Mountain Laurel Festival ‘05
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June 25-27, 2005: It felt so good to be away from the heat and humidity of the city. It was still warm in the North Fork Valley and the haze was pretty thick but it was nothing compared to the sweltering conditions in the Baltimore/D.C. area. We often reserve a group site at Seneca Shadows for outings such as this but it turned out to be our good fortune that they had already been reserved. We would have fried like eggs in a pan in the hot sun. Instead, the shade of the individual and double sites of loop B proved to be our salvation.

I was joined by Janet, Ann, Carol, 3 Marys, Miriam, Pat, Bob, Joy and Daryl. We had all arrived and were ready to hike up to the top of Seneca Rocks by 3:30. I’ve hiked up to the top of this wonder of nature countless times. I’ll admit that some of the novelty has worn off but I still get a kick from others seeing North Fork Valley from this lofty perch for the first time. It wasn’t hard to talk the entire group into scrambling up the last few yards to the very top. They thought they were finally seeing WV! They were … sort of … but then most of them didn’t know what tomorrow’s hike through Dolly Sods would bring them.

The next day we were out of camp by a little after 8:30. We dropped off one half of our vehicles at the Blackbird Knob trailhead on FR75. Even before the hike started all were impressed with the expansive views across the Sods and the dense floral display of Mountain Laurel. It looked like we arrived at the peak of the festival!

We quickly jumped into the remaining vehicles and drove down to the Dolly Sods Picnic area on FR19. Our plan was to hike Rohrbaugh Plains, Fisher Spring Run, Red Creek and Black Bird Knob trails back to the cars on FR75, a total distance of 10.2 miles. This is a good introductory hike for new comers to Dolly Sods. One starts off walking through a boreal Red Spruce forest with a thick Rhododendron under-story, carpets of hay-scented ferns, moss covered rocks and trails lined with Pink Wood Sorrel. As we reached the edge of this forest we paused for a few minutes. I suggested that everyone study their surroundings because this is what all of Dolly Sods and Dolly Sods North used to look like. Everything else we would view today would be the result of man’s use and misuse of this mountaintop plateau and the attempt by nature to right itself. 

We passed through several clearings, some full of grasses and wild flowers, others full of the sweet aroma of even more Hay-scented Ferns. We climbed up onto a railroad grade and followed it through a long stretch of hardwood forest before being dumped out into a thicket of Mountain Laurel in its prime. Everyone was impressed with the richness of the bloom. After forcing ourselves to walk through a virtual tunnel of flowers without sneeking peaks of the valley we arrived at the infamous “Unnamed Vista”. We scrambled across the rocks and took in the view. There are probably other more awesome views in the Mon but there is something to be said for being able to peer down into a valley knowing that there is no trace of civilization down there. Yesterday’s haze was gone so we lingered a bit knowing that it is not that often that all of the variables line up to make a totally perfect hiking day. Even the Lion’s Head on the opposite side of the valley was clearly visible!

After our protracted stay at the vista we continued on our course, walking through more Mountain Laurel, Hay-scented Fern, hardwood forest and railroad grades to the junction with Fisher Spring Run Trail. We descended to Red Creek Trail and followed another old railroad grade upstream to a popular swimming hole below a waterfall. Almost everyone took advantage of the cold mountain stream. We alternated between swimming in the pool, sitting under the pulsating streams of the waterfall and basking in the sun. It seemed like we were there forever, not wanting to leave our little oasis, but we eventually got ourselves motivated. We crossed the creek above the falls since the water level was so low. We made quick work of the steep climb that has to be accomplished when hiking this part of the trail and soon found ourselves at “The Forks of Red Creek”. Some of us were back in the water without even thinking. Most of the rest, after realizing that they might not get the chance to do this again anytime soon, quickly joined in for one last swim. This is a great place to cool off and the scenery is top drawer but we all agreed that the lower swimming hole was more refreshing. Although smaller it was deeper and cooler. After lowering our body temperature a few degrees one last time we once again put on our daypacks and climbed up through more Mountain Laurel thickets to Blackbird Knob. 

As we came closer to the end of the hike we had to walk along a stretch of trail that was totally open to the sun and she was shinning quite brightly today. It seems that little piece of trail was harder to negotiate than anything we had hiked over the entire day… then we stopped and turned around, taking in the Sods and distant ridges as far away as the Roaring Plains. No words were spoken … maybe there was a sigh or two … as people pulled out there cameras to take a final picture at the end of an excellent trip. The fatigue seemed to melt away. The remainder of the hike was brisk and effortless. We hit the boardwalk that marks the home stretch and soon returned to our cars, all in the best of spirits.

Everyone was tired upon our return to Seneca Shadows so we passed on the usual bond fire and called it an early night. The next day we filtered out of camp one-by-one, all glad to have had the experience, many vowing to return again.

