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This pictorial history is a condensed account on the history of the fire towers in New 
York State it is not intended to be a comprehensive history. The development of this 
manuscript rises from the desire to provide a slide show type program for the visitors at 
a fire tower while volunteering as a former forest fire observer. The text contained in 
this manuscript is given to provide talking points for the fire tower summit interpreter.  
 
Today as a volunteer I speak with countless people at the restored fire towers and the 
questions that people ask of me today are no different than the questions I was asked 
30 years ago on Pillsbury Mountain. Their interest in the fire towers is not limited to the 
Adirondacks or the Catskills, in fact people are equally fascinated in hearing about the 
fire towers throughout the state. The most shocking element to this history is when 
they learn that eight fire towers were once operated on Long Island. 
 
The fire towers were an integrated statewide system and as such to limit their history to 
a specific region would be irresponsible. 
 
Any fire tower restoration group and the NYS-DEC are welcome to reprint and display 
this manuscript, in whole, for use involving educational programs on the history of the  
fire towers and forest fire control in New York State, with credits to Bill Starr.   
 
A digital PDF or a printed version of this manuscript is available by request. Please 
contact me for the current cost to obtain either version of this manuscript.  
 
Bill Starr, State Director  
Forest Fire Lookout Association – N.Y. Division                                                         
E-Mail: beebe.hill@yahoo.com 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                 Forest Fire Observer               Bill Starr volunteering at the Kane Mtn fire tower 2006                
        Bill Starr on Pillsbury Mtn. 1978 
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The people staffing the fire towers in New York State were called Forest 
Fire Observers. To follow is the job description of the Forest Fire Observer 
posted in the Conservationist magazine, a bi-monthly publication of the 
New York State Department of Environmental Conservation since 1946. 
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Forest fires in the eastern portions of the United States are 
an entirely different type of conflagration from the forest 
fires experienced in the western United States. Higher 
humidity and a different climate in the east versus the drier 
western climate accounts for most of these differences. 
Nearly 90% of the eastern forest fires are directly related to 
human carelessness.  

 
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries logging practices 
would merely strip a wooded area and leave all the debris 
lying in the woods thereby greatly increasing the source of 
fuel for a fire. Steam railroad locomotives were utilized to 
haul the timber from the forests. These locomotives spat hot 
embers from their stacks and along with sparks from their 
brakes ignited the majority of these early forest fires.  
 
Then the mechanized machinery of the day along with the 
lack of public education and safety awareness among the 
loggers only served to promote human carelessness. 

 
Today timber harvesting is approached through scientific 
practices and every person that works in the forest is 
thoroughly educated in job safety and fire prevention. 

 
It took nearly 100 years of public education and forest 
worker training to significantly decrease forest fire 
occurrence and loss. Forest fires still ignite in New York 
today yet their frequency, size and property loss have 
decreased. 
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     Following the devastating fires of 1903 and 1908 the   
     Forest, Fish and Game Commission of New York  
     investigated several avenues to combat the rising  
     occurrence of forest fires. 
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In 1905 the State of Maine began using fire towers to combat 
their increased frequency of forest fires early detection was 
the key in reducing both the size and loss caused by forest 
fires. In 1909, taking Maine’s lead, the State of New York 
began stationing people on mountaintops equipped with 
telephones and crude lookout towers. 
 

      Blue Mountain in the Adirondacks                        Balsam Lake Mountain in the Catskills. 
                                                                           Established in 1887 by the Balsam Lake Club and  
                                                                         operated by them until 1909 when the state assumed 
                                                                           the operation. Balsam Lake Mountain is the oldest           
                                                                         documented fire detection facility in New York State. 

 
Nine of these facilities were placed into operation in 1909, 
three in the Catskill Mountains and six in the Adirondack 
Mountains. Their positive contribution in the reduced fire 
loss was immediately apparent. 
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The effectiveness of these new lookouts was so great new 
stations were being installed as quickly as state crews could 
establish them. In most cases crude log towers with an open 
platform served this purpose, but old steel windmill frames 
served as excellent platforms too. 
 

          Twadell Point Mtn. 1910                                               Belleayre Mtn. 1913  
 
Yet these were still open platforms with no enclosure to 
protect the Observer from the harsh mountain top climate. 
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On open summits where visibility was unobstructed tents 
first served as the observatories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        Pharaoh Mountain 1910    
 

                                                     Whiteface Mountain 1909 
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In the case of Ampersand Mountain a small stone hut served 
as the observatory. 
                                                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
                                                       Ampersand Mountain 1914 
 
At Mount Morris no structure was in place at all in 1909, but 
a small log hut was placed on the summit in 1910. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                            Forest Fire Observer Richard Gile on Mount Morris in 1909 
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As the Observers were on duty every day until nightfall living 
quarters were provided on the mountains. Just as with the 
towers these cabins provided small creature comforts. 
 

                                                
                    Ampersand Mountain                                         Bald Mountain in Lewis County 
 

                              Cat Mountain                                        
                           Crane Mountain 
 

 
 
 
 Snowy Mountain 
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Soon after the creation of the fire towers they became 
popular hiking destinations for the public, a trend that has 
continued since 1909. 

 
                   Hamilton Mountain 1913                                                      Black Mountain 1918 
 

 

         
         Goodnow Mountain 1974                                                    Kane Mountain 2006                                  
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The harsh conditions on the mountaintops led the state to 
seek out a company that could provide permanent steel fire 
towers with an enclosure to protect the Observers from the 
elements. In 1916 ten of these news steel fire towers were 
erected, but they came equipped with an external ladder to 
gain access to the tower cab. In the following years these 
towers were fitted with stairs and all future towers had stairs 
integrated into their super structure. 
 

 
              Makomis Mountain 1916                                          Woodhull Mountain 1916 
 

      The Aermotor Company of Chicago was chosen to   
                 manufacture the new steel fire towers. 
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By 1917 the state had five crews dedicated to erect the new 
steel fire towers. They became so proficient that once all of 
the tower pieces were on the summit of a mountain the 
tower would be up and in operation in ten days all without 
the benefit of power tools. In most cases the tower pieces 
were dragged up the mountains by a team of logging horses. 
 
Adams Mountain 1917  
Steel tower construction 
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The occurrence and loss from forest fires were not limited to 
the Adirondack and Catskill Forest Preserves. By 1918 the 
Conservation Commission addressed this problem by 
creating of a new fire district on Long Island. In that year the 
first two non-forest preserve fire towers were erected on 
Telescope Hill and Flanders Hill. 

 
                  Telescope Hill                                                            Flanders Hill 

 
Expansion of the fire districts would continue through 1940 
in other rural areas of the state. 
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The single most important piece of equipment at a fire tower 
was the telephone. The construction, maintenance and repair 
of telephone lines to the fire towers were a priority. Without 
them a fire tower was out of commission. 
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The second most important piece of equipment at a fire 
tower was the circular map and alidade. Supported by a table 
with a 30” round top the Observer could pinpoint the 
azimuth reading of a fire and relay that to the nearest Forest 
Ranger. By using two different fire tower azimuth readings 
and a string map, to simulate the two fire towers, the Forest 
Ranger could pinpoint a fire to within one quarter of a mile. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Observer Dick Morgan on Dairy Hill sights in a smoke with the circular map and alidade. 

 
 
 
A Forest Ranger using a string map 
to triangulate a fire location with the 
azimuth readings from two different 
fire towers. Note the compass rings 
circling the fire tower locations on 
this map and the strings that 
simulate the alidade on the fire 
tower circular map. The intersection 
of the two strings would be the 
location of the fire. 
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As more and more people were visiting the fire towers each 
year the Conservation Commission sought to project a more 
professional public image. Therefore in 1926 uniforms were 
issued to each Forest Ranger and Forest Fire Observer. It 
was further ordered that the American flag would be flown at 
each fire tower while the Observer was on duty. 

 
Observer Percy Robbins on Swede Mtn. 1928                                   Beaver Lake Mtn. 1932 
 

 
To accommodate the increasing number of visitors to the 
fire towers improvements to the hiking trails became an 
annual priority. Public education also became a large part of 
the Observers’ job.  
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Clean healthy living conditions at the fire towers were a 
concern. Therefore the Conservation Commission adopted a 
standard design for an Observer’s Cabin in 1922. The design 
was improved in 1928 and then again in 1936. The 1936 
improvement was slightly modified in 1941 and again in 1950. 
 

 
 
The model 1922 cabin at Pillsbury Mountain in 
1946. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
              The model 1928 cabin at Palmer Hill in 1930. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The model 1936 cabin at Azure Mountain in 
1936. 
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The forest fire observatory on Mohonk Mountain, located on 
the resort of the Mohonk Lake House, truly became a unique 
structure. In 1912 the state began operating this detection 
station by agreement with the resort. In 1922 the resort 
began construction of a castle like stone tower, but the 
Bureau of Forest Fire Control was never informed of this 
project. During the beginning stages of construction the state 
approached the resort to include space for a fire observatory. 
The addition of the round turret on this tower was added and 
paid for by the Conservation Commission. The new Mohonk 
Mountain facility began operations in 1923. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
                                                      
 
                                                      Mohonk Mountain in 1973 
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In 1931 the Conservation Department purchased a bi-plane 
and equipped the Pocatello Mountain fire tower with a two-
way radio to communicate with this airplane. The objective 
was never to replace the fire towers with airplanes, but to 
supplement the system in areas of inadequate fire tower 
coverage. 
 

                    The Conservation Department airplane and pilot Albert Leo-Wolf - 1931. 
 
This airplane was not dedicated to missions solely for the 
Bureau of Forest Fire Control. In fact this airplane 
performed several other functions for the department. 
 
The airplane was an invaluable tool to the Forest Rangers 
during a fire operation by providing a bird’s eye view of a fire 
scene. 
 
By 1940 five fire towers were equipped with a two-way radio. 
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By 1932 fire districts were created on the east side of the 
Hudson River and the mountainous areas south of the 
Catskills. These districts included the watershed areas of 
Rensselaer County and the reservoir areas for New York City 
on both sides of the lower Hudson River. 

 
 Number Seven Hill – Rensselaer County                          Pocatello Mountain – Orange County 
 

 
During the years of the “Great Depression” the expansion of 
the fire districts continued into the Southern Tier and Tug 
Hill Plateau of New York. This was in conjunction with the 
reforestation projects conducted by the Civilian Conservation 
Corps, the C.C.C. With the exception of Ninham, Prospect 
and Stissing Mountains all new fire tower projects took place 
in the Southern Tier and Tug Hill. 
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In the 1930s the U.S. Forest Service provided 19 new fire 
towers to the state that were erected by the C.C.C. The 
International Derrick Company manufactured these fire 
towers. Most of these towers were quite tall and their 
stairway configuration was unique rising up from corner to 
corner within the tower between small triangular landings. 

        Model 1933 International Derrick at                       Model 1937 International Derrick at 
Swancott Hill the tallest fire tower in New York                               Padlock Hill 
            standing 99 feet 9 inches high.                          now on display at the NYS Fairgrounds 
 

Due to their small triangular landings and long swaying stairs 
these fire towers were not popular with the Bureau of Forest 
Fire Control. As a result of this design flaw a six year old boy 
fell to his death from the Petersburg Mountain fire tower in 
August of 1953, a model 1937 International Derrick. Due to 
this accident stairway safety screening was ordered to be 
installed on all state owned fire towers. 
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During World War II everything and everybody was pressed 
into the war effort and the fire towers were no exception. 
85% of New York’s fire towers remained in operation and 
women staffed several fire towers. Including fire detection 
the Observers were also responsible for aircraft detection 
and on Long Island the fire towers also searched for 
Japanese and Nazi submarine and war boat activity off the 
coast. The Telescope Hill fire tower, at different times, 
spotted three Nazi U-Boats off the Atlantic coast and one 
sighting actually led to the capture of a German U-Boat. 
 

 
      Bertha Timer at the Gilbert Lake fire tower – 1943                 Telescope Hill during World War II 
 
The Telescope Hill fire tower had an additional cab installed 
during the war. The upper cab housed Civil Defense 
personnel while the Forest Fire Observer occupied the lower 
cab.  
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The years immediately following World War II saw a fire 
tower system broken down from disrepair. Telephone lines, 
cabins, fire towers and hiking trails all needed attention. In an 
effort to attract quality personnel to staff the fire towers 
salaries and living quarters had to be upgraded. Culminating 
with a Capital Construction Fund granted by the Legislature 
in 1950 ten new fire towers were erected, many cabins were 
enlarged or replaced, as needed, and the telephone system to 
the fire towers was brought up to date. 

 
 Tomany Mountain with the new cabin, built in 1950,  
     along side the old model 1922 cabin on the right. 

 The new fire tower nearing completion on 
     Ingraham Hill outside of Binghamton 
       in 1950. Johnson City, NY is in the 
              background of this photo.  

 
                                                                            The new cabin, built in 1950, along side the old cabin     
                                                                                  on the left at Vanderwacker Mountain in 1955. 
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As a result of the technology coming from World War II 
two-way radios became more compact. By 1950 nearly half 
of the fire towers had been equipped with a two-way radio. 
These units operated on the AM band and worked well in a 
limited capacity with the two-way radios that were placed in 
the trucks of many Forest Rangers. This era ushered in 
another responsibility for the Observer that of a dispatch 
center and radio relay station. It was not until 1965 when 
each fire tower was finally equipped with a two-way radio. 

 Forest Fire Observer Bill Snell reporting a fire via the two-way radio at Flanders Hill – 1956 
Note the telephone next to the radio. Telephones remained an important feature at a fire tower. 
 
1950 was the final year of significant improvements and 
construction at the fire towers. 
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In the 1950s the single most recognizable symbol of fire 
prevention and woodland safety was introduced; “Smokey 
Bear”. When the Smokey Bear program was introduced the 
Conservation Department and Bureau of Forest Fire Control 
instantly embraced it as a valuable educational tool. 
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The time an Observer spent in the fire tower was determined 
by several factors; rain, high humidity levels, low visibility 
and even the time of day. The Observers had other 
responsibilities such as painting the fire tower and cabin, 
maintenance or repairs to the telephone line, work on the 
hiking trail, gather firewood, equipment maintenance and so 
on. Many Observers kept flower or vegetable gardens too. 
 

 
                            Painting a fire tower.                                              Observer Bill Snell collecting fire 
                                                                                                              weather data on Flanders Hill           

 
 
 
 
                                                           
 
 
                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Observer Helen Ellet tending to the garden on Dickinson Hill               Observer Jim Page builds a new                  
                                                                                                               shed on Pillsbury Mountain. 
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The fire season does not have a specific date on the calendar, 
weather conditions and the change in seasons are the 
determining factors. Their location in the state also helped 
determine when to open up the fire towers, but usually from 
late April to Thanksgiving week was a good bet. Each spring 
in the first week of April the forestry districts would hold 
their annual spring fire control meeting bringing the Forest 
Rangers and Forest Fire Observers together. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     1957 Spring Meeting of the Forest Fire Control Force 
                      District 11 in Lake George, N.Y. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                          
                                                                         1962 Spring Meeting of the Forest Fire Control Force    
                                                                                                 District 7 in Canton, N.Y. 
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Some visitors to a fire tower found children playing on the 
mountain because several Observers lived there with their 
families. It was also not uncommon to find the Observer’s 
wife living there with him. These ladies loved the life at the 
fire towers and they made the most of it. 
 

          Ampersand Mountain 1930                                                                                                         
                                               Bald Mtn. – Lewis County Mrs. Nora Kuhl 1919 

 
           Observer Orville and Mrs. Bertha Slade  - Tomany Mountain – Hamilton County 
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In 1970 a super agency, the Department of Environmental 
Conservation, was created. With these administrative changes 
more responsibilities were placed on the Bureau of Forest Fire 
Control although increased funding of the bureau was not 
provided. The Forest Ranger force was developing the new 
wildland search and rescue program and funding for this vital 
project was quite limited. 
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The aerial fire detection system, so familiar during the 1970s 
and 1980s, was developed in 1969. A recognized redundancy of 
several fire towers had led to the closing of 46 fire tower 
facilities. These stations were maintained in a stand-by status 
leaving 64 fire towers open for the 1971 fire season. Private 
airplane owners were contracted to fly 14 designated routes, 
throughout the state, which were chosen to cover the areas 
affected by the fire tower closings. It was never intended to 
completely replace the fire towers with the airplane. 
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The boarded up cabin on Belleayre Mountain   
 
                                                                                   The boarded up fire tower on Snowy Mountain 
            

                                                            
                                                                               

The savings by closing the 46 fire towers provided the money 
to expand the wildland search and rescue program. The private 
airplanes began flying their routes in 1971, determined by 
atmospheric and weather conditions some days no planes flew 
at all and other days 1 to 5 flights. As the airplanes flew their 
assigned routes they would check in with certain fire towers at 
pre-determined locations. During this time the remaining fire 
towers truly became radio relay and dispatch centers made 
possible by the new “FM” two-way radio network, which was 
introduced in 1965, and the ever-present telephone. The fire 
towers were the link to the ground for the airplanes and the 
outside world for a Forest Ranger who might be deep in the 
woods on a hand held two-way radio. 
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About 50% of the fire towers were placed and operated on 
private lands through easements with the landowners. When 
these landowners’ saw that the fire tower closed and vandalism 
was rising they asked for the facilities to either be re-opened or 
removed. In some cases these fire towers were sold to the 
landowners. Then around 1975 more fire towers were being 
removed from state land to come into compliance with the new 
State Land Master Plans of the Adirondack and Catskill Parks. 

 
   Removing the Hamilton Mtn fire tower by helicopter in 1976.      The empty summit of Kempshall Mtn. 

 
 
 
 
 
The implosion of the T-Lake Mtn. 
fire tower in 1976. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



                A Pictorial History of the Fire Towers in New York State © Copyright Unpublished Work 1984 – 2010 by Bill Starr                   33         

Progressively through the 1980s more and more fire towers 
closed, but the number of aerial detection routes did not 
increase. In 1990 the state budget office reviewed the budgets 
of all state agencies and it was determined that the cost to 
operate the five remaining fire towers was not a good return on 
state investment. Therefore Governor Cuomo ordered that the 
five remaining fire towers will be closed by Labor Day of 1990. 
These five fire towers were; 

             Blue Mountain                                Hadley Mountain                                  Red Hill 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                              Rondaxe (Bald) Mtn.                                         St. Regis Mtn. 
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Through budget cutbacks the funds that provided for the aerial 
fire detection system were diverted to other programs within 
the Bureau of Forest Protection and Fire Management. By 1994 
the aerial fire detection system ceased to be in operation. 
 
The fire towers were closed, but they remained popular 
destinations for the public. The Huntington Forest of the State 
University Environmental Sciences and Forestry School found 
themselves in procession of the Goodnow Mtn. fire tower. 

 
In a groundbreaking event the Huntington Forest students 
and staff restored the Goodnow Mtn. facility and created a 
self-interpretation guide for the entire length of the foot trail 
for the public to enjoy and learn from. This became the 
model for other projects to follow. 
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Little did anyone know, but this event opened a new door in 
the life of the fire towers. Through the efforts of several private 
organizations and individuals the New York State Legislature 
was persuaded to create the “Adopt-A-Natural Resource” 
amendment to the NYS Environmental Conservation Law. The 
first group to adopt and restore a fire tower still owned by the 
Department of Environmental Conservation was at Blue 
Mountain. 
 

 
 

          The Blue Mountain fire tower and cabin in 1999 
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Soon afterwards a group of volunteers adopted and restored 
the fire tower facility on Hadley Mountain. 

 

 
 The Hadley Mountain fire tower and cabin March 2005 

 
 
 
 
 
The floodgates were now open. In the Catskill Forest Preserve 
individual groups adopted the five remaining Catskill fire 
towers and in a cooperative based effort at the Catskill Center 
in Arkville, N.Y. a very successful restoration program was 
launched. Today people may enjoy hiking to these fire towers, 
enjoying the views and visiting with summit interpreters. 
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              The Catskill Forest Preserve fire towers 
 

          Balsam Lake Mtn.                               Hunter Mtn.                                 Overlook Mtn. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                            
                        Red Hill                                                    Tremper Mtn. 
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Fire tower restoration work continues today in all corners of 
New York State. This is a labor of love by so many dedicated 
volunteers, NYS-DEC Foresters and Forest Rangers. This 
success would not be possible without the dedicated 
cooperation of the Dept. of Environmental Conservation. 

 
         Rondaxe (Bald) Mtn., Poke-O-Moonshine Mtn., Sugar Hill, Utsayantha Mtn and Sterling Mtn. 
 

 
                           Beebe Hill                                                                        Ninham Mtn. 
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