


















































a.t.  the heaRt
Everyone�s connection to the Appalachian Trail has its own 
powerful back story. These love stories are as unique and 

eclectic as the vast A.T. landscape. And some become 
beacons of inspiration for many others. Stories of healing, 

community, care, education, people, and place. These 
relationships are the ties that bind Trail to heart and  

build hope for a bright future. 

�e A.T. near Rice Field Shelter in Virginia. 
Photo by Sarah Jones Decker 
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W O O D S  H O l E  H O S T E l  I S  l E G E N DA R Y.  
Most Appalachian Trail long-distance hikers who pass 
through southwestern Virginia will happily identify 
an overnight stay at Woods Hole as a highlight of their 
journey. Not only is the hostel a beautiful, warm, and 
inviting space, but its owner � Neville Harris � re-
�ects these qualities herself.

Neville owns and operates the Pearisburg, Virginia 
hostel following in the footsteps of her grandparents 
Roy and Tillie Wood. �e Woods �rst found the cabin 
in ����, lived in it, eventually purchased it along with 
��� adjacent acres, rented it out to hunters for over �� 
years, and then opened it as a hostel in ����. Neville�s 
memories remain strong:

�I was four the �rst time I visited. My love of the 
Trail was nurtured through watching the community. 
When I was young, I don�t remember hikers making an 
impression upon me. I just remember them being at 
the breakfast table. I remember them being fascinated 
by my grandmother and the stories she shared about 
her and my grandfather�s own connection with nature. 
In their twenties, my grandparents had lived at the 
cabin for one year without electricity and running 
water. I think hikers were inspired and moved by this 
story along with many others she shared.

�It wasn�t until I was in my twenties that I fell in 
love, not with the hikers, but with this place.�I saw my 
own healing happening deep in the woods. �e nurture 
that nature provided. Of course, I loved the hikers. �ey 
were all so kind and grateful. But, it was this place that 
ultimately attracted me to the Trail.�

Neville�s grandfather passed away in ����, and her 
grandmother continued to run the hostel until her 
death in ����. It was at that point that her mother asked 
if she wanted to live in the cabin and operate Woods 
Hole. �The Trail became a vehicle for my personal 
growth when I began serving the hiker community in 
����. My relationship to the A.T. is a connection.�

�The Trail is not the Appalachian Trail Conser-
vancy (ATC), the Trail maintainer, the hiker, the Trail 
angel, or the forest. It�s the combination of all these 
entities and more. I feel blessed and lucky to have my 
small part along this path. I read a quote the other 
day: �Faith is the seed, love is the power, hope is the 
sun, and joy is the �ower.��Faith is that the Trail will 
always be here. Love is the community that hikes. 
Hope is the Trail volunteer, the Trail angel, and the 
ATC, and joy is the result.�

�at joy has been re�ected many times in the expe-
riences of many hikers who have found, in Woods Hole 
and in Neville, a re�ection of the spirit of the Trail itself.

HOw DO YOU FIND A wAY FORwAR D wHEN 
what you love most is suddenly taken away? In ����, 
Ward Cammack�s ��-year-old daughter Martha died 
of natural causes in her sleep. Struck with grief, 
Ward turned to the Appalachian Trail to seek the 
sort of solace and therapy only nature provides. In 
his words:

�Bereft, and wanting to feel the love and connec-
tion of the universe brought me to the Trail for 
healing. It was an opportunity to let my thoughts 
stretch out, think about our loss, and try to come to 
terms in some way.�

�e idea of the A.T. being a therapeutic space and 
experience is not new. Earl Sha�er turned to the 
Trail, completing the Trail�s �rst-recorded thru-hike, 
to �walk o� the war� or, as we know it now, cope with 
the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) he expe-
rienced during World War II. While each person�s 
connection to the Trail and experience is unique, 
Ward captured what the Trail meant to him after 
his daughter�s death:

��e A.T. is sacred, evolved of matter, space, and 
souls. A mysticism of thin-space, aloneness, con-
nectivity, rigor, and wonder . . . . I wanted that.�

Turning to the A.T. and �nding myriad values 
and benefits � emotional, psychological, and 
physical � was the �rst step to Ward�s long-term 
relationship with the Trail.

�I�m �� and �rst hiked a section of the A.T. with 
my wife in ����. Since my initial journey, I have 
hiked�almost half the total distance of the A.T. in 
various sections in�Maine,�Tennessee, North Caro-
lina,�Georgia, and Virginia.�I usually hike in May 
and June, and my favorite section is the Roan High-
lands. It has shaped me as l iv ing within the 
Trail,�meeting so many di�erent people and listen-
ing to their stories � Buddhist monks,�war vets, 
people from so many other nations, hikers need-
ing�help, those helping others, those seeking the�per-
fect Trail diet and so on. How it�has shaped me is 
that of a perfect,�long meditation, learning that 
listening and questions are what life is about.� 

Ward with his other daughter, Ward, 
during a hike from Rock�sh Gap to 
Harpers Ferry. 

Neville on the porch of  
Woods Hole Hostel. 

LOVE IS THE 
COMMUNIT Y THAT 
HIKES. HOPE IS THE 
TR AIl VOlUNTEER , 
THE TR AIl ANGEl, 
AND THE ATC, AND 
JOY IS THE RESUlT.

HOw THE A .T. HAS 
SHAPED ME IS THAT 
OF A PERFECT, lONG 
MEDITATION, lEARNING 
THAT lISTENING AND 
QUESTIONS ARE wHAT 
lIFE IS ABOUT.

H E A l I N G

WARD CaMMacK

C O M M U N I T Y

NevIlle  HaRRIS 
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�BE A R S H A NG BOB PEOPl E S � FOOD B AG  
for him.� 

�When Bob Peoples builds a switchback, an angel 
gets its wings.�

Those are just some of the legendary epithets 
concocted to honor Bob Peoples. While the epithets 
may be hyperbolic, it�s undeniable that Bob is an Ap-
palachian Trail legend. He and his late wife Pat opened 
Kincora Hikers� Hostel in Hampton, Tennessee, in 
���� and have hosted more than ��,��� hikers since. 
In Bob�s words:

�I�m ��, and I retired from the Air Force, where I 
worked in aircraft maintenance. We settled in Ver-
mont, and my interest in hiking grew from time spent 
on the Long Trail near my home. We were in search of 
land close to the Trail to open a hostel, which eventu-
ally led us to Hampton and Kincora.�

But, Bob�s contributions to the A.T. extend far be-
yond hosting the thousands of hikers who pass through 
Kincora. He has completed more than ��,��� hours of 
Trail maintenance with the Tennessee Eastman Hiking 
and Canoeing Club. �I do Trail maintenance because it 
is pay back. Someone built trails for us. I�m working to 
make it better for the next hikers. To help reduce over-
use at places like Max Patch and Carvers Gap, I am also 
assisting the Eastern Tennessee Trail Club to build new 
trails for people to explore.�

Working with the Hard Core Trail Crew, he also 
helped introduce hikers to Trail maintenance. ��is 
was started by the Eastman Hiking Club in ���� and 
thru-hikers sign up at Trail Days in Damascus each 
May to work on the Trail for a couple days. �e volun-
teers have helped build, relocate, refurbish, and repair 
the Trail, as well as build bog bridges and a shelter.�

It�s not surprising, though, to learn that Bob�s love 
of the Trail extends beyond the place and is squarely 
devoted to the people of the A.T. 

�My love of the backcountry and the Trail all comes 
down to the people. In the backcountry, people will 
go so far out of their way to help you. It is the same 
all over the world. It really reestablishes your faith in 
mankind. People are not so wound up with stress and 
they have slowed down. Being on the Trail gets people 
away from their phones and computers, giving them 
time to think, re�ect, and get their mind back. You 
realize the things you thought were important are 
really not.�

It�s clear that Bob has not only found what�s impor-
tant to him, but his love and care of the Trail and its 
community is the stu� legends are made of.

FOR MOST, H I K I NG T H E A PPA l AC H I A N  
Trail is an expression of love � for the experience, for 
nature, and for the feeling one gets immersed in the 
green tunnel that stretches seemingly forever. Far 
fewer �nd love in caring for the Trail itself.

Marianne Skeen�s love language is Trail steward-
ship. She loves hiking the A.T. and being outside, but 
she is also passionate about developing the next gen-
eration of Trail stewards and maintaining her section 
of Trail. As Marianne says:

�My attraction to the A.T. is about the people and 
the quality of the volunteer experience. My best 
friends are the people I hike with, and they have 
encouraged me to try adventures I might not have 
otherwise, including more vigorous hiking and inter-
national trekking. It is also the continued relation-
ships with the Appalachian Trail Conservancy(ATC) 
sta�, A.T. hikers, Trail volunteers, government em-
ployees, all who share a common interest in the Trail. 
My volunteer experiences with the ATC have been 
well organized and high quality, which is not always 
the case when giving of your time. �ere are so many 
ways you can do things for the A.T.� 

Marianne, now ��, has lived this credo. Her in-
volvement with the Georgia Appalachian Trail Club 
(GATC) has spanned �� years, in roles as diverse as 
the club�s president, Trail supervisor, and lead for the 
GATC�s Forest Plan Revision Committee for Chatta-
hoochee National Forest. She served as chair of the 
���� ATC Conference in Dahlonega, Georgia, and 
twelve years on the ATC Board of Managers starting 
that year.

She has also worked tirelessly to develop the next 
generation of Trail maintainers. Helping introduce 
inner-city children to the outdoors through the GATC 
Outreach Program � which emphasizes Leave No 
Trace ethics and is a program that has now spread to 
many community schools in the Appalachian Moun-
tains � will surely have a lasting impact in the region 
and a lasting impact on the Trail that Marianne and 
millions of others love.

As Marianne, and thousands of volunteers have 
shown caring is not only a way to express love for 
the Trail but a way to make sure it�s there for others 
to love in turn.

Marianne (far left) enjoys the 
Chattooga River with the group during 
a GATC outreach backpacking and 
camping trip.  

C A R E  A N D  E D U C A T I O N

MaRIanne SKeen

MY ATTR ACTION TO THE 
A .T. IS ABOUT THE PEOPlE 
AND THE QUAlIT Y 
OF THE VOlUNTEER 
EXPERIENCE.

Bob during a Hard Core Trail  
Crew work trip.  

MY lOVE OF THE 
BACKCOUNTRY 
AND THE TR AIl All 
COMES DOwN TO 
THE PEOPlE.

P E O P l E  A N D  P l A C E

Bob PeopleS 
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opener intro / headline
EACH YEAR, THOUSANDS OF HIKERS SET OUT TO FIND  
their own path along the Appalachian Trail. Some seek adventure, 
some aim to complete a lifelong goal, and some walk with an-
other pursuit in mind. Whether we know it or not, many of us go 
into those woods in search of something deeper. Purpose, healing, 
peace, passion, ful�llment, direction, or a combination of various 
needs drive us in our desire to hike the A.T. I was no di�erent.

�e idea of thru-hiking came to me while taking a Backpacking 
��� course for a quick and easy college credit. �roughout my life, 
I had heard of the A.T. I knew what it was, but what I didn�t know 
was that people attempt to hike the entire Trail from Georgia to 
Maine every year. �e revelation that someone could undertake 
such an adventure simply blew my mind and ignited the aspira-
tions for what would become my future passions. Over the next 
eighteen months, I prepared for my A.T. trek by taking in every 
bit of information I could �nd, going on shakedown hikes, and 
purchasing my �rst camera to capture the journey.

In March ����, at the age of twenty-five, I left my home in 
Georgia and set out alone with the intent to conquer the Trail in 
its entirety. As I stood at the summit of Springer Mountain, ner-
vous and full of determination, I had the idea that this was 
merely a grand adventure that would expose me to a world outside 
of the comfort zone I called home. What I didn�t know is that I 
would �nd far more than I was searching for. 

 t E X t A N D Photos   B Y Kot  Y S A PP

T H E
lonG waY hoMe
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W HIlE OUR JOUR NEY wAS FIllED w ITH OVERw HElMING JOY, 
wE A lSO EXPER IENCED SETBACKS IN THE FOR M OF INJUR IES, 

FATIGUE, AND THE �VIRGINIA BlUES.�IN THE INTER EST OF TIME 
AND A CHANGE OF SCENERY, wE DECIDED TO �FlIP� UP TO M AINE 

w ITH A NEw SENSE OF PUR POSE.

�is page clockwise from top left: Koty on McAfee Knob, Virginia; Danya in  
New York City after she and Koty ��ipped� their hike from Virginia to Maine;  

View from Barren Ledges, Maine. Opposite page from top: Danya at Mahoosuc Notch, 
Maine; Goose Eye North Peak, Maine.
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THE BEAUTY OF THE TR AIl SEEMED TO BE  
NEVER�ENDING AND IT IS THIS NATUR A l BEAUTY 

THAT FUElED MY PASSION FOR PHOTOGR APHY.

 Opposite page clockwise from top: Moose at the summit of Mount 
Moosilauke, New Hampshire; A.T. near Mount Madison, New Hampshire; 
Danya on Mount Race Ledges, Massachusetts. �is page from top: Danya 

and Koty on Mount Washington, New Hampshire; Koty at Smarts 
Mountain �re tower, New Hampshire. 
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THEY SAY HOME IS w HER E THE HEART IS. WEll, MY HEART IS w ITH 
THE FA MED DIRT FOOTPATH A lONG THE APPA lACHIAN MOUNTAINS, 

THE COMMUNITY THAT EMBR ACES IT, AND THE PARTNER I FOUND 
w HIlE TAKING A lONG wA lK IN THE wOODS.

Opposite page clockwise from top: Danya on Moosilauke�s south peak, New Hampshire; 
Danya on the New Jersey/Pennsylvania line; Koty on the New York/New Jersey line. �is 
page clockwise from top: �e couple at the Trailside Museum and Zoo in New York; At the 

Appalachian Trail Conservancy�s Visitor Center in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia;  
A.T. Mason-Dixon line, Pennsylvania/Maryland.
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