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FROM THE FIELD

There are thase who believe that public greenways

are a wave of the future. -

But-den’t tell that to the voters of Manchester.

To cutdoors enthusiasts and-environmentally minded plinners. in
Manchester, it looked like a windfall—a generous federal grant to
turn an abandoned rail line that runs through town. into a public
greenway with a path for jogging and bicycling. Sure, the poject
would cost local taxpayers something, but the feds would pay 86
percent of the land purchase and development. Manchestes was the
envy of its neighbors.

" But the announcement. of more layoffs at United Technologies
Tast December had a chilling effect on any-pew public-experditares,
especially the greenway proposal. And-a forer began about that tinre

when certain homeowness whose-baclke yerds abut the tail e raised”

fears of vandalism-and loss- —-—
of privacy. Other residents -
weze incensed-at- the prof-
its being sought by Rail
Line—-&ssociatcs;ﬂlepres:’
ent-owners of the property.
In an editorial . last.
December, Manchester’s
Journal Inguirer called the -

Rail™ Line Associstes

~urged voters to “run g
-stakee through the heart of
“thisfiscal vampire.”

‘Since then, partisan pol-
itics, name-calling and '
innuendo have muddied
the debate—until what |
began as a forward-look- 000 =

ing, if belated, effort to preserve a historic corridor through the cen-

ter of town erupted into a maelstrom of anger, fear and greed.

At the center of the controversy has been the rail line itself—built
124 years ago by the Cheney Brothers Manufacturing Co., the
natien’s largest producer of silk products until.its demise following
World War Il. The 2.4-mile-long rail line begins at the neatly laid-
out complexof red brick mil] buildings that stiil stands today on the
south side of Manchester. From there, the rail line cuts north
through the heart of town, In the old days, the tracks hooked up with
the main railroad and carried-the precious silk cargos that were the

& 4 curve in the ill-fated Manchester greenway,

Lifeblood. of Manchester—imown in those days as Silk Town. Now .

-the tracks are geone, sold for scrap.: - )

- Few townspesple use the abandoned right of way these days. On

- & 500wy day last March, for-instance, the only footprints fo be seen

belonged-to a few homeless men encamped under a trestle. Summer -

* bronght z-verdant tangle of bushes and weeds. The grade continues, -

levet-ang stmighi,behind‘apmmtbuﬂdings; shops;a hospital and
private homes. lts route across the middle of a- town that has
sprawled rather Raphazardly in the past half-century gives it a strate-

-gic position on the town map—as well as in the town’s heritage. -

= Among those most dispnayed by
‘the outcry against the greqiway
; plan has been its chief proponent,
Bill O’Neill, a partuer in the engi-
|_neering firm Fuss and Q°Neill.
| Pointing to 2 map. that bis-firm has
prepared, O'Neill has insisted from i
|-the beginning that the abandoned
railway should be viewed in-itg .
-larger context; rather than as an-isa- .
“lated strip-of tand: Mis routs through
-~downtown Manchester.could pro- ..
“vide a safecotridor between murc-
‘ipal parks to the north—Union -
- Pond Park and the Hockamum River -
-Linear Park—and “the newly
-approved regional’ bikeway 1o the
~south; being buiht by the DOT.
Known ‘as ‘the Charter " Qak
‘Greenway,' the new trail will follow
Tnterstate 384 into Hartford and tie
into the Connecticut River park system. ‘
Not-only would the proposed greenway path conmect these focal
and regional frail systems, says O’Neill, but its route past apartment
complexes and across bus lines would allow- it to meet real trans-
portation needs. O'Neill avoids the term “bikeway,” preferring to i

view it as a “multiuse, multimodal transporiation/recreation corri-

dor” that would encourage commuters and shoppers to leave their
cars at home—exacily what the federat grant is designed to accom-
plish.

The path would consist of 2 10-foot-wide strip of asphalt and
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FROM THE FIELD

4-feet-of stone dust—the asphalt for bicy-
-clists, rolerbladers and wheelchair users:
§ the stone dust for walkers and runaers.
* Shrubbery and ‘intervals of basketweave
- fencing would kelp screen the back yards of
| abutting properties. No motor vehicles
1. would be allowed except for emergency.
use.

The 54-year-old-O'Neill’s careful-man-

-ner—his neatly -cropped white hair and
".gold-rimmed glasses, his flat engineer’s
‘lexicon dotted with- catch phrases’ ke
“aceess points” and-“wheelchair-friendly -
- geometry"—belies- his. passion on the sub--

ject. He has donated hundreds of hours to

_the project, preparing preliminary engineer-

“ing studies and maps,-and-appearing at pub-

dic-forums,

He keeps half a dozen copies.of Chatles
E. Little’s Greenwuays for America circulat -

~ing among friends and acquaintances, and
© speaks-admiringly of the pioneering work:
- of Frederick Law Olmsted. It was Qlmsted,
... a Hartford native, who first developed the
_concept ‘of greenways—green corridors

‘through-urban areas, narrew-in many-places

* but bulging outward to include fully devel-
1" opedparks so as to resemble, as someone

- has-said, ‘o pythow that has swallowed a e
-+ ter of pigs. Olmsted left his visionary magk -
win-the form-of green swaths for urhan
-dwellers 1o enjoy from:Berkeley 10 New

York and Boston. TaKing. thsir cues fibm

- Olmsted; @ Neilt-and-others are-working to-

create in eastesn Connesticut 2 netwesl of

1. bike triils and greenways for future. genera..
_tions to enjoy.

But it-is-not-easy-to sell-a visionin

~ Manchester. The present recessionary cli-

" mate notwithstanding; one senses that-this

1 town Mas never recovered from the Joss. of- .
ity Cheﬂey miﬁs The cmﬁy WAS &

England textile industry was 'famoﬁs*domi—
nating-the-town’s econofmic -and potitical

- dife, and providing many of the-services-we
- associate today-with the public-sector:
" schools, libraries, roads, sewers and afford-

able housing.” And- althoughr the stately red-

--brick buildings with green-trim-have been-
recycled—the spinning mill with its.ornate ..
“¢lock tower, ‘the velvet mills, weaving mills
-and-ribbon mills, all turned into apart-
“rients—and- are humming -again, this time
| wth the sound of vacuum cleasers.and air
-~ ¢conditioners; the-town s a-decided tack of
.. vision when it.comes to public space.

... .Among the most vocal of O'Neill’s crit-

‘ics-has been Joe Rafala, who spearheaded
-~ opposition fo the -greenway plan, Rafala,
" whose Back yard abuts the abandoned rail-
- way, has raised fears among his feltow

abutters- that the path weuld attract motor-

. -cyclists, vandals, Peeping-Toms, muggers-
. angd other criminals, and that it-would

undercut property values as well as com-
-promise privacy.

“When -you buy a house,” says-Rafala,

who is 66 and retired, “you want to buy it .

because you got the school, you got the

church, you got the shopping center, and

you got your privacy—or you wouldn’t

have_bought. A lot of people here are very

“fearful of this bike trail.”

Rafala was quick to dismiss as “public
relations”-a report-issued last March by a
study committee on which he himself
served. After studying greenways else-

where 'in the region. the committee con-
- claded thet greenways did not cause a

decline in the value of abutting or nearby

properties—that, if anything, values were.

-enhanced. Addressing the issue of crime,
the committee found “no conclusive evi-
dence of a direct correlation-between bike-

The blrum spoken Rafala was not can-

: ways and types. or amounts of eriminal ..

vinced by these findings. He cast.suspicion

on Bill O’Neill’s motives, suggesting that
O’ Neill’s engineering firm would get a

piece of the action if* the plan wereto go
forward. “He doesn’t look like a-bieycle -
“enthusiast to me,” says Rafala, who gets-his. |

exercise on a stationary bike in his base-

O’Neill has stated publicly that his firm -

would aot accept remuneration for any -

fture work. on. the project. “I¢’s not a-tax

i

write=off,” O’ Neill says jokingly of his vol-

unteer effort, “it’s an affliction.” His family
includes avid bicyclists and greenway advo-

cates.
~But-apart from Rafala’s avowed worries
-gver-privacy and safety and his suspicions

most wmght thh Manchester taxpayers »

.since the decline of the Cheney mills.

Rafala“and others are also still smarting -
--over-the «way that fellow abutter Al Reale -

-in-general, there is another, perhaps-more -
.prsssmg* concern: the economic toll. And it .

acquired the property in the first place. -

Back in 1987, when word got out that

Eonratt was going 1o offer the surplus_rail
kine to-the town for $200,000, Reale raised )
the alarm among his neighbors up and

down the Tight of way. With their support

and the argament that the price was too

- high, he persuaded: the town’s governing -
* body, the Board of Directors, to pass-up the ..

purchase: Then, with a partner, he bought _

the property himself from Conrail for the
same price—$200,000.

“I bought it as an investment,” he says,

A small rournd man with a 56§t voice and -

velvety-touch who-came here from Italy as -

Of the original 12-acre strip; he-took a

- child; Reale does sot show his 84 years. -

small-preeefor-himself and sold off a 2-acre

paseet for $110,000. Then last March his -
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- partnership was awarded $220,000 in ease-
ments from Northeast Utilities for ‘existing

. poles on the right of way. (Reale has called -

. this his “ace in the hole.”) Even so, he
_ hoped to sell the remaining 10 acres to the
town for a price tag that might come o
$400,000.

Rafala burns at this. “Greed. got the bet-
- ter of him,” he said of Reale in an April
. interview. “He wants to double his money,
. on Iess land than he started with:”
The cost of acquiring the 12-acre strip of

1and needed for the greenway has been esti-
" mated at $500;000, for which the town has
" peen awarded a $400,000 grant from
- ISTEA (Intermodal Surface Transportation
Efficiency Act) to cover 80 percent. Cost of
. construction is expected to run another
_ $843.000, of which 80 percent would also
be paid by ISTEA. The town’s share of the
total cost for acquisition and construction
would come to about $270,000.

O’ Neill and other proponents have
- claimed that the town’s share could be

. raised without dipping into tax revenues—
on the basis of the sale of easements, in--

kind services and private contributions.
~ Manchester’s director of planning, Mark
Pellegrini, maintained this was still true
" even after Reale sold the easements to
Northeast Utilities, although he admitted
" the task would be more difficult.
Joe Rafala argued that the money was
. more likely to come out of taxpayers’ pock-
_ ets. He thought that the cost of purchasing
the land would exceed planners’ estimates,
or that maintenance and capital costs would
show up in the town budget. Rafala’s ownr
* motives might be suspect in some €yes. In
- what one imagines was an unguarded
. poment, he mentioned to this reporier that
. if the greenway project were killed -and if-
the bank then foreclosed on Reale—who
_ reportedly hasn’t made a payment since
1991—the abutters would then be able to
" buy pieces of the land at well befow the
* asking price.
Last winter, Rafala mounted & petition
- drive to impose a moratorium on the project
. for five years, and collected more than
. 1,600 signatures—enough to force a tefer-
endum.
~ O'Neill called this 2 “thinly veiled kiss
of death,” since the federal monies would
" disappear if Manchester-voted against-the
- project: He collected enouglr signatures- to-

- get a cautiously worded-counter-referepdum. -

on the ballot—directing town. officials to
. build the greenway, but stipulating that no
~ local tax revenues be used.

" Voters in this fiscally conservative blue-
coilar town remained wary. And in April
" they were further shaken by the news. that
- YTC’s Pratt & Whitney- division was con-
. templating the shutdown- of two-and-a-half
plants—which would throw an additional

2,300 people out of work.

In May, the two competing referenda
went to the voters. The greenway proposal
fost by a three-fo-two margin.

Joe Rafala was triumphant following the
vote. “This is not the proper time to be talk-
ing about bike trails or anything else,” he

| Lo |
| about time |
{ your children}

said. He noted that Al Reale had putwp “for 4 = - af h ' 
sale’ signs on the property. . mct t 611’

Bill O’ Neill said after the wote that the
idea of a greenway might have been “tog
soon” for Manchester residents. His new
strategy, he said, would be te focus on

expanding the Charter Oak greenway sys- '

tem being built by the DUT, “so that two-

years from now we'll have an ‘operating -

success story.” He was optimistic that seme . {

civicminded individual would acguire the  §
. Cheney-sail-line.and keep it intact for fature 'f

development. “Municipal recreation pro-

grams have to be-in place for hard times,”
he said. “When money for travel runs out,

people return to the parks.”

Greenways proponents elsewhers ia the

state-take ceasolatien from the fact that

Manchester’s loss will be some other
town’s gain. “There are lots of municipaki-
ties that want that money,” observes envi-
ronmental lawyer Russ Brenneman. )
Brenneman = co-chairs a

Governor’s Greenways Committee,

appointed by Gov. Lowell Weickerdast year - |

specialy

| forefathers? |

in response$0-4 recommendation from the. |

Council on Environmental Quality. The
committee is expected to issue its draft
report this month, and in it to recommend

ways the state can encourage the develop- ~ 1

ment of greenways statewide.

“When you look at the total mosaic,” - ]

says Brenmeman; “we’ve-got a-Jot-of open . '
-space’—not-only state,-federal and munici-|

pal -parks, but land held by land conservar- _
cies and water companies, as well as river ¢

frontage and abandoned ratlroad rights of
way. One of the-ways the state can suppoft

local projects; he says, is.t0 ~idemify and
enable Tinkages.” o :

For example, he cites a -canal-to-green-.

way project in North Haven and Hamden

- petag -developed under the auspices of the )
Trust for Public Eand;, which s mow being

linked with: New Haven to-the south; and

with the Farpmngton Canal greenway (o the -
porth—which- in turi could connect with ™3
rajlroad rights of way clear to the- ¢
Wassachusetts-border. “Wouldn't itbe greal.

if we couldride 4 bike from New Havenio

Massachusetts?” he asks, predicting that 1
. such a greenway wilt be a reality in-another

10 years.
Like O’Neill, Bremneman says he was

“yery disappointed” at the Manchester vote, -
but he obsefves that the federal doliars will -

be used elsewhere in the state. “It’s a set-

back for Manchester,” e says, “but not for. -

greenways.” 2

At Plimoth Plantation your -~
kids will not only encounter |
Myles Standish and Priscilla

_ Mden, but their Wampanoag - 1
Tndian neighbors as welk To ™~}
- experience history in the malzmg
5o Spm daily, just take Ree. 3w~ |
- Massacﬁuse‘ctsfo?%o&tﬁaﬂg o
L Tollow the signs. Formore infor- 4
mation, call 508/746-1622. o 7
| Plimoth Plantation §
Where history repeatsitself.

Pilgris Village ~Mayflower 1t~ Tndian Homesite - Crafts Ceuter
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