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On the morning of the last Saturday in June, I sensed soft adventure ahead.
Not that I had anything physically challenging planned. Rather, it was the realization that I had a day to spend, a number of interesting possibilities, a starting point and no definite plan – other than to see how the day unfolded. While there literally were dozens of options (as there are in our region on any summer Saturday), I’d narrowed things down a bit. An Underground Railroad Symposium sounded interesting, and the National Park Service was opening a new special exhibit commemorating the bicentennial of the National Road. Since the symposium was a day-long affair in the Johnstown area, I decided to head first to Fayette County and Mount Washington Tavern at Fort Necessity National Battlefield. Because my travel route would take me past the Great Allegheny Passage trailhead in Confluence, my bike was on the car rack in case I felt like riding later.
Re-enactors, dressed as early 19th century innkeepers, greeted us at the door of the Mount Washington Tavern, which is located along U.S. Route 40 near Farmington. This stone inn, built in the 1830s, was one of the many wagon stops that provided bed, board and libations to travelers on the National Road – the first federally funded highway. Most of the tavern’s public rooms, including the barroom, parlor and kitchen, have period furnishings and are shown as they would have appeared during the National Road period. But the dining room currently features the special exhibit, which is open to the public through the end of October. Created principally by Hilary Miller, a seasonal park ranger, the exhibit tells how the Road was conceived, built and operated from 1818 into the 1850s. Four panels and three displays present documents and artifacts of that period, mostly contributed by the National Road Heritage Corridor and the Washington County Historical Society.
Resisting the temptation to hang around Fort Necessity for an 18th century weapons demonstration, I headed back toward Confluence. Thick, gray clouds brooded overhead, prompting me to debate the wisdom of a bike ride on the Great Allegheny Passage. Old Home Days were underway in Confluence, and the Confluence Creative Arts Center was having a “Big Fat Yard Sale.”

I stopped by to say hello to arts center activists, Jay and Jody Best, who introduced me to Phillip Wu, a member of the Trail Town Outreach Corps. The Outreach Corps is a group of young adults who work with the communities along the Great Allegheny Passage to encourage sustainable business and environmental practices. Assigned to Confluence, Phillip connects local businesses with trail users, assists with trail counts, and designs signs and brochures among other responsibilities. Here since February, the 24-year-old from Plano, TX, loves the scenery, architecture, natural resources and outdoor recreation opportunities of our region. Phillip told me he’ll stick around here if he could find a job, following his one-year stint with the Corps.
Bidding the Bests goodbye and deterred by the brooding clouds, I returned to Johnstown in time for the remainder of the Underground Railroad Symposium at Pennsylvania Highlands Community College. Although I’d missed presentations on Underground Railroad activity in Blair and Indiana counties, I learned of efforts to honor U.S. Colored Troops, whose contributions have been glossed over in many histories of the Civil War.
It was a good day, filled with interesting subjects and people. And it is a type of day you could easily experience. Just check the event calendars of area-counties’ convention and visitors bureaus, and pick an event that requires a bit of travel. Select several other possibilities along the way and be open to chance encounters.
You’ll learn new things, renew feelings for our homeland and maybe even have a soft adventure.[image: image1.png]
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