Julie’s 56th Birthday Extravaganza: ‘You’re In Rural Georgia!”
25-29 March 2005

(A little background: Two days before the trip, prudent J&R take the Suburu to the dealer for her 30K-mile/$500 check up. When they return at 5 PM, they are informed that their tires are low on tread and “cupping”, which can damage the all-wheel drive. No one thinks to call them during the day to suggest putting on new tires. “You should be all right except for mountains and rain.” J&R drive out into deluge. Next day, buy 4 new tires at Firestone. Delighted at the quiet and frisky new Su! They are so ready! Set! Go!)

25 March, Good Friday, warm and sunny
Greenville, SC 

Paris Mountain State Park is 6 miles northeast of Greenville. We arrive about 1 PM and hike the strenuous 4-mile Sulphur Springs (no smell) Loop Trail beside a lovely mountain lake created by one of several castellated dams built by the Paris Mountain water company in the late 19th century. We had to pay for surprise waterfalls by scrambling straight up and then round-about down through budding hardwood forest. Developed by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1935, the park has two easier trails, a lake for swimming, and picnic and camping areas. Temperatures are in the mid-70s; redbuds and peach orchards in bloom.
Falls Park on the Reedy is in downtown Greenville. We drive there around 5:30 PM, having freshened up from the hike at the Hampton Inn, Woodruff St., where they offer cookies at the front desk and seem never to have ventured off-site. We have to dodge some sort of festival higher up Main Street but have no trouble finding the entrance or parking. Just down from bustling shops and restaurants, a spectacular cantilevered suspension bridge crosses a wide falls made from huge slabs of rock. Reminds Julie of Pedernales Falls in Texas, and the scene is so much like San Antonio – a riverwalk; everybody out enjoying the evening; beautiful landscaping and twinkle lights; ducks foraging among the rocks at the top – that when we dine outside at the Overlook Grill - overlooking the falls and bridge - we can only order brisket, Texas-style. At some point, Julie and Aaron notice what they think is a huge orange streetlight across the river and behind Roy’s head – it’s the full moon rising, peach-colored! Absolutely no one else seems to notice, but we are dazzled.
Mice on Main. After dinner, we take a stroll along Main Street, eager to see the nine bronze mice hidden there, inspired by Goodnight Moon. We have forgotten to bring the internet literature with clues about where to find them and see nothing. We ask an out-there hotel employee – no joy. Aaron asks a (good-looking) young woman passing by; she’s stumped for a moment and then points down – the mice are mouse-sized. We’d never have spotted them without her.
Shoeless Joe. By now, our feet are tired, so we window-shop through the historic West End back to the car, promising to return someday for the art museum and the statue of Shoeless Joe Jackson. We have no sooner turned the corner than we see it and jump out for a photo op. Joe Jackson began his baseball career in Greenville, went on to play for the Chicago White Sox, and was immortalized in Field of Dreams, one of Roy’s favorite films. They pose together for Aaron, with bats.
26 March, Saturday, Julie’s 56th Birthday, sunny and hot
I85, ~9:30 AM. Barreling toward the 11:30 meet with Mike and Susan and fondly recalling the time their boat battery died on Lake Hartwell within view of this very spot, a terrible noise erupts, and Roy steers Su to the shoulder. The right rear tire is f-l-a-t. How can this be? It’s the Hantgan Curse! Roy gets on the cell and calls the Suburu service number. The road is so noisy he can hardly hear; Julie screams location information: the exit number - 177, Lavonia - is staring her in the face. Su representative, horrified: “You’re in rural Georgia!” as in, don’t expect much. Garage contacted; at least 55-minute wait predicted. Roy and Aaron haul the bags out onto the grass and discover that the spare is a brand-new Bridgestone. Great! They try to change it themselves, but the lug nuts won’t come off. They are screwed. A state trooper sails by; one elderly couple from Florida stops to offer help but, in fact, cannot.
Approximately 55 minutes from the blow-out, a little truck pulls up, driven by Yosemite Sam or a ZZ Top look-alike. Roy explains the situation; our savior says, “I got a cheater bar.” Two, actually: a 4-way socket wrench and a 4-foot piece of pipe. “Give me a lever and a place to stand,” Julie quotes Archimedes, as the tire is changed. The little truck has no compressor, so to fill the tire up and buy a new spare, we’re told to go to the Wal-Mart at Exit 144. Back on the road, a robot at Suburu calls to ask Julie to respond to a customer-satisfaction survey. She declines. We expect a nightmare at Wal-Mart and are starting to give up hope on the afternoon’s exciting and much-anticipated plans.
But at Exit 144, Julie sees a TA (Truckstop of America) service center, and the attendant kindly guides them to a tire shop a few miles away: “You’d be at Wal-Mart all day,” he confirms. At the tire shop, which closes in 30 minutes, the Bridgestone is filled and determined to be a safe match with the other 3, and we buy an adequate spare for $20. Julie calls Susan to let her know what’s happening, and we race on toward the meet, only ~1:45 hr late.

Dawsonville Pool Room. Dawsonville is the site of an annual Moonshine Festival and hometown of NASCAR driver Bill Elliot, nicknamed “Million Dollar Bill” when his 1985 victories in the Daytona 500, the Winston 500 at Talladega, and the Southern 500 at Darlington earned him the first Winston million-dollar bonus. We find the Pool Room and Mike and Susan, who have been touring this little burg for over an hour, without further cell phone orienteering. Susan is holding a table, and the joint is jumping. It has the self-proclaimed world’s largest collection of Elliot memorabilia, and we’re a little worried someone will take a poke at Aaron in his Jeff Gordon hat. The specialty here is the Bully Burger. As we learn from the menu, Bully was once the only employee, and when he had any trouble remembering the orders, he just gave you a burger with everything, now called the Bully Burger. What else would you have? Susan and Aaron also have Happy Face Fries, which seem to be reconstituted mashed potatoes shaped into happy faces and deep-fat fried. Roy thinks they might be better if they were cooked longer. The restroom door says it’s the world’s fastest, but with the walls papered with fascinating newspaper racing clips, that seems dubious. In any case, service is absent-minded and slow. We have to gobble to have time to shoot photos of the dynamite mural in the parking lot and make it to our next stop, which is only ~15 minutes away, Bill Elliot speed.
Kangaroo Conservation Center. We arrive breathless at the 87-acre preserve, whose website and reservation clerk had both led us to believe we had better not be late. It boasts the largest collection of kangaroos outside of Australia, about 200. We begin the tour at an outdoor cage holding two pairs of blue-winged kookaburras on each side. They refuse to perform their “jungle-cry” for us, even prodded with a “here-comes-trouble” tape recording, but we can’t refrain from singing “Laugh, Kookaburra, Laugh” for the entire vacation and beyond. They look something like kingfishers with big beaks, and these are the only ones in North America, including their 2 kooklets (I’m not making this word up), King and Prince, who are among the few successfully bred in captivity. We will see them fleetingly in an educational presentation in the barn, when they are as uncooperative as their parents.
Inside the barn, seated on bleachers around a dirt-floor, first, we rub our hands with antibacterial soap to protect the animals against our germs. Jeremy introduces us to a very small wallaby named Derek. This species of kangaroo was the first seen by Dutch explorers when they landed on Australia in 1629, but imported animals either preyed on them (foxes and cats) or competed with them (rabbits), so now they are almost extinct on the mainland. In adapting to living on islands, they can drink salt water.
We also see 3 different types of kangaroos – red, eastern grey, and western gray. The largest red males can grow to ~9 feet fully extended to reach for leaves on high branches. Their keepers can tell them apart by name, based on various patterns of ear clipping, which, they claim, doesn’t hurt. We are all amazed when Emily and her joey come out, and the joey demonstrates how, at about 2/3rds the size of his mom, he can still fit in her pouch. Women in the audience exchange sympathetic groans. The word kangaroo is Aborigine for “I don’t understand the question,” and their young are called joeys because that’s how the picture (photo?) that introduced them to the British public was signed, by Joey, the artist.
Contrary to what Roy has overheard from grad students in the hallway, kangaroos do not rip out your genitals like the raptors in Jurassic Park but tend to hop away from people, at speeds up to ~55 mph. They can’t walk or move backwards. Their tails balance them for fast hopping; for the slow forward rock, they stabilize the body while the back limbs are in the air, and the males rear back on them and kick during mating season combat.  (Ask me another question about kangaroos!)
We’re less thrilled by the brush-tailed bettong, also known as the rat-kangaroo, because, although no relation, it looks like a big rat. Happily, this one runs right out of the arena and back to its stall. It’s another critically endangered species in Australia. The kooklets King and Prince are also shy about performance, but the show explicitly avoids making the animals into toys. The commands they’re taught only elicit behaviors that help in their care.
The show concludes with a Guenther's dik-dik, a tiny antelope native to Africa, which the center bred until, in 2003, it changed focus to Australia. Snout is the size of a sheltie, with twiggy legs and a long nose. He has a gland located just in front of his eyes that he uses to mark everyone in the front row who puts a hand out. The front-row folks have gotten to pet most of the furry animals.
While half of our group now goes off in a 1968 Army truck that Roy calls a deuce-and-a-half, we scope out some pretty little Australian waterfowl: the maned goose, also known as the Australian wood duck, and the chestnut teal, and pet the wallabies and Snout in their cages. Then we’re off for a 15-minute jaunt in the truck, high up on benches, passing East African crowned cranes and kangaroo mobs (the proper mass noun for them; Aaron has been joking about kangstas). Some demonstrate a leisurely group-hop; some lounge on a hip or on their backs with their legs up; some browse. Our driver can identify each by name even at this distance and regales us with more facts about kangaroos, Australia, and the conservation center. Although kangaroos are not presently endangered, with Australia losing species at the fastest rate in the world, the center aims to assure they’re preserved. We can see Springer Mountain in the distance. Its height strikes fear in our hearts!
Next, we take the 1/4 mile “Aussie Walkabout", a path that winds beside the kangaroo enclosures, including the breeding field, where we see lots of moms with joeys. We’re accompanied by our knowledgeable tour guide, who answers every question we have about kangaroos and then some. The tour costs $27.50; $22.50 for children over the age of 8; younger children are not admitted. They run Tuesday through Saturday; reservations required. For more information, see www.kangaroocenter.com. Great gift shop.
Amicalola Falls State Park Lodge, only 15 miles northeast of Dawsonville and just a hop from the KCC, rises at the top of the ridge, above the 729-foot waterfall. It’s new but rustic, with lots of glass, exposed wood and stone, and a serious bear theme. We fill a cart with our bags (“You’re staying one night?”) and elevator up to adjoining rooms on the fourth floor with beautiful panoramic views of the mountains. Soon, the adjoining door is open, and we pop celebratory champagne. The schemers have put together a surprise birthday picnic. We drive down to tables beside the stream that pours down into the falls. Cat tablecloth, animal paper plates, more wine, crackers and cheese, pistachios, and sunflower seeds precede the main course, Mike’s Technicolor Beans and Shrimp with Grapes. A glorious feast!  Meanwhile, Julie gets a lot of great presents, including a CD of Robert Randolph and Family, “Unclassified,” which we are blasting from Mike and Susan’s Honda CRV, dancing and whooping it up, when the ranger drives by to tell us we’re parked in a handicapped space. It’s completely dark, the moon and stars hidden by clouds, and there’s only one other car in the lot – a smooching couple who disappeared down the staircase beside the falls some time ago. We send out our usual representatives: Roy, to suggest harmless seniority, and Susan, in case guile is needed. They pledge to move the car. The ranger drives off; we plug in the North Mississippi Allstars and eat cheesecake! At some point, we return to the lodge to explore. Who knows how or when we get to bed? 
In the night, thunderstorms . . .

March 27, Sunday, fog
We wake to thick fog. Can’t see the mountains. We hope deer and other befuddled critters will bumble close to the large flagstone patio out back, but no such luck, and everything is dripping wet. We have a big buffet breakfast and then pack up for The Hike Inn. Object of the game: take everything we’ll need; keep the packs light. We know now that we’ll be wearing our flannels and raingear. The Edelson Hantgans bring gloves. R, J, M, & S bring wine, and J has a plastic traveling bottle of bourbon; Aaron and Susan carry water. We’ve got Easter chocolates, too.
We set off about 11 AM. The five-mile hike is very pleasant, although there are no views, and the raincoats and packs make us incredibly hot. Mike and Susan are doing better in matching orange ponchos, plus they look like amanita mushrooms when they sit together on a log for a break. (About the ones I’m thinking, the internet reports: “The Fly Agaric’s toxins are not fatal but cause extreme sweating, delirium, and raving. Don't be tricked into drinking the urine of someone who has eaten this mushroom to experience visions!“) The trail is wide and well-maintained, with easy stream crossings over bridges or rocks, and never terribly steep, but our topo map, complete with inset of elevation vs distance, shows that it’s uphill both ways. We trudge up and down through hardwood forest and rhododendron glades, which seem rather magical in the fog.
The Hike Inn.  We’re almost surprised when the Len Foote Hike Inn emerges from the mist – it’s our destination. We weigh our packs on a hook in the flagstone seating area in front of the reception office: Susan’s is lightest at 14 pounds; Roy, toting Abbie’s Peace Corps pack, is heaviest at 26. We walked at a relaxed pace with a lot of breaks and took 3 hours, as we expected and the average time, according to the trailhead sign. The weather has held off, so we are not drowned rats. With our 15-year history of wet camping trips together, we’re grateful.
Built in 1998, the inn is accessible only by foot. It’s named after Len Foote, the model for the comic strip "Mark Trail", a conservationist, biologist, and nature photographer who lived and worked in Georgia until his death in 1989.  It consists of four wooden buildings, inspired by traditional Japanese inns, with broad eaves and steeply pitched rooves and raised off the ground on stilts to minimize the grade. The 20 narrow guest rooms have bunk beds, shelves, a stool, a heater, a fan for warm weather, lights, and a small mirror. Julie is separated from Roy and Aaron by a door they leave open for one long room. Sheets, towels, blankets, pillows, soap, and shampoo are provided. The place is warm, dry, tight – no mice – spotless, and connected to the communal rooms by covered staircases. The bathhouse a few steps further downhill has men’s and women’s wash rooms, with 2 showers and several sinks each, and several individual composting toilets, all with electric heat. 
Continuing downhill is the dining room. Hot and cold drinks are available at all times, and a woodstove makes it cozy. The Sunrise Room below it has a deck with rockers from which ordinarily we would enjoy spectacular views of the Blue Ridge. Inside, the woodstove is cranking, and other guests of all ages are playing cards and board games, reading, and chatting. After cleaning up, making our beds, and having a cup of coffee, we join them. They’re really competitive: 
Them: “How long did it take you?”

 

Us: “Three hours.”

“We did it in 2.”

“You were speedy.”

“I don’t think we were all that speedy.”

“Ok, we’re slow. We’re old!”

“It didn’t feel like we were speedy.”

Roy puts and end to this humiliation by taking up the challenge of a metal puzzle, sort of like handcuffs, and is happily rescued by a teen who has it figured out. “How do you think like a physicist would do?” the young man wonders. I point to Roy, still stumped after he’s been shown how twice: “He IS a physicist.” 

Dinner is announced at 6:30 by a bell. At four big picnic tables, we sit down to macaroni and cheese, pork tenderloin, broccoli, and a lovely mesclun salad, followed by Blondies – the butterscotch equivalent of a brownie with vanilla ice cream. Mmm mmm. Although alcohol is discouraged, we are discreet about what’s in our cups, until another guest exclaims, “I can smell that!” as Julie passes him with red wine. “I knew I should have brought some,” he laments, and we’re relieved we don’t have to be any more discreet, like chugging it down in our rooms. We’re fairly determined to drink it, since we’re going to have to port the bottles and cups out. The dining room policy reflects this standard of accountability: you take it, you eat it. Residue on the plates is weighed before it’s scraped and waste recorded on a wall-of-shame white board. We have zero and give ourselves a big hand, not like Saturday’s group, who earned a frowny face for some 2 oz. 
We go up to the reception office, which also has a woodstove, rather than attend the vermiculture talk, which Mike and Susan have heard and Roy, Julie, and Aaron don’t want to. We’re avoiding the guy monopolizing the lamp, ostentatiously reading We Wish to Inform You that Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families in the Sunrise Room and glaring at others for talking. The office also has a good collection of browsing books and comfy places to sit. We discuss trail options with Brandon, one of the staff. Mike and Susan crash at about 8; Julie at 9; Aaron goes down to the Sunrise Room and learns a new, fiendishly complicated card game called Euchre. He and Roy make it to 10. Brief crisis: Julie goes to the bathroom without realizing that Roy has set the doors to lock. The key is in the room. They signal the manager, and he solves the problem, apparently quite routine, within minutes. From then on, they leave their doors unlocked.
March 28, Monday, wet and cold
We have not yet seen the mountains. At 8 AM, over breakfast - scrambled eggs, bacon, apple cornbread, grits – some of our companions plan to hike the 9 miles back and forth to Springer Mountain, the beginning of the Appalachian Trail. We first buy long-sleeved Hike Inn T-shirts; Roy gets a Hike Inn pin for his hat, and Susan replaces the Hike Inn hat that Mike LOST in Scotland. Brandon is so concerned about this threat to M&S’s marriage that he sells her the last remaining hat off the head of a 5-foot stuffed bear (acrylic, not taxidermy) that fills one corner of the office.

Suitably clad, to assess our own readiness for Springer, we take a 1.5 mile hike to a rock outcropping, during which we note that it’s sleeting. A white crystal on Mike’s sleeve is photographed in evidence. We cannot detect what the rocks are cropping out of. We eat a chocolate Irish setter. On our return to the inn, we meet the Springer Mountain party heading out. We’re going to worry a little about them all day, but not as much as the woman from Tampa, who convinced her reluctant husband she had to come up here and hike and is now not hiking, while he is, and ragging on him to us about it. We hear all this in the Sunrise Room, where we can now freely talk, since the glaring reader has left – in full hiking kit with sharp creases – either brand new, or he packed in an iron. Mike noodles softly on the guitar – yes, “Laugh, Kookaburra”, plus Bach; we look at glossy, heavy photo books, converse, and eventually eat the bag lunches we ordered yesterday – an apple, a choice of sandwiches, a big cookie.
In the afternoon, we venture out again, trying for a lookout tower. We’re almost there, when the trail takes a sudden dip, and from the excellent contour map, we realize we’re going to have to climb steeply, AND WE STILL WON’T BE ABLE TO SEE A THING. The weather is frankly miserable. We’ve enjoyed the exercise but are not unhappy, after hot showers, a shot of whiskey, and more chocolate in J, R, and Aa’s room, to return to the Sunrise Room, where Aaron is found teaching some children to play blackjack, much to the amusement of their parents, who are sipping wine. The Springer Mountain party returns in fine shape, although they ask us what the view is like, since we hiked the approach trail a few years ago in good weather. The woman from Tampa is clearly disappointed that her husband, nicknamed Tidy Dave because he is miraculously free of mud, is uninjured. 
Dinner this evening is pot roast, mashed potatoes, perfectly cooked carrots, salad, rolls, and iced spice cake. Again, we clean our plates and would have eaten more rolls if there’d been more rolls. We stay for a slide show about wildflowers, during which Julie and Susan earn mad points for having seen and identified pussytoes on the trail up and eaten, in Canada, fiddleheads. Aaron heads down to the Sunrise Room for the cut-throat card play, while the rest stay in the reception office for an interesting conversation with the Hike Inn manager about local birds and other wildlife we might see (but don’t) and what it’s like to manage the place.  Later, we meet and swap travel stories with a couple from Wisconsin, who visited their son and daughter-in-law in the Peace Corps in Borneo. 

Thunderstorms, high winds, and teeming rain when we hit the sheets. Sometime in the early morning, however, it clears. Those who are awake go out to see the almost full moon, the stars, and the lights of civilization, actually a lot more than we expected. We’re not as remote as we thought. The wind, rattling the trees and scudding masses of cloud off to the north, is too severe for much stargazing. A bit later (at breakfast, the manager tells us, “4:19”), the power goes out. Roy and Susan make this discovery on a bathroom run, but by the time Roy WAKES JULIE UP to tell her, the power is restored. There’s a generator, but the manager was happy not to have to start it up, as it’s noisy. Another crisis averted! Julie amuses everyone at breakfast questioning why Roy would shine a flashlight in her eyes to tell her the lights are out. “How long have you been married?” asks the ideal straight-woman. “Four hundred years!” Julie responds. 

March 29, Tuesday, clear
Julie awakes to the sound of a drum, moving along the decking. It’s the sunrise call. Roy grabs the camera, and they head for the “Star Base”, or Little Stonehenge, as they’ve been calling it. It’s a celestial calendar, marking the movement of the sun through the seasons, designed by John Burgess of Fernbank Science Center in Atlanta at the request of Hike Inn architect Garland Reynolds. Boulders on the lip of the ridge, just below the Sunrise Room, mark the east, north, northeast, south, and southeast. The northeastern rock points to the position on the horizon where the sun will rise on the summer solstice; the southeastern to the winter solstice sunrise. A large clothespin-shaped rock with a hole in the center of its head marks the equinox. On these two days, as the sun rises, it shines through the hole and into the center of a cave carved into the slope behind the clothespin. As we’re only 8 days past the equinox, Roy is able to get fantastic photos with the digital camera. He is eager for Mike to wake up so he can show them off and ask if, in one, he’s caught diffraction rings. He also uses them at breakfast to charm the straight-woman. “These are like art,” she marvels and gives him her email address to send them to her electronically and her phone number in Ohio. Julie is not clear why she gives him her phone number. One would think she’d been adequately warned. Mike gives a short course in how and with what (NOT syrup) you eat grits.
The weather has finally turned beautiful because we’re leaving. We gradually pack up, pick up, and gather in the reception office, where Brandon entertains us with tales about the eccentric folks starting thru-hikes of the AT. It’s nice to know that someone will try to prevent you from hauling a 75-pound pack 2,000+ miles. Our packs are all one pound heavier, possibly with our previous outerwear. The hike back seems much shorter, also quite new, now that we can see the beautiful vistas, not to mention the occasional precipitous drop off the side or our hands in front of our faces.
We arrive at the Amicalola parking lot to find many other Hike Inn guests getting ready to depart. Aaron, removing the legs of his trousers, is surprised to hear the straight-woman yelling, “Time to unzip!” Susan and Julie determine she is a hussy. We stop at the visitor center to check out but don’t dawdle to purchase AT socks as planned, since it’s crowded with busloads of day-trippers. We shoot some photos from the bottom of the falls and then motor to the (fabulous) Dogz and Hogz (“If we’re smokin’, we’re open!”) in Dawsonville for barbecue plate lunch. It’s a long way home for R, J, and Aa, although leadfoot J, inspired by Robert Randolph, cuts the ignition in front of the homestead by 7 PM. Our sugar snap peas are up.
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