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THE 40+ YEAR JOURNEY TO CREATE THE
LONGEST RAIL TRAIL IN NEW ENGLAND
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A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 
1980: The Mass. State Parks agency-DEM-purchases the 

western most 8.5 miles of the corridor and begins a 13-

year process to plan and develop the corridor.



A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 
1988: The Fisk family completes 
a walk from Northampton 
Union Station to North Station 
Boston and they write a never-
published manuscript. 

A copy of this was given to a 
top DEM official, who kept a 
copy in his office and referred 
to it often.  



A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 

.  



A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 

1993: The Norwottuck Rail Trail opened. 



A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 
1995: Wachusett Greenways (WG) was formed and they 

purposely decided to build out their sections as a soft 

surface—stone-dust trail, and not a paved trail.



A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 
1995: Their process avoided DOT type projects that take a 

longer time. Instead, they went for DCR, Rec-Trail, smaller 

$$ projects. Shorter segments. Volunteer-based projects. 

.



A TIMELINE OF THE JOURNEY THUS FAR TO 
PIECE TOGETHER THE CORRIDOR 

1995: Both the six-community Wayside Rail Trail project 

and the Belchertown Rail Trail began to be talked about. 



The Disappointing Years



The Disappointing Years

1997: Both Weston 
and Belchertown 
vote down their 
rail trail projects.



The Disappointing Years
1998: Commonwealth Magazine did a 

story about the “to-do” in both 

Belchertown and Weston. 

https://tinyurl.com/CommonealthMa

gStory (This story, though well-

written, missed these key, “behind the 

scenes” reasons why these losses 

happened.)

https://tinyurl.com/CommonealthMagStory


The Disappointing Years
In Weston, the lead opponent to the Wayside Rail 
Trail was a staffer for the American Farm Bureau. 
Back then, AFB, were always leaders in fighting a 
rail trail project, wherever, so it was easy for him 
take the lead on this.  

The other Wayside communities were supportive 
of the rail trail idea, but the project went dormant 
for almost 10 years.

https://www.masscentralrailtrail.org/weston-oped Weston’s story makes news in 
several newspapers, including 

the LA Times. 



Here’s two more Op-Eds
about Weston’s vote

https://tinyurl.com/WestonOpEd

https://tinyurl.com/WestonOpEd


The Regroup and Recover Years
1999: Mass DEM, released a report that 

called for more trail projects and 

encouraged of piecing together the 

*Mass Central Rail Trail* corridor. 

This the first time a 100 mile, cross-state 

trail began to be talked about at such a 

high level. 

https://tinyurl.com/GreenwayVision

https://tinyurl.com/GreenwayVision


The Regroup and Recover Years
As of 2023, only some points are accomplished now. 
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The Regroup and Recover Years

• 1999:  Wachusett Greenways 

hosted the first Golden Spike  

event, in West Boylston, where 

Congressman Jim McGovern spoke 

enthusiastically to the vision for a 

statewide, E-W trail. 

https://tinyurl.com/GoldenSpike1

• Our 8th GS event was 7-30-2022 

in Gilbertville.  

• The largest with over 400 people 

was in Waltham during the 

gubernatorial campaign that year.
Center--Congressman Jim McGovern

Left –Colleen Abrams, President Wachusett Greenways.

https://tinyurl.com/GoldenSpike1


Millennium Trail Plaque back in 2000







Millennium Trail Plaque back in 2000

Along with our 
2019 logo.



The Regroup and Recover Years

1999: The State Senate’s Post 

Audit and Oversight Committee 

came to Wachusett Greenways 

West Boylston section of the 

MCRT.  

They brought staffers from the 

Office on Disabilities to tour a 

stone-dust section.  

Back then, Massachusetts was the 

only state in 50 to require paving 

on a rail trail.  



The Regroup and Recover Years

1999:  That directive touched off 

‘to-dos’ in several suburban places 

that caused the trail projects to be 

voted-down.

To be sure, there were always a 

shotgun blast of reasons why a 

place couldn’t or shouldn’t have a 

trail, but paving a pathway in the 

country wasn’t seen with favor.



The Regroup and Recover Years

1999: This tour was the 1st step in 

getting the unusual rule relaxed. 

It took several years but when the 

new design guidebook was written, 

it now allows for a soft-surface 

trail.

Check it out.

https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTChapter11  

https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTChapter11
https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTChapter11


The Regroup and Recover Years

2000: The Belchertown Land Trust —a 

linear-thinking land trust—was formed 

and they purchased their first section 

of the MCRT,  A 2.5 mile section for 

$100,000. Or more exactly, a friend 

purchased the corridor for $100K and 

sold it to the BLS for $80K

They continued on for 15+ years. 

Quietly buying sections of the dead 

RR, where they could, when they 

could. 

https://tinyurl.com/Old-BLT-Map

https://tinyurl.com/Old-BLT-Map


The Regroup and Recover Years
2005: 3.2 miles of the corridor in 

Hardwick was purchased by the Central 

Highlands Conservancy who held it for 2 

years to give the East Quabbin Land 

Trust time to go into a capital campaign 

to buy out CHC. 

For costs + expenses. No mark up

2007: East Quabbin Land Trust 

buys out CHC and begins to 

improve the bridges and buildout 

the trail. 



The Regroup and Recover Years
This section  of the MCRT 

includes 3 rare bridges. 

One was the last of its 

type still standing in New 

England.  

All would have been 

scrapped-out had this 

creative deal not taken 

place. 



After the renovation



Annual New Year’s Day hike





The Regroup and Recover Years

2006: Shortly after the 

discovery of a theft of a short 

section of the former railroad 

corridor in Berlin; the MBTA 

offered up a lease to DCR—to 

lease the 24 mile long, Wayside 

section of the MCRT.



More behind the scenes items

2009: The state creates 
improved Rec-Use Statutes 
that makes it easier to:

• Partner with electric 
utilities. In fact, National 
Grid officials were at the 
bill-signing ceremony. 

https://www.norevisionisthistory.org/rec-use-statutes

https://www.norevisionisthistory.org/rec-use-statutes


More behind the scenes items

2009-2013: The state 
creates improved Rec-Use 
Statutes that makes it 
easier to:

• Partner with railroads to 
build rail with trail 
projects.

• 2013: The Secretary of 
MassDOT also made it 
easier to develop more 
rail-w-trail projects.  

https://www.norevisionisthistory.org/rail-w-trail

https://www.norevisionisthistory.org/rail-w-trail


The Regroup and Recover Years

2017:  Norwottuck 

Network (NN) 

launched a free, 

monthly E-newsletter

about news along 

the MCRT, that 

quickly ramped up to 

over 15,000 readers 

in 8 states.

. 



The Regroup and Recover Years

2019: And a little more than a 

year in, Constant Contact 

names it in the top 10% of all 

their e-Newsletters world-

wide. 

People love this e-Newsletter 

and it keeps the pro-trail 

advocates inspired. 



The Tipping Point Years
2017:  Wachusett 

Greenway opens their 

20th mile of their 30-

mile section of the 

MCRT.



The Tipping Point Years

2017:  The Belchertown Land Trust donates 5 miles of 

the MCRT to the town, making the town-owned sections, 

7.5 miles of the 9.5 miles overall. 



The Tipping Point Years
2017: Friends of the 

Belchertown 

Greenway is founded. 

2018: The town’s 

Conservation 

Commission begins to 

submit grant requests 

to the MassTrails Team 

to begin to do trail 

improvements. 

https://www.belchertowngreenway.org/

https://www.belchertowngreenway.org/


The Creation of the Mass TrailsTeam 
inside the Exec. Branch



Taken down most, but not all the silos -- yet.



The Tipping Point Years

2019: Ribbon-cutting on 
the Weston and Wayland 
segments of the MCRT.



The Tipping Point Years

2020: Town of Clinton and the 

Clinton Greenway Conservation 

Trust, partner together to buy 

the 1,000’ tunnel and the 

remaining 1.5 miles of the 

corridor there.

https://tinyurl.com/Clinton-Project

https://tinyurl.com/Clinton-Project


Where I believe we will be in two years

75 miles open 

95 miles  in a protected status

9 miles in a non-protected status



The Tipping Point Years

2020-2021:  MassDOT 
commissions and completes a 
feasibility study of the middle 
section of the MCRT to identify 
the missing pieces and to come 
up with work-arounds until the 
expensive gaps can be filled-in.  

https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTMCRTStudy

https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTMCRTStudy


The Tipping Point Years
They came to the conclusion that it could 
be pieced together, reassembled.  

But it is going to be complicated and 
expensive.   

That then begs the question. . . 

What would it be worth to the 
Commonwealth and the communities 
along the way if it was completed?

https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTMCRTStudy

https://tinyurl.com/MassDOTMCRTStudy


2-page infographic about the MCRT 
in a concise format with hot links.

https://tinyurl.com/2-pager-infographic

https://tinyurl.com/2-pager-infographic


The Breakthrough?
2022:  Norwottuck Network puts out an 

RFP to find a consultant to write a 

report that would answer the basic 

question. 

The “Elephant in the Room” question.

Just what would a 

completed MCRT mean 

to the Commonwealth 

and the communities 

along the way? 

www.nnnetwork.net/rfp

http://www.nnnetwork.net/rfp


The Breakthrough?
2022: Kittelson & Associates’ 

Boston office and their sub-

consultant Cambridge 

Econometrics were chosen 

for the job and their work 

was underway in the fall and 

winter of 2022-23. 

https://www.masscentralrailtrail.org/kittelsonproposal

https://www.masscentralrailtrail.org/kittelsonproposal


The Breakthrough?
2022: Kittelson & 
Associates’ Boston office 
and their sub, Cambridge 
Econometrics AND THEIR 

WORK IS 
NOW 
COMPLETE. 

https://www.masscentralrailtrail.org/kittelsonproposal

https://www.masscentralrailtrail.org/kittelsonproposal
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Mass Central Rail Trail Benefits  Study Page 58
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Mass Central Rail Trail Benefits Study Page 62

Completing the Mass Central Rail Trail will bring:

• 4-5 million users a year.
• 950,000+ just in Worcester County
• 64% of the state’s population lives within 10 miles 

of the corridor
• 400,000-500,000 overnight visitors a year
• $200 Million in economic impacts a year.



Norwottuck Network



HISTORIC CALL OUTS ALONG A 100+ MILE LONG TRAIL



From the website NNNetwork.net



MILE-MARKERS AND KIOSKS



MILE-MARKERS 



MILE-MARKERS 





Northampton 68 miles



QR CODE MARKER



QR Code



To develop a world-class QR Code system of 
callouts along the way . . .

• The Boston & Maine Railroad Historical Society

• The Massachusetts Historic Commission

• Preservation Massachusetts

• Local Historical Societies

• Historical Commissions at the municipal level.

• And through our robust capacity on the NN website,  we can 
easily envision audio and video interviews of remembrances by 
local people talking about a notable place or happening at a 
given spot on the corridor. 

We’ll be working with:



This will be the longest and most comprehensive
series of QR-Codes on a Rail Trail in the U.S. 



The End


