. From that day forward, I adopted a 48-hour rolling plan. Each night, I made a plan for the next two days, mapping out water sources, campsites, and resupply points. This strategy gave me confidence and structure. Soon, other hikers began noticing and asking me how I was planning my days, and I was more than happy to share my approach.

One of the most important lessons I’d learned during my time in the Army was that failed missions often came down to the "4 Ps"—Piss Poor Prior Planning. As a leader, you’re responsible not just for yourself but for the success of your team, and that success is directly tied to how well you plan. I’ve often heard young leaders say, “I don’t have time to plan.” But we all have the same amount of time—it’s just a matter of how you use it and what you prioritize. Planning may seem like it takes too much time, but in reality, good, simple planning saves time in the long run.

Take Tim, for example, a General Manager at a restaurant who never plans. He arrives at work late, jumps into the chaos of the day, and spends the whole time reacting—placing rushed food orders, scrambling to cover for sick employees, and dealing with unexpected deliveries. Tim works hard, but his lack of planning leads to a stressful environment, unhappy employees, and poor service for his customers. Though things may occasionally work out, it doesn’t take many bad days before employees leave and customers stop coming.

Contrast that with Andrew, another General Manager. He spends just 15 minutes each week forecasting sales and writing schedules. Every Sunday evening, he takes another 15 minutes to review his team’s availability and address potential issues. When he sees that Brian, who’s scheduled to open on Monday, is still sick, he takes 10 minutes to find a replacement. Andrew arrives at work prepared, and the day runs smoothly—his team is happy, the customers are satisfied, and he leaves the day with a sense of accomplishment.

These aren’t hypothetical scenarios—they happen all the time. Leaders like Tim, who refuse to plan, often lead their teams into unnecessary stress and burnout. They’re willing to put in the physical effort but neglect the mental work that true leadership requires. In contrast, leaders like Andrew recognize that a little mental effort in planning can go a long way in creating a smoother, more successful operation.

As a leader, it’s essential to take planning seriously, not just for yourself but for the success of your team. If planning doesn’t come naturally to you, find someone in your organization who excels at it and learn from them. Just like the hikers I helped who weren’t natural planners but made the effort to succeed, you too can become a more effective leader by embracing the value of preparation. It doesn’t have to be complicated, but it will make a world of difference for your team and your overall work-life balance. When your work thrives, so does your personal life.
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CHAPTER 2

REINVENTING YOURSELF
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Waking up at 3:30 a.m. on my first solo night in the desert, I was overwhelmed by the serene beauty surrounding me—the vast expanse of the night sky, the profound silence, and the crisp, refreshing air. I had purposefully left the rain cover off my tent, which gave me an uninterrupted view of the stars. They shimmered like diamonds scattered across the sky, and I lay there, mesmerized. This moment was everything I had envisioned and more. I was completely alone, miles away from civilization, in the heart of the desert, and I relished every second of it. Surprisingly, the fear I had anticipated before embarking on this adventure never came. Instead, I felt an overwhelming sense of peace, accomplishment, and happiness, tempered only by a hint of fatigue.

The only real issue was that my water supply was running dangerously low. I had barely enough to make a single cup of coffee and take two small sips before I began my 5-mile trek to Lake Morena. My morning routine was a comforting ritual that grounded me: Bible reading, enjoying my coffee, a quick bowl of oatmeal, stretching, a set of pushups, and packing up my gear. That morning, as part of documenting my journey, I recorded a brief video for my YouTube channel, summarizing my first episode on the trail. Once I finished, I laced up my trail runners, shouldered my heavy pack, and set off once more on the trail.

Night hiking quickly became one of my favorite parts of the experience. It allowed me to escape the brutal desert heat, marvel at the splendor of the night sky, feel the cool air on my skin, and revel in the solitude. It was thrilling to be out there in the desert, not merely surviving, but truly thriving. This new lifestyle made me realize that happiness didn’t require material possessions. The joy I felt out there was pure and raw, unlike anything I had ever experienced before—something that no car, house, money, or clothing could ever provide. As I took my first steps into the darkness that morning, I thought to myself, “I can finish this journey.” Even though I was only a couple of days in, I felt confident. I had already survived the tough first days, so why not continue for another 178 miles?

Though my optimistic attitude had sometimes led me into trouble in the past, this time, I was sure it would guide me toward success. I could feel it in my bones.

As I neared Lake Morena, my thirst became almost unbearable. Those two small sips of water over the last five miles weren’t even close to enough. When I finally arrived at the large campsite, I made a beeline for the water spigot. I filled up two bottles and collapsed onto a nearby bench, drinking the cool, refreshing water in pure relief. That simple act of rehydrating felt like a triumph. I had made it there on my own, and the sense of pride was immense. To my delight, I discovered that the campsite had real bathrooms, running water, comfortable campsites, and even nearby stores. Although I had initially only planned to refill my water and take a short break before getting back on the trail, I decided to give myself the rest of the day off to recover and relax.

A few hours later, David, River, and some other hikers I had met along the way showed up, and we all agreed to stay the day at the campsite. Together, we walked to a local restaurant, where we indulged in burgers, fries, soda, and ice cream. It was a wonderful experience, sharing stories about the trials we had faced, the mistakes we had made, and the aches and pains our bodies were enduring. After setting up my tent, I treated myself to a camp shower, which operated on a timer based on how many quarters you had. Since I didn’t have many, I knew I had to make the time count. I even brought some of my dirty clothes into the shower with me, washing them as I cleaned myself. Slowly but surely, I was falling in love with the simplicity of this life.

While at the campsite, we had the pleasure of meeting a Trail Angel named Tricia. Trail Angels are incredibly kind people who dedicate their time and resources to supporting hikers on long trails. Tricia treated us to pizza, wine, burgers, and beer. We spent the evening laughing, swapping stories about our lives, and enjoying the beauty of the surroundings. It was during this time that we also began discussing “trail names”—the nicknames that hikers adopt for the duration of their journey. While it might seem like a small detail, fully embracing trail culture and leaving behind the norms of the conventional world is a key part of the experience. David became known as “Walk-About,” River took on the name “Soul Sister,” and I was still waiting for my trail name to be chosen.

Looking back on those early days of the trail, I have nothing but fond memories. I was free from the pressures and complexities of the outside world, living a life that was simple, joyful, and beautiful in its own way. Despite the hardships, I thrived on the challenges, and the sense of accomplishment from overcoming them felt good. We all embraced the early stages of the trail with a sense of wonder and anticipation, knowing that the experience would change us in profound ways. Building relationships came easily out there because we were all facing the same struggles—there were no socio-economic barriers, no distinctions between rich and poor, cool or nerdy. We were all just tired, hungry, dirty, and sore, yet we found joy in the smallest pleasures of life.
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