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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.




We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to editorial@GlobePequot.com.




Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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RANDI MINETOR


Finally, the Catskills! What a pleasure it was to spend some quality time in this region for my sixth book that includes hikes in this area. It’s been twelve years since Best Easy Day Hikes: Hudson River Valley was published, and since then my husband, photographer Nic Minetor, and I have explored parts of the Catskills while working on the first and second editions of Hiking Waterfalls in New York, as well as Day Trips in the Hudson Valley, Hiking the Lower Hudson River Valley, and Hiking Through History New York. This is the first time we’ve focused on all the bounty the Catskills can offer, and we are eager to direct you to our favorite hikes throughout the five-county area.




I’ve loved hiking since I was a Girl Scout back in the 1960s—and now, at age 63, I know that hiking is a key factor in staying healthy. Still, I had to be judicious in choosing the hikes in this book, as some health issues keep me from hiking at higher elevations or scrambling up big rock faces. So I’m delighted to introduce my coauthor of this book, Stacey Freed, who took on the peaks above 3,500 feet. You’ll find plenty to challenge you in these pages, but you’ll also discover some fairly easy hikes that may not have come to your attention before.






[image: frn_fig_010.jpg]




STACEY FREED


As a writer, I spend most of my workday at a desk. But I make it a priority to get outside to walk, run, or hike every day. Motion is meditative; it helps me think.




I typically write about the built world—design, remodeling, construction, architecture, real estate and housing issues—for a variety of national consumer and trade publications. When Randi asked me to take on some of the more strenuous hikes and cowrite this book, I jumped at the chance—admittedly with some trepidation.




The Catskills seemed daunting. As people will tell you, there are “easy” hikes and there are “easy hikes for the Catskills.” I was worried. But my husband, Jeff, and I were able to hike every mile of every hike, and every single hike left us breathless—in a good way, in awe of the beauty of the region. I hope this book inspires you to get out and explore.













SIX HIKING TIPS


Hiking in the Catskills has a special set of challenges. Here are our tips for staying safe, healthy, and upright on the region’s trails.






	
Carry a stick. You’ll find it much easier to make your way up and down rock-strewn trails if you use a walking stick or trekking poles.


	
Dress against ticks. Ticks that carry Lyme disease are a serious infestation in this area. Long sleeves, long pants, and plenty of insect repellent will help keep you safe.


	
Be mindful of bears. We saw black bears on every trip we made to the Catskills. Chances are you may spot one at a safe distance. To keep from having close-up encounters, make noise as you hike, and have your bear spray at the ready.


	
Remember to eat. You may not feel hungry, but when you lose energy halfway up a steep trail, a handy granola bar will restore your drive.


	
Use a compass. Electronic devices can tell you which way is north, but there’s no cellular or wireless service on many of these trails. Learn to orient yourself with an actual compass. If you’ve never used one, get out on an easy trail and practice before you take on something harder.


	
Pack it out. Don’t join others in spoiling the Catskill wilderness. Take your trash with you—and if you can, pick up after others.














TOP SIX HIKES




	
Huckleberry Point Trail: There aren’t many easy trails in the Catskills, but almost anyone at any skill level will enjoy this hike that meanders across streams and around fields of mountain laurel and offers a grand view at the summit. It will whet your appetite for more Catskills hiking.


	
Bonticou Crag: The most difficult rock scramble you can do without ropes. The hike presents this great challenge, but it also offers a path around the boulders. Either way up results in sweeping views of the north and west Catskill Range.


	
Dibble’s Quarry: If you’re looking for a good hike to take the kids on, this is it. Not too long, not too strenuous, and it ends with bluestone thrones fit for giants.


	
Red Hill Fire Tower: A relatively easy hike with the chance to experience one of only five remaining fire towers in the Catskills. Plan on getting there around lunchtime; hang out at the picnic tables and chat with the ranger, who can answer all your questions.


	
Gertrude’s Nose/Minnewaska Trail: There’s no word other than “breathtaking” to describe this hike; it’s one of the most scenic views of the Shawangunk Mountains. The hike is plenty challenging as you occasionally walk along the narrow ridge and cross crevasses, but the payoff is worth it.


	
Overlook Mountain: A little history. A little romance. Now in ruins, the once-grand Overlook Mountain House hotel is a testament to how well-loved this region is. Artists, thinkers, writers, philosophers, statesmen—all found inspiration here.














BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


WELCOME TO THE CATSKILLS


If all you know about the Catskills comes from the movie Dirty Dancing or an episode of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, you are in for an exciting surprise.




The days of the structured summer resort experience are long gone, but the Catskills continue to provide a paradise to lovers of outdoor sports—particularly anglers, who come from around the world to fish its rivers. And its wealth of wild forests, wilderness areas, state and national preserves, and manageable mountain summits attract hikers at every level, from first-timers to experienced rock climbers.
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Today the Catskills draw 12 million tourists every year to vacation and explore, supporting some 18,500 jobs and generating $1.3 billion in revenue for the region’s hotels, restaurants, stores, and other businesses. But even with these visitation levels, there is plenty of wilderness to go around. Popular trails like Kaaterskill Falls and Bonticou Crag may have jammed parking lots on weekends from June through October, but visitors can use this book to find a wide selection of hiking options that offer their own visual delights, from secluded ponds and wetlands to ledges with unobstructed mountain views.




It wasn’t always like this. The history of the Catskills spans centuries of dispute, development, industry, art, and resort life, all of which shaped the region’s current offerings to visitors and residents.




The result of continental drift followed by the moving ice sheets of the Wisconsin glaciation (about 75,000 to 11,000 years ago), the Catskills are part of the Appalachian Mountains, a range that runs from Newfoundland and Labrador in Canada to central Alabama. These ancient peaks received much of their sediments from the erosion of the Acadian Mountains to the east, a process that finally ended about 325 million years ago. The sediments settled, condensed, and formed solid rock, with an upper layer of softer sediment that the glaciers scoured away. The peaks you see now get their gentle, undulating appearance (at least at a distance) from these massive events of moving earth and sliding ice. Rocky Mountain enthusiasts may scoff at what we Northeasterners consider “peaks,” but those western mountains are children compared with these grandparents of geologic time.
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Humans are the Johnny-come-latelies in this region, arriving as recently as a few hundred years ago. The Esopus tribe, a segment of the Lenape nation, found their way to Ulster and Sullivan Counties from farther south in Pennsylvania and Delaware, living in small communities and keeping much to themselves. A series of land sales to colonists from Europe pulled them into direct conflict with Dutch settlers, however, and soon they were embroiled in what became known as the Esopus Wars. When four years of battles ended in 1663, the Esopus sold much of their land to Huguenots, a French religious sect that settled in what is now New Paltz. Smallpox did in many of the tribe’s remaining members, and the rest moved on to western New York and farther north into Canada.




The first European name to become indelibly associated with the region was Johannes Hardenbergh, a land speculator who petitioned the British government in 1706 for a grant to purchase a large section of the area. It took Hardenbergh and his partner, Jacob Rutsen, two years of haggling with the governor to clinch the deal, but once the papers were signed, they had managed to claim title to 2 million acres—nearly all of what we now know as the Catskills. The shady deal tied up the land for decades, the lack of any kind of actual survey preventing its settlement. Farmers and tribes other than the Esopus claimed that the land actually belonged to them, and other speculators attempted to carve out pieces for themselves. In the end, the Revolutionary War settled everyone’s claims by making the land the property of the United States.




The opening of the Catskill Mountain House in 1824 near the summit of Kaaterskill High Peak signaled a new era for the region, introducing the concept of tourism to the uncommonly beautiful area. The high-class hotel stood in what is now North–South Lake Park, overlooking the Hudson Valley and both North and South Lakes, and the views from its many windows and verandas attracted all manner of moneyed visitors. The artists of the Hudson River School, America’s first uniquely regional style of landscape painting, found it particularly inspiring. Thomas Cole, considered the father of the Hudson River School, frequented the establishment and spent several seasons painting from its front yard and gardens. Novelist Washington Irving spent time there gathering inspiration for his own works. The Mountain House’s popularity with the wealthy and in-the-know expanded further in 1839 when Charles Beach purchased and remodeled the property. Soon other opulent hotels sprang up in the same general area—most of them easier to reach, as a trip up Kaaterskill High Peak’s 1,600-foot incline to the Mountain House took as much as 5 hours by stagecoach. The Mountain House suffered another blow when it turned out that Kaaterskill, at 3,655 feet in elevation, was not the highest mountain in the Catskills—4,180-foot Slide Mountain beat it handily. It continued to entertain many guests into the 1900s but closed in 1941; the state conservation department demolished it in 1963.




Other hotels continued to flourish, however, even as other industries began to dominate the region. New York and Pennsylvania worked together to build a canal system through Sullivan and Ulster Counties to reach the Hudson River, the most efficient route to bring anthracite coal out of the lower state to market in New York City. With the canal to transport goods and forests filled with hemlock—the bark of which contains strong tannins, used in tanning animal hides—the leathermaking industry took hold, and entire forests fell to its will. When the region ran out of hemlock, enterprising individuals discovered that the sun-loving hardwoods that grew where hemlocks once stood could also be harvested for distillation—this time for the acids within their wood, which were necessary for making wool cloth and other products. Bluestone quarrying stripped away rock walls to bring paving stone to city sidewalks in New York City, Albany, and well beyond. It looked as though the Catskills landscape would be damaged forever by one industry’s needs after another.




Luckily, another kind of financial concern won out. In a bid to avoid paying a large property tax debt to New York State, two state assemblymen from Ulster County lobbied hard to pass the Forest Preserve Act, which turned much of the Catskills’ 700,000 acres into protected land. In 1894, this act became Article 14 in the state’s revised constitution, guaranteeing that most of Catskill Park would remain forever wild, surrounded by the “Blue Line” boundary that sealed its protection.




Article 14 could be breached, however. Just eleven years later, New York City turned to the Catskills when it needed reservoirs to provide clean water to its inhabitants. A number of small Catskill towns were sacrificed for the endeavor, with land claims that tied up courts for decades, but the result was the Ashokan and Schoharie Reservoirs and a spectacular feat of engineering to bring their pure water to the nation’s largest metropolis. Three trails in this book take advantage of the scenic and historical treasures offered by Ashokan Reservoir.




In the 1920s, a trend that had been in progress for some time took hold in earnest. Jewish immigrants, living in tenements on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and throughout the five boroughs, discovered that boardinghouses and summer camps in Sullivan and Ulster Counties offered things they could not get in the stifling city: fresh air, fresh food, lovely scenery, and fellowship with other Jews from eastern Europe. Jews often found themselves the targets of discrimination and exclusion in cities, forbidden from shopping, eating, or socializing with people of other descents. Hearing that the Catskills welcomed them with open arms, they made their way north and filled hotels, camps, bungalows, and other rental properties throughout the summer. These establishments catered specifically to the needs of Jewish people, offering kosher food, comfortable accommodations, and entertainment in their native languages. Subsequent generations of Jews enjoyed luxury hotels like Grossinger’s, the Concord, the Nevele, and Kutcher’s, to name the most famous, and entertainment including the finest comedians of the 1940s through the 1970s: Woody Allen, Milton Berle, Joey Bishop, Sid Caesar, Billy Crystal, Rodney Dangerfield, Gabe Kaplan, Jerry Lewis, Jackie Mason, Joan Rivers, Jerry Seinfeld, Henny Youngman, and many others.






CONGRESSMAN MAURICE D. HINCHEY CATSKILLS VISITOR CENTER




5096 NY 28, Mount Tremper 12457; (845) 688-3369




Hours: Seven days a week, 9:30 a.m.–4:00 p.m; Restrooms and water available




Located amid 60 acres of forest, fields, and wetlands, the Catskills Visitor Center is a great place to start your Catskills adventure. Stop in for maps and advice, but stay for exhibits of local artists, books, sweatshirts, locally produced foods, and easily accessed information about regional wildlife, outdoor recreation, culture, history, native species, ecology, and more. Classes on hiking, how to pack a backpack, and basic fishing will get you started.




On the surrounding property you can warm up on the 80-foot-tall Upper Esopus Fire Tower and 1.5 miles of nature trails (including ADA-accessible trails). Enjoy the picnic areas, a covered pavilion, spots to view wildlife, and access to Esopus Creek.




The CVC also runs the fire tower and volunteer programs, which provide knowledgeable stewards along the trails and at the five fire towers.









By the mid-1960s, however, the “Borscht Belt” resorts had begun to decline as barriers to Jewish inclusion finally fell. A new generation of young adults felt more assimilated to American culture than their parents and grandparents had, and they saw less need to segregate from the rest of the population for their summer pleasure. Some of the largest resorts struggled on into the 1980s and 1990s, but the last of them—the Concord—shuttered in 1998.




Today’s visitors enjoy a different Catskills experience, one with a decidedly more adventurous appeal. Thousands of miles of hiking trails crisscross Catskill Park, including 6,000 acres of state recreation areas with campgrounds and spots for skiing, fishing, boating, and swimming. A splendid 130,000 acres are designated as “Wild Forest,” perfect for hiking, camping, cross-country skiing, mountain biking, snowmobiling, and horseback riding. It’s in the 143,000 acres of wilderness areas like Windham-Blackhead Range, Indian Head, Hunter–West Kill, Slide Mountain, and Big Indian that many hikers find recreation and solitude, as there are no motor vehicles or bicycles allowed.




This book can offer only a sampling of the bounty you can discover here, so we present some of the most popular hikes in the region, some of the newer and lesser-known ones, and some unique places you should not miss. You will find high peaks and low valleys, tough ascents and easy strolls, and just about all the scenery you can handle.





WEATHER



Few places can match New York State for its gorgeous spring and summer, when flowers scent the air, leaves embrace the trees with intense emerald shades, and the sky turns cobalt to complement the sunlight. The sun shines six days out of ten from June through August, and while spring temperatures can linger in the 50s and 60s until June, idyllic summer days average in the 70s and 80s, with occasional spikes into the 90s in June or July, and cooler temperatures at night. Heavy rains often arrive in April, although they rarely last more than a day or two at a time. The Catskills have no dry season, so be prepared for rain any time you visit.




To truly appreciate the transformation to vibrant spring and summer seasons in upstate New York, however, we must face the area’s legendary winters. Winter temperatures average in the mid-20s, with significant dips into the teens and below in January, February, and March. Check the “windchill” before making a winter hike—especially at altitude—as the air can feel much colder than the temperature indicates. The annual late-January or early-February thaw can push temperatures into the 50s for a few days, but the cold will return, usually lasting on and off into late March. Snow is guaranteed—an average Catskill winter has about 50 inches, although not all at once; snow accumulation on the higher peaks can reach 100 to 120 inches. Check your selected park’s website before attempting any winter hike—the trail may be impassable after a heavy snow, or the road to the trailhead may be closed.




The Catskills enjoy a high percentage of sunny days—as much as 67 percent in summer; nearly 40 percent even in the doldrums of winter. Cloudy days can make for exciting photos from mountain summits or open fields, however, so don’t rule out your hike just because the day is overcast. On any day when sun is likely, be sure to wear sunscreen, especially if you’re heading up to a summit or you expect to spend time on an open rock face.
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Fall equals spring in its spectacle, with days in the 50s and 60s, bright blue skies, and foliage panoramas throughout the area’s parks and preserves. The emerald hillsides turn shades of orange, gold, and crimson in fall, making the trails to mountain summits some of the most popular places in the state. If you’re planning to hike to see fall foliage, go on a weekday if possible, or hit the trail early in the day. By afternoon, you may have more company than you will enjoy.




FLORA AND FAUNA


The Catskills offer a rich diversity of plant, bird, animal, and insect species, most of which mean you no harm at all. There’s something interesting going on just about anywhere you look, and most of what you see requires nothing more than a keen eye and a perceptive ear to identify.




Forest floors may be carpeted with mayapple and marsh marigold in spring, and then give way to large areas of rattlesnake, evergreen grape, royal, and other ferns. You may see the tiny white flowers of bunchberry growing along forest trails, producing clusters of bright red berries in summer. Tall stalks of yellow and white sweet clover dominate the edges of greenways and rail trails in spring and early summer, while the bright purple and white blooms of dame’s rocket overtake fields throughout spring, especially in areas close to water. The flowers of such invasive shrubs as multiflora rose and Tatarian honeysuckle add their intoxicating scents to the clear spring air in forests and along the edges of field trails.
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Open meadows and grassy mountainsides become vast expanses of nodding wild-flowers in summer, with coneflower, black-eyed Susan, butterfly milkweed, bee balm, common milkweed, blazing star, common fleabane, and joe-pye weed among the most familiar native blooms. A wide variety of invasive, non-native flowering plants are mixed in as well, including purple loosestrife, oxeye daisy, garlic mustard, chicory, bindweed, black swallow-wort, and several less-aggressive species. Marshes may be filled with tall marsh grasses called phragmites (or common reed), which sport a tassel at the top of a long stalk. Some calm pond surfaces host lily pads and white or yellow water lilies.




Not all plants are friendly. Poison ivy can be found along many trails; keep an eye out for shiny green “leaves of three” and do as the rhyme says: “Let it be.” Poison ivy also climbs trees, so before you put out a hand to steady yourself against a tree trunk, look to be sure it isn’t wrapped in a suspicious vine. (Virginia creeper also climbs trees and looks similar to poison ivy, but it has five leaves instead of three.)




CRITTERS


You will see many animals as you hike, with gray and red squirrels and eastern chipmunks the most frequent trail companions. White-tailed deer are easy to spot ahead of you on a trail or from a distance as you pass a field. While you will see considerable evidence of beaver activity along lakes and ponds in heavily forested areas, you’re not likely to see the creatures themselves at work unless you hike early in the morning or close to dusk. Coyotes, red foxes, porcupines, and raccoons are all residents of the region and may put in an appearance.




Black bears, while not common, are a distinct possibility in the Catskills. We saw bear scat on several trails, and we spotted young bears foraging among berry bushes on a number of occasions. Take the necessary precautions to avoid startling, or being startled by, a bear:
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Make noise when hiking. Bears have only average hearing and rather poor eyesight. Make plenty of noise when you’re hiking—talk, sing, call out, and clap your hands at regular intervals. Bear bells generally are not loud enough to let the animals know you’re on your way. Once a bear hears you coming, chances are good that it will move away from the trail and leave you alone.


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


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


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


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


	
If you encounter a bear, do this. As every bear will react differently, there is no set protocol that will result in a sure-fire escape. Talk quietly or not at all; the time to make loud noise is before you encounter a bear.



	Try to detour around the bear if possible.


	Do not run! Talk calmly so that the bear can tell you’re human and therefore not a threat—or prey.


	Make yourself look larger—move to higher ground if you can. Do not climb a tree. Black bears are good climbers and may follow you.


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


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










BUGS AND BUTTERFLIES


Mosquitoes, blackflies, no-see-ums, gnats, and other tiny flying things can make a May or June hike less fun than you intended, so take the necessary precautions. Choose an insect repellent that will ward off the bugs you want to avoid, and use it liberally—it’s not cologne or aftershave, it’s a protective tool; coat your exposed skin with it. We recommend spraying the inside of your hat brim to help keep bugs off your face and ears.




Deer ticks that carry Lyme disease have become a significant issue in New York State. We hiked all the trails in this book without contracting Lyme disease, so the precautions we took seemed to do the job: We treated all our clothing (especially our socks) with insect repellent made for this purpose, wore additional repellent on any exposed skin, and wore long, lightweight pants and boots that covered our ankles. We also checked carefully after hiking to be sure we hadn’t taken on any hitchhiking ticks. The few ticks we saw never made it past our clothing. Lyme disease is a serious illness with potential long-term implications—it may seem like overkill to be so cautious, but it will help keep you from getting sick.




On the positive side, you can look forward to seeing lots of butterflies, like eastern tiger swallowtails, black swallowtails, red admirals, monarchs, mourning cloaks, and several others. If you love butterflies, plan a hike through an open meadow or a marsh in spring or summer. Tiny green inchworms may dangle in front of you on a single thread of silk on forest trails, working their way to the ground, where they will pupate below the soil and become geometer moths.
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BIRDS


More than 270 bird species either pass through the Catskills during spring and fall migration or nest and breed in the area, so you may spot any number of interesting birds, depending on the season. From spring through fall, virtually all the region’s forests host red-eyed vireo, wood thrush, hermit thrush, veery, yellow warbler, common yellowthroat, ovenbird, gray catbird, house wren, white-breasted nuthatch, American robin, blue jay, northern cardinal, northern flicker, downy and hairy woodpeckers, pileated woodpecker, great-crested fly-catcher, chipping sparrow, and other common woodland birds.




A hike that includes open meadows may bring you tree and barn swallows, eastern bluebird, red-winged blackbird, eastern meadowlark, bobolink, and savannah sparrow, as well as northern harrier hunting for small rodents for dinner. Overhead, turkey vultures may circle in their search for carrion; some may glide on the wind at eye level when you reach a mountain summit. Bald eagles are commonly seen dive-fishing along lakes and rivers.
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The ponds and marshy areas are almost sure to attract great blue heron, as well as swamp sparrow, marsh wren, and shorebirds including greater yellowlegs, spotted sandpiper, least and semipalmated sandpipers, and others during their migration. Canada geese are common residents, and wood ducks, blue-winged teal, and green-winged teal spend spring and summer on Catskill ponds. Migration may bring northern pintail, common and red-breasted mergansers, greater and lesser scaups, bufflehead, and ruddy duck. Ospreys are a common sight near lakes, their nests atop utility poles and other very tall structures.




A WORD ABOUT SNAKES


Seventeen snake species occur in New York State, so you may encounter one or two of these as you hike throughout the Catskill region. It’s entirely likely that you will spot a completely harmless garter snake or a brown snake on Catskill trails. In some areas, however, it is possible—though uncommon—that you will come across a timber rattlesnake or a copperhead, two of the three venomous snake species that live in this state. (The third, the massasauga rattlesnake, occurs only in two wetlands in central and western New York; it is not found in the Catskills.)




It’s unusual—though certainly possible, as Stacey can attest—to encounter a timber rattlesnake in the southeastern portion of New York. Commercial hunters covet their skins, so these snakes have been pursued into threatened status in recent years, making a sighting a fairly rare occurrence on a downstate trail. Watch for a light-colored snake with large dark brown blotches along its 5-to 6-foot length. You may hear the rattle before you see the snake, although other snakes—threatening and benign—vibrate their tails when they are provoked, making a sound like a rattle when the tail encounters dry leaves.




The Catskills are prime territory for the northern copperhead, a light brown snake with distinctive bands around its body that widen along its sides. The copperhead’s fairly narrow head has a distinctly coppery hue.




If you encounter a venomous snake on a path, keep your distance and let it pass. In most cases, the snake wants as little to do with you as you do with it and will slither away without bothering you—most snakes don’t like to attack something too big to eat. If you get too close unexpectedly and the snake does bite, seek medical attention, including antivenin treatment, immediately. The SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry (ESF) recommends that you leave snakebite treatment to medical professionals—the kits that suggest that you cut open the wound with a razor blade and suction out the poison are “not recommended” by the ESF. Adults rarely die of these snakebites, the ESF notes, unless they have a severe allergic reaction to the venom—a very unusual situation.




ABOUT YOUR DOG


You can bring your dog along on just about every hike in this book, but that does not necessarily mean you should. Hikes that require scrambling or rock climbing may be too difficult or complex for a dog to negotiate, leaving you to carry your pet up tricky stretches—just when you really need both hands to be safe.




With the abundant wildlife in the Catskills, encounters between dogs and coyotes, foxes, beavers, snakes, or bears can result in confrontations, any of which can end badly for your dog.




We have endeavored to provide information in each hike description to help you decide if the hike you have chosen is truly dog-friendly or if your pup should sit this one out. In general, however, flat or hilly hikes in fairly open country will be safer for your dog than treks over very rocky terrain with substantial elevation gains.




PANDEMIC ETIQUETTE


As we write this, the COVID-19 pandemic dominates news headlines and continues to spread through most of the United States. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has said that it is safe to be outdoors without masks if we practice social distancing, but we still encounter people on the trail who are not vaccinated—especially children under 12 years old. This gives us an opportunity to establish some trail etiquette for our time.






	If a hiking party is approaching in front of you, step aside to let them pass, and maintain at least 6 feet of distance between you.


	If there are small children with the party, carry a mask that you can put on quickly as they approach.


	Carry hand sanitizer to use after you touch railings, fences, benches, or other objects that are used frequently by hikers.





As we have all learned since early 2020, being outdoors provides one of the best ways to cope with the restrictions of pandemic life. A few simple precautions help us enjoy our time in the wilderness while protecting ourselves from the virus.





WILDERNESS REGULATIONS



Most of the hikes in this book cross New York state parks or lands protected as part of the New York Forest Preserve by the Department of Environmental Conservation. Other land protection agencies represented in this book include local city and county park commissions, The Nature Conservancy, land trust organizations, and private foundations or associations.




While regulations may differ from one organization to the next—especially where dogs are concerned—they agree on these commonsense rules:
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Stay within the park boundaries. Adjacent lands may be privately owned; please be considerate of others’ property.


	
Keep dogs leashed, and pick up their waste. Some properties do not allow dogs; check the listings in this book before you hike.


	
Do not pick flowers, remove plants, or destroy plants or trees. The adage “Take only memories, leave only footprints” is in effect here.


	
Leave artifacts in place as you found them. Moving or removing an artifact can diminish its value in revealing facts about the area’s history and is illegal in many areas.


	
Carry out all your trash. This is a rule that many Catskills hikers neglect to follow, so you will see trash—sometimes piles of it—in some of the most popular areas. Don’t consider this permission to leave your own cans and wrappers. Please take your own trash out of the park.


	
Tagging is against the law. Some popular trails have become targets for graffiti artists, especially those closer to New York City. Tagging is a Class A misdemeanor in New York State, punishable with fines and up to a year in prison. Resist the urge to follow the example of inconsiderate people who don’t understand the value of pristine wilderness.


	
Stay on marked trails. Using “social trails,” like shortcuts across switchbacks, causes hillsides to erode more quickly, which will eventually destroy the landscape. Stick to the nicely cleared, engineered, and maintained trails.


	
Don’t feed the animals. Chipmunks, squirrels, deer, geese, ducks, and other creatures will not benefit from becoming accustomed to handouts from humans. Feeding them can actually make them dangerous, as they begin to approach humans for food and may become aggressive. This is especially true of bears, which have the ability to overpower a person.
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