


trian and bicycle trail coordinator over-
seeing Seattle’s constellation of bike/ped
facilities.  at includes the Burke-Gilman
Trail, portions of which have been show-
ing the strain of its 30 years for a decade.
But in the 1990s the city was busy snap-
ping up valuable parcels of land, much of
it from retreating railroads. Upkeep of the
Burke-Gilman slid. “We made a conscious
choice to acquire as much trail-building
corridor as possible and ask for forgiveness
later. You get forgiveness on deferred man-
agement.” Lagerwey pauses. “You don't get
forgiveness on losing a corridor.”

He sounds unapologetic, but Lagerwey
is making amends: He recently put in a
request for money to repave the entire trail.
And next year, if all goes well, a long-term
maintenance budget will be set in place.

Finishing School

A fixed truth about rail-trails is that they
are never truly done.  ere is always one
more mile to open and another town to
reach before a trail graduates to the next
level of nearly finished.
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When the lllinois
Prairie Path first
opened 42 years ago,
it was considered
“revolutionary.”

“You get forgiveness on deferred management.
You don’t get forgiveness on losing a corridor.”

e most successful trail is one with
a lot of friends.” RTC’s Ciabotti is talking
about the layers of support—activist groups,
elected 0 cials, trailside businesses—needed
to usher a trail into healthy adulthood.
Despite a chorus of complaints in some
urban arenas about overcrowding, it is the
popularity of a trail that often hastens repav-
ing and grading, extending and widening.
In Florida, 2006 was a sweet year for the
16-year-old Tallahassee-St. Marks Historic
Rail Trail. e state legislature took the
generous step of approving $5 million from
its general operating budget for resurfacing
and expanding the trail. Another $100,000
in state transportation funds will extend the
trail one mile to a county park, and a pri-
vate foundation is building a playground at
the trail’s midpoint.
e Cape Cod Rail Trail in Massachu-
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setts also is reaping the benefits of friends in
the right places. Manager Danny O’Brien
credits the popularity of the trail among
locals and tourists with the $6 million in
state funds it received for major rebuild-
ing. All 22 miles are being repaved and
widened, parking capacity added, a tun-
nel entrance realigned, intersections rede-
signed, and an experimental root barrier
installed to protect the path from invasive
root systems.

It took O’Brien six months to line up
all the work permits, but the real challenge
came when he approached local chambers
of commerce with his plan to get the work
done. “I kept getting, ‘No way can you
close this trail in the summertime!™ recalls
O’Brien. He arranged for the work to be
done in stages over two years, with trail
closures in the quieter fall months.

Modern Maturity
Some trails, like people, age gracefully and
naturally. South Carolina’s Cathedral Aisle
Trail, open since 1939, is a tranquil path
through dense forest. Upkeep consists of
removing fallen trees and building fire
breaks to contain blazes. All other groom-
ing is left to Mother Nature.

But that low-maintenance luxury is not
in the cards for full-service corridors.

What about trails with water fountains
and portable toilets, road crossings, light-
ing and exquisite landscaping? What about
the 42-year-old Illinois Prairie Path?

“It was revolutionary,” says Jean Mooring.
“A brand new idea,” adds her hushand, Paul.

e Moorings are fondly reflecting on the
birth of “their” rail-trail. He presided over

e lllinois Prairie Path Foundation (IPPF)
for 20 years. For 16 years she published the
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IPPF newsletter. e group managed the
trail with the dues of 2,000 members and a
cadre of volunteers until 1986, when major
maintenance of the 61 miles was transferred
to Kane, Cook and DuPage counties. e
Moorings keep close tabs on the work being
done, and reverentially discuss maintenance
of the surface (limestone screening) and
bridge building (two narrow ones need to
be replaced). e couple are generally in
agreement, but their opinions part ways on
the subject of mowing: Paul says the coun-
ties and villages do an impressive job; Jean
wistfully recalls the bounty of wildflowers
that once flanked the trail.

Another early rail-trail, western
Michigan’s Hart-Montague Bicycle Trail,
was heralded for its linear shape and
smooth surface. “It was the only show
in town,” says Department of Natural
Resources park manager Pete Lundborg.
Visitors flocked to the scenic, orchard-
lined trail. But state parks fell on hard
times a few years back. A sta of four was
let go, and a much-needed repaving project
went down the drain. Today the trail’s \WWeb
site reads, “ e DNR currently provides
only emergency maintenance services and
seeks governmental agencies to operate and
maintain its linear park trails.” Lundborg is
casting about for corporate and nonprofit
partners like those keeping other state trails
afloat, but supporters in the rural reaches
of western Michigan are proving sparse.

In the meantime some of the villages
and an occasional volunteer look after
the quietly aging corridor, picking up
garbage or mowing its edges. e mat-
ter-of-fact Lundborg predicts that the trail
will be restored to its original glory when
it becomes a political cause. “Sometimes
things have to get into a sad state before
you can generate enough interest to make a
di erence. at’s the way life works.”

But he adds, infrequent mowing means
there are some fantastic wildflowers lining
the trail this time of year.

Karen Stewart is a freelance writer and editor
living in New York City. She was the founding
editor of Rails to Trails magazine and continues
to seek out rail-trails for bicycling, walking and
in-line skating.
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s a beneficiary in your will
is a great way to make
- a lasting contribution
. while taking advantag
of favorable federal

and state tax laws.
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For more information,
please e-mail Ben Carter at
ben@railstotrails.org

or call 202-974-5136.
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An ideal gift is...

% alittle different

% personal, with meaning

% enjoyable

% the one that makes
everyone feel good

% an RTC Gift Membership

For more information or to
give a Gift Membership visit
our Web site at
www.railstotrails.org
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No wrapping required
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Maximize
your year-end contribution
Minimize
the tax cost to you when you
make a gift of stock to RTC.

To donate stock or to learn
more, e-mail Ben Carter at
ben@railstotrails.org
or call 202.974.5136.
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