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			Wanderer, your footsteps are

			the road, and nothing more;

			wanderer, there is no road,

			the road is made by walking.
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			Escape from Prudhoe Bay

			DEADHORSE, ALASKA

			Fall 2011
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			I can say this from experience: There’s nothing like washing spoon after spoon in the middle of the night in a silent kitchen at a working camp three hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle that makes you think about the direction your life is headed in.

			A year before I threw on a backpack and set off on a hike across North America, I found myself driving a mud-caked van full of bed linens to a working camp in Alaska called Deadhorse, where I was to assume the position of camp dishwasher.

			It was a 250-mile ride up the gravel and dirt Dalton Highway that links the interior of the state to the Prudhoe Bay oil fields along the Arctic Ocean coast. It was late and dark, yet the storm clouds zipping from one end of the sky to the other still held within them a curious pink-red hue. Between the time lapse–like passage of the clouds and the deathly still tundra plain (where the wind has no trees to shake or leaves to scatter), I felt as if I were entering some disturbing, unworldly, goat-headed netherworld.

			“This place is just weird,” said Liam, a cook in the passenger seat, looking up at the clouds.

			“I was thinking the same thing,” I said.

			Deadhorse houses about three thousand oil-field laborers who live at the work camp for a month at a time before they fly back to wherever’s home for a week or two. In Deadhorse, there are no churches, schools, families, or anything that would make it resemble a normal American town. It is a cold, lifeless, cheerless (and nearly femaleless) place where nobody in his right mind would ever want to live—an assertion that would insult no one, as it is held most ardently by those who call themselves permanent residents.

			I pulled into the Deadhorse Camp parking lot and carefully stepped out into fifty-mile-per-hour winds, placing my feet into the mud-gravel ground with all of my weight for fear that my armful of linens and I would capsize with the next heavy gust.

			How I found myself in Deadhorse is worth a story of its own, but suffice it to say, I was desperate and needed money. I’d moved up to Alaska with the intention of turning a series of blog essays (from my web site, regrettably named “The Spartan Student”) into a book about a few years of my life during which I lived in a van so that I could afford grad school. But after a series of disappointments, I had to set my sights on the much more practical task of eking out a living.

			•   •   •

			Deadhorse Camp is a steely rectangular Halliburton housing unit that runs entirely on diesel fuel. I worked alongside four coworkers all my age, cooking and cleaning for about fifty oil-field workers who stayed at our camp. Oddly enough, three of us had college degrees in English—a degree that clearly did nothing to prepare us for the duties of succeeding in the professional world but did, however, empower us to have impassioned forty-five-minute conversations about whether the film Scream does or does not fit within the horror genre.

			I was given one side of a red-and-white outdoor Travco trailer that was outfitted with giant skis so it could be dragged over the ice in winter. The manager encouragingly referred to it as my “writing studio,” but the desk, which had been glued to the wall decades before, fell off the moment I placed my laptop on it.

			Coworkers shared the communal shower with the tourists and pipeline workers. Because, as we were told, water cost thirty-five cents a gallon, it was no surprise that the water flowed from the shower nozzle at an exasperating dribble. The water pressure being so slight, I had to stand directly beneath it. Whenever I turned to wash a different part of my body, I’d accidentally nudge the hot-cold dial, which was hypersensitive, so much so that a millimeter adjustment to the left or right would send either a boiling, skin-melting trickle onto my shoulders or a polar, heart-stopping slush.

			I didn’t mind my accommodations at all. In fact, I was plenty amused with the novelty of the camp and its eccentric drabness, but the work—the work!—was depressing. I’d come into the kitchen at six p.m. (the “dish shift”) and scrub the bottoms of burned soup pots, dip my hand into sink drains to pluck out handfuls of slippery vegetables, and cram heavy black industrial trash bags into polar bear–proof Dumpsters. I’d set up the salad bar, slice the bread, arrange the dessert rack, fold used cardboard, and clean up the kitchen for the morning cook. There once was a time when I was a student, a park ranger, an adventurer. And now look at me. Dishwasher.

			•   •   •

			“It sounds like your inner Odysseus is lost at sea,” said Liam, Deadhorse’s thirty-year-old prize chef. I’d just let out a sigh for the third time in an hour while trying to use a wire brush to scrub dried specks of mashed potato off the rim of a large metal stirring bowl.

			Oh, Liam. How I liked Liam! Every evening we’d work alongside each other. He’d cook, I’d clean, and we’d talk. Our conversations were the only thing I looked forward to. Liam was a few years older than I was. He was extremely well-read and the sort of person who knows all the names of Homer’s Greek characters and who could apply his erudition to everyday issues, like the way he assigned some of the few female Deadhorse oil-field laborers with personality-revealing names such as “Circe” and “Calypso.” Liam was one of those rare people you come across in life who you want to stuff into a sack and carry with you wherever you go.

			My Deadhorse stay was supposed to last only a couple of weeks, but it would turn into a couple of months. Over the course of the summer, I’d gone from the glorified title of writer-in-residence, to tour guide, to dishwasher, as if I were on some cruel, Scrooge-like, time-traveling tour, visiting my jobs of yesteryear, each demanding less skill and responsibility than the last.

			I cursed more. I told crass, tasteless jokes. I wore smelly, stained, soup-splattered shirts. I spent my nights drinking Pabst and watching TV series after TV series, and the beginnings of a paunch steadily strained the elastic in my black kitchen pants. I knew things were going from pathetic to thinking, Maybe Cymbalta is right for me? when I dropped a tray of turkey lunch meat onto the floor, and instead of cursing, I just stared at the meat sprawled across the linoleum in deadly silence.

			“We need to get out,” Liam said. “We need to see the ocean.”

			Our plan was to walk five miles to the Sagavanirktok (or Sag) River and paddle north three miles to the Arctic Ocean in lightweight inflatable kayaks called packrafts. We’d then paddle west for a few miles along the coast before heading back to Deadhorse, where we needed to be back in time for our kitchen shifts the next morning.

			We put on dry suits, strapped light backpacks around our shoulders, and hiked out over the flat, firm, easy-on-the-feet tundra. The fall foliage was colored with squash yellows, apple reds, and pumpkin oranges. Most of the birds had migrated south, but there were vestiges of summer swarms of flying life: snowy owls, loons, floating gulls, flocks of geese, and a clatter of ravens. Off to the north—through Liam’s binoculars—we saw a golden eagle on the ground flapping its wings at a ghost-white arctic fox that was obnoxiously running laps around it.

			We inflated the packrafts and let the Sag—swift and powerful at these northern latitudes—carry us to the Arctic Ocean. The ocean, though, wasn’t a mere couple of miles away as Liam thought it was. Behind every bend in the river, we expected to see the chilly gray expanse of the ocean, but the river continued to meander northward with no end in sight.

			Our leisurely paddle downriver was brought to a halt when we caught sight of something big and white and round. Liam and I pulled over to the bank instinctively.

			“Do you see that?” I asked.

			He took out his binoculars.

			“I don’t know what it is, but it’s big and it’s moving,” Liam said nervously.

			We were unarmed except for a canister of bear spray, and we had no strategy for dealing with a polar bear except to (1) wait for it to get within twenty feet so we could drizzle it with a puff of cayenne or (2) drop everything and hopelessly scamper across the empty tundra, which, with each passing second, appeared to be the far more sensible option.

			I frantically deflated my raft and sloppily strapped it to the outside of my pack with frozen hands covered in wet sand. The polar bear continued its swim toward us, my heart leaping every time I looked up and saw that it was getting closer. It was only a matter of seconds before we would have to drop everything and enthusiastically commit to our coldly Darwinian “whoever’s fastest wins” option number two, but the bear turned out to be nothing more than a drifting seagull leisurely floating down the Sag. (One’s depth perception, we learned, cannot be trusted on this flat, lunar, North Slope landscape.)

			Okay, no polar bear, thank God, but we had other problems to deal with. For one, because of the rushed, slapdash nature of our adventure, we didn’t think to bring any sleeping bags or tents. And because we were so far north and well past the northern tree line, there was no wood to start a fire. And after looking at my GPS, I saw that we had a twelve-mile hike back to Deadhorse, which would actually be more like fifteen when you factor in all the ponds, lakes, and tundra bog we’d have to walk around. And our biggest problem: We would have to walk through the vigilantly monitored, hyper-secure Prudhoe Bay oil field—the largest oil field in North America that, before drilling started in 1977, held twenty-five billion barrels of oil. Hiking through the oil field is strictly prohibited, and while we had no desire to break the law, there was no way we could get around Prudhoe Bay. We’d have to sneak through. We’d have to trespass.

			We had walked a mile southwest, or what we thought was southwest, and when I looked down and picked up my pack, which I’d set down a moment before, I wasn’t sure which direction we’d come from and which direction we were supposed to head toward. I did a 360. And then another 360. I was spinning.

			The land around us was perfectly flat. The sky was an overcast gray. Everything, up and down, left and right, looked exactly the same. I frantically spun and spun and spun, seeking a hill, a distant building, or a blotch of sunshine behind the clouds that might bring some sense to this senselessly unvarying plains landscape. But there was nothing. I pulled out my GPS, and it gave a different directional reading each time I looked at it. Twisting in circles, my compass seemed to be just as disoriented as I was. The plains, which I’d thought to be the epitome of monotony and tranquility, turned out to be as mysterious and menacing as the core of a smoldering volcano.

			Sit down, Ken, I told myself. Calm down.

			But in addition to panic, I felt something else: the jolt of a raw encounter with an unforgiving wilderness, the exuberance of having a firsthand experience with the world, a wild gush of emotions that made me feel, though scared and panicky, overflowing with life.

			I sat down and made myself eat a sandwich. My compass needle ceased its spinning, and I was finally able to locate the bland southwesterly direction we needed to head toward.

			Hours passed. Night replaced day and a frosty mist clung to my facial hair. On the edge of a lake in front of us stood a giant bull caribou bearing a curled crown of antlers that were orbited by two batlike short-eared owls, both of which—after the caribou had regally trotted off and disappeared into the fog—came to inspect us, hovering silently above our heads like kites.

			The distant horizon was speckled with the lights of oil camps and roadway lamps. In front of us was one such oil camp, a small metallic facility with about a dozen outdoor lights. We were all whispers now, wary of being caught and having to deal with the possibility of an interrogation, a fine for trespassing, or something worse. It was close to midnight, so we thought we could slip by undetected. As we neared the building, we saw some humanlike movement. A spotlight clicked on. Whoever was manning the light drew figure eights onto the tundra until he trained the spotlight directly on us.

			“We’re screwed,” I whispered.

			“Just stay still,” Liam said. “If they come near, just lie on the ground.”

			“What? I don’t know, man. Maybe it would be better if we just gave in if they’ve already caught us.”

			I was equal parts disturbed by and admiring of Liam’s composure. How was he not nervous? We stood still for minutes—two mannequins frozen in midstride whispering out of the corners of our mouths—until we decided that the guy with the spotlight was probably too far away to see us. We started hiking again, lengthening our strides and adding an alarmed briskness to our gaits. We reached an industrial road and placed our footsteps in sync with each other’s to reduce the volume of our boots’ crunch over the gravel. We ducked under a pipeline and continued on.

			There were lights everywhere in all directions. White lights, orange lights, red lights, blinking lights, the lights of trucks prowling from facility to facility. They knew we were out there. Because of the depth perception problem, we couldn’t tell which lights were close and which were far away. The buzz of machines was everywhere: beeps, honks, and whirring engines that had us swiveling our heads every few moments.

			Looking over the facilities, I thought that there was something disturbing about this place, this barren coastal plain. I’d felt it ever since I’d come up here and more so now that I was walking through the oil fields. The place made me think of the film Black Narcissus, set in the Himalayas in an old palace that a few well-meaning nuns were trying in vain to transform into a school. The wind from the mountains drove the nuns mad. It never stopped. It moved into their rooms, invading, molesting, reminding them, like a ghost, that this place is and always will be a place of kings and queens, jewels and perfumes, self-indulgence and debauchery, and that you can either accept that or die trying to change it.

			That’s how I felt about Deadhorse. That we shouldn’t be there. That this place was meant to be still and silent, unbothered and undeveloped. The giant drills, the mud-spattered trucks, the rusty oil barrels, the big diesel-run complex. It bore a special brand of ugliness—the ugliness of a place existing in complete disharmony with its surroundings. The oil was finite and Deadhorse was temporary. We’ll make a mess of the area for a few decades, then leave the corrugated mess to the cold and wind forever after. And we are not real inhabitants—just suckerfish along for the ride, desperately clinging to the belly of the great oil-filled beast.

			The Inuit, who once lived along these shores, built homes from the earth, kayaks from skins, clothes from fur. They lived and died here for thousands of years, leaving not the slightest blemish on the land. Surely they didn’t view the coastal plain the way the oilman does. Here, the Inuit’s eye was probably drawn to caribou browsing amid a near-endless field of ripe cotton grass, the ecstatic leap of an ocean fish, the braided sinew of a perfectly crafted bow. I’m guessing, but everything they saw must have glistered brightly with the beauty of sustainability, which is the same thing as the beauty of belonging: They knew that this place was their home and would always be their home, that their livelihoods were in harmony with the land—a sensation unknown to most all of us. We, on the other hand, don’t belong up here. At least not in this way. A place like this could drive a man mad.

			Atop a pingo—a mound of earth-covered ice—the silhouette of an arctic fox appeared. It tilted its head back and unleashed a cackling howl. I strode past it, keeping an eye on it, worried that its screams would draw the eyes of prowling oilmen. When I looked forward, I saw Liam pumping his arms, running as fast as he could over land he couldn’t see beneath him. I mimicked Liam’s sprint until I got to where he was and dived behind another pingo.

			“Why are we running?” I whispered between breaths.

			“There’s a truck following us with a spotlight,” he said. “You didn’t see it?”

			We heard the growl of the truck just behind the pingo, slowly prowling past while sweeping the spotlight over the land.

			This is it, I thought. All they have to do is get out and look over this pingo, and we’re caught.

			In truth, if we were caught, we probably wouldn’t have received more than a slap on the wrist, but without thinking about it, I suppose we wanted to be scared, nervous, and panicky as we trespassed across forbidden lands. To those sound in spirit, this trip would likely have been considered unpleasant, but for those in existential despair, such unpleasantness can function as a restorative distraction, a resuscitating shock, a defibrillator charge to the soul.

			The oilmen never spotted us, and we continued on through night and fog, around lakes, and across the other waist-high branch of the Sag until we staggered into Deadhorse Camp.

			The trip was a disaster, but I thought: What would I do to have the life of the hiker?! It was more than just a form of escape. On a hike, the days pass with the wind, the sun, the stars; movement is powered by a belly of food and water, not a noxious tankful of fossil fuels. On a hike, you’re less a job title and more a human being. Our commute, our shift, our shows: How quickly does the routine—masquerading as life—block from our view the grand vistas of possibility. A periodic hike not only stretches the limbs but also reminds us: Wow, there’s a big old world out there.

			“This is the best experience I’ve had in a long time,” said Liam.

			“I know,” I said. “Me, too.”

			•   •   •

			Invigorated by our hike, we found the tone of our kitchen conversations turning from friendly intellectual heart-to-hearts to something far more fanatical. As the purposeless are wont to do, Liam and I continued to fantasize about grandeur, high adventure, true purpose. (At this moment, kitchen crews everywhere are plotting to take over the world.) Disgusted with what the oil industry had turned the Arctic coast into, we discussed putting a team of radical environmentalists together to commit acts of environmental terrorism. Liam would be the cook, I would be the letter-to-the-editor guy, and Liam “knew a guy” who might know a thing or two about explosives. These discussions would always begin in a spirit of whimsical and good-humored facetiousness, but would, by the end, take on an unsettling seriousness as we delved into the particulars: So do you or do you not know a guy?

			The Keystone XL Pipeline had become a hot topic during our nightly discussions. We’d read that protestors were performing acts of civil disobedience to oppose the pipeline that, if approved, would transport 830,000 barrels of tar-sands oil every day across the continent and help expand the already expansive tar sands of northern Alberta.

			There was something about being up in Deadhorse that made the idea of the 1,700-mile pipeline particularly upsetting. Here we were at ground zero of American oil development. We saw the industrial squalor, the depraved lifestyles, the sad, empty eyes of the workers. We felt the emptiness within ourselves. This place was an Ayn Rand wasteland, the epitome of our country’s wrongheaded conception of “progress.” The thought of creating more such places, more such jobs, and more such planet-warming greenhouse gases defied, in our eyes, all the tenets of good sense and reason.

			We wondered: If we totally buy into the evidence and civilization-ending projections of global warming, what is our duty as citizens of this earth? Is donating to the Sierra Club enough? Is our responsibility fulfilled if we vote for the right politician and bike to work on sunny days? Or is something more required? Physical action? Violence? Terrorism? If the planet is, in fact, being slowly strangled to death, isn’t it our duty to do everything in our power to stop the perpetrators? What’s the most that one person can do?

			“What if we hike the Keystone XL?” Liam asked out of the blue.

			“You mean across country? Across private property? Across the whole continent?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” he said. “Just like we did in Prudhoe Bay.”

			Liam’s idea was crazy but not an “I hope I won’t have to find a way to get accepted into a gang in federal prison for being a terrorist” kind of crazy. I felt a shock—a ground-trembling lightning bolt that coursed through me, leaving in its aftermath a flurry of jitters that bordered on the erotic. Some deep, inner part of me recognized the brilliance of Liam’s idea with a startling immediacy. I hadn’t begun to consciously rationalize why, but some farseeing part of me knew then and there that I was going to—no, had to—hike the Keystone XL.

			Everything began to make sense. Being in Deadhorse. The nighttime hike out of Prudhoe Bay. This crazy period of my life could only end with a crazy conclusion. I dropped the mixing bowl into the sink, looked at Liam, and said—with what must have been almost frightening excitement—“We must!”
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			The Keystone XL, though not yet built nor even approved, had become, I thought, the perfect symbol of the twenty-first century. It was a war zone where environmentalists were pitted against industry. It was where hopes for our future clashed with habits of our past. It was the first time that the construction of a large-scale energy project had faced a serious challenge from ordinary citizens out of concern for climate change. The fight over the pipeline would be a historically significant event whether or not it was ever built.

			So even though the XL’s path would lead me over the Great Plains, the “flyover” states, and what I frankly saw as the middle of nowhere, with the fate of a warming world at stake, I thought of the XL as the center of the universe—and I wanted to be there to learn everything I could about it.

			Who better to walk across North America than I? I thought. I considered myself an adventurer, having hitchhiked eight thousand miles across North America over the past few years. But, truth be told, I was more a penniless and drifting tramp than a full-fledged and sponsored adventurer. Hitchhiking, anyway, is a lazy man’s adventure, requiring only patience, the ability to endure hours of drivers’ monologues, and a lot of sitting. I could boast of canoeing one thousand miles across Ontario, Canada, but that trip required more arms than legs and, again, an inadvisable amount of sitting. I’d also been a backcountry ranger up in the Gates of the Arctic National Park, a job that actually required that I did more than sit, but our patrols never lasted for more than a week at a time.

			I’d done all those things years ago. Since then, I’d been a student—a designation that required I sit for hours, days, months(!) on end. My ass, once a sturdy hockey-player’s hillock of meat and muscle, had, over the years, turned into a pale downward-leaning sack of fat, a drooping Salvador Dali clock that looked all the more pathetic on the body of an otherwise healthy twentysomething.

			Come to think of it, maybe I wasn’t suited for the task, as I had neither the training, nor the body, nor the experience to embark on a five-month-long hike across the New World. But what I could say for myself was that I had the gusto to think I could actually do it, the desire to test my physical limits, and, most of all, the aching need to once and for all get off my ass and hike.

			•   •   •

			Over the next year, after my Keystone XL epiphany, I had a surprising string of successes. I hitchhiked out of Deadhorse, restarted work on my book about living in a van, got a book deal, pulled myself out of my financial quagmire, kicked the mice out of my van in North Carolina, and moved into my best friend Josh’s basement in Denver, Colorado, where I began to plan my trip.

			Liam and I had stayed in touch all that time to discuss trip logistics. At first, the expedition, along with most of my other ideas, could have been listed under the category of “Things I fantasize about doing, and probably won’t (but are fun to think about doing anyway).”

			We had monthly phone conversations about the trip. It was clear that I was far more excited about the expedition than he was, but by the end of each conversation, he seemed to be reenergized and rededicated. I’d begun to wonder, though, if Liam had the frame of mind necessary to commit to such a long journey. For one thing, he began to question if it would be better to wait another year so we could properly “prepare and save up enough money.” More unsettling was his suggestion that we “don’t have to do the whole thing” and that we could “hike for a bit, take some months off, and start again whenever we wanted to.” Such suggestions were hardly unreasonable, but I’d read enough books on real-life journeys to appreciate how “reasonableness” isn’t always a good trait for someone who’s about to do something ultimately unreasonable.

			Still, I so wanted Liam to come. I knew that he’d be the perfect traveling companion. He was kind, intelligent, a great cook, and I knew from our Prudhoe Bay hike that Liam had an on-the-ground ballsiness that I wanted to have but didn’t, and that this ballsiness was something we’d likely need on a journey where we’d have to trespass over private property, steal water from farms, and probably piss off the oil industry. I pictured the two of us trudging across the lonely wide-open prairie like Sam and Frodo on a long, perilous journey. We’d take care of each other, lift each other up when we were down, and, perhaps, like the Hobbits in moments of utter hopelessness, hold hands in that tender, brotherly, pre-twentieth-century, and not-at-all-gay way. I imagined us on a journey of high adventure: escaping gunfire, taking cover from tornados, and maybe whispering in a moment of life-or-death suspense, with a hushed tone of poised determination: “Run.”

			I wanted ours to be a gritty journey. America’s great trails, like the Appalachian Trail and Pacific Crest Trail, span more than two thousand miles and are by no means easy (and anyone who finishes one of them is deserving of our respect as someone who is certifiably badass), but to me, these trails hardly seemed adventurous. Typically, these megatrails are well marked, come with guidebooks, have three-walled shelters and signs pointing to water sources. And, of course, they’re trails, meaning that someone else has taken the time to blaze and maintain them so thousands of people can walk them. Consequently, the people and animals around these trails are so used to seeing hikers that opportunities for unique encounters and mutual curiosity are rare. And I thought that these trails were hardly representative of America: They divert around towns, industry, poverty, and in so doing, divert around reality. They keep their walkers on a thin and protected corridor of wilderness on a continent that is getting increasingly less wild.

			I didn’t want to trespass across the continent purely to take pictures of pretty landscapes or even to see those last vestiges of a once-wild continent (though I hoped to do at least a bit of each). More than anything, I wanted to get closer to understanding the world for what it is, and if that meant I’d feel more revulsion than admiration, then so be it. I was in it for the knowledge, the insight, the shock. Beauty, for the true traveler, is merely a bonus.

			Plus, I knew that walking the XL across the Great Plains—a route that no one had ever taken before—would give me a chance to feel something closer to what Lewis and Clark had felt two hundred years before: the thrill of not knowing what’s behind the next hill, who I’d meet, what would attack me, or how I’d react. I wanted the life of the explorer, the adventurer, so that I would come to thank the cosmos for making the planet a sphere, keeping its explorers in a state of wonder for what awaits them beyond the earth’s ever-changing, never-ending curve.

			•   •   •

			It was May, just a couple of months before the beginning of our trip, when Liam suddenly remembered that he was still banned from Canada for an undisclosed offense he’d committed in that country years ago during what he referred to as his “wayward youth.”

			I suggested that we figure out a way to sneak him across the border so we could get to northern Alberta (our starting point), but he—in a disappointing and uncharacteristic exhibition of prudence—decided to drop out of the expedition altogether.

			The loss of Liam was devastating, and reimagining the trip as a solo undertaking wasn’t going to be easy. The thought of figuring out the exact route of the Keystone XL, of somehow creating maps for the trip, of packing boxes of food to be shipped to towns along my path, of outfitting myself with gear, of somehow getting up to Alberta, and of walking it all by myself seemed like such a daunting, life-consuming job that it was almost enough to make me drop out, too.

			For weeks I told my friends that I was still going on the hike, but I was trying to get them to believe something I myself did not. In a moment of self-doubt-induced self-examination, I asked myself, Am I the sort of person who leaves everything behind and goes on a grand, uncertain, never-done-before adventure? My answer wasn’t quite a yes, but it was good enough: Why not?

			•   •   •

			I went online and spent $250 on mapping software. Cheapskate that I am, the investment of money turned out to be a momentous turning point when “crazy idea” turned into “actual plan.” Now that money was invested, I was invested. This was the point of no return.

			Between the software and some maps of the XL on the U.S. government’s web site, I was able to figure out my route and print out about fifty topographic maps, which took me a little more than a week.

			Once I figured out my route, I focused on how I was going to feed myself. Like most thru-hikers who hike the lengths of major American trails, I figured the most efficient way to hike and feed myself would be to package boxes of food, and have a friend mail those boxes to post offices along my route, where I could pick them up.

			I figured I’d need about 4,000 calories a day, so I made a daily meal plan, then bought a Sam’s Club membership and purchased $1,000 worth of food: 6.5 pounds of powdered mashed potatoes, 7 pounds of dehydrated whole milk, 17 pounds of trail mix, 2 pounds of instant refried beans, 15 canisters of Parmesan cheese, 228 candy bars (Snickers, 3 Musketeers, Mounds, Nestlé Crunch, Hershey’s, Hershey’s Cookies ‘n’ Creme), 300 energy bars, 15 cans of Pringles, 216 Pop-Tarts, and $100 worth of granola.

			

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Daily meal plan

						
							
							Ounces

						
							
							Calories

						
					

					
							
							Breakfast: Granola/whole milk

						
							
							7 (4.5 cereal/2.5 milk)

						
							
							840 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 1: CLIF Bar

						
							
							2.4

						
							
							240 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 2: CLIF/pemmican bar

						
							
							2.4/3.75

						
							
							240/210 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 3: Pemmican bar

						
							
							3.75

						
							
							210 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 4: Trail mix

						
							
							3

						
							
							450 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 5: Pringles

						
							
							1/3 of a can (2 oz.)

						
							
							300 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 6: Chocolate bar

						
							
							2.1

						
							
							280 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 7: Chocolate bar

						
							
							2.1

						
							
							280 calories

						
					

					
							
							Snack 8: Pop-Tart

						
							
							1.8

						
							
							205 calories

						
					

					
							
							Dinner

						
							
							6.3

						
							
							900 calories

						
					

					
							
							Total

						
							
							2 lbs., 1 oz.

						
							
							3,945 calories

						
					

				
			

			After buying and packaging all of my food, I went on a gear spending spree with my book-deal money, buying a rain suit, a lightweight sleeping bag, a sixty-five-liter backpack, a set of thermal underwear, a light synthetic jacket, and a baseball hat. I bought a canister of bear spray and a jackknife for protection, a pair of trekking poles, a one-and-a-half-pound tarp tent, a foam sleeping pad, and countless small essentials such as sunscreen, lip balm, chlorine dioxide water-treatment drops, three collapsible water bottles, med kit, wristwatch, matchbooks, headlamp, sewing needle and thread, compass, notepad and pens, toothbrush, toothpaste, and floss. I packed one pot and made a stove out of an empty cat-food can into which I’d pour a couple of ounces of alcohol. Upon igniting the alcohol, it would bring my water in the pot to a boil within a couple of minutes. I wanted to be able to blog about my trip, so I bought an iPad and a monthly cellular-data subscription. I added a small camera, cell phone, passport, and portable solar charger.

			I shoved it all in my pack, along with five days’ worth of food, and weighed it: a troubling forty-five pounds that I’d have to carry for the next several months.

			•   •   •

			Everything was coming together. I had my food and my gear. Josh agreed to mail me packages to post offices along my route. I’d kept up on my training regimen, jogging five miles a day to get my legs in hiking shape. It was looking like I’d be able to start my trip in July as planned, which meant, if I walked from north to south, I’d be hiking through warm weather for the length of my trip, catching the “latitudinal sweet spot” where the temperature would be nice and mild across all the states and provinces I’d walk. I’d be in Alberta in a not-so-hot July and Texas in a not-so-cold December.

			Book-editing duties, however, took longer than expected, delaying my departure by weeks. Plus, Josh had announced that he was getting married in late August, and he wanted me to be his best man. I postponed the trip for another month.

			Finally freed of work and social obligations, I prepared to leave, but I tripped when scurrying down Josh’s basement stairs. My left little toe got caught on the edge of a step. I heard an awful snap, hobbled to my room, fell onto the inflatable mattress, broke out in a cold sweat, and silently hoped that I hadn’t broken a major bone in my foot. Luckily, it was only my little toe, which instantly became swollen and turned pink.

			I’d never tripped down stairs or broken a toe in my life, but I happen to do so just days before I was to set off on a hiking expedition? I wondered if my subconscious—which perhaps had grave misgivings about the expedition—was taking drastic measures by secretly laying booby traps and sacrificing negligible body parts for my own good. Might I have been hurting myself purposefully? Were two parts of my psyche waging war against each other without my even knowing it?

			I needed to give the toe at least another week and a half to heal, which guaranteed that my expedition would no longer be in the summer and fall, but in the fall and winter.

			I had more than enough excuses not to go and I wasn’t looking for any more, so I resolved not to research my route too closely. I knew I was better off not knowing about unfordable rivers, impenetrable forests, or prairie cougars. Naïveté, though a shortcoming in most any other situation, is a prerequisite to adventure. (Stupidity can be an outright asset.) But now that I could do nothing but lounge around in my underwear and recuperate, I thought that I should perhaps use some of my downtime constructively and figure out exactly what those swampy symbols were on my maps that were in the middle of my route for the first three hundred miles.

			But who does one call for advice on how to illegally follow a controversial pipeline? I called a Canadian oil company’s offices in northern Alberta but quickly slammed the phone down when I was put on a line with a human. I did a little Googling and found the phone number of a hunting guide in Alberta who led tours on some of the rivers I’d have to cross.

			“You’ll probably get thrown in jail,” he said, pointing out that the first leg of my journey, from Fort McMurray to Hardisty, Alberta, led me right through the middle of a military zone. “And you’re going to be chin-high in muskeg. Where you’re going, they usually take amphibious vehicles.”

			“I’m sure I’m going to sound stupid asking this, but what’s muskeg?”

			“It’s swamp,” he said. “It’s all swamp and forest up here.”

			I could tell from this guy’s tone that he wasn’t trying to scare me or put on an air of expertise and machismo. He was informative, serene, and calm, which made what he had to say all the more alarming.

			I now had serious questions about my route, the temperature and weather, and my toe, which had turned a deep shade of purple. I had no partner, no experience with thru-hikes; and I didn’t even know how I was going to get to Canada. The trip had gone from being the serious undertaking of a wannabe adventurer to a laugh-out-loud farce.

			As I inched closer to embarking on my hike—and when it seemed that this might be one of the few things I actually follow through with—the conversations with my mother became grimmer than usual, in which she’d call to hysterically inform me about my impending death.

			“You’re going to get shot for walking on someone else’s property,” she’d say. “Yeah, keep laughing. You’ll see.”

			Perhaps she was right to be concerned. To take off to northern lands on the eve of winter with a purple toe and no trail to follow or guidebook to consult would be, to most rational thinkers, insane. Yet since everything about the tar sands and the XL and America’s contempt for the reality of climate change struck me as insane, too, I thought it would be fitting to embrace this spirit of insanity, throw all caution to the wind, and embark on my adventure anyway.

			The thought of quitting before starting flitted through my mind, but it seemed as if prudence and good judgment were losing out to my philosophy of “Fuck it, I’m going anyway.”

			•   •   •

			Ah, the preadventure jitters! If only we were kept awake every night by the delirious anticipation of tomorrow!

			On my last night in Denver, Josh and his wife made me a going-away dinner of chicken, sweet-potato fries, salad, and peach pie. Afterward, while watching the Bears-Packers game on TV in his basement, we heard what sounded like someone frantically banging on the front door upstairs. The sound was actually about a half-dozen gunshots from the street just in front of the house. (Josh lives in a semi-sketchy area in inner-city Denver, and the occurrence of a drive-by wasn’t entirely out of the ordinary.)

			In the morning, I looked to see if there was any damage done to my van, which was parked in the street. I was glad to see that it had gone unscathed while the station wagon next to it was pocked with six bullet holes. I took this as a good omen on the day I’d begin my trip—a trip on which I’d constantly have to escape bad luck (and possibly gunfire).

			I hopped on a bus that would take me as far north as Fort Collins, Colorado. There were no more northward buses from there, and I didn’t know exactly how I was going to travel the 1,500 miles north, but none of that mattered because the moment I hobbled with my sore toe out onto the I-25 thruway ramp—though far from home, my things, and my friends—I felt like the freest, happiest person on Earth.

			I’m actually doing this, aren’t I? I asked myself, elated.

			I’m actually doing this, I said to myself, more glumly.

			What the hell am I doing? I thought, looking despairingly back toward Denver.
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			Apart from a moment or two of cold feet, I walked toward the busy I-25 in a flurry of ecstasy that began in my belly, coursed up the length of my spine, and erupted out of my mouth in wild cackles of exultation that I tried to hide from passing drivers for fear that they’d think I was crazy.

			I was aglow, thankful for life, this life, with which, it was so apparent right then, I could do anything I fancied. I was living! Fully and unabashedly, wholly and unfettered! Life! It’s all mine.

			The beginning of an adventure . . . Yes, there will be misery and, yes, I will be miserable, but right now, at the beginning, there are only sunny skies and grand visions of what my newly adventurous future holds. There won’t be any more schedules. No more bosses. No more dishes, no more bills. I am on the open road carrying only a backpack full of gear and a far-fetched idea: to get to Alberta and then walk every step of the way south to Texas. Whatever trials and triumphs that lie ahead are unknown. What will I see? Whom will I meet? Who will I be by the time I reach the end?

			I was heading north toward the deep, dark, green forests of northern Alberta where, before I could commence my hike, I needed to see the tar sands—the source of the oil that would travel through the Keystone XL.

			Where would I get my water from? How would landowners react to my trespassing over their property? How was I going to deal with all the animals—especially the cows? I’d have to walk through countless herds of them . . .

			My only comfort was in knowing that I wasn’t carrying some stiff, stubborn, stagnant plan but the living, breathing, heart-thumping philosophy that had worked for me so well in the past and that I believed would work for me again: I’ll figure it out.

			•   •   •

			Much to my surprise, there was another hitchhiker on the entrance ramp standing where I’d intended to stand. He waved me over and introduced himself as Chris. He said he’d been standing there for hours. Chris was fortyish. His head was shaved bald, and he had a pair of burly, hairy, butcher’s forearms. I didn’t blame the drivers for passing him by; as scary as Chris looked, I probably would have, too. He told me that he’d just gotten out of jail and was headed to California to talk with his ex-girlfriend, who out of spite, apparently, cut up all of his IDs. He asked me how much money I made hitching rides, and I said, “None. I don’t like to take money. Just rides.” He said that begging drivers is the way he makes money and that he once left Kentucky with four hundred dollars. I gave him three candy bars
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