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White Oak Falls delicately spills over a ledge in late summer.


Introduction


What a pleasure it is to explore the waterfalls of wild and wonderful West Virginia and share them with you! Waterfalls are special—arguably the most enchanting spectacle in nature. At their most basic they are simply falling water, yet after coming upon a waterfall, we are captivated and happily surprised at their transitory beauty.


Moreover, when combining waterfalls with hiking, you construct a superlative outdoor experience. Hiking to a waterfall adds a reward at the end of the trail for your efforts. Additionally, while hiking to waterfalls you likely will see other jewels in the sparking crown of nature.


Although simply moving water, waterfalls display a variety of characteristics—whether it is the wide, low tumble of Big Beechy Falls near Marlinton, the high and powerful roar of Sandstone Falls on the New River, or the delicate descent of White Oak Falls along the Bluestone River. Perhaps the variety of cataracts found along Seneca Creek comes to mind, or the geological ruggedness of High Falls on Shavers Fork. Maybe you think of the oft-photographed cataracts at Blackwater Falls State Park.


And there is more, for the hikes along the way to the waterfalls harbor additional rewards. Walk the giant hiker suspension bridge on the way to Otter Creek Falls, soak in the spectacular scenery of Dolly Sods Wilderness en route to Big Stonecoal Falls, or enter the imposing mountain-bordered and magnificently forested valley of the Cranberry River heading to Middle Fork Falls and Hell for Certain Falls. Each place is further enhanced by having both waterfalls and other superlative natural features we can enjoy on our hike.


You may already have a favorite waterfall. Or maybe you are looking for new waterfalls to visit. In this guide, forty-three hikes will lead you to over seventy-five waterfalls! Among these, even the most experienced West Virginia waterfaller will discover new destinations. Additionally, anyone who has gone to a waterfall multiple times understands that waterfalls change with circumstances and seasons. This is a function of rain and time of year. For example, in spring you can see the white plunge of Black Fork Falls at Twin Fork Falls State Park—and even walk behind its spray—but that waterfall gushing in spring can slow to a trickle in autumn. However, a drenching summer thunderstorm may morph Black Fork Falls into a brown roiling froth. Of course, the changing seasons frame the waterfalls differently month to month. The muted tones of winter’s leafless hardwoods form a dissimilar setting than the colorful leaves of autumn or the shady forest of summer.


Using this guide you can explore more than seventy-five waterfalls stretched across the Mountain State. The hikes range from quarter-mile jaunts to 14-mile treks, though most are on the shorter side.


[image: Horseshoe Cascades displays yet another form a West Virginia waterfall might take.]


Let’s face it: In our rush-rush electronic universe, we are hurriedly looking for an authority, “someone who knows,” to help us pursue our goal of hiking to West Virginia’s waterfalls. This is my approach: Imagine you and me relaxing around a campfire, and you ask about the best waterfall hikes in West Virginia. I tell you as one friend would to another, rather than reading like a dry, dull textbook. West Virginia’s waterfalls are too captivating for that! This guide conveys concise, organized information to help busy people make the most of their limited and precious outdoor recreation time, and provides an opportunity to experience the best waterfall hikes that can be had in the Mountain State.


While contemplating the waterfall hikes in this guide, the cataracts of the Monongahela National Forest come to mind first. The popular Falls of Hills Creek stand out with separate drops of 25 sheer feet in Upper Falls, 45 crashing feet in Middle Falls, culminating in spectacular Lower Falls—West Virginia’s second highest—spilling 63 feet into a stone-rimmed cathedral. Remote and lesser-visited Forks of Tea Creek Cascades creates a geological wonderment as two streams merge and flow over a wide slab of water-smoothed stone. Lick Branch Falls drops off a stone shelf into a boulder garden. Red Creek Falls and Lower Red Creek Falls collect their waters from the high plateau of the Allegheny Front, then throw them from naked rock ensconced deep in the back of beyond.


In addition, there are other waterfalls protected in West Virginia’s state parks and state forests. Mill Creek Falls at Kumbrabow State Forest creates a picturesque scene as it tumbles down a wide shelf into a large rhododendron-rimmed plunge pool harboring secretive trout. At Pipestem Resort State Park, Indian Branch Falls dives from an overhanging lip into a nearly inaccessible gorge, while easily reached and visited Pipestem Falls spills in stages, creating a variety of looks within one cataract. You can visit Valley Falls State Park, where you can watch as Twin Falls descends over stratified layers of rock into an impressive plunge pool, or view the rock dive of 27 Foot Falls. Waterfall hikers can take the Reverie Trail to see Tecumseh Falls make its white descent, or find Shupes Chute slicing a slender cut through a bare rock face at Holly River State Park.


The greater New River Gorge is arguably waterfall central in West Virginia. The makeup of this physical province is conducive to waterfalls. Here, a raised landmass is cut with an incredible gorge, incised with canyons and valleys, as streams dive to meet the New River as it daily weathers the land still deeper. It is here that the New River itself and many tributaries create a mosaic of cataracts, spillers, and tumblers. Sandstone Falls is on the New River itself and is easily the most massive and voluminous cataract in West Virginia. Its 25-foot drop over a series of ledges can positively roar! The New River’s feeder streams deliver still other whitewater. Glade Creek Falls drops over a ledge into a blue-cast pool enveloped in deep woods. Big Branch Falls pours over an overhanging ledge near an old homesite. Enjoy more history and scenic cascades while visiting Craig Branch Falls on the Kaymoor Mines Trail. Go seek out the lesser-visited Upper Falls of Butcher Branch. There is also the series of cascades along Manns Creek at Babcock State Park, and Mill Creek Falls at Hawks Nest State Park on the New River.


How fortunate we are to have preserved lands laced with trails that lead to varied waterfalls! The foresight of creating parks that protect waterfalls and building trails within them benefits us greatly, lending opportunities to experience the aquatic splendor that runs through the Mountain State. These destinations also harbor natural beauty for what wild, wonderful West Virginia is known, from the wilderness cataracts to waterfalls flowing through deep gorges. May the hikes presented in this book help you hike to and appreciate the waterfalls of West Virginia. Enjoy!




How to Use This Guide


Take a close enough look, and you will find that this guide contains just about everything you will ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a waterfall hike in West Virginia. Stuffed with useful area information, Hiking Waterfalls in West Virginia features forty-three mapped and cued hikes leading to over seventy-five waterfalls, grouped together geographically. Here is a list of the book’s major components:


Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures and the waterfalls to be visited. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer. Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs—quick, nitty-gritty details of not only the waterfall but also the hike to it:


Waterfall height: This how far the waterfall drops from top to bottom.


Waterfall beauty: This is a 1 to 5 number, 5 being the most beautiful waterfall.


Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one-way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.


Approximate hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.


Hiking difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty: easy, moderate, or difficult. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness. An easy waterfall hike will generally cover 3 miles or less total trip distance, with minimal elevation gain and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail. A moderate waterfall hike will cover up to 7 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain. A difficult hike may cover more than 10 miles total trip distance in one day and have strenuous elevation gains and/or rough and/or rocky terrain.


Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.


Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, and so on.


Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on several waterfall hikes in this book.


Land status: Refers to city park, state park, national park or forest, and so on.


Fees and permits: This tells you whether or not you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.


Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show trails that are more recent. Use both.


Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.


Finding the trailhead: This section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. It also includes GPS trailhead coordinates that you can plug into your device and then navigate to the trailhead.


The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it is a carefully researched impression of the waterfall, the hike, and interesting things you may see along the way, both natural and human.


Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. A detailed and expertly crafted map is included with each hike and is derived from GPS tracks created while on the waterfall hike. Enjoy your outdoor exploration of West Virginia’s waterfalls, and remember to pack out what you pack in.


How to Use the Maps


Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.


Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows the waterfalls, all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.




Trail Finder


To get our readers started on the hikes that best suit their interests and abilities, we include this simple trail finder near the beginning of the book that categorizes each of the hikes in the book into a helpful list. Your hikes can fall under more than one category.


[image: Hike # Hike Name Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming Best Waterfall Hikes for Children Best Waterfall Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers 1 Falls of Oglebay Park * 2 Falls of Valley Falls State Park * 3 Douglas Falls * 4 Elakala Falls * * 5 Blackwater Falls * * 6 Gentle Trail to Blackwater Falls * * 7 Falls of Otter Creek * * * * 8 Big Stonecoal Run Falls * * * 9 Red Creek Falls and Lower Red Creek Falls * * * 10 Falls of Red Creek Tributaries * * 11 High Falls and Red Run Falls * * * 12 Falls of Seneca Creek * * * * * 13 Horseshoe Cascades * * * 14 Mill Creek Falls * * 15 Tenskwatawa Falls * * * 16 Mystic Falls * 17 Tecumseh Falls * * 18 Upper Falls/Shupes Chute/Lower Falls * * * 19 Lick Branch Falls * * 20 Big Beechy Run Falls * * *]


[image: Hike # Hike Name Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming Best Waterfall Hikes for Children Best Waterfall Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers 21 Middle Fork Falls and Hell for Certain Falls * * * * 22 Forks of Tea Creek Cascades * * * 23 Falls of Hills Creek * * 24 Turkey Creek Cascades * * 25 Fox Branch Falls * * 26 Mill Creek Falls/Westlake Creek Cascades * 27 Wolf Creek Falls * * 28 The Face Falls * * * 29 Butcher Branch Cascades * * * 30 Craig Branch Cascades and Falls * 31 Falls of Short Creek and Keeneys Creek * * 32 Falls of the Rend Trail * * 33 Falls of Babcock State Park * * 34 Glade Creek Falls/Kates Falls * * * * 35 Sandstone Falls * * 36 Big Branch Falls/Lower Big Branch Falls * * 37 Falls of the Riverview Trail * * 38 Grotto Falls * * *]


[image: Hike # Hike Name Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming Best Waterfall Hikes for Children Best Waterfall Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers 39 Indian Branch Falls and Pipestem Falls * * 40 Brush Creek Falls and White Oak Falls * * 41 Campbell Falls * * 42 Mash Fork Falls * * 43 Black Fork Falls/Marsh Fork Falls * * *]
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Valley Falls State Park features four major cataracts, one of which is 27-Foot Falls.


Waterfall Hikes of Northernmost West Virginia







1 Falls of Oglebay Park




This waterfall walk takes place at one of West Virginia’s finest urban parks, situated in the hills and hollows of Wheeling. Leave the worth-a-look Schrader Environmental Center and follow a tributary of Waddles Run that makes a few cascades of its own. Come to Waddles Run, where a two-tiered bona fide 16-foot waterfall spills to your delight. Allow plenty of time to enjoy the plethora of other activities available at this exemplary city park.





Waterfall height: 16 feet


Waterfall beauty: 3


Distance: 0.8 mile out and back


Difficulty: Easy


Hiking time: 0.5 hour


Trail surface: Natural, boardwalk


Other trail users: None


Canine compatibility: Leashed pets allowed


Land status: City park


Fees and permits: No fees or permits required


Maps: A. B. Brooks Discovery Trail System; USGS Wheeling


Trail contacts: Oglebay Resort & Conference Center, 465 Lodge Dr., Wheeling 26003; (800) 624-6988; www.oglebay-resort.com


Finding the trailhead: From Exit 2A, Oglebay Park/WV 88 on I-70 in downtown Wheeling, join National Road eastbound and drive for 0.4 mile to turn left on Bethany Pike at a traffic light. Follow Bethany Pike for 1.0 mile then turn right onto Waddles Run Road. Follow Waddles Run Road for 1.6 miles, then turn left onto the Falls Drive entrance to Oglebay Park. Follow Falls Drive for 0.4 mile to turn into the Schrader Environmental Center on your left. GPS: N40 5.7883 / W80 39.7036





The Hike


Oglebay Park, where this waterfall hike takes place, is one of the finer municipal parks in West Virginia and beyond. Furthermore, it is a fUlly self-supporting institution. However, the land upon which it stands, now covering over 1,700 acres, started out as the 25-acre estate of Earl W. Oglebay, who had purchased the property from his mother-in-law’s estate in 1900. Earl and his wife, Sallie, had big dreams for the property located on the outskirts of Wheeling. First, they increased the size of the property, morphing it into an experimental farm and country estate that included landscaping and scenic gardens. The Oglebay family wanted others to enjoy their improved parcel. Thus, when Mr. Oglebay died in 1926, he willed the property to Wheeling to operate it for public recreation.


Oglebay Park was born. As the preserve was getting going, the Great Depression hit. However, Oglebay Park benefited, as a Civilian Conservation Corps camp was located on the property. Trails, roads, cabins, and other improvements were added during this time. Through the ensuing decades, the park continued to expand. A lake, tennis facility, nature center, and golf course were added, as was a lodge. Many amenities were fee-based, such as the cabins, golf courses, and lodge. These fees, along with donations from individuals and foundations, have continued to improve the facilities here and keep the park fully self-funding.


[image: This two-tiered spiller creates a rainbow in the spring sunshine.]


Today Oglebay Park is the pride of Wheeling and offers a host of activities, drawing thousands of visitors per year to this fantastic park that started when Mr. Earl W. Oglebay accurately thought his community would benefit from his estate.


Our waterfall hike starts at the Schrader Environmental Center, where naturalists lead environmental education programs using hands-on instruction. The wide array of natural training follows the seasons. The hike uses part of the A. B. Brooks Discovery Trail System. The Falls Vista Trail leaves from the back of the Schrader Environmental Center and descends toward an unnamed tributary of Waddles Run. However, there is no need to sprint down the trail from the environmental center, for here you can enjoy the butterfly garden, habitat loop, and information about the natural world both inside the center and out. Also, check out the elevated walk—it starts near this hike. After coming along the tributary, you turn downstream, following the watercourse into a narrow chasm featuring a few cascades of its own. A few mushy springlets wet the trail, necessitating boardwalks in places. Finally, bridge this stream, then come to an elevated deck above Waddles Run. Here, peer down on what is commonly referred to as “the waterfall at Oglebay Park.” This 16-foot spiller pours over a curved, undercut limestone lip, splashes onto a stone second lip, drops a second time, then sheets downstream over a flat rock bed, following gravity’s orders to meet Long Run then Wheeling Creek, ultimately feeding the nearby Ohio River.


[image: Falls of Oglebay Park]


Miles and Directions


0.0 From the rear of the Schrader Environmental Center, join the Falls Vista Trail as it descends past the Campfire Circle.


0.1 Come to a trail intersection after you reach the unnamed tributary of Waddles Run. Here, the Habitat Discovery Loop goes left and right. Your hike keeps straight and crosses the unnamed creek on a footbridge, then heads left, downstream in a deepening and narrowing hollow. Just ahead, the Hardwood Ridge Trail splits right. Stay left with the Falls Vista Trail.


0.2 Pass a small cascade with a lip so narrow it seems the stone rim will one day break under the weight of moving water. Additional minor cascades fall downstream. Close into a mini gorge. Look for outcrops rising above the trail. Stepping-stones and boardwalks get you over spring seeps.


0.4 Bridge the creek you have been tracing, then come to the falls overlook. Below, Waddles Run is making its two-tiered 16-foot dive. User-created trails lead to the base of the cataract. Backtrack the way you came.


0.8 Arrive back at the Schrader Environmental Center, completing the waterfall walk. Consider adding other activities to your adventure at Oglebay Park.







2 Falls of Valley Falls State Park




This adventure takes you to four cataracts, two of them being the drops composing Valley Falls on the Tygart Valley River, as well as a pair of tumblers on Glady Creek—Twin Falls and 27 Foot Falls. Easily accessible Valley Falls is also the site of a historic mill. You can see relics from that time, whereas the falls on Glady Creek are in a more remote area of the park.





Waterfall height: 14, 18, 20, and 27 feet, respectively


Waterfall beauty: 5


Distance: 4.0 miles out and back, including spur


Difficulty: Easy


Hiking time: 2.5 hours


Trail surface: Natural


Other trail users: A few mountain bikers and anglers


Canine compatibility: Leashed pets allowed


Land status: State park


Fees and permits: No fees or permits required


Maps: Valley Falls State Park; USGS Fairmont East


Trail contacts: Valley Falls State Park, Rt. 6, Box 244, Fairmont 26554; (304) 367-2719; www.valleyfallsstatepark.com


Finding the trailhead: From exit 137 on I-79 near Pleasant Valley, take exit 137 on I-79; take WV 310 south for 7 miles. Turn right onto Rock Lake/Valley Falls Road, CR 31/14, at the Valley Falls State Park sign. Go 2 miles to the park entrance. Continue to the end of the park road at Valley Falls. GPS: N39 23.395 / W80 5.297





The Hike


Situated on the Tygart Valley River, Valley Falls State Park protects over 1,100 acres of adjacent land bordering the Tygart Valley River. Contained within its boundaries is Valley Falls, a two-stage, wide, voluminous drop on the Tygart Valley River, spilling 14 and 18 feet, respectively. Since Valley Falls is on this big river, the cataract really roars over these two drops. In the 1830s a man named W. W. Fetterman saw the potential waterpower of these drops and established a water-powered whipsaw mill, turning felled trees into usable lumber.


A decade later, a gristmill—turning wheat into flour and corn into meal—was established at Valley Falls. These operations in turn attracted residents, and the Valley Falls community began to grow. The town’s expansion became exponential with the arrival of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, linking nearby Grafton to Wheeling, traveling through Valley Falls. The Civil War slowed things down, but Valley Falls got back on track after the conflict, and growth continued. However, the 1880s were a disastrous decade for Valley Falls. First, a fire swept through the town, burning much of it to the ground. After that came a flood on the Tygart Valley River, ironically caused by loggers. See, they had put together a raft of logs above Valley Falls to be floated down the river to market. The massive raft, purportedly three million logs strong, was held in place by wires and chains. Then the spring rains fell, and fell, and fell. The Tygart Valley River rose, and rose, and rose. The logging raft burst after the chains and wires failed. The torrent of wood and water swept over the town of Valley Falls, destroying the entire village in one fell swoop. After this, surviving residents moved away. Finally, in 1964, the state of West Virginia acquired the land and established Valley Falls State Park.


[image: Twin Falls makes its drop just upstream of the Tygart Valley River.]


Today the day-use park protects Valley Falls and the remaining historical components of the mill that operated here. The park also boasts over 18 miles of hiking trails and a fine picnic area with a picnic shelter. Anglers are often seen in and around the falls vying for bass, bream, catfish, and muskie.


Valley Falls is first on the visitation list. As soon as you emerge from your vehicle, the roar of Valley Falls drifts into your ears. Take the short but wide bridge over the CSX Railroad, then visit the two-tiered river cataract Valley Falls. Historical information displays the location of gristmills that once operated there. Also, note the old millstone that churned via waterpower. Enormous flat rock slabs adjacent to the river—natural decks, if you will—allow ample viewing and photography spots around Valley Falls. After exploring Valley Falls, join the Rhododendron Trail as it leaves northwest, following the right-hand bank of the Tygart Valley River heading downstream. This path follows an old road that once connected Valley Falls to the also-abandoned community of Hammond, once the site of a brickworks. You will then come to Glady Fork, where Twin Falls makes its 20-foot drop over a rock ledge. The name is derived from the two channels that primarily handle the flow as Glady Fork tumbles off a stone rim.


[image: Early spring finds blooming trees framing Valley Falls.]


[image: Falls of Valley Falls State Park]


The final waterfall of the hike is upstream on Glady Fork. Here a potentially confusing array of spur trails takes you to 27 Foot Falls, resembling a taller version of Twin Falls downstream. However, the name of this waterfall must have taken into account a cataract above the primary pourover, because the primary pourover is certainly not 27 feet high. Nevertheless, the lower spiller drops a good 20 feet.


From 27 Foot Falls, hikers can continue on the Rhododendron Trail to create a loop using other park pathways, or they can simply backtrack. No matter your return route, give yourself time to have a picnic at the fine facilities located on the banks of the Tygart Valley River here at historical Valley Falls State Park.


Miles and Directions


0.0 From the parking area, first take the bridge over the CSX Railroad and visit Valley Falls and the historic mill area. Note the cut-stone tailrace on the north side of the falls. After that, join the Rhododendron Trail. It leaves from the northwest end of the parking lot. Pass around a pole gate and follow the former road linking Valley Falls to Hammond. The Tygart Valley River and the railroad are below you.


0.7 Come to a signed intersection. Here the Rhododendron Trail leaves right. Keep straight here and stay left, joining a trail running parallel to the CSX Railroad to your left.


1.0 Reach 20-foot Twin Falls after coming alongside Glady Creek and heading upstream. Backtrack to the Rhododendron Trail.


1.3 Rejoin the Rhododendron Trail. Climb deeper into the Glady Fork Valley.


1.5 The signed Rocky Trail leads right, uphill. Stay straight with the Rhododendron Trail.


1.6 Meet a user-created trail leading left, downhill, to an old roadbed and stone bridge abutments of an abandoned road. Keep straight on the blazed Rhododendron Trail. You can hear lesser cascades on Glady Creek under a shield of rhododendron.


2.1 Stay left at a split in the trail. Keep alongside Glady Fork. Ahead, watch for other, primitive paths heading for the stream.


2.3 Come to 27 Foot Falls. A path ends at a rock wall that runs along the plunge pool below 27 Foot Falls. Here, at average flows, the cataract customarily splits into two primary channels, much like Twin Falls. Backtrack to the trailhead.


4.0 Arrive back at the trailhead, completing your waterfall tour of Valley Falls State Park.




[image: image]


Elakala Falls is one of several cataracts at West Virginia iconic Blackwater Falls State Park.


Waterfall Hikes of the Northern Allegheny Highlands







3 Douglas Falls




This waterfall walk follows a historic railroad grade along the North Fork Blackwater River. Upon entering the Monongahela National Forest, a spur trail leads along a rock cleft to the base of 30-foot Douglas Falls, caroming over a ledge into a boulder-bordered plunge pool. You can extend this trek in either direction by using the rail grade through the Blackwater Canyon toward Thomas or Hendricks.





Waterfall height: 30 feet


Waterfall beauty: 5


Distance: 0.4 mile out and back


Hiking difficulty: Easy


Approximate hiking time: 0.5 hour


Trail surface: Gravel


Other trail users: Cyclists


Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed on leash


Land status: National forest


Fees and permits: No fees or permits required


Maps: Monongahela National Forest; USGS Lead Mine, Mozark Mountain


Trail contacts: Monongahela National Forest, Cheat Ranger District, Box 368, Parsons 26287; (304) 478-2000; www.fs.usda.gov/mnf


Finding the trailhead: From downtown Thomas, take WV 32 north 0.1 mile, then turn right onto Douglas Road, CR 27, and follow it for 1.0 mile. Veer left onto Rail Falls Road, CR 27/3. Follow it for 1.0 mile to end at a small parking area on the left, just before the bridge over Long Run. GPS: N39 7.587 / W79 31.109





The Hike


The North Fork of the Blackwater River—where Douglas Falls makes its dive—and the nearby town of Thomas were once industrial havens working early coal and timber interests. The rugged Blackwater River Valley and neighboring mountains were a sparsely settled backwater until the 1880s, when Henry Gassaway Davis, for whom the nearby town of Davis is named, bought huge tracts of land and ran an engineering marvel of a railroad up the Blackwater River Canyon to ship out cut timber. The towns of Thomas and Davis sprang up, while coal mines and coke-processing operations were opened in nearby Coketon and Douglas.


The immediate upper valley of the Blackwater River and its tributary North Fork Blackwater River had more than 5,000 residents by the early 1900s. Steelmaking was coming of age; therefore, miners operating underground coal mines not only extracted coal but also processed the coal to coke in extensive beehive ovens. The coke—a very pure form of carbon—was used to smelt iron to steel.


The railroad wending through the Blackwater Canyon churned the wood and coke out of the Blackwater Valley. However, times changed, as they always do. The vast forests were cut down. Then the coke ovens cooled as a better process of creating coke rendered the old beehive ovens obsolete. (You can still see these relic ovens on the way to the trailhead.) Employees of the coal and timber companies moved elsewhere for work.


[image: The tinted rocks of the riverbed contrast with the white rush of North Fork Blackwater River.]


Some coal mining continued, including surface mines, but Thomas, Davis, Coketon, and Douglas began a long period of decline. Parts of the Blackwater River canyon were purchased by the Monongahela National Forest. Later, Blackwater Falls State Park came to be. By 1983 the rail line through the Blackwater River canyon was deactivated. The Monongahela National Forest turned it into a rail trail, despite the rail line right-of-way being the boundary between the forest and a timber company, Allegheny Wood Products.


Today, the rail line is used by hikers and cyclists and even has a name—Blackwater Canyon Rail Trail—despite some sections being open to vehicles. The part of the trail deep in the canyon is gated but is no longer maintained by the Monongahela National Forest as a path, but it is maintained by Allegheny Wood Products.


The Blackwater Canyon Rail Trail is your conduit to Douglas Falls. Given its status as a road in places and a trail in others, this trek starts about as close as you can drive a passenger vehicle to the falls, though adventurous hikers can start in nearby Thomas and follow the rail grade to the falls, extending their trip by about 2 miles each way. However, this hike starts at the precarious bridge over Long Run (easy for hikers and cyclists, but irregular wooden beams leave it to rugged high-clearance vehicles driven by brazen operators). Cross the wood span on foot, then walk along the North Fork Blackwater River that is crashing and dashing to your left. You will notice the orange tint to the rocks—a result of mine runoff from the bad old days. The area mines have now been reclaimed.


[image: Douglas Falls]


The trek reaches a gate, and this is as far as cars can drive—if they are willing to cross the Long Run Bridge. Beyond here, the rail trail continues into the canyon, but at the gate you turn left and drop off toward the North Fork on a user-created path under imposing stone strata. The stone strata runs across the valley and is the upheaval over which the North Fork tumbles as Douglas Falls. You can get a sidelong view of Douglas Falls, but walk a bit downstream to get a face-on look. Notice how the riverbank has been stabilized, likely to keep the above railbed from collapsing.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
GUIDES






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_009.png
x A * e Y104 ysIeW/sifed siod Yoeig | ev
o * e o4 usew [ zv
* * sileg lpadweg [ Ty
sifed
I * YO SUUM PUE Sled %3210 usnig | op
sifed
* * wasadid pue sjje4 youeig ueipu| 6E
siayoedyoeg | sianoq ainjeN uaipiyy Sulwims EENESEIY
10§ So¥IH Ilej | 10j SoMIH Ile} | 10} SOMIH Ile} | JOj SOMIH [le} | Popnjoss 0} | sijepislem leL #
Jolemiseg | -1ojemised | olemiseg | -islemiseg soflHIseg | 01 soMIH 1seg aweN afiH IH






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_008.png
slle4 onoin [ 8€
ei MOIMIONY BU JO SIled | LE
sifed
youesg Big Jamo/siled youesg Big | 9€
silej ouoispues | gg
SI[e4 Saleyl/slied %2210 aperd | e
»ied 21els %o00qeg Jo siied | €€
I1e1L puay sy Jo siied | e
o210
SAauaay| pue 9210 1Ious Jo sifes | TE
SileJ pue sepeose) youelg 8181 | 08
Sapeose) ouelg 1oyang | 62
sileg soejeuL | 8z
Slied ¥oRID JIOM | LT
sapesse)
#9910 BeNSaM/SlIed 0310 9z
siled youesg xo4 | Sz
Sopeose }aau) ANt | ¥z
e2I) SIIH Jo sIied | €T
Sapeose yoel) eal J0 S04 | 2

slies uieyay
10} |[3H PUE SI[E4 104 AIPPIN






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_007.png
le4 uny Ayossa 18 | 0z
siled youesg o | 6T
slled Jamo
/31Ny sadnys/siled Joddn | 8T
siles ysswnoal | 2T
slies onsAN | o1
Slled emelemysusl ST
siles o210 N | vT
Sapeose) 20UsesioH | €T
%0210 B08US JO SIled | 2T
Sile4 uny pay pue sjied USIH | TT
SaueINGLL 831 PaY 4O S| ot
slied %0310
Pay Jamo7 pue sjje4 %91 pay 6
Siled uny [2002U0lS 318 | 8
#0210 Jan0 Joslied | £
Slied Ja1emxoe|g 0} |IeiL SRUSH 9
184 J21emoe|g S
silej eeei3 | v
sileg seifnoa [ €
>ed €3S siled A31[eA JO sij 4
sed kegaiso Josiied | T






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg
The tinted rocks of the riverbed contrast with the white rush of North Fork Blackwater Ri
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Horseshoe Cascades displays yet another form a West Virginia waterfall might take
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This two-tiered spiller creates a rainbow in the spring sunshine
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