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Biking the Ridge

Fire in the Shawangunks
Jacob Franke
The hiking season in the Southern Shawangunks (the ridge south of Route 52) started with a major blaze on Sunday, May 3,
2015. Apparently a landowner near Ferguson Road (still named Summitville-Roosa Gap on lots of maps) ignored the no-burn
ordinances and started a fire to burn debris. Unfortunately, the fire got out of control.
On Monday the fire spread northeast, pushed by heavy winds. That evening the Ulster County Sheriff ’s Department asked some
residents of Cragsmoor and Walker Valley to leave their homes, but they were able to return by 9:30.
On Tuesday the wind died down, but the extremely dry conditions in this dense forest made fighting the fire very difficult. New
York State Police and National Guard helicopters, as well as a tanker from Canada, were used. Firefighters from 24 companies from
around the state were also called into action.
It took about a week to get the fire completely under control, and by that time nearly 2,600 acres had burned between Ferguson
Road and Route 52 in the Roosa Gap State Forest, and in the Shawangunk State Forest units in Sullivan County, as well as a small
area in Ulster County. Fortunately no serious injuries were reported, nor were any structures damaged.
I was concerned about what the fire had done to the Shawangunk Ridge Trail, a trail I had helped build. It was closed for a couple of
weeks because of smoldering embers, and because the fire had obliterated many trail markings. The blue markers that show the route of
the Long Path and co-aligned Shawangunk Ridge Trail are definitely not fire proof! However, by the end of the month we had assessed
the damage and found that, despite the missing trail markings, the trail was very recognizable. The trail was in most places a nice brown
ribbon through an otherwise black landscape, as can be seen in the photograph on the first page of this newsletter. Only where the trail
passed over slab rock was it hard to follow. After a few days of nailing up new markers the trail was reopened.
It was a real surprise to see how rapidly the ridge turned green again. It was only a few months later that we had to go back and
do some serious clipping and weed whacking. Ferns were taking over sections of the trail, blueberry was sprouting everywhere, and
scrub oak was sending out shoots like crazy. Once again, nature rescues man from his folly.
Jacob has been involved with trails in the Shawangunks since 1992, when he helped clear the Shawangunk Ridge Trail. He is an
active member of the New York-New Jersey Trail Conference and is chairman of its Long Path South and Conservation committees.
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About 25 years ago Bob Anderberg,
Phil Pearl and I—all Friends of the
Shawangunks board members at the
time—set out on a bike ride, determined to traverse along a 25-30 mile
route on the Shawangunk Ridge. We
started at Phil’s home in Rosendale,
took Mountain Road to a point
where we could get onto a series of
woods roads—“roads” being used
loosely—that eventually took us to
what is now the Table Rocks Trail on
the Mohonk Preserve. Then, by a series of carriage roads in the Mohonk
Preserve and Minnewaska State Park
Preserve, we reached the start of the
Old Smiley Road at Lake Awosting.
Here the ride got very interesting, for even then the unmaintained
road was in bad shape. At times it
seemed like we would never make
it to Ellenville. On the Old Smiley
Road we found ourselves repeatedly
getting off and on our bikes. Then,
when we reached the junction with
the abandoned portion of the High
Point Carriage Road it got even
more challenging. We had to carry our bikes over downed trees and
around large pools of water (there
may even have been a little ice, but
I can’t swear to that). Finally we
reached the maintained part of the
High Point road, and from here it
was a relatively easy ride to the Sam’s
Point parking lot.
We got on a public road to Cragsmoor, and then on to Route 52. The
last leg of our journey was pedaling/
coasting/braking down the highway
to Ellenville as it was getting dark.
We were grateful that Phil’s wife Elena Erber, also a Friends board member, could come and get us with the
pickup. It was quite a day.
This ride from Lake Awosting to
High Point will be a lot easier—but
not nearly as memorable—once the
road is restored.
–KLB

$25,000 for Carriage Road
Restoration
Keith LaBudde
We recently contributed $25,000 to Open Space Institute (OSI) in support of its effort to
privately finance the restoration of the Castle Point Carriage Road in Minnewaska State Park
Preserve. (This project is also being supported by OSI’s Butler Conservation Special Projects
Fund and by Lucy Waletzky.) The Palisades Interstate Park Commission, the New York State
Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation and the Mohonk Preserve, have launched
an urgent, joint initiative to rebuild the historic Smiley family carriage road network in the
Shawangunk Mountains. Many of its 83 miles are in disrepair.
Visitors to Minnewaska and Mohonk Preserve in recent years are likely to have encountered,
and been temporarily inconvenienced by, work being done on the carriage roads. There have
been heavy vehicle traffic and trail closures and detours, but if the fine work done on the Hamilton Point restoration is any example, the disruptions are a small price to pay for a quality network. OSI also raised private dollars for this restoration. The Castle Point work is being done by
Keith Kortright’s Mombaccus Excavating, the same firm that restored did the Hamilton Point
restoration. It should be completed by the end of the year.
In addition to Hamilton Point and Castle Point, work has been done on the Millbrook, Lake
Minnewaska, Sunset, Awosting Falls and Upper Awosting carriage roads. A major restoration
effort (7.4 miles) being considered by Minnewaska would provide a carriage road connection
to its Sam’s Point area. The long-abandoned portion of the Old Smiley Road starting at Lake
Awosting would then connect to the High Point Carriage Road. (see “Rosendale to Ellenville:
Biking the Ridge” on this page.)
Starting in 2000 Mohonk Preserve undertook extensive restoration of its carriage roads,
utilizing mostly its own staff. It has restored 14.5 miles of road (Bonticou Carriage Road; Cedar
Drive; Kleine Kill Farm Road; Lower Duck Pond Road; Old Minnewaska Carriage Road; Old
Stage Road; Overcliff Carriage Road; Spring Farm Road; Undercliff Carriage Road; White
Oak Bend) at a cost of $1.5 million. This past summer it started on the Trapps Carriage Road,
and will complete it with the replacement of the unsafe bridge over Route 44/55 with a bridge
similar to the one on Cedar Drive over Mohonk Road. Sadly, we will no longer have the “steel
bridge” to refer to as a landmark.
This historic carriage road network was designed and built by the Smileys more than a hundred years ago and has been in need of restoration to be in a sustainable condition for future
generations. Over 4 million dollars are needed to restore the 35-mile carriage road network at
Minnewaska. Donations for its carriage road restoration may be made over its secure Web site
at palisades.exhibit-e.com/donate/ or by mailing to Palisades Parks Conservancy, Bear Mountain State Park, Administration Building, Bear Mountain, NY 10911. For more information,
please call us at 845-786-2701 or send email to admin@palisadesparksconservancy.org. The
Mohonk Preserve also welcomes contributions to support its restoration efforts.
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OSI and its partners, with no additional costs to the
town or county, will privately fund all costs associated
with the trails. OSI will continue to pay real property taxes
on the approximately 350 acres it owns between the river
and the ridge where the trail will run. The fields will now
be farmed, by the Ferrante family of Wallkill View Farm.
Note on the maps:
The upper map, overlaid on an aerial photograph shows protected
lands in green. The lighter shade represents lands of The Mohonk
Preserve. The darker shade shows lands protected by the Open Space
Institute and other organizations. The lower map, shows the planned
trail layout of the River-to-Ridge Trail, as well as the “Foothills Loop.”
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( InThe acquisition in February by the Mountain
Open Space!
Minnewaska
House
stitute (OSI) of what is known as the Watchtower
parWatchtower
State Park
cel has made it possible to develop
a
trail
that
will
conProperty
Preserve
nect the Wallkill River with the Shawangunk Ridge. This
135-acre parcel will link OSI’s previously acquired 144Sam's
acre Van Alst fields along
the Wallkill with the 856-acres
Point
OSI previously purchased from Mohonk Mountain
Preserve
House and subsequently transferred to Mohonk Preserve.
The OSI and Mohonk Preserve have submitted to the
New Paltz Planning Board a proposed route for an offroad trail leading directly from downtown New Paltz to
the Shawangunk Ridge. If the plan is approved, a hiker coming from the village will be able to cross the Carmine Liberta Bridge on Route 299, drop down to the edge
of the Van Alst field and walk to the bank of the Wallkill
River. Walking north along the river will bring the hiker to the New Paltz boat launch. Anyone arriving by car
can drive to what will be a parking lot at the boat launch.
Mohonk
The trail will cross Springtown Road
and continue across
Preserve
the flat Van Alst land to the Watchtower property. This was
formerly part of the Van Alst farm and includes the large, rolling, open fields known to locals as the Butterville Hills. (For
someone’s first impression on visiting these fields see “Life’s
Moments” on page 5.)
Near the top of the Watchtower parcel the trail will offer
two options. There is a loop that goes back down the hill
and rejoins the trail back to the boat launch. This will make
a very nice loop for cross-country skiing. (Just days after the
Watchtower transaction was finalized in February, OSI and
Mohonk Preserve worked with the adjacent Wallkill View
Farm and its owners, the Ferrante family, to allow public access for cross-country skiing so local residents could
take advantage of last winter’s excellent snow conditions.)
The second option will have the trail cross onto Mohonk
Preserve land, eventually cross
Butterville
Road
Wallkill
Valley Rail
Trailand connect
with Pine Road. At Pine Farm the trail uses an old farm road
Watchtower Property
to go across to Brook Farm on Lenape Lane. It returns to
Butterville Road via the large, open fields. It will parallel
the road back to the Butterville Road crossing for the return
to the Wallkill River, a total distance of about six miles.
If the Planning Board approves the trail, it will provide
hikers, cyclists and others with an eight- to ten-foot wide
path of gravel and grass that allows direct access to 83 miles
of recreational carriage roads and trails at the Mohonk Preserve and the Minnewaska State Park Preserve. There will
be no charge for use of the trail and parking lot, but visitors who choose to continue up Pine Road, past Pine Farm,
will be expected to pay the usual Mohonk Preserve fee.
The trail will enable cyclists headed for Mohonk Preserve
or Minnewaska carriage roads to safely bypass the narrow,
congested shoulder of Rt. 299, currently the primary road
leading from New Paltz to the preserves. Its proximity to
the Wallkill Valley Rail Trail is a further benefit for cyclists.

OSI Protected Land
Other Protected Land

0

0.25

0.5

1 Miles

Walkers on Pine Road.

Life’s Moments

A Walk on the Watchtower Property
Life’s moments, those times when every fiber of your being is
engaged, are both fleeting and everlasting. They come and they
go so rapidly and yet we savor them for years—a first rock climb,
a spectacular sunset, a self-guided wilderness hike. Walking the
Watchtower Property, Open Space Institute’s (OSI) recent acquisition just outside the Village of New Paltz, is one of those
moments.
continued on the next page
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This issue was edited and assembled
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and Pril Smiley

Friends of the Shawangunks
The Shawangunk Conservancy

watchtower parcel: above, looking east to New Paltz. below, west to Skytop.

The good news is that 7 Peaks has not yet gotten the approval to build the forty-nine
8,400-square-foot houses on the Shawangunk Ridge. In fact, 7 Peaks has not been on a
Mamakating Planning Board agenda since November 2014. However, more than once
during the last six months, Town consultants have met privately with 7 Peaks representatives to probably discuss matters such as stormwater, groundwater, and sewage disposal systems. (This practice might seem questionable, but it is perfectly legal to hold such private
meetings.) These pertinent issues must be settled before the Final Environmental Impact
Statement (FEIS) can be considered complete by the Planning Board and then offered to the
public for examination.
Because the Basha Kill Area Association (BKAA) was extremely concerned that further
septic system soil testing might be delayed until after the State Environmental Quality Review (SEQR) procedure, the BKAA contracted the services of engineer Andrew Willingham
to convey to the Planning Board the importance of completing the soil analyses as part of the
SEQR process. In a letter to the Planning Board, Mr. Willingham directly referred to Planning Board Engineer Larry Paggi’s recommendations to require additional soil testing due to
“shallow groundwater, shallow bedrock, shallow hardpan and high content of broken shale,
none of which are conducive to effective treatment of wastewater.” Mr. Willingham also
mentioned Mr. Paggi’s questioning of the validity of 7 Peaks’ percolation tests. In his correspondence with the Board, Mr. Willingham concluded that “the applicant has not shown
Thomas Nozkowski
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Friends of the Shawangunks, Inc.
is a not-for-profit organization working to
preserve open space in the Shawangunks.
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WHERE
IS THIS
TREE?
This is
another example
of how trees survive
and flourish under
what appear to be
difficult conditions.
The trunk of this
hemlock is 16 inches
in diameter
and completely fills
the outside edge of
the crack it is in.

The Shawangunk Conservancy, Inc.
is a not-for-profit land conservancy.
email: info@shawangunks.org
website: www.shawangunks.org

Friends of the Shawangunks
PO Box 270
Accord, NY 12404
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The latest financial report of
Friends of the Shawangunks
and The Shawangunk Conservancy
may be obtained by writing to the
Office of the Attorney General,
Charities Bureau,
120 Broadway, New York, NY 10271,
or by writing to us at
the above address.
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It is found along side Laurel Ledge Road,
about six minutes north of its junction with Old Minnewaska Trail.
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We parked at the Boat Launch on Springtown Road and
headed towards the New Paltz Flats (historically the Van Alst
farm), that large tract of farmland north of Route 299 that
always seems to be underwater those first few days of spring.
From there we made a beeline towards the hills, called the Butterville Hills by the village, and started a very gentle ascent.
Achieving the top, we stopped to look east towards New Paltz,
now the size of a toy village. Turning towards the west, we
found much more land than expected stretching ahead. We
hiked towards the blue sky, following the dips and rises of the
landscape, the top of the Shawangunk Ridge coming into view,
then receding. Are we there yet? Not yet, one more rise to go.
At the plateau, my hiking companion/husband (Bob Anderberg) described OSI’s and its partners’ vision for a network of
trails beginning at the Carmine Liberta Bridge, running west
across the flats, then heading north to climb the Butterville
Hills, and eventually connecting to Mohonk Preserve Trails.
These trails will be designed to entice both intrepid hikers
heading for the ridge and people out for a stroll. They will be
open to bikers in the summer and cross-country skiers in the
winter.
Half listening, I took in the panoramic views of the Shawangunk Ridge seeming to hold the Village of New Paltz in a
protective palm, amazed as always by the gleaming rock, now
set high above a long stretch of open fields. I imagined walking
to this spot at the end of a day’s work to watch the sun set over
the Shawangunk Ridge. I understood why poets and painters,
politicians and pundits have all flocked to this area for more
than a hundred years. This landscape, inviting more than imposing, angled as opposed to rounded, accessible rather than
unattainable, is capable of making philosopher kings of us all,
at least for a moment—a life’s moment.
– Elaine LaFlamme

The Latest News About Seven Peaks

van alst parcel: looking west to the the green field of the Watchtower Parcel
from Springtown Road

v

that the subdivision is viable with respect to wastewater treatment,” pointing out that failed
septic systems would discharge either toward the Winterton neighborhood on the eastern
side of the ridge or toward the Bashakill Wildlife Management Area on the western side.
He recommended that future testing be performed in the presence of the Town Engineer to
verify the results. These concerns were further reinforced by a letter to the Board signed by a
group of 100 homeowners known as the Concerned Residents of Winterton whose properties would be directly impacted by the adverse effects of faulty sewage systems on the eastern
side of the ridge.
Another juicy bit of news revealed recently that 7 Peaks and Mountain Road Preserve,
another ridgetop parcel owned by the developer, were in arrears more than $100,000 on
property and school taxes! (Doesn’t that say something about the developer’s integrity?!) And
Mamakating’s Zoning Code states that “no final approval or permit related to real property
issuable by a board, officer, or employee of the Town of Mamakating including, but not limited to a building permit, demolition permit, subdivision approval, special use permit, site
plan approval or variance, shall be issued, granted, or approved unless all property taxes and
other assessments, liens, and other charges previously levied by or on behalf of the Town of
Mamakating upon the real property which is the subject of the approval or permit, together
with any interest or penalties thereon, have been paid to the Town of Mamakating.” This
seems to guarantee that subdivision approval could be withheld until taxes are paid, but the
failure to pay the taxes might not impact the SEQR process.
The BKAA is hopeful that the Planning Board will respect the fragile environment of
Shawangunk Ridge and follow through on the soil testing recommendation.
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Thank You, Annie
Keith LaBudde
This past summer our longest serving board member, Annie O’Neill, resigned. She had
served on the board since the early ‘80s, and edited our newsletter for 25 years. We got together this past fall to reminisce about those years, 30 of which I shared with her. I found out
much about Annie that I had been totally unaware of, and that helped to explain the strength
of her commitment to protecting the Shawangunks.
She first came to the Gunks in 1952, at age nine, to attend a summer camp on North
Mountain Road in Gardiner, and remembers swimming at Split Rock on the Coxing. At that
time Split Rock was called The Bathtub. The next year her family stayed in a boarding house for
a vacation...the same house that Annie purchased in 1971, and the house she has lived in year
round since 1980. The house is located under Millbrook Mountain, and she spent a lot of time
as a girl playing in its talus. She also enjoyed following the streams in the area and thought that
someday that might be her calling...stream exploration! In 1954 her family spent two weeks at
Minnewaska at the end of the summer, an annual vacation that continued through college. She
recalls taking a lot of exciting walks in that area. Annie continued to go to Minnewaska through
her early twenties until the Mountain Houses closed.
Interestingly, Annie first became aware of the cliffs in 1969. They obviously were there, but
they weren’t a part of her life. She took her first cross county ski with Hardie Truesdale whose
parents she met in Mexico in 1970, and continues to enjoy it. At the time she bought her house
in 1971 she had a Mexican folk art gallery in New York City, and worked closely with Nelson
Annie O’Neill by John Hayes
Rockefeller on his collection and eventually on a coffee table book about his collection. It wasn’t
until 1979 that Annie took up rock climbing, and the very next year she moved full time to her
house in the Gunks. Annie is a well-known Gunks climber and took part in more first ascents than any other woman. Her climbing partners
were Ivan Rezucha and Dick Williams. Annie Oh!, a very popular route, is named after her.
Like many of us, Annie was invited to join the board by friends already on the board. Through Mohonk Preserve head ranger Thom
Scheuer, a close friend and running partner, she met board members Bob Anderberg and Sarah Johnston. She became close friends with
Bob, and together they explored and wandered the Shawangunks in trail-less areas that took her to some unusual and unique places, triggering her awareness of the need to “preserve this fantastic land.”
After a few years on the board she took on editing the newsletter in 1989. At the time she was making steel sculpture and doing graphics
and originating theme programs at the Mohonk Mountain House. She said that by finding people to write articles about this unique ecosystem, she was able to satisfy her curiosity about the Shawangunks. She had hoped to do a book of selected writings from the newsletter,
but just hasn’t gotten around to it.
Annie will now devote her time to making functional low-fire, highly decorated clay pieces, hiking the Gunks and traveling the world.
Hopefully she will continue to write articles for Shawangunk Watch.

Join people like Annie and be a part of the effort to save the Shawangunks.
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I would like to join or renew my membership.
q Benefactor $250. q Patron
$100. Name _________________________________________________
q Family
$25.
q Individual $15.
Street ________________________________________________
q Other
$
q I would like to make an additional contribution to

City _______________________________ Zip______ State_____

The Shawangunk Conservancy for land acquisition.
Amount		

$

Email __________________________ q

this is a Change of Address or Email

Please make checks payable to

Friends of the Shawangunks
or The Shawangunk Conservancy
Contributions are tax deductible.
Matching Grants: If your employer has a matching grants
program, send us the forms and we’ll do the rest. IBM matching
checks must be made out to The Shawangunk Conservancy.

Please print clearly.
Your email address will help save time and money. It will be used for action alerts and
the acknowledgment of contributions only. Neither The Shawangunk Conservancy nor
Friends of the Shawangunks shares its mailing list with any other organization, ever.

credit card donations online via www.shawangunks.org

mail to Friends of the Shawangunks, P.O. Box 270, Accord NY 12404
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