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It’s hard to believe this is the same forest that twenty years ago was little more than a 
pile of splintered, broken trees. The lush green growth and tall trees standing before me 
mask the fury that befell here; a deadly storm that remains etched in my memory, and in  
that of many others...

The evening of July 14, 1995, was especially hot and humid in Clayton, N.Y. The tem-
perature was still in the upper 80s; the humidity felt equally high. Even by 11 p.m., the 
temperature had not dropped. It was one of those times when a cooling thunderstorm 
would be welcomed.

Shortly after 11:00, our Australian shepherd, Tillie, gave birth to her first pup. With 
the combination of heat, humidity and being in labor, poor Tillie was panting like she 
was running a race, so we brought her and her pup to our screened-in front porch to await 
more births. Over the next several hours, my wife Heidi and I took turns staying up to 
keep an eye on Tillie. An hour after the fifth and final pup was born—around 4 a.m.—I 
was headed back to bed when the wind started to blow. As I made my way back down-
stairs to close windows and doors, I got hit by rain blowing through the screen door of our 
porch 20 feet away! I quickly grabbed the dog cage with Tillie and her pups, pulled it into 
the front hall, and shut the door to keep them from getting soaked.
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The wind, rain, thunder and lightning intensified while I ran 
around shutting everything. As I closed the last door all I saw 
outside was a green blur of leaves flying by, backlit by the street 
lamp and almost continual lightning. The storm roared overhead, 
the power went out, and the lightning intensified further. About 
the time I thought maybe we should head for the basement, the 
wind and rain largely ceased, though the thunder and lightning 
continued to our east with an intensity and frequency I had never 
seen before.

We woke up the next morning to sun and mercifully cooler 
weather. There were leaves and branches everywhere, and our 
neighbor and many other homeowners in the village lost trees; roofs 
were damaged. With the power still out, we weren’t sure where else 
the storm had hit. We spent the morning cleaning up the yard.

While I was helping my neighbor cut up his downed tree, my 
wife came over to let me know that I had a call from someone 
at work. It was Lt. Bob Weitz, DEC’s head forest ranger in St. 
Lawrence County. He asked if I had heard what had happened in 
southern St. Lawrence County. I said no, as the powerful thun-
derstorm had knocked out our power. Lt. Weitz then described 
the intense storm that had devastated forests south of Star Lake 
and beyond, turning much of the Five Pond Wilderness (a popular 
backcountry camping area) into a tangled mass of fallen trees. 

I learned that a man at Eighth Lake Campground in Hamilton 
County had lost his life when a tree fell on his tent where he, his 
wife and two children were camping. His body protected the rest 
of them from being crushed. Not far away, another camper in 
the Lake Lila Wilderness area also died when a tree fell on the 
tent she and her husband pitched in the heavily wooded area. All 
around there were stories of people injured or stranded, and DEC 
Rangers were organizing a rescue operation for what could be 
hundreds trapped in the woods.
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Falling trees and branches damaged and trapped canoes tucked into the 
woods in the Five Ponds Wilderness Area. 

The storm’s extreme winds snapped trees like toothpicks. Most of the trees fell in the same direction, indicative of a straight-line wind or derecho.
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DEC Regional Director Tom Brown, Regional Operations 
Supervisor Bob VanWie and I traveled to Star Lake the next day 
to visit the rangers’ emergency operations center. After a briefing 
on the progress of accounting for campers in the Five Ponds  
Wilderness, we joined a helicopter flight searching for stranded 
campers.

Although we had seen extensive damage to structures and 
forests on the drive to Star Lake, we were still unprepared for the 
sight of devastated forests in Five Ponds. It seemed everywhere 
we looked there were trees down, and there were several intense 
strips of hundreds of acres where everything was flattened. It was 
astounding; something we had never seen before in our corner of 
the world.

Flying overhead, we could clearly see that virtually all the 
trees in each wide swath of blowdown were pointing southeast, 
the direction the storm had moved. We later learned this was a 
clear indicator of a derecho, a strong storm of straight-line winds 
similar in strength to a tornado, but without the swirling pattern 
of destruction. The many ridges, valleys and small mountains in 
the Five Ponds area created another visible pattern: the leeward 
side of each (the southeast facing slopes) had little blowdown—
they were protected by the topography. So while the blowdown 
covered thousands and thousands of acres, there were also many 
thousands of acres that were only lightly affected.

I couldn’t help but imagine what it would have been like to be 
on a protected southeast facing slope of a narrow hill or mountain 

as the storm roared overhead like a freight train: the forest trees 
on either side bending and waving like wheat in a field before 
the wind finally slammed them flat to the ground. And all of 
this visible, despite the darkness, due to the almost continuous 
lightning. I imagine it would have been an amazing, yet terrifying 
sight. The hundreds in the woods at the time, however, probably 
only felt terror.

Our flight lasted half an hour. We spotted folks in a camp on 
Gull Lake, trapped for the time by miles of narrow gravel roads 
blocked by blowdown. We also saw several campers hiking 
down a trail, crawling under and over downed trees, almost out 
of the woods.

Forest rangers spent several days finding and escorting folks 
out of the woods, both by foot and by air for those in remote 
locations. Miraculously, of the hundreds camping in the Five 
Ponds Wilderness, everyone made it out with few injuries, 
though there were plenty of harrowing tales of near disaster, 
damaged gear and crushed/trapped canoes. 

Cleanup operations at trail heads began the day of the storm, 
and trail work continued for several months. Based on feedback 
from staff around the region, we estimated the destructive part 
of the storm was ± 40 miles wide and extended from where it 
first crossed the U.S.-Canadian border at Clayton and Alexandria 
Bay, southeast across the Adirondacks, past Albany and into 
New England.
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Twenty years after the blowdown, these young trees show the forest is rebounding.



Safety Tips
If you are hiking or camping in the 
woods and a windstorm comes in, here 
are a few precautions you can take to 
help ensure your safety:

•  Head for a more open area like a  
beaver meadow, wetland or an area 
with younger, relatively small trees.

•  If you are deep in the woods, head for 
the leeward side of a hill or ridge as 
the wind will be less intense, or seek 
shelter by a large boulder or rock 
formation which could break the fall 
of large trees and branches coming 
down.

•  If you are near a lake, pond or river, 
head for a windward facing shore— 
if trees go down they will likely fall 
away from the shore. If that’s not 
possible, go to the leeward facing 
shore—the wind will likely be less 
intense if there is a ridge or higher 
ground blocking the wind.

Before you even start your hike, always 
remember to sign in at the trail register 
and indicate where you are going. Forest 
rangers will use that register as the first 
reference for search-and-rescue efforts. 
A few moments spent at the trailhead 
could reap great rewards in the future.

Satellite imagery of the affected areas before and after the storm, clearly showed the 
most severe and concentrated forest damage started just west of Five Ponds Wilderness 
and extended southeast, with damage decreasing as the storm exited the Five Ponds. 
Interestingly, the imagery also showed some anomalies where strips of severe blowdown 
(extending dozens of miles) were cocked at an angle to the rest of the storm damage. 
All in all, an estimated 38,000 acres of forest were classified as severely damaged and 
109,000 acres moderately damaged.

In the year that followed, public discussions were held about what to do with the 
blowdown on Forest Preserve lands. There were concerns about fire danger, however the 
final recommendations were to leave the trees where they laid. This decision was made 
in large part because there is a constitutional ban against removing or harvesting trees on 
Forest Preserve lands. In addition, most of the forest in the affected region is referred to 
as the “iron forest” because it is resistant to fire due to the large amount of precipitation 
the area receives, keeping the wood moist.

The ’95 blowdown changed thousands of acres of mature forests. Most were second 
growth, having grown back after heavy harvests in the early 1900s. But some forests 
flattened in the Five Ponds were part of the largest block of virgin, old-growth forest in 
the Eastern U.S. Fortunately, trees in these areas respond vigorously to openings in the 
forest as demonstrated by the lush forest standing before me.

For many, the forests’ appearance after such a heavy blowdown can be depressing: 
trees prone and piled on top of each other; leaves and needles soon withering and turning 
brown. A few of the trees that still have part of their roots in the ground can hold on for 
a while (sometimes as long as a few more growing seasons), but they too eventually 
succumb. It doesn’t take long, however, for the forest to regenerate.

The first full growing season after the ’95 blowdown, the area was already greening 
up: grasses and other herbaceous plants popped up quickly from seeds in the soil. In 
the patches of ground between the trunks of trees and on upturned root masses, tree 
seedlings started to grow, stimulated by the sun and resultant warmth now able to reach 
the ground in the absence of a mature forest canopy.

Within five to ten years, vigorous crops of seedlings filled in most of the blowdown 
patches. A variety of species—reflective of what had been here—popped up, the most 
abundant being those that love full sun such as aspen, white pine, white ash, yellow birch 
and black cherry. During this time, the combination of thick patches of young trees and 
fallen timber made these areas nearly impenetrable to humans; at least to people without 
a saw or other cutting tool. Now, at the twenty-year mark, the forest floor is opening up 
again. The fastest growing trees have reached fifteen to thirty feet tall, and have shaded 
out the slower growing varieties and individuals. It’s the natural weeding and pro-
gression of the forest. As a forester, I find this process fascinating.

Watching the Adirondack forest respond naturally is inspiring; the vigor and speed 
with which new trees replace the old leaves no doubt that the blowdown has just a short-
term impact. In 100 years it will be largely invisible to the average person. But for those 
who were here when it happened and saw and lived with its aftermath for years, it will 
remain a life experience we will not forget.

Dave Smith is the regional forester in DEC’s Watertown office.
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Twenty years after the blowdown, these young trees show the forest is rebounding.


