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INTrODUCTION
Hamilton County, which is fully located with-

in the Adirondack Park, has approached var-
ious stakeholder groups to seek support for 
its proposed land exchange with the State 

of New York. The county requires access to Cathead 
Mountain, a privately-owned summit surrounded by 
Forest Preserve lands. Because no right of way exists 
across state lands, an amendment to Article XIV of 
the state’s constituion would be required.

The county has documented its need to access the 
mountain for the purposes of extending emergency 
communications to the southern range of its territo-
ry. Local government has proposed a network of mi-
crowave emitters that would link its various commu-
nities with adjacent counties, while simultaneously 
minimizing impacts on the wilderness resource that 
characterizes much of the Adirondack Park.

However, since so much of the land area of Hamil-
ton County consists of “forever wild” Forest Preserve 
lands, which are protected from development by 
Article XIV, there will be limited options for siting 
these towers.

The current proposal addresses Cathead Moun-
tain, located in the Town of Benson in the southern-
most portion of the county. This mountain has been 
identified as the most viable option to anchor the 
southern end of the emergency communications 
network, due to its line-of-sight connection with the 
nearest tower to the north. Other nearby mountains 
have been eliminated from consideration because 
they lack this connection.

Cathead Mountain is not part of the Forest Pre-
serve. The land is owned by a sportsmen’s club incor-
porated under the names Thomas Gang and Hatch 
Brook. The site on which Hamilton County seeks to 
install a communications array already hosts a tower 
used by the NY State Police. Because the mountain 
is completely surrounded by state land and lacks 
a right of way, the existing equipment is powered 
in part by solar and wind energy and is serviced by 
helicopter access.

However, Hamilton County does not own a he-
licopter and therefore requires land access to the 
mountain. The only legal means to do so is to amend 
Article XIV to grant a right of way across state land. 

In exchange, an addition to the Forest Preserved is 
proposed elsewhere in the county.

The specific terms of this land exchange are 
currently being discussed. Although the route of 
the right of way is known, the extent of its modifi-
cation has yet to be determined. Does the county 
need road access to the construction site? How will 
this affect the land-locked sportsmen’s club, which 
currently has no motorized access rights across state 
land? Can public recreational access to the mountain 
be restored?

Likewise, a potential exchange property has been 
identified, although several questions exist here as 
well. Known as the Sisto property for its current own-
er, the Sisto Revocable Trust based in Oakland, CA, it 
consists of approximately 78.4 acres1 along the East 
Branch Sacandaga River in the Town of Wells. The 
owner is willing to sell this property to the Adiron-
dack Land Trust for eventual conveyance to the state. 
The Sisto property is forested and adjacent to exist-
ing state-owned lands, but it also includes the for-
mer site of Griffin, a community that thrived during 
the 1880s and 1890s. The footprint of several tannery 
buildings, as well as three surviving residential build-
ings, can be found on the property. The disposition 
of the structures, as well as the historical significance 
of the Griffin tannery site, need to be determined.

Most of the state land adjacent to Cathead Moun-
tain is managed as the 108,000-acre Silver Lake Wil-
derness. This is the southernmost (and fifth largest) 
of the 20 areas designated by the Adirondack Park 
State Land Master Plan (APSLMP) as “wilderness,” de-
fined in part as “an area of state land or water having 
a primeval character, without significant improve-
ment or permanent human habitation, which is pro-
tected and managed so as to preserve, enhance and 
restore, where necessary, its natural conditions.”

Since it was first approved in 1972, the APSLMP 
has included provisions encouraging the state to 
acquire Cathead Mountain, remove the tower and all 
man-made structures, and add the area to the Silver 
Lake Wilderness. However, the current proposal to 
add the mountain to Hamilton County’s emergency 

1 Acreage figure derived from analysis of Hamilton 
County’s online tax maps



MAP 1: Project locations
Based on the 2018 Adirondack Park Land 
Use and Development Plan Map and State 
Land Map, NYS Adirondack Park Agency
Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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communications network, as well as the current use 
by the State Police, are contradictory to that goal, in-
asmuch as these uses will be essentially permanent 
in nature.

The construction of an additional tower, as well as 
the necessary service road across state and private 
lands to the summit, would have two consequenc-
es for the future of the Silver Lake Wilderness. First, 
these actions would result in the loss of acreage that 
currently qualifies as wilderness or that may qualify 
in the future, since the proposed new uses of Cat-
head Mountain will be incompatible with the wilder-
ness classification.

The second consequence would be the reduction 
in size of the remote core of the existing wilderness. 
Only a portion of the Silver Lake Wilderness interior 
is truly remote by regional standards, being more 
than 3 miles from the nearest road. Construction of a 
service road to the summit of Cathead would bring 
motor vehicles closer to the wilderness interior than 
currently permitted, resulting in a perceived dimin-
ishment of the area’s protection.

Therefore to offset these reductions to the wilder-
ness, this proposal identifies ways to achieve increas-
es elsewhere.

There is indeed significant acreage to the south 
of the Silver Lake Wilderness that seems to already 
meet the APSLMP guidelines, particularly in the 
“County Line Lakes” region of the Shaker Mountain 
Wild Forest. Expanding the wilderness boundary 
in this direction would more than offset the loss of 
Cathead Mountain in terms of the size of the pro-
tected area, although it would not increase the area’s 

remoteness.
The only way to achieve the second wilderness 

protection is to reduce motor vehicle access else-
where, and the best opportunity for this is found at 
West River Road, a town highway that dead-ends 
near the center of the Silver Lake Wilderness. An 
existing management plan already calls for the clo-
sure of the final 0.7 mile of the road to conform with 
wilderness guidelines.

Thus it is very possible to satisfy Hamilton Coun-
ty’s need to extend its emergency communications 
network and the public’s desire to protect the back-
country areas of the Adirondack Park as wilderness.

This proposal further addresses recreational ac-
cess to the Silver Lake Wilderness, including options 
that could be addressed by state government, local 
government, and other interested stakeholders. All 
such actions would need to be evaluated by the 
Department of Environmental Conservation in its 
management planning for the area, which would not 
likely occur until the mid-2020s.

Finally, it is important to stress that all of the 
proposals contained in this document are ideas for 
consideration, each of which must be weighed on its 
own merit. Public participation will be a key compo-
nent of every action and should not be undervalued. 
The land exchange, in whatever form it ultimately 
takes, will be put before the voters of the state in a 
public referendum, which may occur as early as No-
vember 2021. The Adirondack Park Agency’s proce-
dure for reclassifying state land includes significant 
opportunity for public input, as does DEC recreation 
management process.
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IMPrOvING PUBlIC SAFETY
Hamilton County is building an emergen-

cy communications network that would 
interface with adjoining counties and link 
its various public services. This is a particu-

larly challenging task for a county with mountainous 
terrain, long distances between communities, and a 
high percentage of its land area protected as Forest 
Preserve.

There will be several obstacles to completing this 
network, particularly in regards to site locations 
for the towers. However, the county has identified 
Cathead Mountain near its southern boundary as 
a key link for its coverage along the NY 30 highway 
corridor. A station at this location would also provide 
a connection with neighboring Fulton County.

Other, more accessible sites were also considered, 
but these were eliminated due to terrain obstruc-
tions. To be effective, there can be no intervening 

mountains between transmitters. The nearest pro-
posed tower north of Cathead will be just outside 
the hamlet of Wells, on property owned by the town.

The proposal is to erect a new tower on Cathead 
Mountain, separate from the State Police tower, 
which is built upon a decommissioned Conservation 
Department fire observation station. Because the 
county lacks the resources to maintain a tower in a 
remote, rugged location without road access or a 
land-based power connection, a right of away across 
state land is required. The power line will be a marine 
line laid directly on the ground without supporting 
poles.

The exact location of the new tower has yet to be 
determined, and will be driven largely by which part 
of the summit is most effective in providing the re-
quired relay. However, it is conceivable that Hamilton 
County’s tower could be located away from the fire 

Fig. 1 Comparisons of the projected county coverage with (left) and without (right) Cathead Mountain
Courtesy of Hamilton County / Blue Wing Services
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tower, and that the State Police tower might be relo-
cated to the same area. This would allow the old fire 
tower to be restored for public use, if arrangements 
can be made with the landowner for recreational 
access.

Network Goals and the Strategic 
Importance of Cathead Mountain
The primary goal of the communications network is 
to provide reasonable coverage along the county’s 
major road corridors, for the benefit of its fire, am-
bulance, and law enforcement agencies. The goal is 
not to provide ubiquitous coverage across the entire 
county.

Cathead Mountain is a particularly strategic loca-
tion not just for its coverage with the southernmost 
towns in the county, but because it will be the only 
tower in the network with a signal path into Wells. 
This hamlet sits within a deep valley with no viable 
tower sites at higher elevations. The surrounding 
mountains block all paths to the existing/proposed 
relays at Lake Pleasant, Oak Mountain, and Gore 
Mountain. Signals intended for Wells will beam from 
the East Mountain site to Cathead, and then to Wells.

One of the things the county looked at before 
pursuing Cathead was whether a configuration of 
two, three, or even four non-Cathead sites could 
work, even though cost would be a significant factor. 
The problem is the river valley is not as straight as it 
seems, and the potential tower sites did not line up. 
Furthermore, such a configuration would still leave 
far less Benson and Hope coverage than what Cat-
head provides.

Funding Availability and Cooperation with 
Albany
The timing for this project has been driven by the 
availability of funding. NYS shifted away from a 
prior model in which the state was going to create a 
Statewide Inter-operable network. The task has now 
been turned over, with funding, to the counties to 
accomplish. The state proposes to accomplish this 
by linking the funding to Inter-operable Commu-
nication Systems, and the use of incentives to get 
counties to collaborate. Hamilton County has been 
focusing on other priorities within the network first, 
but now with the last round of funding announced, 
the resources exist to move this phase of the project 

forward.
It should be emphasized that this project is not 

a mandate from Albany. Although the state was 
previously poised to build a statewide network, Al-
bany has now determined that the counties are best 
positioned to provide emergency communication 
services.

The state is therefore giving counties like Ham-
ilton the funding, with some stipulations like In-
ter-operable Communication Systems, but not with 
a requirement of 100% coverage. Thus the county 
is only trying to achieve a reasonable level of cover-
age adequate to assure safety. The state also will be 
working directly with the 10 counties that have been 
slowest to get the coverage in place through an 
additional appropriation.

Challenges of a Remote and Rugged 
Environment
As previously mentioned, the NY State Police have an 
existing tower on the summit of Cathead Mountain. 
Because there is no utility connection or road access 

Fig. 2 Signal path analysis between Cathead and 
Wells, showing minimal terrain interference

Courtesy of Hamilton County / Blue Wing Services
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to the summit, the facility 
is partially powered by 
a wind turbine and solar 
panels, with service pro-
vided by helicopter.

But there are two key 
technology based reasons 
the NYSP can function on 
Cathead and why Hamil-
ton County cannot.

First, the NYSP have a 
helicopter, with a landing 
pad installed on the sum-
mit. While this is expen-
sive, it does provide them 
access. The second is the 
serious limitations on the 
amount of communica-
tions equipment that can 
be powered entirely off 
the grid.

Once the county’s 
tower is installed, there 
will be an ongoing need 
for maintencnce access. 
Helicopter access is 
problematic for reasons of 
cost, scheduling, weather, 
etc. Mountain summits 
are naturally subjected 
to severe weather condi-
tions, such as wind, cold 
and all the extremes. To 
further complicate those 
situations are costs, trans-
port of LP for back up 
generators, and the other 
aspects of radio service.

A comparable site is Blue 
Mountain in the northern 
part of the county. Technicians can sometimes be at 
that site once a week for troubleshooting, taking up 
parts, doing repairs (stop gap, permanent, and main-
tenance). In other instances, a month may elapse 
between visits.

Although some have suggested that the county 
could share the state’s helicopter, state and county 
equipment rarely fail together. Without free access 
to the summit of Cathead, the county would not be 
able to adequately service its equipment.

Existing NY State Police equipment on Cathead Mountain
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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THE PrOPOSED AMENDMENT
In its simplest expression, Hamilton County is re-

questing a right of way across state land. To offset 
this loss to the Forest Preserve, an acquisition else-
where in the county will be authorized. As with 

any taking of Forest Preserve land, an amendment 
will be required to Article XIV of the state’s constitu-
tion.

The county has looked at both the potential 
routes it might require across state land, and in no 
configuration is the need more than 6.7 acres. To 
the north of Cathead Mountain in the Town of Wells, 
another landowner has approached the Adirondack 
Land Trust with a desire to sell to the state. This tract, 
known generally as the Sisto property, includes 78.4 
acres along the East Branch Sacandaga River. There 
are three existing structures on Sisto that may not 
be suitable for transfer to the Forest Preserve, so the 
actual acreage available may be less, pending fur-
ther study.

Therefore Hamilton County requests that the ge-
neric language of the proposed amendment should 
authorize less than 7 acres of land to be removed 
from the Forest Preserve in exchange for 70 acres 
being added to the Forest Preserve, with whatever 
level of specific detail deemed necessary by the oth-
er stakeholders.

This proposal provides a 10-to-1 net benefit to the 
Forest Preserve. Per the county’s analysis, this would 
be consistent with past amendments to Article XIV. 
It looked at recent actions and determined that the 
highs seemed to be at the 10-to-1 or 12-to-1 level.

The Role of the Sportsmen’s Club
Having secured a right of way across state land, the 
county would be inclined to share it with the sport-
ing clubs that own the mountain. This club, which is 
incorporated under the names “Thomas Gang” and 
“Hatch Brook,” currently have no right of way to their 
land, which is wholly surrounded by Forest Preserve. 
At one time club members were obtaining tem-
porary revocable permits from the Department of 
Environmental Conservation (DEC), but this practice 
ended in 1998 when it was determined no deeded 
right of way existed, and DEC had no authority to 
allow anyone to operate motor vehicles across Forest 
Preserve lands designated as wilderness.

Since then, club members have been accessing 
their inholding by horse and wagon. A well-used 
trail leads across the intervening state-owned lot, 
but this way hardly constitutes a road in the modern 
sense. Currently, this lot is managed as part of the 
Silver Lake Wilderness, where mechanized modes of 
transportation and equipment is forbidden.

In 2008, the club proposed an Article XIV amend-
ment of its own that would have authorized a land 
exchange with the state. They offered three club-
owned great lots elsewhere on Cathead Moun-
tain—but not the summit itself—in exchange for the 
wilderness lot required for access to the inholding. 
The club was further prepared to restore public 
access to the fire tower, which they rescinded in 
1998. This amendment was backed by the NYSP and 
local government, but it failed to gain public traction 

Trail to the hunting club, part of the 6.7 acres 
Hamilton County is seeking as its right of way to 

Cathead Mountain
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates



MAP 2: Land Ownership at Cathead Mountain

Right of way sought by Hamilton 
County

Other private land

Forest Preserve: Wild Forest
Forest Preserve: Primitive
Private: Hatch Brook / Thomas Gang

Based on Hamilton County’s Online Mapping System / Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates October 2018

MAP 3: The Sisto Property
Sisto Revocable Trust (78.4 acres)

Based on Hamilton County’s Online Mapping System / Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates October 2018

Other tax parcels / rights of way

Forest Preserve: Wilderness
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because there was not a compelling public purpose 
for the exchange, whereas the club stood to gain 
significantly from an increased property value and 
potential for development.

In the Article XIV amendment currently proposed, 
the Thomas Gang / Hatch Brook club would not be 
direct participants, although it would clearly benefit 
by gaining the county’s right of way. The club is not 
currently seeking to sell its land to the state, but a 
conservation easement on 640 acres of their proper-
ty has been suggested. This would limit its potential 
for development and grant the state a right of first 
refusal should the club ever wish to sell the land.

The Sisto Property
The land being considered as an exchange for the 
Cathead right of way is called the Sisto property for 
its current owner, the Sisto Revocable Trust based in 
Oakland, CA. It consists of 78.4 acres spread out over  
five separate tax parcels, all of them clustered along 
the banks of the East Branch Sacandaga River in the 
town of Wells.

At first glance this property seems like a perfect fit 
for the Forest Preserve. It is virtually surrounded by 
existing state lands classified as the Siamese Ponds 
Wilderness and Wilcox Lake Wild Forest, filling one of 
the last gaps in this vast expanse of unbroken public 
lands. It includes several hundred feet of frontage 
on the East Branch, located immediately above and 
below the scenic Griffin Gorge.

Acquisition of the property would enhance public 
access to the river and the adjacent state lands. The 
tract includes potential campsites that could be used 
by sportsmen, as well as the trailhead for the his-
toric Extract Brook Trail, a former woods road lead-
ing northward into the Siamese Ponds Wilderness. 
Currently, the private property blocks easy access to 
these features, so including Sisto in the public do-
main would certainly be a boost for recreation.

These 78.4 acres are also the site of the lost hamlet 
of Griffin, which in the late nineteenth century was a 
booming village. At the heart of this community was 
one of the largest tannery operations in the North 
Country. When the tannery folded, the bulk of the 
land was sold to the state and many of the buildings 
were removed. What is now the Sisto property was 
one of the few exceptions; three buildings dating 
from the tannery days still survive, and elsewhere it 
is easy to find traces of the lost mill buildings.

Therefore, in addition to its conservation and 
recreation values, Sisto possesses an incalculable 
historic and cultural significance comparable to 
the Upper Works site in Essex County. Although the 
tannery ruins constitute just the footprints of the 
original buildings, it may be worthwhile to explore 
the possibility of managing Sisto as an interpretive 
site. If the land is to be added to the Forest Preserve, 
the three extant structures will need to be excepted 
to avoid conflicts with Article XIV.

View of the East Branch Sacandaga River from the 
Teachout Road bridge in Griffin

Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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SIlvEr lAkE WIlDErNESS
The 108,000-acre Silver Lake Wilderness is 

named for its largest interior lake, but per-
haps the feature that best defines this large 
and rugged area is the West Branch Sacanda-

ga River, sometimes called the “West River” for short. 
From the mountains southeast of Silver Lake, the 
West Branch coils for about 36.5 miles in and around 
the wilderness core to join the main branch of the 
Sacandaga at Wells. Throughout this entire length 
there are only three road bridges and one foot-
bridge. This is a wild and free-flowing river.

The state acquired most of the land that now com-
prises the Silver Lake Wilderness at a very early date 
in the history 
of the Adiron-
dack Park. 
Therefore 
even though 
nearly all of 
the forest was 
logged in the 
nineteenth 
century, 
enough time 
has passed 
that most of 
the area has 
been able to 
return to near 
old growth 
conditions. 
The traces of 
dams and old 
tote roads are 
the most ob-
vious signs of 
past human 
activity; natu-
rally speaking, this wilderness has probably changed 
very little over the last few centuries.

There are no alpine summits to entice throngs of 
sightseers, nor are the lakes plentiful enough to lure 
a navy of paddlers. The charms of the Silver Lake 
Wilderness lie in its vast open spaces, its many miles 
of wild streams, its spruce and hemlock groves, the 
traces of its traditional trail system, and the relative 

lack of crowds. The open forests that grace much of 
the area are highly favorable to off-trail wandering. 
Some locations may go years without hosting any 
human visitors at all.

If there are any crowded places here, they will 
be found along the Northville-Placid Trail corridor 
and at some of the outlying areas close to roads. A 
27.7-mile section of the NPT traverses the Silver Lake 
Wilderness from Woods Lake near Benson to Route 
8 in Piseco, with three lean-tos along the way. This 
route and one connector trail near Upper Benson are 
currently the only marked state trails in the entire 
area. Easy access to Woods Lake and Whitehouse 

makes these 
two locations 
popular sum-
mer camping 
sites.

The rest 
of the wil-
derness is 
only lightly 
traveled and 
little known 
outside of a 
small number 
of repeat vis-
itors. There-
fore in terms 
of its gen-
erous size, 
grand forests, 
and low 
recreational 
use, this area 
is among the 
best exam-
ples of true 

wilderness in the entire Adirondack Park.

An Imperfect Boundary
The boundaries of the Silver Lake Wilderness have 
changed little since the area was initially proposed 
in the 1960s by the Pomeroy Committee, the state 
legislative body that first considered the idea of 
zoning the Forest Preserve. The Temporary Study 

View of the valley of the West Branch Sacandaga River, as seen from Finch 
Mountain in the Silver Lake Wilderness

Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates



Fig. 3 The boundaries of the Silver Lake Wilderness have remained essentially unchanged over the years, as 
these four maps illustrate. 1. Pomeroy Committee map, 1965. As originally proposed, the wilderness would 
be about 93,000 acres in size and exclude Cathead Mountain. 2. Temporary Study Commission on the Future 
of the Adirondacks, 1970. Although one staff member recommended a smaller wilderness, the TSC expand-
ed upon Pomeroy by including Cathead. 3. Adirondack Park Agency, 1972. 4. Adirondack Park Agency, 2018. 
Since 1972, there have only been minor adjustments and additions to the wilderness.

1 2

3 4
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Commission on the Future of the Adirondacks (TSC)
developed the wilderness idea further, but internal 
staff communications indicated the TSC viewed sev-
eral inholdings within the proposed boundaries as a 
threat to the wilderness character of the land. When 
the area was first officially designated in 1972 by the 
newly-founded Adirondack Park Agency (APA), these 
intrusions were addressed by provisions to acquire 
the private land and add it to the wilderness over 
time.

As originally envisioned, the Silver Lake Wilderness 
was to be one of twelve protected areas across the 
Adirondack Park, with an estimated size of about 
93,000 acres. The boundaries proposed by the 
Pomeroy Committee in the 1960s were essentially 
the same as today, with the notable exception that 
Cathead Mountain was excluded from the wilder-
ness, thus accounting for the reduced acreage.

The zoning concept was pursued more thorough-
ly a few years later by the TSC, which was tasked by 
the governor to address management issues facing 
the Forest Preserve and propose long-term solutions. 
The TSC adopted the Pomeroy Committee’s list of 
twelve proposed wilderness areas and incorporated 
it into its own recommendations.

However, the record indicates the TSC was con-
cerned with the problem of “boundary indentation,” 
a reference to the private inholdings that extended 
deep within the proposed wilderness boundaries. In 
May 1969, staff member George D. Davis provided a 
field report to the board, expressing his concern that  
this “indentation practically cleaves the area and 
leaves little unit integrity.”1

One of the two inholdings was a long, narrow strip 
of land known as the Jones Gore, which was later ac-
quired by the state and is no longer an issue. But the 
other site was West River Road. Davis described this 
“indentation” as “more serious,” since it penetrated 
the proposed wilderness for several miles.

In its technical reports, the TSC acknowledged the 
intrusion created by West River Road and its rectan-
gle of private inholdings, but it recommended “this 
area should be acquired [for the Forest Preserve] 

1 George D. Davis, “Field Report - Silver Lake Wilderness 
(Whitehouse Area),” May 4, 1969. Memo to the Adirondack 
Study Commission files. In fairness, it should be noted that 
Davis’s recommendation to the TSC board was to exclude 
West River Road and the area to the north from the wilderness 
boundary.

Fig. 4 The Silver Lake Wilderness as envisioned by 
the APSLMP, with the private inholdings at West 

River Road and Cathead Mountain acquired by the 
state, thus creating a solid expanse of wilderness.

Source map: Adirondack Park Agency
Modifications for illustration purposes only

immediately.”2 
In 1972, the Adirondack Park Agency (APA) issued 

its first State Land Master Plan and formally desig-
nated the Silver Lake Wilderness. The boundaries 
were essentially identical to those appearing on the 
TSC map, but the West River Road right of way was 
designated separately as the Sacandaga Primitive 
Area, with the note the area should be acquired and 
added to the surrounding wilderness in the future.

Official State Policy
Since 1972, there have been only modest adjust-
ments to the Silver Lake Wilderness boundaries, 
mostly in the town of Arietta. Furthermore, the 
Adirondack Park State Land Master Plan (APSLMP) 
still includes provisions that West River Road and 
Cathead Mountain should be included in the wil-
derness, if the private land can be acquired and the 
2 Temporary Study Commission on the Future of the Ad-
irondacks, “Private and Public Land: Technical Report 1 Volume 
B,” 1970 (reprinted 1971)
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non-conforming features be closed or removed.
The current APSLMP, issued in 2016, says this 

about the so-called Sacandaga Primitive Area at 
West River Road: “Should private lands be acquired 
by the State, segments of the road that are no longer 
necessary to access private lands should be incorpo-
rated into the Silver Lake Wilderness.”

And in regards to Cathead Mountain Primitive 
Area, the solution is more gradated but the intended 
result is ultimately the same:

Should this inholding be acquired by the State, 
two options are available depending upon the 
need then for the Cathead Mountain fire tower: 
(i) either the fire tower and the telephone line 
could be removed and the whole area be added 
to the Silver Lake Wilderness Area, or, (ii) the fire 
tower and telephone line to the tower, if found 
to be necessary, could remain and the primitive 
area be enlarged to include an appropriate, small 
acreage surrounding the Cathead Mountain 
tower, until such time as the tower is no longer 
needed at which time the area should be added 
to the Silver Lake Wilderness.3

3 Adirondack Park Agency, “State of New York Adiron-
dack Park State Land Master Plan,” 2016

The effect of these two primitive classifications is 
that it is state policy to acquire all of the private land 
on West River Road west of Blackbridge, as well as 
all of Cathead Mountain, and add these sites to the 
Silver Lake Wilderness. These actions would increase 
the area’s size and expand the perceived remoteness 
of the interior area.

This policy, as currently written in the APSLMP, 
conflicts with the current goal to make Cathead an 
emergency communications hub. If the additional 
tower and service road are built, the APSLMP should 
be updated to reflect these new uses, which will be 
permanent in nature.

However, despite the continued presence of pri-
vate land along West River Road, the westernmost 
portion near Whitehouse is eligible for closure, thus 
making it possible to fulfill one of the two public 
visions for enhancing the size and remoteness of 
the Silver Lake Wilderness, even when the other no 
longer seems desirable or achievable.

View of Cathead Mountain from Little Cathead Mountain
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates



Trillium next to the tannery foundations at Griffin
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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rECOMMENDATION #1:
SISTO / GrIFFIN

At first glance this property, which consists 
of five individual tax parcels along NY 8 and 
the East Branch Sacandaga River, seems like 
a perfect fit for the Forest Preserve. It is vir-

tually surrounded by existing state lands classified as 
the Siamese Ponds Wilderness and Wilcox Lake Wild 
Forest, filling one of the last gaps in this vast expanse 
of unbroken 
public lands.

But Sisto 
is more than 
just a forest-
ed property. 
The main par-
cel encom-
passes the 
heart of what 
had been 
the hamlet 
of Griffin, a 
community 
that thrived 
in the 1880s 
and 1890s, 
the boom 
years of the 
logging and 
tanning in-
dustries. This 
was the site 
of one of the largest tanneries in the Adirondacks, 
where hides from far and wide came to be processed 
into leather. The key to its success was the extensive 
supply of hemlock bark in the surrounding forest, 
which provided the key ingredient in the process, 
tannins. But when a synthetic alternative to hemlock 
bark was developed, nearly all tanning operations 
came to an abrupt halt. Few survived into the 1900s.

In the case of Griffin, the assets were liquidated, 
most of the buildings were removed, and all but a 
few small lots of land was sold to the state.

Today, only a handfull of Griffin’s original struc-

tures still survive, including three on the Sisto prop-
erty. One of these, located just out of sight of the 
highway, was almost certainly the tannery superin-
tendant’s residence. Another was the former compa-
ny boarding house, which later became well known 
as the Girard Hotel.

But hidden in the woods just north of Teachout 
Road lie the 
footprints 
and foun-
dations of 
the tannery 
itself, some of 
which extend 
into the ex-
isting state-
owned lands. 
Therefore the 
conservation 
and recre-
ation value 
of the prop-
erty may be 
matched or 
exceeded by 
its status as a 
cultural trea-
sure. This is a 
key property 
to be sure, 

but its disposition cannot be determined without 
a full assessment of its historical assets. Should the 
tanney footprint become an interpretive site, much 
like Upper Works in Essex County? Should the surviv-
ing buildings be included in a regional “hut to hut” 
hiking trail network?

These are questions that need to be answered 
before any state acquisition can proceed.

Assuming that Sisto will be acquired in exchange 
for Hamilton County’s right of way to Cathead Moun-
tain, and pending a full analysis of the property’s 
cultural features, this site may qualify for a Historic 

Tannery workers at the Rice Emery Company in Griffin, NY.
Photo courtesy of the Hamilton County Historian



The Girard Hotel (right) in Griffin; photo undated
Photo courtesy of the Hamilton County Historian

The Girard Hotel as it appears today
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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Sisto Revocable Trust (78.4 acres)

MAP 4: Griffin Historic Area (Proposed)
Proposed Historic Area outline

Based on Hamilton County’s Online Mapping System / Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates October 2018

Other tax parcels / rights of way
Other private land

RECOMMENDED 
CLASSIFICATION
•	 Griffin Historic Area
•	 Siamese Ponds Wilderness
•	 Wilcox Lake Wild Forest

POTENTIAL RECREATIONAL 
FEATURES
•	 Parking at Teachout Road
•	 Accessible campsites along the 

East Branch
•	 Trail access to Extract Brook
•	 Interpretive signage at the tan-

nery site

classification under the guidelines of the APSLMP. 
Further analysis of the site should determine wheth-
er any part of Griffin should be listed on the Nation-
al Register of Historic Places, or nominated by the 
Committee on Registers of the New York State Board 
For Historic Preservation.

Outlying portions of the Sisto property lacking 
historical features should be added to the adjacent 
Siamese Ponds Wilderness or Wilcox Lake Wild For-
est. However, analysis of the site will likely determine 
that small portions of the existing Siamese Ponds 
Wilderness may need to be transferred to the new 
Griffin Historic Area.

Disposition of the three extant buildings will de-
pend on identifying an agency capable of sustaining 
the structures for the historic value.

Recreational options include establishing a pub-
lic parking area on Teachout Road, designating an 
access trail to Extract Brook, creating accessible 
campsites on the East Branch Sacandaga River, and 
installing interpretive signage at the tannery site.
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RECOMMENDATION #2:
CATHEAD MOUNTAIN

As stated previously, there are conflicting 
public policies and visions for Cathead 
Mountain. On the one hand, the APSLMP 
envisions a near future in which the land is 

acquired for the Forest Preserve and the structures 
are no longer needed; in this view, the current hu-
man uses of the mountain are temporary in nature, 
and the preferred outcome is one in which the sum-
mit is ultimately managed as wilderness.

But the NY State Police (NYSP) and Hamilton 
County are seeking increased access to the moun-
tain and the installation of additional communica-
tions equipment. Combined with a service road and 
utility connection, the proposed outcome—pending 
successful passage of the Article XIV amendment—
would be an expanded human footprint on Cathead.

Furthermore, there has been an increased public 
interest in preserving fire towers throughout the 
Adirondacks. If public access to Cathead Mountain 

MAP 5: Proposed Cathead Mountain Wild Forest

Right of way sought by Hamilton 
County (yellow)

Forest Preserve: Wild Forest Private: Hatch Brook / Thomas Gang
Based on Hamilton County’s Online Mapping System / Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates October 2018

Forest Preserve: Wilderness

can be restored—and especially if the tower can be 
restored to its original configuration by relocating 
the NYSP equipment to another site on the sum-
mit—then public interest in preserving this tower 
will likely be very high.

Inasmuch as these features would be permanent 
in nature, much of the mountain would become in-
eligible for a wilderness classification. Therefore the 
existing state lands that include Hamilton County’s 
right of way, the current Cathead Primitive Area, and 
the small portion of the mountain within the Hatch 
Brook watershed should be reclassified as the Cat-
head Mountain Wild Forest, managed concurrently 
with the adjacent Silver Lake Wild Forest.

Trail access to the summit from North Road should 
be restored as soon as possible. There is also the 
potential for a connecting trail across Little Cathead 
Mountain from the Woods Lake vicinity.
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RECOMMENDED 
CLASSIFICATION
•	 Cathead Mountain Wild Forest, 

managed as an integral part of 
the Silver Lake Wilderness Com-
plex

POTENTIAL RECREATIONAL 
FEATURES
•	 Direct hiking trail to summit from 

North Road
•	 Connecting trail across Little Cat-

head from Woods Lake

Approaching the summit of Cathead Mountain
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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rECOMMENDATION #3:
WEST rIvEr rOAD

West River Road extends 8 miles west-
ward from the hamlet of Wells, and 
for about half that distance it passes 
within the boundaries of the Silver Lake 

Wilderness.  Provisions in the APSLMP call for the 
acquisition of all the private land along the road and 
the abandonment of the town highway, but these 
events are unlikely to occur.

The road was completed in 1848 and has been 
maintained by the Town of Wells ever since. The 
historic use of the area was likely agriculture and 
logging, with a notable farming community located 
at Blackbridge. Eventually the focus turned to rec-
reation, as the farms became camps and the state 
acquired nearly all of the surrounding backcountry.

The most notable of all the sites on West River 
Road was Whitehouse. Little is known about the 
early history of this area, except that it was apparent-
ly already settled by one David Northrup by the time 
the Town of Wells completed the original highway in 
1848. The Northrup family remained at this remote 
homestead for several decades, although little else 
is recorded about their stay. The Northrups were not 
recorded by the census takers of the time.

A small cemetery at Whitehouse records the 
names of several other families: Fountain, Flans-
burgh, Mattice, and Davison, with dates ranging 
from the 1860s through the 1890s. The cemetery lo-
cation is not marked, but it is located just a few steps 
from West River Road on land that is now part of the 
Silver Lake Wilderness.

When Abe Lawrence acquired the property, White-
house began a new life as a sportsmen’s lodge. The 
area had a good reputation for fish and game, with 
the West Branch Sacandaga River flowing through 
the site, and with several ponds and many thou-
sands of wilderness acres in every direction.

Upon Abe Lawrence’s death in 1925, the manage-
ment of Whitehouse fell to his sister and brother-
in-law, Olive and Lee Fountain. They expanded the 
number of buildings on the site and advertised in 
Mohawk Valley newspapers. In later years, their son 

One of several headstones at Whitehouse.
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Larry Fountain operated a summer camp for boys at 
the site of the current Northville-Placid Trail suspen-
sion bridge. In the off-seasons, the Fountains pro-
duced rustic furniture.

The state acquired the final portion of Whitehouse 
in 1962 for $17,500 and began managing the site 
for public recreation. The buildings were removed 
(except for two stone chimneys), and a suspension 
bridge over the West Branch Sacandaga was added 
to accommodate hikers on the Northville-Placid Trail.

A Road in the Wilderness
Presumably, state land planners beginning with the 
Pomeroy Committee have been including White-
house within the Silver Lake Wilderness boundaries 
because of the vast, undeveloped spaces that sur-
round the site on nearly all sides. Certainly, the back-
country region truly lives up to wilderness expecta-
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tions with its huge trees and free-running streams. 
But the presence of the road has always been prob-
lematic, and so the APSLMP includes provisions for 
its eventual closure.

In its modern form, West River Road is a well-main-
tained town highway dead-ending at a large parking 
area. There are approximately 13 designated camp-
sites along the road, with most of them clustered 
near the site of Whitehouse. Only the final 2 miles of 
the road are left unplowed in the winter. The por-
tions of the road completely within state land are 
designated by the APSLMP as the Sacandaga Primi-
tive Area, but all other Forest Preserve lands are part 
of the Silver Lake Wilderness.

The 2006 unit management plan for Silver Lake 
did indeed propose the closure of the final 0.7 mile 
of the road, with the creation of a new public park-
ing area located near the last private parcel. This 
would make Whitehouse a walk-in destination. How-
ever, this proposal was never realized.

The underlying premise for closing the road is 
that the remaining human occupation of the area is 
a temporary phenomenon, and that the acquisition 
of the private land would allow consolidation of the 
wilderness. Certainly, the absence of a road along 
the West Branch would make this valley a truly wild 
place, enhancing its sense of remoteness and sepa-
ration from modernity.

While it seems unlikely that the road’s closure can 
ever be achieved in its entirety, closing the final 0.7 
mile as proposed in 2006, or perhaps effecting a par-
tial closure for the final 2 miles, would be an excel-
lent way to enhace the region’s wilderness character, 
particularly in light of the proposed development on 
Cathead Mountain.

Roads and Remoteness
One of the primary qualities of wilderness is remote-
ness. For our purposes, “remoteness” is defined as 
the distance between the backcountry portion of 
the wilderness and the nearest road or snowmobile 
trail. While the wilderness classification prevents 
public access by mechanical means, the area must 
have a substantial size to possess true remoteness.

Indeed, the Silver Lake Wilderness is the fifth 
largest motorless area in the Northeastern U.S., 
and it does possess an area of true remoteness that 
extends throughout much of the southern portion. 
However, this remote area is limited by the presence 
of West River Road, and it would be reduced in size 
by the addition of a service road on Cathead Moun-
tain.

In 2006, DEC issued a management plan for Silver 
Lake that proposed the closure of the final 0.7 mile 
of West River Road, in conformance with APSLMP 
guidelines. The proposed new terminus of the road 

Private camp on West River Road.
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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Fig. 5 The red areas on this map represent those 
areas of the Forest Preserve that are estimated to 

be a minimum of 3 miles from the nearest road or 
snowmobile trail, including a large portion of the 

Silver Lake Wilderness and a small corner of the 
Shaker Mountain Wild Forest.

Source map: Adirondack Wilderness Advocates, 2016

was to be located at the westernmost private in-
holding, an undeveloped lot between the road and 
the West Branch Sacandaga River. Since there are 
no current facilities at this point, DEC would need to 
create a new trailhead parking area to accommodate 
public access.

There is legitimate concern that closing any por-
tion of West River Road would restrict public access 
to the historic and cultural resources at Whitehouse. 
In truth, however, few obvious signs of human 
occupation of the site remain today. The most signif-
icant site is the cemetery, which is already wild and 
overgrown with trees. There are no foundations re-
maining from any of the buildings, as if the site had 
been bulldozed to prepare it as a public camping 
destination. The only remaining structures at White-
house are two stone chimneys, but these are in poor 
condition and were determined by DEC to have little 
historic value.

The Sisto property at Griffin possesses a greater 
historical value, since the tannery foundations can 
still be detected and several original buildings are 
still standing. Furthermore, it may be possible to es-
tablish drive-in campsites on the East Branch Sacan-

daga to offset the lost motorized recreation access at 
Whitehouse.

To offset the loss of motorized access to White-
house, which would likely impact hunters, fishermen, 
and campers more than most other user groups, ad-
ditional access points along the periphery of the Sil-
ver Lake Wilderness could and should be enhanced. 
This would have the positive effect of distributing 
hunters along a greater number of little-used access 
points, rather than concentrating larger numbers of 
people at this one portal. See Map 15 for our recom-
mended access enhancement projects.

Additionally, creation of the proposed Barbara 
McMartin Trail (Map 13) would help ensure White-
house remains a popular destination.

Alternatives for Closure
With these considerations in mind, three alternatives 
have been proposed, as follows:

Alternative 1 - The “No Action” Alternative. No 
change is made to the status of West River Road; 
while there is a minor loss of remoteness in the 
wilderness interior near Cathead Mountain, there is 
no offsetting gain. Public motorized access to the 
Whitehouse site would remain an unresolved com-
pliance issue with the APSLMP.

Alternative 2 - Closure as recommended in the 2006 
UMP. West River Road would be closed to public mo-
tor vehicle access at the point identified in the 2006 
unit management plan, 0.7 mile from the current ter-
minus. DEC would need to construct a new parking 
area at the point of closure, while the old trailhead 
and most of the campsites are allowed to revegetate. 
A modest strip of land near the gorge would now fall 
within the core remote area.

Alternative 3 - Closure at the Snowplow Turn-
around. In this scenario, the closure for the general 
public is located where winter snowplowing current-
ly ends, near the last developed lot on West River 
Road about 2 miles from Whitehouse. However, so 
long as private access to the westernmost inholding 
would still be required, this would not be a full road 
closure. But assuming the entire 2 miles could some-
day be closed, a longer crescent of land would be 
added to the core remote area, including portions of 
the Hamilton Lake Stream watershed.



MAP 6: Relationship between Roads and Remoteness

Created by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

This map is intended to show the existing motorized access in the 
region surrounding the Silver Lake Wilderness, with public roads and 
snowmobile trails represented equally as black lines. The wilderness 
itself is a rare resource that exists in a motor-free state. In fact, much 
of the southern half is truly remote—defined in this case as being 
at least 3 miles from the nearest motorized road or trail. While the 

creation of a service road to the summit of Cathead Mountain would 
result in a minor loss of remoteness, this could be offset with a 
corresponding closure to a portion of West river road. If 0.7 mile of 
the road were closed, then a modest increase in remoteness would 
be expected (dark green area). If 2 miles of the road were closed, 
then a slightly larger increase in remotness would be achieved (light 
green area).



County Line Lake Chase Lake Lean-to

Prairie Lake
All photos by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness AdvocatesFrie Flow
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RECOMMENDATION #4:
COUNTY lINE lAkES

The southern boundary of the Silver Lake 
Wilderness is an arbitrary line drawn straight 
across the landscape, fixed to the Hamil-
ton-Fulton county line and altogether absent 

of ecological significance. Although it separates the 
wilderness to the north from the Shaker Mountain 
Wild Forest to the south, the line has no physical 
manifestation in the field. It does not follow any wa-
tershed boundaries, or mark a change in forest cover. 
It is simply an abstract line on a map.

In fact, much of the Shaker Mountain Wild Forest 
immediately south of the county line possesses just 
as much wilderness character as the land to the 
north. The county line cuts across a relatively high 
plateau that features a cluster of small ponds rang-
ing in elevation from about 2300 feet to nearly 2500 
feet—about 1000 feet higher than the nearby Caro-
ga Lakes. Except for the new state trail to County 
Line Lake, this plateau is nearly trackless and seldom 
visited.

Considering the proposed subtractions from the 
Silver Lake Wilderness to accommodate emergency 
communications at Cathead Mountain, there is a 
need to add acreage elsewhere—and the County 
Line Lake region of the Shaker Mountain Wild Forest 
is the best available candidate.

Previous state land planners sought to enhance 
the core area of the Silver Lake Wilderness by adding 
Cathead Mountain and closing West River Road. But 
since one of those actions have proven impractical, 
nothing would be gained by continuing to manage 
the mountain as a potential wilderness addition. 
Therefore the goal should be to expand the core area 
in a different direction, primarily by extending the 
wilderness boundary southward into Fulton County 
to include all of the high-elevation backcountry that 
was overlooked by the Pomeroy Committee and the 
TSC.

A significant portion of the Shaker Mountain Wild 
Forest already appears to meet wilderness guide-
lines, making it easy to come up with a variety of 
ways to reconfigure the boundary. At a minimum, 

the expanded Silver Lake Wilderness should encom-
pass all of the contiguous lands at least 2000 feet in 
elevation. However, it would be possible to protect 
even more acreage without interfering with the 
existing snowmobile trail network in the southern 
portion of the wild forest.

The ponds on the County Line Lake plateau 
include Duck, Winter, Fisher Vly, Little Oxbarn, East-
man, and County Line lakes. They range in size from 
6 acres to 32. Although all are fishless due to acidifi-
cation, several are regarded as potential brook trout 
habitat1 . Nearly all of them are very shallow. Only 
County Line Lake is accessed by a marked state foot 
trail; the rest currently have no trails of any kind, and 
can only be reached by bushwhacking.

The southern portion of the Shaker Mountain Wild 
Forest is traversed by a key snowmobile trail that ex-
tends from Pinnacle Road to Irving Pond. It is not the 
intent of this recommendation to force the closure 
or relocation of that trail, but to protect the undevel-
oped acreage to the north. There are several other 
wild forest trails that do seem to meet wilderness 
guidelines—particularly Chase, Stewart, and Indian 
lakes—and these sections might also be candidates 
for inclusion in the wilderness boundary. According 
to DEC’s management plan, these trails are not open 
to non-conforming uses.

The one location not suitable for a wilderness clas-
sification is Frie Flow. This inholding was originally 
purchased by a local electric company, and in 1918 
it reserved the right to flood a portion of the sur-
rounding Forest Preserve. The hydroelectric project 
was never developed, but the flooding rights are still 
held by the current landowner, the Beer, Buck & Bea-
gle Club. If the wilderness boundary were to include 
Frie Flow, the area subject to this reservation would 
need to be classified separately as a primitive area.

1 NYS Department of Environmental Conservation, 
“Shaker Mountain Wild Forest and Northville Boat Launch Unit 
Management Plan,” 2006.
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MAP 7: County Line Lakes Reclassification Alternative 1
Forest Preserve: Wild Forest
Forest Preserve: Primitive

Non-motorized trail

Forest Preserve: Wilderness

Based on the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation’s State Land Interactive Mapper
Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Snowmobile trail

Primitive campsite

Lean-to

Fire tower

This is the “no action alternative.” The 
boundary between the Silver Lake 
Wilderness and the Shaker Mountain 
Wild Forest remains pegged to the 
Hamilton-Fulton county line. No acreage 
is reclassified wilderness.
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MAP 8: County Line Lakes Reclassification Alternative 2
Forest Preserve: Wild Forest
Forest Preserve: Primitive

Non-motorized trail

Forest Preserve: Wilderness

Based on the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation’s State Land Interactive Mapper
Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Snowmobile trail

Primitive campsite

Lean-to

Fire tower

The wilderness boundary is extended 
south to include most of the contiguous 
lands at least 2000 feet in elevation. 
All of the most sensitive high-elevation 
ponds are included. Most trails are 
excluded, except for the upper portion of 
the County line lake foot trail.
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MAP 9: County Line Lakes Reclassification Alternative 3a
Forest Preserve: Wild Forest
Forest Preserve: Primitive

Non-motorized trail

Forest Preserve: Wilderness

Based on the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation’s State Land Interactive Mapper
Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Snowmobile trail

Primitive campsite

Lean-to

Fire tower

The wilderness boundary is extended 
southward to include most of the trailless 
wild forest acreage. The County Line Lake 
foot trail is now fully included, but all 
other wild forest facilities are omitted. 
The wilderness boundary excludes the 
Frie Flow inholding.
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MAP 10: County Line Lakes Reclassification Alternative 3b
Forest Preserve: Wild Forest
Forest Preserve: Primitive

Non-motorized trail

Forest Preserve: Wilderness

Based on the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation’s State Land Interactive Mapper
Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Snowmobile trail

Primitive campsite

Lean-to

Fire tower

This alternative is nearly identical to 
Alternative 3A, except that additional 
trailless acreage at Prairie lake and 
Chase lake is included.



36

MAP 11: County Line Lakes Reclassification Alternative 4
Forest Preserve: Wild Forest
Forest Preserve: Primitive

Non-motorized trail

Forest Preserve: Wilderness

Based on the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation’s State Land Interactive Mapper
Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Snowmobile trail

Primitive campsite

Lean-to

Fire tower

The wilderness boundary is extended 
southward to include most of the acreage 
north of the snowmobile trails. Chase, 
Stewart, and Indian Lakes are included. 
Private inholding is classified as the 
Frie Flow Primitive Area. The maximum 
eligible acreage is added to the Silver 
lake Wilderness.
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rECOMMENDATION #5:
rECrEATIONAl ACCESS

This 32-mile loop incorporates a combination 
of existing foot and snowmobile trails, sev-
eral established unmarked trails, and a few 
short road sections. Named for Fulton Coun-

ty’s famed historical figure Nick Stoner, the proposed 
loop links the backcountry with businesses at Cana-
da Lake and Pine Lake.

Much of this route already exists in one form or 
another, although it is not currently viewed as a 
continuous trail. Established unmarked trails already 
exist at Prairie Lake and Hidden Vly, so the only new 

trail construction would be required at Irving Pond 
and between Whitman Flow and County Line Lake. 
The route passes more than a dozen ponds and lakes 
and has multiple possible starting points.

There is also the potential for a linkage with the 
Hamilton County Trail (HCT), a long-distance hik-
ing trail that was first proposed in the Great South 
Woods project. It may also be possible to incorpo-
rate Kane Mountain and its popular fire tower into 
the route.

Based on the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation’s State Land Interactive Mapper. Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
MAP 12: Proposed Nick Stoner Loop Trail

Existing Trail
New Trail
Road Walk

Hamilton County Trail (proposed)

HCT (proposed)
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MAP 13: Proposed Barbara McMartin Trail

Map by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Existing Unmarked Trail
New Trail

Northville-Placid Trail
Snowmbile Trail

ford

ford

West river Gorge
special management area

Whitehouse

Fig. 6 Route of the proposed Ferris Fifty Trail, as it 
appeared in the Great South Woods project report.

Source map: SUNY-ESF, “Great South Woods Complex Planning,” 
2016

One of the most rugged places in Hamilton 
County is the gorge on the West Branch 
Sacandaga River a short distance upstream 
from Whitehouse. Deep within this nearly 

impassable canyon are four waterfalls, which are 
kept in shade for most of the day by the tall moun-
tainsides that surround them.

The famed historian and guidebook author Bar-
bara McMartin wrote about this gorge in several 
publications, rating it among her favorite hikes in 
the southern Adirondacks. Her preferred route was 
to bushwhack straight through the gorge, a tortuous 
option that required scrambling over boulders and 
wading through the river itself. She then continued 
upstream alongside a gentler section of the West 
Branch before emerging on NY 10 south of Piseco.

There are established footpaths at each end of 
McMartin’s route, at Big Eddy and Piseco Outlet, but 
a long middle portion is trackless. A marked foot trail 
following the river’s north bank could be one of the 
best wilderness routes in the Adirondacks, rivaling 
the Cold River in the High Peaks Wilderness.

The proposed Barbara McMartin Trail would ex-
tend 6.7 miles from Whitehouse to NY 10, with a pos-
sible side trail to Owl Pond. The rugged terrain of the 
gorge would force the trail to climb around the north 

rim, where there are several views from the top of a 
sheer cliff to one of the waterfalls below. Otherwise, 
the route should follow the edge of the river closely, 
allowing visitors to enjoy the views for most of the 
distance.

In addition to becoming an asset for the Silver 
Lake Wilderness and the surrounding locality, the 
trail would be a key link in the proposed “Ferris Fifty 
Trail,” a backpacking loop proposed by SUNY-ESF 
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as part of the Great South Woods Project. This loop 
would connect the Silver Lake Wilderness with the 
nearby Ferris Lake Wild Forest and West Canada Lake 
Wilderness, completely encircling Piseco Lake.

The West Branch is a beautiful river, and this trail 
would likely become very popular. This does raise 
several concerns, each of which would need to be 
addressed in a revised unit manage plan:

Fords. The pro-
posed route of the 
Barbara McMartin 
Trail crosses Ham-
ilton Lake Stream 
and Piseco Outlet, 
both of which are 
large streams—and 
unavoidable ob-
stacles. Each one 
will likely require 
fording. Hamilton 
Lake Stream is 
currently forded in 
the vicinity of Big 
Eddy without much 
difficulty, but Pise-
co Outlet and the 
nearby North Vly 
may pose a bigger 
challenge to trail 
construction. De-
liberately choosing 
not to bridge the 
stream may be a 
management strat-
egy, as it will deter 
visitation during 
times of high water, 
when the riparian 
environment is 
more sensitive to 
erosion. Explicit 
signage should be 
placed at each trailhead.

West River Gorge Special Management Area. 
Currently, the Big Eddy Trail (an unmarked foot-
path) ends a short distance below the gorge; peo-
ple seeking to explore farther must bushwhack. 

The waterfalls within the gorge are an obvious 
attraction, but the river’s path through the moun-
tains is so narrow that hiking into the gorge as 
McMartin did is not easy. Building a trail around 
the north rim would be better, but herd paths may 
still develop as passing hikers seek closer views 
despite the excessively steep terrain and lack of 
easy access. For this reason, the gorge should be 
designated a special management area, with rou-

tine monitoring of 
site conditions. No 
camping should be 
allowed within the 
gorge, and access 
in general should 
be discouraged.

Poison-ivy. This 
scourge grows 
prolifically along 
the edge of the 
river, and is par-
ticularly fond of 
sun-exposed rock 
ledges—the same 
spots hikers will 
want to stop and 
appreciate. Infor-
mational signage 
should be placed at 
both trailheads.

Camping. There are 
several established 
campsites along 
the river, including 
three at Big Eddy 
and one immedi-
ately above the up-
permost waterfall. 
Because this part of 
the West Branch is 
a designated wild 

river, new lean-to construction is not permitted. 
Therefore dispersed camping is recommended, 
with designated sites at intervals along the gentler 
sections of the river. Maps at each trailhead should 
inform hikers of the locations of these sites before 
setting off into the backcountry.

View of the valley of the West Branch Sacandaga River from 
the north rim of the gorge

Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates
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MAP 14: Proposed 
Cathead and little 

Cathead Mountain Trails

Map by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

Existing Unmarked Trail
New Trail

Northville-Placid Trail
Other State Foot Trail

Abandoned State Trails

Upon successful passage of the Article XIV 
amendment, and assuming favorable 
terms can be reached with the Thomas 
Gang / Hatch Brook hunting club, public 

access should be restored to the fire tower on the 
summit of Cathead Mountain. The views from this 
location will undoubtedly make it a popular desti-
nation.

Before the loss of public access in 1998, there 
were two established trails on Cathead, both of 
them now abandoned. The westerly route was an 
old jeep trail, and the eastern route was the public 
foot trail. Both are in poor condition and are unsuit-
able for further use, largely due to steep terrain and 
poor drainage.

If possible, two new trails should be established. 
The first priority should be the direct route from the 
old public parking area at the end of North Road in 
Benson, more or less recreating the prior route but 
with a modern design that avoids the fall line.

The second priority should be a longer connect-
ing the route that begins on the Northville-Placid 
Trail near Woods Lake and climbs to the summit 
of Little Cathead Mountain, which is wooded but 
does offer some views from scattered openings. The 
combination of the two linked trails would encour-
age repeat visits to Cathead, making several trip 
options possible.

Little Cathead Mountain as seen from Woods Lake 
Photo by Bill Ingersoll, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates



MAP 15: Hunting/Winter Access Enhancement Opportunities
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Prepared by Adirondack Wilderness Advocates

1 - Mount Francisco: Lack of safe roadside parking at state land 
frontage on NY 8

2 - Elbow Creek: Lack of practical parking for state land access; 
creek and steep terrain are barriers at existing sites

3 - West River Road: Winter parking interferes with snowplow turn-
around; potential conflicts with plow truck

4 - Blackbridge Road: Parking needed for state land access; signs at 
end of road discourage legal entry to state land

5 - Holmes Lake Access: Winter parking not provided
6 - Stoner Lakes: Winter parking not provided


