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The late September afternoon was still and comfortable. High cirrus filtered the sunlight, which was perfect for enjoying the view across Jack’s Narrows just west of Mount Union. Around me at this overlook were 10 other hikers, ranging in age from 20-something to 70-something. And just about all of us had worked up at least a bit of a sweat, having just hiked up the Thousand Steps.
During the first half of the 20th century, Jack’s Mountain quarries produced ganister, a quartzite ideal for the production of heat-resistant bricks and related products used in the iron, steel, glass and railroad industries. After the 1936 Flood destroyed a railroad bridge that provided access to the mountaintop quarry, quarrymen constructed the Thousand Steps as one way to get to work.
The name is no exaggeration. There are at least one thousand stone steps cut into or placed upon the steep north face of Jack’s Mountain. With an elevation gain of about 1,100 feet, the Thousand Steps are not only a fantastic scenic experience but a good cardio workout as well. In the mid-1990s, a “Save Our Steps Committee” formed, raised money from an appropriate 1,001 contributors and acquired a 669-acre tract to preserve the steps for public use. Today, the Thousand Steps are part of the Mid-State Hiking Trail system.
Pittsburgh has more than 44,000 steps on 712 public stairways, according to the book, “The Steps of Pittsburgh,” – more than any other city in the United States. And its largest concentration of steps is found on the South Side Slopes.
Originally, the vernacular Victorian homes built on the Slopes housed immigrant workers, who depended upon the steps to get to work, church and other essential places of daily life. After Pittsburgh’s mills closed, the Slopes went through some rough times until the South Side Slopes Neighborhood Association formed and got to work revitalizing this distinctive community. Today, the South Side Slopes are known for gardens, green spaces, spectacular views of the city and its convenient location to the Downtown, Oakland and, of course, culturally vibrant Carson Street.
It’s time to do steps! Seriously. There may be no better time of year to do some steps than over the next couple of weeks.
With its setting within the hardwoods of the rugged upper Juniata Valley, the Thousand Steps offer beautiful scenery any time. But the views become spectacular as Jack’s Mountain erupts in fall foliage. While only about one mile in length, the hike up the steps is challenging. There are, however, places to stop and rest, and it is not uncommon to see people of advanced age there. The trailhead is a wide parking area along the north side of U.S. Route 22 about 1.5 miles west of Mount Union. Look for a small (and not very visible) sign for the Thousand Steps at the east end of the parking area to find the trail.
October 8, there is a great opportunity to experience the South Side Slopes during the annual Pittsburgh StepTrek, which begins at 11 a.m. in the South Side Park at Josephine and 21st streets. StepTrek is a fund-raising event for the South Side Slopes Neighborhood Association, and a wonderful opportunity to enjoy this distinctive place. StepTrek offers two routes – each with an accompanying historical narrative. And you can take the steps just as aggressively or leisurely as you want. This is a family friendly event that abounds with photographic opportunities. For more information, visit www.southsideslopes.org.
Walking steps is good for the heart, whether you do it at home, at the office or the gym. But when you walk on the steps of our ancestors, whether on the Thousand Steps or the South Side Slope steps, it is not only exercise, it’s an experience![image: image1.png]
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It’s time to do some steps
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