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Figure 1  Courtesy of New England Forestry Foundation 
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This is the story of a mountain and a forest through time, looking at how nature and people have 

affected the land.  The Hersey Mountain Forest today is a conservation property of 3,100 acres in 

New Hampton and Sanbornton, New Hampshire owned by the nonprofit New England Forestry 

Foundation (NEFF).  The property was acquired from several prior owners over a period of 

approximately ten years, from 1995 to 2005, through a collaborative effort of NEFF and the 

Sweetwater Trust.  NEFF is the overall landowner and the Northeast Wilderness Trust (NWT) 

holds a conservation easement.  The Hersey Mountain Forest is divided into a 1,000 acre portion 

which is being managed for sustainable forestry and a 2,100 acre portion which will be preserved 

as wilderness.  The public is invited to visit the forest to observe sustainable forestry, to enjoy 

nature, to walk, snowshoe, ski and hunt.  This combination of economic, recreational, educational 

and conservation benefits makes Hersey Mountain a ñcommunity forestò. 

 

Location and Landscape 

 

Hersey Mountain Forest is located within the towns of New Hampton and Sanbornton, east of the 

Pemigewasset River, in central New Hampshire.  At 2,002 feet, the summit of Hersey Mountain 

is the highest point in Sanbornton, while a portion of the summit ridge is the highest point in New 

Hampton.  The area, once known as the Salmon Brook Mountains, includes several other 

summits along ridges extending from the central peak.  Views extend to Franconia Notch and the 

White Mountains in the north, to Mount Cardigan in the northwest and Mount Kearsarge in the 

southwest, to the Belknap Mountains in the southeast, to the Ossipee Mountains in the east, and 

include Newfound Lake, Lake Winnisquam, and Lake Winnipesaukee.  The ridges radiating from 

the central summit divide the drainages of Blake Brook on the north, Hadley Brook on the east, 

Knox Brook on the south, and Prescott Brook on the west. 

 

Hersey Mountain Forest covers an area roughly three miles square.  1,841 acres are in New 

Hampton, and 1,293 acres, including Mike Burke Memorial Forest and Knox Mountain Tree 

Farm, are in Sanbornton.  The Forest and the land immediately surrounding it include rough 

terrain.  There are many rock outcrops, ledges, gullies, and steep slopes.   Small areas of level 

land are often wet, as are depressions and shallow valleys between the outcrops.  The Forest is 

between 700 feet and 2,000 feet in elevation, and trees cover all the territory except for a few 

small patches of cleared land.  The area is largely roadless, with the exception of one 

unmaintained town road (NH class VI) on the eastern side.  
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Figure 2  Hersey Mountain from Mountain Pond  (D. Heyduk photo) 

 

 

 

Figure 3  Glacial Erratic Boulder  (D. Heyduk photo) 
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Prehistory 

 

The last major landscaping event to affect this area was the Wisconsin Glaciation, which lasted 

from approximately 110,000 to 14,000 years ago.  During this time mile-thick glaciers full of 

rocky debris expanded and retreated over New England, polishing and scratching grooves into the 

exposed rock of Hersey Mountainôs summits, and leaving ñerraticò boulders as the ice melted.  

The track of the ice sheet over the area was from northwest to southeast, creating gentler slopes 

on the northwest faces as debris was caught there, and steeper slopes on the south and east faces, 

caused by glacial ñpluckingò, or pulling rocks away in the direction of ice flow.   

 

Other glacial features to be seen at Hersey include sand and gravel outwash deposits from glacial 

streams, sometimes cut into by later stream flow or by people mining the sand and gravel for 

construction purposes.  Such features are found on the east side of the Hersey upland, in the 

north-south valley from Spectacle Pond through Hermit Lake, and along Salmon Brook to 

Cawley and Rollins Ponds.  Finer sand and clay were deposited in temporary post-glacial 

meltwater lakes.  Post-glacial Lake Merrimack lapped the north side of Hersey Mountain at New 

Hampton village and the southwest foot of the mountain along the current Pemigewasset River 

floodplain. (1)(2)  These different glacial deposits became different soil types, with effects on the 

type of forest that would grow and the type of human activity that would take place over the 

succeeding millenia. 

 

By 14,000 years ago, the ice sheet had melted back to the north, leaving a scoured and barren 

landscape, which was gradually colonized by tundra plants: mosses, sedges, lichens, grasses, 

dwarf willows, bearberry, and labrador tea.  These plants could tolerate the cold and very dry 

climate south of the ice sheet, where total precipitation was no more than 10 inches per year. 

 

Tree pollen deposited over time in layered pond sediments holds a record of the forest that was 

present at times in the past.  After 14,000 years ago, the first forest trees appeared: drought-

tolerant spruce.  By 11,000 years ago, a warmer and wetter Hersey would have had white pine, 

balsam fir, hemlock and birch.  After 10,000 years ago, under even warmer and wetter conditions, 

the hardwoods, maple, beech and oak moved in from the south.  From that time to historical time 

around 1600 AD, there were up and down changes in temperature and precipitation which 

affected the composition of the Hersey forest, particularly the proportions of spruce, pine and 

hemlock.  Hemlock was severely depleted for more than 1,000 years, apparently from a 

combination of drought stress, insect activity and disease. (3) (4) 

 

The other effect on the forest over time was provided by people. (5)  Paleo-Indian Native 

Americans were present in the area from at least 11,000 years ago, hunting, perhaps trapping, and 

using the sparse plant food resources.  These people used characteristic Clovis stone spear or dart 

projectile points which were made and used throughout then unglaciated North America (below 

45 degrees latitude).  Their other stone tools were especially efficient for processing meat, bone 

and hides: pointed tools for punching holes, tools chipped to make angled-edge surfaces for 

scraping skins, drills, and long stone knife flakes.  The same tools that are found in New England 

are also found over 2,000 miles away in Colorado! 

 

The preferred quarry of the Clovis hunters was large game, such as caribou.  Many other large 

grazing animals of this time such as mammoth, prehistoric bison and horse became extinct, as did 

the mastodon, an elephant that roamed the forests and meadows of eastern North America.  There 

is debate about these huntersô role in the extinction of the large grazing animals, but there is 

agreement that climate change and vegetation change played an important part in the 

disappearance of these and many other animals at this time. 
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Figure 4  Paleo-Indian Fluted Projectile Point  (Richard Boisvert photo, NH Div of Historic 

Resources) 

 

 

Figure 5   Projectile Point Mounted to Shaft Using the Flute Channel   (Richard Boisvert  photo, NH 

Div of Historic Resources) 

 

The number of Paleo-Indians was small, and their lifestyle was nomadic.  The Clovis people 

camped on terraces above the floodplains of rivers such as the Winnipesaukee south of the 

Hersey upland and the Pemigewasset to the west.  They probably crossed the slopes of Hersey in 

pursuit of game and may have found sources of  quartz stone for tool-making in the vicinity. (6)  

Except for minor alterations such as making camps, quarrying rock for stone tools, and using 

various trees and plants for implements and food, they did not affect the forest or alter the land. 

 

During the archaeological Archaic Period from 9,000 to 3,000 years ago, population grew, and 

although subsistence was still limited to hunting and gathering, the range of food sources was 

much increased.  People intensively fished and gathered shellfish, they harvested all manner of 

wild fruits and nuts, and hunted and trapped virtually every kind of animal common today, as 

well as todayôs fowl and waterfowl.  Boats were in use.  Stone tools were chipped in many styles 

and sizes different than Clovis, but stone was also ground to make pestles for pounding fruits and 
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nuts, and axes for woodworking and as weapons. Bone and antler were used to make fish spears 

and fishhooks. 

 

The Hersey area at this time was heavily forested.  Hunters and trappers pursued deer, bear and 

small game into the deepest recesses of the forest.  The forest was used more, but there is not 

much evidence that it was changed by the Archaic people.  Settlement was along rivers, streams, 

lakeshores and the coast, where resources were concentrated.  Sites along the Pemigewasset River 

and its tributaries north, south and west of Hersey Mountain and on the Lake Winnisquam shore 

to the east would have been attractive locations for Archaic Period encampments.  The upland 

forest and the streams and beaver ponds of Hersey Mountain, together with the resources of lake 

and  river, would have provided many sources of food and raw material. 

 

With the coming of horticulture around 3,000 years ago (1,000 BC), the archaeological Woodland 

Period began.  The principle food crops were the ñthree sistersò of corn (maize), beans and 

squash, which had been domesticated in central Mexico and gradually spread north.  With this 

more dependable food source, population grew still further, more permanent settlements were 

established, and pottery began to be made.  During this period bows and arrows came into use.  

Woodland is the Native American culture that Europeans found when they arrived in the 

sixteenth century. 

 

 

 

Figure 6  Woodland Period Village   (Shattuck Farm Diorama, Copyright Robert S. Peabody 

Museum of Archaeology,  Phillips Academy,  Andover,  MA  All Rights Reserved) 

 

Stone axes are not good for cutting down large trees, and Native American horticulture did not 

involve clearing the land as agriculture does.  Instead, people chose to grow crops in semi-cleared 
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fields, which they made by girdling or burning the bases of the trees.  Corn, beans and squash 

were then planted together in mounds among the treetrunks.  The best land for this practice is the 

relatively flat bottomland along rivers such as the Merrimack, Pemigewasset and their tributaries, 

and not the rocky uplands or steep slopes such as at Hersey Mountain.  Fields and settlements 

would be moved when fertility declined, and the forest would return. (31)  Settlement was also 

moved temporarily and seasonally, to local fishing sites for spawning runs and to more sheltered 

locations with more abundant firewood for the winter.  The practice of burning the forest to 

increase browse for deer and other grazers and to increase the proportion of fire-resistant nut trees 

was common in southern and coastal New England, but probably not in the Hersey area.  Thus, 

settlements around Hersey were along the river and lake shores from spring through fall, and in 

sheltered, well-wooded valleys during the winter. 

 

Woodland Native Americans around Hersey Mountain continued to hunt and trap and to collect 

edibles and medicinals from the upland forest and its wetlands.  They collected firewood.  They 

sought out clay deposits to make their pottery, such as one source off Carter Mountain Road in 

New Hampton.  They may have used sources of stone for tool-making as well, but no such 

quarries have been found at Hersey to date. 

 

One of the great achievements of Woodland technology, or perhaps of Archaic before it, was the 

versatile birch bark canoe.  Naturally waterproof birch bark was used for house coverings and for 

making containers, but its use in canoes enabled wide-ranging travel for hunting, fishing, trade 

and warfare, and gave access to narrow, winding streams as well as major rivers.  The forest at 

Hersey provided everything necessary to build a canoe. 

 

Paper or canoe birch can grow to a trunk diameter of 30 inches or more and the grain of the bark 

runs around the tree, allowing it to be cut and peeled in large rectangular sheets.  The sheets were 

stitched together (white side inside the canoe) using the very long, flexible roots of black spruce, 

which grows in bogs and waterlogged soil.  The sheathing and the curved ribs forming the inside 

of the canoe were made of spruce or of northern white cedar, which are light, strong, easily split 

to a uniform thickness, and flexible when steamed.  Hardwood such as ash or maple, which can 

also be split, was used for making thwarts and paddles.  The outwale and inwale, or rails which 

run along the top of the canoe lengthwise, were made of cedar or spruce.  After the bark was 

stitched together and attached to the rails by stitching and wrapping, spruce gum was used to seal 

the interior seams.  Sheathing was laid lengthwise and curved ribs were then inserted inside from 

rail to rail to give the canoe its shape and stiffness.  The finished canoe rode high in the water 

when empty, could be heavily loaded, and could be easily carried overland on the paddlerôs 

shoulders. (7) 

 

European Contact and Early Recorded History 
 

The arrival of Europeans after 1600 affected the Hersey area largely through trade.  Though 

Europeans did not settle here initially, a vigorous trade developed in which European 

manufactured goods were exchanged for furs. An animal at the heart of this trade was the beaver.  

Beaver pelts were a prime trade commodity and even became a unit of currency.  As a result the 

beaver population was drastically reduced, and with it, the effect of beaver on the landscape.  

(The ponds, forest openings and wildlife habitat that beavers today provide around Hersey 

Mountain are the result of a re-introduction effort in the 1920s.) 
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Figure 7  Arrow Points Made From European-Source Trade Brass   (Richard Boisvert photo, NH 

Div of Historic Resources) 

 

Europeans had another effect on the Native Americans and the land.  Over the 2,500 years of the 

Woodland Period when horticulture was practiced, along with continued hunting, gathering, 

fishing, and trading, Native American population probably came up to the carrying capacity of 

the land for those methods of producing or obtaining food.  Europeans who first visited New 

England  reported large populations of healthy and physically robust people.  Unfortunately those 

people had no resistance to European diseases such as smallpox, typhus, influenza, measles, 

whooping cough and plague.  Even before the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth, epidemics spread 

among the Native Americans, and continued to do so for the next several generations.  Population 

declined by as much as 90 percent, and after King Phillipôs War in 1675-76, many of the Native 

American survivors of epidemic and hostility moved away. (8, p.89)  The Hersey area and much 

of the upper Merrimack and lower Pemigewasset rivers, as well as the upper Lakes Region, were 

effectively depopulated.  While European settlement pushed slowly north during colonial times, 

on-and-off hostility between the French and their Native American allies in Canada to the north, 

and the British settlements to the south, kept this area virtually empty of people until the French 

ceded Canada to England in 1763. 

 

Transportation and trade routes utilized the major waterways: the Merrimack, Pemigewasset and 

Baker river corridor just west and north of  Hersey Mountain, and the Merrimack and 

Winnipesaukee rivers and Winnisquam, Winnipesaukee and Squam lakes corridor south, east and 

northeast of Hersey.  Land trails followed these same natural corridors.  In the Hersey Mountain 

area, lower Blake Brook and the valley east of White Oak Hill (now Blake Hill Road), was a 

canoe portage route that avoided an oxbow and rapids in the Pemigewasset River.  The portage 

was used by traders, hunters, surveyors, Native American raiding parties and colonial military 

expeditions. 

 

Regarding this portage, Captain Peter Powers relates in the journal of his combined land and 

water military expedition for June 18 and 19, 1754: ñThis day marched up the Pemigewasset 

River . . . to Smithôs River, and then east one hundred rods, and then north two hundred and 

twenty rods to the long carrying-place. . .   We . . . carried across the long carrying-place on 

Pemigewasset River two miles northeast, which land hath a good soil, beech and maple, with a 

good quantity of large mastsò.(9, p.25)   The ñmastsò were white pines, the straightest and tallest 

of which grew in these sheltered locations, and were reserved for the use of the Royal Navy. 

 

New Hampton historian Pauline Merrill notes that there had been a Woodland Period/early 

historic settlement just downstream of this portage on the west side of the river where the Smith 

River flows in. (10)  This settlement was probably abandoned after the epidemics, which could 
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have been 100 years or more before Powersô visit.  Campsites, but apparently not settlements, 

existed at the river landings for the portage. (11, p.27) 

 

Surveyors laid out the future town of Sanbornton, including the south side of Hersey Mountain, in 

1750-52, and laid out the lots of future New Hampton on Herseyôs north side in 1765.  Unlike 

other travelers, surveyors were forced to follow straight lines through Herseyôs continuous forest 

and over its watercourses and rugged terrain.  They worked by stretching a 66-foot-long Gunterôs 

measuring chain over the ground along a compass heading, a process called ñrangingò.  Each 

chain included four rods of 16.5 feet each, and a plot 10 chains (or 1 furlong)  long by 1 chain 

wide was an acre.  Thus the rectangular lots were laid out, and the acreage of each lot was 

determined.  Lot corners were marked with hatchet blazes on trees and/or by stone cairns.  The 

most rugged terrain around Herseyôs summit ridges in Sanbornton was not divided into lots, but 

was left as ñcommon landò in which all the original grantees were to hold shares.  Except for the 

surveys, this was a quiet time in the Hersey Mountain upland, but that was about to change. 

 

Settlement 

 

The first settlers came to Sanbornton in 1764 and to present-day New Hampton in 1775.  Initially, 

they cleared land away from Hersey Mountain on flatter terrain.  Sanbornton at this time included 

Franklin and Tilton, which occupy the terraces that were the bottom of post-glacial Lake 

Merrimack, subsequently cut through by the Winnipesaukee and Pemigewasset rivers.  This land, 

together with the smaller terraces along the Town of New Hampton riverfront, was as good for 

the settlers as it had been for the Woodland people.  According to the terms set by the proprietors 

(the original recipients of royal grants of land) of Sanbornton, each landowner ñmust build a 

house of 18 foot long and 14 foot wide ï or equal to it ï upon some part of his land, and clear 

three acres there, fit for tillage or mowing, within eight years.ò (12, p.36) 

 

One description of clearing this mature forest relates that in late spring crews of ax-men felled the 

huge trees, often partially cutting some trees so that others would bring down a whole string.  The 

lowland forest was of oak, maple, birch and beech.  Later, the standing branches were ñloppedò 

and laid on the ground next to the huge trunks.  Then, in late summer, all owners who had cut 

contiguous lots would set them on fire  ï in this instance, more than 70 acres at one time.  The 

large trunks and branches that did not burn completely were cut to 10 ï 12 foot lengths, and 

pulled together by oxen.  Smaller logs were then placed across them and fires lit in the junctions, 

further reducing them. (12, p.116)  The land could then be planted to crops, with the ashes 

providing a rich fertilizer.  It would be several years before the stumps were hauled out by oxen 

and the land was ready to plow. 

 

The principal crops were corn, rye and beans, with potatoes, wheat and flax also being planted.  

There was a priority on the construction of sawmills and gristmills, the former to produce house 

and barn-building lumber and the latter to grind the homesteadersô grain. (12, p.207)  Streams 

flowing down to the Winnipesaukee and Pemigewasset rivers were dammed for this purpose, 

with millponds and mills appearing in multiple neighborhoods of both towns. (16, p.54)  (The 

streams were then often named after the builder of the dam and mill: Prescott Brook, Blake 

Brook, Knox Brook, etc.) 

 

The land surveys divided the towns into standard lots, without regard for topography, and without 

setting out roads.  It was up to the settlers to find workable land within the lots, and to petition the 

town selectmen for roads to give them access to their land.  In New Hampton, roads running 

along a series of lots (ñrangewaysò) were to be 3 rods wide (50 feet) and roads between lots were 

to be 2 rods in width (33 feet). (11, p.39)   Although this defined the right-of-way, the actual road 
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was usually cleared just enough for the passage of horses and ox-carts, and then only after the 

acceptance of a petition by the selectmen. (12, p. 429)  Roads connecting towns were cut once the 

centers of settlement were established.  Thus, roads into the Hersey Forest followed the clearing 

of the land, and crossed the Forest only on the east side, to connect Sanbornton with New 

Hampton and Bristol villages. 

 

The approval of a road indicates the progression of clearing and settlement.  In Sanbornton, the 

first road to approach the south side of the Hersey Forest upland was approved in 1776, to serve a 

cluster of farms of the Wadleigh (Wadley) family, which had been cleared on the tableland below 

the steep, south-facing ridge at the Forestôs southern boundary. (12, p.434)  Four farms were 

established here.  By 1859 two of the  four farms nearest the Forest remained, but by 1880 all had 

been abandoned, and the road was no longer maintained. (35 and 12, maps)  Although the upper 

farms no longer exist, this is the current Wadleigh Road. 

 

In 1786 a road was built northwest from Cawley Pond up to the New Hampton town line at 1300 

feet on a spur of Hersey Mountain, to meet a road which had already been cut on the New 

Hampton side. (12, p.436)  Although no longer maintained by either town, this road connected 

Mountain Road in Sanbornton with Carter Mountain Road in New Hampton, and was a stage 

coach route for some time. (13)  Farms were quickly cleared, beginning at the highest part of the 

road on the Sanbornton side, and cellar holes remain from several of them.  This may be the first 

clearing on what is currently the Hersey Forest in Sanbornton. 

 

Nearest the town line was the house of Revolutionary War veteran William Huse and his wife 

Rachel, who raised ten of their eleven children here. (14, p.386)  Huse began clearing this land in 

1782, and may have petitioned the selectmen for the road.  Based on the cellar hole, this house 

was about fifteen by thirty feet.  Huse settled on this site in 1786 and lived here for twenty years, 

succeeded on this 100 acre farm by his son Joseph.   The house was eventually sold and  moved 

to Sanbornton Square. (15) 

 

Next was a house now marked only by a stone well and the remains of a stone sill. This was the 

home  of Archippus  Wheelock, another Revolutionary veteran, and his wife Molly, who settled 

here in 1787 and remained until 1810. (14, p.842)   In 1792, Wheelock mortaged forty acres of 

his land to Daniel and Dudley Kelley of New Hampton (see below) for the sum of twelve pounds. 

(38)   He repaid the loan with interest, and retained possession of the land, owning in all 100 

acres. (46)   The two veterans Huse and Wheelock lived without near neighbors for sixteen years. 

(15)  Their children walked about a mile down Mountain Road to the Dearborn District one-room 

school. (12, p.103) 

 

The next neighbor to move in settled across from the Wheelock house.  William McClary built 

the house, which was later occupied by Charles and Sarah Emerson and their four children, who 

lived there until the late 1850s. (14, p.268)(35)(37)  This was a substantial house, measuring 

some thirty feet by thirty-five feet, and appears to have had a center chimney.  As of 1844 the 

Emerson children were attending an official town school on their own land, perhaps because of 

their isolation. (12, p.109)  The Emerson house, which is close to the high point on the road, was 

a stop on the stage coach route from Sanbornton to Bristol and New Hampton.  (48)   By 1873, 

these three farms within the current Hersey Forest ï and three others down the road ï had been 

abandoned, and the road was no longer maintained. (12, p.436)  Although some land may have 

remained in active pasture, the period of settlement here was less than ninety years. 
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Figure 8  Cellar of the McClary - Emerson House   Stones at Right Supported a Central Chimney  

(D. Heyduk photo) 

 

Elsewhere in Sanbornton, outside the south and west boundaries of the current Hersey Forest, a 

new center of settlement was being developed.  The crossroads of this area was the place where  

Knox Mountain Road crosses Knox Brook, then called Prescott Brook.  Here Major Joseph 

Prescott settled in 1788.  Major Prescott had served in the Revolutionary War campaign against 

General Burgoyneôs British-Hessian-Native American army, and was present at Burgoyneôs 

surrender at Saratoga in 1777. (14, p.587)  His son Stephen settled here the same year and served 

as a schoolteacher in Sanbornton for thirty years. (14, p.589)  The Prescotts promptly built a 

sawmill and a gristmill. (12, p.389)  A schoolhouse was located here as well, and served a 

growing neighborhood. (12, p.102) 

 

All children attended school for three months in the winter, while only younger children attended 

during the three month summer term; the older ones being needed for farmwork. (36)  During this 

time children wore practical leather aprons to school, and one schoolteacher noted that the aprons 

were stained with bean porridge, one of the winter staples of the diet. (12, p.114)  Beans were 

easy for new settlers to grow, provided a high yield from a small area, and stored well. 

 

Settlers began to clear land within the western boundaries of the current Hersey Forest.  Edmund 

Rundlet, together with his wife Hannah, purchased land in 1804 and cleared a farm north of the 

Prescott mills and just south of the New Hampton town line.  They had eight daughters and one 

son, Josiah, who with his wife Abigail later settled next to his parentsô home. (14, pp.618-19)  A 

spur road was cut to the Rundlet houses in 1811, but was described as following a ñpath now 

troddenò. (12, p.441)   At this time the Rundlet children would have attended a school about a 

mile down the road toward the Prescott mills.  Edmund expanded his farm up the slope of Hersey 

Mountain in Sanbornton in 1818 and across the town line into New Hampton in 1833. (41)  

According to Sanbornton Town tax records, the  Rundlet farm included one acre of tillage, five 


