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You are driving down Vermont state route 11 and on the right side of the road you see three young men around the age of twenty sitting on backpacks with their thumbs in the air. You decide to be a Good Samaritan and you pull off to the side of the road and wait for them to walk up to your Chevy S10. You roll down your window and ask them where they are heading. “Manchester Depot; could you help us out?” You nod yes and tell them to hop into the bed of your truck. Two of them hop in and the other sits shotgun with you as you pull back onto the road. You can’t help but notice the unpleasant smell of human body odor, but you think past it as you start polite conversation with this young man who is perched in your front seat like a dog who wants to stick his head out the window to feel the breeze.  “Oh, me and my buddies are hiking the A.T. We started about five months ago. We have got to get into Manchester in order to re-supply before we hit the trail again. Do you know where the cheapest motel is that is close to the center of town?” You mention that there are a number of motels and hotels along the highway 11 stretch but most aren’t within walking distance of the town. “Bummer. Me and my buddies were hoping for a zero day because our feet are killing us. And Twiggy, that is my buddy in the back who is lacking in the beard, his knee is bumming him out because of the steep decent off of Stratton yesterday.” As you keep on talking to this young man you come to learn that his “buddies” are hikers that he met yesterday at the last shelter up the trail, which strikes you as odd because he continues to talk about them as if he has known them since pre-school. As you pull into town and drive down the main stretch he reads every restaurant sign out loud and asks you which one you like best. He finally sees a laundry mat and asks you to pull into the parking lot. You couldn’t agree with him more. As he gets out of the truck he sincerely thanks you for the ride and grabs his backpack out of the back of your truck. You pull away smiling while you wonder how you can get the smell of human out of your front seat. 

Hiking is a revered recreational past time in America. Yet there are some individuals who take this past time and extend the duration on the trail for a number of months instead of the average weekend jaunt. These individuals are known as long distance hikers. Within the grouping of long distance hikers there are still greater distinctions to be made between different groups of long distance hikers which will be discussed later in the paper. These distinctions are based on hiking style and method and it is such distinctions that lead to the creation of a subculture in which individuals create identities based on comparisons to those they meet and see on the trail. 

It is these identities and the culture that supports them that I am going to be examining and illustrating in this paper. To put it in another way, the purpose of this paper is to examine hiker culture in order to describe the ways in which identities and the culture are created and experienced. I will be focusing on three themes of hiker identity and hiker culture in this paper. These three themes are: a chosen separation from an urban setting, language used by hikers, and hiking as pilgrimage. In the section entitled “A chosen separation from an urban setting” I will be examining how hikers strive to simplify their lifestyle while on a hike and at the same time utilize long distance hiking as a tool to express agency against an outside social structure. In the section on the language used by hikers I will be discussing common topics of conversation as well as words used by hikers to describe their gear. The last section of this paper discusses long distance hiking as pilgrimage while focusing on the period of linimality that hikers experience while on a long distance hike. 

Links to other research

The Appalachian Trail is now a part of me. It is in my being- not simply as a memory; although it is a memory and a most pleasant one. It is more. Its being- its soul- and mine are intertwined. My identity, my essence, now depends to some extent upon the Trail’s identity and essence. (Flack and Flack 1981:6)

A Brief History of the Backpacking Boom

Prior to the beginning of the 70’s, hiking was not a large recreational past time. But in 1972, the population of thru-hikers on the A.T. and the L.T. sky rocketed. The statistics are as follows:

Before 1967 only 53 people had ever hiked the full length of the Appalachian Trail during the thirty years of its existence. In 1968, 10 more hardy souls completed the AT; In the single year 1972, 68. By 1973 that annual figure had soared to 166. Where 26 completed the Long Trail in 1968, 118 completed it in 1975. (Waterman and Waterman 1989:563)

This boom can be accredited for a number of different reasons:

Some of it was the inevitable demographics of population changes: the babies brought into the world by the family-oriented, conservative postwar generation began to reach an age where they could go camping on their own… but something more happened that set the boom on fire. That was the new patterns of thought and behavior associated with the late 1960’s and best conjured by a host of catchphrases descriptive of that era: the back-to-nature movement, the hippies, the flower children, the now generation, the counterculture, the environmental movement, the greening of America. This was the age when so many took to the woods or went back to the land, where lug-soled boots and backpacks seemed to be on two of every three college freshmen- and on a far higher proportion of the many who dropped out of higher education in those years. (Waterman and Waterman 1989:566)

These “new patterns of thought and behavior” quickly became a conceptualized market in which outdoor recreation products could be bought and sold in greater numbers than ever before. These new markets led to the birth of a number of different gear companies as well as to the constant struggle of these companies to come out with lighter and more technologically advanced products in order to cater to the outdoor enthusiast. It is from this historical context that hiking has become a large market in which items and consumer identities can be purchased.

Identity Theory

One of the main focuses of this paper is the identities created by long distance hikers. In order to illuminate and explicate these identities I am going to refer to Hogg, Terry, and White’s notion of identity theory. This theory of identity construction outlines that “the self is not an autonomous psychological entity but [is] a multifaceted social construct that emerges from people’s roles in society” (1995:256). These identities are based on three factors: role identities, role salience, and commitment. Role identities are “self conceptions, self referent cognitions, or self-definitions that people apply to themselves as a consequence of the structural role positioning they occupy through a process of labeling or self-definition as a member of a particular role” (1995:256). Role salience is the frequency with which a role is acted upon depending on the social situation at hand. Commitment is simply the fortitude to which an individual holds onto this identity in the regards to the social actions that this role entails. 

Defining “modernization”

In the section entitled “A chosen separation from an urban setting” I am going to be referring to modernity and modernization frequently. In order to do so, I am going to give the definition of modernization that I am going to be utilizing. I will be referring to modernization as “a comprehensive package of technical and institutional measures aimed at widespread societal transformation [which is] unpinned by neo-evolutionary theoretical narratives” (Arce and Long 2000:2). 

Pilgrimage

One of my thematic sections of my paper is solely focused on the notion of hiking as a pilgrimage. As stated by Juan Campo:

“Pilgrimage” is a word that is used with reference to many different kinds of journeys across geographic and textual space, entailing encounters with adversity and the unknown through which individuals undergo a process of self-discovery. These may be features of pilgrimage, but they do little to help delimit the scope of the subject. A more adequate concept of pilgrimage… has been reached by anthropologists and historians of religion, who view it as a set of ritual actions involving specific human communities, institutions, and organized travel to and from sacred places” (1998:41).

I will be using this refined concept of pilgrimage to outline hiking as a form of pilgrimage.

Conclusion to outside research

In doing research to frame my theoretical arguments for this paper, I have not come across papers that deal specifically with hiking or hiking culture. I will therefore utilize these theories to analyze and describe long distance hiking and hiker culture through the specific theoretical background that I just outlined.

Where do long distance hikes take place?

There are a number of different trail systems in the United States created for the sole purpose of hiking. Many of these systems of trails are found within state parks or national parks. But there are a few trails that extend for longer distances than can’t be kept within state or national park limits. Examples of these trails are the Appalachian Trail which extends from Springer Mountain in northern Georgia to Mount Katahdin in northern Maine, or the Pacific Crest Trail which runs for 2,650 miles from the border of Mexico up to Canada and stays within 150 miles of the western seaboard.  These two trails, along with the Continental Divide Trail which runs from Mexico to Canada through the Rocky Mountains range are the most commonly known long distance trail networks in the United States. All of these trails are more than 2,000 miles, but there are other long distance trails that are much shorter than these three trails. For example, the Long Trail, which was the first long distance hiking trail created in the United States is 272.9 miles and runs from the northern border of Massachusetts up to the southern border of Canada while taking the hiker over all of the tallest peaks in Vermont. 

Spaces where hikers interact


While on a hike, hikers come in contact with each other in a number of different places. These places of interaction are: on the trail, at shelters, at trail heads, and in towns. 

Trails

Hikers come in contact with each other frequently while on the trail. Often times, if two hikers or groups of hikers cross paths going different directions, they will stop to chat about trail conditions that the other is about to experience. Many times these conversations are started with questions about distances to the next shelter or to the next landmark. Hikers also pass each other while hiking in the same direction. Some times this can lead to leap frogging in which a faster hiker will pass a slower hiker and then be passed by the slower hiker later on down the trail as one stops for a meal or at a scenic overlook. Such leap frogging can go on for hundreds of miles but is totally dependent on the varying speeds of the individual hikers.

Shelters


Shelters have been sporadically built at varying distances along the trail. These shelters are used by hikers as a place to set up camp and stay for the night. Shelters have bunks and on average can sleep around fifteen people out of the rain. Almost all of the shelters on the A.T. have a water source and a privy which makes them highly desired by hikers who have had a long day hiking. It is at these shelters that hikers tend to cook meals, relax and socialize with other hikers after a day’s hike. Shelter space is on a first come first serve basis which can lead to issues for those hikers who show up late and find that all of the bunk space in a shelter is taken up. 

Trail Heads


Hikers can interact at trail heads while thumbing for a ride or organizing one’s pack in order to hit the trail. While on a hike that can last for months, hikers need to replenish their supply of food and often times the only way to get into a town is to stand at a trail head on the side of a highway and hitch a ride. Hikers can end up standing by the side of the road for hours waiting for a ride into a town. It has happened to me a number of times that while waiting to catch a ride into a town another hiker will come out of the woods and be heading into town themselves. Either the other hiker has a car and has given me a lift or we have both stood on the side of the road thumbing for a ride.

In Town


Hikers can also come in contact with each other while in towns. Sometimes hikers go into towns together to stay at a hostel or a motel in order to spend a night in a “real” bed. Hikers can also meet up with their hiker buddies if they have been split up from each other due to different hiking speeds or other issues that have arisen on the trail. It is in these towns that hikers can replenish their food supply, do laundry, purchase gear, use computers, go to bars, or fulfill any number of personal desires. Hikers also enjoy taking “zero days” in towns. A “zero day” is a day in which one does as little walking as possible and can be taken for a number of different reasons such as overcoming an aliment like a bad case of blisters or a cold.

Another space for hikers to interact

There are a number of different internet sites that allow hikers to discuss different aspects of hiking. The sites that I frequented are TrailJounrals.com and WhiteBalze.net. These sites have forums in which hikers can relay information about gear or hiking experiences to each other. Hikers can also set up online journals that they can update at any time in order to share their experiences while on the trail. The main purpose that I found in these sites was that it kept hikers connected to each other and to the culture of hiking while not on the trail. These sites will be discussed at greater length in the “Language used by hikers” section of this paper.

The people who go on long distance hikes


In my research I have interviewed people who have hiked either on the Appalachian Trail (A.T.) or on the Long Trail (L.T.) because these are the hikers that I contacted. But many of my respondents have also hiked the Pacific Crest Trail (P.C.T.) or other long distance trails. This is important because it illustrates that long distance hikers tend to do more than one long distance hike within their lifetime. For example, after hiking the A.T. many hikers get what is called “Springer Fever” the next year. “Springer Fever” is much like spring fever in which individuals feel cooped up from being inside during the winter months and can’t wait to get outside and experience some fresh air. “Springer Fever” has a twist though because it acknowledges the desire of the individual to hit the trail again at the southern most point of the A.T., as if one is sick of being cooped up in a living situation that entails a job, bills, and social constraints such as friends, family, and colleagues. The experience of “Springer Fever” signifies that once one does a long distance hiking trip, it is always in ones blood.

Thru-hikers


Hiking has become a large part of my participants’ lives. This is seen in that many of my participants have gone on a number of long distance hikes. One of my participants, whose trail name is Sasquatch, stated that he had wanted to thru-hike the A.T. since he was young. After being inspired by his thru-hike of the A.T. he started a wilderness therapy program so that he could share the cathartic experience of being in the wilderness with others. Another one of my participants, Doc, is thru-hiking the A.T. for the fourth time as I am writing this. In an interview he said that “come January, they have to hold me back” because he gets Springer Fever so bad. He is highly dedicated to hiking which is apparent when he stated “I eat Ramen six months out of the year so I can eat Ramen six months of the year” (interview March 21, 2007). Doc splits up his life into six month sections: those six months when he is working a job to save up money to get on the trail, and those six months when he is on the trail. 

But even in the category of “thru-hiker” there are many different distinctions that can be made. For example, there are those who repeat trails year after year which is seen in the case of Doc. There are also those hikers who after hiking one long distance trail go on to hike other long distance trails. This is seen in the case of Krispie who, after hiking the A.T., went on to hike the P.C.T.  There are many different distinctions that can be made between styles of hiking a thru-hike that lead individuals to be labeled by their peers. 

“White blazers”, “blue blazers” and “yellow blazers”


Some styles of hiking that have been classified into three categories are “white blazers”, “blue blazers”, and “yellow blazers”.  Blazes are a painted strip that is about three inches wide by about eight inches long. These blazes can be painted on anything, from trees, to rocks, to road signs, and even bridges in order to signify that one is on the trail. White blazes are only used on the major trail of a trail system. “White blazers” are those hikers who strictly adhere to staying on the main trail at all times. “White blazers” are adamant about completing the entire trail step by step. I have heard a common anecdote about “white blazers” that goes like this: A “white blazer” goes to relieve himself in the woods. After burying his waste the “white blazer” comes back out on to the trail. But he is a ways off from where he went into the woods to go to the bathroom. So what does he do? He back tracks to exactly where he went into the woods so that he can say that he had walked the entire trail.

Blue blazes signify side trails which are sometimes short cuts that can cut out several miles of white blazed trail. “Blue blazers” sometimes take these trails in order to cut down on a day’s mileage or to simply avoid a big loop that can be bypassed. 

“Yellow blazers” are those individuals who hitch hike over sections of trail. Yellow symbolizes the yellow dashed lines on highways and roads. These three different methods of thru-hiking illustrate the way in which different hikers commit to a certain ideal of what is a real thru-hike. 

Section Hikers

There are some long distance hikers who aren’t considered thru-hikers even though they have walked the entire distance between Springer and Katahdin. These hikers are known as section hikers because they do the trail in sections. A section hike can take years to complete depending on the capability of the hiker to get onto the trail. As is stated by James and Hertha Flack who section hiked the A.T. over a period of several years “our purpose was not to hike the whole Trail; it was simply to escape from New York City for recreation on weekends and vacations” (Flack and Flack 1981:3). This quote might be misleading because it does not take into account those section hikers who plan out trips in order to hike an entire trail system. For example, during my hike on the Long Trail, I met a father and his two sons who were section hiking the Long Trail. They had their itinerary planned out into nine different sections so that over the span of nine weekends they could do the entire trail. 

Getting into my research

I first started conducting my research by emailing long distance hikers that I had come in contact with during my thru-hike on Vermont’s Long Trail. My initial email interviews were used in my pilot study in order to help me figure out the course that I wanted to take with this research project. Through out this semester I continued to email these participants and was replied to a number of times.

I was also given a number of different email addresses by friends and acquaintances who had relatives and friends who had hiked the A.T. I emailed these people, but never got one reply and therefore decided to go to more direct methods of interview.

My first face to face interview was with a fellow student who had thru-hiked the A.T. in 2003. About a week after the interview she came up to me and told me that there was a thru-hiker get together at Jack of the Wood that Tuesday. So on Tuesday we both rode in my truck to Jack of the Wood and I met a number of her friends whom she had hiked with. It was at this time that I conducted four informal interviews while sitting on the benches outside while my participants sucked down Marlboro Red cigarettes. 

It was also around this time that I was working with Andrew Downs who is the volunteer coordinator for the Appalachian Trail Conservancy in order to get a Spring Break service trip organized in the Smokies. The purpose of the service trip was to do trail work on a 37 mile section of the A.T. from Clingman’s Dome to Davenport Gap. It was during this service trip that I met a number of thru-hikers and section hikers in shelters and on the trail. Many of the hikers were very grateful for our work and would often stop to chat to us while we were cutting up a blowdown (which is a tree laying across the trail). It was during this trip that I had hoped to get a number of interviews under my belt. However, I only interviewed one hiker, Doc, during this trip because of the work lode that we under took. Often times we would be removing a blowdown from the trail until well after dark in the rain and by the time we got to a shelter everyone in the shelter would be asleep. So it was during this trip that I did a lot of participant observation while in the shelters and on the trail. 

After returning home from this service trip I kept in very close contact with Andrew and visited him at his office numerous times in order to discuss the service trip and hiking in general. Two weeks after the service trip we met up at the Green Man Brewing Company on Buxton and I conducted a formal interview with him and his friend Heather whom he had recently picked up off the A.T. 

The people that I had interviewed at Jack of the Wood had informed me of internet journal sites for hikers. These sources of information became invaluable to my research due to the extent in which some journalers shared their experiences and sentiments about their hikes. 

Personal Connection to Research

Before I go through my justifications for studying hikers and hiking culture, let me first briefly explain why I became a student of sociology and anthropology in order to illuminate my reasoning for the way in which this paper will be framed. 

For a long time during my first years of college I wanted to study philosophy because of its open ended nature in which questions can come from any experience and will (generally) be examined with consideration. I was obsessed with coming into realm and experience of a higher state of consciousness and I wanted to use philosophy as a tool to examine my experiences in order to experience clarity. But as I read texts and engaged in class discussions I came to realize that questions and answers were often too open ended, which made understanding the context of the question and answer obscured by masked intentions and agendas of those asking and those answering. Basically, these theoretical discussions and texts seemed like bickering that was supported by an academic setting which tended to over look the multitude of perspectives of the human population. So often, the theory did not and could not discuss the complexity of the issue of being human; the theory could not distinguish between pure theoretical morality and historical context of the everyday individual even though philosophers have written a number of different essays, papers, and books that try to bridge this gap. 


And then I signed up for an anthropology class. In talking with a friend about class, I realized that anthropology is obsessed with understanding human context. Individuals are born into a certain political, economic, and social context, and it is how individuals navigate through these contexts that build the pretext to most anthropological works. Because of this pretext, most anthropological works tend to illustrate the self created nature of individual and communal truths and perceptions. So I decided to continue to study anthropology because it gave me information that I was looking for through a lens that I could identify with. 

 
Since I continued to study anthropology and sociology, it was inevitable that I would have to do a massive research project. Last spring and this past summer I spent a lot of time wondering what type of project I could do. My mind wandered over the possibilities. “I could do a study on the constructions of masculinity in the tree care industry,” or “I could illustrate and analyze the shift of cultural capital in the BMX subculture based on the notions of what is ‘cool’ and what makes one a ‘poser’”. I knew that I wanted to research a group or subculture that I was apart of because it would help to give me a better understanding of the way in which my friends and I created our identities in the context of these groups. But neither of these two groups seemed like a lot of fun to research because of the length of time in which I had been apart of these groups. I wanted to research a group that I was new to and didn’t know much about.


On July 20th two friends of mine from Cincinnati and I drove up to a small town on the border of Massachusetts and Vermont called North Adams where we spent the night in a church parking lot. The next morning we started what would end up being a twenty four day hike to the border of Canada through the state of Vermont on the Long Trail. As we hiked north following the white blazes, we came in contact with a number of different hikers and became acquainted with hiker culture and norms of the trail. We hiked for days leap frogging a number of different groups who we would see at the shelters come night fall. As we would be cooking dinner and setting up our sleeping arrangements the groups would interact and share stories or discuss apprehensions towards peaks that we would be summiting within the next few days. 

With every group that we met, there was an immediate connection. And as we continued to meet more groups of people, I became fascinated with ways in which this connection was felt and then acted upon by individuals including myself. There was a definite sense of community among hikers on the trail, which intrigued me to no end. 


On top of this sense of intrinsic community, I also couldn’t help but notice what at the time, I thought were contradictions within the hiking community and in general hiker discourse. For example, some hikers claimed that they go out into nature in order to separate themselves from all that is modern in order to have a more pure human experience. Yet, in order to go out into nature for an extended period of time, these hikers would purchase a number of different gear items that allow them to have an experience in nature that was supported by modern commodities. These gear items tended to be highly technologically advanced, which struck me as odd when held up against the intentions of the hiker to escape modern aspects of reality. 


Because of the perceptions I had about the hiking experience and hiker identity, I wanted to further research hikers and hiking culture.

Positionality

In doing this research about a topic which I thoroughly enjoy participating in, I realize that I have the potential to skew my research based on my own perceptions about hiking. So let me get my biases out on the table in order to make the lens though which I view hiking apparent.

I am a part of the hiking community so when talking about hikers or the culture that surrounds hiking, I might champion these individuals or the culture more than if another individual who is outside of the hiking community was to do this research project. This can effect my paper in a number of ways such as when discussing hiking I might shed a positive light upon hiking rather than being straight forward about the inequalities found in hiking culture. 

With this said, let me move into the body of my paper.

A Chosen Separation from an Urban Setting

A separation from an urban setting came up frequently during my research and it is a very large part of long distance hiking both as a reason to go hiking and as justification for many different aspects of the identities created around long distance hiking. This theme is broken down into two sections which are: a simplification of lifestyle and using hiking as a tool to express agency against an outside social structure.

A simplification of lifestyle

Many hikers are motivated to “hit the trail” because their experiences manifest a simplification of lifestyle. This simplification is sometimes voiced as an outright resistance to modernity and a commodity driven lifestyle. This simplification brings these individuals into a reality that is more themselves then when they are working a job and surrounded by distractions that are described as synonymous with a commodity driven lifestyle. This can be seen in the case of Sasquatch, who has thru-hiked the Appalachian Trail and the Pacific Crest Trail, when he states that “life [on the trail] is simple. No time for distraction”. He went on to talk about a number of different ways in which living in proximity to an urban setting distracts one from having time to think. T.V., internet, and bars are just a number of things that he associates with a commodity lifestyle that takes up one’s time unnecessarily. He feels that the lack of material possessions that one has on a trail can lead to the “happiest moments in [one’s] life... I’ve seen it with me and others”. Sasquatch’s views illustrate the function of long distance hiking as a means to resist the connotations of modernity that he feels are snags and distractions to a way of life that he feels is authentic and real. He describes hiking in the wilderness as a “going home” because he associates wilderness as a more real living situation because humans have only recently begun to live in urban cities in mass numbers. 

During interviews and informal talks with hikers, a lot of times hikers voiced a great joy about the simplicity of a hiking lifestyle. When all one has to do is walk, the mind can be left to float along and spend its time thinking about things that it hasn’t had the chance to think about when in an urban, fast paced society. For example when asked what his favorite moments on the trail are, Biff stated: “My most favorite moment of the trail had to be when I would walk alone for so long that my mind would drift into thoughts I never knew I had in me”. This response by Biff illustrates that by escaping to the woods and narrowing one’s circle of interactions with other humans he can explore himself in ways that he hadn’t felt free or able to do while in an urban setting. 

When asked what long distance hiking does for him, Biff replied: “It gives me the feeling of being one with my surroundings, Just another animal walking through the forest.” According to this response, Biff re-positions his identity while on a long distance hike. He has a connection with all that he physically experiences that is absent when he is in an urban setting. One of my respondents, Calves, illustrates this separation from his urban environment when he stated:

In the city I feel separated from the natural world. It almost feels like I am sick all the time. A seriously important part of me is missing. When I am “in nature” for a long time I feel as though that sickness disappears and I am left feeling… well for lack of a better term: Amazing.

These notions of connection with one’s surroundings while in nature and on a long distance hike are based on a simplification of one’s social role, which leads to a more simple identity. Let me explain this through the identity theory that I referred to earlier in this paper.


By utilizing the identity theory to claim that a simplification of lifestyle creates a more simple identity, I am equating lifestyle and “role identities”, as proposed by Hogg, Terry and White. This makes sense because role identities are the identity experienced by an individual “as a consequence of the structural role positioning they occupy through the process of labeling or self-definition” (1995:256). To simplify my point, by decreasing the amount of social roles that one experiences, one can experience a connection with one’s environment that is more accessible because one is more free to play with their identity in order to form it to fit their physical and simplified social environment. 


This simplified social environment is interesting because it has a number of implications. To an extent this simplified social environment is based on the lessening of quantity of social interaction while on a hike. But there is another aspect of this simplified environment that lurks underneath the surface of these responses by my respondents. I have spent a lot of time for this project reading Backpacker magazine as way to see how hikers portray themselves and their discourses of hiking to each other through editorials and articles. I realized something as I looked at the pictures in the ads; there is no racial diversity in this magazine. I have also recognized this lack of racial diversity while on the trail. It is quite clear that by removing the element of race from social encounters on the trail, roles and identities shift in order to compensate for this social simplification. I am not quite sure as to the specific role or part that this social simplification based on simplified racial roles has to play on the hiking experience, but it is a factor that could be illuminated in future research. 
Long distance hiking: A tool to express agency

Long distance hiking can be used as a tool to express agency against an outside social structure. Hikers use hiking as a means to temporarily get out of the binds of their lives such as relationships, jobs, living situations, material possessions, and family situations. John Pugh illustrates this release of bind in an article called “Butt Inertia- Getting off the Couch and Chasing Your Dreams”.

Of all the miles, the first was the sweetest. Just getting out of the rat race and trying something else was its own reward. I made a deal with myself at the end of my thru-hike to do something cool at least every five years. That could be hiking the Pacific Crest Trail, biking across the country, or building a house from scratch. Anything to get off my butt and do something besides watch the years go by. If nothing else, I’ll have some good stories to lie to my unconcieved grandkids about. (September 26, 2006)

Things that are considered “cool” by Pugh are things that stand outside of the “rat race” because they represent a sense of individualism and creativity to “try something else” that is not commonly done by individuals in our dominant culture. These expressions of individualism and creativity resonate with a self reliance that is found through out much of hiking culture.

This self reliance, based on individualism and creativity, is a large part of the identity created by hikers because they feel that their lives in our dominant society are missing a certain aspect of life that they desire, which compels them to hit the trail. Examples of self reliance can be seen everywhere in hiker discourse and are manifested through the long distance hiking experience. To hike up a mountain is an act of self reliance in that an individual must put one foot in front of the other continuously in order to overcome the natural phenomena of mountain peaks. There are no moving sidewalks that take one up the side of a mountain while on a long distance trail. 

It is this self reliance that sets hikers outside of those individuals who do ride chairlifts to the top of peaks. Calves is a hiker who hiked the Long Trail with me this past summer. While on the Long Trail he wrote a journal entry that discussed this distinction between long distance hikers and who he called “tourist fucks”. This distinction can be seen in a story from my Long Trail hike this summer. We had just climbed Mount Mansfield which is the tallest peak on the Long Trail and it stands at 4393 feet above sea level. We summated Mansfield around 8:30 a.m. in order to beat the tourists who could ride the chairlift up the mountain from a lodge a ways down the mountain. As we sat there enjoying the view of Lake Champlain to our west and the White Mountain range off in the distance to our north east we noticed that the chairlift had started to move. We quickly packed up our packs and headed down the mountain. We decided half way down the mountain to go into Stowe in order to get pizza to celebrate my birthday. Stowe is a tourist town that makes most of its money through the ski lodges on Mansfield and the hotels and restaurants in town that cater to popular tastes. So, while devouring pizza from a buffet in town, Calves took the journal that we all shared and started scribbling furiously. This is what he wrote:

Okay Mt Mansfield was epic at points but depressing looking down at radio towers and buildings. I wish they wouldn’t defile the sanctity of these mountains

I’ve never experienced anything more real than this trip and it hurts to see these mountains which were formed by the hands of god destroyed by human hands.

I’m waiting till the Earth crushes the fuckers who would do such things and especially envelope this town. 

Underneath this entry he drew a little picture of a person hanging from a tree with Mt. Mansfield looming in the background. There is a caption pointing to the body that says “some tourist fuck who would defile Mansfield”. This journal entry illustrates how Calves creates an identity that is based on a self reliance that the tourist who participates in environmental tourism is lacking. Calves walked up the mountain carrying everything he owned for a month on his back, where as the “tourist fuck” who is hanging from the tree must have ridden the chairlift to the top of the mountain. 

Conclusion

In this section I have outlined two major reasons why long distance hikers choose to leave an urban setting in order to go into the wilderness. However, these two sections cannot illustrate the complexity of logic and desire of long distance hikers to hit the trail. I tried to pick two themes that were broad in order to be as inclusive as possible to my participants responses and stories. This way I could illuminate the multitude and complexity of identity and culture creation among long distance hikers.

Language and communication of Hikers

Trail Talk


“Trail talk” occurs frequently between hikers while on and off the trail. Heather was the first of my respondents to give this topic of conversation a name and to bring to my attention to just how often hikers talk about the trail. 

When people are “talking trail” this means that they are sharing information about the trail with others. These conversations can express many different aspects of the trail and the hiking experience. For example, to begin all of my interviews I would “talk trail” with my respondent in order to make the interview seem informal and even casual so that my respondent would feel a bit easier about the interview.  My respondent could relay simple information to me about distances between points on the trail or difficulty of the trail. Once some form of connection, most often through trail talk, had been established, the interview would carry on much smoother and the respondent would be much more vivid in their accounts and experiences on the trail.

Trail talk is used between hikers as an avenue for connection with out having to put too much of themselves into the conversation. Simply put, trail talk is an excellent ice breaker between two hikers who don’t know each other well. For example, at Cosby Knob, which is a shelter along the Appalachian Trail in the Smokies, I witnessed a conversation between many thru-hikers who did not know each other. After introducing themselves and the hikers in their parties by their trail names, the conversation started with a talk about the weather and quickly moved onto a discussion about the trail between Pecks Corner shelter and Cosby Knob shelter. This discussion meandered through trail conditions and elevation change to lookout views from the different peaks along this stretch of trail. One lookout that was especially championed by all of the hikers in this discussion was between Mt. Guyot and Old Black. The lookout was positioned on a grassy peak and over looked a town far away in the north west distance. 

Another example in which trail talk is used as an excellent ice breaker in order to create an avenue for connection between two people who don’t know each other well can be seen on the online journal sites of Trailjournals.com and Whiteblaze.net. These sites host many hikers’ trail journals that can be updated while individuals are on a long distance hike. These journals are used in many different ways according to the personality of the hiker, but often times the journal entries start with accounts of trail conditions and then move on to social situations on the trail and at shelters. Melinda, whose trail name is Sugargrits, explains her experience with Sassafras Mountain: “We began the long climb up Sassafras Mountain. It completely kicked my ass! I was struggling hard to pull myself along. It just kept going up, up, up. As soon as it seemed the top had to be close, it was up again” (March 13, 2007). Having a trail or mountain “kick [your] ass” is a typical theme in trail conversations because hiking up mountains can be very difficult at times. But what is important from an anthropological stance is the connection created between individuals when they both share a common experience in getting their asses kicked by a mountain. A lot of times hikers will go through these experiences alone while on the trail, but when one enters a shelter situation or can reflect in a journal one can share sentiments about the days hike which often resemble Melinda’s response to Sassafras Mountain.

Trail talk can also play a part in the distribution of cultural capital among hikers. As hikers discuss distances or aspects of the trail that affect their journeys, an outsider looking in on this conversation can see the shifts in respect and value given and taken between hikers. For example, during my week long service trip on the AT, my group stopped at TriCorner Shelter for an evening. Katie and Jenna arrived at the shelter first and started a conversation with a thru-hiker named Doc while they were removing a blowdown that had landed just next to the shelter. Katie and Jenna thoroughly enjoyed talking with Doc because of his knowledge of the trail and his experiences on the trail as a veteran thru-hiker. As the rest of the service trip group got to the shelter, the first thing Jenna and Katie said to me was that I should go interview Doc for this paper since he was “so cool” and “had a lot of stories”. 

Another situation that illustrates this shift of cultural capital among hikers when involved in trail talk is when Krispie and another hiker whose name I didn’t catch were talking about a weekend hike near Lost Cave. Krispie had gone out for a weekend hike and lost the trail for a stint. But what he did stumble upon was a whole slew of old white blazes from the AT before it was re-directed. In giving the account of finding these old blazes, he also knew when the trail was re-routed and why.  The other hiker was highly impressed by Krispie’s ability to place the old white blazes in the historical context before the trail was re-routed. Both Krispie and the other hiker were in awe of Krispie’s re-connection with the old trail. 

Gear Talk and Gear Names
Gear talk is much the same as trail talk in the way that it connects members of the hiking community through topics of conversation that are not deeply personal. However, gear talk illustrates issues of authenticity that is not inherent in most trail talk. Also, gear talk is a way for hikers to connect with each other when they are not on the trail because it gives them an avenue to discuss aspects of hiking that are apart of the preparation for a hike. 

There are many web sites that are dedicated to making your own hiking gear. One such example is SGT. Rock’s Hiking HQ in which SGT Rock gives instructions on how to make your own gear ranging from a backpack to four different types of stoves. “Pay attention you dirtbag sissies, I am here to make you a REAL HIKER!” (“Hiking H.Q.”) It is statements such as these on the web page that give off the notion that to make one’s own gear and to partake in certain practices such as foraging during a hike, one is a more authentic hiker than some one who buys their gear from REI and gets all of their food from a super market. This authenticity that is tied to making one’s own gear or even being knowledgeable about one’s gear is found through out hiking culture. Examples of this authenticity are found in multiple forums on the internet in which hikers discuss with a certain obsession the weight, make, and other aspects of their gear. One of the largest reasons that gear talk occurs out of a certain obsession is that it keeps hikers connected to the hiking community and to the identity of being a hiker when one can’t be on a trail. 

Much of these discussions about gear help to create a sense of community among hikers when they are not on the trail. The way in which journals on TrailJournals.com are set are in three different sections of entry. The first is entitled “Prep” in which hikers discuss gear options and dates for hikes. These entries are often voiced in a tone of fear and awe for the journey that individuals are planning to embark upon. It is during this time that many hikers spend a lot of time researching the trail by reading other hiker’s journals in order to acquaint themselves with gear and  different aspects of the hiking experience and with hiking culture. For example, Rebecca Sudduth illustrates this acquaintance with hiking culture and the social patterns that exist on the trail by writing in her journal:

How cool would it be to spend six months playing in the woods, meeting random people from all over the U.S. (and world), and having random adventures on the AT with our trail families and as we encounter the "front country" along the trail. Mix in trail magic and you have one great adventure on your hands! Life simplified. (December 23, 2006).

On top of acquainting oneself with hiking culture, these “Prep” journal entries are mostly monologues about the gear that one has been looking at and is intending to purchase for the hike. A lot of times there are questions about other hikers’ experiences with a certain product or company. Much of the time, these questions are replied to via email by other hikers who share the desired information or help to direct the journaler to a site or company that can be of assistance.

Another aspect of gear that illustrates aspects of hiking culture and hiker identities are in the names given to gear. For example, Backpacker magazine is filled with ads for products that have names that invoke a confidence over nature. An example of this is in an ad by Dunham Fits which is a shoes company. This ad is championing a pair of hiking shoes that are called the Waffle Stomper® Terrastryder. The caption next to this pair of shoes states that “better fitting footwear leads to a brighter outlook and a brighter outlook leads to a banner day on the trail” (May 2005:17). It is blatantly stated that by purchasing this pair of shoes one will inherently have a better perspective on hiking. The name “Terrastryder” also carries the connotation of having an intrinsic power of nature. This notion of a power over nature is found in much of hiker discourse. The inverse of this power can be illustrated by an incident during my spring break service trip. While hiking up a peak I heard a hiker shout “This is a bitch of a mountain!” This shows that when a mountain, which symbolizes nature, is not allowing human to conquer it easily, hikers sometimes express this mountain’s lack of respect for human dominance by calling the mountain a bitch.

Gear names are also created in order to sound technologically advanced. These titles given to gear play into the common conception that humans can triumph over nature if they have the right technology. This can be seen in another ad in Backpacker magazine. There is a company called Deuter that has created a line of backpacks called Speed Lites. The difference between the varying sizes of packs is attributed to the number that accompanies the Speed Lite name. An ad for the Speed Lite series has a scene from a busy city street in which the lights of cars are streaking across the picture which gives the picture a sense of urgency and movement. Underneath this photo is picture with a white background that show case the Speed Lite packs ranging from Speed Lite 30 down to Speed Lite 15. Underneath these packs is a picture of a mountain range that is green and jagged. The caption of the ad is “From the hustle and bustle” which is placed over the city scene to “…to the peace and quiet” (May 2005:106) which is placed over the mountain range picture. What is insinuated in this photo is that if one purchases a Speed Lite backpack one can quickly escape the confines of an urban setting in order to attain some inner peace in a wilderness setting.

Conclusion

The language used by hikers is very definitive of a number of different aspects of hiker discourse. These discourses have been expressed as a confidence over nature and also a dependency by man on technology in order to experience the wilderness. These discourses carry into common conversation between hikers. This can be seen in the form of trail talk or gear talk in which hikers are constantly evaluating and positioning themselves against natural phenomena such as mountains.

Long distance hiking as pilgrimage

The definition of pilgrimage I am going to use in this section is “a set of ritual actions involving specific communities, institutions, and organized travel to and from sacred places” (Campo 1998:41). In the case of long distance hiking, the “specific community” is the unspecific groups of long distance hikers who hike together. I use the term unspecific because groups of hikers are constantly shifting due to a number of different reasons such as varying hiking speed or the desired company of different individual hikers at different times on the trail. At the same time, however there is still a “specific community” among hikers which can be seen in the way that hikers interact while on a long distance hike. The “set of ritual actions” acted out by long distance hikers is the actual act of hiking itself. Many hikers claim that the purpose of a long distance hike is not to reach the final point of the trail, but is rather the process of the hike. Outside of the actual act of hiking there are a number of acts that most hikers partake in such as water purification for drinking and stopping at outlooks in order to enjoy the scenery. However, these acts are not as strictly followed as the act of hiking which means that they aren’t as pertinent to pilgrimage even though they are integral aspects of hiking. 

Outside of this definition of pilgrimage by Campo there are a number of other aspects of pilgrimage that apply to long distance hiking. In an article by Alyssa Howe, she utilizes Turner and Turner in order to state that “in pilgrimage, “passengers” engage in a liminal “betwixt and between” state of being, which ends in aggregation, a return to “mundane social life” (Howe 2001:42). This process of pilgrimage is pertinent to long distance hiking in a lot of ways. Liminality exists during a long distance hike because social norms are shifted in order to adapt to a different norm of living situation. For example, one of Pe-nuts favorite aspects of his Long Trail hike was “not haveing [sic] to shower or use deodorant [sic] and having it be accepted”. Another social norm that is uprooted during a long distance hike is the non-belief of magic. I understand that some long distance hikers do believe in magic, but on the trail, everyone believes that trail magic exists and that it is a real thing. But just what is trail magic? I got a number of different definitions from hikers as to what constitutes trail magic. According to Janet, trail magic is done by a stranger who goes out their way to help a hiker “with no expectation of return”. In compliance with this definition, Biff said that “trail magic is a feeling a person gives you when they show you that there is still humanity in the world”. However, during my service trip I over heard many conversations about trail magic which challenged this notion of strangers being the only individuals who can do trail magic. Through out my research, I think that Calves phrased trail magic in a way that is inclusive to a number of different experiences on the trail. When asked “does trail magic exist? How do you know?” he stated: 

Hell yeah it exists. It exists in many forms. One form of trail magic is intentional such as when people leave you soda in the middle of the woods. It gives you a sense that you aren’t in this alone and there are people, whether you met them or not, that are looking out for you. Other forms include when people give you rides. And yet another form includes randomly meeting and hooking up with fellow hikers which picks up your moral [sic] more than probably anything else in the known world.” 

Another aspect of the long distance hiking experience that illustrates a liminal period is in the common practice of individuals being renamed while they are on the trail. Getting a trail name is a big step for any hiker during their hike because it means that they are being given the chance to re-create their identity through the process of choosing or having a name chosen for them. Once an individual gets a trail name they tend to use it constantly on the trail because this name is their new name. On Trailjournals.com in people’s journals there is a specific link in each journal entitled “Trail Name” in which people tell tales of how they chose or were given their trail name. One such story taken from Trailjournals is by a hiker named Evil Eye:

While on a hike during Warren Doyle's AT Institute, several of us were waiting on the side of Bear Branch Road near Elk Park, NC for our shuttle at the end of a very enjoyable 6 mile hike. A local,in a really big red pick up truck, sped by much too close on "our" side of the road. I must have really glared at him - for a few minutes later he returned and singled me out to express his displeasure with me and the "evil eye" I had given him as he drove by. While I did not admit to him it was a look of fear and not anger - I did offer a half hearted apology. After sharing several other opinions, he finally drove away - only to return to pass by yet one more time. I looked away!! By then the group of us had moved well back from the side of the road - certainly not wanting to become a hiker/local incident of record. Thus I became Evil Eye. (Tanner) 

The belief in trail magic and use of trail names illustrate how the liminality of a long distance hike is experienced and shaped.


Individuals desire to go into such linimal stages of pilgrimage for a plethora of reasons. This is illustrated in Howe’s article Queer Pilgrimage, where she describes the pilgrimage of gay people to the city of San Francisco. In one part of her article she talks about the liminal process of pilgrimage and how it is beneficial to the pilgrim. “Z clearly felt some form of alienation in her “own society,” which she mitigated through liminal experiences in San Francisco” (2001:44). This statement about Z can be applied to individuals of the long distance hiking community. For example, Sasquatch frequently spoke of going hiking in the wilderness as a “going home”. He feels some form of alienation from his setting in society and goes to into the wilderness in order to not feel alienated and to gain a sense of home.  

After this “between and betwixt” liminal stage of pilgrimage, Howe stated that pilgrims then return to mundane social life. Many hikers would agree that having to return to everyday social life of a job or school is quite mundane. This is seen in numerous journals on Trailjournals.com. Many northbound hikers on the A.T. voice great excitement and at the same time a sense of woe when summiting Katahdin. The long distance hiking experience for these hikers is about to be over. Tortoise explain her experience of summiting Katahdin: 

I kept stopping just to take it all in. When I got to the sign, I was just overwhelmed. Yes, I cried, I think because I realized that I myself hadn't fully anticipated this moment...did I not expect to make it? All those big days at the end, the zero days in the middlee [sic], the pain in the beginning, the friends made along the way (Pettibone September 15, 2006)

In ending the long distance hiking experience by climbing that last mountain and then walking out to a road in order to head back to a town where one will catch a bus or a plane to go home, many hikers experience quite a bit of nostalgia. This is the end of their pilgrimage and this is the beginning of their re-integration into society which is often met with great resistance, even if the resistance isn’t acted upon.

Conclusion of pilgrimage

In this section I have illustrated how long distance hiking is a form of pilgrimage which has its own specific community and ritual actions. I have also illustrated long distance hiking as a liminal space and period based on the shifting of greater social norms. I have also illustrated how the pilgrimage of a long distance hike must end with a re-integration into “mundane social life”. 

Back to the beginning

The way in which I have discussed long distance hiking through out this paper has illustrated long distance hikers as a community of individuals who come together based on individual desire. This individualistic desire is the bottom line of my paper because all long distance hikers put themselves in the experience of a long distance hike. 


It is this individualistic desire that has created such difficulty for me through my research because each individual hiker’s motivation are different and each individual’s methods for hiking are different. Each person’s personal context and the way that hiking has bloomed into these personal contexts is based and expressed in so many different ways. These innumerable differences among hikers have been illustrated through out my paper. Whether the individual is going on a hike to be at peace with themselves and their surroundings or if the individual is going on a hike to conquer mountains, the motivation for the hike is there. Whether the individual wants to hike to escape their urban ties and all that is associated with modernity or whether the individual wants to mitigate social alienation by voluntarily entering a between and betwixt period of social norms, the motivation for the hike is still there.


I personally chose to examine the identity and culture created by long distance hikers because I am fascinated with identity construction in general. This is in part due to my desire to understand my own identity and position within social roles. This desire to examine identity held back my research in a number of ways because I focused my research through the key hole of how individuals see themselves and others. I almost entirely neglected the greater social context in which long distance hiking falls. What are the political and economic backgrounds of long distance hikers? Where do long distance hikers come from? Is there a pattern or commonly shared ethnicity among long distance hikers? What are the possible social inequalities that allow long distance hikers to go for long walks in the wilderness that last for months on end? What are the possible inequalities that exist within hiker culture? 
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