ROOSEVELT-VANDERBILT NATIONAL HISTORIC SITES

General Management Plan

SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY FORUM: DECEMBER 2005
Like all National Park Service sites, the Roosevelt-Vanderbilt historic sites need the benefit of ideas, suggestions, and views from the public. To that end, the General Management Plan team held a community forum at the Wallace Center on December 14, 2005, to which more than 80 people came together to share their thoughts about the present and the future of these sites. Seven break-out groups addressed a series of questions that elicited viewpoints about the things people value at the Roosevelt-Vanderbilt historic sites, and produced suggestions about managing the sites in the future.

Some visitors value the place (its buildings and landscapes) for its inherent meaning or symbolism. Others, equally, supportive, value what they can do or accomplish there. People representing both points of view came to the public forum to share their thoughts with the planning team and here is a brief summary of what the team heard.
Valuable Resources of the Roosevelt-Vanderbilt sites 

Overwhelmingly, people spoke of the value of the CULTURAL LANDSCAPES at all the sites – the trails, trees, fields, the river, and above all the vistas. The Hudson River vista, accessible at both the Home and Vanderbilt, is treasured by most visitors. Some referred to the historic views available before trees near the river grew too high and obscured the river. Also, desirable forest views of the west side of the Hudson are being affected by pockets of emerging development, leading some to argue for trying to protect that viewshed. Some people would like to have the views from the Home and Vanderbilt restored. 
Views in other parts of the park were commented on, too. The Route 9 landscape should be improved or even restored, some said. Many spoke of respect for historic setting, which include trees, walls, farm fields, and more. “Don’t overdevelop” was the injunction from some. “Prevent over-use and preserve the rural and historic landscape character,” they said.

A great deal of discussion concerned the many Roosevelt-Vanderbilt TRAILS – those at the Home and Vanderbilt Mansion, along the river, behind Val-Kill, from Val-Kill to Top Cottage, and the once and future trail between the Home and Val-Kill. It was apparent that the outdoor spaces are a popular venue and that people use the landscape year round. 
Compared with the outdoors, the BUILDINGS and artifacts received fewer, though equally ardent, comments. Clearly there are strong local supporters of the historic sites and their preservation. Several commenters noted the need for maintaining the buildings and restoring statuary at the sites. The Library, although operated by a separate federal agency, is regarded as part of the whole Roosevelt complex and is praised for its special exhibits and its appeal to older visitors. The Wallace Center, a new visitor center shared by the Library and the Home, was called “gorgeous.” It has become one of Hyde Park’s most popular public meeting venues. 
INTANGIBLES are important to some people, who mentioned the aura of the sites. At Val-Kill, people seem to cherish the personal connection felt there to Eleanor Roosevelt. Several words used to characterize the sites were historic, nostalgic, serene, therapeutic, and a place of remembering. People come to the sites to learn, to understand a hugely influential historic period, and to be reminded of the lives lived there. 
Learning from a place
Many people spoke to the idea that these sites are rich in opportunities for education, and they called for an increased focus on education in the future. It was about education that people most often mentioned a Roosevelt legacy. In fact, the legacies of both Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, especially their leadership qualities, are seen to be compellingly needed in the 21st century. 
People also saw the wealth of material at the sites that could be used for educational experiences – ranging from forestry management, interpretation of local river heritage, understanding the “Great Depression,” understanding agricultural practices, to research into the unprecedented years of the Roosevelt presidency.

Popular activities

Many repeat visitors come here for outdoor recreation. HIKING was mentioned most often, and BIKING is desired by many. One suggestion was to have hiking packages. Others thought the trail system could be improved by adding water, rest rooms, better signs, and a better trail map. Trails are valued also because they enable people to reach the river, a common desire after viewing the Hudson from the bluffs of the Home and Vanderbilt. 

There were varied opinions on appropriate trail uses. Some people object to bikes on trails and called mountain bikes a nuisance, others would like to use bikes on the trails, and some suggested that separate trails be developed for bikes. ATV use (prohibited by regulation, but difficult to enforce) came in for criticism as did the condition of some trails. 
Cross-country skiing, sledding, and snowshoeing are popular in winter. Some people would like to see carriage rides on the old roads used by FDR between the Home and Val-Kill. And at least one commenter would like to see the kind of ice skating offered at Mohonk Mountain House. Another commenter suggested establishing a therapeutic horse-back riding program, reflective of FDR’s use of therapeutic riding at Warm Springs, Georgia.
Although each of the historic sites has its fans, all ages seem to find something of interest at Vanderbilt. People enjoy walking, picnicking, sledding, and skiing. Many people enjoy CONCERTS there and asked for more, though they recognized the need to protect the landscape and thus manage crowds. Top Cottage, President Roosevelt’s private retreat near Val-Kill, has been open to the public for only two years, yet several people spoke of it, one noting the desire to spend an evening on the verandah overlooking the Hudson River Valley.
Some people would like to see some of the fields used for FARMING, for learning about historical farm practices, and for community supported agriculture. Likewise, some suggested there are opportunities for learning about tree species and forestry practices.
People have come to enjoy the SEASONAL EVENTS at Roosevelt-Vanderbilt, such as the open houses, decorations in the Home and Vanderbilt Mansion at Christmas. They would also like more outdoor concerts. Some spoke of the appeal being different things to do in different seasons.
Some of the discussion concerned artistic endeavors at the sites. People spoke of integrating more ART into cultural attractions in general, exploring artistic themes such as the Hudson River School, introducing theater, partnering with arts organizations, and holding outdoor painting classes.
Advice from the public

Many good suggestions came out of the public forum. People spoke enthusiastically of the TOURS of the historic houses, but some suggested that there be a short (half-hour) tour to give a visitor just the essence of the sites. For most people, seeing the FDR Home is a must, regardless of one’s politics. Thematic tours were suggested, especially outdoors: bird walks, arborist walks, garden lectures, landscape walks, general nature walks, and even astronomy walks. There was also a call for guided tours of the vast trail network to appreciate the tree plantations, stone walls, and old carriage roads. People were complimentary about the changing special exhibits, and would like to see more. Some spoke of wanting more visitor-friendly services. 
People suggested that programs be targeted at different age groups; for example, having places for seniors to meet, holding adult courses, and offering more activities aimed at children. 

In the 21st century, it is becoming more important to provide visitors with INTERACTIVE exhibits and tours. Greater use of technology is a given, and taking advantage of internet, television, and other high technology communications will become standard fare in the future. However, interactivity can also be low-tech, such as participating in gardening demonstrations and simply enjoying the expansive grounds.

Although one great advantage at Roosevelt-Vanderbilt sites is the ease of reaching them by car from Route 9, the experience would be improved if it were easier to CIRCULATE among the sites. Given parking constraints, people suggested having a tour bus or trolley shuttle among the historic sites and the town -- possibly using electric vehicles. It is especially important for getting to Top Cottage where there is no parking for private vehicles. One suggested developing an RV campground hidden out of view. Others put emphasis on making a shuttle connection with the train station in Poughkeepsie.
People had much to suggest for TOURISM. It was important, they said, for people to stay overnight, both because there is so much to see, and also to help the local economy. Package tours were suggested, with discounted tickets to historic sites or weekend passes. Making the area a destination seems important for bringing in package tours, and in marketing the Hudson Valley. New York City is seen as a natural source of visitors – especially if Metro North would make a stop in Hyde Park, even just on weekends. The Culinary Institute is a large draw, and ought to be part of any overall tourism strategy, they said. This might include getting information to the student orientation center, offering historic sites coupons, etc. Other sites should include Norrie State Park just north of Vanderbilt. Also, tourism promoters should look at the Hyde Park trail system as an untapped attraction. 
Not to be overshadowed by an emphasis on tourists, ties to the LOCAL COMMUNITY of Hyde Park received attention at the public forum. The historic sites present wonderful opportunities for bringing in local community people. People spoke of ways to attract local visitors for repeat visits to Roosevelt-Vanderbilt. Ways to do that might include reducing or eliminating admission fees for Hyde Park residents, having a “passport” or an annual pass. It’s important for the park to extend itself to local residents with “internal PR,” to tie in community people. New exhibits and annual events would also draw in local residents. The much valued landscape is also a magnet and can be utilized to engage the community. Integrating more in the life of the village, including staff members taking up residency, would be positives. It was noted, that the park has recently improved its openness to the community.
People cherish the historic river connection and wish to enhance the waterfront. Hyde Park residents would like more ACCESS TO THE RIVER besides Bard Rock. They could see having a bridge over the railroad tracks, a marina for docking boats, water taxi service along the river with stops at historic sites, and making the river more accessible to kayaks and canoes. 

People are willing to become VOLUNTEERS at Roosevelt-Vanderbilt and are interested in helping brainstorm new ways to help. There might be a brochure of volunteer opportunities, interns from Marist College might be recruited. A natural would be leading hikes of the trails and gardening, which is already an active volunteer pursuit. It was suggested that the park have a Friends group to assist not only with volunteers but with fund raising.
Several commenters pointed out that if the resources of Roosevelt-Vanderbilt are to be preserved for future generations, they must have ongoing MAINTENANCE, and that preventive maintenance saves money later. This applies not only to the buildings, but to the expansive cultural landscape that must be maintained not only for appearance and historic values for but health and safety. 
Draft summary of public comments, by Barbara Mackey, 3/4/06
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