A.T. Day One A.M.
by

Eyes Right

Front Royal, VA - The first indication of trouble came within the first half mile on our hike on the Appalachian Trail.  We had just left U.S. 522, a winding two-lane blacktop which parallels the Blue Ridge Mountains, and were passing through a long stretch of wooden walkway over a marshy area associated with Sloan Creek.  

“Holy shit!” yelled my hiking companion, Hank.  “Look at those prints!”

He pointed to two of the largest paw prints I have ever seen.  Apparently some very large animal had scaled the 8 ft. high chain link fence immediately to our right and landed in the mud below before crossing the walkway and heading deeper into the marsh on our left.  We immediately decided that it had to have been a bear, or larger.

But as we hiked further up the foothills of the Blue Ridge, still paralleling the fence on our right, our imaginations began to explore other possibilities.  The land on the other side of the fence belongs to the National Zoological Conservation and Research Center, a.k.a., the National Zoo in Washington.  We had passed several entrances to the center on our way out Route 522 from Front Royal.  Since it is a total mystery (at least to us) as to what takes place in this “research center,” we quickly began to think Jurassic Park.   The “paw prints” had been huge.  Maybe some large, here-to-fore unseen to the public, creature had been bred in the research center and was now loose in the wild??  
We quickened our pace, although that was somewhat challenging in view of the 42 pound packs on our backs and the continuous uphill grind.  Among the items I was carrying for our A.T. adventure was a can of bear repellant – a glorified version of mace/pepper spray advertised to blast up to 30 feet, and also advertised to change the priorities of any bear making menacing gestures.  I was not certain if the product had been tested on Godzilla or Big Foot, but at least I did have something to delay our mauling for a few seconds.

Anyway, after considerable exertion, we finally made it past the acreage of the Research Center and were soon in the deep woods associated with most of the A.T.  The climb became more strenuous as we traversed the sections on our relief map where the elevation contours were close together.  We had come prepared with not only detailed maps, but also the latest edition of the Appalachian Trail Guide to Shenandoah National Park, which contained notes for this section of the trail saying, “Ascend, steeply at times.”  As we struggled to get our breath under the heavy load, we found the notes not particularly helpful.  
Our guide book also advised, “Ticks are common in this area.  Frequent inspections for ticks are recommended.”  Well, duh!  We had prepared for ticks by soaking our hiking clothes in permethrin,  a product which is “guaranteed” to kill ticks, mosquitoes, chiggers – all the nasty boys and girls of the deep woods.  We also sprayed our skin with a 35% DEET solution of bug repellant.  Assuming that a tick makes it through this defense, it is still relatively easy to see the common (dog) ticks, which can carry, among other things, Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever.  They are about the size of a grain of rice and can be seen, if you check yourself periodically.  But the real tick threat, the infamous deer tick, is essentially invisible before it gorges on your blood.  It frequently carries Lyme Disease, if there are plenty of deer in the area. Oops! The Shenandoah are crawling with deer.  You can inspect all day and probably never find one deer tick on your body, unless you have a magnifying glass and several hours to kill. In fact, you typically do not know that you have been the victim of one of their bites until you see the characteristic bite, a “bull’s-eye” with a red center surrounded by a small red circle of inflammation on your body.  By then you have a problem, a big problem. [but not as big as Big Foot!]  
So we kept on hiking upward and skipped the tick inspection advice.  After about 3 miles of uphill slogging, we came to a turn-off to the Tom Floyd Wayside Shelter.  It was about 100 yards from the A.T. and consisted of a 3-sided structure with a raised bunking platform used for overnight camping, primarily by thru-hikers.  It was empty at this time of morning.  Thru-hikers are those adventurous/foolhardy individuals who are attempting to hike continuously all 2178 miles of the Appalachian Trail from Springer Mountain, Georgia to Katahdin in Maine.  [More on thru-hikers in a subsequent article]. 
Our goal was far more modest.  We wanted to hike the 105 miles of the A.T. in Shenandoah Park in 7 days.  As we started a series of steep switchbacks and rock steps leading to a lookout called “Possums Rest,” the mist which had been around us turned to a steady rain.  Once at the summit, the only thing we could see was each other.  It was not a good omen.  
I thought you might like to know.
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