M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
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09-01 to 03-2007/ Allegheny Trail/Laurel Fork Wilderness Backpack (MNF, WV): Whenever we go on a backpacking trip over a 3 day holiday weekend we try to avoid the places we know will be crowded. We leave venues like Dolly Sods and Otter Creek Wilderness to the hiking hordes that descend upon them and seek out a place rich in solitude. This time we chose the Laurel Fork Wilderness. Initially I had laid out a 30 mile loop but this required hiking 2.7 miles on CO 27 on the final day. A pre-hike scouting trip 3 weeks before the outing revealed that some sections of this road were without shoulders and could prove hazardous to pedestrians. We decided to plant a car at the Allegheny Trailhead on this road and do a “drivers only” shuttle at the end of the trip. The plan worked out great.

I was joined by Doc, Gadget Girl, Caveman, Paul, Skywalker, Da Judge, Jack and Jill. We assembled at the northern terminus of the West Fork Rail Trail (also part of the Allegheny Trail for 3 miles) and began hiking around 12:00. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the humidity was low. During the West Fork Rail Trail portion we passed one pastoral view after another. Instead of looking down into a farm valley we found ourselves looking at old barns, homes, outbuildings and green pastures all with backdrops of mountain ridges and azure blue skies. The predominant ridge to the east was Middle Mountain (which we would cross twice on this trip) and to the west was Shavers Mountain. We turned east onto the High Falls Trail and had lunch in the shade near Glady Fork. We soon found ourselves hiking up the Beulah trail. The initial climb wasn’t too bad but the second climb to the ridgeline was a bit steeper. We stopped about 800 feet short of the highpoint for a quick rest. From there we descended into Laurel Fork Wilderness – South. In 1.5 miles we reached the chosen campsite for the night. It was on the other side of the river in a Hemlock grove next to an interesting set of minor rapids. Unfortunately the spot was already occupied by 2 tents. (We later found out that the hikers walked in an easy 1 mile or so from the Laurel Fork Campground.) Fortunately I had found other potential sites during my scouting trip. In 10 minutes we arrived at an equally nice Hemlock grove sans fire ring and set up camp. We had dinner and chatted by the river until darkness. Since we had no fire we all turned in early.

The next day proved to be somewhat challenging, not because of the difficulty of the terrain (It was nearly flat for the most part and without rocks.) but because in at least 3 places the trail just seemed to disappear in the middle of meadows chock full of chest high Golden Rod and Flat-topped Asters. They’re pretty to look at but very difficult to walk through. As we floundered around in the meadow I looked to our right and the railroad grade we were following miraculously reappeared. We beat feet to it and dropped our packs once we hit the grade. Doc, GG and myself backtracked on the grade and marked the sketchy trail with rock cairns and two bottomless galvanized wash tubs left over from the logging days. It seems that the trail simply followed the edge of the meadow until it was back on the grade on the other side. In another mile or two we found ourselves in a similar predicament. This time the meadow was substantially smaller and less weedy. We assumed that the trail behaved as it did during the last episode and our assumption was right. We reconnected with the railroad grade in no time.

I should note here that except for these two times we were mostly walking on an old road and/or railroad grade that closely paralleled the Laurel River offering splendid views of the valley and Middle Mountain. The final meadow we had to work through was a straight shot while staying parallel to the river. I had scouted this portion on my last trip and was very familiar with it. The high weeds that I had stomped through back then were still pretty smashed down and showed the way quite well. Soon after that we forded the river and arrived at a very large campsite with fire ring shaded by some very majestic Hemlocks. Even with all of the “bushwhacking” we were finished hiking by 3:30. After setting up our tents some of us waded in the river while others took little power naps (That would be me.). Having been deprived of fire the previous night Skywalker built one of his patented dryer lint/tee-pee/never-fail-to-light fires. He insisted on making us wait until 7:45 before he lit it. It was indeed a good fire. 

We awoke the next day to even more blue skies. It seems that we all took our time getting ready but we still found ourselves on the trail by 8:30. We usually don’t start until closer to or slightly after 9:00. The trails today would be well-worn, signed and blazed. Little time would be spent decision making. The views of the meadows along Beaver Dam Run were top drawer. The climb up and over Middle Mountain was through a slight saddle in the ridge so it was much easier than our first day’s climb. We made it to FR 14 pretty quickly, walked up it a few yards, crossing Beaver Dam Run, and then jumped on the McCray Run Trail. The first 1.2 miles of this trail is a pretty boring walk on a service road but we made great time. At the end of the service road we turned right onto an old grassy woods road. Our opinion of this trail soon changed as we found ourselves walking through a dense Hemlock Forest. For about 2 miles I don’t think we saw another species of tree accept for an occasional Birch. Most of this section was flat or downhill. As far as plain old forest walking this section has to be one of the best!!! At the end of the McCray Trail we turned left onto the Allegheny Trail, the final leg of the trip. Most of the time the trail utilized an old railroad grade that closely followed picturesque Glady Creek with its nice swimming holes. Here again the predominant tree specie was Hemlock. There were two places where the trail left the grade to avoid blowouts, rising steeply high above the stream and then following a narrow rocky side-hill trail before descending back to the railroad grade. Knowing that Doc’s car was only a couple miles away made these challenges seem less significant.

My research led me to believe that we would probably have to do a bootless wade of Glady Fork. As we arrived at the ford we were all pleasantly surprised to find a well-constructed steel and wood bridge perched high above the fork. We casually crossed the bridge and took a brief break before the final climb. One by one we arose to continue as the “scent of the barn” became more intense in our nostrils. The last hiker came out of the woods at 1:30. We quickly recovered the other cars and were heading back home by a little after 2:00. Total distance was about 28 miles. It was a great trip! 

