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School buses once again are traveling our streets and roads. Birds have been gathering for their annual migrations. Evenings have been getting cooler – and longer. The National Football League has wrapped up its pre-season. Signs of transition are all around us. For many, these signs say “Summer is ending.” What they say to me is “The busy season is starting!”
These next six weeks are the best time of the year for outdoor activities as far as I’m concerned, and I know more than a few people who agree with me. There are three very good reasons why.
1. Weather-wise, our region’s late-summer and early-fall period can be the most pleasant time of the year. Days are likely to be sunny but less humid, radiating a comfortable warmth rather than a wilting heat; evenings tend to be cooler and clear with glorious, starry skies.
2. Nature presents its best show of the year. Forested hillsides erupt in brilliant colors; farm fields ripen with golden hues; late-season blossoms are anything but bashful; shrubs bejewel themselves with bright berries.
3. And the events calendar explodes with activities. School-related schedules and football games engage many; every weekend offers multiple choices for festivals; bikers, hikers, cyclists, boaters, birders, geocachers, orienteers and campers take full advantage of this great time to be outdoors.
So much is going on that my space here would be inadequate to cover the events of even a single weekend. Instead, here’s a sampling – just to give you a sense of the possibilities and to suggest some ideas that you can investigate further on your own.
Deserving the top of the list are festivals, not only because there are dozens of them around our region over the next six weeks, but because a number of them are among our favorites. Festivals combine all that’s good about our place: history, demonstrations, craft sales, live music, friendly interaction, kids’ activities and a lot of very special food. While you can pick any weekend and have a selection of festivals to choose from, the weekend of September 9-11 is especially noteworthy. Among the possibilities are four festivals that market together. You can find their information at www.4fallfestivals.com.
Farmers markets continue, as they have for much of the summer, but offer greater variety and abundance around harvest time. One of the region’s most popular and interesting, the Amish-flavored Springs Farmers Market, wraps up on September 10. Go early! www.springspa.org.
Lake kayaking takes on a special quality when done at night under the harvest moon. Shawnee State Park offers that opportunity on September 10. Call (814) 733-2203.
Antiquing can be a pleasant diversion any day – but especially when it is done in Kittanning’s Riverfront Park on September 10. “Antiquing Along the Allegheny” features more than 55 antique, collectible and handcraft vendors. (724) 545-6852.
Greenwood Furnace State Park verdantly frames traditional music, September 16-18, during the annual Folk Gathering. Bluegrass, old-timey, dulcimer and Celtic, are among the music genres that will be featured in concerts, workshops and a contra dance. www.folkgathering.com.
Yellow Creek State Park will combine a festival with outdoor activities during September Fest, September 24. Boating and bicycling, a sailboat exhibit, programs, children’s games, live music and food all are on the schedule. (724) 357-7913.
Rock Run Recreation Park near Patton holds its fifth annual “Rally at the Rock,” September 23-25. If you enjoy running ATVs, UTVs or dirt bikes, this event offers a variety of trail rides for all ages, skill competitions, dealer displays, and a truck and car show. www.rockrunrecreation.com.
Rail-trails are fantastic this time of year, and the outfitters know it. That’s why there are at least seven organized rides between Washington, D.C. and Pittsburgh along the Great Allegheny Passage during this period.  You can have your pick of 6-, 7- or 8-day rides; you can camp or sleep in a comfy bed each night. For more information, visit www.atatrail.org.
This is also the time of year when raptors are migrating and being counted at the Allegheny Front Hawk Watch. More than 300 birds-of-prey were spotted during just the last two weeks of August. You can join the watch any day that weather permits through Thanksgiving. www.alleghenyplateauaudubon.org.
Did you notice the diversity of this list? From birding to antiquing, contra dancing to craft browsing, rallying to kayaking to rail-trail riding, this season offers an incredible variety of things to do. So get into the spirit of this busy season. You can always rest up afterward, during that slow time of year known as the holiday season.
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