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History While You Hike—Early Sullivan County in
the Neversink River Unique Area, NY

Introduction

Text-to-speech Audio

>

Visitors come to the Neversink River gorge to hike forested trails, marvel at its waterfalls, and pause for quiet
reflection. But in the 19t century, this remote river gorge traversing the towns of Thompson and Forestburgh, NY was
a place of noisy industry. The shouts of lumbermen accompanied the sound of white pine and hemlock trees crashing
to the forest floor. Every stream was crowded with water-powered sawmills and grist mills. Small farms producing
butter and wool followed. Yet by the 20t century, the area was more famous for its colorful backwoods characters
and bear hunts than for its industry. Thanks to its protected status as a DEC Unique Area, the gorge’s scattered stone
foundations are preserved to tell the story of this earlier Catskills—long before the Borscht Belt era and Woodstock.

Free guided tours from Katrina Falls Trailhead are available May-September through the New York-New Jersey Trail
Conference.



Katrina Falls Road Trailhead and Hackledam Trail

Historic Hackledam in the Neversink River Gorge
The DEC trailhead at the end of Katrina Falls Road is the most pop...

Mill Ruin at Black Bear Hunting Club Gates
Sawmill? Cider Mill? Grist Mill?The owner of the mill and its functio...

Mill at Wolf Brook Bridge - Griffin Family

It takes imagination to envision these forested trails the way they ...

Dewey-Silvieus Sawmill at Wolf Brook & the Neversink
At the junction of Wolf Brook and the Neversink River lies the best-...
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Backstory and Context
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>

Lumbering, Tanning, and Farming

This spectacular river gorge in the southern Catskills features miles of hiking trails, hunting, and fly fishing — the
Neversink River being synonymous with the sport. Today’s visitors experience the remote section of the Neversink

much as the Munsee-Lenape tribe did for thousands of years. But in the 19t century, the area was a microcosm of
early-industrial America. Veterans of the Revolutionary War and War of 1812 settled Oakland Valley to the south and
Bridgeville to the north and began cutting pine trees for lumber and hemlock trees for tanning to cure leather.

The river— its cavernous walls studded with natural “rock houses”—can tell its own story. Bridgeville at the northern
end of the Gorge was settled by 1810, with sawmills on every stream. Tanneries arrived after the opening of the
Delaware and Hudson Canal in 1828 when raw hides could be imported from as far away as South America to
Neversink Valley with its endless supply of fresh running water and hemlock bark for tannin. Cottage industries
sprung up around the sawmills: furniture factories, barrel staves, hoops, and wooden scoops could be fashioned over
the winter months. Wintergreen oil was distilled from leaves collected by women and children. Huckleberries were
picked for profit in the summer near Wolf Lake. Families settled and built a schoolhouse, farmed the rocky slopes, and
grazed animals for meat and butter. But their time was fleeting, and by 1900 the Gorge fell largely quiet again.



