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The sugar maple looked like a match-head frozen just as it was struck: Its top-half was fiery red while the bottom boughs remained green. Another, set back from the roadway, was drenched in rich orange.
Even here atop the Allegheny Front, the vastly predominant color remained verdant green. But splatters of scarlet and yellow, deep plum and crisp russets were everywhere.

September hadn’t ended, yet I already was seeing more samples of vivid fall foliage than I could recall seeing the entire past two seasons combined. 

Hope stirred. Perhaps, just perhaps, this season will be different; more like the fall foliage of my younger years, when highly colorful displays were commonplace, even expected.
Sweeps of cirrus brushed the deep blue sky of its cumulus dust-bunnies. Now past the autumnal equinox and Earth’s equator, the sun’s shine was beautifully pleasant rather than oppressive.

My wife and I were seizing what might have been the final upper-70-degree day of 2020 to do some road cycling in Bedford County. Descending PA 869 from the Allegheny’s summit, the vivid splashes of foliage so evident on top quickly disappeared.

A bit further south and 1,600 feet lower in elevation, the early foliage, dressing Bedford’s lower plateau around Pavia, reminded me much of what we’ve seen in more recent seasons, with more-washed out yellows and browns.
Not that Bedford County needs much dressing. For this is a county with picturesque bones.

Parking in a small lot at the entrance to Pavia, we enjoyed an inspiring view of the white steeple of Mount Zion Reformed Church on the hillside about 100 yards away, standing against a cloudbank and framed by a pair of tall firs on the right and a two-story village house on the left.

Back on the two-lane, we rode between fields of browning field corn, separated here and there by extended stands of hardwoods. Bob’s Creek moseyed alongside, so low and slow that there was no discernable current in spots.
Sunlight splayed through the hardwoods, splashing the understory with bright highlights. Leaves looked lime in the sunshine; appropriate, I thought, since green-giving chlorophyll is departing them.

Bedford’s countryside reveals its 18th century roots as one of the Commonwealth’s earliest counties. We rode past log houses and barns, still displaying their notched log construction.
These structures have morphed with the times. Additions complement the traditional character while, undoubtedly, containing interior refinements that have made these log buildings more comfortable and functional for 21st century living and agricultural use.
While passing by near Osterburg, we stopped for photos at Bowser’s Bridge. This ca. 1890 covered bridge’s exposed, curved (Burr) trusses remained strong enough to support motor vehicles, crossing on its parallel doubled-planks, as recently as the early 1970s.

This area is an enjoyable place to road-ride because traffic isn’t heavy, and sight distances generally are good. Others were out experiencing the day their way, on motorcycles or in doorless Jeeps and an occasional classic car.

Late-season wildflowers still lined the roadway’s shoulders, including deep-blue chicory, bright yellow star grass and white Queen Anne’s lace. Farm fields left fallow were cloaked in mustard.

Sumac was displaying the only crimson here – except for one massive burning bush  by the roadside that was living up to its name.

Again, hope stirred. For the novel coronavirus ceased to exist for a bit. The vivid foliage atop the Allegheny Front, the historic beauty of Bedford, the gentle day and the joyful ride all felt delightfully normal – and peaceful.
Yes, we face disease and death, violence and protest, climate change and political divisiveness. But we don’t have to wait until a vaccine is being distributed or the election is over to find moments of normalcy and peace.

We can find both now through the blessing of bright fall foliage in places made for social distancing here in the Alleghenies.
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