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   This project examines the restoration histories of beavers (Castor canadensis), moose (Alces 

alces americana), and wild canines (Canis spp.) within the Adirondack Highlands of northern 

New York.  Devastated by the depredations of nineteenth century woodsmen, the populations of 

these large mammals rebounded during the twentieth century.  Numbering fewer than ten in 

1895, the Adirondacksô remnant beaver population recolonized the regionôs lakes, ponds, 

streams, and rivers over the next twenty-five years, assisted by the presence of prime habitat, a 

state-enforced moratorium on beaver trapping, and timely reinforcements.  Hunters shot the last 

of the Adirondacksô moose near Raquette Lake in 1861.  Moose began returning naturally to the 

region during the second half of the twentieth century, dispersing into the Adirondack Highlands 

from the resurgent woodlands of Vermont.  More than four hundred now inhabit northern New 

York.  While the Adirondacksô wolves outlasted the regionôs moose, bounty-hunters had 

successfully eliminated canine predators by the early 1890s.  But in the next four decades rapidly 

expanding coyote populations hybridized with wolves as they extended their range eastward 

around the Great Lakes.  Capable of traveling through regions largely impermeable to wolves, 

coyote hybrids served as hardy vessels of wolf genetic material, interjecting wolf DNA from 

Canada back into the Adirondack Highlands.  The entry and continued evolution of wolf-coyote 

hybrids within the Adirondack ecosystem thus represents a genetic, if not a physical, restoration.  

These unique restoration histories together illustrate the considerable resilience of the 

Adirondack ecosystem and its large mammal species, while providing valuable context for future 

rewilding efforts within the Northeastern woodlands.      
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1     INTRODUCTION  

On March 23, 1856, while sitting at a desk in Concord, Massachusetts, two hundred miles 

east of northern New Yorkôs Adirondack Mountains, Henry David Thoreau penned a line 

destined to be oft-repeated: ñWhen I consider that the nobler animals have been exterminated 

here,--the cougar, panther, lynx, wolverene [sic], wolf, bear, moose, deer, the beaver, the turkey, 

etc., etc.,--I cannot but feel as if I lived in a tamed, and, as it were, emasculated country.ò
1
 

Such a pronouncement of mammalian doom was premature for the Adirondacks of 1856, 

but not for want of effort.  In 1830 John Cheney moved to Newcomb, in the central Adirondacks, 

where in thirteen years he killed 600 white-tailed deer, 400 martens, 19 moose, 48 black bears, 

30 otters, and a handful of beavers, mountain lions, and wolves.  Either a more efficient hunter or 

a more competent braggart, Thomas Meacham of St. Lawrence County claimed to have killed 

2,550 deer, 219 bears, 214 wolves, and 77 mountain lions prior to his death in 1850.
2
   

While bears and deer persisted in the Adirondacks despite such prolific hunting pressure, 

nineteenth century hunters and trappers came close to eliminating the remainder of the regionôs 

ñnobler animalsò; wolves, mountain lions, lynx, wolverines, and moose did not survive the 

century, while the beaver population could have been counted on the fingers of an Adirondack 

trapperôs two hands.    

As these large mammals were hunted off the Adirondack stage during the course of the 

nineteenth century, farmers, miners, tanners, and loggers (large mammals of another sort) 

entered.  The change in cast was as audible as it was visible.  Sonorous howls, piercing screams, 

and explosive tail slaps vanished, replaced by the mechanical sounds of axe, saw, and pick.  This 

                                                 
1
 Henry David Thoreau, The Journal of Henry D. Thoreau, eds. Bradford Torrey and Francis H. Allen (New York: 

Dover Publications, Inc., 1962), VIII: 220. 
2
 Philip G. Terrie, Wildlife and Wilderness: A History of Adirondack Mammals (Fleischmanns, New York: Purple 

Mountain Press, 1993), 50-51. 
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North Country chorus matured during the twentieth century, as railroad brakes, car horns, 

outboard motors, chainsaws, laughing children, hammers, and radiosðproducts of the regionôs 

137,000 permanent residents, 200,000 seasonal residents, and 10,000,000 annual visitorsð

joined the ensemble.
3
 

But if you listened carefully during the twentieth century you would have heard other, 

wilder, voices gradually joining the chorus; if you watched closely you would have seen other, 

wilder, characters gradually reentering the Adirondack stage.  The return of beavers and moose 

rejuvenated place names like Big Moose Lake, Moose River, Moose Mountain, Beaver Bay, 

Beaver Brook, and Beaver Pond.  While the regionôs twentieth century canine immigrantsð

wolf-coyote hybridsðlacked a cartographic legacy of their own, the Adirondack ecosystem did 

not seem to mind, welcoming them with a wide-open top-predator niche.  By the dawn of the 

twenty-first century, more beavers, moose, and wild canines inhabited the Adirondacks than at 

any time since the Civil War.   

The region had, at least in part, been rewilded.  Christopher McGrory Klyza, in his edited 

anthology Wilderness Comes Home: Rewilding the Northeast (2001), defines rewilding as 

ñaction on the landscape level with a goal of reducing human control and allowing ecological 

and evolutionary processes to reassert themselves.ò  But what actions made the Adirondacksô 

twentieth century rewilding possible?  And how, precisely, did beavers, moose, and canid 

hybrids manage to return to the region?  Finally, what role did human agency play in this 

rewilding episode?  Animal agency?
4
   

                                                 
3
 The following websites provide broad statistical overviews of the Adirondack Park: New York State Adirondack 

Regional Tourism Council, ñFast Facts,ò http://visitadirondacks.com/media/facts.cfm; The Adirondack Council, 

ñThe Adirondack Park,ò http://www.adirondackcouncil.org/adkpark2.html; The Adirondack Park Agency, ñMore 

About the Adirondack Park,ò http://www.apa.state.ny.us/About_Park/more_park.html. 
4
 Christopher McGrory Klyza, ed., Wilderness Comes Home: Rewilding the Northeast (Hanover: University Press of 

New England, 2001), 285. 
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Taken together, the return of beavers, moose, and wild canines to the Adirondacks seems 

to provide a relatively complete spectrum of rewilding scenarios.  Individually, each story 

vividly illustrates our capacity both to reduce and restore regional biodiversity.  These wildlife 

histories are thus inextricably bound to human history.  But while humans have played a 

profound role in each speciesô demise and return, each interaction has been unique. 

The beaver sits on one end of this Adirondack mammal restoration spectrum.  At least 

one hundred thousand inhabited the Adirondacks that Samuel de Champlain encountered in the 

first decade of the seventeenth century, but over the next three hundred years intense trapping 

reduced the Adirondacksô beaver population to fewer than ten individuals living in and around 

Saranac Lake.  This remnant population began to increase following the stateôs 1895 law that 

prohibited beaver trapping.
5
   

During the first decade of the twentieth century New York State accelerated the 

restoration of the Adirondacksô beaver population through active, well-supported, collaborative, 

and state-funded translocation efforts.  Used somewhat interchangeably in the popular literature, 

the terms restoration, reintroduction, and translocation are not synonymous.  Restoration, the 

most general of the trio, ñrefers to work on a specific parcel of land where active management is 

used to return ecological functions.ò  Reintroduction, meanwhile, describes ñan attempt to 

establish a subspecies in an area that was once a part of its historic range, but from which it has 

been extirpated or become extinct.ò  Translocation, an active form of reintroduction, is defined 

as a ñdeliberate and mediated movement of wild individuals or populations from one part of their 

range to another.ò  The Adirondacksô beaver translocations successfully reinforced local remnant 

populations, promoting rapid and sustained population growth.  By the turn of the twenty-first 

                                                 
5
 Harry Radford, History of the Adirondack Beaver: Its Former Abundance, Practical Extermination, and 

Reintroduction (Albany: J.B. Lyon and Co., 1908), 389-417. 
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century New Yorkers were filing more than two thousand beaver-related complaints each year.  

Castor canadensis was back.
6
   

  At the other end of the Adirondack mammal restoration spectrum sits the wolf.  As Jon 

Coleman vividly illustrates in his book Vicious: Wolves and Men in America (2004), early 

settlers declared war on the wolf the moment they stepped foot on the continent.  Although it 

took more than two hundred and fifty years, these ñnimrodsò had eliminated wolves from the 

Adirondacks by the close of the nineteenth century.  Despite a considerable twentieth century 

campaign for wolf reintroduction, no wolves exist in the Adirondacks today.  At least not openly.   

But in the past century, rapidly expanding coyote populations have hybridized with 

wolves as they expanded their range eastward around the Great Lakes.  Capable of traveling 

through regions largely impermeable to wolves, coyote hybrids have served as hardy vessels of 

wolf genetic material, surreptitiously interjecting wolf DNA from Canada back into the 

Adirondacks.  The entry and continued evolution of wolf-coyote hybrids within the Adirondack 

Park thus represents a genetic, if not a physical, restoration.
7
   

The question of who killed the last Adirondack moose, and when, kindled heated 

arguments in the villages and hunting cabins of northern New York during the nineteenth 

century.  That no moose survived the Civil War, however, is certain.  By the early twentieth 

century New Yorkers began trying to remedy this situation.  Conducted on both public and 

private lands, early reintroduction efforts were rather archaic in form and ultimately failed.  

Moose translocation proved to be much more difficult than beaver translocation.  

                                                 
6
 Christopher McGrory Klyza defines restoration in Wilderness Comes Home: Rewilding the Northeast, 285; Philip 

J. Seddon and Pritpal S. Soorae offer the World Conservation Union definitions of reintroduction and translocation 

in their article ñGuidelines for Subspecific Substitutions in Wildlife Restoration Projects,ò Conservation Biology 13, 

no. 1 (February 1999), 178; New York State DEC, ñNew Tools Available for Beaver Nuisance Control,ò Furbearer 

Management News (2003), 11. 
7
 Robert K. Wayne and Niles Lehman, ñMitochondrial DNA Analysis of the Eastern Coyote: Origins and 

Hybridization,ò in Ecology and Management of the Eastern Coyote, ed. Arnold H. Boer (Fredericton, New 

Brunswick: Wildlife Research Unit, University of New Brunswick, 1992), 9-22. 
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Fortuitously, beginning in 1980, moose began wandering back into New York State from 

Vermont on their own accord.  The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation 

responded in the early 1990s by crafting an Environmental Impact Statement in which they 

recommended the translocation of one hundred moose into the central Adirondacks to accelerate 

the growth of the resident population.  Significantly, the publicôs lukewarm response shelved the 

proposal.  The citizens of New York preferred that the moose population continue to grow 

ñnaturally.ò  It has, and New Yorkôs moose herd now numbers around four hundred, with 

sightings common near the hamlets of Speculator and Indian Lake. 

These three wildlife restoration histories together illustrate the inherent biological, social, 

and political challenges surrounding large mammal restoration.  The complications become 

particularly acute when large predators are involved, a fact highlighted by Hank Fischer in his 

book Wolf Wars (1995), which chronicles the political complexities of wolf restoration in 

Yellowstone National Park.
8
   

Such challenges may be even more pronounced in the Adirondacks.  Unlike Yellowstone, 

the six million acre Adirondack State Park is itself a mosaic of public and private lands.  The 

interests of permanent residents, seasonal residents, extralocal New York taxpayers, private land 

owners, timber companies, developers and real estate agents, environmental and wildlife 

activists, hunters, hikers, the Adirondack Park Agency, the state legislature, and the governor 

alternatingly combine and conflict to make the restoration of large mammalsðespecially 

wolvesða politically complicated and frequently elusive goal. 

But not an impossible goal, as the following chapters of this thesis will illustrate.  

Harbingers of hope, beavers, moose, and wild canines have invigorated the physical, cultural, 

                                                 
8
 Edward Bangs does the same in his essay ñRestoring Wolves to the Westò in Reclaiming the Native Home of 

Hope: Community, Ecology and the American West, ed. Robert B. Keiter (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 

1998), 112-119.  
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and intellectual landscapes of the Adirondacks and its people, allowing the literary and spiritual 

heirs of Thoreau to wander wilder woods.   

 Twentieth century changes in the physical and political landscapes of the Adirondacksð

including reforestation and a growing conservation ethicðcatalyzed this rewilding, while 

highlighting the resiliency of landscapes and wildlife if afforded adequate patience and 

protection.  This century-long rewilding episode also demonstrates that the Adirondacksô 

mammal restoration successes have been products of natural range expansion facilitated by the 

presence of hunting and trapping regulations, adequate habitat, tenable travel corridors, and 

viable adjacent populations, not high-priced, high-political stakes translocations, which have 

uniformly failed in the Adirondacks, dying either in the woods (lynx and elk) or in meeting halls 

(wolves).   

The ability of mammal restoration through range expansion to proceed at its own pace 

and on its own terms has proven to be a successful formula within the Adirondack State Park, 

allowing beavers, moose, and wild canines to return when and where physical, political, and 

social conditions have met their minimal requirements.  Fostering the requisite conditions has 

required, and will continue to require, a great deal of commitment from the citizens of New 

York.  As New Yorkers have opened the door for large mammals to return to their former ranges 

and reoccupy their former niches within the state, they have also challenged themselves to define 

and occupy the human niche more responsibly.
9
 

 

*   *   *  

 

                                                 
9
 See Bill McKibbenôs chapter ñHuman Restorationò in The Return of the Wolf: Reflections on the Future of Wolves 

in the Northeast, ed. John Elder (Hanover: University Press of New England, 2000), 5-21. 
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Nationally, wildlife and ecosystem restoration has been a popular and intensely 

polarizing subject at least since the time of Aldo Leopold.  Leopoldôs call to view ourselves as 

components of a larger ecological community, and to endeavor to return the missing pieces of 

the original community, has been answered in recent decades by concerned wildlife biologists, 

geographers, historians, environmentalists, and nature writers.   

Reclaiming the Native Home of Hope: Community, Ecology and the American West 

(1998), a collection of essays edited by Robert Keiter, captures this spirit.  Dedicated to the 

memory of Wallace Stegner, this anthology provides a broad analysis of western restoration 

through the essays of leading restoration advocates such as Daniel Kemmis, Rick Bass, Dan 

Flores, Hank Fischer, Stephen Trimble, and William Kittredge.  With millions of acres of public 

lands, the American West has been, and will continue to be, a fertile landscape for large-scale 

restoration endeavors and the heated debates that surround them.  Western wolf restoration 

efforts in places like Yellowstone National Park, Idaho, Montana, and the Southwest is one 

significant example; Frank and Deborah Poppersô controversial re-imagining of the Great Plains 

as a buffalo commons is another.
10

  

Far from monopolizing this dialogue, the thinkers and writers of the West have 

stimulated a parallel conversation in the less-public-land-rich East.  Christopher Klyzaôs 

thoughtful anthology Wilderness Comes Home: Rewilding the Northeast formulates an organic 

wilderness paradigm for the recovering, second-chance forests of the Northeast.  This 

northeastern wilderness paradigm privileges potential above purity, and envisions public 

wilderness sown into a quilt of sustainably managed private lands to ñcreate a natural and 

                                                 
10

 For additional discussion of the buffalo commons, see Where the Buffalo Roam: Restoring Americaôs Great 

Plains (Ann Matthews, 1992) and Bring Back the Buffalo!: A Sustainable Future for Americaôs Great Plains (Ernest 

Callenbach, 1996).  
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political landscape that is conducive to old-growth forests and timber harvesting, to cows and 

wolves, and to humans in nature rather than alienated from it.ò
11

     

But while the typical vanguard of wildlife experts and advocates has begun, eloquently, 

to engage the contemporary story of large mammal restoration in the Northeast, a need currently 

exists to situate this story within a deeper historical context.  Although environmental historians 

have provided thorough declensionist accounts of mammalian ñdewildingò (The Destruction of 

the Bison by Andrew Isenberg, 2000; Vicious: Wolves and Men in America by Jon Coleman, 

2004), the field has not yet begun to explore fully the topic of mammalian ñrewilding,ò of 

restoration.   

Dan Flores alludes to the presence of such a gap in his book The Natural West: 

Environmental History in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains (2001).  In the final chapter, 

ñThe West That Was, and the West That Can Be: Western Restoration and the Twenty-first 

Century,ò Flores discusses the enshrinement of the ñWest-That-Wasò and the lamentations that 

have accompanied its fall.  ñThe emphasis on that despoliation,ò Flores writes, ñhas become the 

defining stream in how we think about American environmental history, in the West or anywhere 

on the continent.ò   Actively connected with contemporary restoration endeavors, Flores argues 

that restoration will beðand needs to beðthe next great conservation theme.
12

   

By answering Floresô call, and by analyzing the restoration endeavors of the past, 

environmental historians can inform the restoration goals of the future.  More specifically, the 

environmental histories surrounding the return of beavers, moose, and wild canines to the 

                                                 
11

 Christopher McGrory Klyza, ñAn Eastern Turn for Wilderness,ò in Wilderness Comes Home: Rewilding the 

Northeast, 23. 
12

 Dan Flores, The Natural West: Environmental History in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 183-199, quoted material from 188-189. 
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Adirondack ecosystem may provide valuable context for future rewilding endeavors throughout 

the resurgent woodlands of the Northeast. 
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2    THE ADIRONDACK  HIGHLANDS  
 

 As a physiographic provinceða region with a shared geology and topographyðthe 

11,000 square mile Adirondack Highlands stands prominently above the surrounding lowlands: 

the Hudson-Mohawk Lowlands to the south, the Erie-Ontario Lowlands to the west, and the St. 

Lawrence-Champlain Lowlands to the north and east.  Rising 5,239 feet above and twenty-five 

miles to the west of Lake Champlain, Mount Marcy caps the mountainous eastern half of the 

Adirondack Highlands, a region punctuated by forty-five other peaks with summits over four 

thousand feet above sea level.  Less mountainous and more plateau-like, the western half of the 

Adirondack Highlands averages 2,000 feet in elevation (see Map I).
1
 

The entire bowl-shaped dome, pushed upward by a ñslowly rising plume of hot mantle 

rocks under the Adirondack crust,ò continues to rise at the geologically-rapid rate of 0.12 inches 

per year, perhaps thirty times the rate that the rocks are wearing down.  This tectonic activity 

may be the cause of the frequent small-scale earthquakes that center on Blue Mountain Lake, a 

small hamlet located almost exactly at the center of the uplifting Adirondack dome.
2
  But while 

the mountains of the Adirondacks may be relatively young, their rocks are ancient.  A southern 

extension of the Grenville Province of the Canadian Shield, the exposed Precambrian rocks of 

the Adirondack Highlands are of igneous and metamorphic stock, forged miles beneath the 

earthôs surface more than one billion years ago.
3
    

                                                 
1
 Bradford Van Diver, Roadside Geology of New York (Missoula: Mountain Press Publishing Co., 2001), viii, 7; 

David L. Creemens and John P. Hart, eds., Geoarchaeology of Landscapes in the Glaciated Northeast (Albany: New 

York State Education Department, 2003), 7; Howard Lull, A Forest Atlas of the Northeast (Upper Darby, 

Pennsylvania: Northeastern Forest Experiment Station, 1968), 11; The Adirondack Park Agency (APA), ñAbout the 

Adirondack Park,ò http://www.apa.state.ny.us/About_Park/more_park.html.      
2
 Bradford Van Diver, Roadside Geology of New York, 6-8, quote p. 28, 300-301; Paul Schneider, The Adirondacks: 

A History of Americaôs First Wilderness (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1997), 130.  
3
 Bradford Van Diver, Roadside Geology of New York, 6, 18-19, 299-300; Gordon Whitney, From Coastal 

Wilderness to Fruited Plain: A History of Environmental Change in Temperate North America, 1500 to Present 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 39-40; APA, ñGeology of the Adirondack Park,ò 

http://www.apa.state.ny.us/About_Park/geology.htm. 
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Map I: New York State 
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More recently the sprawling Laurentian ice sheet, at its greatest extent about twenty 

thousand years ago, buried the Adirondacks beneath a thick mantle of ice and sediment.  As this 

continental ice sheet receded, at rates ranging from 82 to 755 feet per year, the peaks of the 

Adirondack Mountains emerged.  Local glaciers of varying sizes remained on the summits and 

shoulders of these peaks while the ice sheet, or remnants of it, lingered in many of the valleys 

below.  Trapped between ice, moraines, and mountains, glacial melt-water filled many of the 

Adirondacksô valleys and lowlands, creating numerous proglacial lakes.  Some, like Long Lake, 

Indian Lake, and Cascade Lake have persisted to the present.  Others, like South Meadows Lake, 

have been transformed by time and sedimentation into striking plains.
4
   

While rocks and water replaced ice in the Adirondack Highlands, dying glaciers 

dominated the surrounding lowlands.  Melt-water from these massive but waning ice sheets filled 

the Ontario Basin, the Hudson-Mohawk Lowlands, and the St. Lawrence-Champlain Lowlands 

to create glacial lake Iroquois, Albany, and Vermont, respectively.  An early and bloated version 

of Lake Ontario, Lake Iroquois drained eastward through the Iro-Mohawk River to Lake Albany.  

Lake Vermont, a prehistoric version of Lake Champlain, became an arm of the Champlain Sea 

about 12,800 years ago as the receding Laurentian ice sheet allowed the Atlantic Ocean to pour 

through the St. Lawrence valley.  By 11,500 years ago Lake Iroquois had shriveled to its current 

dimensions, while the Champlain Sea persisted until about 10,200 years ago.
5
 

                                                 
4
 E.C. Pielou, After the Ice Age: The Return of Life to Glaciated North America (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1991), 15, 107; Bradford Van Diver, Roadside Geology of New York, 29-36, 301-303; Donald H. Cadwell et 

al, ñGeomorphic History of New York State,ò in Geoarchaeology of Landscapes in the Glaciated Northeast, 11; 

John C. Ridge, ñThe Last Deglaciation of the Northeastern United States: A Combined Varve, Paleomagnetic, and 

Calibrated 14C Chronology,ò in Geoarchaeology of Landscapes in the Glaciated Northeast,  36-37. 
5
 Bradford Van Diver, Roadside Geology of New York, 35-37, 43; Ronald J. Mason, Great Lakes Archaeology (New 

York: Academic Press, 1981), 74-5; William Augustus Ritchie, The Archaeology of New York State (Garden City: 

The Natural History Press, 1965), 13; Donald H. Cadwell et al, ñGeomorphic History of New York State,ò in 

Geoarchaeology of Landscapes in the Glaciated Northeast, 10-12, map p. 17; Douglas Frink and Allen Hathaway, 

ñBehavioral Continuity on a Changing Landscape,ò in Geoarchaeology of Landscapes in the Glaciated Northeast, 

108.  
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The Laurentian legacy, however, remained etched on the landscapes of New York, for 

glacial action had reshaped the stateôs topography and soil composition through erosion and 

deposition.  But while glaciation had readily eroded the stateôs softer sedimentary rocks, the hard 

crystalline rocks of the Adirondack dome proved much more resilient.  As a result, the glacial 

tills wrested from Adirondack rock were thin, sandy, and gravelly.  The same descriptors, with 

acidic and drought-prone added to the list, correctly categorize the Adirondack soils.
6
  

 Freed from ice, these young soils began to receive floral colonizers from the non-

glaciated and deglaciated lands to the south.  High winds blowing steadily near the glacial front 

facilitated a vegetation migration that proceeded at different rates for different species.  White 

pines and oaks, for instance, migrated northward at rates of up to 1,150 feet per year.  Less 

mobile hemlocks and maples extended their ranges between 650 and 820 feet per year, while 

chestnuts crept northward at about half of that rate.  The wind-blown seeds of these species 

encountered a diversity of ground conditions in the Adirondacks, where a mosaic pattern of till 

(unsorted, non-stratified sediment left by retreating glacial ice) and outwash (stratified sediment 

deposited by glacial meltwater) varied locally in productivity.
7
    

 Mammals also migrated northward into deglaciated New York.  Flat-headed peccaries 

may have foraged in the treeless terrain near the receding glacial front, while long-nosed 

peccaries, mastodons, mammoths, white-tailed deer, elk, moose, caribou, woodland musk-oxen, 

bison, horses, beaver, wolves, and bears browsed, grazed, gnawed, and hunted in the woodlands 

of the region.
8
   

                                                 
6
 Gordon Whitney, From Coastal Wilderness to Fruited Plain, 42-44; APA, ñGeology of the Adirondack Parkò; 

Barbara McMartin, The Great Forest of the Adirondacks (Utica: North Country Books, 1994), 7; Howard Lull, A 

Forest Atlas of the Northeast, 14. 
7
 Ronald Mason, Great Lakes Archaeology, 67; E.C. Pielou, After the Ice Age, 90-92, 168.  

8
 Paul S. Martin and John E. Guilday, ñA Bestiary for Pleistocene Biologists,ò in Pleistocene Extinctions: The 

Search for a Cause, ed. Paul S. Martin and H.E. Wright (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), 1-60; William 
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Paleolithic men and women inhabited New York by the close of the Pleistocene Epoch, 

about ten thousand years ago.  Traveling in small, highly mobile groups, these Paleo-Indian 

hunter-gatherers were ñpart of a widely diffused and extremely scanty population.ò  In 

postglacial New York these groups encountered a patchy environment of lakes, freshwater 

marshes, and maturing forests.  Like the game species they hunted, New Yorkôs Paleo-Indians 

tended to favor the lowlands adjacent to the regionôs lakes and rivers.  Two of New Yorkôs 

earliest known sites of human occupation illustrate this reality.  The Davis site near Crown Point 

in Essex County and the Potts site near Pennellville in Oswego County, occur at what were once 

the marshy margins of the Champlain Sea and Lake Iroquois, respectively.
9
  

The arrival of these human hunters combined with profound climatic changes to 

transform the floral and faunal communities that had developed in postglacial North America.  

The equable climatic conditions that had generally prevailed across the continent for millennia 

began yielding to increased continentality between twelve thousand and ten thousand years ago.  

While climatic changes were not uniform continent-wide, the trend was towards increasing mean 

summer temperatures.  Along Coloradoôs Rocky Mountain Front, summer temperatures warmed 

by nearly ten degrees Fahrenheit during this period.
10

  The broadening of seasonal temperature 

extremes, coupled with changes in regional precipitation regimes, caused plant communities to 

become, in the words of Gary Haynes, ñmore zonal in distribution, rather than mosaic in form.ò  

                                                                                                                                                             
Ritchie, The Archaeology of New York State, map depicting New Yorkôs Pleistocene mammal discoveries, 10-11; 

Randolph L. Peterson, North American Moose (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1955), 15. 
9
 William Ritchie, The Archaeology of New York State, 1-23, quote from p. 1; Ronald Mason, Great Lakes 
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R. Dale Guthrie describes this community simplification process as a shift from a ñcomplex plaid 

of habitatsò to one of ñstripes.ò  Both scholars note that such a homogenization of habitats would 

have adversely affected large herbivores.
11

  The considerable and targeted depredations of skilled 

Paleo-Indian hunters likely exacerbated the effects of this climatic change on large mammal 

species, as the extinction record of the late-Pleistocene Epoch may illustrate.
12

 

  In New York, closed forests of white pine, balsam fir, and, increasingly, northern 

hardwoodsðthe recognizable northeastern forest of todayðreplaced the open, park-like forests 

that had once been dominated by spruce.
13

  Native North American megamammals such as 

mastodons, mammoths, woodland musk-oxen, peccaries, and horses disappeared, leaving moose, 

elk, white-tailed deer, caribou, beavers, black bears, and wolves to accompany roving bands of 

Paleo-Indian hunter-gatherers into New Yorkôs warmer but less biologically diverse Holocene 

Epoch.
14

   

By 1700 B.C. Northern Iroquoians ñin possession of several semi-domesticates and 

perhaps even a domesticated plant or twoò had migrated into central New York from their 

cultural base further south, displacing the regionôs Paleo-Indians.  These Iroquoian immigrants 

integrated themselves into a well-developed network of long-distance trade that moved copper 

                                                 
11

 Haynes, Mammoths, Mastodonts, and Elephants, 268-276, quote p. 276; R. Dale Guthrie, ñLate Pleistocene 

Faunal RevolutionðA New Perspective on the Extinction Debate,ò in Megafauna and Man, 42-52, quote p. 45.  
12

 A considerable debate centers on the potential causes of the large mammal extinction episode of the late-

Pleistocene (typically climate change versus human overkill).  Martin and Wrightôs collection of essays (Pleistocene 

Extinctions: The Search for a Cause, 1967) and Agenbroadôs anthology (Megafauna and Man, 1990) explore the 

competing hypotheses in detail.  Paul Martin has built his career on the human overkill model, which he 

convincingly synthesizes in his recent book Twilight of the Mammoths: Ice Age Extinctions and the Rewilding of 

America (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005). 
13

 E.C. Pielou, After the Ice Age, 229-230; William Ritchie, The Archaeology of New York State, 16; Douglas Frink 

and Allen Hathaway, ñBehavioral Continuity on a Changing Landscape,ò in Geoarchaeology of Landscapes in the 

Glaciated Northeast, 105, 108, 112.  
14

 It is worth noting that the large mammal species that survived this period tended to be those that evolved in the 

Old World or were closely related to Old World species (e.g. caribou, elk, moose, gray wolves).  Native North 

American species frequently disappeared (e.g. camels, mastodons, mammoths, ground sloths, horses).  White-tailed 

deer and pronghorn, two species that evolved in North America, are notable exceptions.  Paul Martin, ñWho or What 

Destroyed Our Mammoths?,ò in Megafauna and Man, 115; Paul Martin, Twilight of the Mammoths, 141-142; E.C. 

Pielou, After the Ice Age, 256; Bjorn Kurten, Before the Indians, 137. 



 16 

from Lake Superior, mica from the southern Appalachians, grizzly bear canines from the West, 

and chert from Labrador throughout eastern North America.  By 200 A.D. New Yorkôs 

Iroquoians had begun occupying relatively large villages; by 1000 A.D. they had begun to 

cultivate maize, beans, and squash extensively.
15

  Over the next five hundred years Iroquoian 

communities ñcoalesced into ever fewer but ever larger agglomerations.ò  This demographic 

shift helped to produce the distinct languages of Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and 

Seneca from a common proto-Iroquois language.  During the sixteenth century the speakers of 

these five languages formed the Iroquois League present at European contact.
16

 

At this time the Five Nations Iroquois, numbering between twenty and thirty thousand, 

inhabited ten ñsocially and politically complex,ò horticulturally-centered towns and several 

hamlets between the Genesee River valley in the west and the Mohawk River valley in the east.  

Other culturally-similar Iroquoian-speaking groups, which did not belong to the League, lived on 

the periphery of Iroquoia: the Susquehannocks along the northern forks of the Susquehanna 

River; the Wenros in western New York, between the Genesee and Niagara rivers; the Neutrals, 

Petuns, and Hurons in an arc around Lake Ontario; the Jefferson County and St. Lawrence 

Iroquois near the northeastern shore of Lake Ontario and along the St. Lawrence River.  

Algonquian-speakers, including the nearby Mahicans in the Hudson River valley and the 

Algonquins north of the St. Lawrence River, dominated the remainder of northeastern North 

America.
17
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Conspicuously absent from the above human geography, the Adirondack Highlands 

proved unsuitable for permanent Iroquoian habitation owing to the regionôs incompatibility with 

indigenous agriculture.  Successful Iroquoian swidden horticulture had required low-elevation 

fields (typically less than five hundred feet above sea level) situated near lakes, streams, and 

rivers, at least one hundred and twenty frost-free days, and a mean summer temperature of at 

least sixty-six degrees Fahrenheit.
18

  Averaging well above five hundred feet in elevation, well 

below the critical one hundred and twenty frost-free day threshold, and rarely attaining an 

average July temperature of sixty-six degrees, the highlands of the Adirondacks escaped the hoe.  

The Iroquois instead occupied the more temperate lowlands to the north and south of the 

Adirondack dome, including central New Yorkôs fertile Finger Lakes region.
19

       

 Flanked by different and frequently hostile Indian groups, the Adirondack Highlands 

evolved as a contested hunting ground, claimed by many but permanently inhabited by none.  

Five Nations Iroquois penetrated the Adirondack dome from the south while the St. Lawrence 

and Jefferson County Iroquois, League outsiders, accessed the region from the north.  Sometime 

after 1550, however, ñthe large and powerful St. Lawrence Iroquoian towns that Cartier had 

visited, along with the closely related Jefferson County Iroquoians, disappeared.ò  Possible 

causes include exposure to virgin-soil diseasesðprobably transferred by Cartier and his crewð

or intertribal warfare with the Hurons and Five Nations Iroquois, or the Little Ice Age, a global 

cold spell that may have doomed horticulture along the St. Lawrence.  Regardless of the cause, 

or the combination of causes, refugees from the St. Lawrence villages fled westward to Huronia 

or southward to Iroquoia.  Algonquins, Montagnais, and Hurons, enemies of the Five Nations, 
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filled the power vacuum north of the Adirondacks, intensifying regional conflict during the 

seventeenth century.
20

   

While rivers such as the Oswegatchie, Grasse, St. Regis, Sacandaga, and Moose provided 

access into the Adirondacksô interior from the north and south, the most efficient route of travel 

around the Adirondack dome remained the Hudson River-Lake George-Lake Champlain-

Richelieu River corridor.  Frequented by Mohawk, Montagnais, and Algonquin hunting 

expeditions and war parties passing between the Hudson and St. Lawrence river valleys, this 

thoroughfare, not surprisingly, became a perpetual battlefield.  Samuel de Champlain 

participated in a decidedly one-sided battle in 1609, as he and two of his men accompanied sixty 

Algonquin and Montagnais warriors south up the lake on which he bestowed his name.  Paddling 

at night to avoid detection by their Iroquois foes, this Algonquian war party, aided by the 

Frenchmen and their muskets, met and defeated a Mohawk force on the Adirondack side of Lake 

Champlain, perhaps in the vicinity of present-day Ticonderoga.
21

   

The animosity engendered by such conflicts reverberated in the Mohawk language.  To 

the Mohawks, their uncivilized northern foes were ñRŁtǭrǾntŁks,ò meaning ñthose who eat trees,ò 

a sharp contrast to the Mohawkôs self-designation as ñRŁtǭnǾnsǭǾnnǭ,ò ñthose who build 

cabins.ò
22

  But in addition to reflecting hostility and their disparate lifeways, these Mohawk 

terms emphasize that the Algonquian ñothersò inhabited a different landscape, a landscape that 

privileged trees over corn and itinerancy over village-life. 
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That the Mohawk appellation for the northern Algonquians fell on the rugged and 

expansive forests of the Adirondacks is fitting, for the regionôs environment differed from the 

landscapes encountered further south, nearer the Iroquoisô core.  The forests of Iroquoia, like the 

forests of southern New England, were long-term products of human manipulation, and looked 

it.  Adriaen Van Der Donck, a Dutchman who traveled the Hudson and Mohawk lowlands during 

the mid seventeenth century, routinely observed large meadows and ñyoung woodlandò that he 

optimistically noted ñwould bear good corn.ò  What he was seeing, his Indian guides assured 

him, were abandoned fields that within the past two decades had been planted in corn, beans, 

squash, and sunflowersðthe vegetal foundation of Iroquois subsistence.  Such fields, abandoned 

as they lost their fertility, ringed Iroquois villages, sometimes for miles.  Village sites themselves 

changed at twelve to twenty year intervals, as wooden longhouses and palisades inevitably 

decayed.  As a result, the horticultural heart of Iroquoia was a shifting mosaic of forests and 

fields in varying stages of succession.
 23

  

The RŁtǭnǾnsǭǾnnǭ manipulated their environment further through annual burns.  Van Der 

Donck, who noted ñmany instances of wood-burningò in New Netherland, cited three motives: 

ñfirst, to render hunting easier, as the bush and vegetable growth renders the walking difficult for 

the hunterésecondly, to thin out and clear the woods of all dead substances and grass, which 

grow better the ensuing spring,ò and lastly ñto circumscribe and enclose the game within the 

lines of the fireéò  These typically autumnal fires significantly opened the forests of Iroquoia 

and, as Van Der Donck observed, stimulated the growth of new grasses, forbs, and shrubs.  This 

growth benefited the local white-tailed deer herd and thus the local hunters.  The expansive oak 
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savannas of western New York, which persisted into the nineteenth century, memorialized the 

Iroquoisô capacity to create and sustain a useful environment.
24

      

The Adirondack environment, however, reflected its location outside the pale of 

longhouses, hoes, and fires.  As in the forests of northern New England, ñthe usual incentives for 

burningò simply did not exist in the Adirondacks: horticulture was absent; ñsummer travel was 

by canoe rather than overland; winter travel by snowshoes or on the ice was not hindered by the 

underbrush; and deer hunting took the form of stalking or still-hunting rather than driving.ò  The 

denser northern forests of the Adirondacks, moister and thus less flammable than the oak, 

hickory, and chestnut forests that Van Der Donck encountered along the Hudson and Mohawk 

rivers, appear to have largely escaped human manipulation.
25

   

For any RŁtǭrǾntŁks capable of eating trees, the forests of the Adirondacks would have 

made quite a buffet.  Then, as now, spruce, hemlock, and balsam fir mingled with northern 

hardwoods on low elevation sites with good drainage to form mixed forests.  Groves of towering 

white pines, while comprising no more than three percent of this pre-Euroamerican forest, 

conspicuously punctuated the Adirondack canopy.  On low elevation sites with poor drainage, 

spruce, hemlock, balsam fir, and tamarack prevailed, out-competing the less tolerant 

hardwoods.
26

   

Above the mixed forests of the lower slopes, in the aptly-named mid-slope region, the 

classic triumvirate of northern hardwoodsðyellow birch, sugar maple, and beechðmaintained 

their co-dominance through an interconnected successional scheme dictated by the trioôs range of 

                                                 
24

 Adriaen Van Der Donck, A Description of New Netherlands, 20-21; Gordon Whitney, From Coastal Wilderness 

to Fruited Plain, 110-111, 115; Gordon Day, ñThe Indian as an Ecological Factor in the Northeastern Forest,ò 338. 
25

 Gordon Day, ñThe Indian as an Ecological Factor in the Northeastern Forest,ò quote pp. 338-339; Gordon 

Whitney, From Coastal Forest to Fruited Plain, 116.  William Cronon explores Indian land-use in New England in 

his classic environmental history Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 1983). 
26

 Barbara McMartin, The Great Forests of the Adirondacks, 9-13. 



 21 

reproductive strategies.  Yellow birch, typically the first of the three to reach a disturbed site, 

ñgrows relatively rapidly following its establishment, stabilizes the area in the process, and 

initiates a pocket of tree succession within the generally stable matrix of the forest.ò  Sugar 

maple seedlings arrive next, establishing an understory beneath the yellow birch canopy and 

eventually replacing the original and less shade-tolerant birch pioneers.  Sugar maple in turn 

yields to beech, the least mobile and slowest maturing of the trio, as beech seedlings tend to out-

compete sugar maple seedlings beneath a sugar maple canopy.
27

   

Red spruce and balsam fir, denizens of the boreal zone, replace hardwoods above twenty-

five hundred feet, with yellow birch being the last to surrender the slopes.  Above four thousand 

feet red spruce in turn begins to disappear, yielding the upper slopes to balsam fir.  As they near 

tree-line, these firs become stunted and gnarled, forming dwarf forests known as ñkrummholz,ò 

German for ñcrooked wood.ò
 28

   

These forests stood unchanged and largely unvisited by Euroamericans until well into the 

nineteenth century.  Enterprising and pious New Englanders had climbed Mount Washington, the 

highest peak in New Hampshireôs White Mountains, by 1650.  Lewis and Clark had journeyed 

from St. Louis to the Pacific Ocean and back by 1806.  But the Hudson Riverôs source and New 

Yorkôs highest point remained shrouded in mystery.  Writing for The American Journal of 

Science and Arts in 1837, W.C. Redfield expressed amazement that ñthe mountains of this 

region, appear to have almost escaped the notice of geographical writers.ò  Those writers who 

did attempt to describe the Adirondacks clearly had no familiarity with the region, as evidenced 
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in an 1833 gazetteer that estimated the mountains of Essex County to be twelve hundred feet 

above sea level.
29

 

For a state eager to assess and then exploit its natural resources, within a country 

captivated by the call of Manifest Destiny, such a cartographic and scientific void was 

unacceptable.  In 1836 New Yorkôs Secretary of State, John Adams Dix, with the blessings of 

the state legislature, determined to examine the stateôs northern hinterlands as part of the New 

York Natural History Survey.  The state selected Ebenezer Emmons, a nationally-prominent 

geologist and professor of chemistry at Williams College, to lead the team of experts.  Products 

of the Romantic Age, these men reveled in the ñsublime grandeurò of Avalanche Lake, the 

ñmagnificent sceneryò of Indian Pass, and the ñdeep and frightfulò depths of the Ausable Chasm.  

Emmons, the most ebullient in his praise, declared the region ñunrivalled for its magic and 

enchantment.ò  Thomas Cole, the most famous of the Hudson River School painters, captured 

these emotions in his oil and canvas painting ñView of Schroon Mountain, Essex County, New 

York, After a Stormò (1838).
30

   

The surveyôs scientific discoveries corroborated the Adirondacksô wild and enigmatic 

reputation.  Zoologist James DeKay noted the presence of fishers, wolverines, and wolves, 

species that had largely disappeared from the remainder of the state.  In the gorges and valleys of 

the eastern Adirondacksô High Peaks region, chief botanist John Torrey discovered ñthe largest 

trees of Black Spruce that I ever saw.ò  On the morning of August 5, 1837, after passing through 
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a dense tangle ñof dwarfish pines and spruces,ò Emmons, Torrey, and Redfield crested the ñHigh 

Peak of Essex.ò  On Mount Marcyôs icy summit the team was surprised to discover alpine plant 

species typically confined to the arctic.
 
 The scientists of the Natural History Survey were 

discovering what New Yorkôs Indians had known for centuries: this was a land much different 

than the ñcivilized parts of the state.ò
 31

       

But while Emmons, DeKay, Torrey, and Redfield appreciated the beauty, solitude, and 

uniqueness of the Adirondack wilderness, their assignment was fundamentally utilitarian.  

Looking up at the mountains of the Adirondacks, they saw more than beautyðthey saw potential 

mineral wealth. Emmons believed that where ñNature had stinted, or has been sparing in the 

bounties which accompany a fertile soil, they [the mountains] must of necessity abound in 

something else that is valuable.ò  Emmons was not the only educated man to associate mountains 

and wilderness with silver and gold.  John Dix, the surveyôs Albany-based catalyst, had 

optimistically hypothesized that the Adirondack region ñprobably contains a larger amount of 

valuable metals than all the other counties of the state combined.ò  W.C. Redfield considered the 

Adirondack Mountains ñthe Wales of the American continent.ò
32

   

While less well-endowed than hoped, the Adirondack Mountains did yield considerable 

quantities of iron ore during the nineteenth century.  David Henderson and Archibald McIntyre 

discovered large iron ore deposits near Newcomb, in convenient proximity to thousands of acres 

of forest.
 
 The juxtaposition of timber and ore proved fortuitous, as the production of each ton of 
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iron required five hundred bushels of charcoal.  The opening of Minnesotaôs Mesabi Range 

during the 1890s lifted this extractive pressure on the Adirondacks, but not before the iron 

industry had clear-cut 250,000 acres of forest for charcoal production.  Concentrated near roads 

and railroads, the visibility of these clear-cuts gave them the illusion of being more extensive 

than they were.
33

 

Emmons and the other members of the Natural History Survey also reflected the 

contemporary idealization of the Jeffersonian/Jacksonian middle landscape, in which a 

population of small land-holders worked amidst a tamed and settled countryside.  But while the 

Adirondack Mountains remained far from New England-like at the time of the survey, some 

intrepid farmers had settled in portions of the Adirondack dome.  Keene Valley had a farm by 

1797; Newcomb, by 1816.  In 1798 John Brownðthe eighteenth century New England 

merchant, not the nineteenth century abolitionistðcame to own 210,000 acres near the central 

Adirondacksô Fulton Chain Lakes.  Brown hoped to establish eight townships on his expansive 

tract: Industry, Enterprise, Perseverance, Unanimity, Frugality, Sobriety, Economy, and 

Regularity.  A handful of settlers persevered following Brownôs death in 1803, but none of the 

place-names did.
34

   

By 1820, however, Hamilton County, in the heart of the Adirondacks and slightly east of 

Brownôs Tract, reported a mere 1,251 residents, making it the least populated county in New 

York by a wide margin.  To entice more settlers to its rocky northern wilderness, New York had 

to transform the regional rhetoric.  In the Gazetteer of the State of New York, published in 1836, 

Thomas Gordon had honestly, if dourly, depicted Hamilton and the surrounding counties as 
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ñbroken and sterile, abounding with swamps and clothed with dreary forests.ò  Emmons 

optimistically re-imagined this landscape, envisioning that once the timber was cleared there 

ñwill be seen the golden grain waving with the gentle breeze, the sleek cattle browsing on the 

rich pastures, and the framer with well stored granaries enjoying the domestic hearth.ò  Emmons 

and many others of his time were convinced that this post-wilderness agricultural Valhalla would 

be accompanied by climatic improvements.  As green pastures with contented cows replaced 

dark forests with hungry moose the climate would inevitably moderate, providing warmer, 

longer summers better suited to agricultural pursuits.
35

    

Such wishful thinking proved as false for homesteaders in the Adirondacks as it would 

later for homesteaders in the western Dakotas and eastern Montana.  But while warmer, longer 

summers did not follow forest clearance and rain did not follow the plow, land-hungry settlers 

still followed the hopeful rhetoric.  Most settled in the eastern and northeastern margins of the 

Adirondack Highlands, in low-lying towns like Plattsburgh, Ticonderoga, Crown Point, 

Queensbury, Luzerne, and Malone within Clinton, Essex, Warren, and Franklin counties.  

Settlers understandably avoided the central Adirondacks.  By 1840, Hamilton Countyôs 

population had risen modestly to 1,907 residents, easily maintaining its status as the least 

populated county in New York.  In rye production, Hamilton County ranked forty-second out of 

the forty-four upstate New York counties.  In buckwheat, corn, and potato production, Hamilton 

County ranked last, as it did in dairy products, orchard products, and wool.  In skins and furs, 
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however, the county ranked sixth, and the township of Old Forge emerged as a trappersô colony 

of sorts, supporting a small yet colorful local population.
36

   

With only one in ten Adirondack acres arable, and growing seasons short, agriculture in 

the Adirondacks proved no more viable for Euroamericans than it had for Indians.  In 1835, 

settlers had cleared less than five percent of the land that would later be included within the 

Adirondack State Park.  By 1855, this figure had only risen to nine percent.  And as the Indians 

of New York had the more temperate, more fertile lowlands surrounding the Adirondack dome 

to turn to, American settlers had the deep rich soils of the Midwest.  There was no competition; 

in the next one hundred years, the farmers of Hamilton and adjacent Warren County abandoned 

between seventy-five and one hundred percent of their agricultural land.  Essex, Fulton, and 

Saratoga counties lost between fifty and seventy-five percent; Herkimer, Lewis, Franklin, and 

Oneida counties, between twenty-five and fifty percent.
37

 

Not surprisingly, forest product industries were more successful in the Adirondacks than 

livestock and crop production.  In 1850, New York overtook Maine as the nationôs leading 

lumber producer.  For the next several decades the Adirondacksô rivers bristled with bobbing 

white pines and spruces, selectively logged close to the rivers.  While white pines constituted no 

more than three percent of the original Adirondack forests, they were the most sought after 

softwood.  Spruce, comprising approximately fifteen percent of the regionôs trees, was the next 

most desirable.  Needing hemlock bark for use in the tanning process, tanneries also contributed 

to the softwood assault.
38
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By the mid 1880s, two-thirds of the Adirondacksô forests had been cut over at least once 

for spruce.  Between 1,000,000 and 1,500,000 acres had been cut over for hemlock.  But 

2,000,000 acres of old-growth timber remained intact, and 1,300,000 million acres were missing 

only softwoods.  According to Adirondack forest historian Barbara McMartin, ñbecause only 

spruce, hemlock, and pine were logged, as late as 1885 no more than fifteen to thirty percent of 

the forest cover had been taken from little more than a third of the original park.ò
39

   

But much of this softwood harvest had occurred near the roads and rivers that tourists 

frequented, raising public alarm disproportionate to the Adirondacksô total timber harvest.  In 

January 1885 Harperôs Weekly pointedly juxtaposed two drawings in a one-page spread entitled 

ñForest Destruction in the AdirondacksðThe Effects of Logging and Burning Timber.ò  The 

first, ñA Feeder of the HudsonðAs It Was,ò depicted a stream flowing through a mature, moist, 

verdant forest; the second, ñA Feeder of the HudsonðAs It Is,ò featured the same stream, now 

but a streambed, bordered by a barren desert.
40

 

This well-publicized riparian damage galvanized the citizens and lawmakers of New 

York to action during the late nineteenth century.  Not moved by the desire to preserve 

wilderness for wildernessô sake, New Yorkôs government was instead persuaded by the 

compellingly utilitarian and apocalyptic arguments originally expounded by George Perkins 

Marsh in his now-classic work Man and Nature: or, Physical Geography as Modified by Human 

Action (1864).  In Man and Nature Marsh argued that intact forests provided an essential 
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regulatory service for watersheds, maintaining consistent water levels and thus preventing 

excessive flooding and erosion.
41

   

Conservationists and sportsmenðoften the same peopleðeagerly amplified Marshôs 

message, employing its utilitarian logic in the battle to preserve the Adirondacksô forests.  

According to a Forest and Stream article from 1882, ñfew are so ignorant to-day as not to know 

that the clearing off of timber tends to dry up the springs which flourished on the shady, mossy 

sides of hillséhence it needs no elaborate argument to show that this region, which is the source 

of the Hudsonéand which is of no value whatever as an agricultural district, should be 

preserved as a public park.ò  New Yorkôs commerce, ñas well as the health of the whole people 

of the state,ò depended on it.  Harperôs Weekly brought the same message to a potentially 

different audience three years later.
42

 

  This message resonated in Albany as the water levels of the commercially critical 

Hudson River and Erie Canal dropped precipitously during this era.  In 1885 New York 

Governor David Hill and the state legislature responded by creating the Adirondack Forest 

Preserve, a patchy and discontiguous 715,000 acres.  In 1892 Governor Roswell Flower and the 

legislature created the 2,800,000 acre Adirondack State Park.  While this action did not add to 

the stateôs landholdings, it did serve to focus land purchases within the parkôs ñBlue Line.ò  Two 

years later, on the heels of more drought and thus more low water levels, New Yorkôs 

government strengthened its preservationist stance in the region by adding the ñForever Wildò 

clause to the state constitution, an amendment that protected the state-owned forests of the 
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Adirondack Highlands for perpetuity.  As Roderick Nash has noted, an accidental wilderness 

was born.
43

  

But while ñthe state was acquiring more and more land to preserveò during the 1890s, 

ñloggers were cutting more and more timber from smaller and smaller tracts of forest.ò  The 

growth of railways into and through the Adirondack region, as well as the ability of the paper 

industry to use saplings, spurred an increase in Adirondack logging during this time.  After 

peaking in 1905, however, the Adirondack timber harvest steadily declined.  As the rocky fields 

of the Adirondacks could not compete with the rich soils of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, neither 

could the forests of the Adirondacks compete with the more softwood-rich forests of Michigan, 

Wisconsin, and Minnesota.  As logging declined in northern New York, state land purchases 

increased.  In 1912 New York expanded the Blue Line to include more than 4,000,000 acres.  By 

1931, the Adirondack Park had grown to more than 5,500,000 acres.  Across this time the 

percentage of land in state ownership, and thus off limits to logging, gradually increased to its 

current rate of forty-three percent (see Map II).
44

 

Although New York State has preserved greater proportions of the now 5,821,257 acre 

Adirondack State Park (roughly the size of Vermont), the human footprint has continued to 

widen.  Millions of visitors pass through the Adirondacks each year.  One hundred and thirty 

thousand people reside year-round within the park; seasonally, this population doubles.  Fifty-

one percent (2,994,968 acres) of the Adirondacks remain privately owned.  These statistics, 

                                                 
43

 According to the same issue of Forest and Stream: ñThirty years ago there was plenty of water in the Hudson 

below Troy at all seasonséNow a steamboat channel is all that remains in midsummer, and this is so scant that the 

river is lined with stone dykes to keep the water in the channelò (102).  Paul Schneider, The Adirondacks: A History 

of Americaôs First Wilderness, 219-229; Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 108, 119, 122. 
44

 Barbara McMartin, The Great Forest of the Adirondacks, quote p. 75; Paul Schneider, The Adirondacks: A 

History of Americaôs First Wilderness, 227-229; Gary Randorf, The Adirondacks: Wild Island of Hope (Baltimore: 

John Hopkins University Press, 2002), 48-49; APA, ñAdirondack Park Land Use Classification Acreage and Percent 

by County and the Parkò (August 28, 2007), http://www.apa.state.ny.us/gis/stats/colc0708.htm.  Forty-three percent 

of the Park is state-owned, fifty-one percent is privately owned, and six percent is water. 



 30 

Map II 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This map is available online through the Adirondack Park Agencyôs website: 
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among other things, provide a potent recipe for Adirondack development, as evidenced by the 

1,000 homes built each year on private lands within the Blue Line.  The Adirondack Park 

Agency, through its Private Land Use and Development Plan, regulates the nature and scale of 

this development.  In hamlets (0.92% of the Park), houses may be tightly clustered in the usual 

fashion.  Land zoned for ñrural useò (17.43% of the Park) allows one dwelling per eight acres, 

while land zoned for ñresource managementò (26.5% of the Park) allows one home per forty- 

three acres.
45

  Each house requires a roadðor at least a drivewayðand access to amenities. 

Despite the dangers and uncertainties posed by such fragmentation, 2,491,709 acres in 

the Adirondacks remain state-owned and protected as ñforever wildò by the New York State 

constitution.  This total includes 1,286,433 acres of ñwild forest,ò a designation that prohibits 

logging but permits mechanized vehicle use.  An additional 1,095,138 acres have been 

designated as wilderness.  Five wilderness areas exceed 100,000 acres, including the magnificent 

226,435 acre High Peaks Wilderness.  One canoe area and four primitive areas provide another 

83,851 acres that receive wilderness-level protection.  Much of this land is what Christopher 

Klyza has termed ñwilderness in recovery,ò or what Bill McKibben has labeled ñsecond-chance 

wilderness.ò  But not all.  Mary Davis has estimated that between 60,000 and 200,000 scattered 

acres of old growth forest have persisted within the Adirondack Highlands, while Barbara 

McMartin offers an estimate in excess of 500,000 acres.  The Five Ponds Wilderness alone 

includes 50,000 acres of old growth forest, the largest contiguous tract of unlogged forest in the 

Northeast.
46
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Whether old growth or new, whether growing in a never-visited corner of Hamilton 

County or beside a crumbling foundation near Keene Valley, the resurgent forests of the 

Adirondacksðwith help from New Yorkôs citizens and lawmakersðhave proven their 

resiliency.  And so have the mammals that have returned to reclaim them.   
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3   MAN AND BEAVER IN THE ADIRONDACK S 
 

As Samuel de Champlain and his Algonquian traveling companions ascended Lake 

Champlain in 1609, at least one hundred thousand beavers inhabited the Adirondack Highlands 

to their west.  When Harry Radford, New Yorkôs leading advocate for beaver and moose 

restoration, surveyed the region in 1895, fewer than ten beavers remained.  As I trudged through 

murky waist-deep water along the Northville-Lake Placid Trail on a summer morning in 2004ð

a hiking boot dangling precariously from my mud-covered footðat least one of the 

Adirondacksô seventy-five thousand beavers watched me.  The Adirondack beaverscape of 

Champlainôs era had returned, and I was mired in its midst. 

But long before Champlain sailed from Europe or Radford arrived in the Adirondacks or 

I tied on my first pair of shoes, Iroquois men hunted within this expansive beaverscape.  They 

left their villages during the autumn and early winter on well-worn paths that wound through the 

familiar fields and open forests surrounding their villages.  These trails radiated outward from 

the horticultural heart of Iroquoia, carrying the hunters southward onto the Allegheny Plateau or 

northward into the uninhabited highlands of the Adirondacks.  While the archeological record 

indicates that these hunters chiefly sought white-tailed deer, they targeted beavers as well.
1
   

 Averaging forty inches long and forty-five pounds, the continentôs largest rodent was not 

difficult to find.  Like the trails the hunters followed, beavers seldom strayed too far from the 

Adirondacksô many waterways.  Fifty-five to sixty-seven percent of them inhabited conspicuous 

conical collections of sticks, stones, and mud that sometimes measured thirty feet in diameter 
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and seven feet in height.  Those beavers that did not build lodges resided instead in bank-side 

burrows with entrances beneath the water.
2
   

Beaver families, consisting of a breeding pair, the young of the year, the young from the 

previous year, and, depending on local population densities, two-year-olds, often inhabited 

multiple lodges during warmer months.  As the weather cooled in the fall the family congregated 

within a single large lodge.  Lloyd Trevis, who spent a summer studying a family of seven 

beavers near Albany, observed that they worked independently on their two lodges three or four 

nights out of every five.  An average nightôs maintenance included a deposit of four quarts of 

mud and one large stick.
3
   

Beaver dams received the same consistent but independently-initiated attention.  Built of 

mud, sticks, rocks, and uprooted vegetation, beaver dams allowed water to percolate slowly 

through their intricate latticework while retaining up to ninety percent of the streamôs sediment 

and organic material in the main channel or pond.  Families frequently maintained multiple dams 

in proximity along a watercourse; where colony densities were high, dam frequencies could be 

startling.  Working along the north shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where up to eight beaver 
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colonies can exist in a single square mile, wildlife biologists have counted more than twenty 

dams bisecting one mile of stream.
4
   

Beaver dams, as well as beaver canals, can attain spectacular proportions.  Biologists Earl 

Hilfiker and D. Andrew Saunders have observed dams up to fifteen feet high and three hundred 

feet long.  Near Wanakena Ernest Thompson Seton discovered an abandoned beaver canal that 

stretched 654 feet from Gal Pond to a distant grove of aspen and birch.  Such noteworthy 

engineering feats were often the products of several generations of sustained activity by local 

beavers.
5
 

 In most habitats, including northern New York, beaver densities would have seldom 

exceeded one or two colonies per square mile.  But the ecological effects of dam-building and 

tree-cutting remained profound.
6
  In addition to impounding most of a streamôs organic and 

inorganic material, beaver dams reduced stream velocity, elevated water tables, moderated the 

streamôs seasonal fluctuations, and created and maintained wetlands.  Tree-cutting and flooding 

in the adjacent riparian zone opened the forest canopy and influenced the local composition of 

floral and faunal communities.  As beavers abandoned sites, their dams deteriorated and their 

ponds drained, initiating a new round of terrestrial succession.  The pH and general quality of the 

old pond-bottom, enriched by years of detritus and nutrient accumulation, combined with the 
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surrounding plant communities to dictate the rate and nature of revegetation.  The cumulative 

effects of repeated beaver colonizations, abandonments, and recolonizations produced a 

ñspatially and temporally heterogeneous landscapeò composed of ñdiverse hydrologic and 

vegetative patches.ò  Occupied and molded by beavers for thousands of years, the Adirondack 

Highlands was beaver country, and looked it.
7
 

The Iroquois hunters, penetrating the Adirondacks along the same lake chains, rivers, and 

streams, were intimately familiar with such a beaverscape.  And they were equally familiar with 

the habits of the animal that had created it.  They knew that ñthe best beaver habitat occurred on 

relatively wide streams with low gradient on soil with poor drainage.ò  They knew that the 

timing of their hunt would find beaver familiesðin their winter coatsðconcentrated in winter 

lodges.  They knew that on a cold winter day a familyôs occupancy could be betrayed by warmer 

air wafting through the lodgeôs chimney. 
8
 

Ice made the hunt easier, and the Iroquois men, with their prized beaver-hunting dogs, 

closed in on occupied lodges.  The beavers, snugly encased in structures ñno musket ball can 

pierce,ò had few avenues of escape.  Hunters made holes in the ice near the lodge and baited the 

area beneath the hole with wood.  Nets, perhaps baited with more wood, were lowered into the 

water to ensnare tempted beavers.  When the hunters caught one they pulled it from the hole and 

killed it with clubs.
9
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The alternate winter hunting method, considered ñmore nobleò by Jesuit observers, 

required the lodgeôs demolition.  While physically-taxing, this method invariably succeeded in 

driving the beavers from their lodge and into the water below, ñsome on one side, some on the 

other, seeking hollow and thin places between the water and ice, where they can breathe.ò  The 

hunters broke the ice at these sections and killed the beavers as they surfaced for air; dogs caught 

any that escaped to the shore.  None was knowingly left behind.
10

 

Besides providing clothing and bedding for the Iroquois, beavers provided an energy-rich 

source of meat, packed with three times as many calories as venison.
11

  The Jesuit priest Paul 

LeJeune rated beaver meat ñvery good,ò while the observant Dutchman Adriaen Van Der Donck, 

appearing in A Description of the New Netherlands as something of a beaver connoisseur, 

compared the appearance of a skinned beaver to that of ñfed pork.ò  He noted that the fat, ñof 

which the Indians are very fond,ò was ñfrequently two or three fingers thick.ò  No beaver part 

was eaten as fondly as the tail, which, according to Van Der Donck, excelled ñall other flesh 

taken on land and in the water.ò
12

  

But while beavers (and porcupines) sometimes kept non-horticultural groups north of the 

Adirondack Highlands from starving during stretches of the winter, this palatable source of fat 

and protein played a less critical role within pre-contact Iroquoian subsistence.  Deriving as 

much as eighty percent of their diet from the products of their fieldsðand concentrating their 
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hunting attention primarily on white-tailed deerðthe Iroquois likely viewed beavers as tasty and 

useful supplements (and occasional back-ups) to their late fall and winter diets.
13

 

The arrival and entrenchment of Europeans along the St. Lawrence and Hudson rivers 

during the opening decades of the seventeenth century revolutionized this arrangement.  New 

France, New England, and New Netherlands quickly began to function as the input-side of a vast 

intercontinental pipeline that transformed New World beavers into Old World hats.  In the 

process fur traders and the European market system of which they were a part redefined the 

beaverôs value.  ñNot only the best thing and the easiest to make use of in this country,ò beaver 

pelts were also ñthe coin of the greatest value.ò
 
 Appropriately, the seal of New Netherlands 

featured a beaver beneath a crown.  The original North Americans were willing, perceptive, and 

active participants in the beaverôs coronation.  An Indian acquaintance revealed much when he 

joked with Paul LeJeune that ñthe Beaver does everything perfectly well, it makes kettles, 

hatchets, swords, knives, breadéin short, it makes everything.ò  While white-tailed deer 

remained important protein sources for the Iroquois, beavers became the regional currency 

following European contact.
14

  

Entrance into the market system and the frenetic pursuit of beaver pelts fundamentally 

transformed not only the Iroquoian economy, but also the regionôs geopolitics and ecology.  

During the 1610s, when independent Dutch traders first arrived on the upper Hudson River and 

the fur trade operated on a smaller and less organized scale, the Mohawks and their Algonquian-
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speaking neighbors, the Mahicans, ñmaintained amicable relations.ò  This relationship shifted 

during the 1620s as the Dutch West India Company, chartered in 1621, began to reorganize the 

New Netherlandsô fur trade.  Construction of Fort Orange (present-day Albany) commenced in 

1623, and Dutch West India Company officials immediately ñbegan to court trade with the 

Mahicansô Algonquin allies, who had access to furs of higher quality than those available south 

of the Great Lakes.ò
15

 

A ñviolent edgeò soon surrounded this far-flung appendage of the Dutch empire as the 

Mohawks refused to relinquish their conduit into the European economy.  Unwilling to be 

pushed aside, and possessing the manpower to ensure that they were not, the Mohawks began 

attacking the Mahicans, their former allies, in 1624.  By 1628 the Mohawks had successfully 

driven the last of the Mahicans east of the Hudson River.
16

 

 The Mohawks, numbering between 8,110 and 10,570 individuals, inhabited several towns 

along the Mohawk River, about sixty miles west of Fort Orange.  Fewer than 500ðand 

potentially fewer than 300ðEuropean colonists inhabited the entirety of New Netherlands at this 

time.  Outnumbered by at least sixteen to one, the Dutch relationship with the Iroquois was 

understandably ñone of cautious and calculated appeasement.ò  The most powerful force in New 

Netherlands, the Mohawks strengthened their monopolization of Fort Orange by forbidding any 

Algonquian trade there.  Capable of enforcing this declaration, the Iroquois effectively separated 
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the Dutch from the Algonquians and established themselves as the sole purveyors of furs to Fort 

Orange.
17

 

This arrangement bound the Iroquois and the Dutch tightly as economic partners.  

Between 1626 and 1632 the Dutch West India Company purchased an annual average of nine 

thousand beaver pelts.  The Fort Orange fur trade peaked between 1654 and 1664, when an 

average of forty-six thousand pelts passed through the fort each year.  Drawing on a seemingly 

inexhaustible supply of tools, blankets, guns, powder, and ammunition, the Dutch merchants 

were well-equipped to handle such a surge.  But for how long could the beavers of Iroquoia and 

the Adirondacks sustain this annual harvest?
18

 

The pre-contact beaver population estimates for the Adirondacks, like those for North 

America generally, have varied widely.
19

  Champlain estimated that 1,000,000 beavers inhabited 

the Adirondack Highlands.  Because that would require a population density of more than ninety 

beavers per square mile, such an estimate is likely inflated.  More recent pre-contact estimates 

have revised this figure considerably.  Canadian biologist C.H.D Clarke has estimated that 

100,000 beavers inhabited the Adirondacks of Champlainôs day, a figure that projects the much 

more realistic population density of nine beavers per square mile.
20
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With an average family size of five to six individuals, and approximately fifty-five to 

sixty-seven percent of them possessing lodges, more than eleven thousand active winter lodges 

would have dotted the pre-contact Adirondack beaverscape.
21

  Lying between the Mohawk River 

and Fort Orange and the St. Lawrence River and Quebec, accessed from the south by the Five 

Nations Iroquois and from the north by the Hurons, Algonquins, and Montagnais, the 

Adirondacksô beaver population came under serious pressure during the first half of the 

seventeenth century as these groups descended on the region in large hunting parties that spent 

one to two months in the field.  Rapidly reduced in numbers, the Adirondacksô beavers persisted 

at population densities that rendered their extraction commercially inefficient within economies 

that demanded a consistently high annual influx of pelts.  Optimal foraging strategy had left the 

Adirondacks with a small, but vital, beaver population.
22

   

Consequently, Iroquois hunters during the latter half of the seventeenth century began to 

travel hundreds of miles from Iroquoia to acquire pelts.
23

  By the early eighteenth century, two-

thirds of the fur shipped from Albany originated west of the Niagara River.  European forts and 

trading posts followed the fur trade westward.  In 1720 the French built a post below Niagara 

                                                                                                                                                             
family consisted of four to six beavers, the beaver population density of Algonquin Park would closely approximate 

the average density found in the Adirondacks (as derived from Clarkeôs estimate).  Michael R. Broschart et al 

ñPredicting Beaver Colony Density in Boreal Landscapes,ò 931.   
21

 D. Andrew Saunders, Adirondack Mammals, 105; Dietland Muller-Schwarze and Lixing Sun, The Beaver: 

Natural History of a Wetlands Engineer, 59. 
22

 Philip G. Terrie, Wildlife and Wilderness: A History of Adirondack Mammals, 41; Harry V. Radford, The 

Artificial Preservation of Timber and History of the Adirondack Beaver, 397-398; Ernest A. Sterling, ñThe Return of 

the Beaver to the Adirondacks,ò American Forestry 19, no. 5 (May 1913), 296; JR, XXVIII: 287; Adriaen Van Der 

Donck, A Description of the New Netherlands, 97; Bruce G. Trigger, ñOntario Native People and the Epidemics of 

1634-1640,ò in Indians, Animals, and the Fur Trade: A Critique of Keepers of the Game, ed. Shepard Krech III 

(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1981), 27-28; Daniel Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, 57.   
23

 JR, XXXIV: 123; Thomas Elliot Norton, The Fur Trade in Colonial New York, 1686-1776 (Madison: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 1974), 15, 27; Harold Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada, 51; Allen W. Trelease, ñThe Iroquois 

and the Western Fur Trade: A Problem in Interpretation,ò The Mississippi Valley Historical Review 49, no. 1 (June 

1962), 32-51.  By the early 1640s, with their population halved by virgin soil epidemics, the Iroquois exploded 

aggressively outward in desperate attempts to acquire pelts and captives.  In addition to far-ranging hunting and 

raiding expeditions, the Iroquois became riverine pirates on the St. Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers, essentially 

blockading parts of these rivers each year in order to intercept the annual canoe convoys bound for Quebec (see 

Daniel Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, 57-59).  JR, VIII: 57-59, XXIV: 271-297, XXX: 227-289, XXXIII: 

259-261, XXXIV: 87-89, 197, 205-207, XLV: 247, LIV: 117. 



 42 

Falls, matched by the English in 1722 with Fort Oswego on Lake Ontario.  Contested, expansive, 

and rugged, the Adirondack Highlands had become a beaver backwater.
24

 

 There beavers persisted for the duration of the eighteenth century as settlers pushed the 

Euroamerican frontier north up the Champlain Valley and west along the Mohawk Valley.  The 

colonial New York fur trade continued to exist, but after 1690 the colonyôs economy became 

increasingly centered on agriculture.  Once New Yorkôs primary export, furs fell to twenty 

percent of the total exports made to England during the first half of the eighteenth century.  

Following the French and Indian War, fur exports had fallen to a mere ten percent.
25

   

Devastated by war and disease, a much smaller regional Indian population continued to 

engage in a less significant fur trade with a much reduced Adirondack beaver population.  

Traveling along Lake Champlain in 1749, Swedish naturalist Peter Kalm noted that the regionôs 

Indians continued to hunt beavers and deer within the Adirondacks.  Periods of warðthe Seven 

Yearôs War, the Revolutionary Warðbriefly released beaver populations, but the rodentsô 

numbers remained generally suppressed.  By the end of the eighteenth century no more than 

5,000 remained in the 11,000 square mile Adirondack Highlands.
26

 

White trappers like Nick Stoner, Nat Foster, William Wood, Green White, Uncle Jock, 

and Crookneck Simmons began arriving in the Adirondacks during the opening decades of the 

nineteenth century.  These men, alternately amusing and disgusting, joined a diverse assortment 

of reservation Indians who still hunted and trapped within the region.  Armed with recently-

                                                 
24

 Glenn C. Champagne, ñThe Beaver in New York,ò 18; Daniel Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, 248-255; 

Harold Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada, 86.   
25

 Thomas Elliot Norton, The Fur Trade in Colonial New York, 1686-1776, 101-102.  
26

 Daniel Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, 188-189, 355-356; Philip G. Terrie, Wildlife and Wilderness: A 

History of Adirondack Mammals, 41-45; Peter Kalm, Travels Into North America, trans. John Reinhold Forster 

(Barre: The Imprint Society, 1972), 379; Harold Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada, 102.  Peter Thomas examines the 

correlation between warfare and the quantity of furs traded in his essay ñThe Fur Trade, Indian Land and the Need to 

Define Adequate óEnvironmental Parameters,ôò Ethnohistory 28, no. 4 (Autumn 1981), 359-379.  Harry V. Radford, 

The Artificial Preservation of Timber and History of the Adirondack Beaver, 400.   




