The Trailside Classroom

Giving time
and taking a
moment in
the backcountry
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“Wet, cold, wind.
Doesn’t change
adventure.”
Six-word memoir,
Bladen, 14, Lake Placid, NY
Background: Finished chair
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      he blustery September weather on the trail up Big Slide Mountain
     wasn’t out of the ordinary for an Adirondack autumn, but it certainly
     wasn’t an easy walk in the woods. For some of the eighth graders in
     the group, like Bladen who has grown up in Lake Placid, hiking through
     harsh weather was a familiar pursuit. But for many of the students, the
     trek up the 46er was their first time dealing with inclement weather while
     out in the backcountry, let alone doing so while hiking up a mountain. The
     group of students, along with their teachers, would be heading back to
school the next morning, following three days at Camp Peggy O’Brien. The push up
Big Slide was the final big challenge of the trip, and the difficult conditions underlined
that point.
The term “classroom” can mean many things. At North Country School (NCS), a progressive boarding and day school located near the head of Cascade Pass, in addition to
being a place to read about world history or mix chemical compounds, the classroom
can be the waterways of the St. Regis Canoe Area or the campus greenhouses where
students sow seeds each spring. It can be the snowbanks they measure to learn avalanche safety, or the campus sugar house, where students help boil maple sap come

number of whom come from cities—
their time in the Adirondacks is their
first real experience engaging with the
natural world. The “Peggy O” trip is designed to highlight various ways to interact with wild spaces.
“The students are able to explore new
interests in a different arena,” explains
Kayla Lodico, one of the four teachers
on the trip. “They’re out in nature, away
from their normal schedules, hiking,
cooking, making camp. They’re in situations where they need to support each
other and maintain positive attitudes. By
participating in the service aspects of the
trip they’re also contributing to projects
bigger than themselves, and bigger than
just these few days.”
On the 2018 trip, the group of students set out along the forest-embraced
Phelps Trail to Camp Peggy O with
their carefully checked packs, and, for
some, a bit of trepidation for their first
wilderness experience. Strapped to the
outsides of their bags, alongside sleeping pads, were the various components
necessary to complete one of their two
community projects—assembling the
pieces of an Adirondack chair precut in
the campus woodshop. The chair would
be left at Camp Peggy O’Brien, joining its
twin built by the previous year’s eighthgrade class.
The group settled in to camp, selecting
bunks in the cabin and sleeping spots
in the nearby lean-tos. After delegating

“As I walk,
nature surrounds
itself.”
Six-word memoir,
Olivia, 14, Westchester, NY

tasks, one cohort hauled water from
neighboring Johns Brook Lodge (JBL), a
second prepared dinner, and a third set
to work assembling the pieces of their
chair. Work done, the students took in
their meal in the Camp Peggy O cabin,
their warm, homemade food the perfect
reward for a day of work and new experiences.
TIME DOESN’T MATTER
For some students, the first day illuminated things they hadn’t realized about
themselves. Twins Jessica and Rebecca,
from metropolitan Beijing, China, had
never slept outdoors before, and their
evening in the lean-to brought with it
with some surprising insights. “I realized
that sometimes time doesn’t matter,”
Rebecca observed as the girls reflected
on the trip several months later. “It was
seven o’clock and dark and everyone was
going to sleep. It was so natural feeling,
going to sleep when the sun set and waking up with the light. I stopped looking

Assembling the porch chair which now dons the porch at Camp Peggy O’Brien

March. Regardless of the setting, the
themes of experience, connection, and
impact are woven throughout the various lessons taking place.
CLASS AT CAMP PEGGY O
For three days at the beginning of
their eighth-grade year, NCS students
bring the classroom with them to the
Adirondack Mountain Club’s cozy
and rustic Camp Peggy O’Brien. The
annual backcountry camping trip focuses on building a foundational understanding of wilderness skills and
Leave No Trace principles, along with
connecting to the larger community
through service work.
For many NCS students—a large
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Above: The students working on the JBL bridge. Below: The twins at the lean-to.
at my watch.”
“It was cold and dark, but not as
scary as I’d expected, and I’m even
less scared now,” Jessica added. “We
hadn’t camped before, and I was really
proud of myself. It made me want to
go on more camping trips.”
On the second day of their trip, after a semi-restful night in their rustic
sleeping spaces, the students were
ready for another day in the wilderness. Half of the group opted to stay
near camp, participating in their
second service project—working on
bridge cribbing at JBL—while the other half readied themselves for a hike
up Big Slide. The weather had taken
a turn for the worse, but both groups
tried to stay positive and supportive of
one another.
“It was definitely type-two fun,”
Dylan, a student from Kenya, said,
describing the frigid, wet, and windy
hike up Big Slide. “Not the most pleasant thing at the time, but we kept each
other positive and helped people who
needed it. It was really difficult but I
know looking back we’ll all be glad we
did it. And it was a good way to bond
as a group so early in the year. We can
still see how the bonds formed on that

“Excited,
alive, free.
An unstoppable
force.”
Six-word memoir, Darren, 14,
Hong Kong/Calgary, Alberta
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trip are around months
later.”
With guidance from
JBL maintenance assistant Dick Nickles, and
two of their teachers, the
students working on the
bridge braved the cold
water and biting wind
as they moved rocks into
the wooden cribbing. The
structure, which the previous year’s eighth graders had also worked on, helps support
the since-completed bridge’s weight.
“It was really rewarding,” said student Darren, who lives part-time in
Hong Kong and part-time in Canada.
“It was very cold and we were all uncomfortable, but I know that we benefit from other people’s efforts when we
use the outdoors. I think it’s important
that we get to give back, too.”
REFLECTION TIME
That evening, English teacher Lisa
Munoz led the group in a creative
writing exercise. Students were asked
to reflect on their various experiences in the woods over the course of the
past two days. They were prompted to
think carefully about language choice,
and compose six-word memoirs that
evoked some of those feelings. “We
wanted them to consider how their
beliefs and feelings could change over
a short period of time,” she explains.
“Being flexible in their thinking, understanding that experience and reflection
can change their viewpoint, those are
important skills throughout life.”
On the final morning of their trip,
students were cold and worn out, but

proud of what they’d accomplished
during their time in the woods. The
bridge, later completed, provides hikers with a safer river crossing. The
Adirondack chair, branded with the
school’s tree logo, sits on the front
porch of Camp Peggy O’Brien, ready
for excited adventurers who want to
enjoy a steaming cup of coffee before
setting out for the day.
Through its continued partnership
with the Adirondack Mountain Club,
North Country School strives to instill
in its students a love for the natural
world that they will carry with them
wherever they go in life. By fostering
connections to the outdoors and a
sense of responsibility for wild spaces,
the two organizations hope that the
next generation of young people will
be not only passionate about enjoying
the land, but also about leaving it better than they found it. ▲
Becca Miller works in farm-to-classroom education and communications
at North Country School. She is a
frequent contributor to several publications, including the Edible family
of magazines and Adirondac.

