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05-06 to 07-06: Long Pond Backpack – This is the 3rd year we’ve scheduled this Shakedown/Beginner’s Sierra Club trip. Each year it gets a little bigger. This time we had 15 folks sign up. We usually don’t allow more than 10 but there were a good number of novices and returnees chaffing at the change to get out in the woods for the weekend. Since the proposed campsite could easily handle that number we expanded the roster. There were some regulars: Gear Gal and Gear Gary, Mr. And Mrs. Rodney D., Water Bug, Every Body Loves Raymond, Doc and Hard Core. We were joined by Dah Judge, Cat Woman, The Joker, Dr. Ruth. Ellen, Stacey (Still need trail names for the last two.) and SWD and Molly the Wonder Dog, another newbie. We had to adjust our logistics a little but still managed to get on the trail by about 11:45. 
We call this a Shakedown/Beginner’s trip but all understood that the phrase was not to imply that it is an easy hike. The trail is often times treacherous with narrow sidehill sections, very steep ups and downs and numerous stream crossings combined with easier portions and beautiful scenic views of Fifteen Mile Creek. The trip is designed to let you test your skills and equipment under all kinds of severe conditions over a relatively short distance before making camp and then repeating it as you return to the trailhead the next day.  
We had a couple of dramatic moments but, in both cases, everything worked out. Fifteen Mile Creek was in its prime. Wild flowers were just coming out. We finally got to see a Wood Betony in bloom. I’m usually either too early or too late to witness these whirling blossoms in their prime. There were also the very diminutive Gay Wings and Dwarf Ginseng all over the forest floor. The Dogwoods were blooming around us. We arrived at camp ahead of schedule so we took our time setting up before taking a refreshing, packless, “Waterwhack” further down the creek, visiting Long Pond along the way. 
Upon our return we had a brief wood-collecting foray. We found all kinds of kindling and larger logs laying about and Gear Gary easily got a toasty fire going. By about 9:00 we were all about ready to call it a night and retired to our tents. That night the temperature dropped into the 30s. The next morning everybody reluctantly shook off their cocoon tents to find Rodney D. stocking the fire. It felt good to have a little warmth while we ate breakfast and collected our thoughts about the day’s priorities. 
We broke camp a little before 9:00 and retraced our steps back to the cars. We had one hair-raising experience getting down from what can only be described as a “slide” in the trail. It is almost impossible to do without a pack. Carrying 30-50 pounds makes it even tougher. This was a real test of ones fortitude. Gary proceeded down first and lodged himself between a couple of trees to serve as an anchor to guide the rest of the group down and to lend a hand at a very precarious turn. I stayed at the top and did my best impersonation of an Olympic Ski Official: “NEXT!” One by one we all made it down and then deftly eluded the slippery rocks we had encountered the day before. We revisited our break spot along Fifteen Mile Creek from the previous day before attacking “ The Never Ending Hill”. After that it was a rather pleasant 1.5 mile walk back to the cars which we approached with great leisure. We were out of the woods by 12:00. 
We returned to the Visitor’s Center to freshen up and to take one last photo op at the Forest sign. We said “Good bye” to Doc and the Joker who had to head west to Morgantown and to the Gear folks who had another engagement before heading, post hast, to the Bob Evans in Hagerstown where all consumed mass quantities of caloric substances. I think both the novices and the pros all enjoyed themselves thoroughly. I can tell because some have already signed up for more trips.
