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Although the trip officially started at 8:00 a.m. on Saturday October 9, Phil and I left Pittsburgh midday on Friday the 8th under gorgeous Indian summer blue skies. We made good time on the drive and stopped at the Purple Fiddle in Davis for a bowl of homemade soup (fresh trout chowder for Phil, Ten Bean for me) and a sandwich to take with us to the trailhead. A visit to the Purple Fiddle is not to be missed when passing through the Thomas/Davis, WV area, especially on weekend nights when live mountain-style entertainment is offered. 

Back on the road and on the home stretch, we made it to the trailhead in the northern Dolly Sods area of the Monongahela National Forest with just enough daylight remaining to set up tents in the campsite under the pines a short distance west of FS75 on the Blackbird Knob trail, as suggested by Eric and leader Dimitri. The others in the group were expected to follow our arrival there throughout the evening. In fact, exactly as predicted, Eric made his appearance at 8:00 p.m. and had his tent set up within minutes. While chatting with him I caught a glimpse of a bright meteor in the eastern sky, and made a wish that has not come true. The evening was cool and windy and since we’d opted to relax in lieu of gathering firewood during the last moments of daylight, we retreated to our tents by 9:00 p.m. to escape the chill. 

I was half asleep for the next set of events so don’t recall who arrived next, Leonid who exchanged quiet greetings with Eric, or the two guys not with our group who were very impressed with what they could see of Dolly Sods in the darkness. One guy repeatedly exclaimed that “Dolly Sods is phat (sp?), man!” and this became a running joke the rest of the weekend. According to Phil who was under a simple well rigged but open-ended tarp, the two were even more disruptive with their headlamps than with their voices. I did my best to tune them out and carry on with my rest, but was more awake for the arrival of Dimitri and John sometime after 11:00 p.m. 

Our group, now complete at six, made our final introductions and broke camp in the pink-sky dawn and walked back to the cars to prepare breakfast and discuss the day’s plan. Dimitri had suggested a hike of about four round trip miles from Bear Rocks to Stack Rock, north along the rim of the Allegheny Front. Trailhead parking was at a premium due to the holiday weekend crowds so Eric opted to stay behind and save the parking space by parking himself, his laptop, and our packs in the empty space while the rest of us set up the shuttle and hiked to Stack Rock. This hike was highlighted by spectacular views east toward the Shenandoah, Seneca Rocks and North Fork Mountain, boggy areas with vegetation turning vivid fall colors and flowers going to seed, and bushwhacking through dense spruce and laurel. Although the skies were overcast, the clouds were high and the visibility was better than several previous visits I had made to this area, when summer haze obscured the distant topography. 

Leaving one vehicle at the Bear Rocks trailhead where our hike would finish the next day, we returned to Blackbird Knob trail to begin our backpack. Shortly past the piney campsite we’d used the night before, the trail descended in elevation and entered an open meadow before crossing Alder Run then Red Creek. By this time the clouds had broken and we were treated to sunlit splashes of peak fall foliage. Near Blackbird Knob the trail meets the Red Creek trail, which we followed roughly southward to the “forks” of Red Creek. Here we found numerous campsites, some occupied, but we continued on after a second crossing of Red Creek. 

Red Creek trail climbs gradually out of the valley of Red Creek but still follows its contours along an abandoned rail grade as it flows toward the tiny village of Laneville and eventually, the Mississippi River by way of the Cheat, Monongahela and Ohio Rivers. From the forks crossing, we hiked about 1.5 miles until we reached the junction with the Rocky Point trail, also an abandoned railroad grade. This trail is aptly named for the outcrop of Pottsville sandstone that offers sweeping views of the Red Creek valley and much of the southern sections of the Dolly Sods Wilderness. However, it could be deemed appropriate to nickname this trail “Pointy Rock” trail due to its loose rocky footway. While making our way at a pretty fast pace and passing several other groups of hikers, somewhere along this section I turned my right ankle. I noted the jab of pain in my foot but after a few steps it subsided.

Once at the base of the Lion’s Head feature of Rocky Point, Leonid suggested that a scramble up the side of the cliff would offer a shortcut to the top. We took the suggestion and the shortcut, along with a friendly group of three day-hikers who were uncertain of the way and asked to follow us. The climb was challenging and likely very dangerous with heavy packs but all made it up successfully and without injury. Several other groups were already there to enjoy the view, which was fantastic in spite of the return of solid cloud cover. 

Walking again with my backpack on, I noticed my right foot was now very sore so I was glad to learn we had just over a mile to go along Big Stonecoal Run trail to our campsite in a beautiful and remote part of the Sods. We set up tents and tarps in and around a grove of spruce trees close to the tannin-tinted water of Stonecoal Run and relaxed by a nice campfire for the evening. I finished every bite of a two-serving dehydrated chicken stew meal fortified with Thai seasoning before tending to my bruised and swollen foot. 

During the night there was a light drizzle but by daybreak the skies were clear and promised a fair day for the remainder of the hike. We packed up and left the campsite before 9:30 a.m. and continued hiking north along the Big Stonecoal Run trail. In an open area to the east we explored a beaver dam and lodge surrounded by a boggy area. Beavers clear-cut the aspen thereby allowing thousands of new aspen shoots to grow, which ensures their primary food source will remain plentiful. This is a great system; when only selected aspens are removed, other shade-tolerant tree species take over, resulting in no new aspens and loss of habitat for these creatures. The beavers will remain here until all the nearby aspen trees are temporarily depleted, then will move on to another stand of aspen to build another dam and start the cycle again while the original site recovers.

Continuing on, we climbed steadily through hardwoods and came to a junction with a jeep road and the Breathed Mountain trail, which we passed by. Here we took a short break before the steady climb up to Harmon Knob on the Cabin Mountain trail. As we approached the crest, the first thing I spotted in the distance was the stand of windmills to the northwest on Backbone Mountain near the town of Thomas, familiar to me because I pass through their ranks each time I drive to the MNF. With clear blue cloudless skies overhead, we were treated to a breath-taking view of Canaan Valley to the west as well as the plateau of the northern Sods to the east. Dimitri wisely suggested we add some layers of clothing as protection from the strong chilly wind gusts since we would be hiking on this exposed ridge for about three miles. Along this section we encountered many family groups, some with small children, many dressed for summer beach vacations, all there to enjoy the fantastic views on a perfect autumn day. Dimitri was slow to catch up to the rest of us at one point, and we learned he had stumbled and fallen on his knee. It was causing him some pain, especially on the rockier sections of trail. Because of this as well as my own foot injury, during lunch we agreed to take a slightly shorter route back to the shuttle car at the Bear Rocks trailhead by following Raven Ridge trail instead of the planned route further to the north on Dobbin Grade. Leaving the rim of Cabin Mountain and heading generally east, Raven Ridge trail offers a bit of roller-coaster terrain, mostly open meadows with views of Dobbin Slashing bog to the north, eventually descending through a wooded valley to the final crossing of the Upper Red Creek. 

After stopping to take a few group photos, we lost Leonid. It was not clear whether he’d decided to break from the rest of us and prolong his time in the wilderness, possibly catching up later with John and Dimitri, or if he had parted permanently to make his way back to his car while enjoying some solitude and a few more miles of hiking. In any case, John shuttled me, Phil and Eric back to the starting point for our cars and returned to Bear Rocks for Dimitri, who later let us know that Leonid had made a pit stop and arrived at the end of the hike to find we all had gone. As one would expect, resourceful Leonid made the best of it and also arrived home safely.

The total hike mileage was just under 18, not including the Stack Rock bushwhack. While it was not the largest possible loop around Dolly Sods, it was still a fairly large circuit and a well-planned hike that allowed us to see all the best features of this beautiful and diverse wilderness area. 

2004 Megan McGee, Canonsburg, PA

