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Class and Environmental History 
Lessons From "The War in the Adirondacks" 

Karl Jacoby 

In the waning days of 1903, the editor of the Adirondack News paused to reflect 
upon recent events in the Adirondack Park, a three million-acre tract of land that 
was both a favorite vacation spot for wealthy Easterners and the centerpiece of 
New York State's conservation policies. On the surface, with its dense forests of 
spruce and fir framing crystalline mountain lakes, the Adirondacks seemed a 
picture of pastoral tranquility. Yet recently a wave of social turmoil had swept 
across the region. In early summer, arsonists took advantage of an unseasonable 
drought to set a number of fires that had ravaged the park's woodlands. Unknown 
snipers fired shots at the foresters who patrolled state forest lands and at the 
guards who oversaw the region's private game preserves. In September 1903, 
Orrando Dexter, the owner of a ten thousand-acre preserve in the park, was am- 
bushed and killed while out for a ride in his horse-drawn carriage. Just days later, 
New York City publisher John C. Freund and his family barely escaped with 
their lives after several assailants torched their vacation house on Raquette Lake. 
Such untoward happenings, observed the Adirondack News, were a clear mani- 
festation of the "hostility" of the region's "backwoodsmen" to the recent changes 
in the Adirondacks, especially the "closing up of all the roads and pathways and 
fishing grounds that were formerly used in common." The coming of conserva- 
tion, the paper concluded, had unexpectedly fostered an "atmosphere of class 
hatred that now pervades the region."' 

The editor's decision to place class relations at the heart of the conflict unfold- 
ing in the mountains of northern New York ought to compel our attention, not 
only because it can help us to understand the events in the Adirondacks, but 
because class is a category that remains little explored by environmental histori- 
ans. Labor historians such as David Montgomery, Sean Wilentz, and Herbert 
Gutman have long focused on the different ways that various social classes re- 
lated to the structures of power and conceptualized the world around them. Yet 
one seldom finds class operating in this manner in environmental history's more 
prominent works. Donald Worster's Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s, 
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for example, presented a cast of characters from a variety of classes: large land- 
owners, tenant farmers, government ecologists. But Worster subsumed the differ- 
ences between these groups, arguing that all the inhabitants of the Great Plains 
of the 1930s, no matter what their class position, shared a common capitalistic 
4"ethos." For its part, Nature's Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West, William 
Cronon's study of Chicago's role in the capitalistic transformation of the western 
United States, devotes little attention to the new social classes created in city and 
country alike by the linking together of core and periphery in the nineteenth 
century, even though these changes ultimately produced both agrarian Populism 
and urban labor unrest.3 

The reasons for this historiographical lacuna appear to be twofold. The first is 
a holism that comes from environmental history's links to natural sciences such 
as ecology, where models of human society as an undifferentiated whole remain 
commonplace. To be sure, holism can often be a useful analytical tool because it 
encourages the consideration of systems in their totality. Yet it also possesses 
limitations; in particular, as William Cronon has warned, holism's emphasis on 
unity "discourages us from looking as much as we should at conflict and differ- 
ence within groups of people."4 

A second reason that class has seldom been studied by environmental histori- 
ans is that many of the field's early practitioners unconsciously adopted the class 
assumptions of the late-nineteenth-century conservationists about whom they 
were writing. In American Sportsmen and the Origins of Conservation, John 
Reiger recapitulates upper-class sportshunters' image of themselves as high-minded 
visionaries who developed an environmentally sensitive nature ethic that set them 
apart from most other Americans, who hoped only to keep "exploiting resources 
in the traditionally wasteful manner." In a similar vein, Roderick Nash has ar- 
gued that "the appreciation of wilderness-. . . appeared first in the minds of so- 
phisticated Americans living in the more civilized East. . .. Lumbermen, miners, 
and professional hunters ... lived too close to nature to appreciate it for other 
than its economic value as raw material." In Wilderness and the American Mind, 
such assumptions led Nash to limit his study to the texts produced by a small 
circle of literary figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, 
John Muir, and Aldo Leopold.5 

Efforts to broaden this focus-to consider what environmental history might 
look like "from the bottom up"-have come only recently. Many of the most 
promising attempts have flowed out of the growing "environmental justice" move- 
ment as scholars have explored the response of workers and people of color to the 
toxins that industrial America spewed forth in ever greater quantities in the post- 
World War II era. But as useful as works such as Robert Gottlieb's Forcing the 
Spring: The Transformation of the American Environmental Movement and 
Andrew Hurley's Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race, and Industrial Pollu- 
tion in Gary, Indiana, 1945-1g8o are in illuminating the ways in which members 
of the working class mobilized to oppose the pollution of their homes and work- 
places, they give few clues as to how class might function in an earlier time 
period or in a rural, nonindustrial setting such as the Adirondacks. Gottlieb and 
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Hurley both argue for a more expansive definition of nature and environmental- 
ism, one that takes into account the long ignored, "unnatural" spaces of the city.6 
Yet the situation that attracted the attention of the editor of the Adirondacks 
News in 1903 was much the reverse. The conflict in northern New York-"The 
War in the Adirondacks," as some observers dubbed it-did not take place in 
some overlooked urban center. Rather, the war's skirmishes were fought on 
conservation's home ground: the forests and lakes of a region that had been sub- 
ject to some of the earliest attempts at nature preservation in the United States.7 

Reaching a better understanding of "The War in the Adirondacks" is crucial 
for several reasons. Exploring the events that took place in the Adirondacks in 
the early 1900S can help us come to a more nuanced interpretation of conserva- 
tion itself, one that recognizes the contestation that swirled around this dramatic 
expansion of state control over the environment. Perhaps more importantly, by 
analyzing the class relationships embedded in conservation, we can take some 
preliminary steps toward illuminating the manner in which ecological relations 
and social relations interlock with one another, constructing together the mate- 
rial reality that we call nature.8 

The now familiar story of conservation in the Adirondacks begins with the 
work that Lewis Mumford once termed the "fountainhead of the conservation 
movement," George Perkins Marsh's Man and Nature. First published in 1864, 
this book offered a compelling new model of environmental change in which 
the overcutting of wooded areas produced a drying out of the soil, desertifica- 
tion, and ultimately, environmental collapse. This pattern, Marsh argued, had 
already unfolded in much of Europe and the Middle East; it would repeat itself 
in the United States unless Americans took steps to prevent "man's ignorant 
disregard of the laws of nature." In particular, Marsh identified the Adirondack 
forests, which protected the watershed of several of New York's principal rivers, 
including the Hudson, as being in dire peril. While the mountainous counties of 
northern New York had, because of their remoteness, so far escaped losing much 
of their original tree cover, Marsh feared that with each passing year settlers and 
lumber companies were making greater inroads into the region, whittling away 
at the area's woodlands. To prevent the catastrophe that might ensue, Marsh 
endorsed a plan in which the state "would declare the remaining forest [of the 
Adirondacks] the inalienable property of the commonwealth" and manage the 
region itself. "It is vain to expect that legislation can do anything effectual to 
arrest the progress of the evil [of the destruction of woodlands],'" added the au- 
thor, "4except so far as the state is still the proprietor of extensive forests."9 

Marsh's proposed solution represented a sharp break with traditional Ameri- 
can land policy, which had long focused on converting the public domain into 
private property, and it also incorporated a sharp distrust of the inhabitants of the 
American countryside. To Marsh, protecting the forests of New York often meant 
protecting them from lower-class rural folk: the "improvident habits of the 
backwoodsman" and the "slovenly husbandry of the border settler," who seemed 
to cut more trees than necessary and to set fire to the woods with alarming fre- 
quency. This suspicion of the country people living in the Adirondacks carried 
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over into New York's conservation efforts in the region. In the 1873 report calling 
for the creation of a park in the area, the New York commissioners of state parks 
argued that it was the inhabitants' abuse of the forest that had created the need 
for state officials to step in and institute rational, scientific management of the 
landscape. "When we find locals managing their property in a reckless and self- 
ish manner, without regard to the vested rights of others," asserted the commis- 
sioners, "it becomes the duty of the State to interfere and provide a remedy."lo 

This "remedy" evolved through a series of stages. In 1883, prodded by an un- 
likely alliance of sportsmen who wanted to preserve the Adirondacks as a perma- 
nent hunting ground and industrialists concerned about maintaining an adequate 
flow of water for the state's mills and canals, the New York legislature forbid any 
further sales of state lands in the region. Two years later, the legislature rational- 
ized its holdings in the Adirondacks into a state Forest Preserve to be overseen by 
a Forest Commission and to be "forever kept as wild forest lands." An 1892 consti- 
tutional amendment, creating a park in the Adirondacks, ensured the perma- 
nence of the state's experiment in conservation. In keeping with the official vision 
of the Adirondacks as both a protected watershed and a hunting ground for visit- 
ing sportsmen, the legislature also tightened the game laws in the region. In 
1886, hunters were restricted to three deer per year, a number that in 1895 dropped 
to two. In addition, the state limited the extent to which traditional hunting 
practices such as jacking (hunting at night by using a bright light to blind deer) 
and hounding (hunting with dogs) were allowed; similarly, the use of nets while 
fishing was outlawed in favor of the rod and reel. To enforce this array of new 
rules, the state created a force of "forest police," or foresters, whose numbers 
climbed from fifteen in 1883, to fifty in 1902, to ninety in 19go.11 

Because the newly created park enclosed a patchwork of state lands and pri- 
vate holdings, one of the earliest challenges confronting the Forest Commission 
was to address the Adirondack forest lands not under its control. Since the pre- 
ferred solution was to fold these parcels into the state's holdings, the Forest Com- 
mission undertook sporadic attempts to repurchase private lands. High costs soon 
encouraged the legislature to adopt a cheaper alternative: revamping a preexist- 
ing law from 1871 designed "to encourage the propagation of fish and game" on 
private lands; this statute permitted owners who maintained wildlife habitat on 
their property to levy increased fines against anyone who trespassed on their land. 
(In 1892, the state even flirted briefly with a program which would have exempted 
estate owners from taxes if they agreed to restrict timber cutting on their hold- 
ings.) Intentionally or not, such policies encouraged the spread of enormous 
game preserves. By 1902 there were some sixty private parks in the Adirondacks, 
containing a combined total of almost eight hundred thousand acres. Although 
some owners, such as Orrando Dexter, the millionaire heir to the American News 
Company fortune, prohibited all hunting and fishing on their lands, many parks 
were more akin to private hunting preserves. Owners stocked their parks with 
fish, engaged in large-scale feeding programs for deer and other wildlife, or im- 
ported exotic species, such as western elk or English deer, in an effort to improve 
their opportunities during hunting season.12 
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Often lost amid this flurry of legislative activity was any sense of the impact of 
these new rules on the approximately fifteen thousand people already living in 
the Adirondacks.'3 These inhabitants were an ethnically diverse lot, including 
displaced Abenaki and Penobscot Indians who had fled to the relative seclusion 
of the Adirondacks from areas further east, old-stock Yankees filtering in from 
southern New York and western Vermont, and French Canadians who had drifted 
down from the north. Despite their differences, the region's residents all shared 
an existence bound to the land, in which the seasonal cycle of small-scale farm- 
ing in the summer, hunting and trapping in the late fall and early winter, and 
logging in the winter and early spring predominated. Like much of rural America 
in the nineteenth century, their lives were in the midst of tremendous flux as a 
growing market economy disrupted previous patterns of family self-sufficiency, 
creating tensions that the coming of conservation only heightened.'4 

On those rare occasions when government officials pondered what their new 
environmental policies would mean for such people, they generally believed 
that the residents of the Adirondacks- a "scanty population which . .. struggles 
to compel the inhospitable soil to yield it a miserable existence"-would wel- 
come the benefits that were sure to come with conservation. The 1873 report of 
the Commissioners of State Parks expressed the belief that the "little settlements 
already existing in the region" were "not incompatible with the project [of a 
park]." Mindful of the money to be made from the tourists that an Adirondack 
Park would attract, inhabitants of the region, the commissioners predicted, would 
"take a direct interest in the welfare of the park" and "would voluntarily protect 
the game and timber from unlawful destruction."'5 

There was, in a limited sense, some truth to this hypothesis. When the Forest 
Commission dispatched special agents to interview local inhabitants in 1885 about 
their reactions to the newly created Forest Reserve, it found that many residents 
were in general agreement with the commission about the importance of pre- 
serving the Adirondack forests. "I have lived here forty-five years, being a hunter 
and passing a large portion of my time in the woods," declared one local. "The 
woods must be taken care of if they want any left worth calling a forest. I am in 
favor of the best plan." Offered another, "We depend on the woods and the 
attractions of the place for our living, and don't want to see either destroyed or 
marred.... The guides around here want to see the woods preserved." "People 
through this valley are very much in favor of the work of the Forest Commis- 
sion," added a resident of Keene Valley, in Essex County. "We need the protec- 
tion, as the woods are our one source of income."''6 

But as much as they might agree with conservation in principle, many local 
inhabitants found a great deal that was disagreeable about conservation in prac- 
tice. Previously, only local community norms circumscribed hunting, foraging, 
and cutting of timber. Any undeveloped land, state or private, was considered 
open to all, and locals ranged widely, with little regard to formal property limits. 
Adirondack males might cover distances of forty miles or more when out hunt- 
ing, trapping, or foraging for spruce gum or ginseng, during which time they 
spent their nights in bark shanties that they erected wherever they happened to 
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be in the woods. The series of regulations that New York instituted in the 188os 
and gos changed all this. The enclosure of state lands within a forest preserve 
prevented the cutting of timber that previously had been used for firewood and 
building materials. The tightening of the game laws made it harder to procure 
the wild meat that was a regular part of household consumption and the hides 
and furs that could be traded with the outside world. The establishment of game 
preserves denied the region's inhabitants access to many of the trails and hunting 
and fishing spots that they had previously used.'7 

Unsurprisingly, most inhabitants of the region found the state's new regula- 
tions a poor fit with local needs. As one resident explained to a reporter from the 
New York Times in 1889, "The laws were made by men who don't know what we 
need here." Indeed, to many Adirondackers, the most striking feature of conser- 
vation was its reconceptualization of many long-standing local practices as crimes: 
hunting as "poaching," the cutting of trees as "timber theft," foraging as "trespass- 
ing." While inhabitants often resisted these redefinitions, employing their de- 
tailed knowledge of the local landscape to surreptitiously hunt, fish, and cut 
timber on state lands, such behavior now carried with it the risk of arrest and fine 
if one was apprehended by a member of the commission's force of foresters. As 
symbols of the new, oppressive law code, the foresters quickly became reviled 
figures in the Adirondacks, and locals employed a variety of tactics to impede 
them from doing their jobs. "It's a funny thing," declared one inhabitant, "but no 
matter when a game constable comes along the news of his coming always gets 
ahead of him.... Fellows get wind that he's on the trail, and they pass the word 
along." The coming of conservation to the Adirondacks had ushered in a devel- 
opment that neither Marsh nor the New York legislature had anticipated: the 
creation of a popular culture of resistance among the local populace."8 

To many conservationists, the "lawlessness" that this culture fostered threat- 
ened to replace order with disorder, pushing the Adirondacks to the brink of 
environmental disaster. As one commentator charged in 1899, 

[T]he praiseworthy regulation ... to preserve the game and the woods in their 
primeval state is severely and roundly condemned by the old hunters and guides 
of that section, who complain that the rights and privileges which they have 
en joyed freely since their birth have been curtailed and interfered with.... Wide 
open laws in regard to timber and game seem to be what they most desire, 
which, if permitted, would speedily reduce the Adirondack lands to barren waste 
and destroy all its wild game.'9 

Closer examination, however, reveals that many inhabitants of the Adirondacks 
did not favor the wide open exploitation of the environment that their critics 
often supposed. In fact, there were even moments when local people advocated 
a narrower set of uses of the environment than those allowed by state regulations. 
As tempting as it may be to frame the disagreements between the state and the 
inhabitants of the Adirondacks over conservation as being simply a matter of 
exploitation or nonexploitation of the environment, such a presentation is mis- 
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leading. Far more complicated and contested questions incited events like "The 
War in the Adirondacks": What is nature? Who should control it? And toward 
what end? 

Because maintaining the region's tree cover was a central rationale for institut- 
ing conservation in the Adirondacks, trespasses onto state lands to illegally cut 
timber particularly vexed the Forest Commission. Theodore Basselin, appointed 
forest commissioner in 1885, reported that upon taking office he and the other 
state officials "found a large number of trespasses, some very large and some 
small-the number so large that we were very much surprised . .. we endeav- 
ored to single out the most glaring ones and endeavored to strike terror, as it was, 
into the people who were trespassing in that way."20 

As Basselin and his compatriots soon discovered to their displeasure, local 
people often refused to testify against what state authorities variously labeled 
"timber poachers," "robbers," "plunderers," and "despoilers."21 The inhabitants 
of the Adirondacks, the commission complained, "often profess to be unable to 
recognize their nearest neighbors while cutting State timber a few rods away; 
they do not know their neighbors' horses and oxen, nor the location of roads and 
lots, although familiar with all these things.... Every conceivable evasion is 
resorted to, and all local influences are brought to bear to screen offenders against 
the State from justice."22 On those occasions when the state was able to secure 
evidence of timber stealing, it succeeded only because there was a tear in the 
web of complicity spun by local people. According to John H. Burke, an inspec- 
tor for the Forest Commission, 

[I]t is almost impossible to obtain evidence against any individual in a locality 
unless there is some man in that section who has some ill will against him; if 
they are all friendly it is almost an impossibility, because the persons who go 
there, the State officials, are strangers; the men who live in the locality expect 
no favors from them and if they tell what they know in regard to these trespasses 
to the State officials they subject themselves to the annoyance and to the ill will 
of their neighbors and it makes their life unpleasant for them at home . . . and 
perhaps leave them, the men whom they reported against, their enemies for 
life.23 

This apparent solidarity masked a variety of local viewpoints over the morality 
of cutting timber on state lands. At one extreme were the bands of woodsmen - 

some of which flaunted names such as the "State Troops" and "The Grenadiers" 
that offered an ironic commentary on the Forest Commission's claims to control 
the region -that cut large quantities of logs from state property, reselling the loot 
to downstream timber mills. Though there was a certain local tolerance for such 
behavior because of the badly needed cash that this "timber poaching" gener- 
ated, it was tempered by the awareness that these activities, if carried to extremes, 
endangered the woodlands upon which all depended while primarily enriching 
outside lumber companies. Because of this local ambivalence, some groups that 
engaged in large-scale trespasses resorted to threats to maintain their security. 



Class and Environmental History 331 

One gang in Herkimer County, for example, spread the warning that "Anybody 
that comes here to watch, their bones will be left in these woods, so help us, 
Jesus!" Clearly, in a case such as this, the local solidarity of which the Forest 
Commission complained was little more than a public fiction produced through 
the intimidation of fellow community members.z4 

Vhile the stealing of timber for sale to lumber mills seemed somewhat ques- 
tionable, Adirondackers widely agreed that cutting trees from state lands to meet 
the subsistence needs of one's family was, by contrast, not illegal at all. As John 
H. Burke explained to his superiors in 1891, "Men we would call in this locality 
honest, straight, law-abiding citizens would consider it no crime whatever to take 
a few logs from State land" for firewood or building supplies. In keeping with 
this reasoning, local people drew a series of distinctions as to which species of 
trees could legitimately be cut. To cut spruce, pine, or any other marketable soft 
wood typically fell within the bounds of illegal activity, the only notable excep- 
tion to this trend being the cutting of cedar and pine necessary for the guide 
boats that were the main form of transportation in the region. In contrast, to cut 
nonmarketable hardwoods carried no sanction. "Though the cutting of timber 
from State lands for the market has been recognized as done in violation of the 
law," noted an 1895 state report into illegal lumbering in the Adirondacks, "it 
seems not to have been considered a crime or offense of any kind for trespassers 
to cut timber upon State lands for firewood or for building purposes, chiefly of 
hardwood." This observation was seconded by Adirondack resident Henry Brad- 
ley, who declared to state investigators that local people did not view it as a crime 
to take a little hardwood for firewood or even to build a shanty or barn, but they 
did consider it illegal to cut state timber "for the purposes of marketing and 
selling the logs again."25 

Through improved enforcement, the Forest Commission managed by the late 
189os to stop the large-scale trespasses connected to lumber companies and their 
associated gangs. But the stealing of smaller quantities of trees from state lands 
by locals wanting a load of firewood or some building materials remained en- 
demic. In 1897, the commission proudly proclaimed in its annual report that 
"there has been no timber cut on State lands during the year," but it also con- 
fessed that there had been "some petty trespassing.... The few depredations 
that occurred were committed by residents who wanted some building material 
or fuel." Nine years later, despite "the rigorous enforcement of severe penalties" 
for "petty thieving," the state remained unable to prevent "petty cases [of timber 
poaching] -among the poorer class of residents who took trees for firewood." If the 
state was never able to halt such pilfering, its aggressive attempts at doing so 
earned it the disfavor of many local inhabitants. "The action of the State officials 
in refusing to allow families in many localities to obtain fuel," conceded the 
commission at the turn of the century, "has occasioned unfriendly criticism and 
aroused a feeling of bitter resentment among the settlers in some localities."26 

The Forest Commission's efforts to restrict hunting produced similar ill will 
among locals. While many of the region's residents simply continued to hunt 
and fish out of season, albeit more covertly than before, others went so far as to 
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try to intimidate the foresters and game protectors charged with arresting wrong- 
doers. Attempted shootings were a regular risk for foresters: 

It is not uncommon for protectors to be shot at while in pursuit of their duties. 
There are few protectors who have served any length of time on the force who 
have not had an experience of this kind. As a general thing, however, there is 
litfle danger from this source. The shots are fired out of bravado, and not aimed 
to kill . . . boats have been hit by bullets, but so far in the history of the force no 
protector has been killed.27 

John Hunkins, a forester from St. Lawrence County, concurred: "Our lives were 
in constant jeopardy, either from those we had prosecuted or from those who 
feared being called to account for their many misdeeds."28 

Animating this widespread resistance to the game laws was the belief that the 
statutes reflected a clear class bias. Unlike the Forest Commission, the residents 
of the Adirondacks drew a sharp distinction between the hunting practiced by 
local inhabitants and that of visiting urban sportsmen. A wealthy sportshunter, 
in the eyes of most Adirondackers, did not need the game he was killing; for 
tourists, hunting was a leisure activity. In contrast, for local people hunting was 
an integral part of the annual cycle, and wild meat was a significant component 
of their diet. It seemed unfair to equate the hunting done by local people with 
that of wealthy sportshunters, as did New York's game laws. Christopher J. 
Goodsell, a resident of Old Forge, argued that the state should take class distinc- 
tions into account and "Make the game laws for the poor as well as the rich."29 

Faced with a growing force of foresters and an increasing number of laws regu- 
lating hunting, many locals waxed nostalgic over an earlier era when the state 
had been a less intrusive presence in their lives. "Times is different now," grumbled 
the Adirondacks inhabitant Alvah Dunning in 1897: 

[I]n them days nobody said a word if a poor man wanted a little meat an' killed 
it, but now they're savin' it until the dudes get time to come up here an' kill it 
an' some of 'em leave a deer to rot in the woods, an' on'y take the horns ef it's a 
buck, or the tail ef it's a doe, just so's they can brag about it when they go home, 
an' they'd put me in jail ef I killed a deer when I needed meat. I dunno what 
we're a-comin' to in this free country.30 

As Dunning's comments suggest, many locals found the code of the sportshunter, 
with its elaborate rules of the chase, frivolous, even barbarous. David Merrill, 
born in the Adirondacks in i861, highlighted this latter feature when he distin- 
guished between his family's illegal practice of netting fish and the officially 
sanctioned policy of using a rod and reel to catch fish: 

My father did not believe it was right to catch fish for sport, but for food only. 
And the right method for fishing was with a net that would take only larger fish. 
The hook and line method for fishing takes mostly small fish, and in this way 
you are killing some six fish to get a pound of food, whereas with a net you kill 
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one fish and get two pounds of food. However if the fish were put here for the 
purpose of providing sport for pleasure seekers, the net would not be the proper 
equipment for they [the tourists] prefer to torture the fish for the fun they get 
out of it. A fish as well as a man has a sense of feeling and suffers after being 
hooked, and the longer this period of torture can be extended, the more fun the 
so-called "sportsman" can get out of it. 

Added Alvah Dunning: "I fish for fish when I want 'em, an' don't fool away my 
time playin' a trout, lettin' him run off an' then reelin' him in just to see the pole 
bend."31 

More than just an aesthetics of the chase informed such critiques. Charges 
such as those made by Merrill and Dunning also pointed toward the dramatic 
changes that the ever growing number of sportsmen who vacationed in the 
Adirondacks in the late i8oos brought to the region. Some locals had been able 
to profit from this rising tourist traffic, opening boarding houses or selling their 
services as hunting guides, but others saw the newcomers as competitors for the 
limited number of deer, trout, quail, and other game in the area. Complaining 
that "deer are being slaughtered in a great number by certain parties who hunt 
and shoot these beautiful creatures for mere sport," many of the residents of the 
Adirondacks took measures to limit the effect that sportshunters on the game 
supply. In one instance, after a tourist killed more than what locals considered to 
be his fair share of deer, "the scattered settlers" of the area "at length sent him 
word that if he ever came there again they would make an example of him." 
Similarly, in 1883, a number of the inhabitants of the village of Boonville, upset 
by the "unscrupulous butchers in the guise of sportsmen [who] have unmerci- 
fully slaughtered hundreds of deer in that section of the country," formed a club 
to watch over their local game supply.32 

Oddly enough, perhaps the most successful manner in which the inhabitants 
of the Adirondacks limited sportshunting was through the appropriation of con- 
servation itself. Locals transformed many of the game laws into tools on their 
behalf, demanding strict prosecution of all violations committed by tourists- 
the more powerful, the better. In the 189os, for example, the natives living in the 
vicinity of Lieutenant Governor Woodruff's game preserve in the Adirondacks 
tipped off foresters that New York's second-highest elected official kept a pack of 
hunting hounds in violation of game law. In another case, locals employed at J. 
Pierpont Morgan's private park revealed to the Raquette Lake game protector 
that Morgan had been fishing out of season; the protector's search of Morgan's 
camp revealed thirteen lake trout, leading to a $155 fine. In 1903, the Adirondack 
News celebrated the fact that "Twenty-four violators of the game laws, who were 
hunting on state lands in the Adirondacks, the number including prominent 
business and professional men of New York, Albany, Troy, Schenectady and 
Saratoga, have been arrested."33 

Adirondackers rarely sought to apply game laws to themselves with the same 
rigor. Rather, residents viewed local hunting directed to household consumption 
as permissible whatever the season. "We lived off the land, and the deer were 
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there, and you ate them the year around," explained longtime inhabitant Bill 
Smith. "You didn't just wait for hunting season." Even if a forester arrested a 
resident for breaking the game law, local juries often refused to punish them. 
Isaac Kenwell, the game and fish protector in Hamilton County, informed his 
superiors in 1894 that "it is very hard to get a conviction in the County Court of 
Hamilton for violation of the Game Law, as the jurors are most all old violators 
or are friends of the violator, and their sympathy is with the offender." Indeed, of 
the seven people that Kenwell prosecuted that year, three were acquitted, one 
never showed up for trial, and one, having pled guilty to killing a deer out of 
season, received only a suspended sentence. Only two suffered any penalty: a 
fine of ten dollars apiece for "illegal fishing." The defendants never paid, serving 
ten days of jail time instead.34 

While local people blunted the impact of new game laws through such strate- 
gies, they were much less successful when it came to defusing the challenge 
posed by the development of large game preserves on private lands in the 
Adirondack Park. Nowhere was this clearer than in the elaborate barriers that the 
owners of these private parks constructed around their holdings with the inten- 
tion of keeping wildlife in and the region's residents out. Louis Yell, a resident of 
Upper Lake in the Adirondacks, described the outer bounds one such preserve - 

Ne-Ha-Sa-Ne Park, the fifty thousand-acre estate where Gifford Pinchot under- 
took one of his first efforts at forestry in the late 189os-as being protected by a 
"fence ... composed of wire material. It is about eight feet high fastened to posts 
and trees. There are notices which are posted around forbidding people from 
going on the ground, hunting, fishing, trespassing, building fires and felling trees 
and cutting timber.... I knew that the land was being watched."35 

As Yell's comments indicate, almost all private preserves employed a number 
of guides, who in addition to conducting the owners to various hunting grounds 
served as a private police force. The Adirondack League Club (ALC), which in 
1897 controlled some 191,000 acres of land within the park, employed a contin- 
gent of some twenty guards, all of whom the club required to sign a pledge that 
they "shall consider themselves game protectors." The guides in the club's em- 
ploy were to report all cases of trespassing and poaching and to "use every effort 
for the successful apprehension and punishment of every such offender." To visu- 
ally reinforce the guides' roles as law enforcers, the ALC distributed to each a 
silver badge shaped like a star and bearing the words "Police Guide," which they 
had to wear while on duty. Several guides appear to have been uneasy with the 
conditions of their employment. At the ALC, for instance, there were sporadic 
attempts among the guides to unionize for better wages, and on at least one 
occasion, ALC guides were caught poaching deer on the club's grounds.36 

Among the region's inhabitants, private preserves such as Ne-Ha-Sa-Ne or the 
Adirondack League Club were unquestionably the most hated facet of conserva- 
tion in the Adirondacks. Supported by laws that greatly increased the penalties 
for trespassing and protected by a force of guards that collectively exceeded the 
Forest Commission's corps of foresters, private parks were resistant to local claims 
in a way that Forest Preserve lands never were, and in a way that preserve lands, 
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which still permitted public passage and the taking of game during the hunting 
season, never attempted. Local antipathy toward private parks sprang from a 
number of sources. Preserves shut off access to existing paths, preventing passage 
along what many residents considered to be public roadways. As most private 
parks were quite large, going arouind them was an impossibility, making even 
larger swathes of the landscape inaccessible to inhabitants. Moreover, many lo- 
cals inisisted that gane anitnals in "'a state of natutre" had n-o own-erslhip; these 
animals beljonrgel to whomnever inivested the timue and labor to hunt them, not to 
someone who sim-iply h-appenied to be a large property owner. As one opponent of 
private parks put it, "wild game, wild fish and wild birds belong to the people." 
By such logic, preserve owners had no right to limit the access of local people to 
what was a common resource.37 

The unpopularity of private parks subjected them to a wide range of attacks; as 
one newspaper put it, "the private park policy has the effect of breeding lawless- 
ness." Local people tore down the "no trespassing" signs that ringed the bound- 
aries of the parks. They cut the elaborate wire fences that enclosed many estates, 
hoping that the deer and other game within might escape. They set fire to private 
park lands, sometimes to damage fences, other times to make the private park an 
undesirable refuge for game animals. Occasionally, local residents even shot at 
the guides hired to protect private parks. "[T]he position of guard on the vast 
forest preserves of William Rockefeller is not one to be much desired," observed 
the New York Times in 1904: "Several of these guards have been fired at recently 
while patrolling their lonely beats in the dense forest, and one who had a bullet 
pass through his coat sleeve, narrowly missing his shoulder, has resigned, declar- 
ing the job too strenuous for him. As smokeless powder has been used in every 
case, all efforts to locate and capture these 'snipers' have proved futile."38 

Even more than their guards, many of the wealthy businessmen who owned 
private parks in the Adirondacks-William Rockefeller, J. Pierpont Morgan, Alfred 
Vanderbilt, and Orrando Dexter, among others-became particular targets of 
local displeasure. They personified the class oppression that seemed to lie at the 
heart of conservation. By the summer of 1903, both Dexter and Rockefeller were 
the recipients of anonymous threatening notes; in Dexter's case, these threats 
culminated with his assassination in late September as he drove his carriage 
down a once public trail that he had enclosed within his estate. The murderer 
was never apprehended, even though Dexter's outraged father offered a five thou- 
sand dollar reward for information and hired a team of Pinkerton detectives to 
search for the killer. All evidence pointed toward a local suspect; not only was 
the bullet that killed Dexter of a type commonly used for deer hunting, but near 
the murder scene were several footprints made by a "coarse shoe or boot such as 
are worn a great deal by the workmen, woodsmen and hunters of the Adirondacks." 
Seizing upon such clues, many newspapers trumpeted Dexter's death not as an 
isolated incident but as "only one demonstration of the hatred that exists in the 
woods." The killing also emboldened many residents of the Adirondacks to voice 
sentiments that they had previously suppressed. Preserve owners and members of 
the Forest Commission alike reported receiving threats: that they "would receive 
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the same fate that Dexter did"; that "if you're not careful they'll be another Dex- 
ter case up here. Somebody else is liable to be shot in the back." In response, 
many private park owners hired more guards, while the Forest Commission ex- 
panded its force of foresters, further turning the Adirondacks into an armed camp.39 

In tracing the "War in the Adirondacks" from the inception of conservation to 
the outbreak of open conflict, it is worth pausing to consider what the opposing 
factions ultimately desired. At first glance, the war's battles may appear to con- 
cern little more than the nuances of the game law or of public access to private 
land. But the stakes were far higher, for in a rural society such as the one found in 
the Adirondacks, the control of natural resources undergirded all other struc- 
tures of everyday life. A useful parallel can be found in the American South 
during this same period, where new regulations over the enclosure of land and 
the hunting of game served the needs of large planters by driving poor Southern- 
ers, white and black alike, into the labor market.40 Although the laws that New 
York promulgated in the Adirondacks do not appear to have had a similar intent, 
the result was much the same. Limitations on taking timber and game and en- 
closure of large portions of the region in private preserves-such measures made 
it more difficult for many residents to support themselves as before, pushing 
many Adirondackers further into the expanding cash-based and wage-earning 
economy. This transformation was never total. Many residents derived some por- 
tion of their subsistence through hunting, fishing, and foraging well into the 
twentieth century. But an increasing proportion of the local populace was forced 
to supplement traditional sources of support with employment in the expanding 
tourist industry of the Adirondacks: the women as cooks and maids, the men as 
hunting guides, carpenters, and caretakers. Ironically, it was the labor of these 
locals-the preparation of meals, the guiding of sportshunters to fishing holes 
and hunting spots-that made the Adirondacks a place of rest and leisure for 
visiting tourists. The paradox of the touristic understanding of the Adirondacks- 
as a place apart, free from the corrupting influences of contemporary life-was 
that it was achieved by transforming the Adirondacks into a workplace. If many 
of the visitors to the region were unaware of this shift, local residents reacted to 
their new circumstances by adopting a tactic used by workers elsewhere in indus- 
trializing America at this time: the organization of labor unions to regulate wages 
and working conditions, the best known and most enduring of which was the 
Adirondack Guides' Association, founded in 1891.41 

The Adirondack Park is best seen not as the protector of a primeval nature, but 
rather as the creator of a modern landscape, one that embodied a novel vision of 
nature: a "wilderness" shorn of local use rights in favor of management by the 
bureaucratic state; a scenic vista for visiting tourists, whose arrival had helped to 
solidify the presence of a wage-based service industry in the region. Imposing 
this modern nature onto the Adirondacks landscape came at the cost of alienat- 
ing many local inhabitants from their surroundings. No longer were the resi- 
dents of the region free to make decisions over what paths to follow, what trees to 
cut, or what game to hunt in the woodlands abutting their homes. This loss, in 
turn, was connected to a deeper form of alienation from the natural world, which 
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expressed itself most vividly in the forest fires that locals set with increasing fre- 
quency by the turn of the century. As the Forest Commission discovered to its 
dismay in 1903, several of the large blazes that swept through the park that sum- 
mer were not accidental but had been deliberately "started by incendiaries and 
degenerates, prompted by malice, revenge, or criminal instincts": 

In nearly every [Adirondack] village there is a disreputable class whose pres- 
ence is inimical to the preservation of our forests. They are the men who, hav- 
ing been arrested at some time for violation of the Game Law or timber stealing, 
have a grievance against the authorities. They hang around hotels or taverns 
and when any so-called "State man" is in hearing, delight in making threats 
that, "The State has got to look out or there will be more fire in the woods," to 
which the bystanders listen with smiles or nods of approval.42 

Such forest fires bear witness to the manner in which the social divisions embed- 
ded in conservation came back to haunt its creators. From the local perspective, 
conservation created the opening for an urban elite to remake the Adirondacks 
landscape as they saw fit. In response, some residents took revenge on the forest 
itself, which to their eyes became a symbol of their newly dispossessed status.43 

The charred woodlands that these incidents of arson left behind were only the 
most striking manifestation of the manner in which class relationships mapped 
themselves onto the forests of northern New York. Traces of the often conflicting 
interactions between different social classes permeated the region, from the hid- 
den trails and salt licks of local poachers to the elaborate barbed wire fences 
ringing private game preserves. All served as subtle reminders that, despite offi- 
cial efforts to naturalize state control of the region by defining the Adirondack 
Park as "wild forest lands," it remained an intensely human place, where the 
state's efforts to assert environmental control required them to attempt several 
forms of social control as well. Nature in the Adirondacks might be the white- 
tailed deer, the soaring spruce tree, and the clear-flowing mountain stream, but 
it was also a site of human contestation, where different social classes struggled 
for control and for meaning. To speak of nature in the Adirondacks-or else- 
where -is to speak of the relations of power between human beings as well.44 
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