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There’s snow out there! Or at least there was at the time this was being written. Rooftops were being dusted by small snowflakes, as they danced and shifted with the intermittent breezes.
Fall has been a mostly sunny and mild season. But with only a couple of weeks remaining on the calendar, and the sun sinking further into the southern hemisphere, winter is awakening.
Climatologists have identified La Nina conditions in the tropical Pacific, which likely will mean cooler and snowier conditions this year than we’ve seen the past couple of El Nino-dominated seasons.

La Nina could be good for us – even if you hate the idea of more shoveling, windshield scraping, snowy driving and bundling against the cold. For the warmer, wetter winter patterns of El Nino aren’t that much of a blessing here in the Alleghenies.
“Warmer” is relative. What we’ve been seeing are more days when temperatures hover right around freezing, which means more “freezing mix” and ice, especially on walkways.

When we have been getting snow, it hasn’t stuck around because it’s often been followed by rain, which then freezes on top of or in place of the snow. All these conditions have led to a lot of falls and fall-related injuries.

Give me consistent sub-freezing conditions. You can walk or drive on snow more easily than on ice. Snow can be beautiful – and, as it accumulates, fun!

Of course the ski resorts know this and make snow to counteract marginal conditions. But off of the alpine slopes, we need a fair amount of natural snow for other activities such as cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, snowmobiling, mountain biking, hiking and dog-sledding.

Atop the Alleghenies we’re blessed with a number of areas where we can pursue such activities when conditions are favorable. And during this pandemic, there may be no better places to spend recreational time.
Laurel Summit off U.S. Route 30 above Jennerstown is my favorite wintertime spot. It showcases the season more beautifully than any other place I know and serves as the gathering place for all types of winter enthusiasts (as well as being next door to the Laurel Mountain Ski Resort). You can see real-time conditions there anytime by visiting paccsa.org.
Even atop Laurel Ridge, though, the pandemic will leave a mark. Laurel Summit’s social center is the Warming Hut, where in normal times people can take a break from the elements, and, on weekends, restore their energy with a variety of hot and cold beverages and simple foods.

This year, the Warming Hut may or may not be open, depending upon state-determined restrictions. (Laurel Summit is part of the Forbes State Forest.) According to my good friend, Mike Burk of the Laurel Summit Nordic Ski Patrol, which is based there, the Warming Hut definitely will be different.

Access, if available at all, will be limited; masks will be required, and the doors will be left open to encourage air movement. So the Warming Hut will be rather drafty at best. Foods, if available at all, will be of the packaged variety.
To compensate – at least partially – on weekends the Ski Patrol will be maintaining a nice fire in an outdoor ring in front of the Warming Hut. Benches have been arranged so people can enjoy the fire while socially distancing.

However all of the trails – for hikers, mountain bikers, snowshoers, snowmobilers and cross-country skiers – will be maintained as usual. These are the main attractions, and the Ski Patrol anticipates they will draw larger-than-usual crowds this season, as people go outdoors to get away from the novel coronavirus.

There’s no question that this is a dark, heavy time. But the more you go outdoors, the lighter the next four months will be.
So let’s joyfully greet La Nina as we enter this winter season. Perhaps she can be a friend in our time of need.
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