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THE FLOOD

“Water at high level forms a high potential pressure, and the result of its release depends upon the sluiceway. If this be intact the flow becomes controlled and its power made constructive; if weak and leaky the power peters out or spreads disaster. As with water pressure so with soul pressure: its ‘hydraulics’ are the same. The Puritan would build a dam; but the Barbarian would build a sluiceway.”

—Benton MacKaye, from the “Barbarian Utopia” speech given before the New England Trail Conference, January 21, 1927

Rain splatters against the side of the outhouse at Pogo Campsite, where my son and I have found shelter from the easterly winds and steady rain. Inside, with our gear jammed into the corners and our hastily struck tent dripping on the floor, I take boiling water from a small alcohol stove and pour it into a pouch of freeze-dried huevos rancheros.

“I think we're going to need a hot breakfast today,” I tell my son, Venado—it's his trail name, Spanish for “deer.” Seven years old, he stands on the toilet seat, poking at a spiderweb with a stick, and knocking debris down into our food.

“Whoa, Venado, what are you doing?” I ask, looking up at him.

“Just playing.”

“You're not just playing,” I say. “You're polluting. Now pay attention—this is our precious food.”

As I pack our gear, Venado carefully ties his boots and then puts on the gaiters he wears over them. He slips his belt through the loops that hold up his bright red rain chaps, and dons a heavy rain jacket, hat, neck warmer, and gloves. It's a lot to deal with and I help him with all the lacing and zippers and Velcro. We fit a garbage bag over his small pack, and I lift it so he can find the shoulder straps.

“I can do it,” he protests.

“Yeah, yeah,” I laugh. “Come on.”

Out in the weather the wind-driven rain finds the gaps in our gear. Venado's jacket does not cover the tops of his rain chaps and the rain drips down onto his pants. I'm wearing a twenty-five-cent emergency poncho I bought the year before in Phnom Penh; it's more idea than function, and the heavy linen shirt and cotton T-shirt I wear underneath it go from damp to soaked in the first mile.

Along the way Venado complains about a sore spot on his foot. Working quickly, I unpack our first-aid kit and cut a strip of moleskin—thin felt with an adhesive back. I untie Venado's boot, pull down the sock, and press the moleskin down on a growing blister. “That it?”

“Yeah.”

“Your feet staying dry?”

“Mmhmm.”

I retie the lock knot above the instep on his boot a little looser this time and take a double wrap around the last hooks at the top and finish it off with a double knot. After four days of patching blisters we have the drill down, but it still takes time.

“Are you warm?” I ask, shivering a little.

“Yeah. Are you?”

“I will be as long as we keep moving.”

We march on, punching through patches of knee-deep snow and picking our way along rock-strewn ridgelines. “Some people don't think walking in the rain is very fun,” says Venado, stopping and looking at the mist blowing between the trees. “But look at all that fog down there; it's actually quite pretty. Walking in the rain is lots of fun.”

“I think we're in a cloud,” I tell him.

“A cloud?”

“Fog doesn't happen in the wind, and we're high up, in a cloud.”

He takes that in and skips along down the trail, until we hit more snow.

We carry a segment of pages torn from the Appalachian Long Distance Hikers Association's Thru-Hikers’ Companion—a compilation of critical information about the trail. Our pages cover the route from Harpers Ferry to Vermont.

“It says there's a hostel five miles from Pogo, but it doesn't open until March fifteenth.”

“What's today?”

“The twelfth. Maybe we'll be lucky.”

Venado spots a herd of deer leaping through a thicket of thorny vines that he and I call “Cambodian rain gear destroyer” because, hemming the trail, it has torn my cheap poncho to shreds.

“There you go, Venado, you saw your animal.”

“But we haven't seen an owl,” he says, in reference to my trail name, Tecolote—Mexican Spanish for “owl.”

“No, not yet.”

We descend onto the road. After the snow and rock of the trail, the strip of smooth black tar passing through the wet forest affords us some easy walking. We double-check the guidebook. “One-third of a mile west.”

It's a long third of a mile, as we search for the Free State Hikers Hostel, having no idea what it looks like or even what side of the road it's on. Eventually Venado spots a small white sign on a tree in front of an unremarkable suburban house: “Free State.” It's not actually free, but it's dry, and the owner, Ken “Bone-Pac” Berry, a former thru-hiker, lets us in. Venado goes barefoot through the carpeted rooms and plays air hockey with Berry's daughter while I do laundry, throwing everything—even the tent—into the dryer. We bask in the warmth and comfort, and I don't ask the price until the next morning.

Berry tallies our bill. “It's thirty-two dollars for you and for kids we charge by the age. How old are you, Venado?”

“Seven.”

“So that's thirty-nine dollars, plus two Pepsis. Forty-one dollars.”

It's over our budget, but worth it, and I hand him two damp, dirty twenties and four quarters. “Oh, I love this trail money,” says Berry, smiling as he smoothes the crumpled bills. He tells us how, after his thru-hike, he wanted to stay connected to the trail, so he and his wife bought this house and turned it into a hostel.


Outside, the rain pours down, one of those long, drenching rains that rolls in warm from the sea and washes all the snow off the mountains. Though tempted to stay another night at the hostel, we decide to hike on, quoting the thru-hiker's motto: “No rain, no pain, no Maine.”

But we procrastinate over details and decide to weigh our packs. Standing on the scale I heft them one at a time and do the math, subtracting my unburdened weight from that with the pack. Venado's comes in at 14 pounds, a couple of pounds over the ideal 20 percent of body weight for a 60-pound boy. Mine too comes in over the 20 percent target—28 pounds for a 135-pound man.

“As soon as we eat a couple of meals we'll be light enough,” I tell Venado.

Resolute, we don our ponchos, shoulder our packs, and head for the woods.

“There's some streams you have to cross,” Berry says, with an air of uncertainty. “They may be running high.”

Venado and I nod and step out the door. A half mile up the trail we hit the first of those streams, gorged with meltwater and roaring down a steep hill. I look it over, shaking my head. “I don't know, Venado. I think we might have to go back to the Free State.”

“No, no,” says my little boy, pointing further upstream. “We can cross up there, on that log, see?”

“Oh yeah. Okay.” I tap him lightly on the shoulder, prodding him forward. “Let's go; we'll give it a try.”

We cross the wide log onto a small island and find only a thin tree fallen across the second branch of the stream. The bark has peeled off, and muddy water surges under, and sometimes over, the shiny wet wood.

“Let's have your pack,” I say. Venado slips his pack off and watches as I lean back and wing it across to the other side. “There,” I tell him, “now we have to go.”

Finding a stick and using it for support, I cross the log first. On the far side I turn and see Venado with one foot on the log, preparing to follow. “Wait!” I holler, holding up my hand. Deeper in the woods I find a long, thin dead tree and drag it up to the bank. Working one end across to Venado, I point to a tree with a split trunk. “Wedge it into that tree there,” I shout over the roaring brook, and we succeed in improvising a handrail. “Don't lean on it; just use it for balance,” I holler to Venado, and he crosses, one hand lightly on the rail, carefully placing each step of his wet boots on the slick wood. I watch his feet, poised to jump if it comes to that—but it doesn't.

“Well I guess we crossed the Rubicon,” I say, once he reaches terra firma.

“What's the Rubicon?” he asks as I help him with his pack.

“It means we're not going back.”

We hike on, splashing through the meltwater that has literally turned the trail into a sluiceway.

“We should call this the Appalachian River.”

“Yeah.”

Every little trickle of a stream has spread out across the forest floor, compelling us to bushwhack around extensive puddles. Our path crosses an open field where the sodden ground sucks at our boots and the wind blows the rain into our faces.

“Walk close behind me, Venado. We're almost back to the woods.”

Coming down a hill we can hear roaring and see a boiling stream. “Looks like big water.”

“How will we cross?”

A red pickup truck scrambles up a washed-out road on the other side of the stream, and the drift of the road tends closer to the bank as it runs downhill. Trusting our intuition, we follow deer trails downstream until we find a bridge. We cross, but the road on the other side is a mess, cut with deep trenches and water over our boot tops. We make our way along the embankment back to the white blazes—the six-inch by two-inch white marks painted on trees, rocks, and other immovable objects that mark the trail from Georgia to Maine.

Venado, unfazed by the difficulties, peppers me with questions, as he has done since we left Harpers Ferry five days ago: “What's the longest time you've been out in the woods? How far did you hike? What's the highest mountain you climbed? How high is Mount Katahdin? What's the highest mountain in the world? Who won at Gettysburg? Who shot Stonewall Jackson?”

“He was shot by his own men, a bunch of nervous guys from North Carolina, so they say.”


Back at the hostel, I had mentioned the constant barrage of questions to my wife. “I thought about shutting off the questions,” I'd said to her on the phone. “But then I figured, why not let him go on? I figure he'll run out after a while.”

“He may not,” said Venado's remarkably prescient mother.

Two miles past the bridge we hear the roaring again, and, drawing closer, we can see a fat brown ribbon of muddy water undulating in the trees. Raven Run, swollen with a winter's worth of melted snow and two days of rain, has jumped its banks at the bottom of the shallow valley and inundated the woods. The trail disappears underwater still fifty yards from the main current. Only a mile from our day's destination, we find ourselves stymied.

“What will we do, Poppy?”

“I don't know. This doesn't look good.” Again a road on the far side suggests there may be a bridge. “Let's bushwhack downstream again and see if we get lucky.”

But our progress grows increasingly difficult as the the bank becomes a field of boulders separated by the floodwaters. Venado lags behind while I push ahead, both of us watching the fast-flowing river, desperately searching for some sign—a bridge, or a fallen tree. But we see only the water's deep and violent insistence on going its own way.

Venado shouts, “Poppy!”

And I turn to see him pointing across the river; following the direction of his outstretched arm, I see two hikers on the opposite bank hunched over a map. Three other hikers in bright-colored rain jackets stand behind the first two and stare at us from under their hoods. Venado picks his way across the boulders and comes up next to me. He asks a question, but his child's voice gets lost in the din of the torrent and I cannot make it out.

We draw as near as we can to the bank, waving and hollering, until we get the attention of the hikers with the map. I sign with two downward fingers walking along my arm—a bridge—and point up and down the wild river.

The two hikers look at their map and start nodding. I turn smiling to Venado, but when I look back, one of them is shaking his head, pointing at the map, and the other nods in apparent agreement.
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The one hollers through cupped hands. “You have to go back to the road! Go that way!” pointing back the way we'd come.

I call back. “No bridge?”

The others are certain: no bridge.

“What? What?” Venado is asking, as he's wont to do when he doesn't like what he's hearing.

“We have to go back to the road and hike around.”

“Back?”

“I'm afraid so, my son.”


We make our way back to the trail and Venado starts walking, and crying.

“Come here,” I say, giving him a hug. “I'm crying too.”

Once we get moving, accepting our fate, Venado resumes asking questions nonstop, and when we get close to the road, we see the red pickup truck coming back the other way. Running, we pop out of the woods just behind it yelling for our lives until it stops. We run down to the big machine as the window lowers on the passenger side.

The man and the young boy in the cab do not invite us soggy hikers in, but permit us to ride in the back. Venado tucks down out of the wind, sitting on a spare tire behind the cab.

We leave the muddy woods and drive a half a mile on a tarred road before the truck stops in front of a house. The driver climbs out and introduces himself: John Rinehart, the water manager for Hagerstown, Maryland. He controls the sluice gate for the big reservoir we can see in the distance behind his house. It becomes obvious to us: if we had followed Raven Run downstream, we would have ended up on a peninsula, looking across the water at a bridge we could not reach.

“Anything you guys need?” Rinehart asks, looking at the gaping holes in my poncho.

“Do you have an old rain jacket?” I ask. Rinehart goes into the house and returns with a heavy yellow raincoat, and a candy bar for Venado.

“How old are you?” Rinehart asks as Venado tears open his treat.

“Umm, seven,” says Venado.

“Soon to be eight,” I add, while tearing off the remnants of the Cambodian poncho and slipping into the comfort of the heavy jacket—wonderfully warm, windproof, and waterproof. A few minutes later, Rinehart drops us back on the trail on the opposite bank of Raven Run. We have backtracked two miles and hitched three to travel a hundred yards across that stream, and not a white blaze missed. Venado and I hump our wet gear up the steep trail out of the valley and hurry the last mile for Devils Racecourse, looking for a sign.

We come to a fork in the trail, and nailed high on a tree hangs a wet and battered strip of wood with “Devils Racecourse” carved in it. From there we follow a trail marked with blue blazes, back down, down—“Oh come on!” I say.


“Poppy, you're whining.”

“Guilty. I'm the first to whine.”

Down, down we go to the shelter, such as it is—three log walls chinked with white cement and capped with a crumpled tin roof, with a stream of runoff water flowing into the front opening. Quickening our pace, I call out, “Hello, the camp.” We hear a whistle in response, and ducking under a tarp that covers the opening, we find a raised platform above the flooded ground. Two other hikers, a young woman and man wrapped up in fat purple sleeping bags, sit with their backs against the wall, riding out the storm.

“There's a leak there,” says the young woman, pointing to a spot in the roof, above a puddle on the deck. “But you should be okay there,” she adds, indicating a dry section.

While making quick introductions, Venado and I empty our packs and discover that everything except Venado's sleeping bag has gotten completely soaked. While the young man graciously boils water for our macaroni and cheese and tuna, we spread out our wet gear. Wolfing down our hot food, we share leftovers with our shelter mates, and after washing our bowls we squeeze into the one bag.

“Poppy?”

“Yeah?”

“You're squishing me.”

“Yeah, it's tight; be glad we're small,” I say, turning onto my side to create a bit more room in the bag.

Among other things, our first week on the trail proves to be a cold, wet exercise in adaptability, with a little help from friends.

“Why don't we carry a map?” Venado had asked on the retreat from Raven Run.

“Because other people do, and they always show up when you need them.”

“Always?”

“Always. And if not, you figure something else out.” I laugh, and then give him the simple truth. “We just can't carry everything we need. It's too much weight. We have to improvise as we go.”

“What's improvise?”


What We're Getting Ourselves Into

If there's one thing that drives people to the extreme of thru-hiking the Appalachian Trail, it's desperation—in varying degrees. Ever since the first thru-hiker, Earl Shaffer, accomplished the feat in 1948 as a way to purge his psyche and soul after fighting in World War II, people have turned to the trail when they run out of options. Thru-hiking the AT gives them something to do, and it feels important.

For me, the time had come; as with Melville's Ishmael, “it was my substitute for pistol and ball.” Stalled in my career, stalled in everything, I needed to find a place where my life had meaning. I had always shown my best out there in the wilds. I had the skills, or at least some of them; I could build a fire in the rain and had a good sense of direction and a clever mind. As a child, I had found my first escape route from the insanity called “civilization” in the forests of the East, and it felt right to share that with my son.

Venado, for his part, needed a break from a lifestyle that kept him between four walls and constrained his creativity. He was still a child—had yet to lose his first tooth—but in researching the trail we learned that a six-year-old had thru-hiked in 1980, and several eight-year-olds had gone the distance. I scoured the Internet to find a serious trekking pack for a sixty-pound boy and discovered the Tatonka Balloo. Venado's grandmother bought it for him, along with a green fleece pullover he wore every day. The pack came with a little stuffed buffalo hanging off the back, but Venado left that behind, because of the weight.

We were living and working in Mexico when we started making plans. “Do you know what you're getting into?” I had asked Venado. “No,” he said.

But once out in the woods he skipped along as if liberated. When people asked if he missed home, and his mom, he would look at them funny. Of course he missed his mom, but not enough to surrender such abundant freedom. In the wide-open forest where everything he saw required examination, he scarcely noticed things like wet clothes and sore feet. The smells and textures, the wind and sounds all flooded his senses as the melting snow flooded the landscape, and to be there at an age when he still believed his father could do anything and always keep him safe meant he could suck it all up without a shred of anxiety to cloud his thinking.

I carried food and anxiety enough for both of us. I hit the trail broke and unemployed. I'd had a few big splashes as an environmental writer, but never achieved the notoriety of guys like Michael Pollan or even Bill McKibben. I had chased my passion through numerous countries, and it was exciting, but it didn't profit us monetarily; eventually my wife found work at home in Maine.

“You have to come back to the United States sometime,” she told me.

“I'll be there to hike the trail with Venado,” I told her.

The solid foundation we'd established in our relationship before children had grown pretty shaky in the last few years. We were making a valiant attempt to keep our kids’ world and ours together, but our family had reached a point where the future dropped into an abyss that looked different for each of us. Being survivors, we came more or less to the same conclusion: We had to do something. Following Venado, with his unarticulated motives, we took on the Appalachian Trail. [image: images]
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THE BARBARIAN UTOPIA

“If these people were on the skyline, and kept their eyes open, they would see the things that the giant could see.”

—Benton MacKaye, 1921

Venado and I wake up to more rain. Venado follows my lead as I put my bare feet into damp boots and leave the laces loose—drying them from the inside. Looking at all our soaked clothing and equipment draped around the shelter, we opt to stay put and make a fire. Building a fire in the rain takes patience, and our shelter mates watch from their bags as Venado and I snap pieces of dead wood off a laurel bush, split them, and shave off slivers of the inner wood until we have a a handful. “Standing dead wood always burns,” I say.

Venado nods. “Yeah, I know that.”

Venado shaves bits of magnesium from his fire starter into the pile of chips, and we wrap the tinder in some blank pages torn from one of our notebooks. I put this combustible bomb on a flat rock and cover it with a mound of the thinnest twigs we can find and a pile of thin damp wood on top of that.

“Once we get a good bed of coals going we'll be all set,” I explain as I set the paper bundle alight. The first bundle burns out, but with careful attention on our second try we get the fire burning big and hot, and soon the raindrops land hissing on the stones around it.


All morning we change into our various damp clothes and stand steaming by the fire, making forays for more wood and chatting with our shelter mates, who we learn come from Philly. The guy, Chip, is a tall and skinny political activist/puppet maker; the woman, Shinara, sits against the wall of the shelter, with a knit hat over her long dark hair. “I work at a health food store on South Street,” she tells us.

“Ah, South Street,” I say. “Home of the not-so-healthy cheese steak.”

“Poppy grew up there,” Venado tells them.

“You're from Philly?” Chip asks.

“Near there.”

“Where do you live now?”

“East Machias, Maine, and Mexico,” says Venado.

“East Machias? Do you know…” Chip's been there and reels off the names of people we know in common, and we comment on the small-worldness of the trail.

Then come the other questions, inevitably. “Why are you out here? Whose idea was it?” Shinara wants to know.

“It was his idea,” I tell them, nodding toward Venado, who squats in the mud and cant stop poking at the fire with a stick. He disputes my claim.

“No, yours,” he says, turning his head quickly toward me.

“Mine?”

“Yeah, you said we could hike the trail.”

“No, you asked if we could hike the trail, and I said, ‘we can think about it,’ and we did, and here we are.”

“Yeah, but before that you said that me and you could hike the trail.”

“You and I,” I correct him. “I was just telling you about it; you were the one who asked if we could actually go.”

We decide to share the blame for having the idea, and while Venado sees things simply—we're here because we are here—I throw out a few plausible reasons: about wanting a good education for my children, about getting older and wanting to share something important with my son, about it being Venado's idea. They're all more-or-less true.

Out of politeness, Chip and Shinara accept the answers without digging into my dissembling. I turn the question back to them. What brought them out here?


They had planned to go to a spiritual retreat, they said, but it was expensive and they decided they could find just as much spirituality on the trail.

“That's what Benton MacKaye wanted,” I say.

Chip and Shinara have not heard of MacKaye.

“MacKaye was the visionary of the AT,” I tell them. “He said, ‘the philosophy of through trails is to organize a Barbarian invasion, a countermovement to the metropolitan invasion of the wilderness.’ He said, ‘the Appalachian range needs to be put into public hands as the site for a Barbarian Utopia.’” I enunciate the words very clearly. It's a story Venado has already heard several times.

“MacKaye wasn't really a Barbarian in the wild sense,” I tell Chip and Shinara. “He was more of a nineteenth-century Utopian stuck in a twentieth-century reality. Maybe he picked up the Barbarian thing from Teddy Roosevelt, who he worked for. Roosevelt said: ‘Unless we keep the Barbarian virtues, gaining the civilized ones will be of little avail.’ Or maybe Teddy got that from MacKaye. The idea is that people need to understand how natural systems work and make that the basis for development decisions. MacKaye said that in order to understand life people need connection to three critical things: community, rural processes, and wilderness. His vision of the trail provides all three to the urbanites, the ‘civilizees’ as he called them, who have become more and more disconnected from anything real.”

I find myself giving a lecture, and the pair's attention ebbs and flows as they get up and pack to leave. But I can't stop pulling this philosophical metaphor of cultural survival over the various meltdowns that have backed my family to the wall, leaving the idea of the trail as the only option that makes sense.

“Once I read MacKaye's essay ‘An Appalachian Trail’ and his ‘Barbarian Utopia’ speech, that was it. I was totally hooked,” I tell them. “MacKaye wanted to have communally owned camps at intervals along the trail—they'd be self-supporting through sustainable logging and farming. That's where you'd get the connection to community and rural processes, and then get in touch with wilderness by hiking between the camps. A lot of what we're planning to do is to try and find the places where MacKaye's vision is manifesting, intentionally or accidentally, and hopefully write about it.”


Chip and Shinara have their bags packed, and they sit on the edge of the lean-to, enjoying the fire and looking out at the rain. The tree trunks stand naked and black, with low-hanging branches dripping from every elbow. On the wet ground every upturned leaf holds a little puddle of water, and runoff burbles steadily down the trail.

“This is our new home,” says Venado, repeating a joke we have made up. “It has a leaky roof, a dirty floor, and the walls are very drafty, but it's big.”

They laugh.

“How much longer you folks out for?” I ask.

“We were heading for Harpers Ferry,” says Shinara. “But the rain.”

“What'll you do now?”

She says their new plan is to hike to the road, hitch back to their car, and head home.

We say goodbye and watch them go. Venado returns to the fire.

“Try and stay clean,” I tell him.

“Poppy?”

“Yes.”

“Did Benton MacKaye invent the trail?”

“No, there were other trails; he just put the pieces together.”

And Venado puts the pieces together by questioning and listening to me expound about MacKaye's vision to virtually anyone willing to listen.

I pull MacKaye's book From Geography to Geotechnics out of my pack and begin to read. “Sign the register, Venado, and then write in your journal.” But he is out in the rain, busilly building dams and dikes that channel the runoff away from the shelter.

The next morning, after bowls of granola soaked in powdered milk, we prepare to hit the trail in a fading drizzle, heading for Pennsylvania—the land where I was born.

“What do you think of when you think of a Barbarian?” I ask Venado.

“Um, a Native American?”

“That's kind of a stereotype. I think MacKaye meant it as anyone who knows that water flows downhill, and that the sun lifts water uphill.”

“The sun lifts water?”


“Yeah, the sun heats water, evaporation makes clouds, clouds rain on mountains, voila! It's working all the time.”

Venado takes that one in. “But what's utopia?” he asks.

“According to MacKaye, it's a pipe dream. There's two kinds: One is the utopia of making your pipe dream come true, like us here on the trail—for most people this is unimaginable. The other is to go to the movies and identify with the characters who make their pipe dreams come true. What do you prefer, hiking the trail or watching movies?”

“I like both.”

“Me too. But this hike is real, and the movie is not. MacKaye said there are two kinds of utopias: one of creative action, and the other of effortless escape. I think Barbarians choose creative action.”

Back in Mexico, Venado had witnessed me lobbying his mother to support the hike. He might not have been able to articulate it, but even at his age he would have felt the unbearable tension undermining our family. It manifested as a scarcity of smiles.

“Listen to this, listen,” I had said to my wife, reading from a handful of papers that still smelled of the printer. “‘The problem of living is at bottom an economic one. And this alone is bad enough, even in a period of so-called “normalcy.” But living has been considerably complicated of late in various ways—by war, by questions of personal liberty, and by “menaces” of one kind or another. There have been created bitter antagonisms. We are undergoing also the bad combination of high prices and unemployment. This situation is world wide—the result of a world-wide war.’ MacKaye wrote that in 1921. You'd have thought he wrote it last week. He started talking about this just a few months after his wife committed suicide; he saw the trail as a healing thing, in all kinds of ways.”

Venado's mother had understood, but not agreed. “But why go now?” she'd asked.

“Look, I'm fifty-two. I have friends who get cancer and are gone in six months. This feels right; it's the right time. This is something he and I need. We all need it.” I'd composed a rationale for her, but in fact, we had to go—were already gone—and she knew it.

“But we can't afford it.”
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“Even if we go into debt, it might be worth it. Besides, what would any of us have given at seven years old to ask for this and have the answer be yes?”

She'd reluctantly agreed. “I'll send food boxes for two months; after that, no promises.”

“I'll be happy if we make two weeks,” I say to Venado as we hike out from Devils Racecourse. But every day the sounds of our own footsteps—in mud, on rock, slapping through wet leaves—grow more familiar. Our packs mold to our backs, and calluses take the places of blisters. We stride along the ridge tops, looking out through the bare trees at the valleys below, “seeing what the giant could see,” as MacKaye said, and in the afternoon of our seventh day we cross the Pennsylvania line and reach Deer Lick Shelter, a ten-mile hike from Devils Racecourse.

I head for the spring to get water. “I'll be right back,” I tell Venado. “Wait here.”

But he does not want to wait alone at the shelter and follows me to the spring.


Back at the shelter we are slow to unpack; someone has trashed the place, leaving open cans of food in the wet ashes of the fire pit and graffiti on the walls. Two strong-looking middle-aged women and a dog come by; without shedding their packs, they quickly sign the register and turn toward the trail again.

“How far you going?” I ask.

“Antietam or Tumbling Run,” the smaller of the two says over her shoulder.

“Where'd you start?”

“Ensign Cowall. We do seventeen miles a day, every day.”

And they're gone.

“What do you think, Venado? Should we go to Antietam? It's only three more miles.”

“Okay, let's go.”

And we take off following the recognizably small tracks of the women and their dog; they had signed the register “Two Hags and a Hound” and drawn a little picture of their dog. An hour and a half later we reach Antietam Creek. The water is still high, forcing us to pole-vault off the end of a bridge to reach the island where the shelter stands.

“I guess they must've gone on,” I say, looking into the empty lean-to. “Imagine if we were down in Georgia with the crowd. The shelters would all be full and we'd be pitching our tent.”

“Poppy?”

“Yeah?”

“Can the water come up here?” Venado is looking at the matted grass around the shelter.

“It can. But I think it's going down.” I point to the creek, mispronouncing the name “Antietam” like it almost rhymes with “Vietnam.” “This flows down into Maryland and through one of the bloodiest battlegrounds of the Civil War. Something like twenty thousand dead and wounded in a day. I don't know.”

“We cross a Civil War battlefield every day,” Venado says later, staring into a fire he has built with some guidance.

“Yeah, some I didn't even know about. We're almost past them all now. One more big one.”


After a while we lie down with the firelight playing on the shelter walls and our still-damp clothing hanging all around us. Venado listens as I tell the story, again, of how our ancestor James Crader fought with the 153rd Pennsylvania Volunteers at Chancellorsville, the battle where the great Confederate general Stonewall Jackson was shot down by his own men.

“These stories came straight from my great-grandmother,” I tell Venado. “James Crader was her father. Right after Chancellorsville, he fought at Gettysburg. His regiment got slammed and chased off Barlow's Knoll on the first day. But on the second day the Louisiana Tigers attacked them on Cemetery Ridge, and they held them off. He was only a corporal, but he commanded his company because all the officers above him got killed, and that's where he got wounded too, but not badly.” In the faint light I can see Venado's eyes; they're open, and he's listening.

“He got discharged after that battle, but reenlisted with his father in the 47th Regiment and fought down south the rest of the war. His father died down there of dysentery and is buried in Natchez, Mississippi. Can you imagine reenlisting to go back into that nightmare? Cannonballs and bodies ripped to pieces and smoke and blood. I can only wonder what kind of man he was.”

Venado apparently does not yet grasp the whole picture. “Was he a Confederate?”

“Oh, nonono. He was with the Pennsylvanians, in the Union Army, also called the Federals, or the Yankees. Funny thing is, there is a statue of American soldiers in Allentown, where he lived, and he was the model for the Confederate soldier.”

There's so much to tell. I work around the edges of the bigger story, how Lee got drawn into the fight at Gettysburg, and what the loss of Jackson must have meant to him.

“Who won the Civil War?” Venado asks.

“Hard to say. Everybody loses something in war. But the Confederates surrendered in the end.”

“Who were the Confederates?”

“That's a good question. The Confederates were the southern states that wanted to leave the Union and have their own country because the North was giving them a hard time with taxes. And some of them wanted to have slaves, which most northerners didn't like. The North couldn't accept slavery.”

“No.”

“Right. Everyone needs to be free. Okay, let's see if we can name the Confederate states. Wanna start?”

And we name them, near as we can, working out the list together: Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, Virginia—but not West Virginia—Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas. “That's ten,” I say. “But I think there're thirteen stars on the Confederate flag. We'll have to look it up. Arkansas? Missouri? Kentucky maybe.” The conversation peters out and we fall asleep.

Climbing back up to the ridgeline under clear skies the next morning, we stop and talk to a logger cutting down a grove of chestnut oaks. Standing by a fresh-felled tree, the tip of his long chainsaw poking into a pile of wood chips on the ground, the man in greasy orange leggings—safety chaps—tips his hard hat back and explains in an almost southern accent how a few years before a gypsy moth infestation had wiped out the oaks on this mountain.

“What are gypsy moths?” Venado wants to know.

“It's a worm that eats the leaves off the trees,” the logger says.

A few miles on, we enter Caledonia State Park and look out through the leafless trees onto wide valleys of seemingly untouched woods. It goes on all day, with barely a sign of human activity. At Chimney Rocks we take a play break, threading through the caves and tunnels formed by a glacial tumble of rocks, and then we march on.

Eight days into the trail, and four days after leaving the cleanliness of the Free State Hikers Hostel, Venado breaks out of the trees above a highway thirteen miles west of Gettysburg. A layer of soot from the fire pits dulls the flower print design on his once bright orange pack. Dirty, with long, uncombed hair, he looks a bit rough, like a Confederate boy soldier marching out of the south.

Looking just as grimy and sporting a week-old beard, I follow him onto the cleared slope above the road. We scrabble down the naked hill to the smooth, white-lined asphalt and stand there for a minute, stunned by exhaust fumes from trucks and traffic streaming by.


“Good lord.”

“Poppy, people think Barbarians are stinky, but these civilizees really stink.”

“Oh man, if anybody complains about the way we smell, we'll just tell 'em to go stick their nose up their exhaust pipe. Wow—it's hard to imagine that we wallow in this filth and hardly know it.”

Walking along the road, I pick up an open Wi-Fi signal with my iPhone and make a Skype call home. After a brief conversation I pass the phone to Venado. “Here, say hi to your mom.” And the boy chatters away to his mother and sister until I cut him off.

“Come on. We've gotta go.”


Creative Action

When asked why we had come out to the trail, I might also have mentioned this truth: “Children come into the world knowing what they need and how to get it, and this is a case in point. We are out here to save our family from destruction; Venado knew that intuitively, and that's why he asked to go.”

What had cinched the deal, compelling us to walk the two thousand–mile spine of the Appalachians, was stumbling across the essays of Benton MacKaye, the visionary of the Appalachian Trail. MacKaye broached the idea in 1921, a few months after his wife jumped into New York's East River and drowned herself. The trail through the wilderness originated as the product of his personal despair and expanded into a refuge from an increasingly confused and confusing civilization.

Modern humans—bombarded with radiation from cell phones, iPods, and all of what Venado called “electronic world-destroyer devices”—could catch a breath in this place that, if you paid attention and used your imagination, could feel primal.

Our early days on the trail proved to be the most challenging, but also the most blessed. Every day we stayed out there seemed like a victory, every mile a major accomplishment.

Triumphal, we crossed into Pennsylvania, a mere forty miles from our starting point. Fueled by the epiphanies that MacKaye's essays kindled, we marched on in search of his utopia, or at least some signs of its passing.

The hike itself had actually been inspired by a movie we rented in Mexico, El Último Mohicano—The Last of the Mohicans, the story of Chingachgook and his son Uncas, the last of the Mohicans, fighting in 1757 in the French and Indian War. Venado took his name, “the deer,” from the son, Uncas, whose name in French was le cerf agile—“the swift deer.” Chingachgook meant “big snake,” which didn't appeal to me, so I took my name from the Mexican slang for “owl.” I heard later that it also meant “watchman” or “guard,” which seemed appropriate. Bearing Spanish monikers derived from Native Americans, we played at being back in early America, back in the world where our Mohawk, Dutch, and French ancestors roamed the woods of the north. Walking through the empty forests, we projected ourselves into a primeval illusion that, in our early days on the trail, kept us going.


I hadn't spent much time in the woods with my own father, but I'd learned about creative action from him. Every Saturday from the time he could hold a bat until he tore a tendon at age seventy-three, he was on the diamond or gridiron, playing baseball or football with his pals—for fun.

“He even played the day I was born,” I told Venado, who expressed surprise.

“On your birthday?”

“It was a Saturday,” I shrugged, and laughed. “They called him ‘Charlie Brown’ because he did all the organizing.”

Unlike some sports fanatics (the word “fan” is derived from “fanatic”) who project themselves so thoroughly into their teams and heroes that they unleash destructive orgies over victory or defeat, my father and his friends got off the couch and onto the field. At the end of most games they would come back to the house and, over a few beers, rehash their own triumphs and defeats.

MacKaye saw the Appalachian Trail as a place for spiritual awakening that began with a physical, confidence-building experience. He envisioned urban workers, with a need to triumph in some way, walking up to the top of a mountain and seeing the world at their feet. They could be giants.

The idea is to climb to the ridgeline through one's own effort, to become a giant.[image: images]
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