July 14-16 on Donut Hole Trail at Sproul State Forest, Hyner Run State Park destination.

We were ready with our packs (35 pounds each) when Jim arrived Saturday AM.  We drove in two vehicles to Hyner to leave our car (which has suddenly developed some engine trouble) at our destination, and then returned by gravel road in Jim’s jeep to our intended trailhead near the rail line along the Susquehanna River.  We start on the trail a bit after ten, after having to search for location of the actual trailhead (Paul walks an extra mile looking).  We hike along a jeep road for a mile or so, and then continue another mile as trail deteriorates (was goal the nice huckleberries we found at end?)  But, no trail (?).  We backtrack and find that a small cairn of stones marked where the trail went off from the jeep road (should be a double blaze).  This marks the start of the “very steep 600 feet rise in .3 miles” which in fact is not as difficult as it might have been. This successful climb is tempered by the fact that we’re starting to realize two things: (1) The trail lines on the topo map only roughly approximate what the trail is actually doing, and (2) The trail itself is often hardly visible through the underbrush, and its blazes are sometimes faded or missing.  And for every occasion where the trail seems easier than indicated on the map, there seem to be two times when it is either steeper or longer than it should be.  We continue climbing to a plateau of sorts, and walk along a jeep road.  Weather is fine.  In early afternoon we’re surprised to see a cute bear cub scramble up a tree near us, and rapidly climb out to the tip of a topmost limb.  After a moment’s admiration of the sight, we walk quickly away (not so admirable if mother is nearby, because cub is now in trouble).  We turn off plateau and begin a deep descent into Rattlesnake Run, where I put on my snakeproof (hopefully) gaiters.  Trail is minimal during descent and all along R. (as I prefer to call it) Run.  At times trail makes no sense, and we blaze our own trail directly along (or in) the creek (weather has been dry, so this is possible and easier).  We relocate trail, keep going later than normal, and find a campsite about 6:15 PM.  I set up tent while Fran prepares an excellent (previously dehydrated) dinner in makeshift “kitchen” by stream.   We’re in bed by 9 or earlier, and well set up.  A large lunar moth, more the size of a bat, is attracted by my flashlight (it is a dark moonless night) and gets caught between the tent and tent fly, beating wildly against the tiny tent.  I get up to release it outside, where it vigorously persists in fluttering on my head. Must be moth mating season (if it wasn’t enough that this is rattlesnake mating season).  There is a brief and gentle rain in the night.

In the morning, Fran is awakened by a growling sound (!?).  She looks out her side of tent and first sees a bear cub, then a mama bear, and then another bear cub, playing in the stream.  Not much else to do but look, meanwhile holding our whistles, pepper spray, and putting on Crocs in case a quick exit is needed.  After a bit of drinking and romping, they energetically lope up the other side of R. Run.  The wildlife around here looks healthy and energetic – in its natural element.

We pack up and get off before nine.  We continue up R. Run, then on to another plateau, where the trail seems longer than it should be according to the map lines. We encounter the only humans during our trip when we stop at a stream for lunch, along a jeep road.  A club of trail bike enthusiasts is on a Sunday outing, and happily poses for Fran to take their picture.  We continue on our hiking trail, spotting deer along the way, and in the afternoon there is a threat of rain.  We sit in a clearing on the trail (not near trees, in case of lightning) in our rain gear and with packs covered for the anticipated downpour.  But the rain is light and brief, and we soon continue on our way.  Eventually we lose the blazes altogether and come to a 4-way crossing.  This is the confusion – where do we go, where is Lick Run (which should be close by, considering the distance we have hiked).  We go in all directions, including backtracking, but get no clear indication of what to do.  We can take a trail that seems sure to get us to civilization (a real road), but then all our plans are upset.  Eventually I go back to the spot of a double blaze, and where all other blazes appear to cease.  Knowing (from Fran) that Lick Run should be on the OTHER side of where we are now hiking, I look intently in the bushes and find a dim blaze hidden behind an evergreen and dense underbrush.  We pick up the blazes and continue onwards (for more distance than shown on the trail map) to Lick Run, and then take the trail from there toward Ritchie Road (civilization, a real gravel road for a mile or so).  But things seem to go on and on, far more than indicated on the map.  It is getting late, and we find a good site (away from another site that had weird noises that concerned Fran).  It is later than it should be (7 PM), but we are fortunate to be on somewhat high ground and the days are long.  We are so tired that Fran opts to skip dinner, and that’s fine with me.  Each night I hang the bear bag from a tree (which was reassuring to think about, when we sighted the bear family earlier).  Fran walks ahead, trying to figure out why our hiking distances are so unlike what the map indicates, and finds Ritchie Road (hurrah).  

Monday morning heralds a fine day.  We’re on our way at a good hour, and hope to be arriving at our destination in early afternoon so that we have enough time to drive back to Lock Haven and then drive home.  The first part of the morning goes quickly (those weird map lines again), and then we cross Hyner Mountain Road (signs of civilization briefly).  The trail eventually leads us to a clearing that contains large wood poles bearing power lines going across the plateau.  For a while we follow a trail alongside the power lines, getting heated in the sun.  Then, surprise –we’re not the only ones getting heated in the sun.  Fran stops and points to the ground close ahead – a large timber rattlesnake is moving across the footpath part of the trail, into the tall grasses at the side.   Fran gets her camera and tries to set up a shot.  I’m grateful that I’m wearing my “snakeproof” gaiters.  Rattlesnake is good sized and graceful, and its white “rattle” tail is clearly visible as it exits off the trail into the brush. 

We continue along (carefully, as we have tried the whole trip – and for good reason, it is clear) and have no more such sightings.  We next hike along a wooded trail that eventually leads to our descent into Bear Pen Hollow (oops, it seems to be either snakes or bears around here).  It is quite steep, but the most difficult thing is that the trail deteriorates into vast fields of stinging nettles, with no trail readily apparent except that we need to traverse through this stuff, point to point following the blazes. Fran christens it “Stinging Nettle Creek” and is stung considerably.  We climb over a host of down tree trunks that block the gorge, and finally take our chances blazing our own trail down the (mostly dry) streambed.   We reconnect with the Donut Hole Trail where it next crosses the streambed, and continue relatively uneventfully to a jeep road that leads to Hyner Run Road.  We follow this gravel road (passing a small garter snake) into Hyner Run State Park, where we enjoy the benefit of the recently installed hot showers that the park now offers (only pit toilets were available until the month before).  Fran removes two ticks.  This trip was a learning experience, among other things.  We had spent considerable time preparing, which is necessary and not wasted time. The total distance according to the map was perhaps eighteen miles. But measuring lines on a map means little when on the ground – it is all about trail conditions.  Assuming an additional four miles for being lost and searching at various times, the distance was likely twenty-two miles of hiking, at times on very dubious terrain.

Fortunately, when we are ready to leave, the car does start, but not without some uncertainty.  This is a real worry, and we drive out of the woods and directly to the Lock Haven Ford dealership.  We meet Jim there, say our goodbyes, and the car starts (the car is towed to the shop the next morning) and we drive directly home without stopping.  Well, not so directly, because we somehow continue on Rt 80 right through the Delaware Water Gap and into New Jersey.  We manage to find our way home, and reward ourselves with some real food at Dawson’s Restaurant nearby.  I’m grateful that we did exactly what we intended to accomplish, and we are home safe and sound. 

