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Today, the Shawangunk Mountains of New York’s Ulster County are a protected
region of stunning natural beauty, with hundreds of acres under the stewardship of
the Mohonk Preserve and the Minnewaska State Park Preserve. The range is “one
of Earth’s last great places” and a hikers’ and rock climbers’ paradise, but it was not
always this way. Cellar holes, abandoned wells, burying grounds, the foundations of
a mill, and one recently restored cabin reveal that people once lived and died in this
wild and beautiful place. Welcome to the Trapps, the first vanished, hardscrabble
community honored with placement on the National and New York State Registers
of Historic Places.
Shortly after the American Revolution, a pioneer settlement began to take hold
atop the Shawangunks. Ninety miles up the Hudson River from Manhattan in
western Ulster County, this settlement, known as The Trapps, grew into a hamlet of
forty to fifty families who wrested a living from an unforgiving and isolated land.
Proud and independent, for generations they lived largely apart from the rapidly
growing Hudson River communities in the valley below, preserving “the old ways” of
America’s first pioneers—scratching out a living by working their own subsistence
farms and harvesting raw materials from the forest and earth.
In an age when a power outage can leave us helpless and vulnerable, it is hard
to imagine living in a community where there is no power, where the “utilities” are a
wood fire, a hand-dug well, and a water-powered mill. Where the food you eat is
what you can raise yourself or gather from the fields and forests by hunting game
and gathering nuts and berries. A cow or two and a few chickens provide milk,
butter, cheese, eggs, and meat. Your only possessions are what you can make for
yourself or purchase with the small amount of cash you can earn by shaving barrel
hoops from tree saplings, cutting millstones from the mountains’ conglomerate rock
and tan bark from hemlock trees, burning charcoal, logging, or harvesting the
Shawangunks’ famous huckleberries. Later, the Smiley families’ tourist hotels at
Lake Mohonk and Lake Minnewaska provided a measure of steady employment
and reliable income, enabling this hardscrabble pioneer community to live on well
into the twentieth century.
For about 150 years, colorful characters abounded in this “region where the
Maker of Mountains went mad,” their stories echoing even today across a high
hollow nestled between Lakes Mohonk and Minnewaska. The Trapps hamlet is all
but gone now; only a few vestiges of this proud and independent community remain.
The rest has vanished along with the way of life that sustained it, but Robi
Josephson and Bob Larsen breathe life into this vanished place and the people who
once called it home. This long-awaited book, the result of their combined fifty-year
odyssey and Bob’s groundbreaking research, extracts history from Shawangunk
Mountain ridges and ravines, from libraries and archives up and down the Hudson
Valley, and—most significant of all—from interviews with the last generation to be
born and raised in The Trapps.
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Praise for An Unforgiving Land
The deep knowledge and tireless research of coauthors Robi Josephson and Bob Larsen
show how life in the Trapps was “dangling, uncertain.” Yet everyone had work to do and did
it on his or her own terms while living and breathing the mountain’s free spirit. In this new
book, these two dedicated cultural historians breathe life into the history and humanity of this
now-vanished hamlet. Glenn Hoagland Executive Director, Mohonk Preserve
Without this detailed and compassionate book, it is difficult to imagine life on a “scratch
farm” on the rocky slopes of the Shawangunks. Only a few generations ago, our ancestors
could “live for a long time without going to the store for fruit, vegetables, meat and supplies”.
These are people who truly define pioneer spirit, tenacity and grit. In a very substantial piece
of work, Josephson and Larsen bring their vanished lifestyle back in full color, giving us more
insight into the Gunks landscape today. Cara Lee, Shawangunk Ridge Program Director,
The Nature Conservancy
Together Mr. Larsen and Ms. Josephson have distilled a remarkably detailed and
fascinating history of a lost hamlet and a lost time. … Of the many national and state historic
structures and districts in New York, the Trapps Mountain Hamlet District does not preserve
gilded-era mansions or the lifestyles of the aristocracy. Rather, the men and women who lived
in the Trapps over the last two hundred years were industrious and hardy people who lived at
the edge—farming subsistence plots and engaging in whatever local industry the land would
afford. This delightful history is a vignette into a disappearing chapter of American history
and a window into the life and times of post-colonial settlers who worked the land in the
Shawangunk Mountains. Bob Anderberg, Vice President and General Council, Open
Space Institute
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