A.T. Day Three P.M.
by

Eyes Right

Thornton Gap, A.T., VA -  The hike down Pass Mountain to Thornton Gap descends slowly with an elevation change of approximately 1000 ft.  It is a pleasant walk, and, as we neared the junction of U.S. 211 and the Blue Ridge Parkway, traffic noise began to be heard.  Having spent the past three days in deep woods along the Appalachian Trail, we had mixed feelings about the new sounds. 
Our destination was the Panorama Restaurant, which was shown on the map we were using to be near the intersection.  Once off the A.T. we walked on the Parkway across 211, but there was no restaurant to be found.  My hiking companion, Hank, suggested that we leave our backpacks with me on the overpass, while he walked to the nearby ranger station at the automobile entrance to the Parkway.  When he returned, he brought the bad news that the restaurant had been gone for many years.  

This confirmed what we had found to be a recurring theme over the past three days, that is, the charts, maps, and guide books for hiking trails are not always accurate.  On several occasions we had looked in vain for huts and day-use cabins shown on our maps.  If they were in the area, we could not find them.  Most of the information for these maps and guide books is provided and compiled by volunteers and is updated only when funds are available.  Our map, for example, was the 17th edition and had last been updated in 2005, nearly 4 years earlier.  We had a GPS unit with us, but none of our maps had latitude or longitude information on them, so, other than providing real-time altitude readings occasionally, the GPS had little value.  Nonetheless, a hiker would be foolish to undertake a multi-day hike on these trails without some form of information available to assist in determining where you are.  
If we had been bitten by a rattlesnake or mauled by a bear, the GPS would provide an instant set of coordinates for someone to find you.  However, I am not certain how we would have transmitted this location information to anyone, as cell phone coverage was very intermittent, and usually non-existent.  The bottom line for hiking on remote trails is that you are pretty much on your own, and you had better be prepared for any number of contingencies.  Of course, this advice runs counter to the reality of having to carry everything you may foresee needing.   Prior to our departure, we had made a list of items to bring along, but some tough decisions had to be made to drop some “stuff” due to weight considerations.  We ended up with our packs weighing just over 42 pounds.  Most of the weight comes from food and fluids; the remainder is associated with basic camping items such as tent, sleeping bag, and cooking utensils.  One unusual item which I insisted on carrying was a plastic urinal so that I would not have to leave the safety of my tent during the middle of the night.  I am certain that the thru-hikers and other veteran hikers would sneer at this luxury!
We had decided at the end of Day 2 to end our Appalachian Trail adventure after 3 days.  Our initial intention was to hike all 105 miles of the Shenandoah Park segment of the A.T. over a period of 7 days.  Our decision to terminate was based on the soreness of our legs, and the fact that we had traversed only 35 miles in three days, not nearly enough to complete the 105 miles in our allotted time frame due to commitments on the other end.  Basically, we had overestimated our capabilities as rookie hikers.  However, we had enjoyed a spectacular experience on the A.T. and had obtained a full flavor of the challenges and the pleasures.  

As we waited in a picnic area near Thornton Gap for our ride back to northern Virginia, we noticed that we had company.  A very large black bear came strolling out of the nearby woods and crossed over the far side of the parking lot.  I swear that I heard him call us “Wusses” – or maybe it was “I’ll get you the next time!”  After giving us a cursory glance, he disappeared into the woods.
I thought you might like to know.
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