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Each New Day

So it begins at 4:26 am, three minutes before a wristwatch alarm sounds.  My mind sounds an alarm before its technological counterpart can-- sensitive to the upcoming challenge of attempting to see the birth of a new day.  For some, the sunrise is a daily occurrence; for others, it is an entirely unknown experience. More often than not, the later group listens to the whines or screams of an inner monologue that looks for the easy way out-- conceding defeat before the challenge is faced.  Camping at 2100 meters-- two miles away from the summit of Pico Duarte-- my sleeping bag protects my body from the freezing air biting my nose and this little voice becomes much louder.  At 4:26, it is this summit I have taken upon myself to climb to see the sunrise.

Reaching an arm out, then in, then back out of the warm confines of my nylon cocoon, I feel around for my headlamp.  Instead, I fumble with the tee shirt I used on yesterday’s hike.  This requires the upper half of my body to be exposed to the cold air as I struggle into the stiff shirt.  Bathed in goose bumps and uncontrollable shivers, I again hear the voice from inside. “For God’s sake, it is freezing out, get back into your sleeping bag!” it screams.  “You were drinking rum and coke last night!”

“Last night,” I remembered, “There was a really good bonfire.”

“Like, everyone who lives here does it,” he explained.  I think back to a conversation with a wiry Dominican whose straight hair reflected last night’s campfire.  “It is, after all, the highest peak east of the Mississippi. At night you can see all the way to Santo Domingo.  I’ve skied at Vail before…you know Vail Mountain in Colorado.  Pico Duarte is almost as high as those ski mountains in the United States.”  He was right I thought to myself as my eyes drifted from his hair to the fire.  Pico Duarte stood just over 3,000 meters high.  Higher than any peak I had climbed before.  “What an opportunity,” I thought.  “I could even be standing on the summit for sunrise.”

The plan called for the stars to be shining in order for the hike to be worth it.  Crawling into my clothes, my body heat is drawn into them to no avail as my inner voice begins to whimper, “Please let it be cloudy out….Please let it be raining out.”  As I walk to the door, my damp shirt sends me into further shivers as the night air sweeps across the room.  Outside, the sky is spotted with white stars that disappear along an invisible line of an incoming cloud-cover sweeping down the mountainside.  “The stars are out and I am out of bed,” I think to myself.  Back in the shelter, I shoot flashes of light at those who last night, also drinking the strong Brugal rum, thought about the two mile hike and find the number dwindling down to only one.  With that, my fellow traveler and I turn away from the nylon sleeping bags and the camp’s shelter to summit Pico Duarte.


“An hour and a half,” I think to myself.  An hour and a half of walking straight up the last leg of the summit in the dark.  An hour and a half ticking away, challenging me to fail at waking and walking this early morning.  

Home for the holidays last month, I took a three-hour moonlight hike through my surrounding woods.  Though I had a headlamp that night, the moon and my familiar footsteps on the trail were all the guidance I needed.  Now, with no moon, having never traveled this trail, my steps fall with little confidence.  I glance up at the sky above the trailhead and see the last of the night’s stars snuffed out by clouds and begin to doubt myself.

Ten minutes into the hike, the greenhouse mist touching my faces weighs heavily on me.  I’m weighted down by the darkness with only a penetrating circle of light in front of me. Weighted by the possibility of finding a cloudy sunrise, or even worse, discovering my own inability to physically reach the summit in time.  My dim headlamp cuts away just enough of the moonless night to cast stones into shadows mere steps away.  Like a fine snow caught in the headlights of a car, the floating mist of the cloud-cover creeps through nearby trees, kissing my skin.  Shivering and shaking, I stamp on the uphill slope to find warmth.  As time passes, I warm up and begin to remove fleece layers.  

The trail of shadows I follow is supposed to take me up to the summit of Duarte.  Instead darkness envelops my world until the only thing I see is the light in front of me.  Staring, I focus so hard on this single circle of light it now begins to blind instead of guide like the flash of a camera before senior prom.  At the same time, my feet, shaping and shifting move on their own accord to the contours of the trail underneath. They are able to feel what I can not see.  Blood beats through my ears just soft enough to be deafened by my breathing.  Walking and walking and walking, I am finally forced to stop from fatigue and solitude.  

I find myself hiking too quickly for my lagging companion as well as my screaming thighs.  I stop and turn off my light to escape from its circle, and surrender to the shadows.  The gray silhouettes of trees stretch up into the sky.  The giant sentinels surround me--trees that, due to their remote location on the island of the Dominican Republic, have never been logged, and now, due to laws and regulations, will continue to stand free from human harm. These guardians of the forest loom above me-- sublime and silent with strength withstanding the wind whipping down from the mountainside. Like a waterfall, the wind echoes around me, around the trees, around the mountain.  “I am here to see my first sunrise,” I think.  “How many have they seen?”  I stare until my companion comes to join me.  

“Do you have any water?” he asks.  “Sure is dark.  I think my batteries are going out.”

“Here ya go,” I reply looking down at my own dimming headlamp.  “I don’t think we have that much more to go.”

We start up the mountain trail again-- trying to step out of our small confining circles of light. 

For the next hour, I push ahead racing against time. The rising sun puts pressure on one’s walking.  A sign ahead informs us that there are only 60 vertical meters left until the summit.  Encouraged, I follow the circle of light up the final section of the summit hike.  It is not until I glance to my left, to the east, to the first purple smudge of dawn that I begin to feel confidence. I increase my stride to a desperate pace up the mountain path.  Sweat drips off my nose.

As I near the summit, hammering winds call attention to the temperature that the sweat dripping down my back could not.  Forcing myself to slow down and stop, I quickly strip down. Ripping my sweaty shirt off, unbuckling my pack, my fading light exploring a damp bag for more layers.  Shirt, fleece, vest, pants.  The purple horizon deepens to the east.  Buckling my pack, I continue in the race to beat the changing colors.  I look up for the first time to see the few overhead stars beginning to fade into deep blue.  A glance behind me shows I am leaving behind my companion, but so close to the top, I would not want to miss the sunrise.  With the approaching light, my dim headlamp is even less effective and I fall from the path.  Relying solely on my feet, I follow the fall line of the mountainside straight up.  Overhead, a flag is amplified beating back and forth.  I finally press my exposed hand to the rough rock pile that marks the summit of Pico Duarte.  Despite the additional layers, my body begins to shiver--cold and excited.  Unfortunately, it is the cold that numbs my hands as I clumsily grope around for handholds to drag myself up the rocks.  Wedging my body between two large boulders, I push my eyes over and onto the summit.  

On top, two flagpoles stand, one flying a tattered blue and red Dominican flag and the other flagless.  The rocky summit has two statues standing twenty meters apart—one of Juan Pablo Duarte, “Fundador de la Republica”, and the other of the Virgin Mary.  Looking east, the head of Founder marks the true summit of the mountain, while the slightly lower Madonna faces west, as if praying each sundown for the crimes committed by mankind during each day.  Feeling the full force of the wind, I grasp the empty flagpole and turn east to witness a clear purple sky.  I shout to my companion who climbs to my side, “Heeyyy! Over here! We’rree here!! It’s really awsome!” 

We sink among the rocks for shelter. 


One bright star still shines through the fading blue in the night sky.  On the horizon, the purple softens as clouds erupt in orange, pink, and violet. The first birth of the day.  In the far distance, cottonball alto cumulous clouds tower into the atmosphere, each one touched by the approaching sun-- pink to red to orange across the entire horizon. With the sun about to break past these clouds, the colors deepen by the second.  I pull out a camera and snap two pictures.  Closer, in the mountains surrounding me, low lying blankets of clouds flow over the summits and down into the valleys changing entire mountainsides from green to white to green in matters of minutes.  Constantly in motion, these swirling clouds shimmer; a river of color moving across the mountains in front of me.  Numb to the cold wind and deaf to its howling, I feast in the constantly changing painting in front of them.  Again, I attempt to preserve the painting taking three pictures.


The next fifteen minute pass as I sweep my eyes back and forth across this scene noting each new change in distant cotton clouds moving purple to pink, each white river sailing over summits, and the eastward clouds erupting in the deep orange of the approaching sun.  Deeper and deeper the colors grow until finally the sun can not be contained.  East--above a cotton tower--the first curved orange glow of the sun breaks through.  Like an acrobat balancing on a giant circus ball, here on the mountain summit I feel the earth rotating beneath me as the sun moves up into the sky.  More and more rays of light rise up and unleash themselves on the surrounding clouds.  Now the horizon is ignited with fire—turning the cotton towers every shade of orange, flying all the way to the rivers in front of me. 


I stare at the sun rapidly rising in the sky.  I want to see how long I can hold it mentally, hovering just on the horizon.  I try to freeze this picture in my mind since the pictures I am trying to take with my camera can never do it justice.  How do I capture the swirling mist, the orange towers, and blazing orb with such a piece of plastic, if my mind’s eye cannot do it.  Even now, as I watch, trying to take in everything, the sun is almost above the clouds and the colors surrounding me begin to fade.  Knowing that shortly the day will take on its normal colors--the distant clouds will return white, the rivers will dry up, and the sun will circle in its arc across the sky completing the cycle it begins each new day.  With the final colors beginning to disappear, the wind awakens me like an alarm, and I scramble down from the summit.  Down into the bright forest to seek warmth among the towering pines.


Away from the trail, off a beaten donkey path, I find myself sitting on pine needles.  Morning sunshine shoots between the tall trees as I fall asleep. 
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