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Introduction

What a happy collision of two passions—one for American history, the other for New York’s wide, wonderful outdoors—came together to create this book. Hiking through History New York is a book for people who like a little time travel with their walk in the woods, an opportunity to discover a piece of local history that you may never have happened across before. Here you will learn about the role of the Iroquois Confederacy in the Revolutionary War, the famous people buried on a Rochester hillside and their combined impact on the common people of America, the battles that changed the direction of wars as far back as the 1600s, the critical importance of New York’s waterways to a growing nation, and the lives of the very rich and famous from Hyde Park to the heart of the Catskills.

So much of New York’s development had a direct impact on the growth of America as a whole, so it’s easy to feel the momentum of an entire country coursing forward in these historic places throughout our state. Ironworks turned ore from the Adirondack and Taconic Mountains into the raw materials industries needed, while men with pickaxes chipped garnets out of rock walls high in the North Country. People with the vision to see connections over land propelled their ideas forward, building the Erie Canal and opening a water route to new territories to the west. Logging operations brought charcoal to ironworkers, wood to builders, and paper pulp to factories, while workers with “indoor jobs” turned out millions of shirt collars on an island where the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers meet.


[image: On the eastern end of Long Island, many trails lead to the Atlantic Ocean and pristine beach.]


At the same time, New York’s history is filled with ordinary people growing up to do extraordinary things. In a corner of western New York, one woman became the first female ever to run for president of the United States, while another put her life at risk by walking into the polling place and casting her vote. An escaped slave became one of the nation’s most respected orators and abolitionists, and a print shop worker invented a new style of poetry. Artists who saw the world differently from their Impressionist counterparts in Europe created the first truly American style of landscape painting. People of considerable means put their money to work for the greater good, and people of limited means tried—and sometimes failed—to change their lives for the better.

Such is the history of New York State, and your discovery of these stories and more begins with a single step.

[image: Hikes in the Catskill Mountains reveal hidden lakes and expansive views.]


How to Use This Guide


  


  The hikes in this guide are listed by region, moving east to west across the state, making it simple for New York residents to reference the hikes just down the road or within an hour’s drive, or to plan a day or weekend trip.

Whether your fondness for falling water impels you to scale granite walls to feel the spray or you prefer to take in a stunning view from the comfort of your van’s front seat—or something in between—check out the Trail Finder that follows this introduction. We’ve supplied a listing of hikes that provide slices of military, Native American, industrial, and literary history, to help you find the locations and stories that appeal to you most.

We’ve assigned a difficulty rating for each hike, from “easy” to “very challenging.” Choose hikes that match your experience and ability; there are plenty of fascinating places that do not require you to be in Schwarzenegger shape before you leave the house.

The description of each hike provides you with the detail you need up front, including length of the hike, fees, seasonal restrictions, the GPS coordinates for each trailhead or parking area, the length of the hike in distance and time, and where to call or navigate to for more information. Read through all of this before starting out, and follow the maps and step-by-step directions to reach your destination safely.


Hiking Tips


  


  New York features many different kinds of terrain, from shale-covered glacial moraine to grassy slopes that become muddy and slippery with a little rain. And speaking of rain, New York has quite a bit of that, as well as more than 170 inches of snow each winter in some upstate areas. You’ll want to be ready for the hazards that might lie ahead.

Wear appropriate footwear. Ankle support can make all the difference when you’re hiking on rocky trails and rock-hopping across streams. There’s nothing worse than having your hike or vacation spoiled by a sprained ankle you got when your foot unexpectedly slipped off a ledge—and I speak from experience. Wear hiking shoes that give you arch support and protect your toes, and opt for hiking boots with ankle support if you’re taking on an Adirondack or Catskill trail. Leave the flip-flops or slides at home.

Note: A properly fit pair of boots should feel comfortable from the first day you wear them—they should not need “breaking in.” Buy your boots from an outfitter with knowledgeable sales staff to be sure you’re getting the best advice.

Bring clothing for changeable weather—including a waterproof rain jacket or poncho—even on a sunny day. New York State weather can be changeable with little warning, especially in the high country. Storms can pop up in the mountains in minutes, turning a sunny morning into a soggy downpour. If you hike in winter, dress in layers that you can remove during the uphill stretches and put back on to keep from getting chilled once you’ve cooled down.

[image: The Hooper Garnet Mine is one of many silenced and reclaimed industrial sites in the Adirondacks.]


Bring food and water. If you’re going on a long day hike, bring at least one full meal and some salty/sweet snacks, like trail mix. Much of the hiking in this book involves uphill stretches, which can lengthen the time you’re on the trail. You’re going to need more water than you think, so plan on a pint per hour and bring at least an extra hour’s worth. You may be tempted to refill your water bottles on the trail from a stream, but waterways often carry waterborne bacteria and protozoa that can cause serious illnesses. If you want to depend on streams for your water supply, it’s imperative that you carry some type of water filtration system.

Know where you’re going. Bring this book with you, and find or download additional maps as indicated in each hike description. Learn to use a compass, and bring one along—or a GPS device if you’re comfortable with that technology. Remember that your smartphone’s GPS capability may not work if you don’t have cell service. New York’s most rural and most mountainous areas still are not on anyone’s coverage map.

Protect against bugs. Bring insect repellent that shields you from deer ticks and mosquitoes. Deer ticks can carry Lyme disease and mosquitoes West Nile virus, and they thrive in New York’s forested regions and grassy areas. Even a walk in the grass alongside a road can scare up a mess of deer ticks. If you’re going to walk through a field with high vegetation that will brush against your legs, long pants are strongly recommended.

Wear sunscreen, even on a cloudy day. While most of the hikes in this book take you through forested areas, you will find yourself in bright sunlight on open roads and on any kind of summit, even the low ones. Snow is also a powerful sunlight reflector, so if you’re hiking in winter, apply sunscreen to any exposed skin before you start out.

Tell someone. Let someone know where you’re going and when you expect to be back. Always sign the trail registries (when they’re available) at the beginning and end of your hike. Don’t expect to rely on your mobile phone; as I noted above, wide areas of the Adirondacks and Catskills have no cellular service, let alone 3G, 4G, or wireless. Even the rural areas between the western New York State Thruway exits can be cellular-free.

Never hike alone. First, it’s not nearly as much fun as hiking with a buddy. Second, see or read 127 Hours. You just never know when you’re going to turn your ankle—or get your arm caught in a crevice—and find yourself stuck miles from the nearest road.

[image: Paul Smith’s College does a superb job of removing invasive species and restoring natural landscapes.]


Read the signs. Nature preserves and state parks post signs to alert you to potential hazards within their boundaries, and it’s always better to know what to expect. New York State has its fair share of wilderness obstacles—watch out for poison ivy, ticks, mosquitoes, timber rattlesnakes—yes, that’s a remote possibility—or black bears.

Stay on the trail. You will be safer from poison ivy and bugs if you stick to the beaten path, and the forests and fields you cross will be safer as well. Stepping off the path can damage fragile ecosystems often found near water, like native vegetation and wildflowers. Resist the urge to cut across switchbacks or take unmarked, unauthorized shortcuts.

Use a walking stick. Some walks can involve stepping into murky water with little to no idea what’s on the bottom of the stream, as well as walking on slick slabs of rock that turn out to be less stable than they appear. We highly recommend the use of a walking stick for hikes like these. Having a third point of contact with the ground can help you maintain your balance, brace you against falls, and find your best footing when you can’t see below the surface. A walking stick or a pair of ski poles can be invaluable for winter hiking and for treks on steep, rocky trails.

[image: Don’t miss the opportunity to see Highland Park’s collection of 1,200 lilac bushes in full bloom every May.]

[image: The view from Olana State Historic Site has been painted by several artists of the famous Hudson River School.]


Let’s Talk about Bears


  


  Bear safety has become a real thing in New York, and not just deep in the Adirondacks. Black bears have been spotted on the Erie Canalway Trail near Rochester, in suburbs and smaller towns in the southern tier, and all over the Catskills and the Hudson River Valley. Here’s what you should do on trail to avoid any kind of trouble with bears:

• Make noise when hiking. Bears have only average hearing and rather poor eyesight. Make plenty of noise when you’re hiking—talk, sing, call out, and clap your hands at regular intervals. Bear bells generally are not loud enough to let the animals know you’re on your way. Once the bear hears you coming, chances are good that he or she will move away from the trail and leave you alone.

• Assume the bears are nearby. Even the most popular and well-used trails may go through bear country, so don’t assume that there are no bears there because so many people hike there daily. Keep making noise (and ignore the people who give you the evil eye for being noisy), and keep your eyes open for bears in the area.

• Watch out for surprises. When you approach streams, shrubs full of berries, fields of cow parsnip, or areas of dense vegetation, keep your eyes open for bears. As they can’t always smell or hear you, you may startle a bear by arriving fairly quietly.

• Do not approach bears. Bears are not tame, and they are not zoo animals. You have come to their natural habitat in the wild, so you want to steer clear of them as much as possible. Don’t try to get closer for a better photo. While deaths from bear attacks have been scant throughout New York’s history, hikers in other states and in national parks have been mauled and sustained serious injuries because they tried to get too close.

• Carry bear spray. Pepper spray is one good defense against a charging bear. Nontoxic and with no permanent effect, it triggers “temporary incapacitating discomfort” in the bear, which can halt an attack and give you the opportunity to get away from the bear. If a bear charges you, aim the aerosol directly in the bear’s face. This is not a bear repellent—spraying it on yourself (as you would an insect repellent) will not keep bears away.


[image: Visit the grave of abolitionist and orator Frederick Douglass in Rochester.]


• If you encounter a bear, do this. As every bear will react differently to you, there is no set protocol that will result in a sure-fire escape.

• Try to detour around the bear if possible.

• Do not run! Back away slowly, but stop if it seems to agitate the bear.

• Make noise, wave your arms, and stand your ground.

• Use peripheral vision. Bears may interpret direct eye contact as threatening.

• Drop something (not food) to distract the bear. Keep your pack on for protection in case of an attack.

• If a bear attacks and you have pepper spray, use it!

• If the bear does attack you, fight back with all of your strength. Play dead only if you are certain that the bear is a mother protecting her cubs.

• Store food safely. When bears find human food in campsites, they learn to come back to these campsites again and again to devour table scraps or plunder trash cans. These bears can lose their aversion to humans and begin to see us as prey.

Be Good to Nature


  


  A love of natural spaces is a wonderful thing, but New York’s most beautiful areas are in danger of being loved to death. You can help preserve fragile lands; protect endangered species of plants, insects, and animals; and keep wild places as wild as they should be by following a few simple guidelines.

Pack out what you pack in. If you picnic or stop off to rest and have a snack, check the area to be sure you’ve cleaned up your trash.

Think before you pee. When you’ve got to go, remember to choose a spot at least 200 feet from the nearest body of water. Resist the temptation to urinate right on the trail; this can attract salt-loving animals, which could prove hazardous for you. Carry a trash bag and pack out your toilet tissue. If you’re leaving something behind, bury your waste.

Take pictures and memories. Follow the words of Chief Si’ahl, the Duwamish chief for whom the city of Seattle is named, in his famous speech of 1854: “Take nothing but memories, leave nothing but footprints.” Today we take memories in the form of pictures, but the spirit is the same. Leave the wildflowers, leaves, pinecones, rocks, and caterpillars for others to enjoy as much as you did, and share the best of New York State with countless others who will tread these paths after you do.

Do not approach wildlife. Chances are you don’t need to be told not to poke a rattlesnake with a stick, but you may be tempted to feed squirrels and chipmunks. Please don’t do this. It’s not good for the animals, because they become habituated to human food and will become more and more aggressive about obtaining it. Bears, porcupines, foxes, coyotes, deer, birds, and small furry critters should be enjoyed from a distance. This goes double for geese and ducks that you may encounter near ponds or in city parks—when humans feed these birds bread and corn, the birds gather close together to get it, and this spreads infectious diseases among them. Just don’t do it.

Keep your dog on a leash. Only a handful of trail managers actually prohibit dogs, but no park or trail manager in this book permits dogs to run free. Dogs are quick to sniff out burrowing animals, nesting birds, and other critters, and while most dogs only want to play, the animals they discover have no frame of reference for this. When dogs encounter larger animals—especially in bear country—the confrontation won’t be good for anyone. Keep your dog leashed and close to you, especially when there are other animals around. And for heaven’s sake, pick up your dog’s droppings and carry them out of the park.

[image: Irises line many trails in New York during the spring bloom.]


Trail Finder
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Long Island

[image: The boardwalk at Fire Island Light helps preserve the fragile dunes.]



1 Camp Hero State Park


Sand, surf, and the occasional military ordnance are the charms of this coastal hike at the eastern tip of southern Long Island.



Start: Battery 113 Trailhead parking area

Distance: 2.0-mile loop

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Elevation gain: 78 feet

High point: 97 feet

Difficulty: Easy

Best season: Spring through fall

Traffic: Foot, bicycle, and equestrian use

Fees and permits: Fee collected on weekends in May, October, and November; daily from Memorial Day weekend to Columbus Day weekend

Maps: Available online at camphero.net/timeline/statepark

Trail contacts: Camp Hero State Park, 1898 Montauk Hwy., Montauk 11954; (631) 668-3781; nysparks.com/parks/97/details.aspx

Finding the trailhead: On Long Island’s south fork, take the Montauk Highway (NY 27) through the town of Montauk and continue toward Montauk Point. Turn right onto Camp Hero Road (you’ll see the signs for Camp Hero State Park), and follow the signs to the Battery 113 Trail. GPS: N41 03.800' / W71 52.302'




The Hike


  

  Beginning in a maritime forest, this fairly easy hike leads to some of the best coastal views in New York, with wide expanses of the Atlantic Ocean stretching before your vantage point along high bluffs. The trail also reveals the remains of a military base that protected the eastern seaboard during World War II, where alert observers watched for German boats that might attempt to sneak up on this surreptitiously guarded outpost.

The first third of this hike wanders through woods from one end of the Battery 113 Trail to the other, on a largely unmarked trail crisscrossed with shallow streams. Once it emerges on the park road, this loop continues to the main attraction: sculpted bluffs that rise above a gravelly sand beach, with the sparkling ocean beyond. During the spring and fall migrations and throughout winter, this is an excellent spot from which to scan for Long Island’s specialty seabirds: northern gannet, all three species of scoter (white-winged, black, and surf), common and king eiders, red-throated and common loons, and horned and red-necked grebes. You’ll see plenty of red-breasted merganser, scaup, long-tailed duck, and other sea-loving birds here as well. American oystercatcher, black skimmer, Forster’s tern, and Bonaparte’s gull are often numerous here, and you may catch harbor seals sunning themselves on the shore. It’s very likely that you will find surfcasting anglers here, enjoying one of the best places in New York to catch striped bass.


Historical Background

As one of the easternmost and most isolated points on the East Coast of the United States, Montauk Point has served as a strategic military outpost since the Revolutionary War. The Battle of Long Island took place here against the British in 1776, and Montauk Lighthouse—not featured on this hike, but visible nearby—provided a lookout for British ships throughout the War of 1812. During World War I, this area rose in importance once again as the military stationed troops and reconnaissance dirigibles here in case of attack. When the United States joined World War II, the US Army’s Camp Hero masqueraded as a fishing village, covering its bunkers and batteries with Hollywood-style scenery and standing ready for action should the country be attacked by sea. German U-boats lurked offshore while the US Navy used nearby land to install seaplane hangars, docks, and barracks, as well as a facility for testing torpedoes.

The German attack never came, but Camp Hero remained an active base throughout the 1950s, as the navy withdrew and the army provided part of the land to the 773rd Aircraft Control & Warning Squadron. When the radar tower was installed in 1958, the unit became the SAGE radar squadron, serving at Camp Hero until July 1, 1980. The motors and electronics no longer reside inside the radar tower, but the antenna remains in place as a reminder of more-tenuous times.

That’s the official military story, but conspiracy theorists have many other ideas about what may have gone on here. A series of books by author Preston Nichols, who reportedly writes from recovered repressed memories of his involvement at this site, suggest that a series of secret US government experiments took place here under the name The Montauk Project. This research sought to develop techniques of psychological warfare, discover methods of time travel, and perform the first teleportation tests. Those who believe the government faked the 1969 Apollo moon landing theorize that it was staged here, and they speculate that the experiments tore a hole in the space-time continuum. Keep an eye open during your hike, because these conspiracy theorists also believe that the government made contact with alien life here. No doubt E.T. will find it easier to phone home now than he did when the 1982 film premiered, as he can use the smartphone technology you have in your pocket.



  [image: image]

The military has left Camp Hero, but the radar tower remains.



The Original General Hero

While Camp Hero’s name seems entirely appropriate for a military base, it actually takes the moniker from the surname of an army officer. Maj. Gen. Andrew Hero Jr. served in the US Army for many decades, rising in the ranks from second lieutenant in 1891 to his final position as the US Army’s chief of coastal artillery in 1926. In his long and distinguished career, Hero served with several artillery regiments and as aide-de-camp to Brig. Gen. Joseph P. Sanger, commander of the District of Matanzas in Cuba. He commanded the 154th Field Artillery Brigade during World War I and went on to command several coast artillery districts before becoming chief of the entire coastal operation. Major General Hero is buried in Arlington National Cemetery.

Hero came from a solid military background. He was the son of Confederate soldier Andrew Hero, who served with the Washington Artillery during the Civil War, first as a second sergeant in 1861 and finally as a captain in 1864. The elder Hero also lived up to his surname, suffering wounds at Sharpsburg in September 1862 and at Petersburg in April 1865, and surviving the Battle of Gettysburg (where a third of the Confederate soldiers were killed, wounded, or missing by the end of the battle).



As you follow the gravel road along the top of the bluff and into an area with increased foliage, watch for red fox, white-tailed deer, eastern cottontail, eastern chipmunk, and both gray and red squirrels. Also keep an eye out for unexploded ordnance (UXO)—while it’s not likely that you will come upon a military shell on this well-traveled trail, signs along the way recommend that you report it if you see it.

One of the most impressive landmarks on this hike dates back to the camp’s World War II heritage: the Semi-Automatic Ground Environment (SAGE) radar tower used from 1958 until the camp closed in 1980. Here the 773rd Radar Squadron served as part of the national air defense network, doing double duty as part of the NORAD defense system. The radar antenna has been deactivated, but it stands here where it was “abandoned in place” in 1984.

Miles and Directions




0.0 Start from the parking area at the Battery 113 Trailhead and take the trail to the Bluff Overlook. There’s only one trail, and blazes/markers are erratic.

[image: Camp Hero State Park]

[image: The batteries at Camp Hero held ammunition in case of a World War II enemy attack.]


0.3 Cross a bridge (a real one with railings) over a stream.

0.4 Cross another bridge.

0.5 Cross one more “real” bridge. Reach an intersection and turn right, toward the orange Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation marker. Cross one more bridge.

0.7 The Battery 113 Trail ends at the road. Turn left and continue to the main road. Turn right at the barrier. At the next
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28 | Erie Canalway Trail: Warners to Camillus

31 | Genesee Riverway Trail and Li

32 | Erie Canalway Trail: Pittsford to Fairport
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Paul Smith's College does a superb job of removing invasive species and restoring natural
landscapes.
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Dot miss the opportunity to sce Highland Park’s collection of 1,200 lilac bushes in full bloom

every May.
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The Hooper Garnet Mine is
Adirondacks.
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On the eastern end of Long sland, many trails lead to the Atlantic Ocean and pristine beach.
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The view from Olana State Historic Site has been painted by several artists of the famous
Hudson River School.
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Best Hikes for History of the Wealthiest Americans

4 Sands Point Preserve

5 Rockefeller State Park Preserve

8 Eleanor’s Walk and Top Cottage Trail

9 Roosevelt Farm and Forest

10 | Vanderbilt Mansion Loop

12 | Olana State Historic Site

30 State Park and Hyde Hall

39 | Letchworth State Park: Upper and Middle Falls Area

Best Hikes for Lighthouses

3 Fire Island Lighthouse

13 | Kingston Point Rotary Park

22 | Crown Point State Historic Site to Vermont

31 | Genesee Riverway Trail and Rochester Lighthouse
38 | OId Fort Niagara State Historic Site / Beach Trail
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