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Hemlock and oak trees lined Beaver Valley Road and shaded its dip through a hollow containing Beaverdam Run. With state game lands to one side, Prince Gallitzin State Park on the other, and sunlight overhead, the scene was lushly green, golden and serene.
Which made the sudden appearance and noiseless descent of a bright blue capsule seem all the stranger. Descending at a speed easily exceeding 40 mph, the sleek little machine sped past with a soft “wooosh,” its operator gave us a thumbs-up then shifted his focus to the climb out of the hollow. Three similarly streamlined vehicles soon followed, each about eight feet long, two feet wide and three feet high. One of them greeted us with a cheery little “beep” of a horn and then blinked a goodbye with little, red tail lights as it quickly climbed the short hill and moved out of our sight.
These “velomobiles” were the reason why my companion, Mike Burk, and I had traveled to Prince Gallitzin State Park on an August late-afternoon. We wanted to see what some visionaries hope will be a common mode of transportation in the future.
Much of our region exists because of transportation innovation. The National Road (the first federal highway), the Allegheny Portage Railroad, Staple Bend (America’s first railroad tunnel), the Horseshoe Curve, Lincoln Highway (America’s first transcontinental highway), and the Pennsylvania Turnpike (the nation’s first superhighway) all were transportation advancements that can be found here.
So a caravan of human-powered vehicles (HPVs), traveling through the Alleghenies as part of a transcontinental venture (www.rolloveramerica.eu), shouldn’t seem all that strange – even if the vehicles themselves are unlike anything you’ve ever seen before.
In essence, HPVs are sophisticated tricycles. The rider sits in a reclined position, rotating pedals that are in front of – rather than below – him or her. And these tricycles have their pair of wheels in front and the single wheel in the rear. The design enables the rider to pedal powerfully yet comfortably and reduces wind resistance by keeping the overall configuration close to the ground. On paved or smooth surfaces, these trikes are faster and easier to pedal than conventional bicycles; riders can average 30 mph on flats and approach 60 mph going downhill. Some HPVs are tricycles covered with streamlined shells or bodies made of lightweight composite materials. Others are “velomobiles,” which have the wheels, steering, pedaling and other cycling hardware integrated into the body itself. These machines all are designed for public roadways, with headlights, brake lights, turn signals and horns. They have 24 or more gears, full suspension, drum-style brakes, and canopies or covers for weather protection (some which can be stored inside when not needed).
“Most of us are bike commuters. We use them to go to work,” Josef Janning told me. Josef was the “tour captain” of the group of 36 HPV riders who averaged 125 miles a day while riding from Portland, OR, to Washington, D.C., in August. The purpose of the ride (besides enjoyment) was to promote the use of gasoline-free modes of transportation.
Interestingly, Josef felt that our Alleghenies were tougher to ride than the Rockies, because road grades here are steeper and more numerous. While he’s a believer in the “ride to work” movement, Josef admitted that the concept could be a tough sell here given our hills. A number of the HPV riders expressed weariness after two days of frequent climbs within the Alleghenies. But a few were still smiling because they had “electric assist” – essentially electric motors that helped them to pedal – and they readily agreed that made a big difference in this rougher terrain.
So even here on the cutting edge of human-powered transportation in the 21st century, the Alleghenies appear to be encouraging innovation.[image: image1.png]
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The Alleghenies still challenge travelers
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