M. R. Hyker’s Latest Adventure
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Labor Day Weekend/05: I’ve held off writing this report for two days mainly because I didn’t know where to start. This was one of those weekends in the wilderness that is so hard to describe. It would be easier if we could just paste about thirty photos on these pages and let you study them but a two-dimensional medium like this probably wouldn’t begin to translate the awesomeness of it all. I guess I’ll just begin at the beginning.

We were all assembled at the South Prong/Boar’s Nest trailhead by 12:00 noon. There was Gear Gal and Gear Guy, Hardcore, The Kid (Coca-Cola that is), Pathfinder, Gadget Girl (She’s always field testing this or that little trail goodie.), Hungry Ted, Indiana Moser and, last but not least, the Traveling Gnome. 

The base route for this trip is only about 13 miles but some of it traverses some of the most rugged, yet beautiful, terrain in all of WV. We’ve done this one before as a day hike with Jonathan Jessup co-leading. Then it took nearly 9 hours to complete with light packs and plenty of water. This weekend the plan was to backpack it over three 4 to 5 mile days. Each day would include packless forays to some of the best overlooks in the Mon. 

We climbed quickly up the South Prong Trail. Just before reaching our final destination for the first day we stopped at a campsite and dropped our packs. Jonathan and my good friend, Jim Kirk, had told me about a fantastic view of the South Prong drainage but I’ve never seen it. We fanned out and probed the Rhododendron until Ted and the Gnome found a soft spot through the thicket. There it was … a pile of rocks about 10 feet tall and 20 feet across. We went up in groups of three or so and took in the first of many endless views.

We returned to the campsite, put on our packs and in minutes arrived at a wonderful little spot nestled in a bowl under a magnificent old oak with a stream flowing past it. We set up camp, took a break and then, with water bottles and cameras in hand, visited the vistas along the east segment of the South Prong Trail. The group was astounded at the views of Chimney Rocks and Dolly Sods. The views continued through the night as a clear, moonless sky produced a galactic star show the likes of which I’ve never seen. Even the Milky Way was clearly visible, a dense cloud of millions of stars!

The next day we trekked through the Hidden Passage out to the Meadows where we met a family of backpackers. After exchanging salutations, reviewing their route and sharing the view with them we continued on. We stashed our packs at the beginning of the canyon rim and conducted yet another foray down the Pipeline Swath to the next vista. We returned to our primary route and continued our tour of grand vistas. We collected extra water at Roaring Creek since the next campsite was going to be “dry” and took a prolonged lunch at “The Point”. From there we could see North Fork Mt with Chimney Top, Smith Mt., Spruce Knob, Haystack Knob, Shenandoah Mt., Great North Mt an on and on. The views seemed endless in almost every direction.

We camped between two outstanding overlooks and took another side trip along the canyon, visiting vistas we would also pass tomorrow. Without packs we could take our time and travel lighter, spending more time at each one. We came across a couple of young gentlemen who were not sure of there location. They wanted to make camp on the Roaring Plans Trail by that night and were looking for the Tee Pee Tr. They were sitting right at the junction but couldn’t find the trail. We set them straight and then decided to return to camp. That night, after dinner, we sat out on the rocks and watched one of the most incredible sunsets ever. This is what hiking the Canyon Rim is all about!

On the final morning we ate our breakfast and broke camp. Even with packs we seemed to make better time to the Tee Pee trail than we did the previous day without packs. At the trail junction we made another packless foray to one last Canyon Rim vista. We had all day to hike 5 miles so we laid about the rocks and took on the view for as long as we could.

We had a little moment of confusion as we descended along the Tee Pee Trail. Someone before us had cut and flagged a “false trail” that ultimately ended in a dense, impenetrable laurel thicket. It took a while to relocate the false trail but we did so and backtracked to the correct route. Gadget Girl removed the flagging and covered the false trail with several branches. From there we quickened the pace and soon found ourselves at the Boars Nest Tr. We took a refreshing break at the final crossing of the South Prong before pushing on to our cars. As we descended steeply down what I call the “Sliding Board” (You really have to hike this with a 40 pound pack in the rain to understand the full meaning of the name.) we were greeted by one last panoramic view of Dolly Sods. The line of hikers stretched out, each individual hiking at their own pace, and finally made it back to the parking area. Gadget Girl had to head west to get home so we said goodbye to her there. The rest of us rendezvoused at the Dairy Queen in Petersburg for a feast of burgers, fries and Malted Milk Shakes before heading out on our own separate ways.

This has to have been the best outing of the year, at least for this hiker. I can’t wait to see what the Great North Mountain and Cranberry Wilderness has in store for us.

