M.R.Hyker’s Latest Adventure
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08 – 26 to 28 – 06: Otter Creek-SW - Man, have I missed the Mon! We were supposed to explore parts of the Cranberry Wilderness in June but a pretty serious weather front caused us to cancel the trip. This time the weather was more agreeable. Gadget Girl, Short Stack, Dr. Mud E. Boots and myself all met at the Condon Run trailhead and began our trek into the Otter Creek Wilderness by noon under blue skies.  
Over the past 5 years I have managed to hike all of the trails in this venue except those in the southwestern corner, namely the Yellow Creek and McGowan Mt trails and the far upper section of the Moore Run Tr. The latest edition of the MNF trail guide noted that the McGowan Mountain Tr had been made difficult to follow by storm damage in recent years. Eric Sherada shared his GPS data, map and knowledge gained from his ’05 trip with me so I decided to go for it. 
As we started down Otter Creek Tr we noticed that the creek was barely flowing and all of the side streams were dried up. Things had been pretty dry recently and it looked like the famous waterworks we’ve become accustomed to would not be too grand this time. We turned north onto the Yellow Creek Tr and then went right onto the McGowan Mountain Tr. Most of the first day’s miles were on old railroad grades with only a few steep sections so we were able to make good time. Near the top we passed through some enormous boulders. It seemed as if some greater power had left their building blocks out. Before we new it we were walking through the upper bogs of Moore Run full of cotton grass at its peak. We stopped for a photo op and I glanced at my trusty GPS. I was relieved to find that we were less than 0.25 miles from familiar trail. The waypoint that I had loaded for the lower “hidden” bog was right on so we paid a quick visit to it before proceeding to our base camp.  
We reached our first night’s destination, a two level campsite tucked away at the end of the Moore Run Tr before the creek crossing, by 5:00 P.M. The skies were still blue but we refrained from playing in the creek and went about setting up our tents and securing our gear. As we were eating our dinner the rumble of thunder could be heard in the distance. We managed to finish up and got the bear bag hung just as it started to rain. It was only 7:00 P.M. but the precipitation grew heavier and soon drove us into our tents for the night. As we lay in our tents we could hear not only the heavy pelting of the raindrops on our flies but the increasing volume of the creek as well. (The famous Otter Creek waterworks would be putting on a show for us tomorrow after all.) 
The next day saw the rain gone and the sun trying to come out. We ate a leisurely breakfast and prepared for a 9 mile day hike. Those familiar with this first creek crossing knows that it is wide and usually shallow. Overnight it had risen about 2 inches making it necessary to don our sandals/stream shoes to make the ford. After crossing we switched footwear and proceeded up the Possession Camp Trail. This is yet another railroad grade that passes through some wonderful Hemlock groves and waterfalls. Possession Camp Run was really running down the side of the mountain fast and hard. We took a long break at the junction with the Green Mountain trail before beginning our descent back to the creek. Oddly, this trail seemed a little steeper and rockier than the last time we hiked it. Fortunately we were traveling without packs so made good time to the first creek crossing. We decided to have lunch here. Our initial plan was to wait until we arrived at Moore Run before partaking in the coolness of the creek but the deep wading pool behind a rock proved too much of a temptation. First I, and then GG, found ourselves immersed in the refreshingly cold creek. Try as we may we couldn’t coax the others to join us. 
After lunch we continued our trek along the creek, taking in all of the falls and chutes, too numerous to count. This section of trail between this last crossing and Moore Run had a couple of difficult blowdowns across it this year. Now there were even more. Some were some very big, complex tangles of multiple trees. As we approached the first of these tangles we met a USFS Ranger (The first I have ever seen in the wilds!) with notepad in hand. He was performing a trail damage inventory so he could schedule crews to come in and make the trail safe again. Hopefully he will make it happen! 
We stopped at Moore Run and laid about the rocks for a while before continuing on to camp. A light mist created a little increase in our pace but proved to be non-threatening.  
I think we all ate early that night and some set about collecting firewood. It looked like there was going to be a campfire, rain or no rain. Surprisingly, as the last stick of Birch fizzled out to a dim ember the rains started again. This time it was 8:30 and everything was secure. We reluctantly called it a night and listened again as the volume of the creek increased even more. 
The next day we arose to a humid environment but the rain had ended. We were able to enjoy one last camp-side meal before stashing our wet gear into our packs. (I hate it when it feels like you are carrying more weight at the end of a trip then at the beginning!). We said goodbye to the wilderness and began a pretty easy 4 mile hike (with slightly heavier gear) back to our cars. We had all agreed to share a lunch at the infamous Alpine Hotel before parting ways but we arrived back at the trailhead at 10:30. O.K. … let’s do breakfast instead! I never knew Sausage Gravy and Biscuits could taste so good!
