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I see our yellow Lab, Maddie, watching intently as the big 
buck – seriously big – leaps in front of the pickup, bounds up 
onto the bank and powers off. Even she was impressed. We 
both needed a cigarette.

I’ve seen big bucks before. I generally err on the side of 
caution, careful not to become caught up in the excitement of 
the moment, sizing up the situation, and making sure I saw 
what I saw and then backing off my assessment a bit. Even 
after doing this, this remains the biggest buck I’d ever seen, 
at least in looking at the total picture. The biggest rack? No. 
The biggest body? By far. Most beautiful whitetail ever? 
Easily.

This was the kind of buck that would cause a serious 
deer hunter to quit his job, leave his family for a month, sleep 
under a tarp and eat Ramen noodles every night in pursuit of 
him. In fact, I know a few guys in the Adirondacks who do 
just that.

In trying to size him up, the best I’ve come up with is that 
buck on the cover of Bryce Towsley’s book, “Big Bucks the 
Benoit Way.” Or, if you’re handy with Photoshop, grab a 

picture of former MMA star Brock Lesnar and put a thick, 
even, high set of antlers on him.

What made the sighting even more painful was that the 
big boy was coming from an area where I’d spent most of my 
hunting time that fall. It’s entirely possible – even though I 
don’t want to think about it – he made his way past one of my 
watches an hour or two earlier.

That year, I could have been the one on the other end of 
the camera.

Oh, I still get out there, hoping another monster buck 
makes another swing through. It’s about as unlikely as having 
him cross the road in front of me while singing a Brad Paisley 
tune, which is what I was doing when it did happen. So it can 
happen up there. And it does. I see the photos every year, 
hear my friends’ stories. Watch big bucks get weighed in at a 
couple local taverns.

I drove to the post office every day, and during that time of 
year when love-starved bucks are on the move I was almost 
afraid to turn my head and check the woods and fields, 
fearing I might see another buck of my dreams. 
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David Figura
Finger Lakes Land Trust Began

as Cornell Master’s Degree
Project, Now Covers 26,000 Acres

NYUP.com, Oct. 13, 2021
  

The Finger Lakes Land Trust was created as Andrew 
Zepp’s master’s degree project at Cornell University back in 
the late 1980s when he was pursuing a graduate degree in 
natural resource policy.

“I grew up in the Hudson Valley and when I came to Ithaca 
and went to Cornell I fell in love with the landscape and saw 
areas that I knew would change in the future – the beautiful 
gorges, the remaining undeveloped shoreline along the 
lakes,” he said.

The then, 25-year-old graduate student, who had 
experience in conservation and in the forming of a landtrust in 
Connecticut, used that background in the late 1980s to gather 
some folks together in the Ithaca area and eventually 
throughout the Finger lakes region who shared his passion to 
create the non-profit Finger Lakes Land Trust in 1989.

“It was my idea, but I wasn’t the founding president. I 
recruited and trained the founding board of directors.I just 
knew it would take off because there are so many people who 
value the resources of our region,” he said. “This notion of a 
consensus-based approach is very appealing to people. It 
clicked very quickly.

“The key to a land trust is that we don’t tell landowners 
what to do with their land,” he said. “Instead, we figure out 
what’s the win-win solution that meets their personal, family 
and financial goals and that conserves their property, whether 
its lake shoreline, productive farmland, wildlife habitat -- 
whatever.”

Today at age 58, Zepp, after pursuing several other career 
opportunities after getting his master’s degree from Cornell, is 
the executive director of the land trust – a position he has held 
for the past 18 years.

The Finger Lakes Land Trust, at 26,000 acres is among the 
biggest and most expansive land trusts in the state. It has 
“saved” a host of properties in the Finger Lakes region 
through a combination of creating public nature preserves 
and helping landowners to conserve their properties by 
buying development rights and conservation easements.

The land trust’s mission is to “conserve forever the lands 
and waters of the Finger Lakes region, ensuing scenic vistas, 
local foods, clean water and wild places for everyone.”

Based in Ithaca, Zepp said the land trust has a 16-person 
staff – four that just focus on land management issues – and 
a network of 200 volunteers throughout the region “who do 
everything from being our eyesand ears in monitoring 
properties, constructing and rehabilitating trails and 
addressing invasive species issues.”

“Frankly, we couldn’t possibly do what needs to be done 
without our extensive volunteer network,” he said.

The following are excerpts from a recent interview with 
Zepp:

So after you formed the land trust and was working with 
it for a few years you went away. What did you do? “I was 
away for about 13 years. For six years I stayed in the region and 
worked for the Nature Conservancy – staying connected to 
conservation work in Central and Western New York. And for 
nearly seven years, I went to Washington, D.C. and worked for 
the Land Trust Alliance, an umbrella group for allland trusts. But 
I couldn’t resist coming back to the Finger Lakes and returned 
and have been with the landtrust for about 18 years.”

What was the first project initiated? “It was a beautiful 
gorge that is about a mile from downtown Ithaca. Called Lick 
Brook Gorge, it is traversed by the Finger Lakes Trail and is 
part of a 2,000-acre block of conservation land that also 
includes Buttermilk Falls and Robert Treman state parks. The 
pristine area was clearly in the path of development. The land 
trust cultivated a relationship with the landowner. It took a 
number of years, but we ultimately acquired it and now 
manage it. It’s still pristine and you can visit it today.

Talk about the land trust’s 26,000 acres. Our holdings 
stretch from one end of the Finger Lakes to the other. We have 
around 6,000 acres of nature preserves (nearly 40 in total), 
which are open to the public touse and enjoy, and the rest is 
conservation and development rights. (See the Finger Lakes 
Land Trust website for an interactive map showing all the 
nature preserves, including details about each parcel, 
trailmaps and directions to get there).

How do you acquire these parcels and where does the 
money come from? “Our projects are a mix of purchases and 
sometimes that involves buying land outright. Other times we 
acquire a conservation easement that limits development, while 
allowing the land to remain in private ownership. Sometimes, 
the land acquisitions are donations. Funding for the land trust 
comes largely from individuals. We have some 4,000 families 
across the region that currently support us. In addition, on some 
projects we may get public money from grants. We’ve also been 
helped in various ways by other conservation agencies to 
acquire land and by getting assistance from towns, counties, 
the state and other non-profits. But most of what we have has 
comes primarily through individual philanthropy.”

Your mission statement mentions conserving “local 
foods.” How are you doing that? “By working with the Finger 
Lakes agricultural community through conservation easements. 
We purchase development rights from farms that are in the 
path of development. So that in places like Canandaigua or 
near Skaneateles, we work with several farmers who intend to 
continue farming and pass it on to the next generation. With 
support from New York State grants, we’ve purchased 
development rights and these farmers then plow that money 
back into their operations to expand or to allow for generational 
change to the land. It’s really important that in areas like 
Canandaigua that has some of the most productive soils inthe 
Northeast that we retain those lands because it’s quite possible 
that a generation or two down the road that Central Valley in 
California won’t be able to continue producing all the stuff we 
now see in Wegmans. It’s securing our most productive soils so 
that in the future they’re still available.”

These nature preserves, what public uses are allowed? 
Hunting? Fishing? “These areas vary in size from say an acre 
of lake front on a very important spot to 800 acres in other 
areas. We have to balance access, safety and habitat protection. 
Typically, our preserves have a parking lot with hiking trails, 
which is a very popular use. Hiking, wildlife watching, walking 
your dog hiking. We also put effort to safely accommodate deer 
management and each year we provide about 300 free permits 
to allow deer hunting on some properties. The permits issued 
take into consideration safety and size of the property. 
Sometimes the hunting allowed varies. For a smaller site, it may 
be bow hunting only. Contact our Ithaca office about the options 
and availability (of these permits). As for fishing, it’s a mix. Some 
areas we do provide access to fishing opportunities on trout 
streams and lake shores, and in some areas there are only small 
ponds, which are not open to fishing.”

Any short-term goals you’d like to mention? “One 
we’re pursuing with a lot of other people is to come up with 
solutions to the harmful algal blooms we’re having on your 
lakes. We think its an existential threat to our region. The land 
trust alone is not going to address it, but we recognize we 
need to play a role in working with local governments and 11 
lake associations. It’s critical to the future of the Finger Lakes.”

Anything else you’d like to mention? “It’s something not 
just limited to a land trust. We need to make people aware of 
how we’re changing our environment around us and that is a 
combination of things like climate change and the introduction 
of non-native, invasive plants and animals. And the last piece 
of the puzzle is the area’s growing deer population, which can 
have a big effect on the future of our forests. The challenge is 
that people may walk in their woods and think it looks fine, 
but actually when you go out two generations, say about 40 
years, there are some really significant changes we need to 
address. It’s really in slow motion in many cases. However, if 
we don’t address them, these habitats will be degraded.”

Do you have a favorite piece of property, anything 
you’re particularly proud of acquiring? “There’s so many, I 
don’t have a favorite. I kind of love them all because of their 
variety. When you’re in Corning, you can literally walk out of 
the south side of the city and you’ll be in a wooded terrain and 
see black bear, which is so different than the rolling farmlands 
around Skaneateles.”

“One thing I’m particularly proud of recently is our progress 
in shoreline acquisitions. About five years ago we realized that 
we were seeing the last of our undeveloped shoreline 
disappear in the Finger Lakes to development. So we’ve 
made a concerted effort the last few years to secure some of 
the last undeveloped shoreline and it’s worked. Particularly in 
partnerships involving the state, we’ve established shoreline 
conservation areas on Skaneateles Lake, where we own a 
chunk, a 2,000 foot stretch at Staghorn Cliffs.”

“Last year we opened a nature preserve on the east shore 
of Owasco Lake that’s now open to the public. On Cayuga 
Lake we have 2,000 feet of shoreline on the west shore (and 
recently acquired 4,000 more feet in Tompkins County) -- and 
some on Canandaigua Lake, a hard area to secure land. 
We’ve really made a lot of progress.” 

Online Publication

Finger Lakes Land Trust Began

Project, Now Covers 26,000 Acres

Andrew Zepp, executive director of the Finger Lakes Land Trust. The land 
trust started as his master’s degree project at Cornell University and was 
created in 1989.

The Finger Lakes Land trust recently acquired this 4,000-feet of shoreline 
on the eastern shore of Cayuga Lake, including 200 acres beyond. 
Sharon Heller photo.
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First place
Joseph Gary Crance

The Forest Ghost: A Ryland
Creek Novel

Lulu Publishing Services, 2021
  

In 1962, young Arthur McCutcheon hails from a well-to-do 
family who want ivied collegiate walls for him. Instead, Arthur 
is drawn to the tree-covered hills of Painted Post. Just 
beginning to explore the forests, Arthur’s life is turned upside 
down by villainous schemes, and his future quickly becomes 
murky. Thrust into a new world with Renee, his loyal hound, 

Arthur learns about the woods and life from the venerable 
Seneca chief, John “Gray Eyes” Cornplanter. It won’t be easy 
as Gray Eyes, his daughter, Mist, and wife, Shell, try to teach 
the bumbling if eager teenager. But one thing is certain. 
There’s something different about this youth from Painted 
Post with a foot in
both worlds. 

Second Place
Joseph Gary Crance

The Master of Hounds: Book IV of the
Ryland Creek Saga

Lulu Publishing Services, 2020

Doug Goodman
Autumn Footsteps: A Hunter’s Journey

Newman Springs Publishing, 2020

Third Place

the bumbling if eager teenager. But one thing is certain. 
There’s something different about this youth from Painted 
Post with a foot in
both worlds. 

Judges:
Mark Bowie

Mark Bowie is a professional nature photographer, 
writer and much sought-after public speaker. He is a
frequent contributor to Adirondack Life magazine 
and his work has been published internationally in 
books, on calendars and posters, and in advertising 
media. His fi rst two coff ee table books, Adirondack 
Waters: Spirit of the Mountains and In Stoddard’s 
Footsteps: The Adirondacks Then & Now, have 
become landmark regional publications. They were 
followed by The Adirondacks: In Celebration of the 
Seasons. He is an expert on night photography 
and has written two comprehensive e-books: The 
Light of Midnight: Photographing the Landscape 
at Night, and After Midnight: Night Photography by 
Example. Mark is a staff  instructor for the Adirondack 
Photography Institute, leading digital photography 
workshops and tours. 

Chris Murray
Chris Murray is a photographic artist, instructor 
and writer working primarily in the woods, lakes, 
mountains and streams of his home state of New 
York. His work has appeared in several magazines 
including On Landscape, Popular Photography, 
Shutterbug, Adirondack Life, New York State 
Conservationist, and Thousand Islands Life, among 
others. Chris leads photography workshops through 
the Adirondack Photography Institute and teaches 
classes at the Thousand Islands Arts Center.

Mindy St. George
Mindy St. George’s fi rst 35mm fi lm camera was given 
to her by her father, who was a strong infl uence in her 
life, and from there, her love aff air with photography 
was born. While in college, she began working 
professionally as a studio portrait photographer. 
She stayed on that path for several years before 
advancing into portrait and event photography. 
Mindy travels widely, capturing priceless moments 
along the way.

Dan Sylvester
Dan Sylvester is an award-winning freelance 
photographer and artist living his dream of exploring 
beautiful and wild places with the goal of capturing 
unique photographs that evoke emotion and 
drama. Dan’s work can be found in galleries and 
featured in calendars depicting the beauty of 
national parks. Dan loves photographing the 
beaches, mountains, towns, and woodlots 
across New England and the United 
States. He prefers the challenge of 
going off  the beaten path to 
experience the beauty of 
nature one on one.
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The photo award winners

Hunting & Fishing

First Place (Pictured) Second Place Third Place
Bill Hilts, Jr. Angelo Peluso Chris Paparo

Wildlife

First Place (Pictured) Second Place Third Place
Chris Paparo Peter Cody Fiduccia Paul Schnell

Outdoor Scenic

First Place (Pictured) Second Place Third Place
Charles Witek Peter Cody Fiduccia Chris Paparo

People

First Place (Pictured) Second Place Third Place
Paul Schnell Bill Hilts, Jr. Angelo Peluso

Outdoor Action

First Place (Pictured) Second Place Third Place
Paul Schnell David Figura David Figura

Special thanks to
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Ducks Unlimited

Redding Reloading Equipment
Outdoor Sportsman Group


