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Introduction

Introduce yourself as a New Yorker and few people will imagine that you have a dresser drawer full of hiking socks, a small library of trail maps, and an informed if somewhat stubborn opinion about the appropriate ratio of nuts, dried fruit, and chocolate pieces in a serving of trail mix. And yet there are those of us who fit that description. I can trace my own love of the outdoors back to childhood, when my dad would overload the Ford station wagon (in Clark Griswoldesque fashion) with sleeping bags, a camp stove, an enormous tent, and a cooler full of perishables and drive the family to a nearby park for a short summer escape from suburbia. Wherever we ended up—coastal Maine, upstate New York, or western Maryland—my sister and I always had fun exploring the woods and trying to memorize the names of the birds, reptiles, and mammals pictured in our Audubon Society guidebooks.

As I got older, the hiking bug I caught in my youth never really went away, and I’ve since tested several pairs of boots on the slopes of hills and mountains in Europe, Asia, and Central America. Never did I imagine this would become anything more than a hobby. Which made the offer to write this book especially exciting, because it allowed for a certain rededication to an activity that I’ve enjoyed off and on for the majority of my life. It also gave me the chance to learn more about the natural and man-made characteristics of a region I have called home for more than a decade.

In gathering information for the guide, I gained an appreciation for places I hadn’t known of before and I increased my understanding of local history and geography. Van Cortlandt Park is one such spot—an extensive public property that, while physically distant from Manhattan’s ceaseless activity, has a past that relates to both the earliest days of the city and the origins of the United States. Research projects are by their very nature educational opportunities, and setting out to become an expert on outdoor New York certainly taught me a lot about the surrounding area. I learned, for instance, just how many New York-area hiking trails are accessible by public transportation. In fact, more than half of the hikes in this book can be reached by train or bus.

I’m not much for choosing favorites—for different reasons, any one of the treks within these pages is worth trying. But in making my selections, I did attempt to offer a variety of destinations in terms of scenery, accessibility, and level of difficulty. Hopefully I’ve been successful. I also tried to bring these parks and preserves to life, and sought to add context wherever possible. So whether you decide to systematically hike this book in its entirety or just cherry-pick a selection of trails, I am optimistic that you’ll find it to be a useful tool and an enjoyable read. Because I certainly had fun putting it together.

Weather

While generally agreeable, New York’s climate can be more variable than that in the other mid-Atlantic states. Winters are cold—sometimes severely so—and typically include a moderate amount of snow along with the occasional storm bringing sleet or freezing rain. Wintry precipitation well into March is not uncommon. For hikers who enjoy a brisk day out to shake off cabin fever, note that snow accumulation outside of the five boroughs (and particularly in the Lower Hudson Valley) will be greater than it is in the city.

Spring is often a relatively short season characterized by rain and unexpected temperature fluctuations. The region might experience a warm snap in early March, with highs approaching 80 degrees, only to endure a stretch of chilly, overcast days in late April where the thermometer seems stuck in the 50s. For this reason, it’s wise to dress in layers and to bring waterproof outerwear if there’s a chance of rain in the forecast.

Summer often arrives suddenly in New York, turning otherwise pleasant, sunny afternoons into scorchers and transforming the cement and steel environment of the city into a pressure cooker. Temperatures usually range in the 80s and 90s during July and August, with an infrequent spike into the triple digits. But it’s the humidity, not the heat, that causes so many New Yorkers to flee for the Hamptons or the Jersey Shore on summer weekends. If you’re planning on visiting a park during this season, carry plenty of drinking water.
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That leaves autumn, a span of eight to ten weeks from mid-September until late November when the skies are generally clear, the temperature remains well suited for outdoor activity, and the foliage brightens the forests with shades of red, yellow, and orange. Bring a camera and prepare for the trails to be busier on weekends.

Flora and Fauna

New York is a city of many cultures, faiths, and lifestyles. In a similar way, the natural habitats that can be found in and around the metro area are anything but monolithic. Mixed hardwood forests occur throughout New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut; pine barrens, while less extensive today than they were in the past, still exist at the eastern end of Long Island; and pockets of maritime forest survive on Fire Island and Sandy Hook in New Jersey. Look for oaks (and their telltale acorns), chestnuts (with spiny yellow-green fruit), and even flowering crab apple trees on hikes in this book. These plants, to name but a very few, are common in the Northeast. Birch, with their pale, papery bark, are easy to identify as well, and tend to occur in higher elevations such as on the slopes of Bellvale Mountain on the Appalachian Trail. Meanwhile, in Inwood Hill Park, grand sycamore trees share real estate with handsome American elms and ginkos, recognizable by their fan-shaped leaves.

Providing color and fragrance to parks and preserves across all three states, wildflowers such as violets, goldenrod, Queen Anne’s lace, black-eyed Susans, and Indian paintbrush appear in sunny open meadows, along trail edges, and around bodies of water. These are some of the most photogenic flora, and attract moths, butterflies, bees, and other pollen collectors. Clumps of tiny white saxifrage are often the first flowers to appear in early spring—frequently sprouting from cracks and crevices in outcroppings of stone. Many flowers, however, including the bright white-and-yellow heads of the common fleabane, appear throughout the spring and summer months, while others, like the soft pink or white petals of the mild water pepper, can bloom into September. Some species, the deep blue or violet-colored downy gentian in particular, can flower as late as November.

The chances of seeing more than a few of the animals native to the region on a single hike are not as great however. That said, some of the larger parks, such as Clarence Fahnestock Memorial State Park and Black Rock Forest, do protect a wider range of fauna than you might imagine. The eastern chipmunk, the gray squirrel, and the white-tailed deer are the most ubiquitous mammals in the tristate area, but muskrats, woodchucks, opossum, and beaver occur with some frequency. And even if you never have a face-to-face encounter, it’s likely that you’ll catch a whiff of striped skunk by spending enough time in the woods. In terms of predators, both red and gray fox, raccoon, eastern coyote, black bear, and less commonly, bobcat hunt in the hills and valleys of the Hudson Highlands. Near bodies of water it is not unusual to see wood, green, and pickerel frogs, along with painted, snapping, and box turtles.

More impressive, perhaps, is the tremendous diversity of birdlife that either nests in or migrates through greater New York. Wading birds are typical in places such as Jamaica Bay, Alley Pond Park, and the Massapequa Preserve, as are swans, geese, and ducks. Raptors such as American kestrels, broad-winged hawks, redtailed hawks, northern harriers, and increasingly, bald eagles, have been spotted and counted by birders at places like Hook Mountain State Park. Once endangered in New York, the osprey, which uses its long talons to fish, has returned to the rivers and lakes of Long Island. And the list of songbirds that call the area home is lengthy—but with some practice you’ll eventually begin to hear the calls of dozens of feathered creatures on the next hike you take. Listen for the chatty northern mockingbird, try to identify the red-winged blackbird’s call in marshlands, and let sparrows and warblers enliven your walking.

Getting Around

Area Codes

The area codes in New York City are 212, 347, 646, 718, and 917. Long Island has two area codes: 516 (Nassau County) and 631 (Suffolk County). In Westchester County the area code is 914; 845 covers the rest of southeastern New York. Area codes for New Jersey areas covered in this book are 201, 551, 862, 973, 908, 609, 732, and 848. In southwestern Connecticut the area codes are 203 and 475.

Roads

For current information on New York road conditions, weather, and closures, contact the New York State Department of Transportation Travel Center at (888) GO5-11NY (888-465-1169; 511 within New York) or visit www.nysdot.gov/travel, where you can subscribe to TransAlert to get short e-mails or text messages about major incidents affecting transportation for particular regions or routes you specify. For New Jersey conditions, contact the New Jersey Department of Transportation at (866) 511-NJDT (6538), (51 1 within New Jersey) or visit www.511nj.org. For conditions in Connecticut, consult the department of transportation’s Interactive Travel Information Map at www.dotdata.ct.gov/iti/master_iti.html or follow eTraffic incidents on Twitter.

By Air

Located in the borough of Queens, LaGuardia Airport (LAG) is just 9 miles from midtown Manhattan, while John F. Kennedy International Airport (JFK) is 15 miles away. Newark Liberty International Airport (EWR) is 15 miles west of the city in New Jersey. The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey’s website has information on all three: www.panynj.gov/airports.

Visit your favorite airline’s website to book reservations online or search an aggregator such as www.kayak.com,www.cheaptickets.com, www.expedia.com, www.orbitz.com, www.priceline.com, www.farecompare.com, www.travelocity.com, http://travel.yahoo.com/flights, or www.bing.com/travel.

By Rail

The Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) operates New York’s subway system, along with the Long Island Railroad and the Metro North Railroad, which services New Haven as well as both sides of the Hudson Valley. To plan a trip by rail, visit www.mta.info. Schedule, ticketing, and fare information about train (and bus) service to New Jersey can be found at www.njtransit.com.

By Bus

Twenty different carriers operate out of the Port Authority Bus Terminal in Manhattan; call (800) 221-9903 or visit www.panynj.gov/bus-terminals/port-authority-bus-terminal.html for more information. The buses used to reach the hikes in this book are primarily run by Coach USA. Visit www.coachusa.com for sales office contact information.
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How to Use This Guide

Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near New York. Stuffed with useful area information, Best Hikes Near New York City features forty mapped and cued hikes. What follows is an outline of the book’s major components.

Each hike begins with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a sense of the kind of adventure to expect. You’ll learn about the terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.

Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:

Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one way for loop hikes, round-trip for an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.

Approximate hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.

Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty, with the majority of the trails earning an easy or moderate rating. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness.


	
Easy: 5 miles or less total trip distance in one day, with minimal elevation gain and a paved or essentially smooth-surfaced dirt trail.

	
Moderate: Up to about 7 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain.

	
Difficult: More than 7 miles total trip distance in one day, with numerous strenuous elevation gains and rough and/or rocky terrain.



Trail surface: Provides general information about what to expect underfoot.

Seasons: Offers general information on the best time of year to hike.

Other trail users: Other users may include horseback riders, mountain bikers, cross-country skiers, etc.

Wheelchair accessibility: When available, a description of the features that make a park or a trail accessible to people with disabilities is given.

Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on several trails in this book.

Land status: Lists whether the trail is in a state forest, county park, nature preserve, etc.

Fees and permits: Lets you know whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.

Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.

Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Call before you head out to get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.

Other: Includes other information that will enhance your hike.

Special considerations: This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, such as a lack of water or hunting seasons.

The Finding the trailhead section gives you the best public transportation route to the trailhead and/or dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park.

The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human.

Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey longer, depending on the amount of time you have.

Finally, the Hike Information section provides information on local events and attractions, restaurants, hiking tours, and hiking organizations.

Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways to begin is to just turn the map upside down and hike the route in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite different. With this in mind, it’ll be like getting two distinctly different hikes on each map. For your own purposes, you may wish to copy the route directions onto a small sheet of paper to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it along. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.

How to Use the Maps

Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.

Route maps: These are your primary guides to each hike. Each shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. Each also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.
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Perkins Tower at the summit of Bear Mountain. See Hike 3.

Black Rock Forest’s connection to the history of New York State can be traced back to the American Revolution, when George Washington’s army used Continental Road to travel from West Point to Newburgh and watched the river for British warships from Spy Rock. See Hike 4.
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Alley Pond Park



Home to the Alley Pond Giant, the oldest known tree in New York City, this park is the second largest in the borough but considerably less well known. Visit the site of New York’s first nature trail and explore the meadows in the northern part of this undeveloped terminal moraine alongside Little Neck Bay.


Start: The parking lot of Alley Pond Environmental Center

Nearest town: Douglaston, NY

Distance: 3.2 miles out and back

Approximate hiking time: 1.5 to 2 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Trail surface: Mulch, grass, and plank tracks

Seasons: Year-round

Other users: School groups, birders

Wheelchair accessibility: The 1-mile nature trail offers limited access for disabled visitors.

Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted if on a leash 10 feet or less

Land status: City park

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Daily from sunrise to sunset

Facilities: Restrooms, water fountain, gift shop, classrooms, natural history exhibit with live animal specimens

Maps: USGS Flushing and Sea Cliff, NY. A black-and-white interpretive map is available at the environmental center, and a smaller-scale printable PDF of trails in the Alley Wetlands and the Alley Woodlands can be found at www.runyourcity.com/state/ny/new-york-city/running-map-of-new-york-city/queens/running-map-alley-pond-park

Trail contacts: New York City Department of Parks & Recreation, The Arsenal, Central Park, 830 Fifth Ave., New York, NY 10065; (212) NEW-YORK; www.nycgovparks.org Alley Pond Environmental Center, 228-06 Northern Blvd., Douglaston, NY 11362; (718) 229-4000; www.alleypond.com
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Finding the trailhead: From the city, take the Long Island Expressway/495 west. Take exit 32 onto Little Neck Parkway and drive north for 1.1 miles to reach Northern Boulevard/Route 25A. Turn left and drive an additional 1.1 miles. The Alley Pond Environmental Center will be on the left. By public transportation: Ride the Long Island Railroad to the Douglaston stop, which is walking distance from the northern park entrance. Head south from the station on 235th Street/Douglaston Parkway and make a right (west) turn on Northern Boulevard. Look for the environmental center on the left after walking about 0.5 mile. GPS: N40 45.756' / W73 45.221'



THE HIKE

In a city as populous and built-up as New York, the idea that something resembling wilderness might exist anywhere within its boundaries seems counterintuitive. And yet at the fringes of the five boroughs, wild places such as Alley Pond Park do exist, wedged between expressways and shopping plazas, quietly providing habitats for plants and animals that manage to carve out niches for themselves in a much larger urban environment.

Like many of the waterways around New York, Alley Creek powered mills that processed locally grown grain in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 1788 the first post office in Flushing appeared in Bayside, not far from the present site of the environmental center. As the city expanded east into Queens from the island of Manhattan in the early twentieth century, officials began to set aside property for public use, and in 1935 opened the then smaller Alley Pond Park.

Setting out from the parking area just off Northern Boulevard, it’s possible to circumnavigate “The Alley,” a marshy strip of land bordering the tidal creek in the northern section of the park. Representing a fraction of the wetlands that were here before concerns about mosquitoes provoked a short campaign to fill them in during the early 1960s, the marshes nonetheless support a diverse if somewhat smaller range of flora and fauna today. The boardwalk that charts a southward course through the cordgrass and cattails is easy to find from the parking lot, and soon widens into a path thickly layered with mulch. Keep your eyes open for a diamondback terrapin, an eastern bluebird, or an eastern box turtle.

Tulip trees can reach 150 feet in height and can live to be 600years old, making them among the largest and longest-living organisms on the planet. At 133.8 feet tall, the Alley Pond Giant is approximately400 years old.
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Weeping willow, black locust, and red oak grow near the low-lying trail, which must complete the difficult task of finding a narrow passageway of dry soil between the Cross Island Parkway and the edge of the marsh. Approaching the road, vehicular noise can drown out the melodic sounds of songbirds, and roadside trash creeping under the guardrail at the top of the embankment on your right (south) mars the effect of venturing farther away from civilization, but after about 0.5 mile the trail curves east and then north on the other side of the swiftly flowing creek that gives the park its name.

Square white markers that lie flush with the ground guide hikers through a healthy meadow where curlycup gumweed, bright yellow goldenrod, and sweetsmelling honeysuckle thrive. Climbing over almost everything it can get its tendrils on, the fast-growing, invasive woody vine called porcelain berry is another plant that dominates the sunny areas on the banks of the stream. Amidst the tall grasses just after mile 1, a collection of birdhouses on slender wooden poles appears suddenly, standing in a cluster like a tiny, elevated subdevelopment. Red-winged blackbirds and tree swallows are two of the many types of bird that make their homes on the margins of the ponds in the park.
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Hidden from the road, an old windmill stands behind the Alley Pond Environmental Center.

Beyond the birdhouses, the trail heads up and over an incline before dipping down into a thick stand of tall phragmites, otherwise known as the common reed. Another invasive species, the phragmites often outcompete native plants for territory and are less nutritious for herbivores. But they actually remove more contaminants from polluted wetlands and as such can be a beneficial presence in polluted habitats. The tan and green stalks of these reeds end at a chain-link fence at the rear of an auto dealership. Turn around here and walk back the way you came in order to return to your car.

MILES AND DIRECTIONS



	0.0

	Start behind the Alley Pond Environmental Center, where a green sign indicates the entrance to a wetland garden. Pass alongside Windmill Pond (and its operational replica of a windmill dating to 1870), where wading birds such as herons fish for their lunch.




	0.25

	The mulch trail angles left into a marshy area. Look for a small sign at ground level reading 6 REUSE. Continue straight ahead (south) on the dirt track at the fork.




	0.4

	Use a small arched wooden bridge to cross a murky stream. Follow the white markers of the Douglas S. Mackay Wetland Nature Trail as it curves to the east alongside the Cross Island Parkway.




	0.7

	Walk over a culvert that carries Alley Creek under the multilane road. You may be lucky enough to spot a family of mallards swimming with the current in the spring.




	0.9

	Take the left fork (to the north) where the trail forks again and proceed toward the open meadows that border Alley Creek. Turn right after a short distance to stay on the now grassy corridor leading to Northern Boulevard.
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	1.4

	Traverse a particularly open section of meadow where a number of birdhouses have been erected. Duck under low branches and thorny vines here and there as you cross another mowed clearing in the otherwise overgrown tall grasses and shrubs.




	1.6

	After getting over a miniature hill and passing between two thick walls of purple-topped phragmites, arrive at a chain-link fence and the halfway point of your hike. Retrace your steps around Alley Creek to the environmental center.




	3.2

	Arrive back at the parking lot and trailhead on Northern Boulevard.





HIKE INFORMATION

Local information: Queens Tourism Council, Queens Borough Hall, 120-55 Queens Blvd., Room 309, Kew Gardens, NY 11424; (718) 263-0546; www.discoverqueens.info

Local events/attractions: Queens County Farm Museum, 7350 Little Neck Parkway, Glen Oaks, NY 11004; (718) 347-3276; www.queensfarm.org. New York’s only working historical farm and the longest continuously farmed site in the state.

National Art League, 44-21 Douglaston Parkway, Douglaston, NY 11363; (718) 224-3957; www.nationalartleague.org

Good eats: Grimaldi’s, 242-02 61st Ave., Douglaston, NY 11362; (718) 819-2133; www.grimaldis.com. Coal-fired, brick oven pizza at its best.

Press 195, 40-11 Bell Blvd., Flushing, NY 11361-2062; (718) 281-1950; www.press195.com. Soups, sandwiches, wine, and beer—try them in the backyard garden.

Organizations: Queens County Bird Club, c/o Alley Pond Environmental Center, 228-06 Northern Blvd., Douglaston, NY 11363; http://qcbirdclub.org

[image: A great blue heron hunts for prey.]

A great blue heron hunts for prey.
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Appalachian Trail



Trade the concrete canyons of Manhattan for the lush slopes around Greenwood Lake. /4s one of the most spectacular and challenging treks in the greater New York area, this short but demanding piece of the Appalachian Trail is ideally suited for seasoned hikers who crave views.


Start:  At the trailhead in the Village of Greenwood Lake Recreation Park

Nearest town: Greenwood Lake, NY

Distance: 10.0 miles out and back

Approximate hiking time: 6 to 7 hours

Difficulty: Difficult

Trail surface: Steep forest paths and lots of exposed rock

Seasons: May through Oct

Other users: None

Wheelchair accessibility: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Land status:National scenic trail

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Daily from sunrise to sunset

Facilities: None

Maps: USGS Greenwood Lake, NY; New York-New Jersey Trail Conference Sterling Forest Trails Map 100

Special considerations: Overnight stays must be limited to shelters and established tenting areas.

Trail contacts: Appalachian Trail Conservancy, 799 Washington St./P.O. Box 807, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425; (304) 535-6331; www.appalachiantrail.org. National Park Service, Appalachian Trail Park Office, P.O. Box 50, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425; (304) 535-6278; www.nps.gov/appa Abram S. Hewitt State Forest, c/o Wawayanda State Forest, 885 Warwick Turnpike, Hewitt, NJ 07421; (973) 853-4462; www.state.nj.us/dep/parksandforests/parks/abram.html

Finding the trailhead: By car, take I-87 north to the Tappan Zee and then drive west on I-87/I-287, over the bridge, to exit 15A. Continue north on Route 17/Orange Turnpike, turning left (west) on Route 17A, toward Warwick. Drive 7.5 miles and then turn left (south) on Windermere Avenue/Route 210. Make the fifth right (west) onto Elm Street to reach the park and the trailhead. By public transportation: Coach USA’s Short Line buses stop at Greenwood Lake several times a day (about two hours from Port Authority). From the bus stop at the Park-n-Ride on Jersey Avenue, walk west 0.1 mile to Vine Street and turn right. Cover two short blocks and then turn left (west) on Elm Street. Enter the village park at the end of the road and look for the trailhead in the northwest corner, behind the picnic pavilion. GPS: N41 13.580' / W74 17.828'



THE HIKE

Plenty of hikes in the highland region of New York and New Jersey culminate in breathtaking vistas of the natural landscape, a distant town or city, or both. To find one that offers views from at least a half dozen spots in just 5 miles, then, would make it an especially attractive destination. Yet, to describe the part of the Appalachian Trail (AT) that runs atop Bearfort Mountain and Bellvale Mountain as essentially one long ridge stretching from Passaic County, New Jersey, into Orange County, New York, would be fair and accurate. On a bright, clear day in the early summer, or better yet, in the colorful early autumn, the sight of Greenwood Lake against the backdrop of Sterling Ridge is a simply stunning image.

The drawback of this hike—if it can be called a drawback at all—is that its terrain will challenge you over and over, from the bookend climbs at the start and the midway point, to the repeated ups and downs over knobs, ledges, and ragged stone. In short, the AT as it approaches the New Jersey state line is a lot of fun, but count on getting a workout.

The exercise begins at the bottom of the blue-blazed Village Vista Trail in Greenwood Lake. Climbing through mixed hardwood forest, you’ll gain approximately 600 feet in 0.7 mile. Charging up this slope will leave both experienced and novice hikers out of breath by the time they reach the first overlook.

[image: Pack plenty of supplies if you’re planning to hike to Georgia.]

Pack plenty of supplies if you’re planning to hike to Georgia.

The scenery from 1,250 feet up, however, is worth the effort. Look down on the rooftops of the town, marvel at the tininess of the baseball field from this vantage point, and admire the deep blue-green hue of the 7-mile-long body of water originally called Long Pond by early European arrivals to the area. Continue northwest from this vista and meet the AT just before mile 1. Turn left, and let the bright white blazes guide you 4 miles southwest into Abram S. Hewitt State Forest. To get there, you’ll scramble over rugged outcroppings of lichen-covered rock and pass through groups of rhododendron and stands of pitch pine that seem to spring directly from the rock they’ve rooted themselves to.

Another outstanding view, after the 2.5-mile mark, enables you to look back on Bellvale Mountain and Dutch Hollow beyond. On the other side of Greenwood Lake, Big Beech Mountain stands out at the southern end of Sterling Ridge. Partially descend the west side of the ridge (with the help of a ladder at one point), cross a stream that plunges over the side of the mountain, and enter a little ravine that feels something like a tunnel. Emerge from the vegetation and pick your way to the top of another bald knob of granite for a view of Warwick Mountain to the northwest. From here it’s only a few steps until you pass a blue-blazed trail on the right that leads into Cascade Lake Park and then a blunt peak labeled on maps as Prospect Rock.

[image: image]

At mile 4.4 the abbreviations NJ/NY are painted on the rock in white paint, and the AT logo is painted on a box hanging from a nearby tree. Walk through this invisible boundary and enter Abram S. Hewitt State Forest. You’ll be standing in New Jersey when you turn left (southeast) on the blue State Line Trail and walk across Bearfort Mountain, a ridge formed during the last glacial retreat. This trail slopes downhill for about 1 mile (ending at a parking area on Route 511), and can pose difficulties for tired legs. Turn right (south) on the yellow Ernest Walker Trail and climb close to 200 feet to your final view. The treetops rustle in the wind, recalling the sound of waves crashing on a distant beach. Slender Fox Island is visible at the southern end of the lake. Tiny white boats etch faint lines on its glassy surface with their wakes. Savor this, then retrace your steps to the trailhead.

MILES AND DIRECTIONS



	0.0

	Start at the trailhead in the Village of Greenwood Lake Recreation Park. Begin climbing the eastern face of Bellvale Mountain, moving in the direction of the light blue blazes on the Village Vista Trail.
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	0.3

	After crossing a maintenance road, make a sharp right on the trail to continue your ascent up the steep slope. A lesser trail crosses the main path a few hundred feet later; ignore it and keep heading west.




	0.7

	Arrive at 1,250 feet and the village vista. Look down on the baseball field where you started, across the north end of the lake, and to Sterling Ridge on the other side.




	0.8

	Meet the Appalachian Trail and veer left, to the southwest. Look for white rectangles and cairns to guide you hereafter.




	1.1

	Use care descending a short but treacherous 50-foot drop.




	1.6

	Walk across a clearing in the woods with a small fire ring in the center of it.




	2.0

	Stand on the bare, lichen-covered rock at this viewpoint to look back at the town of Greenwood Lake.




	2.6

	Reach an open summit of bare stone (1,320 feet) crowned by two sizeable cairns.




	2.9

	Arrive at another viewpoint and then make a very steep descent, where the trail loses nearly 150 feet in elevation.




	3.2

	Ford a small stream.




	3.8

	Pass through a narrow, shady little ravine and then climb up to a knob with commanding views to the north, east, and west.




	4.0

	Walk by a blue-blazed trail on the right that leads into Cascade Lake Park.




	4.1

	Climb up Prospect Rock, the highest point on the hike at 1,430 feet. You will have a panoramic view of Greenwood Lake.




	4.4

	Cross the New Jersey state line and look for the blue-blazed State Line Trail on the left soon thereafter.




	4.8

	Turn right on the yellow-blazed Ernest Walker Trail to ascend Bearfort Mountain.




	5.0

	Arrive at the final overlook—another peak with a romantic view of the serene water. Finish the hike by retracing your steps north to the Village Vista Trail.




	10.0

	Arrive back at the village park.





HIKE INFORMATION

Local information: Orange County Tourism, 124 Main St., Goshen, NY 10924; (845) 615-3860; www.orangetourism.org

Passaic County, Passaic County Administration Building, Freeholder’s Office, 401 Grand St., Paterson, NJ 07505; (973) 881-4402; www.passaiccountynj.org

Local events/attractions: Franklin Mineral Museum, 32 Evans St., Franklin, NJ 07416; (973) 827-3481; http://franklinmineralmuseum.com. Open weekends in Mar, daily from Apr through Nov.

The Sterling Hill Mining Museum, 30 Plant St., Ogdensburg, NJ 07439; (973) 209-7212; http://sterlinghillminingmuseum.org. Step into an underground mine, visit Thomas S. Warren Museum of Fluorescence, study rocks and fossils, and stop by the gift shop before you go.

Good eats: Huckleberry’s BBQ, 37 Oak St., Greenwood Lake, NY 10925; (845) 477-4737; www.huckleberrysbbq.com. Country breakfast on weekend mornings, and a dinner menu that includes squirrel-less Brunswick stew, broiled catfish, and smoked, shredded, and spice-rubbed beef brisket.

Planet Pizza, 120 Windermere Ave., Greenwood Lake, NY 10925; (845) 477-2404; http://planetpizzany.com

[image: image]

Organizations: Appalachian Mountain Club, 5 Joy St., Boston, MA 02108; (617) 523-0636; www.outdoors.org. The nation’s oldest outdoor recreation and conservation organization.

American Hiking Society, 1422 Fenwick Lane, Silver Spring, MD 20910; (301) 5656704; www.americanhiking.org. Working to ensure that hiking trails and natural places are cherished and preserved for future generations.

Not only is Sterling Hill one of the oldest mining sites in the country, but when it closed in 1986, this business became the last underground mine in New Jersey to cease operations.
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Bear Mountain State Park



Tackle a popular hike in New York’s second largest state park for views of Bear Mountain Bridge, Brooks Lake, and Popolopen Torne. Cover one of the first sections of the Appalachian Trail and see how volunteers have made major improvements to ensure the enjoyment of future generations of walkers and backpackers.


Start:  Just behind the historic inn on the edge of the lake

Nearest town: Fort Montgomery, NY

Distance: 5.2-mile lollipop

Approximate hiking time: 2.5 to 3.5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate to difficult

Trail surface: Paved multiuse path, dirt footpath, grass, exposed rock faces, stone steps

Seasons: Spring, summer, and fall

Other users: None

Wheelchair accessibility: The paved multiuse path around Hessian Lake makes for a pleasant 1.5-mile loop. Perkins Memorial Tower and the views from the summit of Bear Mountain can also be reached by car via Perkins Memorial Drive.

Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted if muzzled and on leashes 6 feet or less

Land status:State park

Fees and permits: A small vehicle fee; no fee for arrivals by bus

Schedule: Daily from 8 a.m. until dusk

Facilities: Restrooms, water fountains, picnic area, gift shop, boat rentals, zoo

Maps: USGS Peekskill and Popolopen Lake, NY; New York-New Jersey Trail Conference Northern Harriman Bear Mountain Trail Map 119. A hiking guide can be downloaded from the Palisades Park Commission website (see below) or picked up at the park administration building.

Special considerations: This popular park is often crowded on nice weekends.

Trail contacts: New York State Office of Parks, Recreation & Historic Preservation, Palisades Interstate Park Commission, Bear Mountain, NY 10911; (845) 786-2701; http://nysparks.state.ny.us/

[image: image]

Finding the trailhead: If driving from New York, take I-87 north to the Taconic State Parkway. Exit onto Route 35/US 202/Crompond Road and continue west for 2.7 miles. Keep right (northwest) at the fork onto Bear Mountain Beacon Highway. Drive about 7.8 miles more to the Bear Mountain Bridge, merging with Highland Avenue outside of Peekskill. Go around the traffic circle on the other side of the bridge, and immediately look for signs for Bear Mountain State Park. The distance to the inn is approximately one-quarter of a mile. By public transportation: Coach USA’s Short Line buses drop off passengers in front of the Bear Mountain Inn on US 9W/202. To reach the Major Welch trailhead (white blazes with red circles), walk west around the inn on the paved multiuse path to the southwestern corner of Hessian Lake. GPS: N41 18.753' / W73 59.501'



THE HIKE

While it’s not the only Bear Mountain in the Empire State, Orange County’s peak is the best known, and its proximity to Manhattan has long made it a favorite destination for hikers. In fact, one of the first sections of the Appalachian Trail was built here in 1923. Predictably, the ease of access to this protected landscape has contributed to the popularity of the park, and its trail network (which extends into the adjacent Harriman State Park) can often seem too conveniently located for anyone seeking solitude. After more than eighty years of heavy traffic, the New York-New Jersey Trail Conference harnessed the energy of some 700 volunteers to restore the piece of America’s oldest hiking trail that leads down to Hessian Lake. The project, which was completed in 2010, involved cutting and placing 800 granite steps on the eastern face of the mountain.

From the lakeshore, proceed north on the multiuse path, slowly leaving the picnic area, with its smoky grills and gleeful shouts of children, behind. On sunny days the surface of the lake will be dotted with rowboats and paddleboats. A few steps before reaching the 0.4-mile mark, look for red-on-white plastic tags indicating a sharp left and prepare for uneven terrain during the next 0.5 mile on the Major Welch Trail. Heading up the mountainside, you’ll step over the gnarled roots of elm and maple trees. Wear sturdy hiking boots to protect your feet from the many stony obstacles that stubbornly occupy the route.

At 0.9 mile, the real work begins. For about the next 1,000 feet, the Major Welch Trail leads nearly straight up to the park’s main feature, and you’ll have to contend with small toeholds and a couple of scrambles on the smooth surface of exposed bedrock. If you don’t mind the huffing and puffing, it’s a thrilling passage topped off with breathtaking views. You’ll be able to see Bear Mountain Bridge and Canada Hill to the east across the Hudson River from your vantage point, and just to the north, Brooks Lake and Popolopen Torne. One more short, steep section and you’ll run into Perkins Memorial Drive. Ascend a little farther on the other side of the road and you’re nearly to the summit, where grasses and highbush blueberry take the place of tall trees. Then, approximately 1,305 feet above the river, Perkins Memorial Tower provides an even better opportunity to enjoy the scenery—four states and the skyline of Manhattan can be seen from its observation deck. The autumn is a particularly ideal time to visit.

Inside the tower, learn about the Palisades Interstate Parks Commission, an organization that George W. Perkins helped to create in 1900, and then look for an Appalachian Trail (AT) signpost outside—its large, solid white blazes will guide you back to the inn and trailhead. A large arrow painted on the rock at the top of the mountain directs hikers east, and as crickets chirp from either side of the trail, you’ll pass through more blueberry, crossing Perkins Memorial Drive twice in the span of a tenth of a mile. When you meet the road for the third time, make a sharp right (south) and follow it for 0.3 mile until it ends in a roundabout. This is where the new section of the AT begins.

Back at the start of the hike, walk through the small playground, turn right on the multiuse path again, and walk north around Hessian Lake. Turn right (east) again before you get to the zoo, walk under US 9W/202, go past the swimming pool, and follow the path downhill to reach Bear Mountain Dock, where you can look up Anthony’s Nose across the water.

[image: Boaters on Hessian Lake, with Anthony’s Nose in the background]

Boaters on Hessian Lake, with Anthony’s Nose in the background

MILES AND DIRECTIONS



	0.0

	Start behind the Bear Mountain Inn, where buses from New York drop off and pick up passengers. Three white blazes with red circles denoting the Major Welch trailhead are painted on a tree on the southwest corner of Hessian Lake.
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