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            As I drive off the curved exit of the interstate, two lanes merge into one and the 
speed limit slows to 45 mph. Almost immediately there’s a large, dark wooden sign that 
reads: “Welcome to Allegany State Park.” I keep driving and come across the entrance 
booth, a small structure built out of brick and wood. I stop for a moment and realize 
there’s no one there to collect the entry fee. I should’ve known, it’s mid-October, far 
past the park’s peak season. “I haven’t been here in forever,” I say to my sister sitting 
next to me in the car. “Me neither,” she replies, “I don’t know why we don’t come here 
more often.”

            We continue down the road into the park, slowing the car’s speed to a crawl. We 
want to be able to look at everything we’re driving past and take in the natural beauty 
that the park offers. To the right, there’s a bridge a bit back from the road. We then pass
a small green sign that reads “Red House Area,” and enter what looks like a tunnel of 
trees. Being mid-October, we’re surrounded by leaves of bright red, orange, and yellow. 
And then, the colors turn dark as we drive into a patch of evergreens, all seeming to be 
red pines, recognizable by their red tinted bark all the way up to their tops. Already 
silenced by the beauty of the forest around us, we drive out of the tunnel of trees and 
look ahead of us to see a lake.

            I’m mesmerized by the scene; the lake reflecting the sunlight with a backdrop of
hills splashed with all different colors. “Wow,” I say to my sister, “we need to come here 
more often.”

            The lake covers about 100 acres and contains two small islands within it. Man-
made, it was created fairly early in the park’s history during the 1920s along with the 
Red House Administration Building that sits on a hill on the southwest side of the lake. 
The construction of the Red House dam and the lake took just over a year and cost a 
total of $154,557. The lake is filled by four streams in the park; Red House Creek, 
Stodard Creek, McIntosh Creek and Beehunter Creek (Schmid).

            My sister and I drive around the lake, unsure of where to go. We’re here to hike 
but have no real plan for doing this. We don’t even have a map with us. “Well, which 
way should we go?” I ask as we come across a fork in the road. We decide on straight 
and hope we come across a trail sign soon.

            Unfortunately, we don’t, but we travel up a steep hill and decide to pull over to 
the side of the road to explore the forest around us without a trail. Normally going off a 
trail is frowned upon in the hiking community, but we know well enough how to 
minimize our impact on the area, making sure to spread out and not fall into each 
other’s footsteps. The ground is covered in leaves creating a carpet for us to walk on as 
we continue about a quarter mile into the forest and down a hill. I’ve spent a lot of time 
in forests, but I’ve never been in one quite like this. I look around and see a few trees 
fallen over onto the ground, and younger trees sprouting up around it. The ground all 
around is uneven, with mounds and pits all over, making it easy to stumble even with 
the leaves carpeting the ground. There are trees of all sizes, from ones I can’t wrap my 
arms around to ones my hand can wrap around. All these things I’m seeing are 
characteristics of an old-growth forest, a forest left untouched for years, free to grow 



and regrow naturally, a rare thing to see today. I’m fully entranced by the beauty and 
magnificence of the forest around me, feeling lucky to be in a place that not many 
others have been.

            We can thank the state of New York for the protection of these forests. In 1921, 
New York bought the 64,00 acres of land that is now Allegany State Park and Senator 
Albert T. Fancher was put in charge of developing the park. Development started with 
the opening of the administration buildings on either side of the park, what is now the 
Quaker and Red House areas of the park. It wasn’t until the 1930s that the park really 
developed when the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) were put in charge of building the roads, bridges, camping areas, 
trails and picnic areas throughout the park. This work throughout the 30s and 40s made 
the park more accessible and attractive to visitors from all over. The CCC was also in 
charge of numerous conservation projects, including the reforestation of the park and 
wildlife improvements (Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation).

            I become more and more enchanted by the park as I continue to explore it with 
friends, family, and sometimes alone. It wasn’t until I got a job working for concessions 
in the park that I discovered the depth of the history there. The gift shop I worked in 
sold books by Larry Beahan, Paul T. Lewis and Bob Schmid that covered the history and 
the importance of the park. They were great things to pick up and read when I worked 
alone on the Quaker side of the park, with no cell phone service and no customers.

I learned about the creation of all three of the lakes in the park. Science Lake, the
first and smallest of the lakes was the first swimming area of the park. Next to the lake 
there was the Allegany School of Natural History. It consisted of 42 buildings, including 
laboratories, dorms and classrooms, that admitted 50 students and ran classes through 
the summer. Then came the construction of Red House Lake, and finally the formation 
of Quaker Lake on the southwest side of the area. Quaker Lake was formed by the 
simple impoundment of Quaker Run, a creek off the Kinzua Reservoir (Parks, Recreation 
and Historic Preservation)(Lewis).   

I learned about the Native American history of the park, as the Seneca tribe has 
always been in this area. I was entranced by stories of a small Irish settlement that 
existed at the parks beginning- you can still see the foundation from some of their 
homes. I discovered the past existence of the Bova Ski Slopes on the Red House side 
where an Olympic skier got her start. I read about the dance halls during the rock and 
roll era, where young people from the area would gather to drink and dance. I found 
information about the fire towers, where state employees sat for hours watching above 
the trees for the start of forest fires. I became aware of car races that were held on Red 
House Lake once it was frozen over in the 1960s, something that would never happen 
now. I read all about the old park rangers and concession owners, and an old zoo that 
was located behind the Red House Administration Building (Lewis).

There’s so much history to the park and as I read about it, I wanted to see it. So, I
went out and saw as much as I could.

The easiest to see was the old zoo. All I had to do was walk up the stairs behind 
the administration building after I worked at Red House one day. As you get to the top of
the stairs you can see the old sign containing information about the old zoo. During the 
spring, employees would go out and capture animals like racoons, snakes and even 
bears to show visitors during the summer months. You can see the foundation from the 



zoo and some of the enclosures the animals were placed in. If you continue down the 
path past the zoo and follow it to the right you end up on a short trail, only about a half 
mile long, that will bring you past where the old ski slopes used to be. Looking down the
slope of the hill you can see the old wooden ramp that used to be covered in snow to 
form a jump for skiers. A lot of the area is overgrown now, but you can still imagine the 
slope being there. Sometimes after work I would sit on a bench by the lake and imagine 
cars speeding around its frozen top.

Next, I spent some time visiting the Quaker side of the park. I looked on a map 
and located Science Lake, my next destination. At the southern area of the park, it’s 
much smaller than the other two lakes. As I walk up to a wooden dock off the parking lot
and lean over the railing, I imagine the 42 buildings used for the school the lake was 
named for, and I imagine what it would be like to be a student attending that school. My
imagination is disrupted by my sudden awareness of a pair of friendly beavers 
swimming below me. I watch them intently for a while before leaving.

My next trip required quite a hike. I took my sister and her boyfriend along with 
me to see the old Mount Tuscarora Fire Tower. The trail is an intense 5 miles and is an 
out and back hike. Unfortunately, the hike out to the fire tower is almost all uphill, a 
2,116-foot change in elevation (Blanar). Seeing the fire tower at the top almost made 
the pain of the hike worth it. We sat at the bottom of the wooden tower for a while and 
debated climbing to the top. There were still stairs going up to the top, but the bottom 
ones were missing along with the platforms in between each set. That meant getting to 
the top would require some careful stepping and maneuvering through the missing 
areas. We made it about halfway up the tower before I decided the risk of one of us 
falling wasn’t worth the climb all the way up. This decision had nothing to do with my 
fear of heights.

I have yet to visit the ruins of the old Irish settlement, or the location of the old 
dance halls, but my trips aren’t over yet. I’ve hiked almost all of the 18 hiking trails 
located in the park and each time it reminds me of the first time I stood in the old-
growth forest and felt that sense of wonder with the park. Since then my connection 
with the park has continued to grow. It’s a place my mom and her family used to go 
when she was young, and a place her and my dad took my sisters and me to camp 
when we were growing up- although I don’t really remember this. It’s where my sisters, 
friends and I all go to hike, kayak or swim in the summer.

I’m lucky to be able to live near the park, work in the park, and explore and learn 
about it at my own leisure. It’s serene and peaceful atmosphere provides an escape for 
me—I can leave my worries and problems at the entrance of the park and explore. Not 
only does it provide incredible landscapes and fun hiking trails, but there is so much 
history throughout all of Allegany State Park that solidifies its unique and interesting 
character.
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