47t
-.;1:_-,1.;,,

:Ei?

G

L]
&

i ory e

‘The
Catskills
of

rt S
s

"

PRI,
PRESENI,
POTENTIAL

By SHERRET S. CHASE

-2 : i
| - i

v 5-" .

e wlH _ij%

PR T

7'

# ioxr

If., Armslirong Roberis photo



- H H ' - L [ -
-2 L H = > < £ ?';‘ vel i E By TN g
% + o r ; -I. LI - r - ¥ ol PR - b T
o= ! Tatia ™ b # *.‘i : N I S A 3 ;
s - i i ) z X T gLk . A x ] ' 5t
2 ] R '--. f B Rt "i- A o
| B N - 3 T, s ) =
I Y = Y F) = A I w
oo o ol Pl 'y k
5 ’ T = s y - i s a
[ ]
5 - Sy y = T ' s 3
1 v, [ - .

Py o

Catskill Mountains of New York, Waterfall in wintertime

ANY  YEARS  AGO my
erandmother purchased an
abandoned Catskill moun-

tatn - farm from a  local,  long-
established famualy named Winchell.
Recently, going back through deeds
to the property, now a family sum-
meving  place, I was pleased and
amuscd to note that an carlier ver-
ston of the Winchell name was Van
Winchell and, even earlier, Van
Winkle! Dutch place names, Dutch
Family names and the Rip Van Win.
kle “legend” of Washington hrving
are still very much o pat ol the
Catskill country, “Catskill™ 18, [ un-
derstand, a corruption of Kaaters
Kil, wild cat creck. "The mountains
arc full of “kills"-——the Platiekill, the
Panthevkidl, the Beaverkill, the Bush
Kill, the Kaaterskill, the West Kill—
to name a lew. Most are fine trout
streams, -
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CThe  CGatskill  region,  broadly
defined, contains parts ol seven New
York counties: Ulster, Greene, Al-
bany, Schoharie, - Otsego, Delaware
and Sullivan. It 1s roughly 50 miles
{rom north to south and 50 miles

from east to west. Annual rammlall 1s

about 46 inches. Approximately 600
thousand acres are contained within
the boundaries of the Catskill State
Yark: of these, somewhat less than
hall are the state owned lands con-
stituting  the Catskill Forest
Preserve.  Large  arcas  are  also
owned by New York City, as sites
and protective reservations for large
reservoirs  on the  Esopus,  the
Schoharie, the Rondout, the Never-
sink and the Delaware. Other small-
cr arcas arc owned by local towns
and villages for water supply and
other purposcs.
Many fine

streams take their

West Brook in wintler
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source in the Catskills, The Esopus
flows from the central arca to the
southeast out of the mountains and
then, well below the Ashokan Reser-
voir, clbows abruptly northeast to
flow into the Hudson at Saugerties.
The Rondout, draming to the
south, similarly elbows abruptly
northeast to enter the Hudson at
Kingston. The Neversink drains to
the southwest to the Delaware; the
two branches of the upper Dela-
ware, flowing in parallel courses,
drain the western reaches of the
region. The Susqucehanna, farther
west and parallel 10 the two branches
of the Delaware, drains the north-
west extension of the Catskill Pla-
tcau. Along the castern face ol
the mountains are minor streams,
the Sawkill, Plattekill and Kaater-
skill, flowing eastward to the Hud-
son. At the northeast is the Catskill,



Lach scason has its special charms—in winter, the silent fall of snow, the joy of skiing or snowshocing through the woodlands

[lowing southeastward to the Thad-
son. O the major streams only the
Schohuarie flows north, to the Mo-
hawk River.

Once isolated, a place ol mystery
and superstitious awe to the Indians
and carly Dutch scuders of the Hud-
son Valley, now an casy two and a
half hours from central New York
City by the New York Thruway, the
Catskills still allord the solitude of
wilderness—thoueh the mountains
today are fringed and spotted with
arcas of mtense human activity, In-
deed no part of the area is un-
totched by man. Only the spruce-hir
forests of the highest ridges closely
approximate  their  virgin  state.
There one can still find the tracks of
the snowshoe rabbit and wildeat on
new snow in winter, and there the
hiker or hunter coming upwind may
chance to sce a bear or cat, thoueh
brielly, The forests of the Catskills
have been ravaged -of their hemlocks
by the tan-hark peelers of the carly
cightcen hundreds and of their su-
perb chestnuts by the even move
destructive chestnut blight of the

~early ninceteen hundreds, The birch,

beech, ouks and maple, pme and
hickory have been cut and recut lor
cordwood  and  tmber; and  fires,

some mtentonally set to favor the

blucberry, others accidental, have in
vears past burned vast arcas. In spite
ol all this. there 1s more forest today
than cighty years ago and much of 1t
is i remarkably good  condition.
‘1This 1s more tribute to nature than
to man, though both have had their
role. The hemlock is regaining its
hold 1 the more cool and humid
arcas of the mountams. The chest-
nut persists as a minor part of the
Hora, reduced to a shrub clement of
the hardwoad forest, dying hack and
resproutmg again with amazing ten-
acity. The deer population is large,
possibly  too  large: greater today
than it was in the primeval {orest.
Though 1 have sampled all the
scasons in the mountains, never has
time permitted being there through
all the vear. Each scason has its
special charms—the first warm days,
the pale tree Howers of early spring;
then the succession of f{lowering

shrubs, wild and half wild, the shad-
blow, the cherry and apple, lilac and
inkster, and finally the mountain
Laurel and m a few southern valleys
the rhododendron also; on the forest
floor and in the marshes onc finds
the delicate herbaceous llowers: ar-
butus and marsh marigolds first,
later the pogonias, trillinms and la-
dyslippers—to name only a [ew. In
summer, there are the gentle cven-
ings with the call of the whippoor-
will or the drama of thunder, light-
ning and violent rainstorms, the ver-
dant foliage of the deep forests. In
autumn, the crisp, cold days and
spectacular  displays of yellow, or-
ange and red foliage. In winter, the-
silent fall of snow, the clean, white
carpet in the fields and forest, and
the joy of skiing or snowshocing
through the woodlands and open
ficlds.

These are the beauties; the region
also has 1ts ugly aspects—the delolia-
tion of acres of forest by the larvac
of the gypsy moth; the dumps of tin
cans and other litter along the high-
ways and country lanes; the beer
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cans and paper i the trout streamns
and on the mountain trails; the scars
on  mountain slopes, tolerable in

winter but ugly in summer, of the

vist  new sk developments;  the
graveyards of  discarded automo-
biles; the hideous, oversized, mis-
placed  billboards; the misguided
straightening of strcams and widcen-
ing of minor roadways; the garish-
ness of some of the resort towns and
hotels; the cheapness of some new
housing developments. cheap in
imagination and taste though not in
cost. To me a particularly personal
alfront is Route 28 west [rom King-
ston, for this is my approachway.
Shoddy is the kindest word for it; a
four lane strip of ugliness becoming
uglier each year with misguided, scc-
ond-rate commercialization,

The Catskills are not proper
mountains in the geologic sensc.
The region is an uplifted plateau,
dissected by ecrosion. The rock is
scdimentary—shales, sandstones,
few mifinitesimal lenses of coal, and
a cap of once massive conglomeratc
at the topmost level. Most is red

In summer, a boy and his dog can cnjoy a solitary
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shale  and  bluestone. The  strata
slope to the west. Indeed the western
edge ol the Catskill region is hard to
delimit. The highest peaks, where
the cap ol conglomerate is found,
arc over <1000 [eet in elevation,
Since the Hudson River on the cast
is at sca level, the sharp mountain
risc on the eastern face is, at least to
the city dweller ol the LEast, spectac-
ular,

For the climber, many trails alford
2000 1o 35.000 feet of ascent. If that
1s not cnough lor once day, one can
take a ridge trail over a number of
peaks. A special favorite of mine is
the circuit ol Wittenberg, Cornell

and Slide mountans from Wood-

land Valley back to Woodland Val-
ley. Only the well-trained should at-
tempt it in onc day,

The glacial age left 1ts mark on
the Catskills in many ways, In
moraine  deposits,  altered  valley
drainage, granite crratics from the
[ar north, scratches on the bedrock
markine the direction of 1ce llow,
dry channels of great rivers active in
the 1ce age.
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swim or go for a long hike in the woods

Man's use and exploitation of the
Catskills can be divided into eras,
though these overlap and do not, 1n
most cascs, have clear beginnings or
endings. First is the era of the Indi-
ans. Of this little 15 known. It 1s
thought, except for the game and
the valley trails, the Indians had
little use for the mountains. The
Dutch came next, in the sixteen
hundreds, first to the Hudson Valley

and then to fringe areas of the Cat-

skills to east and south. They too, In
these times, had little use {for the
mountains though they were eager
to trade with the Indians [or furs.
Then the English came, {ollowing
the wreaty of 1667, and the Duitch
stayed on and grew in number. Dur-
ing the Revolutionary War four
lorts were buile i the eastern arca
to block the lroquois trails from the
west amd north, Two were i the
Fsopus Valley, one at the present
site of Woodstock and one at Palen-
ville, These forts were the first sub-
stantial encroachment into the wil-
derness,
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In terms of land use, the historical
cras arc: the era of the [armer, start-
ing carly with the first venturesome
Dutch and English settlers, rising to
a peak ol activity in the eighteen
hundreds, and continuing only on
the better lands today; the era of the
sightseer and summer visitors, also
starting - surprisingly early, about
1824 when the toll road to the site of
the old Catskill Mountain House
was built up the precipitous cast
[ace of the mountain wall overlook-
ng the Hudson, and continuing to-
day in ever-increasing strength; the
cra of tan-bark gathering and the
tanning of hides shipped in from the
Argentine; the era of the great
bluestone quarries supplying build-
ing stone and sidewalks for construc-
tion of the city ol New York; the
cras ol glass manufacture, of furni-
tuwre manufacture, of hoop and bar-
rel aking, of general lumbering,
Lach era has its own fascinating,
olten tragic history and each has lelt
1S *nmrk, major or minor, on the
region,

‘Today we still exploit the moun-
lains—{or water supplies, for high-
way ‘routes, for skiing slopes and
summer  resorts, and, more and
more, simply as a place in which o
ive and work. Much of this secms
good, some mixed, some bad.

. With the expanding pressure on
the region, land use planning has
become an essential, and multiple
use a way of life. Fortunately, con-
[lict of interest is, with one Impor-
tant exception, minimal. There are
the usual conflicts hetween those re-
sponsible for the roads with their
wish to have them wide and straight
and easily plowed of snow in winter
and the lovers of nature and narrow,
winding country lanes; there is the
same conflict with utility companics
with their power and pipe lines.
These are the conflicts of short term
commercial gain with other econom-
lc interests of vastly greater long
term value, as along Route 28. How-
cver, fortunately for the region, the
fundamental interests of most peo-
ple and groups with a stake in the
future ol the Catskills can be con-
tained in the philosophy of multiple
use conservation. The city of New
York, with its concern for water suj-
ply. is a powerful political force for
conservation of the purity of the
mountam streams and, the protec-
tion of the forest cover: the state of
New York, though its interests are
mixed, is also largely on the side of
conscrvation in its stewardship of
public lands and obligations to fish-
ermen, hunters, vacationers and lo-
cal residents. The resort owners and

“clfectiveness,

~local businessmen, though prone to

fall into the casy trap ol short term
gains at the expensc of their own
longer term Interests, also have a
strong stake n conservation for it is
the beauty of the mountains and the
recrcational  opportunities  that
bring most visitors and many perma-
ncut residents to the region,

Inflation~Danger

‘The greatest danger to the Cat-
skills today lies in the inflating value
and increasing cost of holding pri-
vate lands. Or, to put this more
bluntly, the danger is from the pres-
surc ol Increasing population. The
Catskill region can furnish liveli-
hood and recreation to vastly more
people than it does today—without
damage to the beauty of mountains
and valleys, without pollution of the
streams and rapid silung of reser-
vonrs, without creating rural slums,
asphalt supermarket deserts and bill-
board jungles. But this can be donc
only if regional land use is carelully
and responsibly planned, and only il
rather rigid controls of land use are
established.

The region will be used. Being
close to New York City and other
major population centers of the
Fast, and accessible, use will increase
substantially in the next few years,
The only question here is whether it
will be used well for man’s purposes
or badly.

The scveral counties of the Catl-

' skill arca are presently, to greater

and lesser degree, and with varying
begimning to
seriously the problems of land and
resources utilization  within  their

jurisdictinns. It seems to me that

these counties should, with the par-
ticipation of the state and lacal gov-

~ernimg units, establish a regional au-

thority for the Catskill arca similar
in structure and function to the met-
ropolitan municipalities becing cs-
tablished to enable politically frag-
mented metropolitan arcas to solve
regional problems of sewerage dis-
posal, water supply, transportation
and land usc.

Paralicl to this, and in anticipa-
tion, the special interest groups ol
the separate counties or towns or the
region—Nhistorical associations, gar-
den clubs, sportsmen’s clubs, farm-
crs’ organizations, groups of resort
owners, retail businessmen, manu-
facturers, ctc.—would be well ad-
vised to intensily their studics of
regional  problems and  potentials
and to bring themselvse into associa-
tion with other local groups of both
paralie]l and divergent interests in
order to develop realistic solutions

tackle

[or present preblems and to plan
goals for the [utare.

At some ume 1 the next few
vears  special  enabling  legislation
will be requived for the further pro-
tection of the Catskill area. This
region, because of its unique values
and its situation close to major pop-
ulation centers, 1s too valuable to
waste, It 18 to be hoped that the .
people of the Catskills will be the ¢
initiators of acuion rather than those
on whom outside action will be 1m-
posed. There 1s a special opportuni-
ty here, if it is taken now, to develop
a stable multiple use regional econo-
my with a satisfactory ecological bal-
ance between man and nature: a
model for other similar inhabited
arcas of unique aesthetic value
which can not reasonably be protect-
cd by excluding man from them.

Citizens Should Act Now

The people of the seven county
Catskill region neecd not await spe-
cial legislative action in order to
take elfective, constructive roles in
the conservation and enhancement
ol the arca. The members of histori-
cal societies, for example, might join
logether now in a survey to establish
what places and buildings have spe-
cial  historical or cultural value,
which are currently threatened and
what present means can be taken to
save and restore valuable sites and
structures, The members of garden
clubs, in similar fashion, might join
together to constder problems with-
i thenr domain of interest; for ex-
ample, they might draw up plans
and recommendations for the land-
scaping of regional highways, with
spectal consideration of native plant
species and their use. These clubs
might also survey the region for sites
ol unique botanical interest with the
fong term objective of preserving
representative  floras.  Local  mer-
chants might consider the develop-
mental patterns of local commerce
aned population and the effect of
these on the regional economy, the
growth of their own towns and their
businesses. "T'he members of hunting
and fishing clubs also have commu-
nity mterests - Catskill problems.
So also do the members of religious
organizations, professional socictics,
and school-related parents organiza-
tions. Students through their school
organizations have often proven to
be particularly effective in mobiliz-
g community interest in communi-
ty and regional alfairs.

At some time in the near future it
might be well to draw such orga-
nized local groups together in con-
fcrence to discuss regional problems



and opportuntties. A good model {or
action 1s the “Mid-Hudson Pattern
for Progress” conference held at
New Paltz State Unmiversity College
on December 5, 1964; a meeting
convened to discuss the neced for
regtonal planning, research and de-
velopment in the Mid-Hudson area
(a region overlapping that of the
Catskills in parts of Sullivan, Ulster
and Greene counties) . This produc-
tive meeting led to formation of the
“Mid-Hudson Pattern for Progress,
Inc.”, a non-profit, non-partisan, lo-
cally controlled regional planning,
research and development organiza-
tion with an annual budget of $150,-

000 and a professional staft “dedi-

cated to the objective of fostering

balanced plans and programs for the

economic development, the cn-
hancement of the scenic and histori-
cal values, and the conservation and
wise use of the natural resources of
the Mid-Hudson Region of New
York State.” A parallel, more mod-
est, non-profit, non-partisan, locally
controlled organization for the Cat-
skill rcgion, charged with for-
warding the wise use of the re-
sources of the Catskills would be a
worthy, practical goal for the citi-
zens' groups of the Catskill area.
This type of organization, as guardi-
an of local interests and assuring

local concern and action, in parallel

with a regional authority established
by legislative action and charged

with developing plans for insuring

the long term well being f[or the
region, its plant, animal and human
populations, vested with power to
zone land for kind and intensity of
use, with power to purchase ease-
ments and to trade, buy or sell state
lands so as to maximize wilderness,
acsthetic and recreational values,
and with responsibility for control
of the disposal of human wastes of
all sorts whether trash, garbage, old
cars, sewerage, fumes, or industrial
wastes, would go far toward assuring
the future of the Catskills as a pro-
ductive, healthy, aesthetically pleas-
ing ccosystem of which we humans
are an integral part. 0
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