A.T. Day Three A.M.
by

Eyes Right

Pass Mountain, A.T., VA -  We awoke in our tents at a civilized hour, around 7 A.M.  For the Appalachian Trail thru-hiking crowd, such sloth would be a major no-no, as most of them hit the trail no later than 6 A.M. on these summer days.  If you are intent on hiking 25-30 miles a day, it is almost mandatory to use all of the daylight hours on the trail.  It is also considerably cooler in the early A.M., and in the middle of July, that itself recommends an early start.

But Hank (my hiking buddy) and I are not thru-hikers, nor, I am almost certain, will ever be.  To hike the A.T. from Georgia to Maine requires an investment of 4-5 months of unencumbered time, and considerable cash.  We had the latter, but not the former.  Ours is a leisurely walk, mostly to experience life along the trail in some of the remaining non-populated regions of our country.
What we were experiencing as we exited our tents was a solid cloud of “no-see-ums.”  These pests had been in the air in full force before we entered our tents last evening, but had not been a bother once we were in the tents because our tents have mesh sufficiently fine that the no-see-ums cannot penetrate.  Also once inside the tent we used our halogen headlamps to ensure that we were alone with no flying creatures of any form as companions for the night.  

We had anticipated these pests before we began the hike, based on a one-day practice hike on the A.T. a few weeks earlier.  The no-see-ums are actually tiny flies with both a Latin name, ceratopogonidae, and an English variant, “biting midges.”   I have never heard them called anything but no-see-ums, because they are very small, and very difficult to see.  Their bite is painful, but its effect varies considerably from one person to the next.  Mine become instantly painful with a red welt, but, after only a few hours, the effect has vanished.  On other people, the pain can linger for several days.  Bug repellants with DEET seem to have some deterrent effect, at least that was our experience.  The female no-see-ums are the ones you have to worry about [much like humans!].  The females do all of the biting in order to use the blood to develop their eggs.  The males simply hang around near the “host” [human or animal] waiting for females to show up for the blood.  Then they pounce and mate [sort of like singles bars for humans.]
At any rate, we had soaked ourselves in DEET repellant before leaving our tents and proceeded to make a nice breakfast of grits with the no-see-ums simply as frustrated spectators.   As we were eating near our tents, a female thru-hiker, apparently in her 50’s, passed by and informed us to be careful once we began hiking toward Pass Mountain because there were two bear cubs “playing” near the trail only perhaps a few hundred yards from us.  This got our attention, because where there are bear cubs, there is always the mother bear nearby.  Mother bears are not to be trifled with around their cubs (another commonality with humans!)  
This lady went on to tell us that she was hiking the A.T. with a male companion, but that he always walked an hour or so ahead, but waited for her at the hut where they spent the nights together.  [From a male perspective, what a sweet arrangement!]  We told her about our rattlesnake encounter the previous afternoon, and wished her well.

We never saw the bear cubs or their mother as we hiked up Pass Mountain.  Once on top, the no-see-ums were nowhere to be found, and the view to the west was spectacular.  Life was once again very good.
I thought you might like to know.
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