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As its name hints, Oven Run has a colorful history.
A stone-and-clay oven along its banks baked bread for General John Forbes’ Expedition that routed French and American-Indian allies from Fort Duquesne (now Pittsburgh). Fort Belleair, located near Oven Run’s confluence with the Stonycreek River, operated through the American Revolution.
Decades later, this small stream’s headwaters offered refuge for Davey Lewis, the “Robin Hood of Pennsylvania,” who robbed travelers using Forbes’ Road and claimed to give some of his gains to the less fortunate.
In the early 20th century, relatively easy access to some of Somerset County’s richest coal seams was found within Oven Run’s watershed, resulting in a very productive coalfield there until the mines were exhausted and abandoned.
Then the daily channeling of hundreds of thousands of gallons of acidic mine-discharge gave Oven Run and its sister stream Pokeytown Run the identity of “river killers.” Upstream of Oven Run, the Stonycreek was an active and acclaimed trout fishery; downstream, the Stonycreek basically was dead.

That is until the 1990s, when an action-oriented private-public partnership – comprised of outdoor-sports enthusiasts, conservationists, county, state and federal agencies – fueled with funding generated directly or indirectly by the late-Congressman John Murtha, started to clean up the discharges.
Called “SCRIP” – the Stonycreek-Conemaugh River Improvement Project – the coalition needed a decade and more than $5 million to reach its goal. But by the early 2000s, six passive treatment sites across the Oven Run and Pokeytown watersheds effectively were restoring the Stonycreek to relatively good health.
Over the 20 years since reaching full function, the passive-treatment system known as “Oven Run” has turned the Stonycreek from an acidic to an alkaline river. Hundreds of tons of acidity, iron and aluminum have been kept out of the Stony annually.
The healthier Stonycreek has proven to be an effective catalyst for other enhancements to the watershed. The additions of a release valve to the Quemahoning Dam and Whitewater Park have made the Stony a popular boating destination; the entire river now is fishable; support businesses are popping up; related development is happening in Johnstown.
While a large group of individuals, organizations and agencies have helped, much of the heavy lifting has been done by the Somerset Conservation District, under the long-time, dedicated leadership of Len Lichvar, District Manager. The SCD has the responsibility of caring for the six treatment sites in perpetuity.
Now, after 20-25 years of faithfully doing their jobs, Oven Run’s six sites need some care. The SCD is working hard to do so but still needs a substantial amount of funding to complete the rehabilitation project.
On September 29, SCRIP and the Somerset Conservation District are offering the public a 30th Anniversary Tour of Oven Run to illustrate what this project is about, celebrate what’s been accomplished and raise awareness of what needs to be done. The tour will begin at 4:00 p.m. at Greenhouse Park, along PA Route 403 near Tire Hill.
The SCD knows this kind of rehabilitation effort is going to be necessary every couple of decades. So thinking ahead to the next time – and the times after that – the Conservation District has established an Oven Run Trust Fund that eventually will be able to help finance these reconstruction projects.
So after the Oven Run tour there will be a “Green Drinks” event at the Crow’s Nest just beyond Greenhouse Park along PA 403. Donations raised during the Green Drinks event will go into the Oven Run Trust Fund.

Both events are free, but registration is required for the Tour. For more information or to register, go to Eventbrite.com and put “SCRIP’s 30th Anniversary” in the event search box.

Over the past 265 years, Oven Run has fed an army, supplied a fort, hid an outlaw, produced coal and polluted a river. Participate in this tour and you’ll appreciate its newest role: nurturing a recreation area.   
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