The Grand Finale
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10-22 to 24-05: This trip was originally scheduled for the Columbus Day weekend but rescheduled due to the forecast of 2.5 inches of rain over a 24 hour period in the Great North Mountain area of the GWNF. Doc, Chardonnay, Pathfinder, Ron, Terri and myself were still able to make the new dates. This was to be a 27 mile circumnavigation of the Trout Run Valley over 3 days. 

We assembled at the Wolf Gap Campground and were walking up Mill Mountain by 10:30. The air was cool but heavy with humidity. The visibility was “zero”. Instead of being a day full of vistas this would be more like a walk in the woods, enjoying the trailside colors of fall as we went along. We stopped at the overlooks for our breaks and lunch, pretending to see Trout Run Valley to the west and the Shenandoah Valley and Massanutten Mountain to the east. Since we were so socked in we got to camp by 3:30. We had hiked about 8 miles. The fog was really getting thick and you could almost taste the rain in the clouds. We quickly went about setting up our tents and getting our gear stowed away. As I zipped the fly of my tent closed it started to rain. We put on our rain gear and went about gathering firewood. Despite the constant rain Chardonnay was able to get a good, robust fire going. The rain relented after about an hour and the clouds began to break up as the sun set. The rest of the evening was spent eating by the fire and helping Chardonnay relieve himself of some of the excess weight he had been carrying in his pack.

The next day was the exact opposite of the first. We awoke to a wonderful deep blue and  orange sunrise. While some puttered around camp others grabbed their breakfast and enjoyed the view at the Pond Run Vista as we ate. The sun shown  brightly on Halfmoon Mountain. We would be there soon enough. We broke camp and headed down the trail. In a short 0.5 miles we were at the junction of the Halfmoon lookout Spur. We stashed our packs and slackpacked up to the top. The views of Long Mountain, Mill Mountain and Tibbet Knob were grand. Furthermore, the colors in the valley were pretty intense. Last week we had missed the Fall peak in the Cranberry by about a week. I think this time we hit it on the head!

We returned to our gear and proceeded down to Halfmoon Run where we topped off our water before proceeding across the base of Halfmoon Mountain to Trout Run. We had a leisurely Lunch at a nice campsite along the water before climbing up the north side of Long Mountain. Since the last scouting report I had gotten from a PATC friend indicated that the next camp would be dry we collected water at a clear stream about one mile out from the day’s final objective. We arrived at the clearing snuggled under Ben’s Ridge around 5:00. Another 11 miles down! We setup camp without fear of precipitation. A quick scouting trip determined that the stream that was dry the previous week had been totally rejuvenated. Another night was spent relaxing by the fire and finishing off Chardonnay’s excess baggage. One by one we drifted off to bed, weary from the day’s long trek. 

We awoke to the sound of light drizzle on our tents. Reluctantly we got up, ate and got ready for the final 8 miles of the trip. By the time we broke camp the rain had stopped for the most part but a low omnibus ceiling hung over for the rest of the day. Surprisingly all we had to deal with were a few bouts of light drizzle and the never ending climb up the backside of Devil’s Hole Mountain. Once on top we quickly reached a county road which we used to connect with the Tibbet Knob Trail and the final leg of our trip. We had a quick lunch at that trailhead but were soon on the trail again. The dampness was biting and the ceiling seemed to be getting lower … only 2.5 miles to go before we were back at the cars! Fortunately we made it to the peak and were able to enjoy a nice view despite the threatening weather. We then put our packs back on and scurried down (more like slid on our butts!) down the front of the knob to something more closely resembling a trail. The remaining 1.5 miles was mostly downhill with one small climb over a rocky sub-summit which provided even more views of Mill and Sluice mountains. We made it back to the cars by 2:30, pretty much dry and in good spirits. After freshening up and downing some of the donuts I had left in my car we said our good-byes and headed back to reality.

It didn’t dawn on me until I sat down to write this that this outing brings an end to another great West Virginia outing season. I have to admit I’m a bit tired but you know what? I’m all ready planning an even better schedule for next year. I hope my fellow leaders feel the same way. I can’t wait for 2006!

