M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
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07-28 to 30–07: Dolly Sods. Last year we did a grand circumnavigation of “the Sods” in September. This year I wanted to take a group on a similar route, seeing all that the Sods has to offer, but covering some different trails, camping at maybe at least one different location, adding a couple of miles of different trails for a change of pace and then, to add a sense of adventure, hike an unofficial trail shown to me by Jonathan Jessup in October of ’04. The Coca-cola Kid and I hiked it in reverse the following week that year and “marked” it to make it easier to find from the Raven Ridge end but never hiked it again until now. It’s not shown on any forest or “store bought” maps but it is there, nonetheless, and relatively easy to follow. It provided even more sweeping views of Dolly Sods North while avoiding the soggy slog up the Dobbin Grade trail. The overall distance of the detour would be about the same but with some additional elevation gain.
I was joined by Hard Core, Gadget Girl, Joe, Everybody Loves Raymond, Indiana Moser, Bev, Kathy and Waffles, Dot.com …. Oh! And Cody the hiker dog. We started our adventure a little after noon. The sky was overcast and the temperatures were a bit higher than forecasted (Mid-80s V.S. mid-70s) but it wasn’t raining. Still the views as we climbed up first Bear Rocks Trail and then Raven Ridge to Rocky Ridge were pretty impressive. We were all quite surprised at the amount of trail maintenance that had been done in recent months. First, a pretty nice boardwalk was constructed across a bog between the junction with Dobbin Grade Tr and Red Creek on the Bear Rocks Trail. Some more was added at the crest of the next hill. Then, after the ford of Red Creek the trail was rerouted a few yards to the south before making a hard right up a much more gradual grade to the first crest of the hill than encountered on previous trips. It used to go to the right after the ford with a pretty steep climb to the crest. 

When The Forest Service first posted signs at the trail junctions in Dolly Sods North in the fall of ’04 they declined to put up signs for the Raven Ridge trail at any trail junction until the far western portion was rerouted off of private property. Since that time it is to the best of my understanding that the state of WV swapped some land in Canaan Valley with the coal mining owners for this adjacent piece of real estate (known, at least in part, to many hikers as Dobbins Slashings). We were quite surprised to find that the Forest Service went through with their plans and cut a trail through a Red Spruce Grove all the way to Rocky Ridge. The reroute is signed at either end and all other “official” trail junctions along Raven Ridge are now also signed.
Finally, the last bit of trail maintenance was the “opening up” of the Mountain Laurel along the entire length of the Rocky Ridge Trail. Until this year you really had to push yourself through it. 

We took the prerequisite breaks at the Red Creek ford, the hidden campsite in the Red Spruce grove on Raven ridge and an eastern then western vista along Rocky Ridge before making camp in a dense Red Spruce forest along the banks the left fork of Red Creek. The brief evening shower held off until after dinner and Indiana got a good fire going.  Gadget girl had brought a tarp which was quickly set up for those who wanted to enjoy the fire a bit longer before retiring.
The next morning found us slightly socked in by a light fog. It wanted to rain so badly. You could feel the thickness of the air on your skin. Still we were able to prepare breakfast and break camp before a light drizzle began to fall. We slogged our way up the western end of the Blackbird Knob trail which at times seemed more like stream than a trail. Most of the “slogging” was over after we again turned south on the Big Stonecoal trail. After about  two miles on that trail we stopped for a break, blister repair and equipment adjustment. We began to muse over the fact that the vista from the Lion’s Head might be socked in and were contemplating by-passing it on this trip when all of a sudden I could see my shadow. In a matter of fifteen minutes the rain stopped and the clouds dissipated. We continued on taking breaks at all of the planned stops including a nice campsite along the stream, Upper Big Stonecoal Falls and the Lion’s Head. The views did not disappoint. It wasn’t until we began our descent from the vista that the sound of thunder could be heard to the west. We gathered our packs and quickened our pace as best we could which is pretty hard to do on the Rocky Point trail. There is good reason to its name. With less than a mile to go to camp the rain started. We could hear it coming up the valley. Still we were somewhat protected by the canopy. As if on cue the precip stopped as we drifted into camp at “The Forks”. Our priorities were to get the tents and tarps up before it started again and we succeeded. We prepared and consumed our dinners under GG’s tarp and then sat about chatting trying to outlast the rain. Some of us called it a night around 8, even though the rain had stopped, while others decided they would, indeed, have a fire that night.
All signs of the foul weather system were gone by the next morning. We dried our wet gear the best we could, ate breakfast and broke camp. The skies were crystal clear. The final leg of our journey took us up the remainder of the Red Creek trail, a short piece of the Blackbird Knob trail, the Upper Red Creek trail and a smidgen of the eternally soupy Dobbins Grade trail before heading up the southern portion of the Raven Ridge trail. We looked behind us as we approached the crest of the ridge and were awe-struck by the expansive view around us. We took a refreshing break under some inviting shade trees before continuing. In just a few more yards we found ourselves at the junction of the “unofficial trail” Jonathan had shown us so long ago. This terminus is somewhat obscured by the woods but is marked by a thin stump on the downhill side and a larger stump just a couple more yards further up Raven Ridge. The trail was obvious once we were on it and the “marks” that the Kid and I left some three years ago near the bottom were still there. Once out in the open the trail once again became easy to follow. It was an old ATV trail. At this end it had been reduced to a single track footpath. As we climbed towards the Bear Rocks trail the surrounds took on the feel of a mini-Raven Ridge with expansive grassy meadows, patches of Quaking Aspen, Blueberry thickets and Red Spruce forests. As we approached the crest of the hill the trail seemed less discernable if you looked too far ahead but if you continued to look down and kept your feet in the narrow trough of a trail you were on course. With less than ¼ mile to go to get back to an official trail the group pointed out a classic Dolly Sods event to me. I had been busily studying my GPS unit and following my nose the best I could. A fog bank had quickly rolled over Raven Ridge, slid through the shallow valley we had just traversed and was about to overtake us. If we got off trail the least bit before it hit us a short easy day could easily become a disaster. My trusty Garmin showed me that we had been walking in an absolutely straight line at that the only waypoint I had loaded marking the trail’s junction with the Bear Rocks trail was straight ahead. The fog wafted over us as we tried to maintain a straight course. As we stared through the fog we could see a swath cut through some spruce trees … big enough to be an ATV trail. We headed straight for it and soon found ourselves within sight of an official trail marker where the Bear Rocks Trail leaves the ATV trail. From there we descended to Red Creek for a final break. Some ate a snack while others took a refreshing dip. Personally, I just laid back basking in the relief of making it off of that unofficial trail just in the knick of time. I have hiked in Dolly Sods while in the fog previously but never experienced such a sudden change in visibility in my entire life. 
We completed the last mile of our trek at a pretty moderate pace. Although we were surrounded by fog we were once again on a well established trail and out of harm’s way. I’d like to think we were all just sort off moseying along not in any particular hurry to leave this magical place.
