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Background
The first time I ever heard of the idea of turning abandoned rail road rights-of-way into public recreation
areas was in the winter of 1987. Dave Mankamyer, Somerset Conservation District Chairman, District
Manager, Bob Sweitzer and I attended an evening meeting sponsored by the Somerset County Chamber
of Commerce in the Black Diamond Room at the Somerset Ramada Inn. Hank Parke, Executive Director
of the Chamber invited a Penn State University student named Joe Kupec who had recently written a
paper describing a hike he had taken during the summer on a section of the abandoned Western Maryland
railroad right of way in western Pennsylvania.
Discussion of the potential for the creation of a "rail trail" on this abandoned right of way eventually led
to the formation of an ad hoc committee to advocate development of what eventually became the
Allegheny Highlands Trail which later was incorporated into the Great Allegheny Passage. The concept
of a multi-use hiking and biking trail opened to the public for free use was an interesting one. At that
time, the Somerset Conservation District was primarily involved in agriculture and water quality
protection projects. Recreation and tourism was not something theConservation District Board of
Directors felt was part of the District's core mission. Several factors quickly changed that point of view.
One factor was the establishment of the Southern Alleghenies Resource Conservation and Development
Council in 1989 with formal authorization of the Southern Alleghenies RC&D Area by the US Secretary
of Agriculture in February of 1990. Another was the Conservation District's growing interest in
Abandoned Mine Drainage (AMD) and the impact it had on the County's water resources. The
Casselman River in southern Somerset County was one of these water resources that had a history of
impairment from AMD resulting from turn of the century coal mining. The Conservation District and one
of it's strongest partners, the USDA Soil Conservation Service, had been working in the Casselman River
Watershed through a federal mine reclamation program that was known as the Rural Abandoned Mine
Program or more commonly by the acronym, RAMP.
RAMP funded several mine land reclamation projects in the Shaw Mines Complex, an area that had been
extensively deep mined in the early 1900's and was severely polluted by mine drainage. All of this work
in the watershed was to correct health and safety concerns associated with past mining practices, but did
not do anything to treat the polluted mine drainage. Approximately 12 miles of the Casselman River
down stream of the Shaw Mines area was considered to be devoid of aquatic life as a result of the
untreated mine drainage. The Conservation District felt that the only chance to restore the water quality
in the Casselman was to focus public attention on the problem and to looks for practical solutions to a
very complex set of problems. One way to focus public attention was to help form a citizens group to
monitor the watershed and to advocate for increased funding through programs like RAMP to address the
water quality problems associated with mined land as well as the health and safety concerns.
As a result of some of the early successes of the RAMP program and from reclamation work done by
local coal companies to re-mine some of the old mine workings, the Casselman River began to recover.
Local sportsmen's groups and conservationists organized the Casselman River Watershed in 1987 as the
first formal watershed organization in the county dedicated to water quality restoration and recreational
use of the river. With support from the Somerset Conservation District, the CR WA became one of the
first local advocates of the proposed "rail trail" along the old Western Maryland Railroad as a way to raise
public awareness of the water quality problems in the Casselman River and of the opportunities that were
available for clean-up.

Project Development
Conservation District staff worked closely with the local USDA, Soil Conservation Service's Southwest
Area Technical Office to develop a proposal in the-newly designated RC&D Area to prepare a feasibility
study for the acquisition and conversion of the abandoned Western Maryland right of way into a nonmotorized recreational trail. Area Office engineering staff assisted the RC&D Coordinator and
Conservation District representatives to visit the site and prepare an Inventory and Evaluation report on
the engineering considerations involved with the project. Based on their initial findings, a project funding
request was prepared and submitted to the National Park Service to fund the initial study. The
Conservation District was awarded an initial grant of$120,000 to complete the following items of work:
I.) Conduct a feasibility study of the acquisition of approximately 42 miles of railroad right-ofand conversion of the property into a multi-use, non-motorized public recreation corridor.
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2.) Prepare and economic impact assessment of the proposed trail on communities along the project
corridor.
3) Determine property ownership and identify potential issues of concern regarding public ownership of
the entire Western Maryland right of way in Somerset County. Also identify potential funding
available for property acquisition and a strategy for long term ownership.
4.) Develop preliminary plans for conversion of the property to a fow maintenance hiking and biking
trail, including standards, construction specifications, detail drawings and related documents suitable
for contracting.
5.) Provide technical support to the local Rails to Trails Association with development and
implementation of the project which became know as the Allegheny Highlands Trail.
'Work began in the spring of 1989 when the Somerset Conservation District hired a summer intern to
assist the District Technician to begin an inventory of the property being considered for the project. The
Somerset County Chamber of Commerce obtained the services of local Attorney, George Kauffman, to
conduct a title search of all of the Western Maryland Railroad right-of-way holdings in the proposed
project corridor. The Chamber Executive Director obtained an original set of railroad "valuation" maps
showing the locations of all engineered structures that were ever designed and installed until the railroad
went out of service in 1977. The Conservation District staff used this mapping to prepare their inventory
report and subsequently to design the first three sections of the trial that were constructed between 1992
and 1995. The Somerset County Planning Commission became involved in the project by preparing the
economic impact assessment report as part of the feasibility study.
"Upon approval of the Allegheny Highlands Trail RC&D project in January of 1992, the Somerset

Conservation District hired Don Williams as an Engineering Technician to work on the project under the
direct supervision ofSCS Area Engineer, Wayne Bogavich. Trail planning and design activities got
under way when a Cooperative Agreement with the Americas Industrial Heritage Project was negotiated
by the Southern Alleghenies Conservancy, the non-profit arm of the RC&D Council in early 1992. The
first phase of the project was funded with $975,000 in federal funding through AIHP.
At the suggestion of the Somerset County Commissioners, the Conservation District and the Somerset
County Redevelopment Authority became partners in the development and management of construction
contracts during the first three years of project construction. The Redevelopment Authority had the staff
and expertise required to manage federally-funded construction contracts to ensure compliance with all
applicable laws and proved to be a capable local partner.

Keystone Lime Company, a Somerset County contractor, was selected to build the first 8 mile section of
trail in May of 1992 at a cost of approximately $442,000. Work on this first 8 mile section of trail began
in the spring of 1992 and was completed in early October. While the Rockwood to Markleton section
was under construction, work continued on the design of the 7 mile section between Rockwood and
Garrett, PA. A second Cooperative Agreement between the AIHP and Southern Alleghenies
Conservancy in early 1993 provided an additional $440,000 in funding to construct the Rockwood to
Garrett section of trail. About this same time the Somerset County Planning Commission obtained
funding to prepare a trail Master Plan and hired Simone, Jaffee & Collins, Landscape Architects as the
County's consultant.
Burkett Contracting from Blair County was selected to build the 7 mile section of trail in the fall of 1993
for approximately $330,000. Construction of this second section was completed in the spring of 1994 and
was soon opened for public use. Planning and design of the next 7 miles of trail, including a 2.2 mile
"bypass" around the Pinkerton Tunnel continued through the fall and winter of 1994/95 and in early 1995
a contract was awarded to Commonwealth Stone to do the trail construction and to Upon This Rock
Construction to begin the rehabilitation of the Pinkerton Tunnel. Due to unforeseen rock instability in the
ceiling of the tunnel, the rehabilitation work had to be discontinued. The next 7 miles of trail was
completed to Harnedsville, PA in the late summer of 1995.
By the end of 1995, over 22 miles of trail surface and three major bridge structures were opened for
public use at an approximate cost of $2,200,000, including property acquisition. At around this same
period of time, the Somerset Planning Commission became more actively involved in the
developing trail project and was able to obtain state funding
support a part-time trail
coordinator.
At the suggestion of the Somerset County Commissioners
and with the full support
of the Conservation District Board of Directors, the Planning Commission became Somerset
County's trail development coordinator for the remainder of the project.
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The final involvement of the Somerset Conservation District in the early development of the
Allegheny Highlands Trail was to organize and sponsor a Trail Summit meeting that was held in
the late summer of 1995 at Hidden Valley Resort. Representatives
from all of the active trail
projects from Cumberland, Maryland to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania were invited to attend a one
day strategic planning session that was facilitated by the firm Simone, Jaffee & Collins
Landscape Architects .: The primary purpose of the planning session was to get all of the groups
involved in developing trails on the various sections of the old Western Maryland Railroad
right-of-way talking to each other and working together to develop compatible design standards
and specifications.
The most beneficial outcome of the meeting was to lay the groundwork for
what would become the Allegheny Trail Alliance and the realization that there really could be
strength in numbers. The rest, of course, is history
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