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A Word of Caution

Readers are advised that trail conditions and locations change frequently due to both natural factors (e.g., erosion) and legal factors (e.g., National Park Service real estate acquisitions). Information in this volume was as accurate as the authors could make it at the time of printing. However, readers should check with their local Appalachian Trail hiking clubs (see “Useful Information”) for updated information. Readers are also advised that hiking involves some risk of accident and exposure to potentially harmful weather, animals, or impure water. Precautions are advised here under “Hiking: The Basics,” and the reader uses this guide at his or her own risk. The publisher assumes no liability.
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Introduction

Welcome to Exploring the Appalachian Trail. We’re glad to have you join us for what promises to be a fine outdoor adventure.

You may not have realized it when you bought or borrowed this book, but if the truth be told, it’s all about a long-standing love affair. The authors of the hiking guides in this series have been in love with the Appalachian Trail since before we can remember. And we’ve come to believe that if you truly love something, you will probably act positively to protect it. So when we invite you to join us in walking on the trail, we’re also inviting you to let yourself be seduced, indeed to go ahead and take the leap into a sweet and enduring love affair of your own. But then be sure to act on the responsibility created as a by-product of that love. It’s called service and support. In the section below called “Joining Up,” you can read more about how each of us can contribute to the health and continuing life of the trail. The Appalachian Trail will give you many gifts. Be sure you give some back.

Unlike other good books about walking the Appalachian Trail, this one will encourage you to slow down, to yield to the many temptations offered up freely by nature and by the social-historical world along the trail. Benton MacKaye, considered by most to be the chief visionary of the early Appalachian Trail, once defined the purpose of hiking on the AT as “to see, and to see what you see.” MacKaye was something of a romantic, and we know he read Emerson, who instructs us all to “Adopt the peace of Nature, her secret is patience.” We can’t improve on that.

Our intention is to help you plan and carry out a wide variety of hikes on the nation’s longest continuously marked footpath, surely one of the most famous walking trails in the world. We’ll guide you from point A to point B, to be sure, but as far as this book is concerned, it’s what happens for you between points A and B that counts the most.

If the goal of hiking on the Appalachian Trail is to come home refreshed in body, rejuvenated in mind, and renewed in spirit, then along with the fun of being outside in the mountains, a little work will be required. The most obvious work is of the muscular variety. Less obvious but just as rewarding is the mental kind, and it’s here that the books in this series will help you the most. The famous world traveler Sven-Olof Lindblad said, “Travel is not about where you’ve been but what you’ve gained. True travel is about how you’ve enriched your life through encounters with beauty, wildness and the seldom-seen.”

In these AT hiking books, we’ll pause to inspect the rocks underfoot and the giant folding and crunching of the entire Appalachian landscape. We’ll take time to listen to birds and to look closely at wildflowers. We will deliberately digress into the social history of the area the AT passes through, thinking sometimes about industry, other times about politics, and now and then about a well-known or an obscure but colorful character who happened to live nearby. We’ll explore trail towns and comment on trail shelters and campsites (they’re not all alike!). And to help make you a savvy hiker (if you aren’t already), we will offer up some choice bits of hiker wisdom that just might get you out of a jam or make your load a bit lighter to carry.

This is a participatory book. You will enjoy it and profit from it most if you carry a small notebook and a pen or pencil, if you bring along a camera and perhaps a birding book or a wildflower guide or a guide to some other aspect of the natural world (see the Bibliography for suggestions). Bring a compass and use our maps, or better yet, supplement the maps in this book with the more detailed ones available from the Appalachian Trail Conference and other local sources (see page 9 and the Bibliography).

Chatting with your walking companions is a delightful thing to do some of the time while out on the trail, but the more noise you make, the less wildlife you’ll see, and besides, it’s hard for anyone to be both in conversation and simultaneously in close observance of the real details of the natural realm. Try hard to make some part of every hike a silent walk, during which you open all your senses and your imagination to drink in the marvelous environment of the Appalachian Trail.

The Appalachian Trail in Virginia and West Virginia

Most of the Appalachian Trail’s 545 miles in Virginia and West Virginia lie in Virginia. The exceptions are an interlude into West Virginia near Pearisburg, along the northern Blue Ridge where the trail straddles the state line, and a few miles in and around Harpers Ferry, home of the Appalachian Trail Conference.

For thru-hikers, Harpers Ferry is considered the emotional halfway mark, but the true halfway point is in Pennsylvania (see Exploring the Appalachian Trail: Hikes in the Mid-Atlantic States, Hike #8). At 440 feet above sea level, Harpers Ferry marks the low elevation point on the AT in “the Virginias.” As it meanders south along the Blue Ridge toward Mt. Rogers, at 5507 feet the highest peak on the AT in these two states, the trail seems never far from rhododendron and mountain laurel. From Harpers Ferry to the entrance to Shenandoah National Park, the trail passes near growing residential communities as eastern seaboard cities expand outward. However, the faint sounds from nearby roads and the increasing light in the nighttime sky are testaments to the success of the trail’s supporters in preserving the experience of nature so close to so many people.

Most of the AT in these states travels through Shenandoah National Park and George Washington and Jefferson national forests. The SNP’s 500 miles of trails invite seemingly endless diversions to waterfalls and remote ridges, all accessed via about 100 miles of the AT in the park. The AT here rarely strays more than a mile, usually less, from the Skyline Drive. Still, it is possible to enjoy solitude and sweeping views of farmland and the Allegheny Mts. More than 300 black bears live within the park’s 300 square miles, the highest concentration in the eastern United States. South of the park, the trail ambles through mature forests and wildernesses in two national forests. Hikers can walk bald summits and enchanting, narrow stream valleys, then stroll through the “friendliest town on the trail,” Damascus. Virginia is also the place on the AT where ecological north and south meet—southern and northern species of trees meet, then go their own ways. If you have never visited the region, a colorful armchair traveler’s introduction awaits you in Virginia and the Capital Region in the Smithsonian Guide to Historic America series.

The Best of the AT in the Virginias

With fully one–quarter of the AT passing through Virginia, there are several stretches where the trail crosses developed areas or busy roads. We’ve omitted some of those miles to help you explore the very best of the AT in Virginia. In wilder areas, where there are few exit opportunities over many miles, we’ve picked our favorite miles and presented them as day hikes. At the ends of these hikes are brief descriptions of how to turn them into overnight trips.

Joining Up

We urge you, our fellow hikers, to honor the thousands of volunteers and paid workers who built and who nowadays maintain the Appalachian Trail by becoming a volunteer and a financial supporter yourself. Join your local hiking club (see pg. 395) and join any or all of the following organizations, each of which contributes to the survival of the Appalachian Trail:

Appalachian Trail Conservancy, P. O. Box 807, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425

Appalachian Mountain Club, 5 Joy St., Boston, MA 02108

American Hiking Society, 1422 Fenwick Lane, Silver Spring, MD 20910

Potomac Appalachian Trail Club, 118 Park St., SE, Vienna, VA 22180

Walking Lightly on the Land

On behalf of the hiking community, we urge all hikers to manage their behavior in the woods and mountains so as to have a minimal impact on the land. The old adages are apt: Take only pictures, leave only footprints. Pack out whatever you pack in. Leave no trace. Indeed, be a sport and pack out some other careless hiker’s garbage if you find it along the trail. The National Park Service, which maintains a protective corridor along the Appalachian Trail, estimates that between 3 and 4 million people use the trail every year, and the numbers are growing. In many places the ecology of the AT landscape is fragile. But fragile or not, every one of its 2150 miles is subject to abuse, even if unintended. Leave the trail a better place than you found it, and you’ll take home better memories.

NOLS Soft Paths is a good general introduction to the principles of leave-no-trace hiking and camping. See the Bibliography.

We wish you good weather, warm companionship, and a great adventure, be it for 6 hours, 6 days, 6 weeks, or 6 months on the trail. The Appalachian Trail belongs to all of us. Treat it as you would something precious of your very own.

Reader Participation

Readers are invited to respond. Please correct our mistakes, offer your perspectives, tell us what else you’d like to see in the next edition. Please also tell us where you bought or borrowed this book. Write to: Editors, Exploring the Appalachian Trail™, Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Rd., Mechanicsburg, PA 17055.
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USE THIS BOOK as you would the counsel of a wise friend. Absorb the information that seems noteworthy to you; take heed of opinionated statements; consider the logic behind suggested strategies for getting into, and through, the kind of hike you want. But remember that your own personal preferences for length of hike, amount of effort, and things to see along the way will be just as important as—or even more than—any information you may find in these pages. Walking and hiking in the forest and mountains are intensely personal activities. There are few rules to follow, and it’s not a competitive game with winners and losers. What works well for Hiker A will be a disappointment for Hiker B. Wallace Stevens gave us a poem called “Sixteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” This book should indicate that there are at least that many ways to complete and enjoy a hike on the AT.

How Hike Information Is Displayed Here

INFORMATION BLOCK: The hike’s first page, a snapshot of the hike in the form of data and directions. Here you’ll find road access information, elevation gain, distance to be walked, names of shelters, and so on. This first section gives an objective overview of the hike.

NARRATIVE: The full story—the hike you’re likely to have on this section of the AT. Conditions vary widely depending on season and weather, depending on whether you’re a robust 18-year-old, a tottering little kid, or a slow-but-steady octogenarian. Our description of the hike aims for a middle-range hiker, in good shape, with modestly ambitious goals but not with an eye on the stopwatch or the pedometer.

Throughout the hike’s narrative we cite mileages at the major way points and landmarks. Occasionally we indicate the amount of time needed to go from one point to another. Generally, however, we stick to mileage as a reference point because each hiker’s pace is different.

The narrative also pauses to describe rocks, plants, animals, vistas, and social history seen along the way . . . and then picks up the hike again with further directions toward its destination.

TRAIL PROFILE: A rendering of the trail’s up-and-down travels over the landscape, suggesting graphically how easy or challenging sections may be. The profiles are based on USGS digital elevation maps and were created using Maptech TopoScout® CD-ROMs, developed by Maptech of Greenland, New Hampshire. The linear scale on the profiles does not match the scale on the hike’s topographic map (see below). Instead, the profile gives a cross-section view of the mountains and valleys with the trail running up and down as if on a straight line across the landscape. Trail profiles entail a certain degree of vertical exaggeration to make the rendering meaningful, and they do not show every hill or knob in the path.

TOPOGRAPHIC MAP: Based on USGS 1:100,000 scale maps, the hike topo map also draws on information provided on AT maps published by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy and its member trail clubs. Our scale is usually 1 inch to 1 mile—or as close to that as the page trim size and length of the hike will allow. These maps show actual elevations (read about contour lines on page 9), usually in feet. They also show the compass direction (north) and important waypoints along the trail. See the map legend on page 8. For most day hikes, the maps in this book will serve well. For extended backpacking in the wild backcountry or high mountains, we recommend using Appalachian Trail Conservancy or Appalachian Mountain Club maps.

Note: Some USGS maps have not been updated for several years and may not show recent trail relocations. Follow the dark green line of the AT on the maps in this book. You may see the old AT outlined in gray on the map. In some cases the old path is open and usable, but in many it’s not. Check the narrative and consult local trail clubs before hiking on discontinued sections of the AT.

ITINERARY: A summary of the hike in table format, listing important waypoints noted in the narrative and shown on the topo map and/or the trail profile. Both the narrative and the itinerary describe the hike as either a south-to-north (most common) or north-to-south walk. Thus, in a S-N itinerary, directions to turn left (L) or right (R) mean “left when walking northward on the trail” and “right when walking northward on the trail,” respectively. On a N-S itinerary, the reverse is true.

Bear in mind that “north” and “south” as used along the AT are not always literally true. The trail is said to run north from Georgia to Maine, but at any given point, even if you’re walking “northward toward Maine,” the footpath may veer to the west or east, or even southward to skirt a difficult mountain before resuming its generally northward direction. That’s why in the narrative and itinerary we generally use “left” and “right” rather than compass directions. Inexperienced AT hikers simply have to orient themselves correctly at the start of the hike: Make sure you know whether you’re following the trail to the north or south, and keep that in mind as you proceed. Then, “left” and “right” in the narrative and itinerary will be easy to follow. In any case, always carry a compass.

Note: In keeping with the tradition of showing north at the top of maps, we structure the itineraries with north always at the top of the table, south at the bottom. Thus, for a S-N hike, you will find the “Start” at the bottom (south) end of the itinerary, and you should read upward. “End” will be at the top (north) end of the table. We give mileage in both directions: the left-hand column goes S-N; the right-hand column goes N-S. Remember that access trail mileage must be added to miles walked on the AT itself. We total both mileages for you on the itinerary. Elevations are given in both feet and meters (feet elsewhere in this book). To construct our itineraries, we relied on walking the trail, taking careful notes, and then verifying by reference to other trail guides, especially the Appalachian Trail Conference and member club trail guides. Published trail guides, USGS maps, and ATC maps sometimes disagree by as much as a few tenths of a mile (distance) or a few feet (elevation).

SIDEBAR: In some hikes, special topics are discussed in a box set off from the narrative. The sidebars are listed in the table of contents.

Abbreviations

Abbreviations commonly used in this book:

AHS, American Hiking Society

AMC, Appalachian Mountain Club

ATC, Appalachian Trail Conservancy

BRPMP, Blue Ridge Parkway milepost

CCC, Civilian Conservation Corps

NBATC, Natural Bridge AT Club

Natl. Rec. Area, National Recreation Area

NF, National Forest

NHP, National Historical Park

NPS, National Park Service

OVT, Outing Club of Virginia Tech

PATC, Potomac Appalachian Trail Club

SDMP, Skyline Drive milepost

SNP, Shendoah National Park

SP, State Park

USFS, U.S. Forest Service

Geographic Organization

The hikes included in this volume follow the Appalachian Trail from south to north. Most of the hikes are described as south-to-north walks, but many are suitable to walking the opposite way, too. A few hikes are best done from north to south. Pay attention to the suggested direction. We have avoided some wicked climbs by bringing you down, rather than up, certain nasty hills.

Maps: Legends, Skills, Sources

SCALE—Unless otherwise noted, approximately 1 inch = 1 mile.
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COMPASS DIRECTION AND DEVIATION—The scale bar shows the compass direction North. The north shown on the map is “true” or “grid” north, essentially a straight line to the north pole, whereas the north you see on your compass is “magnetic” north, usually a few degrees different due to the earth’s magnetic field. Along the AT, magnetic north deviates from true or grid north by several degrees west. The farther north one goes, the greater the deviation. At the North Carolina/Virginia state line the deviation is about 2.5° west; at the West Virginia/Maryland line it is about 9 – 10°.

[image: 002]

CONTOUR INTERVAL—See “Contour Lines” below. Contour intervals on the USGS topographic maps used as the base for the hiking maps in this book are either 10 meters (33 ft.) or 20 meters (66 ft.) depending on the map (see “List of Maps” under “Useful Information”).

Reading and planning your hikes with topographic maps can be fun and is certainly useful. Every hiking party should have at least one competent map reader. Often, if there are children aboard, they will be eager to follow the hike’s progress on the topographic map. Here are a few pointers for beginning map readers.

CONTOUR LINES—All the hiking maps in this series of guides are based on official topographic maps which represent the three-dimensional shape of the land with contour lines (CLs). Typically, CLs are drawn at fixed intervals, for example, 20 meters, meaning that between each pair of lines in our example there is a rise or fall of 20 meters in the landscape.

In this example, the CLs are close together, suggesting a steep climb or descent:
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In the next example, the CLs are farther apart, suggesting a gently sloping or nearly flat landscape:
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LINEAR SCALE—To understand CLs fully, they must be related to the linear scale of the map. This relationship gives a sense of vertical rise or fall as it spreads out horizontally across the landscape. Thus, if 1 inch = 1 mile and if there are many CLs clustered in, say, a ½-inch section of trail, then it’s safe to assume that this ½-mile section of the trail will be steep, going up or down depending on your direction.

MAP SOURCES—All maps in this series are derived from United States Geological Survey topographic maps. Each of our maps is a small slice of a USGS topo map. We have updated relevant AT information (some USGS maps are 10 or more years old; the AT has moved at several points). The original map scale of 1:100,000 is enlarged here generally to about 1:62,000 (around 1 inch = 1 mile) for readability. A 1:100,000-scale map is not practical to carry on the trail. USGS maps scaled at a more convenient 1:62,000 are easy to read as trail maps, but a day’s hike may cut across several maps or use only a tiny portion of one large map, an unwieldy affair when hiking.

For short day hikes, we recommend using the maps in this book. For longer hikes, overnight trips, or serious backpacking, we advise using official AT maps from the Appalachian Trail Conservancy or supplementary maps from the Potomac Appalachian Trail Club (see below for information).

Bookstores and outdoor outfitters near the Appalachian Trail usually stock the USGS quadrangles (1:62,500) for the local area. USGS maps can also be ordered by telephone (see “Useful Information” and the Bibliography). If you do not know the USGS map number (see the “Useful Information” list for maps used in this book), be sure to indicate (a) the portion of the AT you want to hike by providing nearby cities, towns, rivers, or other landmarks and (b) the scale you prefer. Anything over 1 inch = 1 mile will be impractical for hiking.

The Appalachian Trail Conservancy publishes a set of color-shaded topographic hiking maps for almost the entire length of the trail (excluding the national parks through which the AT passes). The scale is generally 1:38,750. This translates to about 1⅝ inches = 1 mile. In other words, much more detail than on the USGS quadrangles and more than we can show in a book of this size. See your local bookseller or outdoor outfitter, or call the ATC (see “Useful Information”). A catalogue is available. For serious hikers and for any overnight or backcountry hiking on the Appalachian Trail, we strongly recommend these fine maps.

For the AT in Shenandoah National Park and northern Virginia/West Virginia, you’ll want the fine maps published by the Potomac Appalachian Trail Club. PATC maps 9, 10, and 11 cover SNP, while their map 8 is the only available map of the AT trail system north of SNP to the Maryland line. PATC also publishes regional maps and hiking guides, many of which contain circuit hikes utilizing part of the AT. ATC maps 1 through 5 cover the southwest and central portions of the Virginia AT. The ATC and PATC maps are meticulously researched and frequently updated by trail volunteers, and proceeds from their sale go toward AT protection and maintenance. The scale is 1:62,500, or 1 inch = 1 mile; the contour interval is 100 feet. For a catalogue of maps from PATC, see “Joining Up,” page 3.

Driving Time to the Trailhead

A factor frequently overlooked when planning a hike is the driving time required to reach the trailhead or to get back to civilization at day’s end. When a substantial number of miles must be traveled from a major highway or town to get up into the mountains to the trailhead, we tell you in the information block. You must be sure to leave sufficient time to get to the starting point. Positioning two cars (finish and start) takes even longer.

Remember that many Appalachian Trail access roads are “secondary” at best. Some are decidedly unkind to low-chassis, two-wheel-drive cars. Some are impassable in wet weather (the entire spring mud season). Travel to the trailhead can be slow and dicey. Read our instructions carefully. Plan ahead.

Choosing Your Hike / Effort Required

In this book we rate hikes by three levels of “effort required”: easy, moderate, and strenuous. Some hikes are a mix of easy, moderate, and strenuous sections.

If little kids or folks with disabilities might find a hike too rugged, we tell you. If there are difficult water crossings, perhaps varying seasonally, we say so.

But remember, our judgments are somewhat subjective.

Easy: gentle ups and downs, fairly smooth path, few obstacles

Moderate: elevation gain or loss of up to 1000 feet; narrower, rocky path; some obstacles (for example, brook crossings with no bridge)

Strenuous: elevation gain or loss of more than 1000 feet; steep ups and downs; difficult, challenging path; numerous obstacles; possibly unsuitable for young children or the infirm.

Blazing

A “blaze” (from the Old English blœse, meaning “torch”) is a bright painted mark (about 6 inches x 2 inches) on a tree, post, or rock indicating the path of a hiking trail. The Appalachian Trail is blazed in white (rather easy to see even in fog, though tough to follow in brightly dappled sunlight), all the way from Georgia to Maine. It’s the same in each direction, south–north or north–south.

Side trails are often but not always blazed in a different color—generally blue, orange, or yellow. AT blazes are usually spaced 30 to 50 yards apart. In some sections overzealous trail maintainers have blazed at shorter intervals, while in other areas blazing has faded and may be hard to follow. If you haven’t seen a white blaze for several minutes, backtrack and make sure you’re still on the white-blazed AT, not an unmarked side trail or logging road.

Two blazes, one above the other, indicate a turn coming in the trail. If the upper blaze is positioned to the left, look for a left turn, and vice versa.

Estimating Hiking Times

An average adult hiker’s pace is about 2.0 miles per hour on the flat. For every 1000-foot gain in elevation, add 30 minutes of time to your estimate. Thus an 8-mile hike up a 2500-foot mountain might take you 5¼ hours. This formula does not account for rests, mealtimes, or lollygagging to smell the flowers or talk to the bears. With a full backpack, little kids in tow, or slippery conditions, obviously you would add more time.

We recommend that you keep a record of your time and distance and the hiking conditions for a half dozen hikes, and then compare your averages to ours. You’ll soon see whether our numbers match yours and if not, how much time you need to add or subtract from our estimates.

Day Hikes / Overnight Backpacking Hikes

The majority of the hikes in this book can be done as day hikes. Some day hikes can be conveniently strung together to make overnight backpacking trips of 2 or more days’ duration. And some hikes are manageable only as overnight backpacking trips. The general rule: the more wilderness there is to traverse, the less likely it is that you can pop in and out for a day hike only. Read the information block carefully, and look at the hike south or north of the one you’re considering to see whether a linkage is feasible.

Avoiding the Crowds

A great debate is raging: Is the AT now overused, too busy to be enjoyable, too tough on the land to be justifiable? Are we approaching, or are we already at, the point where reservations will have to be made for floor space in an AT shelter? (In fact, in some southern sections—Shenandoah National Park, for example—shelters are reserved for thru-hikers or other long-distance hikers only, not the casual weekender.) We don’t mean to equivocate, but the answer seems to be yes and no. Collectively, the authors of this series have hiked thousands of AT miles over several decades. Far more often than not, we have had the trail essentially to ourselves, passing only a few people per day. Inevitably, however, certain sites on the trail (beautifully located shelters, or summits with great views or symbolic significance, for example) attract crowds, especially on weekends, and most especially in midsummer or at fall foliage time. The southern section of the AT is busy with hundreds of would-be thru-hikers in early spring. Don’t expect to be alone on Hawksbill Mt. in April.

It does not require a graduate degree in engineering to figure out a plan to avoid these crowds or to avoid swelling them yourself. The best times to be alone on the trail are midweek. No offense to kids or parents (we love ’em all), but June, before the kids leave school, and September, after they’re back in, are great times to find warm-weather solitude on the AT. If you can swing it, hiking during the week is the best way to capture solitude on the trail. Heading out on a Sunday can work equally well. We spent a Sunday evening at Gravel Springs Hut, only steps from the AT and only 500 yards from Skyline Drive, without seeing another soul.

If you cannot hike midweek and are headed for peaks or shelters likely to be overcrowded, start out early enough to permit you to move on to another site in daylight if your first target has already hung out the “No Vacancy” sign. When the shelter or official tent sites are full, accept the bad news and walk on. Even if you’re planning to spend the night in a shelter, it’s a good idea to take along a tent in case the shelter is fully occupied.

Circuit or Loop Hikes / Shuttle Services

Ideally you have a limousine with built-in hot tub and cold drinks awaiting you at the end of the trail. Short of that, you may have to improvise a way to get back to your starting point. Whenever it’s convenient and sensible from a hiking viewpoint, we have suggested how to make the hike into a circuit or loop, bringing you back, on foot, to your car or pretty close to it. There are many hikes, however, especially those in wilderness areas, where this is simply not feasible.

It’s usually best if you can work out a two-car team for your hike, with one car dropped at the finish line and another driven to the starting trailhead.

Out and back: Most of our hikes are described as linear—from A to B to C. Hikers with only one car available can make many fine hikes, however, by simply going out to a well-chosen point (the mountaintop, the pond) and then reversing direction to the starting point. The mileage indicators in the Itineraries will help you decide on a turnaround point. You may be pleasantly surprised to find that when walked in the opposite direction, the same section of trail yields a very different experience—especially if one direction is steeply up and the other sharply down.

Shuttles: In some areas, and through the auspices of some local hiking clubs, shuttle services are available. For example, the Green Mountain Club in Vermont provides to its members a list of shuttle drivers, although they are few in number and require early notice and modest fees. In this book, when we know there is a reliable shuttle service that is useful on a particular hike, we tell you. If we don’t make a shuttle suggestion, it’s often worth asking your motel or bed-and-breakfast keeper, or calling the local Chamber of Commerce or even the local taxi company. A hunting-lodge manager helped us one time at a good price. Ask around, make new friends.

Some hikers like to position a bicycle (locked) at the end of a hike so they can ride back to their car at the starting point.

If your hiking group consists of, say, four or more people and two cars, you might swap extra car keys at the beginning of the day and send people, a car, and a key for the other car to each end of the trail. You all meet somewhere in the middle of the hike, trade stories, and perhaps share lunch. And each group finds a car waiting at day’s end. Depending on roads and distances to trailheads, this system can shave a good deal of time off the car travel at the start and end of your hiking day. This is especially helpful for very long day hikes and even more so in early spring or late fall when days are short. Besides, meeting friends deep in the forest or on a mountaintop is great fun.

Early Exit Options

Our hikes range from 5 to 15 miles per day. When road crossings and parking facilities permit, we indicate points where you could leave the AT before finishing the entire hike. Sometimes such exits are convenient and safe; sometimes they should be used only for emergencies. Heed our advice. If we do not say good parking is available, don’t assume there’s a parking lot.

The Early Exit Options can often be used to make a loop hike out of an otherwise longish linear hike. To see your options clearly, study a good local road map.

Camping

Camping is generally permitted anywhere in SNP and George Washington and Jefferson national forests, except in areas designated for no camping.

Backcountry permits are required in SNP. They are free of charge (however, a $1 donation is appreciated) and are available at park road entrances, at self-registration stations near trail entrances to the park, and from SNP headquarters, Rte. 4, Box 348, Luray, VA 22835. Campfires are permitted in the national forests, but prohibited in SNP except in public campgrounds and other designated areas.

There are three zone designations for backcountry camping in SNP: Dispersed campsites are in areas that receive light or moderate use, may be impromptu, are usually away from the trail, and camping must not occur on a pre-existing campsite. In fact, there should be no trace of previous campers, nor of your party once you’ve departed. Your campsite must be more than 0.5 mile from a paved park road or a park facility, except a shelter, and must be at least 50 yards from any trail, park boundary, shelter, or camping prohibition sign and 100 yards from a previous campsite. In established sites, which receive moderate camping and heavy day use, tenting is restricted (in an attempt to minimize the impact on the environment) to existing, informal campsites established through repeated use. No Trace camping ethics still apply, as do the rules of distance described above. In designated campsites, tents are permitted only at specific sites, each marked by a post, and all cooking and camping activities must take place within 10 yards of the post. Public campgrounds, many of which have amenities such as showers or supplies, are pointed out in the hike narratives. For these facilities, reservations are often required and fees are charged. Complete backcountry camping regulations and permits are available from the SNP information office (703-999-2266).

Camp only in designated camping areas unless you know for sure that free-for-all camping is permitted. In most sections of the AT the land is too heavily used to permit improvisatory camping. We indicate official campsites.

Shelters and Cabins

The names may vary but the accommodations are much the same: Along the AT, about every 10 to 15 miles, you’ll find three-sided lean-tos with minimalist interior decorating. Bunk beds or no beds at all, just floor space. Possibly a picnic table, a fire ring, an outhouse, a water source nearby. Many of these shelters have well-maintained facilities, charming names, and equally charming views. Some you wouldn’t let your dog sleep in. We tell you which ones we like. Shelters usually have a few tent sites surrounding them.

For shelters in the national forests and north of SNP, the “reservations policy” is first come, first served, with a 3-night limit. In SNP, the shelters, called “huts,” are for those out for at least 2 nights of backcountry travel and for AT thru-hikers (usually traveling through SNP mid-May to mid-June). Using the honor system, hikers deposit a nominal fee into a pipe safe at the hut. Only 1 night is permitted in an SNP hut. During the work week and the off-peak season, it is possible to find room at most huts even when you’re out only for a night. However, be prepared to move on if it is full or needed by long-distance travelers, who, most often, do not carry tents.

PATC operates and maintains six primitive cabins in SNP. Because they are equipped with cooking and eating utensils, axes, and saws, cabins offer a less complicated way to camp. Most have fireplaces and outdoor cooking pits; a few even have front porches. Hikers supply their own food and sleeping bags and gather their own firewood. Each cabin also has a nearby water supply. A backcountry permit is not required but reservations are and a fee is charged. To rent, call 703-242-0315.

Trail Registers

At shelters and occasionally at trail junctions, you’ll find notebooks where you can, and should, write a few words for posterity and for practicality’s sake. Logging in your arrival and departure time will help searchers find you if, unluckily, you get lost or hurt on the trail. But the real fun of the trail registers is adding your own thoughts to the collective wisdom and tomfoolery other hikers have already scribbled in the notebooks. The registers make great reading. A whole new literary genre! Go ahead, wax poetic or philosophical. Surely there’s at least one haiku in you to express your joy at the view from the mountaintop or the first time you shook hands with a moose.

Trail registers also sometimes provide helpful warnings about trail conditions (recent mud slides or bridge washouts, for example). If the weather has been wild of late, read back a few days in the register to see what previous hikers may have said about what lies ahead of you.
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WHILE IT’S TRUE that we go to the woods and the mountains to get away from the trappings of civilization, few of us really want to put our lives in jeopardy. Here are some recommendations every adult hiker (and Boy or Girl Scout–age youngster) should follow.

When the subject is equipment, we suggest you visit your outdoor outfitter to ask for advice or that you read back issues of Backpacker magazine, in print or on-line (see “Useful Information”). Backpacker’s annual “gear guide” sorts through hundreds of choices and makes useful recommendations. For the truly hiking/camping gizmo-obsessed, there are on-line chat rooms (again, see Backpacker) where you and other similarly gadget-crazed friends can compare notes.

Boots / Shoes

Nothing is more important to a hiker than the condition of his or her feet. From this axiom derives an important rule: Wear the right boots or shoes for hiking, or stay home. Some of the easier sections of the AT can be hiked in firm running shoes or high-top basketball sneakers, but most sections require a tougher, waterproof or water-resistant boot providing nonslip soles, toe protection, and firm ankle support. Shop carefully. Go to an outdoor outfitter rather than a regular shoe store. Try on several pairs of boots, with the actual socks you intend to wear (two pair: one thin, one thick). If you buy boots by mail, trace your foot size with those socks on your feet. Save your pennies and buy the best you can afford. Gore-Tex or one of its waterproofing clones is worth the money. Check the hiking magazines’ annual gear reviews (in print or on-line) for ratings of comfort, weight, durability, and price. Think of the purchase as a multiyear investment. Shop long before the hiking season starts, and wear your boots for a good 10 to 20 miles of everyday walking before hitting the trail. Your feet will thank you.

Caveat for kids: The better discount stores carry boot brands that are quite sufficient for a season of hiking by young people whose feet are still growing. Parents, buy your own boots first and then use your shopper’s savvy to find inexpensive boots for the kids.

Clothing

Bring sufficient clothes, appropriate for rain and cold. Layers work best. Gore-Tex and other waterproof fabrics are miraculous, but a $3 emergency poncho will do in a pinch. Think about what you would need to get through a rainy night, even if you’re just out for a short, sunny day hike.

A visored hat: The top of your head is the point of major heat loss, whether you’re bald or not. Inexpensive Gore-Tex hats can be found. Cruise the catalogues.

Sunglasses, in a protective case. Rhinestone decorative motif not required.

Cotton socks, sweatshirts, and T-shirts: avoid them. Blue jeans (essentially cotton): avoid them. Cotton is comfortable until it gets wet (from rain or perspiration). Then it’s your enemy. It dries slowly and does not wick away perspiration. There are extraordinary synthetic fabrics nowadays for shirts, underwear, and long johns that will keep you warm or cool and will let the moisture leave your body. Visit your outdoor outfitter for a wardrobe consultation. Money well spent.

Wool is a miracle fabric from nature. Especially good for socks and gloves. Polartec is a miracle fabric from the high-tech world (recycled plastic bottles!). Jackets and pull-overs in these miracle fabrics are what you want.

Food

Hiking eats up calories. Cold weather demands body heat, which demands calories. Diet at home. Eat high-energy foods on the trail. Carbohydrates are best. Sweets are less helpful than you might think, though a chocolate or energy bar to help you up the hill is sometimes right. It’s better to eat several smaller meals en route than to gorge on a big one, unless you plan for a siesta. Digestion itself takes considerable energy. You’ll find it hard to climb and digest at the same time. The hiker’s fallback snack plan: (1) “Gorp,” a mix of nuts, granola, chocolate chips, dried fruit, and whatever else you like. Mix it yourself at home—much cheaper than the ready-made variety at the store. (2) Peanut butter on anything. (3) Fruit. Heavy to carry but oh so refreshing. The sugar in fruit is fructose, high in energy but it won’t put you to sleep.

And remember the miracle food for hikers, the humble banana. Or dried banana chips (crunch them or add water). High in potassium, bananas are your muscles’ best friends because the potassium minimizes aches and cramps.

Planning menus and packing food for extended backpacking trips is a subject beyond the scope of this book. Several camping cookbooks are available, and Backpacker frequently runs how-to articles worth reading. Search their Web site for articles you can download. Advice: Whatever you plan to cook on the trail, try it out first, on the backpacking stove, at home. Make a list of cooking gear and condiments needed, and if the list looks long, simplify the menu unless you have willing friends along who will carry a gourmet’s kitchen for you. Over time you’ll find camp food tricks and tastes to add to your repertoire, such as bagging breakfast granola with powdered milk in self-seal bags (just add water and stir), or choosing tough-skinned veggies like carrots, celery, or snow peas that can be eaten cooked or raw and won’t turn to mush in your pack. The ever popular macaroni and cheese (available nowadays in many fancy permutations from Lipton, Kraft, et al.) can be dressed up in countless lightweight, quick-cook ways. The camper’s most important kitchen tool is imagination.

Whatever you plan to eat or cook on the trail, be prepared to clean up spotlessly. Leave no mess—indeed, no trace.

Food Storage

You’re not the only hungry critter in the woods. Everyone from the bears to the squirrels and mice would like to breakfast on your granola and snack on your Oreos. Never keep food in your tent overnight. It’s an invitation for unwanted company in the dark. Use a drawstring food sack, wrapped in a plastic garbage bag, which you hang from a sturdy branch on a nearby tree, keeping the sack several feet out on the branch, about 10 feet off the ground and several feet below the branch. Obviously this means you must carry about 50 feet of lightweight cord (useful in emergencies too).

Don’t store your food in your backpack, either, indoors or out. Those cute little chipmunks and their bigger friends will eat a hole right through that expensive high-tech fabric.

Water

Keep drinking a little at a time all day while you hike. Dehydration is the major cause of hiker fatigue. Double or triple your normal daily intake of water.

Sadly, most of the water flowing in streams the AT crosses is polluted to one degree or another, sometimes by industry or agriculture, often by wild animals such as beavers upstream. The most common problem is a nasty protozoan known as giardia from which we get stomach cramps, fever, and the runs. Trust us: you don’t want it. The rule is, unless an official sign says the water has been tested and is pure, assume the water must be treated with either iodine tablets or a water filter. Iodine is cheap and lightweight but slow, and it leaves a somewhat unpleasant taste in the treated water (Potable Aqua is an iodine treatment that minimizes the bad taste). Hiker water filters are faster-acting but more cumbersome. They are useful elsewhere too—on boats, at freshwater beaches, and so forth. A good investment. Look for one that screens out most bacteria, is lightweight, and pumps quickly. The most convenient water bottles are (a) wide-mouth, facilitating refill and filter attachment, and (b) equipped with a drinking tube or nipple, eliminating the need to open the bottle itself.

When Nature Calls

Every hiker—day only or overnight backpacker—must come prepared to deal appropriately with disposal of human waste in the woods. At most shelters and many campsites along the AT there are outhouses. Please help to keep them clean. Gentlemen especially are encouraged to urinate in the woods, a few hundred feet off the trail. Urine in the outhouse pit adds to the bad aroma.

Believe it or not, there’s an entire book on the subject of defecating in the woods (see the Bibliography). Good reading on a slow day in camp, perhaps. This much you must know to do: Bring biodegradable white single-ply toilet paper in a plastic bag. Bring a little shovel (a plastic garden trowel will do). Bring a strong self-seal plastic bag to carry out used toilet paper, tampons, etc. If the woods is your toilet, get at least 100 feet off the trail and at least 200 feet away from any water. Dig a hole at least 8 inches deep, and cover your waste firmly. A squat is the time-tested position.

Weather

Basic precautions include a careful review of weather forecasts and typical conditions in the area you’re hiking—before you pack your pack or leave home. See “Useful Information” for a weather Web site. If you go adventuring outdoors frequently, you’ll enjoy and benefit from a lightweight battery-operated weather radio that provides access to several NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) channels, offering detailed forecasts 24 hours a day, with special recreational forecasts emphasizing conditions at elevations of 3000 feet and above.

Learn to forecast weather yourself by reading the clouds (particularly cumulous clouds with towering thunderheads) and by noticing changes in animal and plant behavior that may telegraph the advent of a storm. Make it a habit to do a 360-degree sky check every hour or so to see what’s coming and from which direction. If trouble is heading your way, plan ahead for emergency shelter. Get off the mountaintop or exposed ridge, where high winds and lightning are most likely to hit. Don’t sit under a big rotting tree with branches waiting to clunk you on the head. When lightning is likely, avoid all metal objects (fire towers, tent poles, pack frames, etc.). Do find a dry, wind-protected spot (the downwind side of overhanging boulders is good), and lay a plan to make it your home for a few hours.

Wet weather often brings cool or cold temperatures. Wet clothing or a wet sleeping bag can exacerbate your sense of chill. Hypothermia can set in quickly, especially if you’re fatigued or anxious. Even day hikers should carry extra clothing and something, if only a big plastic garbage bag, to cover themselves and their pack. Overnight backpackers, anywhere on the AT, must be ready for the worst. Keep rainwear light and simple so you won’t resent carrying it on a sunny day.

First Aid

Outfitters such as Campmor and REI (excellent catalogues) offer first-aid kits for everyone from the day hiker to the Mt. Everest climber. Buy from them or patch together your own kit, based on the contents listed in the catalogues. A waterproof container is a must. Be prepared for cuts, scrapes, burns, blisters, sprains, headache. Sunscreen if exposure is likely. A very lightweight first-aid manual is not a bad idea either.

One essential is moleskin, a skin-covering adhesive, thicker than a Band-aid but soft enough to wrap around an unhappy toe. Many a hike has been ruined by blisters. At the first sign (heat, burning, tingling feelings on toes or heels), slap on the moleskin and leave it there until you’re back home. Insurance against blisters is cheap: two pairs of (dry!) socks. And break in your new hiking boots thoroughly before you hit the trail.

Further insurance: bring a few feet of dental floss. If your teeth don’t use it, a sewing job might.

Include a little but loud whistle in your first-aid kit. You might need to call for help. (Three successive whistles signal trouble.)

If first aid is foreign to you, by all means take a course, with CPR (artificial respiration) training, from the local Red Cross. For parents hiking with kids, this is a must. For kids, join the Scouts and earn that First Aid merit badge.

Hiking Alone

There are real pleasures to be had from hiking alone. Generally, however, it’s not recommended. Whether you hike alone or in a group, take pains to let someone know your plans (route, estimated times of departure and arrival, what to do if you don’t check back in). Often a hiker who wants to walk alone can have that pleasure, letting fellow hikers know that by day’s end he or she will rejoin the group.

Hiking in Groups

Keep your group size down to fewer than ten people. Even that many is stretching what the trailside facilities can bear. Large groups tend to overwhelm smaller ones, yet everyone has the same rights to enjoy the space and the quiet on the trail. Don’t take a busload of kids on the trail. Find volunteers who will lead sections of a group with at least a mile or 30 minutes between them.

Women Hikers

Statistically, the Appalachian Trail is one of the safest places a woman (or a man) can be in the United States. But there have been some problems with harrassment, and there have been some cases of violence, even a few tragic murders. Play it safe. Don’t hike alone. Be sensible—inappropriate clothing may attract the wrong kind of attention. Avoid the rowdy set sometimes found at shelters near road crossings or towns. If you arrive at a shelter and find suspicious people there, move on.

Taking Children on the Trail

By all means, do take the kids. The environment of the Appalachian Trail and the activities of climbing, exploring, and camping will engage the imagination and channel the energies of almost every kid, including those whose regular turf is the city street. Adult hikers just need to remember that a few things are different about kid hikers. Kids’ attention spans are (usually) shorter than grown-ups’. Plan to break your hike into smaller units with something special to do in each part—birds here, lunch there, rock collecting next, photography from the mountaintop, writing messages in the trail registers. Give a kid a short-term achievable project linked to today’s hike (such as collecting as many different-shaped leaves as you can from the ground beneath the trees), and you’ll probably have a happy, satisfied kid hiker by evening.

Most kids love hiking and camping gear. Get them involved in planning, shopping, packing for, and executing the hike, especially the camping portion. Let them make breakfast. Teach them to set up the tent; then get out of the way. Take pictures and make a family hiking photo album: it’s a memory bank for years to come. Put a map on your children’s wall at home and mark the trails they have hiked, the peaks they have climbed. A sense of accomplishment is priceless.

Be realistic, too, about what kids can endure on the hiking trail. Their pain (and boredom) thresholds are lower than most adults’. Don’t let blisters happen to kids; check their feet at lunchtime. Bring a book to read in case of rain, or a miniature chess set if they’re old enough to play. Anticipate your own behavior in an emergency situation. If you panic, the kids will. If you’re calm, know where to go for help, and know how to keep dry and warm, most kids will rise to the occasion and come home strengthened by the adventure.

Parking

Do not leave a sign on your car saying where you’re going or when you’ll return. Try not to leave anything (visible) in your car that might interest burglars. Avoid camping at shelters located very close to easily accessible parking lots. Respect the AT’s immediate neighbors by not parking on their private property.
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Backpacks and Day Packs

It’s not quite a science but it’s certainly an art. An incorrectly loaded backpack (badly packed on the inside or poorly fitted or adjusted to your torso and shoulders) can wreck even a sunny day on the world’s loveliest trail. Some tips: Fanny packs, worn at hip level, are fine for short day hikes as long as you can carry sufficient water, food, clothing, first aid, and map and compass. Less than that and the pack is too small.

Day packs carry proportionately more but without the frame that supports a backpacking pack. For both day packs and true backpacks, similar packing rules apply. Start at the outdoor outfitter. Have a knowledgeable salesperson fit the pack (with realistic dummy weights inside) to your specific torso. Walk around, bend over, squat, and be sure you’re comfortable and stable.

At home, make a packing list with items categorized carefully (food, kitchen, first aid, clothes, stove and fuel, etc.). Jettison anything unnecessary. Roll your clothes. Pack one thing inside another (the Chinese box method). Then use the following scheme for stuffing the pack.

Keep weight distributed equally on the horizontal plane, but on the vertical, pack the lightweight items (such as sleeping bag) down low and the heavyweight items (food, water, tent) up high. Keep the heavier items close to your body. But be sure to pad any sharp-edged items so as not to poke you or to rip the pack fabric. Use the pack’s outside pockets for a water bottle, fuel bottles, and smelly garbage.

Last, buy a rainproof pack cover or make one from a heavy-duty plastic garbage bag. Your clothing and sleeping bag will be glad you did.

Flashlight

Even a day hiker ought to carry a lightweight flashlight, just in case. In winter, early spring, and fall, daylight can disappear quickly, especially if the weather turns bad or you lose time by being temporarily lost. A slim flashlight that’s portable in an elastic headband is a good investment.

Check the batteries before leaving home. Bring an extra bulb.

Matches

Even if you do not intend to cook or camp out and have a campfire, bring a supply of waterproof matches or a cigarette lighter. If you’re forced to overnight in the woods, a fire may be good company indeed.

Jackknife

A multipurpose pocketknife will do. It needn’t have a built-in chain saw or an eyebrow pencil, but a can opener, a Phillips screwdriver, and a tweezers are handy.

Weapons

We strongly discourage hikers from carrying any kind of weapon.

Cellular Phones

People have been hiking safely and contentedly in the woods for several thousand years without the aid or comfort of cellular phones. This is still possible. Many people come to the trail to get away from the electronic web in which we all are increasingly caught up. Here’s a way to win friends on the trail: Keep your cell phone, if you bring one, out of sight, beyond earshot, and out of mind for everyone else. Don’t use it except for emergencies, and do use it only when you’re far away from other hikers. Domino’s Pizza does not deliver to most AT shelters anyway. So why even call them?
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Map and Compass

Don’t go hiking without a map and compass and the skills to use them. In the fog, in the dark, in a storm, even familiar territory can seem like a directionless wilderness. Many hiking clubs offer map and compass (a.k.a. “orienteering”) workshops. Map skills are fun to develop and highly useful. Many of the best natural history observations described in this book depend on your ability to locate a spot on the map and to orient yourself once you’re there.

At the very least, be sure everyone in your party knows the compass direction of your intended hike, the cars’ locations on the map, and the most likely way toward help in an emergency. Backpacker has run articles on map and compass skills (check the index on their Web site). The venerable Boy Scout Handbook has a good chapter on these skills. Or see Karen Berger’s Hiking & Backpacking: A Complete Guide.

Being Lost and Getting Found

If you have studied your map before starting the hike, and if you faithfully follow the AT’s white blazes or the access trails’ blue (or red or yellow) blazes, the chances of getting lost are just about zero. With a map and compass in hand, there’s no good excuse for being lost while you’re on the AT itself. Your group should have a leader and a backup leader, and both should know the route. Because hikers sometimes get separated on the trail, everyone should know the direction of the hike, the major landmarks to be passed, the estimated timetable, and how to use the sun and the clock to keep themselves oriented.

But mistakes do happen. Inattention and inadequate planning are the enemies. Sometimes nature conspires against us. Fog (or snow) may obscure the blazes or the cairns above treeline. Autumn leaves or a snowfall may obliterate the well-worn trail that otherwise would guide your eyes as clearly as the blazes themselves.

If you are lost, the first thing to do is to decide that you will not panic. You probably have not been off the trail for long. Stay where you are and think. Keep your group together. Study the map and note the last landmark you’re sure you passed. Get reoriented with the map and compass, and try to go in a straight line back toward the trail. Do not wander. Be especially observant of details until you regain the trail.

If all else fails, let gravity and falling water help you out. Except in the deepest wilderness of Maine or the Smoky Mts., at most places along the AT streams flow eventually to brooks, then to rivers, and where there’s a river there will soon enough be a house or even a village. If you have to bushwhack to get out of the woods, and if you’re really not sure where you are on the map, follow the water downstream. Patience and a plan will get you out.

Common Sense/Sense of Humor

Taking care of yourself successfully in the woods and on the mountains is not rocket science. It starts with preparedness (physical and mental), appropriate equipment, sufficient food and water. It continues with a realistic plan, guided by a map and compass, a guidebook, a weather report, and a watch. It gets better if you and your companions resolve ahead of time to work together as a team, respecting each other’s varying needs, strengths, and talents. And it goes best of all if you pack that one priceless essential hiker’s tool: a ready sense of humor.
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AT LEGEND HAS IT that the 2150-mile footpath from Georgia to Maine is an ancient Native American walkway. Not so. In fact, the AT, as a concept, leapt from the imagination of one federal government civil servant who in 1921 had already recognized that Americans were too citified for their own good and needed more nearby, convenient opportunities for outdoor recreation.

In 1921, Harvard-educated forester and self-styled philosopher Benton MacKaye, of Shirley, Massachusetts, published an article (“An Appalachian Trail, A Project in Regional Planning”) in the Journal of the American Institute of Architects. His was a revolutionary idea: a linear park, extending from Georgia to Maine. The concept germinated in a hotbed of idealistic left-wing social thinking that called into question many of the assumed values of the capitalist workaday world. Look a little more deeply into MacKaye’s thinking and the roots lead directly to the 19th-century romantics and Transcendentalists, Thoreau and Emerson. MacKaye had read his John Muir, too.

A whirlwind of self-promoting public relations energy, MacKaye set the ball rolling to develop the AT. Thousands of volunteers and many legislators helped make it a reality. Two other key players were Judge Arthur Perkins of Hartford, Connecticut, who helped found the Appalachian Trail Conference in 1925, and his successor as president of the Conference (1931–1952), Myron Avery, of Maine and Washington, D.C. By 1937, with major assistance from Civilian Conservation Corps workers under President Roosevelt’s New Deal Works Progress Administration, the complete trail was essentially in place, though by today’s standards much of it was unblazed.

Thru-hikers are an admirable but increasingly common breed these days. Yet it wasn’t until 1948 that anyone walked the entire trail in one season. The first thru-hiker was Earl Shaffer. The first woman to thru-hike in one season was Emma “Grandma” Gatewood, in 1955. By the mid-1990s the National Park Service was estimating that between 3 and 4 million people per year used the trail. In its first 75 years, from MacKaye’s brainstorm to today, the AT has gone from a concept about escaping urban crowding to the point where crowding on the trail itself is a big issue.

In 1968, Congress put the AT under the authority of the National Park Service by passing the National Trails System Act. Overall, the story of the AT is a sweet tale of success. Occasionally there has been a sour note when the government’s right of eminent domain has been used to take land required to create a 1000-foot-wide corridor of protection for the trail. By 1995 fewer than 44 miles of the trail remained unprotected by the Park Service corridor. In 1998 funding for the final miles became imminent. In the 1990s, environmental impact concerns (wear and tear, sustainability) and hiker management issues (overuse, low-impact camping and hiking, safety) fill the pages of AT magazines and spark many a late-night campfire conversation. While the educational and environmental protection efforts of the Appalachian Trail Conference (now Conservancy), the Appalachian Mountain Club, and all the regional hiking clubs improve yearly, adding strength to an admirable history, the erosion of financial support from Congress in a budget balancing era threatens to undermine many good efforts at a moment when user demands are growing exponentially. It is a time of fulfillment and challenge for all who use and manage the Appalachian Trail.

Note: A more detailed history of the AT can be found in any of the Appalachian Trail Conservancy’s hiking guides. The Appalachian Trail Reader, edited by David Emblidge, contains a diverse collection of writings about the AT.

Appalachian Trail History in Virginia and West Virginia

AT founder Benton MacKaye’s vision for the trail was that it be close enough to population centers to be a viable weekend escape. It was just after development of the AT began that the search for a national park site in the area started. By the time the National Park Service began development of the SNP and the parkway atop it, Skyline Drive, the AT was in place. Many hikers were outraged, believing that the road would obliterate the trail experience, while others saw in the road an opportunity to make the AT accessible to more people. Today, with some 5 million people living within an hour’s drive of the AT in SNP, the trail draws quite a crowd. It also enjoys a strong, passionate constituency of hikers. With the trail under continuous pressure from growing use and encroaching suburbs, retaining the sense of wilderness and solitude is the challenge of AT proponents.

The southern stretches of the trail through George Washington and Jefferson national forests point to nature’s reclamation of the landscape from people. Like the northern Blue Ridge, the forests in southern Virginia were once largely cleared of trees or extensively mined. Today, to the casual observer, there are few traces of the extractive industries that operated there. Like the Adirondacks to the north, and many other forested areas in the mid-Atlantic states, these forests, while still shadows of themselves in pre-Columbian days, are much healthier and more removed from the pressures of civilization than they were only a generation ago.

Those actively involved in caring for the trail know well that the history of the AT is a history of the clubs that maintain the trail. We owe their existence to Myron Avery. As a founder the Potomac Appalachian Trail Club and initiator of AT trail building in Virginia in 1927, Avery was The Organization Man. He recruited hundreds to help build the trail. Later, as chair of the Appalachian Trail Conference, he encouraged the formation of AT-based clubs from Georgia to Maine. In Virginia and West Virginia, every contemporary hiker benefits from the labor of these clubs. Although not all have been around since Avery’s days, they are all a part of the Avery AT legacy: Mt. Rogers AT Club, Piedmont AT Hikers, the Outing Club of Virginia Tech, Roanoke AT Club, Natural Bridge AT Club, Tidewater AT Club (whose members must travel nearly 200 miles to maintain their trail section), and PATC. Volunteers and members are welcome and needed—even club dues help take care of the trail.
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