Palmetto Trail advocates seek ways
to connect the pieces
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First designed in 1994 by the
Palmetto Conservation Founda-
tion (PCF) as the organizarion's
sighature project, it was tg he-
comeoneof 16 cross-state trajlsin
the country.

It would stretch from the
mountains to the sea, march
through cities, historic towns and
amilitary base and wind through
marshes and along old railroad
trusses.

1t was supposed to take a dec-
adetobuild. The state, under Gov.
Carroll Campbeil, helped fund its
construction.

Then administrations
changed, arecession hit, funding
dried up, focus turned elsewhere.

Nearly two decades later, the
trailisincomplete, and vetthere's
renewed interest by the PCF and
business partners to finish the
trail as it was designed to be.

A boost from Boeing to fund a
master plan has added resolve
and a new unofficial PCF motto:
“Finish the Trail”

The obstacles to finish it are
numerous. The low-hanging fruit
— the easy passages to bujld —
havealready been built. The chal.
lengeistoconnect thoge passages
to bring continuity:

Originally projected as a 425-
mile trail, it may stretch to nearly
500 miles, said Natalie Britt, ex-
ecutive director of PCF. About
350 miles has been completed,
she said.

The majority of the incom-
Plete sections are in the Upstite,
partly due to the mountainous ge-
ography and smaller parcels of
Land, Britt said.

How to comnect the trail
through these sections — some
thropgh privately owned Iand —
is the test that PCF must pass if
the Palmetto Trail isever to truly
cross the state.

The trail’s origins -

The idea to build the Palmetto

ail was born around a confer-
€nce room table at PCF in the
mid-90s. The Eroup wanted to
ad?ﬁt a statewide project that
would encourage use of the cul-
tural and natural amenities the
EToup promotes, Britt said,

They started to work in the
Loweountry and partnered with
the U.S. Forest Service and San-
tee Cooper to build the first sec-
tions using seed money allocated
7y the state in 1995,

The Lowcountry iswhere they
ave found the most success. The
rail starts with the seven-mile

\wendaw Passage along board- :

valks in the Buck Hall National
‘ecreation Area. It winds its way
orth 162 miles all the way to Wa-
*ree, where the gaps in the traj]
ontiguity begin, Britt said

111 all, 24 passages have been
finished, and more are in plan-
ning stages, she said,

“It connects some of the most
important public lands that we
have," Britt said. “No initiative in
the state tells the story of South
Carolina better than the Palmetto |
Trail.”

In the Lowcountry, users can
See cypress trees and Spanish |
moss while they walk along river- |
side boardwalks.

In the Midlands, onthe Peak to
Prosperity passage, volunteers
rebuilt decking and an aban-
doned railroad bridge in a three-
quarter-mile span across the
Broad River,

Andinthe Upstate, onthe Salu-
da Mountains Passage, builders
fuundtheremainsufanuldi_mme-
stead and used its foundation to
construct a rock-lined staircase,

Next challenges

There's a passage of the trail
near the South Carolina Schoal
for the Deaf and Blind and Croft
State Park in Spartanburg Coun-
ty where you can almost gee
where the trail should connect.
Butit doesn't. Yet,

Sometime this ﬂzaﬂ.ka Spgrta?—
burg company will take a day to
helpgclear and build the connec-
tor, said Jim Majors, who works
part-time as the Upstate trails co-
ordinator for PCE.

1's one of the challenges of
building an ambitigys trail with
the limited staff of d nonprofit,
They count on INonitors to walk
Passages to alert the

| orkeep the trajl maintained,
| Maintenance has heen a chal-
lenge since the trajj's state fund-
ing 1;3;{5:61} Britt said,
“In » WE Wete cut 100 per-
cent by the Sanford » i _per-
nun,"Br;rt said, "“We currentiy do

| really had toregroup. "
| Theyhave since turned to cor-
Porations to help, When Boeing
€ame to Charlestap, PCF invited
them 1o take a walk on the Awen-
daw section of the trail, and a cor-
Porate sponsorship was born,
Boeing donated $100,000 earti-
erthis year I‘orPCchmnp!etea
New master plan 1o fizure ouf the
Stroutes to complete the trail,
The foundation hired Alra
ing to formulate 4 Mmaster
Pian with strategies 1y completa
£4ps in the traj]

A familiar name in
after it developed the
ways plan,

Greenville
city’s bike-
Alta held community
' meetings earlier this yearacross
the state and now is finalizing jtg
plan, which shouid be readv he

early next year, said John Cock,
principal with Alta Planning, L
Part of that plan includes ref
routing some existing sections o
the trail and altering proposed
routes to allow the trail to be fin-
ished sooner, Cock said.

Complete the puzzle
The air is cool on a late-sum-
mer morming asMajors parks his
truck on the side of the road near
the Saluda Mountains Passage.
He'sheretopickupeguipmenthe
lnaned to a summer camp so the
| campers could do trail mainte-

nance.

While he's at it, he'll install a
sign at the passage entrance and
take 4 hike 4 ways up the trail to

move some brush that’s fallen
across the trail. )
Earlier in the week, Majors
| hiked at Jocassee Gorges as *'re-
connaissance” for another sec-
tion of the trail that would eon-
nect US 178 in Pickens County to
Oconee State Park.

This proposed: section would
go through property owned or
managed by the state Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, the
state parks service, the U.S., For-
est Service, a private landowner,
a private foundation and Duke
Energy. He has to get them all to
agree foaroute. _

¥ "DNR iz working with the Pal-
metto Trail to work out a route in
the Jocassee Gorges that creates
a wonderful hiking experience
and meets the objectives of both
organizations,” said DNR spokes-
man Greg Lucas.

the end of September, a
newBYsection ca]lqd the Peach-
country Passage will wind its way
through peach orchards and
farms on country roads from
Landrum to Inman, Majors said.

The section can be hiked, but
will be designated as more of a

road-bike path, he said.

wareness of the trail differs,
ev£1 inplaces whereit will travel.
Landrum’s c¢ity administrator
said she didn’t know much about
it, while Inman has created its
own trail commission in an effort

" tobring trails to the smail city.

Inman is building its ow
DPaved trails within the cityand

How the Palmetio Trail fits
into a landscape where the 105-
mile long Foothills Trail already
has been established for nearly

40 years is another 1ssue.

. Heyward Douglass, executive
director of the Foothills Trail Con-
ference, said they've had some

Iscussions aboyt sharing a trajl

or linking to each other’s trails,
b}at “we’re not overly anxious g
g1ve up or re-brand our trajl”
“We've been a standalone trail
that everybody hag been familiar
with for 40 years * Douglass said,
The Jocassee section is 4 siz-
able and crucial ligk to the Up-
State portion of the trail. Britt said
this section would add diversity
to the Upstate’s traj] offerings
and has potential to give hikers a
Ereal experience with unigue

views,

. Britt said they hopeto get per
INISSIOR to cross Jocassee Dam,
but negotiations are ongoing.

o In other places, the foundation
18 g an easier rovte new —
which means keeping the trai) on
backroadsrather than off road—
to close gaps with the hope to one
day move the trajl completely off

the roadways. Majors said,

setting itself up as a trajlhead i

the Paimetto Trail to encourag

users to visit the city in an effor

to build busingss, said Richar,

Lane, president of the Inmay
il Commission,

In other sections, like the
Glenn Springs Passage south ef
the Croft Passagein Spartanburg
County, Majors has encountered
a different type of challenge,

“My chalienge down there is
the landowners tend to want to
tin_ldl?er their property,” Majors
sai

And because the trajl runs
through forested private land, he
has te re-route the Passage when
2 landowner decides to timber
near the trail.

W you build jt...

No statewide tourism impact
studies have been dene on the
trail, said Marion Edmunds,
spokesman with the state Parks,
Recreation and Tourism office,

Britt tells of numerous calls
from out-of-state visitors whe
want 10 long-hike or camp along
sections of the traii.

“I planned a trip a couple of
months ago for 14 guys from Can
ada who were coming to the Mid
lands for a conference and were
extending their stay specifically
to explore the Palmetto Trail,’
she said.

Nearly 3,000 people a month
hike the most popular passages
hear the coast, she said. In one
week, 200 hiked the Blue Wall
Passage along the Bluye Ridge Es-
carpment in northern Greenville
County, according to an automat-
ed trail counter set up earlier this
summer, Majors said,

But most don't realize the trail
is part of a mountains-to-sea pas-
sage, Britt said,

Britt hopes the entire trail will
be finished in five to 10 VEArS,

“Ireally think we're starting to
identify how to close those gaps.”
she said.
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Majors, 70 years old, hiked a

| ways on the Saluda Mountains

Passage and talked about when

L
| hefirsthikedthroughthesection,
e

jtst walking in the woods with no -
trail, and planned how to cut
through giant fallen trees and
around the steepest hill to create
awalkable trail.

Will it ever be finished?

“Pm encouraged,” he said. “T

ammore encouraged thanI was.”




