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Speed hiker pays tribute

Karen Chávez

Jennifer Pharr Davis is exhausted.
The 25-year-old Asheville resident can barely hike a mile without feeling drowsy. No doubt. On Aug. 16
Davis finished hiking 2,175 miles on the Appalachian Trail in a record-setting 57 days, 8 hours and 35
minutes.

But Davis has never felt more empowered in her life.
Her speedy “thru-hike” was a tribute to honor fellow, fallen hiker-heroes who were killed on trails she
had hiked many times.
“My hike was to honor the hikers killed by Gary Michael Hilton: John and Irene Bryant, and especially
Meredith Emerson,” Davis said. “Meredith was a 24-year-old female, hiking alone. I was a female,
hiking alone. I had been out on the same trails where they were murdered. It could have easily been
me. If I had been an artist, I would have painted something for Meredith. But I’m a hiker. I took a hike
for her.”
Earlier this year, the 61-year-old Hilton pleaded guilty to Emerson’s murder in Georgia and was
sentenced to life in prison with the possibility of parole after 30 years. He has been named as the sole
suspect in the death of the Bryants, a Hendersonville couple whose bodies were found in the Pisgah
and Nantahala national forests.

In search of life’s meaning

The idea to hike one of the country’s longest trails — the Appalachian Trail, stretching from Springer
Mountain, Ga., and running the spine of the Appalachian Mountains to its northern end at Mount
Katahdin, Maine — started as a teenager’s dream.
Davis, raised in Hendersonville, grew up playing tennis competitively, hiking, camping and living an
outdoors lifestyle. She set herself a goal to “thru-hike,” or backpack the entire trail alone. She hurried
to finish her degree at Samford University in Birmingham, Ala., in 3 1/2 years, so she could hit the trail
in the spring to take advantage of the best weather conditions for the hike.
“It seemed a good way to combine my interests of being an athlete and loving the outdoors,” Davis
said. “It seemed like a good challenge that would allow me to make decisions concerning my future.”
In March 2005, the slender, 6-foot-tall hiker set off solo on a 4 1/2 month odyssey. She grew up
quickly.
“I started off fearless and naïve,” Davis said. “Along the way, I ran into challenges and dangerous
situations that made me question whether I should be out there on my own.”
Davis encountered naked men in the woods, met up with vicious, unleashed dogs and, in her worst
moment, while hiking on the trail in New Jersey, she was the first upon the scene of a suicide.
After she was safely home in Asheville, Davis said she felt that it was a wonderful experience, but one
she thought she never wanted to do again.
“But two months later, I wanted to go again,” she said. “I had learned so much about myself. I enjoyed
being in nature and being active. I was eager to hike on other continents and see what they had to
offer.”
So Davis set to work at various jobs to earn enough money for her next hike, and her next. In three
years she hiked solo on six continents, including the 600-mile Bibbulman Track in Australia, Mount
Kilimanjaro in Africa, the Inca Trail in South America and multiple trails in Europe and Asia.
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Second time around

All the while, Davis planned to hike the Appalachian Trail again, but this time, she wanted to go for a
speed record. The record holder for a supported hike was Andrew Thompson, who finished it in 47 1/2
days. The fastest woman, Jenny Jardine, finished in 87 days. Davis’ goal was 60-80 days.
She enlisted the support of Diamond Brand Outdoors in Arden, which outfitted her with seven pairs of
trail running shoes, socks, tons of Clif Bars and other backpacking food, and the help of her best friend
— and new husband — Brew Davis, a teacher at Asheville Middle School.
One obstacle was convincing Brew that she would be OK hiking on her own. Part of the hike was to be
a challenge to herself, while part was to reclaim the woods from convicted killer Hilton. When she
heard about the hiker killings, she contacted Emerson’s father, who gave his blessing for her hike for
Meredith.
“Brew was scared for my safety,” she said. “He had to learn to trust me and trust the woods. I carried
a whistle and a cell phone, but my best form of defense is trusting my instincts and getting out of
questionable circumstances as quickly as possible.”
“I said I’m OK with it as long as we’re together every night,” Brew Davis said.
The two were married in June, honeymooned in New England, and then headed right for the
Appalachian Trail in Maine. Brew drove the roads, while Jennifer Davis hiked and ran the trail, carrying
only a daypack with water and snacks. They met up each night, when Brew would bring her fresh
supplies, refuel her with peanut butter sandwiches, fresh fruit and ice cream, and help lift her
trail-weary spirits.
Compared with her first thru-hike, this one was much harder physically, Jennifer Davis said.
“I had to give 100 percent. I hiked sunup to sundown. There were no days in town, no days of rest.”
She hiked an average of 38 miles a day.
Some 1,250 people attempt to thru-hike the trail northbound each year, while only 25-27 percent
actually complete the task, said Brian King, a spokesman for the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, the
nonprofit based in Harpers Ferry, W.Va., that oversees AT maintenance and conservation.
And out of those who finish, only about 20 percent are women, making Davis’ a rare feat.
“I knew she was tough, I knew she an incredible athlete, I knew she had done an Ironman,” Brew
Davis said of his wife. “But I got to see her in her element, hiking 38 miles a day. I learned that she’s
really determined. I think it was an overwhelming success. She did everything she set out to do.”

A hiking future

Davis said her second AT thru-hike solidified hiking as her calling. She is starting her own business,
Blue Ridge Hiking Co., which will focus on speaking engagements, workshops, guiding day hikes and
providing personal training for long-distance hikers. She is also publishing a book about her hiking
experiences.
“Brew and I would like to ideally hike some more out west and in Europe before starting a family,”
Davis said. “But God willing, hiking will be a lifelong hobby for the two of us and our future children.”
She said she encourages women to hike however they feel most comfortable — alone or in a group.
She said she feels safe alone in the woods, thanks to Emerson.
“I truly believe that Meredith’s struggle and her intelligence was what led authorities to capture Hilton,”
Davis said. “I wanted my hike to be a sign of thanks to her. If she hadn’t fought, he would still be out
there, and probably still killing people.”
Jennifer Davis said one of the most moving moments of the 57 days on the trail was on the last day at
Blood Mountain, Ga., on the trail where Meredith Emerson took her last hike.
Emerson was hiking with her dog on Blood Mountain on New Year’s Day when she encountered Hilton.
According to reports, Hilton attacked Emerson with a knife and baton, but she fought back. Badly
injured, she kept herself alive for four days while he drove her around in his van, trying to use her ATM
card. She continued to give him wrong PINs. Hilton eventually killed and decapitated her.
On the last day of her hike, Davis met her husband and friends Warren Doyle and David Horton, both
seasoned thru-hikers, at the base of the mountain. They hiked to the summit in the moonlight, had a
moment of silence for Emerson, and watched the sun rise.
“I wanted to talk about her impact on my life,” Davis said. “I wanted to finish the hike for Meredith, and
get to Blood Mountain and tell her, ‘I hope this honors your memory.’”
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Be mentally prepared for the risks you may encounter. If you encounter trouble, chances are a
law-enforcement officer will not be nearby and a cell phone may not work. Think through scenarios
ahead of time, and decide how you might respond. Learn to trust your instincts, and be prepared to
act on them.
Let someone know your plans. If you are going on a day-hike, let someone know where you will be
and when you plan to return. On a long-distance hike, leave behind a copy of your itinerary, and a
guidebook such as the A.T. Thru-Hikers’ Companion. Check in regularly, and indicate when you expect
to check in next. Establish a procedure to follow if you fail to check in or show up when expected. If
you change your plans, be sure to let someone know; otherwise, family members may worry and
initiate a needless search. Be sure your contact knows your trail name, if you have one, as well as
details about your gear.
Always carry current Trail maps, and know how to use them. In an emergency, you need to be able to
describe your location. If you need to leave the Trail in a hurry, maps can tell you the best way to get
to a road or town or someone who can help. Avoid bushwhacking—getting lost or injured in unknown
terrain will compound your problems.
Stay alert. Pay attention to details of your surroundings and people you encounter, and look for
anything that does not fit or sends a red flag. It is easier to avoid getting into a dangerous situation
than to get out of one. Trust your instincts about strangers.
Use extra caution if hiking alone. When you hike alone, you are more vulnerable. Hiking with a partner
may add a measure of safety but should not lead to complacency and a false sense of security. Being
prepared and alert at all times is essential. If you are by yourself, there is no need to broadcast that
you are hiking alone or give information about your plans. Use the pronoun “we” instead of “I.” If you
encounter someone who makes you feel uneasy, avoid engaging them and put distance between you.
Find a group you can tag along with and let them know your concerns. Note details about the
suspicious person and report your encounter to local law enforcement and ATC as soon as possible,
even if no crime has been committed.
A dog may or may not provide an additional measure of safety but can lead to a false sense of
security that makes you less attuned and responsive to threats.
A cell phone may help in an emergency, but is useless if there is no reception. It’s possible to go for
days without a signal on the Trail.
Be wary of people who make you uneasy. Avoid or get away quickly from people who act suspicious,
hostile or intoxicated or exhibit aggressive curiosity or any other behaviors that just don’t feel right,
even if you can’t explain why. Trust your instincts, even when someone claims to be an authority figure
or “trail angel.” Don’t worry about being judgmental or hurting someone’s feelings—your safety may
depend on it. Don’t stay in a shelter or engage in conversation with anyone who makes you feel
uncomfortable. Criminals are often opportunistic—even engaging in polite conversation with someone
who is overly aggressive may signal to them you are an easy target. Don’t reveal your itinerary. Make
note of as many details about the person as you can, and report them to law enforcement or ATC.
Don’t camp or linger near roads or trailheads. Plan ahead so you are packed and ready to hit the Trail
immediately. Leave your vehicle door open and keys handy until you’re ready to hit the Trail in case
you need to make a quick exit. Drive away from the trailhead if there are people there who make you
feel uneasy or the appearance of the parking lot indicates it could be a problem area (broken glass,
trash).
Eliminate opportunities for theft. Don’t bring jewelry. Keep money and credit cards well hidden on your
person. Don’t leave your equipment unguarded. Don’t leave valuables or equipment in vehicles
(especially in sight) parked at trailheads.
Make yourself as inconspicuous as possible. Camp away from roads, and be aware that anywhere
people congregate—including shelters and designated campsites—may have greater risk. When
tenting, find a location not easily seen from the Trail. In town, dress plainly and be aware that
conventions that are accepted by A.T. hikers may be viewed differently by others.
Carrying firearms is strongly discouraged. They are illegal on National Park Service lands (40 percent
of the Trail) and in most other areas without a permit. The threat of them being turned against you or
an accidental shooting may outweigh the benefit. An increased presence of firearms could also change
the culture of the Trail. State laws vary on the carrying of nonlethal weapons, such as pepper spray;
the possession and use of a defensive weapon is a big responsibility with potential consequences. A
whistle may scare off a potential threat from humans or animals and will serve to alert others in the
area to your location.
Use the Trail and shelter registers. If something happens to you or you need to be located in case of a
family emergency, your register entries provide the best tool for finding you. Using gender-specific
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names or revealing personal information may make you more vulnerable.
Be wary of posting your location or itinerary on online journals in real time. A password-protected blog
or site can offer more protection.
Avoid hitchhiking or accepting rides. Hikers needing to get into town should make arrangements
beforehand and budget for shuttles or a taxi. If you must hitchhike, be sure to have a partner. Make a
careful evaluation before entering a vehicle. Size up the driver, occupants, and condition of the vehicle.
If anything just “doesn’t add up,” decline the offer. Maintain enough distance between you and the
vehicle so as not to be in a position to be pulled into the vehicle. If you do accept a ride, don’t let your
gear get separated from you. Keep your wallet and ID on your person. Memorize the license plate and
note the make, model and color of the vehicle.
In an emergency, note where you are and call 911. Report emergencies or incidents to ATC at
incident@appalachiantrail.org or by calling 304-535-6331. Suspicious or illegal behavior should be
reported to the local rangers or local law enforcement (911 usually works, but other phone numbers
are on official A.T. maps) as well as ATC.
No matter how much kindness, friendship, sanctuary and beauty the Trail may show you, remember
that the Trail is not insulated against the problems of larger society. Maintain awareness at all times,
and remember you are responsible for your own safety.
SOURCE: Appalachian Trail Conservancy
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