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The first Saturday in December, more often than not, finds me atop Laurel Ridge, a few miles off U.S. Route 30 above Jennerstown. There are several reasons why:
This is a naturally beautiful, rustic place that captures the essence of the Laurel Highlands. Hardwoods and mountain laurel abound, scenic overlooks are spectacular, and small headwater streams and springs water the landscape.

There are abundant recreational opportunities with state parks, a state forest and state game lands in the immediate vicinity. Alpine ski slopes, Nordic cross-country trails, snowmobile routes, the Laurel Highlands Hiking Trail, mountain bike and foot paths, picnic grounds and a relatively rare high-elevation bog all can be found here.
But my main reasons for being on Laurel Summit on the first Saturday in December have less to do with nature and resources than with friends and food. Typically on that day, I’m hanging around the Laurel Mountain Warming Hut with a number of long-time friends and associates, eating and talking about the winter-recreation season to come.
Officially, this gathering is for the purpose of orienting volunteers for the Laurel Summit Nordic Ski Patrol, which is headquartered at the warming hut. As an occasional volunteer for years, I’m well-oriented; I just enjoy the event. 
The ski patrol always is looking for volunteers. Ski patrollers themselves are volunteers, albeit well-trained in search and rescue techniques and as wilderness emergency medical responders. They commit their winters to helping people whose outings have turned ugly.

Few people take their avocation more seriously – but themselves less seriously – than these Laurel Summit Ski patrollers. In direct contrast to the weather and conditions within which they often work, Laurel Summit ski patrollers are warm and welcoming.

Show just a small amount of interest in what they do, and they’ll be trying to sign you up. Quickly they’ll tell you that you don’t have to be a strong or skilled skier, and that they’ll help you to learn everything you need to know through an active, year-round training schedule.    

Which is the drawback for many. To achieve the level of training and readiness, required of a Nordic ski patroller, takes a lot of time and commitment.
But there are two other ways to volunteer with the ski patrol that require less time and commitment. People can become Mountain Hosts or Warming Hut Volunteers.

Mountain Hosts require significantly less training and time commitment. Their job is to be familiar with their patrol area, provide customer service to the public, and have an understanding of basic first aid.

Then there are the Warming Hut Volunteers, who provide the most-basic – yet still essential – level of service. These volunteers are responsible for keeping the warming hut warm literally and figuratively, enabling patrollers and mountain hosts to spend their time out and about.
Typically on weekends during the ski season, the volunteers staff the warming hut from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., keep the wood-burner fired up and provide a variety of hot and cold food and beverages for winter enthusiasts.

Truly, the warming hut is the heart of the winter recreation scene atop Laurel Summit, where skiers, snowshoers, hikers, bicyclists, snowmobilers and dog-sledders come together to compare notes on the weather, conditions and their respective pursuits over steaming cups of hot chocolate and coffee, hot dogs, candy and cereal bars, chips and occasional batches of brownies and cookies made by the patrollers.
That heart is kept beating by the volunteers. They are free to contribute the amount of time they have and also are welcome to get out on the trails themselves.
Saturday, December 4, starting at 11:30 a.m. at the Laurel Mountain Warming Hut, is the time and place to learn more. Or you can email LS_warminghut@yahoo.com.
If you go, you’ll probably see me there – talking with my mouth full.

*
*
*

To monitor snow conditions on Laurel Summit, bookmark the webcam at paccsa.org/lmwebcam.
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