M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
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10-07 through 09-06: Once again Mother Nature tested the adaptability of a group of diehard hikers. Once again the hikers prevailed. This time I was joined by Doc and Molly, Gadget Gyrl, Caveman, Ted E. Bear, Dr. Ruth, Mr. Hiking Upward, Alice and Sly. We launched our trek from the Kennison Mt. trailhead on RT 39 promptly at 1:00 P.M. The initial climb up to the ridge wasn’t as bad as we thought it would be. A light misting rain kept our outerwear cool. Once near the top the rain melted away and the sun came out. The hike along the mountain was nothing short of exhilarating. The yellows of the Beech and the reds of the Maples contrasted sharply against the ever present green Red Spruce and giant Rhododendron. In a few places the Spruce had regained its rightful place to the point of smothering all understory species save the soft, green moss that painted the surfaces of the boulders. Research had indicated that parts of this trail can be quite wet and we did, indeed, slog through several seeps created by the recent rains. We were, however, quite surprised to fin recently constructed (within the past 5 years) boardwalks traversing the worst of them. The last and longest was approximately 100 yards long. The descent to the Cranberry River was quite steep. We gave up 1000 feet of elevation in less than a mile. As we neared the bottom the sounds of a raging river grew louder and louder. On nearly the same weekend, last year, you could rock hop across any part of the Cranberry without getting your boots wet. Toda, after nearly a week of rain, we were facing a thigh high crossing of a very angry Cranberry River with the mountain to our back and no campsites on our side. As we scouted up and down the river we could see a nice grassy area under the trees complete with fire ring on the other side. We had to either cross or spend the night where we were with no place to pitch a tent.

I found what I thought was the safest crossing just above a set of rapids, donned my sandals and made it to the other side. I dropped my pack and re-crossed the river to carry the packs of those that were shorter than me. One by one we made it across, gathered up our gear and headed for that grassy spot about 50 yards up stream. We quickly set up camp and set about drying whatever got wet. Most of the wood near camp was waterlogged Birch. We made an attempt at a campfire but once the fire starter burned out we gave up. After dinner we had a meeting to discuss strategies for the next 2 days. Our initial plan was to hike down the Cranberry Forest Road and re-cross the river to join the Fisherman’s Tr. We would then use the Pocahontas Tr to close the loop. Since we would be hiking down the road we would probably pass more estuaries of the river making a successful ford less likely. Still we opted to at least hike the 3.5 miles to see if the ford was in a wide part of the river making it shallower and less forceful than in the narrower stretches.

The next morning was glorious. The fall colors were in their peak. Tony got a good shot of the moon just before the sun broke over the eastern ridge. We all had a hearty breakfast and broke camp, eager to find out what the ford had in store for us. Tony decided to shorten his trip since his wife was returning from a trip the next day and he had to pick her up at the airport. The rest of us proceeded to the ford. As expected, all the feeder streams were bursting at the seams. Dogway Run was flowing especially hard. There is a vehicle bridge and service road just above that point that we could cross but the service road it lead to would only put us back on top of Kennison Mt., close to our cars. Campsite availability between the river and the top was unknown so we continued down to the ford. Once there, any notion of all safely crossing the river quickly melted away. The trail junction was in a section of the valley that was almost a canyon. I climbed up onto a boulder on the side of the river and thrust a trekking pole in until it touched bottom. The water surface was at the hilt of the handle. Scanning across I could see where some pools were probably chest high. Gadget Gyrl searched below the intended ford while Caveman looked upstream. The best that could be found was thigh to buttocks high (for a tall person) sections and the water was really ripping through the cut all along the river. The decision was instantaneous and unanimous. We aborted the initial plans, reversed directions and hiked back to our last camp. Plan B called for taking a casual lunch here and then hiking a mere 3.5 miles to the shelter at the confluence of the north and south forks of the river. We reached camp by 3:30 and called it a day. Although we had plenty of daylight left we did not know if the sites closest to the end of the road would be available and we didn’t want to have to do any backtracking. 

It actually was a very relaxing day. The colors were still intense and the sky was a brilliant blue. That night we had a roaring campfire, compliments of some fisherman who left a lot of dry wood under the eve of the shelter. We spent the night talking the usual campfire banter before drifting off to our tents.

The final day was probably more gorgeous than the previous one. We ate, broke camp and were on the forest road before 9:00. I should note that most backpackers are not fond of long stretches of road walking and I am no different from the rest. The one exception is probably doing what we were doing that weekend, hiking along the Cranberry River at high water in the peak fall color season. It took us no time to cover the 6 miles of road although some of us were starting to cramp up from pounding the hard surface. From there we left the road and climbed back to the top of Kennison Mountain via the South Fork Tr. You don’t hear much about this trail but it traverses some very nice forest scenery before its end. The fact that the long gradual climb seems to be never ending is another story. Still we made it back to our vehicles by 1:00. We freshened up as best we could and said good-bye to Doc and Molly. We finished up our trip with a quick visit to the Cranberry Botanical area and lunch at the Bob Evans in Lewisburg. On our way home I vowed to return and cross the Cranberry at the Fisherman’s Tr ford. If I do I’ll be sure to monitor the precipitation in the area before making the commitment.

