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B Y  E M I L Y  K O E S T E R  
S P E C I A L  T O  T H E  L A K E L A N D  T I M E S

See Footsteps. . . page 28

“I felt
spoiled along this

journey a lot, waking
up and walking in the

sunrises, walking in those
sunsets, and of course 
getting roughed up by

some storms,” Smith posted
on his Facebook page
“Justin’s Footsteps” 

on Sept. 6 after 
completing the hike.
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Not much care 
in the world 
but the feeling of 

and feeling 

Justin Smith
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Smith stands in front of a sign in
early July at Berthoud Pass, a

mountain pass in Colorado.
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One of the signs along the trail shows the
general route of the Continental Divide Trail.
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Smith’s CDT route
According to the National Park Serv-

ice, the Continental Divide Trail (CDT) is
3,100 miles long and runs through states
New Mexico, Idaho, Colorado and
Wyoming. The CDT is the second
longest National Scenic Trail, second
only to the North Country Trail. Smith
began in Mexico on May 11 and com-
pleted his 2022 journey in Canada 16
weeks later on Aug. 31.

In 2021, Smith completed the Pacific
Crest Trail (PCT), and in 2019, he began
his thru-hike journey on the Appalachian
Trail (AT). 2020, the pandemic year,
Smith completed Wisconsin’s Ice Age
Trail. There are 11 National Scenic Trails
in the United States, and in four years
Smith has completed four of those trails.

According to Smith, the CDT is actu-
ally less than 3,000 miles because there
are different routes to choose from, and
the trail isn’t totally complete yet. Re-
gardless of the mileage, Smith went
through four pairs of shoes, although he
said he should have used a fifth pair.

“It was different from the other trails,

I was really a purist on the other trails
where I wanted to stick to every foot of
the trail,” Smith said, admitting his
mileage was closer to the 2,800 mark.
“(This trail) there’s different alternate
routes and some of it is more beautiful.
Cirque of the Towers in Wyoming there
was a bit of a reroute and I’m glad I took
that because that was one of the best
parts of the trail.”

There were also some fire closures
which changed his route plans. Smith
was hiking with a group of others when
they had to take a road route because of
a fire closure. Along the way, they met
someone who offered them water, food
and camping on his land. Through con-
versation, they learned this person and
his family owned the private land the hik-
ers were planning on trekking through
and they were lucky enough to get per-
mission to cut through the properties. 

“It was one of the greatest road walks
I ever did,” Smith said. “He told us to
stop in this neighborhood at his mom’s,
she’d have water for us. We stopped and
she had fresh tortillas, bacon and eggs
for us. It worked out really well. It was
over 100 miles that we were able to do
that way.”

With the possibilities of fires and snow
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On Aug. 31, Smith completed his thru-hike of the Continental Divide Trail in Canada.

closing some of the trails, Smith
said he seemed a bit more relaxed
on this hike rather than speeding
through. He admitted to taking
more Zero days (days of little or
no hiking on the trail) than he had
on any previous thru-hike, but also
said he would get antsy when not
moving along on the trail. 

Most of his Zero days were at
the beginning of his hike in New
Mexico. Southern New Mexico
was a lot of desert and water
sources were scarce.

“There’s no fresh water, so
you’re getting trail angels putting
caches out, or mostly from cattle
troughs, sometimes nasty looking
water,” Smith said. “You kinda
have to get that water or 20-30
miles without water. Water
sources were pretty nasty in the
desert.”

Once into northern New Mexico,
the terrain changed to more woods
through Colorado, where he also
traversed more open ridges and
peaks.

“I’m really lucky to have hiked
all these trails and never have
gotten injured or sick,”
Smith said.

Smith also said he got lost more
on this hike than previous hikes.

“You’d have signs, then there
wouldn’t be one for miles and the
trail would be gone,” he said. “I
was constantly looking at my map,
especially in Colorado. It’s more of
a ‘find your own route’ trail.”

‘Into my own hike’
Similar to Smith’s previous

hikes, he went into it alone, but
hiked portions with people he met
along the way. 

“I was going to go a little faster
and then I heard a lot about fire
closures ahead and people com-
plaining about the snow in Col-
orado, they were getting there too
early,” he said. “So I settled down
with a group, I stayed with them
almost all of New Mexico, and
then Colorado is when I decided to
pick it up and take off. Get into my
own hike.”

Smith said besides the group he
hiked most of New Mexico with,
he also joined some familiar faces
throughout the rest of the route,

including another man from Wis-
consin who he had met while hik-
ing the PCT last year. 

Hikers and non-hikers he met
throughout his journey were the
most rewarding aspect of this par-
ticular thru-hike for Smith. He re-
membered the conversations he
would have with older folks in din-
ers or people who generously
gave him a ride into town or back
to the trail.

“People would have a conversa-
tion with us and congratulate us,”
Smith said of his time in Glacier
National Park.

In his final Facebook post for
this trip, Smith acknowledged
those who helped him along the
way.

“I am going to miss all the won-
derful people along the way that
gave me some great conversations
and helped me along the way, giv-
ing me rides and snacks and
stuff,” he wrote. “For you to take
your time to talk to me or appreci-
ate what we are doing is a very
great feeling and we are very

blessed to have beautiful caring
people like that in our world.”

Becoming a Triple Crowner
Completing the three major

thru-hikes to earn the Triple
Crown of Hiking became a goal of
Smith’s since he began the AT in
2019, and now that the goal has
been met, Smith admits to feeling a
bit lost.

“It’s like, what do I do now?” he
said. “It’s been on my mind for so
long, so it’s kinda sad.”

Having the opportunity to com-
plete yet another thru-hike isn’t
something Smith takes for
granted, admitting the long hikes
have started taking a toll on him.

“I have the North Country Trail
on my mind, but that’s long and I
want to do more stuff with my
dog, he’s getting old,” Smith said.
“I don’t really want to leave him
again, so I’m thinking maybe some
trips to Michigan with him. Some
little stuff.”

He may be taking a break from
the long thru-hikes, but Smith will
continue to seek out new adven-
tures. He plans on exploring
Michigan more and possibly try-
ing out bike-packing.

To follow Smith’s hiking adven-
tures, visit his Facebook page,

“Justin’s Footsteps.”
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“I am going to miss all the wonderful people along
the way that gave me some great conversations and helped me
along the way, giving me rides and snacks and stuff,” he wrote. 

“For you to take your time to talk to me or appreciate what we are
doing is a very great feeling and we are very blessed to have 

beautiful caring people like that in our world.”


