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Concept

The section of the Auburn Trail,  approximately 3500’ from Railroad Mills Road

south to the stone bridge, is best suited to development as a multi-use nature trail, in an

environmentally sensitive area.

Currently the trail is an approximately 1’ wide path, surrounded by 8’ or more of

grass border.

We recommend trail development that will highlight the environmental

significance of the area, connect to other parts of the Auburn Trail, and impact this

special environment as little as possible. This section of trail would be a multi-use nature

trail, open to walkers, nature lovers, bicyclists, and the handicapped.  The trail would

connect the Auburn Trail to the Canal path.

We recommend that the existing trail be widened to no more than 3’ (to be ADA

compliant), while concurrently developing the area as a model for environmental

education and interpretation. We recommend strategically placed interpretive signs (these

wider areas would also serve as wheelchair turnarounds) and a kiosk to alert users of the

special environmental qualities of this short section of trail.

We note that at the Erie Canal towpath at Schoen Place in Pittsford, bicyclists are

asked to walk for a short section.   We consider the concept of different recommended

uses on different parts of the same trail an appropriate model.  While at Schoen Place the

rationale is the high-density pedestrian traffic, at Railroad Mills the rationale is to

preserve the environmental significance of this section of trail, while enabling a multi-use

nature trail.

Rationale

The Upper Irondequoit Creek Valley is one of the last remaining contiguous

sections of wild land in the region, extending from a little north of Powder Mills Park,

through the Burroughs Audubon Nature Club sanctuary, across Railroad Mills Road, and

Fishers Road to Main Street Fishers.  This particular section of trail would offer all users

access to a unique natural environment, with exceptional aesthetic qualities.  The

preservation of this environment, and its subsequent interpretation in a nature trail, will

enhance the quality of life of the region.



Highlights

This section of trail borders a great variety of habitats on either side: including

wetlands of various types: marsh, fen, wooded swamp, and riparian, a species-rich

deciduous forest, and fields in various stages of succession.  The views are exceptional

and wilderness “feel” along this section is striking.  From its aesthetic and environmental

qualities, this section of trail stands out in our region –  both in comparison to footpaths

in local parks or elsewhere, or part of the larger “rails to trails” projects.

Flora and Fauna surveys of the area have been undertaken over the past few years

by local naturalists.  These surveys have documented the exceptional nature of this

unique and environmentally sensitive area.

Birds

The area is exceptional for birdlife, with nearly 50 documented breeding species

directly along or in close proximity to the trail.  Most have been recorded on the NYS

Breeding Bird Atlas (2000-2005).  Significant species, rare or relatively uncommon as

nesting species in the area include: blue-winged warbler, chestnut-sided warbler,

mourning warbler, alder flycatcher, yellow-throated vireo, indigo bunting, Virginia rail,

and belted kingfisher.

During spring and fall migration this area is a magnet for neotropical and other

migratory birds – and over 120 species have been recorded the past few years.  During

fall migration, in particular, there are many days when an unusual variety of migrating

songbirds can be seen.   They are drawn to this area due to its exceptional habitat

diversity, the geographic location in a wilderness-like section of the Upper Irondequoit

Creek valley, and the abundant fruit and seed crops provided by the wild plants growing

alongside this section of trail.  (One well-known local birder recently commented that he

had his best experience of fall birding in 25 years – right on this section of the Auburn

Trail.)

In this regards the area stands out in the region.  Many uncommon seed-eating

birds, including fox sparrow, are regularly seen feeding on the grass seeds along the

edges of the narrow trail, and getting “grit” right in the center of the footpath.  Twenty-

five species of warblers, including the rarely encountered orange-crowned warbler, can

be seen during migration.  Other significant species include wild turkey, purple finch,

Northern shrike, five species of vireo (including Philadelphia), green heron, scarlet

tanager, rusty blackbird, osprey, bald eagle,  pileated woodpecker, yellow-bellied

sapsucker, winter and Carolina wren.  Many of these sightings have been reported to the

records committee of Rochester Birding Association, and have been posted for others to

see on the Geneseebirds listserv.

Butterflies

Over 30 species of butterflies have been sighted along this trail over the past few

seasons, documenting that it one of the richest areas for butterflies in the region.  The

reason for this, again, is the exceptional habitat diversity, as well as host plants and nectar



sources.  Particularly noteworthy is a very high concentration of eastern tailed blue, wild

indigo duskywing, and silver-spotted skipper.  Other butterflies of note include: red

admiral, eastern comma, and question mark, all of which have their host plants growing

right alongside the trail.  Monarchs can be common, and mourning cloak and viceroy

occur as well.  Relatively uncommon species observed include tawny-edged skipper and

broad-winged skipper.  Many of these sightings have been reported to the NYS Butterfly

listserv, records committee of Rochester Butterfly Club, and published the past several

years in “New York State Butterfly Records”.

Other Noteworthy Insects

A great variety of moths (note the Democrat and Chronicle of 9/1/06 that

discussed a New York State Record for a rare tropical moth, discovered along Railroad

Mills Road close to the trail.  The diverse habitat provides home to a great array of

dragonflies, damselflies, beetles, and other insects.

Amphibians and Reptiles

A visit to the Auburn Trail on an April night can be an object lesson in audio-

immersion in nature.  The variety of calling frogs is overwhelming, both in amplitude and

in the diversity of species represented.  The wetlands bordering both sides of the trail are

home for the majority of frog species found in western New York.   It is quite possible

that New York State listed “species of special concern” – spotted salamanders and

Jefferson/blue-spotted complex salamanders,  which breed nearby in the Irondequoit

Creek valley, may occur in the wetlands.  That needs further investigation.

A visit in the first week in June will likely find freshly dug nests right in the

center of the trail.  Snapping turtles are regularly seen coming to lay their eggs, where the

sun can warm them as they incubate in the high/dry location, yet close enough proximity

to ponds and wetlands that the young can return to their homes upon hatching.  Many

current trail users, whether avid nature lover, walker, jogger, or passing bicyclists, have

mentioned this as a special and unique aspect of this section of trail.  Painted turtles are

found in nearby wetlands;  spotted turtles, another New York State special concern

species, should be looked for as well.

Mammals

White tailed deer are a regular sighting.  Also observed on this section of trail

include coyote, fox, raccoon, as well as a variety of small mammals, such as chipmunks

and squirrels. A beaver has taken residence in a wetland alongside the trail, and a lodge,

dam, and active cuttings have been observed from fall of 2006 to the present.

Fungi

No formal mushroom study has been done, but visitors have commented on

certain species that grab one’s attention.  The Giant Puffball, a well-known edible that

can grow to be the size of a soccer ball, attracted a great deal of attention in fall of ’06.  It

is regularly found along the wooded slopes in this section of the Irondequoit Creek

Valley.  Likewise an enormous fruiting (over 40 pounds!) of the brilliant orange and

yellow “chicken mushroom” caught trail users attention as it appeared on a tree right next



to the trail.  Trail users who go slowly and enjoy the natural aspects of this trail will

certainly notice some of these evanescent beauties.

Geology

The geology of this area is the ultimate reason for all the diversity.  Irondequoit

Creek runs in the old Genesee River Valley, and the mix of broad floodplain, and nearby

rolling topography of kettles, eskers contribute to the exceptional diversity of plants, and

subsequent diversity of animals.

Plants

The rich, high-lime, glacial deposited soils have created conditions for a diverse,

varied flora.  A great variety of plants, from trees and shrubs, to herbs occur here.

Noteworthy is the state rare twinleaf (DEC listed rare species.)  Other uncommon species

that grow along the current trail include prickly ash (a potential host for the rare giant

swallowtail butterfly) many species of goldenrod including rough-leaved goldenrod,

turtlehead, great lobelia, and a variety of asters.  The high concentration of fruiting trees,

shrubs, and vines also offer the migratory birds sustenance for their extended journeys.

The locally uncommon American hazelnut grows right alongside the current trail.

Current Users

Informal surveys indicate that the great majority of current users are local nature

and conservation groups.  Rochester Birding Association has regular field trips to this

area.  Burroughs Audubon Nature Club, a neighboring landowner, has had regular field

outings to this section of the Auburn Trail.  These groups have membership numbers in

the hundreds (over 200 for BANC, nearly 400 for RBA.)  The biology faculty at Monroe

Community College has used this section of trail the past few years for professional

development workshops (bird song and identification.)

Other than the use by these groups, occasional walkers, joggers, and bicyclists use

this section of trail.  Our informal surveys indicate that median trail use currently

averages fewer than 5-10 people/day during spring, summer, and fall, and the majority

are walkers who enjoy the scenery and environment.

Conversations with trail users indicate that nearly all want to see the current

conditions preserved.  Adjectives used like “wildnerness-like”, “remote”, “quiet”,

“unusually diverse”, “beautiful views” are used to express why current users enjoy this

area.  The notion of substantial widening of the trail has been nearly universally rejected

by current regular and occasional trail users: the concern expressed is that such action

would change this very special environment in an undesirable way.












