M. R. Hyker's Latest Adventure
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08/05-08/06 – Saint Mary’s Wilderness: Although this trip could have been done more an overnight backpack I planned to set up a base camp and explore the area with a couple of day hikes. I was joined by Stacey (NO E), Doc and Molly. We all arrived at the trailhead about 11:45 and took our time getting ready. The backpack in would only be about 2.2 miles and most of that was downhill. The hike through the gorge formed by Mine Bank Creek with its steep, rocky walls was quite pleasant. As is usually the case my camera decided to misbehave so we are lacking in photos from that part of the trip. (Hopefully Janet has resolved the quirky camera issue. A replacement will be here soon!).

We followed the directions given by Tina of the RD and Phyllis of the Tidewater Appalachian Trail Club and found a wonderful campsite right on the water’s edge about 0.2 miles upstream from the junction of the Mine Bank Creek Tr and St. Mary’s River Tr. We set up our tents and temporarily hung the bear bag before heading off to explore the lower part of the wilderness. The old mining areas were quite interesting and Sugartree Branch Hollow was even more scenic than Mine bank Creek. We then followed the Falls Trail to what was to be the high point of the day’s hiking – the 20 foot high falls. After 2 fords, negotiating a blowout area and descending down some tricky cliffs we finally arrived only to find 2 …. Riff-Raff … camped out on the trail with 2 huge tents surrounded by empty beer bottles, trash and …. other filth. (No camping is allowed along this stretch of the river.) It was difficult taking a picture of the falls knowing that it is no where as pristine as the photo makes it to be. I hope the complaint we filed with the Rangers upon our return did some good to improve this.

We retreated to a deep cool pool we had spotted earlier and took a refreshing dip before returning to camp. By 5:00 we were cooking our dinner as Doc tried to work off Molly’s excess energy with her tattered Frisbee. That night we went to sleep to the sound of whippoorwills and chirping frogs.

The next day was the big event, a 10 mile loop out of the valley to the Big Levels then along FR162 and the Bald Mountain Tr and then finally dropping back down to camp via the Mine bank Creek Tr. It was a pretty nice hike except for one more encounter with some pretty gross camper abuse at the only vista in the wilderness. (This was also reported to the RD.) We made it back to camp with plenty of time to spare so spent considerable time soaking in the shallow pools of the river. A very brief but frantic water fight ensued (mostly as an excuse to get cooled off) before drying off and preparing one last dinner.

The next day was only a 2.5 mile hike back up to the car but the humidity and this dang summer cold left be drenched by the time we reached the top. I pardoned myself and changed into some dry clothes I had in the truck. By 12:00 we had said our “Good-byes” before parting company until the next time.

