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Frederick Law Olmsted chose this site 
for a “wilderness” park because of  
its spectacular views of  the Genesee 
River gorge. He designed paths and 
roads to make these natural features 
accessible and he added a spring-
fed pond plus thousands of  trees to 
re-vegetate previously farmed land. 
Today’s park visitors can escape 
the hubbub of  urban life to enjoy 
the scenic views, picnic areas and 
spaces for outdoor recreation just as 
Olmsted planned over 100 years ago. 
He believed that designed landscapes 
such as Seneca Park would “refresh 
and delight the eye and through 
the eye, the mind and the spirit.” 
This tour is a little over a one mile 
loop with an option at stop 7 to ex-
tend the tour an additional ¾ mile.

1 Drive in the lower park entrance 
(just west of  the Seneca Park Zoo en-

trance) and take the Park Road all the way 
around Trout Pond until you come to Hawk 
and Eagle shelters, where you can park.

2 Leaving the shelters behind, walk 
across the park road toward the 

river and turn right on the gorge path 
leading into the woods. The Genesee 
River gorge is glimpsed here through 
a screen of  deciduous trees and hem-
locks. The sound of  church bells from 
the opposite side provides a reminder 
that the view is protected from devel-
opment by the former St. Bernard’s 
Seminary and Holy Sepulchre Cemetery.

3 Continue on the gorge path behind 
the rest rooms and you will eventu-

ally come out of  the woods to the  peace-
ful scene of  Trout Pond. If  you leave the 
gorge path and walk across the park road 
toward the pond, you can experience 
a clear demonstration of  the elements 
Olmsted arranged for aesthetic effect. 
He used turf, trees, water, reflections, 
bridges, and slight differences in eleva-
tion, plus gently curving paths and roads 
to create a harmonious landscape - one 
that invites the visitor to explore further 
and enjoy the changing views. The area 
around the lake was restored to Olmsted’s 
design intent after the 1991 ice storm.

4 Leave the pastoral experience 
of  Trout Pond and return to the 

gorge path going north. Although it 
forks several times, all routes lead to 
a dramatic overlook of  the river, fur-
nished with benches and a table.

5 Backtrack a bit and cross the little 
wooden bridge, which takes you 

away from the river. Here you will find 
yourself  among a variety of  native trees 
and shrubs including oak, hemlock, shag 
bark hickory, hornbeam, witch hazel, 
and basswood. These woody plants have 
botanical labels for visitors who wish to 
learn more about native flora. Olmsted 
specified native trees for Seneca Park 
as well as under-story plantings includ-
ing ferns to enhance the wild effect.

6 Turn left at the end of  the bridge 
and continue along a ravine where 

a stream tumbles over rocks and down 
little waterfalls. Past the end of  a sec-
ond wooden bridge you have a choice: 

7 On your right, a path leads up a bank 
to a wide meadow where you turn 

right and head back toward the pond, OR

8 Continue straight ahead along the 
gorge path for an additional 10-

minute walk. This walk continues across 
more wooden bridges and past more over-
looks until you come to a dramatic water-
fall cascading down the gorge wall to the 
river. If  you want to explore even further, 
the gorge path continues until a fence 
marks the park boundary. Otherwise, turn 
around and retrace your steps to point #7.

9 As you head back toward the pond, 
you will pass the Wegman Lodge 

on your right. The John F. Wegman 
Foundation replaced an original Boy Scout 
lodge and, more recently, the Foundation 
sponsored extensive remodeling. This is 
now a popular rental site as are all the 
Seneca Park shelters. Neighborhood rec 
centers are invited to use the Wegman 
Lodge free of  charge. The children have 
the meadow as their playing field and 
the shady ridge on the far side as their 
picnic grove. Olmsted often noted the 
importance of  parks for poor children 
who did not have easy access to nature.

10  Continue across the park road and 
walk a little to the right for a lovely, 

lengthwise view of  Trout Pond. Smoke 
stacks and a high-rise in the distance 
offer a reminder that this would be just 
another urban area except for the vision 
of  the Parks Commission back in 1888.

11Walk on the grass along the pond’s 
east side under the massive trees. 

Some of  the trees have botanical labels; 
one honors Civil War veterans. Along the 
pond’s edge grow many kinds of  willows, 
sedges, wild iris, and other native wetland 
plants that were installed when the park 
was restored after the 1991 ice storm.

12When you get to the foot of  the 
pond, follow the path to the right 

across another wooden bridge and back 
toward the river. On your left stretches 
an area of  turf  and trees with grills, 
tables and benches that Olmsted par-
ticularly labeled a picnic grove in his 
plan. If  you turn and look back at 
the ridge on the other side of  the park 
road, you can see the thick buffer of  
trees that were planted to screen out 
the city and contain the view - another 
important element of  Olmsted’s design. 

A Walk in Seneca Park 13Hawk and Eagle shelters up 
ahead were part of  the 1991 res-

toration. Built in harmony with their 
wooded setting, they provide a perfect 
spot where families can enjoy Seneca 
Park, this “jewel on the Genesee,” one of  
Rochester’s greatest historic treasures.

This and other tours are available online 

at: www.landmarksociety.org/tours

from
St. Paul

Boulevard

Produced with the cooperation of Friends and Neighbors of 
Seneca Park, The Landmark Society of Western NY and the 
Monroe County Parks Department and through a grant from 
the Rochester Area Community Foundation.
Tour Text: Ann Baker, Photos: Stephan Ganze,
Original Design: Coleman Graphics, 
2009 revisions by Monroe County Department of Parks.
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