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Blairsville might just be the most paradoxical community in our entire region. In many ways, this borough of 3,600 people is among our most-typical towns, sharing much of our region’s history and heritage. In other ways it may be among our most atypical.
Blairsville was founded circa 1818 as the Huntingdon, Cambria and Indiana Turnpike was being cut through our wilderness ridges and was named for the man who was developing the pike, John Blair (the same man for which Blair County was named). Blessed by its location just west of the Chestnut Ridge’s Packsaddle Gap in a southerly dip of the Conemaugh River, Blairsville became a port on the Pennsylvania Main Line Canal about a decade later. Then, as the fledgling Pennsylvania Railroad established its mainline along the canal right-of-way in 1851, Blairsville Borough councilmen gave the PRR six downtown acres for the establishment of a depot.
Wilderness way-station, canal port, railroad stop – those are designations that are typical of dozens of places within our region. What makes Blairsville atypical is that it never became identified with one particular industry. It prospered as a transportation hub. One of its earliest factories, founded in the 1840s, made cigars. At various times it has had manufacturers who made silk, glass, enameled tubs and sinks, iron, cigarette lighters and flashlights, concrete products, coolers and refrigerators. Meat-packing and lumber were early industries. Blairsville plants contributed to the World War II and Korean War efforts by making naval artillery casings and tank-tread pins. Now among its largest employers is an international corporation’s service center for fluid-control equipment.
Not only could this community boast of having the first railroad line in Indiana County, it also enjoyed the first telephone service in 1878 and the first electrical service in 1890. By the early 1900s, on-grade railroad lines and crossings were creating so much congestion in town that the PRR developed “The Subway,” underground railroad crossings.
So Blairsville has a rather impressive record of leadership, foresight, diversification and innovative thinking. I just hope that recent years haven’t robbed the community of those qualities. For Blairsville has a unique opportunity to give new meaning to its identity as a transportation center, one that could improve the local quality of life, provide economic opportunities – and create a new destination attraction for the region.
First, a quick synopsis of what’s happened around Blairsville in recent years: US Route 22 has been rebuilt, putting eastern Pittsburgh within an easy-hour’s drive. Meanwhile, the Ghost Town, Hoodlebug and West Penn rail-trails have been developed to within a couple of miles of the community – and a “Loop Trail” is being developed around Blairsville.
Tie all of that development together and you would have a community that is situated within an hour of a major metropolitan area, surrounded on three sides by water and connected to three major trails that are still growing. West Penn, for example, already connects to the Westmoreland Heritage Trail and is drawing closer to the Roaring Run Trail near Apollo.
Not that these new connections will be easy or certain: just to tie the Ghost Town and Hoodlebug trails to Blairsville, a pedestrian/bicycle overpass must be constructed over a major highway. And significant landowner issues must be resolved to connect the West Penn to the community.
At 6 p.m. on June 8 at the Blairsville Recreation and Community Center, a public meeting will explore all of this and examine the recommendations of a “Trail Connectivity Study.” This meeting should be of interest to trail fans, businesses and entrepreneurs who reside well beyond Blairsville. Why?
Because over the past 200 years, this community has demonstrated time and time again that it can thrive by being in the right place – and making the right connections.[image: image1.png]
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It’s all about connections in Blairsville


By Dave Hurst
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