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Our first weekend in Green status was golden. Both days were sunny and warm, and after a Saturday spent at home, working on the “honey do” list, I was more than ready to get out for some enjoyable recreation that Sunday.

Everything was green – a deep, lush, fresh green – as we drove along US Route 56 and dropped down the Allegheny Front.  All around us late spring displayed her handiwork. Hardwoods were in full leaf. Roadsides offered patches of tall, bright wildflowers. 

Although a very familiar route I’ve used during much of my life, there was an exhilaration to traveling US 56 after months of sticking close to home in the Conemaugh Valley.  Vistas extended into Maryland, verdant rolling farmlands bordered the roadway.

Overhead, the sky was putting on quite a show with swirls of cirrus sprayed across a backdrop of blue as a chorus of cumulus gathered below. Sparkling sunlight highlighted it all.

Turning down the main entry road into Shawnee State Park felt like entering a leaf-lined chute. Trees closely bordered both sides of the roadway as it meandered downward. 

My wife, Keiko, and I were joining our long-time friends and neighbors, Linda and Tom Gray, for a shared-favorite pursuit, flatwater kayaking. Social distancing was no problem; we had to travel separately to haul our kayaks anyway, and it’s easy to maintain six-feet of separation on the water.

Arriving at the main boat-launch, we were surprised by the relative lack of people given the gorgeousness of the day. Temperatures were in the mid-70s and intermittent light breezes stirred the spring-fresh air.

Those breezes turned into a bit of headwind as we paddled toward a small island but presented no problems. The water was pleasantly warm with little wavelets.
Others, mostly fishers and a few other kayakers, were on the water. Everyone easily stayed out of each other’s way.

The Grays are avid geocachers, well-known in that community by their “Grayfinders2” handle, and often combine that activity with whatever recreational pursuit they are involved with at the time. In this instance, they wanted to check on a cache they’d stashed previously on the aforementioned small island.

With that task accomplished, we paddled to a far corner of Shawnee Lake, where there was a delightful little picnic area. There we banked the kayaks, stretched a bit and ate at a picnic table in disappearing shade.

The Lake Shore Trail, which circles Shawnee Lake on three sides, is popular with both bicyclists and walkers and was seeing a fair number of each that day. After eating we decided to join them for a walk along the east end of the lake up to the dam. 

Knowing that Tom and I usually talk about trails – both riding and developing them – which quickly bores the girls, Keiko and Linda separated and walked ahead of us, where they freely could indulge in one of their favorite topics: complaining about their husbands.

Tom admired the way the PA Department of Conservation and Recreation constructed this trail to closely rim the lake and shed water effectively. I noted there are marked sections of the 18th century Forbes Trail on both sides of the park and made a mental note to return for some exploration.

Returning to the kayaks, we put back on the water and checked out a nearby inlet before paddling back to the main boat launch to end the long, leisurely afternoon of activities.

Nothing was noteworthy about this outing. Nothing distinguished it from the dozens of others we’ve enjoyed with the Grays over the years. That’s exactly what made it special.
After weeks of sheltering at home in red status, and then emerging slowly and tentatively in yellow, we were able to enjoy Green here in the Alleghenies. Even though we practiced the social-distancing protocols that should keep us safe, it felt delightfully normal.
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