A.T. Day Two P.M.
by

Eyes Right

Beahm’s Gap, A.T., VA -  By the time Hank, my hiking companion, and I completed our cheeseburger lunch at the camp store at Elkwallow Wayside, it was obvious that we had little chance of making it to our intended rest stop for the night, namely the hut at Pass Mountain.  Because Elkwallow is at lower elevation (2200 ft.), we also had a considerable climb facing us to get back up to the altitudes typical of the Appalachian Trail in Virginia.  And our legs were hurting.
After resting our bare feet in the grass near the picnic table while we enjoyed the cheeseburger, we once again forced our feet into our now well-worn boots and headed south.  We groaned as the trail proceeded further downhill because we had learned that every downhill means only that you now have to pay the price with a subsequent uphill.  Our packs were still near 42 lbs, so every hill was both a mental and a physical challenge.  
Soon we began a rather steep, and moderately nasty, uphill.  It seemed to last forever, although our map indicated that it would be just over a mile.  This was another of the “no-name” mountains of the A.T., which attack your psyche.  It was about this point that we saw our first bear.  

It was a black bear, medium in size.   It was foraging for food and quickly galloped from sight when it realized that we were in its zone.  For us, our pulses picked up, and we began to consciously make more noise by talking to each other louder, often even if we had little to say of note.  Our theory was two-fold:  (1) a warned bear is not a surprised bear, and (2) a surprised bear may take offense at our presence and do something stupid, such as attacking us, or simply ripping off our heads.
Once we successfully navigated this bear’s turf, our senses remained on high alert. We took turns in the lead.  Whoever was in front concentrated on the trail directly ahead while looking primarily for rattlesnakes.  The person in the rear looked ahead on both sides for bears.  Once again, it was very apparent that there is little opportunity to soak up the scenery of the forest; we were simply trying to get through alive.  

There are, however, occasions on the Appalachian Trail where the inherent beauty simply forces you to stop and “smell the roses.”  Obviously some of the rock outcrops providing dramatic vistas of the valleys below fall into this category.  But, for us, some of the best moments were when we entered a damp area of the woods where ferns showing a magnificent green stretched for hundreds of yards on both sides of the trail.  We always managed to stop, rest, and hydrate ourselves when these visual extravaganzas were available.

As the sun began its late afternoon path toward the horizon, we began to look for a possible location to set up our tents for the night.  Unfortunately, the trail was now ascending Neighbor Mountain, which, we soon decided, was NOT a good neighbor.  Generally the trails on the A.T. are well manicured, that is, the vegetation is whacked down occasionally and there is sufficient room for side-by-side walking.   Much of this trail maintenance is done by local volunteers, “Trail Angels,” who take ownership of a given section and ensure that it is properly maintained.  This section of the trail was rather overgrown, and, more alarmingly, there were absolutely zero locations suitable for camping.  The terrain was essentially a continuous rock pile on both sides of the trail, and/or the vegetation was far too thick to safely bushwhack.   This was about the time we ran into our second bear.
This one was also medium in size, but was far closer to the trail.  It was using its front paws to turn over large boulders in a search for the grubs underneath.  Once again, we made considerable noise, but this bear did not run.  It simply looked at us, and continued its search for grubs.  We decided to mimic the bear, that is, we minded our own business and continued on.  The bear did not bother to wave goodbye.  Grubs will do that to you.
Finally we once again reached a crossing of the Blue Ridge Parkway at Beahm’s Gap, and nearby, we found a suitable camping location near the intersection of the A.T. and a horse trail.  We cleared an area under some low-hanging trees, set up our tents, cooked a quick dinner, hung our “bear bag” from a tree not in our immediate vicinity, and soon crashed into deep sleep –almost.  The problem was human, namely a truck full of loud good ole boys had apparently pulled off the Blue Ridge Parkway at the nearby overlook. They proceeded to raise hell for at least 15 minutes.  Hank and I had both seen the movie, Deliverance, many years ago, and suddenly bears looked good in comparison.

But they finally left, with squealing tires, of course.  There were no mice, no snoring, and we immediately fell deep asleep.  All went well until later in the night when we were woken by the sound of increasingly loud unidentified animal noises approaching.  The sound was somewhat like coyotes, but not exactly.  I grabbed by bear repellant and prepared for the worst, but whatever was approaching suddenly decided to go the other direction.  Apparently prayer does sometimes work.
I thought you might like to know.
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