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Hundreds of bicyclists from two dozen different states gathered recently to ride a loose network of rail-trails extending from Ebensburg to Apollo – a distance of about 60 miles – a network including the Cambria and Indiana Trail, Ghost Town Trail, Hoodlebug Trail, Path of the Flood, West Penn Trail, Westmoreland Heritage Trail and Roaring Run Trail.
The Armstrong Trail, growing like a adolescent on steroids, now covers much of a 43-mile corridor along the Allegheny River from south of Ford City northward beyond East Brady (although portions are unfinished). Efforts also are underway to develop a new Redbank Valley Trail from the Armstrong Trail to Brookville, another 47 miles.

Then there’s the big kid on the regional block: the Great Allegheny Passage, where only one mile of unfinished trail remains in a 150-mile rail-trail extending from Pittsburgh to Cumberland, MD. At Cumberland, the GAP connects to the 185-mile C&O Canal Towpath, creating a 335-mile, nonmotorized cycling and hiking way from Pittsburgh to Washington, D.C.
Twenty years ago, the total miles of rail-trails within our region could be counted upon our fingers. Today, we have hundreds of miles to ride and enjoy – with more being added every year. Not only is our network of rail-trails becoming more extensive, but so is the amount of information available about them. Today, you can find internet and Facebook pages for virtually every trail within the region. However, even those who are not internet or social-media savvy increasingly have alternative resources available: good-old guidebooks and maps that are being published by trail operators or their contractors.
Two very impressive guidebooks have been published by the Indiana County Parks & Trails Department, which owns and operates the Indiana County portion of the Ghost Town Trail and the Hoodlebug Trail. Ed Patterson, Parks & Trails director, wrote both. The “Ghost Town Trail Guidebook” covers the entire 36-mile system, which includes the main trail from Saylor Park in Blacklick, Indiana County, 32 miles up the western flank of the Allegheny front to Ebensburg. Another four-mile leg from Vintondale to PA Route 422 is known as the Rexis Branch. The “Hoodlebug Trail Guidebook” covers that 10.5-mile trail, which also has a trailhead in Saylor Park but heads north to the Indiana University of Pennsylvania. While both guidebooks include detailed information about their trails, including segment descriptions and maps, they also are loaded with historical material and photos that make them interesting reads for a broader audience than just cyclists and walkers. The cost of each guidebook is $18 and proceeds go to trail maintenance. For information visit indianacountyguidebooks.weebly.com.
The Armstrong Trail Map & User Guide is available for download online at www.armstrongtrail.org or in a full-color printed version that uses a traditional folded-map format. The printed guide, featuring a nicely sized illustrated map of the current trail and its variety of surfaces, is free (thanks to advertiser support) and can be obtained from the Armstrong County Tourist Bureau by calling (888) 265-9954.
Finally, there’s the TrailBook, the official guide to both the C&O Canal Towpath and the Great Allegheny Passage. Updated and published annually, the TrailBook links trail users with businesses and other resources in 15 trail towns along the 335-mile corridor, features a large weatherproof map, an intinerary planner and plenty of photos. TrailBook costs $10, and proceeds from its sale go to the development and maintenance of the GAP. For more information or to order the guide, visit www.atatrail.org.
We’re used to thinking about trails’ recreational benefits. But let’s think about these guides for a moment. These publications offer history and practical information, serve as advertising vehicles, and generate business and income. Much like the rail-trails they are interpreting, these guidebooks and maps are contributing to the quality of life within our region.[image: image1.png]
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