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From the hilltop, nothing was visible but blue sky and lush green trees in all directions. Yet the broad, level hilltop itself offered plenty of room for a half-dozen food vendors, a dozen merchandize booths, a line of 18th-century re-enactor displays and encampments, and, in the middle of it all, a large white tent where more than 400 music fans were seated.
The four members of the Allegheny Drifters stood on the low stage in front of a gold banner with black and white lettering that read “Laurel Hill Bluegrass Festival” and began their set with some a capella, four-part harmony that ended with a lilting “drifting down the Allegheny.” Suddenly, band member Keith Beaver launched into some lightning-fast picking on his five-string banjo and the Drifters started their next number.
All of this was happening at the Laurel Hill State Park, August 20-21, at its fourth annual bluegrass festival – a two-day event that drew more than 8,000 people. And not one of them had to pay a dime to enjoy the music of seven bands, the re-enactors or any of the park’s recreational resources. Your tax dollars at work? Certainly – but not entirely. If you’ve paid much attention to Pennsylvania’s budget situation in recent years, you probably are aware that our state park system isn’t flush with funding. What makes the Laurel Hill Bluegrass Festival possible are the “Friends of Laurel Hill”: volunteers, folks like you and me.

“Without the Friends we couldn’t do this. [Or] it sure wouldn’t be for free,” Chris Albright told me. Chris, who is on the state park staff and serves as volunteer coordinator, explained that the Friends contributed $7,000 to fund this year’s festival, purchased the supplies, sold merchandize, ran shuttle carts and operated the children’s area. But the Friends’ contributions to Laurel Hill State Park aren’t limited to a bluegrass festival. Working right alongside park staff, Friends organize work and maintenance projects several times each year, operate gift shops and concessions, provide programming and even firewood; they’ve purchased playground equipment, bike racks and benches, and enhanced park programming with bicycle trails and geocaches.
By now you may be thinking: “Okay, fine. But I don’t live anywhere near Laurel Hill State Park and I don’t like bluegrass. Why should I read on?” Here’s why: If there’s a state park or state forest near you – or one that you enjoy visiting – chances are, there’s a Friends group involved there. This type of volunteerism isn’t just happening at Laurel Hill, it’s happening statewide. Since 1999, a group known as the Pennsylvania Parks and Forests Foundation has been supporting our state’s 117 state parks and 2.2 million acres of forest by raising money and encouraging the development of local chapters directly linked to state parks and forests. By becoming a member of the Foundation, you can support our entire state park system; by volunteering with a local group, you can make meaningful contributions at a specific park.
Within our general region, there are Friends groups working at Black Moshannon, Clear Creek, Cook Forest, Greenwood Furnace, Keystone, Laurel Mountain, Linn Run, Ohiopyle, Prince Gallitzin, Shawnee and Yellow Creek state parks (in addition to Laurel Hill). And the variety of ways you can serve is as diverse as this list of places. For more information, visit www.paparksandforests.org or contact your local state park or state forest office.
Of course, if you’d prefer to sit and stew about Harrisburg, you can. But Friends work with the state while breathing fresh air in beautiful, serene outdoor settings, expending time and effort on activities that enhance both our region’s quality of life and their own. That not only puts our tax dollars to work but enables them to work more efficiently for us.[image: image1.png]
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