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TREES COMPANY: There's something 
magical – even mystical – about Cook Forest's 
ancient trees, towering 200 feet in the sky.
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When John Cook settled near the Clarion River in 1828 
and began his logging career, he left many of the area's 
towering white pines and hemlocks alone. so did his son, 
anthony, and his grandson anthony Wayne – and when 
i needed a peaceful getaway, i went looking for this rare, 
350-year-old forest monument. 
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WWe’re standing among Cook Forest state park’s 
ancient trees, walking down the hillside 
toward the Clarion River. all around us climb 
ancient hemlock and pine. We pause at a 
hemlock with a four-foot thick trunk soaring 
from a base of splayed roots, some more than 
a foot thick. The moss-covered roots, a mini-
cathedral among the lichens and ferns, spark 
my curiosity about all that must live here – 
biological and mystical.

long before i knew Cook Forest, i imagined 
its magic. as a child in Ohio, i knew it as the 
destination where my parents honeymooned 
in blissful solitude in June 1969. 

Forty years later, desperate for peace 
during a trying autumn, these mystical trees 
whispered to me. There, waiting in the deep 
stillness, were ancient trees – a rarity in the 
northeast, where lumbering cleared most 
of the virgin forests more than a century 
ago. The eastern white pines in the Forest 
Cathedral tower nearly 200 feet into the sky. 
inside their fat trunks are the telltale rings 
marking 300 to 400 years of growth.

To be among the ancients, aware of their 
centuries-long lifespan, was unbelievably 
peaceful. i swooned for those majestic giants, 
and wanted to know their story.

Dale J. luthringer, the environmental 
education specialist at Cook Forest state park, 
and i hike the Hemlock Trail through virgin 
forest. luthringer has worked at Cook Forest 
for 16 years and is well-versed in the art and 
science of estimating the height and age of 
these trees. Out in the woods, when pressed 
about why experiencing an ancient forest is 
worth the trip, luthringer says this wild  
patch of pennsylvania reminds him he is not 
atop the food chain. “if you spend any time 
out here at all, it’s hard to not have a  
spiritual experience.”

luthringer explains Cook Forest’s claims-
to-fame: year-round forest recreation, the 
Clarion River and some magnificently tall 
trees. The northeast’s tallest american 
chestnut, black cherry, eastern hemlock,  

INTO THE WOODS: Clockwise from bottom left: 
crossing a swinging bridge along the Hemlock Trail; a 
fallen hemlock; scouting out Cook Forest's ancient trees; 
admiring old-growth trees on the Longfellow Trail.
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pitch pine, white oak and witch hazel 
all live here, along with pennsylvania’s 
second tallest american beech, big tooth 
aspen and eastern white pine.

Cook Forest attracts foresters and 
scientists, tree-geeks, -lovers and 
-huggers – and travelers unaware they 
are in a forest virtually untouched since 
its birth after a 1644 wildfire.

luthringer explains how the loggers 
would have taken these trees if not for 
the foresight of the Cook lumbering 
family. John Cook, the first permanent 
american settler and logger, his son 
anthony and grandson anthony Wayne 
Cook, all protected some of the forest 
as John found it. anthony Wayne Cook 
led a national, 17-year campaign to save 
more than 6,000 acres, purchased by 
pennsylvania in 1927.

On a ridge top along the Hemlock 
Trail the result of this history is striking. 
luthringer and i walk out of the dark, 
ancient forest of evergreen pine and 

The sawdust flies, chainsaws hum and 
fine art emerges from giant hunks of 
wood at the Ridgway Chainsaw Carvers 
Rendezvous, held every February in 
Ridgway. The 13th annual outdoor 
celebration of community and artistic 
spirit will be held Feb. 18-25, 2012 at 
the Festival Grounds on Gillis Avenue. 
From Route 219, turn left at the fourth 
light and you can’t miss it – or beat 
the $5 ticket. That’s one cheap cure for 
cabin fever!

MORE>>> chainsawrendezvous.org

Punxsutawney goes 
all-out in early 
February for 
Groundhog 
Day. Join the 
thousands of 
revelers on 
their trek to 
Gobbler’s Knob 
to see whether 
Punxsutawney Phil – the 
globe’s most famous groundhog – 
sees his shadow, a sign of six more 
weeks of winter, or not, heralding 
an early spring. The five days of 
festivities include hayrides, an art 
show, concerts, a dance, magic 
shows, jugglers, making s’mores – 
and especially events celebrating 
this amazing, fortune-telling 
animal: an annual all-groundhog 
souvenir sale of marmot-related art 
and crafts, groundhog bingo and 
breakfast with Phil himself.

MORE>>> Visit the official website 
of the Punxsutawney Groundhog 
Club at groundhog.org

 There, waiting in the deep stillness,  
were ancient trees. Inside their fat trunks are  
  the telltale rings marking 300 to 400  
 years of growth.
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hemlock into bright sunshine. This 
spot – likely clear-cut 100 years ago – 
now grows oaks – white, red, chestnut 
and black – among other hardwoods. 
The only green this winter day is in 
the curled-up leaves of a dormant 
rhododendron and some moss on the 
ground. it’s a lovely young forest.

soon, we are back in the virgin 
forest, pausing at this pedestal 
of primeval roots. along with the 
multiple layers of canopy and 
standing and fallen trees, these 
buttressed roots, explains luthringer, 
are a sign of an ancient forest. My 
identification is far less scientific: a 
sensation of smallness and awe. i 
imagine Cook Forest is magical in any 
season, but i find winter’s stillness the 
richest time for an annual pilgrimage, 
a ritual of renewal.
Traveler’s Tip: Since many eateries may 
be closed in January, lunch may take a 
little planning. Pack a trail lunch, snacks 
or winter picnic. Check cookforest.com for 
dining and lodging information.

MORE >>> Cook Forest State 
Park, 113 River Rd., Cooksburg, 
814.744.8407; visitPAparks.com

Ready to walk below the old pines and 
hemlocks? Try these routes, all beginning 
at Cook Forest's Log Cabin Inn parking 
area in Cooksburg. For trail maps visit 
the park office or www.dcnr.state.pa.us/
stateparks/parks/cookforest/cookforest_
maps.aspx.

Easy: Walk Tom's Run Trail (flat) through 
old growth to the park office and back.  
3 miles, allow 90 minutes.

MOdERatE: Climb the Longfellow Trail 
into the 325-year-old pines of the Forest 
Cathedral, returning via Tom's Run.  
1.5 miles, allow 1-2 hours.

ChallEnging: Take Tom’s Run Trail to 
Longfellow Trail to Forest Road. Cross and 
pick up the Hemlock Trail. Climb through 
old-growth area to Route 36 and cross 
it, picking up the Deer Park Trail, which 
descends with river views to the Seneca 
Trail (sharp left turn). Travel Seneca to 
Route 36 and cross to the park office. 
Return to the Log Cabin Inn via Tom’s Run 
or Longfellow. 4.5 miles, allow 1/2 day.

TALL TALE: Cook Forest's Hemlock Trail; top: Climb the 80-foot Old #9 Fire 
Tower for a breathtaking view of the entire area.

hot on the trail



Cabins & Camping in Cook Forest

Campers Paradise 
Campground & Cabins

Cook Riverside Cabins

Allegheny Grille Cook Forest Top Hill Cabins

Clarion Area Chamber 
of Business & Industry

More Great Places

Kalyumet Camping & Cabins

MacBeth’s Cabins

Located in the Heart of 
Cook Forest on the Wild 
and Scenic Clarion River

Table for two, grand wedding 
reception or professional luncheon

VisitFoxburg.com

Clarion Area Chamber 
of Business & Industry
Farmers National Bank Autumn 
Leaf Festival
with music, food, carnival, arts & crafts, car show. 
814-226-9161   ClarionPA.com

Home of world 
famous weather 

forecaster—
Punxsutawney Phil!

ALL YEAR LONG
Punxsutawney.comGroundhog Day

Groundhog Festival

PLUS... Weather 
Discovery Center 

Gobblers Knob Phil’s Zoo

Phantastic Phils!

historical homes
exhibits

Mahoning Shadow Trail

Punxsutawney
Get Your FREE Map & Guide 800-752-PHIL

Cameron • Clarion • Elk • Forest • Jefferson Counties

VisitPaGo.com

www.ElkCountryVisitorCenter.com

Elk Country Visitor Center
134 Homestead Dr.
Benezette, PA  15821
814-787-5167

A L L I A N C E

Premier elk viewing 
and conservation 
education facility 
located in the heart of 
Pennsylvania’s 
Elk Herd.

Cook Riverside Cabins
Wapiti Woods - Guest Cabins
Elk Scenic Drive, SR 555  
Benezette Twp., Elk County  
814-787-7525 • WapitiWoods.com

Hominy Ridge Lodge & Cabins
PO Box 160 • Cooksburg
800-851-6377 • HominyRidge.com

Cook Forest Sawmill Center 
for the Arts & Verna Leith Theatre 
814-927-6655 • Sawmill.org

Double Diamond Deer Ranch
12211 Route 36 • Clarington
814-752-6334
DoubleDiamondDeerRanch.com

hot on the trail


