July 3, 2010 – Solitude and the Changing Trail
When one runs on the same trails over a period of weeks, months and years, there is a unique familiarity that results.   Often when I run on my favorite trails at Wekiva State Park I’m with friends and our conversation minimizes our focus on the sights and sounds around us.  We notice things, but not the same way as when we run alone.   Today I ran fourteen miles on the trails and had company for the first three and final seven miles.  But the four miles in the middle when it was just me, my breathing and the sound of my footsteps were different.  Solitude heightens my awareness of my surroundings.

I run on these trails several times each week and know them intimately.  I can close my eyes and run a movie of the trail in my mind.   So small changes are easily noted.   There were some large pine cones on the trail that weren’t their a few days ago.  Since we have had over three inches of rain in the past few days with some breezy conditions, it seems the wind and rain knocked the cones from their perches to start the process of new tree growth.   On a down hill stretch I could tell heavy rains had run down the trail as pine needles and decaying leaves were pushed into piles below spots where the trail was quite bare.

Some flowers that hadn’t blossomed until today showed their blooms to me.   On one stretch of trail there were puffy purple balls of color.   A few minutes later I saw some tall plants with white flowers that hadn’t been there earlier this week.   There was also a tree down on the trail that forced me to go off of the path to get around it.   Another downed tree wasn’t too high off of the ground and I was tempted to jump over it.   But I’ll leave that to the younger runners as the last thing I need to do is to strain a muscle.
The only sounds I heard were drops of rain falling from the trees to the ground.   The quiet of the woods was soothing.   Then there was a very slight crack to my left.   I glanced in that direction and a deer was perhaps 30 feet away.  It didn’t run away and if not for the barely audible sound I wouldn’t have known it was there.

On a soft, sandy part of the trail deer tracks were pointed in the same direction I was running.    When the tracks disappeared I looked both ways, hoping to spy another deer, but without success.   Soon I was back at the trailhead and was joined by friends for my second seven-mile trail loop.   It was great to have companionship and conversation as my mind and body experienced increasing fatigue, but it was nice to run for a little over a half hour in solitude with the changing trail.

