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This week begins the 20th year of this Westsylvania column.
You may be reading this in a newspaper that doesn’t use “Westsylvania” as the heading.  (Some do, some don’t.) Just know that name came from History, not my imagination.

Lost in the shadows of 1776 was a declaration of independence that got ignored. The Second Continental Congress was too busy declaring independence from the King of England to pay much attention to this declaration.
During those days, the Allegheny Mountains were a turbulent battleground – not just between European settlers and Indian nations but between Pennsylvania and Virginia. Both colonies claimed our region.

Far-removed from both Philadelphia and Williamsburg, most settlers here claimed neither. Wanting to form their own territory, they gathered at Fort Pitt and drafted a petition, calling upon the Continental Congress to form the new territory of Westsylvania.
Although the “new state project” simmered in various political pots through the end of the century, and was among the underlying causes of the Whiskey Rebellion, Westsylvania never became more than a name and footnote in American history.

It enjoyed a brief revival in the 1990s and early aughts, though, when a private nonprofit organization latched onto the name to describe its market for heritage-development programs and products. One of those products was Westsylvania magazine, which I edited for six of its 10 years of life.

We strived to use “Westsylvania” to capture the rich history, colorful character and vibrant natural resources found here after concluding that none of the region’s other labels did so.
Upon launching this newspaper column in March of 2003, I adopted the name for the column with the same purpose in mind – to use this space in a positive way to explore the cultural and natural attributes of our special place.

A newspaper editor at the time asked if I would be able to find enough to write about on a weekly basis. This is column number 989, and so far it hasn’t been a problem.

That’s not to say that all of the columns have been prize-winners. (Actually, none of them have been prize-winners.) But they all have strived to highlight something unique or special about our region.

Interestingly, some of the columns I considered to be rather weak have generated the most comments. What that suggests is that the impact of this column is due less to the writer than to the character of this place; its stories, resources, qualities, people and events.

From the overview, this column’s content has changed significantly over the past two decades. That’s a reflection of the region’s changing heritage perspectives and development, plus my personal involvements and activities. 
Originally, columns rather consistently included historical perspectives as a reflection of the cultural heritage development that was underway at the time. Then, as natural heritage foci brought projects establishing trails, water-recreation resources, parks and other green development, my involvements and writings channeled accordingly.

Most recently, I’ve been immersed in historic preservation activities, the Arts and nonprofit organizational development. Thus column topics have trended in the same directions.
For the past 16 years, one consistent feature has been a “heritage hunt” early each spring with Mike Burk and Greg Gdula, when we strive to find traces of history on the landscape before it becomes overgrown. We’ve experienced sections of Forbes Road, French and Indian War fortifications, Main Line Canal traces, Civil War trenches, airplane crash and train wreck sites, and industrial remnants.
Back in that first Westsylvania column, my conclusion was that it didn’t really matter what names are applied to our region:
“Think of all these names as rooms in a regional house,” I wrote then. “This column’s goal is to bring you into new rooms and explore the familiar ones with fresh eyes …”

Please keep reading. Even after almost 1,000 columns, there are still new rooms for us to explore together.
To respond to this column – or read other columns by Dave Hurst – visit www.hurstmediaworks.com.[image: image1.png]
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