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Old Man Winter took his time getting to the Alleghenies, but he certainly announced his presence upon arrival. Over the long Martin Luther King Jr. Day weekend, about a foot of snow fell atop Laurel Ridge.

And for a nice change, we didn’t experience those oscillating temperatures and accompanying rain that quickly have wiped out good natural snow cover during recent seasons. Instead cold temperatures remained and a couple more inches of snow fell.

The timing was perfect. The following weekend was an open one, both for me and for my usual skiing companion, Tom Gray. So that Saturday found us in a favorite ski area, Laurel Summit off U.S. Route 30 above Jennerstown.

A beautiful afternoon and near-perfect skiing conditions demonstrated why this can be such a memorable place. While the temperature was in the low-20s, the air was still, the sun warming.
Squeezing into a last, sort-of parking space at the end of a long, shallow lot packed with 60 vehicles, we considered whether to check on ski conditions at the Warming Hut. But since a Summit Trail entrance was close, and the Warming Hut was a football field away, we decided to wing it.
Ski conditions were almost ideal. The solid snow base handled packed tracks well, and there was just enough powder to enable the skis to slide smoothly and occasionally glide a bit.
As a cross-country skier who never gets out enough to achieve much more than marginal competency, my first outing of each new season is a reorientation experience, a time to regain “snow legs.”

Summit Trail didn’t provide that time. Instead, it soon offered a fairly healthy downhill and my snowplow (spreading the backs of skis to form an inverted “V” to slow descent) was too tentative.
About halfway down the slope I veered off the trail but managed to come to a stop while still upright. Tom had to be laughing. It wasn’t pretty.
Summit Trail certainly was, though. Mixed stands of mountain laurel and rhododendron, their long evergreen leaves curled against the cold, lined both sides of the trail leading to a picturesque, snow-capped wooden footbridge over Spruce Run. Just beyond, hemlocks filtered the blue sky.

A short time later my skis suddenly shot out on a barely perceptible dip in the trail, plopping me on my podex. If the first fall of the season only hurts one’s pride, it’s a good fall.
Another skier narrowly averted a potentially more-serious fall soon after. Coming from the opposite direction at a fast clip after a descent, he sat-stopped to avoid hitting us on the narrow trail.

It was fortunate that he did so. For just a few feet beyond, he suddenly would have encountered a log crossing the trail that he would’ve had to either jump, if his reflexes and skills were good enough, or hit, if they weren’t.
Exiting Summit Trail, we crossed Laurel Summit Road and joined Towhee, which meandered among bare hardwoods and occasional patches of mountain laurel. Here the level and gently curving trail enabled the classic Nordic glide – for about a quarter-mile until my legs said, “Okay, enough of that.”

But by now, the skis were feeling more natural, under more control. We climbed a fairly steep slope on Bill Alberts Trail without a problem by spreading ski tips into an inverted snowplow, which prevented a backward slide.

And we plowed down a final slope on Interstate, feeling quite comfortable. Having traveled about four miles altogether, my ski legs were back, albeit done for the day.
Upon learning a few basics and practicing a bit, most people – even at advanced ages – can find their cross-country ski legs rather quickly. It’s a wonderful way to enjoy this season, especially when the day and snow conditions make a near-perfect pair. 
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