Lamoille Valley Rail Corridor: A Brief History
Originally chartered by Horace Fairbanks in 1866 to run between St. Johnsbury to Montpelier, plans changed and the line became a 96-mile, east-west connection between St. Johnsbury and Swanton.  Completed in 1877 and dubbed the St. Johnsbury and Lake Champlain Railroad, rail operations changed hands a number of times until the State of Vermont purchased the line in 1973 and renamed it the Lamoille Valley Railroad.

In 1977-79, most of the ties and ballast (crushed stone base) were replaced, and most of the rail was upgraded to 100 and 105 lb material.  Unfortunately, soon after this $22 million investment, the railroad fell on difficult times due to various circumstances including the rerouting of New England railroad traffic previously traveling the line, and the loss of local freight industry such as the asbestos mines in Lowell and the talc plant in Johnson. 
In 1989 the line was leased by the State of Vermont to a Florida company headed by Clyde Forbes. The level of operation continued to decline until 1994 when Forbes halted use of the corridor. In 1995 and again in 1997, major floods caused several washouts of varying severity, primarily along the line between Wolcott and Hardwick.  The line has sat idle since.

In 1998, the State of Vermont put the use of the line out to bid, and selected four finalists seeking to utilize various portions of the line.  This process was stalled by various legal issues between the State and leaseholder Clyde Forbes as well as some uncertainty and outstanding issue with the proposals.
Again in 1999, at the request of the Regional Planning, Development, and Commerce Agencies along the corridor, another request-for-proposals process was initiated by the State.  During this second process, the Agency of Transportation hired consulting firm Edwards & Kelsey to conduct an extensive inventory and analysis of existing conditions and associated costs to rehabilitate the 96-mile corridor from Swanton to St. Johnsbury for use as rail, trail, or combined operations.  The results of this analysis were provided to potential respondents to formulate proposals for use.
Seeking broad-based public involvement, the Agency of Transportation requested the Directors of each regional Planning Commission, Economic Development Agency, and Chamber of Commerce organization throughout the corridor to conduct the review of the submitted proposals.  This group, known as the Mountain Valley Corridor Consortium, conducted a review of the three proposals submitted, taking into account each proposal’s viability from a fiscal, management, and operations standpoint.  The findings were that railroad use was not viable and that the proposal for a four-season, multiuse trail submitted by the Vermont Association of Snow Travelers (VAST) was worthy and should be pursued by the State.  The Consortium’s decision was submitted to the Secretary of the Agency of Transportation who endorsed the findings.
Subsequent to this extensive public involvement process at the local level, the Legislature requested that the Joint Fiscal Office conduct further review of the Vermont Rail Link (VRL) proposal to restore rail service, one of the three proposals considered during the formal review process.  This report concluded that while the VRL proposal had some merits, the project simply was not viable.

After continued discussion in the winter of 2001/02, the Legislature directed the Agency of Transportation to pursue discontinuance of service and railbanking for the whole of the corridor.  The Agency was also directed to pursue leases with St. Johnsbury and Swanton, for limited municipal projects that would coincide with the full corridor trail conversion proposed by VAST.  By the fall of 2002, the Agency of Transportation had begun the discontinuance of service and railbanking process which requires Federal Surface Transportation Board (STB) ruling in Washington, D.C.  
Concurrently, VAST mobilized their fund-raising efforts to prepare to fund improvements to the corridor once the railbanking process is completed. By summer 2003, VAST had begun an updated inventory of conditions along the length of the 96-miles corridor.  Discussions had also commenced with Regional agencies regarding management, outreach, and a public involvement process associated with the establishment of the trail and initial contacts with other potential users of the facility, including bicycle & pedestrian advocacy groups began in an effort to prepare for the complexity of multiple uses.

