Hopes ride Farmville train

Pamplin-Burkeville stretch of historic railway line may become a state park
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FARMVILLE - The last passenger train to Farmville rumbled across High Bridge yesterday, stopping for 45 minutes on the half-mile span more than 125 feet above the Appomattox River.

Riders admired the view and heard from state and railroad officials, including former Gov. Gerald L. Baliles, about the benefits of turning the 34-mile stretch of railroad right-of-way between Pamplin and Burkeville into a long, thin state park for hiking, biking and horseback riding.

The stretch includes High Bridge, about 15 minutes by rail east of Farmville. The bridge was built 150 years ago this month and played a role in the Confederate retreat to Appomattox in the final days of the Civil War.

The special five-car train carried local officials, representatives of state agencies and some nostalgic local folks who remembered when rail transportation was the most convenient way to travel through Southside Virginia. The last regular Norfolk Southern passenger train traveled the line in 1971, although Amtrak used it for several years longer.

	
	


"I'm going to cry before this is over, I can tell you that. It is so nostalgic," said Betty Eike before she boarded the train in Crewe for the half-hour ride to the bridge and then to Farmville. Eike recalled taking the train from her home in Rice, across the bridge, to Farmville for a weekly piano lesson when she was a child.

Norfolk Southern filed a petition Sept. 30 to abandon the line between Pamplin and Burkeville, which goes through Prospect, Farmville and Rice.

That stretch is an unprofitable branch line, said Susan Terpay, a Norfolk Southern spokeswoman. The railroad would re-use the rails and ties on a profitable line, she said. The railroad would continue to use another line that runs from Pamplin to Burkeville, south of Farmville.

The Federal Surface Transportation Board still has to approve Norfolk Southern's petition to abandon the line, but the state Department of Conservation and Recreation has asked approval from the board to take over the abandoned rail corridor for use as a so-called linear park, said Joseph Maroon, the state conservation department director.

Similar state parks have been established elsewhere in the state, including New River State Park, which is 57 miles long. Nationwide there are more than 12,000 miles of trails converted from abandoned railroad beds. Virginia has 208 miles of them.

A study prepared by Chmura Economics and Analytics of Richmond estimated that the trail, tentatively called the High Bridge Trail State Park, could bring to the area as many as 114,000 visitors who would spend almost $1.5 million per year. The report estimated the preliminary cost of the trail, not including donation of the land, at about $13.2 million, but also estimated that money spent in the community would exceed initial costs in 13 years.

The park could open as early as the fall of 2007, if the project receives funding, said R. Gary Waugh Jr., a conservation department spokesman.

Maroon said there is local support from the counties of Prince Edward, Nottoway, Appomattox and Cumberland and the towns along the rail line, as well as from history buffs.

"High Bridge is a well-recognized and well-loved icon of both Civil War and rail history," he said.

Mitch Bowman, the executive director of Virginia Civil War Trails, said the park would provide important access to historic High Bridge, which currently cannot be reached on foot except by trespassing on railroad right-of-way.

"We are sitting on the most historic edifice in this area of the commonwealth," he told the passengers.

The bridge was built in 1854 of wood-on-stone piers. On April 6, 1865, Union forces tried to burn the bridge to block the Confederate retreat to Appomattox.

Confederate cavalry saved the bridge, and the next day Confederate forces crossed the bridge and succeeded in burning the four western sections, one of which fell into the river. Union troops crossed the river on the lower wagon bridge. The original bridge was replaced by an all-steel structure in 1914, but the stone piers still stand next to it.
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