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LIVING IN

Saugerties, N.Y.: A Congenial Place With a Colorful History
The Ulster County town with its quaint village has attracted creative urban transplants for decades with the promise of new beginnings.

By Julie Lasky

May 19, 2021

For 51 years, Johanna Hall has been living in Saugerties, a Hudson River town 100 miles north of New York City brushed with forests,
dotted with hamlets and cradling a quaint village with shoulder-to-shoulder Victorians. She calls her home on four acres in West
Saugerties “the house that Janis built,” because she and her then-partner, John Hall, bought it with money earned from writing a song for
Janis Joplin (“Half Moon,” the B-side of 1971’s “Me and Bobby McGee”). It was one of those watershed moments. Ms. Hall, now 75, went
from being an urban rock critic for The Village Voice to gardening and co-writing hits like “Dance With Me” and “Still the One,” which Mr.
Hall recorded with his band Orleans.

But why Saugerties?

By The New York Times

“Woodstock was really very expensive, even in 1970,” Ms. Hall said, referring to the Catskills music and art capital that is Saugerties’s
neighbor. It was like the East Village versus the West Village, she said: Saugerties had the same creative energy as Woodstock — Bob
Dylan and the Band recorded music nearby — but it had cheaper housing and wasn’t so self-consciously a bohemian brand.

Many people in Saugerties will tell you that is still the case, and some will go on to complain that newcomers from New York City are
wearing down the differences between the two communities, throwing money at real estate, feeding the Airbnb maw, chopping down
trees, fouling swimming holes and tying up traffic. The sobriquet “citiot” (a portmanteau of “city idiot”) has found its way here, too.

And yet, urban transplants who arrived anywhere from five decades ago to a few months ago describe it as a congenial place. The sign at
Route 212 just off the New York State Thruway exit says, “Friendly, Historic Saugerties Welcomes You,” and that, they insist, is no lie.

“Some people are very resistant to any change at all, and there are others that welcome the influx of new business and support to the local
economy,” said Jennifer Hicks, 62, an artist who grew up in New Jersey and owns a gallery on Jane Street in the village. In 2016, she
bought the former J.J. Newberry department store behind her, on Main Street; she’s now turning it into an artisanal market and cafe.
Saugerties, she said, “has the mix between a small town and small village, incredibly beautiful nature and people who, being creative,
have a much more open way of looking at the world.”

Like many Hudson Valley towns, Saugerties devolved into grittiness when it lost manufacturing jobs in the 1960s, found a tenuous foothold
to prosperity in the 1990s, and picked up steam in the new millennium.
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An important catalyst to its 21st-century transformation was HITS-on-the-Hudson, a series of summer horse shows that arrived in 2003,
bringing a gilded market for local commerce. Businesses have come and gone, or played musical storefronts, but Saugerties, with fewer
than 20,000 residents, supports a remarkable number of high-quality ones, including restaurants, boutiques, chocolatiers, two bookstores,
a pickle store, multiple bakeries, an upscale wine shop, a new bagel shop and a beloved hardware store. The town also has a wealth of hair
salons; even Mark Smith, the chairman of the chamber of commerce, wasn’t quite sure how many, but estimated 10. “Yes, people are
looking good here,” he said.

But while prosperity brings jobs, that upscaling casts a harsher light on income inequality and the lack of affordable housing in Saugerties.
“We are in a crisis where we have almost 50 percent of residents of Saugerties living below the ALICE threshold,” said Kevin Freeman, a
New York transplant running for a seat on the town board, using an acronym describing vulnerable people who are asset limited and
income constrained, yet employed. He sees hope in sensitive development organizations, like RUPCO, which are active in the area.

The community unites to protect its natural and cultural resources and each other, and volunteerism is a municipal sport. Marjorie Block,
59, a craft painter whose family has lived in Saugerties since 1680, is the president of the historical society, oversees tourism for the town
and runs the annual food-truck festival in Cantine Field to raise money to rebuild playgrounds. Ms. Block is intent on having a playground
where disabled children and adults can play. “Everyone wants to sit on a swing some days,” she said.

Then there is Nina Schmidbaur, 31, a social worker who became a local hero when she bought a crumbling Victorian mansion on Route 9W
called Clovelea that she had vowed to own since childhood, though it had been ravaged by fire and two decades of neglect. (Before then, it
was a Chinese restaurant.) Ms. Schmidbaur, who declined to say how much she paid for the property, intends to put her psychotherapy
practice on the main floor and live upstairs once the repairs are done. She is also running for a seat on the town board, with the aim of
improving access to mental-health services. “I have the word ‘courage’ written on my keychain,” she said.

But if the soul of Saugerties is embodied in any building, it is the Orpheum, a turn-of-the-century theater on Main Street that has hosted
roller skaters, vaudeville acts, silent films, talkies and, for one controversial moment in the 1980s, porn. For the past two years it has stood
vacant, like a bravely smiling wallflower. Now Jason Silverman and Paul Sturtz, the new executive directors of Upstate Films, which
operates a cinema in Rhinebeck, N.Y., are in negotiations to buy it.

The historic Saugerties Lighthouse is approached by a half-mile path that takes you to the middle of the Hudson River. A pair of second-floor bedrooms can be rented for
overnight stays (but you have to book both of them). Tony Cenicola/The New York Times



If they succeed, there will be independent film screenings, lecture series, festivals and collaborations with the town’s remarkable array of
cultural organizations. Upstate Films has its eye on expanding in several places, but “we started in Saugerties because it feels like the
most exciting place to us in the region,” Mr. Silverman said. “It has so much energy, there’s filmmakers and archivists on every block, and
there is a real sense of place and ownership from those who have lived here for generations.”

What You’ll Find

The town of Saugerties takes up a rambling 65 square miles of Ulster County on the west side of the Hudson River north of Kingston,
south of Catskill and east of Woodstock. Its jewel is a 2.26-square-mile village that juts into the middle of the river, where the Esopus
Creek, which cuts through the village, empties, and where an 1869 lighthouse (another community-based rescue project) stands. The
Victorian business district, with shops installed in brick and clapboard buildings with projecting flat roofs and ornamental corbels, was the
first in the United States to be placed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Some of Saugerties’s 21 hamlets have a distinct character, while others are roadside nubs with, perhaps, a firehouse and a gas station.
West Saugerties has a wild feeling (although Ms. Hall recently complained of new houses going up across the road, where she used to spot
bears and turkeys). Glasco, which was named for the glass company that once drove its economy, has been occupied by people of Italian
descent for many generations. Malden-on-Hudson is a laid-back patch with a public boat launch and a plaque marking where a British
squadron docked after burning Livingston estates across the river.

The region is inscribed with miles of hiking and cycling trails, and ribbons of water (not all of it pristine, to the locals’ chagrin, because of
New York City’s habit of discharging sediment-filled water from the Ashokan Reservoir into the Esopus). The 161-acre Esopus Bend
Nature Preserve straddles the village and town in the south. Arm-of-the-Sea, a local mask-and-puppet theater with environmental
messaging, is developing a cultural park and performing-arts center on the site of a former paper mill on the creek.

172 MAIN STREET | A four-bedroom house with one full bathroom and two half
bathrooms, built in 1890 on 0.39 acres, listed for $575,000. 845-331-5357 Tony Cenicola/The
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Saugerties is known as the incubator of Jimmy Fallon’s comedic gifts and U.S. representative Maurice Hinchey’s environmental activism.
Both men grew up in the town, and Mr. Hinchey’s 1974 election to the State Assembly made him the first Democrat to represent Ulster
County in more than 60 years, flinging a splash of blue in a region that is now decisively purple. According to 2019 census data, the town is
93 percent white, 6 percent Hispanic, 1 percent Black and less than 1 percent Asian.

In non-pandemic times, the seasons throb to the beat of cultural and culinary events. Spring ushers in the farmers’ market on Main Street
and concerts at Opus 40, a sculpture park and museum that centers on a seven-acre bluestone earthwork created by the artist Harvey
Fite.

Summer brings the Sawyer Motors Car Show, with its displays of vintage sports cars, and the Saugerties Artists Studio Tour, which opens
the workplaces of practitioners in 14 creative disciplines. It is also the season of Hope Rocks, a nonprofit music festival that raises
awareness for opioid addiction and suicide prevention.

Fall is the time for the Hudson Valley Garlic Festival in Cantine Field, the Mum Festival in Seamon Park and ShoutOut Saugerties, a
multidisciplinary cultural event staged in venues around town. In winter, the ProMusica chamber-music series kicks off its annual season
at Saugerties United Methodist Church.

125 LIGHTHOUSE DRIVE | A three-bedroom, three-bathroom house built in 2009, on
0.69 acres, listed for $539,000. 845-679-1237 Tony Cenicola/The New York Times



What You’ll Pay

According to marketing data published by Realtor.com, the median sale price for a home in Saugerties in April was $252,500, a year-over-
year increase of 11 percent, although homes sold for 1.6 percent below asking price on average.

As of May 18, Re/Max’s website showed 54 active single or multifamily listings in town. Excluding handyman specials, they ranged in
price from $235,000 (with annual taxes of $3,742) for a three-bedroom cottage built in 1890, near the Tina Chorvas Memorial Park on
Esopus Creek, to $2.2 million (with annual taxes of $32,444) for a 2007 three-bedroom house on more than nine acres, on the hilly western
edge of town.

Jill Zarcone, an agent with Grist Mill Real Estate in Saugerties, said the price of long-term rentals has fallen as supply has evaporated with
the rise of Airbnbs. “You’re looking at between $1,500 and $2,500 for a two- to three-bedroom,” she said, “and they’re very difficult to find.”

But there are tales of contentment in this roiling market. Heather and Samuel Spitzberg moved to Saugerties in January after enrolling
their 13-year-old twins in a private school in Kingston, about 12 miles away. The couple, who relocated from the Albany region, still work at
their jobs in the state government, commuting about 45 minutes each way. Like many recent house hunters, they were discouraged by
surging prices and bidding wars. Luckily for them, they were indifferent to trendy design and could look past the dated kitchen in a 1965
brick ranch in the village and find merit in other things — like four bedrooms and almost an acre of land. The house had been listed for 161
days — long enough in this market to raise concerns that there might be something seriously wrong with it (there wasn’t). The Spitzbergs
offered $449,000 and sailed to the close.

Dallas and Ted Gilpin acquired the Dutch, a Prohibition-era bar on Main Street, in 2018, and added it to a growing portfolio of Ulster County properties related to food and
entertainment.  Tony Cenicola/The New York Times



The Vibe

“We truly live in a picturesque community that offers everything from a world-class library to fantastic eateries and great shopping.
Naturally, we get a little defensive about it,” said Richard Frisbie. Born in the village in 1948, Mr. Frisbie wrote for the town’s two now-
defunct weekly papers, ran a bookstore and a publishing imprint on Main Street, and baked at the Hudson Valley Dessert Company in the
village. These days he chairs the Saugerties ProMusica Chamber Music Series and writes food and travel journalism.

“I even ran for mayor once,” Mr. Frisbie said. Like the Orpheum, he embodies the town’s dynamism, cultural crosscurrents and readiness
for fresh beginnings.

The Schools

The Saugerties Central School District comprises four elementary schools, one middle school and one high school, with approximately
2,500 students in all. On 2018-19 state assessments (the most recent data available), 37 percent of students who participated met standards
in English, versus 45 percent statewide; 44 percent met standards in math, versus 47 percent statewide.

Saugerties Senior High School enrolls about 800 students. U.S. News & World Report’s 2021 rankings reported average scores of 83 on
Regents examinations in math versus 70 statewide, and 93 on examinations in reading versus 80 statewide.

A private alternative is the Middle Way School, an independent Buddhist school on West Saugerties Road. Founded in 2017, it currently
enrolls 55 students from ages 3 to 10.

Harvey Fite, an artist and educator, named his monomaniacal bluestone creation Opus 40, expecting that it would take 40 years to complete. He died in 1976, in an accident
on the site, three years short of that estimate. The work is now the centerpiece of a sculpture park and museum that holds concerts and other performances. Tony

Cenicola/The New York Times



The Commute

Saugerties is just off exit 20 on the New York State Thruway. The drive to the George Washington Bridge takes 90 minutes to two hours,
depending on route and traffic.

You can also cross the Hudson to Rhinecliff (which takes about 20 minutes) and catch an Amtrak train to Penn Station in New York. Trains
depart about every three hours, and the ride is about an hour and 45 minutes; one-way coach fares start at $30.

The History

According to town historians, Saugerties is named for a Dutch diminutive (“little sawyer”) that probably referred to Barent Cornelis
Volge, who operated a sawmill for a manor house in the 1650s, on land inhabited by the Esopus tribe. Or maybe the namesake was
Myndert Mynderse, another Dutch sawyer, and possibly a small one?

No one is sure. Documents do make clear that in 1677, the governor of New York province bought “a place called Sagiers” from the Esopus
tribe. The price, historians write, was “a blanket, a piece of cloth, a shirt, a loaf of bread, and some coarse fiber to make socks.”

For weekly email updates on residential real estate news, sign up here. Follow us on Twitter: @nytrealestate.

A version of this article appears in print on , Section RE, Page 8 of the New York edition with the headline: A Congenial Place With a Social Conscience

At one point in Saugerties’s dark ages, Kiersted House (1727) was threatened with demolition to make way for a Grand Union supermarket. Today, it is the home of the
historical society. Tony Cenicola/The New York Times
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