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  INTRODUCTION
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  I believe this is the most beautiful place on Earth—this portion of the Southern Appalachians along the Tennessee–North Carolina line that we call the Great Smoky Mountains—I am not alone. It is a landscape as deeply shrouded in mythology as it is in the mist, or “smoke,” from which it gets its name. Today the National Park Service maintains solid roads and trails that crisscross the landscape, but much of the park remains wild and remote, not only in its deepest recesses and most distant mountains, but in the imaginations of the thousands of tourists who visit each year.




  Over a century ago, when Horace Kephart first traveled to the Smokies, scholarly knowledge on the region was little advanced. In Our Southern Highlanders, a seminal work on the people of the region, Kephart remarked, “When I prepared, in 1904, for my first sojourn in the Great Smoky Mountains, which form the master chain of the Appalachia system, I could find in no library a guide to that region.”




  Kephart spent some eighteen years learning that life for the people who lived in the Smoky Mountains during the early 1900s was scarcely more modern than it had been during the early 1800s. He found more commonalities to the people of Davy Crockett’s time than of his own, a modern, industrial age led by indomitable characters such as Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Ford, and John D. Rockefeller.
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  Change was imminent, however. Kephart was not alone in recognizing what could be gained from preserving these mountains for future generations. He began to document the people and the landscape that had, for so long, remained unchanged.




  

    The great forest wherein it nestled is falling . . . before the loggers’ steel. A railroad has pierced the wilderness. A graded highway crosses the county. There are mill towns where newcomers dwell. An aeroplane [sic] has passed over the county seat. Mountain boys are listening, through instruments of their own construction, to concerts played a thousand miles away. . . . Old ways, old notions, old convictions perhaps, must give place to new ones. . . . They die hard, those old ways, in the mountains. Some of them were good ways, too.
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brooks that still run as clear as on the day the
first pioneer cupped his hand and drank from
them. In this Park, we shall conserve these trees,
the pine, the red bud, the dogwood, the azalea,
the rhododendron, the trout and the thrush for
the happiness of the American people.

—President Franklin D. Roosevelt, September 1940 at the
Dedication of Great Smoky Mountains National Park
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