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The recent nor’easter that bedeviled much of the Northeast was a godsend to the Alleghenies.
About a foot of wet-based powder descended upon Laurel Ridge, creating nearly perfect conditions for cross-country skiing atop Laurel Summit – conditions that have been exceedingly rare there for the past two or three winter seasons.

Rarer still was that those conditions persisted into the weekend, giving my close friend, neighbor and outings’ companion, Tom Gray, and me the opportunity to “go out and play.”
Just the drive in along Laurel Summit Road was worth the trip. Snow laid plush on the landscape, precisely lined the limbs of the now-leafless hardwoods, and lounged on the boughs of the evergreens.
We weren’t the only ones seizing this early season opportunity. Parking areas were nearly filled with dozens of vehicles.
Members of the Laurel Summit Ski Patrol were at the Warming Hut as usual, even though operations there will be anything but usual this season. While a fire was burning in the wood stove, no foods or snacks were being offered and the doors had to remain open to promote a freer flow of air inside.

Patrollers were erecting tarps across the side and front of the porch to create a shelter within which to provide any necessary first aid. While lending a hand, Tom and I were able to chat with old friends and learn that the ski conditions on the groomed trails to the north of Laurel Summit Road were “as good as they get.”
Taking the patrollers’ advice, we skied Interstate, the Loop Trail, Lippo’s Loop, Bill Albert’s, Towhee and Spruce Run, before crossing Laurel Summit Road to pick up the Summit Trail and return to the Warming Hut.

The snowfall’s wet base had packed well and gave the ski tracks a solid, smooth surface upon which to glide. Low-30s temperatures were cold enough to prevent the snow from turning wet and getting sticky.
Stopping for a snack, both Tom and I took photos of the way the snow lined the trees and capped the still-green mountain laurel and rhododendron. Mixed with the snow was hoarfrost: sharp-edged ice crystals that formed on smaller twigs and branches; picture snow with splinters.

While skiing left both of us tired and feeling our lack of conditioning, there was weekend left, and we’d promised our non-skiing wives that we would take them snowshoeing on Sunday.

For that outing we went to Clear Shade Creek in the Babcock State Forest near Ogletown. Here, a day further from the snowfall, the snow was beginning to lose its look of freshness yet remained beautifully unspoiled.
We ‘shoed along the dark-waters of the quiet stream in snow marked only by occasional animal tracks. At one point we could see where a deer had forded Clear Shade and emerged on our side.

Enough snow remained on the trees to bring a shower onto my head when my wife, Keiko, unknowingly moved a sapling while walking just in front of me. Tom purposely tried to do the same to his wife, Linda, but succeeded only in bringing the shower of powder onto his own head.

Both Saturday and Sunday offered times when we could be free of masks and social distance naturally. The many skiers we saw on Saturday all were smiling and ready with a cheery greeting as we passed each other on the trails.

“We deserve this,” said one woman. And we all knew what she meant.
Until the vaccines get into wide distribution, these forest experiences offer welcome normalcy outside our own homes. The beauty, sense of community and exercise can purge the pandemic from our minds – at least for a brief while. What a gift!
If you missed this one, resolve to see the godsend in – rather than the bedevilment of – the next snowfall. Winter has just begun. More gifts are on the way.
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