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NEIGHBORS CHEER PEDESTRIAN TUNNEL FOR WOOLWICH;
PEOPLE IN SAGADAHOC FERRY DRIVE TO GET THEIR MAIL BECAUSE WALKING ACROSS ROUTE 1 IS TOO DANGEROUS.

BYLINE: Dennis Hoey,  Staff Writer
 
Bill Kaiser used to get into his car most days and drive to the post office on Route 1 - even though it is within walking distance of his house.

Kaiser, like many people who live in the Sagadahoc Ferry neighborhood, wasn't lazy about getting his mail. He was afraid for his life. The local post office won't hand-deliver mail to Sagadahoc Ferry homes because Woolwich is too small to justify a walking route there.

The State Department of Transportation announced this week it will spend up to $500,000 to bridge the gap between the post office - on one side of Route 1 - and the roughly 20 homes at Sagadahoc Ferry, on the other side. The solution: building an 85-foot-long, lighted pedestrian tunnel under Route 1.

Kaiser, who moved to New Hampshire last spring after spending 14 years in Woolwich, couldn't be more happy with the state's plan. Kaiser, a former selectmen, fought with the state for years to build a pedestrian overpass or tunnel.

''I suspect the traffic is only going to get worse once they put in the new bridge,'' he said. ''This will help.''

The tunnel will be constructed as part of the $ 72 million Carlton Bridge replacement project. The new bridge will be four lanes wide instead of the current two lanes.

The tunnel - a few feet north of Donnelli's Restaurant by Miller Road - would become the state's only pedestrian tunnel running under a major highway. The tunnel would be lighted and have ramps for people with disabilities.

The Woolwich approach to the new bridge - in front of the post office - will be widened from three to five lanes. Traffic volume on the new bridge is expected to increase from 27,000 cars a day to 40,000 cars by 2018.

''We wanted to make them happy down there,'' said John Manzer, an MDOT employee who has been meeting with Woolwich officials. ''We don't want to see people darting across that street.''

State transportation officials met this week with the Woolwich Board of Selectmen. Both sides agreed that the tunnel would be the best way to protect people trying to cross the highway. They discarded a more expensive option of building a pedestrian bridge over Route 1.

''We're going to have a five-lane road cutting through the center of our little town,'' Selectman David A. King Sr. said. ''Without some way to cross it safely, you're going to divide the town in half. Right now, it's like the Indianapolis 500. You take your life in your hands.''

Phil Pinkham, the state engineer in charge of the Carlton Bridge project, said blasting won't be necessary. The tunnel will be fitted into a former railroad bed, which crossed Route 1. The bed was filled in about five years ago. Before the Carlton Bridge was built, ferries transported rail cars from Bath to Sagadahoc Ferry in Woolwich.
Town Clerk Lloyd Coombs said the town is surveying residents to find out which option they prefer. State engineers have proposed a canopied stairway or a stairway exposed to the elements. Both options would be accessible to people with disabilities.

Selectmen are divided as to which option should be built. King says the canopied stairway looks too much like a subway stop. Either option, however, would be fine, he said.

''This (tunnel) just makes a lot of sense,'' King said. ''You take your life in your hands if you try to cross Route 1 now.''
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