


Vision

Van Cortlandt Park will be the City’s healthiest and most scenic forest and brook ecosystem. It will 
have carefully orchestrated trails and paths for running, biking, walking and horseback riding. The trails 
will flow without conflict past scenic areas and fertile habitats, linking communities together and to 
desirable recreational and cultural destinations. 
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Purpose of the Master Plan Contents
This plan will serve as a guide for a coordinated 
long-term effort that will make Van Cortlandt Park 
a vital part of its community as well as the City’s 
healthiest and most scenic forest and brook envi-
ronment. 
How was it developed? 
NYC Parks worked with community groups, Bronx Com-
munity Boards, the Park’s non-profit partners and user 
groups to develop a shared understanding of the park’s 
problems, community needs and solutions.

How will it be implemented?
NYC Parks will work with the Bronx Community Boards, 
non-profit partners and elected officials to prioritize 
projects and identify the needed expense and capital 
budgets.
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What major projects are included?
 • Restoration of the forest and brook with restored 
   nature trails, enhanced habitat and wetlands.
• A path that loops the park through beautiful 
  landscapes and 2 paths that cross the park.
• Three new pedestrian bridges
• 1 playground and 2 activity areas for children, 
   plus 2 covered activity areas, a skate park, 
   3 basketball courts and 1 athletic field.
• Greenway connections with separated bicycle and 
   pedestrian paths.
• Restoration of the rural landscape around the 
  Van Cortlandt Mansion and lake, 
• Extension of Tibbetts brook to the Harlem River.
• Three comfort stations and two food concessions
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We learned what people know, what they are con-
cerned about, what they are working on and what 
more they think can be done.  We reviewed existing 
studies, interviewed elected officials, leaders, Parks 
Department personnel and external experts.

INFORMATION 
GATHERING







Historic Features

1749

Frederick Van Cortlandt died and his family 
constructed the burial vault on Vault Hill.

Van Cortlandt Burial Plot, 1934, Parks Photo Archive

Construction of Croton Aqueduct began 
in Van Cortlandt Park.

1837

Old weir at the Croton Aqueduct, Source:http://imjustwalkin.com/

1748

Van Cortlandt House was built by 
Frederick Van Cortlandt.

Van Cortlandt mansion, 1913, MCNY

Putnam Railroad construction began 
in Van Cortlandt Park.

Railroad Viaduct,1906, Parks Photo Archive

1872

The park was the site of Revolutionary War battles, most significantly, 
the massacre of the Stockbridge Indians.    
It has significant historic structures built in the 18th and 19th Century. 
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In 1988, NYC Parks started assessing the for-
est and initiated its restoration.  Since then, for-
est restoration crews have worked systematically 
to remove the invasive vines and trees, and to 
restore the health of the forest and its ecology. 
At the same time, NYC Parks constructed or re-
stored playgrounds and other facilities in the park 
in response to community demand.  

The Department of Transportation rebuilt portions 
of the highways and incorporated structures to 
clean highway runoff.

The Department of Environmental Protection 
constructed the valve chamber in the North East 
corner and they started the Filtration Plant under 
the Mosholu Golf Course. Plans were made to 
cover it with a state of the art driving range and 
club house. Due to the disruption of the park, 
mitigation funds from the Filtration plant were 
provided to fund the restoration of the Parade 
Ground in 2010, as well as  forest restoration 
crews until 2015. 

Forest Restoration and 
Infrastructure Construction 

Park Evolution

Green Jobs for Youth participants.  

Removal of Porcelain vine by forest restoration crew member. 
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Prior Plans & Studies 

13

2009 Woodland Trail Master Plan 
New York- New Jersey Trail Conference 
for the Friends of Van Cortlandt Park

2010 Breeding Bird Survey 
NYC Audubon members David Kuntsler and 
John Young

1985 Feasibility Study for Lake Restoration 
Storch Associates and 
Bay State Environmental Consultants

1988 Natural Areas Assessment  
NYC Parks 

2012 Natural Areas Assesement  
NYC Parks 

1999 Water Quality Management 
Malcome Pirnie for NYC DEP

1979 Preliminary Plan  
Office of Councilmember June Eisland

1986 Park Restoration & Circulation Study 
Storch Associates

Natural Area Restoration Park Restoration

The Natural Areas Management Plan, developed 
by NYC Parks, systematically addresses the critical 
issues of managing forests, wetlands, and mead-
ows for the health of the area and its animal inhabit-
ants. Every effort needs to be made to implement 
that plan.

The early Park Restoration plan identifies problems 
and aspects of solutions, many that have not yet been 
addressed.  These studies need to be updated and a 
plan needs to be prepared that addresses the problems 
in a comprehensive manner including strategies for 
sustaining the solutions.

1984 A History of Van Cortlandt Park 
Storch Associates and Lloyd Ultan, Historian

2003 Cultural Landscape Study 
Historic House Trust and Eileen Wilde

History

The Park History is well documented and was 
considered but not restated in this plan. 

1981 Analysis and Development Plan  
NYC Parks

2014 Natural Areas Management Plan   
NYC Parks 

2013 Natural Areas Conservancy 
Ecological Assesement  

There have been a number of studies that look at the aspects of the park. 
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We interviewed citizen and civic groups, park 
employees, and community planners. People who 
have a history of working in a park or using a park 
have intimate knowledge of what should be pre-
served, enhanced or fixed. 

A broad range of park users and organization repre-
sentatives participated in a community wide work ses-
sion on April 23, 2012, where they mapped commu-
nity concerns, work underway and ideas for 
improvement. 

Community Concerns 

14

We met with user groups, neighborhood associations, 
and service providers including:  

50th Police Precinct
Bicyclists
Birders
NYC Parks Bronx Commissioner Aponte and staff
NYC Parks Capital Projects and 
     Natural Resources Group
Community District 7 Parks Committee
Community District 8 Parks Committee
Cricketers
Cross Country Running and Track Users
Friends of Van Cortlandt Park
Handball and Stadium Users
National Society of Colonial Dames of New York
Park Natural Areas and Trails Staff
Settlement House Associations
Soccer and Baseball field Users
Van Cortlandt Park Staff, Rangers 
     and Parks Enforcement Patrol
Van Cortlandt Park Community Council
Van Cortlandt Park Conservancy
Woodlawn Taxpayers Association
Yonkers/Groundworks
Yonkers Mayor’s Office and Senior Staff

     

Excerpt from the birders brainstorming map.
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Community Concerns 
Increase connections across the highways and to neighborhoods surrounding the park, 
including Yonkers.

Provide beautiful entrances with rule and orientation signs. Improve the park 
perimeter and furniture vocabulary.

Provide a clear and continuous path system that is well signed. Create more 
connections to bike routes.

Increase safety and maintenance scope and efforts.

Minimize the impact of other City agency facilities on the Park. 

Improve trail condition. Incorporate the Friends of Van Cortlandt Park’s Trail Plan into 
the Master Plan.

Improve forest health. Incorporate the Natural Areas Management Plan prepared by the 
VCP Forest Restoration Team into the Master Plan. 

Preserve and promote historic sites and trails.

Improve sports facilities and the stadium.

Create an outdoor amphitheatre or performance space.

Offer classes for children. Develop more family activity areas and facilities, including the 
stable, the golf course, the ice rink, interior recreation and gardening.

Expand concessions options.
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Major Assets 
The forest is one of New York City’s largest 
and oldest native forests. Its hills contain 
native habitat, natural features, and scenic 
beauty.

It has a premier cross-country course and 
a century long history of cricket and golf.

It is part of an extensive Greenway 
system that provides access to regional 
biking and walking. 

Although half of the park is designated 
Forever Wild, there is space available to 
meet the current recreational needs of the 
community.

The Van Cortlandt mansion and grounds, 
as well as portions of the historic roads 
and topography, are intact.

Tibbetts Brook and its surrounding 
landscapes and marshes have enormous 
potential for natural habitat and beauty if 
the brook is reconnected, dredged, 
restored and daylighted. 

18

Van Cortlandt Park, aerial photo. 
Source: Google Maps
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Need for After School Activities
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There is a shortfall of after school 
activities. This contributes to poor 
physical health and youth crime.  
(Source: Citizens’ Committee for Children of New 

York - Keeping Track Database) 

• We need to identify partners who can 
provide programming in Van Cortlandt 
Park and either permit or construct 
facilities that are needed.

• We need to do further outreach to 
this age group to determine what facili-
ties they would find attractive such as a 
skate park or other active recreation.
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Community Goals: Park Circulation 

28

Pedestrian & Bicycle Circulation		
Improve opportunities for natural area exercise and clean air transportation by connecting the neighborhoods 
and sections of the park together with well-marked, convenient and attractive pedestrian and cyclist paths 
without conflict between bicycles and pedestrians. 

Trails							     
Develop an exemplary trail system that resists erosion, has minimal impact on the environment 
and highlights the natural areas of the park. 

Cross-country Paths	
Preserve the character and improve the condition of the unpaved competitive and recreational running trail.

Equestrian Paths	
Encourage horseback riding on designated trails. 

Orientation & Communication	
Establish comprehensive and clear signage system to communicate park rules, highlights, trail directions and 
orientation.

Safety/Social Concerns	 	
Increase knowledge and enforcement of rules as well as quantity and ease of patrols throughout the park.
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Community Goals: Recreation and Facility Needs   

36

Community	 	
Enhance efforts to integrate park into all surrounding neighborhoods through improved access, 
signage and entrances, as well as through increased partnerships. 

Recreational Area & Use	
Improve, expand and diversify current conditions and offerings. Improve drainage of ballfields. 

Concessions					   
Improve the functionality, appearance and vitality of park concessions, making sure they align with the natural 
character of park.

Programming	 				  
Provide a diverse selection of year-round programs and encourage community partnerships to expand 
programming.

Partner Initiatives/Stewardship		
Establish collaborative relationships with organizations with a common goal of enhancing the park 
and community.

Economic Development		
Improve the relationship of the park to its neighborhoods and adjacent commercial areas.
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Community Goals: Nature and Environment 

38

Forest and Ecology
Improve the scenic beauty of the park while promoting long-term ecological 
health, protecting habitat, removing invasive plant species and re-introducing native ones.

Brooks and Lake	 		
Restore and improve the aquatic ecosystems of the park. 

Operations
Enhance park maintenance, natural area care and operation coordination through sustained funding and 
increased staffing and support facilities.

View of lake. View of lake and forest. 
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Priority Recommendations
Natural Areas Management Plan : Allen Shandler Recreation Area and Mosholu Golf Course 
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AREA 7

AREA 2
AREA 3

AREA 5

AREA 6

Eradicate Asiatic bittersweet from the southern portion of the course. 
Entitation Unit: 806

Establish a dialogue with golf course maintenance staff on the importance of 
controlling invasive plants. 

The natural area islands within the course, i.e., Japanese knotweed, mugwort, 
wineberry, porcelainberry, multiflora rose, garlic mustard, Asiatic bittersweet, 
and Japanese honeysuckle.
Entitation Units: 800, 799, 810, 807, 808, 798, 797, 1259, 802, 804, 1260, 1250

Control vinelands on forest edges along the perimeter of the entire golf course. 

Most severely disturbed forest units

Eradicate the invasive ground cover encroaching on the wetland, particularly 
English ivy and periwinkle. 
Entitation Units: 910, 912, 913, 908

The most severely disturbed forest units in the southwestern portion of the 
zone, i.e., mugwort, Norway maple, black cherry, black locust, and sassafras.
Entitation Units: 821, 813, 812, 815, 818, 727, 828, 728, 846, 811, 839

Remove invasive vines
Entitation Units: 722, 817, 839, 824, 815, 914, 911, 912, 864, 852, 880, 819, 814, 800, 797, 803, 806

Remove Norway maples

Full restoration regimen

Entitation Units: 721, 725, 848, 722, 847, 865, 724, 833, 831, 837, 873, 871, 882, 870, 711, 884, 878, 817, 
840, 841, 838, 816, 827, 839, 826, 729, 728, 727, 818, 825, 824, 821, 910, 911, 908, 909, 885, 874, 876, 
858, 863, 854, 857, 855, 853, 851, 850, 844, 845, 846, 829, 811, 842, 802, 800, 798, 797, 808, 807, 823

Dominant Norway maples

Present Norway maples

Dominant invasive vines

Present invasive vines

Major paths

Bridges
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Concept Plan: Nature and Environment
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Natural Areas Management Plan: Fauna and Habitat Needs

Birds 
Habitat Needs

• Van Cortlandt Park is one of the last regional sites 
supporting breeding bird species because of its 
relatively large size, quality forest and wetland 
habitat, and position as an “island amid an 
extensive urbanized landscape.” 

• Scarlet Tanager and Red-Eyed Vireo require large 
tracts of woodland. 

• Wild Turkey use oaks and beeches for food and 
habitat. 

• Great Horned Owl and Eastern Screech Owl 
depend on tree cavities or old hawks’ nests in old, 
tall trees. 

• Wood Duck is a tree-cavity nester, observed in the 
lake with their young, use old woodpecker holes, for 
which they may compete with invasive European 
Starlings. 

• Common Yellowthroat prefers a scrubby meadow 
or woodland edge for nesting.
 
• Soras reside in wetland environments.  

Fish, Amphibians & Reptiles  
Habitat Needs

• Tibbetts Brook has great habitat potential 
and should be restored and protected. 

• Redback Salamander are larger and more 
abundant in areas with a high percentage 
of native groundcover.
 
• Spotted Salamander was observed near 
a large vernal pool in the Northeast Forest. 

• Spring Peeper can be heard whistling in 
the wetlands in the Northeast Woods. 

Insects and Arthropods 
Habitat Needs

• Unicorn Clubtail prefers low-oxygen 
lakes with muddy bottoms and slow 
streams. 

• Shadow Darner flies late into the 
season near shady streams, lakes, 
and forest edges. 

• Fawn Darner, a species sensitive to 
hydrological changes, occurs in the 
Tibbetts Book wetland. 

• Hickory Horned Devil and Luna Moth 
are rare.

• Lepidoptera, which feed on hickory, 
oak, and cherry trees. 

• Precious Underwing feed on red 
chokeberry. 

Van Cortlandt Park is a unique and important resource for wildlife because of the habitat diversity and quality. 
The forests, Tibbetts Book and the meadows support at least 169 species.  Many have habitat needs, such as:  
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Community Goals: Historic Features and Landscapes 
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Appearance & Condition		
Develop a unified vocabulary of park fencing, benches, lighting and furniture to make the park more attractive 
and safe to walk around in.

Structure Condition & Use	
Restore and maintain historic structures and landscapes. Maintain, restore and improve park conditions.

Threats	
Reduce the number, impact and visibility of non-park uses and control invasive species.

The Colonial stairs south of the Van Cortlandt Mansion should 
be restored and used for the viewing of informal performances. 

Winter view in Van Cortlandt Park. Adopt this settee 
as the official bench. 

Restore the cascade and bridge. Emulate this 
stonework and rustic fence. 
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Brown porous pavement for park pathways. Timber guardrails along paved roads around the park.

Timber bollards.

New Parks signage.Rodent proof trash and recycling 
containers in black. 

Settee bench. 

Traditional type B light fixture & pole.

Park Furniture
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John Muir Nature Trail

Cass Gallagher Nature Trail

Bridle Trail

Old Croton Aqueduct Trail

Cross Country Course/Trail

John Kieran Nature Trail

Putnam Trail

TRAIL KEY

Playground

Recreational Field

Basketball Court

Tennis Court

Volleyball Court

Handball Court

Green Streets

Schools

Picnic Area

Restrooms

Bus Stop

Subway Stop

City of New York / Parks & Recreation
Planning & Parklands Division
Van Cortlandt Park: Conceptual Master Plan
October 2012 n

LEGEND

0’        250’       500’         1,000’

SCALE: 1”=500’

Area Five: Southwest Corner: South Zone

Option A: 
Demolish & 

rebuild stadium
Option B: 

Build a shade 
structure, 

improve seating 
and waterproof 

the stadium 

Covered
basketball courts

and skate park

Public restrooms

Van Cortlandt
Stadium

Kingsbridge
Green

Southwest
Playground

Extend Putnam 
Greenway and 
Tibbetts Brook south

Remove ramp and 
gantry signage that 
destroys the park 
image

New park loop path

Relocate Tibbetts 
Brook to flow south 
on Putnam rail right of 
way with the bikeway

Covered ice skating 
with splash pad for

summer use

Mechanical 
equipment

Cafe with
outdoor seating

Develop new uses 
such as wheelchair 
baseball, ping pong 

or bicycle training

Improve wetland 
beauty and bird habitat 

Bridge over 
Tibbetts Brook 

PUTN
AM  T

RAIL

Add a lane to the track to 
make it comply with track 
meet standards

Remove free right turn 
ramp. Merge with road
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Area Five: Southwest Corner: North Zone

Van Cortlandt
Golf House

Van Cortlandt Lake

Kingsbridge 
Burial 
Grounds

Van Corlandt
Nature Center 

Van Corlandt
House 

Musuem

Memorial 
Grove

Improve picnic grove
appearance and 

provide picnic shelter

Amphitheatre and 
stage on top of old 

diving pool or parking lot

Reconfigure 
service and 

parking

Restore landscape 
beauty and make 
natural shoreline with 
defined access points 
to the water 

Screen 
Tennis courts

Redesign 
landscape 

to include lawn 
for gatherings, 

tent space 
and food 

concessions

Thicken planting to 
provide privacy on 
this side of the mansion 

Make lake/golf house an 
outdoor food destination
Add cafe and boats

Park loop path

Extend Tibbetts
Brook

Raise bridge
and improve path

New park 
entrance  
at 242nd 

street

Covered  
waiting area 

for bus 
passengers

Recreation 
center & 

indoor pool

Separate
vehicle path

Visitor center & 
Conservancy 

office

Remove remnants of 
the colonial garden and 

create meadow with 
movable benches

Country road
appearance

Move gate to 
mansion grounds
and restore fence

Provide wooden storage area 

Restore colonial stairs

Develop a landscape plan 
based on a cultural landscape report. 
Relocate jail window.

Grand Central
Stones

Restore
John Kieran
nature trail 

Restore Post 
Road rural
appearance

PU
TN
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IL
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