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What People Are Saying About


Body and Grace


In the great tradition of the legendary literary walkers—Thoreau, Wordsworth, Dickens—and the spirit and soul of John Muir and Robert Macfarlane, comes this wonderful book of contemplative wonder. To walk, to hike is miraculously human, but in the hands of Dami Roelse, the journey becomes not only poetic and transcendent, but divine. Dami is a keen observer of the world and of the self, and through this combination delivers a story of personal discovery that will change how you move in the world.


David W. Berner, journalist, broadcaster, and author of several books including Any Road Will Take You There


Body and Grace is Dami’s memoir of hiking the Pacific Crest Trail—the story of both her inner and outer journey. Dami takes readers on sections of the trail where they’ll find unwelcoming desert, dark forest, stark volcanic landscape, and jagged mountains. They’ll pause to consider having to ford swollen rivers and streams, walking across snowfields and a glacier, and how to make the way across the narrow “Knife’s Edge”.  Dami’s poetry—sometimes at the end of a chapter—sometimes interspersed in the prose add depth to the stories …. “The trees are breathing together. The trees are standing together. They’re not going anywhere, no Covid virus affects them and they accept whatever comes their way….” Dami paints a picture of the complexity days on the trail can bring. Those unfamiliar with the PCT will enjoy being introduced to its challenges and rewards. Those who have hiked any portion of it will doubtless enjoy revisiting this amazing 2,650-mile trail.


Susan Alcorn, author of Walk, Hike, Saunter: Seasoned Women Share Tales and Trails


In Body and Grace Dami brings us along as she finds healing in walking on a long trail in the wild. Through her poetry and contemplative narrative, she shares her unique experiences of life on trail as a woman in her 60s. As the saying goes, she found the trail truly does provide.


Karen deSousa, RN, 60-something-year-old long-distance hiker and author


An enjoyable and inspiring look into the author’s physical, mental, emotional and spiritual healing/transformation experienced while walking the PCT over the course of 10 years. Tender and thought-provoking poetry is interspersed with journal style descriptions of the unique (and surprising) ups and downs over sections of the PCT, with plenty of practical information for anyone interested in some of the details to consider in long distance walking/hiking. I am incredibly inspired to walk more, and farther, and to not be afraid to challenge myself in order to experience the kind of beauty, peace, and fulfillment that can be found by spending time living and learning in nature while walking this amazing earth.


Margo Wing, Nutritious Movement Certified Restorative Exercise Specialist, Move Your DNA Weekend Instructor & Dynamic Aging Instructor
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Transformation Travel


I became a walker in my sixties. Gone were my years of roaming the world as a young adult. Gone were my years of loving and nurturing as a wife and mother. With the death of my husband and children off to college and beyond, I went for a walk to reclaim myself. Who was I at this point in life? I was a counselor to others in my profession, but now I must counsel myself. Born and raised in Europe, walking came naturally, and I turned to it to sort out my life. In my late fifties, I trekked in the Himalayas for 12 days with a guide and horseman. In my twenties, I went trekking in Nepal with a boyfriend who was a mountain enthusiast. The adventure had pulled me along. Standing on the Mount Everest glacier put me in awe of mountains. Daily walking in harsh conditions brought out my strength and felt good. Would I still have that strength 35 years later?


The year I turned 65, I decided I could take a longer vacation from work to walk the length of the state of Oregon. I started in the state’s north and walked home to the south. As they say, the rest is history. I was hooked, and I have walked the 2650 miles of the Pacific Crest Trail in yearly sections since then. Hiking the PCT became my walk to inner freedom.


Dami Roelse


Taos, New Mexico


www.transformation-travel.com









Hiking the PCT is one of those journeys you not only complete. It’s a journey that completes you!









Prologue


People don’t ask why I walk long distances. Maybe they don’t ask because they can’t relate to it. People imagine sleeping on the ground (I often sleep in a hammock, which sounds even more uncomfortable for many). People imagine carrying weight and sweating, and tell me it is not for them. Imagine, though, the feeling of endlessness, with fresh sights around every bend. Simply step into it and keep walking. Do you refuse to start your day because you don’t know where it leads? Of course not, and yes, you do try to control what happens by scheduling and planning for your needs. My only plan is to hike the uphill part of the trail in the morning.


I am drawn to the long trail because of its simplicity and the unknown ahead. When I take the first 50 steps after I put the pack on my back, my heart opens, my breath becomes a sigh of relief. I am free. The trail is pushing me forward to an ever-expanding mix of trees, rocks and sky.


In the cool freshness of the early morning, my energy bank is full and my mind anticipatory. I am like a child, boundless, inquisitive. I am a butterfly moving from delightful aroma to delightful sight. By late afternoon, I am a weary woman, burdened by the physical demands of life. Each day on the trail I am born anew. Each day, I experience the powerful cycle of living and dying in a visceral way, as life energy courses through my body, leaving me to ponder life’s purpose.


Walking the trail is living life in a nutshell, devoid of the trappings of making money, acquiring things, and seeking pleasurable entertainment. The purity of living that the trail provides is magnetic, honest and invigorating.


For the young ones on the trail, the ones who go fast, who eat the miles by the 20-ties and 30-ties a day, the goal is seeing the end of the trail. A few mid-lifers on the trail aim to drop out of the rat race and start anew. For me, the old one on the trail, it’s an opportunity to extend time. I don’t want the end of the trail, or a life reset. I want to enjoy the last stretch of living.


The Pacific Crest Trail is a long trail, 2650 miles long. Life can be long. I didn’t hike the trail in either North-South or South-North orientation. Each year I picked a section that called to me, like life has called me to unknown places, and new endeavors. Life doesn’t inform you of your lifespan or journey. I walked, without being in a hurry to complete the section I was hiking, letting the days on the trail gather me up and expand my awareness of nature, the vastness of terrain, the wildness of things.


I saw eternity and became more comfortable with the unknown. From the moment we are born, we are on our way to our death. We neither think about nor want that. I believe that when I walk the trail, I am more conscious of life’s arc. Perhaps walking the trail is a path to accepting the inevitable with a light heart.
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First Night Solo


Southern Oregon, June 2012


The trees along the trail wave their new green growth as I hike this familiar part of the PCT near my home in Southern Oregon. Wildflowers pop in yellows, whites and purple. I yell out: “Thank you Clinton for creating the Soda Mountain Wilderness!” My chest rises under the straps of my pack as views of Mt. Shasta, Mt. Ashland, Pilot Rock and Klamath lakes appear between the trees. I like how my feet bounce in my broken-in boots. The undergrowth is wet, my pants are wet but I don’t care. The tech-pant material will dry quickly when the rain stops.


I’m doing a shake-down hike in preparation for my planned PCT section hike from Mt. Hood back to Ashland later this summer. It’s June and the weather is fickle. The weather forecast is for rain and thunderstorms. I figure that’s good, because what I need to find out is how my gear works under not-so-perfect conditions. I have decided to walk from Pilot Rock to Howard Prairie Lake. It will be my first night solo in the woods far away from civilization. When I first came to California I spent a few nights solo camping on friends’ land in the mountains at the end of a dirt road. Since I had lived in a city environment I didn’t know about wild animals. There were snakes, bears and deer living on the land. I wanted to overcome my fear of wild animals. Three nights in a tent helped me face that fear. Every noise, every flap of my tent sent adrenaline up my spine. Nothing unforeseen happened except for some boredom. I filed the experience away.


I haven’t thought about those warm summer nights in a tent, alone, until now. Will it help me deal with tonight’s solitude?


Friends drop me off at the trailhead on Friday morning (I showed them where my emergency contacts are on the fridge, just in case!). They’re getting enthusiastic just taking me.


Off I am with my new Osprey Exos pack, weighing 28lb, including water and food. The pack sits comfortably on my hips, with no pull from the shoulder straps. The trail looks moist and yummy. A few clouds in the sky sprinkle a light rain now and then and keep everything damp. I soon realize that the trail-guide pages with maps from my hiking book are confusing (in 2012 phone apps that guide you didn’t exist), so I’ll have to trust my intuition and knowledge of the area.


Lunch brings the predicted thunderstorms. I don’t see lightning, it’s just pouring rain. My raincoat and lightweight poncho over the pack with cover keep me dry. Wrong poncho though, very difficult to pull over the backpack by myself. The water trickling into my boots have wet my feet, and I can almost hear the squish - squish - slurp of the water as my feet press down. I’m wondering what that will do? Foot rot? These are leather Goretex lined boots, so they don’t breathe and the moisture won’t evaporate. Hmmm, I’ll have to revisit waterproofing them.


During a dry spell I take the boots off, squeeze the water out of my socks, but when I start walking again my feet are still squishing water; they feel warm though, so no problem there.


At 4:30 PM I arrive at the Green Springs highway crossing. Already 13 miles under my belt! I feel strong, although I notice a slight ache in my left knee.


Since camping near the highway isn’t my idea of fun, I decide to hike on another 5 miles to little Hyatt Lake to camp for the night. The PCT now feels endless. I worry that I’ve taken a wrong turn, I don’t recognize the terrain. Later I read in the guidebook how the trail winds around to avoid private land. This explains why my sense of direction is confused.


It is getting late, the sun is low in the sky, I’m tired. Will I find a decent place to camp? There’s no-one to ask, and the flimsy pages of my guidebook are no help. The pain in my knee keeps getting worse. Light rain alternates with sunny spots, revealing views over the valley below and a lake in the distance. Howard Prairie or Hyatt Lake? The living, breathing world of green — all shades of green — is all I see. Combined with yellow evening sunlight gliding into the woods and over the hillsides, the world is breathtaking. As long as the sun still shines, I don’t feel alone. The sun has always been a dear friend.


I contemplate a potential camping spot right off the trail, but decide to hike another half hour and see where that gets me. I get to Little Hyatt Lake by 7:30 PM. I’ve hiked 18 miles on my 1st day! My knee hurts, but my feet feel fine; my recent plantar fasciitis didn’t flare up.


While it sprinkles, I set up camp in the trees. The hammock hangs in record time; I have been practicing my knots. I find the right distance between trees and voila, shelter in 15 minutes. The trees are silent companions, looking down on me. I feel protected as I hang among them.


For dinner, I try out my freeze-dried teriyaki chicken rice in a pouch; preparing it is fast and easy. I let the pouch stew in the warmth of my down jacket. Ten minutes later I’m slurping a wonderful, albeit soupy, rice meal. Hot food as the night is falling and everything is wet around you, isn’t a luxury. I stuff my boots with lichen to see if it will soak up some of the water in them. Native Americans used lichen as diapers so why not try this? My socks are “drying” on the hammock line. My knee is sore.


Nightfall comes, chores are done. I’ve hung my food in a tree, the pack is tucked under a rain cover; I’m ready for bed. The rainfly is staked down for potential rain in the night. My first night alone in the woods is here.


I crawl in the hammock. It’s comfy and I keep a book ready for reading by flashlight. My brand new iPhone shows a few bars of signal, so I send a message to my friend letting her know I’m OK. I have a personal locator device that I hang inside my hammock, just in case. The rain is coming down hard, which will be a test for the hammock. The forest hides me. I can’t be seen from the other side of the small lake. I’m not worried humans will come find me in the night. Who would want to roam around in this weather? Will animals come to sniff my foreign scent though? Swinging softly, suspended above the ground, I feel unreasonably safe. Tiredness takes over, an 8-hour day of hiking will do that. Soon I’m asleep.


When I wake, it’s still pitch dark. My watch tells me it’s 3:00 AM. I need to pee and so I roll out of my hammock, find my boots and with my flashlight in hand I walk off a ways to do my business. Bare feet in wet, icy boots is no pleasure walk, brrr! How strange to be moving around in a dark forest at night. I feel like an animal. There must be creatures around me, but I can’t see or hear them. I’m alert, but not afraid, tense but not anxious. Is this how animals feel when they move about? I find my hammock again and snuggle up. Not so sleepy now, I lay there listening to any movement. The dark wraps itself around me and I imagine I’m in a closed shelter. I won’t let my imagination run away with my emotions. Warm as I am, I fall back asleep again. A few hours later, I wake to bird sound. A chirp here, a swoosh of wings there, leaves rustling in the dawn wind. The birds let me know I’m not alone in the forest, a new day is coming. I wait. Little drops pit-pat on the rainfly. Is it rain or water dripping from the trees? I touch the outside of my down bag; it’s dry. The call of nature disturbs my cozy laying around. How I hate that! I get out of the hammock. Hopping on one leg, I struggle to put on the cold, wet socks and boots. There is no place to sit as everything is wet and I don’t have a pad or camp chair. I manage to get my socks and boots on and feel my feet warming up. Wool socks are forgiving. The lichen did soak up some of the water; my feet aren’t “sloshing” any longer.


In the damp morning, as light breaks the sky, steam rises on the lake. Canadian geese glide along with their babies. I’ve survived my first night alone in the woods! The spell of fear that comes with not knowing doesn’t have me in her grip anymore.


I make hot tea. With the morning chill in my stiff limbs, I walk around the lake to feel the condition of my knee.


Much better, such a good body I have; how it recovers. I look forward to walking, greeting the sun and learning what the day will bring. So yes, I’ll hike further north today. With fingers stiff from cold, my body wrapped in layers of clothing, I break camp. Did I mention wet conditions? I’m glad I manage to stay warm. This is hypothermia weather even though it’s late June.


Hiking uphill is painful on the knee. I tell myself to take it easy. I don’t have to go far today. The sun breaks and it’s a beautiful wet summer morning. Wildflowers greet me again along the path that stretches out in front of me. A thank you to all who have created this trail rises in my mind. An hour and a half later, halfway to Howard Prairie Lake, I discover I’ve left my pack cover somewhere. I backtrack, hoping it might be close. I never find it. It was my husband’s pack cover. Now that piece of him is gone too. I’m not the sentimental type, but having a few things that remind me of him lets me feel connected. How can I be connected to someone who is not there anymore? Is it all in my mind? Is it better if I face the aloneness? Pondering, I walk until there’s nothing to ponder any longer and I turn around on the trail. My watch says 5 miles. I end up back at Little Hyatt by midday. My knee is better today, 10 miles of hiking didn’t aggravate it. I’m learning about my limitations.


I meet a Swiss female through-hiker and share lunch with her. It’s the end of June and she has already walked from the Mexican border to Oregon! I’m in awe as what she has accomplished sinks in. My plan to hike Oregon in August looms big and full of unknowns.


Being Water


Rain, dew, creeks, lakes,


mud puddles, troughs, spigots, springs,


will you give me your life?


Quench my


thirst,


Cleanse my body,


Touch my nakedness


from your chilly depths?


Let me float on your warm surface.


Tickle my tongue.


Drip down my face into my clothes,


Until we are


one element,


one body of water.
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A Near Rescue


August 2012, Mt. Jefferson, OR


After 7 miles of rocky trail, my feet hot from the constant rub and movement, I rest near the outflow of Head Lake. The water is gurgling, forever moving, jumping from and over stone. The water will move long after I’ve left this spot. I remove my shirt, shoes and socks. I step into the little creek. The water washes my salty sweat away and cools my core. The water has crushed enough rock into tiny grains of sand to form a soft beach for my tired toes. The water makes me whole.


Wind ruffles my hair, dries it in an instant with its breath warm with sunshine. My hair reflects golden specks in the tiny waves. The golden sparkles dance on the water like leaves on the branches nearby, back and forth, back and forth, endless until the wind lies down. Water never rests. Water and air are companions who make the trees and plants grow on the bank, in soil made of its dead cousins. People grow, people die. We were companions once, nurturing each other with our individual energies, blending until we were like two trees grown into one. Our survival needs are not different from plants and trees;. We need air, water, and nutrients. What about love? My love, my life partner, has died. Do plants and trees experience love? I see love around me as the water, the air, and the earth nourish everything, including me. Love in nature doesn’t have favorites. Nature, though, can kill when its force gathers in storms, floods, heat and drought. Is that love? Did Doyle’s long illness, his trauma, kill our love? The questions float away while I’m sitting here. The urge to hike rises in me. My hiking plan prevails. I want to look ahead not back at what is lost. I hike with a view of snowy Mt. Jefferson in the distance. Mount Jefferson is the second volcano in a row of seven along the PCT crest in Oregon.
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