The Appalachian Trail: A Path with Heart, Part 8
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June 25, 9:20 p.m., 65 degrees. Pouring rain.

No rain, no pain: no Maine.

  I’m overnighting at Rock Springs Hut in the Shenandoah. Trail maintainers have hung a porch swing on the front of the shelter, which adds a nice homey touch. The spring just down the hill flows out from under a huge boulder and looks like something out of fable or legend. I passed three casually grazing deer going to get water.

   My spirits were really low until I arrived here as the sun actually came out. I sat down on the porch swing and listened to the birds sing for a while. Occasionally a deer would appear out of the woods, size me up, and then move on. I decided to take a short day of 12 miles.

  This was my chance to dry out everything I have. We've been pummeled by almost continuous rain this last week. All my gear has been wet at least that long, and I could begin to smell mildew on anything I took out of my pack. The dreary weather has forced many hikers off the trail in recent weeks. With this one sunny afternoon, the Shenandoah could possibly redeem itself.

Shenandoah National Park boasts of 290 square miles of reclaimed wilderness connected by 500 miles of hiking trails. When the federal government established the park in 1926, most of the forested slopes had been cleared for timber and much of the wild game had been hunted nearly to extinction.

  Now, almost 7O years later, almost half the park is designated as wilderness area. Ninety-five percent of the parklands are forested, and more than 5,000 deer thrive on the abundant vegetation. I'm told the park is beautiful, but I'm walking through in a week of constant rain. As in the Smokies, I once again walk in the clouds. Perhaps I'll come back some day to see what I missed, if anything, to thank the Potomac Appalachian Trail Club for their phenomenal work on these very well maintained trails.

  Skyline Drive travels for 100 miles through the center of the park and was paved over much of the original route of the Appalachian Trail (AT). The AT has since been re-routed but skirts the Drive through the whole length of the park and crosses it 27 times. I sat in a shelter the other day and chuckled at my back backcountry pass as I listened to half a dozen Harley Davidsons growl by on Skyline Drive just down the valley.

  Indeed, I am spoiled. After two and a half months of walking through secluded wilderness, the Shenandoah seems a far cry from a backcountry experience. The park is known as "the playground for the nation's capital."

  I must give the park credit, though. I'm thruhiking the AT as a “purist,” which means I follow only the white blazes. I don't take short cuts, skip sections,
or side trail detours – ever. With this limitation, I have missed some wonderful trails, I imagine. The best trails in the Shenandoah are far removed from my chosen path. It is my personal choice to hike the AT, and I choose to hike every last bit of it, without exception. There are perhaps a dozen purists on the trail this year.

  Walking along Skyline Drive in the Shenandoah does have its advantages, though. Dotting the drive is a series of wayside restaurants. Passing Big Meadows Lodge earlier today, I thought a good restaurant meal was just what I needed. The static rain wanes my resolve and focus. Mount Katahdin in Maine seems like some far away wet dream. Any measure to boost my spirits is worth a side trip. 

I ate a garden salad, a Reuben with fries, and rounded out the meal with a large, decadent bowl of vanilla ice cream. I looked bad I'm sure. I smelled of mold and mildew from being wet for days. My attitude was marginal. I let out a big heartfelt burp right there in the middle of the place. More than a few disapproving looks came my way, but I didn't even care. It had been a long, wet and miserable week in these here mountains. None of those comfortably numb Sunday daydream travelers could understand what that meant or how I felt.

  I felt like an animal.

  The incessant rain has worn my nerves down. It's not easy to wake up to the rain, walk all day in the min, put these wet clothes back on the next morning, and do it all again. To avoid hypo-thermia, I just keep moving until I'm at the next shelter, stopping only to eat or sh--. If anything, I've found that my boot sealer really works; none of the water leaked out!

  Two nights ago, I was caught in a big storm and made it to Loft Mountain Campground. Shivering from the cold and wet day, I rolled out my sleeping bag over the bench on the porch of the Camp Store. Weighing the risk, I decided that if a park ranger rousted me any time after 2 a.m., I'd simply pack up, put on my headlamp and just start down the trail. I'd had it with the Shenandoah and was ready to walk 50 miles straight if I had to, to put it behind me once and for all. The campground was full, and it was pouring rain. Where was I to go? Drying my dollar bills on the porch lights because the Coke machine wouldn't take them, I thought to myself: There must be a TV commercial in this somewhere.

   I now have 900.3 miles of the Appalachian Trail behind me. Unimaginable. Absurd. The halfway point is a week and a half away!

  The true challenge of this trail lies in the sheer length of it I now measure distances in terms of time rather than miles, i.e., four hours until lunch, four days to resupply. Time seems to be going faster and faster as the miles keep adding up. I can't believe that I'm almost half done with the AT.

  Though Mount Katahdin in Maine still calls my name, the sound of it is distant and obscure. I know not what it is that I hope to find out here. I only know that it is right for me to seek it. As the trail phrase goes: It's not the destination, but the journey.

  I'm lost I've gone to find myself. If I return before I get back, please ask me to wait.

