
At age 51, Bonnie Karet set out  
alone to hike the Appalachian Trail.  

She knew it would be tough.  
She knew she’d be scared.  
What she didn’t know was  
how it would change her. 

By Steve Friedman 
Photographs by CedriC angeleS
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Wild
 T h i ng s

During college, 
Bonnie Karet 
dreamed of a long, 
hard hike. More 
than 30 years  
later, she made  
it happen.



the past few years with a few too many 
nights on the couch, a little too much 
fast food, and disappointing totals in 
her business ledger. But here she was, 
losing her cool and cursing in the dark. 
Maybe tranquillity 
hadn’t been the main 
goal, but she’d hiked 
more than 2,000 
miles. Shouldn’t 
she be less of a mess 
by now? Had she 
learned nothing? 

During college, 
anything had seemed 
possible. Karet was 
slim then—5'4" and 
120 pounds—optimistic, eager to 
explore. The daughter of a Foreign 
Service Officer, she had grown up in 
Pakistan, India, and Greece, roaming 
new terrain and satisfying her craving 
for adventure whenever she could. She 
had run a 5:28-minute mile in junior 
high school and had swum competi-
tively. In her early 20s, after reading an 
article about a man who had hiked the 
entire Appalachian Trail, she decided 
she wanted to do that, too. But first she 
had to earn money, which meant getting 
a job, which meant regular hours. 
Then there was a man and a baby and 
marriage. She put her dream on hold. 
There just wasn’t time. 

After two more children, her defi-
nition of adventure shrank. It mainly 
consisted of running 3 to 6 miles a day 
and entering a few half-marathons to 
keep things interesting. 

In her early 40s, she opened her 
own business, a combination ice cream 
shop and art studio. She loved the 
work, but it was exhausting. Exercise 
seemed less important, so she stopped 

running—and dealt 
with the constant 
stress by eating.

Karet was 50, with 
a husband, a 25-year-
old son, an 18-year-old 
daughter in college, 
and a 14-year-old 
daughter at home.  
She had gained  
50 pounds in the past 
5 years, 60 pounds 
since college. She had 

less energy, and she worried about what 
the rest of her life would look like, what 
it would feel like. Sometimes, in the 
early evening, already in her pajamas, 
sinking into the sofa with a glass of wine 
and binge-watching Netflix, she felt like 
she was swaying on a tightrope. On one 
end was the hiking trip in Ireland she 
and her husband had been discussing 
for years, other adventures abroad, bike 
rides, grandchildren. She was leaning 
the other way, though. Not leaning, 
really. Falling—toward monotonous TV 
shows, regrets, and who knew how many 
health problems. 

She needed to do something—some-
thing physical that was big enough to 
shake her up. At her age, at her weight, 
a long bicycle trip might have made 
sense, but that meant riding a bike, 
which meant sticking to roads, which 
meant dealing with traffic, which meant 

It was September 22, 2015, and over 
the past 6 months she had slogged 
2,098 miles, all but the last 92 miles of 
the Appalachian Trail’s sinewy, roller- 
coaster path from Georgia to Maine. 
This day she’d made it 15½ miles, over 
three mountain peaks, through a bog. 
At dusk, as she approached the fourth 
summit, all she wanted to do was eat 
dinner, pitch her tent, and unpack 
her sleeping bag. But when she got 
to the top, she realized there wasn’t a 
decent spot to camp. She cursed and 
began descending. Now the sky was 

a deep, inky black, and the forest was 
making noise: snapping branches, 
atonal grunts, venomous rustlings. She 
switched on her headlamp and peered 
through the narrow tunnel of light for a 
flat spot where she could pitch her tent. 

Calming down hadn’t been the goal 
when she’d set out from Georgia’s 
Springer Mountain in March. She was 
aiming for reinvention, yes, and time off 
from work, marriage, motherhood, and 
responsibility. She wanted better health, 
a little spiritual rejuvenation, a zigzag-
ging jolt to a life that had been stuffed 

She had learned to endure howling evening winds, 
midnight downpours, and frigid mornings. She had 
come to appreciate the delicious ache of throwing 
off her pack at day’s end. She had shed regrets and 

let go of anxiety. But on a mild Maine evening, alone in the 
woods, Bonnie Karet realized how frustrated she was. 
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“People think the 
Appalachian Trail is 
all about the great 

views. And the views 
are amazing. But the 
really great stuff is 

what happens 
between the views.”

The trail doesn’t 
care about weather. 
Karet hiked over 
rocks and through 
mud, rain or shine. 



Karet spent 189 
days and nights on 
the trail—sometimes 
with other hikers, 
often alone.

being at the mercy of other people. She 
wanted a quest that would require greater 
discipline, one that would force her to rely 
only on herself. She recalled her long-
ago dream and began to fantasize about 
hiking the AT. 

She eased her husband and daughters 
into the notion of living for 6 months 
without a wife and mother. She gave her 
employees additional responsibilities. 
She posted online about her plans,  
asking people to donate money for every 
mile she walked to the Big Big World 
Project, a nonprofit she had cofounded  
7 years earlier to help orphans in Viet-
nam get an education. And then, about a 
year before heading into the wilderness, 
she started training. She took 3-mile 
hikes, then 3-mile hikes with a pack, then 
longer hikes, until she could make it  
13 miles on flat ground. She researched 
and purchased gear: a tent, a sleeping 
bag, a water filter. On March 22, 2015, 
the day she flew to Atlanta and rented a 
car to drive to the beginning of the AT, 
she still weighed 180 pounds. But she felt 
better, stronger. She felt ready.

Exiting the plane in Atlanta, she had to 
walk up a slightly elevated ramp. Slightly 
elevated, she discovered, was not quite the 
same as flat. She had trouble breathing.  
My gosh, she thought. I’m in trouble.

She took the first step of her 2,190-mile 
journey on her 19th wedding anniversary, 
March 23, joining the ranks of the more 
than 2,500 hikers who attempt to conquer 
the AT each year. It was a sunny, pleasant 
day. She made it 8.6 miles and was glad 
she’d decided to ease into life on the trail. 
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She knew herself well enough to realize 
that she sometimes jumped into things 
without the preparation others would 
consider necessary. She also knew that 
the AT, for all its promises of peace and 
beauty, punished those who didn’t take 
proper precautions (news of a 66-year-
old woman who got lost in 2013 and 
whose remains were found 2 years later 
brought that point into sharp reality). 
So rather than sleep in a tent that first 
night, Karet bunked in a cozy cabin 
with another hiker she’d met online who 
called herself Katwalk. (“Thru-hikers,” or 
those planning to cover the trail’s entire 
distance, often have trail names, some 
with self-evident origins, others remain-
ing mysterious even at trail’s end.) 
     Katwalk and Karet (who went by 
BonBon on the trail) set off together 
from the cabin each morning. After 
covering as much ground as possible, 
they’d catch a shuttle at a predetermined 
spot that would take them back to the 
cabin. The next morning, the shuttle 
returned them to the spot where they’d 
ended the day before to resume the hike. 
That first week, testing her body and 
herself, hiking an average of 6 miles a 
day, she learned that she was capable 
of waking up when she wanted to rest, 
getting outside when she was cold, 
moving forward when she was inclined 
to stew. She learned other things, too: 
how to use her water filter, how to set up 
her tent. Early on, a man saw her reading 
the instructions for her cookstove and 
asked her, incredulously, “You don’t 
know how to use your stove?” She didn’t, 
but not for long. 

At the end of the first week, Karet 
sorted through her supplies with new 
eyes. She mailed home an extra pair of 
pants, some socks, a hairbrush, a mirror, 
an extra jacket. After unloading  
10 pounds of gear, she felt lighter. 

On March 30, after 7 nights in the 
cabin, Karet decided to camp on the 
trail. There were other hikers nearby, 
so she wouldn’t be alone. Besides, she 
was ready—or so she believed. She woke 
up in a panic, ready to fight, when she 
thought she heard someone trying to 
unzip her tent. It turned out to be the 
pattering of raindrops, which became a 
downpour, accompanied by shrieking 
wind, distant flashes, and loud booms. 
She burrowed deeper into her sleeping 
bag as the booms got louder, the flashes 
brighter, until even through the tent 
walls they were almost blinding and 
there was no time at all between them 
and the thunder. The next morning, she 
woke to discover lightning had struck the 
three-sided shelter nearby. Knots of cold, 
wet hikers who had stayed there were 
packing up and leaving the trail. 

Karet camped alone for the first time 
a few nights later. As she zipped her 
rainfly shut, just a thin piece of nylon 
separating her from the dark forest, 
she thought about TV’s The Walking 
Dead and about bears and dangerous 
humans who might show up on the 
trail. She thought about all the people 
back home who, when she had told 
them her plans, had asked, “Are you 
going to bring a gun?” (She did not.)  
Her nagging bladder woke her a few 
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One in four people 
who attempt to hike 
the entire AT finish it. 
Many who do mark 
their achievement  
by tossing their boots 
into the “shoe tree” 
at Neels Gap  
in Maine. 



she couldn’t change 
the past. she 

couldn’t change the 
weather. Oatmeal 
would always be 
oatmeal. The one 
thing she could 

change was herself. 
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Karet spent a  
year training for  
the AT. It was still 
the hardest thing 
she’d ever done.

kids were going to college. But the trail 
was devoid of such blather. “You just 
cut right through and get down to really 
getting to know each other,” Karet says. 
“You talk about the experience, the 
things you see, how the experience is 
changing you.”

Of course, even with the inspiring 
conversations, the natural beauty that 
surrounded her, and her increasing 
strength and stamina, Karet still strug-
gled. She missed her family and felt 
guilty about leaving them for such a long 
time. She was concerned about how her 

business was doing with-
out her. She worried—
about whether she would 
be able to finish the 
hike, whether she would 
encounter a bear, what 
the noises in the night 
were. She was getting 
really sick of oatmeal and 
tuna fish packs.  

She hiked on. And 
she discovered that no 
matter how much she 
resented cold, damp 
clothes in the morn-
ing, they didn’t dry out 
overnight. No matter 
how much she wished a 
day’s hike was flatter or 
shorter, it stayed steep 
and long. None of the 
things she wished were 
different—the rain, the 
food, the forest noises—
changed at all. 

A secret every thru-hiker knows: 
Hiking every day—10 miles, or 20, or 
more—can get boring. There are beau-
tiful sunsets, to be sure, and majestic 
dawns. There are glowing peaks and 
moon-stained night skies, awesome 
thunderstorms and clear, cold, heaven-
sent streams. Mostly, though, it’s one 
rocky, muddy, or rain-slicked step after 
another. That’s when a hiker can hope 
for change and worry that it will never 
occur. That’s when a hiker’s thoughts 
wander and, if she’s lucky, alight on 
some surprising places. 

hours later. She tried to avoid the inev-
itable until, unable to fall back asleep, 
she unzipped her tent. The moonlight, 
undiminished by artificial light, bathed 
the forest in beauty. Suddenly, she 
didn’t feel so afraid. She scanned the 
area for bears and then stepped out.

The next day, proud to have survived 
her first night alone, she hiked 10 miles. 
Over the next month, she learned to 
pitch her tent more quickly, to pack 
more efficiently. She 
learned that when 
a sleeping bag was 
advertised as “good 
to 25°,” it meant 
you could survive 
at 25°, not that you 
would like it or feel 
anything that anyone 
would ever call 
warm. She learned 
that she was terrible 
at throwing rocks 
attached to ropes over branches, to 
serve as counterweights to bags of food 
she was hanging high above the ground, 
away from bears. When hikers saw 
her preparing camp, they would rush 
to her side and insist that they throw 
her counterweight. They didn’t know 
what—or whom—she might hit. 

She mailed another package home: 
a 2-gallon water bladder from a 
marine-issue backpack. Still more 
clothes she decided she didn’t need. 
Deodorant. A razor. 

There were bugs. And sweat. There 
were rainy days and cold nights when 

she would strip off her clothes and crawl 
into her sleeping bag. In the morning 
the clothes would still be damp and cold, 
and she would have to put them back on. 

So why did she feel so happy? Part 
of it was the lightness. She had been 
hiking an average of 15 miles a day with 
her 30-pound pack, and that, combined 
with activities like unpacking, setting 
up camp, cooking, and repacking, 
meant she was burning twice as many 

calories as she was 
taking in each day.  
Even consuming 
3,000 calories daily, 
she was losing 1 or  
2 pounds a week, 
almost all of it fat. 

Another reason was 
chemical. Her body 
flooded with endor-
phins almost every 
waking hour, and the 
sun had her soaking in 

vitamin D. Plus, living according to the 
day’s natural rhythms, without electric 
light, made for sounder sleep.

Another part was the other people. 
Katwalk hiked the first and last  
100 miles with Karet. D.No, a retired 
pharmacist, told hilarious stories and 
liked to pick fiddlehead ferns and share 
them. His wife, C.Shell, hiked at a 
steadier and stronger pace than any of 
them. Hauling Oats joined the group for 
a while, along with Tedzilla, Just Dave, 
and Slider. Others came and went.

In the real world, folks would most 
likely talk about political races, their 
jobs, their vacation homes, where their 
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Karet thought of a past relationship 
and the hurtful things she and her ex had 
said to each other during the breakup 
decades earlier. She realized she was still 
angry—and that she was ashamed of  
her anger. More muddy steps, more 
rocky miles, and she realized her ex had 
been a young man then, foolish. Miles 
later, she realized how young and foolish 
she had been, too, and that there was 
nothing that needed to be forgiven. She 
couldn’t remember ever feeling so light. 

“People think the AT is all about the 
great views,” she says. “And the views 
are amazing. But the really great, really 
amazing, really meaty stuff is what 
happens between the views.”

She realized something else. She 
couldn’t change the past. She couldn’t 
change the weather. Oatmeal would 
always be oatmeal. There was only one 
thing she could change: herself.  

On June 29, after reaching the trail’s 
halfway point, she had two thoughts: 
Oh my God, I’m halfway done! And Oh 
my God, I’m only halfway done. 

Summer came, went. Karet trudged 
on. By mid-September, she was in 
Maine, 2,011 miles in, 179 to go. The 
trail was flat and easy, and then it was 
steep and difficult, and Karet—even 
lean, sunbaked, endorphin-filled, newly 
self-aware Karet—was stressed. By the 
trail, by revenue reports she had received 
via e-mail from her business, by smart-
phones, by life. When she got to a lake, 
she stripped off her clothes and jumped 
in. When she emerged, nothing had 
changed except she was less frustrated.   

She set up her tent, cooked dinner, 
and watched loons swimming after 
each other on the opposite side of 
the lake. She sat on a big rock, and 
although she couldn’t see the setting 
sun through the forest, the lake surface 
flashed with red and purple. She felt 
overcome with gratitude—for the lake 
and the setting sun, for her campsite 
and the trail. For her life. 

She made a decision. She would 
accept the larger challenges at home, 
just like she was accepting the little 
ones here. She would choose to be 
happy because most of the things that 
stressed her in the real world—work, 
family, traffic—were just like the things 
that challenged her on the trail. She 
had chosen them. So how could she 
be unhappy about them? If she was 
living a life she chose, how could it 
overwhelm her? From that point on, 
if something frustrated or worried her 
when she returned home, she would do 
something about it if she could. If she 
couldn’t, she would practice acceptance.

Loons lulled her to sleep. 

One week later, Karet was back in the 
inky dark, picking her way down the 
mountain and cursing herself for not 
finding camp before the sun had dipped 
below the horizon. How had she allowed 
herself to make such a rookie mistake, 
after all this time on the trail? And why 
was it rattling her so much? 

Suddenly she remembered her first 
week on the trail, when ghost bears and 
flesh-eating zombies lurked behind 
every stump, when every snapping twig 

Karet hiked portions of 
the AT with Cheri Noren 
(left) and Kate Spillane 
Balano (center). Their 
experience led to  
lasting friendship. 
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sounded like a predator’s snap-
ping jaws. She might be frustrated 
and annoyed, but as she faced the 
dark, she realized she wasn’t afraid 
anymore. She listened to the forest 
and she knew—she knew—how much 
she had changed. She was grateful. 
She was at peace.

Six days later, on September 28, 
Karet hiked 5.2 miles to the top of 
Mount Katahdin, the AT’s termi-
nus. She walked off the trail at 137 
pounds—43 pounds lighter than when 
she started. It had been harder and 
more stressful than she’d anticipated. 
And it had been more rewarding and 
life-changing than she’d ever dreamed 
it would be.

At home, she’s not swaying on a 
tightrope anymore. She walks at least 
30 minutes a day and no longer squan-
ders precious time stressing over profit 
margins. Eight months after complet-
ing the AT, in search of more peace 
in her life, she decided to close her 
business. She’s planning adventures 
with her husband, and it’s been a long 
time since she’s had a night of wine 
on the couch. When she occasionally 
indulges, she accepts it and moves on. 
The value of acceptance is just one 
lesson she learned in the woods, on the 
mountains, on her long journey. 

And what of the trail—the lakes and 
mud and lightning and cold nights and 
fellow hikers and tears and laughter 
and the beautiful, eerie call of the 
loons? Does she ever think of the trail?

“Only when I’m awake,” she says. 
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Adventure Is Calling
Inspired to get out there?  

These essentials will make any hike safer and more comfortable. 

Safe Hydration 
This 2 oz water  
filter removes nearly 
100% of microbes  
and bacteria in sec-
onds, allowing you to 
refill from a stream. 
Sawyer Mini Water 
Filtration System  
($25; sawyer.com)

2
Pocket-Size Energy
raw honey provides  
a hit of natural fuel. Just 
snap a pack open and 
enjoy. Wedderspoon 
Raw Manuka Honey 
on the Go Packs  
($34 for 24; shop 
.prevention.com)

3
All-in-One Tool
Be prepared for almost 
anything with this 
superfunctional tool 
that includes a can and 
bottle opener, hammer, 
and safety whistle. 
Leatherman Signal 
($100; leatherman.com)

4
Lightweight Layer 
Avoid a nasty burn  
with this button-down 
that offers UpF 30.
Mountain Hardwear 
Canyon Long Sleeve 
Shirt ($65; mountain 
hardwear.com)

5
Smart Socks
Avoid painful rubbing 
with these wicking and 
antimicrobial merino 
wool socks. Darn 
Tough Summit Stripe 
Boot Sock Cushion 
($23; darntough.com)

6
Go-To Top
This lightweight tank 
wicks away sweat 
so you stay dry. 
Icebreaker Cool-Lite 
Sphere Tank ($60; 
icebreaker.com)

7
Comfy Pack
This adjustable day-
pack is designed for 
a woman’s body and 
redistributes weight to 
your core so your back 
and shoulders stay 
comfortable. Osprey 
Mira AG 34 ($175; 
ospreypacks.com)

8
Balance Boosters
manage challenging 
terrain more easily 
with these adjustable,  
lightweight hiking 
poles. Black Diamond 
Trail Pro Shock 
Trekking Poles  
($140; blackdiamond 
equipment.com)

9
Trail-Ready Boots
logging miles on rocky 
trails is no problem 
with this midrise boot 
that combines ankle 
support with water-
proof fabric. Keen 
Aphlex Mid ($160;  
keenfootwear.com)

 10
Better Bottoms
Water-resistant stretch 
fabric lets you move 
with ease and keeps 
you dry on rainy days. 
Prana Halle Pants 
($85; prana.com)
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