M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
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09/22 to 25/07 - Car Camping in the South District of SNP with day hikes (Hike details, photos and maps to follow at a later date.): Janet and I visited this area back in May and so thoroughly enjoyed it that we decided to take a mini-fall vacation there. We asked the Koyote Kid to join us. We arrived at the Loft Mountain Campground around 12:30 -1:00 and set up camp for 4 glorious days. The weather was perfect with not a hint of rain and the nights were cool ... just right for camping. That night we dined on Chicken Corn Chowder and Jalapeno Corn Muffins. It was the perfect meal for the occasion.
The next day the K.K. and I headed out from camp on a hike of about 12.7 miles. We first headed north on the AT, visiting something like 5 vistas along the way. We turned onto the Frazier Discovery Trail where we soon found 2 outstanding vistas looking west across the Big Run drainage and the Shenandoah Valley beyond. To the south Trayfoot Mountain stood out. (We would be bagging that peak tomorrow!). The Frazier family herded the cattle of the Pattersons who owned much of the land on Loft Mountain. We descended to the Loft Mountain Wayside, turned north a few yards and then turned west on the Patterson Ridge Trail. 
After a steep but short climb we reached the crest of the ridge. The walk for the next few miles would be flat or downhill. On a recent backpacking trip I met the trail maintainer for that trail. He said that it wasn't that impressive of a trail. We found it to be wonderfully groomed, easy to walk and, contrary to what he told me, possessing several nice partial views of the surrounding area. The views are probably better during the winter. It also appeared that if one would bushwhack to the southern edge of the ridge better views might be had. We descended to Big Run and lunched at a nice swimming hole. The rest of the hike would be all uphill from here. The first 2 miles were quite gradual as we walked up the Big Run Portal Trail. The climb up to Skyline Drive was a little tougher but the switchbacks were a godsend. With about 3/4 of a mile and 400 feet of elevation gain to go we recovered for a few minutes at the overlook. We then walked north on SLD and reconnected with the AT via a short walk (Handful of steps) on the Doyle River Tr. After visiting one last vista we sucked it up and quickly finished the last 0.5 miles of the trek. That night we had simple dinners and spent some time around the fire. Sleep came early since we knew Trayfoot Mountain would be waiting for us in the morning. 
The trailhead for the Trayfoot Mountain/Paine Run Loop required us to drive south on SLD for about 15 minutes. We were hiking north on the AT a little after 9:00. It was a long, gradual 800 foot climb to Black Rock but it was well worth it. Once there we dropped our packs and scramble to the top of the rock pile with our cameras to enjoy a 300 degree view. Trayfoot Mountain loomed in front of us. The guide book claimed that the  climb to it's summit from Black Rock was a mere 200 feet. The book is definitely wrong. It obviously didn't consider that one has to descend quite a bit before starting the climb. Once at the USGS marker for the summit we checked our GPS units. Both showed that we had ascended nearly 400 feet from the saddle between Black Rock and the summit and it felt like it. The hike along the ridge was pretty nice. We had some partial views early on but the best views came at and just after some large rock outcroppings. We could look across the Paine Run valley, back at the summit and then, as the rate of descent began to increase, the ominous looking Buzzard Knob right in front of us. There were also a a couple of fine views west across the Shenandoah Valley. Once again switchbacks played a key role making getting off of the mountain relatively easy. After reaching the nearly dry run we took a lunch break. The hike up the run was on a nearly straight old service road. It was a gradual grade but parts of it were exposed to the bright sun making the effort a little harder than it would be on a cloudy or cooler day. Examination of the woods on our right revealed that there had been a forest fire here which apparently destroyed the majority of the canopy. Fortunately the road served as a fire break as the woods on the left were tall and pretty lush. Maps indicated that we would have a pretty steep climb up to our cars but by the time we reached the first switchback we had less than a 400 foot gain over a bit more than a mile. We casually walked the last bit taking a couple of short breaks along the way. We were back at camp by about 3:30. We showered, had a nice cocktail hour and started the charcoal briquettes so that Che` Koyote could work his magic with those steaks that had been marinating since the previous day. Janet prepare noodles as a side dish. Me ... I kept the wine coming. We said our good-byes to K.K. since he would be leaving early the next day and Janet and I would be heading south to find a trailhead for an upcoming backpacking trip. It was definitely a memorable trip.
