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The sun peaked underneath the heavy cloud cover just long enough to greet my wife and me cheerily as we parked atop Laurel Ridge on a recent Sunday afternoon.
Small groups of hikers, some masked, some not, were standing amid the dozen or so vehicles parked nearby, conversing comfortably. No one was paying any attention to the Warming Hut, which stood back just a bit on the other side of Laurel Summit Road.
The Warming Hut wasn’t necessary on yet-another comfortable October day, with temperatures approaching 60 degrees – not as bright a day as many have been this month but still very pleasant.
Because this was my first time on Laurel Summit since last winter, I readily noticed a few changes. A nice wooden kiosk had been erected, featuring information on the Summit’s network of multi-use trails, along with a new interpretive panel on rattlesnakes.

And the snow depth marker at the Interstate Trailhead had received a fresh coat of paint. Vivid black numbers 1 to 3, which measured the feet with corresponding hash marks showing six-inch increments, stood out boldly on a background now as white as the fresh snowfall it is designed to measure.
A webcam under an eave of the Warming Hut is focused on this marker and enables recreationists to gauge whether the amount of snow on the ground is conducive to their respective activities, whether it be hiking, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing or mountain biking. (Maintained by the PA Cross Country Skiers Association, the webcam image can be found at paccsa.org.)

As my wife and I started along the trail, a small sign off to the left advised us not to walk in the ski tracks. On this day of trackless fallen leaves, that wasn’t a problem.
Fall hikes on Allegheny ridges are a rich experience. Nature is chilling at the end of a busy growing season; nightly frosts are taking out the groundcover, changing leaves dominate the landscape and the air is aromatic with seasonal change.

Each season has distinct smells. Winter air is crisp and cleansing, while the air of spring is a rejuvenating tonic; summer’s wraps us in moist warmth, while autumn air is enriching and restful.
Although a bit past their peak, the trees on the Summit remained colorful: Maples predominantly were yellowish-green with an occasional reddish-orange flare, brownish-yellow hickories complemented the setting and some of the oaks remained green.
Evergreen mountain laurel were resuming their visual dominance of the understory after blending with seasonal growth since spring. Looking at laurel’s tight little seed capsules, I reflected upon the long cold months ahead before these seeds would have any opportunity to germinate.

Upcoming winter was on my mind. As we walked up a long, meandering grade, I told my wife of the times I’d fallen here while regaining my ski legs after the long off-season.
For I’ve spent more time on Laurel Summit in a world of white than among the variegated colors of fall, the vigor of spring or the verdancy of summer. And I know of no other place in our region, including our ski resorts, where winter is celebrated as diversely as it is here.
Nordic (cross-country) skiers, snowshoers, snowmobilers, mushers (dog-sledders), hikers and bicyclists all gather here. When the time and conditions are right, they do so in a mixed concentration that often has the feel of an impromptu festival.

Memories of winter-experiences drifted through my mind as I enjoyed this fall hike with my wife. Suddenly I found myself looking forward to the upcoming winter season on the Summit – and hoping it will be like those of the more-distant past rather than recent years’ seasons which have produced very little snow.

During a year when many people have been discovering the joys of outdoor recreation, a white winter could be a real blessing during the dark months ahead.
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