M.R.Hyker’s Latest Adventure
 
July 24th, 2004: This was a scheduled Sierra Club moderate 9 mile hike in the SNP utilizing Piney Ridge, Fork Mountain and Piney Branch Trail.





More Photos! 

Ken, Andrew, Heidi, Nina and Keith met me at the park and ride in Columbia. Don Ni joined us at one of our regular rendezvous points, the Burger King in Warrenton. Dave, Dave and Meg were supposed to meet us at the trailhead. We arrived there at 10:30 and waited until 10:45. No Dave, Dave or Meg! We started without them.
 
All night showers had drenched the area but by the time we got to the Shenandoah the sun was shinning brightly. We set off down Piney Ridge at a crisp pace…. First stop, Range View Cabin! We didn’t stay there long but soon realized that today would be a great flora and fauna kind of day. There were huge patches of Hoary Mountain Mint and some sort of 8 foot tall Sun Flower I’ve yet to ID. No sooner had we gotten back on the main trail then we were joined by the lost trio. Together the 10 of us started down the ridge. Andrew was in front. He stopped us as we again spotted another deer. (We had seen 5 right at the beginning of the hike.). Perched in a tree high above it was a screeching Sharp-shinned Hawk obviously disturbed by our presence. Both left us as we proceeded down the trail. All along the way we were treated to an assortment of summer wildflowers: Naked Flowered Tick Trefoil, Starry Campion, Tall Bell Flower … and then there was the Heal All. Swarms of Spice Bush Swallowtail Butterflies feed on almost every one of these little purple flowers. More then once I had to gently brush them away as they flew into my face.
 
After a brief visit to the Dwyer Graveyard (This is no lie … there was a Dwyer Family reunion sign on US 211 just a little east of the park. I wonder if it was the same family?) we descended to Hull School Trail and made our first crossing of Piney Branch. It wasn’t long before we realized that Stinging Nettles lined the trail. We were OK as long as we didn’t stray off of the path. This was a bit of a disappointment since it blocked our attempts to visit the waterfalls and chutes we came to see.  After Lunch along the branch, where the nettle infestation was at its minimum, we continued our upward climb out of the valley. We passed two large displays of rather royal Turk’s Cap Lilies, the tallest wild lily in the east. They looked out of place but they are indeed indigenous to the region.
 
We plodded up to the intersection with the Pole Bridge Trail and took a short break before continuing on. We knew we were close to the end as the sun bore down on us through the trees. From that point we were about 1.5 miles from the cars. In no time we were sitting on the grass and changing out of our boots thinking about a cold drink and snack at the Mountainside Market in Sperryville.
More details on Piney Ridge/Piney Branch Loop 
