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By MATTHEW COURTER

mcourter@sungazette.com

Founded in 1985, the Penn-
sylvania Beef Council is a 
non-profit organization work-
ing on behalf of beef farmers 
and ranchers to promote and 
educate consumers on the 
state’s beef infrastructure.

The organization does so 
through a number of programs 
and initiatives, according to 
Kylie Lusk, director of consum-
er affairs.

Lusk was born and raised 
on her family’s dairy farm in 
southwestern Pennsylvania, 
and went on to attend Penn 
State for animal science and 
agribusiness.

“This is something that I’ve 
always been passionate about: 
connecting producers with con-
sumers and telling that agri-
culture story,” she said.

Telling that story was part 
of the inspiration for the organ-
ization’s newest initiative, the 
PA Beef Trail.

Modeled after the Wisconsin 
Beef Council’s prime rib trail, 
the initiative seeks to link con-
sumers up with the best beef-
based dishes from across the 
state.

“The beef trail is where con-
sumers are able to nominate 
their favorite beef dishes from 
restaurants all across Pennsyl-
vania, so it was all consumer 
driven, to highlight special beef 
dishes from their favorite spots 
or maybe some new spots in 
Pa.,” Lusk explained.

Once nominated, the organ-
ization verified that the busi-
ness had a physical location, 
and they were added to the 
map available at the council’s 
website.

“We wanted to be as inclu-
sive as possible and share all 
of the great ways that people 
are enjoying beef around the 
state,” Lusk said, adding that 
any dish that features beef as 
its main protein is welcome.

Lusk said the trail gives con-
sumers the chance to step out-
side of their comfort zone.

“It’s always easy just to fall 
back on something that’s fa-
miliar, and I think half the 
problem is when people are 
looking for a place to eat, may-
be they just don’t know what’s 
out there,” she said, calling the 
initiative “an all-encompass-
ing resource for anyone from 
around the state.”

“It was a lot of fun getting 
to connect with consumers all 
across the state,” Lusk said, 
noting that the organization re-
ceived a total of 73 submissions.

“These range from a burger 
from down the street to some 
higher end delicacies. There’s 
a lot of really good looking 
steaks, a lot of ribeyes on the 
trail. There’s even a couple 
tomahawks from some different 
spots,” she said.

With attendees of the Little 
League World Series soon to 
flock to the area, the trail fea-
tures a “Williamsport Hyper 
Local Trail.”

“The National Beef Cattle-

men’s Association are a part-
ner of the Little League World 
Series, and since that is hosted 
in our backyard, the Pennsyl-
vania Beef Council helps to am-
plify some of their efforts, one 
of those being this hyper local 
Little League World Series/Wil-
liamsport Beef Trail.

In designing the local trail, 
the organization worked with 
the Lycoming County/William-
sport Chamber of Commerce to 
reach out to area restaurants 
in search of interested partici-
pants.

The local trail will not only 
be available through the coun-
cil’s website, but also as part of 
the official Little League World 
Series app.

“So many people are coming 
in, and there’s such great local 
restaurants around that area. 
We’re really excited to be able 
to highlight those,” Lusk said.

“We’ll also be on site at Little 
League. They do a player meal 
every year, so we’re able to be a 

part of that, which is really cool 
to get to connect with a lot of 
the players and bring some beef 
to them that day,” she said.

Window clings and signage 
will help consumers to identify 
restaurants that are part of the 
beef trail or the more hyper lo-
cal Little League World Series 
Trail.

Lusk said that there was a 
lot of excitement around the 
inaugural year of the initiative.

“They were really honored 
to be chosen because it is their 
customers who are nominating 
them to be a part of this,” she 
said.

“We’re really proud of how 
everything has turned out for 
this first year, and this is some-
thing that we would like to be 
an annual thing,” Lusk said, 
with nominations for the 2027 
trail expected to run from Jan-
uary to mid-April.

“Next year’s trail will launch 
again on May 1, since May is 
National Beef Month, so we 

like to highlight it and kick off 
the start of Beef Month with a 
bang,” she said.

“Its also important to note 
that we’re not going to have 
any revolving nominees or par-
ticipants, so each year, if you’re 
featured on the trail, you’ll have 
to be renominated” Lusk added.

Along with the Beef Trail, 
the council also focuses on oth-
er initiatives including their PA 
Beef to PA Schools program.

“This is a statewide initia-
tive that started a few years 
ago, and it’s a 50-50 cost share 
program where we’re getting lo-
cal beef into local schools,” Lusk 
explained.

The Beef Council works with 
local farmers to pair them with 
nearby school districts.

“It’s really nice and neat 
that we’re able to get local beef 
into schools and the students 
and the school just love it. They 
are so excited when they have 
fresh beef in the cafeteria,” 
Lusk said.

Another program the coun-
cil runs is their Beefing Up 
Backpacks initiative, in which 
they donate beef sticks to local 
backpack programs.

“Most of the backpack pro-
grams throughout Pennsylva-
nia are really lacking in animal 
proteins, especially health sta-
ble ones, so we kicked off this 
initiative a few years ago to pro-
duce a beef stick that could be 
in these backpacks, and we’ve 
been working with schools and 
food banks all across the state,” 
Lusk explained.

With a lifelong passion for 
agriculture, Lusk said she 
couldn’t be happier working 
with the organization.

“We’re a small but mighty 
team, so we’re going to take 
every opportunity we have to 
build that awareness of what 
we’re doing and how we’re try-
ing to help farmers, help con-
sumers and just bring these sto-
ries to life,” she said.

For more information on the 
PA Beef Council or Trail, please 
visit www.pabeef.org/pa-beef-
trail.

PA Beef Trail has suggestions on tasty dishes

PHOTO PROVIDED

An image from the initiative’s website.
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By MATTHEW COURTER
mcourter@sungazette.com

Mel’s Deli & Cafe has been a 
mainstay of the area for over two 
decades, and recently celebrated its 
25th anniversary.

Originally opened at 45 W. 
Fourth Street in downtown Wil-
liamsport, Mel’s quickly outgrew 
that location, necessitating a move 
to Pine Street.

“We loved all of our people. 
Everybody working in the court-
house, the law ofÀces, the judges 
and the banks and all the people 
that worked downtown, that was 
our clientele,” owner and operator 
Melony “Mel” Hartranft said.

Unfortunately, they were unable 
to remain in that space after their 
lease was pulled out from under 
them.

However, Hartranft would take 
the opportunity to raise her chil-
dren as well as continue to build 
the catering side of the business 
while staying in touch with many 
of her customers, faxing them a 
menu, and making deliveries every 
Friday.

“We did great, but I missed the 
everyday people coming in and 
out, so I said to my husband, I re-
ally want to have a storefront,” she 
explained.

That itch would lead Hartranft 
to set up shop in their current loca-
tion, 365 Broad St, Montoursville, 
11 years ago, only a few blocks 
from where she grew up and just 
around the corner from where 
daughter, Aubri Pyles attended 
daycare.

Today, Pyles works alongside 
her mother at the cafe and acts as 
venue coordinator at their catering 
venture, Twin Meadows Farm.

“We gutted this place, and when 
we got it in, uncovered old tin ceil-
ings that were originally in here, 
but had been covered by a drop 
ceiling,” Hartranft said.

“We put new drywall and 
everything in here, so the tin ceil-

ings and the hardwood Áooring are 
the only things original here, and I 
love how it turned out,” she said.

The new location also came 
with a built-in Williamsport clien-
tele that eagerly embraced the new 
location, as Mel’s quickly estab-
lished a customer base in the heart 
of Montoursville.

“We have so many people that 
are basically like family,” Hartran-
ft said, among them local Àrst re-
sponders.

Hartranft and co quickly en-
grained themselves into their new 
surroundings, donating to local 
high school teams and community 
events.

“We even have some high 
school students that are awesome 
employees and continue to come 

back and work whenever they have 
time during college,” she said.

“We have been lucky enough 
to have some of the same loyal 
employees throughout the last 11 
years in Montoursville,” Hartranft 
added.

Mel’s offerings have vastly ex-
panded in the years since moving 
to Montoursville, including several 
new breakfast items, among them 
sausage gravy, cream dried beef, 
scrapple and corned beef hash and 
much more.

“We have our basic menu, but 
then we do a lot of specialty stuff, 
like our coconut dream pancake 
stack. “It’s like dessert for break-
fast, and we do avocado toast,” 
Hartranft said.

Mel’s also offers seasonal spe-

cialty drinks, as well, which are 
created in collaboration with the 
cafe’s employees.

Many of the products and ingre-
dients utilized by Mel’s are locally 
sourced, including Poco Farm hon-
ey, non-in-house-made dressings, 
courtesy of Village Eatinghouse 
and fresh baked bread from Ly-
coming Bakery in South William-
sport.

The vast majority of recipes 
used at the cafe, described by Har-
tranft, as “Pennsylvania cooking,” 
have been handed down by fami-
lies over the years.

“We do fresh ground coffee 
here, and you can buy half pound 
by the pound. We probably have 
about 20 different Áavors,” she 
said, adding that they are also 

available as whole beans for those 
that prefer to grind their own coffee 
at home.

Asked how it feels to reach 25 
years in the business, Hartranft 
called the milestone “surreal.”

“When I had to close my restau-
rant down, it wasn’t my choice, so 
I was very heartbroken because it 
was thriving,” she said.

“So when we reopened here, 
I just hoped and prayed that 
everything would go great, and I 
just love all my customers,” Har-
tranft said, adding that while it is 
certainly hard work, she has a great 
team backing her.

“I have my daughter by my side, 
and I always say, ‘my ride or die,’” 
she said.

“I’m very happy she chose to 
stay working with me, because she 
did a two years associate degree in 
business, and when she graduat-
ed, she decided to stay on with the 
family business,” Hartranft said, 
stressing that if there ever comes a 
time when Pyles decides to pursue 
a new career path, that will be just 
Àne.

“Working a family business 
has its challenges but we bring a 
unique piece to the business and 
that’s what makes the balance so 
fun,” Hartranft said.

After all these years, Mel’s Deli 
& Cafe remains a customer-cen-
tered business.

“All of our customers have be-
come like family. We’ve watched 
some customers grow up and now 
bring in their children,” Hartranft 
said.

“Restaurants come and go, but 
we’ve always believed that if you 
treat people like family, serve food 
you’re proud of and never stop 
improving, they’ll keep coming 
back,” she said.

“Twenty-Àve years later, that’s 
still exactly how we operate,” Har-
tranft said.

For information on Mel’s Deli 
& Cafe, please check out their 
Facebook page.

Mel’s Deli & Cafe offers ‘Pennsylvania cooking’

PHOTO PROVIDED

Mel’s Deli and Cafe is located at 365 Broad St., Montoursville.
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PHOTO PROVIDED

Images of Squarewood Acres Campground in Trout 
Run the business shared on its website.

By MARK MARONEY
mmaroney@sungazette.com

There’s a place specializ-

ing in camping for those in 

recreational vehicles, want-

ing a cabin or going for the 

tent experience along the 

bucolic Lycoming Creek.
Squarewood Acres 

Campground at 389 Marsh 
Hill Road, Trout Run, is op-
erated by Chuck and Marie 
Mertes. And while the cou-
ple has operated it for Àve 
seasons, the camp history 
goes back over 30 years.

When asked what makes 
Squarewood Acres Camp-
ground so special, it was not 
a hard question for Chuck to 
answer.

“We are a scenic, relax-
ing campground where you 
can come to enjoy nature, 
family and friends!”

“We are located in the 
heart of the PA Wilds, spe-
ciÀcally in the village of 
Marsh Hill in McIntyre 
Township.”

Located just 8 miles 
north on Route 14 off of the 
Trout Run Exit on Route 15, 
Squarewood Acres camping 
season starts the Àrst week-
end in April, even as the 
frost sometimes has not yet 
left the ground. 

It goes through spring 
and summer and ends the 

last weekend of October.

Lycoming Creek is a 
draw

“Everyone that camps 

here loves the creek, wheth-

er they are swimming, tub-

ing, or Àshing,” he said.
There are a lot of things 

to do, too, whether that be 

Àshing, Áoating on a tube, 

or sweating to a game of 

basketball or volleyball, rec-

reating in the park, or just 
relaxing by a Àre.

“They also love the natu-

ral beauty that surrounds the 

campground and the area it-

self,” he added, as “we have 

no light pollution so the 

star-gazing is amazing.”

“We are also close to 
hiking trails that everyone 
comes for, especially Rock 
Run, which has beautiful 
waterfalls that people can’t 
resist visiting,” he said.

Priced right

This picturesque, creek-

side campground has RV 

sites, cabins are also availa-

ble and bunkhouse rental.

The campground has a 

variety of amenities such as 

large shaded, grassy sites, a 

nearby creek abundant with 

trout, nearby hiking trails, 

biking, and kayaking.

The camp has hot water 

showers and a 20 foot by 60 

foot pavilion for picnics, or 

just sitting a spell and taking 
in the natural surroundings.

There are about 90 sites 

and two on-site cabin rent-

als.

The campground has 50 

and 30 amp sites that can 

accommodate an RV of any 

size. The tent sites have 

water and electricity, and 

there are four primitive sites 

available.

The campground sports 

a full-service, clean bath-

house and restroom facility, 

and an RV dump station.

Their phone number is 

570-995-9230.

Squarewood Acres Campground offers experience
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PAY CROSSLEY/Sun-Gazette

Tracey Bartholomew, owner of Simply True North Cafe N Gifts at the Williamsport Regional 
Airport, offers visitors to her establishment simple home cooking and a place to enjoy a 
quiet break from their routine.

By PAT CROSSLEY 
pcrossley@sungazette.com 

Although there have been sev-

eral twists and turns since she 

started her business, Tracey Bart-

holomew, owner of Simply True 

North Cafe N Gifts, has always 

stayed true to the motto of “A Sim-

ple Place to Savor Moments.”

In 2016 Tracy and her business 

partner and friend, Terry Garner 

opened the Simply Savor Cafe at 

the former Christian Life Book-

store. 

They decided they wanted to 

expand and they had heard about 

the Williamsport Regional Air-

port  having a small kiosk and they 

thought it would be a good location 

to sell their Simply Savor cookies.

“Then we came down when we 

were asking about that. They were 

like, “Oh, didn’t you hear? We’re 

tearing down the airport and we’re 

building a new one,” she said. 

In 2018 they got picked to oper-

ate the cafe area at the new termi-

nal, but because of building it and 

the pandemic, they weren’t certi-

fied until July 2020. That is when 
they changed the name to Simply 

Savor on the Fly. 

When they first opened at the 
airport there were full Áights com-

ing in and out so they opened ba-

sically as just a cafe. And then 

American Airlines pulled their ser-

vice out of the local airport. 

“We kind of had to start think-

ing out of the box,” she shared. 

With the passing of Garner last 

year, Bartholomew is the only em-

ployee at the cafe, so the caterings 

are mostly in the mornings. Right 

now she has groups that meet on 

Tuesday and Thursday mornings, 

but she would like to expand that.

“I’m actually looking for Mon-

days, Wednesdays, or Fridays, like 

other groups that would like to do 

the caterings.  I set it up buffet style 

here on the counter, and they have 

the whole meeting space here and 

everything,” she said. 

The space holds close to 30 

people plus Bartholomew said that 

she has extra tables and chairs that 

could be used to accommodate a 

larger group. There is also another 

meeting room that is available as 

well as the capability for holding 

virtual meetings in the cafe area. 

And of course, there is the pano-

ramic view of the mountains with 

the sunrise as an added benefit the 
cafe offers. 

With only one Áight going out 
and coming in during the day, 

again, Bartholomew needed to get 

creative. 

“I like to joke that I’m like a 

well diversified portfolio. We have 
the cookies that we do in other lo-

cations. Our Simply Saver cookie 

bundles, and then we sell them at 

different shows and stuff like that. 

And then we started doing the 

caterings. Then we have the cafe 

open sporadically, mostly for our 

regulars. We’re usually open on 

Tuesday and Wednesday mornings 

and Thursday afternoons. But our 

main thing right now is promoting 

the Air Market that we started on 

Saturdays,” she said. 

From 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. On Sat-

urdays, Bartholomew and her staff, 

which she brings in for the day, run 

the markets which offer local ven-

dors an opportunity to sell their 

products.  

She wanted to emphasize that 

no employees of the airport are in-

volved with the markets. 

“It is completely staffed by us 

here at Simply True North, and 

mostly we set it up at the time for 

the last two or three years when we 

didn’t have Áights,” she said. 
“I was taking the cookies and 

we were running to craft shows, 

and we were running to markets, 

and we were running all over the 

place, and we have this beautiful 

space here. So the concept was to 

help other small local business-

es by them coming in, setting up 

vendor spots on Saturday, and then 

I do a full buffet breakfast and 

lunch,” she explained. 

There is enough space to fit 
about 12 vendor tables inside and 

ten along the outside walkway. The 

numbers have Áuctuated with the 
seasons, but they have had up to 30 

vendors at the market. 

On Aug. 22, the cafe is hosting 

what they’re calling the “Runway 

to Fun.” 

“At this point. We’re up to 16 

vendors signed up, and then we 

are also doing things like we’ve 

asked to have one of the fire trucks 
brought down, so we’re calling it 

Touch a Truck. You know, having 

the kids come out and get pictures 

taken with the truck. We’re gonna 

also try to promote some pin ex-

changes and stuff like that, since it 

will be during Little League,” she 

said. 

With all that going to go on at 

the cafe,Bartholomew still main-

tains that concept of “a simple 

place to savor moments.”

“We want that feeling of like 

you know life’s crazy out there. 

Come on in, enjoy the view, take 

a moment.. So you won’t find the 
hustle and bustle. I never have any 

intentions of really being an ex-

tremely busy restaurant. It’s more 

like that little cozy, quiet place 

where you can kind of hide away, 

get a nice little sandwich, soups, 

fresh baked cookies, and just es-

cape life a little bit for a moment,” 

she said. 

The last rebranding of the cafe 

to Simply True North came after 

Garner’s passing. They had always 

joked that they wanted to franchise 

and open in Alaska. They also 

liked that the name referenced Je-

sus as the true north. 

Referring to Garner, Bart-

holomew said, “When he passed, I 

just felt that it was either give up 

completely and not keep going, 

close up, or keep going and kind of 

remarket and dedicate and stuff. So 

the simply true north is definitely 
that concept–a little tribute to him, 

she added. 

Check out the cafe’s Facebook 

page, Simply True North N Gifts 

for more details about the August 

event.

Simply True North Cafe N Gifts a simple place to savor moments
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