
 

 



 

INTRODUCTION»
Thank you for your interest and dedication to the Superior Hiking Trail (SHT).  

Perhaps you have been volunteering for 20 years or more, or maybe this is your first time. 

You may dedicate days or even weeks of your time each season, or you may only help us 

out for a couple hours. Whatever the case, and you will hear this time and time again, your 

work is the backbone of the SHT. Without your support, we would not or could not exist,  

so THANK YOU! Your labor makes our Trail, enjoyed by tens of thousands of users each 

year, possible.  

It is our hope that among the many ways volunteers can contribute to the Trail, you can 

find something that suits your personality, skills, and passion that will keep you fulfilled and 

returning year after year. It is also our hope that in the course of your service, you will meet 

and make new friends, deepen your knowledge, be challenged, learn new skills, develop a 

sense of pride and ownership in your work and the Trail, and finally, that you will have FUN! 

There are many great books on the subject of trail building and maintenance out there, and 

we at the SHTA decided that there was no reason to reinvent the wheel. A resource guide 

with many of these titles will be included at the end of this Manual, and it is strongly 

recommended that you familiarize yourself with these books. The purpose of this particular 

manual is to supplement all these other wonderful resources out there with specific 

information on the techniques that are favored, either for aesthetics or practical reasons, 

here on the north shore of Lake Superior in northeastern Minnesota.  

It gets very cold here, the winters are long, and summers are often very wet (and getting 

wetter). We have a lot of dense clay that produces spectacular mud and lots of rock that 

presents its own opportunities and challenges. Then, there’s the extremely steep and 

rugged terrain.  

We hope this manual clearly explains the basic tasks of trail maintenance, including the 

brushing, pruning, and clearing that anyone can do. It also touches on some of the more 

complex tasks, such as tread maintenance, water mitigation, and basic structure 

construction that volunteers should not attempt without prior training or hands-on 

experience with these specific techniques. 
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It is intended to be the basis for how SHTA’s Trail Stewardship Teams will carry out their 

maintenance duties. And it will help guide volunteer Section Adopters as they go about 

their own maintenance tasks. 

At its essence, this Manual provides a ​rds ne rs`mc`qcrɻ to be applied along the whole 

length of the SHT to bring consistency and cohesion to trail maintenance and construction. 

These standards are based on nationally accepted guidelines and best practices for trail 

maintenance and construction. Whatever your level of experience, and no matter if you 

have been doing things a certain way for years, ​vd `rj sg`s xnt s`jd sgdrd rs`mc`qcr~

rdqhntrkx `mc `cgdqd sn sgdl.  ɻIf something is unclear, or you disagree with something in 

particular, please ask, rather than disregarding it altogether. 

The emphasis on fine detail for trail maintenance may cause some to think, “This is fussy 

for just a hiking trail!” But not adhering to these standards over the entire 300 miles of the 

SHT means sloppy practices will add up to noticeable problems down the line. In other 

words, it is important to take the time to do a good job, rather than rushing through and 

trying to get as much done as possible. Your investment of time and effort today will pay 

dividends for decades to come. 

Some of the inspiration and source material for this manual came from the USDA’s “Trail 

Construction and Maintenance Notebook”; the Student Conservation Association’s “Lightly 

on the Land”; Volunteer for Outdoor Colorado’s “Field Guide”; the North Country Trail 

Association’s “Handbook”; and training manuals received from the Ice Age Trail Alliance. 
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MAINTAINING THE CORRIDOR»
Performing basic trail maintenance, including corridor and tread maintenance, is  

so important for the health of the Trail and enjoyment of its visitors. A trail that is 

overgrown with brush and fallen trees will become impassable, and tread that has  

become compacted and channels water down the Trail rather than shedding it is far more 

susceptible to erosion and mud. The longer these issues remain, the more pronounced  

the problems become.  

At some point, it may no longer be worth the effort. Damage may be beyond the scope of 

routine repair, and some kind of tread hardening (puncheon, boardwalk, or reinforced and 

raised tread) or reroute will be required. These will be discussed later, but are mostly 

outside the scope of this manual. 

BRUSHING THE CORRIDOR»
When we talk about the “trail corridor”, we are referring to not just the worn path where 

people walk, but a distance to either side of that path, as well as overhead. Our standard 

for the SHT is 4 feet to either side of the ​bdmsdqkhmdɻ of the Trail, and 8 feet overhead (this 

means that the dimensions of the corridor are a total of 8 feet wide by 8 feet high).  It is 

best to use the centerline, rather than the edge of the tread to determine corridor width, 

because the edge does not remain consistent over time. It is important to remember that 

this is a standard, not a hard rule. You must use your judgement: if the brush is not too 

thick, it might be alright to leave a particular tree in that corridor, and if the brush is really 

thick you may want to cut it back a little further. If you are on a hillside, you always want to 

cut more from the uphill side of the Trail.   

The only exception to this standard would be at certain intersections, especially bike trail 

and ATV crossings.  In these locations, keep the trail to about a 4 to 6 foot wide corridor for 

about 10 feet or so to discourage any illegal use.  Ensure that the Trail is clearly marked in 

these locations, and notify staff if we need more signs.  As with any blaze or sign on the 

trail, brush well around any signs so that they are visible from a distance. 

In the end, you don’t want a straight “hallway”, but a natural, uneven edge. The goal of 

brushing is to keep the Trail’s corridor free of encroaching small trees and brush. One must 

not only consider branches that are in the corridor, but ones that are currently outside that 

may grow in and become a problem before that section will be brushed again.  
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Sghr hr `m hlonqs`ms onhms sn jddo hm lhmc: xnt vhkk ad btsshmf aqtrg a`bj `ants 3~

edds (nq lnqd) eqnl sgd dcfd ne sgd Sq`hk -- mns itrs vg`s hr fqnvhmf `s sgd Sq`hkȵr dcfd.  

 

See SHTA’s informative and amusing video on lopping the corridor: ​youtu.be/m0i7ZLW8Q-I 
 

The primary tools you will be using for brushing and 

pruning (covered below) will be hand pruners, 

loppers, and hand saws. Focus your efforts on 

woody stemmed plants, as succulent plants will be 

whipped by crews coming through with motorized 

weed-whippers. Generally, shrub species (hazel, 

alder, mountain maple) will require you to cut out 

the entire plant, while with trees (conifers like pine, 

spruce and balsam and hardwoods like aspen, 

maple and birch), you will need to decide if you are 

going to take out the whole tree or just prune some 

branches. It really helps to have some knowledge of 

common local plants and their typical growth 

patterns, and while you are out brushing is a great 

time to learn!  

When removing the entire plant,​ bts rsdlrɻ ​ektrg 

vhsg sgd fqntmcɻ. Otherwise, they damage the 

whipper line on the weed whips and may become a 

tripping hazard. It is also important to ​l`jd~

rsq`hfgs btsrɻ so that there are not rows of pointy 

stobs sticking up when you are finished.  If those are 

left behind, they can harden, dry, and present a real 

danger if somebody trips and falls on one. If there is 

something growing into the Trail, but the main trunk 

is 15 feet back in the woods, go all the way back if 

you can and cut it flush (you will see this a lot with 

alder). When you are done, you can “fluff up” the 
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