[image: image2.png]




[image: image2.png]
In springtime, the cool-green water of the South Branch of Blacklick Creek tumbles vigorously through rocky chutes 50 feet below. The North Branch gets stocked with trout each year. 

But when the picturesque South Branch reaches Vintondale, it washes past a sizable boney pile that begins to discolor it. And just before it merges with the South Branch to create Blacklick Creek, the North Branch is punctured by three bore holes, which carry acidic abandoned-mine discharge (AMD) with sufficient pressure to create three artesian-like fountains mid-stream – and streak the Blacklick with whiteish aluminum.
Directly below, other acidic discharges effectively kill the stream downstream for 25 miles – all the way to its confluence with Two Lick Creek. For almost its entire length the Blacklick runs orange due to iron oxides, which coat the bottom of the stream and smother aquatic life.

Along the bank of Blacklick Creek runs my favorite rail-trail: the Ghost Town Trail. Only 20 minutes from my house, this is the trail I use most often.

It’s a trail that has traveled through my consciousness for close to 30 years now. The original announcement to develop it back in the early 1990s introduced me to the concept of “rail-trail.”
I witnessed its birth, growth and maturation into an uninterrupted 32-mile groomed corridor from Saylor Park in Black Lick, Indiana County, to Ebensburg in Cambria. Now it’s sprouting branches: the 14-mile C and I Extension and a two-mile jog off the C and I to Duman Lake County Park.
Through all of the seasons this is an interesting trail. Remnants of two iron furnaces, coal mines, coke batteries, quaint bridges, railroad cuts and mining-community traces line it; abundant patches of wildflowers adorn it in different sections at different times throughout the growing season.

Some sections are deeply shaded and provide cool relief on the hottest days. Others are exposed and scenic, running past pastures, farm fields, clusters of homes and through the communities of Dilltown, Vintondale, Nanty Glo and Ebensburg.

Bridges cross the Blacklick and a sizable number of its tributaries. There are abundant benches and small pavilions for rest and refreshment, and frequent historical markers for enrichment.

The Blacklick Valley is beautiful, with steep wooded hillsides and streams, offering picturesque overviews of rushing cascades in some locations and long languid stretches in others. Beautiful, that is, as long as one is willing to overlook the degradation of the waterway itself below Vintondale.
But soon that should begin to change for the better. A PA Department of Environmental Project grant will be funding the construction of a new AMD treatment facility that will clean those Blacklick-killing discharges just below Vintondale.
The hope is that the project will restore life to the entire 25-mile stretch of the Blacklick Creek from Vintondale to Two Lick Creek. If that happens, those of us who ride the Ghost Town Trail will see something we’ve never seen before: People fishing the creek.

The Ghost Town Trail has been popular for decades, drawing users from Pittsburgh on a regular basis. The Cambria County Conservation and Recreation Authority currently is working on another expansion of the C and I Extension, which will connect it back to the Ghost Town main stem, creating a continuous loop that should make the trail even more popular. (People like to finish where they start.)
With a 30-mile loop in place along with the 32-mile linear route and a healthy Blacklick Creek, people not only will come, they’ll want to stick around longer to ride it all. So the CCCRA is planning a second phase to the AMD-remediation program that will add campsites and other recreational amenities.

After almost 30 years of development, the Ghost Town Trail is keeping things interesting. And after 125 years or so of industrial debasement, Blacklick Creek will be turning cool-green again. 
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