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Climbing the steep ridge grades along our roadways or riding rough miles over the remnant ballast of an abandoned railroad right-of-way can be challenging any time. Approximately 250 cyclists from 24 states did so during the third week of July – the hottest time of the entire summer. While temperatures soared into the 90s, participants in an annual greenway sojourn, sponsored by the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, rode for more than 200 miles along rail-trails and connectors within Cambria, Indiana and Westmoreland counties. Now, in the cool of the fall, we can see what congealed in our highland crucible that week.
The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy recently released the results of a survey of sojourn participants. Despite the merciless heat and the often-challenging demands of terrain and trail surfaces, responding sojourners clearly enjoyed their experience within our region. The campsites in Ebensburg, Saltsburg and Indiana received high-satisfaction ratings from 93 percent of the respondents. Evening and interpretive activities that gave sojourners a taste of our culture and history received a 73 percent positive rating, and a float trip from the Conemaugh Dam to Saltsburg also received a 93 percent high-satisfaction rating (helped, undoubtedly, by the relief boating offered on a 99-degree day).
But what may prove to be the most positive response to the 2011 sojourn wasn’t on the survey. And it didn’t come from the participants. It came from the hosts. The operators of the featured trails – the C and I, Ghost Town, Hoodlebug, Path of the Flood, Roaring Run, Westmoreland Heritage and West Penn – who worked with the RTC to plan the sojourn, have decided to continue to work together. Joined by representatives of the Pittsburgh-to-Harrisburg Main Line Canal Greenway and the Lower Trail (which is located in Blair and Huntingdon counties) this trail-operators group is exploring ways to cooperate and link up.
They have a great example to follow: The Great Allegheny Passage started as a bunch of separate trails, evolved into the Allegheny Trail Alliance and eventually became the premier rail-trail in the eastern United States. Today the GAP attracts hundreds of thousands of users from around the world and brings millions of dollars in expenditures to trailside communities within the southern portion of our region.
The sojourn-inspired trail operators group – which doesn’t have a name yet – knows that it faces major challenges, including the development of a common identity and linking across significant gaps between currently existing trails. (Ethically, it is important for me to tell you that I am working with this group as a paid facilitator.) But thanks to the RTC, these regional trail operators have discovered how much they share in common and now see exciting possibilities for the future. Their formation of a working group, in turn, excites the RTC.

“The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy Greenway Sojourn is different from other rides in that its aim is to directly help build trails,” pointed out Tom Sexton, the RTC’s Northeast Regional Director, in a letter to sojourners. “This year yielded even more impressive results, as was evidenced with the birth of a new regional trail building entity...”
Within that context, perhaps the most important statistic provided by 2011 sojourn participants was in response to this question: “Do you have a better understanding how interconnected trail networks are developed as a result of participating in the Greenway Sojourn?” Eighty-six percent of the respondents said “Yes” as a result of riding upon our region’s trails! Clearly, our region’s trail operators feel the same way.
Someday, history may show that what actually was forged in the summer heat of 2011 was another great trail system, worthy of a place alongside the Great Allegheny Passage, drawing hundreds of thousands of users annually to our beautifully challenging (and, usually, cooler!) Allegheny Mountains.[image: image1.png]
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