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Yorker Turned  
Vermonter

James Paddock Taylor liked 
to say that he was born 
twice: His second nais-
sance happened when he 

arrived in 1908 in Vermont, his home 
until his death forty-one years later. 

Taylor was first born on Septem-
ber 9, 1872, in Hamilton, New York, 
to James M. Taylor and Mary E. 
(Paddock) Taylor. From his mother, a 
talented pianist, he inherited a love 
of music and learned to play the 
flute. From his father, chairman of 
the mathematics department at Col-
gate University and superintendent 
of university buildings and grounds, 
he learned about laying out roads, 
planting trees, and building ponds.

James Taylor graduated from 
Colgate Academy in 1889 and from 
Colgate University in 1895 with a 
Master of Arts degree. After teaching 
briefly at Pillsbury Academy, under 
the auspices of the Minnesota Baptist 
convention in Owatonna, Minnesota, 
and at his alma mater, he did gradu-
ate work at Harvard and Columbia 
University. He then returned to his 
own preparatory school, Colgate 
Academy, where he taught history 
and mathematics for seven years.

Schoolteacher
Taylor was thus an experienced 

teacher when he was hired as associ-
ate principal of Vermont Academy 
in Saxtons River in 1908. The school, 
in favor of fresh air and exercise, 
was quite receptive when the new 
principal proposed a Vermont Acad-
emy Mountain Club, with degrees 
of achievement that marched right 
through the alphabet: “Making three 
ascents in one year, two of Ascutney 
and one of Monadnock” earned an 
A, “Walking to Grafton and ascend-
ing Bull Mountain five times” earned 
a B—and so on. Already, we see in 
 Taylor a man of ideas, a wordsmith,  
a pied piper. 

 

To his frustration, Taylor found 
few walking trails for his young 
mountaineers to follow. There was a 
bridle path here and a near-forgotten 
logging road there, but there was no 
trail system, no way to connect the 
peaks. The mountains of Vermont, 
Taylor declared, “have been unappre-
ciated, neglected, and ignored.”

Father of the  
Long Trail

So, one rainy day in July 1909—
legend has it—James Taylor sat in 
his open tent, looking at unreachable 
Stratton Mountain, and came up with 
the idea of the Long Trail. The follow-
ing spring he gathered twenty-three 
prominent Vermonters in Burling-
ton where, on March 11, 1910, they 
founded the Green Mountain Club. 
Taylor became its first president. The 
club’s mission was—and is—“to make 
the Vermont mountains play a larger 
part in the life of the people.”

Taylor spent the summer of 1910 
scouting the dramatic first section of 
the Long Trail from Mount Mansfield 
to Camel’s Hump. He soon left trail 
building to others, however, choos-
ing to concentrate on what he did 
best: drumming up enthusiasm and 
support. Traveling around the state, 
Taylor talked to anyone who would 
listen. The Long Trail, he promised, 
would become “a most significant 
and characteristic state institution.” It 
would serve as a training ground for 
Boy Scouts and the state militia. No 
young man should receive his high 
school diploma until he had climbed 
at least one Vermont mountain!

Vermonters responded well to 
the exuberant Taylor. They joined 
the fledgling Green Mountain Club, 
forming local chapters around the 
state. The story of how an army of 
volunteers built the Long Trail over 
the next twenty years has been told 
often, and shall not be repeated here. 
Suffice it to say that the last link was 
cut in 1930.
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