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Nostalgic for the simplicity of rural life, today’s travelers and weekend warriors crave the small-town experience with a modern flair. They are finding it, increasingly, in the Hudson River Valley.

The towns of Beacon, Catskill, Hudson, and Kingston have reinvented themselves. Antiques hot spots are emerging around Saugerties and Millerton, and the valley’s farms are going organic. It’s enough to make you pack your bags and head for the hills.

But it’s not the first time the region has come en vogue. For nearly four centuries, travelers have ventured up the Hudson River in search of opportunity, inspiration, and a breath of fresh air. It is here that Washington Irving wrote “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and Thomas Cole created the landscape paintings that marked the dawn of the romantic era.
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Old-world roots, ecological diversity, and an ever-changing economy give the Hudson River Valley the depth and complexity of an aged red wine. Measured by numbers, the river itself is unexceptional—only 315 miles long, 3.5 miles across at its widest point, and 216 feet at its deepest. Carved by a glacier 75 million years ago, the river originates from Lake Tear of the Clouds in the rugged Adirondack Mountains and becomes navigable at Troy, north of Albany. From the Federal Dam at Troy all the way to New York Harbor, the Hudson is a 150-mile-long estuary that ebbs and floods with ocean tides, mixing saltwater with fresh as far up as Kingston in Ulster County. The Algonquins called it “Muhheakantuck,” meaning “the river that flows both ways,” or, “great waters constantly in motion.”
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The constant mixing supports the largest single wildlife resource in New York State. Deciduous trees, rocky bluffs, and gentle foothills line both shores. Mallard ducks paddle across narrow inlets, while fishing boats troll for striped bass. Beyond the river’s edge, narrow country lanes lead to historic parks, working fruit and dairy farms, and mountains that stretch 4,000 feet into the sky. From distilleries to farm stays, the valley continues to adapt to changing traveler interests.

At its heart, the Hudson River Valley is a place of contrasts—where dairy farmers mingle with concrete factory workers, where hunters share the forest with conservationists, and where the cosmopolitan meets small-town America. Along this historic river, the familiar still has the power to surprise.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Lower Hudson Valley

The Hudson River Valley stretches north from New York City and the New Jersey border, leading to many densely populated bedroom communities of Westchester and Rockland Counties. The area is not a destination in itself, but several attractive mansions and gardens are worth a stop. The best of the bunch is Kykuit, the former Rockefeller family residence near Tarrytown. The food and entertainment are on par with what you’ll find in Manhattan.

The Hudson Highlands

The Hudson Highlands encompass Orange and Putnam Counties along the most dramatic-looking stretch of the river. A solid granite mountain range called the Appalachian Plateau crosses the Hudson here, and the river has carved a narrow and deep path through the range. A dreamy mist often clings to the peaks of Storm King Mountain and Breakneck Ridge on opposite shores. It’s an easy daytrip from New York City to browse the antiques shops along Main Street in Cold Spring, or visit the West Point campus for a military history refresher.

Mid-Hudson Valley and the Southern Catskills

Part commuter district, part bucolic getaway, the middle section of the valley starts to resemble a traveler’s destination. The Shawangunk Mountains of Ulster County and the riverside mansions of Dutchess County define the landscape. Rolling hills and farm fields intersperse with lakes, streams, and forests. The towns of New Paltz, Saugerties, and Woodstock make a convenient base for exploration. Dia:Beacon exhibits artwork from the 1960s to the present, and the Culinary Institute of America trains first-rate chefs.
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Western Catskills to the Delaware River

Wellness resorts and farm stays have replaced yesterday’s summer boarding houses in the Western Catskills region. Many visitors head here to try an off-the-grid existence. Small communities include young farmers, artists, and second-home owners. Historic covered bridges span the Willowemoc Creek and Beaverkill Rivers, while hundreds of lakes and streams create a playground for anglers and bird-watchers. Spend an hour inside the Catskill Fly Fishing Center and Museum, even if you’re not the fishing type.

Upper Hudson Valley and the Northern Catskills

The Catskill and Berkshire Mountains frame the upper section of the Hudson River Valley in Greene and Columbia Counties. Adventure-seekers come here to hike and ski, but there are pockets of culture too, in the towns of Hudson and Catskill. Leaf peeping is arguably the best in this forested region. The topography of the Catskills inspired the first generation of the Hudson River School of painters. The Livingston family home at Clermont and the Persian-style Olana, which belonged to painter Frederic Church, are worth a visit.

The Capital-Saratoga Region

The Capital-Saratoga region marks the end of the navigable Hudson River and the gateway to the rugged Adirondack wilderness. Business travel brings most people to Albany, while horseracing or healing waters might lead one farther north to Saratoga Springs. While in the state capital, see some modern art, learn about the colonial history, and taste the local bounty. Across the river, Rensselaer County consists of industrial Troy, a top-notch engineering school, and many small rural towns.


When to Go


The best times to visit the Lower Hudson Valley are late spring to early summer, and early to mid-fall. July and August tend to be hot and muggy, especially close to New York City.

Fall Foliage

The fall foliage season begins in mid-September and can last until late October, depending on the weather. A heavy rain or snow will end the season early. Most years, the colors are best around Columbus Day weekend in mid-October. The prime leaf-peeping window varies by as much as a week or two from the lower to upper parts of the valley.


  Fall Foliage Tours

  ON FOOT

  The hardwood forests of the Catskill and Shawangunk ranges explode in shades of red, orange, and yellow each autumn.

  Catskills Hike

  One of the most difficult but rewarding fall hikes is a triple-summit over the Catskill High Peaks of Thomas Cole, Black Dome, and Blackhead peaks. Windham or Hunter make equidistant launching points for the day. You’ll need two vehicles to complete this one-way hike. Park the pickup vehicle at the eastern end of Big Hollow Road, off Maplecrest Road/County Route 40 in the town of Jewett. Then drive to the eastern end of Barnum Road, also off Maplecrest Road/County Route 40, to begin the hike (6.1 miles one-way) on an old logging road. A mixed hardwood forest of oak, maple, and beech trees puts on the initial display.

  Shawangunks Hike

  Fall colors are all the more striking against a pair of sparkling lakes in the Minnewaska State Park Preserve. For a moderate day hike on a network of carriage trails, park at the Wildmere lot off Route 44 and follow the red trail markers as you pass Lake Minnewaska. Pick up the Castle Point Carriageway (blue markers) on the west side of the lake. Enjoy the views of Gertrude’s Nose from the trailside gazebo. After the hike, drive to High Falls for a casual dinner at The Eggs Nest.

  BY CAR

  Taconic State Parkway

  This tree-lined road offers changing scenery around every bend, with occasional vistas across the surrounding valley. The stretch from Route 55 north to Chatham is beautiful in the fall and takes about an hour to drive. Along the way, Clinton Vineyards and Millbrook Vineyards & Winery make easy side trips.

  Route 9W

  Hugging the river’s western shoreline, Route 9W passes through long stretches of hardwood forest between Newburgh and Coxsackie. Begin the day’s drive at the Bear Mountain Bridge and make your way north, stopping for lunch and antiques shopping in Saugerties. Allow about three hours of driving time to reach downtown Albany.

  Route 23/23A

  This is a good route for an early-season tour, as the elevation means color will peak a bit sooner than lower in the valley. Begin the drive in the village of Catskill, after grabbing a cup of coffee at Retriever Roasters on Main Street. Follow Route 9W south to pick up Route 23A west. At Palenville, you’ll begin to climb. Look for a trailhead on the right for Kaaterskill Falls if you want to hike; otherwise, continue the winding road uphill to Tannersville, where you can tour the Mountain Top Arboretum. Grab lunch at Hunter Village or wait until Windham; then complete the loop by following Route 23 down the mountain and back to the village of Catskill. Total distance is about 80 miles.

  Route 44

  Pick up Route 44 from the Taconic State Parkway heading east and follow it through Millbrook, taking the Millbrook Vineyards & Winery detour if time permits. Browse the boutiques in Millbrook, or continue east through Amenia to Millerton. In Millerton, park near the Harney & Sons tea company and walk part of the Harlem Valley Rail Trail. Afterward, warm up with a cup of tea at the Harney & Sons Tea Tasting Room. Total driving time will be about an hour from the Taconic State Parkway to the state line. Retrace your steps at day’s end to have dinner at Millbrook’s Café Les Baux.

  Hawk’s Nest

  This drive begins in western Orange County, near the Delaware River. Exit I-84 at Port Jervis and pick up Route 97 north. It’s about a two-hour scenic drive along the Delaware, past Minisink Battleground and Narrowsburg to Hancock, where you’ll pick up Route 17 heading back east and south. Stop for lunch in Narrowsburg at Lander’s River Café overlooking the river. When you reach Roscoe and Livingston Manor on Route 17, consider a visit to the Catskill Fly Fishing Center and Museum on your way through Livingston Manor, then finish the day with dinner at Ianine’s inside the DeBruce Country Inn along the Willowemoc Creek.

  AERIAL VIEWS

  Skydiving in the Hudson River Valley is the best around, and what better time to attempt a jump than during the leaf-peeping season? Contact Skydive the Ranch in the Mid-Hudson for your aerial adventures.



Winter Travel

Winter storms can make a mess of the valley October-April. November can be especially cold, damp, and dreary. Snow typically begins to fall in December, with a cold snap of below-zero temperatures often occurring in January. Winter conditions last through February, when the maple-sugaring season begins.

Before You Go

Many small-town sights, restaurants, and accommodations have variable hours in the off-season, and it’s a good idea to call ahead to confirm hours of operation. Reservations are essential during the fall foliage season and when major festivals, car shows, or county fairs are in town.

For outdoor adventures, pack layers, as temperatures can change rapidly with elevation and proximity to the river. Field guides, sports equipment, rain gear, sunscreen, and insect repellent will also come in handy.

Transportation

Some of the most spectacular river views are only accessible by train, but for travelers who want to explore the area’s hidden gems, a car affords more flexibility and spontaneity.

Motorists have many options, from winding country roads to open interstates. Route 9 and its many permutations (9D, 9G, 9H, 9J) hug the eastern shoreline, except for Route 9W, which runs parallel on the Hudson’s west side. The speediest way to get from the wilderness to the sea is the New York State Thruway (I-87), a multilane toll road that connects New York City to Albany.


Day Trips from New York City


Tarrytown and the Rockefeller Estate

Plan ahead for this trip by prebooking your preferred Kykuit tour online. Start your day at Grand Central Station and catch an early morning train on the Hudson Line north to Tarrytown.

Walk up Main Street and grab a cup of coffee at Coffee Labs. Take a cab or shuttle to the Kykuit Visitor Center in neighboring Sleepy Hollow. Check in for your tour of the Rockefeller Estate at Pocantico Hills.

After the tour, head to Stone Barns to see a working, sustainable farm in action. The next stop is Sunnyside, Washington Irving’s romantic-era estate on the border between Tarrytown and Irvington. After the house tour, browse the museum shop and pick up one of Irving’s books for the train ride home.


  Grand Estates

  A handful of majestic estates line the Hudson River, representing several centuries of architectural and cultural trends including American Renaissance, Georgian, Federal, Romantic, Greek Revival, and Gothic Revival. Many have been turned into interpretive museums that are open to the public. Here are some of the most popular mansions to visit:

  • Kykuit: The sprawling hilltop estate of the Rockefeller family is a must-see in the Lower Hudson River Valley. The three-hour Grand Tour is well worth the time investment.

  • Union Church of Pocantico Hills: After a Kykuit tour, stop here to admire stained glass windows designed by Henri Matisse and Marc Chagall for the Rockefeller family.

  • Sunnyside: The Romantic-style home of Washington Irving, America’s first man of letters, is a whimsical place right on the river’s edge just south of Tarrytown in Westchester County.

  • Lyndhurst: Financier Jay Gould’s former residence, also near Tarrytown, is considered the finest example of Gothic Revival style in the United States.

  • Boscobel House and Gardens: This restored neoclassical mansion near Cold Spring is the home of the Hudson Valley Shakespeare Festival.

  • Home of Franklin D. Roosevelt National Historic Site: FDR’s presidential library and museum are just up the road from the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park.

  • Vanderbilt Estate: Fifty rooms range from Renaissance to Rococo, and the lawn is a great place for a summer picnic in the Mid-Hudson River Valley.
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    Vanderbilt Estate

  

  • Montgomery Place: Built in the Federal style, this riverside estate presents scenic views of the Catskill Mountains.

  • Clermont State Historic Site: The Georgian-style estate of Robert Livingston Jr. reflects the influence of seven generations of the prominent Livingston family.

  • Olana State Historic Site: Romantic landscape painter Frederic Church designed his Persian-style home after a trip to the Middle East.



Boscobel and Cold Spring Village

If you want to browse antiques shops, tour a neoclassical mansion, or paddle around the river, stay on the train until it arrives at Cold Spring Station in Putnam County. Exit the station and stop at the visitors booth on Main Street to pick up a map and inquire about the shuttle to Boscobel, the site of the annual Hudson Valley Shakespeare Festival.


  [image: Image]

  antiques shopping in the Hudson River Valley



Grab a freshly baked scone at the Foundry Café just up the street, then walk down to the riverside gazebo to take in the view of West Point and the surrounding cliffs across the river.

Hop on the shuttle to Boscobel and admire the apple trees, river views, and collections of silver, china, and glassware inside. Later, head down to the river’s edge to explore the Constitution Marsh Center & Sanctuary, run by the National Audubon Society.

Catch the shuttle back to Cold Spring Village to browse the antiques shops along Main Street. Stay for dinner at Cathryn’s Tuscan Grill or the Cold Spring Depot, or walk a few blocks north along Fair Street to enjoy views of the Hudson at Riverview. When the sun has set, it’s time to catch the return train south to Grand Central.

Dia:Beacon

River views and the innovative restoration of an old factory make for an enjoyable day of modern art at this Dutchess County museum. An added plus is the location within walking distance of the Beacon Metro-North train station. Catch an early morning train from Grand Central to Beacon and allow a few hours to explore the galleries. Plan ahead to time your visit with a museum event, such as a gallery talk or film screening. A café on-site serves light breakfast and lunch fare, or you can walk or take a cab over to Main Street for a more substantial lunch and more art galleries.

Outdoor Adventures

Fresh air and challenging terrain for a wide range of sports are two primary factors that draw visitors to the more remote parts of the Hudson River Valley. Whether you choose to hike, bike, or ski, you’ll have plenty of choices for a memorable outdoor adventure.

Hiking

Some 200 miles of trails traverse the Catskill Forest Preserve. High above the Hudson River Valley are Kaaterskill Falls and the Escarpment Trail, a magical wilderness setting where the Hudson River School of painters found inspiration and the Catskill Mountain House entertained prominent guests. The rugged 23-mile trail connects the towns of Haines Falls and Windham, changing 10,000 feet in elevation along the way. The highest peak along the trail is 3,940-foot Blackhead Mountain. Allow two days for a challenging overnight hike, or three days for side trips at either end of the hike.

Near New Paltz in Ulster County, Minnewaska State Park Preserve has rare dwarf pines and peregrine falcons to see, plus gorgeous vistas at every bend in the trail.

Swimming and Boating

The Hudson and its tributaries lure water sports enthusiasts for fishing, sailing, tubing, kayaking, and more. Tubing on the Esopus in Ulster County is especially popular in summer. Sailing school is an option out of Kingston. Greenwood Lake in Orange County, Lake Taghkanic in Columbia County, and several lakes near Saratoga Springs have beaches for swimming and facilities for boats.

Kayakers can paddle lakes, ponds, creeks, and of course the Hudson River in Dutchess County. Several shops in the region rent gear and offer guided trips.

Cycling

Cyclists enjoy endless miles of rolling hills on quiet country roads, and several counties have converted long stretches of abandoned train tracks into paths for walking, jogging, or biking. Piermont and New Paltz are popular cycling towns, and many local clubs plan group rides on summer weekends. You might tour one county at a time, or attempt the 180-mile multiday ride from New York City to Albany. Include as many bridge crossings as possible, and allow time to take in some of the sights along the way. Several companies offer guided bike tours of the area; an amateur bike race is another way to discover many of the back roads.


  Cycling the Hudson Valley

  In a six-day tour, riding 35-45 miles per day, you can cover the length of the Hudson River Valley, hitting key sights, vistas, and attractions on both sides of the river. Total distance is approximately 200 miles. This suggested itinerary starts in the town of Hudson, in the Upper Hudson River Valley. Use your arrival day to get oriented, stock up on supplies, and check out your gear. Steiner’s Sports on Warren Street can see to all your last-minute needs. If you have extra time, take a warm-up ride over to Olana (12 miles) to tour Frederic Church’s historic estate. Book accommodations in or near the towns of Hudson, Kingston, Hyde Park, Garrison, and Nyack.

  DAY 1: HUDSON TO KINGSTON

  Get an early start for the first ride of the week, which starts in Hudson (Columbia County) and finishes in Kingston (Ulster County). Along the way, stop to visit Montgomery Place and refuel in Rhinebeck. Cross the river at the Kingston-Rhinecliff Bridge. When you reach downtown Kingston, walk through the Stockade District, check in to your hotel, and then look to the Rondout Creek area for dinner.

  DAY 2: KINGSTON TO HYDE PARK

  Ride along part of the Wallkill Valley Rail Trail and through the college town of New Paltz. Be sure to see the historical homes along Huguenot Street and stop at a winery or two. End the day by crossing the river on the Walkway Over the Hudson and looping back north to Hyde Park.

  DAY 3: HYDE PARK REST DAY

  Take a day off to visit FDR’s home and library, the Vanderbilt Estate, and the Culinary Institute of America. Or add an optional loop through the countryside and wineries of eastern Dutchess County instead.

  DAY 4: HYDE PARK TO GARRISON

  Fuel up for an action-packed ride through Poughkeepsie, Beacon, and Cold Spring. Optional side trips include the Dia:Beacon modern art museum and a paddle on the river from a launch near Cold Spring. Finish the day in Garrison (Putnam County).

  DAY 5: GARRISON TO NYACK

  Ride across the Bear Mountain Bridge and head south over Storm King Mountain to West Point. Take a tour of the military academy, and have lunch at the Thayer Hotel. For more mileage, add an optional route through Bear Mountain State Park. Or get off the bike for a few hours to hike along a section of the Appalachian Trail. Overnight in Nyack or Piermont.

  DAY 6: NYACK TO NEW YORK CITY

  Finish the ride along the Hudson with a ride under the cliffs of the Palisades and end at the George Washington Bridge. Alternatively, cross the river at Nyack to explore Tarrytown and the Rockefeller Estate. From Tarrytown, you can catch Amtrak back to Hudson, or plot a new cycling route for the return trip, with stops in Peekskill, Red Hook, and Catskill, for example.



Skiing

Falling temperatures mean one thing to winter sports enthusiasts: the possibility of powder. Ski resorts in the Catskills and Adirondacks start making snow as soon as it will freeze, and then hope for a little help from Mother Nature as the season progresses. Whether you prefer the thrill of downhill or the serenity of the open trail, the greater Hudson River Valley has much to offer December-March.

For downhill thrills, head to Windham, Hunter, or Belleayre in the northern Catskill Mountains, where snow guns cover nearly 100 percent of the terrain. For more solitude on Nordic trails, choose the Capital-Saratoga region: John Boyd Thacher State Park near Albany and Lapland Lake near Saratoga Springs are good bets.


Revolutionary War Route


The outcome of the nine-year struggle for independence from the British hinged largely on who controlled the Hudson River. From the boycott of British tea to the turning point at Saratoga, many of the war’s pivotal events took place in the surrounding valley. Today, a number of interpretive museums and historic sites preserve and commemorate various events and decisions that took place in those long years between 1774 and 1783.

The following itinerary identifies major Revolutionary War sights along the river, from south to north. Other options are to follow the Henry Knox Cannon Trail through Saratoga Springs, Albany, and Columbia County; or to trace the Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route, through the Lower Hudson Valley.

Day 1

This tour begins at the former home of loyalist Frederick Philipse III, who was arrested by General George Washington in 1776, after signing the Declaration of Independence. Both the family residence, Philipse Manor Hall in Yonkers, and the Philipsburg Manor in Sleepy Hollow were confiscated by the state and later preserved as museums. Situated in the neutral zone, Van Cortlandt Manor hosted loyalists and patriots alike during the war.

An American victory at Stony Point Battlefield in 1779 boosted morale and severely damaged British forces. To reach this state historic site, cross the Hudson at the Bear Mountain Bridge and head south into Rockland County.

Retrace your steps north to the United States Military Academy at West Point, a training ground for army officers since 1802. The academy sits on the bluffs overlooking the narrow stretch of the river that was chained to keep the British out. You can begin your tour with a walk through the museum (outside the gate), which includes Washington’s pistols among its exhibits. Next, book a bus or river tour at the visitors center and have lunch at the stately Thayer Hotel just inside the campus gate. Add half a day for a visit to Constitution Island.

Day 2

The first Purple Heart was issued at the Hasbrouck family farmhouse, where George Washington stayed for 16 months at the end of the war. Washington’s Headquarters in Newburgh became the first national historic site in the United States. His army camped at New Windsor Cantonment in Vails Gate, now also the site of the National Purple Heart Hall of Honor.

In the afternoon, visit the Mount Gulian Historic Site outside of Beacon, an 18th-century Dutch stone barn that once belonged to the Verplanck family and served as headquarters for Revolutionary War General Friedrich Wilhelm Augustus von Steuben.

In keeping with the historic theme, join the likes of George Washington, Philip Schuyler, Benedict Arnold, and Alexander Hamilton in spending the night at the 1766 Beekman Arms in Rhinebeck, where local townspeople gathered inside for safety while the British burned Kingston to the ground across the Hudson.

Day 3

Today begins with a drive across the river to visit Kingston, a colonial city that the British burned to the ground. They landed at Rondout Battlefield, where periodic reenactments now take place. In Kingston’s Stockade District, the Senate House hosted the first Senate of New York State in 1777.

Cross the river on the Kingston-Rhinecliff Bridge and make your way north to Clermont, colonial estate of the Livingston family. The British torched it in 1777, but the family promptly rebuilt the home during the war.

Day 4

Start the day with a drive across the Rip Van Winkle Bridge and continue north along Route 9W to the Bronck Museum, where New Yorkers signed the Coxsackie Declaration of Independence in 1775. From there, it’s about 25 miles north to Albany and the Schuyler Mansion, home of Major General Philip Schuyler and the place where British General Burgoyne was imprisoned after his defeat at Saratoga.

Complete the trip at the Saratoga National Historical Park, which commemorates the Battle of Saratoga. Here, you can follow a 10-stop auto tour that interprets the battle.


Contemporary Art, Indoors and Out


The arts scene is alive and well in the Hudson River Valley. Artists-in-residence can arrange long-term retreats, while the public gets to experience the results of their creativity. Several premier museums, galleries, and outdoor sculpture parks can anchor a multiday tour of the region. This tour starts in the Capital District and makes its way to the Lower Hudson Valley.

Day 1

Start this itinerary in Albany and head north to the college town of Saratoga Springs, where the Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery serves as an integral part of the curriculum for Skidmore College students. Rotating multimedia exhibits combine objects like Hudson River School landscapes or Shaker furniture with new works of international contemporary art. Spend the rest of the day enjoying a leisurely lunch on Broadway, or get outside to tour Saratoga Spa State Park. Spend the night at the Saratoga Arms, or head back to accommodations in Albany.

Day 2

Walk the Empire State Plaza in downtown Albany to see the New York State Art Collection. A legacy of former Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller, the sculptures are considered one of the most important collections of modern art found anywhere in the United States. Stay at Morgan State House or the State Street Mansion Bed & Breakfast for the evening. Head to Angelo’s 677 Prime for a steak dinner or catch a show in the theater district.

Day 3

In the morning, pack the car and head east to the town of Ghent and The Fields Sculpture Park at the Omi International Arts Center, which features works by Richard Nonas and Stanley Whitney, among other contemporary artists. Have lunch at the museum café, then continue the journey south to the river town of Hudson, a revived artist’s mecca. Walk the length of Warren Street, noting the mix of old and new. Stay over at The Barlow hotel and plan dinner at Fish & Game, or catch a show at Club Helsinki dinner theater if anyone is performing that night.

Day 4

Start the day with a hot cup of tea at Verdigris Tea & Chocolate Bar, and point the GPS to the south. Your destination is Dia:Beacon to view the Richard Serra installations and other modern works in a converted factory along the river. Head to Main Street, Beacon after the museum tour for lunch on the patio at The Roundhouse at Beacon Falls. Alternatively, skip Dia:Beacon and walk the grounds of the Storm King Art Center, an outdoor sculpture garden on the other side of the river. For dinner, try MacArthur’s Riverview Restaurant at West Point or Valley Restaurant at the Garrison.


  Fun for Foodies

  Many Hudson River Valley chefs were among the pioneers of the locavore trend. A love of fresh food prepared with a creative flair is a prerequisite for enjoying all that the Hudson River Valley has to offer.

  COOKING CLASSES

  The main campus of the nation’s premier culinary college sits on 80 acres overlooking the river at Hyde Park. The Culinary Institute of America runs five restaurants, a bookstore, and courses for cooking professionals and enthusiasts. For serious training, enthusiasts can enroll in one of the CIA’s Boot Camp programs.

  FRESH PRODUCE

  Every county in the region has its share of apple orchards, berry patches, organic farms, and cornfields. Flavors differ from one hillside to the next, in what farmers call micro-terroirs. Farmers markets and farm stands bring the local harvest to a central location each week, building a sense of community in the process.

  Fernlike fiddleheads appear on many menus in the early spring. For those who like to forage for their food, spring rains bring wild mushrooms, including morels and chanterelles. In summer, the local garlic harvest begins in Saugerties, and farm stands overflow with fresh-picked corn, tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and other vegetables. Strawberries and cherries ripen through June and July, and blueberries last July-September. You can pick apples July-November, and pumpkin patches do a steady business in September and October.
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    fresh-picked basil for sale

  

  GOURMET RESTAURANTS

  You’ll find mind-blowing cuisine all across the Hudson River Valley. The towns of Hudson, Rhinebeck, Albany, and Saratoga Springs are places you might travel just to eat. Plan well ahead to dine at the best of the best: Blue Hill at Stone Barns in Westchester, American Bounty Restaurant on the CIA campus, Valley Restaurant at the Garrison, and Stone & Thistle Farm are travel destinations on their own, and advance reservations are a must.

  WINERIES AND DISTILLERIES

  Hudson River Valley grape growers introduced French-American hybrid grapes in the 1970s to please an increasingly sophisticated consumer base. The switch put the region on the New York State wine map, producing award-winning Italian-style whites, as well as pinot noirs and cabernet francs. The Dutchess Wine Trail includes Alison Wines, Clinton Vineyards, and Millbrook Vineyards & Winery and covers miles of pretty countryside. Meanwhile, the wineries themselves produce some of the highest-quality labels in New York State.

  On the other side of the Hudson, the Shawangunk Wine Trail is a 30-mile loop connecting nine family-owned wineries. The trail runs along back roads between the New York State Thruway, I-84, and Route 17 between New Paltz in Ulster County and Warwick in Orange County. Some of the most popular stops include Applewood Winery and the Warwick Valley Winery & Distillery.

  Passage of the New York State Farm Distillery bill in 2008 opened the door to a wave of micro-distilleries across the valley, with new tasting rooms in Albany, Gardiner, Roxbury, Ancram, and Warwick. Local grains and fruits are used to make high-end whiskey and bourbon, and creative spirits such as apple brandy and other fruit liquors.
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Lower Hudson Valley
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Sunnyside: The Romantic-era home of author Washington Irving is set amid rolling hills, a babbling brook, and the purple and white flowers of wisteria that climb all the way up to the gabled roof (click here).

S Kykuit: John D. Rockefeller built a six-story, 40-room mansion in the Pocantico Hills near Tarrytown, with breathtaking views of the Hudson River and the Palisades (click here).

S Katonah Museum Mile: Katonah is home to three first-rate museums, all located within a mile of each other: the Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts, the Katonah Museum of Art, and the John Jay Homestead (click here).
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S Piermont Village: Three miles south of the Tappan Zee Bridge, on a steep hillside between Route 9W and the riverbank, is the upscale village of Piermont, a haven for cyclists, foodies, and creative types (click here).

S Stony Point Battlefield State Historical Site: Located on Haverstraw Bay is the site of a small but important victory in the American Revolution, with a riverside park and museum that includes the oldest lighthouse on the Hudson (click here).

S Harriman State Park: The first section of the Appalachian Trail was cleared here in 1923; today, hikers can access several lakes, plus 200 miles of trails, inside the park (click here).



The Hudson River Valley’s most populous counties are closest to New York City, with a complex maze of highways, bridges, trains, and buses to shuttle residents in and out of the five boroughs every day. Although no longer the rural destination it once was, the Lower Hudson Valley is packed with historic mansions and restored gardens at every bend in the road. John Jay, Frederick Philipse, the Vanderbilts, and the Harrimans all left their mark, but the grandest estate of all was the sprawling Rockefeller residence at Pocantico Hills near Tarrytown. As a legacy of these large estates, Westchester and Rockland Counties were able to preserve wilderness areas that rival many upstate parks and preserves, even as they struggled to cope with rapid industrial and housing development. More than a dozen gardens are open to the public and easily accessible in a day trip from New York City.

Both counties support diverse populations that represent the very highest and lowest income brackets, as well as many different nations and cultures. Local restaurants prepare menus you only expect to find domestically in New York City or San Francisco, including specialties from Brazil, China, India, and Japan, as well as Italy, Spain, and France. And unlike in other parts of the Hudson River Valley, night owls who visit the Lower Hudson have many choices for evening entertainment, from the Westchester Broadway Theatre in Elmsford to the Performing Arts Center in Purchase and the Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts in Katonah.

The Tappan Zee Bridge connects the two counties at the widest part of the Hudson River, while the Bear Mountain Bridge spans the river at Westchester’s northern border.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Whether you want to add an easy day trip to a longer New York City stay or find a new stopover on your way to a regular weekend getaway farther north, Westchester and Rockland Counties offer many choices for historic tours, outdoor entertainment, and fine-dining experiences. And the well-developed New York and New Jersey transit systems make it easy to leave the car behind.

If you have one day to explore the area, head to the gardens of the former Rockefeller Estate at Kykuit, in Sleepy Hollow, and choose a restaurant for dinner in Tarrytown. Alternatively, plan to tackle a section of the 26-mile Old Croton Aqueduct by foot, bike, or horseback.
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In Rockland County, head to the Piermont area for the perfect mix of entertainment, food, and outdoor recreation. Then drive north on Route 9W to visit a series of Revolutionary War sites and scenic river overlooks. Or forget the history lesson and get away from it all with a backcountry hike in Harriman State Park.

Longer itineraries allow you to visit multiple historic homes, such as Jay Gould’s Lyndhurst and Washington Irving’s Sunnyside, or to contemplate the works of art in one of several well-funded museums. Add half a day to sample the wild mushrooms at the Nyack Farmers Market or attend a White Plains Antique Show. Add another day to tour the gardens in Somers and Purchase. When planning an overnight visit, beware that choices in accommodations will be limited primarily to business hotels. If quaint and memorable lodging is a priority, consider visiting the Lower Hudson on a day trip from New York City or when passing through to parts north.

Westchester County

Bordering the Bronx, the southern edge of Westchester County is just 15 minutes from Manhattan by train. The county boasts the largest population and the highest population density in the Hudson River Valley—and a surprising blend of wealthy suburbs, ample green space, and historic sites. Yonkers, Mount Vernon, New Rochelle, Rye, and White Plains are the largest cities, and White Plains is the county seat.

The New York Assembly established Westchester County in 1683, and the first English settlements popped up in the eastern part of the county at Rye, Mamaroneck, Eastchester, and Bedford. The manor of Frederick Philipse, deeded through a royal grant, covered more than 52,000 acres between Yonkers and Tarrytown. Roads, taverns, and ferries were built in the 18th century, and by the end of the century, Westchester had become the wealthiest and most populous county in New York.

The American Revolution took its toll, however, through the battles of Pelham and White Plains. Westchester found itself stuck between the American headquarters, near Peekskill, and the British, in New York City. It took decades for local communities to rebound from the expense and disruption of war.


  Three Perfect Days in Westchester County

  So many sights, so little time. Can you fit it all in during one long weekend? With Tarrytown as a home base, this ambitious plan offers a good mix of art, history, and culture.

  DAY 1

  Arrive via Westchester County Airport or any New York City airport and transfer to the Tarrytown area via rental car or take the Metro-North Hudson Line to Tarrytown.

  Book a tour of Kykuit, the Rockefeller Estate, in advance, for your first morning; then head to Tarrytown for lunch. In the afternoon, tour Lyndhurst, Jay Gould’s Gothic Revival mansion. Check in to a Tarrytown hotel and enjoy an evening of dinner and entertainment at the Westchester Broadway Theatre in Elmsford.

  DAY 2

  Tour the Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts and walk downtown Katonah. Have lunch in White Plains before shopping at The Westchester mall. Drive through the PepsiCo Sculpture Garden or visit the Neuberger Museum of Art in Purchase. Reserve a table months in advance at Blue Hill at Stone Barns for dinner.

  DAY 3

  Tour Washington Irving’s Romantic estate, Sunnyside, then grab lunch at Sushi Mike’s in Dobbs Ferry. Visit the Hudson River Museum in Yonkers as a last stop before your departure.



Westchester County became a commuter base as early as the 19th century, when rail travel made it possible to reach New York City in just a few hours. As transportation evolved from steamboat to rail to car, Westchester grew at a frenzied pace. Its river towns began to produce medicines, cars, beer, sugar, and elevators, among other goods. Expansion of the New York City watershed created more jobs and further accelerated growth. Today’s population is more than 949,000 and counting, and along with the crowds came upscale shopping, first-rate cultural attractions, and reputable international cuisine.

ALONG THE RIVER: ROUTE 9

Yonkers

Start a tour of Westchester’s river towns from the West Side Highway in Manhattan and follow Route 9A north to Yonkers. This diverse city of approximately 200,000 people is a major transportation hub and is the fourth-largest city in New York State. Its name derives from jonkheer, the Dutch word for “young nobleman,” in reference to Dutchman Adriaen van der Donck, who built a sawmill where the tiny Nepperhan River (later renamed the Saw Mill River) empties into the Hudson. Four miles of frontage on the eastern bank of the Hudson offer beautiful views of the Palisades in New Jersey and Rockland County.

Legendary jazz singer Ella Fitzgerald was raised in Yonkers, and a statue of her greets passengers arriving at the train station. Nearby, where Main Street meets the river, is the hundred-year-old Yonkers Recreational Pier, newly renovated to hold community events and festivals.

Two notable museums are within walking distance of the train station. Two blocks east on Warburton Avenue is Philipse Manor Hall (29 Warburton Ave. at Dock St., 914/965-4027, www.philipsemanorfriends.blogspot.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., hourly tours 10am-4pm Thurs.-Sat. Apr.-Oct. and 10am-3pm Nov.-Mar., adults $5, seniors and students $3, under 12 free, on-site parking free). This Georgian mansion housed three generations of the Philipse family until loyalist Frederick Philipse III was arrested in 1776 and forced to flee to England. The building dates to 1682, and exhibits inside trace the history of Yonkers.

Also on Warburton Avenue, the Hudson River Museum (511 Warburton Ave., 914/963-4550, www.hrm.org, noon-5pm Wed.-Sun., adults $6, youth $3, seniors and students with ID $4, members free) was founded in 1919 with a focus on Hudson River art, history, and science. Exhibits include landscape paintings from the Hudson River School of painters, historic photographs, sculpture, and prints. After browsing the collection of 19th- and 20th-century art, enjoy river views from the museum café. Then learn about the natural history of the Hudson and the summer night sky inside the Andrus Planetarium.

Inside the Glenview Mansion, which is also part of the museum, six rooms are furnished in turn-of-the-20th-century style. The sitting room holds one of the highlights of a house tour: a delicately carved and inlaid sunflower pattern in the woodwork, representative of the rare American Eastlake interior style. In addition to these varied exhibits, the museum hosts an annual jazz series each summer.

Three River Towns: Hastings-on-Hudson, Dobbs Ferry, and Irvington

If you have only one day to spend on the Old Croton Aqueduct (15 Walnut St., Dobbs Ferry, 914/693-5259, www.nysparks.com), choose the section that connects the three river towns above Yonkers: Hastings-on-Hudson, Dobbs Ferry, and Irvington. Artists and commuters have made these towns their home, and the route leads to one delight after another—from historical homes and shady lanes to local parks and river views, with the Palisades always looming in the distance. Farmers markets, bookstores, antiques stores, and other shops provide good diversions from the trail. The Ossining aqueduct tunnel is open June-October by reservation only; the rest of the park is open sunrise-sunset year-round.


  Old Croton Aqueduct State Historic Park

  Yonkers is the southern terminus for the most unique outdoor space in all of Westchester County: the Old Croton Aqueduct State Historic Park. In the early 19th century, a thirsty New York City, plagued by fire and illness, turned to abundant upstate resources for a clean and ready supply of water. The Croton River delivered, and the city has feuded with rural upstate towns over rights to water ever since.

  Engineers diverted the river through a 26.2-mile aqueduct to the Bronx. They built a stone tunnel 8.5 feet tall by 7.5 feet wide that sloped just enough to use the force of gravity. They then laid the length of it with brick, adding a stone shaft at every mile for ventilation. Completed in 1842 at a cost of $12 million, the Old Croton Aqueduct served the growing city well until the turn of the next century. When New York needed more, a replacement in 1905 tripled its capacity.
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    air vents along the Old Croton Aqueduct

  

  The oldest aqueduct in the New York City watershed is now a National Historic Landmark and a long corridor of a state park. It’s also just the perfect length, surface, and terrain to prepare for a marathon. In fact, joggers hit the trail at dawn most days of the year. Historic mansions, riverside villages, and Hudson River views distract them from the work at hand, while the stone markers at every mile ensure they stay on pace.

  You don’t have to be an endurance athlete to appreciate the trail: Cyclists, walkers, cross-country skiers, and horseback riders of all levels enjoy the path and its ever-changing scenery. Access is convenient to most of the train stations along the Metro-North Hudson Line, including Hastings-on-Hudson, Dobbs Ferry, Irvington, and Greystone in Yonkers. Parking is available at the train stations and also at the Ossining Heritage Area Visitor Center. The community organization Friends of the Old Croton Aqueduct (www.aqueduct.org) publishes a detailed color map of the trail for $5.75.



The most famous resident of Hastings-on-Hudson began his career as an architect and later became a painter associated with the first generation of the Hudson River School. Like his fellow Romantic artists, Jasper Francis Cropsey (1823-1900) depicted the Hudson River, Catskill Mountain House, and Lake George, as well as other natural wonders in the northeast, in a series of colorful and fantastical landscapes. The Newington Cropsey Gallery (25 Cropsey Ln., Hastings-on-Hudson, 914/478-7990, www.newingtoncropsey.com, permanent collection and gallery tours by appointment only, gallery closed Jan. and Aug.), located near the train station, contains an exhaustive collection of Cropsey’s works, including oil paintings, watercolors, drawings, and architectural renderings. A guided tour of the gallery takes about 45 minutes. Also in town, the yellow 1835 Cropsey Homestead (49 Washington Ave., Hastings-on-Hudson, 914/478-7990, www.newingtoncropsey.com, tours available by appointment 10am-1pm Mon.-Fri., closed Jan. and Aug.), called Ever Rest, has been furnished and decorated to reflect 19th-century sensibility. The separate art studio dates to 1885, and many of Cropsey’s sketches and studies are on display inside the home and studio.

During the same time period, a 19th-century photographer and astronomer named John William Draper (1811-1882), who took some of the earliest pictures of the moon, built a federal-style farmhouse on 20 acres in Hastings. His two sons later built a famous observatory that hosted the likes of Thomas Edison and Samuel Morse. Today, the Draper Observatory Cottage (41 Washington Ave., Hastings-on-Hudson, 914/478-2249, www.hastingshistorical.org, 10am-2pm Mon. and Thurs.) holds the Hastings-on-Hudson Historical Society, with an archive of books, maps, paintings, and other town memorabilia. After browsing the museums, enjoy a picnic and the riverside views at MacEachron Waterfront Park, next to the train station.

Much of the 2002 movie Unfaithful, starring Diane Lane and Richard Gere, was filmed in neighboring Dobbs Ferry, a town that locals affectionately call the Sausalito of the east, referring to its setting on a hillside overlooking the Hudson River. Settled by Irish, Italian, and other European immigrants during the Industrial Revolution, this town of 10,000 residents was named for a ferry service that operated in the 1700s. Journalist and railroad financier Henry Villard (1835-1900) joined the well-to-do here in 1879. Many of the original homes feature long-lasting Vermont slate roofs. A handful of art galleries are located along Main Street and Broadway.

Irvington takes its name from Washington Irving, but the town is better known as the home of the first African American millionaire and philanthropist, Madam C. J. Walker (1867-1919), who made her fortune selling hair and beauty products. Walker commissioned Vertner Woodson Tandy, considered the first licensed black architect in New York State, to build her dream home on Broadway in 1917. The resulting Italianate structure, called Villa Lewaro, featured river views from the dining room and hosted many black leaders of the time, from Langston Hughes to W. E. B. Du Bois. Villa Lewaro is privately owned today by Helena and Harold Doley.

Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow

Soon after he moved to the neighboring hamlet of Sleepy Hollow, John D. Rockefeller reportedly tried to purchase and shut down Tarrytown’s only tavern. It was a rare instance in which the Puritan business mogul was unable to impose his will on those around him, and Tarrytown remained a lively center for commerce and the arts.

In September 1780, three Tarrytown militiamen captured Benedict Arnold’s partner in treason, British Major John André, and found in his boot copies of George Washington’s plans for fortifying West Point. André was tried, convicted, and hung across the river in Nyack. A sign in Patriot’s Park commemorates the arrest.

Today, a stroll along Main Street, with its coffeehouses and antiques shops, is the perfect interlude between tours of the surrounding homes and gardens, and it is a convenient stop for nourishment while exploring the Old Croton Aqueduct. At the river’s edge, Pierson Park (238 W. Main St., Tarrytown) has picnic tables, tennis courts, and a play structure for kids. This is a good place to park and pick up the mile-long Tarrytown-Sleepy Hollow section of the Westchester RiverWalk. For motorists, Route 9 turns into Broadway as you approach the center of town. Follow Main Street toward the river to find a public parking lot.

[image: Image]

S Sunnyside

A few miles south, Sunnyside (W. Sunnyside Lane, Tarrytown, 914/631-8200, www.hudsonvalley.org, admission by timed tours only 10:30am-3:30pm Wed.-Sun. early May-early Nov., adults $12, seniors $10, children $6, under 3 free), the Romantic-era home of celebrated author Washington Irving, known as America’s first man of letters, comes right out of the pages of a children’s storybook. Set among rolling hills, a babbling brook, and the purple and white flowers of wisteria that climb all the way up to the gabled roof, Sunnyside captures the imagination in much the same way that Irving’s tales “Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” did.


America’s First Man of Letters: Washington Irving

Washington Irving was an author, historian, and diplomat who pursued a full-time career in writing and was the first American to do so. He wrote essays, biographies, short stories, and novels to great acclaim in the United States as well as Europe. He also served as the U.S. minister to Spain from 1842 to 1846. His writing paved the way for future writers, including Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Edgar Allan Poe.

He wrote a multivolume biography of George Washington, as well as A History of New York, which is credited with giving rise to the modern American Christmas. Among his best-known works are two short stories, still read today: “Rip Van Winkle,” and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” in which a schoolmaster named Ichabod Crane encounters the Headless Horseman in a fictitious Dutch settlement named Tarry Town. Attend Legend Weekend at Philipsburg Manor for a reenactment of the story as a precursor to Halloween.

For more on Irving’s life and influence over American arts, read The Original Knickerbocker: The Life of Washington Irving, by Andrew Burstein.



After a life of international travel and diplomacy, Irving found this peaceful retreat near Tarrytown, a place he remembered well from his childhood. Irving purchased the future site of Sunnyside in 1835 and settled here a year later. After a brief stint as minister to Spain, he returned to Sunnyside to live until his death in 1859. John D. Rockefeller acquired the property in 1945 and opened it to the public two years later.

In Sunnyside, Irving happily mixed and matched architectural styles, according to the Romantic philosophy: Stepped gables and weather vanes reflect the writer’s Dutch heritage, while steeply pitched rooflines, irregular window sizes, and a facade of cut stone were borrowed from the Scottish home of Sir Walter Scott, a contemporary of Irving’s. Later, Irving added a Spanish-style tower to remind him of the time he had spent living in Spain. The surrounding gardens and grounds were as important to the writer as the design of his home. In a letter sent in 1846, Irving wrote, “I understand my cottage is nearly buried alive among trees I set out, and overrun with roses and honeysuckles and ivy from Melrose Abbey, and my nieces implore me to come back and save them from being buried alive in foliage.”

Today, guides in Victorian-era costumes welcome visitors into the enchanted home to experience a day in the life of the writer. A pair of Gothic Revival-style benches line the entrance to the home. Among the furnishings on display are Irving’s desk and many of his books. In the kitchen, visitors can admire the cast-iron wood-burning stove and cast-iron pedestal sink, which featured both hot and cold running water, modern conveniences during Irving’s time.

Nationally known and loved in his own lifetime, Irving wrote far more than the stories we remember today: Among his last works was an exhaustive biography of his namesake, George Washington. Visitors can tour the inside, walk the grounds, and picnic under the trees. Tours begin with a short film, and visitor services include a café and museum shop stocked with books by and about Irving as well as some of his contemporaries.

Lyndhurst

The Old Croton Aqueduct trail connects Sunnyside to the adjacent Lyndhurst property, the former residence of financier Jay Gould (635 S. Broadway, Tarrytown, 914/631-4481, www.hudsonvalley.org, 10am-4pm Fri.-Sun. and Mon. holidays May-Nov., noon-4pm Mon. June-Sept., adults $12, seniors $11, children 6-16 with paying adult $6, under 6 free). Designed in 1838 by renowned architect Alexander Jackson Davis, the mansion, with its asymmetrical lines, reflects the Gothic Revival style. Gould was third to own the home, after New York City Mayor William Paulding and businessman George Merritt.

The carefully planned gardens on 67 acres are as striking as the ornate rooms inside. Also on the premises, Gould built the largest private conservatory in his day, while his daughter, Helen Gould Shepard, later designed the circular rose garden that still blooms today.

Philipsburg Manor

A tour of the white, three-story Philipsburg Manor (381 N. Broadway/Rte. 9, Sleepy Hollow, 914/631-8200, www.hudsonvalley.org, admission by timed tours only 10am-3pm daily, May-Nov., adults $12, seniors $10, children 3-17 $6, under 3 free), at Upper Mills, is an interactive production, with theatrical guides dressed in colonial garb. It is also a sobering experience, designed to give visitors an appreciation for the manual labor required to run an international trading company in the 19th century. The Philipse family was one of the earliest and largest slaveholders in the northeast, and today’s museum exhibits address the African American experience on the farm. The tour begins in the basement kitchen and former slave quarters, and then progresses through the house with a narrative that brings the enslaved perspective to life.
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  Jack-o’-lanterns decorate Philipsburg Manor for Halloween.



Philipsburg Manor is also the departure point for all tours to the Rockefeller Estate, Kykuit. A small café sells basic breakfast fare, snacks, and panini; the adjoining gift shop stocks a variety of relevant books and souvenirs. Across Route 9 from Philipsburg Manor is the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, with the gravesites of Washington Irving, William Cullen Bryant, Andrew Carnegie, Walter Chrysler, William Rockefeller, and others. The property runs for several miles along Route 9, surrounding the Old Dutch Church and its historic burial ground.

S Kykuit

Land prices were at a historic low in 1893 when John D. Rockefeller bought his first 400 acres in the Pocantico Hills (po-CAN-tee-co, meaning “water rushing over rocks”) north of Tarrytown. Stunning views of the Hudson River and surrounding hills and mountains drew the oil magnate to an area he described as “a place where fine views invest the soul and where we can live simply and quietly.” The family’s country estate expanded to 1,600 acres by the turn of the 20th century and 3,000 at its peak. Today, it remains an extraordinary place where visitors can absorb some history, admire a modern art collection, learn about local flora, and reflect on a bygone era.

Rockefeller built 75 homes and 70 miles of roads, all strategically placed to show off the surrounding views. He designed much of the landscape himself, and except for a central private area, he insisted that the grounds be kept open to the public, as long as visitors abided by his rules: no cars, no drinking, and no smoking. As the estate grew, Rockefeller paid handsomely to relocate a small college, a neighborhood of homes, and even a stretch of the New York Central Railroad to the outskirts of his property. A small farm supplied food for the family, and golf became Rockefeller’s preferred pastime at Pocantico. He designed a 12-hole course and played year-round, rain or shine.
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  Kykuit, the Rockefeller family estate



For the first decade, Rockefeller lived in and remodeled the modest home that had come with the property. When that residence burned down in 1902, the family built a hilltop mansion two miles from the Hudson called Kykuit (pronounced KYE-cut), which means “lookout.” It was designed to maximize sunlight in winter. Conceived as an English country house, the structure evolved into a six-story, 40-room ordeal in the American Renaissance style. It was completed in 1913.

Rockefeller’s son, Junior, commissioned the estate’s garden design to architect William Welles Bosworth, who crafted one of the finest surviving examples of beaux arts gardens found anywhere in the United States. Among the unusual flora are a split-leaf maple and weeping cherry trees. Wisteria blooms in May. A hedge is trimmed to mirror the profile of Hook Mountain in the distance. A table and stools in the form of mushrooms are set back in an overhang. Made of rough-cut stone, the Grotto features a Guastavino tile ceiling and Moravian tile floor. In a characteristic installation, Junior’s son, Nelson Rockefeller, added the yellow and green Futuristic Flowers by Italian artist Giacomo Balla.

In fact, it was Nelson Rockefeller who first added a sense of fun to the estate, introducing modern art, a card table, and a bowling alley. His collection of modern art is a highlight of any Kykuit tour. A dozen tapestries by Pablo Picasso are hung in lower-level galleries, and sculpture works by Alexander Calder and other 20th-century artists complement the formal Italian-inspired gardens and challenge golfers on the putting green. The Bathers, a series of six figures Picasso originally made of driftwood, were cast into bronze and set against a background of white pine near the brook garden and adjacent to the former tennis court. Having a bit of fun with the placement of the installation, Nelson Rockefeller decided to elevate the diver onto a platform.
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  Picasso tapestries in an underground gallery at Kykuit



Five different walking tours—led by knowledgeable guides who cover art, plants, and architecture, as well as the family history—allow visitors to tailor their experience to the areas of the estate that interest them most. The two-hour house and inner gardens tour is oriented toward first-timers. A three-hour Grand Tour includes more of the sculpture and gardens, as well as a tour of the second floor of the home. The first group of the day gets the best view of the river from inside the house; later in the day, other groups a few minutes ahead tend to block the views. Book online at www.hudsonvalley.org (Pocantico Hills, Tarrytown, 914/631-8200, www.hudsonvalley.org, 9am-3:15pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat.-Sun. May 7-Nov. 6, adults $23-40).

The only access to Kykuit (200 Lake Rd./Rte. 448, www.hudsonvalley.org) is via shuttle bus from the visitors center at Philipsburg Manor. The adjoining Rockefeller State Park Preserve (Rte. 117, 1 mile east of Rte. 9, Tarrytown, 914/333-0102, www.friendsrock.org, 7am-sunset daily, $6 parking fee) is open year-round for hiking, fishing, horseback riding, and cross-country skiing.

Route 442 out of Sleepy Hollow leads to Bedford and the Union Church of Pocantico Hills (Rte. 448/Bedford Rd., Sleepy Hollow, 914/631-2069, www.hudsonvalley.org, 11am-5pm Wed.-Fri. and Mon., 10am-5pm Sat., 2pm-5pm Sun. Apr.-Oct., 11am-4pm Wed.-Fri. and Mon., 10am-4pm Sat., 2pm-4pm Sun. Nov.-Dec., admission $7). Take the Eastview exit from the Saw Mill River Parkway. This church features stained glass windows designed by Henri Matisse and Marc Chagall to serve as Rockefeller family memorials. Just days before Matisse died, he completed the design for a rose window honoring Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, the founder of the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. The series of one large and eight small windows, completed in 1965, are the only church windows Chagall ever created.


  [image: Image]

  stained-glass window designed by Marc Chagall at Union Church of Pocantico Hills




Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture


Just up the road from the Union Church, families, foodies, and backyard gardeners flock to Stone Barns, a nonprofit, four-season farm and educational center that is committed to changing the future of our food system. Set on 80 acres of rolling hills adjoining the Rockefeller State Park Preserve, the center trains young farmers to grow produce and livestock sustainably and educates children and the public about healthy food choices. In the process, it has redefined what it means to eat local and connected the surrounding community to the land. Visitors to Stone Barns (630 Bedford Hills Rd., 914/366-6200, www.stonebarnscenter.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun.) can tour the vegetable gardens, collect eggs, observe the beehives, participate in scavenger hunts, visit the livestock, watch chickens take a dust bath, and help farmers shear sheep in spring. There are classes in beekeeping, soil fertility, farm-to-table cooking, and more. Guest speakers have included Michael Pollan, Bill McKibben, and Amanda Hesser of the New York Times. The summer farm camp program is popular for kids.

A 90-minute Insider’s Tour takes place at 11am Friday and 2:30pm on Saturday and Sunday (adults $22, youth $17). Stone Barns also runs a market with fresh vegetables in season, plants, flowers, meats, eggs, and honey (1pm-4pm Fri.-Sun. May-Nov. and once monthly during the winter). Save time for lunch at the casual Blue Hill Café (914/366-9600, 10:30am-4:30pm Wed.-Sun., $5-10) or plan ahead for a gourmet dinner inside the farm’s outstanding partner restaurant, Blue Hill at Stone Barns. A gift shop on the premises sells farm-themed goodies such as beeswax candles, gardening gifts, and books about growing green. A taxi from the Tarrytown train station to Stone Barns costs about $10.

Ossining and Croton-on-Hudson

Continuing north along Route 9, Ossining is best known as the location of Sing Sing Correctional Facility, which you can see from a small riverfront park near the train station. Ossining’s Main Street is busy and attractive in a no-nonsense sort of way, though a Bikram yoga studio suggests the town may be shedding its working-class image. The Old Croton Aqueduct runs straight though the middle of town. And just beyond, Teatown Lake Reservation (1600 Spring Valley Rd., Ossining, 914/762-2912, www.teatown.org, trails open year-round dawn to dusk, free admission and parking) is a nature preserve with 14 miles of secluded trails and environmental exhibits. The nature center there is open 9am-5pm Tuesday-Sunday.

The next river town, Croton-on-Hudson, is a major point of transfer for rail commuters coming to and from the northern counties. Croton also boasts the third-largest reservoir in the New York City Watershed. By the turn of the 20th century, New York City needed more water than the original aqueduct could provide, and work began anew. Irish, German, and Italian immigrants labored hard to build the dam that created the New Croton Reservoir. It measures nine miles long—touching the towns of Cortlandt, Yorktown, Somers, Bedford, and New Castle—and holds 19 billion gallons at full capacity. The dam is located on Route 19, off Route 9A north of the village of Croton.

At the junction of the Croton and Hudson Rivers and within walking distance of the Croton-on-Hudson train station, the fieldstone Van Cortlandt Manor (S. Riverside Ave., Croton-on-Hudson, 914/631-8200, www.hudsonvalley.org, admission by timed tours only 10:30am-3pm Sat.-Sun. July-Aug., adults $12, seniors $10, children $6, under 3 free) hides behind a row of hardwood trees. As the Dutch-style home of a prominent colonial family, the museum contains many original Georgian and Federal period furnishings. On the grounds outside, caretakers plant seasonal heirloom vegetable and herb gardens.

Croton Point Park (Croton Point Ave., Croton-on-Hudson, 8am-dusk daily) occupies a 508-acre peninsula on the Hudson River just outside of town and hosts the annual Clearwater Festival, as well as the Toughman triathlon (www.toughmantri.com). Camping, hiking, and swimming/sunbathing are all possible here, and there is a small nature center at the top of the hill.

Follow Grand Street/Rural Route 129 east out of town for a couple of miles to get to Croton Gorge County Park (RR 129, Cortlandt Manor, 914/827-9568) at the base of the New Croton Dam. This 97-acre park has a long grassy lawn, picnic tables, restrooms, and views of the falls. Fishing and cross-country skiing are also permitted. Follow a dirt road by foot or bike to reach the road at the top of the dam. From there, you can follow the Old Croton Aqueduct trail through the woods. The trail has several road crossings between Croton-on-Hudson and Ossining, so watch for traffic.

Peekskill

At the northern edge of Westchester County and just below the Hudson Highlands lies the city of Peekskill, yet another strategic location during the American Revolution. It later became a large manufacturing center and busy river port. After some tough years of decline, Peekskill is quietly attracting artists and small businesses again. Its Flat Iron Gallery (105 S. Division St., 914/734-1894, www.flatiron.qpg.com, noon-6pm Thurs.-Sun.) specializes in contemporary fine art and handcrafted jewelry. This is a good place to look for Hudson River landscapes. In June, you can tour local artist studios in the downtown area. Guided and self-guided tours are available. Contact Peekskill Open Studios (914/737-1646, www.peekskillartists.org).

Peekskill’s Riverfront Green is a suitable place to launch a kayak for a paddle around Peekskill Bay. The 1,600-acre Blue Mountain Reservation (Welcher Ave., Peekskill, 914/862-5275, parks.westchestergov.com, 8am-dusk daily year-round, parking $10) has 20 miles of bike trails signed for beginner, intermediate, and advanced riders, as well as hiking and picnic grounds. Exit Route 9 at Welcher Avenue and head east to the park entrance.

CENTRAL WESTCHESTER COUNTY

Several old highways traverse the length of central Westchester County, following smaller rivers that empty into the Hudson: The Saw Mill River Parkway connects Manhattan’s Upper West Side to the Taconic State Parkway in Mount Pleasant; the Bronx River Parkway connects Mount Vernon to the Taconic at I-287; and the Hutchinson River Parkway runs from Pelham Manor to I-684. In the center of all the traffic is White Plains, a land of corporate headquarters, chain hotels, shopping gallerias, and business conference centers.

Named for the fog that hung over its wetlands when the first settlers arrived, White Plains has secured its place in history: It was the site of a major Revolutionary War battle, and George Washington set up a command from the 1720 Jacob Purdy House (60 Park Ave., White Plains, 914/328-1776, www.westchestertourism.com, by appointment only). Unless you seek upscale stores outside of New York City, however, you’ll find few sights that require a special trip.


  Gardens of Westchester County

  Westchester County boasts some of the largest and most elaborate outdoor gardens in the Hudson River Valley. Here is a sampling of the very best:

  • Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts, Katonah: Stroll through the Sunken Garden, Butterfly Garden, Iris & Peony Garden, Sense Circle, and Tapestry Hedge on this 90-acre property dedicated to the arts.

  • Donald M. Kendall Sculpture Gardens at PepsiCo Headquarters, Purchase: Drive or walk the grounds to see 45 sculptures on 168 acres.

  • Hammond Museum and Japanese Stroll Garden, North Salem: Think of Japan as you walk among water lilies, a reflecting pool, and the red maple terrace.

  • John Jay Homestead State Historic Site, Katonah: Formal gardens designed in the 19th century are set around a sundial and fountain. Several more flower gardens surround the historic home.

  • Kykuit, The Rockefeller Estate, Sleepy Hollow: With so many gardens, there is a tour dedicated to plants and sculpture. Learn about classic garden design while viewing contemporary sculptures in a stunning hilltop setting.

  • Luquer-Marble Memorial Wildflower Garden, Ward Pound Ridge Reservation, Cross River: Behind the Trailside Nature Museum in Westchester’s largest park, a small wildflower garden honors two conservationists who were instrumental in securing funding for the museum. Best visited in April and May when spring flowers bloom.

  • Lyndhurst Rose Garden and Fern Garden, Tarrytown: View 500 roses on a historic 19th-century estate.

  • Van Cortlandt Manor, Croton-on-Hudson: Heirloom veggies and herbs grow outside one of the Hudson River Valley’s preserved river mansions.

  • Wildflower Island at Teatown Lake Reservation, Ossining: Take a guided tour of a two-acre sanctuary for 230 native and endangered species of wildflowers.



Purchase

East of White Plains, near the Westchester County Airport, is an outstanding modern art museum, the Neuberger Museum of Art (735 Anderson Hill Rd., Purchase, 914/251-6100, www.neuberger.org, noon-5pm Tues.-Sun., adults $5, seniors and students $3, children under 12 free, free admission on the first Sat. of the month). In 1969, Purchase College, part of the State University of New York, received a generous donation of 20th-century American art. Roy R. Neuberger enabled the college to begin a collection that now features contemporary and African art, as well as its initial base of modern masterpieces. The permanent collection at the Neuberger Museum of Art includes works by Edward Hopper, Georgia O’Keeffe, Jackson Pollock, and Mark Rothko. Occasional solo exhibitions feature artists who have had a significant impact on the contemporary art world but have not yet been recognized for their contributions. Take Exit 28 from the Hutchinson River Parkway.

While you’re in the area, don’t miss the chance to tour the Donald M. Kendall Sculpture Gardens at PepsiCo Headquarters (700 Anderson Hill Rd., Purchase, 914/253-2000). The company has placed 45 sculptures by 20th-century artists including Rodin on 168 landscaped acres. You can walk or drive the grounds free of charge. Allow about 90 minutes for a complete tour. Simply tell the attendant at the entry booth that you are there to view the gardens. At last check, the gardens were closed until 2015 for construction.

Pleasantville

In a quiet town off the Saw Mill River Parkway, Frank Lloyd Wright introduced the carport and radiant heat as key elements of his Usonian vision for the American residential neighborhood. Isolated examples of the functional suburban style are scattered across New York; however, the only full-scale cooperative that Wright developed is found in Pleasantville, north of where the Taconic State and Saw Mill River Parkways meet.

Pleasantville’s Usonia was designed with 47 homes on about 100 acres of thickly wooded property. Wright used light, glass, and open designs to blur the lines between inside and out. Two of the homes are relatively easy to find today, but visitors must look from a distance because both are private residences. Look for the Reisley House, at 44 Usonia Road. Exit I-684 at Route 120, then turn left onto Bear Ridge Road, and left again onto Usonia Road. The circular Friedman House is located around the corner, at 11 Orchard Brook Drive.

Chappaqua

For much of his 30-year tenure as founding editor of the New York Tribune, journalist Horace Greeley (1811-1872) owned a country home in Chappaqua. Today, the town is better known for high-profile residents Bill and Hillary Clinton.

A contemporary of Abraham Lincoln, Greeley was an influential writer and political figure who campaigned against slavery, hired Karl Marx as a European columnist, and ran for president against Ulysses S. Grant. To learn more about Greeley’s life and works, visit the New Castle Historical Society (100 King St., 914/238-4666, www.newcastlehs.org, 1pm-4pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat., and other times by appointment, donations encouraged), or pick up a copy of his autobiography, Recollections of a Busy Life, available in paperback from University Press of the Pacific.

Katonah

New York City’s need for water left an indelible mark on the hamlet of Katonah. When city officials flooded the Cross River in the 1890s to add new capacity to the Croton Watershed System, they threatened to swallow the homes that had stood on its bank since the first Europeans arrived. A group of resolute townspeople pooled their resources and moved dozens of buildings to the opposite shore. They planned a simple grid, and the new town thrived as a place of commerce and leisure. As a result, present-day Katonah blends a Victorian look and feel with a modern sensibility. More than 30 Victorian-era buildings make up the Katonah Historic District on Bedford Road, between Edgemont Road and the Terrace. Near the Bedford Village Green at the junction of Routes 22 and 172 are the 1878 courthouse, schoolhouse, general store, post office, and old burying ground.

On Route 35, Lasdon Park and Arboretum (914/864-7268, www.lasdonpark.org, 8am-4pm daily) is the largest publically owned arboretum in the county, with 234 acres of woods, meadows, and gardens. It hosts a summer concert series, annual plant sale, and twice-yearly antiques shows.

S Katonah Museum Mile

This community of 4,600 people supports a remarkable group of cultural institutions, three of which make up the town’s Museum Mile, along Route 22. The Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts (149 Girdle Ridge Rd., Katonah, 914/232-5035, www.caramoor.org, box office hours 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun.) began as the summer home of Walter and Lucie Rosen, both passionate musicians and patrons of the arts. The Rosens purchased the estate in 1928, and they had exquisite taste in furniture, tapestries, china, and jewels—many of which are on display in the 20 rooms that are open to the public today. They invited musicians to perform in the old-world setting of a Spanish courtyard, and over the years, their private concerts evolved into an annual summer festival. Stroll the gardens on a sunny day ($8 per person) for a glimpse of the estate. The Sense Circle is an especially peaceful place to collect your thoughts. But to really experience the place, you must attend a performance. Recent concerts have focused on Irish Music with a Global Twist, American Roots, and Mahler’s Vienna.


[image: Image]

the Sense Circle at Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts



North of Caramoor on Route 22, the Katonah Museum of Art (Rte. 22 at Jay St., Katonah, 914/232-9555, www.katonahmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., adults $10, seniors and students $5, children under 12 free) produces small, high-quality shows that often pair a well-known artist with an emerging local one. In this way, the museum draws a large following while giving exposure to newer works. Exhibits change frequently. Summer of 2014 featured an exhibition called Iceland: Artists Respond to Place, the first exhibit in the United States to explore the complex relationship of Icelandic artists to their island geography. Don’t overlook the sculpture garden outside.

Katonah’s third museum is a good place to dive into the early history of the nascent U.S. government. At the conclusion of a distinguished career, diplomat and negotiator John Jay retired to his family’s farm in Katonah. A descendant of the Van Cortlandt family, Jay had worked with the Founding Fathers to ensure the future of the new republic. After Jay held a succession of international posts, George Washington appointed him first chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. His former residence is now the John Jay Homestead State Historic Site (400 Jay St./Rte. 22, Katonah, 914/232-5651, www.johnjayhomestead.org, 8am-6pm daily, adults $7, students and seniors $5, under 12 free), located on Route 22 between Katonah and Bedford Village. Shaded by three linden trees, the main home remains much as it was in Jay’s time. Outside, you can view the formal gardens and walk the steep Beech Allee to imagine how it felt to arrive at the estate by carriage. On Saturdays June-October, local farmers bring their harvest to the homestead for a farmers market that’s open 9am-1pm.
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