07-21-24-2005: Hiking in the Tea Creek Backcountry is a blast. Very few hikers use the 35 plus miles of trails there. In order to insure that we were able to get good campsites along the Creek at the primitive campground the Mad Hatter, Cognac Jack, MTM and myself all arrived on Thursday afternoon. We set up camp and then went on a bit of a nature walk before dinner. The trip was barely underway and I already used 40 shots on my digital camera! A brief thunderstorm rolled through during the dinner hour but we all hunkered down under the Hatter’s canopy until it passed. The rest of the night was spent by the fireside discussing the hiking stratagem for the trip.

We arose early and were hiking over the hill to Tea Creek by 8:30. The skies had cleared up but a haze of humidity clung to the narrow valleys of the backcountry. We reached the confluence of Tea Creek and the Right Fork. We took a long break there and then studied the Right Fork crossing. We would not be crossing it today but unless the water dropped considerably tomorrow’s 10 crossings would be challenging, with or without alternate footwear. We then turned south on the North Face Trail to pick up the Right Fork Trail. Crossing the Right Fork just below Red Run tested our skill … and balance … but we all made it across OK. We had a nice lunch at Red Run and then proceed up to what has become an obligatory visit to the beaver pond boardwalk. 
Next came a walk out to the vista on the Scenic Highway followed by a steep but brief ascent up Tea Creek Mountain. I had been told by a ranger that there were no views to be had along that portion of the route so I never looked for one but today we found one. Right as we neared the end of a rock field we saw a break in the brush to the left. We followed it out to a reasonably nice view of the ridges to the east. We couldn’t see down into the valley becomes of the forest. We continued along the mountain and finally returned to the campground via a knee-jarring descent of the mountain.

We spent that evening relaxing, eating and preparing for the next day’s outing. As the sunset we studied Tea Creek from the vantage point of our campsites and noticed that the water level had dropped nearly 6 inches since the morning. Tomorrow’s 10 creek crossings may be doable after all!
The next day we were joined by Susan and began hiking by 9:00. We retraced the first 2.7 miles of yesterday’s trek. This time, we crossed the Right fork at its confluence with the main Creek. We did it without wet feet! The next nine crossings would be technically challenging but not hazardous. We performed the last of the creek crossings at the junction of the Boundary Trail which climbs the western wall of the valley and leads to Turkey Point. It’s a long climb but being an old railroad grade one hardly notices it. Just as we reached the crown of the first hill Mad Hatter shouted “Bear”. We looked to our left and there were 2 cubs climbing up separate Red Spruce trees at an incredible rate of speed. We were already having a great outing. This was even more icing on the cake. Some folks go through a lifetime of hiking without seeing a bear and this was my second and third bear of the season. We scanned the surrounding woods for Mama bear and could not see here. We continued quickly up the trail as we engaged in loud chatter to let her know where we were. (Note to self: Forget about climbing trees when confronted by a bear. It won’t work!)
We turned off onto Turkey Point Trail and enjoyed several Red Spruce Groves with an under story of moss covered rocks and ferns. We paid brief visits to a couple of overlooks before our descent. From them you could view much of the Tea Creek Drainage, Gauley Mountain and taller ridges further east. We reached what I thought was Bannock Shoals Run Tr (The sign was off of the post and severely bear damaged beyond recognition.). My trail notes instructed me to turn left here and that it would be a short distance downhill to the campground. So we did. Things didn’t seem right. We were heading slightly uphill and although at first we were heading directly for the creek we soon started to veer away from it. The road was overgrown in places but there were plastic blue blazes all along the way. The blazes eventually led us to a footpath that descended to the creek flood plain. I knew where we were now! This was part of a loop trail that the FS had started but abandoned because of a huge blowout of the creek bank that the trail used to cross. I recognized the area because Janet and I had found the other side of it on our last trip to Tea Creek and wondered if it continued on the other side. Question answered!
Even though we had made the wrong turn we were still close to camp. We forded the creek above the blow-out, bushwhacked across a weedy, rocky island until we were below the blowout and re-crossed the creek. From there it was an easy frolic, albeit in wet boots, back to camp.

We said “goodbye” to Sue as well as to Cognac Jack upon our return. The remainder did the usual campside stuff for the balance of the day and built a fire. By 9:30 we decided we couldn’t stay awake any longer so finally calledl it a night. The next day we broke camp early, drove to Lewisburg for a hearty breakfast and returned to reality … but just for a week. We’ll be out in the woods again next weekend I’m sure!
