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THE DAYS BEGIN to stretch longer as the ground slowly 
thaws, and hibernating hikers become restless with 
memories of last year’s beautiful adventures. Throughout the 
unforgiving North Country winter, thoughts of warmer days 
keep us going until eventually our daydreams can become 
reality. With all the beauty of spring in the air, however, 
comes the melting mess of mud on many of the Adirondack’s 
favorite hiking trails. And local rangers and hiking guides are 
urging hikers to steer clear of certain trails until mud season 
has passed.

Seth Jones, education director for the Adirondack Mountain 
Club for the past 10 years, says the warm weather can often 
fool people during this time. Those from lower elevations 
may come to hike the High Peaks unaware that there is 
plenty of snow and ice on these trails still in the process 
of melting. To be prepared, the most important thing for 
hikers, he says, is to check the DEC website for voluntary 
trail closures and current trail conditions. While hikers will 
not be stopped if they choose to disregard these closures, 
their activity can be both dangerous for themselves and 
permanently damaging for the trails.

During the spring season in the Adirondacks, many of the 
most popular trails, such as the High Peaks, tend to have 
plenty of standing water, says Jones. While there are multiple 
factors that contribute, a good rule of thumb for hikers is 
anything over 2,500 feet in elevation is most likely not ready 

for hikers without doing damage to the trail and surrounding 
vegetation. 

Damage to the high elevation vegetation occurs when hikers 
go off-trail in order to avoid mud puddles and standing 
water they encounter on the trail. While hikers may not think 
much of it, destruction of this vegetation begins when a 
single person elects to go around a bad spot on the trail, 
rather than through it. These plants may then take years to 
fully recover from the damage. 

The best thing a hiker can do when encountering a mud 
puddle, Jones says, is to simply walk straight through it and 
stay on the trail because while hikers may think that no real 
damage occurs from them going momentarily off-trail. The 
cumulative effect of hundreds or thousands of people with 
this mindset is the destruction of extremely sensitive alpine 
vegetation.

“These plants are well adapted to the harsh conditions in 
that area. They’re well adapted to the ice and the high winds 
and acidic soils, but they’re not well adapted to people 
stepping on them. So, [by] hiking during this time of year, 
a lot of the soil can be damaged,” Jones explains with 
concern. “There can be a higher rate of erosion up in the 
higher elevation. Once the soil is gone, it takes a long time 
for those soils to reestablish. Then you start losing those 
plant populations because of that.”
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