
Old Put/ Westchester County Trailways/ Putnam Bike Path Extension

Introduction

Consider a dedicated bike path starting within NYC that goes all the way into Putnam County, interrupted by a limited number of road crossings. That would be the Westchester County Trailways, the route of the “Old Put,” the former Putnam Division rail line of the New York Central (1881-1958). Although not complete, it is quite workable in its present form. In its completed sections it is well marked and traverses some startlingly beautiful terrain. 

Besides the usefulness of the trail itself, it supplies access to cycling possibilities. For example, Graham Hills Park, an off-road mountain bike park in Mt Pleasant and the connecting bike path to Tarrytown off Neperan Road, which are both easily accessed from the trail. The latter can be used to connect with the Old Croton Aqueduct Trail for out and back loops. 

One advantage to cycling on the eastern side of the Hudson is the bailout option on Metro North. The WCT threads between the Hudson and Harlem lines, never too far from a station. Situated in a valley, it is generally protected from wind gusts. It is not subject to the vicissitudes of closures on the GW Bridge. Finally, until you have cycled on a dedicated bike path you don’t realize how annoying motor traffic has been.

The WCT affords commuting opportunities with greater future potentials if action follows vision. Scott Blau regularly commutes between Yonkers and Tarrytown. He envisons feeder paths leading to the WCT.  Communters could take a safe route on a fully rideable surface to subway/ rail stations with bicycle storage at these trail heads. I can see the path extended past the West Kingsbridge Road to a Metro North station and access to the #1 Train at 225th Street. A connector to the new Tappen Zee Bridge bike path opens cycling options to users and destinations on both sides of the Hudson River. The path to dreams into a future cycling reality  is by sitting at the table and partnering with other advocacy groups. 

Approaches

Go to Van Cortlandt Park on Google Maps and zoom into Van Cortlandt Lake. You will see the WCT labeled to the west of the lake. Also on the map, but incorrectly labeled as the WCT, is a path to the south of the lake.  This is is actually the western terminus of the Mosholu-Pelham Bay Bike Path, entering the park at Van Cortlandt Park South/ W Gun Hill Road/ Mosholu Parkway. This entry is just under a mile long, well marked and paved. Consider this as an option from the #4 Train at Mosholu Park Station on Jerome Avenue, following Mosholu Parkway North to a left on Gun Hill Road. You can also access this trail from the eastern Bronx via this greenway.

Preferred subway access is the #1 Train to 242 Street, last stop. Exit on the right (east), then down the stairs on the right (south). At the bottom of the stairs is a path going into the park. If you look carefully, it has a green bikeway sign. Follow this path across the park, emerging from under blue bridge, it will go to the left. The path on that blue bridge is the Old Put. Your path will merge with the Old Put, and you are good to go! From subway stairs to the Old Put is all of 0.25 mile. It will be running to the west/ left of the lake. If you take a right fork and go by the boathouse, you have missed the access, instead of the Old Put, you will be on the Pelham Bay bike path.

The Trailways Northbound

The path in Van Cortlandt Park is unpaved and crude for the first 1.5 miles. If you intend to do this section you will need either a mtn bike or a bike with tires of at least 23 mm and some minimal riding skills. This section gets quite muddy and rutted in wet weather. Be prepared to cycle around and/or over old, sunken railroad ties. Don’t get nervous if this isn’t your kind of riding. Ride what you feel comfortable and walk the bike if you must. Even walking your bike will be a quicker access to the WCT than getting to another point further up the line. Besides, riding or walking, this stretch is worthy of experiencing. There are generally a handful of runners on it at any time of daylight. Most of this unpaved route in VC Park is very rideable in dry conditions.

The next entry/exit to the trailways is at Alan Shepard Jr Place and Harrison Avenue in Yonkers, a few circuitous blocks north of McLean Avenue. This is not convenient to a train. It sits in the middle of an endless maze of suburban roads.

Google Maps incorrectly labels the trail as it approaches Tibbetts Brook Park. The actual trail is to the west/left of the path marked as such on the map. The path is smoothly paved and is represented by a black line on the map, just to the east/right of the Saw Mill River Parkway. 

The WCT gently climbs alongside Tibbetts Brook Park, then crosses over the Cross County Parkway on its own bridge.  This is a great section that is newly paved and very smooth. All detours have been eliminated till Elmsford.

The surface between Lawrence Street, Dobbs Ferry/Ardsley and the Ashford Street underpass is rife with heaves. Take this stretch slowly unless you are on a suspended mtn bike.

The path threads its way north from Yonkers, with the Saw Mill River Parkway to the west and the NY State Thruway to the east, till just before Elmsford. The next major intersection is Route 119 in Elmsford. It is heavily trafficked. If in doubt, just go to the intersection at 9A and cross at the light, but be mindful this is still a dangerous and confused intersection. Once you have crossed Rt 119, it will be clear riding from here, one of the best sections of the path till you have to cross Route 100 north of Route 117, south of Millwood. However, some sections have unexpected surface heaves and holes. Keep your hands firmly on your handlebars and expect the unexpected.

Before the Trailways crosses over Route 100C, you will pass a parking lot on the left. Just past the parking lot, and over a bridge, you can make a sharp left turn onto the bike path towards Tarrytown for options of a return on the Old Croton Aqueduct Trail or the MN Railroad home. 

Continuing on the Trailways north, you have the option of exiting on Route 117 and either taking the MN train at Pleasantville or riding the mtn bike trails at Graham Hills.

You have to cross Route 100 south of Millwood. It is well marked. Here, the trail in on the shoulder. Be mindful of traffic both at this crossing and as the path is the wide shoulder of Rt 100 for a couple of sizeable stretches as you head to Millwood. There is a frame of a ghost bike chained to the guard rail: keep right! A good place to stop is the deli in Millwood. You cross Route 120 and take a left. The deli is in sight on your right. There is a bench out front where you can sit in the sun and rest. Might I recommend the donut shaped loaf of bread and coffee? 

The water in the streams along the path will now be flowing north, towards the New Croton Reservoir, which you will soon be crossing on a dedicated railroad bridge. As you ascend from the reservoir you will cross Route 118 and climb to Yorktown Heights, another opportunity to stop for a break. Be mindful of roads crossing the path. Some roads are occasional access drives but others are heavily trafficked at times. 

This northern section offers a mix of woodlands and wetlands. Rock cuts and bridges afford you access to nature that is missed on roads. Not missed are the commercial aspects associated with roads. The world looks different when all you see are the backs of houses.

As of December 2011, the path terminates on Rt 6, just west of Brewster. Follow Route 6 east and follow it 0.9 mile to the Metro North train station in Brewster. 

Southbound Detours

The Elmsford discontinuity starts with a left at Warehouse Lane as the path ends. Going on roads beyond will not yield another left turn opportunity. Be mindful of speed bumps as you take Warehouse Lane to the light at Saw Mill River Road/ Rt 9A. Here you will take a right get up on the shoulder as you follow a series of discontinuous paths with a few curbs to the next light and a right onto N Payne. N Payne curves to the left at the end and crosses a number of streets and goes under I-287, changing its name to Vreeland before it ends at Route 119. Look across Rt 119 to the right of the line of buildings in front of you and you will see the southbound path. You will have clear riding to the unpaved section in Van Cortlandt Park.

The sudden appearance of Van Cortlandt Lake on the left signal’s the end of the trail. The VC Lake boat house sits at the southern end of the lake.  A rideable curb cut will appear to your left. Take it and make a right, following the road out of the park to Van Cortlandt Park South where you take a right, going to the southwestern corner of the park. Another right will bring you to the northern terminus of the #1 Train.

Logistics

Consider a one-way ride north or south, depending on wind direction. The journey is probably less than 50 miles from the subway to Carmel, add another 5 miles to the Brewster Metro North station in its current state and you have an adventure on the order of Nyack with very little vertical gain and traffic. Make it an out and back for 100 miles and another 10 each way from the Boathouse in Central Park. Because of the gentle grades and few intersections, your effort and time should not be a major burden. You will certainly have a less stressful return from Westchester than traditional routes due to the motor vehicle abatement factor. 

Riding on a dedicated bike path means you can appreciate the scenery rather than multitasking vehicular traffic. The WCT might not be a place for riding a double paceline. However, individual cyclists can put the hammer down as long as they respect others. If you have not ridden this right of way, an undiscovered adventure lies out your back door.

Hank Schiffman

Scott Blau

Hudson River Bike Path north to the Old Putnam/Trailways in Van Cortlandt Park 
3.5 miles
0.0 exit Hudson River Bike Path going north, at Riverside Rd/ Dyckman St, walk bike down stairs on left and follow under West Side Hwy overpass 
0.1
L 
(1st left, just after crossing north hwy access road) Staff St. careful steep!

0.1
L
Dyckman St.

0.1
R
enter Dyckman Fields Park, continue straight on this path

0.3
R
carry your bike over the railroad overpass, 4 flights up!


L
continue on asphalt path, it goes to left

0.2
R
(2nd right!) steep ascent to toll plaza!

0.2
R
Henry Hudson Bridge bike path

0.4
L 
down stairs, follow one way street one short block


QR
Independence Ave, north

0.3
R 
232nd St, cross over Henry Hudson Parkway

0.1
L
Henry Hudson Pky service road east

0.6
R
Manhattan College Pkwy (next right after stone tower on left), descend!

0.8
X
Broadway, under #1 Train, enter Van Cortlandt Park to right of SE stairs, 



follow path across park under blue RR bridge

0.2
L
onto gently rising path just after going under blue RR bridge overpass

0.1
S
start of Old Putnam Trail, goes to west, left of Van Cortlandt Lake



(path to right is Mosholu, Pelham Bay Bike Path)

Old Putnam/Trailways, Van Cortlandt Park to The Hudson River Bike Path south
0.0

Path ends at SW corner of Van Cortlandt Lake, take parallel path on left,



which descends and goes under blue RR overpass

0.1
R
Path under blue RR overpass, follow path across park, cross Broadway 

0.2
S
Manhattan College Parkway, climb! Follow over Henry Hudson Pkwy

0.8 
L
Henry Hudson Pkwy service road west

0.1
R/QL
To Remain On HH Pkwy service road west

0.5
X
232nd St, to Remain On HH Pkwy service road west

0.3
R
walk up stairs, Henry Hudson Bridge bike path, cross bridge

0.4
S/QR
(path goes south and west) down steep descent on asphalt path 

0.2
L
follow path to RR overpass on right, cross over bridge and descend stairs


L
follow asphalt path south, (fields on right, RR tracks beyond fence on left)

0.3
L
Dyckman St

0.1
R
Staff Street, short steep ascent!

0.1
R
follow sidewalk under overpass and ascend stairs, Hudson River bike path 

starts on right going south
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