t’s May, and signs of spring afe
everywhere along Salmon Creek in
northwest Pennsylvania’s Allegheny

- National Forest. The knobby buds of

hardwoods are unfelding into bril-
liant, lime-green leaves. Wild lilacs
and fresh new grasses line the road
that follows the creek up the long
valley. Cherry blossoms float lazily
downstream in shallow pools of
crystal-clear water.

It’d be an idyllic scene, except
for the dark, heavy smell of oil. And
the squat, angular oil rigs resting on
freshly cleared pads every 500 feet for
miles. I’'m touring the area with Ryan
Talbot, the forest watch coordinator
for the Allegheny Defense Project, a
local conservation group.
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“There’s a pump jack, pumping oil;

there’s another pump jack. There’s an
oil and gas road...there’s another oil
and gas road...another pump jack...
here’s a tank farm...another pump
jack.” Talbot rattles off the sights as
though I’d miss them otherwise. His
point, of course, is that there’s oil and
gas infrastructure everywhere around
Salmon Creek these days, new roads
crawling snake-like up the slopes, cov-
ering the valley like a spider web.
Talbot grew up in the small town
of Marienville in northwestern
Pennsylvania, right on the border of
the 513,000-acre Allegheny National

Abandoned drilling equipment is a
common syght on the Allegheny.

Forest. He loved hiking, fishing and
camping, and his favorite spot was
Salmon Creek. He was the prom king
of his twenty-person senior class in
high school, and “had no intention of
ever leaving.”

But he did leave, for college, and a

brief stint working in Ohio. When he
returned to the Allegheny in 2000, “I
was just blown away. An entire valley







