
 
Shifting Catskill Perspectives 
by Peter Manning  
 
As we wend our way down Kaaterskill Clove, the kids become excited as the gorge 
deepens and the forested slopes rise. They call out their sightings of mountaintops, and 
as we slow on the sharpest of curves, recognize a roaring Bastion Falls. They know this 
place. And no sooner do they express disappointment that we are not hiking to 
Kaaterskill Falls, does the landscape again command our attention.  
 
Descending freely around outcrops and through the shade of hemlocks, we enjoy the 
sort of real-time flow of the stream whom with we’ve been sharing this clove. And it’s 
precisely this little in-the-moment sensation that catches me, as it is apt to do in the 
Catskills, although it’s usually while I’m hiking. The passage of time becomes so 
immediate it just dissolves. Distant memories rush in. Vivid but dashing are my 
recollections of this place, first as a teenage passenger in the family station wagon and 
then as college thrill-seeker partaking in the rites of plunging from Fawn’s Leap into the 
water below. Departing as quickly as they arrive, the memories are unmistakably roused 
by the place. And this place is part of a greater wild region that has remained largely 
unchanged in my lifetime. When considering all that has changed in the nearby 
landscapes, our appreciation of the Catskills only deepens and invites further 
exploration. 
 
Moving east from the Wall of Manitou, I activate our imaginations by pondering aloud 
what it might have been like to take a horse and buggy ride from the Hudson River to 
the Catskill Mountain House. As the boys crane their necks to make out the spot where 
the iconic hotel once stood, I help them get their bearings by locating the fading scar of 
the Otis Elevated Railway. Gazing at the carpeted green slopes, Finnegan, our eight-
year old, continues logically with “How come there isn’t a hotel there anymore?” I pause, 
and a multitude of possible responses flood through my mind. He picks it up again, 
“that’s because it’s forever wild” he exclaims, having been exposed to my Catskill raps 
on many a previous occasion. Looking in the rearview I see that Asher, our three-year 
old, even seems to be paying attention. Adjusting my perspective, I glance at Finnegan 
who is now musing in the way he does when we enter the woods on a hike, and I know 
he’s connecting with our adventures in the Catskills.  
 
“Hey, is that the Thruway?” comes the next question, but this is really just a verbal 
affirmation of evidence he likes to piece together in his understanding of the landscape. 
Continuing in silence, the entry to the village of Catskill arrives and confronts rather 
abruptly. But even this hardscape of 21st-century, drive-up commerce simply cannot 
surprise us. The plaza-oriented corridor is flanked with quick-mart canopies, utilitarian 
facades, and bright plastic signs on stilts, all of which are dotted by bits of curative 
landscaping of the red-mulch-with-juniper sort. The boys know this place too, but not 
this particular place. They know it from exits we’ve taken off the highway on the trip to 
Grandma’s or from shopping excursions to large stores. But the memories are not crisp, 
they tend to run together much in the way strip development sprawls outward until it 



blurs any boundaries or defining qualities between previously distinct locales. To be 
sure, we’re part of this internal combustion culture, as we gaze from the comfort of our 
mobile bubble through the traffic and over to the empty sidewalks. I’m thinking: at least 
these sidewalks are here.  
 
Yet even along this slice of Generica, the passage of time is revealed through slight 
hints. Structures of the past are interspersed with recent retail fare -- some of them 
repurposed to hang with the new crowd, others awkwardly awaiting the fate of the next 
wave of commercial change, which will surely outdo the current fashion. Less subtle is 
the hulking railroad overpass, a reminder of an earlier chapter in the nation’s ongoing 
march of progress. This is an area, along with many like it in the Hudson Valley, where 
we’ve witnessed considerable change within the last two decades. The net effect of this 
rapidly unfolding development, despite associated efforts to blend it with existing 
community fabric, is one that seems to be ever trending toward homogeneity. And 
although this condition largely typifies and even dominates our contemporary 
experience of landscape, an unconsciousness acceptance of it does not come without 
consequence.  
 
Continuing north on 9W (the numerical designation for Maple Avenue), we enter a 
highway landscape of overpasses and guardrails and arrive at the cloverleaf 
interchange for State Highway 23 East.  After encountering a billboard whose size 
exceeds the footprint of the average house, we come upon a jumbled assortment of 
commercial establishments floating freely in a pavement dominated corridor. A feeling 
of loneliness sets in. Desensitized from even a brief exposure to placelessness, we 
know it’s time to get out of the car and engage in some kind of restorative exercise. The 
family intuits my next move. On cue, we jump off the strip onto Spring Street. They 
know me well and are conditioned to this type of Catskill-viewing behavior. If we were 
crossing the Kingston-Rhinecliff Bridge, it would be a stroll at the Poet’s Walk. Here of 
course, it’s a visit to Cedar Grove, the home of Thomas Cole.  
 
Blessed with a beautiful day, we are drawn to the blue sky beyond the steps of the 
porch. The design of the site encourages our approach to the home, and the orientation 
of the architecture has been easily persuaded by the stunning vista of the Catskills. As 
we ascend the stairs, our experiential sequence is commanded by the bold silhouette of 
the Catskills, which is framed by the porch of the home, as in a painting. Strolling forth 
we move further into the scene. As the landscape unfolds before us, we become more a 
part of it and it in turn becomes a deeper part of us. Reaching the balustrade, the frame 
disappears and the view is all landscape. The crisp morning light illuminates the 
sedimentary bones of the distant escarpment, and a light mist still hangs above the 
lower portions of Kaaterskill Clove. As I take it all in – or rather, as it takes me in – the 
family slips away without my notice and I contemplate the significance of my location.  
This is an ideal position to appreciate how the Catskill Mountains inspired the American 
consciousness and to consider how the influence of these earlier connections is a 
cause for optimism in our relationship with today’s landscape.  
 



Surveying the abrupt topographical change between mountain and valley, it’s not 
difficult to imagine how mountains initially instilled fear in early populations arriving from 
overseas. Uninviting for settlement, occupied by wild animals and other potentially 
hostile inhabitants, the Catskills remained a largely unexplored realm, but one that 
loomed alongside cultivation and progress. In this, the Catskills represented the greater 
condition of the young nation: wild, awe-inspiring environs in proximity to huddled 
settlements. Along with the fear of the unknown came curiosity and, led by the spirited 
engagement of poets, writers, and artists, this curiosity with the Catskills would soon 
become fascination.  
 
Washington Irving’s appeal to fertile imaginations through Rip Van Winkle (1819) 
animated the Catskills. The story compounded the mystery of the mountains while 
anchoring them to the reality of life in the valley, thus setting in motion a yearning to 
explore. That Irving never went into the mountains until long after he penned the tale 
leaves us to marvel at his talent and to witness the power of place in inspiring the 
imagination. In a later, expressive and rambling discourse Irving recounts, with poetic 
liberty, a boyhood voyage full of “wonder and romance” on a sloop up the Hudson River. 
The young Irving listened to an Indian trader “weave his whimsical narrative” as he 
(Irving):  
 

“lay on the deck, through-out a long summer’s day, gazing upon these 
mountains, the ever changing shapes and hues which appeared to realize the 
magical influences in question…  As I beheld them thus shifting continually 
before my eye, and listened to the marvelous legends of the trader, a host of 
fanciful notions was conjured into my brain which have haunted it ever since.” 1  
 

Not only was he instilling the mountains with magic and mystery but – and perhaps 
more so -- the place was moving him to compose such passages, even from a distance.  
 
Gazing out from the porch, we can feel the sense of wonderment expressed by Irving 
and can surely conjure up our own fanciful notions. Among these is likely to be a desire 
to become more of a participant in -- and less of an observer of -- the mountainous 
terrain that ripples into the distance. Irving encouraged this in the Sketch Book’s “Indian 
Memoir”, where he described the man of civilized society and his preoccupations as 
being at least once removed from the core and more bonding relationship that exists 
between a native inhabitant and his wild environs. And the former would do well by 
reconnecting with his primeval roots: “he… who would study Nature in its wildness and 
variety must plunge into the forest, must explore the glen, must stem the torrent, and 
dare the precipice.” 2 Although Irving is perhaps engaged in a bit of an inner tussle here, 
this juxtaposition of traits is suggestive of characteristics within the larger American 
situation. With regards to landscape painting for example, if one is steeped in European 
principles of aesthetic theory and grounded within a detached, objective view of 
landscape, then appreciation of art and nature tends to be focused more on the 
application of learned principles and the artist’s skill in employing these in the work. 
Quite different is the direct participant, as in the artist who explores the mountains all 



day, gets lost, and is benighted in the wilderness, only to reemerge and set about 
painting anew.  
 
Though it is introduced as “very likely in part a fiction,” 3 Thomas Cole’s “The 
Bewilderment” immerses us in a participatory narrative. With Cole, we romp through the 
kind of bushwacking ramble that would result in paintings that reoriented the point of 
view and signaled a distinctly American perspective on landscape. In Cole’s 1827 
painting, “The Clove,” we immediately become part of the place and it has a direct 
impact on how we feel. Absent is the contemplative repose of the spectator, the 
otherwise dominant aesthetic paradigm. The work is a visual manifestation of Dewitt 
Clinton’s call for the ennobling of American scenery in 1816: “This wild, romantic, and 
awful scenery is calculated to produce a correspondent impression in the imagination-—
to elevate all the faculties of the mind, and to exalt all the feelings of the heart.” 4 In 
Cole’s “Sunny Morning on the Hudson River” (1827) “daring the precipice” reveals even 
more of this fresh point of view -- a completion of the inside-looking-out perspective. In 
this, we are there with Cole, with Rip Van Winkle and we can, for the moment, “lay 
musing on this scene.” 5 With the “lordly Hudson far, far below”6 and all the civilized 
associations of the valley, we are poised -- with the wilderness all around us -- in a 
quintessentially American position.  
 
Cole’s “Bewilderment” embodies the dynamics of Rip’s journey, echoing the stages 
found in the rites of passage and the hero’s journey. At the heart of the ritual is the 
condition of liminality; and place, specifically wilderness, is the key ingredient, the 
indispensable catalyst in the transformation. When Cole rambled in the Catskills there 
were of course no protections for wilderness. He struggled deeply with the paradoxical 
relationships between the progress of industrialization and the loss of wild places that 
touched upon the soul and were integral to national spirit and identify. With the advent 
of the tanning and logging industries, the advancement of railroads, and the 
corresponding loss of wild animals and forests, despoliation of the Catskills accelerated 
substantially during and beyond Cole’s lifetime. Even the unchecked impacts of tourism 
brought degradation to the very places people were coming to enjoy. In his “Essay on 
American Scenery” (1836) Cole put forth a persuasive and heartfelt response to the 
increasing loss of the wild, but it wasn’t until later in the century that formal actions of 
preservation were enacted.  
 
Looking back on the forces that eventually snowballed into the creation of the forest 
preserve in New York State (1885), the accounts relate more of a reaction to an exigent 
crisis than a proactive execution of careful forethought. This coming as no surprise, the 
predominant factors were borne of environmental plunder and exhaustion, the future 
need for clean water, and a problematic accumulation of land by the state for lack of tax 
payments. Aesthetic considerations, though obviously present, were not primary drivers 
of change alongside more pragmatic reasoning. Nevertheless, Cole’s essay is an early 
contribution to American environmentalism, and its themes related to the sublime and 
the human place in nature have a valid place in contemporary environmental discourse. 
And in retrospective light, regarding preservation measures that ultimately followed, 
there is accuracy to some of his visionary passages. 



 
“In this age, when a meager utilitarianism seems ready to absorb every feeling 
and sentiment, and what is sometimes called improvement in its march makes us 
fear that the bright and tender flowers of the Imagination shall all be crushed 
beneath its iron tramp, it would be well to cultivate the oasis that yet remains to 
us, and thus preserve the germs of a future and a purer system.” 7  
 
“This is a regret rather than a complaint; such is the road society has to travel; it 
may lead to refinement in the end, but the traveller who sees the place of rest 
close at hand, dislikes the road that has so many unnecessary windings.”8 

 
“Daaaaad!” comes the call, awakening me from my Catskills-induced ruminations. With 
the mist now long gone from the Clove and the sun higher in the sky, it’s time to 
continue our journey. I learn that Finnegan found an interpretive panel with historic 
illustration of the grounds and has been comparing this with his findings of today’s walk. 
Asher, holding a seed pod, is practically falling over backwards trying to see the top of 
the giant Honey Locust. As we pile into the car to head further east, the boys remind 
Becky and I that the hike to Kaaterskill Falls has been firmly scheduled into tomorrow’s 
return trip.  
 
Returning along the same route, Finnegan must’ve missed the fact that there is a 
Walmart in Catskill, as he remarks on its presence. I know he’s aware of Walmart’s 
ubiquity in the landscape and its corporate dominance. I enhance his understanding by 
relating the story of how Asher Durand’s “Kindred Spirits” (1849) was purchased for 
more than $35 million by Alice Walton, heiress of the Walmart fortune, who then built a 
museum in Arkansas where the painting is displayed. I remind him there’s a picture of 
the painting on a brochure we picked up. As he views the image, I attempt to explain the 
work’s significance, who’s in the painting, and how it uses creative license in combining 
the clove and falls into a single scene. Not being sure how interested he is in all this, I 
up the ante. My tone now reflective of my excitement, I inform him that the painting is 
currently at the Met in NYC and can be viewed along with a host of iconic works of 
Hudson River School artists. Seemingly indifferent to the opportunity, he gives no reply. 
I accept the drop in conversation, which seems fitting anyway as we near the base of 
the clove and are about to ascend the ravine.  
 
Of the rush of feelings I often experience when entering the mountains, I can attribute 
an almost supernatural optimism to the certainty that the Catskills are a place of 
ongoing inspiration and unresolved mystery. With this comes a thankfulness and a 
respect for the influence of this place on previous generations and individuals who 
helped shape who we are today, especially in terms of sustaining a balanced 
relationship with the natural world. This is a powerful inheritance, one to be continuously 
tapped and brought forth to future generations and to places where a restoration of this 
relationship is needed. How fortunate we are to have immediate access to wilds of the 
forest preserve, the parks along the river, and the educational programs at state and 
national historic sites. A region so rich in cultural heritage offers unique opportunities for 
schools, and it affects how we conduct local policy, issue land use decisions, partner 



with government agencies, attract tourists, and drive local economies. A sense of 
collective appreciation emerges from our shared heritage. This is strengthened by a 
responsibility that fosters cooperative actions and helps guide envisioned change in our 
cherished landscape. 
 
By now, we’re approaching the top of the clove, and the prospect of what comes next is 
gathering momentum. We choose to enter the woods toward the new viewing platform 
at the top of Kaaterskill Falls. Collecting ourselves at the trailhead, I know full well this 
isn’t the time to reactivate the earlier discussion about “Kindred Spirits,” but I do it 
anyway. “Finnegan, the painting will be at the Met until the middle of May… we can go 
there and see it if you want.” Brimming with intent to take the first step of the hike, he 
matter-of-factly delivers the enduring reply: “That’s okay, Dad -- we’re going to the real 
place now.” 
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