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The Appalachian Trail in Shenandoah National Park, Virginia.
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The deciduous forests surrounding the Appalachian Trail offer a wonderful opportunity to see the many colors of fall foliage.
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INTRODUCTION
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The Appalachian Trail can be a very wet experience; with sections having standing water or knee-deep mud, such as this photo of the trail in Vermont.






This easy-to-use and lightweight guide was intended to be carried while one is hiking the Appalachian Trail (AT). It describes roughly 400 species in an in-depth way while still being brief enough for a quick reference as the reader enjoys one of America’s greatest and most botanically diverse trails.


This is the first guide to focus collectively on the trees, shrubs, herbaceous plants, and fungi that hikers along the Appalachian Trail will encounter as they traverse its various ecoregions from Georgia to Maine. Hikers will gain an appreciation for the ecological treasures along the trail by using this guide to help them easily identify its most common plants and fungi.


The Appalachian Trail started out as an idea in the mind of the forester and educator Benton MacKaye in 1921. MacKaye’s goal was to create a trail to influence conservation—much farther than the two-foot-wide physical pathway that traverses the mountains of Appalachia. He wanted the presence of the trail to protect not only the forests that directly surround the trail, but also the views encountered from the mountaintops. Eventually he hoped this increased accessibility to and preservation of wild spaces would influence the minds of citizens living in the rapidly industrializing East Coast to preserve and value nature.


Over many years, and with the help of hundreds of local trail associations and volunteers, the idea of the Appalachian Trail started to become a reality, and a continuous footpath from Maine to Georgia was established by 1937. Some sections were much more wild and remote than others, but you could still successfully follow a blazed trail across the Appalachian Mountains. The trail today is not exactly the same as it was in 1937, as it continually changes its course due to development, fires, erosion, and conservation efforts to protect sensitive habitat. Sometimes even something as simple as a large tree falling across the trail and a new curved “path of desire” around the tree can become the new hiking route and influence the pathway of the trail for decades. Because of this, the actual official mileage of the Appalachian Trail can change yearly. Today the Appalachian Trail is protected and maintained by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, the National Park Service, and several regional state groups and their volunteers. Hikers will pass by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy headquarters at the “psychological” halfway point of a thru-hike in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.
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Sections of the AT are maintained by various groups.
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The Appalachian Trail Conservancy headquarters.
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More than 3 million people hike a portion of the AT every year.






An estimated three million people visit the Appalachian Trail for a day hike every year. Additionally, every year more than 3,000 people attempt to thru-hike the AT, which takes six months on average to complete. From hikers attempting the entire trail to casual day hikers, this field guide allows the user to explore the plants and fungi along the trail in a non-intimidating way. To accommodate these many users of diverse backgrounds, the species’ descriptions in this guide include tidbits ranging from simple concepts such as associated habitats, known uses, pertinent cultural stories, and occasional amusing anecdotes to more in-depth notes such as the scientific name and family the organism belongs to. This guide covers organisms that will be encountered throughout the entirety of a thru-hike while conveniently showing the months when the plant or fungus is blooming or fruiting. That way, any hiker can anticipate what they will encounter depending on where they are and at what time of year. Learning about specific plants and fungi with the use of this field guide is meant to be fun and thought-provoking with a layout and classification system that is intended to be as clear as possible. This field guide is intended for adults of all ages and abilities. The Appalachian Mountains comprise one of the most biodiverse eco-systems on the planet. The distinct forest types along the Appalachian Trail support hundreds of species of trees and shrubs and thousands of herbaceous plants and fungi that all interact with one another in various unique ways. In turn, these key plant and fungal species dictate the insects, birds, and other animals that live in distinct ecoregions along the Appalachian Trail. Some entries in this guide will describe the interactions or habitat they provide for the wildlife that depends on them.


Throughout the 14 states and roughly 2190 miles that the Appalachian Trail traverses, there are several different ecoregions. By utilizing Level III and IV mapping tools of the Ecoregions of North America, established by the US Forest Service and US Geological Survey, this guide separates the trail into 17 distinct ecoregions within the preliminary larger Level I Ecoregions of the Blue Ridge, Ridge and Valley, and Northeastern Highlands. The 17 regions organized in this guide were delineated based on the author’s professional and personal experience as a naturalist and her time spent hiking the Appalachian Trail. Therefore, while the sections are based in scientific data, they are subjectively formed for ease of use in this guide. These sections were created by considering four things in this order: (1) Level III and IV eco-region designation, (2) state boundaries near boundaries of ecoregions, (3) elevation considerations, and (4) distinct areas of interest along the trail that influence the scenery and ecosystem function/inhabitants.


Considering that this guide is designed to be lightweight and easy-to-use, it is not a comprehensive guide to in-depth plant or fungal identification. It does include a “How to Use This Guide” section, which explains the descriptions of the obvious parts of a plant or fungus which can help lead you in the correct direction to identify an organism. Most of the organisms in this book are commonly seen right alongside the AT and are distinct, with their identity being reasonably able to be ascertained from the photo, brief description, and location presented in the guide.


Identification here will focus mainly on the flower, leaf, stem, and fruits. The guide elaborates on a few key concepts of each of those parts of a plant.


Flower shape is much more important in identification of a plant than flower color. While the color can be distinctive sometimes, there can be genetic variability in the color of a flower—much like the roses in your garden. A rose is still a rose no matter the color of the rose; the shape of the flower is a clearer signifier of its identity. Some flower shapes are easy to describe, such as those that are bell-shaped or have radial petals, while other plants (like our native orchids) can have flowers with shapes and ornamentation that perhaps only an abstract artist could describe. Flowers of a certain species need to have the same shape and form for attraction of appropriate pollinators, and therefore fertilization, to occur. Color is a secondary characteristic. However, because most casual day hikers will search for a flower based on color first, this guide classifies flowers by color.




A note on toxicity of plants and fungi: Many species of edible plants and fungi require the knowledge of one obscure key feature that distinguishes a species from a toxic look-alike. Some species descriptions in this guide will include a factoid about edibility; however, the author only did this for species that have no known toxic look-alikes. In order to be 100 percent certain about an organism’s identity with the intent to consume it, consult a more comprehensive foraging guide, preferably one with in-depth and all-inclusive dichotomous keys, comparisons of key diagnostic features, and listings of any toxic look-alikes.
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A quintessential AT view over the mountains.
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A ravine filled with wild ginger.
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The remarkably blue Mertensia virginica.






Plants of course have many different types of foliage. Some distinguishing features of the foliage on a tree, shrub, or herb that can be used to differentiate species from one another include the foliage form, leaf arrangement, shape, and margin. This guide will initially separate trees by foliage type: either evergreen needles or broadleaf leaves. Then, due to the significant diversity of broadleaved species in the Appalachian Mountains, the next criteria will be to separate by either simple or compound leaves, meaning multiple leaflets on a single petiole or rachis. Other features that can be used to narrow down broadleaf species are the shape of the leaves, margin of the leaf, and opposite or alternate arrangement on the branching. These features will be described in individual species descriptions.
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The stalk of the native orchid Goodyera pubescens.
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Looking for the two white stripes of stomata on the underside of Eastern hemlock needles, Tsuga canadensis, can help in identification.
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Sassafras albidum is a botanical anomaly in that its leaves commonly take three forms: three-lobed, two-lobed, and unlobed.
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The long pinnate, compound leaves of the tree-of-heaven, Ailanthus altissima, make it easy to identify.
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The serrated leaf edges of sweet birch, Betula lenta, help distinguish it from other broadleaf species with simple leaves along the AT.
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The flaky bark of black cherry, Prunus serotina, is unique in Eastern forests.
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Chestnut oak, Quercus montana, announces itself with deeply fissured bark.
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The nuts of black walnut, Juglans nigra, are easy to ID whether they’re young and green or mature and brown.






Many trees and shrubs have characteristic bark features that belong only to their species. Typically, woody plants begin their life with smooth bark, which will mature and split to create different forms such as the flaking, black-burnt-potato-chip bark of black cherry (Prunus serotina) or the deeply fissured bark of the chestnut oak (Quercus montana). Once you notice the many different bark forms of trees you will be able to see the forest for the trees!


Fruits or seeds can sometimes be such an obvious identification factor for plants that you don’t need any other features for a positive ID. As an example, black walnuts, blueberries, or even the decorative halo of ever-so-common dandelion seeds are the only feature you need to correctly identify any of those. However, sometimes these features are only present for half of the year, once the fruits mature and persist on the plant.


Fungi belong to their own kingdom—they are neither an animal nor a plant. There are features all fungi have in common, but these are microscopic and invisible to the naked eye. The macro features of different fungi can reveal just how diverse this kingdom can be. While many mushrooms take on the classic shape of an elevated cap on a stipe, there are many additional features that a fungus can have in its fruiting body, such as a circular puffball shape, the cup-like structure of morels, or a series of pores as a reproductive surface. We can continue to narrow down their identity by learning a few key features. Fungal families are commonly dictated by a main feature related to the hymenium, which is the spore-producing surface. There are four main hymenium types covered in this guide: gills, pores, smooth false gills, and teeth.
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Radiating gills under the cap help identify Amanita flavoconia.
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The cap of Strobilomyces confusus contains hundreds of pores.
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This golden chanterelle, Cantharellus flavus, shows what are considered “smooth false gills.”
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The aptly named hedgehog mushrooms, Hydnum sp., feature spines or “teeth.”
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Artomyces pyxidatus, a coral-type fungus.






[image: ]

Puffball Lycoperdon perlatum.






[image: ]

Fomitopsis pinicola is known as a “conk” type mushroom.
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Exidia recisa is a jelly-type fungus.






There are also some oddball fungi that do not meet these four general criteria. They are in their own separate sections, based more on overall physical form, such as the coral fungi, orb-shaped puffballs, the hard woody conks on trees, and some shapeless, amorphic blob fungi called jelly fungi.


An important aspect to remember while using any guide for the identification of biological organisms is that the organisms so meticulously described don’t “read the textbook” about themselves . . . meaning that an organism might have some subtle variation that doesn’t 100 percent match up to the description in this guide. Variation can be experienced in nature between regional clades of a species to two individual organisms right next to each other on the same hillside. Therefore, it is important to consider many different features when trying to positively identify an organism: habitat type, species range, and the many features mentioned above.


To help with botanical and mycological terms used in the descriptions that follow, a glossary is provided at the end of the book.


ORGANISM NAMES


Plant descriptions in this guide include their scientific names. These were cross-referenced mainly with The Plants of Pennsylvania: An Illustrated Manual by Ann Fowler Rhoads and Timothy Block (2000) and other selected texts for more specific regional classification. Fungi names are mostly referenced in North American Mushrooms by Dr. Orson K. Miller Jr. and Hope H. Miller (2006) and other selected texts. As scientific research continues to change our understanding of plant and fungal evolution and relationships, some names may be updated from those texts to reflect genetic and phylogenetic resolution and updated classifications. Scientific names have been checked for relevancy and their most currently accepted name with The Biota of North America Program (BONAP) and Species Fungorum.
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The specific epithet denoting the species Monotropa uniflora translates from the Latin for “one-flowered,” due to the single flower per stalk in a cluster of this plant.






In the plant and fungal kingdoms, there are multiple levels of classification. This guide provides you with the lowest ranks of an organism: genus and species. A specific genus contains a group of organisms that have distinct similar features, such as petal arrangement or ovary placement, while the specific epithet denotes a singular species and usually is a descriptive word in Latin (and sometimes Greek) that describes the individual species.


This guide excludes the lowest classifications within a single species of varieties or subspecies. Varieties of a species are able to mate and recombine genetic material with other varieties within that same species. Conversely, a single species usually can’t produce functioning fertile offspring with another species, even within the same genus. To understand this, think of varieties of tomatoes, such as Beefsteak or Big Boy. They are all tomatoes and can hybridize to trade traits in sweetness, color, or size, but they are all still the species Solanum lycopersicum. Trying to pollinate a tomato with another Solanum species, such as the wild native plant horse nettle (Solanum carolinense), will not result in viable seed production or offspring. This guide includes what family organisms are in so the reader can begin to make connections on characteristics that include a genus in the larger classification of family. A family is a collection of related genera (plural of genus). Family names end with the suffix -aceae and can be found in the description of the organisms included in this guide.


A plant may have several, if not dozens of, common names and the one selected for this guide is either the most commonly accepted common name in current texts or the one that the author has deemed the most appropriate and is devoid of now-inappropriate nomenclature or negative connotation. Scientific species nomenclature follows current taxonomy as presented on The Plant List website (theplantlist.org). Preferred common names, often missing from the plant list, are selected from previous texts and the author’s experience and discretion.












HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE





This guide is arranged in two main sections, each with its own easy-to-use subsections. Species descriptions are divided into the following growth types: trees; shrubs and vines; herbaceous plants; and fungi, lichens, and slime molds. Trees are organized by whether they are deciduous or evergreen trees, and those subsections are further sorted by leaf (or needle) type. Shrubs and vines are separated within their subsection and then sorted by leaf type. In the herbaceous plants section, flowering plants are grouped by flower color, and a few common grasses and sedges are included in this section. Plants without distinct flowers, also called non-flowering plants, are sorted into ferns and fern allies, and mosses. Fungi, lichens, and slime molds share the final section of the book, and the subsections of fungi are sorted by spore-producing surface and shape (such as “cups” or “puffballs”).


This guide focuses on native plants and fungi, but common non-native species are featured to educate readers about the threat they pose to our native forests. The organisms included in this guide represent common organisms found in the various habitats (meadows, ridgeline forests, rocky slopes, riparian zones, etc.) encountered along the trail.




Key to Descriptions


Scientific name | Common Name | Family


AT Sections | Height | Flowering | Flower Color | Fruiting | Habitat







Species Descriptions with Photos


To use the species descriptions, first locate the section of the book that best matches the organism you wish to learn about. Next, use the subsection headings (such as “Evergreens” within the Trees section) to find the descriptions that might apply. Examine the photos and look for similarities and differences. Next, check the identifying features of the plant or fungus, which include all those shown in the “Key to Descriptions” (below). Note that some descriptions in this guide cover two or more species in the same genus, for example, the species descriptions for alders and hawthorns, respectively. These multiple-species descriptions are identified by their use of the abbreviation “spp.”, which means “more than one species,” following the genus.
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The Appalachian Trail ranges across mountains that are 480 million years old. These mountains harbor ecoregions that have some of the highest levels of biodiversity in the United States. While the trail meanders through 14 states, there are three main ecoregions the Appalachian Trail extends through: The Blue Ridge Mountains (parts of Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia, and Maryland), the Ridge and Valley (parts of Virginia, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey), and the Northeastern Highlands (parts of New Jersey, New York, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine). Within these three large ecoregions there are smaller, more specific zones that are classified by their geology, climate, elevation, and solar exposure. These factors create geographically distinct assemblages of natural communities that lead to distinct habitat types for many diverse and specialized fauna, flora, and fungi.


The transition between separate ecoregions can be subtle, but differences become gradually noticeable as you hike through the forest. As an example, during the transition from the Ridge and Valley to Northeastern Highlands, if you keep your eyes open you can notice species in the forest change between the infamous “Green Tunnel” of New Jersey and New York and where you enter New England. On the opposite end of the spectrum, there can be abrupt changes between the ecoregions, such as what occurs to the rolling hills of Virginia as they succumb to the geologically distinct portion of the trail in Pennsylvania, aka “Rocksylvania.” Pennsylvnia includes jagged and unique hikes among boulders and exposed ridgelines. This book separates the Appalachian Trail into 17 sections based on Level III ecoregions created by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Some sections used in this book contain a few ecoregions that are similar enough in species composition that they were combined to allow for ease of use. While the actual mileage of the trail is always changing slightly, the miles in this text are current as of 2023. From the southern terminus in Georgia to the northern terminus in Maine, in ascending order, these ecoregion sections are as follows, and are indicated on the inside covers of this book.





ZONE 1


BLUE RIDGE


Southern Mountains found in Georgia




AT MILES: 0–78


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 78





This guide starts with Georgia as the first region because it is the most common starting point for thru-hikers heading northbound, or “NOBO” for short, in March or April. Throughout the 78 miles of the Appalachian Trail in Georgia, hikers can expect to experience a thick forest of mixed conifers and hardwood trees with a moist and lush understory filled with shrubs. The beginning of the trail lies in the Blue Ridge Southern Mountains, which is filled with narrow ridges and plateaus. The hillsides of these mountainous regions are forested, with many clear streams that are fueled by the 100 or more inches of rain they receive every year. This area is one of the most biodiverse portions of the trail in flora and fauna, particularly fungi and salamanders. Forest types include predominantly oak forests, northern hardwoods, and mixed conifer hardwood forests. Notable tree species are Southern red oak, hickory species, and shortleaf pine. A notable place in this ecoregion is Springer Mountain, the southern terminus of the Appalachian Trail, and the eight-mile approach trail.
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A sunset in the Southern Appalachian Mountains.









ZONE 2


BLUE RIDGE


Ridges of the Southern Appalachian Mountains found in North Carolina and Tennessee




AT MILES: 78–167, 235–375, 391–467


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 305





The trail in this region enters the Southern mountains of North Carolina before hikers ascend into the higher elevations of the mountains along the North Carolina and Tennessee border. On this portion of the trail, you will traverse through Nantahala National Forest around a somewhat constant elevation of 4000 feet. The name “Nantahala” comes from the Cherokee language. It can be translated to “land of the noonday sun,” as the sun only reaches the deep valley floors within this dark southern Appalachian forest at midday. Within the forest you’ll encounter the intersection of the Bartram Trail and Appalachian Trail at a beautiful overlook that was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps at Wayah Bald. The drier slopes of the valleys still have oaks and yellow pines as a main component of the forest, but the mesic forest dominates with large ancient tulip poplars, sugar and red maples, American beech and Eastern hemlock. Smaller shrubs with beautiful spring flowers live in the shade of the giant deciduous forest, such as Carolina silverbell and hearts-a-bursting. Most of this area is densely forested, though there are a few open balds hikers will encounter. Hikers heading northbound will reach Fontana Dam as the entry into the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
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A view of the Nantahala National Forest.









ZONE 3


BLUE RIDGE


High Elevation Areas of the Southern Appalachian Mountains found in North Carolina, Tennessee and Virginia




AT MILES: 167–235, 375–391, 500–508


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 92





The high mountains of Tennessee and North Carolina host many rare species that will only be encountered along this stretch of the AT. The high-elevation Southeastern spruce and fir forests are a precursor to the evergreen forests of the North. The mountain balds that host shrubs, grasses, and other species that are normally only encountered in the Northern climates allow for an exciting change of scenery from the shaded forests of lower elevations. If traveling through this portion in the early summer, hikers might encounter the brilliant orange flame azalea (Rhododendron calendulaceum) and many bird species like the black-capped chickadee, red crossbill, red-breasted nuthatch, or the Northern saw-whet owl. Elevations here are higher than the previous section and reach up to 6643 feet at Clingmans Dome, which is the highest elevation on the Appalachian Trail. These upper-location balds often experience a short or non-existent growing season. This allows for only a few tree species or plants to establish there because so many are constricted by the short summer. The geology of the area consists of mostly gneiss and schist parent material that are covered by well-drained, acidic, loamy soil. Dogs are not allowed in many portions of this section of the trail, as the vegetation and wildlife in the National Parks are sensitive to disturbance. Thru-hikers, or anyone planning to spend a night in a shelter, must register for a back country permit or an Appalachian Trail Thru-Hiker Backcountry Permit depending on their starting or ending location. Notable places in this ecoregion are Clingmans Dome within the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Roan Highlands, and Grayson Highlands.
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Fraser fir and red spruce at Massie Gap.









ZONE 4


RIDGE AND VALLEY


Low Rolling Hills found in Virginia




AT MILES: 467–500, 508–568


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 93





The state with the longest mileage on the Appalachian Trail is Virginia. Due to its length, it is divided into four sections in this guide. The southern part of the state features rolling hills with comparatively low-elevation mountain ridge walks. The elevation of this region generally remains between 1000–4500 feet. Although the range stays at an elevation around 2600 feet, the slopes of its mountains are remarkably steep. The geology that makes up this area is primarily Cambrian-age sedimentary rock including parent materials of shale, sandstone, siltstone, and quartzite, which lead to the creation of sandy soils that are acidic. These acidic soils create the perfect environment for pines such as Eastern white pine (Pinus strobus), Virginia pine (Pinus virginiana), Table Mountain pine (Pinus pungens) and pitch pine (Pinus rigida). Lower points in the valleys have more basic soils where the streams have cut into the limestone bottoms. Depending on the elevation, hikers will experience mixed oak hardwood forests near the stream-cut valleys and oak and pine forests along the ridges.


While most of the trail is in the George Washington and Jefferson National Forest, there are times where it passes through towns and fertile valleys that are extensively farmed. The trail passes under highway I-81 where the limestone valleys are filled with sinkholes and underground streams. Where aboveground streams occur, they tend to have gentle gradients and plentiful year-round flow; they are home to many distinctive fish communities with some rare species, such as the endangered candy darter (Etheostoma osburni). A notable place within this ecoregion is the town of Damascus, where the annual Appalachian Trail Days festival occurs.
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Rolling hills are typical of the AT in Virginia.









ZONE 5


RIDGE AND VALLEY


Sandstone Ridges found in Virginia




AT MILES: 568–730


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 162





The second ecoregion of the trail in Virginia in this guide covers the southern sandstone ridges between Pearisburg and Daleville. There are plenty of opportunities for day hikes in this area due to several road crossings and the relative closeness to I-81 and major cities. This ecoregion has high, steep, forested ridges that are narrow—at some points it seems like hikers can look down both sides of the mountain at the same time. The ridge is created by folded, interbedded Paleozoic sandstone, and portions of the trail along the ridge are made completely of sand. This sandy soil results in low fertility for the ecosystem. Table Mountain pine (Pinus pungens) dominate these soils as well as an understory of the highland doghobble (Leucothoe fontanesiana) shrub and the common wand flower (Galax urceolata).


This area has some unique plants that can be found in only a few counties of Virginia and the neighboring state of West Virginia; two examples are the rare Allegheny onion (Allium allegheniense) and lilydale onion (Allium oxyphilum). The ridges in this area are known for being along the route for migratory birds, and ornithologists will travel to view the Southern migration path for several different species of raptors that can be seen flying in the hundreds in this area. Hikers will pass the 700-mile marker just before the popular day-hiker location Dragon’s Tooth, which is a rock monolith of Tuscarora quartzite. There are several of these monoliths along the AT in this region, but few are as pronounced as Dragon’s Tooth. The views from the ridgeline are phenomenal and allow hikers to see how far they have come.
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The monolith Dragon’s Tooth is a popular destination for day hikers.









ZONE 6


BLUE RIDGE


Shenandoah Mountains found in Virginia




AT MILES: 730–969


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 239





This portion of the trail starts in Daleville, Virginia, at northbound mile marker 730. It traverses through dense forest until hikers reach Blackhorse Gap, where the trail closely parallels the popular tourist attraction of the Blue Ridge Parkway. It winds across and along the Blue Ridge Parkway for roughly 10 miles, with beautiful overlooks and plenty of opportunities for trail magic. Trail magic occurs when people who are currently not hiking the trail offer gifts or acts of generosity to help thru-hikers on their journeys. These small tokens of kindness are free and can range from a cooler filled with cold drinks to a shuttle to the nearest hostel. Hikers will return into another section of the George Washington and Jefferson National Forest and remain there until they cross the James River Bridge and later circle the Lynchburg Reservoir. The trail passes several open views from high-elevation mountains, such as Bluff Mountain at an elevation of 3351 feet and the forested mountaintop of Bald Knob at 4045 feet elevation. Meta-volcanic and igneous rock underlie this region, which weathers and exposes granite outcrops. Throughout the entire region, soils that are usually acidic in nature have developed, and their chemical composition influences the plants that can grow there.


A large sign signifies the entrance to Shenandoah National Park; here hikers must fill out a permit to hang on their packs as they travel through the park for the next 100 miles to the exit. Dogs are also not allowed on this portion of the trail due to the high traffic and fragile ecosystems. Throughout Shenandoah National Park the trail crosses back and forth over another tourist destination: Skyline Drive. The views from Skyline Drive and the Appalachian Trail are beautiful and provide a clear view over the forest but also invite many cars and traffic.


[image: ]

The grass-like stems of Eastern turkeybeard, Xerophyllum asphodeloides.
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The view from Skyline Drive in Shenandoah National Park.






Relics of the past are all throughout this park with the multiple stump-sprout stems of the American chestnut (Castanea dentata). American chestnut was once a dominant species of the Blue Ridge forest, but after a non-native fungal disease called chestnut blight wiped out the species, today they are almost impossible to find as mature trees. The main forest components of this ridge now, after the functional extinction of the American chestnut, are the dominant canopy oak species of the Northern and Southern red oaks (Quercus rubra and Quercus falcata, respectively), white oak (Quercus alba), scarlet oak (Quercus coccinea), and chestnut oak (Quercus montana). These oaks play an important role in the life cycle of one of the most amazing creatures in the Appalachian mountains, the periodical cicadas (Magicicada spp.). In 2012, the oaks all along Skyline Drive were covered with billions of singing cicadas as they mated and laid eggs in small branches of the oaks. The next time Brood I of the periodical cicadas will emerge is 2029, and then again in 2046.





ZONE 7


RIDGE AND VALLEY


Sandstone Ridges and Valleys found in Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania




AT MILES: 969–1124


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 155





Hikers will finally escape the ups and downs of the Virginia rolling hills and ridges as they leave Shenandoah National Park near Front Royal to enter a long section of trail characterized by lowlands and wide, fertile valleys. This area also has many sinkholes and underground streams that are key features of the limestone and dolomite karst parent material. Many different soil types arise from the limestone parent material, such as the mesic Alfisols and Ultisols, which explains why this portion of the trail encounters many pastures and productive agricultural fields. White and red oak forests are the main forest type encountered, with some hickory species (Carya spp.) and Eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) as dominant canopy trees.


Hikers will enter the small town of Harpers Ferry during the four miles of the trail in West Virginia. Harpers Ferry is the “psychological halfway point” of the AT, as home to the Appalachian Trail Conservancy headquarters where thru-hikers can get their “halfway point” photo taken in front of the office.


Many of the bottomland forest trees are incredibly diverse, but they share the commonality of thriving in mesic soils and can be found close to water. The Chesapeake & Ohio (or C&O) Canal along the Potomac River is lined with a famous Appalachian fruit-tree species: the pawpaw (Asimina triloba). This tree has an edible fruit that is similar to a mixture of a banana and a cantaloupe in flavor and texture. Pawpaws are the sole host food for the zebra swallowtail (Protographium marcellus) in this area, so if you see the broad leaves of the pawpaw tree, be sure to look up and see if you notice any zebra swallowtails flying in the canopy or laying eggs on the foliage for their caterpillars to eat.


A quick 40-mile hike through the forests of Maryland leads hikers across the Mason-Dixon line into Pennsylvania. This portion of Pennsylvania continues the theme of lowland valleys and agricultural fields except for a brief section through Caledonia State Park, which has a plethora of rhododendron tunnels and fungi that thrive in the moist forest shared by the dark evergreen rhododendron (Rhododendron maximum) canopy. Many large Amanita and Laccaria mushrooms can be found in this section.


[image: ]

The sign at Harpers Ferry, often called the psychological halfway point on the trail.






The true center of the Appalachian Trail is close to 75 miles north of Harpers Ferry, in Pine Grove Furnace, Pennsylvania, where hikers can hit another thru-hiker milestone: The “Half Gallon Challenge” at the Pine Grove Furnace General Store. Section 7 ends in Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania, outside of Harrisburg.





ZONE 8


RIDGE AND VALLEY


Northern Limestone & Dolomite Valleys and Northern Shale Valleys and Ridges found in Pennsylvania




AT MILES: 1124–1297


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 173





The almost immediate transition to a rocky ridge hike in Pennsylvania begins after hikers cross the Susquehanna River near Duncannon, Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania is commonly called “Rocksylvania” due to the intense rocky ridges the Appalachian Trail follows. It’s not uncommon for hikers to go through several pairs of shoes along this section. This section also requires a little more planning, because the presence of water is less common along the top of the ridge.


The trail follows the ridge to an interesting gap over the Lehigh River in Palmerton, Pennsylvania, and makes a rocky ascent above Lehigh Gap, which is a barren landscape due to the poisoning of the environment by a previous zinc-smelting company. The location is listed as a government Superfund site, and researchers have made several attempts to remediate the area with many different types of plants. Odd plants like the pink sea thrift (Armeria maritima) are present, having been introduced as remediation species that would be able to grow in the poor soils damaged by the zinc plant. Some native species have reestablished in the area as well, like pitch pine (Pinus rigida), but they exist as a monoculture due to the inability of other trees to grow. When hikers get far enough away from the Superfund site they will notice a mesic forest that consists of red maple (Acer rubrum), black birch (Betula nigra), chestnut oak (Quercus montana), and black gum (Nyssa sylvatica).


On a final descent from the ridge in Pennsylvania, as the trail approaches the Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, hikers will cross into their next section and the state of New Jersey. The border is marked by a colorful painting on the bridge adjacent to Highway I-80.


[image: ]

This segment features some of the rockiest sections of trail.









ZONE 9


RIDGE AND VALLEY


Northern Glaciated Ridges found in New Jersey




AT MILES: 1297–1352


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 55





While leaving the Delaware Water Gap, hikers will ascend to Kittatinny Mountain Ridge. There they will encounter Sunfish Pond and Crater Lake Loop Trails, which are famous day hikes with many day hikers any time of year. While this section is a continuation of the “green tunnel,” a reference to the bright green foliage of the deciduous forest arching over the AT in this area, it enters into a new ecoregion and subtle changes to the vegetation start to occur. The Northern Glaciated Ridges ecoregion is mostly forested but also moderately mixed with some agricultural fields and swampy wetlands, especially in the northern portion of the state of New Jersey. Glacial lake basins and wetlands, like bogs, are a common occurrence along this section of the trail, as are the many cold-water streams that connect these wetlands. It’s not uncommon to encounter spotted salamanders (Ambystoma maculatum) and other herpetons, the scientific and Greek word for “crawling things,” aka amphibians and reptiles.


This section ends at the Wallkill River National Wildlife Refuge, which is a wetland reserve for birds. Hikers will have a chance here to step on the birding observation platform and see many different types of birds, such as the great blue heron, indigo bunting, wood ducks, many raptors—even the threatened bobolink has been seen here. A boardwalk over the trail permits crossings of the surrounding swamp areas, offering a great opportunity to see some wetland-specific plants like marsh marigolds (Caltha palustris) and skunk cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus).
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Symplocarpus foetidus, the skunk cabbage.









ZONE 10


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Northeastern Highlands found in New Jersey and New York




AT MILES: 1352–1458


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 106





As the trail continues along the northern border of New Jersey, hikers will encounter more wetland habitats and an important milestone: the Pochuck Creek boardwalk and bridge, a 0.9-mile-long wooden boardwalk that is accessible to disabled hikers and many day hikers, as it starts on the edge of the road close to towns. The boardwalk offers an opportunity to get up close and personal with many wetland plants such as swamp milkweed (Asclepias incarnata), swamp white oak (Quercus bicolor), and pickerelweed (Pontederia cordata) that might seem inaccessible in other wetland areas.


Before long, hikers return to a mountainous ridgeline and encounter the New Jersey–New York border atop Prospect Rock, from which hikers can see the New York City skyline in the distance. After descending from that ridge, hikers will experience increased water along the trail—sometimes to the point where, after a rain, it becomes difficult to differentiate the trail from a small stream. There are many lakes in the lower-elevation valleys of this ecoregion, so hikers may also experience wet feet! After being removed from people in the wilderness for a few days, hikers will reach the very poplar Perkins Memorial Tower and the trailside museum and zoo atop Bear Mountain. This section of the trail crosses the Hudson on Route 6/202 and reenters the “green tunnel” until the end of this section at the New York–Connecticut border.


[image: ]

A boardwalk helps hikers cross delicate wetland over Pochuck Creek in New Jersey.









ZONE 11


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Berkshire Transition found in Connecticut




AT MILES: 1458–1496


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 38





This section begins at the border of New York and Connecticut and quickly develops into a contrasting experience to the green tunnel of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York. The trail traverses a few miles along the Housatonic River. Many waterfalls surround the trail as hikers encounter the towns of Kent, Falls Village, and Amesville. This area of the Berkshire Transition is where geological and biological species begin to show similarities to more northern-latitude plants than they do on the southern portion of the trail. The climate is milder than on the northern portions of the trail in Vermont and New Hampshire. The forest type in this region is characterized as a combination of northern and central hardwoods, which are a mixture of sugar maples (Acer saccharum), various birch species (Betula spp.), and beech (Fagus grandifolia), which creates golden walls in the fall when the leaves change colors and remain on the trees for most of the winter. Elevations of the trail in Connecticut are between 400 and 1700 feet, which is low compared to other regions within the Northeastern Highlands. The parent material is calcareous bedrock mixed with schist, micaceous quartzite or quartz schist, and some gneiss. This mixture of varied rock parent-material leads to the formation of coarse-loamy, mesic inceptisols soils, which are not prone to drainage and account for the varied wetland experiences on this portion of the trail.


[image: ]

Rocky slopes in Connecticut.









ZONE 12


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Western New England Marble Valleys found in Connecticut and Massachusetts




AT MILES: 1496–1525


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 29





This short section of less than 30 miles begins the transition from low-elevation wetlands to higher-elevation mountains in the Northeastern Highlands. Hikers will cross the Connecticut–Massachusetts border. It is an area with poor soil, and it changes in forest composition to a northern hardwood and mixed spruce fir forest. Even though conifers are a main component of this forest type, the soils are alkaline and produce diverse swamps with calcareous fens that have a set of diverse flora and fauna, including some rare and endangered species. Mixed within the evergreen forest are deciduous understory trees, such as red maple (Acer rubrum), American beech (Fagus grandifolia), and birch species (Betula spp.).


This area experiences low precipitation rates and milder winters than the surrounding higher elevations. The trail stays between elevations of 500 to 1900 feet in this section before increasing in Massachusetts. This section ends with a road to Great Barrington, Massachusetts.


[image: ]

A view from the top of Bear Mountain, near the Connecticut–Massachusetts border.









ZONE 13


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Green Mountains and Berkshire Highlands found in Massachusetts and Vermont




AT MILES: 1525–1709


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 184





This rugged and remote ecoregion of the AT is the beginning of the northern high-elevation mountains. The trail makes great demands of the feet and knees of hikers, with deep muddy portions littered with rocky, steep inclines. Protruding rocks (that hikers may have to bounce across to avoid seas of mud in the Green Mountains) are likely made of metamorphic rocks including gneiss, schist, phyllite, and quartzite. Many of these parent materials contribute to acidic soils, which influence the preponderance of coniferous trees and acid-loving plants in the region’s plant communities. The trail mostly leads through an Eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) and eventually a predominantly red spruce (Picea rubens) conifer forest mixed with a few northern hardwoods of yellow birch (Betula alleghaniensis), sugar maple (Acer saccharum), and American beech (Fagus grandifolia). There are a few places with basic calcareous rocks that allow for unique alkaline-loving plants to live and thrive.


Elevations range from less than 1000 feet to more than 3000 feet. The forest species in this ecoregion are influenced by elevation. Lower elevations host mixed hardwood forests dominated by Eastern hemlocks (Tsuga canadensis) and Northern red oak (Quercus rubra). Interesting species of plants like rose pogonia (Pogonia ophioglossoides) and grass pink (Calopogon tuberosus) can be found in marshy wetland locations. These wet places promote the development of black flies (Simulium spp.), which can bite and leave large swollen itchy marks on your skin. They might be the hardest test of a hiker’s sanity in the Northern states of the Appalachian Trail, because as soon as you stop moving your body, you will be covered in these biting nightmares.
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Boards along the trail in Massachusetts aim to keep hikers’ feet dry over the muddiest areas.
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A male Eastern tiger swallowtail (Papilio glaucus) butterfly is a common visitor of wildflowers along the AT.






Several high-mountain lakes create a habitat perfect for plenty of North American beaver (Castor canadensis) and moose (Alces alces) viewing. Benedict Pond and Upper Goose Pond are great examples of the wetland types that can be found in the northern regions of the trail in this section. An interesting array of animals, especially mammals, occupy these wild forests, including American martens, Eastern bobcats, fishers, mink, porcupines, and spotted weasels. Most of these animals have thick fur that helps them survive the colder climate and deep winter snow of this ecoregion.


A notable feature in this section is the Ice Gulch, an example of how cold this higher-elevation area can be in every season. Snow has been found year-round here, as the area is covered from penetrating sunlight and in a much colder ecoregion than northbound hikers have experienced up to this point. Mountains in this range average a 2000-foot elevation. Two popular destinations with a higher elevation in this range are Mount Greylock at 3489 feet and Stratton Mountain at 3940 feet. Stratton Mountain doubles as a ski lodge in the wintertime due to its elevation and colder climate for Appalachia. The trail passes through the downtowns of Dalton and Cheshire in this section as it continues toward the Massachusetts–Vermont border. At the Vermont border, hikers will join another scenic trail called the Long Trail, which shares the same path with the Appalachian Trail for 100 miles before they split near Rutland, Vermont, and then heads north for another 172 miles to the Canadian border. This section ends shortly after that split, in Killington, Vermont.





ZONE 14


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Vermont Piedmont and White Mountain Foothills found in Vermont and New Hampshire




AT MILES: 1709–1794


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 85





The climate starts to get cold and wet in this ecoregion. Hikers are leaving the Green Mountain forest to enter this ecoregion of the Vermont Piedmont. It is a hilly region with lower elevation. With these lower elevations come more alkaline soils, which are farmed or used for pastures. Until the trail reaches Hanover, New Hampshire, hikers can expect to meander through forests of northern hardwoods, some Eastern hemlock, and patches of agricultural fields. This gives summertime hikers a chance to see more sun-loving flowers like the goldenrods (Solidago spp.), milkweeds (Asclepias spp.), and beebalms (Monarda spp.) that will likely be buzzing with pollinators during that time of year.


Hikers will enter civilization again by crossing the Ledyard Free Bridge over the Connecticut River to enter Hanover, New Hampshire. Hanover is the location of Dartmouth College and would be a great location for a “zero-day,” which is hiker lingo for a day off during which no miles are hiked. Hanover boasts many restaurants, bars, and libraries, as well as the Hood Museum of Art. The Dartmouth Outing Club allows thru-hikers to store their packs, use computers, and sometimes enjoy a meal if there are no conflicting uses by school clubs. This section ends east of Hanover at NH Route 25, just before the ascent to Mount Moosilauke outside the town of Glencliff.


[image: ]

Be prepared for wet weather in the forests of Vermont.









ZONE 15


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


White and Blue Mountains found in New Hampshire and Maine




AT MILES: 1794–1797, 1888–1973


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 88





This section consists of the transition forests between the low-elevation northern hardwoods and the alpine tree-free zones of the high elevations in New Hampshire. A difference of thousands of feet in elevation can occur in as little as four miles. Northbound hikers who have spent the past 1800 miles getting their “trail legs” are likely boasting speeds of 3.5 miles per hour without a sweat, but this transitionary ecoregion will really test that cocky attitude. Ascending these steep forest slopes of metamorphic mica schist, granite, and granodiorite from the Lower Devonian age that are covered by shallow, stony soils can decrease a hiker’s speed to less than one mile per hour. It’s not uncommon to have to take off your pack and toss it, along with trekking poles, over boulders so you can climb over them on hands and knees. Plants that love wet environments, such as viburnums and birch trees, line the streams hikers will encounter in this very narrow ecoregion that skirts the mountains. Once hikers get closer to the peaks of the Blue Mountains, spruce and balsam fir become incredibly common, and hikers will experience a seemingly endless serenade by the white-throated sparrows (Zonotrichia albicollis) that live in them.
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A spruce forest in Maine.









ZONE 16


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Upper Mountain Peaks found in New Hampshire and Maine




AT MILES: 1797–1888, 1973–2020, 2114–2121, 2188–2193


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 150





The alpine areas of New Hampshire and Maine may be the most spectacular of the entire Appalachian Trail. This ecoregion combines high-elevation spruce and fir forests with the higher-elevation subalpine and alpine communities of low, shrubby plants that are small enough to be protected from the windy and harsh environment while also withstanding blasts of UV radiation from sunlight without shade cover. Mount Washington and Mount Katahdin have a plethora of these unique and sensitive plants, such as the pin-cushion plant (Diapensia lapponica) and health plants in the family Ericaceae. Hikers must be alert to avoid stepping on these alpine plants, as they take a very long time to mature and are sensitive to disturbance. The mountaintops are mostly rock outcroppings that may have some shallow acidic soils between them where these adapted plants can establish.


Depending on the elevation, there may be some trees in this alpine zone, but they will likely be stunted balsam firs (Abies balsamea) displaying krummholz effects (branches and foliage that, in response to intense winds, only grow on one side of a tree). The thick forest of balsam fir becomes a monoculture, and due to the knotted root mats of these conifers, there is barely any room off the side of the trail to even step to the side and let another hiker pass. While hiking, you might be surprised by the quick ascent of a spruce grouse (Canachites canadensis), a bird that lives in these alpine zones.


Hikers will not encounter many mammals atop these alpine mountains, but there are great opportunities for viewing migrating and non-migrating bird species. When summiting these alpine-zone mountains, hikers might anticipate scenic panoramic views that go on for miles, but chances are they will instead be hiking through clouds, with the misty gray sky shortening their view to only a few yards ahead. Hikers may even encounter temperatures cold enough to supercool this mist as it blows over the mountaintops, forming rime ice that covers rocks, trees, and any white-blaze trail markers.
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Majestic Mount Katahdin, the 5260-foot northern terminus of the AT.






Notable locations in the New Hampshire portion of this ecoregion include Mount Moosilauke, at 4802 feet elevation; Kinsman Mountain, at 4358 feet; the Presidential Range; Franconia Ridge; and Mount Washington, at 6288 feet. Hay Mountain (3240 feet), White Cap (3654 feet), and Mount Katahdin (5269 feet) are some of the more notable spots in the Maine portion of this section.


The Presidential Range is one of the more continuous areas of alpine zone within these disjunct alpine locations above the tree line. It also has some interesting AT culture: Hikers can stay overnight in the Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC) huts along the ridge. Each hut is different, and up to 10 hikers per day (on a first-come, first-served basis) can work in exchange for their stay at the huts, which are intended for well-off day-hiker tourists. A room with a cot, a hot plate of food, and—perhaps the most valuable reward on the trail—companionship can be found at the huts. There are eight AMC-maintained huts in total in the White Mountains.





ZONE 17


NORTHEASTERN HIGHLANDS


Quebec and New England Boundary Mountains found in Maine




AT MILES: 2020–2114, 2121–2188


TOTAL MILES IN ECOREGION: 161





This ecoregion includes mostly acidic uplands dappled with some high-elevation spruce, balsam fir, and northern hardwood mixed-conifer forests. Most of the rocks that allow for views of these lake regions are made of granite, quartzite, and schist. When descending from these low-elevation balds, hikers will encounter coarse-loamy acidic, clay, and compacted soils that are typical of the area and do not drain well, causing many moist places. These surface waters are acidic and low in nutrients but host interesting plants, such as purple pitcher plants (Sarracenia purpurea) and many sedges and ferns.


This ecoregion is where hikers will experience the 100-mile wilderness from Monson, Maine, to Baxter State Park, where the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail awaits on Mount Katahdin. There are many bodies of water in this ecoregion, such as Flagstaff Lake, West Carry Pond, East Carry Pond, Nahmakanta Lake, Rainbow Lake, and several swampy wetlands in between. Crossing the Kennebec River outside of Caratunk, where hikers must plan to arrive either between 9 and 11:00 a.m. or 2 and 4:00 p.m. for a quick guided canoe ride across the river, can be a fun experience. Make sure to also plan a large pancake breakfast with Tim Harrison at Harrison’s Pierce Pond Camps before you head to the river.
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Lakes dot the northernmost portion of the trail in Maine.
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