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My absolute favorite way to explore new places is on long road trips. I like getting the feel for different places through things like what the roads look like, how different things are signed, and even what type of parking exists in different places. It is easiest to notice these nuances on long, multi-day road trips and indeed this feeds into how it took only a few hours to decide I could like a city like Pittsburgh. I first visited Pittsburgh on a road trip that would take me from New York City to Grand Forks, ND. At that point it was not so much a scenic drive as it was one about endurance, after all we undertook this road trip during the first week of January in 2005.
We made a later start from New York City than expected due to a comedy of errors on subway trains and city buses, until we eventually emerged from the transit system in a suburb to pick up a friend’s car. From here we still had to battle traffic, getting lost on our way to get lunch in New Jersey, and drive across the state of Pennsylvania. That’s a lot of adventure to pack into a single day, but we did it. Arrival in Pittsburgh was met with celebration, though I struggle to comprehend how I had enough energy to do it! It was a needed rest at the oasis.
Neither of us had been to Pittsburgh, but the friends we stayed with made great ambassadors to the city. They took us to the places they liked thus showing us a side of the city often reserved exclusively for locals. The small town feel of the neighborhood we stayed in, Bloomfield, was immediately comforting. In no city I had visited before was street and even angle parking so prevalent. Even more striking was the volume of people out and about on the sidewalks, patronizing local business, waiting for buses, and just in general utilizing pedestrian facilities despite the fact that Januaries are always very cold in Pittsburgh! In this area roads were present, but they seemed to complement the neighborhood and the mobility options, rather than isolate which is so common in suburbs.
Later on my friend and I took a tour of downtown and we found it striking how many beautiful and historic buildings had been spared demolition. This is rarely the case in the cities of the west and boom cities on the east coast that are now struggling to forge their identity now that they have forgotten where they came from. I doubt that Pittsburgh will ever suffer that unfortunate fate. But once again, the roads allowed us this tour, but people were walking and bicycling and the modes all complemented each other.
Based on my two-day experience in Pittsburgh, I decided that it was a city I could live in and enjoy. It was no coincidence that seven months later I called Pittsburgh home. I needed a change of scenery, had always dreamed of moving to the east coast, and I found in Pittsburgh the kind of city that felt comfortable like home but presented me with a set of life experiences foreign on the west coast.
