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  A view of Laurel Hill Creek as it enters Laurel Hill Lake downstream of Park Road.
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  The Pittsburgh region and the greater expanse of western Pennsylvania have been blessed with some wonderful natural resources. It’s our trails that most often allow us to see them up close. They wouldn’t exist without the work of quite a few people, though.

  I’d like to thank all of those trail volunteers who give up weekends to saw through blowdowns, build bridges, and map routes for the rest of us. We rarely see you, but your work is appreciated.

  The people who work for our natural resource agencies deserve a hand, too. State park and forest crews, county and city park workers, and those who work for federal agencies like the National Park Service sink a lot of effort into trail work. Often they do it with budgets too small to cover needs, but they find a way.

  Deserving of thanks as well is the Pennsylvania Game Commission. Funded almost solely by the sale of hunting licenses—it gets no general tax revenue—the commission buys and maintains game lands, primarily for the sake of sportsmen and wildlife. But hikers, bikers, birders, and others who never pick up a firearm have always been allowed to use its game lands free of charge, too. For all of those miles and acres open to everyone, thank you.

  Finally, I’d like to thank God for providing our wonderful fields and forests and my family for giving me the freedom to get out and explore it all.


  How to Use This Book

  This book has been structured to aid you in determining which trails you might most like to hike. First the trails have been broken into four groups: those within the Pittsburgh Low Plateau; the Waynesburg Hills; the Allegheny Mountains; and those to the north of Pittsburgh.

  Each chapter identifies a hike by name, gives a brief summary of what it’s like, and identifies its starting point, length, approximate time needed to walk it, surface, and difficulty. We tell you, too, whether it’s OK to take a dog along and what the rules are if you do, who else you might see on the trail, and in which seasons the hiking is best.

  Also detailed is who owns the land, when it’s open, and who to contact for more information. You also get a map with each chapter. These maps are not meant to replace topographic maps, road maps, and the detailed maps you can sometimes get from the landowners. They do, however, give you an inkling of what each trail is like.

  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, each chapter gives a detailed description of the hike, with turn-by-turn directions and details on what you might see along the way, be it wildlife, historical sites, rock formations, or interesting flowers and trees.

   [image: Slippery Rock Creek is marked by lots of large boulders and rocks.]


  Introduction

  Pittsburgh is the city that got cheated of a title.

  At the dawn of the twentieth century, no one rated cities based on how dirty they were. On how much soot was in their air. On how grimy, gloomy, and utterly soiled they were. If they had, Pittsburgh would have won—blackened, scarred, calloused hands down.

  Filth, thy champion was Pittsburgh.

  Things were so bad that when Boston writer James Parton visited the city in 1868, he described it as “hell with the lid off.” It was an apt description. The fires of heavy industry burned in the city like a mad rage in the eyes of a gluttonous dragon, devouring the surrounding countryside without pause. Night and day, rivers were defiled, mountains were debased, and the people who lived here were left to suffer the consequences.

  One famous recollection of the city is how Pittsburghers had to leave their lights on all day, even at noon, because the smoke, dirt, and pollution in the air simply made it impossible to see otherwise.

  [image: Hikers walk out on rocks to explore the Youghiogheny River near Ferncliff Peninsula in Ohio-pyle State Park.]

[image: Leaves frame the reflection of trees in a mud puddle along this Buffalo Creek hike.]

Leaves frame the reflection of trees in a mud puddle along this Buffalo Creek hike.

  Happily, things are that way no more.

  Pittsburgh has undergone a transformation. It was not an easy one. The death, or at least radical amputation, of the steel industry was an agonizing, decade-long bloodletting. Families built on paychecks from the mills—mine included to an extent, counting grandparents and uncles and in-laws—suffered enormously.

  But the result has been a startlingly clean city and region. They sparkle now like a white diamond forged from black coal under enormous pressure. If you doubt that—if you’re one of those who doesn’t yet realize what the Pittsburgh and western Pennsylvania of today are like—get outside and take a look around.

  You want wildlife close to home? Take the bus to Pittsburgh’s Riverview Park and you might see white-tailed deer roaming hillsides where once the only animals were inside the cages of a zoo. Wilderness? Follow the dirt roads to Quebec Run, south of the city, and you’ll find beauty as rugged and wild as anywhere. History? Solitude? Nature programming? The area has hikes that offer them all.

  That’s perhaps the greatest thing about this region. If the old cliché that says “there’s a little bit of something here for everyone” holds true for hikers anywhere, this is that place.

  I know that. Born and raised in western Pennsylvania, I’ve spent a lifetime roaming its fields and forests, and the beauty of this place still stuns me at times. Some of the hikes in this book are old favorites of mine. Others are new. Without exception, I found something in each that made me stop and say, “Oh, wow.”

  Hopefully you’ll be equally impressed with what you see out there.

  Weather

  Your opportunities to find something you might like are certainly many. Pennsylvania offers three- and in some cases four-season hiking. There are exceptions, of course, but you can generally count on mild spring temperatures arriving by April and Indian summer lasting until October or even November.

  Winter is a little iffier. The mountains of the Laurel Highlands and the regions north of Pittsburgh get more rain, snow, and fog, and they get it earlier than the city itself does. The roads leading to trailheads in those places can sometimes be treacherous or even impassable. But some of the hikes within the city and to the south and west can be done year-round. And if you’re willing to walk in snowshoes, almost anything’s possible.

  Flora and Fauna

  Much of western Pennsylvania is covered by what is known as Appalachian oak forest. It’s dominated by white, red, and chestnut oaks; hickories; and white pines. Farther north, however, northern hardwood forests of hemlocks, black cherry, and American beech are more common. The western edge of the state offers more sugar maple, black walnut, and basswood, while the southernmost tip gives you the chance to walk under the leaves of species that are relatively rare north of the Mason-Dixon Line, like yellow buckeye.

 [image: A group of white-tailed deer watch as hikers go by at Riverview Park.]

  Pennsylvania’s wildlife is equally rich and diverse. White-tailed deer; predators like black bears, coyotes, fishers, and bobcats; porcupines; bald eagles and ospreys; endangered rattlesnakes; and brook trout, bass, and catfish all live here.

  Land Managers

  Who owns the land on which all that flora and fauna thrive? The land is managed by a multitude of agencies, each with different goals—and accordingly different levels of devotion to the needs of hikers.

  State parks offer a good network of trails, although some are of the shorter variety. If you want a longer walk, you often have to combine a few trails. That’s not always bad, though. If you want to combine a hike with a picnic at a place that offers tables, primitive restrooms, and charcoal grills, these are good bets.

  State forests are home to some of the state’s longer hiking trails. Don’t come expecting to be pampered, though. Amenities here are comparatively few. But if all you need is a place to park, a blazed trail, and some solitude, there is some real beauty to be had.

  With a few exceptions, state game lands don’t have much in the way of “official” hiking trails. That’s because these lands were bought and are maintained with money generated by the sale of hunting licenses. If you don’t hunt, you don’t add acres to the game lands system or take care of what already exists. As stated earlier, the Pennsylvania Game Commission gets no general tax money. Understandably, these lands are managed primarily for hunters and wildlife. Hikers can and do make heavy use of them, however, in between hunting seasons.

  City and county parks are like state parks in the sense that they try to serve the greatest variety of people. That means trails often get neither more nor less attention than playgrounds, soccer fields, and horseshoe pits. Some excellent trails do exist, however, and they’re often the closest refuges to the city’s center.

  Is all of that enough to convince you to get outside and try walking your way around western Pennsylvania? I certainly hope so. This is a wonderful place to live, work, and play—especially play.

  But don’t take my word for it. Pick a trail and take off. You’ll be glad you did.

  Getting Around

  Area Codes

  The 412 area code services the city of Pittsburgh and some surrounding communities, taking in most of Allegheny County. The area code for the remainder of southwestern Pennsylvania is 724. The northwestern corner of Pennsylvania uses the 814 area code.

 

  [image: An informational kiosk on the north end of the Laurel Highlands Hiking Trail, leading to the Conemaugh Gap.]

  [image: Hillside Trail where it bisects Pointer Rock Road and Nedrow Trail in Roaring Run Natural Area.]

  Hillside Trail where it bisects Pointer Rock Road and Nedrow Trail in Roaring Run Natural Area.

  Roads

  The Pennsylvania Department of Transportation offers information on road conditions on its website, www.511pa.com. It details weather conditions and alerts, possible traffic delays, weather forecasts, cameras, and more. Visitors to the site can also download a free app that offers audible travel alerts so you can listen while focusing on driving.

  By Air

  Pittsburgh International Airport is located on Route 60, just 16 miles west of downtown Pittsburgh. It is served by more than twenty passenger carrier airlines. Eight rental car companies are based at the airport, and public transportation, charter buses, taxis, and shuttles are available. For information call (412) 472-3525 or visit www.flypittsburgh.com.

  The nearby Allegheny County airport handles a lot of traffic, too. In fact, it’s the fifth-busiest airport in the state. Call (412) 461-4300.

  By Rail

  Pittsburgh is serviced via rail by Amtrak, which has a station in downtown. Several other stations are located in outlying communities, such as Greensburg and Latrobe. Call toll-free (800) 872-7245 or (412) 471-6171, or visit www.amtrak.com.

  By Bus

  Greyhound makes regular trips to and from Pittsburgh and surrounding communities. Call (412) 392-6256 or visit www.greyhound.com for information.

  The Port Authority of Allegheny County provides bus transportation throughout Pittsburgh and Allegheny County. Call (412) 442-2000 or visit www.portauthority.org.

  Visitor Information

  Visit Pittsburgh is the official tourist promotion agency for Pittsburgh and surrounding Allegheny County. For information call (412) 281-7711 or visit www.visitpittsburgh.com.

  For information on visiting the Laurel Highlands area, call (724) 238-5661 or toll-free (800) 333-5661, or visit www.laurelhighlands.com.

  For details on visitor information for other parts of the state, contact the Pennsylvania Tourism Office toll-free at (800) 847-4872 or visit www.visitpa.com.


   [image: Slippery Rock Creek is marked by lots of large boulders and rocks.]

  The covered bridge at the trailhead in Mingo Creek Park.
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  Trail Finder
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      [image: Late afternoon sun hits the woods in Frick Park.]

  Late afternoon sun hits the woods in Frick Park.

  

      The Pittsburgh Low Plateau

  The area of the state defined as the Pittsburgh Low Plateau dominates the western third of Pennsylvania. It stretches from the West Virginia border in the south three-quarters of the way north to the New York line and from the Ohio border in the west to nearly Pennsylvania’s center in the east.

  The ground here sits on a base of rock containing the bulk of the significant bituminous coal in Pennsylvania. Strip mines meant to harvest that coal have been and remain common. Some old strips look as they did when the miners packed up and left; others have been reclaimed. Still others are yet in operation.

  The region features generally mild terrain—broad, undulating lowlands cut by numerous narrow, yet relatively shallow, valleys. Elevations range from 660 to 1,700 feet, but variations of more than 200 feet from one point to the next are relatively rare outside of some stream bottoms. More often, gentle slopes predominate.

  With Pittsburgh at its core, this is the most populous area of western Pennsylvania in terms of people. Consequently, public land exists in smaller chunks than in other parts of Pennsylvania.

  But that doesn’t mean you can’t escape to the outdoors here. From the rugged Slippery Rock Gorge to the bluffs above the Allegheny River in Harrison Hills Park to city parks seemingly within a stone’s throw of downtown, there are numerous opportunities to get outside and put some miles on those boots. You’ll want to take advantage of them.

   


  
1North Country Trail




  The North Country National Scenic Trail is a behemoth of a footpath, winding though seven states on its way from the eastern edge of New York to North Dakota. Pennsylvania ranks third in terms of the number of off-road trail miles established. This particular section takes you across state game lands to the Pennsylvania-Ohio border, where you can say you stood with one foot in each state.



  Start: A small parking area where the North Country Trail crosses Watts Mill Road

Distance: 7.6 miles out and back

Approximate hiking time: 3.5–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate to difficult, with a few climbs and narrow spots

Trail surface: Dirt paths and old roadways

Seasons: Year-round

Other trail users: Hunters (some, if disabled, on all-terrain vehicles) and cross-country skiers

Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted; leashes not required

Land status: State game lands

Fees and permits: No fees or permits required

Schedule: Game land open year-round, but this land was bought and is maintained using money from the sale of hunting licenses, so sportsmen have first use of the land. If you’re planning to come here with an organized group, you need approval from the Pennsylvania Game Commission beforehand, particularly at certain times of year.

  Maps: A map of State Game Lands 285, and a listing of game lands regulations, can be found at www.pgc.pa.gov/HuntTrap/StateGameLands/Pages/default.aspx. USGS New Galilee

Trail contacts: Pennsylvania Game Commission, Southwest Region Office, 4820 Route 711, Bolivar 15923; (724) 238-9523; www.pgc.state.pa.us

Special considerations: This area is very popular with hunters, primarily from October through late January and again from late April to late May. If you want to hike here at those times of year, it’s best to do so on Sunday, when most hunting is prohibited.

  Finding the trailhead: From Pittsburgh follow US Highway 22/30 west and turn onto Route 60 north. You’ll then get on Route 51 north and then Route 251 west, continuing until you come to a right turn onto Watts Mill Road. Follow Watts Mill for 2 miles and you’ll see the signs where the trail crosses the road; there’s very limited parking here. DeLorme: Pennsylvania Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 56 B2. Trailhead GPS coordinates: N40 47.398 / W80 29.368



  The Hike

  You can take the Pennsylvania Turnpike to reach Ohio. You can do the same with Interstate 70. Or you can get there by walking the North Country Trail across State Game Lands 285.

  A trail that when completed will be the longest in the country—even surpassing the granddaddy of them all, the Appalachian Trail—the North Country Trail cuts diagonally across northwestern Pennsylvania from New York to Ohio.

  [image: The North County Trail stretches from New York to North Dakota, with 97 miles passing through Pennsylvania.]

  This particular section of the trail offers some nice views of Little Beaver Creek, an area where brick miners dug for the clay that kept them in business, and wildlife— all at considerably less than 65 miles per hour.

  It enters the game lands rather inconspicuously. A sign along Watts Mill Road notes that it’s a 3.8-mile walk to the Ohio border, but with limited parking available, you’ll never find crowds at this launch point.

  The trail begins by following a hillside around until at 0.2 mile you come to an open swath. By looking to your right, you can see little Beaver Creek in the distance.


  The North Country National Scenic Trail is the longest in the National Trails System, stretching 4,600 miles over seven states, from the middle of North Dakota to the Vermont–New York border. It passes through a national grassland, 10 national forests, more than 150 federal, state and local public lands, and through the Adirondacks, among other things. Visit www.northcountrytrail.org for more information.



  [image: A chipmunk, no doubt preparing for its winter hibernation, stuffs it cheeks along the North Country Trail.]

  The trail next passes some interesting rock formations at 0.5 mile. A few hundred yards farther the trail Ts; turn right to follow the trail’s blue blazes and keep the edge of a field on your left.

  You’ll circle the field and come to its far edge at 0.8 mile, then enter a stretch of woods thick with hanging grapevines at 1.1 miles. A number of small but steep humps here look like mountains in miniature.

  You get another view of the valley below at 1.4 miles. The forest here is very brushy. Mile 1.5 brings you to a T in the trail; turn left to continue following the blazes. More views of the hollow are offered as you follow the trail just below ridgeline.

  Mile 2.4 brings you to a petroleum pipeline. Peek over its edge on the right for a sweeping view before turning left. You’ll follow this pipeline for 0.1 mile, then turn right and climb a small hill. The trail circles around a field here. Notice the staghorn sumac—identifiable by its fuzzy stems and red cone-shaped flower—growing along the field’s edge.

  The trail follows the edge of the field for a while, then turns left to cross it. Posts marked with blue blazes in the field mark the way.

[image: North Country Trail 0.5 0.5 Kilometer Mile]

  [image: The setting sun shines through trees on the North Country Trail.]

  At 3.1 miles the trail Ys; turn right. Turn left at another Y at 3.2 miles. The trail clings narrowly to the side of a hill before dropping downhill. You’ll emerge at the Pennsylvania-Ohio border at 3.8 miles.

  You’ll turn and retrace your steps to the starting point here, but first cross the road and check out the concrete marker for the state line. It’s crumbling a bit but still offers a nice backdrop for a picture to show where you ended up.

  Miles and Directions





  	0.0
	Begin at a tiny roadside pull-off on Watts Mill Road at a sign for the North Country Trail.



	0.2
	As you approach a slight curve to the left, look to your right for a view of Little Beaver Creek.



  	0.5
	Look here for some interesting rock formations.



	1.4
	There’s no “official” view here like you might find at some parks, but a look to your right through an opening in the trees provides a nice scenic view.



  	2.4
	You’ll climb up a slight hump in the trail and emerge onto a petroleum pipeline. Take a few steps to your right for a nice view of the valley below via the pipeline.



  	2.5
	After turning right from the pipeline and climbing a short hill, you’ll find a meadow on your left. Skirt this, keeping it on your left, for a while before crossing it. Look for distinctive staghorn sumac as you go.



  	3.8
	The trail reaches the Pennsylvania-Ohio border. A somewhat crumbling concrete mile marker on the far side of the highway marks the spot. Retrace your steps.



  	7.6
	Arrive back at the roadside pull-off.







  
2Raccoon Creek State Park




  Many of the casual visitors to Raccoon Creek State Park congregate in its eastern end, where 101-acre Raccoon Lake and most of the picnic areas are located. The western half of the park is not to be missed, though. Its network of trails winds though hardwood forests, past a wetland and pond, and along some interesting creek bottoms.



  Start: The parking area at the junction of Route 168 and Nichol Road

Distance: 8.0-mile loop

Approximate hiking time: 3.5–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate, with some wet spots

Trail surface: Dirt paths and unpaved roads

Seasons: Year-round

Other trail users: Horseback riders, cross-country skiers, bicyclists

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Land status: State park

Fees and permits: No fees or permits required

 Maps: A map is available by contacting Raccoon Creek State Park. Trail maps, complete with contour lines, can also be downloaded at www.friendsofraccoon.com. USGS Hookstown

Trail contacts: Raccoon Creek State Park, 3000 State Route 18, Hookstown 15050-9416; (724) 899-2200; www.dcnr.state.pa.us/stateparks/parks/raccooncreek.aspx

Special considerations: Portions of this hike are through areas open to hunting. The hike also shares the trail with horses at points, so give them the right-of-way.

  Finding the trailhead: Take Route 18 north to Frankfort Springs, then go north on Route 168 for 3.6 miles to Nichol Road. DeLorme: Pennsylvania Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 56 D1. Trailhead GPS coordinates: N40 31.286 / W80 28.888



  The Hike

  It’s fitting that the triangular piece of private property bounded by Route 168, Nichol Road, and the boundary of Raccoon Creek State Park is home to horses. This end of the park sees quite a few of them, their riders traveling over trails with names like Appaloosa, Pinto, and Buckskin.

  There’s some wonderful walking here, too, though, even if you use your own two feet.

  To begin, park in the lot at the gated end of Nichol Road. Follow the road for a little less than 500 feet, then turn left onto Appaloosa Trail. The going here might be on hard-packed dirt or clumpy mud with horseshoe-shaped divots, depending on the weather and the amount of use it has seen, but it’s relatively easy going either way.

  Bypass a turnoff for Heritage Trail at 0.5 mile and continue on Appaloosa through a mix of oaks and shagbark hickory. At 1.0 mile look for a cinder block foundation being reclaimed by nature, then a marker for the Appaloosa Spur Trail just a short while later. Ignore the marker and continue along Appaloosa Trail.

  [image: Trees are reflected in wind-dappled water of the Upper Pond in Raccoon Creek State Park.]

  Mile 1.9 brings you to a side trail leading to the Pioneer Backpacking Area. There are five shelters here and five tent sites (and five more of each off Forest Trail) spread over 19.5 miles of trail, if you care to make this into an overnighter or at least get some water or use the restroom.

  Back on the trail, at 2.9 miles, just after passing a few walnut trees, Appaloosa Trail meets Nichol Road. Turn left, cross a bridge over Traverse Creek, and turn right when the road Ys 100 feet farther along. You’re in the open here, but be alert for wildlife like squirrels, blue jays, and red-tailed hawks.

  Look for a small waterfall at 3.1 miles, then make a right turn onto Wetlands Trail at 3.3 miles. This area can be wet, although logs, cut into disks and spaced on the trail like saucers, provide some dry footing.

  This hike puts you back into the sun at 3.5 miles, when the trail leaves the woods to follow a grassy creek bottom. There’s a field of cattails at 3.8 miles and then the park’s Upper Pond. Watch here for turtles, bluegills and bass, and herons.

  Go past the pond, ignoring a sign for Heron Trail, until Wetland Trail ends at a road at 4.5 miles. Turn right onto the road, cross a bridge, and turn left onto Camp Trail opposite a parking area and shed. In less than 0.1 mile you’ll come to a Y; turn left onto a short connector trail, then right onto Heritage Trail 100 yards or so farther on.

  This trail, marked with blue blazes, angles uphill away from a creek bottom. The forest is very diverse for the next mile or so. Some sections look almost manicured, with very little in the way of understory. In other areas it’s very dense, with lots of tree species regenerating.

  [image: A look at the Upper Pond in Raccoon Creek State Park.]

  You’ll cross a power line at 6.2 miles and a road leading to the Linsly Outdoor Center at 6.4 miles. Mile 6.8 brings you to a bridge over a tiny trickle of a stream. The trail follows that creek, with some thicker growth crowding in on the trail’s edges.

  Cross another stream at 7.0 miles. Turn left, ignoring a trail that seems to wind away to the right, and continue to follow the blue blazes.


  WILDFLOWER BONANZA

  If you’re going to visit Raccoon Creek State Park, leave yourself a little time to check out its wildflower reserve.

  More than 700 species of plants—enough to rank this as perhaps the most diverse collection of wildflowers in the state—have been identified within its 314 acres. The peak of the bloom comes between late April and August, but you can find something flowering here much of the year. Information available at the reserve’s interpretive center will tell you what to expect and when.

  The reserve is closed to all activities but hiking, and pets are prohibited. Call the state park (724-899-2200) for information.



[image: Raccoon Creek State Park Kilometer Mile]

  The trail is serpentine here, winding back and forth across the creek several times. There are no bridges, but the stream is small enough to step across. You finally leave it behind at 7.4 miles, when the trail climbs out of the creek valley.

  Heritage Trail crosses Nichol Road at 7.6 miles. Turn left here and follow the road back to your vehicle.

  Miles and Directions





  	0.0
	Start at the parking area on Nichol Road, going around the gate to follow the dirt-and-gravel roadway.
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Trees are reflected in wind-dappled water of the Upper Pond in Raccoon Creek State Park.
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