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05-26th -28th – 2007: Cranberry Wilderness: A few years ago I got to hike with Jim Kirk, a native West Virginian and avid backwoodsman, and his wife Anita. Although our paths have yet to cross again we stay in pretty constant contact via the internet. After my initial forays into the Cranberry Wilderness he always kept harping about this place … this Hall of the Kings … on the Big Beechy Trail and that before I closed the book on my personal exploration of the CW I must experience this place at least once.

Well, I scouted the first 2.5 miles of the trail in question in 2005 and in intermittent drizzle and sunshine got to experience what Jim had told me about. Unfortunately my faithful HP digital camera decided to breathe its last breath so I had no photos to share, not even with Janet who was trying to keep dry at Tea Creek Campground. It was at that moment I decided to treat all who would come to another adventure through the CW with the Hall of Kings as the initial, awe-inspiring spectacle. We scheduled a trip for June, 2006. We had a full house and I was biting at the bit to go but a week of solid rain beforehand and continued rain forecasted throughout the weekend caused us to abort the trip. The many stream crossings might be too dangerous to attempt.

This year it was the first trip I put on our schedule and I allowed some make-up weekends at the end of the season should it be necessary to reschedule it. Fortunately 2007 proved to be the opposite of the previous year. The week preceding the trip was dry and the extended forecast was for isolated thunderstorms (10-20%). I was joined by Doc, Path Finder, Dr. Mike, Gadget Girl, Jack and Jill (You know … the hill and pail thing?) and Good Golly (Miss Mollie). Also joining us, in a 25th Wedding Anniversary Celebration, was Dot-Com and her husband Mark. (We need to come up with a really good trail name for this guy. He’s too good.) They have hiked all over the U.S. together but have never been to the Cranberry Wilderness. This was to be their weekend.
We started hiking around one o’clock. A quick turn off from the North Fork Tr soon had us climbing steeply to a ridge through a series of short switchbacks on the Big Beechy Trail. It seems in a matter of minutes we were there … in the Hall of Kings. For several hundred yards all we could see before us were towering Red Spruce so tall and dense that the only thing that could grow beneath them is the moss on the giant boulders strewn about, hap hazardously, on the forest floor. The view was nothing short of Gothic. My friend Jim had chosen a pretty apt name for this place. I turned to the group to suggest some quiet but it wasn’t needed. After a photo op we walked silently for about 15 minutes as we passed through this wilderness cathedral. The beautiful Red Spruce continued after this but they were now intermixed with Cherry, Birch, Beech and an understory of ferns and Rhododendron. The trail was lined with Canada Mayflower, Violets, Canada Violets, Painted Trillium and a profusion of Corn-Lily Clintonia (AKA Blue Beads). After about seven miles from our start we made the nose-bleed descent (1400 feet in 2 miles) to Big Beechy Run and the place where we would set up a base camp for the rest of the weekend. There were already a couple on the river side of the Middle Fork Trail and a group of teens from a church on the opposite side. Still we were able to find a great secluded spot for 10 more people. We set up camp, gathered wood and prepared dinner. Fire duties were left to Jack and he did a fine job the entire weekend.
The next day’s weather was also sunny but a tad cooler than yesterday. After eating a hearty breakfast we started off on a 13 mile day hike. It seems, for the most part, that every new mile was more scenic then the last. The trail was again lined in flowers but now the moist river bottomland favored Heart-leaved Skullcap, Common Cinquefoil and Wild Sweet Williams (a phlox) over what was blooming on the ridges. The Middle Fork of the Williams River presented outstanding views, one after another. We quickly arrived at the junction of the Little Fork Trail and Forded the river. After a brief break we continued on. The central part of this trail is also beautiful as it introduces you to multiple cascades, too numerous to count, as you hike up the steep hollow. The climb up to the North/South Trail was a bit of a challenge for some but we all made it up to the top and took a long lunch break. We continued on to the Laurelly Branch Trail, passing a group of backpackers looking for water, and began our descent back to camp. At first the trail was narrow, steep and rocky but soon joined a gently descending railroad grade. Some seriously wet seeps and Stinging Nettle patches were quickly negotiated. By 5:00 we were back at camp. Some headed directly to the food bags while others (in a semi-delirious fit of heat exhaustion) immediately jumped into the swimming hole below the falls. It took mere seconds to bring one’s body temperature down to normal and to numb any muscles or joints that might be aching. We finished the day with dinner, a nice fire prepared by Jack and some good ol’ campfire banter.
On the final day we broke camp and said our farewell to Big Beechy but not to the wonderful scenery. The next 7 miles hiking up the Middle Fork was almost like putting way too much ice cream on top of the pie. There were the falls of Hell for Certain Run, a giant rock slab that runs for several hundred yards up the river without so much as a seam, chutes and falls and rapids by the scores … It seemed endless. We finally made a hard left turn and climbed gradually to the North Fork Trail. On the way up folks were asking if we would once again be in the Hall of Kings. I said “No, it will be more like a Hall of Princes.” as we walked the final mile through an alley cut through the young Red Spruce, so thick you could not see through them … so dense that the only thing that can grow beneath them is the moss on the giant boulders strewn about, hap hazardously, on the forest floor.
