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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input!
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Introduction

Wedged between the Adirondack Mountains to the north and the Allegheny Plateau, arching across its southern boundary, the area around Albany offers some of the most exciting light hiking in Upstate New York, combining outstanding scenery and fascinating geology with the area’s healthy respect and appreciation for the value of the outdoors.


The heart of this area’s topography lies along the Helderberg Escarpment, a geologic signature that stretches across the county with its highest point well south of the Capital District. From its top—located in John Boyd Thacher State Park and easily viewed from the platforms along the parking lot—viewers enjoy a broad panorama of the southern Adirondack Mountains, the valleys of the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, and even the Taconic Mountains to the east and the Berkshires beyond. Fossils abound in the escarpment, revealing hundreds of millions of years of natural history, while eons of erosion have left their marks as caves, sinkholes, underground springs, and streams that trickle through cracks and holes in the karst terrain.


With mountains in every direction, wide valleys that still hold farmers’ fields and a patchwork of emergent forests, the escarpment, and the confluence of two of New York State’s major rivers, it’s no wonder that the tri-city area of Albany, Schenectady, and Troy serves up so many hiking treats to its residents and guests.


Venture outside the city proper, and you need not go far to discover the gems that make this area such a find for casual hikers. Northeast of the city and close to Troy, Peebles Island State Park offers an easy, rambling walk around the island’s perimeter, with continuous views of the Mohawk River as it flows over a dam and around scattered landforms. Just northwest of the city, the Albany Pine Bush Preserve protects a last remnant of the glacial lake that once covered much of New York State: a set of sandy, sparsely vegetated pine barrens, where ferns and wildflowers vie for footing at the roots of scrub oak and hemlock. To the southwest, Five Rivers Environmental Education Center offers a welcome respite from city life, its woods and open fields brimming with birds, butterflies, and small furry animals.


Extend your adventures beyond Albany County, and your travels will reveal the spectacular views of Schoharie Valley at the end of a vigorous but short hike up the aptly named Vroman’s Nose. Cross Schenectady County and explore a series of preserves maintained around kills, the Dutch term for riverbed or water chann el—in this case, a series of merrily splashing creeks that give definition to the otherwise decidedly suburban landscape. Lisha Kill and Plotter Kill Preserves feature fairly rugged hiking up and down central New York’s trademark ravines but with an appropriate reward: tumbling water, either in stair-step falls embedded in creeks or cascading from the top of rocky outcroppings. A little farther north, Indian Kill Preserve provides a verdant oasis in the midst of residential development, its trails ambling alongside the creek to a challenging crossing—expect to get your feet wet just about any time of year.


If you like a sprinkle of history mixed into your hiking diet, head northeast of Albany to Saratoga National Historical Park and walk the Wilkinson National Recreation Trail, following in the footsteps of the British regulars as they faced the passion and fury of America’s first army. Or head due south of the city to Schodack Island State Park, where explorer Henry Hudson made landfall in the early 1600s and achieved a peaceful first contact with the Mohican Indians.


For some, an “easy” hike is one that doesn’t require ropes and technical gear but still offers a good measure of aerobic challenge. If you love to increase your pulse rate and feel the burn in your calves and quads, the Taconic Crest Trail is for you—an out-and-back hike of more than 6 miles with 400 feet of elevation change, topped off by wide-open views of the Taconic Mountains, lots of wild berries in late June and July, and a geologic wonder called the Snow Hole at the end of the “out” leg. (You’re welcome to backpack into Vermont by continuing north on this trail, which extends 35.4 miles north.)


Finally, if you hike only one trail in this book, make it the Indian Ladder Trail in John Boyd Thacher State Park, near Voorheesville in Albany County. There’s no better place to experience the dramatic Helderberg Escarpment, enjoy panoramic views of the county’s countryside, get up close and personal with towering limestone walls, or slip behind waterfalls that originate high above the trail. Just about 0.75-mile long (one way) but packed with geologic delights, this terrific little trail traces the route Schoharie Indians took as they passed through on trade or hunting expeditions many hundreds of years ago.


Whether you enjoy a quiet stroll in a wooded glen, a rugged day hike to waterfalls and sweeping views, an afternoon’s meander with binoculars as songbirds arrive in spring, or a brisk trot along a paved path, you’ll find your idea of a great day out in the area around Albany—and with luck, you’ll discover some splendid natural spaces you’ve never visited before.





Weather

Few places can match central New York for its gorgeous spring and summer, when flower fragrances scent the air, leaves fairly burst from 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 Capital District has no dry season, so be prepared for rain any time you visit.


To truly appreciate the transformation to Technicolor spring and summer seasons in Upstate New York, however, we must face the Albany area’s legendary winters. Winter temperatures average in the mid-20s, with significant dips into the teens in January, February, and March. Check the wind chill before making a winter hike, as the air can feel much colder than the temperature indicates. The annual February thaw can push temperatures into the 50s for a few days, but the cold will return, usually lasting into mid-April. Snow is guaranteed—an average winter sees about 63 inches, although not all at once. The Albany area sees the highest percentage of sunny days in Upstate New York—as much as 67 percent in summer, and nearly 40 percent even in the doldrums of winter.


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.






Park and Preserve Regulations

You will find the lands listed in this book both accessible and fairly easy to navigate. Only the state parks listed charge seasonal admission fees (though some preserves suggest a donation).


While some of the parks have picnic areas with trash receptacles, most of the parks, forests, and preserves are “carry-in, carry-out” areas. This means that you must take all your trash with you for disposal outside the park. Glass containers are not permitted in any of the parks.


In all cases, dogs and other pets must be leashed—and some preserves do not permit pets. You will see dogs running free in some parks, but park regulations and county leash laws prohibit this. It’s also illegal to leave your dog’s droppings in the park; you can face fines for not cleaning up after your pet.


If you’re a gun owner, you will need to leave your weapon at home when entering a county park, as only law enforcement officers are permitted to carry guns on these lands. Hunting is permitted on properties managed by the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation, so it’s good to wear a blaze orange jacket and hat if you’re planning to hike these areas during hunting seasons.





Safety and Preparation

There is little to fear when hiking in Upstate New York, whether you’re stepping down into the gorge at Christman Sanctuary or traversing the Great Flats Nature Trail. Some basic safety precautions and intelligent preparation will make all your hikes calamity free.




	
Wear proper footwear. A good, correctly fitted pair of hiking shoes or boots can make all the difference on a daylong hike or even a short walk. Look for socks that wick away moisture, or add sock liners to your footwear system. Consider higher boots that offer ankle support for hikes that lead through rocky terrain or up and down hills.

	
Carry a first aid kit to deal with blisters, cuts and scrapes, and insect bites and stings. Insects abound in late spring and summer in central New York, especially near wetlands, ponds, lakes, and creeks, so wear insect repellent and carry after-bite ointment or cream to apply to itchy spots. Poison ivy lines many of these trails, so watch for “leaves of three” and carry a product designed to remove urushiol (the oil in poison ivy) from your skin. Ask your pharmacist for recommendations.

	
Carry water. Don’t try drinking from the rivers, creeks, ponds, or other bodies of water unless you can filter or treat the water first. Every waterway in the country may carry pathogens like giardia, cryptosporidium, shigella, or a range of others that can result in serious gastrointestinal illness. Your best bet is to carry your own—at least a quart for any hike and up to a gallon in hot weather.

	
Dress in layers, no matter the season. If you’re a vigorous hiker, you’ll want to peel off a layer or two even in the dead of winter. On a summer evening, the air can cool suddenly after sunset, and rain clouds can erupt with little preamble.

	
Bring your mobile phone. All but the most remote trails in central New York have mobile coverage, so if you do get into a jam, help is a phone call away. (Set it to vibrate while you’re on trail, however, as a courtesy to the rest of us.)

	
Leave wildlife alone. Central New York State once was home to the timber rattlesnake, but scientists believe this species to be extirpated from most of the areas covered in this book—though they may be possible along the Taconic Crest. Black bear sightings do happen occasionally, especially in mountain pass areas like the Taconic Crest and in state parks that border the Adirondacks and Catskills. As a general rule, don’t approach wildlife of any kind. If you do see a bear, don’t go closer to it; if your presence changes its behavior, you’re too close. Keep your distance, and the bear will most likely do the same. Some cases of rabies in raccoons have been reported in the area; generally, it’s best to steer clear of these animals when they’re seen in daylight.

	
Check for ticks. Deer ticks have multiplied exponentially throughout New York State, and they carry Lyme disease, which can be debilitating. If a tick bites you and embeds itself in your skin, don’t panic—the Albany County Department of Health notes that it takes 24 to 36 hours for the tick to transfer Lyme disease to you. Remove the tick with tweezers (don’t touch it with your hands), and watch for three to thirty days to see if a target-shaped rash develops. If you develop symptoms like fatigue, weakness, fever, headache, and/or joint or muscle pain, schedule a Lyme disease test through your primary care physician. You’ll find the latest information about Lyme disease prevention and testing at https://www.health.ny.gov/diseases/communicable/lyme/.
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