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LEGRAND BOTSFORD: 
CRAGSMOOR’S FIRST PHOTOGRAPHER

Cragsmoor, NY is widely recognized for the many well-known artists who established one of the first 
summer art colonies in the country in the late 19th Century. In their midst, however, was Legrand 
Botsford (1861–1937), a native-born talent who left behind vivid written and visual records of year-
round life on the Mountain. He researched the past in his historical writings and recorded the present 
in photographs of his contemporaries and their environment. 

In 2021, the Cragsmoor Free Library received a generous gift of 137 Botsford glass negatives dating 
from 1904 to 1914 from a former resident, Jake VanKleeck.  Exhibition curator, Beat Keerl rescued 
the images from the murky past by scanning all of them and printing 43 which were displayed in two 
exhibitions in the Library Gallery. In doing so, he brought to life the people, the landscape, and the 
architecture of this mountain community as it was seen by Botsford through his camera lens more than 
a hundred years ago.  All titles are as written by Botsford on negative sleeves. 

Early Life
Legrand, the first of four children, was born to Thomas and Phebe Botsford in 1861. He was raised on 
their farm at the foot of Sam’s Point, the highest location on the Shawangunk Ridge.  As a child, he 
may have been educated in his home viewed through the ice-covered trees, in “My Cabin Window” 
(Botsford-132), which still stands next to the Sam’s Point Preserve Visitors’ Center, or he may have 
walked down to the little schoolhouse on Mt. Meenahga. We can assume that he was interested in his-
tory and science from the pursuits he chose in his adult life, such as, his research and writings on local 
history and his work as a photographer, which is listed as his profession on the 1915 census for NY 
State.

As the eldest son, Legrand undoubtedly shared with his father, much of the responsibility for the farm 
and the rest of the 500-acre tract Thomas had purchased in 1858. His father’s dream was to make this 
area a destination for tourists to experience the clean air and expansive views. 

To achieve this goal, Thomas Botsford built the first wagon road for passengers to Sam’s Point in 
1859. The first building he constructed was an observatory on the top of the cliff that he bolted to the 
rock, but which was blown down the following winter. Then in 1871, he constructed a narrow inn just 
below the Point, using the cliff face as the back wall for the structure, “The House Under the Rocks.” 
(Botsford-061) It was noted by Elizabeth McCausland in her biography, The Life and Work of E. L. 
Henry, 1945, published by the University of New York, (p. 45), that “A spring ran through the main 
room, ferns grew from the walls, and fissures in the rock were chimney flues.  
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the gloss on nature was very much in demand. 

She also notes Botsford’s passing only a few years before the publication of  her book, “…leaving 
behind him the photographic negatives, many of which have supplied illustrations for this book” 

Paintings and Writings
The exchange of ideas and skills between E.L. Henry and Legrand Botsford was deeply entwined. 
The artist integrated subject matter from Botsford photographs into his paintings, while the photog-
rapher was inspired and guided by Henry to attempt his own paintings. They shared an interest in the 
same subject matter and Botsford was inspired by Henry to paint at least three scenes of the Delaware 
and Hudson Canal which are in the permanent collection of the D & H Canal Museum in High Falls. 
The Cragsmoor Free Library is fortunate to include several of Botsford’s paintings in its permanent 
collection. One details life at the Bleakley farm, site of the first post office in the hamlet, executed in 
his simple “primitive” style.

Botsford’s sphere of interest was not limited to visual imagery. He was also fascinated by the early 
days of his community and researched and wrote extensively about subjects ranging from the tale of 
“Jacob Seager and the Bear in 1798” to “The Old Forge in the 1840’s” His first and second drafts were 
handwritten in an elegant style, easy to read, even for contemporary readers. Most of these essays 
were included in his self-published book, In Days of Yore, which is in the History Collection of the 
Cragsmoor Free Library.

Significance
The immediacy and veracity of photography is a powerful tool for recording the life and times of 
previous generations.  Fortunately for Cragsmoor, its first photographer had a keen eye and the neces-
sary skills to operate the complex photographic equipment of his time, allowing him to develop fine 
prints under the most primitive conditions.  Through this medium, he combined the vision of an artist 
with the precision of a scientist to produce a significant record of the world around him. In doing so, 
he provided future generations with a window to the past that may otherwise have been closed as each 
year, decade, and century erases more of these details from communal memory. 

The Cragsmoor Free Library would like to acknowledge Beat Keerl, Curator of Collections, for orga-
nizing this exhibition and for applying his advanced technical skills to release these images from their 
original format more than a century after they were created.
 
MaureenRadl    Cragsmoor, 2022       

In this structure, Botsford anticipated modern architects, who bring natural elements into the interior 
of dwellings.” Unfortunately, this unique building burned down in 1874. After his father’s death in 
1899, LeGrand also attempted to fulfill the dream and built the present winding road to the summit 
in 1901 and a house/hotel, “Mirror View of House” (Botsford-095), on the shore of Lake Maratanza 
in 1902. This building burned down some years later in the dead of winter. The two fires were tragic 
losses for the family, but fortunately for posterity, Legrand was able to capture both structures, each in 
its unique setting.  For the first hotel, he may have rephotographed an earlier view, since he was only 
13 years old at the time of its loss. For the second, he immortalized its mirror image directly through 
the lens of his own camera.

The Photographer
From then on, LeGrand directed most of his energy to his own creative and professional pursuit of 
photographing his surroundings. He ran ads in two issues of the 1912 Cragsmoor Journal listing his 
address as P.O. Box Cragsmoor, Lake Maratanza. He advertised his specialties in photography as 
landscapes, interiors and “Groups on Postals,” which were very popular at the time. 

His own printing and developing were done from Cramer plates. These were dry glass negative plates 
which could be set aside and transported to another location to be developed.  It was a great improve-
ment on the earlier method of wet plates, where an emulsion was spread over the glass plate and need-
ed to be developed immediately under very specific conditions.  Dry plates were much more practical, 
but they were still heavy to carry. The glass plates, along with the large-format cameras of that time, 
required physical strength as well as artistic talent to produce the striking results that are found in so 
many of Botsford’s prints. 

Influence of E.L. Henry

LeGrand Botsford and E.L. Henry shared a unique bond, founded on a mutual fascination with record-
ing local rural life: Botsford with his photographs and Henry with his artworks.  Henry was the first 
academically trained artist to build a summer home in Cragsmoor in 1884. He took great interest in 
the residents and their everyday lives which inspired many of his genre paintings. Part of the historic 
value of these works, is that so many of them recorded rural life in one specific location, providing 
documentation of everyday life in a Shawangunk Mountain community. Botsford’s sphere of interest 
was equally focused on the same locale. His photographs, however, may present an even more accu-
rate portrayal of rural life than did Henry’s paintings, as noted by McCausland on pages 41, 45. She 
observed that Botsford’s photographs documented the mountain landscape as it was, but Henry some-
times altered it for his own artistic purposes of creating a specific mood or dramatic effect. In his day, 
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George Bleakley when Postmaster 1905
Botsford-001 
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Oliver Evans, At the Well, 11/08/1905
Botsford-003

Marl and Foxy, Snow scene standing by the pool, 11/6 1905
Botsford-006
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Ok, I’am a whistling mule driver. 
Botsford-084

The Tower Inness, 11/1904
Botsford-016
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Inness House
Botsford-023

John Wessley Coddingham, House Dress, 
 1818 - 1900 Copy 1909     Botsford-025
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Looking out the road 1914.  Blakley Inn
Botsford-063

Milton W. Wright (New House)
Botsford-067
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Cragsmoor Federated Church, Cragsmoor, 11/19/1905
Botsford-004

Mirror View of House, 7/10/1905 
Built by LeGrand Botsford

Botsford-095
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Hotel by Thomas Botsford Sr. at Sam’s Point
Botsford-061

Canal Scene for E. L. Henry’s painting “On the Towpath”
Botsford-086
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Scene of Ellenville
Botsford-122

White Arch Way Birch, directly opposite Barn Stormers Theatre, S.E. on the main 
highway looking down toward the Post Office.

Botsford-109
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Panorama of Sam’s Point, 1906.
Botsford-112

Ray Fillker Family
Botsford-032
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“The Light of Other days”  One of my first negatives 
done in the long winter of 1903 & 1904

Botsford-056

Keir Enlargement 
Botsford-114
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Walker Valley Lake, P.E. Evans family, 9/28,1909
Botsford-108

E.L. Henry, unexpected guest
Botsford-130
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My Cabin Window (frost scene), 1908.  
The Gate House to Sam’s Point.

Botsford-132

Part Two
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John Wessley Coddingham
Botsford-037
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   Gerorge R. Mance, In farmer’s dress,  
             1907      Botsford-052 

Sam’s Point
Botsford-011
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Untitled
Botsford-033

The Inness Place.
Botsford-131 
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Under Cliff, snow scene, 2/28/1905
Botsford-013

Road to Sam’s Point
Botsford-026
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The lake building from the Ice house, 1904
Botsford-035

Old Brown House, apple tree blossums
Botsford-028
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Mamie, enlarged, 1904
Botsford-036

Martins (“Dave Evans House”)
Botsford-045
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Lakeland looking west past stone piers, 7/26/1906 (Blakley House}
Botsford-039

The old barn doors, 6/9/1905
Botsford-002
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Maratanza Waves without boat, 7/1908
Botsford-009

John Steadness House
Botsford-064
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Old Mose Scott House
Botsford-074 “A Glimpse Beyond”, painting by E.L. Henry

Botsford-090
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Sand Man at Lake Maratanza
Botsford-092

Mantelpiece, Mrs. Hartshorn 
Botsford-102
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Remodeled Bleakley House
Botsford-125

A Cragsmoor view
Botsford-134
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Scene in Ellenville,  Glass factory chimney
Botsford-136

Positive of a stack of corn
Botsford-137




