                                                                                              CHAPTER 1      

                   A SPIRITUAL BIRTH

In our tradition nature is corrupt, nature has fallen. 

                                                                    Joseph Campbell

Many devils are in the woods, water and wilderness, ready to hurt and prejudice people. 

                                                                    Martin Luther (1483-1546)

      Like our European ancestors, I was afraid of facing dark forces while alone in the woods, but I would not admit it. What I talked about were the physical risks: I could break a leg, get lost and panic; I might even die. Knowing that solo camping is dangerous for a man and even more risky for a woman, I pitched my tent next to my car in parks to be near other people.  

      Yet friends raved about their solo wilderness treks, reporting increased awareness, deep peace and spiritual highs. Their mystical talk puzzled me but gave me hope that the jealous, vindictive God I'd heard of did not exist.

      In 1978, when I was in my twenties, a friend and I backpacked a quarter-mile to Sea Camp, a campground on Georgia's Cumberland Island. Unaware that the load should be supported by the hips, I bought a cheap beltless pack and carried too much. Hanging from my out-of-shape body, the sixty-pound pack felt as if it weighed six hundred pounds. When I got to the campground's giant live oak trees with spreading limbs, I felt as if I'd hauled a truckload of bricks. Too tired to enjoy the island's miles of sparkling ocean, I swore never to backpack again. However, upon my return home, I started to jog to get in shape.  

      Time has a way of eroding a memory. When I was invited to backpack for a weekend in the north Georgia mountains a year later, I accepted. "I'll carry the tent, stove and food, if you tote your sleeping bag and clothes," my friend Liz volunteered. "The trail is only one-and-a-half miles, and we'll be with another couple," she added encouragingly. It seemed a generous offer, and since I had been running a mile every day, I was in better shape. 

      When I put on the considerably lighter beltless pack, I groaned in agony, for my shoulders started to hurt again. But it was too late. On the trail I was mesmerized by the breath-taking beauty of the towering trees and the thick oval evergreen leaves of the rhododendron forests. Our campsite, a flat grassy spot next to a bubbling brook, was magical with its cool earthy smells. The discomfort of backpacking seemed more worthwhile, but I vowed to have the proper gear in the future.

      Intrigued by the enthusiasm of friends about backpacking alone, I purchased a Kelty frame pack with a padded hip belt and began making my own plans. Since it was early spring and still cool, I prepared to do my first solo hike near Juniper Springs in Florida's Ocala National Forest. The trip was a catastrophe. Picturing myself relaxing on the shore of a pristine lake, I chose a two-mile trail across slash pines to Carl's Pond. After several false starts at finding the trail-head, I asked a man in a pick-up truck for directions.

      "Watch out! The trail is full of rattlesnakes," he drawled directing me to a path nearby. My apprehensions increased.       Apart from occasional tall glossy green-leaved slash pine, the white sandy trail wound through a sea of knee-high fan- shaped palmetto ferns. My pace was slow. Pressed forward by my heavy pack, my eyes were mostly on the ground. By late afternoon I was still plodding in the high humidity under a brutal sun. Weary and exhausted, I trudged on. When the world dimmed into a deep shade of gold at dusk and there was no lake in sight, I reluctantly made camp on the trail near a sandy road. The two quarts of water I carried would be my only water.

      Putting up my Timberline Tent was a comedy of errors. Never having put up a tent alone, I found the poles refusing                                                                       to cooperate. Finally, after much effort and self pity on my part, the tent was up. Too exhausted to make dinner, I ate trail mix and drank water.

      Sitting cross-legged on the sand, I glanced down and gasped. Hundreds of tiny red seed ticks were crawling up my legs. Feeling utterly miserable, I spent the evening finding the ticks with a flashlight and crushing them with my pocket knife. Luckily my tent had netting and a sewn-in floor to keep further invaders out. To ward off loneliness, I pored over my trail map, my only reading material, until deep in the night. Hoping for a visitor, I would have hugged anyone who appeared. Hurrying back to my car at first light, I drove to the nearest store to buy insect repellent and then pitched my tent in Juniper Spring's crowded campground.

      In the summer of 1981, I had another invitation to backpack for three days with a friend in Georgia's Cohutta Wilderness. Remembering the beauty and peace of the mountains, I accepted. A week before we were to leave, my companion canceled because of a crisis at work. Disappointed, I resolved to try solo backpacking again.  

      The night before my departure I sorted through my new purchaseslight-weight Surveyor stove, summer down sleeping bag, small foam mattress, iodine pills to purify water, flashlight with extra batteries and bulb, aluminum pot, freeze dried food, powdered milk, nylon rain wear, a change of clothes and shoes, map and compass, first-aid supplies and a snake bite kit with a sharp blade and three different sized rubber suction cups. To get help or scare the bears away, I carried a whistle. My heaviest items were the seven-pound North Face Timberline tent and two one-quart plastic bottles of water. The pack weighed about thirty pounds and felt snug on my hips.

      Walking tall under the towering trees and in better shape from jogging over two miles a day, I bounded down the mountain. Beads of sweat from the high humidity collected on my temples and back. The thick evergreen elliptical leaves of the mountain laurel and the bristle-tipped foliage of the oak-tree forest cast sun-dappled shadows on the babbling brook. The tiny creek slid down the mountain to join the larger Conasauga River, creating waterfalls and deep transparent pools following each other down the valley. Breathing the fresh mountain air, I felt the stress from city life dissipate like vapor. After walking a couple of miles, I set up my tent under a large red oak tree.

      While sprawled wet-legged on the rocks, my mind began playing the "what if" game. What if a tree fell on me? What if someone tried to rape me? A wave of panic exploded over me like an icy sea. Sweat broke out on my temples and poured down my chest. Feeling desolate in the empty greenness, I cried like an abandoned puppy. Drowning in grief I had not allowed to surface, I sobbed for over an hour. Then it was over. Like a thunderstorm, the tears left as quickly as they came. In their place was a sense of peace; of having cast off a burden. My body felt light and carefree.  

      As daylight disappeared, so did my euphoria. It was so dark in my tent I could not see my hand in front of my face. My heart pounded every time I heard a snap or rustle, and the darkness magnified my terror. The mind games came back with a vengeance. I tried watching my breath ... breathing in ... breathing out, as a meditation teacher once instructed, but fear spread through my body like a fever and sapped my energy. Somehow, I drifted off to sleep.  

      I awoke with the warm glow of the rising sun and the soft murmur of the river. I'd made it through the night! My surroundings looked new and beautiful and I had this strange feeling of power, of being part of something much bigger than myself. 

      Strolling downstream to a waterfall, I sat cross-legged on a flat rock next to the whirling water. Everything fascinated methe sparkle of light in the gurgling river, the tiny minnows darting against the current, the soft green cushion of rock moss and the strong pungent smell of the earth. 

      The sun slipped out from behind silver clouds filling the forest with golden shafts of light. Staring spellbound, I   allowed my thoughts to turn to how I'd spent most of my thirty years taking care of day-to-day routine and not paying attention to life's bigger mysteries. To my surprise, I asked, "God, if you exist, please let me know you!" Seeking some unfathomable face, I closed my eyes. Like a heart-stopping explosion, a presence of intense love in the form of dazzling white light entered the top of my head and radiated out through my heart. The feeling was so encompassing, it was like being bathed in an ocean of ecstacy.

      Bursting with bliss, I broke into violent sobs. All my life I had searched for love from others, and here it was welling up within and around me. The love was so powerful and unconditional, my heart surged with joy. Everything looked holy: the river, the trees, the plants. Looking around me with new eyes, I saw that all of creation was a sacred temple.  

     Feeling one with the trees, the water, the mountains, and the sky, I knew we were all of one energy and we were all connected. There was no doubt in my mind. I had experienced the presence of a God, a God that was not a big daddy in the sky but a loving energy permeating everything.

      I left the mountains trembling in a state of euphoria. Now that I knew I was part of a larger field of life, time moved with new meaning. As I headed home to Macon, Georgia on the traffic-clogged interstate, I thought about my childhood.  

