Brandon Tuchovsky

6000 Flanagan Rd

Box 682

Utica NY, 13502

Peak Number 25

Mrs. Marta Bolton Quilliam,

I am pleased to report that I have completed what I started in August, and have completed my ascent (and successful return) from Allen Mountain. It was a one day hike, which I started out incredibly early, got back late, and even got a chance to go wading in the Opalescent River. The weather was perfect; as it hadn’t rained in the area since the last time I was up there 2 weeks ago. The trail is in good condition, the river wasn’t as wild as it was a few weeks back and the bugs…. well, they’re still there.

After coming back from Newcomb in August, trying unsuccessfully for Allen, I was admittedly down. I know the mountains weren’t going anywhere, but not being able to finish what I started irked me. The deadline to moving back to school was approaching fast, the weather report showed it was going to rain for the next few days, and I had some important things to take care of before I left the capital region. I was beaten… for now.

The school season began, and I settled back into the normal routine as usual. Taking a higher course load then I planned, but the courses themselves are easy enough to justify it. In the background though, the weather was always on my mind. Checking the jet stream, high pressure systems, cold fronts loaded with rain… anything that could show I had a window of opportunity to return up north. This past Friday; I got my chance. 2 weeks of constant sun, no rain, and warm temperatures… rain on Saturday. It was now or never.

In my laziness, my bag was still packed from 2 weeks ago, all I had to do was add food and drink and hit the road. So I did just that; left an itinerary with my family and a roommate, gassed up the car and went to Thursday night. My plan was to wake at 5:30am and leave for Newcomb at 6:15am. Whether it was a blessing or a curse, I couldn’t sleep past 3:45am. I said “screw it” and got up, did my morning routine and hit the road, still dark. My thought was I’d get to the trailhead and be on the trail just as the sun was coming up. The cold air from the night would give me some reprieve from the bugs, and help me wake up. The BEST part about the drive north was the traffic at the hour…. none! I saw one car coming in the opposite lane the entire way from Utica to Newcomb, shortening my drive from an estimated 3hrs to just under 2hrs [Google maps thinks the speed limit the entire way is 45, when it’s actually 55]. Somewhere around Blue Mountain Lake, a nice 4-point buck was just standing in the middle of the road, right on the yellow lines. I pulled up real slow and whipped out my camera or a shot. In my haste, I forgot to turn off the flash, which definitely got his attention. Now less then 5 feet away from my car and looking right at me, I snapped another shot without the flash… came out perfectly. It just kept staring at me, and while I enjoyed looking at it, I had other things planned, and kept going.

Another 30-45 minutes and I was at the trailhead, with only one other car in the parking lot. Not much excitement at this point, putting on my gear, signing into the register and getting underway. Crossing the Hudson over the suspension bridge woke me up a bit, as I wasn’t used to a bridge moving THAT much when I stepped on it… but being that flexible is probably the only way it survives the winter up there. The flat trail afterwards allowed me to keep moving with the vigor that I had been saving up since my first attempt. Lake Jimmy offered up a surreal view at such an early hour. The lake was still covered in fog, but there was plenty of light to give it a mystical aura. Unfortunately, the planks on the bridge are so loose that as soon as I hit a loose board, every wild animal on the lake flew away or dived under the surface. Some planks look like they are in desperate need of replacement, but for now the bridge is holding [it’ll be amazing if it lasts the winter though].

After the lake, the trail turned into what I expected for the first few miles; flat with no real obstacles in the way… just easy hiking. I could see Lake Sally through the trees, but without a trail to the lakeside, I wasn’t about to trespass. No way would I have been caught at that hour, but the principal stands. It wasn’t that important I guess, I was more interested in the Mt Adams observer cabin when I came across it. At first I thought it was a hunting club’s cabin, but upon further inspection I saw it was actually a restoration project. The sign up front said I could look around so long as I closed and hooked the door shut, so I went inside and took some pictures. Kind of a downer though, as the cabin has the same type of bed frame in there as I have in my dorm right now. So either the observer was living in a high-class cabin back then, or I’m getting screwed by my school [guess which on I’m thinking].

The trail now turned into an old lumber road, which was easy on the feet and allowed me to make excellent time. Despite the bonus of speed and ease, the view was kind of depressing. There were very few views of neighboring peaks, and on the sides of the trail were leftovers from the old days of logging in the area. I could clearly make out what might have been a parking lot or dump area. There was nothing worth stopping for, so I kept moving. In fact, the trail was kind of bland and not even worth mentioning until I got to the Opalescent River crossing. OK, I went through a swap, and kept going between lumber roads and DEC trails, but it was pretty eventless. The most exciting thing between the observer cabin and the river crossing was the red gate put in by the Adirondack Woodlands/Nature Conservatory, which I walked around.


The Opalescent River was one of the reasons I canceled my trip last time, after the huge rain storm. I knew there was no bridge crossing, and after so much rain being dumped on the area the night before my hike, I feared crossing the river would have been challenging before the climb and dangerous afterwards. Whether I was right or wrong in my suspicions I may never know… but I do know that the crossing after 2 weeks of warm, dry weather was nice and easy. I didn’t even have to take off my boots to get across. The water seemed a bit chilly, but for 8:30am I wasn’t expecting swimming water. I’m glad the DEC cut in the temporary trail, as the original spot where the bridge was is clearly impassible now. Don’t get me wrong, the DEC choose a great spot for the bridge, supported by 2 perfectly located rocks, nice and high over the river. I can’t believe it got wiped out being THAT high up though, it looked to be 6-8 feet up!

After the crossing, the trail started to pick up some elevation and became more rugged and narrow. Still felt more like a walk through a field and forest then a mountain trail, so I kept my normal pace, moving quickly and without care… but I’d pay for my hubris later. The trail finally gave me a view off to my left side finally, and I could just barely make out a “white tree” on top of a nearby peak. I pulled out my trusty camera, cranked up the zoom and snapped a picture (I didn’t have binoculars, so my camera serves 2 purposes). It was the fire tower on Mt Adams off in the distance. It wasn’t the view I was hoping for on the trail, but it was better then the swamp I passed through 10 minutes beforehand.

The trail went back to its normal, uneventful self after that view for another hour and a half at least. Passing between DEC trails and over a few more lumber roads was letting me keep moving at full speed though, as I felt no reason to take a break (not tired, and no views). In fact, the trail to Allen didn’t really become a trail until I came to a sandy parking lot area where a cairn marked a line in the forest, beckoning me to enter and start the real journey. As if second nature, I sat down for a break before starting the task at hand. Some rice krispee treats and a sandwich helped give me the energy to get underway, and that’s just what I did. Shortly after entering the woods, the trail started to pick up elevation. It wasn’t a steep elevation gain, but it was constant, which was kind of annoying after walking on flat roads for the past 5-6 miles. “Oh well, this is what I came here for!”
Took almost 2 hours to get to Skylight Brook, which by that time I felt earned another break. I had no idea how easy the rest of the trail had been compared to what was in store for me after this. The brook wasn’t running too fast, so I had expected the rest of the climb to be dry, especially that red/black moss I heard so much about. “Just a simple climb” I told myself… man had I underestimated my luck for the day. Allen, while not throwing all the tricks in the book at me (blowdown, rushing water, sloppy mud) certainly let me know I was not welcome. The rocks were *just* wet enough to be slippery from the moss, and a few strategically fallen trees blocked some trails that would have allowed me to bypass the slide altogether in some areas. I took numerous breaks, looking both at the view behind me, and further up for possible ways into the woods to get around the slide. There were even a few times during my climb my cell phone got a signal [somehow] and I started receiving basic text messages from friends. While most people would find this contrary to the whole purpose of going out into the wilderness, I found it helpful, as it promoted me to take breaks and relax more then the usual “just sit down so you can stand up in 5 minutes” sort of breaks. 
Finally, the brook disappeared, the rocks turned into dirt, and the sky started to show through the trees on all sides. My legs had been hurting (and rightfully so), but I sucked it up and with a burst of energy, made for the summit with renewed vigor. I had come so far, after waiting so long, and now… it was almost within reach. The last part of the trail was semi-flat with a slight incline… and one part where I had to climb up a 5 foot rock wall. I climbed right over it, not caring about the feeling in my legs, knowing I was so close to the top. Sure enough, not even a minute later, the trail opened up to a 3-way junction, marked with a sign: ALLEN MOUNTAIN.

It took me two hours to get up to Allen’s summit from Skylight Brook; I had earned a meal, a break, and a nap. I wasn’t alone on the summit; another couple was already on top. They were very polite, to which I gladly returned the courtesy. I was not in a talking mood, but I still remembered my manners. My camera went to work, documenting the view, and a nice pair of pictures of your truly next to the summit sign. Afterwards I ate my meal (which had warmed up considerably in my backpack, but still tasted good after all those hours on the trail) and a short nap. Before I could completely dose off, there was a rustling in the trees ahead of me. I figured it was the other hikers… but why would they be in the woods when the trail was right in front of me. So I open my eyes a bit more and turn my head and there’s some kind of cat looking at me, while lurking in the woods.
“Holy crap” I stated… as if there was someone in earshot who cared. I knew once it stepped into the light it was a Martin. I had seen one before, while hiking in the wintertime in the Adirondacks. They dig holes through the snow under lean-to’s and wait for people to drop food after meals. Other then that, I got the impression they’re very shy. So this martin is staring at me, trying to take a nap on the summit, and circles the area (keeping at least 10 feet away from me), never breaking visual contact. It does a full 360 of the summit and retreats back into the woods from where it came. I did manage to get my camera out [the fast motion probably scared it away faster] and snap a 10 second movie of it moving around. For a few seconds the footage is REALLY good, to the point you can actually measure the size of it.

That was enough excitement for me. I took one last look around at the overlook areas, and donned my bag. I had hoped the martin would come back for another look, since it was a curious creature, but it never did. Oh well, back to the trail. By this point in the day, my pace had slowed down considerably. I could still make it back to the car by sundown, with some time to spare [I did have a headlamp if something happened that would slow me down even more], so I made my way towards the slide. I wish the trip down was as simple as the trip up. My tired legs made some “missteps” and it cost me more then I wanted to. I remember slipping and falling right on my backside, with my pack breaking my fall [but allowing me to slide a little further down]. Then I was amazed at how I didn’t break my ankle the way I got it caught between 2 logs on the rocks and fell over. Now I’m saving the best for last…
This happens every time I go hiking, on every peak. While on the downhill slope, I continually build up speed. I know it’s bad, but usually I grab onto a tree near the trail and slow myself down. This time, I wasn’t that lucky. I won’t leave you hanging though; I didn’t break any bones… amazingly. I was moving fast, still going downhill at the speed of a brisk jog, with my backpack adding more momentum to my body then I realized. At that speed I probably wouldn’t have seen the branch sticking up that I tripped on. Over I went, and not just onto the ground. I went over a pack of roots that I had previously climbed up to get here; so instead of falling the 5 feet to the ground, I fell an additional 4 feet down the drop, and then slid on the wet dirt, finally being stopped by a rock on the trail getting wedged against my shoulder. For 30 seconds I just laid there, wondering if anything was broken and when the pain would make its way to my brain. Nothing…. absolutely amazing! I got up, sore and covered in dirt, with some blood coming from a scrape on my arm, but other then that I was in working condition.
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(An illustration of the fall I just mentioned)
My pace slowed greatly after that, mainly because my brain and body didn’t want to take another fall like that and not be able to recover in the same way. Didn’t matter; despite slowing down and being more careful with my footing, I tripped over a rock maybe 10 minutes later. My right knee took a direct hit on the left side, avoiding the kneecap and hitting the meat. I have no problem saying how loud I yelled from that fall [also the reason I saw no wildlife on the trail for the rest of the day]. I stayed on the ground for at least 15 minutes massaging and slowly stretching the leg. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but another accident and my one-day trip might become an overnighter whether I liked it or not.

Fortunately I was only 5 minutes from Skylight Brook, and once I crossed over, the trip became easier. Going mostly downhill on a trail with very few rocky areas helped my knee from being overused, despite the fact I was miles and miles away from the car, and not 100% sure I’d be out before sunset. By the time I got back to the Opalescent River crossing, I was ready to take a dip in the water. Time was no longer an issue, as I would gladly get the headlamp and flashlight out at this point if need be. I took off my boots, socks and unzipped my pants into shorts. Put them all in my backpack and zipped it up. Any hunters in the cabin nearby probably would have gotten a kick over how I spun around in a 360 to launch my backpack across the river… but whatever, it made it over there safe and sound. I waded into the river, and it felt soooooo good. I sat down on a boulder and let the water run almost up to my knees, which felt blissful between the hot feet, twisted ankle, and the knee which was just starting to swell. The sooner I got back to the car the better, but I may never get the chance to get back up there under similar circumstances, and (as previously stated) the water felt so good on my legs I could have sat there for hours. It must have been 30 minutes before I got out of the water and put my gear back on, to slowly drag myself back towards the trailhead.
It took me 3 hours to get back to my car, none of it eventful. At that point, even the bugs didn’t bother me, I was covered in mud, bruised, scratched, bloodied, and sore… but it was all worth it. Of all the testimonies and trail reports I’ve heard about Allen, one thing always remains the same from each one; “I’m never doing this peak again!” or “Allen is the mountain you only do once”. I feel I have to disagree, despite the damage I took to myself and the length of the trail. The trail may not have the best views and the summit may not have the greatest views, but it was pretty easy going for the longest time which definitely counts for something. The solitude and remoteness (even though you’re hiking over roads, it’s still remote enough) of the trail gives it its own sense of adventure. I may not go out of my way to climb Allen, but if one of my friends wish’s to climb it, I’d gladly go back again!
Now I’m back in my dorm room, nursing my wounds and regaining my strength. Going up and down stairs is still challenging, but I hope to be fully recovered by Wednesday; which is probably how long it’s going to take to get all the mud out of my pants.
I heard you’re hitting the trails again, so now I can say,

Hope to see you out there and good hiking!
___________________________

Brandon Tuchovsky

P.S – Don’t forget I’m back at school, my new mailing address is at the top of this letter.
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