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INTRODUCTION

I recently told a friend who lives near me in Rochester that I was working on a book on scenic drives in New York State. With absolute earnestness, she looked me in the eye and replied, “Scenic drives in New York? Are there any?”

So dominant and powerful is New York’s reputation as an industrial and commercial center that even lifelong residents discount its natural features or claim ignorance of them altogether. These are the same people who will jump in a car and drive cross-country to see rolling green mountains in the mid-Atlantic states, seashores along the New England coast, or immense canyons out west, never knowing that such riches exist within a 2-hour drive of their own homes.

New York’s bounty reaches well beyond the bustling metropolises of New York City, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, and Albany. Scenic New York extends northward all the way to the St. Lawrence Seaway and its bridges to Canada, and southward through luscious forests and undulating mountains along the Hudson River and the Pennsylvania border. Its open farmlands cover 23 percent of the state, producing the second largest apple crop in the country—more than 29 million bushels annually—and 15 billion pounds of milk and dairy products every year, making New York the third largest dairy producer in the US. Even the most passionate wine connoisseurs may not know that New York is the nation’s third largest wine producer, with award-winning wines in four prolific grape-growing regions. All of these fields, pastureland, and vineyards make for pastoral views just a few minutes away from the state’s largest cities.

A Partner in Preservation

As a state with a history of overharvesting its natural resources, New York makes up for at least some of its past transgressions through its foresight in preserving two of its most spectacular scenic regions. Adirondack Park became a model for states across the country when New York created it in 1892, a move precipitated by 19th-century timber and mining companies’ clear-cutting of forests and dumping of waste into waterways. The innovative approach the state took to restoring and preserving this land created the largest publicly protected area in the contiguous 48 states, a mass larger than Yellowstone, Everglades, Glacier, and Grand Canyon National Parks combined. Today Adirondack Park’s boundaries contain 6 million acres of land, more than 3 million of which is privately owned by individuals, families, and businesses who develop towns and industrial sites in concentrated areas to maintain massive tracts of wild land. The rest of the land—nearly 3 million acres—virtually bursts with natural beauty, offering views of forest-covered mountains, crystal lakes, towering waterfalls, secretive gorges, and seemingly endless rivers.
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We have chosen a variety of driving routes through Adirondack Park to provide you with some of the best views in the state, including the 360-degree viewing area atop Whiteface Mountain, the fourth tallest mountain in the Adirondacks. You may find additional viewpoints and visual treasures by leaving the main roads and trolling down county and side roads throughout the park, but the routes we have selected will get your exploration off to a satisfying start.

Catskill Park, several hours south of the Adirondacks, accomplishes much the same task on a smaller scale and in the same way as Adirondack Park. The park protects 700,000 acres of public and private land, just over 287,000 of which are owned by the state as part of Catskill Forest Preserve. Another 5 percent belong to New York City to protect the water supply for the nation’s largest metropolitan area, giving us wide views of calm water contained in the preserve’s carefully maintained reservoirs.

You may recall that this region was once known as the “Borscht Belt,” hosting some of the largest mountain resorts in the country and catering specifically to a Jewish clientele. By the 1970s, national civil rights laws had made it illegal to exclude Jews and other minorities from clubs and organizations, so the need for resorts like these diminished, and the fabulous hotels and restaurants eventually faded and closed their doors. The Catskills remain a favorite vacation area for anglers who seek the area’s plentiful fishing, and they attract hikers who enjoy climbing above 3,500 feet on mountain trails—an altitude that does not steal your breath but provides miles of scenery in every direction. Gently winding roads follow the narrow valleys between the peaks, making for some of the loveliest scenic routes in the state.

What About the Interstate Highways?

New York State is blessed with several major cross-state highways that afford sweeping views of mountain ranges, lakes, farmland, and other exquisite areas, and we have driven all of these end to end in compiling the 30 routes in this book.

We chose not to include these in Scenic Driving New York for a simple reason: You don’t need us to do so. These heavily trafficked roads—specifically I-87, I-81, and I-86 (NY 17)—are on most travelers’ way across the state from north to south or across the Southern Tier from west to east. As limited-access roads, they do not provide the opportunity to wander through hamlets or drive up to the entrance of a park without leaving the route altogether.

We chose to introduce you to scenic routes you might not find on your own, from the tips of Long Island to the shores of Lakes Erie and Ontario. If you would prefer a scenic route that you can enjoy at 65 miles per hour, all of the interstate highways mentioned above will provide clear roads and plenty of gorgeous views just about any time of the year.

Wine

No book about New York State can be complete without prominent mention of the Finger Lakes, the long, sculpted crevasses gouged by the receding glaciers thousands of years ago and filled by their icy meltwater. Limned with hills that provide expansive views, often crowded with family cottages along their shorelines, and invariably laden with the fruit of the vine, lakes including Canandaigua, Seneca, Cayuga, and Keuka share their bounty along roads that curve to follow their lengthy banks.
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Driving along the Finger Lakes, on the shores of Lake Ontario, or on Long Island simply must include some stops to taste New York’s extraordinary wines. We have endeavored to help you plan ahead and choose which wineries you will visit on each route. We do not provide reviews of the various wines, but we do offer a little information about what makes each winery unique or special, and which award-winning, don’t-miss wines you should sample. Please remember that wine tasting does involve alcoholic beverages, so for heaven’s sake, drink responsibly. Naming one person as your designated driver will allow you to enjoy New York’s wine country safely.


Weather

Legendary for its winters, New York State enjoys the dubious honor of being one of the snowiest states in the country—and its western region is among the cloudiest. Only a few of the scenic routes in this book will remain passable during a snowstorm—and seriously, if you’re going for a scenic drive in a snowstorm, what exactly do you expect to see? Check the weather forecast for the towns along your planned route, and make your scenic drive on days when the meteorologist does not use words like “lake effect,” “wind chill,” and “significant accumulation.” All of these routes offer the best scenery in spring, summer, and fall, with some of them inducing gasps of awe in autumn when the leaves turn crimson, orange, and gold.
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Hurricane season has become a factor in planning a New York drive as well. Over the last several years, major storms in August and October have wiped out entire communities along the coastline, through the Catskills, and all the way up into the Adirondacks, making it even more important to check the forecast before you set out on a route. While Hurricane Irene and Superstorm Sandy were anomalies, climate change certainly sends more volatile weather into New York State more frequently. If high winds and rain will be factors on your planned day out, think about staying in.


How to Use This Book

Scenic Driving New York provides descriptions of 30 state and back road drives throughout the state. Each route description includes a map showing the route, towns along the way, special features, campgrounds, historic sites, recreation areas, and other points of interest.
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You also will find information at the beginning of each route description, delineated into the following categories:

General description provides a quick summary of the length, location, and scenic features of the route.

Special attractions are prominent, interesting activities and features found along the route. Additional attractions are included in the description.

Location gives the area of the state in which the route is located.

Route numbers include the specific highway names and numbers you will see as you drive.

Travel season notes whether the specific route is open all year or closed seasonally. Some highways are closed to automobiles in winter due to snow, but are open for snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, and snowmobiling. Always check local conditions before you travel.

Camping includes listings of all state park, state forest, and private campgrounds along the route.


Services lists communities with at least a restaurant, groceries, lodging, phone, and gasoline.

Nearby attractions are major attractions or activities found within 50 miles of the drive.

The route provides detailed traveler information, along with interesting regional history, geology, and natural history. Attractions are presented in the order a traveler encounters them when driving the route in the described direction. If you travel the route in the opposite direction, simply refer to the end of the route description first.

Your ice cream stop gives you a great place to pause for a treat. We have tried to find a provider of homemade or state-made ice cream on every route, though a couple of the back roads stumped us. As you might imagine, the research for this feature contributed to the fun of writing this book … and to our waistlines.

At the end of the book, Appendix A: Sources of More Information lists names and contact information of organizations that provide detailed information on each area and its attractions.

Appendix B: Guide to Roadside Wildflowers and Plants helps you identify the blossoms you will see along these routes throughout the spring, summer, and early fall.
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Lakes to Locks Passage, Part 1

Waterford to Ticonderoga

General description: Everything you ever wanted to know about the eastern border waterways of New York State can be learned along this 183-mile drive, which we have divided into two parts for your convenience. In the first 85 miles, discover the Erie Canal, the Lake Champlain Canal, the Hudson River, and Lake George as you follow the path of the Great Northeast Journey on this analogous land route.

Special attractions: Erie Canal, Lake Champlain Canal, many canal locks, Peebles Island State Park, Saratoga National Battlefield Park, Fort Ticonderoga, Hancock House, LaChute River

Location: Along the northeast border between New York State and Vermont, from Waterford to Ticonderoga, NY

Route numbers: US 4, NY 22

Travel season: Spring, summer, and fall

Camping: Poke-O-Moonshine State Campground near Baldface Mountain, Ausable Point State Campground in Keesville, Rogers Rock Campground near Ticonderoga

Services: In Waterford, Glens Falls, Hudson Falls, Whitehall, Ticonderoga, Crown Point, Port Henry, Keesville, Plattsburgh

Nearby attractions: Whiteface Mountain, Santa’s Workshop at North Pole, Adirondack mountain hiking, Lake George Battleground, Great Escape and Splashwater Kingdom near Glens Falls, Grant Cottage State Historic Site, National Bottle Museum in Ballston Spa, Saratoga Race Course


The Route

From the days of trading between Native American tribes to the era of canals that made New York State a central corridor for commerce, the northeastern state border has figured prominently in New York’s history. What began as a handful of settlements soon became the lines of defense in the French and Indian Wars, the Revolutionary War, and the War of 1812—and once these conflicts were resolved, the pivot points became ports along a network of waterways including Lake Champlain, the Champlain Canal, and the Erie Canal.

The transformation of New York State began with Elkanah Watson, a native of Massachusetts, who first proposed that the state’s natural waterways could be connected by canals to create a continuous waterway to the Great Lakes. He brought his ideas to New York State Senator and General Philip Schuyler, and together they worked toward passage of an act to create a pair of canal corporations in 1792. A series of wars and other issues pushed the project back nearly 30 years, but the Champlain Canal finally opened in 1819, and the Erie Canal followed in
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1825, making it possible to transport large loads of grains, minerals, and other goods to and from ocean ports in New York City, mines and timber companies in the Adirondacks and New England, and the agricultural fields and mills of central New York. The state became the nation’s most prosperous commercial center almost overnight.

Today, thanks to the work of the nonprofit organization Lakes To Locks Passage, Inc., you can follow this scenic byway to explore the panoramic vistas, the hidden history, and the modern attractions of this network of waterways. Beginning at the visitor center in Waterford, this route travels along two-lane roads to towns you may never have heard of, tracing the route of the Hudson River, the Champlain Canal, and Lake Champlain and stretching up all the way to the border between the US and Canada.

We recommend that you plan a weekend for this drive, slowing your pace and stopping overnight in a lovely country town or two as you go. While you certainly can drive this 183-mile route in a day, the low speed limits and many sights will make you want to linger, especially if you’re exploring history as well as enjoying the views.




Waterford to Mechanicville

(See more on Waterford in Route 16: Mohawk Towpath Scenic Byway.) Stop at the Waterford Harbor Visitor Center, now shared by the Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor, where you’ll find lots of information about the canal and ways to make the most of your Erie Canal experience. Here at the confluence of the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers, you also will find Peebles Island State Park, which provides an excellent 3-mile hiking trail around the island for views of both rivers and the swells and rapids that make this place particularly striking.

The large factory buildings on Peebles Island once housed Cluett, Peabody & Company, at one time the largest manufacturer of men’s shirts and collars in the US. Owner Sanford Cluett invented a process for pre-shrinking the cloth with which men’s shirts were made, and this “Sanfordizing” process made him a very wealthy man. In the 1940s, Cluett, Peabody became the world’s largest manufacturer of shirts … but in the 1960s, changes in mass production manufacturing processes drove down profits until the company closed in 1972. Peebles Island became a park the following year.
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As you leave Peebles Island, turn left onto US 4 north. Watch for the Water-ford Public Library in the old Delaware and Hudson Railroad Depot at 117 3rd St. If you’d like to know more about local history, the Waterford Historical Museum in an 1830 homestead at the first intersection of the Cohoes-Waterford Bridge (NY 32) provides permanent exhibitions on a city and its relationship with its two rivers, as well as a Victorian period room and a model of Champlain Canal Lock 4.

Continue up US 4 north and see the Champlain Canal—here in the form of the Hudson River—come into view on your right as you enter Saratoga County. Pass the massive Momentive plants, where an assortment of resins and silicones are made for manufacturing use, and watch for Lock 1 of the Champlain Canal. You will see a total of 11 locks on this canal as you drive north, though they are numbered 1–9 and 11–12, with no lock 10—the planned lock turned out to be unnecessary, so it was never constructed.

From here to Fort Edward, eight locks raise boats a total of 126 feet, making it possible to move up the river around the 130-foot drop at Hudson Falls. Locks 9–12 then lower boats 43 feet to meet the level of Lake Champlain. The first six of these locks work as part of a system of features including dams, spillways, and hydroelectric plants, making them distinctly different from the five locks that follow them. If you are thinking of taking a boat up the canal just to see how the locks work, you will have the opportunity to observe this heavy industrial machinery in action.

Mechanicville may seem like a sleepy town today, but it once boomed as a center for paper manufacturing, producing 1.5 million tons of paper and 800,000 tons of pulp every year at the turn of the 20th century. Recovering from the Great Depression to become the largest producer of white paper in the US by 1937, Westvaco (which bought out the local paper company in the early 1900s) survived World War II and a series of union strikes. Eventually, however, the clear-cutting of the Adirondack forests took its toll: The company began to run out of the natural resources it needed to make paper, at the same time that the war in Vietnam and the lure of college education filtered out many of the young men who might have followed their fathers into the plant. Westvaco closed its doors abruptly in 1971.




Stillwater to Schuylerville

If you’re a history buff, the name of Stillwater, NY, should be familiar: This is where the Battle of Saratoga took place, turning the tide of the Revolutionary War in the Americans’ favor. Here you can learn about 1770s lifestyles at the Stillwater
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Blockhouse and Visitor Center, a re-created blockhouse—a single building in which townspeople gathered to shield themselves against the enemy—in which you’ll find a small museum. In addition to displays about Stillwater in the time of the Revolution, the blockhouse offers peaceful views of the Hudson River, a walking path, and benches and picnic tables if you’ve brought your lunch. You may find costumed interpreters demonstrating daily colonial activities on special days throughout the summer, or soldiers in period dress completing military drills. Don’t forget to stop at the gift shop, the proceeds from which support the National Park Service.

Once you have a feeling for the role the Revolution played in the lives of 18th-century Stillwater residents, it’s time to move on to the main event: Saratoga National Historical Park. Here American artillery on Bemis Heights blocked the advance of General John Burgoyne and the British army. Burgoyne had chosen to risk everything on a push to Albany despite one setback after another on his way there. Brilliant engineering of the fortifications at Bemis Heights by Colonel Thad-deus Kosciuszko, a Polish military engineer, made the heights virtually impenetrable. In the battles that ensued on September 19 and October 7, 1777, Burgoyne would lose more than 1,200 men, while the Americans lost fewer than 500. The British attacked and withdrew several times while arriving troops reinforced the American forces. When the British retreated on October 8, the swelled American army followed, surrounding the enemy with nearly 17,000 men. Burgoyne and his 6,000 men finally surrendered on October 17—and with this victory, Americans knew they had begun to win the war.

At this National Park Service site, you can drive through the battlefield and listen to the narration of the battle on your mobile phone (call 518-665-8185, and enter the number of the tour stop you’ve reached), or you can choose to walk the fields on one of several meticulously maintained trails. Whichever way you select to enjoy the park, make a point of pausing at Stop 9 on the battlefield trail for one of the best views of the Hudson River you will see anywhere along the river’s length.

Before you move on, pay a visit to two additional Saratoga battle stops. The first is the country estate of General Philip Schuyler—the same Schuyler who became Alexander Hamilton’s father-in-law when Hamilton married his daughter, Elizabeth. Schuyler served his country admirably by assisting in the transport of supplies to the troops, though he began the war as the third in command under General George Washington. After the Americans lost Fort Ticonderoga (more on that shortly), Congress relieved Schuyler of command, and he faced further hardship when his home and farm were destroyed in the British retreat from Saratoga. Schuyler rebuilt his much plainer home that fall.
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Gerald B. H. Solomon Saratoga National Cemetery is worth a stop as well. From US 4 in Schuylerville, turn left onto Wilbur Road and continue to Duell Road; turn right onto Duell Road and drive to the cemetery. Dedicated in 2002, this is the resting place of servicemen and women from the northeastern US who served in the wars of the 20th and 21st centuries, most of whom lived out their natural lives. This is a peaceful, beautiful, and strangely empty place, where today’s veterans may one day receive their last respects.

When you’re ready, continue north on US 4. When you reach the town of Schuylerville, there’s one more stop to make: Saratoga Monument, on the spot where General Burgoyne actually surrendered to US General Horatio Gates. It’s at the Prospect Hill cemetery, where the monument was erected in stages from 1877 through 1912, and finally dedicated on the 135th anniversary of the British surrender. If you visit when the 154-foot-tall monument is open, you can climb 188 steps to the top and enjoy several levels of bas-relief plaques, brass moldings, stained glass, and other tributes to the American victory.
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Schuylerville to Kingsbury

Head north on US 4 to Northumberland, then bear right on US 4 toward Greenwich and Hudson Falls. Cross the Hudson River and enter Washington County, and watch for the signs for Denton Wildlife Sanctuary. This Nature Conservancy property offers several walking trails through woods and wetland, from which you may see and hear quite a list of nesting and migrating birds. Local wildflowers carpet the ground in spring and early summer, and wet weather can produce a wide variety of fascinating fungi.

Here you can see a section of the original Champlain Canal, to the right (east) of the road, and the Hudson River on the left (west) side. Pull-offs along the road give you the opportunity to get a better view of the canal, which is now a passageway for pleasure boats instead of major freight.

As you approach the town of Fort Edward, Oliva Vineyards comes into view, a fairly young winery that shares its land with the owner’s other passion: race-horses. The 150-acre property includes stables for Tony Oliva’s horses, some of which have won races at Belmont, Aqueduct, Monmouth Park, and Philadelphia Park. The winery produces varietals including its popular Sparkling Hannah, a red wine with bowl-of-fruit flavor. The tasting room, open on weekends, offers a six-wine flight of samples for each guest.

Lock 6 of the Champlain Canal appears in Fort Edward, as does the location of the Duer House, the headquarters of the British army for 3 weeks in August and September 1777 during the Revolutionary War. The house is long gone, but a blue and yellow historical marker recognizes its location. The fort that once stood here did not withstand the test of time either, but stories of the war pervade this area and pop up on signs or in street names, barely hinting at the drama and intrigue behind them.

One such story tells a gruesome tale of young Jane McCrea, who was 25 years old and engaged to a soldier in British General John Burgoyne’s army when she was captured in Fort Edward by Native Americans serving under Burgoyne. The natives apparently believed they could collect a reward for her capture, perhaps not realizing that she was a Loyalist. Eyewitness accounts differ, but one suggests that later the same day, Miss McCrea’s soldier fiancé saw one of the natives carrying her scalp, while another purports that she was killed by an American’s bullet during a skirmish. Whatever the truth may be, McCrea’s body was interred in the Union Cemetery just north of Fort Edward—though grave robbers exhumed and distributed some of her remains, deeming them somehow holy.



YOUR ICE CREAM STOP: ROOKIE’S COOKIES & CRÈME

Known for its homemade ice cream, Rookie’s features some of the creamiest soft serve you’ll find in New York, and when it’s sandwiched between two big, chewy chocolate chip cookies, it becomes a meal. People drive miles out of their way to come here for flavors like coconut cream, mocha, creamsicle, maple, and blueberry soft serve. Look for the big swirled chocolate and vanilla ice cream cone on the roof—and if you want ice cream but you don’t feel like stopping for long, Rookie’s has a drive-through window. You’ll find the store at 324 Broadway in Fort Edward.



US 4 takes you right through Fort Edward, where a marker at the Anvil Inn, a former 1840 blacksmith’s shop, denotes the site of the northeast bastion of the original fort. To get a sense of the fort’s perimeter, turn right onto Old Fort Street and watch for another marker in a resident’s yard, noting the location of the old moat. Continue to the dead end on this street to see the site of the fort itself, noted by a plaque on a boulder past a white rail fence. (The adjacent land is privately owned.)

Finally, the Old Fort House Museum on US 4 looks at a resident named Patrick Smyth and his family, as they settled into life in the colonies in the 1770s. Built using timbers taken from the ruins of Fort Edward, the house’s strategic location made it ripe for takeover, so it became a headquarters for generals from both sides of the Revolutionary War. General George Washington had dinner here twice in 1783. Today five buildings on the property include an 1840s tollhouse from the Plank Road, including the toll collector’s living quarters, a one-room schoolhouse, and the Cronkhite Pavilion from the Washington County Fairgrounds, which houses displays on the history of the Fort Edward area.

Back on US 4, you’ll spot Lock 8 as you leave the town of Fort Edward and head north through Hudson Falls on your way to Kingsbury. A slender canal running parallel to the Hudson River may catch your eye; this is the Glens Falls Feeder Canal, which originates in the city of Glens Falls west of Hudson Falls. Built in 1822 and widened and deepened in 1832, the 7-mile canal transports water from above Glens Falls to the highest point on the Champlain Canal, keeping the canal filled with enough water to transport barges and other boats through the locks. While other forms of transportation eliminated the need for the Champlain Canal as a shipping lane in the early 1900s, the feeder canal still supplies the Finch Paper LLC with water and hydroelectric power for its operations. If you’d like to know more about this canal, make a side trip to Glens Falls to see the massive dam and power plant.





Kingsbury to Whitehall

Pastureland and dairy farms provide wide views of eastern New York State as you continue through Kingsbury and proceed north. Lock 11 appears in the town of Fort Ann, but you won’t see any of the forts that stood here during the late 1600s and throughout the 1700s, as each of these was destroyed when it was no longer useful, to keep it from falling into enemy hands. The French established a stronghold here in 1689, and the English colonized this area and held it fast in the 1750s during the French and Indian War. In 1777 the Battle of Fort Anne took place here during the Saratoga Campaign—which ended in American victory, driving the British army out of the area. Today this quiet town hosts the Washington State Correctional Facility.

Cropland, pastures, and views of the distant Adirondack Mountains guide you from Fort Ann along US 4 to Whitehall, where you will bear right to get to the historic waterfront. Don’t miss the castle-like Whitehall Armory, built in 1899, which now houses the Whitehall Athletic Club. If you’re touring the state on its scenic roads, you may recognize the similarities in design and architecture between armories across New York. This is more than coincidence—one designer, Isaac Perry, supervised the construction of 27 armories in New York, using the medieval gothic style made popular in the 1800s in New York City. Not many buildings in the US sport the crenelated parapets, iron portcullises, and molded terra-cotta car-touches you’ll see on this grand structure.

Turn left before the bridge on US 4 to reach the waterfront and the Whitehall State Heritage Area, where a 19th-century main street and a canal-side park give you the opportunity to take in the northern terminus of the Champlain Canal.

Here at 1 Saunders St., the Skenesborough Museum and Heritage Area Visitor Center tells the story of Whitehall’s important role in the development of the US military. Whitehall was the official birthplace of the US Navy, where shipbuilders designed and constructed the Valcour Fleet of ships that became the first American vessels to be used in military combat. Racing against time for control of Lake Champlain, the new Americans constructed enough ships to confront the British fleet in the Battle of Valcour in October 1776, off the shore of Valcour Island in the lake. Led by General Benedict Arnold, the American navy lost the battle, but they did enough damage to the British ships that they forced the British to delay their advance by water until 1777.

The museum building itself is a 1917 reinforced concrete canal terminal, which was rescued from demolition by the Historical Society of Whitehall in 1959 and pressed into service as a visitor center. Here you can view artifacts, see a diorama of the shipyard that built the first US Navy fleet, and pick up information about the 20-minute walking tour past historic buildings and monuments. The original hull of the USS Ticonderoga, a ship built for the War of 1812, is here outside of the museum.

If you hear a noon whistle from the fire department up the street, it’s time to head up Skene Mountain for lunch at Skene Manor. The striking stone castle sits atop a crest along the east shoreline of the Hudson River, and it was built in the late 1800s for New York State Supreme Court Judge Joseph H. Potter. Now a restaurant open for lunches and tours, the house was constructed using gray sandstone quarried from Skene Mountain. Its colorful past includes a long string of owners, a bogus legend about a body interred in a basement coffin, an on-again, off-again restaurant business, and a preservation project that landed the building on the National Register of Historic Places. You are welcome to visit to enjoy the Victorian gothic style of the place.

Here the Champlain Canal ends at Lock 12, just north of Whitehall, and it’s the end of our tour of US 4 as well. From Whitehall, follow NY 22 north.




Whitehall to Ticonderoga

Cross Lake Champlain and begin to follow its western shore as you head north on NY 22. In a few minutes, you’ll see a sign welcoming you into Adirondack Park, the largest park and the largest state-protected area in the 48 contiguous.

More than 6 million acres—about the size of the state of Vermont—Adirondack Park contains all or parts of 12 counties, though more than 50 percent of the land within the “Blue Line” is privately owned. When the park was established in 1892, the legislation that created it stated that no more land within the boundary line (shown in blue on most maps) could be sold or leased. State-owned land within the boundaries will be protected in perpetuity, keeping millions of acres of wilderness area from being logged or mined to the point of becoming an eroded wasteland.

Today about 130,000 people actually live within the Blue Line throughout the year, with another 70,000 swelling the population in the summer months. Many of these people own land in the park. The mix of private and public land and the large population of year-round residents make this park more like a national forest, in which residential and commercial use can coexist with protected wilderness and indigenous plants and animals. Adirondack Park was the first state preserve of its kind in the US, and this has earned the entire park the designation of National Historic Landmark, although it has a “Watch” threat level according to National Park Service standards. Acid rain, global climate change, invasive species, and pockets of development throughout the park have drawn federal attention to the park and the factors that may damage its ecological integrity.

None of this dampens the effect of seeing the Adirondacks firsthand, however, and your drive into these mountains—on this and a number of other scenic routes in this book—will be filled with spectacular mountain views, winding roads, gorgeous fall foliage, innumerable waterways, and the kind of peace and quiet most New Yorkers consider unobtainable within the state.
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From the park boundary to Ticonderoga, it’s 25 miles of sheer scenery. Heavily forested mountains turn crimson and gold in fall and offer a monochromatically green spectacle in spring and summer, and glimpses of Lake Champlain come into view to the east, framed by foliage and short bursts of civilization. This continues until the town of Ticonderoga greets you with a wider and more panoramic view of the lake.

Restaurants have been few and far between on this road for some time, so if you’re ready for a quick lunch or dinner, we recommend the Wagon Wheel Diner, where the french fries are handmade and the post-and-beam dining room reflects the cozy Adirondack atmosphere you will experience as you go farther north. Be sure to leave room for pie, especially if they’re serving French silk—a dense chocolate confection with a thick layer of real whipped cream.

If you grew up anywhere in New York State, chances are good that you came to Fort Ticonderoga as a child with your parents, your summer camp, or your scout troop. The fort you see here is a reconstruction of the original 18th-century Fort Carillon, built by the French to guard this narrow point in Lake Champlain during the French and Indian War. Fortified to last through the Revolutionary War as well, the renamed Fort Ticonderoga saw action in 1775 when the American militia known as the Green Mountain Boys took it from the British in a surprise attack. Conflict arose again in June 1777, when General John Burgoyne and the British army took the fort back from the Americans. The Americans tried to take it back again in September 1777, but their attack failed—though they didn’t have to wait long to seize it at last in October 1777, when Burgoyne and his men abandoned it after their defeat at Saratoga.
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Farmland dominates the lowlands east of the Adirondacks.



In the early 1900s, the Pell family—who bought the fort in 1820—restored it to its 1775 style and created a foundation to care for it and operate it as a tourist attraction. Today the fort has a place on the National Register of Historic Places, and it welcomes visitors from mid-May to mid-October.

While you’re in the village of Ticonderoga, don’t miss the stunning Lachute Falls, just off Montcalm Street on the Lachute River—a falls that played a role in preventing the British from advancing too quickly on the fort. You’ll also find the Hancock House, a replica of the home of John Hancock’s uncle in Boston, constructed specifically to serve as a headquarters and museum for the New York State Historical Association.

Ticonderoga village offers several pleasantly appointed motels, the Sugar & Spice Country Shoppe, and a number of restaurants and shops for your browsing pleasure. This is a good place to get gas, too, as the opportunities become fewer and more expensive as you go north.
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Lakes to Locks Passage, Part 2

Crown Point to Rouses Point

General description: Continue your adventure along the eastern border waterways of New York State on the remaining 97 miles of the Lakes to Locks Passage. Discover Lake Champlain and seminal moments of the Revolutionary War, the French and Indian War, and the War of 1812.

Special attractions: Crown Point State Historic Site, Lake George, Adsit Log Cabin, Ausable Chasm, Battle of Plattsburgh Interpretive Center, Valcour Island State Park, Point Au Roche State Park, Rouses Point Overlook

Location: Along the northeast border between New York State and Vermont, from Crown Point to Rouses Point, NY

Route numbers: NY 22, US 9, NY 98

Travel season: Spring, summer, and fall

Camping: Crown Point State Campground in Crown Point, Lincoln Pond Campground near Mineville/Wesport (on I-87), Champlain Park State Campground north of Plattsburgh

Services: In Crown Point, Port Henry, Keesville, Plattsburgh

Nearby attractions: High Peaks Scenic Byway, Whiteface Mountain, Santa’s Workshop at North Pole, Adirondack mountain hiking, Grant Cottage State Historic Site


The Route

Continue your discovery of the early days of New York State along this border route, following along the sparkling Lake Champlain through small towns that played key roles in the state’s and the nation’s history.




Crown Point to Willsboro

The hamlet of Crown Point comes up quickly after Ticonderoga, affording you some terrific views of Lake Champlain as you come into town. You will want to head out to the point for your best view yet of this lake and the bridge to Vermont, but there’s one stop you should make in town first.

Penfield Homestead sits on 500 acres of farmland and has few neighbors, but it holds an important place in history: The homestead was the first in the US to use electricity in an industrial process, way back in 1831. How this farmhouse in the Ironville neighborhood of upstate New York received this honor is not as big a mystery as it may seem. Ironville was the site of an iron ore separating
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operation, taking the ore mined down the road in Hammondville and separating it from other materials before putting it on the train to Lake Champlain for use in shipbuilding. The ore separation process used heat to make the stone let go of the iron, and then a sluicing process to wash away the rock and gather the iron in the bottom of the trough. This time-consuming, often wasteful process resulted in a lot of iron washing away with the rock and dirt. The Penfield family, who ran the Ironville separating operation, replaced the heat and water with electromagnetism, pulling the iron away from the nonmagnetic dirt using a system of rotating magnetic bars. The Penfields harvested more iron from the dirt in less time than the old process required, earning them a page in history.

Head back to NY 22, which joins NY 9N in Crown Point, and go north until you see the signs for NY 185 and the bridge to Vermont. Take this road to visit Crown Point State Historic Site and the Champlain Monument and Lighthouse, as well as the Lake Champlain Bridge to Vermont. Here at the state historic site, you’ll find ruins of French and British forts, as well as a museum that reveals the history of the French, British, and American periods in this lakeside settlement.

On the lakeshore, the Champlain Monument and Lighthouse honors Samuel D. Champlain, who was the first European to find his way to the lake that would eventually bear his name. A French explorer, Champlain is recognized here with a sculpture by French artist Auguste Rodin, a gift to the US from France in celebration of the 300th anniversary of Champlain’s accomplishment in 1909. From here, you can enjoy expansive views of the lake from land, or you can walk or drive over the Lake Champlain Bridge to Vermont, where a visitor center offers some interesting information about the lake’s geology and history.

The hands-down best way to view the lake is from the middle of the bridge, so I highly recommend that you walk at least halfway across on the bridge’s wide pedestrian walkway. The brand-new, 2,184-foot bridge opened in November 2011, replacing the bridge built in 1929. This is one of only two opportunities you will have to cross into Vermont over the lake on foot or by car—there’s only one other bridge over Lake Champlain, and it’s all the way up at Rouses Point, just before the Canadian border.

When you’re ready, return to NY 22/9N and continue north along the lake to Port Henry, where you’ll find more information about New York’s history as an iron ore mining center. The Railroad and Mining Heritage Park features a converted carriage house that serves as a museum, telling the story of iron ore mining and its relationship with the railroad. The development of the Moriah Railroad here dramatically reduced the cost and the time of transporting iron ore to manufacturing operations throughout the region, making iron mining a boom industry for more than a century. The ability to transport more iron more quickly spurred the Moriah iron company to build additional blast furnaces here at Cedar Point, until they could produce 250 tons of pig iron per day.

Take time to enjoy the lovely views of the lakes, farmland, and forests along the road from Port Henry to Westport, where NY 22 and NY 9N split. Stay on NY 22 as you head toward Wadhams, and watch for a waterfall on your left as you cross a bridge there. North of Wadhams, more woods close in around you as the road begins to climb. The next waterway you cross is the Boquet River, a signal that you’re entering the township of Essex.

Watch for an octagonal stone building with a bell tower in the center of its roof. This octagonal schoolhouse was constructed in 1827 and is now listed on the National Register of Historic Places. So is the Essex Village Historic District, where 150 different buildings constructed from 1793 to somewhere around 1853 demonstrate the kinds of building materials and styles of the original town center. Most of these buildings are privately owned and not open to the public, but it’s worth driving around town to see some of this striking architecture and the progression of styles from oldest to newer.

You’ll notice that the homes you pass as you continue north to Willsboro definitely reveal a more upscale residential population, many of them with views of Lake Champlain. The most interesting thing in this town, however, is the Wills-boro Fishway, a route that fish swimming upstream to spawn can take to get around the man-made dam and waterfall that block their way. You can follow a wooden walkway next to the fish ladder to see the fish leaping upstream in season, or watch through windows as they make their way upriver from lower levels. Nearby, the Willsboro Heritage Center & Museum in the former Champlain National Bank building provides a glimpse into life in this lakeside village and the role it has played in area industry and commerce.




Willsboro to Plattsburgh

North of Willsboro, settlement becomes less and less prevalent and you no longer see cropland or pastures; here in the northeastern corner of New York State, the scent of pine fills the air and the dense forests shade your windshield. It’s a bit of a shock, then, when the industrial section of the town of Keesville begins. Hold on, however, and cross the Ausable River, and you’re back to Adirondack views as Ausable Chasm, one of the most popular attractions in the Adirondacks, pops up just a mile down the road.
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Just the name of this place conjures up images of high stone walls, winding trails, narrow passages, 500-million-year-old rock faces, mysterious caves, and gently flowing waters. That’s exactly what Irishman William Gilliland discovered in 1765 when he took a boat up the west shore of Lake Champlain and glided into this almost mystical place on the Ausable River. Hearing of his discovery, settlers soon followed to make the most of the dependable waterpower and the abundant Atlantic salmon that swam up the river to spawn within the gorge. Mills, lumber industry operations, iron ore mining and processing, and nail manufacturing moved into the area to take advantage of its bountiful natural resources—all powered by Horseshoe and Rainbow Falls, the two waterfalls you can see from the bridge over the river without going through the entrance gate.

Today it’s easy to enjoy all of the wonders of this remarkable gorge. In particular, the Upper Chasm guided hiking tour takes you on the route of the trail that was destroyed on January 18 and 19, 1996, when more than 4.5 inches of rain fell on a 45-inch snowpack and caused massive flooding in Clinton County. (The same trail got walloped again in August 2011, when Hurricane Irene dropped more than 10 inches of rain on the area.) The hike leads you behind the mists of Rainbow Falls and through a number of other landmarks within the chasm, including Devil’s Oven Cave and the ruins of the horseshoe nail factory. If you need a break from driving the back roads of New York’s North Country, this place provides just the right change of pace.
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When you’re ready to drive on, leave NY 22 and begin to follow US 9 North. Cross the Little Ausable River and continue north to the Peru Dock Boat Launch. Stop here for a moment to view Valcour Island, where you can see a lighthouse built in 1874. This is the Valcour Island we discussed earlier, where the very first battle between the fledgling US Navy and the professional British naval force took place in 1776. The Americans lost the battle rather spectacularly against the far better armed British, but General Benedict Arnold managed to sneak his ships past the British fleet under cover of night and start their journey southward. The British caught up, however, and captured or burned several of the American ships. In the end, the American navy slowed the British fleet’s progress southward, gaining some advantage that helped them prepare for the eventual victory at Saratoga.

Continuing north, cross the Salmon River and arrive in Plattsburgh, the largest city on this drive and a great place to stop for a meal, a snack, a walk, or even for the night. The trendy downtown area offers a good selection of restaurants, including our favorite: Irises Cafe and Wine Bar, a bistro with cloth napkins, creative specials, and a contemporary take on pasta, seafood, steaks, and poultry dishes. The ample wine list may have just what you’re craving after a long day’s drive.

Here in the center of town, you’ll see a 135-foot-tall, gray obelisk adjacent to a park by the Saranac River. This is the MacDonough Monument, commemorating the victory of Commodore Thomas MacDonough—known locally as “the hero of Lake Champlain”—in the August 1814 Battle of Plattsburgh. In his first-ever battle as commander of a sailing vessel under fire, MacDonough pulled off a brilliant maneuver against the HMS Confiance, gaining the advantage by swinging his own ship, the USS Saratoga, around the British flagship and firing a broadside that caused enough damage to force the opposing captain to surrender. The British navy retreated to Canada, relinquishing any territory they held in that region of the US.

The MacDonough Monument serves as the focal point for a very pleasant little park with paved walkways along the lake. This is part of the Heritage Trail Riverwalk that also leads to the Kent-Delord House, a 1797 home that now serves as a museum with a magnificent garden; and City Hall, where you’ll find the Battle of Plattsburgh Interpretive Center on the second floor if you’d like to know more about Commodore MacDonough’s impressive 1814 victory.


YOUR ICE CREAM STOP: HARRIGAN’S SOFT ICE CREAM

It really says something about an ice cream parlor when the customers rave about its vanilla flavor, so try this purest of all flavors—maybe with scrumptious hot fudge—at this seasonal stop on NY 3 in Plattsburgh. Creamy soft-serve embellished with a wide variety of toppings, including unusual ones like blackberry and peanut brittle crunch, makes summer visitors return to this store night after night for a frozen treat. Try an extra-thick milk shake or a “hurricane” with your choice of candy mix-ins. If you’re watching calories, Harrigan’s offers a variety of Dole Whip flavors as well.
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Plattsburgh to Rouses Point

The last stretch of Lakes to Lock Passage crosses through more coniferous forest to the farthest reaches of the state. Just north of Plattsburgh, Elfs Farm Winery & Cider Mill provides an introduction to Cumberland Head, a peninsula that separates Cumberland Bay from Treadwell Bay in Lake Champlain. A cider mill before it was a winery, Elfs Farm produces apple wines that began winning gold medals in competitions in their first season. Its grape wines and other fruit varieties are turning heads as well.

Continuing north, Point Au Roche State Park provides a retreat into nature after a long series of museums and historic sites, offering 6 miles of Lake Champlain shoreline as well as forest, marshland, and lots of habitat for birds and other wildlife. A nature center here can help you choose a trail to walk or an area to explore, or you may want to walk the sandy beach and enjoy the views of the lake away from the roads and bridges you’ve encountered since you began this adventure.
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