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7:15 p.m. May 4 – The Maples B & B, Damascus, VA

Hiked 7:00 – 2:00 – 14.9 A.T. miles. That’s the easiest 14.9 A.T. miles I’ve ever hiked – mostly level, not rocky, not rooty, not muddy.

Big milestone, entering Virginia (and am over 20% completed, mileage-wise). Virginia has 531 A.T. miles, so I won’t be finished with it for a long time. The “Virginia blues” is a common thru-hiker ailment and has put an end to many treks. 

If you want the real thru-hiking experience (and to save a lot of money!), I recommend staying in hostels when in town. I, of course, do the opposite, which is why I’m at this B&B. I’m tired of hearing nothing but trail talk. I want to escape and hear about other things – like news, sports, etc.

I’ll take a zero tomorrow and do the usual “town day” thing.

Since almost all towns are down low, they’re usually preceded by a brutal downhill hike that has toes, ankles, knees and soles of feet pleading for a zero day. (They’re also, of course, usually followed by a long uphill climb to get back into the mountains.)

3:15 p.m. May 5 – The Maples B&B, Damascus VA

My apologies to the postal service. I still don’t have my trusty old boots, but it’s not the fault of the postal service. The boots were inadvertently sent U.P.S! Of course, this was a big mistake, because there’s no such thing as “general delivery” with U.P.S. (Unlike the postal service, U.P.S. doesn’t even have an office in most towns.)

Anyway, it was all supposed to be straightened out and U.P.S. was to have the boots at Mt. Rogers Outfitters here in Damascus. They aren’t here!

What next? I have no idea. I must trudge on and hope they’ll eventually catch up to me. I’m not sure the old boots will solve the problems I’m having with both big toes (pain & numbness), but would sure like to find out.

I’m getting rid of some weight here – sending home my tent (using a lightweight tarp instead) and water filter (will use purification tablets instead). I didn’t yet buy a lighter pack, but that could be next. 



6:45 p.m. May 6 – camped near Lost Mountain Shelter

Hiked 9:00 – 5:45 – 15.8 miles. Moderately strenuous hiking. Rainy & gloomy until early afternoon, when it sunnied up. Riverside walking & rhododendron were the highlights. For about a mile, the A.T. & the famous Virginia Creeper Bike Trail coincided.

Rhododendron proliferate all through the A.T. so far. These aren’t just your little shrubs. Many are 15 feet tall, with main trunks as much as 3 – 4 inches in diameter. Occasionally I see one in bloom (lovely!) but I think it’ll be another month before the big show occurs. I believe I’ll still be in rhododendron country to see it, but I’m not sure.

This was my first water filterless day. Here are the choices:

(1) Filter – clean & tasty water but weighs too much & requires pumping to refill.

(2) Iodine tablets – clean water and no effort, but doesn’t taste good. Seems like there’d be a way to offset that bad taste. I’ll do some experimenting, because this is the best alternative, it seems to me.

(3) Do nothing to the water & take your chances. A lot of thru-hikers are doing this. Great tasting water and no effort. There is very little sickness from it, but I don’t know if I want to take that chance.

7:50 p.m. May 7 – camping 0.2 miles north of Wise Shelter

Hiked 7:15 – 6:15 – 17.5 miles. Very scenic day – lots of bald hiking. Pretty strenuous, though, especially the last few miles, which involved much infuriating rock walking. That leaves toes, ankles, knees & soles of feet begging for mercy.

Rained only slightly (so far), but that’s about seven straight days with some rain.

Strange pattern – first night out of town (last night), always a lot of people at the shelter. I think that’s because the young people love the social interaction in town and are reluctant to leave. They only leave when they know a bunch of their friends are leaving, too.

I ‘d guess about 25 people at the shelter last night (most sleeping in tents). The composition of the group is interesting and probably pretty representative of who’s still on the trail. Here’s my guess:

4 men in their 40’s, 50’s or 60’s

5 girls in their 20’s

1 woman in her 50’s

15 men in their 20’s or 30’s

Since the first week, I haven’t seen any older women without husbands, except for two sisters in Damascus. Neither have I seen any dogs accompanying a thru-hiker.

7:30 p.m. May 8 – camped at Troutdale Baptist Church

Hiked 7:30 – 4:15 – 15.8 miles. This is sooo nice! Church has showers, laundry & camping facilities for whatever money you want to donate. I hitched a 2 ½ mile ride in here for a restaurant meal and this lovely camping situation in this tiny village.

Some great bald hiking in the morning but not much to say about the rest of the day, except it was a sunny one, for a change.

Had a “trail magic” offer of a different sort at about noon. A loud-mouthed drunk was pulling all of the hikers off near a road crossing, with an offer of fried chicken & a case of beer, supposedly on the way via truck. Everybody was buying into it, too. I even stopped for a few minutes, because of the fried chicken offer. However, when the Jack Daniels was being passed around and the foul language got worse & worse, I decided that was no place for me, even if fried chicken was on the way. Apparently, I was the only one who left because nobody passed me all afternoon – highly unusual.

As the hikers get their “hiking legs” (after three weeks or so), I notice that some become mileage-obsessed, while others choose to take their time and enjoy the sights. Perfect examples are Spiderman & Big Paw, two young studs who, for a while, were going at the same pace as I was. Spiderman & I left Hot Springs together and I haven’t seen him since; by reading the registers, though, I see that he’s six days ahead of me – that’s an average of over 20 miles per day since Hot Springs! He left a note in one register saying he no longer could relax in town.

Big Paw, on the other hand, an equally strong hiker takes his zero days & sleeps late every morning – he’s one day ahead of me now. In fact, he slept here last night.

I obviously fall in the enjoy-the-moment group. I love my visits to the little towns like Newland. I loved watching the trout fisherman at Laurel Fork Hostel. I love this little church. (Of course, maybe the reason I’m in the mellow group is that I can’t keep up with the studs.)

5:00 p.m. May 9 – camped near Partnership Shelter (next to Mt. Rogers National Forest headquarters)

Hiked 8:45 – 4:30 – 14.5 miles. Also had to walk about 1 ½ miles from Troutdale before getting a ride.

Hitchhiking is just a way of life among hikers – and seldom a problem. Many people who live near the trail are quite willing to help. You feel rather like a sales person, who, in my case, gets rejected by about 98% of the customers. I expect the younger people have a little better “hit ratio,” since I look more like a serial killer.

Today was a bad combo – pretty hard hiking & no great views. Weather was nice, though – probably the warmest one we’ve had, but wind kept it tolerable cool.

My new 10-ounce tarp (versus four-pound tent) has been great so far. It got a real test night before last – rain & wind all night long – and kept everything nice & dry. Depending upon how you tie the two ropes & peg the seven pegs, it’s pretty flexible. The thing is that it isn’t enclosed, so we’ll see what happens when insects become a problem.  

Note: A hiker advised me that half a vitamin C pill in a quart of water will neutralize the after taste of the purification pills. It works! Wonderful!

Note: When it began to lightning & thunder in the middle of last night, I moved everything into the church’s picnic pavilion, then slept safely in there the rest of the night.

3:30 p.m. May 10 – Relax Inn, Groseclose VA

Hiked 6:30 – 12:30 – 11.6 miles. Nice hiking – much of it through meadows. Sunny, warm day, but, again, wind made it tolerable.

Trail intersects with a major U.S. highway (#11) and Interstate 81, so we have a motel, a Dairy Queen (!!!), two restaurants and two convenience stores almost right on the trail. How nice! I’m eating big, watching TV, catching up on the news and doing laundry. I enjoy this very much!

Last night’s shelter, because it was near the Mount Rogers National Forest headquarters, had some rare luxuries – running water, shower, pop machine, telephone and even pizza delivery. As a result, a lot of hikers stayed there. Unfortunately, things got a little out of hand. Although everybody seems to understand that hikers want early quiet & early sleep, this didn’t happen last night – quite noisy and some pot smoking going on. Luckily, I was camped far enough away that I had no trouble sleeping.

Flowers are more numerous now and the hardwood trees have leafed out, so things are a lot greener and prettier. With more birds around, it’s quite a pleasant world we’re hiking in. The disadvantage of the leaves is that you can’t see nearly as far and often have no view, even at the top of a mountain. As a result, you tend to lose perspective as to where you are in relation to surrounding mountains, valleys, etc.

Note: word has it that Gabby (not his real trail name) – whom I mentioned in a couple of previous entries – is no longer on the trail (reason unknown). Maybe I don’t have to worry about his keeping me awake anymore.

5:15 p.m. May 11 – camped next to Lick Creek

Hiked 6:15 – 4:45 – 17 miles. Pretty strenuous day – ups & downs. Rainy in the morning. Sunny in the afternoon.

You should have seen the rhododendron! There were places where you could walk 200 yards and every plant in full bloom. All shades of whatever color that is (fuchsia?) – From very light to very deep. Magnificent! I was surprised this many bloomed this early.

My second pair of boots finally caught up with me at the motel yesterday – via U.P.S. – four weeks after the boot saga began. It being a Saturday afternoon and the post office not open, I have to carry the other pair of boots in my backpack – aaarrrggghhh! That’ll last for three days, until I get to Bland for a zero day.

Saw Swifty again yesterday. I first saw him on Day 3 and have seen him regularly ever since. He’s a slender guy, probably in his mid-to-late forties, a much faster hiker than I am, but has had some knee trouble. Early on, he seemed to be having a great time, went into town often, ate in restaurants whenever possible, etc. The last three times I’ve seen him, though, he’s seemed tense, very concerned with mileage. In fact, he did a thirty-miler this week, the first one of those I’ve heard of. I doubt if I’ll see him again. He said no more towns for him. 

Passed the ¼ mark, mileage-wise, today.

7:00 p.m. May 12 – camped next to Little Wolf Creek

Hiked 7:00 – 6:15 – approx. 18.3 miles. Not a good day! Sunny, windy, cool, scenic – but my feet are really ticked off at me. I had looked at the vertical profile & promised an easy day. It said a tough uphill in the beginning & pretty level after that. Level vertical profiles can still have problems, though:

(a) could be rocky

(b) could have lots of short ups & downs that don’t show because of the condensed scale.

Today’s route had lots of both and it was no fun. (Sorry, feet, but you’ll thank me tomorrow when you’re soaking in a hot bath in Bland.)

Under the circumstances, I’m surprised I got this many miles in – Rosie must have put steroids in my Kool-aid mix.

Burke’s Garden was the highlight today, with many great vistas overlooking it. Burke’s Garden is an idyllic, picturesque valley (actually a “bowl” – completely surrounded by mountains). All farms – hilly pastureland – looks like something out of a children’s storybook. Worth a drive-through if you’re ever in the area.

Unusual thing happened yesterday – I actually passed some hikers (four guys as old or older than me). Usually, the only time I pass somebody is when they’re sleeping late or stopped for some reason. Really! It’s very rare for me to pass anybody while we’re both walking, although I get passed several times a day. The reason I keep pace with a lot of people is because I start earlier & don’t stop as often.

6:30 p.m. May 13 – Big Walker Motel, Bland VA

Hiked 7:00 – 11:30 – 9.1 miles. Much the opposite of yesterday’s hiking. Today’s was almost rockless hiking. The ups & downs were well switchbacked, so not steep. What fun walking! Sunny, cool, very windy.

I’ll take a zero tomorrow. Even though Bland has almost nothing to offer, it does have this very nice, inexpensive motel -- and a Dairy Queen – and a few other things. It’s the smallest county seat I’ve every seen.

Here’s what I’ve observed about trail names – an odd phenomenon. Although early on the trek many hikers weren’t into trail names, by this point almost everybody has one and that’s all we call each other.

Some of the more extrovertish among us (not I) seem to know almost everybody, despite the fact that the characters in an area change as some hikers move ahead, some drop back and some catch up. There’s a lot of talk about who is where – and, of course, we can read the shelter registers to keep track of those in front of us. I do this if the shelter is right on the trail and I don’t have to wait for others to finish reading it. 

Here’s a sampling of trail names:


Amble


Trog


Spot


Tadpole


Goat


Vermont Pete


Big Paw

Kiwi


Spiderman

Peter Pan


Swifty


Riff Raff (two guys)


Sassafrass

Grizzly

Spice Bag

Strappy

Snot Rocket (my favorite)

42 (She said that’s not her age . . .)

Indiana Slim

Wounded Knee

Otter


Rambo First Blood

Sherpa


Bartender

Viking


Still Bill

Sprout




Note: I haven’t seen a single minority on this trail. 

Note: Donuts are not nearly as common here as in the north. Whereas every convenience store in the north has fresh donuts, none of the ones I’ve been in down here have them. I haven’t had a fresh donut since starting the A.T

6:15 p.m. May 14 – camped just north of Lickskillet Hollow Road (VA 608)

Hiked 9:45 – 5:30 – est. 13.7 miles. Decided not to take a zero today after all. That’s because I have to be in Pearisburg by Saturday morning – a 42-mile walk from Bland – which is okay for 3 ½ days but really iffy for 2 ½.

What I found out was that my southwest Virginia guidebook & maps end at Pearisburg so at that point I need the central Virginia guidebook & maps. Thus, I called Rosie to have her send them to Pearisburg, but this means I have to get there before the post office closes for the weekend. 

Another nice day of hiking – relatively level, cool, sunny, not windy (for a change) – not very scenic, though.

This is the big week of the year for A.T. hikers – Trail Days in Damascus, with the coming weekend being the biggie. Many hikers before & after Damascus will be hitchhiking in for the festivities. I expect it’s the mileage-obsessed (of which I am not one) and the introverted (of which I am one) who won’t be going.

I’m not sure what goes on at the Trail Days, but am sure there’s lots of partying. Also, the outfitters will be there to sell their products, and I believe some of the more famous names in hiking will be there to speak.

As for me, I’m counting the days (9) until Rosie will be down here for a visit!

Note:  the first 12.1 miles of today’s route had no water sources --- this isn’t good. 

4:00 p.m. May 15 – Wapiti Shelter

Hiked 7:15 – 2:30 – 12.5 miles. I was planning to go a lot further than this so I’d have an easy hike into Pearisburg tomorrow, but a bad thunderstorm stopped me here, so it’ll be a hard hike into Pearisburg tomorrow, if doable at all.

Today’s hike was relatively easy but it was a dreary day. Highlight was Dismal Falls, which wasn’t dismal at all; it was very pretty, though not a high one by any means.

Major discovery last night! Rosie sent me the ingredients and instructions for making cobbler, and it was fantastic! It was mixed fruit this time, but in the future I can see – cherry, peach, apple, blueberry, apricot . . . Oh, my! Delicious dessert on the trail – I didn’t think that was possible.

It may seem that doing the A.T. north to south would be a better way to go, thus avoiding the “crowds” of northbound thru-hikers. I believe the major reason more hikers don’t go that route is the notorious black fly in New England. Apparently, those guys can make life miserable in May, June & July.

The best of both worlds (avoiding the “crowds” and black flies) could be done by “flip flopping” – doing the A.T. in multiple pieces during the same year, provided you can work out the transportation. Of course, there’s that traditional dramatic vision of Katahdin as the destination that also makes most want to go south to north.

Addendum: Still May 15 – 8:45

While cooking supper at the shelter, two things conspired to change my plans:

(a) The sun came out

(b) An obnoxious guy came in for the night. When he started yelling at a deer next to the shelter, I figured we had a compatibility problem. (Am I too intolerant, do you think?)

I could have just moved into my tarp, but decided I might as well get in a few more miles. So after supper I repacked everything and headed up, up, up Brushy Mountain, adding about 3 ½ miles, giving me 16 for the day. Unfortunately, the weather turned again and I ended up hastily putting up the tarp in the middle of nowhere and here I am – not in a nice, dry shelter . . . but 3 ½ miles closer to Pearisburg.  

9:00 p.m. May 16 – Plaza Motel; Pearisburg VA (pronounced Paris-burg)

Hiked 7:00 – 2:45 – estimated 12.8 miles. Rained much of last night, but my tarp kept me nice & dry.

Today’s weather was good and the route wasn’t that strenuous (except for the usual agonizing downhill into town), but I was really tired for some reason.

This is the third trail town (one where the trail goes right through; thus, no hitchhiking necessary) – after Hot Springs and Damascus. This one has a lot more stores, motels & restaurants than the first two. That zero I didn’t take in Bland – I’m gonna take it here. I need a rest.

With all of these young people, I’ll bet you’re wondering about romance on the A.T. I’m not around the young people much in town, but I don’t see any sign of it around the shelters. I’d expect that “less-than-perfect grooming” (e.g. body odor), exhaustion and differing hiking speed conspire to make romance a little difficult, but these are kids in their twenties for the most part, so I expect those hormones can overcome a lot of obstacles.

I’ll tell ya’ for sure – there are a lot of very nice looking young people on the trail on the female side, just to name a few of many – Tadpole, Big Red, Snot Rocket, Strappy, & Otter. On the male side, Spiderman, Deysman, Big Paw, Sherpa, Sue, Cuddler, White Lightning and many others. The odds are very good for the women – three or four guys for every one girl. 

2:45 p.m. May 17 – Plaza Motel in Pearisburg VA

A zero day.

What an enjoyable day! Cool & rainy – a good day not to be hiking.

Watched the NBA playoffs last night and will do the same tonight. Read newspapers, did crosswords, watched the news, did laundry, picked up a mail drop, bought some trail mix ingredients, etc. I’m also treating the itching from a bunch of insect bites on both legs – seems to be working. Sure hope so!

And Pearisburg has fresh donuts in at least one convenience store! I’ve eaten a dozen so far, the first I’ve had since starting the trek. This is the life!

About central Virginia, the Thru-hiker’s Companion says: “Virginia becomes the state in which a hiker’s first 20-mile day is accomplished, something regularly accomplished thereafter.” I hope this means that the terrain gets easier now. It certainly was very tough in Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee and southwest Virginia 

2:15 p.m. May 18 – Rice Field shelter

Hiked 8:30 – 12:45 – 7.1 miles. A hypothermia risk day – cold & rainy all morning, when rain became a downpour, I stopped in here. After waiting two hours for letup, I decided to stay. There are no more water sources for 12 miles anyway. I may later regret this decision – sleeping in a shelter is not generally a good idea for intolerant people like me. Sure feels good now, though.

The dollars needed to hike the A.T. can vary widely and at this point I have no idea whet this will ultimately cost me. If I weren’t so spoiled and so eager to have the privacy of my own room, television, bathtub, etc. I could save a lot. Camping is almost always free and a hostel generally costs $5 - $15 per night. I do save quite a few bucks by using food that my wife dehydrates & sends from home. Many of the books on thru-hiking provide guidelines on money needed, but I don’t remember what they are.

Equipment & clothing are major expenditures, and wise choices there are important. Most of us, I think, are making a lot of changes as we learn, which is expensive.

7:15 p.m. May 19 – camped about two miles north of Bailey Gap shelter

Hiked 7:15 – 6:15 – est. 18.4 miles. Relatively easy but boring hiking today – except for the last mile and a half, which was level but brutally rocky. Cold, cloudy & windy in the morning – just cloudy in the afternoon. Never saw the sun today until a few minutes ago, but it never rained a drop.

One of my rare stays in a shelter last night – always an interesting experience. It was wall-to-wall people because of the horrendous weather – four males & four females.

As always, it seems, there’s the one guy with Mature Macho Male syndrome; i.e. a guy in his 40’s or 50’s who seems to be saying, “Despite my age, I’m doing this thru-hiking thing with noooo problems, so I’m sure you all want to hear how much I know about life in general & hiking in particular.” Then he proceeds to bore us all (?) to death by dominating the conversation. Maybe males over 40 should be banned from the A.T. -- or not allowed to talk.

People in the shelter & around the shelter were a somber lot last night. What happened was we all left the wonderful comforts of Pearisburg, hiked a long uphill while sweating profusely, then got hit by a cold, wet gale when we reached the top. Fortunately the shelter was within a mile or so at that point but by then we were a bunch of shivering, discouraged hikers. To put on dry clothes & stay comfortably in the shelter meant a mere 7.1 mile day, which most hikers opted for – though some tough ones went on.

7:30 p.m. May 20 – camped near Carver shelter

Hiked 7:15 – 6:30 – estimated 19.0 miles. Trail magic saved me today! The weather was great and the scenery was good, but this was 19 very up-and-downy miles! In the early afternoon, about 4/5 of the way up a long, long climb, right beside a forest service road was a cooler full of cold Pepsi’s and another full of candy bars. I really needed something like that – I was exhausted. Two other times, I’ve found coolers on the trail, but both times, by the time I got there, nothing was left but ice.

Because water sources and shelter/tent sites control where a person stops for the evening, many times I’m faced with the choice, “Do I stop early while I still have energy or do I try for a destination that may be out of reach?” If I choose the latter, one of three things can happen:

(a) I stagger into the intended destination totally exhausted (which happened today), or

(b) I find a campsite with water that isn’t listed in the guidebook (which happened yesterday), or

(c) I run out of time and have to camp where there’s no water and/or no tent site (which happened on May 15).

Option “c“ has happened two or three times and can be very unpleasant.

I had to go for the long destination tonight to assure that I get to a phone by Thursday, so I can call Rosie and iron out the details of our rendezvous on Friday. Can’t wait! We haven’t seen each other since March 28 --- can you believe it ?!?! That was one sad parting.

This afternoon featured several miles of high pasture hiking, which I love. Storybook scenes – cattle grazing, lovely farms. I sat down in a high pasture for an afternoon snack and felt like James Herriot on the moors in All Creatures Great & Small.
6:30 p.m. May 21 – camped near Pickle Branch shelter

Hiked 9:00 – 6:00 – 15.8 miles. You need to hear about these kinds of days, too. Sorry! It rained steadily most of last night – and hard this morning until 8:00; thus, a late start. Then rained steadily all day until about 4:00. Is threatening as we speak.

Morning hiking over Sinking Creek Mountain would have had spectacular views, but everything was fogged in. As it was, it was just dangerous – not life-threatening but would have been easy to break some bones. Walking across huge slanted, wet rock slabs. In fact, Earl Shafer said that part of the trail should have been dynamited and thrown  away. Earl Shafer is the first guy to hike the  entire A.T. (50+ years ago) and he hiked it again in the 1990’s when he was in his 70’s. He said the trail has been revised to be too tough.

All in all, it was a pretty depressing day. On the bright side, though, the mountain laurel are now blooming profusely and they are lovely! Also on the bright side I’m only a little over six very treacherous miles from the country grocery where I can call Rosie & arrange our Friday rendezvous.

2:15 p.m. May 22 – Four Pines Hostel (near Catawba VA)

Hiked 7:00 – 11:15 – 6.0 miles. Scariest six miles I’ve ever done – even including the White Mountains of New Hampshire. The Dragon’s Tooth on Cove Mountain was like nothing I’ve ever seen, and I can’t begin to describe it, so I won’t try. Very unusual rock formations and some real challenging ascents & descents. Beautiful, actually, though the spectacular views were again obscured by fog.

It was another cool, rainy day, which is one of the reasons I’m here this afternoon; that and the fact that I need to be near Catawba where I’m meeting Rosie tomorrow. Another six-mile hike and short walk into Catawba is all that remains before she arrives!

Topic of the day:  Geezers. There are actually more of us old guys out here than I would have ever thought. I think it’s more noticeable now that the ranks of the young have thinned more than the ranks of the old.

Even the old guys are for the most part faster than I am. They also tend to be more “trail obsessed.” Even when they do go into town, I see them sitting outside as if they don’t know what to do with themselves with no hiking being done. Perhaps that trail obsession is what it takes to succeed. . . I wonder. I certainly don’t have it. When I’m in town, I’m reading all the newspapers and watching all the TV news & sports I can -- that, plus walking around town to see the sights.

Three case studies:

(a) Trog, a very tall, slender, strong man, probably older than I am. He hikes at about my speed and I saw him several times in about a three-day period three weeks ago. However, he never takes a zero day. The last I know he was about three days ahead.

(b) Spice Bag (who has recently changed his name to “Ultreya” – French for ???) He’s also a bit older than I am. From Quebec. Hikes a tad more slowly than I do. Although he, too, never takes, a zero. I first saw him in the Smokies and saw him again today. He says he has absolutely no interest in what’s going on in the world. “All the news is bad,” he says.

(c) Spot – about my age. This is his fourth thru-hike. Very fast hiker. Saw him for about three days coming into Hot Springs. The last I knew he was eight days ahead of me – and that was a couple of weeks ago! He never takes a zero.

P.S. This hostel is just a three-car garage near the trail that the family decided to make available to hikers. It has mattresses, a furnace, refrigerator full of beer & a shower and we’re pretty much on our own. We donate whatever money we feel is appropriate.

12:45 p.m. May 23 – Catawba Community Center picnic pavilion

Hiked 7:30 – 10:30 – 5.9 miles. Another non-descript hiking day – rainy, muddy, views obscured by fog. I didn’t care, though – Rosie’s on her way!

Last night’s hostel experience was worth comment, though. About 20 of us (four females) scattered around the floor of the former three-car garage. The owner shuttled us to a classy restaurant in Catawba – a restored very nice farmhouse. Seemed too nice for a dirty bunch of hikers, but they treated us great.

It was all-you-can-eat, family style. They brought us plates/bowls full of fried chicken, barbequed pork, roast beef, ham, mashed potatoes, gravy, green beans, coleslaw, spiced apples, biscuits & apple butter. Also, pitchers of iced tea & lemonade. Cherry cobbler & ice cream for dessert. It was just heaven!

Not only that, but at our table of seven, the conversation was not:

(a) hiking mileage

(b) hiking food

(c) hiking equipment.

It must have been the classy restaurant atmosphere, but the conversation included, would you believe:

(1) journalism – newspaper vs. magazine vs. online

(2) slavery in the south

(3) museums in Denver, Colorado!?!?

It was wonderful! A couple of the trail-obsessed at our table had to sit there in total silence, not knowing what to say or ask.

Rosie is due to arrive here very late in the afternoon, so I’m just killing time reading. Absolutely nothing to do for a few hours – rather nice! I’ll talk to you again on Monday. 

10:00 p.m. May 26 – EconoLodge near Daleville, VA

Hiked 8:15 – 7:30 – 19.6 miles. What a day! Started off with a heart-wrenching parting from Rosie after a great weekend. We had a hard time handling the good-bye. If all goes per plan, the next time we see each other will be in early August in Massachusetts! Sounds like a long, long time.

I was so down, despite good weather and fantastic scenery. I’m just now starting to recover.

McAfee Knob & Tinker Cliffs provided views and rock formations as good as any I’ve seen on the trek.

During my double-zero weekend, I switched to a very light pack, so I’m carrying close to my minimum weight now. Of course, it will get even lighter as I eat the food & use up the fuel.

Passed the 700-mile mark today, as evidenced by “700” formed by small stones in the middle of the trail. 

Not to beat this to death, but here’s an event that happened today that illustrates a point I’ve made earlier. Three guys passed me within seconds of each other in mid-afternoon, shortly after passing Tinker Cliffs. The first, a 60-year-old, commented on the beauty of today’s hike. The second, a 20-30 year old, also mentioned what a great hike it was. The third, in his 50’s, said, “I’ve already hiked 16 miles today and am thinking about going another ten.” Obviously entered in the very popular old men’s testosterone competition. (Some of you who knew me during my competitive running days may be saying, “Chimpy just wishes he could walk 16 miles that fast” -- and you’re absolutely right!)

This was one of those days when I “stretched;” i.e. went for a destination that may or may not have been out of reach. I did that because:

(a) the other choice was at ten miles – not quite a full day’s hike

(b) there were no campsites with water between ten miles and here.

(c) I was desperate to talk to Rosie to see if she made it home safely. 

I staggered in here after the longest, toughest day of hiking I’ve ever done. I’ll sleep well tonight. 

7:00 p.m. May 27 – camped next to Wilson Creek shelter, VA

Hiked 11:00 – 5:00 – 11.2 miles. Things almost always work out for the best. My long, long day yesterday got me into a nice motel for what turned out to be a rainy night. Then, since today’s only reachable destination with campsites & water was 11.2 miles away, no reason to get up early – so I slept until 8:30, very unusual for me. Still had this big lump in my throat so didn’t enjoy the Shoney’s breakfast buffet nearly as much as I normally would.

Remember the know-it-all I described a few days ago – the guy who dominated the conversation with details of his life? Let’s call him Magic Man (not his real trail name, but close). He’s a fast hiker & the last I knew he was two days ahead of me. Well, despite my double zero last weekend, lo & behold, he turns up in the room next to me last night! He remembers every detail of his hike – past & future – and will tell them all to you. He caught me as I was returning from breakfast this morning, and proceeded to tell me the name & room numbers of all the hikers there. I expect he thought I’d want to go to those rooms and discuss:

a) food

b) mileage, and 

c) equipment . . .

 (I got that sarcasm from my Dad.)

There’s a thing called the “Virginia Blues” that a lot of hikers get. I can tell from the tone of conversations & notes in the registers that some hikers have it, including, maybe, myself. I think it comes from these circumstances:

(1) Virginia is so long (531 trail miles)

(2) The newness has worn off

(3) Rain, rain, rain

(4) We’re looking for easier hiking than the ruggedness of Georgia, North Carolina & Tennessee – and not finding it.

We know that things get much easier in Shenandoah National Park – much more level hiking and a trail that sticks close to the famous Skyline Drive; thus, lots of restaurant meals. Between here & there, though, the vertical profile still looks tough.

Today’s hike was an exception – well switchbacked (switchbacks are zigzags in the trail to make the uphills & downhills less steep, resulting in faster walking & happier knees.) It rained until mid-afternoon, though, and again this evening; otherwise, sunny & cool. No scenery to speak of – other than the magnificent mountain laurel, which seem to be at their peak

6:15 p.m. May 28 – It’s a Wonderful Life Campground near Jennings Creek, VA

Hiked 7:00 – 3:15 – 16.9 miles. I have nothing to complain about today. Sunny & cool most of the day and, although there were some ups and downs, they were gradual and neither rocky nor muddy. You can tell how easy it was by my average speed – over two miles per hour, including the usual rest stops. Two miles per hour is nothing for most hikers, but for me, it’s a sprint.

The trail hugged the Blue Ridge Parkway for about seven miles today, which was nice. The A.T. actually crossed the parkway four times – all of them at scenic outlook areas. The educational displays at those overlooks were very interesting and the views outstanding. The guidebook says that there’ll be some trail relocations in the future to get it away from the parkway. If that happens, too bad, because it adds some nice diversity. 

Note: one of the educational displays gave the total A.T. distance as 2050 miles; you can see how it’s just getting longer & longer (now over 2170 miles) – and tougher.

This is the last I’m going to say about the marvelous mountain laurel, which are peaking right now, I think. These little flowers are about one inch in diameter – usually white, though some are light pink. All are “trimmed” in pink and, in fact, they look very pink until they open up. There are 20 – 40 flowers in each cluster and 20 – 40 clusters on each bush. They’re everywhere on the trail these days. Exquisite!

I passed the 1/3 mark (mileage-wise) today, which is a major milestone. I believe it’s well over 1/3, time-wise. I say this because the first third is the toughest. Not only is the terrain very rugged for the entire time, but there are so many adjustments to make – conditioning wise, equipment-wise, etc. There’s some even more rugged terrain in New England, but, unlike the south, that ruggedness doesn’t go on for weeks & weeks & weeks. I can’t wait for it to let up, whenever that may be. At the latest, it should happen in Shenandoah National Park, about 108 trail miles from here – or about eight days.

Note: The ½ mark is in southern Pennsylvania. There’ll be a major celebration when and if I get there!
6:30 p.m. May 29 – in Thunder Hill shelter (within earshot of Blue Ridge Parkway), VA 

Hiked 8:00 – 3:45 – 14.0 miles. This was just a day to be survived, totally opposite of yesterday – rainy, cold, steep, rocky, muddy, no views. Started out below 1000 feet & ended up above 4000 (Floyd Mountain) with several ups & downs. The A.T. definitely isn’t mellowing yet.

Walking in the rain can be very pleasant, but generally just causes all kinds of problems. We have very few clothes, so a couple of wet days can really be problematic. It also affects breaks. On a normal day, I take several breaks, sitting in a scenic spot – or at least a sunny one – eating, drinking, reading the guidebook. When it’s raining, though, there’s no dry spot to sit, no scenic views, no sun, no reading. If it’s cold (which it usually is at our elevation) you can’t stop for long or serious shivering can ensue. So breaks become hurried, stand-up breaks – not good! Not only that, but it’s not unusual for my fingers to freeze up (as they did today) due to Reynaud’s disease. I then have to stay & thaw them out, which can take quite a while. Not to mention the all-important morale factor – sun versus rain -- and not to mention the extra weight (wet stuff).

Saw another guy wearing a kilt today (about the fourth one I’ve seen on the trip.) Actually, it’s just called a “kilt” to make it masculine – the thing really looks like a lady’s wrap-around skirt. I got to thinking about this and decided, depending upon the answer to one question, this could be the solution to three problems I have with shorts. Now I’ll tell you what the question is and then about the three problems. Darn! My pen seems to be running out of ink. . . 

7:00 p.m. May 30 – Wright Place Motel, Glasgow VA 

Hiked 6:45 – 2:45 – 14.6 miles. Quite a nice one! Weather sunny & breezy. Lots of ups & downs but generally nice & gradual – neither rocky nor muddy. Scenic, too. Lots of Catawba (pinkish) rhododendron. The James River was the destination. It’s quite wide, but the A.T. has it’s own footbridge – very unusual.

You’ve certainly noticed that I’m in a motel pretty often. This is because I’m soft. If this were golf, I think you’d say I’m playing the senior tour – same course as the youngsters, but I’m “riding in a cart.”  I need the contact – with Rosie, with the news, with people other than hikers.
Last night’s shelter stay was okay. The conversation even strayed from:

a) food

b) mileage

c) equipment.

Maybe the hikers are starting to think of the “other world” again. Topics included the life of a flight attendant & marijuana. The young guys were quite the experts on pot growing & smoking.

It amazes me, too, how, despite their college degrees (in most cases), the young people still use one word (starts with “f”) as the universal generic adjective & adverb. I’m really offended by it, actually, and hugely disappointed in them. (I know – I’m out of touch – only an unchanging sojourner in a world that’s changing way too rapidly. So be it. I can live with that.)

10:30 p.m. May 31 – Buena Vista Motel, Buena Vista VA (pronounced Byoo’ Nuh Viz’tuh – yep – that’s right!)

Hiked 7:30 – 6:30 – 21.1 miles.

Note: First 20-mile day for Chimpy! Not in the plan, but circumstances “forced” me into it. When I reached my 15-mile target destination campsite, it was raining with lightning & thunder, so I had to go on to the 19-mile point (a shelter). But with “civilization” only two miles further, and mosquitoes thriving, no reason to stop at 19, right? 

This was no easy 21-miler either. The morning was cold, windy, & rainy, which caused all of the possible problems I mentioned in yesterday’s entry. Finally got to sit down & rest about noon.

Also some major climbing – from the James River (lowest point on the A.T. so far, at 659 feet) to top of Bluff Mountain (3372 feet). Lots of mud. This extremely rainy spring has left part of the trail so slippery you literally can’t get any traction up or down. (Hate to say it, but some rocks would help.) I’ll probably be executed for admitting it, but I had to occasionally walk off the path to make any headway. I expect the thru-hikers are not liking the A.T. much these days.

Speaking of which, I saw no thru-hikers all day. On a typical day, five or six will pass me; I’ll pass no one, of course. Neither did I see any at the three shelters I passed. Spooky! I believe lots of hikers are staying in towns, waiting for a weather break.

Despite the poking fun at the mileage-obsessed hikers, they perform some really amazing feats. Twenty-milers are routine; 25-milers are the thing now, with an occasional 30-miler. To give you an example, two days ago when I was snuggled up in the shelter at 4:00, three of them stopped by for a break, then went on, targeting a shelter 13 miles on down the trail!!! I don’t know if they made it, but nightfall held no fear for those studs.

So here I am enjoying life in a motel again. This is my way of fending off the Virginia blues.

Note: I’m now only about 55 miles from Waynesboro, the gateway to Shenandoah National Park – and my next zero day. We’re all anticipating Waynesboro.

2:00 p.m. June 1 – Buena Vista Motel, Buena Vista VA

Zero Day

The weather is actually good today, but I decided to give the trail another day to dry out. Also, my sore body was telling me to give it a rest. More importantly, though, this was my first real chance to attend church since I began the trip. How I miss that! Between worship & Bible study, church was a three-times-per-week thing for me at home, and I need that. I do the nightly reading of my devotional & related scriptures, which is always comforting, but I certainly miss the fellowship & Pastor Tim’s sermons. So I attended worship at the First Brethren Church down the street. It was so nice to be “back” although I was a bit underdressed in my t-shirt, cargo pants & Tevas; these people really dress up! The music was fantastic and, for the most part, familiar, so I could join right in. It was a lot like my home church (Trinity United Methodist in Van Wert), and I enjoyed it very much. It helped get my focus back on what’s really important – a pleasant change from attitudes on the A.T.

Rosie & I are making a real effort to keep me in touch with home as much as possible. She sends many local newspaper clippings, and we talk every time I can get to a phone. This keeps me from getting too “trail obsessed” and, as a result, hopefully, from burning out.

Down the line, when this venture ends, one way or the other, it should also help me settle back into the real world. This settling back into normality is a problem for a majority of thru-hikers – I don’t want it to happen to me.

6:00 p.m. June 2 – Montebello Campground & Fishing Resort, Montebello VA

Hiked 7:00 – 4:00 – estimated 16.3 miles. Nice one! Hardly a cloud in the sky & pretty scenic hiking. Some ups & downs but well switchbacked.

Cold Mountain (not the one for which the book is named, I think) was a real highlight! It’s a bald (has grassy top part, providing a great view in all directions). I love hiking across these balds, but often the weather doesn’t allow good views. Or it’s too cold & windy to stop and enjoy. Today it was sunny & warm up there, so I lay down in the grass, drank my Gatorade & ate my cinnamon brown sugar Pop Tarts – that’s definitely a highlight for me!

There are many stretches of trail which you ascend to high altitiude, then stay up there for several miles, with only minor ups & downs (like today). The good things about being up high are the views & the brightness. If the weather’s bad, though, you bear the full brunt of snow, rain, wind, fog & lightning; that’s when you want to be down in the darker, gloomier hollows.

Passed the 800-mile mark today, though there was nothing there to say so.

It’s a 2 ½-mile downhill walk from the A.T. to the Montebello post office, where I picked up my mail drop. I was lucky enough to catch a ride for the last two miles on the seldom-traveled forest road and got to the P.O. five minutes before closing!

I’ve hitchhiked some serious miles the last three days – a couple of six milers and a couple of ten milers. All but one was at a time or location with almost no traffic, which can worry me. One time I got a ride on the sixth vehicle and another on the tenth, so it turned out okay. One very nice guy who gave me a ride was the brother of Charlie  Manuel, ex-Cleveland Indian manager. The Manuel kids – five boys & five girls – grew up in Buena Vista.  

6:45 p.m. June 3 – Maupin Field shelter

Hiked 7:30 – 5:45 – 18.9 miles – not counting the 2½ uphill miles to get from Montebello Campground to the A.T.  This was the toughest day yet – no kidding! Consider these factors:

(1) Hiked uphill for 2 ½ miles to get to the A.T., then further uphill to over 4000 feet (Main Top mountain); then down under 1000 feet at the river (U.S. route 56); then back up to 4000 feet at North Ridge of the Three Ridges.

(2) It was rainy, cold, windy & foggy all day – no break – the worst weather we’ve had. I sat down once all day. Hypothermia – once again – was a concern.

(3) Extremely rocky – much rockslide crossing.

It was as if the A.T. wanted to get in its last vicious licks before Shenandoah National Park.

There were two good things:

a) Trail magic at route 56. The trail angel was a motorcyclist and former thru-hiker from Madison, Indiana, with trail name Grumpy. He had all the Cokes, candy bars, cheese, sausage and apples we wanted. That probably saved me.

b) I’m within one day’s hike (albeit a long one – fairly level 21.1 miles) of long-awaited Waynesboro, the gateway to kinder, gentler Shenandoah National Park.

“Blue blazers” are thru-hikers who take side trails occasionally, rather than sticking totally to the white-blazed main trail. Today, for example, there was a blue-blazed trail that went around, rather than over, the north ridge, cutting out 2.9 miles & lots of headaches. It was tempting.

Contrary to my remark a few days ago about seeing no minorities, I’ve now seen two. There was a Middle Easterner (now American) chiropractor named Healer, with a Zig Ziglar personality, and, today, a lovely girl of Asian or Spanish ancestry named Juke, hiking with her boyfriend (or husband), Papa Roach. 

Note: I later saw Juke kissing Papa Roach – romance flourishing, despite the downpour.

Note: Juke took the blue-blazed shortcut, while Papa Roach stayed on the main trail.

Note: The Virginia blues must be pretty serious. According to the trail’s Thru-hiker Companion, 50% of those who make it to Virginia don’t make to West Virginia (the next state).

8:15 p.m. June 4 – Holiday Inn Express, Waynesboro VA

Hiked 6:30 – 5:30 – 21.1 miles. I’m so happy to be here! A big milestone! I think of the A.T. in thirds –

(1) The tough, tough southern mountains (843 miles)

(2) The more moderate middle portion (735 miles)

(3) Rugged New England (VT, NH, ME) (591 miles). 

Waynesboro is on the edge of Shenandoah National Park, which – in my mind at least – is the beginning of Part 2. This is over-simplifying, of course, but this is why Waynesboro is cause for celebration. I’ve looked at the vertical profile of Shenandoah National Park, and it looks much better than what we’ve been through the last nine weeks (more on my psyche in tomorrow’s journal).

The day’s hike was a killer, not just the 21.1 miles, but an extremely rocky first six hours had me slipping & sliding all over the place. Only fell once, though – luckily on my butt. In fact, I’ve only fallen three times on this whole trip, which is amazing, considering that in previous hikes I’ve fallen several times in one day when it was wet! I think my prayer supporters are doing their job.

The weather, unlike yesterday, wasn’t cold or windy, but was drizzly and foggy. A real frog strangler broke out about ½ hour before I reached the road at the end. It was so wet & muddy that I thought I’d never get a ride into town – not to mention the fog that cut visibility to about 50 yards. Before I could even decide which of the three roads led to Waynesboro, though, a young girl in an SUV saw my plight and offered to take me anywhere I wanted to go! (Thanks again, prayer support.)

After yesterday’s ridiculously tough hike, I was so tired today! I believe at any point I could have lain down and gone to sleep in two minutes. However, when I got within five miles of the end, I found another gear. It’s like the cattle herds in the Old West when they smelled the river after a long dry period – stampede! Except for me, it’s the smell of a cheeseburger. 

So here I am watching the opener of the NBA finals, a scenario I never dreamed of until that unlikely ride in Montebello five minutes before the post office closed Monday afternoon, which ultimately allowed me to get an early start Tuesday and make it to Wayneboro this evening. This is the life! But I think I’ll be asleep before halftime. . .)

I’m sorry I can’t comment on the views during the last 75 miles or so. The trail passed the tops of many cliffs, so I expect the views would’ve been great. However, they were obliterated by fog every day but one.

5:15 p.m. June 5 – Holiday Inn Express, Waynesboro VA

Zero day. Lovely weather today. Good day for hiking, but I needed the rest badly. Actually, these zero days aren’t all that restful. I have errands to do – and all of them on foot. I probably walked 4 –5 miles today, buying groceries & other supplies. I did get to watch the French Open women’s semifinal between Serena Willians & Justine Henin-Hardenne, though.

Now that I’ve finished the toughest “third” of the A.T., how’s my attitude holding up? Pretty well at the moment – I’m actually, for the first, time, looking forward to leaving this wonderful inn and getting back on the A.T. I think this is because the weather report is good for tomorrow (though not for the next day) and the sights will be new for the next few weeks. I’ve never hiked in northern Virginia or the middle Atlantic states, so, unlike the southern “third” and the New England “third,” I don’t know what to expect, which is good.

What are the chances of making it to Katahdin? 50- 50, I’d say. I’ve learned so much in these 68 days. Here’s what I like:

Challenge

Time to contemplate/meditate

Views

Trail magic

Flowers

Chocolate

Wildlife

Nuts

Physical fitness

Level or nearly-level hiking

Towns (especially food, bed, bath, television, newspaper)

Sit-down rest breaks in the sun

Camping

Seeing new country

Laid-back, smell-the-laurel hikers

Balds

Pastureland walking

Short hiking days (8 hours or less)

Here’s what I don’t like:

Walking on rocks

Rain

Stand-up, wet rest breaks

Cold

Fog

Wind

Yakkers

Know-it-all hikers

Sore feet & toes

Steep ascents & descents

Know-it-all men, usually in their 40’s, 50’s, or 60’s

Long hiking days (10 hours or more)

Mileage-obsessed hikers

Foul language

Missing time with wife, children, and grandchildren

Missing church services

Exhaustion

Loneliness

Hunger

The last two hiking days – a total of over 42 tough miles – reminded me of how vulnerable I am to injury. One wrong step on a wet rock and it could all end quickly. I’m neither strong nor agile, even in comparison to most thru-hikers (an unpleasant revelation of this venture), so avoiding injury is probably the key to success for me.

On the mental side, continued bad weather is hard on morale, but, hopefully, this will be offset by more gradual slopes & fewer rocks in the next few weeks. (Pennsylvania, though, is notorious for bad rocks – and is despised by all who have hiked it.) Also, I should be out of Virginia – the next major milestone – in a week and a half – and the “middle third” states, except for Pennsylvania, should go pretty fast:

WV – 17 miles

MD – 40 miles

PA – 229 miles

NJ – 89 miles

NY – 141 miles

CT – 52 miles

MA – 90 miles.

I expect that being often too cold will soon be replaced by being often too hot. I expect we’ll see fewer rainy days, but that mosquitoes will become more of a problem. It’ll be interesting to see what effect these new challenges will have on my psyche.

Note: Considering zero days, I’m averaging 12.4 mile per day. I need to improve this a bit – to 13.0 – to finish by mid-September (If you consider only the non-zero days, I’m averaging 15.6 miles per day, for whatever that’s worth.)

7:30 p.m. June 6 – camped near Blackrock hut, Shenandoah Nat’l Park (S.N.P.)

Hiked 7:45 – 6:30 – 20.0 miles. Great weather today. Too good. Sunny a lot – short on water. Not as easy as I had hoped for. For one thing the first eight miles are not actually in the S.N.P. and that part is no better than what we’ve had the last two months. After three miles, I was thinking, “If this is ‘easy,’ I’m in big trouble!” At that point, though, a day hiker going south assured me that when I actually got in the part, it’s be really easy. (I had thought I was in the park.) He was pretty much right.

The trail was a roller coaster, but, after the first eight miles, the slopes were gradual and the footing was excellent. Not the “vacation” that some were expecting, but better than what we’re accustomed to.

The trail hangs close to the Skyline Drive (and crosses it many times), so you who have driven that route know what kind of terrain I’m talking about.

In the S.N.P. a “hut” is what we’d call a  “shelter” anywhere else. “Shelters” in the S.N.P. are for day use (picnicking) only – I haven’t seen any yet, so I don’t know what they look like.

Note: In the White Mountains of New Hampshire, a “hut” is a totally different thing – more like a hostel – holds many hikers and has cooking, supplies, heat, etc., with a full-time attendant. 

Some nice views today – not a lot. One was atop Bear’s Den Mountain, where they had eight tractor seats mounted on posts for you to sit on and enjoy the view. I did. 

Saw no bears yet, but did see a bear track, which has only happened three times on the trip. Deer tracks, on the other hand, are all over the trail – I think they use the trail a lot for travel. Of course, I see many deer. I love them! So beautiful & graceful! 

More trail magic today. At about noon, near a forest service road a cooler full of ice, K-Cola, apples, oranges and now-empty beer cans. I helped myself to a K-Cola & an orange. Fantastic! What a morale booster!

8:30 p.m. June 7 – Misty Mountain Motel on U.S. 33 near Shenandoah Nat’l Park

Hiked 6:30 – 5:00 – 18.6 miles. I’m “under the weather” today. It rained all night and all day, so I fled the trail again. The A.T. in Shenandoah Nat’l Park isn’t all it was cracked up to be – even if the weather was good. I made a big mistake when I was looking at the vertical profile of S.N.P. I noticed that the elevation changes were generally small – between 2000 and 3500 feet, whereas prior to this, we were accustomed to seeing ranges from 600 feet to 5000 feet. What I didn’t notice about S.N.P. is how many ascents there are. Those ascents just wear me out, especially when it’s rainy (muddy & slippery) and foggy (no views). Also, although the descents are graded comparatively well, they’re still not gradual enough for my tender knees.

So, while everybody has been talking about zipping through S.N.P. averaging many miles per day, I decided today that I’m not going to strain myself here. Hence, I find myself happily at the Misty Mountain Motel – and won’t be rushing up to S.N.P. in the morning (when still more rain is predicted).

I’ve noticed several thru-hikers “slack packing” to beat the “Virginia blues.” Remember that slack packing is hiking with no pack and having someone meet you with a vehicle at the end of the day to take you to a campground, motel, hostel or B&B. Some even go north to south if the elevation change that way is to their advantage. I remain a purist . . . so far. There are no rules against slack packing or blue blazing. You still get your patch and no asterisk beside your name if you make it to Katahdin.

I had a huge breakfast today at the Loft Mountain Wayside. In the S.N.P a “wayside” is a combination restaurant/souvenir shop/gas station on Skyline Drive. To get to this one I had to go steadily downhill off the A.T. for ½ mile and back up, of course). This whole operation cost me an hour and a half, but it got me some good food & a chance to almost dry out. Well worth it!

9:00 p.m. June 8 – camping at Lewis Campground – S.N.P.

Hiked 10:00 – 5:30 – 14.4 miles. Slept in as planned; thus, the late start. Sun & rain fought to a standoff today; the result being not much of either one. Right now, though, we have very thick fog and drizzle.

Triple dose of trail magic today:

(1) E-dog’s parents passing out candy bars & cupcakes at one of the A.T. intersections with Skyline Drive. (E-dog is a girl who passed me by a few weeks ago, but has taken lots of zero days. She was hiking with her parents this week-end.)

(2) A thru-hiker who is taking a few days off decided to be a trail angel. He pulled in a parking area while five of us were resting there. He had potato chips, cookies and a cooler full of pop & beer.

(3) E-dog’s parents set up a picnic for us at this campground this evening. I was planning to stay here anyway. I didn’t have to cook! 

There are lots of bears in the S.N.P.  Several thru-hikers have seen some; unfortunately, I’m not one of them.

At many of the overlooks in all four states so far you see hawks. (I know there are three basic types of hawks – and probably 10 – 12 species in the U.S., but I haven’t been able to tell them apart.) I love to watch them, though. I think they enjoy riding the updrafts (or some such thing) and put on a show for us. I expect an ornithologist would have a different explanation. 

The weather report for tomorrow is sunny & warm. I hope so. My morale could use a shot in the arm. I seem to be tiring easily lately. I’m sure it’s psychological.

6:45 p.m. June 9 – Skyland Lodge – S.N.P.

Hiked 6:15 – 4:00 – 16.8 miles. After an all-night rain, the weather turned gorgeous this morning, and so did the hiking. Nice tame trail, lots of deer. Saw two does with teeny, weeny fawns. Most of the deer in S.N.P are pretty brazen when it comes to contact with humans, but not the little guys. Momma has taught them to get off the trail and lie low when she gives the signal.

Still haven’t seen a bear here, though lots of others have. Others are amazed they haven’t seen a bear on this whole trip; for some of them I could tell them why – they talk all the time!

Passed the 900-mile point today. Expect next week I should reach two huge milestones – 1000 miles and out of Virginia!

Oh, yeah, I forgot to tell ya’ that the hiking changed totally in the afternoon – lots of uphills & those infernal rocks! Splendid views of the Ida valley, though!

Note:  For some reason, there are almost no rhododendron in the S.N.P., though lots of mountain laurel.

I was considering going further today, then hitchhiking back here, but once I saw this room I decided to go no further, because:

(a) I had things that needed to dry out

(b) I didn’t feel like going through the hitchhiking hassle

(c) I was tired

(d) I’m a wimp.

9:00 p.m. June 10 – Gravel Springs Hut

Hiked 6:15 – 8:30 – 23.8 miles. Yep – that time & distance are correct. I don’t know what happened – just one of those days when I felt really good. There really aren’t many camping options in S.N.P so I decided to really stretch; that, plus this puts me within about 13 miles of a major town – Front Royal!

Great weather & great hiking, except for this morning, which was exceptionally rocky. I have some good trail stories today.

As I was walking out of the lodge this morning, a doe & tiny fawn were crossing the drive. The fawn was still quite wobbly, so it must have been only a day old or so. When Momma saw me, she gave some sort of signal & the fawn got it half right. It went flat to the ground; but did it right in the middle of the road. So cute!

Near the lodge, right next to the road was a hiker asleep in a sleeping bag, no tent. I thought it odd that he’d chosen to sleep there in plain sight of the lodge. Four miles later I met a hiker camped at the Pinnacles picnic area, who told me “We lost F.F.O. (not his real trail name, but close) somewhere between the Skyland Lodge & here.” It seems some of the boys stopped at the lodge for a birthday party last night & to watch the Stanley Cup finals; F.F.O. partied a little too much. I never saw any of those boys today, which is odd, because normally they’d pass me.

Here’s a typical A.T. tortoise & hare story. A couple of weeks ago in a shelter, F-word (not his real trail name, but he has only one word for all adjectives & adverbs) said, “I’m gonna do days of 25, 25, and 21 miles, which should get me into Waynesboro on Monday and I’m not taking a zero day there.” I, Chimpy, on the other hand, took a zero day in Buena Vista, got into Waynesboro on Wednesday and took a zero there. Yet I caught up with F-word today. Lesson: a steady diet of high-mileage days is hard to maintain.

Still no bears for me in S.N.P. You’d think a 6:15 – 8:30 hike would get at least one, wouldn’t ya? Everything else was good today, though, including two meals at S.N.P. waysides.

8:30 p.m. June 11 – Super 8 Motel, Front Royal VA

Hiked 6:15 – 1:30 – 13.3 miles. Super day! Not the hike (which was a non-descript, no-view, rocky, hot one), but the mail drop. Got notes from two great ex-coworkers and from my fantastic brother (“mail magic”?). These were great for my morale!

This was the first hot day of the trek. Raining this evening (perfect timing) so at least temporarily cool again. More rain predicted the next three days, but at least I’ll be comfortable zeroing tomorrow. All of the hikers in the hut last night were skipping Front Royal – probably eager to finally put Virginia behind (West Virginia only 37 miles away!), but I know what my body needs, so I resisted the “temptation” to skip the zero day.

I hope all this “trail magic” talk doesn’t bore you. I think it’s indicative of the support thru-hikers get. Today, Cookie’s uncle was waiting to surprise her at one of the intersections, passing out cold Gatorade, cold water, Power bars and sweets. 

Cookie & Tadpole are attractive young ex-cross country runners for William & Mary. They’re hiking together & I’ve been seeing them every few days for weeks, although they’re much faster hikers than I am.

I should correct a false impression that I’ve given earlier. There are many guys in their 40’s 50’s, & 60’s here who are not obnoxious know-it alls. Prime examples are a foursome of guys who met on the trail and hiked together for a long time – Kiwi (from New Zealand), Peter Pan, Finch & Happy Wanderer. All four are great guys. Although they all hike faster than I do, I saw them regularly until my double-zero with Rosie two weeks ago. What reminded me of them was the fact that I ran into Finch in a restaurant tonight – his wife is here for a couple of days. (Peter Pan actually dropped out at Pearisburg, as he planned to do all along).

One more story: There’s a section hiker called Backward Bob who hikes the downhills backward. I got to thinking that this could alleviate a lot of pressure on soles, knees & big toes (the most painful parts of downhills), so I’ve been practicing it some the last two days. It sure does feel better, though peeking backwards under my right arm to see where I’m going is a bit awkward. I’ll let you know how this comes out, but, seriously, I think it has potential, even if it does look silly. 

8:00 a.m. June 12 – Super 8 Motel, Front Royal VA

Zero day.

So Shenandoah National Park is behind me. Despite the fact it wasn’t as easy as advertised, I’ll really miss it.

For one thing, the deer. (I was shut out on bears!) I know it’s not “natural” for the deer to graze in plain view, (what’s “natural” is for it to give that panic snort and bound away), but it sure is enjoyable. I didn’t see anybody feed them and the deer certainly weren’t looking for handouts. I enjoyed their companionship immensely.

Having Skyline Drive close at all times was very nice. Not only did it make four restaurant meals possible, but it was comforting to know a ride was always close if needed. Skyline Drive, unlike most roads, is not built to avoid curves and hills. It’s strictly for great views – which is also true of the A.T. In fact, I believe, Skyline Drive follows what used to be the A.T. So drive Skyline Drive (speed limit 35 m.p.h. – love it!) and get a feel for the A.T. without having to hike. Better yet, do some day hiking anywhere north of Lewis Campground – you’ll see lots of deer and great views.

There are also many side trails. These, along with Skyline Drive intersections, result in many signs on the A.T., so you always know how far you are from your destination.

After all that boot hassle a few weeks ago, it turned out that my old boots didn’t solve the sore toe & feet problem. In fact, the lining of my trusty old boots is coming apart, so I sent them home yesterday for repair and got my newer boots back via mail drop. I don’t believe it’s possible for one pair of boots to last the entire A.T., so, hopefully, my old ones will be repairable and waiting in reserve when & if my new ones fall apart.

10:45 p.m. June 13 – Super 8 Motel, Winchester VA

Hiked 7:00 – 7:45 – 20.5 miles. There’s no way I was supposed to end up in a motel tonight. Here’s what did it. 

As happened the previous two days, the weather alternated between rain & heat/humidity, with a downpour in the late afternoon. So I got to Dick’s Dome shelter at 4:00, feeling safe, only to find it full. So with thunder rumbling, I was forced to go on up the mountain & look for a campsite.

Just as the rain was starting I found a campsite, I thought. I unpacked everything because my tarp was at the bottom (Dumb!). The plan, which has worked before, is to set up the tarp and quickly throw everything inside. Unfortunately, the ground was so rocky, I couldn’t get the stakes in. Then the deluge hit & all I could do was throw the tarp over all the stuff & stand there getting drenched until the rain stopped.

Finally, it let up enough so I could quickly re-pack & head on up the trail. There were absolutely no campsites and the next shelter was way out of reach, so I just kept going until I reached the highway. I asked a guy if there were any motels or campsites around; he said he’d take me to the Super 8 in Winchester (probably ten miles or so) and also pick me up & take me back to the trail in the morning! So here I am, amazingly, eating Krispy Kreme donuts & watching game five of the NBA finals! Another apparent disaster turns out fine!

At Manassas Gap shelter, where I stopped for an early afternoon break, there were two black snakes (one huge) lying inside on the top log at the rear. Bet not too many hikers stay there at night. On the bright side, probably no mice in the shelter, eh?

Today’s hiking was ugly – trail super muddy, no views, dark & gloomy woods. The trail was actually flooded in places!

It seems Finch’s wife is down here for more than a couple days, so he’s using her as a support person while he slack packs big mileage. Ah . . . that’s the way to do it. 

9:00 p.m. June 14 – Bear’s Den Hostel, VA

Hiked 9:30 – 7:45 – 13.5 miles. That was a long 13.5 miles. This is officially the “roller coaster” area. I think you can guess what that is. Lots of steep ascents & descents (ten in nine miles), none of long duration, but very exhausting. Still muddy, gloomy forest for the most part.

This was another really hot, humid day. I was literally drenched in sweat all day (Yuck!) The heat & humidity thing just started this week, and it’s causing me some problems.

More trail magic, a little different type. In addition to the pop, bananas & cookies, Huffer-Puffer, today’s trail angel, had big golf umbrellas, and I needed one. As luck would have it, I got there just before the big deluge started, so my pack and I were under the umbrella for the entire rain today – an hour (which was especially good because I somehow lost my backpack cover at the motel last night -- What a dingbat I am!).

The last couple of days, there have been lots of strawberries along the trail – bright red but a circumference about that of a dime – and no flavor at all.

In some of the photos, you may be asking yourself “What are those blue things he’s wearing on his lower legs?” Those are gaiters, the primary purpose being to keep dirt, mud & stones off of socks & out of boots. They also prevent weeds (e.g. poison ivy) from touching legs and, to an extent, keep water from running down into the boots. (They might also keep rattlesnake fangs out of a leg.) Many hikers wear a much smaller, shorter version, and many don’t wear gaiters at all – to save weight, I presume. I like to keep my socks free of dirt, though.

If all goes well, I’ll reach three big milestones tomorrow! I’ll bet you can name two of ‘em.

Progress report:  I’ve done some serious practicing on my backward steep descents the last two days. The result has been much less pain in toes, soles, and knees. I don’t know how it affects speed. Today was a very slow hiking day, but I think that was the terrain, heat & humidity. 
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