North-South Trail/Tumbling Rock Trail - Cranberry Wilderness, WV
Length

Difficulty

Streams

Views

Solitude

Camping

16.6 mls
Hiking Time:
Elev. Gain:
Parking:

2 day backpack
2,030 ft
The parking area is on the Highlands Scenic Highway. 38.27665, -80.23785

By Trail Contributor: Jeff Monroe
At nearly 48,000 acres in size, the Cranberry Wilderness is the largest single wilderness
area in the Northeastern United States. Because of the area’s remoteness, we do not
recommend hikes in this wilderness to inexperienced hikers or backpackers. Some trails
within the wilderness barely exist (especially along the northern edge of the wilderness),
and folks have gotten seriously lost out here. The trails described on this site, including
this hike, are generally safer than other trails in the wilderness as they are more widely
used and consequently easier to follow.
This route is the out and back hike to the Tumbling Rock Appalachian Trail-style shelter located just outside of the
wilderness, but shorter overnights are possible as there are several very nice campsites just off of the North-South
Trail. You can choose to link this with trails found in the full trails map for the Cranberry Wilderness to create a
shuttle hike, or make this an out-and-back. These trails are often wet and muddy, so we recommend waterproof
boots. Because of this wetness, the hike traverses some wonderfully lush terrain making this a very enjoyable hike,
despite the total lack of vistas. It is like walking through the set of Lord of the Rings!
Mile 0.0 – The trail starts at a parking area along the Highlands Scenic Highway, which holds 6-8 vehicles. It
looks like you enter into a small hole next to the sign, and once inside, you are in another world! Soon after
leaving the parking lot, pass a kiosk with information about the area, trail descriptions, and a map. Make sure
to take a photo of the map if you forgot to print out this description. Although there are no trail blazes on
trees, this trail is easy to follow, and there are trail signs at intersections.
Mile 0.5 – A stone cairn and a signpost in a small clearing mark the intersection with the North Fork Trail.
This is one of the only clearings until the end of this hike. Taking the North Fork Trail to the right (north) 1.2
miles connects with the Middle Fork Trail. South, the same trail leads out of the wilderness to a road
connecting several Appalachian Trail-style shelters. Continue straight ahead on the North-South Trail, following
a broad ridge between two river valleys. Within a few minutes, you will find yourself in a beautiful landscape of
hardwood trees and vibrant mosses, while slowly losing elevation over the first three miles.
Mile 3.3 – The North-South Trail is very easy to follow, but you are likely to find parts to be muddy and
overgrown. There are wonderful mosses on both sides of the trail, so stay on the trail in order to keep the
mosses for future hikers to see. Pass the first of three established campsites along the North-South Trail at this
point.
Mile 3.9 – Continue pushing west through the woods and pass a second established campsite.
Mile 4.6 – Ascend a brief but very steep section that will likely also be very muddy. After cresting a small hill
at the 4.8 mile mark, the rest of the hike will be almost all downhill.
Mile 4.8 – Pass a third campsite, to the right of the trail. This is the last campsite before exiting the
wilderness area and entering a remote area with a beautiful campsite, described below, about 3.4 miles
further. Please do not make your own campsite, which mars the landscape.
Mile 5.2 – Reach an intersection with the Tumbling Rock Trail, marked by a trail sign. The North-South Trail
continues straight ahead, but this hike description follows the Tumbling Rock Trail to the left, which drops 1000
feet from 4100 to 3100 feet in elevation before reaching wilderness boundary.
Mile 6.3 – The Tumbling Rock Trail crosses Tumbling Rock Run.
Mile 6.9 – The Tumbling Rock Trail crosses a second arm of Tumbling Rock Run and levels out after this.
Mile 8.1 – The Tumbling Rock Trail exits the wilderness, passes an information kiosk, and ends at a gravel
road. To the left is a bridge over Tumbling Rock Run, but you should turn right if you want to find a place to
overnight.
Mile 8.2 – Pass an excellent campsite to the left of the road, along the South Fork of the Cranberry River. It is
barely visible from the road, but tucked in the trees it offers a protected, soft campsite.
Mile 8.3 – Just beyond the campsite is the Tumbling Rock Shelter, an Appalachian Trail-style design. This site
has a privy, picnic table and fire pit, and access to the South Fork of the Cranberry River. It is very unlikely
that you would find both of these sites occupied, but if they are, continuing on the road another two tenths of a
mile brings you to the Birchlog Trail, which has a nice
campsite shortly up the trail on the right side near Birchlog Run. The Birchlog Trail is easy to follow, and can
be used to loop back to the North-South Trail, which can then be followed east (right) back to the original
trailhead on the Highlands Scenic Highway if a little variety is desired on the return trip.
Mile 16.6 - The out/back route returns you to the parking area on the Highlands Scenic Highway.
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