M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
 
May 28th May 30th , 2004: 3 day backpack in the Dolly Sods Wilderness. We hiked in about 4.5 miles on day 1 before setting up camp, 6.5 miles on day 2 with 3 side trips, 2 without packs, and finished the trip off with a 3.5 mile jaunt back to our vehicles.
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More Photos
More Photos by Don Ni!
We had the maximum of 10 participants. Filling the ranks were the likes of Hard Core (Betty), Li'l Mench (Danielle), Cognac Jack (John), Sweet-Tea (Alex), Rodney D (Mike), Fargo (Janet), LisaLX (still working on her trail name), Shutter Bug (Don), Leena (She needs a trail name real bad too.) and Sam the Wonder Dog (as always!).

 
We stayed on schedule the entire weekend without even trying. When we first pulled into the Laneville trailhead I noticed kayakers pulling their rigs out of the water. That was bad news because it meant that Red Creek was high and roaring. Crossings were going to be difficult if not impossible. We made it to camp along a roaring waterfall by 4 o'clock. Everyone did their chores and proceeded to relax for the night. We were entertained by 8 kayakers running the creek. One by one they shot the falls without a mishap. These guys had put in at or above Black Bird Knob which meant they had to haul their rigs overland for 2 miles over not too cool trails before they started their run. Don Ni is the new Fire Master. He started a great bonfire even though all the wood was wet. We would discuss the Red Creek Ford in the morning

 
We awoke to some astonishing news. The creek had dropped a foot overnight. We were going to be able to cross Red Creek after all!!! After we broke camp we walked an additional ½ mile without packs to view an even larger waterfall upstream that the kayakers had to navigate before they did ours. We returned to camp, grabbed our gear and made the ford across Red Creek in good order. The water was cold and shin to knee deep but the previous day's force was gone. We continued up Red Creek Trail and had a pleasant lunch at the Forks of Red Creek, retraced our steps a bit to the Breathed Mountain Trail and climbed steeply to that wondrous plateau. We were all amazed at how quickly the ecosystem had changed from a mixed hardwood/Red Spruce forest to a nearly flat blueberry bog laced with returning young Red Spruce and isolated plantations of magnificent Pine Trees. The trail was pretty muddy in spots. At the end of the Breathed Mountain Trail we had to climb through some rocks and a nice spruce forest before reaching the junction with Big Stone Coal Trail. We took a long break there, lying in the grass, before completing the final leg of our day's journey. When you look at maps of the wilderness Big Stone Coal Trail looks almost like straight line. It is not! It weaves around bogs and Pine Plantations just like the Breathed Mountain Trail. At one point, you walk through a Pine plantation. Just at the edge of the plantation the trail makes a hard left turn but a fainter trail leads out to a grand view of a bog  with the back of the Allegheny Front and the Roaring Plains as a backdrop. Awesome! I'm kind of glad we missed that turn. Hard Core easily found our error and the rest of the hike was otherwise uneventful ..... besides more awesome views of bogs and Big Stone Coal Run that is. We made camp by 4:00 o'clock. After setting up camp Rodney D., Shutter Bug, Cognac Jack, Sweet-Tea and myself visited the top falls of Big Stone Coal and, with the help of fellow hikers, the grand Lion's Head Overlook. The way up was different this time. After a steep but short climb we walked through a most excellent (but dry) campsite amid a pine plantation and an adjoining meadow. A camper pointed out the cairns and in no time we were on the top of the world. At least that is how it felt.

 
The next day we broke camp and headed up Dunkenbarger Trail. Of all of the trails I’ve been on in the lower Sods this is the muddiest one of them all, hands down! Throw in a fair number of rocks and roots and you have a very slow, messy tread. Still, it is very scenic. Dunkenbarger Run is like Big Stone Coal but in miniature and has campsites all around it. Just before the crest of the hill there is a great campsite under what has to be two of the oldest Hemlocks in the forest. We took a long break under them before descending down to Little Stone Coal and then our final ford of Red Creek. From there it is a fairly easy walk back to the cars. By 1:00 oclock we were sitting in the 4-U restaurant eating everything in front of us ..... a perfect ending to a perfect trip.

To get directions and trail notes for this outing go to Dolly Sods Wilderness Backpack
