M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
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06 - 30 - 07 to 07-02-07 - Brown Mountain - Rockytop BP Loop: As has been stated in an earlier post, we have been neglecting the exploration of the southern district of Shenandoah National Park for quite some time. This was our first foray as an organized group into this area. Although only a little over 18 miles in length the ruggedness of the terrain and the distance between campsites compelled us to design this outing as a three day trip with a moderately long day sandwiched between two short days. The landscape had been drastically altered by a devastating fire in 1986 that totally wiped out thousands of acres of oak forest. A few skeletons of trees still stand to remind us. An unintentional consequence of the forest fire is that it left behind sweeping views of the surrounding ridges, the Shenandoah Valley, Massanutten Mountain and the beginnings of the Allegheny Mountains.
I was joined on this one by Ted E. Bear, Cognac Jack, Roger Ram Jet and Dick. We tried to arrange our departure time such that we arrived at the Brown Mountain Overlook by noon but ended up pulling in around 11:00. There was still a bit of a haze but the views were nice nonetheless. 
We took our time hiking the Brown Mountain Trail, savoring every vista we came to. One that still amazes me is rather simple, looking across a valley in the Park with a view of a miniature Seneca Rocks as found in WV. The descent was a little longer than we cared for but we pulled into camp at 3:00 P.M. Three of us took the spot by the natural Jacuzzi on Big Run while the other two headed upstream about 500 yards to another secluded campsite. After setting up camp we spent a good bit of time relaxing in the stream and letting the ripples massage our backs. After dinner and some campsite comradary (no fires allowed in the SNP) we all went to sleep to the sounds of a distant Whippoorwill. 
Knowing that we had a major climb without the aid of a canopy before us we all arose early the next day and were on the trail by 8:45. The climb was worth it. A cold front had come through the area during the night leaving the skies crystal clear. Once we reached the main ridge line it seemed the entire Shenandoah Valley, the southern end of Massanutten Mountain and the easternmost ridges of the Allegheny Mountains lay before us. The higher we climbed the better the view became. On the northern end the trail was a mixture of sand, talus rocks, heavy brush and a few patches of deep woods. We took lunch at what can be considered "The back" of Rockytop, a huge talus rock outcrop with an unabated panorama of everything we had seen to that point. After lunch there was a little more climbing on rocky trails until we reached the true submit. From there the trail became mostly grassy and, for the most part, downhill. 
We were into camp by 3:30. It was a slightly overgrown area but with enough good ground to hold us all. I had scouted it a couple of weeks ago. Topo maps suggested that there might be a better spot a little further downstream but not having the chance to check it out before hand I elected to stay with a sure thing. We all went to bed early that night. Halfway through we were awaked by the constant calls of two Great Horned Owls and a Screech Owl apparently having some kind of disagreement. I think the Great Horned Owls won.
The first two miles of the last day was an easy downhill romp along Big Run. As  suspected, in about 0.67 miles we passed the best dang campsite in the entire watershed. It was on a long flat bench under some still surviving Hemlock trees. It was huge with little or no rocks and a dense carpet of needles as a floor. After marking the spot on my GPS unit we continued on. We checked out a swimming hole below our turn-off point but the 60 degree air temperature caused us all to vote in unison to forgo the previously planned last dip. About an hour latter we probably all regretted it. We proceeded to climb for the last three miles back to the cars. The first mile wasn't too bad but this hiker was really huffing and puffing at the halfway point. Still, we all made it out of the woods by a little after 12:00. We were all in good shape and ready to try some good food at the Thunderbird Diner.
