Swallow Falls: Don’t Just Look, Dive In
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I strolled the valley floor last Sunday afternoon, thoughts drifting to the maple leaf I saw that morning in Savage River, at the foot of a trail to flowing water I’ve followed all my life. Freshly fallen victim of capricious fate, the broad leaf coursed neon green through the crystal current, its billowing stingray form slow-motion flapping in the underwater breeze.

Heading to the trailer for some minor dinner-time have-to-do, I vainly aspired to such fluid grace, my steps slow and easy, as if each step counted. Technically, vacation wouldn’t even start for another 14 hours or so, when the Monday-morning alarm rang for all the world but me. Perched atop the high-water mark of freedom, I sipped the moment like fine boxed wine, seeking to still the hands of time, and utterly failing, as any such endeavor must.

“All good things have to come to an end,” the sage wrote of the wildwood weed, and so it was with my nine days away in the Valley I call home. But life’s about the stories you can tell, Brother Buffett proclaims, and this vacation afforded such a gift one fine day when we ventured beyond the green walls of Broadwater Valley.

Harvey Firestone, Thomas Edison and Henry Ford long ago recognized Swallow Falls as a premier get-away spot, famously making camp there in 1918 and again in 1921. Today, the place could use a dose of their entrepreneurial and marketing acumen.

The Progeny Three and I joined Prof. Mary of Pot State in exploring the state park last Wednesday, arriving just before noon. I’d “been there, seen that” a handful of times, probably in the fall or spring. This trip would be altogether different.

My first clue was seeing a 40-something couple with two teenage boys walking up the trail near the parking lot in wet bathing suits, towels casually draped over their shoulders as if they were crossing the white sands of Ocean City. Our initial destination was Muddy Creek Falls where, Mary recalled, a trail led behind the park’s signature feature. Fortunately, we had donned our own suits just in case. At the base of the 60-foot falls – highest in the Free State – a raging white curtain of cold, pounding wet beckoned, gateway to a wild, watery world of summer fun. Into it we plunged.

From Muddy Creek all the way up the trail along the Youghiogheny River, Swallow Falls that day was one big water park. You didn’t just stand back and admire the beauty, you dove right into it.

In contrast to the bracing dip at Muddy Creek, the Yough was bathwater warm. We entered just upstream of the confluence with Muddy Creek, where table-top flat rocks allowed for lounging among currents that frothed and bubbled like a ‘roided out hot tub. The prospect of a frisky fish tickle only heightened the appeal.

From there it was back on the trail headed upstream, ‘till a house-sized outcropping opened atop what would have been a bodacious Indian cave, complete with a desk-sized chunk of rock squared off for a dinner table. Caveside on the sandy bank, an uninhabited swimming hole lured us from the trail once more. Winding our way through breaks in the mountain laurel, we swum in a pool that allowed only my outstretched hands to show when I stood on the bottom. It was our own for a while, save for a few kids who passed through like happy little salmon swimming against the current. A gaggle of teens took over when we decamped for the next attraction, which was Swallow Falls itself.

Trading cool piney shade for hot August sun, the trail opened to a river world called party town. It looked like a Disney resort, the sunlit rocks teeming with scores of garrulous vacationing souls – mostly families, including the big, generational groups you see at the beach. Conjuring the nimble steps required of surfside navigation, we walked around beach towels laid out strategically on the rocks to define familial territory. Much of the crowd was on the move, though, heading upstream and own, to jump in the water or watch others who did.

We soon stumbled onto a slippery little backside ride that carried you over a smooth, sloping rock shelf, depositing said toochus in a swirl of white 3 feet deep, before carrying you downstream even faster for another 25 feet or so. I saw in my 10-year-old’s eyes the same joyful fire as when she hits the waves at Fenwick Island. Abzilla couldn’t get enough.

When she finally did, we headed for the parking lot. The big falls remained largely unexplored, as did a “perfect swimming hole” Mary knew. We saved it all for another days. After three hours of swimming, sliding and sunning, we were ready for Burger King.

The state of Maryland is similarly out to lunch if it doesn’t promote Swallow Falls as a God-given water park that feels downright manmade in its ability to deliver fun. I can’t speak to the conditions that rendered the place so habitable that day, but given the crowds, I suspect it’s a regular summer occurrence. And 10 bucks for five people? I’m Scotch cheap and would pay twice that for the frolicking return on investment.

When we pulled out, a car was waiting to take our spot. Given the expanse of the park, it could accommodate much larger crowds and still be offer plenty of breathing room. And if you want to sneak in, park upstream near the bridge just past the country store.

As it is, the state doesn’t even acknowledge that swimming opportunities exist at Swallow Falls. DNR’s Web site says nary a word. Maybe it’s a liability thing. One can argue to keep the secret close, of course, but as with Western Maryland as a whole, I say – If ya got it, flaunt it.

A bloom that forever unfolds anew around each bend in the road, Mountain Maryland never ceases to amaze…

