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START OF INTERVIEW 

[00:00:00] 

 Gwyneth Thayer: Well, good morning. My name is Gwynn Thayer. I’m the 

associate head and curator of Special Collections at NCSU Libraries and today is August 

29, 2016. We’re at the home of Chuck Flink in Durham, North Carolina. Chuck, thank 

you for being with us today and agreeing to our oral history interview. 

 Chuck Flink: Good morning. Yes, thank you. 

 GT: So I’m going to start by asking you a bit about your early years and 

educational background, and then we’ll launch into your early career with the city of 

Raleigh, and then of course your extensive work with greenways with your company, 

Greenways, Inc. and now Alta Planning. So, let’s get started. In terms of your 

background, I’d like to hear about your early years and especially your early interest in 

the environment and the outdoors, and I actually read an article about your experience in 

St. Louis when you had this lovely neighborhood and then something happened. 

 CF: Right. 

 GT: So I’m going to prompt you a little bit, because I just thought that was an 

amazing story. 
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 CF: Well, I’ll back up a little bit before that because Charles Little, who is the 

author of Greenways for America, when he interviewed me for his book said, “Chuck, 

you were born to be a greenway planner.” I was actually born in Greendale, Wisconsin, 

which is one of the greenbelt communities of the New Deal. There were three of them 

that were built. I was born in St. Luke’s Hospital. The cross street that intersected with 

our short little cul-de-sac was called Greenway Boulevard. So Mom used to walk me in a 

baby stroller on the greenway at a very early age, and this is 1959. That’s when I was 

born.  

So, we stayed there for a short amount of time but we did wind up in St. Louis, 

and I was just speaking with my mother last week about this because I wanted to make 

sure I had all the details correctly because I was such a little guy. But they actually 

wound up buying a home in Creve Coeur, Missouri and they paid a lot premium to back 

up to open space, a forested sort of wooded area, and thought that it would remain 

forested for a long time, you know, during the time that we lived there. But not too long, 

probably a couple years after we moved in, a lot changed. Now, in the time that I was a 

little kid, we used to go back there and play and it was our little playground. My mom 

and dad were big advocates of being outdoors. In fact, my entire childhood was outdoors. 

We almost never lived indoors and we didn’t do anything indoors. So we would go out 

with all the neighborhood kids and we would play in the stream, the little brook that was 

behind our house, and we would build forts in the forest, and we interacted with the 

neighborhood kids out there and we interacted with nature. A couple years into it the 

bulldozers showed up and started ripping down the forest and come to find out that this 
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was going to be a new roadway right behind our house, and new apartments that were put 

in.  

[00:03:02] 

So it was very traumatic and I feel in a very real way that that whole experience 

was a big shaper of my personality and my career because it was very devastating. You 

know, I don’t know–. Also the way I was raised, because we were raised outdoors, we 

were raised to really appreciate nature, and a lot of the family vacations were always 

done outdoors, and I think that whole combination of things, of living through the 

experience of watching our special place destroyed, really wound up shaping my career, 

you know, what I wanted to do as a kid and then as an adult. I remember being seventeen 

years old and wanting to be a landscape architect, wanting to be outdoors and do 

something with nature, and I’ve always felt like preserving and conserving nature was an 

important part of what I wanted to do with my life. 

 GT: So tell me about then how this got in your academic career, and how you 

ended up at NC State, and the kinds of books you were reading, and what was informing 

your view about the environment. 

 CF: Well I think the–. My Mom was pretty encouraging about design, 

architecture, art; she was a big influence. My dad was an engineer. [Laughs] So I kind of 

got both ends of what I’ll call the landscape architecture spectrum, and I was also, as I 

said, very outdoor enthusiast and was also playing golf. My original thing- I thought I 

was going to be a golf course architect because I was playing a lot of golf and I actually 

wound up as a really young kid, fifteen, sixteen years old, redesigning the golf course at 

the country club, just as a project I wanted to do. For such a young kid to say, “Oh, I’ll 
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just redesign the golf course,” and nobody was asking me to do it. I mean, I just took it on 

as my own.  

But then I got into – not so much high school, because high school was sort of, for 

me, not real definitive years for education. But when I got into college I went to a 

Division II school, Northwest Missouri State University up in Maryville, and I got into 

the pre-architecture program, took horticulture classes, really began discovering a love 

for design and sort of the outdoors, but I knew I was never going to finish my degree at 

Northwest so I began looking around for other colleges to attend. It’s kind of a funny 

story for me, because I had grown up in the Midwest my entire life and quite honestly I 

was tired of it. [Laughs] I was ready to leave the Midwest. So a lot of people were saying, 

“Oh, go to Kansas State,” or go to some of the Midwest schools. I had no desire to do 

that.  

So I began looking at Florida, that was my first look, and when I found out there 

were thirty thousand kids in Florida – and I was at a Division II school, which is kind of 

like a grownup high school – I said, “There’s no way I’m going to go to that university.”  

[00:06:00] 

I literally had a list of all the programs in the United States that offered landscape 

architecture as a degree and somehow, skipping over a few, I wound up at NC State, and 

I had never heard of NC State University. In Missouri there’s the University of Missouri 

system and everybody’s part – which is not too dissimilar from here, but when I first saw 

the words “NC State University” and that it had a design school and a program in 

landscape architecture, I literally thought it was the University of North Carolina in 
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Raleigh, you know. That’s how [Laughs] naïve–. And I’d never heard of Duke 

University, so I came out here a complete unknown.  

But I applied to the College of Design. I was in my sophomore year at Northwest 

Missouri, in the pre-architecture program, and I applied to NC State and I got a letter that 

said, “Provisionally you are accepted, pending an interview,” and I thought, “This is 

really strange. Why would I have to go for an interview?” But I went ahead and bought a 

plane ticket and I flew out here in March of 1979, and they said, “Bring a portfolio,” and 

I literally had to call my mom and say, “What is a portfolio?” So we stuffed it full 

[Laughs] of all kinds of stuff that I had done – artwork, my design for the golf course, 

other drawings, things I had done as a kid – and I flew out here and went through the 

interview process. Fortunately I was so naïve, I had no idea what I was getting myself 

involved in, and I was accepted.  

So, I remember getting the letter of acceptance, not really thinking that much of it. 

Thought, “Okay, you go for the interview, you get accepted,” not thinking there was any 

sort of challenge to this whole scenario. I bought my very first landscape architecture 

magazine that summer – I found it somewhere in St. Louis or nearby – and there was an 

article written by a professor at NC State University, Randy Hester, and so [Laughs] I 

showed this to my mom and I said, “Mom, Dad, this is where I’m going to go to school, 

and here’s a guy that’s written an article about landscape architecture.” So I remember 

arriving and having like one goal in mind and that was to make sure that I took a class 

from Randy Hester. That was a big goal of mine when I arrived at NC State.  

So, I just was such a naïve Midwest kid. I really didn’t even know what I was 

getting myself involved in. I remember the very first day of classes in the fall of 1979, 
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Claude McKinney was the dean at the college and Claude showed up. He was a Navy 

man. He showed up in his Navy dress uniform, you know, hat, Navy whites, the whole 

nine yards, and does this, “Welcome to NC State, to the one hundred students that have 

been let into the College of Design.” So he says, at the end of that, “All of the out-of-state 

students that are in this class, I want you to come to my office after the welcoming.” So I 

knew I was an out-of-state kid, [Laughs] so I go up to his office, and I think there were  

[00:09:04] 

three of us in the room that afternoon, and he looked at us. He said, “You are the 

fortunate three percent that we let into the class of one hundred. Don’t disappoint us.” 

[Laughs] End of meeting. [Laughs] So, it was really–. That was the point in time when I 

realized, “Oh, my gosh. I’m in the College of Design at NC State.”  

But that was some of the early sort of thought in getting into the college, and then 

when I was telling people in the department that I wanted to be a golf course architect 

one of the first persons to set me straight on that was Randy Hester. He’s like, “No, no, 

no, no. You’re not going to be a golf course architect. [Laughs] You’re going to do 

something really meaningful with your life.” So, Randy was a really, really huge 

influence in my early education, the early part of my education at NC State, and of course 

I went on to graduate in 1982. 

GT: Great. So tell me even more about Randy Hester and his influence on you 

intellectually, as well as some of the other faculty members who were there at the time, I 

mean other people you want to talk about. 

CF: Sure. Well, Randy was, and still is to this day, one of the greatest landscape 

architects, in my opinion, that’s ever lived and has had such a profound impact on our 
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profession and probably many other professions. Randy got an undergraduate degree 

from NC State and then got a master’s degree from Harvard, and then came back to teach 

at NC State and was on the Raleigh City Council when the Capital Area Greenway 

program was being launched. Bill Flournoy, who was another really important person in 

my life, a mentor and someone who I spent a lot of time with early on, wrote his master’s 

thesis about greenways, and his master’s thesis is the foundation of Raleigh’s Capital 

Area Greenway system. Bill investigated the real broad nature and aspects of greenways, 

everything from the environmental preservation and conservation to the recreational 

aspects of it, and Randy was on the city council at the time and they worked in tandem. 

So, in a lot of ways, Randy and Bill are two people that were largely responsible for 

setting up the Capital Area Greenway system and in that way they were both pioneers in 

greenways.  

The other thing that Randy did was he made me aware of something that I had 

never been involved in, and that was ways in which we engage the public in a meaningful 

way in talking about community design issues and environmental issues and, as 

landscape architects and designers, how do we take that public input and use it to craft 

solutions to whatever the problems are that we’re dealing with. Randy has written a  

[00:12:01] 

number of books on this subject and is widely regarded, I think, as, if not the leading 

authority, one of the leading authorities anywhere in the world on the subject of public 

engagement and how we take those ideas and craft solutions.  

So then Claude McKinney comes to me, and Claude was sort of, in a way, a 

surrogate father to me. He knew I was there by myself; I had arrived at NC State when I 
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was nineteen; I was putting myself through college; I had no money; I didn’t have the 

financial support from home. So Claude was always looking for scholarships for me and I 

had to work for them, which was fine by me. I always had a really good work ethic. But 

Claude was just fantastic in that regard. So Claude one day comes into my studio and he 

says, “Hey, I have an interesting opportunity for you. St. Mary’s College is in need of a 

walkway plan and I hear that you’re in the market for a semester project,” because I was 

taking Randy Hester’s studio and Randy had us do a semester-long project, and I said, 

“Sure.”  

So, St. Mary’s College, [Laughs] for those who don’t know, is an all-women’s 

college. It’s actually the oldest continuing educational institution in Raleigh. I think it’s 

now a hundred and seventy-five years old. So when I approached Randy and said, “Hey, 

the dean has this project for me, St. Mary’s College,” he says, “That’s great. Now what I 

want you to do is I want you to engage the students in this. I want you to reach out to the 

student leadership and the students at St. Mary’s College,” and of course this became a 

running joke: at an all-girls’ school here goes Chuck to, quote, engage the students, and 

we had a lot of fun with that, the student body. So, I did, and I did a semester-long project 

that focused on the physical design of a campus walkway system for St. Mary’s College, 

and I did it by working with the students, listening to them, doing a survey, using the 

results of that survey to develop the plan. That was a very important thing for me to do in 

my life because it really introduced me to the power of public engagement and reaching 

out and how it influenced design decision-making. So, it’s something that’s been a part of 

my life and my career ever since. 
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GT: Did you work with or interact with Lewis Clarke and his ideas about 

greenways? 

CF: I did. Lewis was another really important person in my life. He taught my 

final studio when I was in my senior year, my last year at NC State, and Lewis taught it 

with John Royer. Lewis is one of the most important landscape architects in the history of 

North Carolina, and I think in the country – that’s my opinion – and he did phenomenal 

design work throughout the Southeast. He also was one of the very early instructors in  

[00:15:00] 

landscape architecture at the College of Design – he was hired by Henry Kamphoefner – 

and he did all this at a very, very young age, so Lewis has been around the community for 

a long, long time. So he decided–. He had been out of the university teaching for quite a 

number of years because he was running his professional practice and he was asked to 

come back and teach this studio with John Royer, and so I took it and it was a really 

interesting studio. It was a tough studio. Lewis and John were a tough team.  

I remember our very final project Lewis had put out this design program and all 

the students are trying to do this design program, we’re jamming all these things into our 

site, and on the final day of our crit Lewis and John walk in and they start going around 

the room, looking at all the work that’s posted in the rotunda of the college, and they start 

assigning grades and they go, “This one will be a D. This one will be a D. This one will 

be an F. This’ll be an F,” and this was the final semester project. We were all petrified. 

Like, we just flunked a six-hour-credit studio. They got through with it and we’re all 

stunned. We’ve been up all night, working really hard, we’re tired, we’re grumpy, and 
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Lewis looks at us and he says, “Did it ever occur to any of you that the client’s design 

program was wrong?” [Laughs] Another valuable lesson.  

But after the studio, Lewis and his partner, Wayne McBride, came up to me and 

they said, “Hey, would you be interested in working with us this summer?” as an intern 

or whatever. So they wound up hiring me and I worked with Lewis for a little while and 

it was a great experience. In the short amount of time I was around Lewis he taught me 

more about design than just about anyone I’ve ever been around. He’s a master of 

blending the art and the science of landscape architecture and the design theory. He just 

did an incredible job, and I’ve carried those lessons and what I learned from Lewis 

throughout my entire life. It’s influenced all the design work that I’ve done.  

So, when I look at Lewis, and Randy Hester, and Claude McKinney, those are 

probably the three most influential people during my time at NC State, which was three 

years. It was roughly from 1979 to 1982. 

GT: So before we move on to your early career in Raleigh, are there any other 

components of your educational training or readings that really influenced you, maybe 

Olmsted and things like that? 

CF: Well, yes. You know, I did not really know much about landscape 

architecture when I came to NC State. I was running around telling people at the age of 

sixteen, seventeen that I wanted to be a landscape architect but I really didn’t know what 

landscape architecture was about. The very first sort of class on the history of landscape 

architecture was actually taught by John Royer and it really focused a lot on Olmsted’s 

work, and that was when I first became aware of Frederick Law Olmsted. When I  

[00:18:02] 
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realized what the man accomplished – the father of landscape architecture, the father of 

so many other things, our national park system and our national forest system – I became 

really intrigued and I have continued to, just on my own, really study and research and 

read books on Olmsted and understand the influence. He was a very interesting person 

because not only did he understand the environment but he understood how to blend 

engineering and science with aesthetics, and of course his works are very well known, 

Central Park being one of the best, but the Biltmore Estate here in North Carolina being 

another. He had such an influence on the profession, and I certainly have tried to, in my 

career, think about what Olmsted accomplished and think about how you would try to 

accomplish some of the same things in modern-day America.  

So, I think reading about Olmsted, of all the landscape architects that have existed 

I think both Olmsted and Ian McHarg were two of the most influential. I read Ian 

McHarg’s Design with Nature. I met Ian McHarg when he came to school. Linda Jewell, 

who was a professor, and Angelo Abbate, were able to invite Ian to come down and 

spend time with us at NC State, and meeting him and reading his book was also very 

influential for me in terms of how I approached my work and the kind of work that I have 

done around the country and around the world. 

GT: Very good. So, let’s move on to your early career with the city of Raleigh, 

and I think this was in the early ’80s, so if you could tell me a little bit about how you 

ended up doing this work with Raleigh and how you discovered this greenways path in 

your career. 

CF: Absolutely. Well, when I graduated in 1982 – and I know everybody likes to 

talk about how hard it is when you graduate – it really was rough. We had double-digit 
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inflation and double-digit interest rates and no employment. [Laughs] I got one offer 

from Brad Davis and Larry Best, who were the owners of LandDesign, which was at the 

time a very small company in Charlotte that was just sort of getting started. They said, 

“Well, Chuck, if you’ll come down here and work sixty to eighty hours a week we can 

pay you about sixteen thousand dollars a year,” and while I very much appreciated their 

offer I kind of thought about it and said, “You know I think I might be able to do this on 

my own [Laughs] [working] those kind of hours,” and I did. I immediately threw out a 

shingle, Flink and Associates, I just make up business cards, and wound up doing oddball 

sort of odd job work, and then did a lot of volunteer work right out of the gate. I 

volunteered for the Hillsborough Street Task Force, which has been going on for many, 

many years, all the work on Hillsborough Street even to this day, and I sort of began to 

learn more about the people of the city of Raleigh.  

[00:21:05] 

So this job opening came up and it was the greenway planner position, and I 

didn’t really know that much about greenways other than from Randy Hester and Bill 

Flournoy, but when I read the job description and I remembered what I had known about 

it I figured, wow; that would be a really good job for me. [Laughs] It would sort of take 

all of my interests and combine them into one. So I applied for it, and apparently–. Now, 

I don’t know how many people interviewed for it but there were a few, and I was very 

passionate about it, I was very young, but they hired me. So, that was–. You know, you 

look at game-changing moments in your life. [Laughs] That was certainly one of those 

for me, being hired by the city.  
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I worked for Bob Mosher, who was the best boss anybody would ever have in 

their entire lives. Bob was a graduate of NC State as well and he was in the Planning 

Department over sort of the environmental programs and historic preservation programs. 

The greenway program was housed in Planning at that time and then during my tenure 

with the city the program got moved out of Planning and into Parks, and I’ll talk a little 

bit about that, but early on it was sort of like–. The concept that was presented to me by 

the city was, “Well, we launched this thing in 1974 and we’ve had some 

accomplishments but there’s a lot of things we need to do. Number one, we need to 

update the greenway master plan because it’s never really been updated in sort of a 

tactical way, and then we need to get a lot of work accomplished. We’re not building–. 

There’s this goal of building two hundred miles of trail by the year 2000 and we’re not 

even close to getting there.”  

So I had this really interesting job and I was buried in the employment ranks of 

the city but I had access to city council members, to the city manager’s office, the 

planning director, and everybody was really pushing me and encouraging me to go, go, 

go, so I really devoted a lot of time and energy to the greenway program at the time and 

became very familiar with greenways. Then there was some organizational shuffling that 

went on in the city and I got moved over to Parks, and that’s when things kind of changed 

for me because the director at the time was Jack Duncan. Jack wasn’t really familiar with 

greenways, he didn’t really understand them, he didn’t understand the role that they 

played in the overall city framework; Jack was a parks and recreation guy. My early 

conversations with Jack [Laughs] were kind of discouraging, about the greenway 

program.  
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At the same time that was happening I was getting more interest and requests for 

help outside the city of Raleigh, and in fact in 1994, before I moved into Parks, I had 

actually been contacted by the Research Triangle Foundation, Pearson Stewart, who was  

[00:24:03] 

the planner in charge of the park, and I went out and made a presentation to the park and 

they wound up hiring me as a consultant. I asked Bob Mosher, who was my boss at the 

time, “Am I allowed to do consulting?” and he goes, “Well, if it’s not inside the city of 

Raleigh we can’t tell you what to do.” So it wasn’t, and I wound up doing consulting for 

the park. That was my very first client in 1994. So by the time that the shift had occurred 

and I went over to Parks and Recreation and I realized that the energy and the support 

level wasn’t as high, and I was getting requests from outside the city for assistance, a 

lightbulb went off in my head and I said, “I’m going to leave the city of Raleigh and set 

up Greenways, Inc.” [Laughs]  

So, that’s how I made the transition. I’ll never forget sort of going around and 

announcing to people I was going to do this, and the city manager was Dempsey Benton 

and I saw him in the hallway one day, and he said, “You’re going to regret doing this. 

You shouldn’t be leaving.” But then I talked to George Chapman who said, “This is the 

greatest idea and you’re going to be really successful.” [Laughs] So I had different 

opinions about making this big move, and it was a very risky move. I mean I was getting 

paid very well at the city of Raleigh, there was no reason to leave a safe paying job and 

go into the consulting world which was a lot of unknown, but I did. I made the transition 

in 1996 and I wound up establishing Greenways, Inc., leaving the city and taking the 

plunge into the world of private consulting. 
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GT: And how did you approach this enormous challenge? 

CF: [Laughs] I guess, you know, there’s a pattern here, because [Laughs] again I 

feel like I was a little bit naïve. But when I was in school another one of my professors, 

Dick Wilkinson, had a nickname for me. He called me “the little entrepreneur.” He said, 

“You always have these entrepreneurial things you’re trying to do,” and I guess that was 

in my blood. I mean, I just sort of looked at it with a lot of optimism, like there is this 

energy level. This is a really cool thing to do as a profession and there seems to be, you 

know, I’ve got this really nice consulting contract with the Research Triangle Park and 

there’s other people asking me to do things, so why not? Just go ahead and set it up. So, it 

was a struggle though. I mean I struggled with the company as an enterprise for at least 

five or six years where not only did it not make any money [Laughs] but I was funding it 

out of my back pocket and I was sliding deeper into debt. I had a hard time attracting 

clients. It was a lot tougher than I ever thought it was going to be.  

But I kept planting seeds. I kept doing the same things that I did when I got out of 

college. I was volunteering, I was doing public speaking about greenways, I was helping  

[00:27:02] 

to organize the North Carolina Greenway Conference with my friends, Bill Flournoy, Sue 

Schwartz and Judy Hunt and Nancy Brunnemer, all people that were sort of dabbling in 

the same area. Then I landed a few contracts. I think it was the close of like 1997 that I 

think three contracts came in at the same time, and it was about a hundred thousand 

dollars’ worth of design fee value and I thought, “Oh, my gosh! I’m rich!” [Laughs] You 

know, it just hit the motherlode for me. It was a really big event for me to close out 1997, 

which was a full year and a half after I had set up the company. To be honest I wasn’t out 
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of the woods but there were little victories that were happening. I also became involved 

nationally with the American Trails organization, wound up becoming the chair of 

American Trails at like the age of twenty-eight, twenty-nine.  

Then what was really fascinating was something that I did not even realize was 

going on at the time was the President’s Commission on Americans Outdoors, and that 

was Ronald Reagan’s presidency. He was approached by a friend of his, Laurance 

Rockefeller, who had served many years earlier, I think on President Kennedy’s outdoor 

recreation commission, and he actually approached Reagan and said, “Mr. President, the 

United States has changed a lot. The whole notion of the two-week family vacation has 

really gone, we have a different way in which we’re seeing recreation, and also 

conservation interests are on the rise. We need to reconstitute a commission to study this 

phenomenon,” and Reagan sort of gave him carte blanche and said, “Fine, go ahead and 

do it.”  

So they traveled I think for about two years about the country and did about fifty 

public meetings, listened to what Americans were saying, and they said one of the most 

interesting subject matters that was brought up in many of these listening sessions was 

the idea of a greenway system, and really up until that point in time nobody really knew 

what greenways were and they weren’t well-defined. Flournoy had the most articulated 

masterplan that anyone had ever seen. There were no books on the subject. All the books 

had talked about open space or parks – we could go all the way back to Olmsted’s 

parkways idea – but “greenway” as a really well-known term was not out there, and yet 

they were kind of hearing this term in these different listening sessions.  
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So the commission actually wrote this up in their report, they went to try to 

release their report, and they were blocked by the Reagan administration from releasing 

it; [Laughs] so members of the commission who had been appointed by Reagan decided  

[00:30:00] 

to take matters into their own hands. So all the while that I’m sort of trying to gin up 

Greenways, Inc. as a business, ’86-87, is around the same time that this commission is 

doing its work, and it releases its first report in 1988 and they decided to self-publish 

their findings. Then the Reagan administration decided to issue a rebuttal, which was 

actually authored by the vice president, which was George Bush. So there were these two 

sort of competing philosophies of what America’s outdoor resources and what America’s 

national parks should look like, [Laughs] and then I’m out there with this little fledgling 

company.  

So, as a result of that, the National Geographic Society and the Conservation 

Fund, which were two backers and actually members of the commission, decided to send 

writers into the American landscape to find out more about this subject of greenways, and 

here I have this one- or two-person company. So Charles Little, who was a well-known 

author in the open space and conservation community, was hired by Pat Noonan of the 

Conservation Fund, and Pat sat on the President’s Commission, and he was hired to write 

this book, which was titled Greenways for America. Then Gil Grosvenor, who was the 

president of the National Geographic Society, he approached his group of writers and 

said, “I need someone who will go out and write about greenways,” and the writers went, 

“Greenways? Gil, what are greenways?” [Laughs] He goes, “They’re this new national 



Charles A. Flink 18 

phenomenon and I need somebody to go out there and capture the essence of it.” So you 

had two independent sort of efforts to write about the American greenway movement.  

Both parties wound up at my doorstep because word had gotten around in 

Washington that there was this guy down in North Carolina that had a company called 

Greenways, Inc., “He must know all about this,” and I was like twenty-eight, twenty-nine 

years old at the time. So first appeared Charles Little on my doorstep – I had an office on 

Westchase out near Carter Finley Stadium – and he knocks on my door, and I’m back 

there – I have a one-person office – and he says, “I’m Charles Little and I’m here to 

interview Charles Flink,” and I got up out of my desk  and went over and shook his hand 

and I said, “I’m Charles Flink.” He said, “In that case, I’m here to interview your father.” 

He said, “You could not be the grand old man of greenways that everyone’s been talking 

about, [Laughs] that knows all about the greenway movement.” I think what had 

happened was people got sort of Bill Flournoy and Chuck Flink mixed up. Charles 

wound up interviewing both of us because I wound up giving him the names of all these 

kind of people around the country that he should go interview.  

Then after Charles had left and continued his road tour across America 

interviewing people, here comes Noel Grove with Phil Schermeister. They also did sort 

of some follow-up interviews with me and Phil wound up shooting about twenty-five  

[00:33:00] 

rolls of film of me in various different elements of work around North Carolina. So the 

National Geographic came out with its article in June of 1990 and Charles Little 

published his book, Greenways for America, also in 1990. So all of a sudden we went 

from having really no sort of national identity for greenways and no information about 
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greenways to having two really substantial publications available that described the 

American greenway movement, that was featured in the most prestigious magazine in the 

world, National Geographic, so we kind of went from zero to sixty really quick in terms 

of identifying and defining what greenways were going to be.  

GT: Which is a great opportunity now to talk to you about your definition of 

greenways and how this may have changed over the period of your career, so I’m going 

to ask you a bunch of questions about that. 

CF: Okay. 

GT: Let’s start by–. Let’s talk about definition and how that may have changed 

and how you would approach that question.  

CF: So there’s this classic definition of greenways, which is in Charles Little’s 

book, and the paraphrasing of it is: It’s going to be a linear landscape, oftentimes found 

along rivers and other sort of landscapes that might be compiled naturally. It could be 

ridgelines, could be ecosystems that are sort of comprised in a linear fashion. Or, it can 

be human-influenced corridors, like old abandoned railroads, scenic roads, utility 

corridors of various types. But it’s definitely a linear landscape, it’s a long linear 

landscape, and that gives a physical representation of it.  

So my early work was all about building trails in linear corridors. That’s what I 

was trained to do in Raleigh. We were assembling linear corridors, we were actually 

going out along Raleigh’s creeks and streams, we were acquiring right-of-way, 

assembling that right-of-way into these linear parks, and then we were building 

recreational trails inside of them. So that was sort of my early definition, and then I got 

involved with the Rails-to-Trails movement, which was launched in 1985 by David 
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Burwell and Peter Harnik and Peggy Noonan, and they sort of went out and identified 

that all these abandoned rail corridors were across the country, unused, [and] they were 

going to revert to private property owners if something wasn’t done to keep them 

assembled and turn them into recreational transportational trails. So that movement got 

launched and that became kind of a defined landscape for identifying what greenways 

could be.  

[00:36:00] 

But I think over the years what I’ve tried to talk about greenways being is more 

multi-objective corridors, landscapes that not only contain the ability to use them – those 

of us who like to bicycle or hike or get in the outdoors, study nature, those kinds of things 

– but my experience–. And I tried to keep this evolving within my company. I challenged 

my staff, “Let’s think to the future. Let’s think about where greenways are going to go.” 

So we got involved in things like storm water management, which is now really 

described as green infrastructure by landscape architects. We were interested in these 

linear landscapes along streams and their flood plains, and this goes back to Flournoy’s 

thesis as well: how do we assemble corridors in a way that they protect public health, 

safety, and welfare, that they’re not just recreational corridors but they’re serving a real 

fundamental purpose in the way communities are built and people live their lives. We 

only have to take a look at flooding events across America to understand the importance 

of greenways as helping to solve health, safety, and welfare issues, so there’s a real 

function there.  

We looked at the issue of wildlife habitat. With global climate change, migratory 

corridors being really critically important to the health of wildlife species, and to human 
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health, how would you arrange greenway corridors in such a way that they would benefit 

wildlife habitat and migration? Air quality, water quality. So we really began to think 

about taking this sort of human definition that we encountered early in the greenway 

movement building recreational trails, linear parks, and really make it more about multi-

objective corridors that addressed and resolved a variety of environmental and human 

issues that were important to communities.  

GT: Do you make distinctions between urban and rural greenways and inland and 

waterfront? 

CF: I do. I mean, I do that because there are all these different kinds of land uses 

and one of the things I’ve liked about greenways is the ability to bring so many people 

under the tent. So in urban areas I make no apologies for the fact that they are urban 

waterfronts, and sometimes they’re polluted and degraded because they may have been 

industrial in their genesis, but they can be transformed, and I’ve done a couple of those 

projects in places like Miami, Florida, and Philadelphia, and the Mill River in Cincinnati, 

Ohio – those are three that come to mind – where we took industrial or really urban areas 

and we created greenways, and people were saying, “Why are you creating a greenway 

here? These are not greenway areas,” but they in fact were and are, and I think the  

[00:39:05] 

restoration of landscapes has been one of the real benefits of greenways, and a lot of 

that’s done in that urban context.  

But rural greenways, you know, the ability to go for long-distance bike rides 

across a region or a state, and sort of the concept of the East Coast Greenway, which goes 

for three thousand miles and a lot of those miles are going to be rural in terms of how 
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people traverse by bike or even by hiking. You know, a lot of people say the Appalachian 

Trail was the very first long-distance greenway in America, and you can’t argue with it, 

and it’s really a rural hiking trail along the Appalachian ridgeline. So there’s all different 

kinds of greenways and I think that’s one of the really great things about the concept and 

the movement. 

GT: So, building on our definition and discussion of greenways, can we talk about 

some of the differences between domestic and international greenways projects? I think 

we talk about domestic greenways in some keywords, you know, “recreation,” 

“transportation,” “wellness,” “economics,” and with international greenways we talk 

about “conservation,” “protected lands,” “indigenous people,” “resource stewardship.” 

So, I was kind of wanting to think about this globally, if we could, and talk about that. 

CF: Absolutely. It’s really fascinating because America exports a lot of stuff – 

[Laughs] probably not a lot of good stuff – that we can be criticized for, but the National 

Geographic article, which was written by Noel Grove and the photography by Phil 

Schermeister, was–. This is coming from them. At the time that they published it in June 

of 1990 they said to me that it was the most-responded-to article that they had ever 

written, that response came in from all over the world, people really interested in this 

concept of greenways, and Noel did such a great job of addressing all the different 

aspects that I’ve just covered, you know, the multi-objective nature of greenways; it 

wasn’t just about recreational paths and hiking and biking. So as a result letters were 

coming into the Geographic, and quite honestly Noel called me up and said, “We don’t 

know what to do with these letters because these people are asking for information back. 

We’re not in the business of responding to all these letters, so we’re going to send them 
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to you.” I think I held onto a couple of those and actually included them in the archive, so 

they’re in the National Greenway Archives at NC State.  

But it certainly showed us that there was interest globally, and I had been very 

fortunate that I was able to just pursue that, just on my own really. It wasn’t part so much 

of the company, Greenways, Inc., even though I did pursue it under that label, but they 

weren’t paid-for sort of client opportunities; they were just opportunities for me to go  

[00:42:02] 

around to different parts of the world, talk about greenways, and gauge reaction. The very 

first opportunity for me occurred in 1991. I went down to what was called the Earth 

Summit. It was a convention, a conference, in Caracas, Venezuela and it was folks from 

all over the world that had flown in, we were in the twin towers of the Hilton downtown, 

and it was really put on by the International Union of Concerned Scientists.  

So, I go in with a presentation to an absolutely packed room, standing room only, 

about the American greenway movement, and it was really cool because [Laughs] I’m 

talking about all the things that we’ve just talked about, all the different influences, 

Flournoy’s work, Hester’s work, everybody that sort of had, you know, Olmsted, Ian 

McHarg, everything, presenting this in sort of a very concise way, probably about a 

twenty- or thirty-minute presentation.  

I stopped the presentation, “Are there any questions?” and it’s packed, people are 

standing in the aisles, along the walls, and everything, and a gentleman from Uganda 

National Park Service stands up. He’s all dressed in brown, in his national park uniform, 

and he says, “Mr. Flink, I have a question for you regarding greenways. How wide 

should a greenway be for the African elephant?” [Laughs] The whole room busts out in 
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laughter, and I’m standing there thinking: this guy is serious. He did not crack a smile. 

He said, “No, I’m very serious.” He said, “We have preserves but we can’t keep African 

elephants in preserves. They’re meant to roam, and the minute they leave our preserves 

they’re outside in these squatter lands and they’re shot and killed. So, my question is how 

wide should we build this between the preserves so we can have a protected corridor to 

protect this wildlife?” and of course that’s probably even more important today, with the 

loss of African elephants and elephants around the world.  

So, that really kind of clued me in that the way in which the international 

audience was perceiving the message about greenways was very different than the 

projects we were building in the United States. It was much more about habitat. It was 

much more about the indigenous people that lived in these lands and preserving 

environmental quality and environmental opportunity. I’ve traveled now pretty 

extensively for about fifteen, sixteen years all around the world – I’m very fortunate in 

that regard – talking about greenways, and I am very much struck by the fact that 

probably the two big motivating factors are protection of the environment globally and 

then agro- or ecotourism, the ability to transform that into tourism opportunities that 

really display the best of these environmental qualities in these various continents and  

[00:45:02] 

nations around the world. So, that’s a little bit different than the way we practice it here. 

Here it tends to be a municipal program, it tends to be about hiking and biking, health and 

wellness, exercise, and so there are slightly different versions, in my opinion, about the 

way in which greenways are implemented.  
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Just to finish that point, I got hooked up with Julius Fábos and Jack Ahern at the 

University of Massachusetts, who wrote a book many years ago about the international 

greenway movement. I think they published that book in 2001, and that book really 

focuses on sort of the more scientific and environmental and ecological aspects of 

greenways and their importance as systems. It’s certainly been a part of my work, I’ve 

always believed in that, but Jack and Julius, who are in their own right outstanding 

ambassadors for the greenway movement worldwide, did a great job of soliciting and 

getting a lot of great articles from around the world and publishing that in the book. 

Julius has gone on to endow and form a conference, which is called the Fábos 

Conference, and it’s been held now five times and I’ve been fortunate to be a keynote 

speaker at that three times. So, it’s a great conference; it really attracts people from 

around the world that speak to this issue of greenways internationally. 

GT: So, a little bit later I’m going to ask you more about specific projects, but I’m 

thinking broadly what is your process for coming to know a place, its unique history, its 

people, its ecology when you start, if you go to a foreign country or another community, 

what is your process to know a locale? 

CF: That’s a great question. I came out of the College of Design with a process, 

and I’ll thank both Randy Hester and Lewis Clarke for that because they gave me a 

vocabulary and a toolbox to use, and then as I got involved with different projects I have 

refined that process and honed it. But in very, very simple terms, I think first and 

foremost for me it’s knowing the land. I think that’s the first step. I really try to get out 

and–. With every project I’ve worked on, the ability to walk very inch of it, understand 

the–. Because these linear landscapes, they traverse lots of different types of landscapes. 
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They’re not parks, they’re not blocks of land, which might have a bit more common 

features, might have a bit more symmetry and things that are contained within a given 

geographic area. Greenways span across multiple landscapes. They can be in stream 

valleys, they can be along lakes, they can be up on top of ridgelines, they can go in rural  

[00:48:03] 

parts of the community, they can go in urban parts of the community; so I think getting to 

know the land is the very first thing that I try to do, do a really thorough environmental, 

ecological, sort of land-based assessment. That’s step one.  

Step two, for me, is then in parallel: getting to know the people that are in that 

area. Everyone is going to be unique and different, and I think the real success of 

greenways is the ability to blend those two together. How do you establish meaning and 

the importance of the societal, the cultural, the historic qualities of community – all 

defined by human beings, humanity – with the wonderful landscapes that are present all 

around the world and that are very unique? I like to talk about the experience of place 

because that goes all the way back to my childhood. The loss of that woodland: that was 

my experience of place and losing it was devastating, and I think that we are motivated as 

humans by experience of place and the loss of place. So, a lot of projects that we get 

involved in are ways in which we preserve place, and place to me is defined in those two 

ways. It’s a human definition but it’s a human definition of these wonderful landscapes 

that we live in, and these landscapes are unique and different. From North Carolina, to 

Missouri, to California, they’re not the same landscapes.  

So, that’s how we start the process. That’s what creates the baseline of 

information to inform the design program. Then the design program itself oftentimes is: 
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what are the people of the community wanting to achieve, and that varies. So, some 

programs are definitely about trail-building, that we get involved in. I think about the 

Razorback Regional Greenway, or the Wolf River Greenway that I’m working on right 

now. It’s all about creating a landscape, a linear landscape in this case, that can host 

human beings. [Laughs] That’s a simple way of putting it. How do we put people into 

these landscapes in a way that’s safe for them to be in them, and “safe use” is a really big 

term there. But sometimes that’s how the program is defined. In other projects that I’ve 

worked on it’s all about how do we preserve the ecological values, if the program is more 

open space-based, and I’ve done those kind of projects as well. The projects that come to 

mind are the Arapaho County Open Space Plan, or the Charleston County Greenbelt 

Plan, or the Las Vegas Open Space Plan; so, ways in which we use the concept of 

greenways to preserve the environmental ecological qualities of a given landscape.  

So, hopefully I’m answering your question, but that’s kind of my design process: 

first understanding the land and the people and then understanding the design program  

[00:51:03] 

that folks are most interested in supporting. Then it’s just a matter of sort of executing 

that to a point where we get a deliverable. You know, the deliverable sometimes could be 

the built greenway, or it might be a plan that talks about the conservation of land and 

water in a given area. 

GT: Right. So, building on what you’re saying, how can greenways be seen, 

perhaps, as an in to get community support for projects that can be maybe difficult to 

define, like biodiversity, watershed-based green infrastructure, even this flood issue that 

we’ve talked about? 
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CF: Oh, I love this question, because–. One example: I was in Cincinnati. We’re 

in a polluted river corridor, the Mill River Corridor, horribly, horribly polluted. In fact, 

the EPA was finding pollutants in the Gulf of Mexico and they wanted to know where 

these pollutants came from so they basically traced it up the Mississippi River, took a 

right-hand turn on the Ohio River, and arrived at Cincinnati’s doorstep and said, “Do you 

guys know you’re polluting the Gulf of Mexico?” and of course they had no idea. So, I 

was brought in, we were interviewing for this job with the Mill River Commission, and 

they asked me this interesting question. They said, “Chuck, in order for us to establish a 

greenway, do we need to clean up the landscape first or do we need to introduce people 

into a polluted landscape first? What’s the right answer?” and I said, “The right answer is 

we have to introduce people into a polluted landscape, and the reason is we don’t create 

value in communities unless we connect people with the land and the water and the 

resource, even if it’s a polluted and very troubled landscape.”  

So that’s how we’ve tried to approach it, is we feel it’s critically important to 

make that connection, and Richard Louv talked about this in book Last Child in the 

Woods, how we’re creating a population that is so separated from nature, so distinctly not 

connected, that we’re losing the appreciation of nature. We’re losing the value that nature 

plays in our daily lives. We’re losing that experience of place. When the experience of 

place is a laptop and a game, or email, or whatever we’re doing digitally and we’re not 

connected with the outside world, then we lose the sense of value that those landscapes 

and those places play in our daily lives.  

So I feel like greenways – and I just had this conversation in Memphis last week 

with the Wolf River Conservancy. There are certain members of the Wolf River 
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Conservancy board that believe greenways are a park and recreation program and they’re 

not part of conservancy, and I said, “I really beg to differ, because if we’re not 

connecting people with the land we can’t do conservancy work,” and I said, “Greenways 

are really, in my opinion, a pretty low-impact way of getting a lot of people into  

[00:54:05] 

landscapes that we all love, introducing them to the values of these landscapes, and then 

communicating that value in terms of a conservation strategy. It helps you to fundraise. It 

helps you to say, ‘That river, that landscape, that marsh, that swampland, we need to 

protect, and for these reasons, and we’ll put you in a boat, we’ll put you on a bike, we’ll 

take you for a hike, but we’re going to get you into that landscape. We’re going to show 

you what’s wrong with it, if it’s troubled, or we’re going to show you how beautiful and 

pristine it is and why we need to save it.’”  

So, I feel like this is really all about connecting people with the land and the 

resources, where they live or where they would like to travel to.  

GT: So how has the public attitude towards greenways and the awareness of 

greenways changed since you’ve been working in your career? 

CF: Tremendously. [Laughs] 

GT: I would imagine so. 

CF: Tremendously. People did not know what greenways were. People probably 

thought I was still a golf course architect [Laughs] when they heard the word 

“greenways” because they heard the word “fairways,” you know, so they probably 

assumed that I was–. And then I think the focus of it, when I got started, was I was in a 

park and recreation sort of field. I was doing trails, and I was doing trails as part of a park 
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and recreation system, so it’s easy for people to just assume that this is all about that. It’s 

all about getting out and recreating and, look, that’s tremendously valuable. I think we 

know today, with our epidemic of obesity, the best thing we can do for people is to 

engage them in an active lifestyle, active living. What better way to do that than to have 

greenways and trails that are near their homes, near their businesses, near their schools. 

We have a two-mile trail here in Colvard Farms where we live, and my wife and I use it a 

lot. We use it to exercise and try to maintain and manage our health. So there’s no 

question that that’s important. That was the genesis of the American greenway 

movement, in my opinion, being around it.  

Now what’s happened, I think, is that people are very accepting that this is a very, 

very broad-based endeavor, that we are dealing with storm water management and water 

quality, the preservation of flood plains, ways in which we can preserve and conserve and 

enhance wildlife habitat. We can deal with active transportation. These are systems that, 

when linked within our road system, can support the ability of people to commute to 

work. We’re also seeing tremendous economic benefit from these kind of programs. 

We’re seeing communities that are orienting their economic development, not just to sort 

of tourism, but also lifestyle and the way that communities should be developed. They 

should be developed around green space, green space being a central organizing principle 

of how people would live. We happen to live out here in a conservation subdivision, so  

[00:57:04] 

almost fifty percent of the land that is part of this subdivision has been preserved and will 

never be developed, and our home sites kind of sit in and amongst this land, and this was 

laid out by a developer who really believed in conservation subdivisions in that regard.  
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So I think attitudes are really changed. It’s much more broad-based now, which I 

think is very healthy. Again it goes back to my concept of bringing more and more 

people under the tent. I think what’s been most fascinating to me – and I give a lot of 

presentations around the country on the subject of greenways – the most popular, 

number-one presentation I give is economic benefits. It’s not too surprising in a capitalist 

[Laughs] nation, capitalist country, that talking about the benefits from an economic 

perspective would be a talk that’s so well-received, but what I’m trying to do is say this is 

really good for our economy, because I think there’s been the sense that, oh, conservation 

is bad for the economy. If we’re conserving land then it’s negative to the economy. 

Nothing could be further from the truth, so I have been trying really enthusiastically to 

link economic benefit and green space and greenways together for many, many years, 

and it’s the talk that people want to hear more and more all the time. 

GT: That’s very interesting because my next question was what is it about 

greenways that captures people’s imagination, and we’ve talked about the capitalist 

interest and economic benefits, but beyond that kind of an emotional level or kind of 

individual level what would it be? 

CF: Well, I think that – this goes back to the experience of place, and I’ve worked 

on so many different projects and I’m–. Instantly what comes to my mind is the Anne 

Springs Close Greenway in Fort Mill, South Carolina. I was approached in 1991 by Anne 

Springs Close, and the Springs-Close family ran Springs Industries, Springmaid sheets, a 

real staple of sort of the textile industry in America and a real American success story in 

terms of industrial manufacturing and impact. But always a part of the Springs family 

was this notion of conservation and of connecting people with the land.  



Charles A. Flink 32 

So, you go through the history of that, Springs Industries was sold and now we 

have the family, and in 1991 Anne approached me. Her family had amassed about ten 

thousand, fifteen thousand acres of land in South Carolina and she wanted to leave a 

legacy, and the legacy in her mind was a greenway, 2200-acre greenway, very large, two 

and a half times the size of Central Park in New York, just to put it in perspective. This is 

twenty minutes south of downtown Charlotte. When I met with her and worked with her,  

[01:00:01] 

and I’ve been working with her now for twenty-five, twenty-six years, it was the 

experience of that place was the legacy that she wanted to convey for future generations. 

She grew up there her entire life. She knew the trails, she knew Steele Creek, she knew 

the old millpond, she knew all these special places and she wanted to make sure that 

successive generations of people would have access to this very special landscape and 

could have that same experience of place that she had as a child and as an adult, and her 

eight children all agree with her.  

So, I think that that emotional response is very powerful, and as I’ve gone around 

the country and worked on a number of projects and I’ve talked to people – and here’s 

something really surprising. We went out to Las Vegas and we were hired by the city of 

Las Vegas and honestly I think they thought we were doing a park and recreation 

element. We were going to do an open space and trails plan for them. So we said, “We’d 

like to survey your population,” and they said, “Fine. What do you want to find out?” 

[We said], “We want to find out what their values are. What do they value most about 

living in a community that’s the fastest-growing community in the world and what should 

our open space and trails plan be responding to?  What needs are they interested in?”  



Charles A. Flink 33 

We did this survey, it came back: this incredible articulated appreciation for the 

desert landscape, the desert flowers, the desert animals, the way the water moved across 

the land. When these results came in the city was shocked. They had no concept that 

there would be this connection between a desert landscape and the values of the people 

that lived there, because most people that live in Las Vegas come from someplace else, 

and they were trying to bring Eastern value systems – irrigated lawns, bluegrass, fescue 

lawns [Laughs] – to Vegas. It wasn’t working. You’re in a desert. So, it was a real 

turning point in the way in which we built that whole system, understanding and valuing 

that natural landscape. Why? It’s the experience of place. It’s how people really identify 

with the landscapes that they live in. It’s a very powerful emotional situation and it really 

is a way of connecting people to the land. 

GT: So once you have that special place and you know about it, what are some of 

the most important design considerations for a successful greenway? 

CF: Well I think you’ve–. One thing I’ve always said to my staff and to people 

that have worked on projects: The way that we’re going to mess this up is not 

understanding the landscape we’re working in. We just did this in Memphis last week. 

We have a situation where we’re laying out our first mile of trail and it is stunning from a 

landscape perspective. Why is it stunning? Well, it goes through–. You’re in downtown 

Memphis, you’re ten minutes from downtown Memphis, and the conservancy has bought 

up about a hundred acres of land, so this first mile goes across soybean fields, through  

[01:03:05] 

this wooded area, and then along the shoreline of a twenty-acre lake. You can’t believe 

you’re in downtown Memphis. Where in the world would you have that kind of 
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landscape experience in downtown Memphis? It’s crazy. It’s so stunning that everybody, 

including the contractor that walks it, cannot believe the scenic beauty and the qualities 

of it.  

So, we had this engineered alignment that was literally threatening to take down 

all of the landscape elements that we really loved and wanted to protect, so we bought a 

bundle of flags at Home Depot and we had this staked alignment for one mile, and I 

literally walked with the client – the conservancy – and the contractor and we moved the 

center line. We said, “The center line needs to be here, because in doing so we’re 

protecting all the beautiful qualities of this landscape that we cherish and we want to 

celebrate for the people to use.” We protected all the large oak trees on the property. We 

moved the trail away from the shoreline so that you could actually, between the trail and 

the shoreline, you could actually sit on the shoreline and enjoy the view. We just did all 

kinds of subtle things. We moved the alignment to the soybean field ever so slightly to 

take advantage and to create more of an edge along that soybean field so the farmer can 

still farm and you can enjoy the views of a soybean field.  

Design is very subtle in that regard but to me design is three-dimensional and it’s 

the landscape. It’s not a piece of paper, it’s not the drawing that we might render in the 

office, it’s what that looks like in the land. So, I’m a real big proponent of adjusting the 

actual physical design solution to fit the landscape, to fit the contours, to fit the views. I 

think it’s so important to get in the landscape and look around and go, “No, that tree right 

there, we’ve got to save that tree. That view right there, we need to figure out how to 

highlight that view. This particular resource, we want to draw that resource out so the 

user has that experience of interacting with that resource.”  
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So, those are all the sort of subtle aspects of design that a lot of people never think 

about but are critical in putting a greenway together. I remember Randy Hester was 

working at the University of Arkansas and he said, “Chuck, I want to go see what a 

modern greenway looks like. I haven’t been a part of a greenway project in a long time, 

and you’re building this Razorback Regional Greenway.” We had one of those 

engineered alignments along a really crucial piece of the Razorback Greenway and it 

happened to be a farm field against Spring Creek, running from Lake Springdale into  

[01:06:01] 

downtown Springdale. The engineers had this thing aligned where it was a straight line, a 

curve, another straight line, a curve; really, it looked like a highway. It was awful 

looking. We got with the engineers and we said, “No, no, no. We want to change all this. 

We want this to flow like water. We want this to have a serpentine sort of feel to it like 

you took a hose and you just sort of rattled it out in the landscape and it just sort of fell in 

this beautiful sort of flowing pattern.”  

So we did it. We changed all the engineering drawings, we monkeyed with the 

design in the field, we laid this out, and Randy hit that stretch and he goes, “Oh, my God! 

This is the most beautiful–. How did you do this? This is so beautiful.” We had a fence 

line that mirrors the pattern of the trail, and you really get a sense of how powerful design 

can be, even in something as simple as a greenway. When you can frame the landscape, 

when you can frame the experience, you create this experience of place, which did not 

exist along this farm field before we put that greenway in. Keep in mind, experience of 

place is a human thing. It’s a human definition. It’s not nature. So we have all these 
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constructed elements that are all combined to create this really wonderful experience for 

people that use the trail. 

 GT: So, given all this and how you talk about the aesthetics and the environment, 

how do you, just as a regular person, experience greenways? I mean, I’m sure there’s a 

few out there that you haven’t designed – I think most of them have your touch on them – 

but what do you do when you go to a new place? 

 CF: I get this question all the time because–. Unfortunately for me I rarely get a 

chance to go back and, you know, in this stage of my life, and I’ve been talking 

occasionally to Marjorie about this, you know, “One of these days we need to go ride all 

these greenways we’ve laid out and been a part of,” because oftentimes the greenways 

that I experience aren’t greenways in the sense that people experience them today. I’ll be 

honest, I almost enjoy that more. I enjoy the process of working in the raw landscape. I 

mean it’s like a painter on a blank canvas. There’s nothing on the canvas – which is not 

true for me. There’s a lot on the canvas, so let’s be real about that. There’s a lot on the 

canvas, but how you take that and how you’re going to then weave a public access 

corridor, or how you’re going to save different components of the landscape and 

highlight them for the users to experience, is the beauty of it. So, oftentimes for me the 

process of design, the process of walking the land, understanding what people are trying 

to achieve here, how we, through our design program, help them to achieve that, is my 

experience on greenways.  

How do I experience them? I certainly have done long-distance greenway bike  

[01:09:04] 
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rides with East Coast Greenway. I led a ride over to the Czech Republic. I’ve done a 

portion of the East Coast Greenway that went from Wilmington, Delaware to Manhattan. 

We actually went through a greenway that I laid out, the Northern Delaware Greenway, 

the northern part of Delaware. So, I love to experience greenways in a variety of ways. 

I’ve done hiking, biking, canoeing and kayaking. I probably don’t do as much of that as I 

should because I’m busy working, doing other things, but when it comes time to dedicate 

the greenways, like in May of 2015 when we dedicated Razorback Greenway, everyone 

that was a part of the program and that project, we’re out, and we wound up biking about 

forty-five miles that day because we just were–. The greenway’s thirty-six miles end to 

end and we didn’t do the whole greenway but we were staying in one community, we got 

our rental bikes, we rode down to the groundbreaking ceremony, we rode around that 

community, we rode all the way back. We burned up a lot of calories. So, certainly using 

some of the greenways that I’ve built is always a great thing to do. I guess I’m just like 

anybody else that’s going to use a greenway. People that go out and exercise on them or 

explore on them, I’m very much the same way. 

 GT: So in just a moment I want to start talking about some of your books, but I 

have one more question about greenways. How do you think about greenways in terms of 

a means of providing equitable access to nature, especially to disadvantaged 

communities, in light of issues of race and class and issues such as that? To what extent 

can you address that in your work? 

 CF: I think it’s really critical and the project I’m working on right now in 

Memphis, I think that’s really a centerpiece of the whole project. In fact, when I was 

called in July of 2014 by the conservancy and they said, “We’d like for you to come out 
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and work with us and help us to put this project together.” It’s been a project that’s been 

talked about for thirty years. We only have two miles of a twenty-three-mile greenway on 

the ground, and one of the more challenging aspects of it is we’re going to go through 

North Memphis neighborhoods, which are all-minority neighborhoods, incredibly 

economically challenged. We have high incidences of crime, we have high poverty rates, 

just about every very real challenge you could have.  

I remember giving the initial presentation about the Razorback Greenway, about 

my experience, and about a program that we would try to undertake, and this was at the 

Memphis Country Club, which was pretty much all white. I remember one of the ladies  

[01:12:00] 

coming up to me and saying, “Do you think this greenway will heal the racial divide in 

Memphis, because we haven’t been the same since Martin Luther King was 

assassinated,” and I thought–. I mean, that really stunned me, to get that kind of a 

question. But I think, as now I’m two years into the project, I really do think that that’s a 

very critical part of what we’re doing with the Wolf River Greenway, is addressing the 

needs of underserved populations that oftentimes in American society are simply cast 

aside.  

We could talk about that today in August of 2016 because we’ve had a really bad 

set of circumstances going on all across this country. There’s a lot of racial tension and 

racial strife. It’s very unfortunate. It’s not a simple issue to address or resolve. But in our 

own way, with our greenway project, we’re trying to do that, and one of the ways we’ve 

done that already is we’ve reached out to the minority communities. We’ve gone in and 

done public meetings in their neighborhoods, at their churches, at their schools, really 
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trying to connect in a meaningful way, asking them about what can a greenway do to 

improve your life, whether that’s a health and wellness objective or whether that’s 

employment or anything else that’s important to them and, you know, I’ll be honest; 

greenways are not the most important thing in these folks’ lives. Education is critical, 

steady jobs, steady employment, access to healthcare; these are the top things that are 

going to be on a list of what their highest needs are, so greenways are far down the line.  

We’ve also been then challenged by our funders. This is a fifty-million-dollar 

project and twenty-five million of it is coming from the private sector. The private 

sector’s asking me, asking our team: What can we do with greenways to make them a 

longer-term solution to issues that are so prominent in these communities? Can we break 

the cycle of poverty for folks? Can we offer them better educational opportunities? Can 

we offer them the opportunity to start a business? Is there a way to do employment 

strategies with greenways? So we are exploring all those objectives. We’re not just 

putting in a recreational path, we’re not just involved in the conservation of land and 

water resources along the twenty-three-mile corridor; we’re talking about economic 

benefit and how it addresses the issue of people who really do need assistance in that 

regard. It’s a big challenge and it remains to be seen what the end goal will be, or the end 

product on that, but it’s certainly something we’re trying to achieve. 

[01:15:00] 

I have had some success in this in the past. I remember many, many years ago we 

were called into Nashville, Tennessee, and I’m trying to remember the dates but it was in 

the 1990s. We were actually called in by a neighborhood that had really high crime rates. 

It was a neighborhood of bungalow houses but nobody would go on their front porch. 
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There were bullets flying around, there were prostitutes on the street corner, there were 

crack houses in the neighborhood. It was a really bad situation and they wanted to do a 

greenway, so we were called in. The first night that we went in we were taken in by 

police escort into a local elementary school. There were metal bars on the windows and 

the doors. We were shuffled in by the police, you know, [Laughs] under guard, and we 

walk in and it was just like any other neighborhood meeting that I’ve done anywhere in 

the country. You know, here’s a group of people sitting around tables, mixed-race 

community, and they said, “We want to take back our neighborhood, and we think a 

greenway is a way of doing that. We’ve read your book, we’ve read Charles Little’s 

book, and we think this is the way to do it.”  

So we did, we created something called the Shelby Safe Walk, because it’s 

Shelby Avenue, Tennessee. So the Shelby Safe Walk was the product of it and it 

involved the redesign of the neighborhood but it also involved a community policing 

program where the cops would get out of the car, walk the neighborhood, get a chance to 

really interact and know everybody who lived there, so they could help the neighborhood 

determine who were the good actors and who were the bad actors. My understanding of 

that project, and I’ve tried to follow it for many years, was that it succeeded in driving the 

bad elements out of the neighborhood. We did all kinds of things, like inviting the 

children who lived in the neighborhood – because the housing was almost ninety percent 

rental homes, so there was very little ownership of the physical landscape in the 

neighborhood. So we recommended and they did a tree-planting program where the kids 

in the neighborhood got to go plant a tree, it was their tree, they owned the tree, they 
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watered it, they took care of it, and it became one of the first items of possession that 

somebody owned in the neighborhood.  

Again, it’s a combination of a lot of things, but if the experience of place is 

negative the landscape reflects that. Human landscapes reflect negative experience of 

place: windows are broken, buildings start falling down, trash is everywhere, landscape 

isn’t taken care of. You can flip that real quick by creating a more positive experience of 

place involving the neighborhood, involving people in the way the landscape is cared for, 

and my experience with that project was it came around fairly quickly.  

We also tried to program events within the greenway: yard sales and bake sales 

and different kinds of things. There was a church in the neighborhood. There were empty 

blocks of land that we transformed, rather,back into housing, little pocket parks. So, I 

think that I take those lessons learned and try to have some transference to  

[01:18:05] 

our present-day project in Memphis with the Wolf River Greenway. It’s a big challenge. 

We can do a lot of good work in this arena, and I’m also spending a lot of time talking 

with Kofi Boone at NC State who I think is doing a tremendous amount of work in this 

arena nationally. So, I’m hopeful that there’s ways in which we’ll have success with the 

project and it will make a difference in people’s lives. 

 GT: So these last two examples are both from Tennessee – you mentioned both 

Nashville and Memphis – and it occurs to me, have there been regional differences in 

greenways attitudes? I mean these are both the American South, and my original question 

was about race and class. I’m just sort of wondering, have you found differences in 

communities based on regions in this country– 
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 CF: Absolutely. 

 GT: –and the issues they’re dealing with? 

 CF: Oh, yeah, and I think–. You know, it’s not just tied to the human influences, 

and we can certainly divide the country in that regard – the Northeast from the South 

from the West and the Midwest and sort of the Rocky Mountain region – definitely we 

can do that from the standpoint of human culture, but we also can do it from landscape. 

So the landscapes are very different and the pursuits are very different. If we’re doing 

greenways in California there’s going to be a stronger environmental focus. That’s 

infused by culture. So, Californians are much more interested in ecological perspective 

and ecological ramifications of any given project than say folks in the Northeast would 

be.  

So, I’ve found that to be true, and in fact implementing the National 

Environmental Policy Act, which is to be a uniform sort of strategy for how we evaluate 

and do project development in different parts of the country, my experience is it’s 

implemented differently in different parts of the country. In the Midwest when I was 

working on the Razorback Greenway the National Environmental Policy Act was a 

checklist. In California it’s a two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar study. So, we 

definitely see it’s a combination of both human culture and landscape that makes 

greenways regionally very different. When I was working up in the Big Sky country on a 

project it was all about access to this long-distance corridor and water rights. Water rights 

were critically important. How water flowed across the land and who had rights to that 

water was a critically important aspect of planning and design for a greenway project. So, 

yes. 
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 GT: Moving to your publishing, you have published a number of books. We’ve 

got Greenways: A Guide to Planning, Design, and Development, which received a merit 

award from the ASLA in 1994, and that book was also cited by the American Planning 

Association as the best single reference on greenways development, and this I believe 

you coauthored with Bob Searns– 

[01:21:05] 

 CF: Yes. 

 GT: –out in Denver,– 

 CF: Correct. 

 GT: –Colorado. So I want to talk maybe a little bit about that book as well as the 

other book you worked on, Trails for the Twenty-First Century, with Rails-to-Trails 

Conservatory. So I’m interested in how the writing process of these books has helped you 

think about greenways in a different way, a more sophisticated way, kind of the process 

of these various projects in the past, and I know you have another book you’re working 

on and we’re going to talk about that as well. 

 CF: Well, the writing of those books is a really interesting story. Charles Little 

and Pat Noonan had finished Greenways for America and Charles had traveled the 

country talking with all kinds of people about the movement and he called me, and he 

called Bob Searns in Denver, and he said, “After spending a year traveling the country 

and talking to all these people about greenways, you are the two people that know the 

most about the technical aspects of planning, designing, and building these things, and 

you guys need to write a book because the country needs it. It needs a book about the 

soup to nuts.”  
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So what happened was Bob and I had never met and we really didn’t have a lot of 

physical interaction when we were writing the book. We were put together by Charles 

Little and the Conservation Fund to write the book, and this is a long time ago. This is 

1990, ’91, ’92, ’93, so everybody just put their thinking cap on and realize there’s no 

internet, Fedex is really kind of a brand new endeavor, there are fax machines [Laughs] 

and that’s about it. We’re still on wired lines, there’s no cell phones. [Laughs] 

Communication was really difficult.  

So, the process of writing the book, Bob and I decided to divide up the chapters. 

Bob had a stronger sort of environmental background and focus with his work. My work 

up until that point had been stronger in the design and development side of trails and 

facilities. So, we sort of put an outline together, we ran it by the Conservation Fund, they 

added some things to it, and off we were, writing this book. I had never written a book 

before in my life. I had no idea what I was doing. We were putting our thoughts down, 

and the book turned out really well. It’s over three hundred pages and it is widely 

regarded as kind of the soup-to-nuts book, and all the awards that it received, but more 

fascinating to us is the fact that it’s been distributed worldwide, so people all around the 

world now pick up this book and it’s sort of become a reference book in terms of 

education for folks.  

Then we had done Trails for the Twenty-First Century at the same time, so we 

were involved in writing two books simultaneously. We were sort of contributing authors 

for the first edition of Trails for the Twenty-First Century and then the Rails-to-Trails 

Conservancy came to us around 2000, so the book had been published, and said, “Would  

[01:24:02] 
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the two of you agree to re-author the whole thing?” So we took that on and redid that 

book as sort of a second edition, updated it, modernized it a bit; it was published in 2001.  

So both of those books were tremendous in thinking about the planning process, 

the public engagement process, all the things that I had sort of picked up from others 

along the way. Those were my mentors, those were my teachings, and my own project 

experience, and now we were putting them down pen to paper and putting them in a 

book. We tried to make it about the process in sort of not a linear way but an iterative 

way, that certain things that you would do would inform you and help you then to next 

steps in the planning and design process, so we tried to think of it in that way and both 

books are really written in that way, that they’re sort of guidance. It helped me to really 

crystalize in my mind what our design process was and what were the flaws of that 

process as well, what did we need to do a better job of thinking about.  

So, those books did reasonably well, they both were essentially sold out. You can 

still get the books but they’re going to be used. We’ve been approached by the 

Conservation Fund and by Island Press, which was the publisher of both, [about] redoing 

the greenways book and the more I look at it the more I realize it’s sort of dated. I don’t 

know that we–. To update it would be to rewrite the whole thing. But the book that I’m 

now working on is really more [what I would classify as a] memoir. The working title of 

the book is “Stories from the Trail,” and it’s really about the projects that I’ve worked on 

and it’s about storytelling. As I’m writing the chapters I realize – and I’m focusing on 

about eight or nine projects that I’ve worked on. I realize that these projects about 

greenways are really the stories of communities, the stories of individuals, groups, that 

work together to solve a variety of community problems.  
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The very first chapter that I’ve finished on this book is the story of the Grand 

Forks Greenway, the flood of 1997 that devastated East Grand Forks, Minnesota and 

what happened, what was the process, because for me it began by getting a phone call 

from the Army Corps of Engineers: “Mr. Flink, you need to come up and work with us 

because a congressional delegation in North Dakota says we’re going to solve the 

flooding of the Red River Valley using a greenway.” They were very skeptical. It didn’t 

fit the corps’ mantra of how they undertook flood control. They had engineered solutions 

that they would execute, all those engineered solutions had to meet a very strict test of  
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cost-benefit, so how much do we even spend? How much benefit were you going to gain? 

They knew nothing about greenways. They bought Bob and my book, Greenways: A 

Guide to Planning, Design, and Development, they read it; they called me and said, 

“Okay, you’re the greenway expert.” This is 1997. “Fly up here and work with us.”  

So we go into a flooded community, and the psychology of flooded communities 

is such that there’s various phases that populations go through. There’s the flood fight: 

Are we going to win the flood fight? No, we lost the flood fight so now we’re in despair. 

There’s anger, there’s frustration, there’s finger-pointing, there’s resignation, suicide 

rates go up, divorces go up, domestic violence goes up; it’s a bad situation. We’re going 

through this right now in Louisiana: a no-name storm dumps two feet of water on a 

region and swamps the region. I’m not trying to say that greenways are the solution for 

all these events, but certainly in the case of rivers and the Red River flood of ’97 it was 

the solution.  
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So, I’m writing about that whole experience because the story of it is quite 

amazing, and it’s the story of entering during that anger and frustration phase, of me 

under sort of the federal payroll saying, “We’re going to do a greenway,” people going, 

to me, “Are you kidding? We don’t have homes. We don’t have jobs. We don’t have 

food. We don’t have water. We don’t have road systems. You’re talking about a 

greenway? What the heck does a greenway have to do with flood recovery?” and having 

to be basically [Laughs] an individual champion for an idea that no one found to be very 

palatable, except for a few in the community that were very visionary, like Mike 

Maidenberg, who was the owner of the Grand Forks Herald, who saw that this was the 

way for Grand Forks to once and for all get away from the cycle of flood and recovery. 

Yes, attach ourselves to a flood protection system and a greenway which can serve these 

multiple benefits that I knew about and was practicing in my business but we were going 

to implement in this flood recovery program.  

So, I think it’s a very powerful story. It’s a very true story. It has a happy ending, 

[Laughs] fortunately. The Grand Forks Greenway, the Red River Greenway, is probably 

the most beloved landscape in Grand Forks and East Grand Forks. There weren’t a lot of 

champions for it at the time so we really had to overcome skepticism, and anger, and 

frustration, and the whole flood recovery process but I thinking looking back today, now 

twenty years since the flood, people couldn’t imagine their community without the  
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greenway. But when it was being done, you know, they couldn’t imagine their 

community with a greenway.  
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So I’m trying to kind of go in this memoir and talk about all these different 

projects that I was involved in and talk about it not from the perspective of what I did 

necessarily – I was certainly a part of it – but working with the people, working with the 

land, creating these really special places now today that people can go and experience. I 

think they’re fascinating stories. So, hopefully other people find them to be fascinating as 

well. [Laughs] It’s about eight or nine chapters in length and it’ll be features on some of 

these projects. 

 GT: That’s a fascinating story. I mean, I’m trying to think about how you got to 

that tragedy to success and how you got from that one point to the end result. I mean, did 

you know how big this project was going to be when the Army Corps of Engineers called 

you, and how did you deal with that community pain to create a success? 

 CF: You know, I didn’t know the scale and scope of it and I didn’t understand the 

significance of it, I’ll be really honest. It was a client, potentially, calling me saying, 

“We’ve got a real tragedy here. We’re going to go with a–.” [Phone rings] Do you want 

to stop? [Pause] She got it.  

So, I didn’t really understand the total scale of what we were getting involved 

with on the Grand Forks Greenway. It was about the Corps of Engineers calling me, 

saying, “We’ve got this incredible tragedy and we’re being told that the only way we’re 

going to get the funding from Congress approved is we’re going to use a greenway 

strategy. That’s something we don’t know anything about. You know about greenways, 

we know about flood recovery, so you come up here and you convince everybody that 

this is the right thing to do.” That was really tough. I mean, I walked into a situation–. I 

had two mayors that were very concerned about taking on the enormity of that landscape. 
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I had a North Dakota park official stand up at the very first meeting I was at, in February, 

1998, going, “Mr. Flink, are you kidding me? That’s more parkland in this community 

than in all of North Dakota combined,” and the mayor of Grand Forks standing up and 

saying, “You can’t do this to us. You can’t make us do this. How are we going to take 

care of this project?” and me, I’m thirty-eight years old, whatever, going, “Don’t worry 

about all those details. We’re going to work through all those details and we’re going to 

create this project and it’s going to be successful.” And it’s my word [Laughs] against 

their experiences, and honestly I’d never done a project of that magnitude at the time.  

So, I was trying to be a ray of sunshine [Laughs] in a whole sea of darkness and it 

was very difficult. There were so many meetings I attended where people were angry, 

and I was continuing to be paid, I was the outsider, I was the guy from North Carolina  
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with the Southern accent: “What the heck do you know about our community? You don’t 

know anything about our community.” Well, it so happened my father was born and 

raised in North Dakota, he went to the University of North Dakota, and I was talking to 

him and even he was skeptical of what I was talking about. [Laughs] So, and that’s what 

the story’s about in the book: what did happen? How did we overcome those odds? How 

did we convince people this was the right thing to do? And, to be perfectly honest, had it 

not been for the congressional delegation and the Corps of Engineers the project probably 

wouldn’t have happened. Had it been left to the local people to decide they would not 

have done a greenway.  

So, now the project’s done; most elements were completed in the early 2000s; 

they’ve continued to have big flood events. In 2009 they had the fifth-highest recorded 
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flood event in the history of the community: no damage to the community. It’s all 

absorbed within the two-thousand-two-hundred-acre greenway between the two 

communities. So, people can now look at it and go, “My gosh, what would our lives be 

without the greenway?” but at the time we were going through it, it was really difficult 

and I had to believe in myself. I had to believe in the greenway philosophy in its very big 

sense, not a trail but the big global notion of what a greenway can be, that it’s this multi-

objective corridor of land, and we’re going to figure out a way to solve the problems of 

habitual flooding in the Red River Valley. It succeeded, so. 

 GT: So let’s take a little break. 

 CF: Yeah. 

[01:34:42 Break in recording] 

 GT: So let’s start talking about some of your important projects you’ve done in 

the United States. One of the major projects you’ve mentioned already is the East Coast 

Greenway. Can you tell me about that project and your experience in particular as the 

chair of the board, I think five terms,– 

 CF: Right. 

 GT: –with this organization, and a little bit more about this project? 

 CF: So in 1991 I was actually involved with a young woman–. She was one of 

President Bush’s points of light. Her name was Anne Lusk. We were in Washington, 

D.C. I was still involved with American Trails, wrapping up my term as chair of the 

board, and Anne was interested in greenways. We were approaching and working with 

the Bush White House, actually crafting a domestic policy statement on the subject of 

greenways, which took us to the West Wing for about twelve consecutive months. At the 



Charles A. Flink 51 

same time that that was happening, I was in correspondence with a lot of people around 

the country and heard about a group that was trying to form an organization that would 

promote a  
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greenway between New York and Washington, D.C., and they were calling it the East 

Coast Greenway. I sort of made an offhanded remark that you can’t call it the East Coast 

Greenway [Laughs] until you come all the way down the rest of the East Coast, you 

know, North Carolina, and South Carolina, and Georgia, and into Florida, which didn’t 

gain a lot of traction at the time.  

But Anne was one of the original riders of an event that occurred later that fall 

[where] a group of riders got on bikes and I think they went all the way from New York 

down through Philadelphia and Baltimore and into Washington, D.C., so that was the 

very beginning of it. I didn’t really have any involvement in the start of the organization 

but then they contacted me and said, “We are going to expand into the South and would 

you agree to be the trail representative, the trail coordinator for the East Coast Greenway 

in North Carolina?” so I agreed to do that. Then, just due to my schedule, I’d asked a 

staff member to do it, Tricia Tripp, who got involved, and then they said, “We’d like to 

have a board member,” and I think Tricia, who was not married at the time, said, “Well, 

I’ll agree to do that.” Then she got married and left and it sort of fell to me so I joined the 

board, and this was probably–. Let me think about this for a moment, because I was on 

the board for like twelve, thirteen, fourteen years. But it was probably the early 2000s by 

that time, late ’90s, I’m going to say, maybe ’98, is when I joined the organization.  
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So I was on the board, and I’m doing a lot of different kinds of things with my 

business and attending board meetings, and there were a couple of real rapid changes of 

leadership that happened. We went from the inaugural chair, Pat King, to Dave Dionne, 

who was a park superintendent at the time in Maryland, and then Dave abruptly had to 

end his chairmanship duties due to issues within his own life, and so I was contacted by 

Karen Votava, who was the executive director and was one of the original founders of the 

board. I had been on the board for probably six or seven years at the time. She said, 

“Would you be the chair of the board?” and I said, “No. [Laughs] I’m too busy,” and she 

called back and said, “Will you be the chair?” and I said, “No.”  

So this went on and on and on. I think I turned it down about nine or so times 

[Laughs] and then the tenth time I said, “Okay, Karen, look.” And she was saying to me, 

“The rest of the board wants you to be the chair, a lot of people would like for you to be 

the chair,” a lot of pressure to accept it. I said, “I’ll accept it under the conditions that we 

change the organization because I think the organization is not well-structured at this 

time. We have a lot of people who are passionate about greenways and trails but we don’t 

really have the right organizational framework for the East Coast Greenway.” So Karen 

said, “Look, we’re all in favor of whatever vision you have for the organization. What 

specifically do you want to do?” I said, “Well, first of all, I think we should hold a 

summit with other long-distance trails organizations and other D.C.-based trails  

[01:39:01] 

organizations, like Rails and Trails Conservancy, the Appalachian Trail Conference, and 

others who really know about governance and how to organize something of this 
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magnitude. I think we’ve done a really good job as a young fledgling organization getting 

to a certain point but now it’s time for wholesale changes to be made.”  

So she agreed, and the board agreed, and we went off and did, with about six or 

seven people involved – and Keith Laughlin at Rails and Trails Conservancy agreed to 

host us – we did a deconstruct of the East Coast Greenway Alliance as an organization 

and we rebuilt Humpty Dumpty again. What came out of that was essentially we were 

going to retool the board of trustees, we were going to create new trail coordinator 

positions, we were going to create a new sort of guidance group for the trail itself, etc., 

etc. So, I jokingly say the first action that I had as the new trail chair, which occurred, I 

think, in 2004, was to fire the board. [Laughs] I kind of went in there and said to the 

board, “Hey, here’s our reorganization plan,” and I said, “Look, I’ll be the first one to 

raise my hand to let you all know I am not the ideal board member, but since I’m the 

chair I’ll stay on for a transitional period. But here’s the kind of board that we need to 

assemble. The people sitting in this room are not representative of those board positions, 

but we’ve created a new organization within our organization called the Trail Alliance 

that will–. You’ll still get to have a chance to work on trail issues but you’re not going to 

be the fiduciary board.” So it sort of dawned on everybody that I was sort of asking for 

their resignations [Laughs] and, one by one, hands went up around the room and said, 

“You’re right, Chuck. We agree with you. We agree with the work that you and Karen 

did, and others, and I submit my resignation [Laughs] and I’d like to move over to this 

other group.”  

So we basically reformed the board and then Karen, who was our legacy director, 

knew that her time was growing short too, and we wound up accepting her resignation, 
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advertising for the position of executive director, and we were very, very fortunate as an 

alliance organization to find Dennis Markatos-Soriano, a young man who has come in 

and just taken over the organization in a really positive way, advanced the goals and the 

vision of the organization in tremendous ways, and it’s a really thriving organization.  

The East Coast Greenway idea is an off-road route that essentially is the urban 

equivalent of the Appalachian Trail, going from Maine to Florida through three thousand 

miles, going through all the major urban hubs of the East Coast, right through the middle 

of New York City, through the middle of Philadelphia and Baltimore and Washington, 

D.C., and it comes down into the Triangle region, where we live, and we have actually  

[01:42:01] 

the longest completed segments of the greenway along the three-thousand-mile route so 

we’re kind of a poster child for what it can be. We have the greenway that goes from 

downtown Durham over to Raleigh, down the American Tobacco Trail, in through the 

Cary Greenway System, past Umstead Park, through the Museum of Art, and all the way 

into downtown Raleigh, and then out to the Neuse River Greenway. So, I think the 

mileage on that is somewhere close to about seventy-five miles. It is a spectacular 

example of what the East Coast Greenway can be, a largely off-road route for all the 

reasons we’ve talked about previously. It’s really a multi-objective corridor but the 

biggest focus of it is transportation and tourism and health and wellness; that’s probably 

the biggest focus of it. But Dennis Markatos-Soriano, the executive director, who is a big 

advocate of clean air and clean water, would tell you that those objectives are just as 

important.  
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So, one of the things I’ve always tried to do in my life is to be a volunteer, and I 

think I’ve gained as much from my volunteering work as I have in my professional sort 

of paid-for work, and the work that I’ve done with East Coast Greenway Alliance is 

something I’m really proud of and really enjoyed. It’s a great organization. It’s the 

longest urban greenway in the world right now and it’s a great project for our country. 

 GT: Can you talk more about the collaborative process? You have all these states, 

all these regions, all these different communities, different interests: how do you do that? 

What helps to keep all of these people working towards a common goal with the 

greenway? 

 CF: That’s the magic of the East Coast Greenway Alliance, I think. The alliance 

itself doesn’t own anything. If it owns anything it owns the vision. So the trick is talking 

everyone along this three-thousand-mile route [into being] part of this greater vision, part 

of this collaborative. So we have this toolbox of ways in which we informally invite you 

to be part of the greenway, sanction your participation, [Laughs] you know, certify your 

miles, all these little tools that we use to sort of bring you into the fold, but the East Coast 

Greenway is really a collection of local trails, local greenways, all stitched together along 

a three-thousand-mile route, which is the beauty of it, and there are certain criteria that 

the East Coast Greenway Alliance puts out in order for your trail to join the other 

collection of trails that are part of this. You have to have a certain width, you have to 

have a certain surface type, you have to have management agreements in place, etc., etc. 

It has to be a facility that can be used by folks that are going to travel along the entire 

route and if your local trail meets those criteria – the American Tobacco Trail being an 

example of that – then it’s possible for you to be included and certified.  
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So, it is a collaborative process, and the magic of it is extending the invitation and 

getting people to accept the invitation and have their facility included. What is fascinating 

to me is the people that clamor to be part of it, to be part of this big vision, and that’s 

America in a nutshell. America is a country of big ideas, and big visions, and bold 

visions, and undertaking things that other countries don’t do, and the East Coast 

Greenway embodies all of that. The number of communities and mayors and people that 

we’ve interacted with through the years that want to be part of the East Coast Greenway, 

they might not even be close to the route. They want to figure out how to swing the route 

their direction so they can be part of it. So, it’s that collaborative process and that vision 

that’s the strength of the greenway. 

 GT: In light of that, can you talk a little bit about your work with American Trails 

as chair, and especially work with ISTEA, the Intermodal Surface Transportation 

Efficiency Act in 1991? Can you talk about that? 

 CF: Yeah. So, American Trails was born out of two organizations. One was the 

National Trails Council, which was a byproduct of the National Trails Act that was set 

up, I think, in 1968. So the National Trails Act was created and they wanted a citizen-led 

council to come out of that, and so it was a derivative. It was just an automatic of that act 

that there would be a National Trails Council, it would be an advisory group of citizens 

that would all sort of meet annually, semiannually, talk about the national trail system, be 

advocates for and work with the National Park Service and other federal partners to bring 

the National Trail System about, to create it. So that council had been around since 1968. 

Well, then you have this sort of modernizing of the trails movement and the greenway 
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movement and the Rails and Trails Conservancy, all sort of coming together, and it’s all 

happening in Washington, D.C.  

The National Trails Council is sort of a floating organization; wherever the chair 

is the council is sort of headquartered. The American Trails Network was this mishmash 

of all these different sort of Washington, D.C.-based groups, and I, very early on after I 

established Greenways, Inc., I was contacted and they said, “Would you be a member of 

the American Trails Network?” and I said, “Sure, I’ll join the American Trails Network.” 

This was part of my whole strategy, you know, get out and promote greenways and trails 

in any conceivable venue that you can; be involved and be engaged.  

So, I’m a member of the American Trails Network and we probably had a couple 

of meetings, maybe one or two in person in Washington, D.C. It was a bunch of young 

people; we didn’t know what we were doing; we were sort of trying to figure out the 

world of trails being led really by our Washington, D.C. counterparts that knew more of  

[01:48:01] 

the temperature of what was going on. Members like myself were out in the heartland of 

America building things and in Washington, D.C. they were dealing a lot with federal 

policy.  

So, then the bright idea came [from a] couple of members of the American Trails 

Network: We should merge with the National Trails Council and we should create a new 

organization that represents the interests of all trails. So I’m in favor of this 

philosophically because, hey, it’s good for business, it’s good for things that are going on, 

but I’m still a member of the American Trails Network. This is all being championed by 

others. So, they pulled it off. They actually went through a formal merger and the 
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National Trails Council was already going to have its biannual symposium, which was 

going to happen in Unicoi Lodge in Georgia, so there was this merger of, you know, by-

laws, organizational structure, everything was coming together, and I was on the board of 

ATN.  

So then I’m approached by the leadership of both groups and they said, “You’re 

going to be the new chair,” and I went, “What? [Laughs] What are you talking about? I’m 

going to be the new chair of what?” The merged organization. I said, “I don’t have time 

to do this, guys. I run a business. I can’t do this,” [and they said,] “No, you’re the only 

person who can do it. We have literally sat and talked about all the board members and 

all their biases and we’ve come to you and we’ve recognized you’re the only neutral 

person in the crowd [Laughs] so you’re the only person that everybody can rally behind 

and support as the new chair.” I was like, oh, my gosh! What have I gotten myself into? I 

mean, I reluctantly agreed to do it, and I remember having the American Trails Network 

chairperson on one side of me and the National Trails Council person on the other side of 

me, and I’m at Unicoi, and I just sort of bring people together. I said, “I want everybody 

to hold hands and we’re all going to step forward and we’re going to raise our hands, and 

there’s American Trails,” and that’s how it got started.  

So, American Trails was, you know–. And then I wound up being the chair for 

like three years because I couldn’t get out of it. [Laughs] I really wasn’t all that in favor 

of it; I was very young; I probably wasn’t a very good chair. I probably made thousands 

of mistakes along the way in terms of being the chair because I was really trying to do 

two things, but we carried it off. We had a newsletter and we got involved in various 

things, and one of the really big things that happened at what turned out to be the close of 
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my tenure was the launching of the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act, 

which is ISTEA, [Laughs] Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991. 

This was the first major overhaul of the nation’s Surface Transportation Act since 1956. 

[01:51:05]  

So, Eisenhower comes back from the war [Laughs] and he basically says, 

PresIdent Eisenhower says, “We need a national transportation system act that deals with 

all surface transportation, and I want as a byproduct of that an interstate highway 

system,” because he was in Germany, he saw the autobahn system, he saw how complete 

it was, how efficient it was for troop movement, and he said, “We need an interstate 

highway system that is a national defense highway system,” and that was the foundation 

of the Surface Transportation Act of 1956. It regulated all surface transportation: rail, 

port, automobile, etc.  

So, from 1956 to say 1990, in the realm of bicycle and pedestrian transportation 

something like, you know, four, five, six million dollars had been spent, a very minor 

amount – and mostly in one state – to promote bicycle and pedestrian transportation. 

Well, ISTEA was a complete rethinking of what had happened since ’56 and what 

surface transportation meant today, and it really embraced bicycle and pedestrian 

transportation as a major component of that. They needed advocates. They needed people 

that would sponsor legislation. So, as chairman of the board of American Trails, I was 

approached by the motorized trail community that was members of our organization and I 

was also approached by the non-motorized. I was approached by the Sierra Club, by  

Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, by the Bicycle Federation of America: We need to be a 
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sponsor of this legislation. We need to get behind this. We’re American Trails; this is 

what we’re all about.  

Well, there was one particular piece of legislation that was brought to my 

attention as chair and it was known at the time as the SIMMs Act, and it was legislation 

that would promote funding for motorized and non-motorized trail development. It was 

very controversial. The non-motorized community and the environmental groups did not 

want to support motorized trail use. They didn’t want to support the ATVs, the 

[01:53:19], other motorized interests. I thought that was not right because we had to be a 

coalition of all interests. If we were outdoor enthusiasts and we were trail users, users of 

the outdoors, we needed to support each other. And oh, by the way, their funding dwarfed 

ours by a magnitude of a hundred or a thousand to one. I mean, it was just crazy. So I 

couldn’t figure out why we would turn away the industries that supported motorized and 

non-motorized, so I became a champion of it and as a result I began alienating–. As 

chairman of the board of American Trails I began alienating the non-motorized and the  

[01:54:02] 

environmental groups, but I felt it was really important. So, I wound up going to the 

introduction of the legislation on the floor of Congress, so to speak – I think it was the 

102nd Congress – and standing with my partners in the motorized community in support 

of the SIMMs Act, and it passed, and I did so against the well wishes [Laughs] of many 

members of the community.  

So, that was one thing that I was a part of, and the other thing I was a part of was 

there was something that was launched by the trails community, the National Park 

Service, which was called Trails for All Americans, trails within fifteen minutes of 
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everyone’s home, and we actually–. Again, as chairman of the board of American Trails, 

we basically created an entire symposium, which we held in Des Moines, Iowa at the 

time, that really rallied around the concept of trails for all Americans, and there was a 

whole white paper that was constructed and there were initiatives that were sort of lodged 

inside of federal programs and among the constituent organizations of American Trails 

that really made that come to life, and that is still something–. That is still a pledge and a 

motto that is driving a lot of trail development activity to this day, and that was done in 

1991 as well. 

 GT: So what do you believe or hope is the future of interstate trail systems in our 

country? 

 CF: Well, I think that it’s happening. It’s happening faster than people can realize. 

It’s a really big endeavor. When we talk about interstate highways and realize how many 

tens of thousands of miles of interstate highways there are, trails are now rapidly 

approaching that statistic in terms of long-distance trails and urban trails. My hope is a 

couple of things. First of all, this is a phenomenal country from a tourism and economic 

development perspective. For example, in North Carolina alone, I wish that our General 

Assembly–. If it was serious about investing in the economic future of North Carolina it 

would extend a greenway system through some of our poorest counties, through some of 

our most economically challenged counties, if for no other reason than to promote 

tourism. So, tourism along the Neuse River corridor in communities like Goldsboro, in 

Kinston, in New Bern, would drive economic development in a very meaningful way, 

and that’s the kind of investment that our state should do. I see that investment happening 

in all fifty states. We have a country that is beautiful, that’s fantastic to visit, that is 
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largely safe and free of some of the problems that we see in different countries around the 

world, and so I think that one of the goals would be to promote that. The other promotion 

of greenways and trails would be to address global climate change, from issues of habitat 

of plants and animals to issues of water quality and air quality, which I think are 

becoming more critical.  

[01:57:04] 

So I feel like the idea of an interstate system of greenways across the continental 

forty-eight and Alaska and Hawaii is critically important to the success of the country, 

and this has been something that’s been envisioned over the last hundred and seventy-

five years by various different people and it’s still a vision that we promote to this day in 

various venues. I mean we have adventure cycling, and we have an interstate bike system 

that is actually mapped and on the ground, and we have the East Coast Greenway, we 

have the Pacific Crest Trail, we have other long-distance trails. I think it’s just a matter of 

really thinking about this perhaps in regions and saying we need interstate greenways 

throughout the South and they can serve a lot of benefits and functions. So, I feel like 

we’re more ready for it today as a society and a nation than we have ever been before, 

and I think it’s tough to talk about reality because I’ve been involved with the East Coast 

Greenway Alliance now for many, many years and we thought we’d probably have it 

done by now, so it is very challenging. It’s not without challenges. But I do think it’s 

something that can happen in the long-term. 

 GT: Okay. Let’s look at Charleston County, South Carolina and some of the 

conservation issues you dealt with there. How common is it for a community of voters to 

push for short-term land and wildlife habitat conservation measures in the face of long-
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term urban and suburban growth? I’m just kind of thinking about this particular case 

study, especially in mind of conservation issues.   

 CF: Well I’ve been fortunate to do open space plans across the United States, and 

may be one of the few landscape architects that have done a lot of work in this arena, and 

it really speaks to my core values and I really believe in conservation. What I like to tell 

the communities that I’ve worked with is I only get phone calls from rapidly-growing 

communities. I only get those calls when people are feeling panicked about the growth 

and development that’s happening in their area and how fast they’re watching their land 

and water resources disappear. It’s kind of a rate of growth where you actually can see it 

in that short timeframe.  

So Charleston County, fascinating case study, because they’re one of those 

communities: they’re the fastest-growing community in South Carolina and they’ve had 

all this unprecedented growth and development and it’s creating quality of life problems. 

Some of those problems are expressed by the fact that people are stuck in traffic jams, but 

some of those problems are expressed in the fact that people are watching the low  

[02:00:00] 

country disappear right before their eyes. It took them a couple of tries but they passed 

this referendum, I believe in 2004, that had a sentence in it that said, “We’re going to 

appropriate a sales tax to conserve open space.” Now, the other part of that sales tax was 

to promote transportation improvements. In combination the sales tax was going to 

generate about 1.3 billion dollars of revenue over twenty-five years to build out the 

transportation improvements and to conserve land in Charleston County. So the voters go 

to the polls and on the basis of a sentence approve this measure, and they didn’t have a 
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plan, they didn’t have a program, and they had no idea what land they were talking about, 

where it would be located, or what its function would be, yet this is how the voters felt. 

The voters of Charleston County felt like this was such an important thing, even without 

all those knowns and those quantifications of goals, that they voted in favor of it.  

So then we were hired. I was brought in by Charleston County and we were given 

ten months to develop a plan with a politically-appointed body of people, and it was 

challenging because this group of people, that were all political appointees, their 

definition of green space and greenways and open space and land conservation varied 

from person to person. So the first thing I had to do was to find some common ground: 

what do you all agree upon? They’re not all of the same political persuasion either, which 

is challenging. What I got them to agree upon was the low country lifestyle, that they all 

valued it, that they could define it, that they knew what it meant to go crabbing and to 

live on marshland and to watch the sunsets across the expanse of water, or watch the 

sunrises. There were tangible things that they felt defined the quality of life in Charleston 

County and that’s what they wanted to preserve. It might be different types of land but 

they knew this was the quality of life that was important to them.  

That’s what we worked with. That’s the framework that we worked from, and 

then we developed a strategy, an implementation strategy that was all voluntary. They 

told us, you know, the group and the citizens, they told us, “Look, you’re not going to be 

able to come in here with a heavy hand. This is not going to be a top-down process. This 

is going to be a bottom-up process. So build us a bottom-up process that works.” So we 

took the–. Essentially I took the twenty-five-year sales tax program and I crafted it in 

such a way that citizens and groups could work together and they could apply for a grant 
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from that program and they could use that money to conserve landscapes throughout 

Charleston County. We set a target goal of forty thousand acres, which in essence would  

[02:03:02] 

add to the acreage of land that had already been protected in the history of the county. 

That would give them about two hundred thousand acres of preserved land and water 

across Charleston County. One third of the county would be preserved. Two thirds would 

be available for traditional development practices, which was kind of a balance, and we 

arrived at that balance after a lot of conversation. They accepted it.  

The other thing that we did was I sort of saw that they needed to have all that 

money right now. You could not wait for twenty-five years. You couldn’t get little 

dribbles of money coming in and fund a program of this magnitude. In fact, I told the 

committee and the county, “You have two hundred and fifty million dollars off this sales 

tax program, which is going to be collected over twenty-five years; you need a billion 

dollars’ worth of buying power, so you’re going to need to leverage the two hundred and 

fifty million three, four, five to one in order to achieve your goals.” That came as a real 

shock to them. They couldn’t believe it, because they thought they had achieved a lot in 

getting the two hundred and fifty million, which they had, but it wasn’t going to be 

enough to compete in the real estate market.  

Well, now we can look back, because it’s been ten years. They have had 

phenomenal success with the program. They’ve protected over twenty thousand acres of 

land. They’ve used all of their initial supply of dollars that was bonded up front, so we 

actually bonded the funds up front, and they’ve gone out and they’ve formed the 

partnerships and they’ve leveraged tremendously. If you look at the acquisitions and the 
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conservation that they’ve achieved they’ve done it all by leveraging the money with other 

programs, either in the state or privately or federally with different funds. So it’s really 

been a very successful program, I would argue probably the most successful land 

conservation program in the country, and I’m not saying that trying to pat myself on the 

back. I’m saying that from what the people in Charleston County accomplished.  

Oftentimes my role is to come and to facilitate a process and to take a set of tools 

that I know all about and that they may not know about and sort of craft a strategy, give 

some guidance, give them a toolbox, and say, “Here, go at it.” Now, those communities 

that we’ve done that with can look at all that and go, “Yeah, but we’re not going to do it,” 

right? But Charleston County, really kind of a tough place to work in terms of all of 

what’s going on and all the conflicts that are inherent, they came together as a community 

and they implemented the plan of action. All the credit goes to them, the citizens of the 

community, the Charleston County Council, everybody. 

 GT: It’s very interesting to me that you say they all agreed on the low country 

lifestyle– 

 CF: The low country lifestyle, yeah. 

 GT: –and I like that. That’s their rallying point in a sense. 

CF: Yes. 

GT: So, that kind of leads me to my next question. I was thinking about another 

project with the Grand Canyon Greenway, and here you’re working with a revered 

national landmark. 

 CF: Right. 

 GT: What are the challenges of that and what inspiration did you draw from that? 
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 CF: Well, in 1997 I was called in by a good friend of mine, Jeff Olson. There 

were a whole group of us, volunteers, that went out to the Grand Canyon. In the Grand 

Canyon General Management Plan that was crafted by a team of landscape architects – 

Shapin and Associates was the consultant – the idea of a greenway system in the Grand 

Canyon was proposed in the general management plan. Now, general management plans 

are guidance documents, and so the National Park Service is given the latitude, the unit, 

to implement that guidance strategy, and quite honestly there was really nobody focused 

on the greenway aspect of the GMP.  

So, Jeff Olson, whose wife was a park ranger, is out visiting with friends of theirs 

in Grand Canyon and hears about this, and he goes, “Well, I can assemble a group of 

people that know all about building greenways,” and he did. So, he’s the one. Jeff took us 

all out there. He leveraged his way in the door with the Grand Canyon National Park 

Foundation and the superintendent. He said, “Give us a couple of days and we’ll show 

you how to put together a greenway inside of a national park.” It seems like it’s pretty 

simple on the surface but in reality it’s very complicated. There’s all kinds of regulations 

[Laughs] in place and there’s all kinds of, “You can’t do this,” and, “You can’t do that.”  

So, we spent three days in 1997 and we had a phenomenal team of people that 

came together, volunteered their time, and put an implementation program in place. We 

presented it to the superintendent, Rob Arnberger, on the last day we were there, and, I’m 

not kidding, there were literally tears streaming down Rob’s face. He said, “Ladies and 

gentlemen, I’ve been involved in this my entire career. I was born at the Grand Canyon. 

I’ve been involved at the National Park Service for thirty years.” You know, being the 
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superintendent of Grand Canyon National Park is a plum in the National Park Service. He 

said, “This is the most stunning thing I’ve ever seen in my life. What you guys have done 

in three days, and your vision and your thoughts about how we can make the Grand 

Canyon a better visitor experience through the Grand Canyon Greenway, is pure genius. 

Love it. We’ve got to figure out how to do this.”  

So, again, credit to Rob Arnberger. He could have been a superintendent that said, 

“Thank you very much volunteers, appreciate it, we enjoyed putting you up for a few 

days; see you later. Not on our agenda.” But he didn’t, he embraced it, and credit to Rob 

for making it happen.  

So, we kept going on and I wound up, because I was the one person of the 

volunteers that actually had a design firm, so it kind of got thrown to me to work with the 

rest of the volunteers and we entered into a contract with the National Park Service and 

with the Grand Canyon National Park Foundation to go out and design. We did six 

phases of what was envisioned as a seventy-two-mile greenway system – I think we’ve 

got about twelve to fifteen miles on the ground to this day – six phases, one on the north  

[02:09:02] 

rim and five on the south rim, that we designed and laid out. When I tell this story I like 

to tell people one of the greatest challenges we had was actually the National Park 

Service staff, [Laughs] who are very possessory of their units and their landscapes and 

they’re not too thrilled about outsiders coming in and telling them what to do with the 

park. And then we had NEPA. Because we’re inside of a national treasure, a national 

park, we had to go through the National Environmental Policy Act to justify every impact 

and every footprint on the land.  
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It was a very challenging project. I spent ten years of my life working on those six 

phases. I’m really happy to say that they’re all built and I think one of the superstars of 

that entire project was Peter Axelson with Beneficial Designs. Peter himself is in a 

wheelchair due to a climbing accident when he was at the Air Force Academy and he 

decided that he wasn’t going to let his disability impact his life in a negative way, and he 

went on to found the premier firm in America, and perhaps the world, when it comes to 

barrier-free design, wrote some of the access board guidelines for outdoor and indoor 

space design, and was a very valuable member of our team. Peter was a constant 

contributor and companion in the design process to ensure that every foot of that 

greenway system is accessible, no matter who you are, and when you’re walking or 

hiking or biking at seven thousand feet and the air’s very thin – and when you go across 

the north rim it’s eight thousand feet – accessibility and usability is something that affects 

everybody.  

So, that was a phenomenal project. It’s one of the stories that I’ll be telling in my 

book, Stories from the Trail, because I think just the process and all the people that were 

involved in the landscape that we worked in, you know, when people sit there and say, 

“What was your favorite project? It has to be the Grand Canyon Greenway, right?” Well, 

of course that would be one of the great projects that I’ve had a chance to work on. But I 

think the experience of working with the people was invaluable. It was fantastic. 

 GT: So it’s fascinating, the breadth of your career. I mean we’re talking about the 

Grand Canyon, and then a little bit of government bureaucracy and NEPA and things like 

that, but then we look abroad and you’ve been all over the world working in greenways. 

I’m thinking about Belarus, for example, and I was reading about your work there and 
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some of the challenges, the way-finding and signage and those things, so can you talk 

about that particular project and some of the challenges of working in a post-communist 

country? 

 CF: Absolutely. I met Valeria, who was my host in Belarus, in 2010 at the Fábos 

Conference in Budapest. I saw her presentation and I listened to her story and I just  

[02:12:00] 

became really attracted to it. It’s post-communist but there’s a lot, it could be said, that is 

still communist. Belarus is a country that has not opened its doors to the West. In fact 

those doors are closed. Its primary partner in life is Russia. The current leader of Belarus, 

Lukashenko, is not welcoming to Western ideas. He’s a dictator. [Laughs] So, when I 

listened to Valeria’s story about Belarus and its opportunity for greenways I just was very 

attracted to it, and we met and we talked and she said, “I want you to come to Belarus,” 

because she attended my presentation. I said, “I’d love to come to Belarus,” thinking it 

would never happen. [Laughs] Then one day I get a call from her and we start working on 

a grant through the US embassy.  

So, the short story of Belarus and its ties with the West is that the Bush 

administration was trying – the second Bush administration – was trying to encourage 

democratic processes in Belarus. They wanted a democratically elected government and 

they worked with Lukashenko and he initially said, “Yes, I will open up to a democratic 

process.” Then he realized in his own polling data that he was losing the race, so he hauls 

the opposition candidates into a public square, turns on the televisions, flogs them, and 

throws them in jail. The Bush administration’s reaction is to freeze all the foreign assets 

that they can get their hands on to punish Belarus for this behavior. Lukashenko responds 
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by expelling all the US embassy staff, but he leaves in place one program and one 

program only, and that is for people from the West to come in and help him with his 

economy, to diversify his economy.  

So he opens one channel, it’s a business channel, through the US embassy you 

can apply for and actually invite people to come in, if they will work with the Belarusian 

people to figure out how to diversify and grow the economy. So, under this guise, 

Valeria, who I met, says, “I will invite you in, we will apply for this program, we will get 

the money, and you will come to Belarus,” [Laughs] and she was true to her word. So I 

get a call in August of 2012 and she says, “We have the grant funds. When can you 

come?” I’m looking at my calendar, going, “Well, maybe sometime in early part of 

2013.” She goes, “No, no, no. The grant runs out. You have to come now.” [Laughs] So, 

I wind up quickly making travel arrangements, getting my visa out of Washington, D.C. 

and the Belarusian embassy, and boarding a plane and going over, and I distinctly 

remember the night before, sitting in my bedroom with my wife, Marjorie, and going, 

“Where’s Belarus?” [Laughs] I had no idea, and I start looking on the internet and there’s 

no information on Belarus, but I did find this story that the Swedish ambassador had been 

kicked out just a day before because some Swedish airplane was dropping teddy bears  

[02:15:03] 

loaded with democratic propaganda out of an airplane, and in addition to kicking the 

Swedish embassy out Lukashenko had also fired the secretary of air transport, or ministry 

or whatever, he’d fired these two officials [Laughs] in his cabinet for allowing this to 

happen.  
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So, here I am flying into Belarus, and I’m thinking, oh, my gosh! This is crazy. 

But on the way there I’m thinking, “You know, I’m probably the safest person in Belarus 

[Laughs] because they know that I’m coming, their government has invited me, I’m 

through the US embassy program, the US embassy has vetted this and everything is 

going to be just fine.” So I never really worried much about it, and in fact everywhere I 

went I wore an American flag on my lapel of my jacket, just so everybody would know, 

even though it said “American” right here it also says “American” right here. [Laughs] I 

was going to be as obvious as I possibly could.  

So I land in Belarus and I’m greeted at the airport by the US embassy staff and 

they’re like, “Okay, here are the ground rules for your visit.” [Laughs] They said, “Stay 

in your hotel. Don’t go outside your hotel. Do you speak Russian? No, you don’t speak 

Russian, so here’s what’s going to happen to you. If you go outside your hotel they’re 

going to ask you for your papers, in Russian. You won’t know what they’re saying; they 

will know that you can’t respond; they’ll haul you off to jail. They’ll give us a call and 

we’ll have to come and get you out of jail. So let’s just avoid that whole thing. Just stay 

in your hotel [Laughs] and we’ll come get you and we’ll take you everywhere you need 

to go.”  

They had an itinerary, every day, every hour was mapped, and I spent ten days 

there going throughout the countryside, meeting with various different people, and it was 

a phenomenal experience. I mean it was gut-wrenching in a way because this is a country 

that has experienced six hundred years of nonstop wars. There are generations of people 

that are gone, that are missing. Stalin had executed over a million Belarusians when he 

took control. None of this ever got out to the West. As widely known as the Holocaust is, 
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this wasn’t widely known, and this was not just an ethnic group, this was anybody that 

Stalin had any suspicions was not in his camp. So it didn’t matter what your religious 

background was or what your ethnicity was; they were dragging people out in the middle 

of the night and executing them.  

This is a tough country to go and visit and talk about greenways, [Laughs] you 

know, and I, myself, “Okay, Valeria, why am I here? What are we here to do?” She said, 

“We’re a beautiful country, we’re a beautiful people, long-term we envision a different 

future and we want to figure out a way in which we can attract Western people here to 

view this beautiful country. Our only tourists today are Russians, so I want you to come 

here and help us to begin building a strategy for building a greenway system that would 

make us essentially more democratic in the long run.”  

So, I’m traveling across the country in a US embassy car with USAID workers in  

[02:18:04] 

it, US embassy workers in it, and Valeria and her team in it, and every day was an 

important day and we were going to go to all these different villages and towns and meet 

people. Valeria herself, she had lost her husband. She was a very successful 

businessperson and she and her husband had created this eco-park and it was to talk about 

the heritage of Belarus, all of it, the cultural history, the natural history, and it’s a 

beautiful eco-park, probably less than a thousand acres in size. It became so successful 

the government came and confiscated it, took it away from her. This is what happens in 

Belarus: successful businesses are taken away.  

So I’m going around the country and I’m meeting elected officials, part of the 

whole regime. I sat in on a harvest meal, because the biggest industry there is agriculture. 
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Valeria had couched this as being agro-tourism, you know, how do we blend our 

agricultural history and heritage with a successful tourism industry. The biggest problem 

is Westerners can’t get in. Westerners are the people with the money. [Laughs]  

So, that was a really fascinating trip. It was incredible and I learned as much from 

them as they might have learned from me. I think it’s the power of greenways, to me, I 

think it’s the ultimate attraction of the concept and of the change that it could have on a 

culture and on a society and on a nation. Belarus is ten million people. North Carolina is 

ten million people. Belarus is one of the largest geographic landscapes in Eastern Europe. 

So, it’s a very underpopulated area with fabulous landscapes, fabulous people, a really 

unique history; it should be opened up to the West, and hopefully one day it will, and 

maybe greenways will be one of the reasons that it is. 

 GT: That’s a fascinating story and I hope that’ll be in your book.  

 CF: It will be. 

 GT: Okay, good. [Laughs] 

 CF: [Laughs] 

 GT: Also in Eastern Europe, I know you’ve worked a lot in the Czech Republic. 

 CF: Yes. 

 GT: This is a little bit different because they’ve opened up a bit more, obviously. 

 CF: They’re one of the democratic success stories. 

 GT: Exactly, so can you talk about your work there? I know that you said that the 

Rockefellers gave some money, and I know that you’ve worked with the US Embassy 

there and you’ve given a number of talks, so let’s talk about that. 
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 CF: Yeah. So it got started after the fall of communism in Eastern Europe and 

what’s now regarded as Central Europe. They call themselves Central Europe, which I 

get that lecture every time I go there.  

 GT: Yeah. I was corrected too. [Laughs] 

 CF: No, that’s okay. There was lots of aid that rushed in to the former Soviet 

countries and everybody was looking at humanitarian issues, industry issues, all kinds of 

stuff, and the Rockefeller family came in and found that one of the real gaps was  

[02:21:05] 

environmental and there was a chance to really influence the environmental agenda. 

There was lots of restoration that had to be done and there was also a preserved 

landscape. One of the great benefits of communism was it froze everything in time and so 

while Western Europe grew and modernized and became developed and populated what 

was known as Eastern Europe, and today as Central Europe, did not. So when these 

landscapes were opened people from Western Europe had this fascination. First of all 

there’s a real heritage connection with a lot of people, because people are returning to 

homelands and ancestries, but these rural landscapes had not been populated, they had 

not been developed.  

So one of the outgrowths of looking at the environment was the Rockefeller 

family connected an environmental partnership team in the Czech Republic with the 

Hudson River Greenway, and that became a sister organization. Then also they were 

connected to the East Coast Greenway Alliance, which I was a member of the board at 

the time and then later became the chairman of the board, so we had a relationship with 

this fledgling group in the Czech Republic and we decided to adopt them as a sister 
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organization and vice versa. As a result of that Karen Votava and I led a group of people 

over to the Czech Republic to see what they had done with their greenway system and 

how they were embracing ecotourism as a central part of that, which ironically we 

weren’t doing as well in the United States.  

So we went over there, and my very good friend, Daniel Mourek, who I’ve known 

for many, many years now, is a real active leader of this. He’s the vice president of the 

European cyclist association  and heads up the greenway organization in the Czech 

Republic, and I’ve been over now several times to visit with him and to make 

presentations about greenways. Most recently in 2014 I went over and Daniel set up a 

presentation for me at the US Embassy in Prague. So we were able to do some touring 

along the newly-opened section of the Elbe River Greenway, which is in the Czech 

Republic and flows into Germany, and we were able to meet with other groups from 

Poland and Slovakia and different countries that came in to watch the presentation at the 

US Embassy.  

So, it’s been a great partnership with them. They’re embracing democratic ideals. 

We’re kind of at an interesting tipping point in Central Europe because some of the 

leadership now is kind of reverting a little bit. I mean Hungary is looking at more of a 

Putin ally and a dictator form of government, so they’re backsliding a little bit on 

democratic institutions, and it’s important that the United States continue to support the  

[02:24:02] 

democratic institutions in Central Europe; that we support it not only by visiting those 

places but also by helping to create successful enterprises. So, I felt like in my trip to 

Belarus and my trip to the Czech Republic, where I’ve had a chance to go and work with 
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the US Embassy programs, that that’s a great way of supporting those democratic 

principles.  

 GT: It’s interesting to me what you were saying before, that in some ways we’re 

learning from the European model in ecotourism and that kind of thing. 

CF: Yes. 

GT: Can you talk a little bit more about that and kind of what you’re learning in 

this capacity but in other ways from your international consulting work? 

 CF: Yeah. So they really embrace the fact that bicycle touring is very much a 

reality. We think about that here and we realize, you know, how dangerous our rural 

roads are and how inhospitable we are to the bicycling culture. In the Triangle, where we 

live, we’re in this period of transition and in my opinion we’re becoming more bicycle 

friendly but we’re very car-centric. In Europe bicycling is much more of a fluid activity. 

There’s less conflict and bicyclists are more widely accepted on the road systems and it’s 

not all off-road trails. It’s not all forest trails. When you bicycle in parts of Europe you’re 

going to be on roadways but the attitude is so much different. There’s respect paid to 

bicyclists. When Eastern Europe became Central Europe and was opened ecotourism was 

one of the immediate low cost, high impact benefits that came from it, and there are 

nations just to the west, like Germany with eighty million people, big bicycling culture, 

that just flood into the Czech Republic and Hungary and Slovakia and other Central 

European countries to enjoy the tourism benefits.  

So, because we don’t do it very successfully here in the United States, we went 

over to Central Europe with the idea that we were going to learn, and what we learned 

was they were doing all kinds of best practices. They were certifying hotels. They were 
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certifying restaurants. They were creating guided tour routes. They were forming 

businesses that could guide people along these tour routes. So there was a lot of intent, 

and we’re just not–. We’re still not doing it, and we’ve had these conversations with the 

East Coast Greenway Alliance about what happens to the alliance when the East Coast 

Greenway is finished, or largely finished. Does the alliance transform itself to become a 

tour operator or do we partner with others, like Adventure Cycling, to promote tourism?  

We actually came back and sponsored two–. When I was chairman I sponsored 

two different events. One I called the Chairman’s Ride, which was from Baltimore, 

Maryland, basically the center of Baltimore, to Washington, D.C., a three-day ride, real 

short, down completed sections of the East Coast Greenway. I invited a whole bunch of  

[02:27:03] 

people to come along that were top donors to the East Coast Greenway Alliance, the 

purpose being to show that it’s roughly a hundred-mile route and you can do three thirty-

plus-mile legs and essentially go from Baltimore to D.C. Well, that’s a weekend. What a 

great weekend adventure we could promote for people, and the great thing is you can fly 

your bike and your luggage into BWI airport, you can offload it all right there at the 

luggage carousel, take the train to downtown Baltimore, stay overnight at a hotel, have a 

great meal in downtown Baltimore, get on your bike and ride out of central Baltimore to 

the Baltimore and Annapolis Trail, ride down to Annapolis, arrive there just in time for a 

clambake or a fish fry or whatever, stay overnight there. You get the idea. You can make 

a fun weekend for a group of people that would like to do this, or an organization.  
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So, we really came back from our visit in Central Europe filled with a lot of great 

ideas as to how we could do a better job of promoting ecotourism with greenways in the 

United States. 

 GT: So, one more question about your international work. I know that your books 

have been translated into Chinese, and I think that’s very interesting. Can you talk about 

that and what work or interest you have in China? 

 CF: Well, China has been really interesting for me. I went over there in March of 

2009 and what happened was we got contacted by the Chinese Architectural Press and 

they said, “We’re going to translate your books and we want permission.” Well, I didn’t 

hold the rights, that was held by Island Press, so I got up with Island Press and their 

lawyers and their marketing team and they made that happen. But it created an opening, 

an invitation from them, “Would you come over and give a lecture?” So Bob Searns and I 

said yes, so we flew over there in March of 2009, and at the time my impressions of 

greenways in China was that it was kind of in an infancy stage, that it was just beginning.  

So, Bob and I did lectures in Beijing and in Shenzhen, and they are many miles 

apart. [Laughs] It’s like traveling from New York to Dallas in terms of the amount of 

distance between those two cities, and they’re both huge cities. Beijing is advertised in 

the twenty million population range and Shenzhen is over ten million in population. 

Honestly, we didn’t speak the language, we’re giving our presentations in English, we 

had Chinese interpreters, but the audiences were full, the people there we didn’t really 

know. Those folks knew who they were. But upon leaving we get this word that one of 

the regions, the Guangdong region, with Guangzhou being one of the largest cities, and 

Shenzhen, has decided that it’s going to declare the year that was remaining to be the 
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year of the greenway. Well, I’ve been told later that that was a result of our visit. I don’t 

know that I believe that but that’s what I’ve been told. [Laughs]  

[02:30:02] 

Anyway, they launched the Pearl River Delta Greenway Master Plan, which was a 

very, very large geographic area within the Guangdong province. They launched 

greenway endeavors in Guangzhou and in Shenzhen, and they launched this program of 

building a thousand kilometers of greenway within a year, and I understand that they did 

this. Well since our visit in 2009, and since the publication of the books, all of a sudden 

China has become a really important area for greenway development. Lots of the 

universities in China are embracing the ideas of that. They’re sort of training and 

educating their students on greenways. My understanding is that our books are being used 

as textbooks in some of the universities. I’m not sure which of those universities. But 

apparently this was somewhat of a catalytic event, going over there and giving these 

presentations, at least in some quarters of China. It really sparked an interest in that.  

At the same time the Chinese were showing us stuff that I’d never seen before in 

my life as a professional. They were showing us a greenprint for Beijing, which Beijing 

is a very interesting city. It sits on the edge of a desert and the desert is actually eating 

portions of the city. Beijing is a planned city; it was built in the middle of a desert. They 

built a very, very long canal from the water body out into the desert to provide water, so 

it’s kind of like Phoenix, Arizona in that regard, but it’s the capital city of China, so it’s a 

really fascinating city. It’s a very large city with a lot of people in it and they’re 

embracing the greenway strategy as sort of an organizing principle and a principle for 

development of the city.  
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They also did an environmental sort of mapping project of all the resources in 

China and they said to us at the time – we were watching this presentation, Bob and 

myself – they said, “You know, there’s a lot of things that we don’t worry about. We 

don’t worry about an economic crisis, we don’t worry about a war, we don’t worry about 

a lot of things globally, but what we’re really worrying about in China is lack of water 

and lack of food. So greenways in a way represents a possible strategy for how we 

become more secure with water resources and with food resources, so we’re interested in 

mapping the ecological footprint of the entire country of China to understand where we 

have opportunities to improve water conservation and food production,” so, a very 

different strategy altogether about greenways.  

So, again, I’m not sure how much I’m buying that we had any sort of impact with 

the visit, but I do know that since we were there I’ve heard a lot more about greenways 

from the country of China, and met different people from different parts of China that are 

involved in greenway endeavors. 

[02:33:03] 

 GT: It’s fascinating to hear about the interest in greenways in China because some 

people would argue that the Chinese government has not been sensitive to the 

environment and there have been a lot of problems, so it’s kind of–. 

 CF: And here’s how–. I addressed that question with them, because I had that 

same conversation, and they gave me a very interesting reply to think about at least. They 

said, “We are 1.3 billion, 1.4 billion people, so we’re a billion people larger than the 

United States.” Now, think about that for a moment, a billion people more. We have three 

hundred and thirty, three hundred and forty million people in the United States. They 
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have a billion more. That’s a lot of people. Then they said something really fascinating, 

“We occupy the same geographic space as the forty-eight, so we’re going to put 1.4 

billion on the same landscape that you have. Now, we’d like for you to do the same and 

to come up with a governing system that is fair and equitable for all people.”  

It did cause me to stop and think, because we’re–. You know, I’m not advocating 

for what they do, but I am saying it’s easy for us to sit here in this country, with our 

fabulous country, with the wealth of resources that we have, and to lob bombs at China 

and say, “You’re violating human rights and you’re violating environmental code and 

you’re polluting,” and all these kind of things. They’re really struggling with how to 

manage 1.4 billion people and to do it in a way where people have access to food and to 

water and to a lifestyle that they envy. I did these slideshows and before I went I just 

happened upon a Discovery Channel program which looked at consumption, and the 

Discovery Channel program said if the Chinese society were to consume at the rate the 

American society is consuming today we would need another planet to support China’s 

consumption. So, those of use in the United States that want to criticize anybody else first 

need to look inward and look at what we’re doing, what our lifestyle is, and what the 

impact of our lifestyle is on the resources of the planet.  

Now, I actually said it in this way. I gave that same delivery in my two 

presentations in Beijing and Shenzhen, and in Beijing they were going to take an hour 

break and Bob and I were going to sign three hundred books or whatever. My hosts 

rushed up to the podium and they said, “Put that slide back up, the one that you just gave 

about needing another planet. We want that as the background in the next hour. We want 
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everybody in the audience to think about what you just said, because those are the best 

things that you just said in this presentation, because that’s exactly how we feel.”  

[02:36:05] 

They’re really struggling, and we’re struggling. China reveres the United States 

and for many reasons we revere China. I mean we’re joined at the hip, we’re joined in the 

economy; we’re joined in a lot of things. We cannot separate ourselves from the Chinese. 

They’re important to us and we’re important to them. Everywhere I went in China, and I 

was at times by myself – and again [Laughs] I wore the American flag and I’m walking 

around in China by myself – but everywhere I went the Chinese people were warm, 

welcoming, respectful, and, “You American. That good.” They love it. So, again, I feel 

like we’re in a position where if there are some things that we could do that would be 

solution-oriented, that’s what we should do, and I feel like greenways are part of that. 

They’re part of a solution. So, it was a great experience. 

 GT: That’s another thing I hope you’re going to talk about in your book. 

 CF: Yes. 

 GT: Okay, good, good. 

 CF: [Laughs] 

 GT: So, just a few more questions. I know that you were with your company for 

about twenty-three years. Is that right? 

 CF: It’s about twenty-seven, I think. 

 GT: Twenty-seven, okay. 

 CF: Yeah, about twenty-seven. 

 GT: I know that you ended up working now with Alta Planning. 
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 CF: Right. 

 GT: I wanted to talk very briefly about that and also the fact that, you know, we 

were talking a little earlier about the very, very important role your wife played in your 

company. 

 CF: Yes. 

 GT: I want you to mention that too. 

 CF: Yes! Well, Marjorie, the love of my life – I mean, I don’t know where I’d be 

without Marjorie; [Laughs] so important to so many things that I’ve done, especially in 

my career. We got married in 1993 and she was actually working–. She’s an actress, she 

has her own business, and she was working in another endeavor, [Laughs] and when she 

saw how badly-managed my books were–. Everything was in bags, you know, a bag 

month of January, a bag month of March, etc. She decided to throw in and said, “You 

know, I need to come work with you,” and thank God she did. She really ran the office. I 

mean, my job is to go out and secure the work and get the work done and Marjorie 

managed all aspects of it. So there’s no way that Greenways, Inc. would have been 

successful without Marjorie’s involvement.  

I love our marriage, I think we have a great marriage, [Laughs] but part of the 

problem for us was we were both all in on this company, and this company, Greenways, 

Inc., was growing very rapidly, and I was really running ragged. I was running all over 

the country and all over the world and doing things, and we got to a point where we 

realized it was probably too much for us to handle so we had a decision to make, what we 

were going to do. Would we sell out to the employees? Would we try to merge with 
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another firm? Would we be bought out? Would we close it down? [Laughs] We were just 

thinking of everything. But we knew for the two of us it had gotten to the point where it  

[02:39:00] 

was larger than we could handle and it was consuming so much of our lives, so we made 

the decision to explore the sale of the company.  

It took a couple of different opportunities that fell through but then finally Alta 

Planning + Design, which was headquartered in Portland – and I have known the 

founders of Alta for many, many years. They were both a competitor of ours and a 

partner of ours, and my very, very close friend, Jeff Olson, was a part of the partnership 

team at Alta. So I was working with Jeff in Arkansas on the Razorback Greenway and at 

breakfast one morning I just pulled Jeff aside and said, “Jeff, here’s what I’m thinking 

about,” and he went ballistic. He was like, “Oh, my gosh! This would be such a dream 

come true for Alta, that we could merge with you and that we could become one.”  

So, we did. It took us a little while to finalize all the negotiations and we merged 

at the start of 2011, and we made this big announcement of the merger through social 

media and emails and the response back was just overwhelming. People all across the 

country, clients and colleagues and people that knew the companies, were really 

supportive of it, thought it was a great idea. When I look back on it now, because it’s 

2016 and I can look back and say for Marjorie and me it was the best thing we ever did. It 

took away the big problem that we had, which was everything had just gotten bigger than 

the two of us could handle, and we knew it was the right time to do something with the 

company and we did the right thing. I think both Alta and Greenways, Inc. benefited 

tremendously from the merger. Alta has more than doubled in size. I think Alta has 
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tripled in size since the merger happened, so it benefited Alta in a big way, and also I was 

able to introduce Alta to an East Coast clientele that they did not really have. They were a 

West Coast-based firm, I was the East Coast-based firm, even though we both did work 

nationally, so it worked out really well for both of us.  

I stayed on in sort of more or less a three-year buyout program where I was an 

employee for three years. At the end of that I just decided that–. I had done that. I had 

done that for a long time. Since 1986 and all the way up until 2013 my whole life was 

devoted to running a company and running projects and I really wanted something 

different going forward, and about the same time that my employment contract ended I 

had been talking with Gene Bressler at NC State about the opportunity to teach. I wasn’t 

sure I could be a teacher. [Laughs] I didn’t really envision myself as being a professor or 

anybody that would teach, but Gene thought I could. He thought I would be really good 

at it.  

[02:42:00] 

So, kind of ending the chapter of my life of starting a company and running a 

company and being an employer and running projects all over the place, I told Alta that I 

didn’t want to do that anymore. I wanted to really slim down. I wanted to focus on one or 

two projects. I wanted to cut my time down to about twenty to thirty hours a week and I 

wanted to grow other aspects of my life, and one of those was to begin teaching at NC 

State with Gene. So for three semesters – 2014, 2015, 2016 – with Gene we’ve been 

teaching a class together which we call Design of the Land: The Landscape Imperative, 

and for reasons of a three-credit-hour class [Laughs] we have to narrow the focus to fit 

those parameters, and we decided just to focus on North Carolina and we’re focusing on a 
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range of issues about the future of North Carolina, its growth and demographics, the 

impacts to the environment, to infrastructure, and the resulting urban form.  

Then as an outgrowth of that I’ve also been very interested in maybe establishing 

a greenway curriculum, and that would be to come up with a curriculum that would offer 

people from around the world the chance to come to NC State, get a master’s of 

landscape architecture, or maybe a doctorate of design as well, and focus on greenways 

from a global perspective. My work with Julius Fábos and Jack Ahern has opened up my 

eyes to the potential for this and to the potential for NC State to become a world leader in 

greenway education or the education of people that would practice greenway planning 

and design. So, I’m going to be working with Gene, and with you, and with others at the 

library to take advantage of the fact that we do have the National Greenway Archive at 

NC State and that we have people like Bill Flournoy and myself and others that I know in 

the field that could offer some instruction and help people that want to focus on 

greenways as a career and can do so globally. So, I’m going to be working with the 

libraries and with Gene to create a curriculum that will offer that opportunity for a 

master’s degree or a doctorate of design. 

 GT: And the University of Massachusetts as well? Are they involved? 

 CF: Yeah, so I talked with Jack a little bit about that and they’re very interested, 

and if there’s any opportunity for collaboration between the two universities–. I would be 

interested in it. I don’t know what that means. I don’t know technically what that means, 

but I know that Julius and Jack have got a tremendous international alumni base, that they 

have been doing this mostly under the term “landscape ecology,” but I talked to Jack 

briefly and he was just really enthusiastic about it. So hopefully there’s a chance that the  
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[02:45:02] 

two universities could work together and that we can pool our resources and find a way 

of offering this on a global basis. 

 GT: So, in light of this class, how do you think your NC students are going to be 

able to carry forward the legacy that you’ve really helped to build? 

 CF: Well, teaching is really an amazing thing to me, and I didn’t even realize it 

going into it because I sort of–. I was looking at myself. I wasn’t really looking at the 

student, you know, and then the reception that I got in the first three semesters of 

teaching the class was quite honestly overwhelming. I mean, I was having students come 

up to me, saying, “This is the best class I’ve ever taken at NC State.” I had a doctoral 

candidate, got his PhD this past semester, who’s been in school forever, and we went out 

to the PR for beer on the last day of classes and he told me that every–. It was a Monday 

night class. He said every Monday afternoon he would tell his wife he was so excited to 

go to class, and she goes, “You got to be kidding me?” [Laughs] He said, “This is the 

best class I’ve ever taken in my collegiate experience, and it’s taken me all these years to 

find a class I really enjoyed.”  

He is now teaching at UNC-Charlotte in the geospatial lab, and I touched base 

with him just recently. He said, “All the stuff that you covered and I felt like I learned 

from that class, I’m going to be applying those principles and those strategies and the 

way that you guys talked about what is the imperative, what do we face going forward. 

I’m going to use that as the foundation for my class here at UNC-Charlotte.”  

So, I feel like teaching and just getting involved in education is a really different 

thing for me because I’ve been a practitioner. I’ve had clients, I’ve had landscapes, I’ve 
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had communities, I’ve had to address their needs, but with students it’s the future. It’s 

how do I take all the things that I’ve learned in a career and share them in a way that 

empowers a student who has a passion about a certain aspect of landscape architecture, or 

about greenways or green space, and enables them to go forward and now launch a career 

themselves. So, toward that end, I sort of am also becoming a mentor to individuals, 

people that reach out to me and say, “Hey, can I buy you a cup of coffee? Can we go out 

for lunch? Can we go out for dinner? I want to talk about my ideas for what I’d like to do 

with greenways,” or with green space, or conservation, and I’m thrilled to do that, and 

that’s part of me as a volunteer and as a teacher trying to help the next generation of 

people, so it’s very meaningful.  

 GT: So, before we close, are there any other things that you wanted to talk about 

that I haven’t mentioned, or any other things about NC State and your goals for the 

future? 

[02:48:00] 

 CF: Well, I would just like to say just one final thing, and that’s the service to the 

university. I was, you know, off and about doing my career and I really wasn’t connected 

with the university in a very meaningful way, and then I got this call one day from Dean 

Marvin Malecha who said, “Chuck, you’re the 2006 Distinguished Alumnus for the 

college,” and I said, “Well, first of all, thank you, and second of all, there must be some 

mistake because I haven’t given any money to the university.” [Laughs] He’s laughing: 

“Chuck, this isn’t about the money you give to the university. This is the faculty deciding 

that what you’ve done in your career is really important and we want you to receive this 

award recognizing what you’ve accomplished.”  
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I got connected to the university in a way that I hadn’t been in a long time and 

then I got appointed to serve on the Board of Visitors as a representative of the college, 

and that was–. 

 GT: As chair, correct? 

 CF: Oh, first I was just a member of the Board of Visitors, and 2009, I think, was 

my first appointment, and that was by the interim chancellor, Woodward. Then we hired 

Randy Woodson as the chancellor, and I don’t know if there’s enough good things that 

can be said about Randy Woodson, to be honest. I haven’t been involved in academia and 

I haven’t intimately known chancellors but Randy Woodson is just a rare cut of cloth. 

He’s an amazing educator and administrator and he’s a godsend for NC State University.  

I was able to connect with Randy when he was just hired and we had some 

conversations and then one day he called and he said, “Hey, our chair is going to be 

moving on and I’d like for you to be the chair of the Board of Visitors,” and I’m looking 

at the Board of Visitors and who’s on the Board of Visitors [Laughs] and I’m thinking, 

“Randy, you’ve got to be kidding me. I’m probably the least likely person to become 

your next chair. I mean, there’s some really accomplished and distinguished individuals 

on this board.” He goes, “No, I want you to be the chair.” So I think that was in 2011 that 

I became the chair of the Board of Visitors and I’m still the chair, thanks to Randy. I 

serve at his will, so I’m still the chair. 

Marjorie and I, and Marjorie’s a Duke graduate, but we both really reconnected 

with NC State in a very meaningful way. We just decided last year that we were going to 

do a bequest gift, so we’ve done that, to the Department of Landscape Architecture, and 

“bequest” means we’re dead. [Laughs] So we’ve made a gift of a million dollars with the 
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idea that that would provide enough financial support that would support a scholarship, 

would support the teachers, the professors and the faculty, and would support the 

programs that are taught, so there’s three different ways in which the Flink Scholarship, 

which is our short name for it, would be offered in the future. And, you know, while 

we’re still alive we’re trying to give some money to award scholarships in the interim as 

well.  

[02:51:04] 

So I just think that, when I look back and I think about my beginnings, certainly 

in life I owe so much to my parents but in my professional career I feel like I owe a lot to 

NC State, and I felt like this was the time for us, for me, to give back, and so giving back 

as an instructor, giving back as a mentor, and being a volunteer with the university, and 

then also financially. It kind of comes full circle for me in that regard, and I owe so much 

to my educational opportunity at NC State and I’m happy to be able to give back and give 

that opportunity to future generations.  

 GT: That’s amazing, and also you’ve been with the Leaders Council at the 

College of Design. 

 CF: Yeah, since it was formed. 

 GT: I want to mention that too. 

 CF: Yeah, the Leaders Council was formed. Marvin Malecha formed it. It was 

sort of a parallel to the Board of Visitors, and, I mean, there’s so many wonderful things 

that the college did for me. Marvin made me one of the original recipients of Wings on 

Wings. I think there were fifty of us. Well that’s nuts to me, when I think about all the 

people who graduated from the College of Design and its history and all the wonderful 
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things that college graduates are doing around the world in aspects of design, and to be 

among those fifty that Marvin thought that highly of really means a lot to me. Then 

Marvin established a Leaders Council as an advisory group to the dean and I’ve been a 

member of that since it was established. I just take all of this with a lot of humility. I 

mean, I’m very happy to be able to give back in any way possible and to offer 

opportunities for students that will be inspired, like I was at NC State in the College of 

Design, to go on and pursue a career. 

 GT: Well, thank you for everything you’ve done for NC State,– 

 CF: Well, thank you. 

 GT: –and for NCSU Libraries, and for agreeing to this interview, so thank you. 

 CF: Thank you. I appreciate it. 

[02:53:02] 

END OF INTERVIEW 

 

Transcriber: Deborah Mitchum 

Date: October 14, 2016 


