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			This book is dedicated to the rescuers 

			who volunteer their time, skills, and strength,

			who risk their lives to save others,

			and who do their best to keep us safe,

			even when we take chances that defy reason.
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			Introduction

			You find a different kind of quiet in Acadia National Park. Even on a warm summer day with the wispiest of breezes, the surf rolls up to the granite slabs along the shoreline and sorts through the gravel at their feet, delivering and retrieving tiny shelled animals, polished rocks, and colorful algae. Leaves and needles rustle against one another all the way to the tops of the park’s mountains, stirred by gentle winds in spring and whipped by hurricane-force gales in late summer and fall. If you’ve come for silence, the constant movement of natural forces in this forty-seven-thousand-acre park will soon temper your expectations; you can escape the sounds of car traffic, human crowds, and electronic devices here, but the environment’s spirited chorus continues at any hour.

			Soon, however, this natural harmony becomes the perfect underscoring for the views: salt-washed coastline with fingers of solid rock stretching into the ocean, inviting visitors to get just a little closer to each frothy breaker and lined with ancient mountains worn by storms and time to nubs of their prehistoric height. Hike or climb to the top of any of these mountains, and a new world extends outward in every direction—miles of blue water reaching to the southern and eastern horizons and equally endless vistas of deepest green hillsides undulating northward and to the west. Networks of lakes, the coastline’s only fjard (a fjord without steep vertical walls), and salt marshes to the west complete the magnificent picture, all made accessible by the graceful carriage roads left behind by wealthy residents of the last century.

			For all of its natural beauty and wonder, Acadia is very much the product of these enlightened protectors, famous residents with names that ring throughout twentieth-century history: Rockefeller, Carnegie, Astor, Vanderbilt, Morgan, and more. Were it not for these people and for George Dorr, the first and most enthusiastic supporter of this land’s protection (and, later, the park’s first superintendent), Acadia might well have fallen prey to the lumber industry or become another suburban development with expensive ocean views. Not only did these summer residents see the value in preserving these stunning woods, hillsides, and waters, but they also had the resources to make preservation happen. Today we reap the benefits of their investment, seeing this landscape virtually untouched except by the forces of wind and water.

			The nation’s wealthiest families found their way to Acadia on the heels of Hudson River School landscape artist Thomas Cole. Celebrating Mount Desert Island’s rugged coastline in oils on canvas, Cole and his contemporaries revealed the area’s beauty to a discerning, well-educated audience, while journalists described the fresh salt air and the temperate climate in ways that proved irresistible to city dwellers. Known locally as “rusticators,” these visitors escaped the dirt and noise of their city lives and happily embraced whatever lodging arrangements they could make, staying in local families’ homes or building the most basic accommodations, as long as they could be near the stress-reducing sea and enjoy life’s slower pace. It didn’t take long for area merchants to see a boom on the horizon. By the 1880s, Mount Desert Island’s economic engine shifted from fishing and shipbuilding to tourism. Hotels sprang up, and affluent visitors paid top dollar for lodging, meals, and diversions. The richest of the rich built sprawling, luxurious homes they called “cottages” and set a new tone for the island, making this one of the most desirable places to live in the eastern United States.

			This may all sound like a land grab by the rich, but the fact is that the wealthiest Americans of yesteryear saw the value of preserving open spaces such as this one. They purchased much of the land and made the necessary arrangements with the federal government to protect its natural beauty in perpetuity. Led by George Dorr, they formed the Hancock County Trustees of Public Reservations, buying up six thousand acres of untouched land and offering it to the US government for protection. President Woodrow Wilson accepted the donation and the responsibility for preserving it, creating the Sieur de Monts National Monument as one of the first properties of the newly formed National Park Service in 1916. In 1919, with a further donation of land from Dorr, Wilson renamed the total land parcel Lafayette National Park, making Dorr its first superintendent. The park’s name changed again to Acadia in 1929.

			Then the stock market collapsed and the Great Depression arrived, and the rich began to recede from Mount Desert Island, the last of them making their exit when World War II ended the era of opulence. The last traces of the rusticators fell in 1947 during a massive fire in a dry autumn and the destruction of 67 estates, 5 historic hotels, and 170 homes in Bar Harbor. Ten thousand acres of Acadia fell as well, but the natural cycle of woodland life has restored this over time, leaving a visible line of new, young foliage reaching higher than the surrounding coniferous forest.

			Today we have these forty-seven-thousand-plus acres to enjoy—about thirty-five thousand owned by the National Park Service and another twelve thousand in privately owned land under conservation easements to the park service—and more than 3.5 million people make Acadia a destination each year.

			Seventy-six of these visitors have not lived to go home and share the details of their visit with their friends and family. Two more perished before the park was formed, both of them children, in areas that would become parkland years later.

			In other national parks, deaths often come from people risking their lives in adverse conditions to challenge themselves physically, sometimes pushing themselves to extremes that the vast majority of visitors would never dream of attempting. This is not usually the case in Acadia, where the highest mountain rises just 1,538 feet above sea level and hikes usually extend no more than a few hours. 

			Conditions at Acadia rarely reach levels that adventurers would call “extreme,” yet people do find themselves in situations that are beyond their normal experience. Thirteen of the forty-four deaths were from drowning: people who underestimated the power of ocean waves in windy conditions or who did not expect frigid temperatures in a lake in summer. Another eleven deaths were the result of falls, either from an ocean cliff or on a trail—or from straying from a trail to free-climb a granite wall. Five people died from medical causes; you won’t find descriptions of these cases in this book, as there is little detail available about a person’s death by heart attack.

			Eleven people chose to commit suicide in the park. National parks are weirdly popular places to do this—perhaps people seek the ultimate solitude, or maybe they wish to surround themselves with gorgeous scenery in the last moments of their lives. That being said, I made the decision not to delve into these cases, because these people’s personal reasons for taking their own lives are, frankly, none of my business. 

			Three people were murdered in or very near the park: One is the famous case of the death of Kathy Frost Larson; one is eighteen-year-old Mark Reed, and the other is an unsolved mystery: a young woman who hitchhiked to the park from Boston and was found dead just fifty yards outside it. I have done my best to compile all the information available to the public about these cases, which, while unspeakably tragic, make fascinating stories.

			The rest are one-of-a-kind circumstances: a plane crash, a skateboard mishap, a snowmobile accident, a bicycle upset, an accidental gunshot and a misdirected one, and a worker killed by a dynamite blast. I’ve also included the five deaths that took place in Bar Harbor during the 1947 fire, though these do not count as part of the park’s tally.

			Let me say this, before you begin to read about the people whose lives ended at Acadia: On average, fewer than two people every year have died in this park. Their experiences should have no bearing on your own plans to visit this spectacular place. More than 3.5 million people annually come to the park and leave none the worse for wear—in fact, the experience of visiting Acadia absolutely enriches the lives of those lucky enough to see it. By all means, make your way to Maine and hike the trails, cycle or hike along its forty-five miles of carriage roads, climb the brilliantly engineered Precipice Trail and others like it, sit on the rocks and contemplate the ocean, watch for seabirds, explore the tide pools, search for wildlife, and have tea and popovers at Jordan Pond House. Make Acadia your family’s favorite destination in America’s northeastern states; you will never regret having been here.

			But watch out for yourself. Do what park rangers tell you to do. Stay behind barriers and obey warning signs. Don’t risk your life for an Instagram photo. Learn from the errors of others who did not take the most basic precautions to protect themselves.

			Welcome to Acadia. Be careful out there.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Lure of Wild Water: Death by Storm Observation

			Hurricane Bill arrived on the coast of Maine with a fraction of the force of storms that had brought damage and destruction to the state in decades past. It didn’t threaten the Downeast coast with the havoc that Hurricane Carol caused in 1954, when eighty-mile-per-hour winds felled trees onto the roofs of neighborhood homes in Augusta; nor did it roar through like Hurricane Edna, which arrived just eleven days after Carol and drove the Kennebec River past its crest, flooding basements, washing out bridges, and drowning eight people. It didn’t even have the impact of Hurricane Bob in 1991, which passed directly over Block Island, off the coast of Rhode Island, as a Category 2 hurricane, delivering 110-mile-per-hour winds there and in Newport on the mainland before dissipating to tropical storm status—with winds of 70 miles per hour—as it entered the Gulf of Maine. 

			Bill, by contrast, had peaked in Bermuda as a Category 2 storm and lost much of its power by the time it moved inland and northward as far as Acadia National Park. Winds exceeding seventy-three miles per hour still had the required velocity to kick up some significant surf, however, and word soon reached park tourists and local residents of Mount Desert Island that the viewing was spectacular from Ocean Drive, the part of the Park Loop Road along the rocky coastline.

			Wave-watching on the Acadia coast can be a delightful but precarious endeavor. The park has only one small sandy beach—the appropriately named Sand Beach—and this is closed in high-water situations, so viewing takes place along a series of overlook points, where visitors can stop along the Park Loop Road and remain on the pavement or the Ocean Path foot trail to see the surf. Many, however, choose to go beyond the road and sit or stand on the massive, flat-topped bedrock and rounded boulders piled by weather and time in natural heaps along the coastline. These big rocks form the entire barrier between the visitor and the Atlantic Ocean, so when people eager to watch the churning waters clamber out onto them, they place themselves within the highest waves’ reach.

			So it was on Sunday morning, August 23, 2009, when thousands gathered on the edges of Park Loop Road at high tide to watch Hurricane Bill’s awesome power.

			“Normally, when hurricanes increase the size of waves in the Gulf of Maine, the weather is wet and rainy and it is later in the year, when temperatures tend to be colder,” the Bangor Daily News noted. On this August day in the midst of the park’s busiest season, however, the wave activity took place under a clear blue sky—an unusual condition with a hurricane offshore, but one that made the viewing opportunity irresistible.

			Crowds swelled to an estimated ten thousand people on Ocean Drive and at Schoodic Point, an hour’s drive up the coast. In anticipation of the growing gathering, the park started the day by dispatching seven rangers to the site to keep spectators within a zone of relative safety. Three more rangers took stations along other coastline areas to keep visitors from venturing too close to cliffs and crashing waves. The rangers closed Sand Beach to swimming at 9:00 a.m., before the crowds swelled in anticipation of high tide at 1:30 p.m. Lifeguards and rangers took places at either end of the beach to keep people out of the water, and the rangers posted signs at Sand Beach and other parking areas and at Thunder Hole, warning of “dangerous waves and rip currents.” Once the areas filled with cars and were closed, many who arrived later would not have seen these warnings. Others may have simply ignored them.

			“Typically, the hurricanes and tropical storms that batter Acadia’s shoreline are accompanied by strong winds and sideways rain,” Chief Ranger Stuart West told me in correspondence in 2018. “As with other hurricanes, the heavy surf from Hurricane Bill was driven by storm surge and by winds. The trifecta of conditions is what made Hurricane Bill so devastating—offshore winds that didn’t really impact the coast, a high tide in the middle of the day, and significant storm surge. Add those elements to peak visitation on a beautiful day and you have the recipe for a lot of gawkers and the very real potential for visitor injuries.”

			The storm surge drove the water upward as much as twenty feet before it shattered into millions of droplets and receded. Onlookers whooped and applauded as the breakers reached impressive heights along Ocean Drive near Thunder Hole, a naturally carved inlet in the jagged coastline where waves rush into a small cavern beneath the rocks, delivering a tympanic boom as they force the air out of the space. On a regular day, the additional force of this gust of air drives the spray as high as forty feet; on this day, with tropical storm–fueled surf thrashing the coastline, Thunder Hole bellowed with magnificent strength.

			The waves “were pounding the coastline all day long,” Chief Ranger West said. “But some folks weren’t grasping how fierce the ocean can be.” 

			The rangers started the day by closing the interlocking gates that led to Thunder Hole’s viewing platforms, where waves repeatedly broke over the concrete-and-stone deck. The Ocean Path remained open, however, as did the areas of large rocks, giving the park the best opportunity to keep an eye on the swelling crowd instead of forcing them to disperse to areas throughout the park.

			“It’s like squeezing a balloon,” Chief Ranger West told the Bangor Daily News. “Squeeze that balloon and they [the public] will pop out somewhere else. The public was going to the shore no matter what.” He added in an interview later with the Associated Press, “People come to the park to see the crashing surf; that’s what Acadia is all about. We were all set for fierce weather. We were as prepared as we possibly could be for this.”

			Thousands of bystanders have a way of emboldening one another, even in the most precarious circumstances. They may begin by keeping a healthy distance from the waves and spray, but as the phenomenon becomes more exciting, the desire to creep closer can outweigh common sense. The salty shower seems harmless fun, a good dousing on a warm, breezy day, having no greater consequences than wet clothes and damp hair. Such a crowd watches the waves pull back from the rocks again and again without considering the sucking force that drags them away, and what may happen to any object caught in that tow. 

			West noted that at Schoodic Peninsula, along Schoodic Loop Road between Schoodic Point and Blueberry Overlook, the waves were high enough to push water under cars parked along the roadway—but the cars’ owners paid this no heed, continuing to take photos while the salt water collected around their tires instead of moving their vehicles to higher ground.

			“I was standing next to a ranger who kept telling people to back away from the rocks,” said James Kaiser, a local photographer, to AP reporter Adams. “It was a pretty tough order because people were drawn to the rocks, where there were better views.”

			Chief Ranger West told media that even though rangers warned people to maintain a respectful distance from the waves, “they often returned to closer vantage points as soon as the rangers move on.”

			Another wave-watcher, Southwest Harbor resident Mary Ellen Martel, confirmed to the Bangor Daily News that park rangers had warned people repeatedly to stay back from the water, but that “many of the sightseers simply ignored the rangers’ advice.” She herself tried to warn tourists to stay back. “Some people were annoyed, clearly thinking, ‘Why is this stranger trying to tell me what to do with my kids?’” she told the New York Daily News.

			About two hours before high tide, Ranger West heard from the US Coast Guard that the waves “were arriving at 16-second intervals” and were about fifteen feet high, the New York Times reported the following day. 

			One group standing about 225 feet south of Thunder Hole watched as three waves in quick succession deluged the rocks in front of them. When a fourth wave larger than its predecessors hit their ledge at about 11:25 a.m., they suddenly found themselves engulfed in seawater and foam. Five of them emerged with “minor bumps and scrapes,” according to the park’s incident report, but forty-one-year-old Mark Picking “fell over sideways toward the trees and dislocated his left shoulder,” the park report said. He and his sixteen-year-old son managed to struggle their way back to the road, where Ranger Rechholtz met them, assessed the injury, and put Picking in a park vehicle to take him to Mount Desert Island Hospital. 

			“At 11:42 the decision was made to close Sand Beach to all visitors,” the park’s report said. “The park rescue truck was asked to stage at Sand Beach, and more rangers were asked to respond to the area of Thunder Hole to warn visitors of the high surf.”

			Meanwhile, about 810 feet south of Thunder Hole, Peter Axilrod, a fifty-five-year-old managing director of Depository Trust and Clearing Corporation in New York City, and his wife, fifty-one-year-old Sandra Kuhach-Axilrod, sat on a ledge at the top of the rocks with their seven-year-old daughter, Clio. They thought themselves safe from splashes on their perch about sixteen feet above the sea, but when a breaking wave sloshed over their dangling legs at around 11:45 a.m., they decided it was time to move.

			The family stood up, turned around, and began to ascend a diagonal path to the road. They were just forty feet from Ocean Drive at 11:46 a.m. when a wave some twenty feet high struck the rocks, the New York Times reported the following day. “The penultimate wave in the fatal series landed at the ankles of observers on the rocks,” the Times said. “The one after that was unlike all the rest.”

			The park’s incident report described this wave as “double-stacked,” multiplying its impact on the shore. “The force of the water washed the victims into the woods, rocky beach, surf, and the open ocean,” the report said.

			The Axilrods found themselves covered in salt water and thick foam, and realized with horror that the wave had them in its grasp. Sandra battled her way back to the rocks and clung on
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