


Feasibility Study for the Schuylkill River West Trail  –   Montgomery County, Pennsylvania  – December 12, 2008 
Page 13 

C&O Canal via the Grand History Loop. Many of the rural towns along the C&O depend heavily 
on trail users for their business, and vice-versa.  
 
As may be the case with the Gettysburg Hanover Trail, the width and surfacing of the C&O 
towpath varies depending upon its location in small and large towns, and rural areas. The 
majority of the towpath is surfaced with crushed stone. 
 
The Erie Canalway Trail:  Named for the famous canal opened in 1825 between Albany on the 
Hudson River, and Buffalo at Lake Erie, this Trail will eventually span 524 miles across New York 
State following existing and previous routes of the canal. Already over 200 miles are open and in 
use.  Here again, the trail is an economic lifeline for many older rural towns bypassed by modern 
transportation routes. In urban centers, the trail enhances the quality of life through its 
recreational and non-motorized transportation assets, while giving access to the canal and 
adjacent rivers.  

 
However, the guidebook published by Parks and Trails New York reflects the use of temporary 

The Erie Canalway Trail leaves streets in Syracuse and then follows the historic canal into the countryside

 
The Trail passes the Stockade Historic District 

 
Canalway Trail at Lift Lock
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on-road segments linking the completed off-road sections. The sample map section (Map 19 
Syracuse east) illustrated here shows the trail as it comes out of the eastern end of Syracuse.  
 
Here again, as with other long-distance trails, the type and width of paving varies depending 
upon location and volume of usage. Also, while some of the trail is on the former towpath, much 
is also on old railbeds, as much of the old towpath was lost when the canal was significantly 
upgraded to its current 200'-width and use as a barge canal in the early 20th century.  
 
The East Coast Greenway: The Gettysburg Hanover Trail will hardly be an isolated trail.  There 
will be numerous links to a virtually endless system of eastern trails, including the Appalachian 
Trail and the East Coast Greenway. The Greenway extends from Maine to Florida, and is 
planned to be an “urban Appalachian Trail” linking cities. Of course, there is a good bit of 

countryside between the 
great eastern cities, and as 
a result, the trail’s character 
varies tremendously from 
one region to another. Trail 
conditions and standards 
vary tremendously, from 
rural towpaths to 
sophisticated urban 
waterfront trails in 
Manhattan. Given the 
length of the trail, and the 
costs of development, it 
will be some time before 
the goal of an off-road trail 
is reached. However, as 
with the Erie Canalway 
Trail, signage of temporary 
on-road routes is already in 

place, and guidebooks are available for some sections. As an example, the entire route through 
Pennsylvania has been designated and signed as  “Bicycle Route E” as part of the state’s system of 
state-wide bicycle touring routes.  

A 40 page guidebook is available both on-line and on paper.  As with the Grand History Loop, 
different sections of the trail are being developed by different agencies and groups. The East Coast 
Greenway Alliance acts as the principal advocate for a connected system of trails, and for the 
development of the Greenway.  A continuous routing from Maine to Florida should be in place in 
2009. 

 
The East Coast Greenway 

 
The ECG Crosses the Delaware 
River on the old Lincoln Hwy.
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III. Recommendations 
 
 
A. Trail Characteristics and Alignment 
 
Different trail surfaces and widths are recommended for different reaches of the Schuylkill River 
West Trail.  The trail alignments depicted on Maps A and B utilize a color-coded system to 
differentiate these.   
 
 
 
Green dashed line:  12 foot wide 
hard-surface trail.  It is recommended 
that these trail reaches be constructed 
to Montgomery County multi-use trail 
standards.  In addition to the 12 foot 
wide pavement, both sides of the trial 
are to include 4 foot wide level 
shoulders where space and 
topography permit. 
   
 
 
Orange dashed line:  6 to 8 foot wide 
soft-surface trail.  These reaches of 
the Trail are designed to provide 
accommodation for pedestrians and 
bicycles, but not high-speed, narrow-
tired bicycles.  The trail surface is to 
consist of compacted, finely crushed 
stone. 
 
 
Blue circles:  On-Road alignment.  These reaches of the Trail utilize existing streets or roadways 
which carry low volumes of motor vehicle traffic, at low speeds.   Directional signage would be 
placed at appropriate intervals, and possibly bike lanes painted.  Installation of textured 
pavement may also be appropriate. 
 
Specific trail cross sections, such as those to be constructed on slopes, are depicted on drawings 
no. S1, S2 and S3. 
 
If, during the design and review process, intensive equestrian use is anticipated, this will 
necessitate special consideration to ensure that soft surfaces such as fine gravel are not damaged 
by horse traffic. 
 
Meeting ADA Accessibility Requirements:  All recommended alignments have long stretches of 
relatively flat vertical geometry, with short sections of steep slopes.  Steep areas, if they cannot be 
avoided, should be minimized.  Any new restroom and other facilities must be ADA compliant. 

 
 

 

12'

12 foot wide hard-surface trail 

 

6' to 8'

6 to 8 foot wide soft-surface trail 
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Trail Alignment  
 
A proposed trail alignment has been submitted to the Study Committee for their review and 
comment.  The Study Committee represents citizens and major stakeholders within the trail 
corridor.  The proposed trail alignment, which has been updated several times over the course of 
preparing this study, represents the consensus of the Committee with no major exceptions.   
 
Please see the alignment maps (A and B) in Appendix 4, prepared at a scale of 1”=3000 feet. 
 
The trail alignment begins at Trooper Road in Valley Forge National Historical Park, on the south 
side of the Betzwood Bridge (the bridge is now being replaced).  Because the replacement 
Betzwood Bridge is not yet completed, at present a macadam connection is made with a 
temporary boardwalk crossing on the 
Route 422 highway bridge.  Both the 
boardwalk now, and the replacement 
bridge in future, provide off-road 
connection to the existing Schuylkill 
River Trail on the east side of the river.  
The new Trooper Road / Betzwood 
Bridge includes in its design a 10 foot 
wide multi-use trail, separated from 
motor traffic. 
 
In addition to the river crossing, two 
paved park bike trails diverge from near 
this point, providing off-road 
connections to Valley Forge National 
Historical Park, and to points west and 
south. 
 
Reach 1 
The proposed alignment of the Schuylkill River West Trail would begin by following an existing 
paved path beneath the U.S. 422 highway bridge.  Constructed in the mid-1970s to connect a 
nearby apartment complex to the now-discontinued Port Kennedy commuter rail station, this 
path would be upgraded to a 12 foot wide hard-surface trail. 
 
This trail type and width -- 12-foot wide hard-surface trail – begins with Reach 1 and is the 
recommended specification for the Schuylkill River West Trail through all of Upper Merion 
Township and Bridgeport Borough. 
 
Currently, the existing paved path at Port Kennedy ends at the parking lot of the Westover 
“Lafayette at Valley Forge” apartment complex.  The proposed alignment of the Schuylkill River 
West Trail would continue past this point, along the crest of a ridge overlooking the Schuylkill 
River. Preliminary discussion with the owner of the Lafayette apartment complex indicates 
enthusiasm for the proposed trail.   
 
The first large property encountered, is an abandoned industrial site.  GIS records attribute 
ownership to Mancill Mill Road Co., Inc.  About a half mile of proposed trail alignment would 
traverse this property.  Planning officials at Upper Merion Township indicate that a developer has 
tentative plans to seek rezoning for a senior housing development on this site, and might be 
amenable to accommodating a multi-use trail as part of the development agreement.  The precise 
alignment would need to be worked out with the developer, but a preferred route would follow 

 

 
Temporary Betzwood Bridge connection 

 to the Schuylkill River Trail 
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the top of slope above the railroad, affording trail users broad views of the Schuylkill River and 
the valley. 
 
The next property encountered is owned by Upper Merion Township Municipal Authority.  
Officials raised no objections to the proposed trail alignment, provided it stays outside the fenced 
limits of the sewage treatment plant (which it does). 
 
Reach 2:  Alternates A and B 
Next, former state lands now owned by Upper Merion Township are reached, but getting to that 
open space poses challenges.  Two obstacles will need to be dealt with:  a deep stream valley 
formed by Trout Creek, and the unused tracks of the Norfolk Southern King of Prussia branch. 
 

♦ The King of Prussia branch has not seen rail traffic in many years, but may in future 
serve in some capacity as a rapid transit line.  The Route 100 light rail extension, an 
extension of the Schuylkill Valley Metro, or a branch of future commuter rail service 
that may be operated on Norfolk Southern’s main line have all been mentioned as 
possible uses for the King of Prussia branch.  If a grade crossing can be negotiated, it 
should be understood that future re-activation of the branch may necessitate the 
installation of protected crossing lights and gates. 

 
♦ The stream valley through which Trout Creek flows is about 20 feet deeper than the 

adjacent King of Prussia branch.  A trail bridge over the creek and flood plain would 
represent a significant expense. 

 
The Upper Merion Township-wide 
Pedestrian and Bicycle Network study 
of 2005 proposes a solution that 
would place the trail within Norfolk 
Southern right-of-way for a short 
distance, perhaps 500 feet.  The trail 
would thus utilize NS’s existing earth 
fill over Trout Creek, crossing the 
King of Prussia branch with an at-
grade crossing.  The NS right-of-way 
includes a gravel access road in this 
area, and the proposed trail alignment 
would remain outside of that access 
road.  Norfolk Southern tends not to 
approve trails within NS right-of-way 
adjacent to active tracks, and recent 
experience with similar projects 
suggests that NS will not allow Alternate A. 
 
NS refusal of Alternate A would necessitate the construction of a new trail bridge over Trout 
Creek (Alternate B).   
 
The next quarter-mile of proposed trail alignment follows an existing path through woodlands at 
the base of the berm of an impounding basin.  By way of explanation, this basin was one of a 
series constructed in the 1940s along the length of the Schuylkill, in an effort to cleanse the river.  
A century of intensive anthracite mining and processing in the headwaters of the Schuylkill had 
left the riverbed thoroughly coated with a thick layer of coal silt, called culm.  During the clean-
up, this culm was dredged from the riverbed and the slurry pumped into detention basins such as 

 

 
Norfolk Southern’s main line utilizes an existing fill to cross 

 Trout Creek.  Alternate A is at extreme right.  Approval from 
NS to construct Alternate A is unlikely 




