Mountain Odyssey at Otter Creek Wilderness

Highlands Conservancy Mountain Odyssey Outing

Outing hosted by Peter Shoenfeld.  Trip report written by Eric Shereda.  Flower ID by Dave Saville.

(Peter Shoenfeld, Jim Solley, Lee and Phyllis Reger, Eric and Charity Shereda, Dimitri Tundra, Anatoley Zheleznyak)


The eight of us met at the Dry Fork/Otter Creek parking area 2 miles south of Hendricks along WV72.  After a brief introduction, we loaded up the cars and traveled towards the Condon Run trailhead.  The morning was beautiful!  Clear skies and plenty of sunshine bode well to the start of the hike.  We drove south on WV72 towards the town of Red Creek but turned shy and followed Big Run down to Dry Fork.  From there we crossed at Jenningston and headed up Middle Mountain towards Sully.  With all of the discussion on the ride over focusing on wind turbines, Peter Shoenfeld opted to take the left fork at Sully.  We followed the ridgeline of Middle Mountain and Peter showed us where they are planning to build a fan farm on Rich Mountain to the east.  As we approached US33 at Wymer, we ran into Jim Solley of the WVHC.  Too bad his hatchback got crushed in the process (Sorry Peter, but I had to).  Peter said that’s what he gets for talking and driving at the same time.  


We arrived at the Condon Run trailhead in not much worse shape than we started.  We formally introduced ourselves and then Peter tried to weigh our packs down with I “Heart” Mountains bumper stickers and membership applications to the WVHC.  From Condon Run trailhead, we crossed a small boggy area and followed Otter Creek for just a wee bit.  It was quiet and beautiful along the tea colored water of Otter Creek before Hendrick Camp Trail broke away.  It was rather cool and dark under the Hemlocks and Rhododendron with spots of snow here and there.  We followed Hendrick Camp Trail for a mile before intersecting Shavers Mountain Trail.


We soon arrived at the junction and started up a series of switchbacks to the top of Shavers Mountain.  The woods were rather open along the climb and we could feel the sun beating down on our necks since the leaves weren’t out yet.  After a brief break at the top, we continued north along the top and eastern front of Shavers Mountain stopping occasionally in an attempt to find overlooks to the east.  Along the side of the trail, we spotted bright red berries the size of peas.  At first we thought it was Teaberry but it did not have the characteristic wintergreen smell.  The Regers correctly identified it as Partridgeberry and we continued on toward Mylius Gap.  We had lunch near a spring and refilled our water supplies.  You can’t beat crisp, cool water from a mountain spring.


We regrouped at the Mylius Gap junction and climbed 400 feet back to the top of Shavers Mountain.  At the top we walked through some stands of huge virgin Hemlock.  Dimitri even found one that he could fit inside!  Peter said that before too long, the Hemlock will all be gone because of a bug called Hemlock Woolly Adelgid, whose feeding depletes the trees’ reserves and causes a 95% mortality rate (Hemlock Woolly Adelgid Newsletter, USDA Forest Service, September, 1996).  I noticed a lot of branch tips from the Hemlock (as well as Red Spruce) on the ground and wondered if the same insect caused this.  It was dark and moist under the eerie protection of the Hemlocks; indeed, a very beautiful part of the Shavers Mountain Trail.


We made camp just across the Randolph/Tucker County Line in a nice location just short of the Green Mountain Trail junction since the prime campsite overlooking Glady Fork was occupied.  We had dinner around a campfire and shared stories from past trips and talked about places we would like to hike.  It was a clear, cold night reminding us that just two weekends prior, there was almost two feet of snow on the ground right where we were camping.


In the morning, as we were drying our tents and preparing breakfast, the “invasion” began.  Army Rangers, first one, then another, were conducting some sort of orienteering maneuver.  All were carrying full rucksacks and fake, orange M-16’s to boot.  They looked rather bemused to see other people up here actually enjoying themselves.

We broke camp and started toward the bog at the Green Mountain Trail Junction.  The part of the bog that we explored was rather grown over compared to some of the bogs I am familiar with at Dolly Sods.  In places, the Red Sphagnum Moss was still frozen over giving us solid walking support for a change.  The Rhododendron was thick and the Red Spruce trees fought your every move around the edges.  I did notice some Teaberry and shared its wintergreen fragrance with Dimitri and Anatoley.  As we headed back to the trail, one of the Rangers, who had heard us fighting the underbrush, stopped and asked for directions.  By then, half of our group had decided to press on and we spent some time backtracking to try and locate them.  Unsuccessful, we continued on through some of the thicker and wetter sections of the trip looking for Phyllis’s small bootprints.  Several places the trail was inundated with tea colored water making it difficult for those in the group with short legs to keep their feet dry.  We caught up with the rest of the group at the Possession Camp trail junction.  This is a popular site as the Ranger leaders had a base camp/check in station set up here.

After the break, we resumed our leisurely jaunt down the Green Mountain trail.  We made the turn where the old railroad grade continues on to the north, adding a cairn in the process since one in our troupe went straight while we were conversing.  The trail joined another railroad grade that paralleled a stream and mutually coexisted in some places.  We noticed what looked to be an old 40# rail left behind from the logging days that wasn’t recovered.  Eventually, we broke away from the stream and gained a little elevation before The Drop to Otter Creek.

As we descended toward Otter Creek, the forest opened up into hardwoods again.  There were several types of flowers already in bloom this early in the spring.  There were tall, bright yellow Trout Lilies with their trout-shaped leaves.  We gazed upon pink and white (yellow center) Spring Beauties and Downy Yellow Violets, and wondered why they didn’t call them Yellers instead.  We also stumbled across a huge patch of ramps, also called wild leaks, around wet areas on the hillside.

At the bottom of the hill we intersected the Otter Creek Trail and dropped our packs for lunch.  We ate on top of some big rocks with Otter Creek lapping at our feet.  What a spectacular spot to have lunch!  The Rangers that passed our spot looked on with envy and continued on their way.  We soon followed them and started to get tunnel vision for the trailhead.  The walk was nice along the old railroad grade and was mushy in places.  About 2 miles before Otter Creek empties into Dry Fork, I noticed a creek flowing right out of the hillside on the opposite side of Otter Creek.  This might not be noticed in the summer with leaves on and I plan to investigate further on another trip when the water is lower.  A similar stream, and larger, was flowing from the mountainside near the Otter Creek confluence into Dry Fork.

The arrival at the Dry Fork Bridge was like crossing the finish line of a marathon.  With the hike now over, we trudged up the hill and shed our packs and relaxed.  We reflected on what a wonderful trip we had among God’s creations, and it was then the longing to hike back into the wilderness set in.  I’m sure each of us felt the creeks rushing and the brooks babbling, the wind roaring through the Hemlocks, and the silence and stillness of the woods.

