




March 10, 2021


Town of Tunbridge

Planning Commission

Laura Ginsburg, Chair


Re:  legalized trail use


I am a member of the Tunbridge walking group and have walked on the trails in 
Tunbridge several times a week for the last 8 years.  I am very appreciative of 
landowners who have provided access to trails on their land as well as parking spaces. 

 

I watched 3 of the planning commission meetings on the legal trail question and have 
walked all 4 legal trails.  Each trail is unique in terms of accessibility.


-  Since landowners are responsible for maintaining the trail for their own agricultural 
and forestry purposes it only seems reasonable that they should have a voice in 
decisions about any impact on the trails.  If, for example, a logging operation is using  
a legal trail, a sign posted to warn or deter users may be appropriate for safety 
reasons.


-  Zach mentioned in a prior meeting that in designing trails, when there was a conflict 
about a trail, RASTA worked with the landowner to figure out a mutually agreeable 
arrangement, sometimes that was a modification or an alternative.  


-  How much consideration do landowners get as to their particular requests for trail 
usage? (response from VLCT): 

Generally, the town should accept feedback regarding what to do with town owned 
trails consistently from all town citizens. It’s also reasonable to say that the Select 
board could decide to give more weight to those who are adjacent to the trail.


Lydia Flanagan
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To: Tunbridge, Vermont Planning Commission and Others 

From: Andrew J Hall, Chelsea, Vermont. Telephone: 685-3143 

Date: March 15, 2021 

Subject: Use of Legal Trails in Tunbridge, Vermont 

 

     The Legal Trails in Tunbridge, Vermont, known as Baptist Hill Road 
(Legal Trail 2) and Moody/Orchard Roads (Legal Trail 3), are important 
transportation links for travel in and around the towns of Chelsea, 
Tunbridge and Royalton, Vermont.  These trails are a public right of way 
that belongs to everybody that travels in Vermont, including those that 
travel by bicycle. 

     In September 2015 a network of trails on private land on Orchard 
Road in Tunbridge, land known as the Dodge Farm, were abruptly 
closed to bicycle travel by the new owners of the Dodge Farm.  The 
network of trails on the Dodge Farm property served travelers as a 
transportation link to Havelock Hill Road in Strafford and to Taylor Road 
in Tunbridge.  As a result of the closure of the Dodge Farm trails, bicycle 
travelers increasingly used an alternate route to travel to Havelock Hill 
Road and to Taylor Road.  This alternate route is Moody Road and 
Orchard Road – also known as “Tunbridge Legal Trail 3.” (map on page 
5, red circle) 

     The reason that bicycle travelers use the Moody Road and Orchard 
Road to travel to Havelock Hill Road and Taylor Road is so that they are 
able to avoid the busy Strafford Road (also known as the Justin Smith 
Morrill Road) and the very busy Vermont Route 110 (also known as Hell 



Page 2 of 5 
 

for Bicycles).  These two busy roads are dangerous for vulnerable road 
users.  For example: think about traveling by bicycle from the Tunbridge 
Fairgrounds to County Road, via Strafford Road, on the last Saturday of 
summer.  It’s not a good plan.  Alternate bicycle travel routes are 
necessary.  This is an issue of safety. 

     Shown below is a photograph that I took on July 22, 2001 – nearly 
twenty years ago.  It shows a group of people that live in Chelsea, 
Tunbridge and Royalton, Vermont.  In the foreground there is a bicycle 
leaning on an object that could be described as a “Quarryman’s 
Unfinished Project.”  Anybody that has been on the Dodge Farm trails 
likely knows exactly where this photograph was taken.  The Dodge 
Family were generous land owners; never did they object, to anybody 
in this group, to bicycle travel on their land.  The Dodge Family shared 
their beautiful land with others, making their land even more beautiful.  
Since 2015 bicycle travelers have been banned from this area by the 
new Dodge Farm owners. 
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     Bicycle travelers have used the Dodge Farm trails long before the 
above photograph was taken.  One bicycle traveler that comes to mind 
is a gentleman by the name of Theo Taplin (1908-1998) who lived in 
Chelsea, Vermont.  He traveled by bicycle on a regular basis.  I used to 
welcome the sight of Theo pedaling up the hill towards my home.  An 
engaging man, Theo usually would stop to have a conversation.  He was 
forthcoming with local history and stories of his bicycle travels.  He also 
allowed me, and my friends, to travel by bicycle on his land.  Generosity 
and pedaling a bicycle did Theo good.  He lived to be 90 years old.  I 
wish that I had a photograph of Theo that I could insert here.  Perhaps 
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there are some pictures, or old movies, of Theo and his bicycle that are 
hidden away in some family album or dusty attic. 

     The effort of the new owners of the Dodge Farm, and others, to halt 
travel by bicycle on legal trails, and other town roads, is another case of 
“Here we go again.” It’s a familiar pattern; newcomers arrive and then 
make privileged attempts to privatize travel corridors in their vicinity in 
order to exclude travelers that they don’t like or don’t understand.  
Let’s call it “Transportation Eugenics.”  Vermont has a troubled history 
in some realms; how unfortunate it would be to let that troubled 
history spill over into transportation issues.  Even more troubling would 
be to allow individuals to declare themselves “King of the Road” and 
then allow those individuals to decide, upon whim, which travelers are 
superior and which travelers are inferior.  The public rights of way 
belong to all travelers.  This is for a good reason.  Everybody has the 
right to be able to travel public rights of way, unimpeded by arbitrary 
and outright discriminatory actions. 

     As stated before, this is an issue of traveler safety.  Closing the 
Orchard Road, Moody Road and Baptist Road to bicycle travel would 
force bicycle travelers in the Chelsea, Tunbridge and Royalton, Vermont 
area onto the busy Strafford Road and the very busy Vermont Route 
110.  Forcing bicycle travelers onto busy town roads and very busy state 
highways is poor planning.  The legal trails in Tunbridge should be kept 
open to all travelers, including bicycles.  Furthermore it seems that 
Tunbridge could take some pride in the upkeep of their trails by 
keeping them cleared of fallen trees and overgrowth.  Ideally the roads 
in Tunbridge that are presently classified as Legal Trails would be 
reclassified as class 4 or class 3 roads so that there would be no doubt 
that all travelers may use the roads without interference. 
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To:  Laura Ginsburg, Chair

       Tunbridge Planning Commission


From:  Ellen Hosford and Elizabeth Brown


Re:  Legal Trails Discussion


Date:  March 15, 2021


We are writing this letter on our own behalf, representing only our own thoughts, experiences 
and opinions.  We have walked three of the legal trails in every season of the year.  The 
exception is Baptist Hill legal trail which we have walked once in early fall this past year.  The 
intersection with Orchard Road (Moody Road) would need some rerouting in order for it to be a 
viable walking trail in the future.  Our experience with the two most discussed trails, the 
Crossroad and Moody Road trails, is that there are wet places even during drought conditions 
in mid-summer.  In our opinion, all of the legal trails are ecologically fragile in one way or 
another and need protection from misuse.  And, just to note, the age group walking the legal 
trails are folks in their 60’s, 70’s and early 80’s….the legal trails now provide respite from all 
wheeled vehicles when walking.


The main purpose for writing is to fully support Kevin Rose’s letter of March 10th, 2021, ‘Legal 
Trail Policy Considerations’.   We thoroughly agree with the content of his letter and think that 
his ‘Final Thoughts’ paragraphs give a very clear way forward for the town of Tunbridge.  
Cooperative trail development, which will need to include different trails for different purposes, 
will benefit all who cherish ‘the timeless sense of shared place and connection’ that Tunbridge 
offers.  An interim policy for legal trails with restrictions on the use of wheeled vehicles gives 
pause to the current conflict and would allow a cooperative process to be established. 


We thank you and the Planning Commission for holding this series of conversations, for all the 
research you are doing and for inviting letters and comments.  We hope that the town can find 
a positive cooperative way forward  regarding trails and use thereof.  


Sincerely, 


Ellen Hosford and Elizabeth Brown


   




To:    Tunbridge Planning Commission 
From:   Michael Sacca 
Re:   Legal Trails 
Date:     March 19, 2021 
 
 
 First off, many thanks to the Planning Commission for the time and consideration to 
bring this issue to residents for public discussion. It is much appreciated. 
 
 Legal trails are public right of way, like any road and should remain so. 
They are a public resource for the Common Good of all Tunbridge residents and visitors alike. 
If one use is restricted, it opens the door for other restrictions which may also lead to the 
eventual closing of legal trails and possibly Class 4 roads as well. If exceptions are made or 
different policies for specific legal trails are put into place, I fear the precedent will be in place 
and over time the residents will lose access to legal trails in Tunbridge, one by one. 
 
While it is true that Tunbridge has many miles of class 3 and class 4 roads for cycling, the legal 
trails in Tunbridge largely offer important connections between class 3 roads. Restrictions would 
place a burden on walkers, cyclists or horseback riders who would have to travel miles out of 
their way including travel on major roads with little or no shoulder for safe riding or walking.  
 

The public right of way of the legal trails belong in essence to the residents of the town 
not to be partially and unfairly restricted due to the objections of a small set of landowners. 
Landowners who purchased the parcels knew they were purchasing land with a legal trail (or 
trails) passing through it. The language is very clear in the conservation easement pertaining to 
the Dodge Farm in particular. From page one of the conservation easement: 

 
There is no way the 
purchaser of the parcel 
missed the fact that 
there are public right of 
ways on the land. 
Tunbridge legal trail use 
is being challenged 
largely by a landowner, 
threatening user 
communities with 
withholding the privilege 
of using graciously 
provided trails on his 
land, which have nothing 
at all to do the legal trails 
that pass through his 
land. The heavy-handed 
words and actions are 
effectively holding the 
town and users hostage 

if bikes are not restricted through the selectboard setting policy or enacting an ordinance for 
personal gain. This is not how public policy is made nor how public discourse takes place. It is, 
frankly, obscene. 
 



 
Outdoor recreation of all kinds is enjoying a growth spurt, especially evident during 

the past 12 months due to the pandemic. Governor Scott recently announced a 21 million 
dollar allocation to increase recreational opportunities in the state. There is a great deal of 
momentum in the state and region to increase public access and promote all sorts of outdoor 
trail users, including cycling, as a recreational opportunity for locals and visitors alike. There are 
many groups both, state offices (including the state Forest Parks and Recreation Department) 
and private user groups enthusiastically supporting outdoor activities to promote tourism, 
recreation, good health practices and an enhanced quality of life.  Tunbridge is a scenic place, and 
by closing recreational opportunities, will be shunning new residents including young families. 
 
 Maintenance of the trails has been cited as an issue with the legal trails. I would 
characterize it was a pleasant problem and one solved in the most creative way. It seems 
appropriate for the Tunbridge Conservation Commission and perhaps the Recreation 
Department to oversee and coordinate the work of maintaining legal trails as a public ROW for 
residents. Through the boundless enthusiasm of volunteer effort and local know-how from the 
user groups, trail maintenance will engage a diversity of townfolk in a common, productive 
pursuit which creates community and a sense of ownership. It can be an effective, fun and 
wonderful way to bring people together. By the way, there is no such thing as “abandoning trail 
repair as useless” as has been mentioned, it is simply untrue.  Any road or trail can be repaired. 
 
There is no argument that in places where the legal trails have deteriorated, users should not 
pass on adjoining private land in order to pass. I would also be in favor of closing legal trails to 
all users during wet and muddy periods. 
 
 The Four Town Trails group is a key part of the wise trail use through education, 
and it is in the works in this area. 
 

The Four Town Coalition Trails Group has been working on hiking and biking trail 
networks in the four town area (of Royalton, Sharon, Strafford and Tunbridge) for the last year 
and a half. An important part of promoting outdoor recreation is the framing, how it is 
presented to the residents and visitors. The group is formulating plans to create a local 
information campaign through a survey, public meetings and eventually small kiosks and 
websites that signals to users that they are responsible to the residents and the land they pass 
through. By nurturing a land ethic as an attraction, it frames the experience that reveals the 
heritage of agricultural and forestry relationships and lifestyles the residents of the area enjoy.  
The people that recreate on bikes are not evil people. They are a valid, like any user group, and 
for the most part are a large, young, outdoor loving and fun group. 
 

The group is also planning on holding a number of bike clinics in association with local 
recreation departments this summer and fall. The clinics will promote safe and wise biking with 
bike pros helping tune up bikes. The clinics will also be a gathering place to meet local folks 
with similar interests. It is hoped we will be able to offer bike helmets at bargain prices as part 
of the clinics. 
 

Kevin Rose, in a letter to the Tunbridge Planning Commission dated, March 10, 2021, 
incorrectly characterized the Four Town Trails group work where he wrote:  “It should be noted 
that the 4-town gravel route committee that has been working to develop a gravel riding tourism 
resource for the area decided that it could not responsibly include unmaintained roads among its 
mapped routes in light of the maintenance budgets (or lack there of) for Class IV roads and legal trails.”  
In fact, Class 4 and legal trails were not included because of the maintenance concerns, but 



rather because of using the existing series of class 3 and better roads to avoid any potential 
hassles with landowners. Kevin has been a valuable member of the group, and this mis-
characterization was disappointing to read. 
 

Keeping Tunbridge legal trails open to unrestricted use is serving the public taxpayer. 
Residents have the right to use the trails because they are public right of ways. In this day, with 
so many state, federal and non-profits and study after study saying how important open space, 
public access to land, recreation is, restricting one use is clearly a step in the wrong direction. 
Please maintain the status quo and keep legal trails open to all users. 
 
Thank you, 

 
Michael Sacca 
 



To the Planning Commission:


I am writing to follow up on my comments at the last Legal Trails meeting.  As I did there, I urge 
Tunbridge to look before we leap.  We are proudly a town of few ordinances, deliberately so.  
As such, there are currently no rules, regulations, or ordinances governing the use of Legal 
Trails in town, including none barring specific types of users.  Yet people have been using them 
for years in many different ways without incident.  I have heard the term “bicycle lobby” 
deployed repeatedly.  From what I can tell, it consists of several long-time residents who have 
been biking on these trails for decades without a problem.  As I noted, we have not found the 
need to regulate the dickens out of one another up to this point.  Before we rush to bar a 
number of long-time residents from doing what they have been doing for years, I believe the 
Town should undertake a usage study at the very least to understand the scope of the 
“problem” that we are suddenly hearing so much about.


Specifically, before restricting use of Legal Trails just to hikers, as some have urged, Tunbridge 
should count the number of trips by horse and bicycle.  It can do so under the auspices of the 
Highway Department, similar to traffic studies done for other changes to town rights-of-way.  
Or it can be done through the Planning Commission, perhaps through the use of game 
cameras recording the traffic on the Town’s trails.  Only then should Tunbridge consider 
restricting how townspeople use their rights-of-way.  If indeed there is a massive volume of use 
on our Legal Trails threatening their continued viability, then it may be time for rules and 
regulations.  I, myself, am curious to know the actual scope of the “problem,” since I have 
never seen massive usage when I have walked them.  And before we bar entire classes of local 
users, whether on horseback or bicycle, perhaps the Town merely needs to consider a 
permitting process for events that involve large numbers of either horseback riders or 
bicyclists.  The barbarian hordes that keep getting conjured seem more hypothetical than real, 
and I believe that ordinances should only be deployed against real problems, not imaginary 
ones.


As others have noted, we also have to ask, as a town, how we will police one another if we 
decide to bar usage of our town ROWs by whole classes of users.  If horses and bicycles are 
too high an impact on Legal Trails, will Rodney, our Highway Commissioner, be responsible for 
policing them along with all the other oversight he does on town ROWs?  I am also concerned 
about the precedent we may be setting by allowing adjoining landowners to demand custom 
regulations and ordinances to suit their individual preferences regarding which people in town 
get to use Tunbridge’s ROWs.  These are not private toll roads, but pubic road beds.  They 
should be regulated in the public interest, not in the interest of a few, select landowners, 
absentee or otherwise.  I am especially concerned that the demand to write an ordinance to 
suit particular landowners regarding public Legal Trails comes accompanied by threats to other 
groups in Tunbridge regarding usage of private property.  That is no way to govern ourselves.  
Many people over the years have generously allowed continued use of their private property for 
snowmobiling, hunting, walking, etc., without demanding private laws to suit themselves in 
return.  I hope that our town does not go down that dangerous path.


Finally, I am concerned that it appears at least one landowner, and perhaps his tenant, have 
taken the law into their own hands by trying to physically bar certain local users from traveling 
on the Legal Trails, including chasing down users and erecting fences in the town ROW.  In the 
past, landowners have needed permission to create pent ROWs.  Has the Selectboard done 
that for Orchard Road and Baptist Hill Road?  If not, we need to return to normal, where only 
town officials close roads, make laws, and enforce them, rather than descending into a system 
where the feudal lord is the law of the land!


Thanks for the opportunity to comment,

Liz York


