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FOREWORD


Contemporary exploration books are indebted to the Greek poet Homer, who, in 8th century BC, composed the earliest and most celebrated work of adventure literature, The Odyssey. Its protagonist, Odysseus, spent a decade wandering through foreign landscapes and fantastic islets with menacing beasts and deadly endurance contests.

Fiction or nonfiction adventure writers have long followed Homer’s lead, with characters overcoming one mortal challenge after another, striving for something akin to poetry. Whether in elegant prose or in a rough-hewn, first person—from Jack London’s Call of the Wild to Joe Simpson’s Touching the Void—the six-headed monster from the Greek yesteryear is now replaced with mountains that adventurers fall off of or thin river ice that they fall into. In this 2,800-year-old and popular genre of literature, risk is omnipresent: storms, whirlpools, wild beasts, and frostbite lurk around every corner.

Still, risk is a small price to pay for the pleasure of reaching virgin summits, high ridges, isolated shores, trackless glaciers, remote headwaters, or even the lonely stratosphere in order to witness natural beauty. As the French aviator Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (author of Wind, Sand and Stars) once said, “At times like these one risks one’s life with a great deal of generosity.”


Like the book you now hold in your hands, risk-taking, of course, is part and parcel of adventure. Although some explorers such as Roald Amundsen (who wrote of his successful first attainment in The South Pole) espouse the philosophy that “Adventure is just bad planning,” this isn’t always the case. Because all explorers or adventurers screw up. Repeatedly. Even Amundsen eventually disappeared when his plane crashed into the Barents Sea.

It should come as no surprise that the most experienced adventurers make mistakes in the comfort of their homes, or while driving, or walking the dog: we trip, pass through a stop sign, or we lose hold of the leash. So factor in a lengthy expedition or even a wilderness weekend and the smallest screwups can just naturally turn to catastrophe.

The trick, one could surmise, is to constantly calibrate or compensate for inevitable mistakes, as long as they haven’t already proved deadly. If legs are broken or injuries are not life threatening, you enact first aid and hobble out, or send a companion to fetch a rescue team. Or you radio or telephone out for help. If you’re lost, you follow the nearest stream drainage down until reaching a road or another trail. No matter how desperate the situation, there’s usually a way out (otherwise the book would never get written).

Most often, the essential ingredients of a rousing adventure yarn couple bad weather with exhaustion, and an accident that results in debilitating injury or death. In the storm-ridden Odyssey, death proved thematic. Odysseus repeatedly watched others die: by arrows, knives, a trident, in drownings, or being eaten alive by the Cyclops. So often times in life, as well as literature, the storm, the rockfall, the high altitude, or the cold cannot be survived. If risks were merely easy to overcome or safe obstacles—replicas of the faux dangers presented on Survivor-style television shows—it wouldn’t fit into At the Mercy of the Mountains.

* * *

As per the subtitle, the True Stories of Survival and Tragedy in New York’s Adirondacks take place in the highlands of the northeastern part of the state. The famed setting for the book is the largest state park in the lower forty-eight. For scale, the 160-mile-wide, six-million-acre Adirondack State Park (containing most of the narrative), is larger than all of Massachusetts. Making it an opportune place—with its dense woodlands, overgrown creeks, cliffs and trackless valleys—for its visitors to lose themselves. Literally. The stories of getting lost comprise several chapters of the book.

One of the notable qualities of At the Mercyof the Mountains is its historical scope, ranging from the legendary guide John Cheney in the mid-1800s to the arrival of new millennial boaters, hikers, and climbers. More than a few chapters involve those pursuing membership in the Adirondack Forty-Sixers Club—forty-two of the forty-six peaks exceed 4,000 feet. And like chasing after all the Seven Summits (highest on each continent) or vying to climb the fourteen 8,000-meter peaks in the Himalayas, the goal of the Forty Sixers—if it becomes an obsession to the detriment of safety, like Odysseus’s sailors lured by the sirens—has involved equal carnage, or search and rescue missions.

Consider the chapter, “Grand Ambition,” detailing how two men tried to climb all forty-six peaks in five days in 1972—but only one came out alive. Or two different chapters that delve into mysteries of men disappearing without a trace into the vast wilderness, despite tens of thousands of hours of searches. There are also rising floodwaters, microburst storms that crushed four campers trapped in a forest of falling trees, and ice climbers caught in an avalanche.

As a chronicle of misadventures, this book wisely concludes with an epilogue, “Lessons from the Backcountry.” Stating that the book was written so that others can continue to live, the author breaks down the patterns and mistakes found throughout various misadventures. He sagely concludes that, while the screwups may be inevitable, “it becomes our decisions—at home, in the wilderness, and in the face of adversity—that determine whether we live or die.”

The author is an all-rounder in the many disciplines of wilderness travel. Along with his former membership in the region’s search and rescue team, his time on the ground, and his in-depth research, Peter Bronski has produced the essential guide to surviving the Adirondacks.

—Jon Waterman





PREFACE


This is the most beautiful place on earth. There are many such places. Every man, every woman, carries in heart and mind the image of the ideal place, the right place, the one true home ….

—Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness (1968)



When Ed Abbey penned those opening lines to his classic, Desert Solitaire, he referred specifically to the slickrock desert canyon country surrounding Moab, Utah. It wasn’t Abbey’s “true home” in the most literal sense; that was a farm in Pennsylvania where he was born and raised. But it was his adopted “ideal place,” a landscape that gripped his heart and mind from the moment he started as the solitary ranger of a remote outpost in Arches National Monument (which became a national park three years after Desert Solitaire was published).

For myself, I’ll take the mountains, and in particular, the Adirondack Mountains of northern New York State. Their combination of deep wilderness, dense forest, high summits, and innumerable backwaters is the essence of my ideal place. But the Adirondacks are not my home by birthright. Like canyon country for Abbey, they are an adopted landscape that, upon first introduction and in the years since, epitomize my ideal, seize my heart, and provide an outlet for my passion for outdoor adventure.

I wasn’t born with mountains in my blood. I grew up surfing and fishing in the Atlantic Ocean on the south shore of Long Island, an hour’s drive east of New York City’s midtown Manhattan. At its highest point, the island gently rises to a height of 401 feet above sea level, though the overwhelming majority of the land lies below 110 feet in elevation. In fact, the entire island is predominantly composed of rubble transported from distant mountain ranges to the north, the sum total of two terminal moraines that marked the southern boundary of glaciers that advanced over the whole of New England during the last ice age.

The closest I got to mountains was our family’s annual weeklong summer camping trip to North-South Lake in the Catskill Mountains, some 125 miles north of New York City. In truth, I later learned, the Catskills aren’t actually mountains at all, but rather a dissected plateau; an uplifted mass of earth carved into shapes and forms resembling mountains by the erosional forces of creeks and rivers. No matter. Geologic authenticity aside, the Catskills are where my passion for the mountains and outdoor adventure began.

By the time I left home for Cornell University in the Finger Lakes region of upstate New York, two things were firmly established: my entrenched passion for the outdoors, and my status as an expert armchair mountaineer. Lacking an accessible mountain venue to learn and practice the craft, I voraciously read all the literature I could get my hands on related to mountain adventure and misadventure, climbing technique, and routes on the world’s major peaks, vicariously living through the adventure writers who shared their tales from high places and far-off lands.


As a college student I finally had the independence and the ability to learn mountaineering technique from experienced guides, and to travel to “real” mountains to practice my newfound passion. Many of those early adventures took place close to home in places like the Gunks—or, more accurately, the Shawangunk Mountains just west of New Paltz, New York, above the Hudson River Valley—where I cut my teeth as a rock climber, and in New Hampshire’s White Mountains, where I honed my winter mountaineering skills.

Soon enough, I’d become a self-sufficient adventurer, journeying to far-off mountain ranges in search of the same adventures I’d only read about years earlier. In the years since, I’ve climbed mountains in more than a dozen of the world’s major mountain ranges, and stood atop 20,000-foot peaks shrouded in glaciers and precipitous slopes. In part by design and in part through providence, mine has been a life in the mountains. And, thanks to the overriding and inexorable law of probability, it has also been a life with more than one rendezvous with misadventure.

I’ve evacuated sick and injured companions from remote locales; run for my life down the summit ridge of a high peak while the mountains around me exploded with lightning from a sudden storm; struggled with hypothermia and acute mountain sickness; had more than a few close calls with natural and human-triggered rockfalls; had snow slopes disconcertingly whomp and settle beneath me; and I’ve had to ration food and water and spend unplanned days and nights in the backcountry.

Surely, in some cases I faced real and legitimate dangers; in others, my situation was more a matter of managing an unexpected change in plans or conditions. I don’t know that any one experience would qualify as an epic, though such determinations are more often a matter of personal opinion than not. But I do know that those experiences collectively inform my decision-making, both consciously and subconsciously, making me a safer mountaineer today.

As I continued to travel and climb mountains, I realized that along the way I’d somehow managed to overlook a world-class mountain range virtually in my own backyard—the Adirondacks. That was until I somewhat unexpectedly settled north of Albany, New York, near the gateway to the Adirondack Mountains. Suddenly, a new world was at my doorstep. I would finally explore a region that had beckoned for so long, and it was a land full of opportunity for an outdoor adventure seeker like me.

I honed my ice climbing skills on the multi-pitch flows of places like Pitchoff North, put up a handful of new single-pitch rock climbing routes on the cliffs of the relatively unexplored southern Adirondacks, challenged myself with solo single-day enchainments of multiple High Peaks, skied the barren upper slopes of the highest mountains, mountain-biked singletrack in the Wild Forests of the eastern Adirondacks, and paddled the placid waters of the western Adirondacks’ lakes and rivers.

There was one important additional element to my Adirondack adventures that was lacking in my travels to other ranges: For the first time, I became part of the community. Rather than being a transient visitor who comes for a few days or weeks, or even months, and then leaves, I invested myself in the region and its people.

My primary initiation to the Adirondack community came through Lower Adirondack Search and Rescue (LASAR) around the turn of the millennium. By then I had firmly adopted the ’Dacks as my home range, and felt an ever-increasing need to give back to the mountains from which I derived so much pleasure. That call to service was answered through the forty or so men and women who volunteered their time for LASAR. We met monthly in the music room at Warrensburg High School, north of Lake George, and there I met and befriended true North Country men and women. I earned my New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) Basic Wildlands Search certification, and every now and then my phone would ring late at night, and I’d be asked if I could rendezvous somewhere in the Adirondacks early the next morning to search for a lost or missing hiker. It added a new sense of purpose to my outdoor adventures—it was no longer just about me. I could now use my experience and relative youth to help others who found themselves at the mercy of the mountains.

That’s not to suggest that I was suddenly exempt from my own misadventures. While my Adirondack years passed largely without incident, one experience still stands out in my mind:

Mid-January one year, I decided to attempt a solo ski mountaineering ascent and descent of Mount Marcy, New York’s highest peak. Early Friday evening I drove to the trailhead at Adirondak Loj near Heart Lake (south of Lake Placid), and slept in the back of my Jeep. I awoke sometime around 3:30 in the morning and set off for Marcy, some 7-plus miles distant, in the predawn darkness, my entire world the illuminated glow from my headlamp. I’ve always enjoyed “alpine” starts, waking early, climbing by night, and being high on a mountain as the first light of day breaks on the upper slopes, and as I passed treeline on Marcy, the sun had just crested the horizon, bathing the summit in a gleaming white.

As I climbed higher, snow conditions changed. Deep drifts alternated with broad sheets of ice. Deciding that it would be safest to bootpack it from there to the summit, I strapped my skis to my backpack and continued on. Growing increasingly uncomfortable with the prospect of skiing back down over the terrain, I opted to turn around—having not quite made it to the summit—retreating several hundred yards to where I would don my skis and begin the cruise back to the trailhead. No sooner had I made that decision than I suddenly punched through the ice. I plunged in up to my armpits, the ice tight around my chest. Beneath me and the ice, loose, unconsolidated sugar snow wouldn’t support my weight, and my legs were swimming around uselessly like I was treading water. Behind me, each ski had also punctured the ice in its own tight hole, restricting my movement.

The wind was blowing crosswise over the ridgeline, spraying my face with snow. I looked around at the endless mountains around me, wondering if anyone was coming up the trail somewhere behind, and if so, how far away they might still be at this early hour. At the very least, I’d followed my standard practice of leaving an itinerary with a friend, who would call the forest rangers to report me overdue if I didn’t check in later that day. Nonetheless, I was fully aware of the irony of me, a search and rescue team member, possibly requiring his own search and rescue.

For ten or fifteen minutes I struggled, working to break the ice away from around my chest and ultimately belly-flopping onto the ice nearby, keeping my weight distributed so as to avoid repeating my previous predicament. I stepped into my skis and descended the mountain, enjoying the schuss through the trees every step of the way. I later saw a group of backcountry skiers several miles down the mountain; they would have found me, eventually.

I’ve since moved away from the Adirondacks, now making my home in Boulder, Colorado, where the Rockies serve as my new adopted home range. And I continue to travel the world in search of higher and more remote mountains to climb by ever more challenging routes. But I haven’t lost my love or nostalgia for the Adirondacks. They are familiar mountains; my knowledge of them, intimate. I know I will return to them often, and one day will perhaps even make my permanent home among their valleys and communities.

Until then, I continue to want to give back to those mountains that have given so much to me; to share my love for those peaks with others; to tell the stories that unfold among the trees and rocks and rivers. This book is that giving back. The stories contained within its chapters are not my own. They are a collective human history of adventure and misadventure among one of America’s most revered landscapes. And my hope is that this book will play several roles in contributing to that continuing legacy:

Honor the memory of those who have lost their lives in the Adirondacks;

Recognize and applaud the forest rangers, search and rescue teams, and individual volunteers who selflessly dedicate themselves to responding in times of need, “so that others may live”;

Tell a cautionary tale, so that you might learn from the experiences of the people contained within the pages of this book and avoid finding yourself in similar trouble, whether in the Adirondacks or wherever your adventures take you;

Foster a respect and admiration for the Adirondack Mountains;

And finally, simply tell a good story, that you might be enlightened and entertained by these true tales from the mountains I have come to know and love.

I sincerely hope that you enjoy these stories from the comfort of your own armchair, that you experience joy in the mountains, and that your own adventures in the backcountry are conspicuously absent of misfortune.





INTRODUCTION

LAY OF THE LAND: THE PREHISTORY, PEOPLE, PLACES, AND POLICIES THAT DEFINE THE ADIRONDACKS


This region has always been and will always be under the dominion of Nature. Its altitude renders its climate cold and forbidding, while its rugged surface and light soil render it in a great measure unfit for cultivation. While the tide of emigration has rushed around it for almost a century, and filled the West with people for thousands of miles beyond it, this region, although lying along the borders of some of the oldest settlements in the New World, may still be said to be “a waste land where no one comes, or has come since the making of the world.”

—Nathaniel Bartlett Sylvester, Historical Sketches of Northern New York and the Adirondack Wilderness (1877)



At more than 6 million acres (9,375 square miles), the Adirondack Park is a wilderness on the grandest scale. It is fully one-fifth the size of New York State, approximately equal to the size of the entire state of Vermont, and slightly larger than Yellowstone, Yosemite, Grand Canyon, Great Smoky Mountains, and Glacier national parks—combined. It is a patchwork of public and private lands that together make up the largest publicly protected natural area in the contiguous United States, and the largest designated wilderness east of the Mississippi River.


Of the 6.1 million total acres that make up the Park, 2.6 million (42 percent) is state-owned (1 million acres of which is classified as wilderness and is off-limits to motorized recreation). The balance is composed of sparsely populated private lands dedicated to open space recreation, forestry, agriculture, and tourism.

Yet the Park’s overwhelming size fails to fully capture the Adirondack region. Restricting one’s definition of “Adirondack” to the park boundary line as drawn on a map overlooks the rich and inextricably linked human and natural histories of the region. The Adirondacks’ true extent reaches well beyond political divisions like park boundaries and county lines, and into the topography of the landscape—its mountains and rivers—and into the unique economic, cultural, social, and environmental idiosyncrasies that separate the Adirondacks from their neighbors to the north, south, east, and west.

Casting the widest net, the Adirondack region extends east to Lake Champlain and Lake George, which separate it from Vermont’s Green Mountains farther east; is bordered on the south by the Mohawk River Valley; extends west to the Black River, beyond which lies the Tug Hill Plateau; and tapers off to the north in the St. Lawrence River Valley.

True to the region’s wilderness reputation, that immense area is dotted with a little over one hundred towns and villages that are home to just 130,000 year-round residents and another 200,000 seasonal residents. But residents are only part of the population story: An estimated 7 million tourists visit the Adirondacks each year, and 60 million people are said to live within a day’s drive.


BY THE NUMBERS: A TOPOGRAPHIC TALLY

Looking beyond the macro lens of sheer size and scale, the Adirondacks, upon closer inspection, reveal an impressive catalog of topographic, environmental, and recreational features that provide a seemingly tailor-made natural backdrop ripe for adventure—and misadventure.

Perhaps the premier attraction of the Adirondacks is the High Peaks—the forty-six mountains exceeding 4,000 feet in elevation, culminating in 5,344-foot Mount Marcy, the Empire State’s tallest peak. The original list of forty-six was based on an early-twentieth-century survey, and in actuality contained some minor errors. More recent and accurate measurements revealed that four peaks—Blake, Cliff, Nye, and Couchsachraga—are just under 4,000 feet, and one mountain not included in the original list—MacNaughton—is just over 4,000 feet, but the original list of forty-six remains the standard definition of the Adirondack High Peaks.

Those High Peaks form a great drainage divide that separates the Hudson River to the south and the St. Lawrence River and Great Lakes watershed to the north and west. More than 30,000 miles of brooks and streams tumble out of the mountains, feeding another 1,200 miles of major rivers—including the Hudson, and also the Black, Oswegatchie, Grass, Raquette, Saranac, and Ausable. Of those, nearly 1,000 miles have been New York State–designated as Wild, Scenic, or Recreational.

In among the rivers and streams are roughly 2,800 lakes and ponds, totaling more shoreline than Vermont and New Hampshire combined. “A singular characteristic seems to mark all the rivers that flow in and around Northern New York. All of them … flow from and through great chains or systems of lakes,” noted Nathaniel Bartlett Sylvester in his 1877 Historical Sketches of Northern New York and the Adirondack Wilderness.

Those lakes include tiny alpine tarns like Lake Tear of the Clouds, the headwaters of the Hudson River high on the upper ramparts of Mount Marcy, as well as major lakes like Upper and Lower Saranac, Big and Little Tupper, Schroon, Placid, Long, Raquette, and Blue Mountain.

Every now and then, as water flows from stream to river to lake, it dives into deep chasms and gorges. One such gorge is the Hudson River Gorge, a stretch of technical, and at times, violent white water where the river passes between steep rock walls as it flows south and then east between Newcomb and North River. Another such gorge is the Ausable Chasm, described by Seneca Ray Stoddard in his classic, Old Times in the Adirondacks, which tells the story of his adventures in 1873:


The river flowing quietly along the valley from the south and west, passes Keeseville, plunges over Alice Falls, square against a solid wall of rock, turns at right angles and, wheeling around in confused swirls, now right, now left, falls in a mass of foam over the rocks at Birmingham, then hurrying downward between towering cliffs and over rocks where the sun never shines, emerges from the gloom out into the glorious sunlight, and onward to mingle with the muddy waters of Lake Champlain.

This freak of nature is not alone of its kind, but one of a system of rents in the earth’s surface that probably extend all over the northern portion of the State ….



With the exception of the highest peaks whose summits extend up above treeline and are home to the entirety of New York State’s 85 acres of alpine tundra, the entire landscape is blanketed in dense forest. From the summit of Mount Marcy during an 1846 climb of the peak, J. T. Headley, one of the early adventure writers from the mid-nineteenth century, remarked on the sea of greens, grays, browns, and blacks—an endless wave of forest broken only by narrow gaps where he knew streams or lakes must exist out of sight below the treetops.

The region lies along a great north-south transition zone, and the forest changes character from a deciduous forest of beech and maple in the southern foothills to a coniferous boreal forest of firs, hemlocks, pine, and spruce in the north. And despite having been nearly logged over, the Adirondacks today look much as they did when Headley stood atop Marcy 160 years ago, once again blanketed in a thick and at times impenetrable forest. In fact, by one estimate there are still 500,000 acres of old-growth forest throughout the Adirondacks, 200,000 of which have never been logged in its history.

Wildlife, on the other hand, isn’t as abundant as it once was, and mammals like wolves and panthers have been wholly extirpated from the region. Many species, though, are making encouraging recoveries. Moose began a return to the region from Vermont and New Hampshire during the 1980s, after an absence of more than a century, and today their population is nearly one hundred strong and growing. More than four thousand black bears make their home in the park, and beaver, nearly wiped out from the region at the turn of the twentieth century, are abundant once again.

Providing access to it all is an impressive network of entrance points, routes, and trails. More than forty roads enter the park (though there are no entrance gates or admission fees). More than 2,000 miles of hiking trails lace the region, constituting one of the largest hiking trail systems in the nation. Several notable long-distance trails are part of the network, including the 120-mile Northville-Placid Trail, which bisects the eastern and western portions of the High Peaks. A more recent addition to the network is the European-inspired Jackrabbit Trail, which is pieced together so that one may travel a day’s distance in the backcountry and emerge from the woods at a town, permitting a hot meal and a warm bed before resuming the journey the next morning.

Hundreds of miles of mountain bike trails exist in the Wild Forest portions of the Park, and there are hundreds more miles of canoe routes that trace the great Adirondack waterways. They include the historic 90-mile Adirondack Canoe Route, from Old Forge to Saranac Lake, as well as classic destinations like the St. Regis Wilderness Canoe Area, the Fulton Chain of Lakes around Old Forge, the Saranac Chain of Lakes, and many more.

WEATHER

Despite its reputation for predictably unpredictable weather, the Adirondack climate can be succinctly summed up in its seasonal variation. Summer days are pleasant and sunny, warm but rarely too hot for outdoor activity. The landscape is lush and green, and outdoor adventure seekers are everywhere—rock climbers, hikers, backpackers, anglers, canoeists. As fall creeps in, the days and nights turn cool and crisp, and the trees explode in the vibrant colors of an iconic New England autumn. By October the first snows begin to fall, and soon the Adirondacks transform into a wonderland of snow and ice. Annual snowfall through the heart of the winter months ranges from 100 inches in some parts, to 400 inches or more at the higher elevations and in the western regions of the Park, offering an ideal playground for snowshoers and cross-country and backcountry skiers. Waterfalls and seeps in the rock cliffs freeze into enticing ribbons of ice, drawing ice climbers out of the woodwork. During spring the mountains rejuvenate, shedding their snow and coming back to life. The bugs come back to life, too, and for the first months of spring and into the earliest days of summer, blackflies reign supreme. At this time, a can of bug spray and a head net may be one’s most indispensable pieces of outdoor equipment. Rivers flow full with snowmelt, challenging white-water canoeists, kayakers, and rafters.


NEW MOUNTAINS, OLD ROCKS: GEOLOGY AND ADIRONDACK PREHISTORY

The wilderness of Northern New York may properly be divided into three natural grand divisions, or belts … the Mountain Belt, the Lake Belt, and the Level Belt … each strongly marked by the distinguishing characteristics which suggest its name.

—Nathaniel Bartlett Sylvester, Historical Sketches of Northern New York and the Adirondack Wilderness (1877)

It looked as if the Almighty had once set this vast earth rolling like the sea; and then, in the midst of its maddest flow, bid all the gigantic billows stop and congeal in their places.

—J. T. Headley, The Adirondack: Or, Life in the Woods (1849)



With their rounded masses and relatively modest elevations, the Adirondacks are often assumed to be old mountains, worn down and blunted by the erosional forces of time. But, in fact, they are a young mountain range made of some of the oldest rocks on earth.

Contrary to popular belief, the Adirondacks share no geologic kinship with the Appalachian Mountains. They are more closely related to the Laurentian Mountains of Quebec than they are to any other range. And unlike the linear, elongated ranges of the Appalachians and the Rockies, the Adirondacks form a circular dome 160 miles in diameter and 1 mile high. Early explorers unknowingly recognized this distinction, often describing the Adirondacks as having five separate mountain ranges too convoluted and intertwined to tell apart.

The dome that constitutes the Adirondack Mountains is an extremely recent formation, at least geologically, having formed about 5 million years ago. The rock itself that comprises the dome, on the other hand, is more than 1 billion years old. Much of it is igneous anorthosite, the dominant component of the Canadian Shield, an enormous plate of billion-year-old rock that covers most of eastern and southern Canada and all of Greenland. The Adirondacks represent its southernmost extent.

The Shield, requiring intense pressure and heat to form, was born beneath an incredible 15 miles of overlaying rock. An ancient sea that covered the present-day eastern seaboard deposited layer upon layer of sediment, ultimately covering the nascent Shield to the required depth. Then, many millions of years later, repeated uplifts slowly raised the Shield while the forces of erosion stripped away the layers of sedimentary rock above, until the billion-year-old anorthosite reached the surface, exposed for us to see.

One can easily see that process continuing today in the form of the distinctive Adirondack slides, which are swaths of exposed bedrock that streak the flanks of the highest summits, laid bare of their soil and vegetation. In fact, the mountains are growing as much today as they ever have. During the 1980s, geologists remeasured old surveyors’ benchmarks and, to their surprise, found that the Adirondacks are actively growing at the rate of 1.5 to 3 millimeters per year (an incredibly fast rate geologically that matches or exceeds the rate of growth of South America’s Andes Mountains).

Although scientists aren’t entirely sure of the cause, they theorize that a “hot spot” under the entire Adirondack region near the base of the earth’s crust accounts for this rapid growth. Regardless of the cause, two things appear certain: The mountains are growing thirty times faster than they are eroding away, and at current rates of uplift, the Adirondacks will be the highest peaks in eastern North America within about 1 million years, reaching heights of 7,000 to 9,000 feet.

One can look elsewhere in the Adirondacks for clear signs of its geologic history and very active present. Great northeast-southwest fault lines—breaks and weakenings in the bedrock as a result of geologic uplift—allowed for differential erosion, ultimately becoming Long Lake and Indian Lake, as well as Indian Pass, Avalanche Pass, and the Johns Brook and Ausable valleys. Today, earthquakes remind residents that the Adirondacks are still very much alive. Smaller quakes are felt or recorded every year, and larger earthquakes—those measuring 5.0 or greater on the Richter scale—occur about once every five to ten years, including in 2002, 1993, and 1983.

But geologic uplift doesn’t tell the whole story. The most recent ice age also left an indelible mark on the Adirondacks. While a massive continental ice sheet formed to the north, the high summits of the Adirondacks formed their own alpine glaciers. Those glaciers scarred the mountains, carving great cirques—bowl-shaped amphitheaters—into the sides of the mountain. One of the best examples is Whiteface Mountain, northern sentinel of the High Peaks. Glaciers formed on Whiteface’s north, east, and west sides. As the glaciers grew and carved ever-larger cirques into the sides of the mountain, they slowly met and formed arêtes (sharp ridgelines that today give Whiteface its distinctive shape). Had that process continued, Whiteface might one day have come to look like Switzerland’s Matterhorn.

The advance of the continental ice sheet trumped the alpine glaciers, however, eventually covering the whole of the Adirondacks. Its mark can be seen on the mountains as well. As the ice sheet eventually receded about ten thousand years ago, it left behind erratics—large boulders carried down by the glacier and deposited in the most unlikely places—which can be seen today everywhere from low-lying fields and meadows to the summit of Mount Marcy.


A PEOPLED WILDERNESS

God appears to have wrought in these old mountains with His highest power, and designed to leave a symbol of His omnipotence. Man is nothing here ….

—J. T. Headley, The Adirondack: Or, Life in the Woods (1849)



Almost from the moment the ice receded, humans began to leave their mark on the Adirondacks, and the region’s history since then has reflected an intimate relationship between people and wilderness.

The first people to live near the Adirondack region moved to the shores of Lake Champlain shortly after the Wisconsin glacial ice melted back around ten thousand years ago. Native Americans—namely Algonquin and Iroquois peoples from the Mohawk and St. Lawrence river valleys—hunted, fished, and collected plant foods from the wetlands, lakeshores, and river valleys throughout the region, though neither group seems to have had any permanent habitation among the mountains.

The Iroquois and Algonquin were hostile neighbors, occasionally fighting against one another, and the name Adirondack actually derives from the Iroquois “ha-de-ron-dah,” meaning “bark-eater,” a derogatory term that referred to their rivals, the Algonquin tribe. The Native American legacy can also be seen in other place names, such as Indian Carry on the Raquette River–Saranac Lake canoe route, and on the Oswegatchie River.

French explorers and missionaries were the next to arrive, when Samuel de Champlain and Father Isaac Jogues showed up within years of one another during the early seventeenth century. By the eighteenth century, a number of settlements and military posts were scattered along lakes George and Champlain (which would become a pivotal corridor during the French and Indian War, and later, the American Revolution).

In the late 1700s, the exploitation of the Adirondacks’ natural resources began in earnest for the first time. The region’s rich iron ore deposits had been discovered, and logging was by then abundant and would continue for the next century.

The first wholesale harvesting of the Adirondack forests had begun shortly after the English replaced the Dutch as the landlords of New Netherland and changed its name to New York. Then, after the Revolutionary War, Crown lands passed into the hands of New York State, and the original public acreage, totaling about 7 million acres, was sold for pennies an acre to repay the state’s war debts. Lumbermen were welcomed to the interior of the Adirondacks with few restraints on their activities.

With the exception of the region’s eastern fringe (the Lake George–Lake Champlain corridor), the interior of the Adirondacks remained relatively unknown, except to those hardy lumbermen, until the early nineteenth century.

Finally, in 1837, the Adirondacks became known by the name we call them today. Up until then, they had been known by any variety of generalities, including the Great North Woods, or simply, Deer Hunting Country, as indicated on a 1761 English map.

Rampant logging continued, such that in 1850, New York was the leading timber-producing state in the nation (thanks to the Adirondacks). But the “prestige” came to a quick close as rapid deforestation decimated the timber supply. Following 1850, the ongoing destruction of the Adirondacks became a growing concern as the deforestation of watershed woodlands reduced the soil’s ability to hold water, accelerated erosion, and exacerbated flooding problems.

Then, in 1857, we saw the beginnings of what would ultimately become today’s Adirondack Park, published in S. H. Hammond’s Wild Northern Scenes; or Sporting Adventures with the Rifle and the Rod: “Had I my way, I would mark out a circle of a hundred miles in diameter, and throw around it the protecting aegis of the constitution. I would make it a forest forever. It would be a misdemeanor to chop down a tree and a felony to clear an acre within its boundaries.”

In 1869, Rev. W. H. H. Murray published his pivotal book, Adventures in the Wilderness. His writing exposed the urban public to the wonders of adventure in the Adirondack wilds, spawning “Murray’s rush.” Sure enough, by 1880 the region had become a popular destination for the residents of crowded and polluted cities like New York, who vacationed in the northern wilderness for their health and well-being, and to cure tuberculosis in the crisp, clean mountain air. This was the beginning of the Adirondacks’ Great Camps era.

Incidentally, by some accounts, this is also the time when the term vacation was coined. City residents “vacated” the cities, fleeing to the Adirondacks in search of fresh air to escape the stifling heat and deadly fevers of the city. Thus a distinction was born between American vacations and the British holiday.

Around the same time, Verplanck Colvin stepped onto the scene. Starting in 1872 he led the state survey of the Adirondack wilderness and would continue in that capacity for the next thirty years. The survey brought Colvin’s profession into alignment with his passion for the mountains, and he used his annual reports to the state legislature to call for the creation of an Adirondack Forest Preserve. “Unless the region be preserved essentially in its present wilderness condition,” he wrote in 1874, “the ruthless burning and destruction of the forest will slowly, year after year, creep onward … and vast areas of naked rocked, arid sand and gravel will alone remain to receive the bounty of the clouds, unable to retain it.” His motives weren’t entirely altruistic; the state needed to preserve the watershed as a water source for the fledgling Erie Canal.

In 1885, eleven years after that plea, Colvin got his wish. The New York State legislature established the Adirondack Forest Preserve, which “shall be forever kept as wild forest lands.” That original Forest Preserve spanned 681,374 acres, which through targeted state purchases would eventually expand to its present-day 2.6 million. But Colvin dreamed of an even greater degree of protection for the region—a true Adirondack Park.


Seven years later, in 1892, a bill establishing the Park passed the legislature, indicating its boundary with a prominent blue line drawn on a map (which is why today, the Adirondack Park is often referred to locally as being “inside the Blue Line”). Ironically, however, the new Park actually weakened earlier protections placed on the landscape.

Then, two years later, at the 1894 Constitutional Convention, a new covenant meant to achieve meaningful protection for the Adirondacks was included in the new state constitution, and was enacted the next year—1895—through the popular vote of the people. To this day, the Adirondacks represent the only wild lands preserve in the nation whose fate lies in the hands of the voters of the entire state in which it is located. Any relaxation of the protection the Adirondacks enjoy requires the approval of a majority of the state’s voters and two successive legislatures. Such relaxation is rarely given, and only twice have major measures been approved—the cutting of ski trails on Whiteface Mountain (1940), and the construction of the Northway (1958), the stretch of I-87 that runs northward from Albany to the Canadian border en route to Montreal.

The 1890s and the years that followed were precedent-setting. The language of the constitutional article establishing the Adirondack Park, and the decades of legal experience in its defense, are widely recognized as laying the foundation for the United States’ National Wilderness Act of 1964. Also during this time, the Adirondack region was the birthplace of some of the country’s first outdoor magazines, as well as hiking and paddling clubs; in addition, the rustic architecture synonymous with ranger stations and hunting lodges first started to take shape here.

The early twentieth century saw recreational use of the Adirondacks increase dramatically, and Lake Placid’s hosting of the 1932 Winter Olympics further put the region on the map.

But with the opening of the Northway in the mid-1960s (and the increased ease of access it offered), the Adirondack landscape once again came under threat, this time through new development pressures in private portions of the Park. New measures would be needed to protect the landscape from a new wave of destruction, and for a while, a hotly contested proposal to save the region by establishing an Adirondack Mountain National Park circulated among the people, though it never gained any serious traction.

A solution took shape in 1971 with the formation of the Adirondack Park Agency, whose task was to oversee and develop long-range land use plans for the public and private portions of the Park. They divided the Adirondacks into a series of land classifications: public lands were classified as wilderness, primitive, canoe, wild forest, or intensive use; private lands were designated as either hamlet, moderate density, rural use, or industrial use and resource management. The ultimate goal was to channel as much of the future growth as possible around existing communities in the Park, where roads, utilities, services, and supplies already existed, thus minimizing the impact on the overall Adirondack environment and wilderness.

It proved a double-edged sword, on the one hand providing much of the necessary protections required to sustain the landscape, but on the other hand placing intense restrictions on the private landowners in the Park. But, given the history of human exploitation of the Adirondack landscape, perhaps those tight restrictions were the only way to truly protect the Adirondacks. “No area in America has had a more miserable story of ruthless squandering of natural resources,” wrote William Chapman White in his 1954 Adirondack Country, “based on the supposition that the stock of fish and game, as well as trees, was infinite.”

Indeed, the earliest adventure writers of the mid-nineteenth century extolled what they saw as limitless bounties of trout and deer and timber, and that attitude prevailed for nearly a century. But times have changed, and I suspect that if White were to evaluate the state of the Adirondacks today, his opinion might not be so pessimistic. Timber and mining are still major economic forces in the region, but now so is tourism, with a heavy emphasis on outdoor recreation. And while some scars of the region’s exploitive history remain, the Adirondacks today are a wonderful success story—a testament to the power of good policy, and to nature’s capacity to rehabilitate a compromised landscape, if given the opportunity to do so.


A MARRIAGE MADE IN WILDERNESS: THE GROWTH OF ADVENTURE AND MISADVENTURE

Visitors from the city who are ignorant of the dangers and difficulties attending an excursion into the forest frequently suffer for their lack of experience …. Many a pedestrian on reaching these woods is incredulous of the danger which he is told will menace him if he ventures out alone to indulge in his favorite pastime. But let him rest assured that there is no question as to the reality of this danger—the danger of losing himself in the forest …. And I very much doubt if there is any inexperienced person cool headed enough to face that calamity with absolute safety and calmness. Of course men have frequently been lost in the woods and have “come out alright” in the end. But more have been injured for life by the experience, and some have even died in the terrible labyrinth which their own fright and ignorance left them unable to penetrate.

—“Lost in the Adirondacks—Warning to Visitors to the North Woods; What Not to Do When You Lose Your Way and How Not to Lose It,” The New York Times (March 16, 1890)




For as long as people have ventured into the Adirondack wilds, they’ve gotten lost, injured, or otherwise caught up in some type of calamity. Adventure was readily at their doorstep, and misadventure never more than a step away. It wasn’t a matter of if something would go wrong, but rather when, for it inevitably would.

The Adirondacks have always been a rugged and remote wilderness that has challenged outdoor adventurers and defied straightforward exploration. For instance, New York’s highest peak, Mount Marcy—which saw its first ascent in 1837—was the last of the New England state high points to see a person stand on its 5,344-foot summit, and the last to become familiar to outdoor adventure seekers. New Hampshire’s Mount Washington was first climbed in 1642, and by the time Marcy was first climbed, Washington’s summit already had summit buildings, hotels, and an auto road to the top. Mount Mansfield in Vermont was first climbed in 1772; Mount Frissel in Connecticut in 1781; Mount Greylock in Massachusetts in 1799; and even the remote and imposing Katahdin in Maine was first climbed in 1804.

Even more poignantly, by the time the last of the Adirondack High Peaks saw its first ascent (Couchsachraga on June 23, 1924), many of the West’s prominent and lofty summits had already been climbed, some by technical routes. Colorado’s 14,255-foot Long’s Peak was first climbed in 1868 by Major John Wesley Powell, who also led the first expedition down the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River. Interestingly, Powell was originally scheduled to lead the Adirondack survey in New York State, but instead traveled west, leaving the task to Colvin, who began in 1872. The 14,441-foot glaciated Mount Rainier in Washington was first climbed in 1870; Oregon’s Mount Hood in 1857 (and perhaps as early as 1845); and California’s Mount Shasta in 1854, and Mount Whitney nineteen years later, in 1873.


Like her mountains, the Adirondacks’ waterways have proven similarly elusive. Lake Tear of the Clouds, the source of the Hudson River high on the flanks of Mount Marcy, was discovered by Verplanck Colvin in 1872. But by then, several other notable finds had already occurred elsewhere. During the middle of the nineteenth century, prior to the discovery of the Hudson’s source, John Hanning Speke located the source of Egypt’s Nile River, Lake Victoria. Here in the United States, the famous Lewis and Clark expedition (1804–1806) had passed the headwaters of the Mississippi River seventy years before Colvin discovered Lake Tear, and Lewis and Clark went on to reach the mouth of the Columbia River at the Pacific Ocean. Twenty years later, and still fifty years before Lake Tear’s discovery, David Thompson, a partner of the North West Company, discovered Columbia Lake high in the Canadian Rockies of present-day British Columbia; in so doing, he located the source of the Columbia River.

Could such examples be a case of the Adirondacks’ being overlooked in favor of grander objectives in the West? Or, rather, did their rugged wilderness pose a barrier to early adventurers, a testament to the challenges inherent in penetrating and navigating the great Adirondack wilds? The answer is probably a little of both, but given the other successful and earlier explorations of other New England mountain ranges, one can be sure that the Adirondacks must have been on someone’s radar screen.

Early writers of mountaineering in the Adirondacks criticized the mountains for their modest heights, with only fifteen summits higher than treeline. They noted that while the Adirondacks are home to some tall cliffs, for the most part the great rock walls lay elsewhere in the West and abroad. Most climbing in the ’Dacks was described as “simply mountain walking.”


But those early writers largely missed the point. The defining elements that characterize the Adirondack experience are not those of the Alps or the Rockies or the Himalayas, or even the Whites in New Hampshire. The Adirondacks offer an experience all their own, and later writers recognized that some “limitations” are more than made up for with other qualities. “The Adirondack mountaineer is not likely to run out of opportunities in a lifetime,” wrote one anonymous writer. The Adirondacks were valued, too, for the remoteness and solitude they offered the adventurer, and for the forest that stretches across their slopes to the horizon line.

Most of all, the Adirondacks were valued for their single most defining element—one that wraps all their other qualities into one succinct term—their wilderness. And that value is cherished by outdoor adventure seekers today as much as it ever was. Maintaining the Adirondacks’ wilderness character and the frontier experience that goes along with it has been a top priority since the region was first protected as a Park, and that priority has been carried forward, generation by generation.

Percy Olton wrote in a 1938 issue of Appalachia, the Appalachian Mountain Club’s semiannual journal of mountaineering, that many routes had been left “uncatalogued so that future climbers may share [to] some extent the pleasures of climbing an uncharted route.” Don Mellor, in his authoritative Climbing in the Adirondacks: A Guide to Rock and Ice Routes in the Adirondack Park (1995), says that he intentionally left many wilderness climbs undocumented to allow others the opportunity for genuine exploration into the unknown. Even today, twenty of the forty-six High Peaks have been left without trails to their summits, to allow for greater opportunities for adventure.


EARLY ADVENTURERS AND THEIR MISADVENTURE

The earliest misadventures were a simple by-product of living life on a frontier. The Adirondacks represented an unforgiving landscape, rugged and virtually unknown. It was a time when the threat of predators—bears, wolves, panthers, bull moose—was very real, and stories of close calls and even hand-to-hand fights for survival were common.

One early account survives in the experiences and writings of Charles Dudley Warner. “The encounter was unpremeditated on both sides. I was not hunting for a bear, and I have no reason to suppose that a bear was looking for me,” he wrote. It was a warm August day, “just the sort of day when adventure of any kind seemed possible.” Warner ventured up to a series of clearings on the mountain behind his house to pick blackberries—even though bears had been seen there just the summer before.

“Not from any predatory instinct, but to save appearances, I took a gun. It adds to the manly aspect of a person with a pin tail if he also carries a gun,” he continued. It would prove a crucial decision.

Arriving at the clearing, Warner set his rifle against a tree and started picking berries. As he filled his bucket, he glanced across the clearing and saw a bear standing on its hind legs, also lunching on blackberries. As Warner slowly backed away the bear saw him, dropped onto its forefeet, and started to approach. “Climbing a tree was of no use, with so good a climber in the rear,” Warner later mused. “If I started to run, I had no doubt the bear would give chase and … get over this rough, brush-tangled ground faster than I could.”

He placed his pail of berries on the ground as a lunch offering to the bear, distracting the predator long enough for Warner to flee. The tactic worked—initially. As soon as the bear’s attention was focused on the pail of berries, Warner ran for his gun, reaching his rifle as the bear crashed through the brush behind him, “coming on with blood in his eye.” Cocking the gun, Warner’s life flashed before his eyes—he thought of his family; of the type of epitaph they would put on his gravestone; and of a newspaper subscription he had balked at paying years earlier. Then, his thoughts shifted to more practical matters: “I tried to think what is the best way to kill a bear with a gun when you are not near enough to club him with the stock.” With little time to ponder, Warner raised his gun, covered the bear’s breast with the sight, and fired. “Then I turned and ran like a deer,” he said. The bear stopped, lying down in the brush. Remembering that “the best thing to do after having fired your gun is to reload it,” Warner slipped in a new charge, but it would prove unnecessary. “Death had come to [the bear] with a merciful suddenness,” he wrote.

Warner had survived his misadventure with Adirondack wildlife.

In contrast to these earliest stories, where disaster struck unwitting participants who were simply living their lives, adventure and misadventure as we think of them today—outdoor recreation with an element of risk—grew slowly, a series of gradual advances punctuated by major breakthroughs. The passage of time has made the names of a select few pioneers famous as their achievements have been recorded, but in truth, a long lineage of adventurers, both known and unknown today, contributed collectively to the growth of Adirondack adventure and misadventure.

The first 125 years of Adirondack adventure, beginning in 1800 and continuing until 1925, is divided into four distinct periods by Russell M. L. Carson in his 1927 classic, Peaks and People of the Adirondacks.


The first period, spanning the early to mid-nineteenth century, is known as the Emmons Period, named for Ebenezer Emmons, the state geologist who led the first ascent of Mount Marcy in 1837. It was a time when Americans were developing an increasing acceptance of wilderness, seeing the wilds as less of a threatening place that hid evil and the unknown, and more as an inviting landscape to be explored and appreciated for the spiritual enlightenment one’s soul could find there. Much of this change of heart is due to the writings of Romantic philosophers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, who established the noted Philosophers Camp at Follensby Pond in the western Adirondacks, and Henry David Thoreau. The 1826 publication of James Fennimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans: A Narrative of 1757, which is partly set in the Adirondacks, helped as well.

Even so, the Adirondacks were still far from making the big time. The Northern Traveler, a popular guidebook to the northeastern U.S. that published various editions during the Emmons Period, omitted the Adirondacks from its pages. “The Adirondack region or mountains were not mentioned,” notes Carson. “They were not slighted intentionally, but because at that time the northern mountain wilderness was practically unknown. The most important thing that the Emmons Period did for mountaineering was to give widespread public notice that in northern New York there were majestic mountains, beautiful lakes, picturesque streams, virgin forests, and an invigorating climate that made the region an ideal spot for recreation and the restoration of health. Previously, it had been thought of, if considered at all, as a cold, barren wilderness.”

Several notable achievements on the part of Emmons contributed to this growing public exposure for the Adirondacks, including a partial ascent of Mount Colden’s now-famous Trap Dike in 1837, and the first ascent of Mount Marcy in that same year. Yet, though they were slowly gaining attention, the ’Dacks were still largely “off the map.” When noted Adirondack guide John Cheney guided adventure writer J. T. Headley to the top of Marcy in 1846, the mountain hadn’t been climbed in six years. The High Peaks’ relative inaccessibility and remoteness may have contributed to this “sluggish” era of Adirondack mountaineering. “A tramp of forty miles through a pathless forest to see one mountain is a high price to pay, but we have resolved to do it,” wrote Headley of his 1846 trip up Mount Marcy. By comparison, aspiring Marcy summiteers today can arrive at the Adirondak Loj trailhead south of Lake Placid by car and follow a marked trail 7.4 miles to the summit.

Forget even making it up Marcy from a “base camp.” Merely getting to the Adirondacks in the first place was an adventure in itself, a nineteenth-century version of Planes, Trains and Automobiles. Residents of cities like New York or Boston would leave around 8:00 a.m. on a Monday morning, and, assuming there were no unexpected delays, would arrive at Lower Saranac Lake to meet their guide around 5:00 p.m. on Tuesday. Along the way, they’d link up with a combination of trains, stagecoach lines, horseback riding, travel by canoe or larger boat, and possibly foot travel, traveling by one of three “established” routes that would lead them to Lower Saranac or wherever their prearranged rendezvous with their guide might be.

Regardless, by the period’s close, only nine peaks had names, eight had been ascended, and the popularity of climbing peaks would die off for roughly a decade.

A new era of Adirondack adventure began in 1849—the Phelps Period—and would continue for the next twenty years. The period is named for Orson “Old Mountain” Phelps, one of the most famous of all Adirondack guides, perhaps best known for promoting the climbing of mountains simply for the sheer pleasure of it. During this time, the mountain climbing focus shifted away from the ironworks region near the present-day ghost town of Tahawus (named after the Native American title given to Mount Marcy, meaning “Cloudsplitter”), and toward Keene Valley, in the heart of the High Peaks region.

There were three new first ascents in the High Peaks, and both Marcy and Whiteface saw more regular ascents. Fourteen more peaks were named, and the process of trail cutting was started (though trails were still few and skilled guides were still needed by most people venturing into the wilds).

Also during this period, the earliest adventure writers, including J. T. Headley and Seneca Ray Stoddard, ventured into the wilderness with experienced guides and brought back harrowing tales of adventure and catastrophe for public consumption. In one such account, Headley describes getting hopelessly lost in the forests around Indian Lake. He was out with an Indian guide “driving trees”—the process of partially chopping the trunks of numerous trees, and then felling one tree so that it will “domino” into a succession of trees that topple with much less effort than if they had been individually cut down.

Headley was out hunting one afternoon when he shot a deer, wounding it, but not so badly that it couldn’t flee. Headley followed the track of blood until darkness began to fall and planned to turn back to camp, only to realize that he had no idea which way to go. He wandered through the forest until total darkness fell, at which point he sat down, made a small fire, and resolved to wait until morning. Around 9:00 p.m. he climbed up onto a rocky knoll and built a new fire with the idea of escaping “the mosquitoes and blackflies that were devouring me at a rate that would soon leave nothing for the wolves to lunch on,” he wrote.

As night wore on, the crackling of the fire and the sounds of unseen foxes and hedgehogs in the surrounding forest kept him awake. The soft glow of the fire receded past tree trunks and into the darkness beyond, and at one point he thought he saw a bear. Taking a “firebrand” in one hand and a rifle in the other, Headley investigated the sighting, only to discover it was a tree stump. Sometime later, a thunderstorm passed overhead, blotting out the stars. Suddenly, a bright flash of lightning revealed a figure standing in the trees, and then all was black again. Headley heard the strong sound of footsteps approaching, and when lightning flashed again, found himself standing face-to-face with his Indian guide.

The guide had seen Headley’s fire, assumed he was lost, and had come to retrieve him from his predicament. As it turned out, Headley had wandered to within 2 miles of the settler’s house from which he and his guide had originally started their adventure.

Aside from the adventures and misadventures of writers like Headley, this period also hosted a notable mountaineering achievement—the first successful ascent of Mount Colden’s Trap Dike in July 1850 (and simultaneously, the first ascent of the mountain itself), one of the Adirondack’s premier mountaineering and slide climbs today. For the climbers—Robert Clarke and Alexander Ralph—Colden’s Trap Dike was merely a route to the summit, but soon, climbers would shift their focus to the climb itself, and not just on the achievement of standing on a summit.

As the Phelps Period came to a close in 1869, another writer burst onto the scene, setting the stage for the Colvin Period that would immediately follow. The writer was Rev. William H. H. Murray, and his book, Adventures in the Wilderness; Or Camp-Life in the Adirondacks, spawned “Murray’s Rush”—a flood of tourists that flocked en masse to the Adirondacks, spurring the development of stagecoach lines and hotels throughout the region. Adventures was a veritable how-to guidebook for Adirondack adventure, with practical sections on why to go, what it costs, what gear to buy and where to buy it, how to get there, where to stay, when to visit, and what sections of the region to see—not to mention the actual stories of his adventures.
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