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This book is warmly dedicated to Hollis, Lars, Anders, Greta, and Soren


And all the citizens of the great State of New York who recognize and appreciate the uniqueness of their Adirondack Park.
The public lands, lakes, and views are still magnificent because of you.
Enjoy them. Celebrate them. Protect them. 








The Adirondack wilderness may be considered the wonder and the glory of New York. It is a vast natural park, one immense and silent forest, curiously and beautifully broken by the gleaming waters of a myriad of lakes, between which rugged mountain ranges rise as a sea of granite billows.—Verplanck Colvin, 1874 Report for 1873, 157
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Base map. Colvin, 1874 Report for 1873, following page 306; colored, edited.
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Fig. I.1. Cranberry Lake, New York. Neither the size nor construction of my grandmother’s modest summer place had anything to do with it being called a “camp.” The term is a catchall in the Adirondacks for shacks, cabins, bungalows, cottages, lodges, grand buildings, and even palatial estates. They are all called “camps.” USGS, Cranberry Lake, New York, Quadrangle , 1921, detail. Digital copy courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, the University of Texas at Austin.




Introduction

My first Adirondack map is still my favorite (figure I.1). It’s an early topographic map with familiar colors and symbols for surface features: green forests, blue waters, dotted trails, and nested contour lines that help define the lay of the land. The cryptic names of hamlets, peaks, and waters are scattered across it like Easter eggs: Oswegatchie River, Dead Creek, Wanakena, Catamount Swamp, Albany Trail, Mud Lake on the Bog River Flow, Boiling Spring. Even the names and letters that I eventually realized were missing make the map interesting (Sliding Rock Falls, for instance, or, sadly, the missing long e at the end of “Grasse” River and “Grasse” River Railroad). As for the map’s scale, each inch represents about one mile, so its roughly twelve-by-seventeen-inch size covers 130,000 acres and (to my continued delight) includes the tiny shoreline and contours of the state and private lands that surrounded my grandmother’s small lakeside camp.


Compiled from surveys dating from 1772 through 1919, the map was published in 1921 by the US Geological Survey (USGS). My grandmother’s copy had been thumbtacked to her camp wall well before I was born and, a couple of decades later, before her camp was sold, I asked if I might have it. It hangs today, crinkled and stained, matted and framed, on a nearby wall of my own Adirondack camp. It sparks many fine memories, and it helped spark this book.


I have other Adirondack maps too, which is probably inevitable if you are curious about New York State’s Adirondack Park. The region is isolated, intricate, and larger than some states. It takes twenty-nine of those historic USGS topo maps (plus parts of twenty-nine others) to depict it all. The park is essentially the size of Yellowstone, Everglades, Grand Canyon, and Glacier National Parks combined.1 It has more public nooks and crannies to explore than there are days in a lifetime and, when you can’t be exploring there in person, looking at topographical maps of the Adirondacks can be an interesting adventure all on its own.


Most Adirondack maps, historic and otherwise, are drawn with a bird’s-eye view—as if you are high above the landscape on a perfectly cloudless day. This is such a common and useful format that we don’t think much about it. It simply is. But here’s the rub: that bird’s-eye view on my early USGS map is from twenty miles above—an impossible place for a bird to be, much less an early mapmaker. So how was the rugged Adirondack terrain originally surveyed? The short answer is that it was the work of explorers-surveyors Verplanck Colvin (1847–1920) and Mills Blake (1848–1930). The longer explanation is the subject of this book, by way of quotes and illustrations from Colvin’s generous reports to the New York State legislature.



COLVIN AND BLAKE

The Adirondack region of northern New York has had its share of extraordinary individualists—from hermits to hoteliers, entrepreneurs, escapees, tycoons, and day-trippers. But one individual rivals all others for simple unabashed boldness: Verplanck Colvin—a plucky, fairly wealthy eighteen-year-old explorer who, in 1865, decided he would personally begin mapping about a half-million acres of the Adirondack wilderness.2


It would be several more years before the state legislature even contemplated mapping a few key reference points downstate, much less a complete survey of the state’s most northern region (the southern boundary of the Adirondack Park that’s closest to New York City’s Central Park is closer still to Quebec, Canada). And it was at least twenty years before the Adirondacks saw even a wisp of decent roads, electricity, railroads, and other New York State amenities. Yet here was this intrepid young explorer, investigating and mapping some true wilderness: the wildest, most mountainous, most impenetrable parts of the rugged Adirondacks.



Seven years of part-time explorations, conflicting compass readings, and endless map revisions convinced Colvin that only a dedicated, mathematical survey of the Adirondack Mountains would do, so in 1872 he approached the New York State legislature for some modicum of financial support. His unsolicited request was, no doubt, startling to those in the legislature who didn’t yet know him. But Colvin, then twenty-five, likely gambled that he might keep the entire survey under his control by requesting only supplemental funds. It worked—at least to begin with. Adirondack landmarks had a long history of being mapped haphazardly, with some of the most impressive peaks not appearing on any maps whatsoever, so legislators were willing to let Colvin continue to spend his own time and modest fortune pursuing his quirky passion, but they were divided over how much state funding would make it politically worthwhile. Not much, it turned out: “Ten hundred [1,000] dollars to aid in completing a survey of the Adirondack wilderness of New York”3 was their lowball offer. But no matter. Once they gave Colvin their slight nod that first year, he was off and running for the next twenty-seven.


And although the annual funding “to aid” the growing survey was often paltry, it arrived with a windfall—the requirement that Colvin provide a “full report of his explorations and survey.” For a writer and illustrator like Colvin, this generously fueled his other passion: public recognition. In addition to the factual data that was expected to be entered into the legislative record, Colvin included lengthy narratives from his field journals, reveling in both the thrill of exploring the Adirondack wilderness and his successes surveying it. Regardless of whether or not the legislature was astonished by the format and scope of his unique reports (often printed as separate hardbound, embossed, and indexed books), the reading public was fascinated. And Colvin wrote his reports with that public in mind, presenting his reports “in the narrative form—the regular form in which reports on explorations are made”4 and avoiding the technical details of surveying.


Soon after being endorsed by the legislature, Colvin enlisted Mills Blake—fellow surveyor and best friend—to be his second-in-command. It was a brilliant decision. They hired local Adirondack guides, woodsmen, and packmen to help move provisions and delicate equipment through the trailless wilds and, after accomplishing their first goals relatively quickly, extended the scope and granularity of the survey again and again and still again. Despite all the challenges that Colvin and Blake weathered, they did truly exceptional work. Thousands of meticulously documented reference points, chiseled into rock or set firmly into the landscape, have long been recognized as incontrovertible evidence in Adirondack land dispute cases, protecting millions of acres of state lands and waters for public access.


But they themselves—Verplanck Colvin and Mills Blake—have largely faded from view. Those who have read a bit about the Adirondacks might recognize Colvin’s name, if for no other reason than for durable quotes about the many pleasant solitudes associated with the Adirondack landscape:



There on those wild crests, as we rest among the luxuriant ferns and gaze out over the sea of forest-covered mountains, [we] feel what words cannot convey—the wildest [among us] are quieted and hushed—a grand and beautiful solemnity and peace makes its way into the soul. …5




Even fewer have heard of Mills Blake, although his personality was also central to the survey’s success. Colvin and Blake were great friends to the end and in many ways alike. They were equally competent, focused, and meticulous in all parts of their surveying—from the strenuous fieldwork across the Adirondacks to crucial advanced planning and winter computations in the Albany capital. But of the two, Colvin was clearly the front man—irrepressible, outspoken, and eager to be in the public eye. Blake was the opposite. Whereas Colvin projected an overwhelming sense of destiny, Blake quietly combined a sense of duty and responsibility with a dry sense of humor. Where Colvin might strategically don a hard bowler hat, Blake would probably have been fine with a woodsman’s shapeless tuque.


And it was Colvin who wrote the annual reports. It is not difficult to be startled and intrigued by his descriptions of bushwhacking through rough terrain, bivouacking on trailless mountainsides, searching for ancient boundary lines, and using celestial navigation to discover exactly where in the wilderness they were. He always seemed to be moving—on reconnaissance trips, exploring passes and watersheds, testing the views, studying the landscape, and imposing surprising geometric order over the chaos of the wild Adirondacks. He might use hints found in historic field notes to guide him or nothing at all. His explorations and general survey methods are seldom a boring read once they’ve been teased out of the dense reports. And his excitement in the 1800s—celebrating the opportunity to be surrounded, awed, comforted, and challenged by the enormity of the Adirondack landscape—continues to describe the essential Adirondack experience for residents, readers, and visitors today. The Adirondack wilderness still pervades our senses, regardless of whatever seemingly more important thoughts and modern technology we carry along with us.


Colvin’s public comments also helped preserve the state’s Adirondack forestlands. He was one of the earliest authors—and certainly the most consistent—to push for its protection, helping New Yorkers to value it as their own and to approve the historic 1894 constitutional amendment that still keeps significant portions of it “forever wild.” Indeed, the unique Adirondack Park—today encompassing nearly six million acres of private and state lands—owes its core existence in several ways to the work of Colvin and Blake.


This book is not a biography of either man’s life; it is a history of their most influential work—exploring, appreciating, describing, surveying, and securing the Adirondacks for future generations. Still, a bit of their early history helps set the stage. It was only by coincidence, after all, that Colvin and Blake ever crossed paths.





A BIT OF THEIR HISTORY

In January 1859 Verplanck Colvin was twelve and Mills Blake eleven.6 They were close in age but worlds apart. Ver-planck, born January 4, 1847, traced his family’s roots in America back generations.7 Homeschooled by tutors and later attending prestigious Albany Academy, he lived comfortably with his parents Andrew J. and Margaret Alling Colvin on their Albany, New York, estate.


Mills’s family story is still a mystery. He was born January 24, 1848,8 the same day that gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill in California. His father was born in the United States and his mother in Scotland,9 but by 1859 they had both died, leaving eleven-year-old Mills among the oldest of thirty-three orphans living at Miss Elizabeth Knapp’s “Juvenile Retreat” in Albany.10 He attended public school and would soon be taken in by foster parents living thirteen miles southeast of the Colvin estate. There was only the slimmest of opportunities for Colvin’s and Blake’s worlds to intersect and even less of a chance of them becoming best friends, but two years later, the Civil War changed their lives.


In 1861, when Colvin was fourteen and old enough to be thoroughly fixated on the first battles of that war, his parents, rather than agree to his plan for a West Point military education, temporarily took up residence in Nassau, outside of Albany, and enrolled him in Nassau Academy. As fate would have it, Blake’s guardians lived in Nassau too, across the street from the Colvins, and had enrolled thirteen-year-old Mills in the academy as well.


It is easy to imagine both boys thoroughly enjoying their education, in session and out. It was strenuous and broad. And the evening newspapers featured aerial maps drawn by northern “aeronauts”11—mapmakers who stood in baskets hung below tethered balloons sketching the southern hills, woodlots, and farm fields that would soon become Civil War battlefields and cemeteries.


Andrew Colvin, an Albany, New York, lawyer,12 had also raised two older sons13 who were then serving in the northern army, so having another boy in the Colvin household was fine—especially Mills. (Blake’s unadorned answers to questions about his life’s work from writer Russell Carson prompted Carson to remark, “A more modest and unassuming man than Mills Blake never lived.”14) Colvin was granted a deferment near the end of the war and Blake was still seventeen, so they were hired, one after the other upon graduation, by Andrew Colvin and Anson Bingham’s law firm in Albany. Colvin’s father also invited Blake to stay at the Colvin estate on Western Avenue in Albany, which he did, calling it home for the next fifty-three years.


Their surveying careers also began at the law firm—by way of researching and rehabilitating the boundaries of former tenant farms, which were being split off from the dissolving Dutch manors as a result of land reforms stemming from the “Anti-Rent War” of the 1840s. Those land parcels were on the Helderberg Escarpment, thirteen miles west of Albany. Exploring its caves and other interesting geography made for some weekend adventures, too, becoming the topic of Colvin’s first article, published in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, in 1869.15


The transition from surveying the Helderbergs to the Adirondack survey was coming, but it was far less direct for Blake. Though Colvin left Albany multiple times to explore with Adirondack guides (two quick trips in 1865 and extended ones through 1870), Blake worked steadily at the law firm. When the 1870 federal census taker in Albany arrived at the house, Blake—his sense of humor still intact—introduced himself as Andrew Colvin’s “coachman.”16


In 1871 Colvin briefly explored the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. Perhaps not by coincidence, this was the era of the well-publicized and financed western surveyors—Ferdinand Hayden, Clarence King with topographer James Terry Gardiner, and George Wheeler—all supported in the field by horse-drawn wagon trains of people, provisions, and equipment (including even a horse-drawn odometer for estimating distances). They worked from open summits high above the tree line and used geometry and trigonometry to precisely position peaks on their maps. But Colvin’s second article for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine described only his own western adventures.17 And although Andrew Colvin (perhaps thinking that his son had gone west for good) purchased a city block in Greeley, Colorado, that year and transferred the deed to him,18 by the time the deed was filed, Verplanck was back in the Adirondacks and ready to explore.



Colvin had been continually pursuing a name for himself, both politically through his membership in the Albany Institute, a literary and scientific society founded in 1791, and more broadly through scientific reports and local newspaper articles. It was starting to pay off. In 1872 he was named to a New York State commission whose charge was to study the advisability of retaining ownership of forested areas for use as state parks.


The commission’s other six members—well-placed politicians and professionals—had Colvin write the commission’s report. That same year his personal politicking and knowledge of surveying also led to a modest appropriation from the New York State legislature to help fund his Adirondack survey. And so our story begins. Colvin borrowed additional surveying equipment from Albany Academy and then hired his most reliable and capable friend to assist. Mills Blake, then twenty-four, proved to be the ideal second-in-command. He easily matched Colvin’s endurance, his attention to detail, his weatherproof devotion to the work at hand, and his personal satisfaction with the precision of the surveys (figure I.2).


Three years later, in June 1875, when seasoned wilderness surveyor Mills Blake was in Albany waiting for state appropriations to be released, he introduced himself to that year’s state census taker as the Colvin estate’s “gardener.”19 In reality, Blake was about to begin surveying a life-threatening forty-five-mile line from Westport on Lake Champlain to the stormy summit of Mount Marcy, the state’s highest peak, which we will follow in chapter 9. Census takers didn’t catch up with Blake again for five decades; he was far too busy working. The following year he was deep in the Adirondack wilds directing the survey’s new Division of Signals,20 and by 1878 he was heading the survey’s Division of Levels.21



[image: frn_fig_005.jpg]
Fig. I.2. Verplanck Colvin placed himself and Mills Blake in his sketch of the “Great Range.” This view of the range, since it is silhouetted against the sky, appears to be from slightly below the summit of Nippletop (High Peak 13), on its southwest shoulder, high above Elk Pass. The viewpoint, via Google Earth Pro, is 44º05'08.1"N 73º49'13.2"W, facing north northwest. Colvin, 1874 Report for 1872, plate 5 following page 31; detail, edited.





The seven-member Commission of State Parks for the State of New York (Chapter 848 of the Laws of 1872) included Patrick H. Agan; Verplanck Colvin; Franklin B. Hough, future first chief of the US Division of Forestry; Horatio Seymour, former state governor (1853–1855 and 1863–1865); William B. Taylor, former state engineer; George H. Raynor; and William A. Wheeler, future US vice president under Rutherford B. Hayes. “After careful consideration of the projected forest park, with its practical bearing upon the interests of the people of the whole State, we are of the opinion that the protection of a great portion of the forest from wanton destruction is absolutely and immediately required.”22






The Adirondacks had not been excluded from a state survey; on the contrary, Colvin was being proactive. His 1872 appropriation predated a general survey to establish the location of key reference points in the state. In 1875 a committee from the American Geographical Society of New York recommended a statewide survey to the legislature, and in 1876 an appropriation was made “for making an accurate trigonometric and topological survey of the State.” Seven commissioners served on the first board, with Chancellor John V. L. Pruyn elected its president. After Pruyn’s death in November 1877, Horatio Seymour was elected its president in January 1878. (Seymour, during his first tenure as governor twenty-five years earlier, had proposed a survey of the state but the legislature had not taken him up on it.)


James Terry Gardiner was the New York State Survey’s first director, and he wrote that by 1882 his survey had fixed “with great precision the relative positions and altitudes of about five hundred points” in nineteen counties and reconnaissance in eleven others—a total of thirty of the sixty counties of New York. Counties were then encouraged to use these points as the basis for further surveys.23 Previously, Gardiner had been the chief topographer for the US Geological Exploration of the Fortieth Parallel in 1867 with boyhood friend Clarence King, and he conducted a topographical survey of Colorado as part of the Hayden surveys from 1872 to 1876. Gardiner found the New York legislature to be as frustrating and unsupportive as Colvin did.




For twenty-eight years, Colvin and Blake were entrepreneurial brothers, dedicated to their business of exploring, surveying, and mapping the Adirondacks. Their customers were the routinely fickle New York State legislature and, years later, an appreciative New York State comptroller. Colvin, Blake, and their crews did truly amazing work. Their thorough and precise surveys became the state’s incontrovertible evidence in land claim cases, and by 1896 they had also pinpointed the hodgepodge of state-owned lands that had become the basis of the unique Adirondack Park. Their legacy persists in almost every Adirondack map we will ever enjoy using, including—as we later see—those published by the USGS.



[image: frn_fig_006.jpg]
Fig. I.3. This north-south-east-west compass rose, from a map of the Beaver River, was drawn by assistant Frank Tweedy for Colvin’s Adirondack survey in 1876. Courtesy of New York State Digital Archives; detail.







FOR READERS

This book is an invitation to look at even familiar Adirondack maps more closely. There are many smaller maps included here as illustrations, but you may find that looking at larger reference maps reveals a broader sense of what Colvin and Blake were up to. Large Adirondack maps did not exist in the 1870s and Colvin’s printed reports to the legislature didn’t provide many. His readers had to use their imaginations to picture the complex landscapes that he and Blake worked through. You can use your imagination, too, although it is amazing how much more startling and dramatic Colvin’s descriptions can be when you follow along with larger maps.


In a pinch, common road maps of the Adirondacks will help, but they don’t generally show the contours of the landscape. Ideally you want topographic maps, and two sets currently stand out.


DeLorme New York Atlas & Gazetteer (12th edition, 2022) is an 11 × 15.5 inch, 120-page book of full-page, slightly overlapping maps covering the entire state. Pages 15 to 66 show the Adirondack Park and its surroundings—from Lake Ontario east to Vermont and from Albany north to the international boundary with Canada. The maps include a wide variety of topographical details: lakes, ponds, streams, and rivers; county boundaries; train and ferry lines; highways, secondary roads, and truck trails; boat launches; campgrounds; named peaks and trails. Of all the fine topographical detail included, only the oversized state forest boundaries are distracting. The



In the margins of these and many other maps, capital letters are used for north-south reference and numbers are used for east-west reference. For example, Ampersand Mountain is shown at C/9 on page 29 of the DeLorme Atlas & Gazetteer for New York and at AA/19 on the front of National Geographic Adirondacks map number 742, Lake Placid/High Peaks.






The New York legislature apparently enjoyed making brittle financial agreements. In 1879 Colvin was still chasing funds to cover work done in 1872: “The appropriation made by the Legislature of 1874, for salary for 1872 and 1873, amounting to the sum of five thousand dollars, has never been paid,” Colvin wrote in his Seventh Report. “Since that time the survey has been extended by law, and [yet] this appropriation has meanwhile lapsed to the General Fund. I would respectfully request that it be re-appropriated and made available immediately.”24




staple-bound format allows the book to lay open and flat, and the pages kindly accept pen and pencil notes. The scale of the maps is 1:127,000 (1 inch = ~2 miles) with two-hundred-foot contour lines and shading. Each page covers about 560 square miles.


National Geographic publishes an Adirondack Park series of five double-sided, 25 × 37–inch maps. Each folds down to 4.25 × 9 inches. Their ten sides cover most of the Adirondack Park but little of its surroundings. Their topography includes Adirondack land classifications, oversized state forest boundary lines, main roads, and numbered trails that correspond to the Adirondack Mountain Club’s (ADK’s) excellent trail guide books. The National Geographic maps’ larger format and color coding of land classifications gives a broad sense of how individual sections of the park relate to each other. They are printed on a durable substrate but one that also resists handwritten notes as well. The scale of the maps is 1:75,000 (1 inch = ~1.2 miles) with fifty-foot contour lines and shading. Each map side covers from 750 to 925 square miles, depending on the size of text boxes and lists.


If possible, compare an area that you know well before deciding which maps suit your explorations and purposes better. Either set of maps is fascinating in its own right. As Colvin reminds us, “A map is a collection of ideas, as well as a representation of the ground,”25 so expect them to differ in their details. But that’s an advantage; you can glean different insights from each. Either set enables you to sense the rugged Adirondack terrain and—unlike road maps—provides a sense of all the possible routes between two points: the route the crow flies, the sinuous route a river cuts, and the seemingly impossible treks that Colvin and Blake’s explorations and surveying often required.


If you care to hike or paddle in the Adirondacks, topo-graphic maps also show how foot trails thread through the landscape, how streams coalesce, and how easy it might be to safely veer a bit from your normal routes to experience something brand new. Either way—while sitting in your favorite reading chair or while planning to do some exploring yourself—taking a closer look at an Adirondack topographic map lets you discover things that often hide in plain sight.


Two free online satellite-based maps are also options: the US Geological Survey’s National Map and Google Earth Pro. Both are listed on the acknowledgments page of this book. Google Earth’s computer mouse navigation takes some getting used to, but the program allows users to tilt and move through landscapes, pin and label places, and save them (always “save places” before quitting the program). The USGS National Map is strictly a bird’s-eye view but it has many fine overlays, including their early topographical quadrangles. The larger USGS website is an outstanding collection of maps, videos, webcams, research, data, and software.





FOR HIKERS

Though I’ve happily climbed the peaks in this book to make maps of the summit views, the book is not a hiking guide and hiking isn’t a prerequisite to reading it. But if you happen to be so inclined, each of the fifteen peaks boasts at least one public trail to its summit. However, the appendix contains only basic trail maps and descriptions, and conditions change, so always look online for current trail information before you start out (www.dec.ny.gov is an ideal starting point). Some of these Adirondack trails also require a reservation regardless of whether you drive, bike, bus, or walk to the trailhead—another important reason to check before you go.


Scattered across the Adirondack region, these round-trip hikes vary from a scant 2.4-mile moderate round-trip hike (Stillwater Mountain) to a 10-mile round trek (Pharaoh Mountain). The way that you decide to reach some of them also can add to the variety. You can hike up to each summit for sure, but you can also drive up Whiteface Mountain. You can brave remote dirt roads, paddle to find a campsite on lovely Lake Lila, then climb to Smiths Ledges on Frederica Mountain. Or you can enjoy the autumn view from the window of a gondola as it lifts you 85 percent of the way up Gore Mountain.


With the exception of Whiteface Mountain, the summits are not part of the traditional forty-six high peaks. They are generally lower ones and, if you are interested in hiking in the Adirondacks, consider peaks like them: lesser summits with an unusually large view; more-isolated peaks that sport a fire tower; the lonelier mountains that most others tend to pass by; or simply ones with a lot of history surrounding them. You will be in excellent company. Although Colvin was quick to ascend any Adirondack summit with a valuable view, he climbed barely half of the overly revered “high peaks.” (They are mostly clustered together and their summit views largely overlap.) Another fine reason to consider “lesser” peaks is that the highest ones attract swarms of people—which conveniently boosts your chances of finding calmness and solitude elsewhere in the park.


To be honest, some of these lower peaks also can draw a crowd, especially on a nice weekend. And reaching some of their summits can be as adventuresome as a high peak climb. However, in terms of appreciating the larger Adirondack region, seeking out a few of these other mountains and enjoying their nearby hamlets can be much more rewarding. Stay curious and enjoy exploring.





THE ADIRONDACK WILDERNESS

By 1870 a 2,000-mile undersea telegraph cable already had connected North America to Europe. New York State’s 370-mile Erie Canal had been transporting goods between Albany and Buffalo for more than fifty years, and 900 miles farther west, Nebraska had already become the thirty-seventh state. Yet the source26 of the Hudson River—a river explored by Europeans more than 230 years before Colvin was born—still lay undiscovered in the great forest of the Adirondacks, almost exactly 100 miles north of Colvin’s home in Albany. Until the late 1890s relatively little had been clear cut. “Adirondack wilderness” may have been a catchall description for the region in the 1870s, but it was still appropriate.


Despite the canals, trains, and roads surrounding the region, the interior of the Adirondacks had not changed much by 1870. Its main thoroughfares were still its modest rivers and lakes, with small dams flooding some upstream reaches to help small shallow-draft boats navigate. Settlements were reached most easily by water, roads were horrendous at best, and telegraph lines were nonexistent. It is no wonder that there were no reliable maps of the region; before Colvin and Blake, there had never been volunteers stubborn enough to explore it all—much less to comprehend and survey it. Adventurers expected a wilderness, and they were not disappointed.





1870s SURVEY JARGON

Colvin and Blake’s survey work required lots of math but his report narratives included little. This book follows his lead and skips almost all of the math too. Still, a few 1870s surveying terms need some explanation. Words like theodolite, hypsometry, and triangulation will trip us up if we don’t define them before reaching our first summit. But fear not, six quick explanations will allow you to appreciate their survey work a whole lot more.





MAGNETIC COMPASS SURVEYS: “AN INTRICATE PUZZLE TO BE DISENTANGLED”

Early magnetic compasses work basically the same as our familiar old-school pocket compasses do. Sailors, explorers,



Your humble pocket compass, which others might consider mundane (as in “dull” and “boring”) actually responds to something quite extraordinary; making it much more like the other definition of “mundane,” which is “earthly” and “worldly.”


The compass needle is aligned by the earth’s invisible lines of magnetic force, which originate in the liquid core of our earth, beginning 1,800 miles beneath our feet. The force then extends 40,000 miles into space toward the sun, protecting our planet from the sun’s cosmic radiation (solar wind). Our atmosphere would be stripped off by the solar wind without this protection. The solar wind is strong enough to compress the lines of magnetic force nearest the sun and to sweep the rest into a three-million-mile-long “tail” behind the dark side of the earth.


The charged particles that are trapped by this protective magnetic force field and funneled toward the north pole produce the northern hemisphere’s aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights. At the south pole there is a similar aurora australis.




and surveyors have used compasses for centuries. They are great, and every hiker should have one, but not for accurate surveying. In the opening paragraphs of an 1882 essay, Colvin cut right to the chase, dismissing magnetic compass surveys as practically worthless.27 His particular ire was with a legally binding Adirondack survey done in colonial times. It happened eight years before George Washington became president and was still being contested when Colvin and Blake stepped into the fray 100 years later.


A quick bit of Adirondack history here is also relevant to several later chapters. In 1771 Joseph Totten and Stephen Crossfield, agents for English land speculator Ebenezer Jessup and others, petitioned British King George III for permission to (A) Negotiate the purchase of 800,000 acres of Indigenous land with tribal representatives, (B) Purchase it from them, (C) Transfer the land free of charge to the king, and finally, (D) Ask the king to sell the same land back to Totten, Cross-field, and associates and provide the royal equivalent of a deed. The king agreed.


The “Totten & Crossfield Purchase” was surveyed with magnetic compasses in the early 1770s and was later calculated to be more than one million acres—25 percent larger than originally described. Adirondack surveys of this era, however, did not impress Colvin: “Equipped with rude magnetic compasses; burdened with weighty packs of provender; armed with axes, knives, and rifles, we see the first surveyors in the [Adirondack] wilderness … scrambling on hands and knees up ledges and the steep sides of nameless mountains, struggling under packs more heavy than those of any pilgrim; dragging the [measuring] chains up slopes, reckless of horizontal distances.”



Colvin’s disparaging comment, “reckless of horizontal distances,” refers to how distance is measured by surveyors. As incredible as it may seem, surveyors ignore the actual slope of the land they are working on. Measuring chains are kept horizontal; level. A boundary line really does hover for a moment above the irregular ground while it is being measured—mimicking how boundary lines drawn on a flat paper map ignore the actual terrain. Only after the line is measured is it tattooed into the rugged landscape below.


And as grueling as the Adirondack terrain was for magnetic compass surveys, its haphazard iron deposits made it worse. These colonial surveyors “searched their way back into the forest, following the indications of the magnetic [compass] needle until they unconsciously entered the region of magnetic iron ore … [when] the needle, as though bewitched, turned every which way.”


Colonial surveyors worked as accurately as they could at the time, marking trees as they went and keeping cryptic field notes. But there were few references to the nameless lakes, streams, and mountains that their lines crossed, and, worse, some lines didn’t meet as expected. It was impressive work but inaccurate and incomplete. Colvin would have preferred instead to start with a clean slate—an unsurveyed landscape—but these earlier surveys made that legally impossible. “These lines of marked trees, like all other compass surveys, might better never have been made at all. They added little or nothing to the world’s knowledge of the topography or actual geography of the region, and left a vast and intricate magnetic line puzzle to be disentangled by future surveyors.”28





TRIANGULATION: THEODOLITES AND SIGNALS

Fortunately for Colvin, although large magnetic compass surveys in the Adirondacks are tricky at ground level, mountain summits—especially those rising above tree level—are ideal for surveying from above. As Colvin meticulously recorded the angles between summits, his sight lines created huge triangles. Then, when he drew one of those triangles on a draft map using the exact same angles, its three points marked where three Adirondack summits truly were in relation to each other. And any one of that first triangle’s sides plus the angles to a fourth peak allowed Colvin to draw an adjacent triangle on the draft map, which precisely located the fourth summit, and on and on, across the entire region.


Colvin used a theodolite (thee-AH-duh-lite) to sight with, which is basically an excellent telescope with both horizontal and vertical scales. Mounted on a sturdy tripod, with the telescope focused on a primary summit, Colvin first locked his theodolite’s scales at their zero tick marks. Then the angles to the next summit or landmark that Colvin aimed at could be read on the scales within a fraction of a degree. For greater accuracy, crews put flags or other “signals” on landmarks for Colvin to focus on. For the first ten years, he built the survey’s triangulation network over the Adirondack region personally, taking responsibility for every angular measurement. The accuracy of the entire survey depended on the precision of his triangulations.


The work involved in just the three peaks highlighted in figure I.4 is extraordinary. Trails to most Adirondack summits did not exist in 1872. Crews bushwhacked their way up mountains to help Colvin triangulate, and built signals on surrounding peaks for him to focus on. Lower mountain summits often needed alleyways cleared through their summit trees for Colvin to sight through.


Working far from settlements, with the fastest communication to distant signal parties traveling by way of boat, horse, or on foot, Colvin and Blake quickly became masters of advance planning. Multiple teams of guides, woodsmen, and packmen were hired. Tents and other provisions were hauled in and out of base camps. And “a hundred minor matters, such as the making of a lantern entirely of brass for use around the magnetic needle at night in the determination of [true north] … by astronomical observations; planning and superintendence of the manufacture of large leathern water-proof haversacks, with locks, to contain and carry our maps and field-books, etc., etc., took much time.”29


Time and weather were always factors, too. As many angles as possible needed to be measured and rechecked before removing the theodolite and tripod from a summit. “Indications of [an] approaching storm made us work diligently all



“Adirondack Forty-Sixers” is the collective name for hikers who have climbed the traditional forty-six highest peaks. Which leads to the question, was Colvin a Forty-Sixer? According to Rosevear’s Chronology, “He was not. As a matter of fact, he was about half of a Forty-Sixer.”30





Not all colonial surveys were suspect. From 1763 to 1767 the English team of astronomer Charles Mason and surveyor Jeremiah Dixon carefully ran a two-hundred-mile boundary line between Pennsylvania and Maryland. This “Mason-Dixon line” was marked by stones every mile and carved “crownstones” imported from England every five.







[image: frn_fig_007.jpg]
Fig. I.4. This small detail of Colvin’s 1872 draft map highlights three “triangulation stations” that form the triangle Smiths Ledges (on Frederica Mountain)—Owls Head of Long Lake—Snowy Mountain, using the same angles that he recorded from the actual summits. Then the Owls Head to Snowy Mountain side is used to draw an adjacent triangle to a fourth landmark, again using recorded angles that pin down that point’s relative location, and so on. Though the full map shows twenty-eight triangulation stations and seventy-plus sight lines and angles, Colvin notes that the map actually represents “only a few of the more important angles measured” in 1872. Colvin, 1873 Report for 1872, “Sketch Showing the Primary Triangulation,” following page 43; detail, edited.





day and till after sunset,” Colvin wrote, “for the loss of an hour now might cost hundreds of dollars in pay of men, etc., during a dreary period of waiting for one clear day—a period which should [more] properly be [spent] in the march to the next [triangulation] station.”31


Colvin could be on a primary summit for days, meticulously recording the angles between twenty different landmarks multiple times—both clockwise and then counterclockwise to check his work. Field books full of valuable detail needed to be kept dry, safe, and organized; clear skies were critical for sighting; and winter weather shut work down early, especially when the work was far from base camps. Summits used in the early years of the survey were often revisited again for more accurate sightings after brighter signals were available or when a summit’s unique location had a particular sight line that Colvin later realized was more valuable than he first thought.


Colvin’s network of triangles with adjacent sides eventually extended across the region. What’s more—and this is the real payoff with triangulation—finding the precise length of any single side turned it into a “baseline,” which allowed the length of the other two sides of that triangle to be calculated mathematically—turning them into baselines, too. The lengths of all other adjacent triangle sides then could be calculated as well, cascading reliable values throughout the network, with each side becoming “a new base line from which other triangulations can be extended, and [additional] measurements made in all directions with the nicest accuracy, so that no error can occur … without its being instantly detected.”32


Colvin’s triangulation created a skeletal framework over the Adirondacks, which showed “unerringly where the mountain masses and waters of the region—the flesh and blood of this skeleton—must be located on the maps.” As more detail of the ground below gradually replaced his triangulation lines, a true map finally could emerge. Some of that detail included documenting the major contours of the rugged land below, and Mills Blake excelled at that.





LINES OF LEVELS: TRANSITS AND RODS

While Colvin was busy constructing huge triangles above, Blake worked at ground level, recording thousands of distances, directions, and elevations.


Blake used a transit—basically a brass compass with a telescope mounted horizontally above it. Supported by a sturdy tripod, the instrument was free to rotate and had a movable, circular scale for measuring its angle of rotation. However, instead of sighting on distant summits as Colvin did, Blake’s surveying crew included a rodman, standing on average about two hundred feet away from the transit with a graduated rod



Whereas Colvin immediately began triangulating from summits and building his network of triangles before finding a way to precisely measure a baseline, western topographers of the era—with the advantage of having wide open areas all around—were able to measure a baseline first and then build triangulation networks from either end point. Topographer James Terry Gardiner, for example, began his survey of the Colorado Territory in 1874 with a baseline he measured along a four-mile section of straight railroad track.





Earlier surveyors used sixty-six-foot-long surveying chains typically made up of one hundred links, so the length of an early surveyed line was recorded in “chains” and “links.” A chain’s sixty-six-foot length also made it a convenient tool for agricultural field measurements: ten chains equals one furlong, twenty chains equals one quarter mile, and an area one chain by ten chains equals one acre. In cities, any errors in the length of a link were more noticeable and even tiny errors could accumulate dramatically.33




(essentially a six- to twelve-foot ruler held upright and level by its own sturdy tripod). The horizontal distance between the point of the rod and the center of Blake’s transit was measured with a one-hundred-foot steel tape.


No matter how treacherous, steep, hot, or cold the terrain was, the transit and the rod were leveled after every move. Both had “spirit levels”—closed glass tubes filled with alcohol and a small bubble of air. If a bubble was not exactly centered in its tube, brass adjusting screws slowly leveled the equipment to get it there.


Survey lines inevitably encounter obstacles, so surveyors extend their lines in a very controlled way, using three consecutive points on the ground at a time. To explain, let’s place Blake and the rodman on the line and call the three points station 1, station 2, and “third” point—a random but well-situated point farther along on the route that Blake is surveying. This will not resemble a shell game; Blake and his transit will stay on station 2 while the rodman first moves back to station 1 and then forward to the new third point.


As always, the transit and the rod are made level, then Blake takes a “backsight” with his transit from station 2 to the rod on station 1. This gives Blake a reference measurement for the height of the land at station 1. Then the steel measuring tape—kept taut and level—gives Blake the distance between stations 1 and 2.


Next, keeping his tripod exactly where it is and setting his transit’s scale to zero, Blake rotates the transit and takes a “foresight” to the rod, which is now centered and leveled on the new third point. This tells Blake the difference in height of the land at that third point. Reading the transit’s scale gives Blake the angle between station 1 and the third point, and then the steel measuring tape—again drawn taut and level—gives Blake the distance between station 2 and the third point.



[image: frn_fig_008.jpg]
Fig. I.5. This more ornate compass rose of Colvin’s points magnetic north-south-east-west and has an additional celestial line with a star indicating the direction to true north at this location. This particularly nice rose is from an 1883 draft map of the surveying done at Preston Ponds. Its center circle is a small compass. Colvin, Map Showing the Closure of Lines at Preston Ponds, 1883. NYS Archives Digital Collections, NYSA_B1405-96_462, accessed July 24, 2023; detail, edited.




These five measurements are carefully recorded in Blake’s field book under the heading for station 2, and the process is repeated, over and over, with Blake moving the transit forward one station at a time while the rodman sets up first over the previous station and then over a brand-new third point, progressively further and further along the route. The differing heights of land document the ground’s changes in elevation at fairly regular intervals, while the measured lines on either side of the transit’s station plus the angle between them provides the mathematical means to prove the location of each third point, turning them into “stations,” one at a time, as the line lengthens.


Meanwhile, Blake’s axman is also busy. While Blake’s transit telescope needs only a narrow space cleared for its sight line, his stations need more working room, and the steel measuring tape requires enough clear space to keep it elevated, taut, and level along its entire length.


The result of these multiple repetitions was called a line of rod and spirit levels, a line of levels, or simply leveling, but there was never anything simple about it (figure I.6). Every change of direction to avoid obstacles resulted in additional stations and data, and the general direction of the line needed to be kept in mind. Each point also required a semipermanent reference mark over which to center the equipment: a spike, a pin driven into a tree root, or perhaps a “stub”—a two- to three-inch diameter tree cut off two feet above the ground or snow level with a small nail driven into the top.


Stations on solid rock might also serve as permanent “benchmarks”—points of elevation incised with hand-chiseled numbers, plus a circle to show where the point of the calibrated rod had set. The steel chisels that the crews used to mark these rocks needed to be reground often, sometimes blunting again on the next blow. Once chiseled, though, the marks were durable. (USGS topographical maps note the locations of the Adirondack benchmarks they’ve used with the initials “B.M.”) To mark major corners, sizable boulders might be levered into place and made more obvious by secondary cairns of large rocks slightly north, south, east, and west. Other corners simply used markings on surrounding “witness” trees to help point them out to future surveyors.


The local difference between magnetic compass “north” and celestial true north also needed to be found and factored into Blake’s calculations. Most importantly, all data—including additional notes about benchmarks, landmarks, the general lay of the land, the course of waters, and all older survey markings found—was entered chronologically, legibly, and precisely into the field book. Blake kept his pencil sharp; field work is only one part of a surveyor’s job. The information needed to map the position and elevation of points



You may have realized that a distance measurement taken at station 2 will be duplicated when Blake moves to station 3. Surveyors check and recheck all of their measurements several times before recording them to be sure that each one is as accurate as their equipment allows.







[image: frn_fig_009.jpg]
Fig. I.6. Baseline Work, March 1896. Before measuring a particularly long sight line between stations on a frozen lake, a transit man from Blake’s Division of Levels directs the alignment of reference stakes, which will help keep the steel measuring tape running straight and true. A metal bob can be seen hanging on a plumb line from the center of the leveled transit, which has been carefully aligned over a reference point on the ice. (Plumb lines were also used to center instruments and signals over reference holes chiseled into summits and other points.) Meanwhile, a woodsman stands ready to cut away any interfering branches and trees from islands with his single-bit ax. Colvin, 1897 Report for 1896, following page 63; edited.




across a terrain depended on the overall accuracy and clarity of all the station measurements recorded in the field book. “Thousands of stations and bench marks on stone have been left along the routes of the Survey,” Colvin noted, “on which future public works in engineering can be based, and exact heights above tide may be instantly obtained.”34


Running a line of levels in the 1800s, especially in the most mountainous areas, often resembled a form of extreme sport. There might seldom be an opportunity to use the full one-hundred-foot length of the steel tape. Obstacles abounded: from cliffs to marshes and from stands of mature trees to acres of dense blowdown. Adirondack rivers were particularly tedious to survey. They flow through gorges, bogs, and forests (and sometimes all three within just a few miles), and they seldom offer wide dry shores to work from.



[image: frn_fig_010.jpg]
Fig. I.7. Colvin’s survey emblem. Colvin, Seventh Report to the Year 1879, 2nd edition, following page 128.







[image: frn_fig_011.jpg]
Fig. I.8. These sample “offsets,” from the road to the river, are spaced every half mile. Distances varied depending on how easily the surveyor could see the river’s course between offsets and then sketch it by eye. Base map: USGS, Franklin Falls, New York, Quadrangle, 1896; detail, edited. Digital copy courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, the University of Texas at Austin.




The Saranac River is a fine example. The USGS topographical map in figure I.8 shows the river as it was in 1896, hemmed in, roiling its way north through a steep channel before spilling into a wide marsh where it suddenly slowed and meandered. The survey’s river crew worked from a known survey line (Rock Road in this simplified illustration), measured the distances to the river at regular intervals (“offsets”), and filled in the gaps by eye, slowly revealing the river’s true course. They began their work at a known elevation on the shore of Lake Champlain and worked their way upstream. By the time they reached this point “more than three hundred and fifty [stone] monuments had been set on this line alone, without counting the stones set to mark the termini of [the] offset lines.”35 Earlier maps of the river bear little resemblance to the river’s actual course.


The Saranac River accumulates waters from Clear Pond and the Saranac Lakes then passes through the hamlet of Saranac Lake and heads northeast for forty miles to Plattsburgh and Lake Champlain. The high falls pictured in figure I.9 were eradicated in 1907. Upstream, a dam impounds Franklin Falls Reservoir and a sealed penstock marshals the





[image: frn_fig_012.jpg]
Fig. I.9. The former “High Falls of the Saranac River.” Colvin, Seventh Report to the Year 1879, 2nd ed., plate 26 following page 212; edited.




once-wild river down the dry chasm to a hydroelectric station. Colvin’s drawing reminds us what the falls once were. This is the same section of the river shown in the previous topo-graphic map, just below Franklin Falls. “Here the whole body of the river, massed and pent in between the walls of the wild gorge—the Saranac Chasm—plunged over precipices with a deep roar to break into snowy foam,” Colvin wrote, “which flecked the glossy surface of the black eddies below, before it plunged again over other falls more wild and fearful, between narrower walls and gloomier and loftier cliffs.” Look beyond the two people in the foreground to see two surveyors on the steep north shore carrying a steel measuring tape. They have finished measuring an offset to the water’s edge, have sketched this section of the river by eye, and are now climbing back up to Rock Road to move slightly farther upstream and repeat the process once again. Along the way the crew will have built signals on the prominent points of the riverbank that had clear views of Whiteface Mountain’s summit. Colvin then triangulated to those signals from Whiteface, tying the river survey into his triangulation network.


As the survey expanded, Blake kept several crews working efficiently in the wilds for weeks at a time, hiring multiple assistants, teamsters, packmen, and axmen, depending on how remote and challenging the work was. Woodsmen and guides hunted and cooked, and base camps were used several days running. Survey crews hiked farther and farther to their lengthening line of levels each dawn and then even farther back at dusk, carrying their equipment over the same rough terrain multiple times before their base camp was moved forward.


In 1882 Colvin noted that the work by Blake and his Division of Levels had reached “into the heart of the wilderness, up great mountain peaks, through wild passes and precipice-hung gorges, along rivers, between lake and lake, [and] between settlement and settlement.”36 If Colvin’s prose makes it sound at all romantic, it was not. It was tedious, demanding work done precisely.
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Fig. I.10. A “reconnaissance map” of Lower Saranac Lake, with Colvin’s baseline along a sand beach in the lower right. Base map: Colvin, Seventh Report to the Year 1879, 2nd ed., Map No. 4, following page 176; detail.







PLANE TABLE MAPPING: TIGHTLY PACKED TRIANGULATIONS

After Colvin’s large triangulations defined the relative positions of landmarks in an area and Blake’s leveling added more surface detail, the trick of accurately drawing the shape of an Adirondack lake was done by plane table mapping. The surface of a body of water is considered to be a flat plane, so there’s no need to measure changes in elevation from one part of its shoreline to the next, eliminating the need for a rodman. And instead of bushwhacking from one mountain summit to another, the surveyor moves around the lake. In those ways the process seems easier, but the triangulations can still be complex, especially if there are islands (figure I.10).


The equipment needed is relatively low tech. The “table” is a smooth, wide board that is secured to the top of a sturdy tripod, which is placed next to (or over) a prominent landmark on the shore of the lake. A durable sheet of paper is then fastened to the board, a movable telescope is mounted above it, and the work begins.


Using a compass, a magnetic north-south reference line is first drawn on a corner of the paper and then a small dot—representing the location of the table at the moment—is drawn on the edge of the paper nearest the surveyor.


The first location is often chosen for its proximity to some flat shoreline where the ends of a baseline can be sighted and measured. Then, similar to triangulation from summits, the surveyor sights through the telescope and aims, one by one, at prominent landmarks around the lake—large rocks, islands, bay points, and the like. For each landmark, a straight line is lightly drawn from the dot to the other side of the paper in the same direction as the telescope’s line of sight and then labeled (“base of leaning white pine tree” for example, or “boulder on edge of island,” etc.).


Once the lines radiating from the first dot are all drawn and labeled, the table and tripod are moved to the next prominent landmark along the shoreline. The board is carefully rotated until the reference line is once more aligned with magnetic north-south, and then a second dot representing this new location is drawn on the edge of paper nearest the user. Now the same permanent landmarks (plus new ones that appear and the location of the first station) are aimed at, and new lines that radiate from this second location are drawn and labeled.


Interestingly, where the two “base of leaning white pine tree” lines intersect is where that tree is relative to the lake’s other landmarks.


The station dots help the surveyor to sketch the shape of the shoreline by eye as the work proceeds around the lake. Finally, because the sketch of the lake will have carefully drawn triangles all over it (whose angles can be measured) and a baseline (whose length can also be measured), all of the lake’s dimensions can be calculated using trigonometry. Sighting from enough stations around the lake produces a surprisingly accurate bird’s-eye view (figure I.11).


When done, Colvin tied the location of the entire lake into his summit triangulations by sighting a couple of prominent island landmarks from Mount Matumbla, near Tupper Lake, and from nearby Ampersand Mountain.



[image: frn_fig_014.jpg]
Fig. I.11. This 1883 plane table sketch of Upper Saranac Lake shows how only a few islands make accurate mapping of a lake much more complex. S. B. Ward, “Progress Sketch, Upper Saranac Lake,” 1883; New York State Digital Archives, NYSA_B1405-96_305, accessed June 12, 2012; detail, edited.







HYPSOMETRY: COMPARING AIR PRESSURES

“Hypsometry” is the measurement of elevations and, in particular, calculating the difference between two elevations using a pair of mountain barometers.


A barometer simply measures the weight of the air directly above it. As a result, carrying one up a mountain and recording its readings at regular intervals shows the air pressure slowly decreasing due to progressively less and less air (atmosphere) above it. Those readings drop in a very predictable way, too, which is what Colvin and other mapmakers of the time depended on.


At sea level, a typical barometer’s scale reads roughly 15 pounds per square inch of air pressure (15 psi). Colvin’s mountain barometers, however, allowed him to record air pressure to the thousandth of an inch—three decimal places: 14.696 pounds per square inch at sea level. They were made of handblown glass; contained liquid mercury; and were, by far, the most delicate instruments that he and Blake used. Each was calibrated to a standard reference barometer in the Dudley Observatory in Albany, New York, then wrapped in a soft deerskin pouch, packed in a case with cotton, and hand carried into the forest—often by Colvin or Blake personally.


Colvin’s hypsometry was thwarted by weather because barometric readings also change due to invisible high- and low-pressure weather patterns moving across the landscape. Worse, the changes sneak into barometric readings long before any change in the local weather becomes obvious.


As a result, a twenty-three-year-old Colvin mentioned but ignored the invisible cold front that passed over him during his 1870 Ascent and Barometrical Measurement of Mount Seward.37 His barometer readings at the start of his climb on October 14 were taken in a “drizzling rain” (lower pressure). On the summit the following day, he had “bright and clear” weather (higher pressure). Comparing the two days’ readings without factoring in the change in weather, he wrote confidently of Seward Mountain’s “elevation as measured [by barometer] being 4,462 feet above … [sea] level.”38 But its height is 101 feet less—4,361 feet.


Still, Colvin was not out of step with his scientific community. Professor George W. Hough, the director of the celebrated Dudley Observatory in Albany, one hundred miles away from Seward Mountain, helped Colvin confirm his calculations by using the observatory’s “automatic recording barometer” as a reference standard.



[image: frn_fig_015.jpg]
Fig. I.12. The Dudley Observatory’s first building in Albany, New York, was used from 1856 to 1893. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dudley_Observatory, accessed July 11, 2023. Photograph ca. 1880; edited.





The historic Dudley Observatory (figure I.12) dates from the late 1850s. Its first building was located one mile northeast of Albany’s current capital buildings, inside a broad curve of railroad that skirted Goat Hill (now Arbor Hill, southeast of Tivoli Street). The vibrations from that section of the New York Central Railroad prompted a move in 1893 to a new building 1.7 miles southwest, built on the extensive grounds of the Albany Alms House. In the mid-1960s, shortly after the observatory’s ongoing research group relocated to the Siena College campus, the Albany Alms House grounds became the location of the Capital District Psychiatric Center. The observatory’s original telescopes and chronometers are currently in the collections of the Museum of Innovation and Science (https://misci.org) in Schenectady, New York.39





Although weather corrupted Colvin’s early barometric data, in later years he used that to his advantage, as Adirondackers still do today: “At night the barometer was steadily rising, and I had every preparation made for an early start on the morrow.”40





Colvin and Blake’s weather-related barometer fluctuations were frustrating. Side experiments to identify their causes consumed precious survey time, so they soon left those studies to the budding science of meteorology, and by 1879 Colvin’s mountain barometers played a more limited role in determining minor elevations. They were “confined to the secondary work from near bench-marks to knolls, ridges or depressions of minor importance, the height of which it is, nevertheless, necessary to know in order to properly locate the contours in sketching the topography.”41 And “topography” is our last bit of jargon to cover.





TOPOGRAPHY: CONTOUR LINES AND OTHER SYMBOLS

Topography includes the fine detail added to maps. A variety of symbols show human activity (roads, bridges, buildings, mines, dams, etc.), and contour lines connect areas that have the same elevation. Contours are often drawn at regular intervals of elevation change, too, so that the closer one contour line is to the next, the more steeply the actual landscape in that area rises or falls. Contour lines also add valuable context to other graphics that indicate bogs, creeks, and rivers. Being off trail without an accurate paper map showing contours, cliffs, water, and other topography can be foolhardy (figure I.13).


There are no airfields on these 1890s-era topo maps. The Wright brothers’ first powered flight was still a few years away, and capturing the contours of the land using stereoscopic aerial photography was another couple of decades beyond that. Instead, Colvin, Blake, and their crews drew contours from eye, supplemented with data from barometers, transits, and notes.


As work to rehabilitate state land boundaries escalated, they hired additional topographers to help, and a photograph of two of them gave Colvin pause. His report for 1896 included fifty-two photographs; photo 25 (figure I.14) was of two young men standing between canvas shelters, simply titled “Camp of Topographers.”42


Colvin wrote straightforward captions for the report’s other twenty-four photographs but—reflecting on his own explorations—he switched to his more familiar narrative style for this caption and took the time to celebrate the topographers and their work, work he had often enjoyed himself. “The topographer,” he wrote, “if … a true explorer—has a severe work, the labor of which and its importance can only be appreciated by experts. The true topographer goes back into the interior away from the trails and blazed lines—regardless of how wild, pathless or unknown the country may be. The true topographer personally traces out the streams, locates the contours on the mountain sides, surveys the streams, lakes, [and] marshes. [Their] best work is done from the rough camp on the mountain side.”



It can help to imagine each contour line on a map as a shoreline. Imagine flooding the entire Adirondack region with water to the top of Mount Marcy and then slowly draining the water until only the top fifty feet of Mount Marcy is exposed. The shoreline of that imaginary “Mount Marcy island” will be a contour line. And draining the rest of the water, fifty feet at a time and tracing each new shoreline, provides the rest of the map’s contour lines—each one fifty vertical feet below the last. Cartographers choose different intervals for contours, often depending on the scale of the map.







TAMING THE WILDERNESS

Mapping the Adirondack wilderness tamed it to a degree—making it appear less isolated and remote. As Colvin and other writers celebrated an increasingly familiar Adirondack region, readers’ concepts of “wilderness” and their long-term interests in the Adirondacks changed, too. “Wilderness” no longer brought to mind the remote “wild” areas that earlier settlers had avoided; “wilderness” increasingly referred to those wilder areas that might be kept safe from settlement.


By the time the park was created during a New York Constitutional Convention in 1892, Colvin and Blake had legally documented where the state’s Adirondack lands were located, including the vast Adirondack Forest Preserves and the unique “Forever Wild” lands that we enjoy today. Their reports and technical work were key to making the park possible and to keeping some sense of wilderness alive in New York State.


Colvin and Blake explored and worked from most of this book’s fifteen peaks before 1879—during the period that “wilderness” was used in the original sense of the word. If that gives you a better idea of the challenges awaiting them, you won’t be disappointed.



Everywhere below were lakes and mountains
so different from all maps, yet so immovably true.
—Verplanck Colvin, 1874 Report for 1873, 31


Bright and warm, proceed to our last sta[tion] on the
Opalescent River. I fall carrying the [surveying transit]
but fortunately not injuring either. By noon we had reached
the head of the old [McIntyre ironworks] canal. It is so
filled up with brush and fallen timber together with large
boulders that it was slow and tedious work cutting our
way through it, but as patience and perseverance surmounts
all obstacles so we at dusk established … [station]
No. 10 on a bedded boulder near the monument [erected to
the memory of David Henderson].—Mills Blake,
Field Book No. 243, Monday, August 9, 1880
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Fig. I.13. 1890s US Geological Survey topographers Frank Sutton and E. B. Clark were given credit by name for their fieldwork. To the right of their names is also a tiny sketch showing their respective areas—Sutton drew the contours of the lands in the Schroon River/Hudson River watershed and Clark drew those in the Lake Champlain/St. Lawrence watershed. They both had Colvin and Blake’s previous work as reference. Base map: USGS, Paradox Lake, New York, Quadrangle, 1897; detail, edited. Digital copy courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, the University of Texas at Austin.
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Fig. I.14. A camp of topographers. Colvin, 1897 Report for 1896, plate 25 following page 144. Percy Morgan, photographer; edited. 












1 Whiteface Mountain

1869, 1872


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]
Fig. 1.1. The south-southwest-west view from the summit of Whiteface Mountain includes Ampersand Mountain and the lake named Lake Placid (the village of Lake Placid is on Mirror Lake). Mountains with their names printed in green—like Blue Mountain, Ampersand Mountain, and Saint Regis Mountain in this view—are ones that we visit in other chapters. Mountains with red callout lines belong to the traditional forty-six Adirondack “high peaks.”



Why begin a tour of lower Adirondack peaks from the summit of Whiteface—the fifth highest mountain in the Adirondacks and the only one sporting a highway, stone summit buildings, and Olympic ski runs? From the summit, you have a 360-degree view of more than one hundred peaks. Thirty-five of the forty-five Adirondack “high peaks” can be seen in the south and Lake Champlain and Vermont’s peaks are to the east. If the day is crystal clear, you may even glimpse Mount Royal in Montreal, Quebec, seventy-nine miles (129 km) north. But that’s not why we’re here.


1869

Whiteface was the first prominent Adirondack summit rising above the tree line that Colvin climbed. It was August 19, 1869, he was twenty-two years old, and his immediate goal seemed modest—he had a personal interest in exploring a few major Adirondack landmarks and writing travel adventure articles about them. In a September letter to the Albany Journal, he introduced Whiteface by describing it as the “loneliest of those summits.”


About the middle of August [1869] I had the good fortune to be among the peaks of the Adirondacks geologizing. We were a party of three—the State botanist [Charles Horton Peck, age thirty-six], another gentleman and myself. Our trip, prospective, embraced the climbing of Whiteface (loneliest of those summits) first, and afterwards in succession the visiting of the Indian Pass, Adirondack Iron Works, Opalescent River, and Lake Colden. From Lake Colden we were to ascend … Mt. Marcy—the highest mountain of our State—and returning to Lake Colden, find our way northward to Avalanche Lake; through it, into the deep forest northward, back to the settlement from which we originally started.1






1872

Three years later, on September 3, shortly after naming himself superintendent of a survey of the Adirondack wilderness, Colvin climbed to the summit of Whiteface for a second time with much loftier goals. Whiteface was no longer lonely; it was one of Colvin’s initial fifteen “primary triangulation stations.” His audacious new career goal was to explore, mathematically


The title “superintendent” had been used previously. The publisher of a popular 1858 Essex County, New York, map appended the title “Superintendent of the New York State Survey” to John Homer French’s name in the map’s title block. French’s name is also on a few other New York county maps but without the title. “Superintendent” appears only on the Essex County map and—since Essex happens to take in all but three of the Adirondack’s forty-six “high peaks”—it is a reasonable guess that the title “superintendent” caught Colvin’s eye.

J. H. French2 (1824–1888) was indeed surveying the entire state, but it was not primarily a land survey. From about 1855 to 1859, he was the superintendent of a large team of researchers and editors compiling massive amounts of county data in order to assemble a comprehensive (and still fascinating) book titled Historical and Statistical Gazetteer of New York State. He also directed the work of assembling county maps into a popular wall map titled State of New York from New and Original Surveys. Both the book and wall map, published by Robert Pearsall Smith in 1860, were credited to French.




[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]
Fig. 1.2. After traveling most of the day by wagon from Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain to Wilmington, Colvin’s survey party reached their campsite near the summit after dark. Base map: National Map; data available from US Geological Survey, National Geospatial Program.



survey, and write about the vast northern wilderness. Accurately mapping everything to be seen from Whiteface would be possible only by triangulation, and only Colvin was bold enough to try it.

Colvin and a small crew approached Whiteface Mountain from Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain. It took most of the day to travel from the port to the foot of Whiteface, and they began climbing that same afternoon. His report is compressed: “Shortly after dark [we] reached ‘Rustic Lodge’ on Whiteface, a log shanty now occupying [my] camping ground of 1869,” he writes. “The night was wintry, and the morning of the 4th showed the forest whitened with snow and ice. The altitude of Rustic Lodge, as taken with barometer, is 4,080 feet. We were early upon the summit of Whiteface and had the instruments set up and adjusted.”3

That direct quote from Colvin’s Report for 1872 is worth reading again; a lot has transpired and the tempo is classic Colvin. Notice how excited he is to get you to the summit before the sun rises; his writing style forces you to keep pace. You might sense that he’s skipping details as you hurry along, but he seldom pauses to let you catch your breath and reflect. But let’s do that though. Colvin’s casual descriptions of time and distance usually prove worthy of a second look.


[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]
Fig. 1.3. The east-southeast-south view from the summit of Whiteface Mountain includes Hurricane Mountain.



The last crew member on the trek might have a different take on what has been happening (this is where a larger map and knowledge of survey jargon helps). In less than twenty-four hours, Colvin has traveled more than fifty jolting miles by wagon and rough roads to the foot of Whiteface Mountain and hired a few packmen. They have climbed the forested mountain carrying blankets, provisions, and survey equipment (including a fragile glass barometer) until after dark; slept a quarter mile below the summit in freezing weather; eaten breakfast in the dark; started for the summit well before dawn carrying the large tripod, delicate theodolite, field books, and so forth; and are now standing by their leveled equipment ready and waiting for the sunrise. It is a classic example of Colvin understating the difficulty of getting to an Adirondack summit to triangulate. In fact this entire adventure—with all of its preplanning and its deadlines successfully met so far—is also a hallmark of his.

There was classic Adirondack weather waiting for him, too: “The day was most unfavorable for triangulation.” Thick fog drifted around and below them until the sun rose high enough to warm the valleys. But finally,


after a few dismal hours of waiting, the snow-white vapor lifted and suddenly we saw the rugged mountain crests, dark passes, blue gleaming lakes and sparkling ponds. Nevertheless, the clouds still hung around the central Adirondack peaks, and the summit of Mt. Marcy was long invisible. The constant drift of small clouds over the higher summits made the triangulation a slow and tedious labor, with more time fretted away in waiting than consumed in work.4



As with the other “primary triangulation peaks” that Colvin climbed during this first official year of the survey, he first centered and leveled his theodolite over a reference hole that his crew had drilled into the summit with cold chisels. And then, “Two days were passed upon the summit.”5
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