M. R. Hyker’s Latest Adventure
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05-28 to 30-05: Canaan Mountain Backpack: Most hikers in the region head for places like Dolly Sods or Otter Creek for this holiday weekend. Don’t get me wrong. I love those places but sometimes it’s nice to enjoy a touch of solitude with your friends on such occasions. The foot traffic in the aforementioned hiking venues grows increasingly higher on holiday weekends with each passing year. The addition of signs to Dolly Sods North and the Wilderness further adds to the congestion. This year I decided to try something different. I would find a place that was relatively easy to get to, right in the middle of a popular tourist area but still offer the feeling of a wilderness experience … and solitude.

The seeds of the plan were planted last September when Janet and I rented a cabin at Blackwater Falls State Park. I hiked alone for three days, exploring the park trail system and about 80% of all the MNF trails within the constraints of CLR 13 (Canaan Loop Road 13). Over those 3 days I hiked about 30 miles and saw no hikers and only one mountain biker. After I went home and worked up the data I had collected I decided that a 23 miles/3 day circuit on Canaan Mountain might provide more solitude than the other popular venues while losing very little, if any, of that Monongahela magic that we all enjoy.

I was joined by Doc, The Coca-cola Kid, Chardonnay, Dr. Mike, Hungry Ted, Indiana Moser and Cognac Jack. It had been raining since Cumberland but as if on cue the weather broke exactly at noon, our predetermined step-off time. The walk along Yellow Birch Trail was pleasant. The Rhodos and Hemlocks quickly engulfed us. In no time we passed through an area I call the Big Squeeze (Two large boulders that you have to literally squeeze through while lowering yourself down about three feet at the same time), passed the park stables and found ourselves hiking up Engine Run along the Davis/Allegheny Tr.

We lunched at the shelter at the intersection with the Plantation Trail. The air was pretty chilly so before long we threw our packs back on and proceeded down Plantation Trail and then on to the Railroad Grade Trail. The forest is thick with mature Hemlocks, Spruce, Rhododendron and Mountain Laurel. Even though the sun had come out the canopy almost totally blocked it out in spots. By four o’clock we had made camp, another shelter next to a pleasant, gurgling, rocky stream. Dr. Mike and Chardonnay laid claim to the shelter while the rest of us pitched our tents on a hill behind it. We got the camp squared away, ate and finished our chores before a brief thunderstorm with sleet hit. It only lasted about 30 minutes. We just sat in the shelter and waited for it to pass.

The next day we broke camp around nine and hiked out to CLR13 and headed to the focal point of the outing, Table Rock. What a view! This is where we met the first two humans on the trip, a father and son out for a day hike with their dogs. We lingered as long as we could, munching on an early lunch, watching white, puffy clouds race across the sky and taking in the surrounding landscape. We wanted to stay longer and had plenty of time (The night’s camp was less than 4 miles away.) but a couple of dark, ominous clouds prompted us to get a move on. It’s better to get to camp early and get set up before the rain comes then linger too long and get caught in a deluge.

We reached camp by 3:30. The rain never materialized so we enjoyed a longer than usual evening camped out in the woods. I don’t know the history of the spot but it must have had some relevance back in the logging days. It’s an almost perfect circular opening in the spruce about 10 yards from the headwaters of Lindy Run. A small pile of left over gravel in one corner makes me think the area was connected to the maintenance of either the Plantation Tr or the jeep trail that preceded it long ago. Whatever its origin it was a nice site and easily held all of our tents. Later in the year it will be filled with the smell of hay scented Fern. Around nine o’clock we saw our first and only mountain biker of the trip. We wondered if he realized he was soon going to be doing a lot of night riding to get back to where he started from.

We woke up early the next day to more glorious sunshine and by 8:30 found ourselves descending Lindy Run Tr. This north section is no longer maintained by the Forest Service. Its sign has been removed from its northern junction with CLR13 but the trail still exists. It’s a beautiful trail although extremely muddy in spots just like the other trails on the mountain. The hiker is surrounded by Rhododendron, huge Hemlocks and Spruce intermixed with Yellow Birch and assorted Hardwoods. When you’re not walking along the Run you can still hear it as it courses down its route to Blackwater Canyon. I got a kick out of recreating this photo found in the MNF trail Guide of a lone hiker strolling along an enormous sandstone outcrop near water’s edge. This time there are three hikers in the shot.

Along our final leg we stashed our packs near the parking area for the Lindy Point Overlook and walked out to enjoy even more fantastic views. On our way back to our packs we met our first real group of people as couples and families began driving down from the lodge and campground. We made quick work of the road walk and enjoyed a pleasant cool down stroll along the Shay Trace Ski Trail. We were back at the lodge by 11:30. Not counting the Lindy Point Tourists we saw two hikers and their dogs and the one night riding mountain biker in twenty-three miles of hiking. I think that’s pretty close to achieving a sense of solitude.

On the way out of the park we made a quick visit to the namesake falls and then proceeded to the Purple Fiddle in Thomas for one last lunch together. As we said our good-byes it began to rain. The trip ended as it began.
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