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Books and Media

The American Alpine Journal 2021: The 
World’s Most Significant Climbs
By the American Alpine Club, 2021, 208 pages.
ISBN 978-1-7356956-2-4. Price: $35 (paperback).

Accidents in North American Climbing
By the American Alpine Club, 2021, 128 pages.
ISBN 978-1-7356956-4-8. Price: 14.95 (paperback).

The paired volumes, both published by the  
American Alpine Club, document the 
mountaineering triumphs and tragedies of an 
exhilarating and potentially perilous pastime.

The American Alpine Journal uses stunning 
photographs and gripping first-person narratives 
to chronicle such breathtaking expeditions as the 
historic winter ascent of K2 by ten Nepalese climbers, 
and the exploration of new routes to the top of the 
Mendenhall Glacier’s Suicide Basin in Alaska.

Here is an excerpt from Mingma Gyalje Sherpa’s 
account of the K2 climb:

Before leaving base camp, we had made a plan to stop ten meters before the top 
and wait for everyone to arrive. Then, all the Nepalese brothers joined shoul-
der to shoulder and we walked together to the summit, singing the national 
anthem. .  .  . There were no individual agendas, only solidarity and a shared 
vision. When we unite, nothing is impossible, and that’s the way it was on K2. 

The tales in Accidents are cautionary rather than inspirational, recounting 
the various ways climbers have plunged off cliffs and into crevasses, some-
times to their deaths. 

Here is one such description of a belayer who was hit by a rockfall while 
climbing Utah’s Hellgate Cliffs:
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Jake was leading . . . and reached for what looked like a good hold. When he 
weighted the hold, a torso-sized rock detached from the wall. It split into two 
pieces, and one of them landed on Avery, knocking her unconscious. . . . She 
had two broken bones in her right arm that needed surgery, plus lacerations 
on her forehead and leg. She also had bleeding in her brain, but managed to 
avoid brain surgery. Jake suffered only minor scrapes and bruises in the fall.

Accidents reports that during 2020, there were 176 accidents in North 
America that resulted in 131 injuries and 33 fatalities. One glimmer of good 
news: This is fewer than the 220 accidents, 160 injuries, and 40 deaths 
reported in 2019. The American Alpine Club attributes the decline to the fact 
that many popular climbing destinations were closed during 2020 because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Accidents is more than a grim collection of mishaps. The book contains 
helpful information on gear and route planning, as well as medical advice. 
In addition, each ill-fated account concludes with an analysis of what went 
wrong, in hopes that mistakes won’t be repeated.

—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor

Trail Running Illustrated
By Doug Mayer and Brian Metzler
Illustrated by Marion Schreiber
Mountaineers Books, 2021, 272 pages.
ISBN 978-1-68051-566-4. Price: $24.95 (paperback).

You might think that something so seemingly  
simple as running through the woods could be 
explained in one sentence: Find a trail, put one foot 
in front of the other, pick up the pace, repeat.

It can’t. Doug Mayer and Brian Metzler pack 
an abundance of useful tips into their informative and entertaining volume. 
Colorfully illustrated by Marion Schreiber, the book covers everything: choosing 
the right gear, eating the proper food, finding the best trails, staying healthy, 
avoiding injuries, developing training programs, and racing ultra-distances.

Some advice goes into mathematical detail, perhaps inspiring the 
perfectionism in runners: “To find out your stride rate, count how many 
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times your right leg hits the ground in 30 seconds, then multiply by four. If 
you want to experiment with different stride rates, use a metronome track,” 
they write. “Many elite runners come in at around 180 strides per minute, but 
keep in mind that your pace at any given time, along with the ever-changing 
terrain—uphills, downhills, rocks, roots, puddles, mud, stream crossings, and 
so form—will affect your cadence.”

For the most part, Trail Running offers common-sense advice: Don’t 
overdo training, set realistic race goals, take time off from running every so 
often, and stay in shape by hiking, swimming, biking, and other activities.

The authors write with well-deserved authority. Mayer, who has written 
more than a dozen other adventure-related books, has been climbing and 
trail running in mountain ranges around the world for three decades. He is 
founder of the tour company Run the Alps and contributing editor for Trail 
Runner magazine. When he’s not in the Alps, he lives within sight of Mounts 
Adams and Madison in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. He has 
written often for Appalachia and co-wrote the profile series for this journal 
that became a book: Mountain Voices (Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 
2012). Metzler, author of several running books, is founder of Trail Runner 
and Adventure Sports magazines.

They adhere to the book’s prevailing theme: Keep it fun.
—Steve Fagin

To Be a Warrior
By Brandon Pullan
Rocky Mountain Books, 2021, 272 pages.
ISBN 978-1-77160-437-6. Price: $28 (softcover). 

Journalist Brandon Pullan pieces together  
the nomadic life of Canadian adventurer Billy 
Davidson, who died in 2002. A somewhat mythic 
figure, “as ephemeral as the wake from his kayak,” 
according to a profile of him in Sea Kayaker magazine 
from 2005, Davidson grew up in a Calgary children’s 
shelter, made first ascents on Mount Yamnuska in 

the Canadian Rockies and on El Capitan in Yosemite National Park, and then 
trimmed all his belongings to what could fit on a 21-foot-long kayak that he 
paddled up and down the Salish Sea for several decades. The author relies 
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heavily on Davidson’s diaries, which can be tedious to read, with chapters 
falling into a rut of “he did this, then this, then this.” But given Davidson’s 
place in climbing history and sea kayaking lore, this book seems a worthwhile 
documentation of the Thoreauvian life he chose to live. 

—Stephen Kurczy 
Assistant Book Review Editor

A Beautiful Work in Progress: A Memoir
By Mirna Valerio 
Grand Harbor Press, 2017, 317 pages including appendix.
ISBN 978-1-5039-4339-1. Price: $14.95 (paperback).

If you ever run into Mirna Valerio—and  
if you’re a runner, this is a literal possibility—you 
might recognize her from her social media presence, 
from REI’s film The Mirnavator, from her having 
been chosen 2018 National Geographic Adventurer 
of the Year, from her feature in Runner’s World, or 
from her blog, Fat Girl Running. In her mid-40s, 

she has completed eleven marathons, fourteen ultramarathons, and at least 
one Tough Mudder obstacle race. And in this ebullient memoir, she lists some 
vital personal numbers—speed: 11–13 minute mile; shoe size: 11; height: 5 foot 
7 inches; weight: 240 pounds. “I didn’t want people to pity me because I was 
fat,” she writes. “There was no need.”

The first time Mirna ran a mile, it “felt like an asthma attack, a gun-
shot wound . . . topped with the whipping cream of death.” In other words 
(though hers are evocative enough), not so easy. She was an adolescent; 
gifted with a roaming intellect and an operatic soprano. But the mile seemed 
insurmountable. 

Harder times were to come. Mirna hadn’t yet hit the 300 pounds she 
would reach after becoming a mother and hadn’t yet had the episode of chest 
pain in her early 30s that would lead her to turn her health around. But bet-
ter times were coming, too. She wasn’t yet a music teacher, running coach, 
NBC celebrity, plus-size model, and cheerer-on of other large women looking 
to turn their health around. She hadn’t started to sign up for the marathons 
where, to this day, she searches at the starting line for “any Clydesdale/Athena 
types who might be taking the plunge with me,” or the ultramarathons where 
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she hallucinates, limps, and meditates her way through 50, 60, 120 miles. 
Back then, she was an overweight Black girl, just trying to run a mile. Today 
she has crashed through stereotypes about weight, race, and age.

Reading Mirna is like having a 26.2-mile chat (at the back of the race) 
with someone exuberant, irreverent, occasionally rambling, and admittedly 
“all over the place, frenetic . . . dipped in different projects, disciplines, and 
just about anything.” Running brings her focus. “I become the trail and the 
trail becomes me,” she writes, recollecting each rock, cranny, and mile of just 
about every trail she has run. They trip her up, drive her crazy, keep her com-
pany, and catapult her into joy. 

A 300-plus page book is a little like an ultramarathon: it could probably be 
shorter. But when everything in your 5-foot-7-inch, 240-pound life compels 
you to share your story—well, length, like weight, is no object. 

—Elissa Ely

Honouring High Places
By Junko Tabei and Helen Y. Rolfe
Rocky Mountain Books, 2021, 400 pages. 
ISBN 978-1-77160-527-4. Price: $28 (softcover). 

“Avalanche!” That yell is a riveting start to  
Honouring High Places, a memoir by Japanese 
mountaineer Junko Tabei, who was buried alive in 
May of 1975 when several tons of snow and ice fell 
onto her Mount Everest campsite. Trapped under the 

snow for six minutes, she was miraculously pulled from the grave by a Sherpa, 
banged up but without serious injury. Twelve days later, the 4-foot-9 editor 
and piano teacher from a poor farming family became the first woman to 
summit Everest as part of Japan’s first all-women team in the Himalaya, at 
a time when some Nepalese opposed the idea of any woman entering their 
sacred mountains. In 1992, Tabei became the first female to climb the Seven 
Summits, the tallest peak on every continent. She died in 2016. 

Her memoir seems long overdue. Despite its somewhat dry prose—
perhaps because of the English translation from the original Japanese—my 
palms were sweaty when reading Tabei’s account of navigating through the 
Khumbu Icefall and up the steep Lhotse Face on Everest. To reduce weight 
and costs, her team climbed without jumars or other self-arrest devices, even 
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when crossing deep crevasses and going up icy walls. “Our calves burned and 
our hands gave way to the bitter cold and intense work of hanging on for dear 
life,” Tabei writes. 

Throughout the book, I was also struck by the supportive role of Tabei’s 
husband, Masanobu, who had been a mountaineer. In 1968, a year after their 
marriage, Masanobu lost four toes to frostbite on the Matterhorn, an injury 
that would prevent him from further mountaineering. He remained fiercely 
supportive of his wife. Before Tabei departed for her half-year expedition to 
Everest in 1975, when her daughter was 3 years old, Masanobu exhorted her: 
“Don’t worry about us. Trust me to provide a good life here in Japan. Focus 
only on yourself and your team; complete your mission from your heart with-
out regret.” When Tabei returned home, her daughter was wary of the weath-
ered woman standing in the airport. “Noriko, it’s your mom,” Tabei had to 
tell her daughter, in a moment of understated heartbreak.

Honouring High Places is an honest, unvarnished accounting that adds an 
important woman’s voice to what, thanks partly to Tabei, is becoming a more 
gender-inclusive sport. 

—Stephen Kurczy

Overexposure
By Chad Sayers
Rocky Mountain Books, 2021, 296 pages.
ISBN 978-1-77160-519-7.  
Price: $60 (hardcover). 

The professional freestyle skier  
Chad Sayers is perhaps best known for 

starring in the gluttonously snowy documentary series A Skier’s Journey, which 
has several hundred thousand views on YouTube. Sayers, who grew up in Vernon, 
British Columbia, was considered one of the world’s best off-piste skiers when, 
in 2008, he ditched competitions for the glory, nirvana, and agony of skiing 
beautiful, dangerous, virgin snow across the world’s biggest ranges. His book 
is essentially the still-image version of those documentaries, interspersed with 
short essays by Sayers, who at times comes across as a self-proclaimed ski-shaman 
tortuously searching for enlightenment as he jets and drives around the world 
in search of the most badass lines. That said, I couldn’t stop turning the pages. 

—Stephen Kurczy
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The Third Pole
By Mark Synnott
Dutton, 2021, 448 pages.
ISBN 978-1-5247-4557-8. Price: $29 (hardcover). 

How many times have I looked up at Odell’s  
Gully, a 600-foot-tall ice sheet in Huntington 
Ravine on Mount Washington, without realizing 
its namesake played a crucial role in fueling the 
mystery of who was first to climb a major peak on 
the other side of the world? 

A member of the 1924 British Mount Everest 
expedition, Noel Odell was the last person to see George Mallory and Sandy 
Irvine alive on their summit push. In the words of Odell, who was observing 
from far below, the pair was “going strong” within 1,000 feet of the peak, 
having surmounted a difficult section known as the Second Step on the 
Northeast Ridge. From there, it would have been a hike to the top. 

Odell’s sighting has forever fueled speculation that the British summited 
Everest three decades before Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay made 
their historic ascent from the Nepalese side. If only there were photographic 
evidence.

Cue the New Hampshire mountaineer Mark Synnott, who travels around 
the world in search of that evidence in this new book—a fun, fast, colorful 
romp from his base in Mount Washington Valley to the Alpine Club archives 
in London to the bureaucratic slopes of Everest. 

Synnott is aided in his quest by a few other eccentric New Englanders. 
One is historian Tom Holzel, whose Connecticut basement is a veritable 
Everest archive. On an eight-foot-long map of the mountain’s north face, 
Holzel shows Synnott a tiny blotch where he believes Irvine’s body may be 
preserved along with a century-old Kodak camera that could hold proof of 
who first stood atop the world’s third pole. 

Accompanying Synnott is Renan Ozturk, who grew up sailing in Nar-
ragansett Bay before finding his footing in the mountains. An accomplished 
videographer (he worked on and starred in the award-winning film Meru), 
Ozturk signs up to take aerial photographs in the hunt for Irvine.

The Third Pole progresses in the vein of The Lost Explorer (Simon & Schus-
ter, 1999), in which Conrad Anker told of finding Mallory’s body in 1999, 
and Into Thin Air (Villard, 1997), Jon Krakauer’s personal account of the 1996 
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Everest disaster when eight people died. But the stakes are lower in Synnott’s 
book, set in 2019. Of eleven deaths on Everest that season, nine happened 
on the Nepalese side of the mountain, far from the Tibetan base camp where 
Synnott was sheltered. Moreover, Synnott’s search for Irvine is essentially 
scuttled by bad weather, red tape, and, potentially, a government conspiracy. 

Synnott provides testimonial evidence that Irvine’s body may have been 
secretly whisked off Everest decades ago to safeguard the Chinese Commu-
nist Party’s official line that the Northeast Ridge was first climbed in 1960 
by three Chinese who placed a bust of Mao atop the summit. That point of 
pride would be undermined if two Brits had completed the route 36 years 
earlier. 

We may never learn the contents of Irvine’s camera, but I think there’s 
already a piece of circumstantial evidence that he and Mallory reached the 
summit, and it’s in New Hampshire. A couple years after the duo’s disap-
pearance, while Odell was a visiting lecturer in geology at Harvard University 
(during which time he mentored its newly formed mountaineering club), he 
made the first ascent of Odell’s Gully, then considered the toughest ice climb 
in New England. One has to wonder: If Odell was able to tame Huntington 
Ravine, what was a superior climber like Mallory able to achieve on Everest?

—Stephen Kurczy 

NH Rocks That Rock: An Adventure  
Guide to Twenty-Five Famous Boulders  
of the Granite State
By Uma and Dan Szczesny
Hobblebush Books, 2021, 84 pages.
ISBN 978-1-939449-16-0. Price: $12 (paperback).

There was a boulder in the Nature Center  
near where I grew up. It was towering and mesmerizing 
to a little me, and it demanded daring courage; an 
Everest that could not be scaled often enough or with 
greater triumph. 

When I grew up, somehow the boulder shrank down. These things hap-
pen. But leafing through “NH Rocks That Rock” by Uma Szczesny (proj-
ect progenitor) and her father Dan Szczesny (project scribe), the pleasure of 
ascent returned. This brief guide—prefaced with an essential question: “What 
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the heck is a rock anyway?”—contains a baker’s two-dozen scalable boulders 
in New Hampshire. Each has been visited and graded by a 6-year-old climber, 
surely a unique assessment. 

For climbers around Uma’s age, a hiking patch and certificate can be 
claimed for scaling all 25 rocks. For readers closer to her father’s age, there is a 
brief geological discussion of the Udden-Wenthworth scale, and some schol-
arly distinctions between conglomerates, glacial erratics, cobbles, and clastics. 
For any age, there is a list of places where, after a drive or gentle hike, one 
finds oneself facing boulders with such names as Nessie’s Humps, Ordination 
Rock, Chicken Farmer Rock, and Quimby’s Pillow. Each page comes with GPS 
coordinates, a description, and a little history or local legend (because in New 
Hampshire, there is always a story to be told). There are also a few suggestions 
of what to do around the area afterward because, when all is said and done, 
how long does it take to climb a rock?

The boulders themselves have lives and stories to tell, too. One weighs 
5,000 tons, “the equivalent of 36 blue whales.” Another has its own stone 
staircase leading to a marble marker from 1862. A third is in the middle of a 
playground (rock is rock, and technically that counts), and yet another needs 
a ladder to reach the top. 

Here is a topic that has been waiting to be written about for centuries—
hidden, you might say, behind a rock. Pack up the children, start up the car. 
It’s a wonderful family project.

—Elissa Ely

Edward Feuz Jr. 
By D. L. Stephen
Rocky Mountain Books, 2021, 320 pages.
ISBN 978-1-77160-509-0. Price: $28 (softcover). 

In 1903, the teenaged mountain guide Edward  
Feuz Jr., of Interlaken, Switzerland, joined his father 
on a 5,000-mile journey over the Atlantic Ocean and 
across Canada to help establish a recreational alpine 
industry in Alberta. The federal government had 
recently completed its transcontinental railroad, and 

the Canadian Pacific Railway was attempting to entice train passengers to “the 
Switzerland of America,” replete with a Swiss-themed village called Edelweiss 
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and authentic Swiss mountain guides. The most prominent of those guides was 
Feuz, who worked in the Lake Louise area for six decades and made more than 
100 first ascents in the Rockies, including of Mount Sir Sandford, the highest 
peak in the Selkirk Range. In profiling Feuz, author D. L. Stephen mixes history 
and memoir, drawing from her family’s long friendship with Feuz. The best 
parts of the book are from those recollections, such as when, at the age of 84, 
Feuz guided the author’s family up The Mitre (at the head of the Lefroy Glacier 
in Banff National Park) and found himself in the middle of a rockfall. Just as 
a croquet ball–sized rock was about to strike the author’s mother on the head, 
Feuz leaned forward and lunged his ice axe’s metal tip at the stone with a quick 
jab, deflecting the rock and likely saving the woman’s life. 

—Stephen Kurczy

Queen of the Mountaineers
By Cathryn J. Prince
Chicago Review Press, 2019, 320 pages.
ISBN 978-1-61373-955-6.  
Price: $28.99 (hardcover).

Queen of the Mountaineers documents  
the life of Fanny Bullock Workman in a 
readable and informative way. Cathryn J. 
Prince sets Workman’s accomplishments 
in a historical context that gives fuller 

meaning to the groundbreaking and record setting that drove this great 
mountaineer. Along the way, we come to gain a picture of the kind of woman 
Fanny Bullock Workman was.

Prince begins with Fanny’s birth in 1859 into a wealthy family. Her father 
was governor of Massachusetts. She married William Hunter Workman, a 
doctor, and the two began a life of adventure. Prince is clear that Fanny had 
no interest in acting the role society intended for her. She was drawn to wild 
places and succeeded in spending much of her life in them. The couple made 
their home in Dresden, Germany, avoiding the strictures of their upper-class 
background. Their son tragically died at 3 years, and their daughter Rachel 
was educated in English boarding schools.

From Dresden, in the 1890s, the Workmans began their exploring with 
long-distance bicycle trips: first Algeria; then Spain in a 2,800-mile trip; next a 
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14,000-mile ride through India, Burma, Ceylon, and Java; and finally cycling 
the length of the Indian subcontinent. Two books resulted from these cycling 
trips that served as prologue for the Workmans’ mountain explorations. In 
1898, they left for the Himalaya. For each trip they were gone for months, 
returning to write their books—five in all. Fanny was in demand as a lecturer 
in Europe as well as America, always accompanied by Hunter, as she called 
her husband.

For me, this book caught fire with the chapters detailing the rivalry 
between Fanny and her fellow mountaineering New Englander, Annie Smith 
Peck. Both women were highly driven to achieve their climbing goals. Both 
fought for women’s rights. Yet, there was no sisterhood between these two 
women. Their principal rivalry was over who had achieved the greatest alti-
tude. To prove Annie wrong, Fanny sent a team of engineers to Peru to tri-
angulate Huascarán, a first ascent Annie claimed was higher than Fannie’s 
Pinnacle Peak in the Karakoram. Workman laid out $13,000 to prove that 
she held the altitude record for women. She did, but not by more than 300 
feet. These two women fighting each other caught the press, and editors made 
a meal of this in 1911–1912, when the proper role for women was to stay at 
home, be good wives, raise large families, and maintain low profiles.

The Workmans’ scientific work, especially that on their earliest expedi-
tions, has been criticized for inaccuracy. Their object—other than making 
first ascents and achieving altitude records—was to measure the heights of 
the mountains they climbed and map the glaciers. They did the best they 
could with these measurements, but their equipment was inadequate. They 
were, however, in the field long enough—from 1898 to 1912—that technical 
advances improved, and their measurements on the last expeditions, to the 
Siachen Glacier, hold up well.

The book contains some errors that the publisher has assured us will be 
corrected in future printings. The two most serious are a mention early on 
of 33 peaks in the Presidential Range of New Hampshire’s White Mountains 
when the accurate number is 13, and referring to Peck’s “five” attempts to 
summit Huascarán—she climbed that big peak on the sixth try, as she wrote 
in her own 1911 book.

Prince brings out the Workmans’ ability to return again and again to hos-
tile and dangerous landscapes. For months at a time they coped with cre-
vasses, avalanches, steep icy slopes, wind, storms, and biting cold at altitudes 
between 16,000 and 21,000 feet. In these mountains of northern India, Paki-
stan, Afghanistan, China, Bhutan, and Nepal Fanny came fully alive. She was 
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driven, her husband was a willing follower, and by living a life of her own 
choosing she became a pioneer for women everywhere.

—Laura Waterman

National Geographic Atlas of the 
National Parks
By Jon Waterman 
National Geographic Society, 2019, 432 pages.
ISBN 978-1-4262-2057-9. Price: $65 (hardcover).

This is more a cabinet of wonders than  
the traditional map-filed atlas. It aims to go deep 
and leave nothing out and presents an amazing 
potpourri of text and graphics packed into more 
than six pounds of glossy paper—perforce, a mix 

of identities and purposes, of reportage, inspiration, cartography, homage to 
nature, and so on.

It begins with a panoramic review of the National Park Service’s scope and 
mission, then segues to serious discourses on a wide range of topics: plate tec-
tonics, geology, climate change, wildlife shifts, archaeology and paleontology, 
human impacts on the environment, and park visitor experience. Then the 
treasure chest opens: a series of ten-page spreads on 33 of the better-known 
parks: each with a map, a one-page stunning mega photo, 1,000-plus words of 
supporting text (a mix of instruction and entertainment), and several smaller 
photos and illustrations. These go as far to the experience of being there as a 
book can do. I was astonished by the audacity of its scope and agenda! Its 
gargantuan footprint. Its reach into the geological past, the record of hunter 
gatherers’ and Indians’ land-use customs, wildlife, history of controversies 
in parks’ creations, diversions into alpinism, threats of endangerment, and 
more, much more.

Bringing up the rear are 22 of the less notable parks of the system, which 
are treated with one page each with a map, text, and photo. Nothing in the 
book’s text and captions lack for verve and color. This for instance, in the 
introduction, which gestures to both the massiveness of the continent and 
the reach of the NPS locations: “As the Milky Way burns across the dark skies 
of Death Valley and the northern lights finish shimmering above Denali, the 
first sunbeams hit the continent at Acadia. Bats wing their way back into the 
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Mammoth Cave, the bison herds stir at Yellowstone, and the Colima warbler 
trills its first song at Big Bend. . . .” 

The book’s designers also demonstrate imaginative storytelling. In addition 
to deft layout and the blazing double-page, high-resolution photo reproduc-
tions, there are lower key and subtle moments. I was charmed—as children 
would be, too—by the hand-painted panoramas of the flora and fauna of 
Joshua Tree, the Everglades, Olympia National Park, and others, each with 
taxonomic captions, as on a stick-on magnet board. I should also mention 
two good indices, a vanishing feature of modern publishing.

Finally, there’s the cui bono question. (Who benefits?) Libraries are the 
obvious target. However, the average citizen lacks a bookshelf that is 14 by 11 
inches and may be deterred by the $65 list price. (I found one on AbeBooks 
for $54.03 with free shipping; used copies are starting to show up here and 
there). In the event you do not buy the book, the next time you are in a 
bookstore, curl up in a corner with it and browse for a couple of hours. I 
guarantee you’ll find Jon Waterman an inspiring shaman and guide to the 
parks’ experience.

—John Thackray

Hut to Hut USA: The Complete Guide for 
Hikers, Bikers, and Skiers
By Laurel Bradley and Sam Demas
Mountaineers Books, 2021, 334 pages.
ISBN 978-1-68051-268-7. Price: $29.95 
(paperback).

America’s first backcountry hut was  
constructed by the Appalachian Mountain 
Club in 1888 at Madison Spring, below Mount 
Madison in the White Mountains of New 
Hampshire. Its purpose was safety rather than 

recreation; in fact, it was posted, “Not for Pleasure Camping.” But the hut 
was a convenience for many hikers, so much so that AMC stationed a keeper 
there in 1906 who collected a modest fee and, on his own initiative, prepared 
meals for guests. This might appropriately be considered the beginning of the 
club’s contemporary and remarkably popular system of eight huts that stretch 
more than 50 miles across the White Mountains.
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The AMC huts are also the beginning of a diverse system of American 
backcountry huts that started slowly, but that have advanced rapidly over the 
last few decades and are now scattered across many of the most coveted desti-
nations of hikers, bikers, and skiers, including New York and New England, 
the North Country, the Rocky Mountains, the Sierras, the Pacific Northwest, 
and Alaska. Laurel Bradley and Sam Demas focus on sixteen hut systems, 
offering firsthand descriptions of their locations, attractions, and amenities. 
The book includes helpful maps, photographs, contact information, and 
logistics. The authors even offer a series of suggested itineraries and helpful 
advice on preparing for hut-based adventures. 

American huts take many forms—repurposed historic buildings, yurts, 
purpose-built structures—but they are generally simple shelters that offer 
outdoor adventurers comfort, convenience, and the companionship of like-
minded people. These huts are symbols of the importance a growing number 
of Americans place on being outdoors and appreciating the nation’s great 
natural and cultural landscapes. The huts are manifestations of the way in 
which the outdoors is being integrated more broadly into American culture 
and democracy, expanding the spectrum of recreation opportunities. Hut to 
Hut USA is a smart, attractive, and engaging book that broadens the band-
width of options for hikers, bikers, and skiers and gives due credit to the 
AMC for its pioneering role.

—Robert Manning
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