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This wasn’t my first bicycle ride of the year. I’d already ridden a couple of times in Florida while visiting my parents, but those didn’t count. It’s always riding season there.
This was my first bicycle ride of the new riding season here. Now for die-hard cyclists, it is always riding season here as well. But not for this fair-weather cyclist.

And this day’s weather was about as fair as it gets around here, especially in April. The temperature was flirting with 80 degrees, there was just a breath of moving air, and the cumulus, scattered about the blue sky, provided some occasional respite from the warm sun.
Dropping down the hill from my house about six blocks brought me directly to the Jim Mayer Riverswalk and the Stonycreek River. The river’s water level was healthy but not high and appeared bluish-gray, moving water’s weak reflection of a truly moving sky.
Wayside grasses already were tall and lush, highlighted by dandelions and very occasional pale-blue violets. More-shaded sections were just beginning to get their green on; with some of the trees leafing out with that fresh, yellow-green that we only see this time of year.
Birdlife is turning our sleepy little hollows and river valleys into avian metropolises. Breeding season packs birds in – many of them here just for the next couple of months – and the continuous chirps and birdsong is not unlike the ever-present din of horns and traffic in a city, just much more pleasing to the ear.

Even though my ride was taking place during mid-day, birds were constantly flitting from tree to tree or shrub or bush; others flew across my path. Back in February on this same trail it had been a challenge to locate even one bird. Now they were omnipresent.

Just ahead, a chipmunk scampered off the trail. A pair of smaller white butterflies flew past in the opposite direction. Knowing virtually nothing about butterflies, I wondered if that’s breeding behavior as it currently is with birds.

Steep hillsides line the Stonycreek River to the right as one looks downstream and this time of year offers good views of two special features that aren’t very visible when the new growth emerges.
The best is Buttermilk Falls (one of several so-named within the region). On this day there was a fortunate congruence of good water flow and visibility. No less than six cascades were at least partially visible as the water tumbled down more than 100 feet.

And this is the time to get a good look at a partially buried 66-inch water line that angles up the steep hillside. This pipeline carries the industrial water supply for the remnants of what once was Bethlehem Steel Corporation’s Johnstown Plant and runs for 12 miles from Quemahoning Dam to downtown Johnstown.
On my return leg it was a joy to spot not one but two monarch butterflies along different pieces of the trail. Having gone entire seasons without seeing any monarchs, I considered this a hopeful sign that perhaps these majestic butterflies are rebounding after some very lean years.
Upon leaving the trail for urban streets, I passed a playground full of students at the Greater Johnstown Middle School and was greeted by a couple of them, who spotted me riding on the opposite side of the street. School buses were coursing in as the dismissal hour was approaching. One, courteously and cautiously, waited to be sure I was staying clear of the intersection before turning.

The last part of my local ride is always a bit of a challenge, because I live on a hill. On the ascent I felt my winter-weight gain and had to compensate by shifting to a lower gear than I remember using in the past.

Reaching the garage, though, I felt good – despite some huffing and puffing. Another riding season has begun. 
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