
❘  T R A I L  S T O R I E S

i  wA s to be A t Hru -Hik er i n 2013.  
I spent four months planning my journey, and had 
every base covered in my preparation. I bought 
almost all new equipment, read everything I could 
find on the Appalachian Trail, talked to successful 
thru-hikers, and got myself emotionally ramped to 
spend six months in the woods. There was absolutely 
nothing that was going to stop me, since I had been 
waiting for this opportunity since I was 14 years old, 
and I was as ready as any hiker could be.

The first few weeks in the middle of March were 
of course challenging. Despite my physical training 
leading up to my hike, the rolling mountains in 
Georgia were difficult. As I hiked into North Caro-
lina, the snow, ice, and low temperatures made me 
wonder what the heck I thought I was doing. But as 
I came down out of the Smokies to more reasonable 
altitudes, I walked right into spring. The weather 
improved, my conditioning improved, and conse-
quently my attitude and enjoyment of my trek 
improved. On I marched through Tennessee, Vir-
ginia, West Virginia, and Maryland. The views and 
the Trail were spectacular; and the people I met 
were my new family. By the time I got into Pennsyl-
vania, my home state, I was on a roll. But I had lost 

33 pounds by the half-way point, and stopping by 
home for a couple of days with my real family made 
it tough to get back on the Trail.

Unfortunately, a known heart arrhythmia got 
really bad in New Jersey, and it was very difficult 
for me to hike as I had been. I struggled terribly  
on the hills, I felt weak and listless, and the 
temperatures had soared into the 90s. Unbelievably, 
I was forced to leave the Trail and go home. I was 
devastated. This was not something that my normal 
positive mental attitude could overcome. The 
cumulative effect of the hills, the heat, the miles, 
and my condition combined to make the problem a 
daily one, and that was too much for me to handle. 
I had to get off the Trail on June 26 in Greenwood 
Lake, New York. While my emotional heart and 
spirit were willing, my physical heart simply would 
not allow me to continue. People that I had been 
hiking with started summiting Katahdin in August, 
and it just about drove me crazy. I was so happy for 
them, but I was supposed to be with them. I was 
defeated, but tried to make the best of things.

So, I had a medical procedure done that “fixed” 
my heart, and I got back on the A.T. in June of 2014 
to finish what I had started. I struggled mightily in 
that first week back. The heat and my lack of hiking 
stamina drove me to think about giving up and 
going home. Then I met “Quaker.” Quaker and I had 
met in 2013 in North Carolina, and he had to get off 
the Trail for physical reasons as well. We both got 
back on the A.T. at the same spot one day apart. On 

T e x T  a n d  p h oTo s  By  e d wa r d r i g g s

aT a TiMe
one day

Clockwise from far left: Edward 
consults his guide book on top 
of Mount Madison in the White 
Mountains of New Hampshire – 
photo by Anna Ruth Halberstadt; 
Little Rock Pond in Vermont; 
Northern view of the A.T. near 
Salisbury, Connecticut with Lions 
Head and Bear Mountain in  
the background

i sTruggled mighTily in ThaT firsT week 
Back. my lack of hiking sTamina drove me 
To Think aBouT giving up and going home. 

Then i meT “Quaker”…
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Clockwise from above: 
Tuckerman’s Ravine 
in New Hampshire, 

just north of Mount 
Washington; “Quaker” 

crosses the overpass 
over I-84 in New York; 

Perseverance and 
patience are rewarded 

my third day back on the Trail, it was 93 degrees. 
West Mountain was extremely diffi  cult for me. I 
stopped for a break at the top, and there he was. We 
hiked together over Bear Mountain to the Hudson 
River; then we got separated at the Bear Mountain 
Museum and Zoo. I figured I would never see 
Quaker again.

Th e next day was awful for me. It was drizzling 
rain as I started out; I was so tired, and the hills 
were just killing me. I felt very similar to the previ-
ous year, and honestly thought that something was 
still wrong with my heart. I took three one-hour 
breaks, and covered a mere six miles in six hours. 
Th at was rough. I just felt so weak. All day, every 
step it seemed, I was arguing with myself whether 
or not to continue. I kept thinking: how soon can I 
get off  the Trail and go home? Th e task suddenly 
seemed so daunting that I honestly did not know if 
I could do it. All I could think of was my wife at the 
beach and all of the nice things about living in a 
house. I felt that way all day.

I fi nally had decided that it was too hard and I was 
going to go home. As I approached the pavilion at 
Graymoor Spiritual Life Center, I was going to ask 
the fi rst person I saw, who I presumed would be a 
monk or worker at the monastery, to help me get to 
New York City to catch a train home. But the fi rst 
person I saw was Quaker. I don’t know how he got 
ahead of me, but there he was. He convinced me to 
hang in there, and walk with him for a few days. I 
did, and I started to feel better. I got my appetite back 
and, miracle of miracles, I started feeling good. I was 
back to my normal self, singing on the Trail, enjoying 
the journey, and looking forward to the next day. 
Quaker and I split for good when he took a “zero day” 
and I went on. I adopted a motto for the rest of my 
hike — one day at a time.

I then was fully devoted to fi nishing, and had no 
negative thoughts for the rest of the trek. I continued 
on into New England, met a whole new group of 

friends, and moved on into the White Mountains in 
New Hampshire. I thrived in the Whites, survived 
the first part of Maine, and strolled through the 
100-mile wilderness, hesitant to fi nish my journey. 
I summited Katahdin on August 21. I had done it. At 
the top, I quietly thanked Quaker, a kind, gentle, 
inspiring man, for helping me when I was down. Th e 
people are what make the Appalachian Trail for the 
thru-hiker, and Quaker was there for me.

While I am technically not a thru-hiker, I feel that 
my trek was not diminished by taking two years to 
fi nish. I know now that I can do what I set my mind 
to do. Perseverance is a trait that can serve us well 
in life. I think I will make more of an eff ort to see the 
good in all people I meet. I think I will be more 
patient and more forgiving. Finishing the Trail, 
especially with my heart making it such a challenge, 
is the single most meaningful thing I have ever done 
for myself. But it wasn’t by myself. 

Edward “Phys Ed” Riggs lives in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. 
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A.T. Journeys is the offi cial magazine of the A.T. and the membership magazine of the Appalachian Trail Conservancy 
— a national not-for-profi t corporation with more than 43,000 members from all 50 U.S. states and more than 
15 other countries. Our readers are adventurous, eco-friendly outdoor enthusiasts who understand the value 
in the protection and maintenance of the Trail and its surrounding communities. 

For more information about advertising opportunities visit: 
appalachiantrail.org/ATJadvertising 
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Connect with the a.T. and support 
the appalachian Trail Conservancy 
by advertising in A.T. Journeys

appalachian Trail conservancy
Celebrating 90 Years of Protecting and Managing 

America’s Favorite Hiking Trail 
For celebration events and information visit: 

appalachiantrail.org/90th


