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By:  Chuck Browne

	It was right about now one year ago today that I took the camping trip that shook me up, brought me back to reality and got me going “back on the good foot”.  It literally saved my life.
	Trevor had left for Iraq 3 weeks earlier and I was a basket case.  Most of yall didn’t know it (some of you did) but ole’ Chuckie wasn’t handling his oldest boy being gone for that long….. Much less in a hostile environment, where everyone or everything they saw was a potential threat to their life.  You might say I was a little stressed.
	The good news, he has been back now since May.  According to Trevor, life in Iraq, at least where he was, is far better that the evening news would have you to believe.
	The other good news is that we just re-created the camping trip this past weekend with the brothers that pulled old Chuck back to reality.
	Last year, Cathy was tired of seeing me mope around and lie on the couch and flip thru the channels. “You need to get off your lazy hacienda and carry your other two sons off and do something to get your mind off Trevor” she bellowed at me one Sunday afternoon.  She was right, as usual.  “Why don’t you all go on a camping trip” she asked?
	Now, there were a lot of options here.  A boat camping trip to an “island” in Lake Martin would have been a natural.  A trip to a State Park like Cheaha or Desoto Falls up in Northeast Alabama was an option too.  Perhaps a trip to one of the great North Georgia State parks such as Unicoi or Vogel would work.  We had camped there many times as a young family and enjoyed them tremendously.
	No, this one had to be really special.  Holly Flats up in the Cherokee National Forest in East Tennessee was the campsite of our choice.
	Holly Flats is not on any of the “big maps” and does not rate with stars on the KOA guide of campgrounds in America.  Holly Flats is at best, a primitive campground for coon hunters and bear hunters that traverse the woods on the Tennessee and North Carolina border.  It almost takes a 4 wheel drive to get there.  There are no rangers; it is a first come first serve spot in the woods where you can set up camp.  No water (except for the creek) and no electricity (except for the battery powered devices you bring).  It is exceptionally quiet and peaceful, much like the wilderness of many years ago.  This is where we wanted to go.
	I first found Holly Flats in about 1983 when my Botany instructor, Dr. John Freeman (God rest his soul) scheduled a 3 day field trip up there to collect and identify plants in the Cherokee National Forest.  To some students, John was a mean, tough demanding old professor that expected way too much out of his students for a 5 hour class.  To me, he was brilliant.  What better way to teach Botany than to take us all out into the wilderness for 3 days and traipse all over the hills and hollows I.D.ing plants?
	From Atlanta, we passed the Tellico River in Tennessee on the way up and all the passengers in my non-air conditioned 1973 Dodge Maxi Van welcomed the cool relief we felt as we slipped into those cool pools below the rapids.
	We arrived at Holy Flats late with wet bathing suits, almost dark thanks to the dip in the Tellico River and the double loop around I-285 in Atlanta looking for the right exit to take us North up into Ducktown,  Copperhill and Blue Ridge.
	We quickly settled in with our tents, gathering firewood and connecting up with the group.  The next 3 days up there with John Freeman taught and prepared us as much or more than any other university course I took that shaped my extension career.  I wish he were here to know that.  Ruth, I hope you read this column and know how much John meant to me as well as numerous other students.  It is most often that his name comes up among us graduates about his eccentric personality and unorthodox way of teaching which shaped students minds forever.
	Back to Holly Flats, Numerous times after that class, I have returned.  First with my camping buddies then with my family.  It is remote, quiet, private and most definitely hard to get to.  Don’t bother Tom Tom’ing it or plugging it into GPS, it’s not there.  That’s what is so great about it.  Holly flats is one  of the most peaceful, remote places to be found in the Eastern USA and is a great escape place to renew and rejuvenate the spirit.  
	This past weekend, Trevor, Vincent, Charles and I all went back up there to escape TV, Computers, E-mail, IM’ing folks and just being connected in general.  All of us were up there on our own, surviving off what we brought or in some cases what we could find.  All my sons as well as their dad had a most memorable camping trip, this one complete, as Trevor was there with us now. 
	There is something magical, Mysterious and even Spiritual about being up in these mountains.  I recently read a book entitled “Blue Ridge Mountain Journal” by George and Elizabeth Elliott of Bryson City, North Carolina.  They capture the mood and rich heritage of that region.   There are so many more books that have similar messages.  The “Fox Fire” books published in Rabun County of North Georgia are excellent references also.  
	Today, we live in a too fast, stock market dominated, MTV, 24 hour News channel, U-Tube, Face book world where reality (in my opinion) is distorted and cheapened to the value of a two dollar watch.  There is a great and beautiful world out there just waiting to be discovered….Not necessarily on the Discovery Channel.  If you are able, take advantage of our great outdoor opportunities through parks, nature preserves, hiking trails, and canoeing, camping and hunting opportunities.  It refreshes the body and soul.  Fall is the perfect time to do this.

	
