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Azure Successes

Summit Volunteer Interpreter Program & Trail Work Opportunities

Volunteer Program for Fire Tower Interpreters

2010 will mark the eighth year of the AMF Volunteer Tower Interpreter Program, which runs each season from Me-
morial Day Weekend through Columbus Day Weekend. During that time, we try to have a volunteer interpreter 
on the summit of Azure Mountain on each weekend day and holiday. Over the course of the last two seasons, 
our volunteers counted more than 3300 hikers visiting the summit.

Azure Mountain interpreters never know what any given day will have in store for them, and that is one of the as-
pects that makes a day on the summit so rewarding. Whether you are observing raptors flying overhead, meeting 
fellow hikers from faraway places, or just relaxing with a good book, you are sure to experience something new.  
Last season our volunteers met hikers from Romania, Italy, England, Russia, Canada, and various other countries, 
as well as hikers from all over the USA, including a pet ferret named Shaggy. In previous seasons, several volunteers 
have witnessed wedding engagements on the summit. Volunteering on Azure is not only a way to give something 
back to the mountain, but it is also one of the most enjoyable ways to spend a day in the great outdoors. Immers-
ing yourself in nature and meeting new hikers along the way is a combination that’s hard to beat. 

While on top, our volunteers greet fellow hikers, hand out observer’s cards, and fly the American flag from the 
tower. They also answer questions relating to the history of the tower, help hikers identify major landmarks such 
as Mt Marcy, St Regis Mt, & Lake Ozonia, and pick up any litter at the end of the day. There are also ample op-

Time Sure Does Fly!

It has been almost 8 years (July 2002) since the tower 
was restored and 5 years since our last newsletter.  To 
get you up to date, in-depth articles concerning the 
Summit Volunteer Program, trail work opportunities, and 
our High School/College Scholarship Program follow, 
as well as, information about Azure’s Avian Life and the 
Adirondack Mountain Club’s Fire Tower Challenge.

Visit our web site, AzureMountain.org, for more informa-
tion on Azure’s history, programs and activities.  There 
are photos, maps, artwork, stories, as well as links to 
several other fire tower web sites and related topics.   
Azure Mountain Friends patches, T shirts and 52-page 
Interpretive Guide are available through the site.

The Azure Mountain Friends became an official 501 
(c)(3) not-for-profit organization in May 2006.  The 2010 
– 2011 Board of Directors are: Mike McLean - Chair, 
Joe Berner - Vice Chair, Jeff Balerno - Forest Ranger, 
Ron Chorba, Duncan Cutter, Sandra Hildreth, Carolyn 
& Gene Kaczka - Treasurer, Tom Ortmeyer, Ernie Park-
er, David Petrelli, Wendy Wais - Secretary, and Debra 
White.  



least one day interpreting on the summit or did trail work 
on the mountain during the last two seasons: Geri Ames, 
Jeff Balerno, Joe Berner, Neal Burdick, Lois & Duncan 
Cutter, Patricia Gengo, Marianne Hebert, Sandy Hildreth, 
Anne & Steve Hopkins, Susan Jackson, Art Johnson, 
Carolyn & Gene Kaczka, Mike McLean, Sharon McLel-
land, Dick Mooers, Bill Mueller, Tom Ortmeyer, Ernie Parker, 
David Petrelli, Dale Pondysh, Julie & Brendan Richardson, 
Nancy Skiff, Wendy Wais, Debbie White, Becky & Ernie 
Witkowski.

I’m looking forward to working with everyone on another 
enjoyable season of the AMF Volunteer Interpreter Pro-
gram!

Joe Berner - Vice Chair, AMF Board

  
Azure’s Avian Life

Gazing out from the lonely summit of Azure Mountain, 
gives one a feeling of being on an isolated island over-
looking a vast sea of wilderness.  It is a magnificent van-
tage point for viewing the High Peaks to the southeast 
and out across the St. Lawrence Valley into Canada to 
the northwest.  This remote peak with spectacular cliffs, 
located in the northwestern section of the Adirondack 
Park, is a wonderful place to observe avian life.  It is the 
wide variety of habitats that are encountered both on 
the drive along Blue Mountain Road, and on the hike up 
Azure Mountain’s trail, that leaves birders with a long list 
of observed species.

Beginning in mid-April, warbler species, the colorful “but-
terflies” of the bird world, begin to return to their nesting 
areas. By late May, nineteen warbler species can be ob-
served by stopping 
at wetland areas 
along Blue Moun-
tain Road, coupled 
with the hike up 
Azure Mountain.  
One of the most 
beloved warbler 
s p e c i e s  i s  t h e 
Mourning Warbler.  
It can be found 
on the side of the 
mountain above 
the stream crossing. 
In the same tangled habitat, Chestnut-sided Warblers, 
and the gorgeous Indigo Bunting, can also be observed.  
On a June climb up Azure in 2007, I was surprised to find 
that the small patch of spruce-fir habitat to the west of 
the tower was enough to support several high elevation 
Blackpoll Warblers.  This species is a champion migrant 
that launches from northeastern North American in the 
fall and makes a nearly 4 day non-stop journey over the 
Atlantic Ocean to South America!
The boreal habitat at the parking lot is quite a contrast 

portunities to kick back, relax, and take in the splendid 
view as well. 

How often do the tower interpreters volunteer?

Some interpreters spend one day per season volunteer-
ing, while others volunteer on several different occa-
sions. Some will also spend a few hours volunteering on 
trail work days which are usually scheduled a couple 
times per season. It’s up to each individual to decide 
how many hours or days they would like to pitch in. On 
days of interpreting, volunteers are expected to be on 
the summit from 10 AM until 4 PM, weather permitting.

What kind of people become volunteer fire tower 
interpreters?

Typically, Azure Mountain fire tower interpreters love the 
outdoors, enjoy the adventure of hiking up a mountain 
trail, and are interested in caring for the natural environ-
ment. People of all ages have served as volunteers. 

Trail Work Opportunities

Azure Mountain Friends normally conducts several trail 
work days per season, organized by our Chair, Mike 
McLean. On each of these days, some volunteer in-
terpreters, along with anyone else who just wants to 
volunteer for trail work, will get together on Azure for a 
few hours of trail maintenance. Tasks may include the 
removal of blow down from the trail, trimming of over-
hanging branches, preventative erosion measures, and 
blocking herd paths by brushing them in.

How does someone become a volunteer?

If you are interested in volunteering for our program, 
please contact Joe Berner at Jberner@twcny.rr.com 
or 315-265-3184. I will fill you in on all the necessary 
details you will need to know about your day on the 
mountain. 

I would like to thank all our dedicated volunteers who 
have done so much to make our program the success 
that it is. The following people volunteered to spend at 

Mourning Warbler



Azure Mountain Scholarship Program 
Successes and Continued Availability

Are you or do you know a high school senior planning 
for college or a returning college student who loves be-
ing outdoors, enjoys meeting people, and is in need of 
money for college? Upon completing five days on the 
summit of Azure as a summit/fire tower interpreter stu-
dents are awarded an Azure Mountain Friends (AMF) 
scholarship. To encourage the involvement of area 
teens in helping us to fulfill our educational mission, in 
2006 the board of directors established the scholarship 
program. The current scholarship award is $350. To date 
six scholarships have been awarded to Courtney Doyle 
of Brasher Falls, Emily Goughary of Canton, Nate Brow-
er, Daniel Romlein, and Maggie Cook of Potsdam, and 
Charles Bishop of St. Regis Falls.

The scholarship must be used for educational expenses 
such as tuition, fees, and course related books, supplies 
and equipment. Potential candidates must submit an 
application and brief essay on “Why I would like to be 
an AMF ‘volunteer’ Fire Tower Interpreter”, which is due 
May 1. The 5 days would be on weekends between Me-
morial Day and Labor Day Weekends compatible with 
the candidate’s other commitments. The 1st day on the 
mountain will involve a 3 hour mentoring/training session 
with an experienced AMF volunteer interpreter. They 
will be given our 52 page Fire Tower Interpreter’s guide, 
and an AMF patch and T shirt. The recipient will then be 
on his/her own for the remainder of the five days. Upon 
completion of the 5 day interpretive’ experience, the 
recipient shall be required to submit a typed essay of 
at least 250 words in which they summarize their experi-
ence. In learning about Azure Mountain’s human and 
natural history and the story of the fire tower’s restora-
tion, the students will gain a new awareness of and ap-
preciation for environmental and historic preservation. 
Further information and an application form can be 
found at our web site at azuremountain.org/scholarship.
htm or by contacting Michael McLean at 315-262-2564.  

AMF is proud of our scholarship program. Daniel Romlein 
stated “I look back on my time as an Azure Mountain 
interpreter as a positive experience. The privilege of see-
ing God’s beauty so clearly displayed was awesome. 
When there were no people around it afforded a lot of 
time for self-reflection I wouldn’t have gotten otherwise. 
Thank you for this unique scholarship and the memo-
ries it created!” Maggie Cook wrote “The view and the 
people made the time I spent on Azure Mountain unfor-
gettable.  I learned something new from each person I 
met, and I hope to continue hiking to learn more about 
nature and everything that goes hand-in-hand with it. 
I truly can’t thank the Azure Mountain Friends enough 
for sharing with me the perks of being a fire tower inter-
preter.”

Michael McLean - Chair, AMF Board

from the predominantly deciduous habitat encountered 
during most of the climb to the summit. Black-backed 
Woodpeckers can be observed foraging in the coni-
fers along the parking area in addition to Blue-headed 
Vireos, Red-breasted Nuthatches, Golden-crowned 
Kinglets, Magnolia Warblers, and lichen-draped coni-
fers attract Northern Parula. The boreal habitat at the 
trail head also attracts finches. On a snowshoe climb 
of Azure in January 2006, I heard the sweet voice of a 
lovely Pine Grosbeak perched at the top of one of the 
tall spruces as I stepped out of the car.  Pine Grosbeaks 
nest to our north, and they are one of several finch spe-
cies that often “irrupt” in large numbers into our area for 
food during winter.

After leaving the boreal area for the trail, there is a 
dramatic change of habitat. A marshy area is traversed 
and leads into primarily deciduous forest, home to 
many woodpecker, flycatcher, vireo, warbler, and spar-
row species. Barred Owls can occasionally be heard 
vocalizing during the day. The “engine-starting” sound 
of the Ruffed Grouse can be heard at any time of 
year. The summit area is attractive to Cedar Waxwings, 
White-throated Sparrows (“mascot of the north”), and 
Dark-eyed Juncos.

The shear cliffs off Azure’s south side provide nesting 
habitat for Turkey Vul-
tures, Peregrine Falcons, 
and Common Ravens.  
The piercing scream of a 
juvenile Common Raven 
can be an unforgettable 
experience!  The summit 
of Azure is known to be a 
terrific location to observe 
migrating raptors through-
out the fall, particularly on 
the northwest winds that 
blow following the pas-
sage of a cold front.  Over the years, I have observed 
fourteen raptor species from Azure’s peak, including 
Golden Eagles which are mid-to-late fall migrants.  While 
on the summit in October 2007, an immature Golden 
Eagle suddenly appeared at eye level as it lazily rode 
a thermal up the southern cliff wall.  It soared over me, 
and then headed on a direct line southeast toward the 
High Peaks.  On this same outing, two American Pipits 
made a stop on the rocky summit during their trip south 
from the tundra.

Avian life on Azure is exciting year-round and there are 
always wonderful surprises on the journey.

Joan Collins
Former President and current board member, Northern 
New York Audubon Society
Board member, New York State Ornithological 
Association

Turkey Vulture



Fire Tower Challenge
In recent years, the Adirondack Mountain Club’s Fire Tower Challenge has provided 
wonderful incentive for Adirondack and Catskill Mountain hikers to explore trails on 
mountains with a fire tower on the summit. The Challenge, sponsored by ADK’s Glens 
Falls-Saratoga Chapter, began summer 2001 with the publication of John P. “Jack” 
Freeman’s Views from on High, Fire Tower Trails in the Adirondacks and Catskills. A 
‘bonus’ for the many participating hikers is that the challenge may introduce them 
to portions of either the Adirondack or the Catskill Forest Preserve that have been 
‘unknown’ to them. Since most hikes are relatively short with moderate elevation 
change, they are attractive as a family hiking challenge.

The Fire Tower Challenge requires the hiker to climb 18 of the 23 Adirondack summits with towers along with all 5 
summits with towers in the Catskills - a total of 23 climbs.  The dates of each ascent must be documented along 
with a brief commentary on each climb. Actual climbing of the tower is not required as some have not yet been 
restored, thus, climbing them is dangerous or impossible. 

While all 28 summits still have a tower, the fate of two Adirondack fire towers, on Hurricane and St. Regis Moun-
tains, is uncertain. The Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) would like to see them removed to 
comply with the State Land Master Plan. If that occurs, they will be removed from the Challenge.  Most of the 
remaining towers have been restored by enthusiastic friends’ groups working cooperatively with the DEC.  

Through the last 7 years our Azure Mountain Friends weekend summit volunteer interpreters have greeted many 
hikers in pursuit of the challenge. Sharing tower hiking tales is always fun! Jack Freeman reports that through Janu-
ary 2010, a total of 144 hikers have completed the Fire Tower Challenge. Adults who complete the Challenge can 
get a handsome patch at a cost of $3.00. Kids under 15 are awarded the patch for free. To learn more about the 
challenge and to print out the necessary brochure go to: www.adk-gfs.org/fire_tower_challenge.html. 

Carolyn Kaczka, AMF Board Member, has completed the Fire Tower Challenge.

Azure Mountain Friends
83 Gulf Road
Colton, NY  
13625

Become a “friend” of the 
Azure Mountain Friends!

Enclosed is my tax-deductible gift for:    

______ $10 ______ $25 _________ Other

I’d like to become an Azure volunteer. My interest is:

 _____ Summit Volunteer Interpreter   ______ Trail work

Name: ______________________________________________     

Phone: _(____ _)_________________

Address: ________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________Zip: _________

Email: ___________________________________________________
Please make check payable to: Azure Mountain Friends and 
mail to PO Box 302, Hannawa Falls, NY, 13647  
We thank you for your support.


