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The first impact of the impending pandemic – for me personally – came about 13 months ago and affected this column.
Longtime readers know that each year I go out with my friends, Mike Burk and Greg Gdula, on a “heritage hunt.” Early each spring, before new growth covers interesting features of the landscape, we explore some historical site and see what we can learn from the physical evidence that may only be visible at this time.
Last year, for the first time in 16 years, we missed heritage-hunting season due to concerns over the novel coronavirus. That marked the beginning of the end of normalcy for me.
Recently, however, armed with vaccines, we were back on the hunt, walking up Prospect Hill above what once had been the Cambria Iron Company and, later, the Lower Works of Bethlehem Steel.

Prospect Hill was well-named. For the discovery of a high grade of iron ore and compatible coal there led to the establishment of iron-making operations, which eventually evolved into an integrated steel mill that built Johnstown – and whose products helped to build America.
Conveniently, Prospect Hill’s ore seams laid just below a seam of coal, both of which could be mined by digging shallow pits. Mixing the ore and coal in a 10:1 ratio produced a hard-grade of iron that could be rolled into superior railroad rails.
In the 1870s, the demand for Cambria rails made the Cambria Iron Company the world’s leading producer. However by the 1880s, Prospect Hill’s ore reserves were exhausted; Cambria was bringing ore in from elsewhere.
Since a massive chunk of Prospect Hill already had been removed via mining, that section was turned into a large ore yard, four football fields long. Old photos show an overhead crane, itself more than a football field in width, unloading, sorting, then reloading the ore for smelting in the blast furnaces just down the hill.
Today, scant remains hint at the activities that once occurred here: a brick guard shack, a cut-stone spring house set into the hillside that probably dates to the earliest mining operations, three 20-foot high obelisks that once had supported the power supply to the crane, and – most prominently – two parallel sets of close-set rails atop poured-concrete bases that once had carried the crane up and down the ore field.
Having the team back together was a joy. Mike’s a history buff. Greg’s a naturalist. Each observes things that escape my attention and keeps me busy taking notes.
These long-time friends also enjoy giving each other a hard time. When Mike got it into his head to measure one set of crane tracks by pacing it, Greg kept calling out numbers in hopes that Mike would lose count. (Mike didn’t and estimated the track to be 1,240 feet in length.)

God is restoring life to this place that humankind considers polluted industrial land. We disturbed pairs of Canada geese and mallards; a Cooper’s hawk was circling overhead; and the copious birdsong suggested this hawk wasn’t wasting time here.

Greg spotted tadpoles in vernal pools at the bottoms of old sorting bins and was delighted to discover watercress in one end of a small pond we found just beyond the end of the ore yard.

“That’s a good sign,” said Greg. “It’s got to be pretty good water.”
Observing the abundant dried weeds through which I was walking at the time, Mike highlighted one big reason why we do this now rather than later in the growing season:

“This is the perfect heritage hunt, because in the summertime you probably would be dealing with chest-high weeds,” said Mike.

As we walked back down Prospect Hill, Mike’s words lingered in my head. He was right. It had been a perfect heritage hunt.
And for the first time in more than a year, things felt normal again.
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