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Preface

I will reluctantly admit to formerly being a bit ignorant when it came to New York State. Even though I grew up just an hour south from its border in north-central Pennsylvania, most of my traveling had been south. My knowledge of New York, I’m chagrined to say, consisted of school field trips to the Corning Museum of Glass, vacations to Niagara Falls, shopping jaunts to New York City, and as an adult, visiting the awesome wineries. Then I wrote this book.

I now rank New York State among my very favorite places on earth. I was speechless at some of the beautiful wild terrain I observed, such as the Seneca Highlands, Letchworth State Park, the Hudson River Valley, and the gorgeous Adirondack mountains. One of the most humbling realizations on my journeys through this beautiful state was how critical New York was to the infancy of this nation. Between the French and Indian War and the Revolutionary War, New York truly was the key to controlling the continent.

Aside from the inspiring natural beauty and fascinating history, I met more lovely, gracious people on my journeys than I can ever hope to thank for their assistance in this project. There are too many to name all of them, and for those omitted or who requested to be anonymous, it is not from a lack of appreciation. From docents and historical interpreters to innkeepers and winery owners, all made my trips not only extremely informative, but also enjoyable. Thank you all.

I do wish to thank my parents, Bill and Mary Hutchison, for their support. I also thank my wonderful editor, Kyle Weaver, who took a chance on an unpublished writer several years ago. I can’t thank him enough for giving me the opportunity, and for agreeing with me that ghost towns were fascinating and that others would think so, too.

Thank you, Joey and Jennifer, my two children. Old enough now to accompany me, they marched through hot, muggy, occasionally spooky ghost towns without complaint and proved to be enjoyable, enthusiastic travel partners.

I also wish to thank my dear friends, Sherri Umbaugh and Heather Whitfield Swope, who assisted with some of the actual ghost-towning for this book. Sherri accompanied me on two epic trips through the state and made the journeys memorable and so much fun. Her irrational phobia of bears made for some hilarious moments. Heather was new to ghost-towning and took to it like a pro. Thanks to her, I was dissuaded from giving up on finding Tahawus, one mile short of the town. It was worth that last mile of searching, and I am grateful. She was a cheerful, enthusiastic companion on my journeys.

To the ladies at the Pioneer Oil Museum who took great pains to open the museum, drive me out to the Richburg Oil Well monument, and never complain about giving up part of their weekend to help, I am grateful. Likewise, Timmy Gardocki, the charming young man at the Beekman 1802 Mercantile in Sharon Springs, thank you for your help. I’m still disappointed that I was unable to buy any of your delicious sold-out cheese.

I also want to thank Chip Cain, president of the Harrisburg (Pa.) Camera Club for providing his considerable talent in creating the cover photo for this book, of Bannerman Island. I consider myself fortunate to have his help.








New York City Area

Doodletown

In arguably one of the most beautiful locations in New York State, Doodletown is well worth the walk in from the road.

History

There are varying reports about how Doodletown received its unusual name. Some believe that the name came when British troops marched through the town on their way to fight at Forts Montgomery and Clinton, near present-day West Point. To antagonize the locals, the British soldiers sang “Yankee Doodle” as they marched past. Others believe that the name came from the Dutch term for “Dead Dell.”

One of the earliest families to inhabit the area of the Hudson River Valley that would later become Doodletown was the June family. In the current ruins, there are two June family cemeteries. The first June family members, Ithiel and Charity June, arrived in the area in the early 1760s. They purchased several hundred acres from a family named Tompkins and settled in. Their neighbors included the Herbert and Weiant families. By the 1850s, the tiny settlement had been joined by several other families, including the Rhodes, Sheldons, and Kesslers.

In approximately 1854, the Mountville Presbyterian Church and an adjoining parsonage were built to serve the families of Doodletown and the surrounding areas. The church building was also used as a schoolhouse for the local children.

By the early 1870s, there were three distinct cemeteries, and more than twenty-five families lived in the hamlet. The community had grown to the point of needing a larger church, which was built in the center of town. This church was a Methodist Episcopal denomination, which was presided over by circuit ministers who traveled throughout the region. The earlier church was decommissioned and became a private home. A large one-room school was built to educate the children of the village.

Just north of Doodletown was Iona Island, an island in the Hudson River named for the Iona grapes that were grown there. By 1859, it was privately owned, including by Dr. E.W. Grant, who grew not only grapes, but also an apple orchard on the site. He owned a grand home. Later, in the 1890s, an amusement park called the Iona Island Picnic Grove was built on the island. The doctor’s mansion served as a hotel for visitors. The new park and hotel provided some employment for Doodletown residents.

Around 1900, the area was being mulled over as a possible state prison site. Alarmed citizens mobilized to preserve the area. The concept of using the area instead for recreation was floated and met with enthusiasm. By 1910, the new Park Commission, housed at Bear Mountain, had begun to accumulate local land with the purpose of preserving and maintaining its beauty for future generations.

Large parcels of land were given or sold to the Park Commission by some of the wealthier landholders in the area. However, other acreage was owned by more humble landowners who did not wish to sell their property. The wheels of progress churned on, however, and little by little the land was taken, either through voluntary sales or by power of eminent domain.

Doodletown continued to thrive during the early phases of the park’s development. Small villages and hamlets in the surrounding area began to be swallowed up by the park, but Doodletown was relatively untouched at first. However, by 1937, the townspeople were starting to suspect that they were in danger of being swallowed by the park as well. However, the end of Doodletown was still a few decades away.

Life in Doodletown was quiet and peaceful. Some townspeople were able to make a living within the town’s boundaries, while many others commuted to work by horse, ferry, and train, and later, by automobile. As commuting became easier, it became desirable to live in Doodletown, enjoying the quiet pace of life there, while working elsewhere.

The decade leading up to 1920 was an exciting one for the area. A large dock for steamboats was constructed on the Hudson River, and the Bear Mountain Inn was built. People from other parts of the state and country began to discover the area’s beauty, bringing cars in on the newly built roads and bridges. Seven Lakes Drive, one of the most scenic roads in the country, was constructed.

As the town grew, the need for a larger school became evident. The children were still using a one-room schoolhouse. In 1926, to service the higher population, a lovely two-room schoolhouse was erected. It was constructed using local fieldstone, much of which was collected by the local children. The school housed grades one through eight. Beyond eighth grade, the children had to commute to schools in other towns.

Charles Watson, a local man, devised these lyrics (set to the tune of “My Darlin’ Clementine”) to be sung during a PTA get-together:


In a valley, in the mountains,

By the Hudson, all serene,

Lies a village, rests a hamlet,

Snug amongst the forest’s green.

Where the Indian had his way

Came a hunter one fine day,

Walked the trail and climbed the rocks,

Seeking bear and wily fox.

Then the settlers did declare,

Freedom’s ring was in the air.

Came the British troops galore,

Marching Redcoats, bent on war.

Independence is what we got,

After flame and many a shot.

Then in peace we settled down,

Staked a claim in Doodletown.

Up the river to the land,

Came our small but hardy band.

Men and women, children too,

Braved the storms the north wind blew.

Felled the trees and mined the ore,

Tilled the fields and did the chores.

Stayed to see our dream come true,

House and home, and life made new.

If some laughter is what you’re after,

Sing from cellar to the rafter,

Oh, my darling, don’t you frown,

Sing in praise of Doodletown.

If your sorrow you’d like to drown,

Come on up to Doodletown.

Gather round and sing for fun,

Get together and sing as one.

If you’ve had enough of strife,

And you want a real good life,

Set your hat on straight and then,

Head right for this little glen.

Walk and ramble, run and gambol,

Travel up and travel down,

You will never, hardly ever,

Find a place like Doodletown.

If some joy you could employ,

Peace of mind you’d like to find,

Do not dilly, do not dally,

Hasten to this lovely valley.



Several small businesses were located in and near Doodletown. For example, in the 1920s there was a general store, which also served as the town’s informal post office prior to the official post office opening. The Herbert family owned the store, with Mrs. Minnie Herbert serving as clerk while her husband, Oscar, was a local blacksmith. He regularly traveled to the post office in Iona Island to retrieve the town’s mail and bring it to his store. In 1937 a formal post office was opened on Bear Mountain.

For recreation, the townspeople enjoyed frequent church activities and dinners. On Pleasant Valley Road, a resident named Luther Stalter often hosted square dances in his barn. Some of the locals played baseball with the local team, the Bear Mountain Bears. The baseball games were typically played in the large field adjacent to the Bear Mountain Inn. A roller- and ice-skating rink located near the Bear Mountain Inn was a popular destination for local teenagers. It stood beside Hessian Lake until it burned in 1952.

The children of the area also enjoyed a swimming hole called “The Ten Foot.” It was located in Doodletown Creek and was surrounded by enormous boulders. The water was said to be extremely cold, but that didn’t dampen the children’s enthusiasm.

In 1918, the June-Lemmon tract of land was sold to the Park Commission. One of the park’s superintendents lived in the home on this property. He was an avid gardener and planted an impressive nursery on the site. Some of the nursery plants are still present today in the surrounding woods.

Slowly, the town began to disappear, as one by one, residents sold their properties to the Park Commission. As the homeowners moved away, the Commission commandeered the land, either tearing down the buildings or renting the homes to park employees.

According to Elizabeth “Perk” Stalter, former resident and historian of the town, the Gray family lands were sold in the mid 1920s, and the Scandell tract in 1928. Some Herbert land was acquired in 1932, followed shortly thereafter by the Newell property. The venerable June family began to sell their own land by 1940.

With the outbreak of World War II, Doodletown was affected like many communities in the United States. Several of the young men in town went off to fight in the war. At least one returned with serious injuries. The remaining townspeople spent the wartime growing victory gardens and being as self-sufficient as possible. They welcomed their soldiers back with open arms at the conclusion of the war, and life returned to normal.

The end of the war, however, had one ominous implication for Doodletown. The Park Commission, which had been dormant and focused elsewhere during the war years, returned its attention to the acquisition of land in the area.

The Town Today

Thanks in large part to the efforts of Elizabeth Stalter (who wrote the definitive history of the hamlet), the disappearing Doodletown is easy to visit in a meaningful way. Although the site is difficult to locate initially, once you are on the trail to the town, it is well marked with large, detailed maps. In addition, placards are placed in front of the sites of various ruins left from the town. The town roads, while obviously unmaintained, make for an easy hike. Foundations are evident throughout the area. Three cemeteries, also easily located from the maps, are well maintained and completely intact. Plan to spend a minimum of several hours wandering around the town. Be watchful for snakes.

Directions

While driving on Seven Lakes Drive in the Palisades Interstate Park in New York, find the significant landmark of the Bear Mountain Inn. After passing the Inn, continue south on Seven Lakes Drive past the first roundabout. When the road takes a very sharp V curve, you will see a small sign for Lemmon Road on the left. This marks the beginning of the trail to the town. Parking is difficult, but there is room for one or two cars at the mouth of the trail.

Proceed down the trail. In approximately a quarter mile, you will begin seeing schematic maps clearly marking the way and delineating the locations of various buildings and cemeteries.

It is also possible to hike to the site from the second parking lot of the Bear Mountain Inn (which has a charge for parking). Follow the “white” trail through the tunnel in the back of the lot. Doodletown is reportedly a half mile hike from the lot.

Roseton

A successful business takes up residence on the beautiful banks of the Hudson River.

History

In the mid- to late 1800s, entrepreneurs realized that the Hudson River Valley had a natural resource that would later become instrumental to the region’s economy: rich clay that could be made into bricks.

In 1883, John C. Rose, who owned a small brickyard in nearby Haverstraw, decided to expand his business by purchasing a three hundred-acre parcel of land north of Newburgh. Included with his $25,000 purchase was a mansion and the surrounding land, formerly the property of the Davis family. He promptly tore down the mansion and located the new brickyard on the site. The large banks of high-quality clay quickly paid off. Rose and Company soon became a leading provider of bricks for New York City and beyond.

A town began forming around the brickyard as more and more employees were needed. At its busiest, the brickyard employed almost a thousand workers. Although some of the employees commuted from nearby towns, others moved to the area. Rose created a company town to house them. Besides homes, the hamlet contained a two-story school, a post office, a general store, churches, and even an entertainment hall, with billiards, a stage, and meeting rooms.

Rose and Company incorporated in 1884. The company ran sixteen brick machines, which could manufacture twenty-four thousand bricks per day. Each year, the brickyard produced approximately four million bricks.

Adjacent to the Rose brickyard was the Jova brickyard. Already a successful businessman, Juan Jacinto Jova reluctantly turned his family’s vacation property into a profitable brick-manufacturing operation after watching the Rose family’s success. Jova and his wife were instrumental in building Our Lady of Mercy Chapel in Roseton.

Under John C.’s leadership, Rose and Company (the name was later changed to The Rose Brick Company) thrived. Like his sons after him, John C. was an innovator. Prior to his involvement, barges carried bricks downriver belowdecks. A maximum load was 75,000 bricks. John C. Rose devised a way for ships to carry the bricks above decks, expanding the carrying capacity of the barges to 600,000 per load.

John C. Rose and his son Hilend managed Rose and Company for several years. However, in 1894 Hilend suddenly died. His father passed away two years later. Another of John C.’s sons, John Bailey Rose, was attending college at Yale when his father passed away. In April 1897, two months before graduation, John B. took over the business (conflicting accounts exist as to whether he officially graduated). He was twenty-two.

The company continued to prosper after John B. took over. Rose bricks were used in building the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, the New York Stock Exchange, the Empire State Building, and the Customs House of the Battery. Gravel made from ground-up Rose bricks was used to pave the lanes in Central Park.

On a typical work day, approximately one hundred and fifty horses and their handlers were needed to transport the clay to the brick machines. An innovator like his father, John B. Rose built a three mile-long private railroad that could accommodate a train with fifty railroad cars. The train could carry 750 tons of material per load. The horses and almost a hundred workers lost their jobs due to redundancy.

Brickwork was seasonal, and the winter months could be very hard on workers’ families. During lean times the local store extended credit to the workers to help them survive until brickmaking season resumed. Some idle workers traveled to Rockland Lake (see page 32) to work in the ice industry during the winter.

John Bailey Rose opened a company headquarters in New York City, on West 52nd Street. He eventually entered politics, serving on the Electoral College in 1904 for Theodore Roosevelt and serving as a New York State Senator for two terms, starting in 1908.

Rose eventually closed the business and sold the land. His own home, nicknamed “The Homestead,” was sold to a man named Angelo Sasso, who turned it into a restaurant named Beau Rivage. The restaurant was popular and remained open for many years until it burned down on New Year’s Eve 1982. The brickyard itself was sold to the Central Hudson Gas and Electric Company. The company also bought most of the private homes in the area and promptly demolished them.

The Town Today

Little is left of what was once Roseton. The post office closed in 1970. The school building survived for some time and was used for storage by the local school district. However, it was eventually sold and demolished. The only significant building still standing is the Our Lady of Mercy Chapel, built in 1891 with sponsorship from the Jova family. It is still a well-attended church for the local Roman Catholic population, many of whom are descendants of the brick workers.

Directions

From Interstate 84 East, take Exit 10 toward Newburgh. Turn left onto US 9 West. There is a highway marker on Route 9W north of Newburgh. From there, turn right, toward the river. Our Lady of Mercy Chapel is just north of the site of Roseton.

Bedloe’s Island

Bedloe’s Island went through a number of tenants and owners before becoming home to one of the country’s most treasured monuments: the Statue of Liberty.

History

Native Americans were the first to spend time on what later became known as Ellis Island. The Algonquins valued the rich oyster beds located on the island; in fact, Ellis Island and two neighboring islands were known as the “Oyster Islands.” Archaeological evidence shows that the Indians living on the island ate the oysters and discarded the shells, which were found along with arrowheads and pottery shards. In addition, the Indians apparently varied their diet with ducks, turtles, deer, and fish, as bones of those animals were found among the oyster shells.

The Algonquin were a fairly peaceful people, and they existed alongside several other neighboring tribes throughout what are now the boroughs of New York City. It was not until the Dutch arrived in 1609 that life changed dramatically for the residents of the Oyster Islands. Henry Hudson set up a Dutch colony along what became the Hudson River, and Native Americans began trading and working with the Europeans. The Dutch called the area New Netherlands.

The Native Americans and the Dutch struck an unusual arrangement. For three years, the Europeans were allowed to collect as many furs as they could from the area inhabited by the tribes. The Dutch then provided the Indians with tools such as iron axes, knives, farming tools, and iron pots. While this arrangement initially worked, the Native American people were not prepared for the diseases that the Europeans carried. Pestilence, war, and increasing numbers of Europeans eventually reduced the Native American presence in the area. By the mid-1600s the area was firmly controlled by the Europeans.

The English took over the area in 1664 and promptly renamed it New York. The colonial governor deeded Oyster Island to Captain Robert Needham. Three years later, on December 23, 1667, Captain Needham sold the island to a Dutch merchant and shop owner, Isaac Bedloe.

In 1669, Isaac Bedloe was informed by the new colonial governor, Francis Lovelace, that he could maintain ownership of Oyster Island under two conditions: that he allow people who were charged with civil crimes to live there, and that he rename the island after Lovelace. Bedloe agreed and named the island Love Island.

In 1673, the Dutch colonists rebelled against Lovelace. Although Bedloe had passed away, the Dutch briefly maintained control of New York, overthrowing Governor Lovelace, before the British regained control of the area. The island was renamed Bedloe’s Island.

Isaac Bedloe’s widow, Mary Bedloe Smith, did not fare well after her husband’s death. Facing financial ruin, she sold Bedloe’s Island in 1732 to local merchants Adolph Philpse and Henry Lane. Lane and Philipse quickly lost control of the island, although they retained ownership. New York used the island to inspect incoming seamen and colonists for smallpox before allowing them into the city.

In January 1746, the island was sold to Archibald Kennedy, who was the collector and receiver general for the Port of New York. Kennedy planned to use the island as a summer retreat, a plan that briefly worked. He built a lighthouse and a home on the island in 1753, but in 1755 the city again seized control of the island for use as a quarantine center. Disgusted that his intended use of the island was thwarted, Kennedy sold the island to the city of New York in February 1758. The government quickly built a hospital (called a “pesthouse”) for those suffering from smallpox.

During the American Revolution, the British maintained control of New York for some time. Bedloe’s Island became a sanctuary for American colonists who remained loyal to England. However, in April 1776, American colonial forces attacked Bedloe’s Island and razed the buildings on it.

In 1793, the French were given Bedloe’s Island. They again used it as a quarantine and isolation station. However, the young American government began to realize that this island was in a prime position to help protect the entrance to New York Harbor. The Americans asked the French to return the island, which they did in 1796.

Fort Wood was constructed on the island in 1807. It was named for Eleazer D. Wood, an army hero who was killed in battle during the War of 1812. Fort Wood was shaped like an eleven-pointed star. It was staffed by approximately six hundred soldiers in 1851. This number of inhabitants stretched the resources of the fort to the limit, and most lived in crowded tents instead of barracks. By 1852, most soldiers were moved elsewhere. The fort was used again during the Civil War, when it served as a storage facility for weaponry. Soldiers would remain stationed on Bedloe’s Island until 1937.

In 1881, construction of the Statue of Liberty began in France. The statue was designed by French sculptor August Bartholdi and was intended to represent freedom as well as to cement the friendship between the United States and France. The plan was to place the statue on Bedloe’s Island, since it would be visible to all entering New York Harbor. Bartholdi liked the idea of the statue standing at the “gateway to America.” The statue was completed in France by 1884. It was transported to the United States in June 1865 and was reassembled on Bedloe’s Island in 1886.

Fort Wood played a role in the statue’s construction: The pedestal of the statue is situated within its star-point walls.

The Town Today

The Statue of Liberty is a treasured landmark in the United States, inviting thousands to visit. At the time of publication, an interior renovation is underway, and visitors are not allowed to climb the stairs inside the statue. It is best to check ahead if planning to visit. For those interested in the history of the Bedloe’s Island settlement, little remains: the fort walls are the only reminders of the island’s past life.

Directions

Bedloe’s Island and the Statue of Liberty are only accessible by the ferry, which departs from either Battery Park, New York, or Liberty State Park, New Jersey. Private boats are not permitted to dock on the island.

Camp Shanks/Shanks Village

Camp Shanks, “Last Stop USA,” was indeed the last view of the United States for thousands of servicemen who passed through this site on their way to fight in the European Theater during World War II.

History

Orangeburg, a peaceful town on the Hudson River, was a comfortable commute away from New York City in the early twentieth century. Those who didn’t travel into the city every day worked as farmers and shopkeepers, making this lovely bedroom community a desirable place to live. However, in 1942 the town underwent a rapid, dramatic change. The United States was embroiled in a vicious world war, and the citizens of Orangeburg were called upon to make an astounding sacrifice to their country’s war effort.

Under the War Powers Act, which gave the federal government unprecedented power, the United States government set its sights on obtaining a little over two thousand acres of land, mostly consisting of farmland, in and around Orangeburg as the site of a camp for housing troops on their way to fight overseas. The location was almost perfect: It was near train lines and shipping sites, making troop movement very easy.

On September 25, 1942, at a meeting held at the Orangeburg school, property owners were informed that their land was to be purchased for the war effort. The surprised landowners were given two weeks to leave their property, some of which had been in families for generations.

Almost overnight, Camp Shanks, named for Major General Carey Shanks, was begun. Seventeen thousand workers descended upon the area. They hastily demolished existing homes and barns and constructed more than two thousand buildings on the site. The camp, which was run by a staff of six thousand, opened for business on January 4, 1943. It was to serve as temporary housing for up to 47,000 troops at a time as they were processed to be sent overseas to fight.

While the soldiers were housed at the camp, the necessary personnel and financial paperwork was completed, health assessments were done, and uniforms were issued. The soldiers drilled and practiced and were prepared for what to expect on board the ships that would transport them. Each soldier was given a gas mask, which they were required to test in a gas chamber on the base.

By the time the base was fully functional, $43 million had been spent on construction and infrastructure. Besides the two thousand buildings, the camp also had several roads that required maintenance, a sewer system, water towers, and electrical services.

The temporary residents of Camp Shanks were carefully separated by race and gender. African-American troops had their own barracks separate from the white soldiers. They also attended a different USO club than white soldiers. The Women’s Army Corps (WAC) soldiers were likewise kept in separate housing.

There were several recreational outlets for the soldiers, both in the camp and in several nearby towns. Nearby USO clubs were popular; the four that were most popular with the troops were located in Nyack, Tappan, Orangeburg, and Pearl River. Within the camp there were baseball fields, a swimming pool, a gymnasium, and a bowling alley. In addition, there were beer halls and concert venues to entertain the troops. Many popular entertainers visited Camp Shanks; Pearl Bailey, Frank Sinatra, Helen Hayes, Jackie Gleason, Shirley Temple, Judy Garland, Humphrey Bogart, Dinah Shore, and many others provided a pleasant distraction to the soldiers preparing to leave for the European Theater.

As the war continued, Camp Shanks took on a new role: that of prisoner of war camp. Italian and German soldiers were sent to Camp Shanks to remain until they could be returned to Europe. In total, 290,000 foreign prisoners of war passed through Camp Shanks. The typical POW remained at the camp for anywhere from a few weeks to several months.

Eventually, the war came to an end, and the camp became obsolete. By the summer of 1946, a new purpose was found for the camp. With the end of the war and the advent of the GI Bill, enrollment in colleges had increased dramatically. Columbia University, located in New York City, had a housing crisis as new students flooded in. A deal was struck with the US government to use some of Camp Shanks as living quarters for the students. By the time this transformation was complete, the camp had served as a departure point for 1.3 million troops, including E Company, 2nd Battalion of the 506th Infantry Regiment of the 101st Airborne, immortalized in the series Band of Brothers.

Approximately fifteen hundred of the Camp Shanks barracks were transformed into apartments for four thousand families. Many of the remaining empty barracks were converted into apartments for returning soldiers who did not intend to attend college. Most of the new apartments were two-bedroom units, with a living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom. To meet the needs of this new community, tennis courts, playgrounds, a library, and a community center were constructed.

Unlike Camp Shanks, Shanks Village (as the community was named) was integrated, with black and white families living in the same buildings. The village thrived and provided its residents with a safe, pleasant place to live.

By 1951, many of the collegiate GIs had graduated and moved on. Columbia University ended its sponsorship of the village and residency dwindled. The final tenants left in 1956. With the completion of both the Tappan-Zee Bridge and the Palisades Interstate Parkway, developers swooped in to build suburban housing for New York City commuters. Soon, little remained of Camp Shanks.

The Town Today

Little remains of Camp Shanks and Shanks Village today. Two monuments to their existence remain. There is a statue, the Camp Shanks Monument, in Tappan, and the Camp Shanks Museum. The museum contains many photographs of the town, as well as a diorama.

Directions

The Camp Shanks Monument is located at Independence Avenue and Lowe Lane, off Western Highway, in the city of Tappan. The Camp Shanks Museum is located on South Greenbush Road in Orangeburg. It is close to the intersection of Routes 303 and 340. It was opened in June 1994 on the fiftieth anniversary of D-day and contains artifacts, photos, and uniforms. It is open weekends from Memorial Day through Labor Day, and admission is free.

Letchworth Village

Although arguably not a true town, it was nevertheless home to many people over the years.

History

Letchworth Village, which began its existence as the Eastern New York State Custodial Asylum, was eventually named Letchworth Village Home for the Feeble Minded and Epileptics, after the famous New York philanthropist, William Pryor Letchworth.

Unlike most institutions in place at the time for the mentally disabled, Letchworth Village was intended to resemble a village, as opposed to a sterile, cold institution. It had mostly one-story buildings, spaced out around the property, instead of large hospital wards. There were cottages in which the residents lived, along with dining halls, staff housing, and a hospital. The concept was that the atmosphere would be more home-like, and that feeling more comfortable and being part of a community would produce better outcomes for the patients.

The patients were separated by gender. From there, they were further separated into three groups: young and improvable, middle-aged and industrious, and infirm and helpless. The groups did not mingle.

One of the concerns with Letchworth Village was that the definition of appropriate resident was very wide. People with Down Syndrome, epileptics, microcephalics, dwarves, and even albinos were accepted. Some therapists employed by the institution were concerned that some of the children they worked with were very intelligent, and perhaps should have been educated elsewhere. Letchworth Village strove to educate and train its residents. In addition, the residents who were able were given jobs to do around the farm.

Letchworth Village struggled with issues such as underfunding from the government as well as overcrowding. Its programs were rare among such institutions and were very popular. In the late 1970s, institutions such as Letchworth Village became less popular. Initiatives to educate special-needs children in public schools began, and families opted to keep their family members within their homes. Some residents were placed in group homes.

Well-publicized reports that were harshly critical of Letchworth Village’s treatment of its clientele came to light. Accusations of maltreatment of the residents were rampant, hastening the village’s demise. Letchworth Village closed its doors in 1996. The farmland was sold off.

The Town Today

There are still Letchworth Village buildings standing vacant. Several buildings are in use, but none are available to tour by the public. Sources report that walking about the grounds during the day is legal, but entering the buildings is not. In addition, it is not safe to enter the buildings. Structural infirmities, hazards, and vagrants may be present.

Directions

From the Palisades Parkway, take Exit 14 toward Thiells/Haverstraw. Turn right at the bottom of the ramp onto County Route 98/Willow Grove Road. Turn right onto County Route 94/Letchworth Village Road. Turn right onto Ridge Road, and then take a right onto Underpass Road. Turn right onto Storrs Road, and then make a right onto E. Vanderlip.

Fort Schuyler

Now housed within the Merchant Marine Academy, Fort Schuyler once stood sentinel over New York Harbor.

History

Following the War of 1812, the United States came to the uncomfortable realization that it needed to better protect its coastlines from foreign invasion. A number of defenses were built along the East Coast. One such installation was Fort Schuyler.

Fort Schuyler was built to protect New York City from foreign intruders. It guarded the eastern entrance of New York Harbor from Long Island Sound, on Throg’s Neck. The fort was situated where the East River met the sound, across from Fort Totten.

The decision to build the fort was made in 1818. The federal government purchased fifty-two acres in modern-day Bronx from William Bayard in 1826, and construction began in 1833. The fort was built using granite brought from nearby Greenwich, Connecticut. It was designed with an irregular pentagon shape and was intended to house 1,250 soldiers. From land, access was through a drawbridge, with passage through a tunnel equipped with gunslits for cutting down invaders.

By December 1845, the fort was already heavily armed, even though construction was still ongoing. In 1856, the completed fort was inducted into service. It was named Fort Schuyler after General Philip Schuyler, who had led the Continental forces in the early stages of the Saratoga Campaign in 1777. During the Civil War, the fort was used to house approximately five hundred prisoners of war, including some Union soldiers who had been arrested for various crimes.

The fort included the MacDougall Hospital, which contained two thousand beds. The hospital, and indeed the entire fort, was exceptional in its cleanliness and ability to adequately dispose of waste. In the time that the fort was in use, not a single man was lost to disease. In May 1934, the last soldiers left the fort. Work began to incorporate the fort as part of the New York State Merchant Marine Academy.

The Town Today

The fort is open for unguided walking tours (information and maps are provided at the visitor center). The fort functions as a museum not only for Fort Schuyler’s history, but also an underwater artifacts exhibit, a modern shipping exhibit, and the maritime academy. Not open to the public are the tunnels and dungeons that are rumored to lie beneath the fort.

The fort and museum are open daily Monday through Saturday, from 9 A.M. to 4 P.M. Admission and parking are free.

Directions

From Brooklyn, Queens, and Long Island by way of Throg’s Neck Bridge: Use the extreme right toll booth and exit immediately on your right after paying toll. Continue to the second stop sign and turn left, crossing over the expressway and bearing left onto Pennyfield Avenue. Take Pennyfield Avenue to the end. The college’s front gate is to the left.

Camp Hero

Was Long Island home to experiments in time travel, mind control, and teleportation?

History

The origins of Camp Hero were relatively “normal.” The far eastern end of Long Island had long been viewed as a potentially strategic site for the military. However, the United States government was pressed to take action on the site following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. The base was initially named Camp Hero and was intended to monitor the area for Nazi submarines, which were considered to be a significant threat to the East Coast. The facility included bunkers.

Initially, the base was disguised as a small civilian fishing port, and few outsiders recognized it for what it was. When the war ended in 1945, the base’s staffing was reduced, and the government talked of closing it. However, in the face of a perceived increase in threat level from the Soviets, the government ramped up staffing at the base. By 1948, surveillance, including a new radar installation, was in full swing, searching for possible Soviet infiltration. Camp Hero was first renamed Montauk Point, then was changed again in 1953 to Montauk Air Force Station.

The Montauk Air Force Station kept watch for Soviet invasions through 1978. However, as satellite technology improved and replaced radar surveillance, the base became obsolete. President Jimmy Carter ordered the base to be closed. It was soon afterward that a rogue group of scientists started using the facility for forbidden experiments—or so the stories say.

To understand how the strange rumors about Camp Hero began, one must first understand the Philadelphia Experiment, a supposed experiment in teleportation. The Philadelphia Experiment, also known as the Rainbow Project, was conducted in the Philadelphia Naval Yard in October 1943. The U.S. Navy was reportedly working on developing invisibility using a modified version of Albert Einstein’s Unified Field Theory. The prevailing belief was that if we could make our warships invisible to radar, our enemies would quickly surrender. However, the unexpected result of the experiment, stories say, was actual teleportation.

The experiment involved a Navy warship, the DE 173 USS Eldridge. As the experiment progressed, the ship became invisible to the crew, who could no longer see the deck below their feet. The ship supposedly teleported to Norfolk, Virginia, and then back to Philadelphia several minutes later.

Eyewitnesses allegedly observed the Eldridge’s disappearance and reappearance. From a nearby steamer, Navy personnel saw the air around the warship darken, followed by the appearance of a strange green mist. At that point, the ship abruptly disappeared, reappearing several minutes later.

However, the experiment did not go smoothly. When the ship rematerialized in Philadelphia, several crew members never reappeared. Others made the journey, but were welded fatally into the metal of the ship. Those who returned physically unscathed were mentally disoriented and unstable. They were discharged with a mental health diagnosis. Few remembered or talked about their ordeal, and those that did were considered to be psychotic and were largely ignored.

According to some, the U.S. government quickly ended its research into radar invisibility and teleportation at this point. The difficulties in keeping witnesses quiet, the challenges in explaining the disappearances of sailors, and the realization that the technology was far too mysterious and undeveloped to pursue influenced the decision.

Less than a decade later, the Philadelphia Experiment scientists met secretly to discuss options. They believed that the importance of the invisibility and teleportation experiments could not be ignored. In addition, they believed that it was crucial to explore the devastating psychological damage to the members of the Eldridge’s crew. They thought that harnessing the power that damaged the crew could be used on enemy forces in the form of mind control.

Congress refused to fund the program, concerned about the consequences of engaging in this mysterious research. The story holds that powerful military leaders at the Pentagon ignored Congress’s refusal and began a project in secret, unable to ignore the potential military advantages of the technology. Because of the secrecy that was necessary, the funding for the project had to be similarly secret. The stories say that the funding was obtained from Nazi gold that had been recovered from a train stopped in France near the end of World War II.

The scientists initially set up shop at the Brookhaven National Laboratory on Long Island. Then the team, anxious to pursue their mind control experiments, decided that they needed a large radar dish. They quickly realized that an unused radar dish was located at nearby Camp Hero in Montauk. They quietly set up shop, building an extensive system of underground laboratories so that the research could be conducted in complete secrecy.

The theories about the experiments tend to center on the use of various frequencies, and the study of how they altered moods. The goal was to train brain waves and use them strategically. One of the mind control experiments conducted at Camp Hero supposedly involved making the subjects’ deepest fears and nightmares take some sort of semi-physical form.

The mind control experiments depended on identifying young males with apparent psychic abilities. Many of them came from the original Philadelphia Experiment. The subject would be taken into a subterranean lab and seated in a chair. The chair, referred to as the “Montauk Chair,” was specially designed to use a bombardment of radio waves to support the subject’s psychic abilities. As the radio waves blasted into the room, the young men who were most psychically talented were able to project creations from their minds into a physical reality, at least briefly.

One of the more colorful tales of the mind control work was that of a young man named Duncan Cameron, who had supposedly also served on the USS Eldridge. Cameron was considered to be one of the most talented of the mind-control subjects. He was able to not only make reality change and manifest creations from his mind, but also could alter time. This ability to manipulate temporality created great excitement, and some concern, among the Montauk Project scientists.

As the Montauk Project increased in intensity (and possibly in success), the underground construction continued. Reportedly, the subterranean complex even extended well under the nearby town of Montauk.

As the success with time travel increased, some of the scientists began to feel uncomfortable with the direction of the research. They feared that tampering wantonly with such powerful technology could have catastrophic consequences. They begged the leadership to end the experiments, but were denied. They decided to force the issue. In August 1983, the scientists still in favor of conducting the experiments decided to send test subjects back in time to the USS Eldridge, in order to influence that experiment of forty years ago.

The scientists who were seeking to end the Montauk Project seized this opportunity. They used Duncan Cameron to envision a huge Bigfoot-type animal, which then materialized within the laboratory. The enraged beast ran amok, destroying much of the sensitive equipment used to perform the experiments. As the beast obliterated the time travel system, it instantly disappeared. The leadership was in shock over the mayhem. The Montauk Project was ended and the base was abandoned. Those connected with the project were sworn to secrecy.

Rumors abound that some work continues at the base. From the outside, it appears to be completely abandoned, but locals report some comings and goings from the base to this day.

The Town Today

In 2002, the Montauk Air Force Station was renamed its original moniker, Camp Hero, and became part of Camp Hero State Park. Parts of the base remain off-limits, and it is illegal to circumvent the fence. Rumors persist that there are substantial underground structures that were used for the supposed mysterious research.

Directions

From I-495/Long Island Expressway heading east, take Exit 68 toward CR-46/William Floyd Parkway/Shirley/Wading River. In just under 28 miles, turn left onto Route 27. Follow Route 27 through Long Island to Montauk. Turn right onto Camp Hero State Park Road. The radar dish is visible within the park.

North Brother Island

This thirteen-acre island was the setting for a documentary on how the world would fare if mankind disappeared. It also was the home of “Typhoid Mary” for several decades.

History

In 1614, two small islands in the East River were named “duo de Gesellen,” or “the two companions.” What became North Brother Island and the much smaller South Brother Island were left uninhabited for many years. The currents around the islands dissuaded many from traveling to the islands.

The town of Morrisania, which is in the Bronx, purchased North Brother Island in 1871. The Sisters of Charity built a tuberculosis hospital on the island. In 1875, the City of New York bought the island and closed the hospital. In 1885, another hospital, named Riverside Hospital, was built on the island. It was intended to treat infectious diseases, including tuberculosis, smallpox, typhoid, measles, polio, and diphtheria. Access from the mainland was by a ferry, which transported staff and patients from 132nd Street in the Bronx.

Overcrowding was a concern at the hospital, particularly in times of disease outbreaks. During an outbreak of typhoid in the New York City area in 1892, the number of patients exceeded twelve hundred. At times the patients exceeded the number of beds, and tents were used. Heated by wood-burning stoves, several tents caught fire, causing officials to express concern about safety on the island. The death of an infant with measles en route to the island in the winter cold added to the criticism.

North Brother Island was also the site of the most deadly incident in New York City prior to September 11, 2001—the wreck of the General Slocum, an excursion steamboat, on June 15, 1904. The ship was carrying more than thirteen hundred passengers, including many children, to a church picnic at Locust Grove on Long Island Sound. What made the accident more tragic were the blunders made before it occurred. Despite huge safety omissions, reportedly corrupt inspectors declared the General Slocum seaworthy.

The ship had six lifeboats. They were not only tied down, but also painted firmly to the deck, unusable. The fire hoses on board had rotted, and the lifebelts, which were nailed to the wall among some rusty wiring, were over a decade old. When panicking passengers attempted to use them, many were dragged to the bottom of the river by the weight. The cork within them had disintegrated, and to replace the bulk, iron rods had been inserted into the lifebelts.

The catastrophe began when the ship burst into flames, which could not be extinguished thanks to the frayed fire hoses. The captain, William Van Shaick, attempted to land the ship at the nearest spot to beach the craft. Although he could have made it to Port Morris, in the Bronx, which had piers available, Van Schaick apparently made the decision to head to North Brother Island because Port Morris had flammable wooden docks and oil tanks, making landing there dangerous.

Van Schaick later admitted that he continued facing his ship into the wind, initially hesitant to beach at North Brother, because he feared setting the hospital ablaze. His delay likely increased the carnage, as the wind fanned the flames to an inferno.

Many passengers leaped into the water to escape the flames, but most were unable to swim. Their heavy clothing weighed them down, and multitudes drowned. Others were consumed by the flames on board, or were fatally maimed by the paddle wheel. When Van Schaick finally beached the ship, residents and staff of Riverside Hospital rushed to save lives. Approximately 1,021 passengers died in the tragedy, and only 321 were rescued, including the captain and crew.

Many of the passengers had been from a part of New York City called Kleindeutschland, or Little Germany. At one point, Little Germany was the third-largest German-speaking community in the world. The wreck of the General Slocum devastated the community. Almost everyone in the neighborhood had lost a relative or a friend in the disaster. For days, funerals were held every hour to accommodate the many lost. Several community members committed suicide because of the losses they had suffered. Kleindeutschland did not recover from the catastrophe. Following the wreck, many people moved away, and little remains of it today.

Despite proof that officials had bribed inspectors, the Knickerbocker Steamship Company escaped conviction in court, merely paying a small fine. Captain Van Schaick, ultimately, was the only person convicted of a crime. He spent over three years at Sing Sing Prison. In 1912, he was pardoned by President Taft. After his release, he was a broken man and lived out his days in self-imposed isolation. Because of the tragedy, increased oversight on boat inspections was instituted.

By far, the most famous resident of Riverside Hospital was Mary Mallon, also known as Typhoid Mary. Mary Mallon was a housekeeper and cook who was a carrier for typhoid, a bacterial illness that causes very high fever and diarrhea and can be very deadly. As a carrier, Mary spread the illness without becoming affected by it herself.

Between 1900 and 1907, Mary worked as a cook at various venues in Manhattan and Long Island. She passed typhus to hundreds of unwitting diners. As people began to fall ill, she moved on to another employer. The Board of Health questioned her, but she denied being ill, and took no responsibility for spreading the illness. She refused to cooperate with authorities.
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