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01/14/05: Prince William NP Loop - Despite the threats of showers and high winds, nine of us showed up for this trip: Mary, Mary, Stella, Ken, Chuck, Larry, Don and John. The temperature was 53 degrees when we started but the heavy clouds and growing breeze told us that the temperature would soon be dropping. (If only the rain stayed away!) We started the loop at the Pine Grove Picnic Area and proceeded in a counter-clockwise fashion, visiting the Cabin Branch Pyrite Mine and related ruins before taking a break at Quantico Falls. Along the way Ken spotted some Bitter Oyster Mushrooms growing on a dead tree. It is one of the few fungi that grow in this region throughout the winter. We also noticed and partially explored a new boardwalk and trail that ran parallel to the creek. I knew that if this new trail tied in with our route there would have to be a new bridge across the Quantico. Realizing that we were racing the weather we backtracked and decided to follow the planned route. Sure enough at the junction of Cabin Branch Tr and the North Valley Trail was a brand spanking new bridge across the creek. The GPS unit told us that we had turned around 200 yards short of this bridge. If we would have proceeded with our exploration we would have saved a hill climb, one mile and approximately 30 minutes.  I have to remember to add this detour to the route! 
Our lunch stop was brief as we could feel the winds growing. We climbed up and over the plateau, briefly visiting the Taylor Grave Yard before descending to the upper reaches of the South Branch. The Pine Trees were bending severely in the 40+ mph winds. We opted not to take a break and pushed on in an attempt to out-run the rain. Besides the normal Mountain Laurel and Rhododendron understory that we found along the North Branch we found ourselves surrounded by American Holly, some specimens reaching up nearly to 40 feet.
We maintained a brisk pace back to the cars but still managed to take the time to enjoy our surroundings. Just as we left the park the pelting showers began. You can't call it any closer than that!
