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  The Fulton Trail spirals up Overlook Hill beneath spring-green May foliage.


  SPRING


  I walked into the woods in spring. An old road masquerading as the Fulton Trail gave me an obvious beginning. It swept me up a long spiraling grade flanked by an understory of maple saplings, cherry, witch hazel, and spicebush just leafing out. Year in and year out, the baby maples wait in the understory. Getting a jump on spring, they are still unable to shoot toward a treetop sky before it closes over with the dimming summer leaves of mature giants until at long last one of those giants falls and rips a hole in the canopy. Bigtooth aspen had littered the trail with seedy fluff. Tall, straight-trunked yellow poplars—or tulip trees—towered above the understory bearing tiny, spring-green flecks of new growth against the brilliant blue sky. The oaks and hickories were still wearing their bare branches of winter. Compared to the verdant understory, these canopy giants looked dead and dying as if a sweeping disease carried away the old while simultaneously preparing for the new. Dead they were not, however, just lagging in the stir of an Allegheny spring.


  Song sparrows sang the same song over and over, sometimes adding or subtracting a note or two. The wooded hillside sloped down to merge with the backyard shrubbery the song sparrows and their finchy house sparrow neighbors preferred. Rapid robin song echoed through the trees, and I could see a few turning the forest floor over one leaf at a time. As the old road circled around to the west side of the knob, the downhill houses were replaced by trees and the song of the sparrows faded to my past. Other birds just as spring sing-songy took up the symphony: the two-note tune of chickadees, the sweet melody of the eastern towhee, the repeating whistle shriek of the woods peewee, the piping calls of blue jays on the wing, the crazy cackle of the northern flickers, and the territorial drumming of any
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  By May, the witch hazel understory has already leafed-out well before the canopy closes over.


  number of other woodpeckers. Every winged thing was active, looking for mates and defending their chosen territory with sound.


  The trail turned again and branched. I followed the path that continued to climb to where the old road ended with a circular flourish at the very top of the hill. Large blocks of sandstone marked the curving perimeter. Weather-beaten wooden signs defined this place as, “The Overlook.” A few steps to the east, a sandstone lip projected into the air at the crest of a cliff. It overlooked nothing but an open forest floor from the height of the sparse spring canopy. Beyond the canopy to the east, what would have been a perfect panorama of Indiana, Pennsylvania, was perfectly obscured by the trees. How many years, decades, would I have to go back in time to find an unobstructed view of the town? Years turn like fallen leaves from an endless book, a quarter-century for me from the first time I walked into White’s Woods, and the view from the top of Overlook Hill has always been one of trees from the inside of an Allegheny forest. But of all the walks that had come before, this one was different. This was the first of many taken with the determination to know White’s Woods through a year’s worth of changes and to uncover as much of its backstory as I could to explain how it came to be.


  I came to Indiana, Pennsylvania, in 1993 to teach geography at Indiana University of Pennsylvania. I would find, like countless Indiana residents before me, the confusion the town’s name caused when I told people beyond the margins of western Pennsylvania where I was from. Once after a presentation I delivered at some far-off place, half the people hearing only the first part of my university wanted to talk to me about Bloomington, Indiana, and the other half hearing only the second part wanted to tell me about their college days in Philadelphia. Like the state of Indiana, the town and county were named for the Indians soon after the settlement frontier had swept them beyond consideration.


  As its name implies, Indiana was once “Indian Country,” recognizing the subtle nuance of the term that suggests a frontier. The whole continent once belonged to the Indians, so why is this patch three hundred miles inland from the Virginia Tidewater settlement of Jamestown and nearly twice that from Plymouth Rock bestowed with such a late-arriving moniker? That which is clearly Indian need not be defined as such to distinguish it from
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  The glow of a spring sunset ignites the foliage that has grown to obscure the view from Overlook Hill.


  that which is clearly not, but crossing into the realm of the Other from the safety of an assumed civilization carries with it a name change that is as much a warning as a place. In 1768, Indiana County was the frontier, the line in the trackless woods that marked the western end of the British Empire, and the eastern edge of an aboriginal world that stretched to the Pacific. The woods then was all there was.


  The bent shape of Indiana County is still defined by this “Purchase Line” drawn at the 1768 Treaty of Fort Stanwix after the British won the French and Indian War and suppressed Pontiac’s subsequent rebellion. The line preserved the Iroquois homeland in upstate New York while giving the British the settler-coveted territory of Kentucky, easy to do because the Iroquois didn’t live there. The boundary followed various stretches of the Susquehanna and Ohio Rivers and their tributaries known to both parties. Across the Allegheny drainage divide where no rivers ran, it continued as a straight line between the Canoe Place at the head of canoe navigation on the West Branch Susquehanna River that is now Cherry Tree, and the old Allegheny River Indian village of Kittanning destroyed by John Armstrong in 1756.


  The Purchase Line may have gone straight to Kittanning from Cherry Tree, but the Kittanning Path used by traders from Philadelphia followed a much more circuitous path. The Kittanning Path was an extension of the Frankstown Path that led west from Paxtang, the future site of Harrisburg. From Canoe Place, the trail angled southwest to Shaver’s Springs on what is now the Indiana University of Pennsylvania campus. The trail continued west skirting the south side of the saddled ridge that now anchors White’s Woods. Indians came this way, drawn to the Allegheny trading post James LeTort established near present day Shelocta in the 1720s. LeTort set up his post to serve Lenape (Delaware) Indians who had moved west in 1724 to establish Kittanning, the largest Indian village in western Pennsylvania before it was wiped out a year into the French and Indian War.


  The Purchase Line evaporated after the American Revolution when in 1784 Pennsylvania made its “Last Purchase” from the Iroquois. Settlers poured west over the Allegheny Mountains and north across the Conemaugh River into what in 1803 became Indiana County. Two years
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  White’s Woods is Indiana’s near-woods, where the leaves of the spring canopy have just started to unfurl across the brow of Overlook Hill.
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  Early April brings barely a blush of leafing buds across Fleming Saddle and College Lodge Hill as seen from the University Farm Pond at IUP Co-Op Park.


  later, the county seat of Indiana was established at the foot of the low, saddled ridge that would come to support White’s Woods, then a formless tract of trees indistinguishable from the surrounding forest where a branch-leaping squirrel could transit from the Atlantic Ocean all the way to the Mississippi River without touching the ground. So they say.


  The Near-Woods


  White’s Woods as a place did not and could not exist without Indiana as a town. After streets were laid, farms established, and houses raised, the remnant of woods on the edge of town that no longer resembled the surrounding countryside came to be something special. Indiana University of Pennsylvania (IUP) was attached to the Borough of Indiana as a normal school back in 1875. The two have been town-gown siblings ever since, sometimes celebrating, sometimes squabbling, sometimes appreciative at what each offers the other, sometimes not, but always sharing the same identity. Around the time of my arrival the town claimed a population of approximately fifteen thousand, and the university a student body about the same. But it has never been clear exactly how many town residents were also IUP students as an undetermined amount lived in adjacent White Township and others commuted from a variety of places, including Indiana. Suffice to say, the experience of living in Indiana includes the university, and the experience of going to IUP includes Indiana.


  Although I didn’t know it at the time, White’s Woods was one of the first things I saw when I rolled into town so many years ago. Entering on 6th Street, I crested the hill at Mack Park to see the stately Second Empire bulk of Sutton Hall, the university’s oldest building. It was backdropped by the forested, deep green brow of a hill on the northwestern edge of town. The forest mantling the hill was White’s Woods, or more officially, the White’s Woods Nature Center, 250 acres of deciduous forest draped over a saddled ridge that seamlessly abuts 270 more forested acres owned by the university’s Student Cooperative Association under the name Co-op Park.


  Although new to Indiana, I was no stranger to western Pennsylvania. My mother was from neighboring Clearfield County where her father mined coal. Of the six children who reached maturity, two boys left to
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  Leaves have yet to appear on the branchy scaffolding of an oak in early April.


  raise families in the suburbs of Pittsburgh. My mother and her sister left to raise families in the South Jersey suburbs of Philadelphia. Another sister raised a family in the northern Virginia suburbs of Washington, and one sister stayed behind and raised her family next to my grandparents’ house in Houtzdale. Their family’s experience was probably close to the average for postwar Appalachia. Most got out. Then I, and all my suburbanite cousins, grew up with long trips to Houtzdale to visit grandparents and an extended clan of relatives. When I got the position at IUP, the rolling hills of rural Indiana County did not seem to be the remote corner of western Pennsylvania it can appear to be, but a different kind of home.


  I was in Indiana for some time before I heard about White’s Woods. It was a casual conversational mention, a comment on the way to something else said˝by a local in a way that assumes everyone knows the reference. I was intrigued by the name alone. It had a certain enchanting charm. White’s Woods. There is magic in place names. Romance. Muir Woods, Hundred Acre Wood, Walden. The name suggested local significance without the commonplace assumptions of anything labeled a park. I found out where to access White’s Woods, drove up 12th Street, and stepped in for the first of hundreds of hikes, long and short in every season and type of weather. Like Henry David Thoreau at Walden, I have traveled a good deal in White’s Woods.


  This nature book is written in the spirit of nature books as I have come to know them through Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Edward Abbey, Yi-Fu Tuan, Jacques Cousteau, National Geographic, Bambi, Tao, Luath, and Bodger and their Incredible Journey, and Marlin Perkins and Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom. This book was not inspired by a three-hundred-mile hike into the Sierra backcountry, a season surviving an Alaska wilderness, or after months of sleeping in the dirt of the Appalachian Trail. This story started on a purple Stingray hopping hills in the woods of suburban New Jersey. It grew among the shale-bank pines of orphaned Clearfield County strippings, and in the oak-canopied nettles at Brownfield Woods on the outskirts of Urbana, Illinois. The story followed me to the shores of the Little Miami River in Yellow Creek, Ohio, to the Meeting of the Waters in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and finally to White’s Woods in Indiana, Pennsylvania, where, at long last, it became this
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  The floral fringe between White’s Woods and Indiana breaks out in a late-May riot of rhododendron blooms.


  book. This is a nature book not written by a biologist, ecologist, or even a naturalist. From the perspective of a geographer, this book is first and foremost about place. In all the places I have lived there have been little patches of nature cherished by locals but largely unknown and invisible to anyone beyond a few-mile radius. These are the near-woods. This narrative uses the observed experiences of a year in White’s Woods as representative of the larger Allegheny forest of which they are a part, but also as an example of the near-woods that border every town.


  As a nation we love our Yellowstones and Yosemites, our summers in the Adirondacks, and our unforgettable trips to Great Smoky. We savor the brief scraps of life we get to spend in these monumental far-woods but spend magnitudes more time in the near-woods, Anytown, USA’s equivalent of White’s Woods. This is where we go to experience nature and its ever-changing dance with the seasons. This is where we go to relax among the trees, walk the dog, listen to birds, seek out the first green slip of wildflowers of spring after a long, cold winter and the final, falling flash of autumn before the next long, cold winter. This is where kids go to get away from adults, build forts, ride bikes, and learn about poison ivy and stinging nettle. This is where the peer-bonding post-pubescent go with purloined beer to experiment with getting high and making out.


  There is a call of the wild that tugs against our tether to school, work, home, and the ever-present shortage of money. We are restrained from racing off to the far-woods for all but those sanctioned snatches of time defined as “vacation.” Men are not so much the keepers of herds as herds the keepers of men, the former are so much the freer. As a result, we insert little trips to the near-woods throughout our busy schedules and are home for dinner. Nonetheless, attitude and a good story are all it takes to nudge the near-woods from commonplace to extraordinary.


  I walked into the Sacred Grove of Palmyra 189 years after Joseph Smith entered the same forest as a fourteen-year-old. In anguish over which was the right religion to absolve him of whatever sins a fourteen-year-old could possibly think he had committed in 1820, Joseph Smith retreated to the nearby woods and prayed. This patch of woods in western New York was not then nor is now anything special beyond being a good example of a
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  The near-woods reveal their heavy human influence in the arborglyphs that mar trailside beech trees.


  midlatitude deciduous forest not radically dissimilar to White’s Woods. The pioneering Smith family used it as a sugarbush, tapping the maple trees for syrup. While in these woods, however, Joseph Smith claimed to have had his First Vision during which God the Father and His Son Jesus appeared in a beam of light to tell him that all the religions were corrupt and he was to await instructions on how to create a new one.


  The Sacred Grove is the navel of the Mormon universe, but all I knew of it was what I read on the plaques and saw in the film at the visitor center. It was enough. I got the idea and went in the woods understanding why it was a special place. And it felt like a special place, almost scary to be in there by myself feeling like my disbelief was insulting whatever it was I didn’t believe. Maybe this is what the nineteenth-century transcendentalists were talking about, a nature-induced feeling that suggests the presence of something bigger. It’s like the feeling you get being home alone at night after watching a scary movie. Once you sense the feeling you can indulge or deny, and repeat the experience to hone the feeling or avoid it altogether. Those who wanted a spiritually heightened experience could transcend by immersing themselves in nature with the freedom of experiencing it as nature, or as God in nature. Those who wanted to experience the woods in another way did not have to feel anything. After all, there are only six “witness” trees scattered throughout the entire Sacred Grove. Every other tree, bush, and bramble came to life well after the event. So, is it the grove that is sacred or the place? Is it the place, or the nature of the place? Certainly, the transcendentalists would believe that it is not the nature of the place, but nature itself.


  Every place has its own unique version of White’s Woods. Indiana’s White’s Woods is a modern remnant of the great Allegheny forest that once cloaked northern Appalachia. Like the Sacred Grove of Palmyra, not a stick dates to the original forest the Indians knew. It therefore resembles the adage of my grandfather’s ax. Though the head was replaced twice and the handle three times, it is still my grandfather’s ax. In this case, the old chestnut handle is now poplar, and it may have sat in the garage without a head for a few decades before being brought back to life.


  Much of the original forest around Indiana was laid low for timber, field crops, and pasture as the settlement frontier swept across western
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  White’s Woods’ saddled ridge rises above the Indiana County Courthouse and the steeples of Church Street in Corbin’s 1878 panorama of Indiana, Pennsylvania.
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  White’s Woods’ saddled ridge still rises above the old Indiana County Courthouse and the steeples of Church Street in Indiana, Pennsylvania.


  Pennsylvania in the years after the Revolutionary War. A core nugget of White’s Woods, however, may have survived from pioneer days, not as virgin forest but as a modified wood lot where harvested older trees were gradually replaced by younger ones not necessarily of the same species. Oaks, hickories, maples, and beech have propagated, but gone are the elms and chestnuts and whatever grove of white pine and hemlock may have been there. In their stead, tulip poplar (aka yellow poplar, tulip tree) has come to dominate a forest also filled with shorter-lived black (sweet) birch and cherry.


  C. J. Corbin and Company published a panorama of Indiana in 1878 that illustrated the town looking northwest from the slopes of what was then Gompers Hill and now more commonly known as Reservoir Hill. Nearly the entire Second Ward west to the recently opened Normal School is depicted as farmland, and the saddled ridge that backdrops Indiana to the northwest is largely forested. The closest hill, what they would have known as Shryock Hill, is shown to be covered in forest with the slopes of hills farther west being increasingly encroached upon by agriculture. Indiana residents of 1878 would have known this hilltop forest as White’s Woods, just as residents do now. Barely one human life span separates the 1878 panorama from when the town’s streets were marked out through forest and field in 1805. In short, White’s Woods has always been Indiana’s near-woods.


  To apostrophe or not to apostrophe, as if that is the question. White’s Woods is possessive, literally the woods belonging to White. It originally referenced Thomas White, who owned the bulk, but not all, of what is now White’s Woods. In his day, it was understandably called White’s Woods in the way that the hill closest to Indiana was known as Shryock’s Hill until it came to be owned by the Hood family as Hood’s Hill. Thomas White’s woods passed to his son Harry White, then to Harry White’s estate before being purchased with adjacent non-White land by the Rochester and Pittsburgh Coal Company who sold it in 1968 to White Township for the White’s Woods Nature Center. At some point, the possessive became a place more than a property. The United States Geological Survey ran into the same dilemma when it had to label hundreds of maps with thousands of place names that used to belong to someone. In nearly every case, they dropped the apostrophe. White’s Woods is just as likely to be written without an
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  The first green blush of April sweeps across the treetops of Overlook Hill, previously known as Hood’s Hill and originally as Shryock’s Hill.


  apostrophe as with it and there is some ambiguity as to what the “official” spelling is. For the sake of continuity, I use the apostrophe even though I consider White’s Woods to be the White’s Woods Nature Center and the adjacent IUP Co-op Park, recognizing the two are separated by a boundary that is imperceptible to nature and all those crossing it except on the marked main trails.


  Henry David Thoreau went into the woods at Walden Pond to live in a hut of his own making on July 4, 1845. In Walden he explains: “I went to these woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.” Two years, two months, and two days later, he left Walden, presumably having learned what it had to teach him.


  Thoreau was not a hermit and Walden was no wilderness. With frequent visitors and occasional trips out (including his 1846 expedition up the Penobscot River to climb Mount Katahdin described in the first chapter of fie Maine Woods), his meager hut was more his temporary residence than an isolated hovel beyond the fringes of civilization. The forest around Walden Pond was the near-woods to Concord, Massachusetts, every bit as much as White’s Woods is to Indiana.


  I went into White’s Woods on May 1, 2020, not for the first time, but with my first intent to write down what it had to teach me. The world was in the midst of a stay-home pandemic. Even more dangerous, irrational Trump insanity was attacking all that was true and democratic. But I knew this would pass, leaving the woods as unmolested as it had previously been. Only a few blocks more removed than Thoreau, I could see White’s Woods from my house at 12th and Philadelphia Streets and was committed to go there any time the seasons, weather, and lighting compelled me to formulate a picture of Indiana’s near-woods over the course of a single year.


  Like Thoreau, many of my walks to the near-woods were alone, but many were not. Thoreau was a local schoolteacher who shared his knowledge of the woods with his students, none more significant than Louisa May Alcott, sixteen years his junior. The roles were reversed with my woods-walking companions. They all taught me. While on countless jaunts through White’s
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  A spray of daffodils on the west side of Overlook Hill are among the many mysterious works of humans in White’s Woods. As alien to the forest as arborglyphs and gas wells, the bulbs of this vanity to humanity had to have been planted. Narcissus is indigenous to Europe’s Iberian Peninsula, but not in this cultivated form.


  Woods, I learned from my colleague and master gardener Whit Watts, IUP biologist Jerry Pickering, plant specialist Cindy Rogers, and several other naturalist Friends of White’s Woods, and most importantly my wife, Stacey. Stacey learned the woods of western Pennsylvania from her grandfather long before she mastered the nature guides that have accumulated in our library at 12th and Philly. Ours is a deep and passionate love affair of which this book is only a facet.


  Over and over again I slipped the noose of my tether and went to the woods to experience the rhythm of the year. I watched the tiny, blue violets bloom in spring, disappeared into the deep emerald cloak of leafy summer, kicked across the yellow, gold, and russet fall, and tramped through the leafless, snowy mantle of winter. Each time lost in this near-at-hand Kaatskill, the day melted into wind whistling through the canopy while a thousand tree-trunk shadows lengthened into one until I stepped Rip Van Winkle–like back on to 12th Street where the ceaseless clock chimes the question, What have you been doing all this time? Maybe, step by step, season by season . . . this: marking a year in an Allegheny forest.


  Navigating White’s Woods


  I kept to the main paths on my initial forays into White’s Woods, surprised at how disorienting the place could be. The well-trodden trails crisscross and loop around, some declared with cryptical markers bearing a variety of colored shapes, others not. All that could be surmised was that many have gone this way with no information about how long it took them to get where. The geography of a place is a peculiar illusion that cannot be fully understood until all that is seen and experienced is knitted together with all that cannot be seen and experienced. It’s like driving down a twisting road through a heavily forested valley periodically crossing six railroad grades and a dozen streams each meandering off to their own destinations. The experience of the road recognizes these as eighteen separate events, but from the unnatural elevation of a map it would be obvious that the six railroads and twelve streams were all the same railroad and a single stream whose destinations are exactly that of the road with which they are entwined. The map provides the panoptical perspective that reveals the truth of places.
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  The path to the right is the Fulton Trail on the east slope of Fleming Knob. The path to the left is one of White’s Woods’ many trails of tradition, ad hoc paths created by repeated use, this one originally cut for a natural gas pipeline.


  White’s Woods has signboard maps at certain locations covering the 250-acre nature center but not the adjacent 270-acre IUP Co-op Park, the trees and trails of which seamlessly abut those of White’s Woods. With repeated exploration I came to recognize how the many remnants of trails wandering off into their own terra incognita aligned themselves into a few trails that always led to the same destinations, and I could hike my way through the mysteries of the forest with the confidence of a dog-walker.


  The entire 520-acre tract of trees mantles a mile-long saddled ridge that undulates west from the northwestern corner of Indiana to the old ski slopes at Co-op Park’s College Lodge. It is a low, green island hovering between fourteen hundred feet above sea level and the 1,664-foot crest of Overlook Hill. Farmland rolls off to the north and beyond College Lodge Road to the west mixing with suburban development to the southwest. The borough of Indiana borders the ridge to the south and southeast. To the east, White’s Woods ends at Fulton Run Road, but the saddled ridge continues as the entire upland is part of a drainage divide between streams flowing north to Crooked Creek and south to the Conemaugh River, both of which flow west to the Allegheny River.


  The hilltop summits are sandstone knobs common to the Allegheny Plateau. These islands of rock are a tad more resistant than the saddles that drape between them where streams on either side have eroded the ridge crest lower. North from Overlook Hill the ridge sags about sixty feet to the Hilltop Glade, an open forest patch of tall trees and grass with a picnic table where Fulton Trail intersects the Step Trail that drops eastward to 12th Street, and the Spring Trail that drops westward into the headwaters hollow of Stoney Run. North from this saddle, the ridge rises about forty feet to the crest of the Old Quarry Hill then sags across Stoney Saddle to the slightly lower but broader Fleming Knob where this north-south ridge spur joins the main east-west drainage divide ridge.
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  Forested Space and Deep Time
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  Spring Trail
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  White’s Woods Wildflowers
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