Rocking Rag 

by

Eyes Right

Sperryville, VA   -  I had a close encounter with a black bear near here the other day.  It appeared to be a juvenile, more than a cub, but less than an adult.  It stared at me for a minute, then leisurely sauntered across the large rocks to my right and out of sight.

But not out of mind.  Knowing that one is definitely sharing turf with a large wild animal who on occasion decides to attack/maul/eat humans does keep one on edge.  The feeling was not primarily fear, but rather an awareness that life can quickly take an unforeseen turn.  I have no idea what the bear was thinking.
We were in the midst of a hike on Old Rag.  It is one of the premier climbing/hiking hills in the mid-Atlantic and is located east of Skyline Drive in the Shenandoah National Park.  Although it is less than 3500 ft at its summit (3291 ft. to be exact), the three mile trail up its eastern slope is a challenge for everyday hikers.  You begin in a parking lot maintained by U.S. Park rangers several narrow roads off of State Route 231 about 10 miles south of Sperryville, Virginia.  Both the parking lot and the trailhead itself are notable for a lack of signage.  It helps to have been here before.  

The entrance fee is negligible ($15 for a family), and the rangers do provide a trail map and other information.  The rest is up to you.  The trail head is not at the parking lot, but is 3/4 mile up a narrow, paved road with older homes sporadically along the way.  There is, it turns out, a very small parking lot (for perhaps 10 cars) at the trailhead, but it fills at oh-dark-thirty on weekends and is simply not an option for anyone arriving after 6 AM.  
The first two miles of the trail up Old Rag are what one would expect, that is, a series of increasingly steep switchbacks through a rather dense collection of mostly deciduous trees.  But then Old Rag becomes interesting.  What follows for the next mile is an extremely challenging rock scramble, over, through, and sometimes under, huge boulders.  The trail is marked by blue painted markers on the rocks.  Most of the difficult sections can be eventually navigated by anyone in decent shape, including this somewhat overweight sexagenarian.  I say “eventually” because some of the trail involves tight squeezes between huge boulders, or 15 foot drops straight down into a crevice.  Only once did we require assistance from a fellow climber, who graciously pulled us up a slippery ascent between some nasty rocks.  
As I mentioned, this rock scramble is a full mile in length, so it is possible to find yourself in a bit of difficulty.  We encountered the bear about 2/3 of the way in the scramble.  Just before this sighting, we came upon a group of teens who had apparently decided to do Old Rag on a whim.   One of the girls in the group was obviously not a frequent hiker, and she had sat down refusing to go further in spite of pleading from her friends.  Since it was about 3 PM when we saw her, I have no idea how they managed to get down the mountain, or if she is still there waiting for the rangers to rescue her.

The payoff is the summit.  Imagine enjoying a picnic while sitting on a flat rock watching hawks soar below – far below.  The view is intoxicating, no matter the direction.  The Blue Ridge Mountains really are blue and the farmland in the distance brings images of the view from the Magic Kingdom.  We hated to leave, but we did not want to be on the mountain at night with the bears.

There is an option to the rock scramble for the descent.  It consists of three miles of switchbacks down the western slope until you meet a fire road of 3 more miles which follows a creek back to the trailhead.  The spring had been unusually wet, so the creek was roaring, and the sound of its waters crashing through the rocks provided a symphony to celebrate our sense of accomplishment.
We had begun around 1 in the afternoon, and reached the parking lot just after 7.  I cannot think of a more interesting, physically challenging, and delightful six hours, in spite of, or because of, the bear.
I thought you might like to know.
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