Tourist train proposed for Colebrookdale Spur
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POTTSTOWN — It was just four
months after the "golden spike" that
linked the east and west coasts by

% rail was driven into the ground that

§ the Colebrookdale Railroad began
operations.

» Click to enlarge

' These days, the once-active line is

barely used more than once a

month, and there have been attempts to abandon it for everything from :
bike trail to a feeder road.

But Nathaniel Guest has other ideas — and he's not alone.

Guest, a 1994 Pottsgrove High School graduate, thinks the
Colebrookdale is an excellent candidate to become a tourist attraction in
much the same way tourist railroads in Strasburg and New Hope operate.

It was Guest who wrote the historical analysis of the line's importance
when the federal government was considering a request to abandon the
line.

Although Guest's expertise also includes a Cornell University degree in
historic preservation and a Temple Law degree, it is not his education but
his obvious enthusiasm for trains that is driving his pursuit of this project.

"| think a lot of people under-appreciate the resources we have in this area and this is one of them,”
Guest told the roughly 30 people who gathered in the Carousel at Pottstown building Wednesday
night to hear his presentation.

Part of that presentation was a look at three other tourist railroads which operate in southeastern
Pennsylvania: the world-famous Strasburg Railroad in Lancaster County; the New Hope and Ivyland
Railroad in Bucks County; and the Wanamaker, Kempton & Southern Railroad in Lehigh and Berks
counties.

Two of them operate all year-round and all offer amenities, such as historic passenger cars, dining
and some even offer liquor service. Continued...

The Strasburg has roughly 375,000 riders annually; the New Hope line carries 80,000 annually and
the Wanamaker roughly 15,000 annually.

Starting small, running weekends and in conjunction with special events, Guest believes the
Colebrookdale line could attract as many as 10,000 riders in its first year.

The nine-mile ride along the Colebrookdale — which Guest said could be re-named The Hidden
Valley Railroad "because of all the hidden valleys and vistas" — takes about one hour.

Riders could depart and frequent shops or restaurants in Pottstown or Boyertown before returning,
he said.

"We could really have an important attraction and reach a critical mass where people come from all
over to Southeast Pennsylvania to ride these trains. said Guest. "Then it becomes a sustainable
attraction for the community and has a positive impact; it's not just a series of excursions."

He found a lot of agreement from those in attendance Wednesday.

Paul Nichini, the president and CEO of the New Hope and Ivyland Railroad was there and said he
had ridden the line and noted "l think it's one of the most scenic I've seen, certainly in southeast
Pennsylvania."

He noted that his line "has seen its business grow in the last 20 years, despite the economy."

Ross Rowland is also no stranger to tourist railroads.

He has helped establish several: founder of the Freedom Train, a mobile museum which toured the
country in 1976; and is currently in charge of an effort to refurbish passenger cars for the

Greenbrier Express, a period train between Washington, D.C., and the Greenbrier resort in West
Virginia. Continued...

"lt's incredibly scenic," Rowland said of the Colebrookdale line. "It's hard to imagine sitting in
downtown Pottstown how pretty the ride is."

"And my gut is, if Mathaniel is able to gamer the support of the communities on both ends of this
line, that it can be a very successful operation," Rowland said.

It dicin't take long to find support from both ends.

"This is definitely an exciting possibility for us." Poftstown Borough Manager Jason Bobst told the
group.

He noted that Pottstown has several events, such as the Volleyball Rumble and national BMX
tournamenits, in town which attract thousands of people.

"l think we can start off growing this on an event-based basis, also themed rides, like for Christmas,
Halloween and with Sly Fox Brewery coming to Pottstown, we can do beer tasting or wine-tasting
events in conjunction with the train," Bobst said.

He said he envisions the Pottstown siding being in Memorial Park.

Adrianne Blank, main street manager for Building a Better Boyertown, was also on board with the
idea.

"It's the most beautiful ride I've ever taken and it's just the right length and my

&-year-old daughter could take it and not go nuts,"” she said. Continued...

"| believe there is grant money to prepare the area where the train enters Boyertown and | have
faith in this vision for both Potistown and Boyertown " Blank told the group.

George Wausnock, president of the Carousel at Pottstown organization, which hosted the meeting
amidst its reconstruction of a Victorian-era all-wood carousel, also expressed enthusiasm.

He said the train, combined with the carousel and the mini-golf course the borough plans to build
next door as soon as the High Street bridge of the Manatawny is completed, will help make
Pottstown a destination, especially for those using the Schuylkill River Trail.

Support was also pledged in a more regional basis.

Carol DeWolf, who heads up the Schuylkill Highlands Conservation Landscape Initiative, spoke
about how such a project fits in with the economic development study her organization recently
completed, looking at the area along the Schuylkill River from Valley Forge to Reading.

Already the area boasts "the highest number of culturally significant resources anywhere," adding
that the plan calls for supporting sustainable, eco-friendly tourism and development "at the
gateways and river towns."

"This is in the iron and steel heritage area,” DeWolf said. "We have history nobody else has "

Qutdoor recreation, tour providers and other hospitality businesses will help the economic base
without debasing the natural, historic and cultural resources on which they depend, DeWolf said.

"This area can be a real three-day destination that is not a Candyland or Disney, but true towns witk
authentic history that will enhance tourism,"” DeWolf said. "There is a lot of opportunity for new

business here that people don't really know."

There are also opportunities to obtain the right equipment to get the idea on the right track, said

Guest.

According to his presentation, "a newly restored steam locomotive is available for lease and
passenger cars will need to be restored and boarding infrastructure constructed.”

The project is plausible, Guest said, with sufficient determination and resources.

Recently, the $55 million Virginia and Truckee Railroad was established with $10 million in federal
funding and %1 million in state funding.

It generated 76 permanent jobs; 750 construction jobs and another 118 jobs from support
attractions, he found.

"The next stage, is identifying unanswered guestions and forming a nonprofit entity fo proceed with
this project.” said Guest.

He can be reached via e-mail at neg1@cornell.edu

You can follow Evan Brandt on Twitter @PottstownNews
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