
In the second of our series exploring how trails  
transform communities, Marc Hills treks the informal  
paths between schools and neighborhoods.

N THIS,  OUR 15TH YEAR, Portland Trails is closing in on the �30 
miles of developed trails� milestone. An impressive trail network, by 
almost any measure. It�s useful however to re�ect that many of us, at 
a much younger age, were intimately acquainted with an alternate 
trail system, half-hidden and almost guerrilla in nature � the network 
of informal walking paths surrounding the school grounds of our 
childhood. Almost any school boasts a system of walking trails that 

trace the daily walking patterns of countless grade school feet. Think about it: 
was there any other time in our lives when we were such relentlessly committed 
pedestrians? Our mobility frequently depended on our ability to hoof it through 
yards, alleyways, �elds, and groves of trees. Those pedestrian patterns wore into 
the landscape a pattern of trails that converged on the locus of our childhood: 
the neighborhood schoolyard.

School trails are often short and simple, a mere tri�e of a walkway between 
residential properties or across a yard. Hardly worth the bother of the adult 
urban walker, they exist according to that unwritten, yet in�exible social more: 
children are often allowed to tread 
where an adult would be trespassing.

Yet sometimes these school trails are 
a veritable cross country route through 
a wilderness landscape. Those path-
ways are now being discovered and 
appreciated by school administrators 
and community planners, who rec-
ognize their value to the surrounding 
community as well as students.

One such school trail system 
exists behind the Portland Arts and 
Technology School (PATHS) on Allen 
Avenue in North Deering. Established 
in 1976 as the Portland Regional Vocational Technical Center on the former 
Samuel Clark estate, much of the oasis of wooded stands and meadow was delib-
erately left in its natural state, protected from the development pressures that 
have transformed the formerly semi-rural character of the rest of North Deering. 
Most residents and visitors to the Greater Portland area have no idea that this 
undeveloped tract exists.

Today, the land offers an array of walking trails through an impressive range 
of landscape. If you follow the winding drive back to the parking lot on the left 
hand side of the PATHS school buildings, you�ll see a crude, weathered trail map 
at the edge of the pavement, which indicates a loop trail through a school ropes 
course and a couple of short walking paths behind the horticultural building. 

But what the signage scarcely suggests is the extensive network of much lon-
ger trails that extend beyond. Orient yourself behind 
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Informal footpaths like this one exist all 
across greater Portland.
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the greenhouse and start walking 
along the �rst path you see. The trail 
branches �rst once, then twice. You 
may �nd yourself looping back around 
to the parking lot or the ropes course, 
but if you persevere, you will soon 
�nd yourself walking along a series of 
broad pathways mown out of a rolling 
meadow. Continuing, the trails reenter 
the woods and there they diverge in 
multiple directions, following logging 
roads, crossing streams and bisecting 
stands of old growth pine. 

Hiking back there, it�s easy to forget 
that you�re within the con�nes of the 
state�s largest city. Eventually the 
trails terminate along the Spring�eld 
Terminal rail line, Skylark Road and 
Pennell Avenue. There is easily a half 
a morning or afternoon�s rigorous 
walking if you take the time to explore 
all the divergent pathways.

The trail network at PATHS and other 
schools represents a valuable community 
resource. The recognition and develop-
ment of these informal school ground 
trail systems can become an integral part 
of the larger community trails system. 
They also represent an opportunity to 
involve students, teachers, parents, neigh-
bors and local businesses in the process 
of planning, developing and maintaining 
walking trails. Through joint steward-
ship, valuable lessons about ecosystems, 
alternative transportation and commu-
nity health can be learned. Community 
involvement and intergenerational rela-
tionships are also encouraged by invest-
ing students and community participants 
with mutual responsibility for planning 
and developing the trails. 

The dual opportunities of expanding 
the area�s trail network and forging com-
munity relationships lie behind Portland 
Trails� School Trails Project. 
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Do you live in a “walkable” neighborhood? Do you use 

trails to get to other parts of the city? Can your kids 

safely walk or ride a bike to school or a playground? 

What barriers prevent you from walking around your 

neighborhood? What can we do to help? These are some 

of the questions Portland Trails has been asking of people 

around the city. 

Say the word �trails�, and people usually think of recreational hiking, 
scenic vistas, and getting away from it all. Indeed one of the founding 
principles of Portland Trails is to �advocate for the protection of and 
access to natural places.� We like to think we�ve done a pretty good 
job of this, and a straw poll of folks walking along the quiet banks of 
the Presumpscot River con�rms it! But, as Mark Hills discusses in 
the newsletter�s lead article, we also have trails and neighborhood 
connections that function as integral parts of the city�s transportation 
network, linking people and the places they need to go. 

Call it the price of success, but now that PT has helped to create 
nearly 30 miles of trails throughout Greater Portland, the gaps in the 
network become all the more apparent. It is wonderful that people can 
access so much natural beauty within city limits, but if they have to get 
in a car to do it, can we truly claim success? And if our children can�t 
walk or bike to schools that are a few blocks away, can we really claim 
to be a walkable city?

As part of our ongoing efforts to close the gaps and �nd out what 
people want from their trails, Portland Trails has been meeting with 
neighborhood organizations throughout the city. We have found that 
while people love the trails, they want some paths modi�ed to make them 
safer and more ef�cient. We�ve heard about dangerous crossings, lack of 
sidewalks, and heavily-traf�cked roads that make pedestrians nervous. 
We�ve also heard that it takes more than just trails and sidewalks to make 
a community. People need stores, restaurants, libraries, neighborhood 
grocers and bakeries, schools, and jobs within walking distance. We�ve 
begun a list of suggestions, such as short-cuts that take pedestrians off 
busy streets, sidewalks where informal �donkey paths� now exist, and 
crosswalks located where pedestrians can use them. 

Portland Trails has just received a grant from the Maine Community 
Foundation�s Community Building Grant Program to further our work 
identifying and removing the barriers to walking throughout the city.  
The �Forging New Connections� project will help us continue the 
dialogue and work with your neighborhood to build a walkable 
community for all of Portland to enjoy. 



LIvE mUcH Of mY LIfE on Cliff Island. It is small, about 425 acres 

of spruce trees and rock. Barely sixty residents tough it out year-round 

these days. We always need more kids for our school, more young 

islanders to do all the work of sustaining a community. Each death and 

birth makes a difference, as does everyone who comes on or moves 

off. We need each other, whether our relations are amiable or not.

Things out here always need building or rebuilding. And we do 

it all ourselves. There is no �they� around to get things done � or 

to blame for not getting things done, for our 

troubles. The keys to sustainability are a critical mass � there 

are enough of us for the moment � and working together. It is 

not so good when we are feeling too comfortable with our fate; 

we tend to fuss and feud a bit too much. It is better when we 

are pulling together to fend off an external threat, and when 

we are building something. Anything.

This summer we reclaimed a trail. The lush prosperity born 

of this spring�s rainy season forced us to face up to how long we 

had been ignoring one of our more spectacular trails. It crosses 

the Island from beach to beach, but one end was completely unidenti�able. Poison ivy 

is often considered a conservationist�s best ally; in this case, however, the small beds of 

last memory had morphed into serious poison ivy trees - world class, we submit.

A work day was scheduled. Then, another. No one was ready, it seemed, to tackle the 

obstacles. A third attempt, with heavy-duty mechanical weapons instead of hand tools 

brought out committed trail-builders. Tyvek suits made us look like moonwalkers, but at 

last accounting, no one sported a rash. 

What a grand result. Within hours, the good word had spread and the trail which 

had not boasted of a hiker for many moons was in steady use. And those of us in on it 

from the beginning immediately committed to taking on another trail, whether another 

reclaim or a brand new blazing. New folks wanting to join the effort materialized 

once they saw what was doable � or were reminded of the bene�ts of teaming up for a 

community project. Fully half of our island is heavily forested and the winding of trails 

through those roots and rocks is magical. Solitude is but steps away from the bustle. 

And the work.

A new page of community unfolds � or unsticks from its neighbor � with each hundred 

feet of trail built or rebuilt. It makes a difference for all of us, from the doers to the users. 

We become invested in the multiple meanings of these efforts. And we stop fussing and 

feuding. It cures many ills. It is good.
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