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Introduction: The World’s
First Linear Park

BEGINNINGS


“The project is one for a series of recreational communities throughout the Appalachian chain of mountains from New England to Georgia, these to be connected by a walking trail.”



Thus wrote Benton MacKaye (pronounced muh-KYE) in 1921, in what was to become the unofficial manifesto of the Appalachian Trail. “Its purpose is to establish a base for a more extensive and systematic development of outdoor community life,” he continued. “It is a project in housing and community architecture.”

Clearly, this wasn’t merely a simple desire to see a long footpath blazed along the crest of the Appalachian Mountains. MacKaye had more in mind—much more.

THE START OF THE TRAIL

I remember that when I was a kid, growing up within a few miles of the Trail route in upstate New York, I assumed that the AT had always been there. In fact, it surprises most people that the Appalachian Trail is not an old footpath of the Native Americans who lived there long before the European immigration. You’d think that at the very least, it was a trade route for the settlers, or a compilation of avenues for pioneers, traders, Revolutionary armies, or what-have-you, tacked together at logical points by dedicated volunteers.

The volunteers part is true enough. And the Trail does in places use byways of our Native American and colonial forebears, although not in any consistent or organized way.

The truth of the matter is, the old routes tended to be in valleys and along riverbanks, for obvious reasons. The Appalachian Trail, on the other hand, is a ridgeline route, traveling for most of its distance along the very highest route available. That places it far from the routes of the settlers or their predecessors. In fact, the Trail as it exists today is a creation whose birth is well within the recollection of many people. It was blazed, and is maintained, by the aforementioned dedicated volunteers, who are the sole reason for its existence.

The Trail was first given life in the mind of a single person: J. Benton MacKaye, a civil servant working for the federal government. MacKaye published his manifesto, “An Appalachian Trail: A Project in Regional Planning,” in the October 1921 issue of the Journal of the American Institute of Architects. Having long recognized the beneficial effect of trips to the wilderness on increasingly citified Americans, MacKaye was proposing nothing less than a linear park, along the crest of the great Appalachian ranges, from Mt. Mitchell in North Carolina to Mt. Washington in New Hampshire.

WILDERNESS NOSTALGIA

America in 1921 was ready, even eager, for the idea. After 300 years of mortal combat against the “howling wilderness,” the last frontiers had been subdued in the previous century. Described by Roderick Nash in his seminal work Wilderness and the American Mind, the relationship between Americans and the wildlands around them was positively adversarial.

A change, at first subtle, and then pronounced, had taken place in the American conception of wilderness. Wilderness, with its mystery and danger, had been eaten up by a voracious nation. The Great North Woods had been felled, the plains plowed; the buffalo were gone. The wildlands that had been the very formation of the solid, self-sufficient American character had been tamed. Naturally, they were soon replaced by a romanticism that appeared in the latter nineteenth century. Wilderness was then portrayed not as threatening, but rather as untamed and pure. In the nineteenth-century romantic mind, a new concept emerged: the “noble savage” ideal of James Fenimore Cooper. America in 1921 was in perhaps the heyday of a great nostalgia, heralded a hundred years before in the civilized eastern states by such luminaries as Cooper, Henry David Thoreau, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. It was a yearning for the vanished American frontier—a sentiment that was to produce, among other things, the Wild West show, the Hudson River School of painting, the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, the National Parks system, and the cowboy-and-outlaw-romanticizing dime novel.

In 1921, the horrors of World War I had served only to suggest to the war-weary country that perhaps civilization (as represented by the jaded, immoral Old World) wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, and that what America needed was a healthy dose of what had made it great in the first place: wilderness, and the people of character who had “tamed” it. “Without parks and outdoor life,” exclaimed Colorado mountain guide Enos Mills in 1917, “all that is best in civilization will be smothered.”

To the American public of the early ’20s, there was plenty of evidence that this was true. The post-war unemployment was at its height; for the first time, population in the cities was exceeding that in the country, and the pace of life in general was accelerating. MacKaye hit upon the idea of wilderness camps as an escape for world-weary workers from the cities, people of all classes.

Then, there was a real problem to be solved. Conflict between labor and management was in many places reaching crisis proportions. Eugene V. Debs, a hero of the infamous Pullman Strike of 1894–95, had run for president the previous year for the Socialist Party, and he had gotten a million votes—while sitting in prison. Urban workers in America and elsewhere were exhibiting an alienation from the workplace that would have been unthinkable just a few years before among their agrarian predecessors. Put simply, they didn’t like their jobs.

Faced with a legion of workers who were falling inexorably into the workaday humdrum of industrial age living, MacKaye proposed to put a little adventure into their lives, to give them the chance to prove themselves to themselves, and to nobody else. Rather than live out the rat-race all of their days, they could breathe, function as they wished. They could become the heroes of their own life stories. Nature and wilderness would be their teacher, their foil, their companion—their friend. In wilderness, modern people could, in words found in Clarence Stein’s introduction to MacKaye’s seminal article, re-create themselves. (Stein was a friend of MacKaye’s, a member of the Association of Architects, and an early Trail backer.)

Wilderness romanticism had already had its effects in 1921. John Muir had done battle in the West to preserve the wildlands of the Sierra Nevada as a temple of nature. Aldo Leopold had gone far to develop the theories of ecology, beginning the process of educating Americans and the world that there was a natural balance that had to be preserved. Bob Marshall would, just a few years later, burst forth from the Adirondacks to propel—in cahoots with MacKaye and others—thousands of square miles of wilderness into federal protection.

It was into this background that MacKaye dropped, almost casually, his idea for a park that would run the length of the Eastern Seaboard. People latched onto his idea with a firmness that surprised even MacKaye, nowhere more strongly than in the industrial areas of the Northeast, and within a couple of years, the first sections were blazed. The volunteer corps that would be the lifeblood and driving force of the Trail had begun forming.

[image: ]

The backbone of the Appalachian Trail: volunteers build up the cairn on Katahdin in the 1920s. PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL CONFERENCE.

And the Trail as we know it was born.

WHY 2,000 MILES?

In a year’s time, the number of people who will hike the entire Trail from end to end will usually number less than five hundred, which represents about twenty percent of the hikers who start at one end or the other with the thought of hiking through. As low as this sounds, it’s twice the number that would typically make the journey just ten years ago.

Still, the numbers are low, especially when you compare them with the untold tens of thousands who ramble it for short stretches, and a logical question might be: “What does it matter that the Trail is a 2,000-mile, unbroken link?”

The short answer is: it doesn’t. Not a particle. The spirit of the Trail is not a matter of thought and reasoning. With the exceptions of the infrequent times when the ridges and peaks along the Trail allow a longer view, a hiker’s normal range of vision can be measured in feet, not miles. There is no good, explainable reason why he or she should get a special feeling knowing that the trail under foot is the AT. It’s just that they do get that feeling. It’s a conviction inside that they’re part of something.

There are lots of reasons. As the Georgia Appalachian Trail Club puts it in their motto, it may be the “fellowship of the trail.” It’s a shared experience, a sense of kinship, a binding of like-minded people together.

It shows in a variety of ways: in the powerful drive of local Appalachian Trail clubs to maintain their sections of the Trail to preserve the unbroken link; in the tendency of hikers to “go for a hike on the AT,” when there are other trails around, just as good; and in the sheer pride a community takes in having the great Trail pass within its boundaries. They are all part of something special, a part of the rugged, self-sufficient American character.

ON THRU-HIKERS

Much of the literature devoted to the AT is centered on the thru-hikers. These are the many people (in 2003, it was about two thousand) who, each year, start at one end or the other—usually in Georgia—and hike until they reach the opposite end. About one quarter actually complete the journey. They come from all walks of life, and they hike all kinds of ways.

If you run into thru-hikers on the Trail, you’ll quickly realize that they are not there for the same reason the rest of us are. That’s not to say that theirs is the better reason, or the more compelling, or even the deeper—although it’s a pretty profound experience for most of them. It’s just that, where our need for wilderness, be it for renewal, beauty, or sheer physical exertion, can be satisfied in a week or a few hours, theirs can only be satisfied by a total commitment. You see, it takes six months to hike the entire AT, and those without total commitment simply don’t make it.

If you meet thru-hikers on the Trail, chances are they will be polite but a bit distant. The fact is, they tend to regard us day hikers as tourists, and themselves as the true natives of the Trail community. Don’t let it bother you. It’s just that, engaged as they are in such a major undertaking, they tend to be a bit detached from the world the rest of us live in. Where we might be concerned with identifying birds, or finding a nice spot for lunch, they have a schedule to keep. They are concerned with their next food pickup, and where they’re going to sleep that night. So why do they do it?

There are probably as many reasons why a person thru-hikes as there are thru-hikers, but among those I’ve met, some general themes stand out.

The first reminds me eerily of the rite of passage in many cultures around the world that I’ll call the Vision Quest. In Native American culture, it would often take the form of a young adult leaving the home for the wilderness in search of enlightenment. He or she would fast for long periods of time, pushing their bodies to the limit, and suffering any number of other privations. Often, visions would come, sometimes powerful ones, ones that might influence their spirits for the rest of their lives. In many cultures, it is accompanied by long periods of meditation and contemplation.

If you want to see what I mean, read the Trail Registers in the shelters along the route, especially in the summer months when most of the thru-hikers are passing by. While many thru-hikers in their entries deal with the weather and cravings for ice cream and steaks, others will pour their souls onto the pages, describing what’s going on in their minds and spirits. Many are very much within themselves.

The second motive is the Spirit of Adventure. It’s much closer to the reasons we all escape to the wilderness from time to time. Closely allied is the “flow experience.” These are not unlike the motivations found in mountaineers, polar explorers, or anyone who embarks upon an intensive personal effort on that order.

The seductive quality of such endeavors lies for many people in the elimination of extraneous stimuli. Gone are the honking car horns, the sticky elevator doors, the demanding bosses. All that’s left is the Trail and the necessity of walking it. The challenges, though they may be formidable, are simple. Get up the hill, pitch the tent, get in from the storm—things like that. What you do is all part of a flow, a simpler, more reassuring reality. Your benchmark is the measure of how well you can do it, how comfortable you can be in the storm, how many miles you can put in, how self-sufficient you can make yourself. It’s just you and the Trail, with everything else eliminated. Your success is easily measured, your satisfaction easy to enjoy without second thoughts. In describing their flow experience, mountaineers say that they don’t really think about danger or glory or anything else. Rather, they think simply about the task at hand, and about overcoming the obstacles in their drive for the summit. That’s where they get their satisfaction.
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The first of many, Earl Shaffer completed the end-to-end hike of the AT in 1948.
PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL CONFERENCE.

In recent years, I’ve run into a surprising number of folks who start on the Trail simply as an enjoyable way of losing weight. Many of the weight-loss hikers tend to “thru-hike” intermittently: they’ll stop for a few months, pick up next year, whatever works for them. In many other ways, however, they share much with other thru-hikers, and respond to the sense of adventure and the flow experience.

One thing I have never encountered: a thru-hiker who walked the Trail for recognition.

Thru-hikers typically embark from the southern terminus at Springer Mountain in the early spring—frequently in March, usually in April. This is to take advantage of the warm southern weather to get a jump on the season as Katahdin is usually rather inhospitable at that time of year. April and May see them through the Carolinas and into Virginia. June and July find them passing Harpers Ferry and the Pennsylvania line. By late July and early August, many will have crossed New Jersey and New York and be headed due north in New England. The rest of the month, they will be in the highlands of Vermont and New Hampshire, fortified for the effort by all the conditioning they’ve gotten to that point.

Usually in September, they’re zeroing in on Katahdin, trying to beat the blasts of winter on their way to the wire. Often, they will crinkle through glassy, fragile ice as they cross the frosty Kennebec River on the hikers’ ferry. Once at Katahdin, many will have to wait several days for Pamolo, the spirit of the summit, to decide to let them up and to allow the fall storms to clear. They then make their way up to the Greatest Mountain and the finish. What goes on in their minds has been the subject of countless articles and interviews. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard what sounded like the whole story. I’m not sure that can be told.

Several of the thru-hikers I’ve met have gone back a year, or two or three, later to do it all again. Many say, “I’m not going to rush it this time.” They declare, “This time is for enjoyment, to look at the scenery.” Perhaps that’s true. On the other hand, perhaps they’ll do it even faster. It doesn’t matter. For each one, there’s something in the experience that they need almost like a drug. It’s a fine addiction.

Again, though, things can change. Maybe it’s my imagination, but by my strictly unscientific measure (walking the Trail and talking to other hikers) there seem to be a fair number of north-to-south thru-hikers these days. They’re still outnumbered—ATC statistics say by about six to one—but in every shelter I’ve been in during the right season, you’ll find at least one or two. My son and I once hiked Mahoosuc Notch in early August and found quite a few, even that late. It seems they start later than their northbound colleagues, reaching Mt. Washington by September and finishing off in the mild Southern winter. In 2003, several north-to-south people we know had to postpone their finish until spring because of harsh winter storms on the Blue Ridge.

Benton MacKaye, speaking of the Trail in the last years of his life, said, “The ultimate purpose? There are three things: 1) to walk; 2) to see; 3) to see what you see. … Some people like to record how speedily they can traverse the length of the trail, but I would give a prize for the ones who took the longest time.”

Still, I hate to think that MacKaye would object to the true speedsters, the thru-hikers, keeping up their pace of 11 miles per day—or 14 or 21. They’re seeing, too, only for them, it’s seeing within. A different wind blows in their faces, but it comes from just another kind of recreation. It’s perhaps unlike the one that the rest of us enjoy, that MacKaye intended. But it’s one that only the Appalachian Trail can provide.

THE TRAIL GUIDES

The individual trail description chapters follow the divisions of the eleven Trail Guides that are published periodically by the Appalachian Trail Conference and its local member clubs. That’s on purpose, so you can read up on a section of Trail, perhaps decide on a destination, and then cross-reference with the Trail Guide for the ground-level information that they give so well. The Trail Guides, in order, cover:


	Maine


	Vermont and New Hampshire


	Massachusetts and Connecticut


	New York and New Jersey


	Pennsylvania


	Maryland and Northern Virginia


	Shenandoah National Park, Virginia


	Central Virginia


	Southwestern Virginia


	North Carolina and Tennessee (including the Great Smokies)


	North Carolina and Georgia




Even after all these years, I continue to marvel at the Trail Guides for each section. Some have been revised more recently than others, and these are mostly printed on durable plasticized material, are in color, and have more information. All the guides have features that are unique to them. The Vermont-New Hampshire guide, for example, has the best section on geology of the eleven. The recently redone Maine guide introduces an interesting new concept in Trail Guide layout: rather than including all of the detailed trail information in the book itself, it’s printed on the back of the maps. The guidebook itself has the information on the history of the Trail, helpful hints, and general trail mileage listings. This gives the hiker the choice of carrying the whole package out onto the trail, or of leaving the book at home and saving weight by carrying just the appropriate maps. (Despite their obvious usefulness, many if not most of the thru-hikers I’ve met don’t carry the guides—too much weight.)

Information common to all Trail Guides includes:


	How to use the guide


	Topographic maps


	The hiker’s responsibilities


	Transportation to the Trail


	Descriptions of shelters and campgrounds


	Advice and precautions about things like weather, pests, getting lost, trail relocations, and so on


	Trail markings


	The Appalachian Trail as a whole, including general information on the route, the Appalachian Trail Conference, and the history of the Trail


	Detailed trail descriptions—where the best views are, what the trail is like, etc.




This last item constitutes the greater part of the information contained in any given guide. It is usually detailed to the point of giving mileage markers to the tenth or even hundredth of a mile, and descriptions on the order of: “At mile 5.83, you will find a potable spring rising behind a large rock.” The information is the latest available at press time, collected by the same local people who maintain and watch over that section of the Trail. I have seldom found it to be inaccurate.

Usually, the only time it isn’t accurate is when the Trail is relocated for one reason or another. That’s why the Trail Guides have to be revised every so often, and it’s a major source of frustration to the ATC’s publications folks—even as they’re going to press on any given edition, they know it may be outdated by the time it hits the stands. The absolutely premier way of keeping up on relocations is to join the Appalachian Trail Conference. Its bimonthly newsletter, the Appalachian Trailway News, gives authoritative updates on relocations in addition to a lot of other interesting information.

The only route-finding suggestion I would make, beyond the trail guides, is to get U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) maps for the surrounding areas. If the maps that come with the guides have any flaw—and even this has improved significantly, just in the past ten years—it is that they have a narrow focus. It’s often difficult to look at these maps and know quickly just what part of the state you’re looking at, and the maps won’t tell you what you see from most of the lookouts.

WINTER HIKING

Winter hiking on the AT is a matter of location and, to a certain extent, of timing. There have been confirmed cases over the years of hikers enjoying a carefree day on the Trail in shirtsleeves on snowless paths, even in the more northerly sections. On the other hand, several friends of mine got blown off the route last fall in North Carolina.

Virtually every part of the Trail can be hiked in the middle of winter if the right training and precautions are taken. These include extensive research into proper gear, experience in both winter travel and camping, and time spent with the conveyance of choice, be it skis, snowshoes, crampons, or what have you. In Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont, care should also be taken with avalanches—they’re not just a western thing.

Winter hiking is one of life’s little-known pleasures. With proper attention to gear and technique, you can have the hills all to yourself. The views alone are worth the effort. Here are some suggestions, if you have a mind to try the Trail in winter:


	Get good gear—a solid winter tent (much, much warmer than an open shelter), sleeping bag, camp stove, and outer garments at a minimum. A sleeping pad is also essential, as it keeps the cold ground from freezing you from below. Try your gear out in the backyard on a cold night, just like when you were in grade school.


	Talk to people. There’s nothing like talking with an experienced hiker to get the true lowdown on what to expect. This is one of many good reasons to join one of the many trail clubs along the way. It’s also a good reason to get to know the ranger staff where you’re going to be hiking.


	
Learn to use mountaineering skis and climbing skins. Skins are wonderful things, enabling you to walk up even steep trails on top of the snow rather than slogging up knee-deep. Then, when you’re at the top, you simply rip the skins off and you’re off downhill—you’d be amazed how fast you’re back in camp, even if you do a leisurely snowplow all the way. Just don’t be afraid to take the skis off and walk if you’re frightened by a steep section.

If you’re skiing in the bush, do not put your hands through the ski pole straps. If your pole basket catches on the brush, the strap can become a kind of hangman’s noose and bust up your thumb. It happened to me in New Hampshire.

Compared to skis, snowshoes come in a decent second. They’ll get you up the hill just as fast, though to my mind they’re godawful slow on the descent when a hot dinner beckons.



	Stay within your abilities. Your first winter hike shouldn’t be on Katahdin or Washington. Try something simpler first. Go to Mt. Greylock in Massachusetts for a good mid-level shakedown, or just take an afternoon on a scenic ridge somewhere. In the South, you’ll have to be ready to go right away when the snows hit, but there are plenty of up-and-back peaks to try on a day hike. I have known excellent skiing in North Carolina. Just don’t expect powder.


	Know when to quit. Set a “point of no return,” and stick to it.


	Check the weather thoroughly. Remember that big mountains create their own weather, so be prepared to react to bad conditions no matter what the Weather Bureau said. Don’t be afraid to turn back.


	Carry a charged cell phone, even if you don’t intend to use it. Keep it close to your body to keep it warm: freezing can trash the display, and most batteries lose power when they get cold. Keep the phone off until you need it.


	
Make sure your friends and loved ones know where you’re going and when you’re going to be back, and always, always, always register with rangers and anywhere else you can sign your name. (These are good rules year-round, by the way.) Typically, rangers will check the registers if you turn up missing, and they’re usually pretty good at triangulating your location from this information.

If you get rescued, don’t get all huffy about it. You’d be amazed how many times rangers and rescue teams reach missing parties, only to have them get all cranky about being rescued. Some get positively offensive. It’s bad enough that you feel like an idiot for getting rescued; you don’t have to go and prove it. Thank them politely and sincerely, and ask if the squad accepts donations. That’s the classy way to act, even if you’re absolutely, positively sure you didn’t need to be rescued.



	Become an expert on all things pertaining to hypothermia and frostbite. Prevention is relatively easy if you prepare well.


	Remember Murphy’s Law.




CHANGES IN THE 2005 EDITION

A lot has happened since this book was first published, back when there was still a Soviet Union. The world situation has changed radically, and as this book goes to press, the United States has new friends and new enemies, and the term “global warming” has gained new and ominous meaning that I’ll discuss further in Chapter 2.

On the other hand, since writing the first edition, my approach to hiking and wilderness has remained much the same. I’m still a day and section hiker, and I still get out when I can. Revising the book was, frankly, an excuse to do more of that. I’m a little slower, I carry a cell phone (it’s turned off, but I carry it), and I’ve become more adept at finding places to sit down, but that’s about all. My kids have gotten older and both of them are avid hikers and outdoorsmen. They provide further impetus for me to get out on the Trail, and they often accompany me—until they hike away out of sight. They usually wait for me at the next shelter.

The Trail has fared well in these fifteen years. Its 2,100 miles have remained unbroken, and there have been impressive improvements to the route, especially in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Again, I cover those in the appropriate chapters. The cooperation with the National Park Service to purchase a mile-wide corridor for the Trail has been startlingly successful in many areas. The results of the hard work of the ATC land managers are truly impressive. There are now relatively few sections left that are in danger of being closed down.

One comment I’ve had over the years about the book is that people wonder why I don’t give more information about thru-hiking. I answer that thru-hiking was never the purpose of the book and that the people I really wanted to talk to were day hikers and other short-term users of the AT. Consequently, I’ve added more about section hiking, including my current picks for favorite day and section hikes. I really want everyone who reads this book to use the Trail and its surroundings as often as they can, even if it’s just for a few hours.

Another point I’d like to make more forcefully is the importance of your participation in the Trail process. Local action remains the single best way for those of us concerned with the environment to make our presence felt. Around the time when I wrote the first edition of this book, I had the opportunity to interview Dave Foreman. Dave was one of the founders of Earth First!, an environmental group that became known for its actions against loggers and developers that included tree spiking (driving metal spikes into trees to damage loggers’ chainsaws), sabotaging earth-moving equipment and log skidders, and other acts that have been described as “radical.” I was mildly surprised to find Dave to be a rather low-key, logical, and well-spoken fellow. I wonder what I expected.

What I remember most about the interview, and the reason I mention it here, is a thing that Dave said to me. I don’t remember his exact words, but the gist of it was that sometimes, the most effective action for preservation of the environment happens at the local level. Other people could spend their time lobbying government, he said, and he was fine with that. But sometimes, the only course was for local people to stand up and do what they could for the environment in their own backyards. It was all part of the principle “Think Globally, Act Locally.”

Now, I’m not suggesting that we all go out and spike trees. Far from it—even Earth First! has given up tree spiking. Just keep in mind that in many cases, if local people don’t do something, nobody will do anything. Local action can be the most effective, especially in the short term. Get involved. Help maintain a trail, or contribute to the organizations that do. The future of the AT really is in your hands.
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A truly unsung heroine, Dr. Jean Stephenson was the founding editor of the Appalachian Trailway News, the magazine of the Appalachian Trail Conference. As secretary of the ATC, she kept in touch with the many member clubs through the delicate formative years and into the 1960s. Without her tireless efforts, most of the wonderful stories of the early Trail days would have been lost. PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL CONFERENCE.

A FEW LAST THINGS

“Appalachian Trail” being a long moniker, I have chosen two shorthand references to use on the following pages. The Appalachian Trail is known affectionately to hikers as “the A.T.” I will shorten that even further to “AT,” both in deference to common usage and as a kind of tribute to the official symbol of the Trail, which features the two letters sharing crossbars, the A over the T. It’s a great logo, but not easy to put in type.

You may have noticed the spelling of “thru-hiker.” That is the common way to spell it, as opposed to the technically correct “through-hiker.” Remember, the name of the game here is to travel light.

In addition, I will capitalize the word “Trail” when referring to the Appalachian Trail and use the lowercase “trail” when referring to other trails or to trails in general.

Got it? Let’s go.



1 Bones of the Appalachians

GENERAL GEOLOGY OF THE AT

The first thing to understand about the AT is its setting. Benton MacKaye intended that the stage upon which he set his refuge for beleaguered urbanites be the long spine of the East Coast of North America. In “An Appalachian Trail: A Project in Regional Planning,” he imagined a giant marching south down the central ridges of the Appalachians, and what that giant would see. Everywhere, as he stood high in his wilderness refuge, he would see the nearby cities and industrial centers. There was only one place in the East that this could happen—the Appalachian Range. Only this long cordillera was near enough to the population centers yet offered the wilderness that was necessary.

The geological origins of the Appalachians are important to their place in MacKaye’s scheme. When and how these mountains were formed would dictate their character and their history. A mountain range is a combination of many characteristics: its flesh and blood are the forests and fields, the wildlife and weather, and the people who live and work there. But its bones are the very rocks upon which it is founded.

These rocks may have come from deep within the earth, or may once have been laid down on the bottom of a long-vanished sea. But whatever the origins of these rocks, at some point they were hurled high into the air—in geologic time, of course, which is to say very gradually—to form our mountain range. What these rocks are and how they came to be where they are, the way they are, have had a profound effect on the Trail and the hiking experience.

The mountain ranges that are variously classified as “Appalachian” begin in northeast Alabama, run up through Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. They continue into Canada, up through Newfoundland. From there, there is a gap to make way for the Atlantic Ocean, until they continue over the Caledonian Highlands of Scotland and the rugged mountains of western Norway, before they finally end (some say) on the arctic islands of Spitsbergen. The distance, all told (minus interruptions for oceans), is over 4,000 miles. The Appalachians form one of the longest mountain cordilleras on record. At one time, they may in places have been nearly 50,000 feet tall—20,000 feet taller than Mt. Everest. Today, the Appalachians are perhaps the most orderly, perfectly formed series of folded mountains in the world.

How did this come about? It’s a long story and, to a geologist at least, an interesting and complex one.

Geological time is seldom cast in bronze. Geologists have only glimpses of the whole picture with which to work in creating their ingenious scenarios of what happened a billion years ago, and opinions of actual time will differ from scientist to scientist. So will the various scenarios themselves. In many cases, I’ve had to interpret among several different theories, and often, my unscientific mind has had to choose which of them seemed least mind-boggling. Nonetheless, the evidence suggests that the range we see today is the result of one of the greatest slow-motion cataclysms since the earth began: the Appalachian Revolution.

Here’s what seems to have happened. Around 570 million years ago, in the dim early millennia of life, around the beginning of the Cambrian period, the eastern section of what is now North America was pretty flat. Some geologists say that conditions were much like you’d find in the Gulf Coast area today—low, flat land gradually descending onto an extensive continental shelf. Mountains had existed there before, and their bones lay buried under the flatlands, perhaps rising inland into a gentle mountain range much like what we see today. In what is now New York State, the already ancient Adirondacks lay inland, a mass of low, rolling hills.

To say that these flats existed in eastern North America is perhaps a bit misleading. Nobody really knows for certain what part of the globe these primordial layers of sand and mud occupied; the world is not a very stable place, if you’re thinking in geological terms. Some scientists have suggested that the East Coast might actually have run along an east-west axis, near the equator. Many things have changed in all those years. It’s safe to say, however, that the climate was temperate, so the land wasn’t near either of the poles.

What we do know is that the area where the Appalachian Mountains would eventually rise could be found toward the edge of the forerunner of today’s North American Plate. And therein lies the entire tale.

PLATE TECTONICS

It has been a century or more since it was first noticed that the eastern edge of South America seemed to roughly fit the western edge of Africa. The conclusion was easy, if controversial—that the two continents had indeed been welded to each other at some point in the distant past. Perhaps it was too simple, because for decades, few people gave the proposition serious thought.

But in the mid-twentieth century, geologists found on reflection that the theory that became known as “plate tectonics” could, in fact, answer many questions. Why, for example, were fossils that could be found in northeastern North America also found in northern Europe—and nowhere else? Why did mountain ranges seem to continue from one continent to another—right down to the structure of the ridges and the composition of the rock? And why were there earthquake zones at the edge of these hypothetical plates?

It also answered more general questions, such as, Why do mountains form in the first place? Addressing questions like this had always been a fatal weakness of conventional geology. Who could seriously believe that the very crust of the earth would buckle and fold or fault without being moved by something? The prevailing theory at the time had to do with large theoretical structures called “geosynclines.” When enough stuff got deposited onto the earth’s crust, the story went, the crust would be forced down, causing it to buckle, fold, and fracture. It seemed to explain why things might sink, but it left something to be desired in explaining why things would rise.

So, as the twentieth century progressed, a new theory developed and gained what is now nearly universal acceptance. It proposed that the earth’s surface is composed almost entirely of “plates”—hardened surfaces that float atop the molten rock below. Thick plates form land masses; thinner plates are covered by ocean. These plates are in constant motion, bumping and grinding against each other in a slow-motion dance. The Pacific coast of North America, for example, has lately (i.e., for the past 100 million years or so) been the scene of a sideswipe maneuver by the Pacific Plate. To the north, another plate has been slowly slipping—or “subducting”—underneath the North American Plate. The results are numerous: the San Andreas Fault, where a sizable chunk of Southern California is heading for Northern California; Yosemite National Park, where spectacular rock domes have actually been formed from cooled magma that is released by the descending sea plate and bubbles toward the surface as “plutons”; or the chain of volcanoes in the Cascades.

In the beginning of the Paleozoic Era, the situation in the East was this: the remains of an earlier round of mountain-building had been worn down essentially to nothing. This incomprehensibly ancient mountain-building was the “Grenville Event,” an only dimly understood episode that occurred somewhere between 1.4 and 1.1 billion years ago and (after hundreds of millions of years of erosion) left mainly rugged, crystalline rock forming a foundation for what was to come. Remnants of Grenville mountains are still visible today in the Adirondacks and other smaller ranges on the Laurentian Shield, and they survived only because they were rejuvenated by later uplifting. They are easily some of the oldest mountains in the world.

At the start of the Grenville Event, North America was much smaller. It covered perhaps the eastern half to two-thirds of the continent as it exists today and was surrounded by a continental shelf and guarded to the east by volcanic islands, perhaps similar to Japan and the Philippines. The land mass evidently consisted of all three kinds of rock—igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic. The sediments confirm that the rocks formed and molded by the Grenville Event were composed in part of the eroded remains of even older rocks from mountain-building that we may never know anything about, its history lost forever.

The Grenville Event began with plates closing in together. Some other continental mass—thought to have been Europe and Africa, but maybe not—moved in on the east coast, and the North American Plate began to crumple. By the time the two continents crashed into each other, around 1.3 billion years ago, a range of mountains had formed that probably resembled the present-day Appalachians.

It wasn’t until perhaps 700 million years ago that the two plates began to part. As they did, a new round of volcano activity began, filling in around and in some cases over the remains of the Grenville mountains—by that time worn down to stumps seldom over a thousand feet tall. As is typical when continents separate, the volcanoes emitted basalt, a hard, flowing form of lava much different from the more explosive, ash-pumice types found where continents come together. A present-day example of the former would be the fast-flowing lava of Hawaii or Iceland; an example of the latter would be the ashy, cindery spume of Mt. Saint Helens. The basalt of these eruptions, which metamorphosed during the uplift of the present-day Appalachians, is visible today as the greenstone atop the Blue Ridge in Shenandoah National Park. Original Grenville rock can also be encountered in certain sections of the Trail, where it has been raised and uncovered. In fact, the changes to the landscape that the Event unleashed (those we can still identify) form some of the most interesting sections of the Trail.
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