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Taking in the sunset on the A.T. – Max Patch, North Carolina.
Photo by Steven Yocom

on the cover 
Sunlight breaks through the canopy  just off the A.T. in the 
Nantahala National Forest, North Carolina. Within this 
haven of a cove forest, life is both lush and fragile. The loss of a  
single tree can have a cascading effect on the interconnected 
A.T. ecosystem of nature, people, and place. 
Photo by Shira Zaid
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I  r e c e n t l y  r e t u r n e d  f r o m  t h e  
Appalachian trail days festival in damascus,  
Virginia. like so many things this spring, the week-
end was filled with a sense of joy and renewal even 
though the acts themselves — seeing and hugging 
old friends and meeting face-to-face new acquain-
tances — would in the past have seemed routine. 
But these last few years have been anything but 
routine and I think it does the soul good to acknowl-
edge the challenges we have been through. And to 
celebrate these small steps back towards normalcy.

It also struck me how the work that the Appala-
chian trail conservancy (Atc) has done these past 
few years has helped to keep people connected and 
engaged, even when they could not be physically 
together out on or along the trail. Visitors from all 
over the world stopped by the Atc’s booth, in front 
of the soon-to-be-open damascus trail center, to 
let us know how excited they were to be back and 
engaged with the A.t. and its community. Some were 
previous hikers, reconnecting with their fellow hik-
ing class members, while many were currently un-
dertaking long sections or attempting to thru-hike 
the entire trail. our international visitors were 
excited to finally be able to travel to the u.S. for their 
adventure; many had been waiting two plus years to 
undertake their hike. And then there were all the 
other festival attendees, some new to the idea of the 
trail, and some familiar and looking to connect with 
fellow dreamers. It seems as if the isolation we have 
gone through the last few years only strengthened 
people’s desire to experience all the A.t. has to offer. 
And it is a testament to the Atc’s work that we have 
been able to keep people connected virtually until 
we were once again able to come back in person.

The success of connecting people to the trail also 
comes with its challenges. Since the pandemic, visi-
tation to all our public lands, and especially to trails, 
has grown exponentially. Increased numbers equals 

increased impacts to all aspects of trail use — from 
overcrowding at popular entry points, to significant 
wear and tear on the treadway, to (at best) a change 
to and (at worse) a degradation of the hiking experi-
ence. The Atc, its clubs, and our agency partners are 
all working to mitigate the impacts, but we recognize 
that this is a complicated process. Significant over-
use will at times require not just mitigation but also, 
as author michael Garrigan puts it in this issue’s 
feature about max Patch, a “rewilding” of the re-
source (page 34). The scope and breadth of this work 
will take both time and resources. 

By having to restrict our human interactions over 
the last few years, our need for interconnectedness 
is greater than ever. The Atc has always understood 
that the treadway of the A.t. cannot exist without 
the landscape that surrounds it and that the trail is 
not just a place but a collective experience of all who 
have and will set foot on it. to ensure it not only 
continues to exist, but also thrive and adapt, will 
require that we all continue to connect — not just 
to use and enjoy the trail, but to steward it through 
these and future challenges. And the Atc will con-
tinue to do what it does best: connecting the trail 
to the landscape and to the individual and offering 
each hiker, supporter, volunteer, and dreamer a path 
back to themselves and each other.

Sandra Marra / President & CEO

p r e s i D e n t ’ s  L e t t e r

con n e c t ion s 

The organization Hike for Mental Health provided a generous donation to the Appalachian Trail Conservancy at Trail Days, received by Sandi Marra, ATC 
President and CEO (fourth from left). The group organizes hikes to promote the benefits of hiking while funding mental health research and trail conservation.

the atc has always under stood that the 
treadway of the a .t. cannot exist without the 

l andscape that surrounds it and that the tr ail 
is not just a pl ace but a collective experience of 

all who have and will set foot on it.

caption text  Photo by 
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i just finish ed r e a ding  
the Winter edition of A.T. Journeys 
cover to cover. What a magnificent 
issue! I usually read it online, but 
I am so very happy I received the 
print edition — this one’s a keep-
er. my sister did a thru-hike in 
2014 (trail name “nubbins”) at the 
age of 69, and I was one of her trail 
angels. The love of the trail, and 
the community of hikers, really 
shines in this issue. Thank you.

Leigh Sneed 
Reston, Virginia

th e entir e w i nter 2022  
issue of A.T. Journeys is outstand-
ing. I especially appreciated david 
Brill’s forty-third-year recap of his 
thru-hike. david’s book, As Far as 
the Eye Can See, is perhaps the best 
A.t. book ever written. reading 
about his trail family reunions 
brings a smile to my face just as 
much as when my daughter re-
minds me how our walk to maine 
has forever changed her.

Cliff “Just Dad” King 
Sarasota, Florida

As Far as the Eye Can See  
is available from the University of 

Tennessee Press utpress.org

i so l ov e d  t h e w i n t e r 
“love” edition of your magazine. 
I especially loved the love story of 
Sandi marra and chris Brunton. 
When we were novice section hik-
ers on the A.t., chris shuttled us 
many times during our very early 
adventures and our induction to 
the A.t. his stories, history, and 
advice were invaluable to us. It 
was obvious that he loved and  
was so proud of Sandi and her 
contributions to the Appalachian 
trail conservancy. We loved doing 
“his” roller coaster section and 
are amazed at all the work and 

dedication he has devoted to the 
trail. We also stayed at the Black-
burn center. to read the story of 
him and Sandi – about their love 
for each other, their marriage 
there, and their love of the trail 
— was so inspiring. their love 
story mirrored the beginning of 
our love of the A.t. 

Kate Hasse 
Painesville, Ohio 

i  h av e  b e e n  a  m e m b e r  
of the Appalachian trail conser-
vancy for more than 50 years. I 
enjoyed the Winter 2022 issue more 
than any other I have read in all 
that time. In fact, I loVed It.

Charles B. Wahler 
Colorado Springs, Colorado

t h a n k  y o u  f o r  t h e  
Winter 2022 edition of A.T. Jour-
neys. Initially, I was ready to toss 
it in the rec yc le bin after I 
skimmed a story or two. to my 
surprise, each of the stories urged 
me to the next and had me reading 
almost all the “journeys.” It was 
heartwarming to read each of the 
tales of love for the trail and how 
the experiences led to personal 
transformations or finding com-
panionship and love along the A.t. 
each story was so unique and 
touching that I cannot identify 
which meant the most to me. The 

trail has always been intriguing 
to me, yet I have merely hiked 
several miles where the A.t. cross-
es through northern new Jersey 
at the delaware Water Gap or 
high Point State Park. on a short 
hike, years ago, we met two sisters 
walking the trail barefoot! What 
a treat to talk to them and hear a 
bit about their trek. The beauty of 
the A.t. is truly indescribable. I 
look forward to receiving future 
issues of the magazine. I know I 
will take great pleasure from the 
stories. Although I am a very 
youthful 74 years of age, there  
is little chance of a thru-hike for  
me. But I will continue to grab 
sections where I can and finan-
cially support the preservation  
of the Appalachian trail.

Elaine A. Seckler 
Millington, New Jersey

w h a t  a n  a b s o l u t e l y  
inspiring edition of A.T. Journeys 
(Winter 2022). And it comes at a 
time when we all need a lift in our 
spirits. We all have our story about 
how we first encountered the A.t. 
and how it has led to a lifelong love 
affair with it and its people. 

 H. Jay Sexton 
Gardners, Pennsylvania 

A.T. Journeys welcomes your comments.  

The editors are committed to providing balanced  

and objective perspectives. Not all letters  

received may be published. Letters may be 

edited for clarity and length. 

Letters to the Editor

editor@appalachiantrail.org 

Appalachian Trail Conservancy 

P.O. Box 807

Harpers Ferry, WV 25425-0807

L e t t e r s

Gift an Appalachian Trail 
Conservancy membership  
to protect the footpath, support the 
work of A.T. volunteers, enhance our 
understanding of conservation science, 
provide free and critical information to  
ever-growing audiences, and expand 
our landscape protection efforts to 
protect the Trail’s awe-inspiring vistas 
and vital wildlife migration corridors.

SHARE
THE

LOVE
appalachiantrail.org/giftmembership
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atc Board elec t ion and 
memBer ship mee t ing

n o m i n a t i o n s  a r e  c u r r e n t l y  
being accepted for positions on the Appalachian 
trail conservancy’s (Atc’s) Board of directors. 
The deadline to submit a nomination is July 15. 
under the Atc’s bylaws, the elected leadership 
serves staggered three-year terms, with one-
third of the current seventeen board positions 
coming open each year. the current slate of 
nominees will be announced on the Atc’s web-
site in late summer. It will then be approved by 
the full board and voted on by the Atc’s mem-
bership at the annual meeting this fall. 

for more information about the  
board election, visit:  
appalachiantrail.org/board2022. 
The annual meeting date and time will be 
announced on the Atc’s homepage: 
appalachiantrail.org.

atc receive s gr an t 
from le ader in digi tal 
hospi tali t y
t h e  a p p a l a c h i a n  t r a i l  
conservancy (Atc) is proud to announce it is  
the recipient of a $400,000 grant from the olo for 
Good fund, a donor Advised fund of tides founda-
tion. this grant will greatly assist the Atc in its  
mission to protect, manage, and advocate for the  
Appalachian trail and its surrounding landscape. 

The Atc is one of nine organizations selected for 
funding from the olo for Good fund, which was 
created in 2021 by olo, a leading open SaaS platform 
for restaurants, as a part of their Pledge 1% commit-
ment. olo provides digital ordering and delivery 
programs that connect restaurant brands to the 
on-demand world.

“The Appalachian trail conservancy is honored to 
receive this extraordinary gift from olo for Good,” 
says Sandra marra, president and ceo of the Atc. 
“This gift will help protect one of the most biodiverse 
areas of our country that is enjoyed by millions of 
people from across the globe each year.”

“olo is immensely proud to support the Appala-
chian trail conservancy,” says nithya das, chief op-
erations officer and chief legal officer at olo, as well 
as one of the olo for Good executive sponsors. “The 
Atc’s commitment to preserving the natural environ-
ment aligns with our core values as a company, espe-
cially the environment so close to where many of our 
employees live and work.”

the Atc is proud to add olo to our network of 
nationally renowned corporate partners.

Advancement Updates
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ATC Advocacy Update  

updat e from t he hill

p r o t e c t i n g ,  m a n a g i n g ,  a n d  a d v o c a t i n g  f o r  t h e  a p pa l a c h i a n  
national scenic trail means the Appalachian trail conservancy (Atc) needs to conserve as well as 
steward lands and trail values as best we can. two pieces of legislation championed by A.t. members 
of congress provide an excellent example of how this work is done.

on the land protection side, the highlands conservation reauthorization Act (h.r. 2793 and 
S. 753), led by representative Sean Patrick maloney (new york) and Senator chris murphy (con-
necticut), would improve and recommit to an important sub-program within the land and Water 
conservation fund (lWcf). The highlands region is among the most densely populated in the 
united States, with limited public lands to recreate on. This region spanning connecticut, new 
Jersey, new york, and Pennsylvania provides drinking water for millions of people. With the A.t. 
skirting and winding through the highlands region, lands protected with highlands Act funds 
can have co-benefits for the A.t. and its users. This bill is ripe for final passage in both the house 
and Senate.

The modernizing Access to our Public land (mAPland) Act (h.r. 3113 and S. 904) has been signed 
into law as of this June. This Act, written by Senators Joe manchin, Angus King, Susan collins, and 
others, will re-shape how the trail’s various federal land managers share information by modern-
izing the digitization of records and supporting the survey of acquired tracts. Such advancements 
would allow co-managers to better protect the A.t. from boundary encroachments, make geo-
graphic information system (GIS) data publicly accessible, and help trail users navigate access to the 
land they are on. 

These pieces of legislation will advance government policies that can ultimately help strengthen 
the A.t. — through recreation opportunities and access for visitors near and far, landscape resil-
iency against climate change and natural disasters, and the ecological integrity of the trail’s natural 
resources — so that the trail may continue to support human and natural communities alike. 

The trail doesn’t protect itself, and it’s the responsibility of all who care for it to pitch in. This 
is why the Atc will continue to advocate for and shape legislation such as these that impact our 
public lands. 
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Planned Giving is an easy and flexible way to meet your philanthropic 
goals while protecting the Trail you love. Whatever your stage in life, 
your financial circumstances and your charitable goals, let us show 
you how to make a gift that benefits you and your loved ones as well 
as the Appalachian Trail. 

Contact: Lisa Zaid  /  Vice President of Advancement  /  lzaid@appalachiantrail.org

CrEatE your  
LEgaCy with thE 
appaLaChiaN traiL
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Corporate partner BearVault hosted a live demo on how to properly store food using a bear canister while on the Appalachian 
Trail. Increased bear activity has been reported recently in several A.T. states, from North Carolina to Massachusetts.

Clockwise from left: Visitors to the ATC booth were invited to 
share memorable moments along the Trail; The lawn outside the 
new Damascus Trail Center, opening later this summer, provided 
a gathering spot for the ATC and other local partners; Thanks 
in part to Trail Days, the town of Damascus, Virginia, has 
become an inseparable part of the A.T.’s identity; Raffles held 
throughout the three days equipped lucky attendees with free 
backpacking gear provided by the ATC’s generous donors and 
corporate partners.

Events

re t urning to dama sc us for t r ail  days

the a ppa l achi a n tr a il conserva ncy (atc) was excited to help  
welcome more than 20,000 hiking and outdoor enthusiasts to damascus, Virginia, for trail 
days on may 13-15, 2022. for the past three decades, this small town in southwestern Vir-
ginia has ballooned for one weekend each spring with thousands of hikers and other visitors. 
This year, the lawn of the new damascus trail center, to be opened later this summer, 
provided the setting for attendees to learn about the work of the Atc and other local and 
nonprofit organizations. If you missed this year’s festivities, it is not too soon to begin 
planning to attend next year. trail days 2023 is scheduled for may 19-21.
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urban and rural  
perspectives
t h e  n e w  yo r k  c i t y  s k y l i n e  f r o m 
the a.t. on bear mountain provides an excel-
lent perspective on the trail’s often direct con-
nection between urban and rural landscapes 
along the eastern u.s. the trail is only about 40 
miles from one of the most bustling cities in the 
country, yet its proximity allows visitors access 
to vast mountain views. this location’s long as-
sociation with the a.t. dates back to 1923, when 
the first section of the trail opened to the pub-
lic there. alongside the iconic white blaze, the 
resting spot in this scene signifies recent a.t. re-
habilitation projects, including the creation of 
a wheelchair-accessible section at its summit.

photo by juilan diamond

Julian Diamond is a full-time landscape photographer 
based in new York’s Hudson Valley, where he was born 
and raised.  juliandiamondphotography.com

A ppA l Ac hi A n Foc us
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something 
to be 
savored

 B y M ic h e l e c ol e M a n

Michele “Loon” and Dan “Griswold” Coleman  complete their section-hike at Katahdin, Maine.

m y h usba n d a n d i fi n ish ed h i k i ng  
the Appalachian trail on August 31, 2012. It was 
a long ordeal that included ten years of section 
hiking. It also satisfied a dream that I had since 
my university days when an old boyfriend had told 
me about the adventure he had started with his 
brother. I don’t know if he ever finished the A.t. 
as he wanted to take his time and see some of the 
sites along the way, while his brother just wanted 
to do miles. That attitude meant nothing to me at 
the time, but I knew that I wanted to hike the trail 
someday. my then-future husband and I bought 
our external frame coleman backpacks in 1983 
and hoped that we could start backpacking soon.  

But life got in the way.

s p o t l i g h t
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the young hiker who named our youngest “Sassafras” 
in new Jersey and made him feel like he was a member 
of the hiking community. We marvel about the “trail 
angel” in harriman State Park, who noted my husband 
and me in throws of indecision about what to do about 
our daughter “twisted Sister’s” “sprained ankle,” which 
was really just a “bad attitude” sprain. The solution was 
to give the kids cold cokes and shuttle my husband back 
to our van so that we could pull off the trail for a few 
days. The miserable, wet Vermont section was salvaged 
by a woman who set up a BBQ at a road crossing and 
served hot dogs and watermelon.  

We dragged each child along until they were eigh-
teen and responsible enough to stay home on their 
own. We thought they would later talk about the 
hiking trips as mommy dearest kind of events. our 
last child left home in 2008 and we started to experi-
ence the trail in new ways; longer hiking days, more 
miles completed each trip, and less whining. Without 
children, hiking became a much different experience; 
but I sometimes missed the added antics that youth 
could provide.

After the children had left us, the memories were 
different. like the chance introduction to some fellow 
canadians in hot Springs, north carolina with whom 
we found the two degrees of separation to someone we 
had known for years. We experienced the pride of hik-
ing with a grandfather taking his oldest grandson out 
for his first long trip, the respect of hiking with young 
men just back from tours of duty and using the trail to 
decompress. We met the typical recent graduates, 
people between careers, and retirees. We were affected 
by stories about ordinary people doing something ex-
traordinary — people in their 70s and 80s — still living 
life and chasing their dreams to hike the trail.  

The A.t. was not just chestnut oak, oak, American 
chestnut, sassafras, uphill, and downhill.  It was 
people. People from all over the world who come to 
hike a trail meant for all caliber of hikers. A trail set 
up so that you could pick it up almost anywhere and 
get off when you ran out of time, food, or had an in-
jury.  A trail with a system of mail drop locations and 
post offices for food and gear drops. A trail with a 
network of anonymous trail angels who managed 
something as innocuous as a garbage can at a road 
crossing or jugs of water when springs were infrequent 
or dry. then there were others who helped out by 
picking up hitch hikers — five grubby people who just 
realized that they had left their stove at the last shel-
ter – thirteen miles back.

It was with mixed emotions that we finished the 

trail. The plan was to knock off 650 miles by filling in 
all the uncompleted pieces; summit Springer, swing 
back up to summit Katahdin and then be done with 
the A.t. As I stood on the top of Katahdin, surveying 
the view from the mountain that I had only ever seen 
from a distance for twenty-five years, watching people 
pose and propose while propped on that familiar 
Katahdin sign, I tried to collect my emotions about 
how I had finished with this goal. But that’s not the 
thought that came to mind.  

I wasn’t finishing the trail, I was just starting it. I 
wanted to hike it again but in less than a ten-year 
span. I wanted to hike it, not in pieces by state (easiest 
to hardest), but as a chain from beginning to end. 

“Griswold and loon” will be back. The trail waited 
for me the first time, and now that we have retired, I 
know it will welcome me back the next time. I feel a 
need to re-hike it but I also feel that great need to give 
back to the trail and the incredible people who make 
it possible.  

last summer, we took our granddaughters on their 
first backpacking trip. I can now envision taking them 
on the Appalachian trail. . . another generation.

we found, over the year s, that section hiking 
was like knowing there was a gallon of ice 

cream in the freezer but only allowing 
your self to have a few scoops at a time. each 

scoop or section was savored.

From left: Julia, Nick, and Sam Coleman enjoy an 
afternoon at one of the A.T.’s iconic shelters.

michele and Dan coleman have been supporting the Appalachian 
trail conservancy (Atc) for more than two decades. the colemans 
reside in new Brunswick, canada, but they can often be found 
enjoying long distance hiking trails like the Appalachian trail and 
the pacific crest trail.

“the trail gave me peace and a place to gain confidence in 
my worth and my values,” says michele, explaining her desire to 
give back. “it made me strong. the trail needs to be there to allow 
others to have the opportunity to find peace with themselves and 
in this world.”

the colemans’ desire to make the world “a better place in a 
small way” is exemplified through their recent generous support 
of an Atlantic salmon habitat restoration project, led by the 
Atc in maine. the Atc is currently working to aid in the return 
of federally endangered Atlantic salmon to maine’s Henderson 
Brook. By removing a culvert and replacing it with a seventy-five-
foot bridge, the Atc will eliminate the last remaining barrier to 
native fish passage within Henderson Brook. Additionally, fifty 
feet of streambed is being restored, which will reestablish natural 
stream hydrology and facilitate fish passage. michele and Dan’s 
support is a crucial part of the success of this project.

We finished graduate school, moved to canada 
for jobs, and started a family. We were very busy, but 
my dream of this A.t. hike kept me going when it 
seemed like everything I did was for someone else. 
It gave me hope. It gave me a challenge. We hiked a 
lot with the kids, starting when most of them were 
only a month old. We completed a few backpacking 
training hikes with them starting when the young-
est was four. But we soon realized that our three-to-
five-kilometer days were not A.t. worthy.  

We continued to train the kids and work out our 
gear kinks. The first A.t. hike was scheduled in 2001 
with the kids, who were then ten, twelve, and four-
teen. The days were long, the mileage short, the packs 
heavy with Gameboys, spare batteries, Skittles, and 
playing cards. The hiking monotony was overbearing 
for the kids. The goal was to hike far enough away 
from them to not hear the grumbling but close 
enough to make sure they wouldn’t go AWol. We 
tried to make it goal orientated by knocking off a state 
with each trip. The tough trip was three years later, 
when we did 360 miles through new Jersey, new york, 
massachusetts, and Vermont.  They moaned because 
they never saw other families hiking, and, for the one 
that they did see, the kids looked equally miserable.

We found, over the years, that section hiking was 
like knowing there was a gallon of ice cream in the 
freezer but only allowing yourself to have a few scoops 
at a time. each scoop or section was savored. did I say 
savor? There was the one year it rained every day for 
seventeen days. there was the next year when we 

caught five minutes of rain the first day and then a 
half day of rain seventeen days later. There was the 
food plan, which sounded wonderful when planning 
but, after the fourth cycle of mexican rice, sun-dried 
tomato pesto, chickpea cashew curry, chili, and re-
fried beans with salsa and cheese, everything tasted 
the same. But that is not what is remembered.

the kids talk about the time we met the young 
couple who wished them happy canada day and gave 
them sparklers to use when they got off the trail. And 

mIchele A nd dA n colem A n
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the appa lachi a n tr a il is a through-line for hik ers  
and the backbone to a vast, complex, and fragile ecosystem that needs 
continuous care to remain connected, intact, and healthy. The Science and 
Stewardship team at the Appalachian trail conservancy (Atc) works 
constantly to monitor and manage the health of these lands and forests by 
identifying threats and working to curb them. This work is crucial to maintain 
both the integrity of the A.t. landscape’s ecology and the trail experience 
itself. one significant peril is the emerald ash borer, a beetle that is decimating 
many species of ash trees, which are integral to the green tunnel so many 
people know and love.

 B y M a r i n a r ic h i e

a stately ash tree stands tall in a protected grove near spivey 
gap, north carolina. Photo by Chris Gallaway/Horizonline Pictures

suite of life
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while every ash is important, 
the trees that dwell 

among a thriving forest 
communit y are ent wined 

with a suite of life — from 
pygmy sal amander s hunting 

insects up moss-cloaked 
tree trunks to bl ack bear 

mother s r aising cubs.

crouched among ferns by a sentinel white ash, matt 
drury from the Appalachian trail conservancy 
(Atc) and Josh Kelly from mountaintrue are laser-
focused on their task. mountaintrue is a nonprofit 
dedicated to the conservation of forests and waters 
in the southern Blue ridge mountains. Kelly serves 
as the group’s public lands biologist. drury is Atc’s 
associate director of science and stewardship, out of 
Asheville, north carolina. The two are professional 
partners who share a passion for their home forests.

Above drury and Kelly, a canopy of buckeye, 
sugar maple, basswood, yellow birch, and ash 
pattern the sky. A fluting song of a wood thrush 
fi lters through the leaf-struck sunlight. the 
understory brims with shade-loving plants, from 
the medicinal blue cohosh to mayapples. Within 
this haven of a tennessee cove forest just off the 
A.t., life is both lush and fragile. today drury and 
Kelly are injecting systemic insecticides into a 
healthy tree in advance of attacks from devastating 
emerald ash borers. Their life-saving efforts are 
part of the largest landscape-level project aimed at 

preventing ash tree extinction in the Appalachian 
mountains. What makes the A.t. ash project 
particularly ambitious is the focus on backcountry 
trees — far more difficult than injecting chemicals 
in ash near homes, on city streets and in parks, 
where most treatments take place.

While every ash is important, the trees that dwell 
among a thriving forest community are entwined 
with a suite of life — from pygmy salamanders 
hunting insects up moss-cloaked tree trunks to 
black bear mothers raising cubs. this ecosystem 
reaches beyond the A.t. footpath and its corridor. 
Saving ash trees is an essential component to the 
carefully orchestrated work to preserve the delicate, 
natural landscape that spans the eastern u.S.

Since 2016, the Atc and its partners have treated 
nearly 1,200 white ash trees surrounding the A.t., 
with more than 900 in the Southeast and 240 in new 
england. The work is costly, labor-intensive, and 
requires going back to dose their patients every three 
years and likely over the next few decades. So far, 
almost all those trees remain alive.

from left: injecting a systemic insecticide into a healthy tree in advance  
of attacks from devastating emerald ash borers. Photo by Chris Gallaway/Horizonline Pictures;  
the shady forest floor near the a.t. at wayah gap and siler bald in the nantahala 
national forest. Photo by Shira Zaid 
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“Ash tree protection is one piece of the larger 
puzzle,” says the Atc ’s marian orlousky, director of 
science and stewardship. “When paired with land 
protection and other resource restoration measures, 
we can address threats to biodiversity and encourage 
greater ecological resilience in the natural community. 
The scale and scope of resource protection is equally 
important, and the A.t. landscape is of the right scale 
for addressing forest-level threats.” She points to the 
importance of the trail’s 2,194-mile-long corridor 
affording plant and animal populations opportunities 
to adapt and move north in latitude or up in elevation 
as habitats are altered by climate change. The more 
encompassing the corridor and the better connected 
it is to other natural landscapes, the better for genetic 
diversity and resilience as native species confront a 
barrage of threats, including invasive plants and pests 
introduced from other continents. 

Th e leTh a l e M er a ld a sh Bor er

time is short when dealing with the deadly efficient 
emerald ash borer. A flashy metallic beetle a bit larger 
than a cooked grain of rice, the insect likely entered 
north America in the 1990s as an accidental stowaway 
within solid wood packing boxes shipped from east 
Asia. Adults hatched and got to work finding the genus 
fraxinus (ash) as a host for laying eggs on the bark. 
Back in their native habitats, the borers are kept in 
check by predators, but not so here where trees did not 

evolve with this newcomer. It wasn’t until 2002 that 
foresters noticed ash trees dying near detroit, michigan, 
with what would become telltale signs — a death from 
the top down and tall trees breaking in the middle.

now, hundreds of millions of ash trees across 
north America have succumbed to the beetles. Within 
two to three years after the larvae hatch and bore into 
the cambium below the bark, their feeding galleries 
cut off a tree’s transport system for water and 
nutrients. every ash tree with a trunk bigger than 
your pinky finger is a potential target.

a sh Tr ees i n Th e W eB of life

five of the sixteen species of ash in north America 
are at highest risk of going extinct and among them 
are the most dominant kinds — white, green, and 
black ash. The potential destruction could mount to 
the loss of eight billion trees and a cascade of 
unforeseen consequences within ecosystems. Ash 
trees range across sixty percent of the u.S. — mostly 
on the eastern half of the continent. 

Along the A.t., primarily white ash and some green 
ash compose a vital three-to-five percent of shady 
forests. hundreds of species of insects and spiders 
interact with ash and forty-four other species 
depend on them exclusively for survival. Wood frog 
tadpoles hatching in vernal pools grow larger, faster, 
and survive better when the leaves that fall into the 
water are from green ash. The trees host caterpillars 

“ash tree protection is one piece of 
the l arger puzzle. the scale and scope 

of resource protection is equally 
important, and the a .t. l andscape is of 

the right scale for addressing  
forest-level threats.”

from top: mountaintrue ecologist bob gale hammers in an arbor plug in 
preparation for insecticide treatment. Photo by Matt Drury. the atc’s matt drury and 
partners from mountaintrue (josh kelly) and hemlock restoration initiative 
(thom green) treat an ash tree at spivey gap. Photo by Chris Gallaway/Horizonline Pictures 
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so specialized to feed on them that some of the 
names contain the word “ash,” like the great ash 
sphinx moth. Songbirds like the scarlet tanager 
glean ash leaves for miniscule insects high up in the 
lofty tree canopy. 

fi eld day: choosi ng Tr ees

I listened to the whistled chirruping of a scarlet 
tanager on a June solstice day in 2019 within that 
magical cove forest just off the trail. I’d followed 
every detail as the team of drury, Kelly, Bob Gale 
(ecologist and public lands director of mountain-
true), and intern olivia Votava measured, record-
ed, prepared, and injected a dozen trees, all with di-
ameters greater than twenty inches. As chemicals 
slowly entered drilled holes, I was reminded of che-
motherapy that kills good and bad cells alike but 
can make the pivotal difference in survival. With 
limited supplies of the costly concoction, drury 
and Kelly often face agonizing choices. Which tree 
to save? Which tree to leave? drury prioritizes 
choosing ash along the A.t. that are within one-
and-a-half times tree height of the trail (white ash 
grow about fifty-to-eighty feet tall). he considers 
the structural integrity, lean of trees, and position 
within the forest canopy. his intent is to lessen the 
number of hazard trees hikers might encounter as 
the ash borer moves through, and to assure hikers 

can appreciate the beauty of the living trees.
Some treated trees with their diamond-shaped, 

corduroy gray bark even display the white A.t. blaze. 
I like to think hikers a century from now will place a 
hand on one of those blazes and celebrate the 
existence of a tree that came so close to extinction. 
Ash rely on wind pollination to send their clusters of 
oar-shaped samsara (wing) seeds into surrounding 
forests to plant hope for the future. Since the A.t. 
follows side slopes and ridges, the trees in these 
sections are well positioned for seeds to glide far into 
nearby forests.

The borers move two ways.  The number one culprit 
for spread is transporting firewood containing the 
larvae that hatch to fly with an uncanny ability to 
detect nearby ash and lay their eggs. educating people 
not to transport firewood away from home is key to 
prevention efforts. once established, individual 
beetles can fly a half mile or so from tree to tree. The 
borers can advance about ten to fifteen miles per year 
and don’t tend to double back. This trajectory helped 
drury select twelve A.t. sites in north carolina, 
tennessee, and Georgia.

Kelly had returned to the same cove in 2021 to check 
on the trees within this 600-acre moffett laurel Bo-
tanical Area in the cherokee national forest. the 
borer had arrived, and the contrast could not have been 
starker. Already ninety percent of the unprotected ash 
had died, while at least ninety-five percent of those 

from left: a dead ash tree near the a.t. in north carolina; josh kelly of  
mountaintrue measures an ash tree to calculate the proper dosage of  
insecticide. Photos by Chris Gallaway/Horizonline Pictures; emerald ash beetles bore into the  
cambium below the bark, cutting off a tree’s transport system for water and 
nutrients. Photo by Matt Drury
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treated looked healthy. The trees are slated for their 
second injections this summer. “What we are doing is 
working,” Kelly says. “The ash trees that remain will 
provide the genetic pool for reestablishment.”

Among that lucky dozen safeguarded from the 
borer in the special cove is a thirty-nine-inch diameter 
wonder, the second largest ash of all treated so far 
under drury and Kelly’s leadership. It took half of a 
$500 bottle to infuse this one tree. Impulsively, drury 
gave the ash a name: the “dave richie tree” in honor 
of my dad who served as the A.t. project manager for 
the national Park Service in the 1970s and 80s, an era 
pivotal to securing a protected trail corridor from 
Georgia to maine. 

Volu nTeer PoW er

Another key quality that ups the odds for beating the 
borer is the people who are stepping up. The A.t. has 
long inspired volunteers to conserve, restore, and 
maintain the trail and surrounding lands. one of 
those is Jim Pelletier of the Appalachian mountain 
club in massachusetts, who for the past two decades 
has shared his field knowledge of the natural world 
coupled with trail-building and maintenance skills. 
Pelletier knows ash trees as companions to red and 
sugar maple, oaks, and black cherry. While the rapid 
loss is disheartening, he sees through the lens of the 
curious naturalist. yes, he’s worried about the fate of 
delicate rare plants wedded to shade and how they 

will fare with sudden sunlight as the ash trees lose their 
wide umbrellas of leaves, break, and then fall. But he 
also revels in the many woodpeckers moving in to feast 
on the borers. “It seems to me there’s a lot out there we 
don’t know and our world is full of surprises . . . so it’s 
best we keep learning,” Pelletier says. 

As the club’s natural resource coordinator, Pelletier 
helps to identify the best places to protect individual 
ash trees along the trail in the Berkshires of western 
massachusetts. he’s motivated to give back to the 
trail that offers an accessible haven for people to 
reflect and find renewal in wild nature. “With all that’s 
going on in our world, our country, and our personal 
and work worlds, I think having this refuge is more 
important than ever,” he says.

The more intact the forested wilds, the richer the 
refuge for people and for the native flora and fauna 
of the Appalachian mountains. the sites in 
massachusetts selected for ash tree treatment are 
known for high biodiversity and presence of species 
of special concern. At one of the locations, the Atc 
has prioritized the removal of invasive barberry over 
100 acres to stop the non-native shrub from 
outcompeting shade-loving plants. “We conducted 
restoration work at the site for six years until we 
missed one because of coVId-19, only to return and 
find the ash had begun to show signs of damage due 
to the ash borer,” marian orlousky says. They moved 
in quickly to treat the remaining healthy ash trees 
in 2021 and await the outcomes with cautious 

the more intact the forested wilds,  
the richer the refuge for people and  

for the native flor a and fauna of the 
appal achian mountains.

from top: songbirds like the scarlet tanager find refuge and sustenance in the 
lofty tree canopy. Photo by Peter Brannon; a healthy forest supports native flora and 
fauna like red columbine and red eft salamanders. Photos by Raymond Salani III
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optimism. “even if we eventually lose the ash from 
this site, slowing the loss over time will help 
maintain the canopy structure, reduce the influx of 
invasive species, and help protect the understory 
community,” she says.

Bu ildi ng r esisTa nce

While the outlook for ash is still dire, there is encour-
aging news. In 2020, an international team of scien-
tists identified the genes in ash trees that are key to 
fighting off the ash borer and will inform efforts to 
grow resistant trees. researchers also work to locate 
ash trees with natural defenses that keep them alive 
longer than others. In 2021, they began planting 
trees in nurseries to compare those with genetics 
giving the trees some ability to kill off the attacking 
larvae and those with none. Their goal is to cultivate 
more trees with some resistance.

Back on the A.t., Paul merten, an entomologist with 
the u.S. forest Service out of Asheville, north carolina, 
joins Josh Kelly and matt drury. merten started 
releasing parasitoid wasps in 2016 on sections of the 
A.t. closest to Asheville. The tiny stingless wasps from 
Asia are specialists that prey on the larvae or eggs of 
ash borers. “trying a biocontrol is the hail mary pass 
in the fourth quarter. It’s do or die,” says marten.

Some sites on the A.t. with at least twenty-five 
percent forest coverage of ash and contiguous forests  

met merten’s protocol for releasing the wasps. The first 
site he found when hiking uphill on the A.t. was 
staggering in its richness of ash — forty percent of the 
forest. When merten trapped an ash borer, he was 
ready to bring in the wasps that shipped live to his 
office from labs run by the APhIS (Animal and Plant 
health Inspection Service) of the u.S. department of 
Agriculture. his first box contained 1,200 of the wasps 
and three different species. he continued to set more 
of the borer predators free as the wasps arrived in 
weekly batches that summer of 2016. “the web of 
biology is convoluted,” he says. “When you insert a new 
organism into an ecosystem there is a lot of shock and 
things we cannot measure or perceive.”

merten released wasps every two years at four 
sites from 2016 to 2019, making sure those areas do 
not overlap with those containing treated ash. now, 
he monitors for their presence — setting up traps 
that look like yellow party bowls for ice cream. There 
are introduced parasitoid wasps showing up in the 
traps, and that’s good news. Biocontrol takes time 
and patience for results. 

Th e long V i eW

from a golden eagle’s view tracing the Appalachians 
from Georgia to maine, the ash tree treatments of 
the Southeast and in massachusetts might seem 
too few and far between. however, the sites are 

no one involved knows what’s in store 
ultimately, but what they do know is how it 

feels to ga ze up into a living ash tree as winds 
lift cluster s of winged seeds and send them 

spinning into a waiting forest.

the iconic a.t. white blaze on a tree in the nantahala national forest,  
north carolina. Photo by Shira Zaid

positioned on the continuum of the Appalachian 
mountains and that’s significant, despite the gaps. 
The borer is now found along the trail in all states. 
close to the Atc’s headquarters in harpers ferry 
national Park, there were 18,500 live ash trees in 
2013 and only 7,700 in 2021. Those tragic losses do not 
diminish the remarkable achievements in Georgia, 
South carolina, tennessee, and massachusetts, and 
their promise for staving off regional extinctions.

drury is thrilled every time he comes back on a 
three-year rotation. he’s coming to know individual 
trees like old friends. “South of max Patch, we treated 
250 trees and all but two survived,” he says. “I’m 
driven to roll the dice on the unknown and be 
optimistic about the outcome.”

no one involved knows what’s in store ultimately, 
but what they do know is how it feels to gaze up into 
a living ash tree as winds lift clusters of winged seeds 
and send them spinning into a waiting forest. 
Thanks to every champion of the A.t. from inception 

to now, we can celebrate the possibility for large-
scale conservation and renewal of forests and the 
human spirit. 

A.t. hikers know what it is to persist in wind, 
mosquitos, mud, snow, endless uphills, and punishing 
heat, only to revel all the more in every beauty spot 
along the way. So it is with the ash tree protectors who 
marvel at each tree saved like another summit 
reached. The view could not be finer.

–
Marina Richie is the author of halcyon Journey: 
In Search of the Belted Kingfisher (Oregon State 
University Press, 2022), the first book to feature 
a beloved bird of North America’s waterways,  
including streams, rivers, ponds, and lakes  
along the Appalachian Trail. 
marinarichie.com
–
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t h e 
r e w i l di ng 

of m a x 
patch

 B y M ic h a e l g a r r ig a n
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w e  a r e  dr aw n  t o  p l ac e s  t h a t  p u l l  uS  from  ou r  

small worlds and open us to the expansive landscapes of intricate life sur-

rounding us — places that bury themselves deep into our consciousness, 

that we can never forget, that push us to look at the world in a new way, that 

reorient our sense of being. We are drawn to environments that jar us out 

of our everyday routines and force us to fall into earth’s rhythms and to-

pographies, where we cease to be just flesh and bone and become something 

more than what we’ve always been, where we become intimately connected 

with the world around us.

“in time
strong green grow th

will rise here
trees back to life

native flower s
pushing the fr agr ance 
of hope the promise of 

resurrection”
- bell hooks

previous page: the expansive view of max patch’s grassy bald in north  
carolina/tennessee. Photo by Abigail Ridaught; a meditative sunset  
along the trail on max patch. Photo by Steven Yocom  
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max Patch, an expansive, grassy bald in the Appala-
chian mountains bordering north carolina and  
tennessee, is one of those places. Its wide-open 
stretch of grasses is a blunt bareness exposing the 
mountain’s skin and offering anyone who visits a long 
view of the Pisgah and cherokee national forests. It’s 
too warm here for this 4,629-foot summit to be alpine, 
so it stays a pocket of grass shouldered by forests. 
When wind lifts from the valley and crawls up the 
mountain, the horizon sways and moves and the 
edges of the world blur into a sway and swell of tall 
grass, Appalachian cottontails, and wildflowers.

max Patch has long been a popular destination 
for hikers and view seekers, but that popularity has 
brought misuse and destruction of critical habitat. 
Thanks to the dedication and collaboration of the 
Appalachian trail conservancy (Atc), the carolina 
mountain club (cmc), and the u.S. forest Service 
(uSfS), it is now undergoing a variety of restoration 
efforts that favor native flora and fauna while keep-
ing it open and accessible to hikers and visitors.

a cu lT u r a l Ba ld

max Patch is a cultural bald, a relic of our agricul-
tural past that is now being transformed into a 
shared space for plants, animals, and humans. end-
less mountains stretch from every viewpoint, a 
continuous horizon of ridges and ravines — Buckeye 
ridge to the northeast, Poor ridge to the northwest, 
cold Springs drainage to the southeast, and Gulf 
creek watershed to the southwest. max Patch offers 
a 360-degree view of public land and many peaks 
including the dramatic Great Smoky mountains 
national Park. In the morning, clouds cling to the 
foothills, fading into a smoky haze as the sun climbs. 
At night, after the area closes to campers and visi-
tors, the sky grows luminous with stars. The milky 
Way is dense and long, stretching across orion’s belt 
in the south, north towards the elbows of cassio-
peia. When you are standing on max Patch you are 
standing on top of the Appalachian mountains, able 
to lose yourself within its topography and geology.

every landscape has a history and a story to tell 
and is inevitably shaped by those who live near it 
and use it. each Appalachian bald is unique in its 

being and creation. Some balds are of natural origin, 
others have been created for agriculture. These days, 
the balds are actively maintained as some of the 
ecological mechanisms that kept them open have 
been interrupted. remnants of the last ice age, when 
a colder climate drove a climatic treeline in the 
southern Appalachians, many of these grassy balds 
were used for grazing areas by prehistoric mega-
fauna until their extinction. more recently, elk and 
bison found their way up to these high points. When 
they were hunted to near extinction, many balds 
reverted to their original forested state; however, 
max Patch was clearcut for lumber and to graze 
cattle and is maintained as a grassy bald today.

cattle and sheep grazed here back in the 1800s 
before it became an area that barnstorming pilots 
used occasionally in the early 1900s. the forest  
Service acquired max Patch in 1981 in order to route 
the Appalachian trail off of max Patch road and into 
the woods, which shaped it into the place it is now 
— a hiking destination. max Patch has been molded 
and shaped by people and animals according to their 
needs and pursuits for hundreds of years — a place 
so useful and beautiful is bound to be very popular/
well-loved. yet it remains in remarkable condition.

over the past few years, max Patch has become 
incredibly popular for hikers and campers who are 
looking for easily accessible, expansive views and 
the exulting feeling of being above the valleys and 
among the ridges. With the advent of the internet, 
max Patch was discovered as a beautiful, easily  
accessible destination and use began to rise. due to 
this increasing use and issues it caused, in 2017 the 
Atc organized a planning effort using the Inter-
agency Visitor management council ’s planning 
framework in cooperation with the cmc and Pisgah 
and cherokee national forests. Work to mitigate 
increasing camping on the summit had already 
started when, during the pandemic, the amount of 
people camping and using the area reached a break-
ing point. In 2020, a drone photo captured over a 
hundred tents and human debris scattered across 
the bald. With overuse came the destruction of 
habitat, human waste, and trash scattered where 
there should be tall grass and wildflowers. It looked 
like max Patch was being loved to death. A forest 

caption Photo by Abigail Ridaught

a.t. blazes are in place to help visitors navigate the narrow footpath  
on max patch, and to protect the bald. Photo by Sarah Jones Decker
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Supervisor’s closure order began in July 2021, which 
limited max Patch to a day use area for hikers in an 
effort to mitigate the user impacts. max Patch’s 
popularity persists and much is being done to restore 
it to a more pristine state.

a r eBu ildi ng

It’s one thing to mitigate user impact, it’s another 
to steward a heavily used natural area into a rewild-
ing. In response to its needs, the Atc, along with 
the cmc and uSfS, have teamed up in an effort to 
find a balance between ecological functionality and 
the visitor experience. These organizations are doing 
incredible work to usher max Patch into a habitat 
that works for all users:  humans, pollinators, plants, 
animals, and birds. Instead of keeping max Patch as 
a manicured terrain that only offers trampled paths 
and striking views for hikers, they are working and 
collaborating in order to let it grow into a biologi-
cally diverse ecosystem that supports native species 
and managed public use.

the cmc works hard to maintain roughly 94 
miles of the A.t., including the max Patch, along the 
border of north carolina and tennessee. With help 
from the uSfS and the Atc, they launched a trail 
Ambassadors Program in 2019 that helps educate 
users about and monitor max Patch. These volun-
teers are trained by the club and go to the trail at 

peak user times. They collect data on user trends at 
max Patch and help educate visitors on leave no 
trace ethics. It is through programs like these that 
we become better stewards and users of the A.t. and 
its surrounding ecosystems.

Along with the trail Ambassadors Program, cmc 
has installed new signage along the trail and across 
the bald in order to manage access and help hikers 
know where they are and how to get back to their 
starting point on sustainable designated trails. This 
gives the area a chance to grow back from misuse. A 
three-panel kiosk with a viewing platform and  
maps have been built in order to help educate hikers 
about the restoration efforts and the ecology of max 
Patch. locust rail fencing recently put in helps 
minimize user impact by blocking poorly located 
user-created trails. cmc volunteers have also 
worked to strengthen the footpath by hardening it, 
installing water diversion where needed, and build-
ing steps to build more resilient, user-friendly trails. 
Their work is just one example of how a natural area 
can be tended to and managed in a way that keeps ac-
cess open for people and strengthens its biodiversity.

this isn’t the only important landscape that’s 
being protected through strong partnerships with 
an acute awareness of effective conservation efforts. 
Similar work is happening on mcAfee Knob, a fa-
mously dramatic rock outcropping located in Vir-
ginia that offers stunning views of the Blue ridge 

we venture into nature because we want 
to experience a vibrant world shaped by 

relationships between its plants and animals. 
the conservation efforts to rewild max patch 

are guiding it into an ecologically functional 
bald that reflects our changing understanding 

and relationship to a landscape. 

carolina mountain club volunteers’ work to stop erosion and stabilize the slope 
on the bald has been a success. the club, along with the atc, works hard to maintain 
roughly 94 miles of the a.t., including max patch, along the border of north carolina 
and tennessee. Photo by Matt Drury
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mountains. Thanks to efforts of the Atc, roanoke 
Appalachian trail club (rAtc), The conservation 
fund, and the national Park Service (nPS), hun-
dreds of acres have recently been preserved around 
dragons tooth, mcAfee Knob, and tinker cliffs 
where the trail’s protected corridor is particular-
ly narrow. A complex system of stakeholders is cur-
rently lending their collective expertise to devise a 
visitor use management (Vum) plan for the area. 
the nPS is working to ensure the management 
partnership has a well-supported and thorough plan 
that is expected to be complete later this fall. The 
rAtc is contributing their deep knowledge of visitor 
use patterns and of the resource itself. They’ve also 
raised significant funds, in partnership with the 
Atc, to purchase a property adjacent to the existing 
mcAfee Knob parking area, which will allow for a 
more thorough implementation of the Vum plan’s 
recommendations once enacted. The rAtc has been 
important in making sure that any developments to 
the trail reflect the unique and irreplaceable char-
acter of this iconic location. These conservation ef-
forts built around strong collaboration, much like 
the ones that are happening on max Patch, will ef-
fectively manage use while also preserving the 
ecosystem of these incredible areas.

Th e naT u r a l r h y Th M

As they walk along a narrower trail that is defined 
by native plants, hikers will realize that what they 
are looking for in an experience with nature is the 
same thing that the organisms around them are 
looking for. for example, pollinators are drawn to 
the same things that people are drawn to in nature 
— color and structure throughout the season.   

Prickly native species are encouraged in areas 
where illegal trails frequently pop up.  These bushes 
not only narrow the footpath and help hikers 
navigate; they also provide critical habitat for 
birds. for example, the golden-winged warbler uses 
these thorny bushes to build their fireman’s pole 
nests and to hide from predators. What once was 
a long pasture in the hardwoods is growing into a 
layered, nuanced early successional ecosystem that 
is good for both people and animals.

When you reach the top of max Patch, you will 
still be blessed with beautiful views; however, the 
periphery of the patch will be rougher, a scrubby 
habitat that holds the hues and flashes of the various 
native species. Where before the mowed Patch would 
simply end, now more beneficial plant species and 
spacing are being prioritized on purpose, rather 
than by chance. What once was a pasture and hay-
field is becoming much more diverse. the buzzy 
notes of warblers and other birds can be heard as 
they flick through native grasses and pollinators 
flutter from one wildflower to the next. conserva-
tion efforts have focused on replanting and reseed-
ing max Patch so it becomes a bald of native species. 
Wildflowers and flora have been planted with seeds 
that are not only native, but are of a locally sourced 
genotype. These are not just native plants, they are 
native seeds to the region that add layer and paint 
this bald with different colors each season — little 
bluestem, broom sedge, and purple top grass; large 
coreopsis, maryland golden aster, butterfly milk-
weed, black-eyed Susan, partridge pea — creating a 
seed lineage of wild flora that has been absent from 
this mountain and now has a chance to spread their 
roots along the Appalachian mountains once again.

We venture into nature because we want to ex-

perience a vibrant world shaped by relationships 
between its plants and animals. The conservation 
efforts to rewild max Patch are guiding it into an 
ecologically functional bald that reflects our changing 
understanding and relationship to a landscape. With 
a deeper understanding of what a native, biodiverse 
ecosystem looks like and how it functions, max Patch 
is evolving into land that can be loved by more than 
just humans. Already, bees and butterflies are flicker-
ing across the purples and oranges and yellows of the 
wildflowers that bloom across the bald, and one day 
it may become a breeding ground for golden-winged 
warblers who nest in its native bushes. max Patch is 
proof that a place can be open to managed, respon-
sible recreation while still being allowed to grow into 
an ecologically dynamic landscape.

a sh a r ed l a n dsca Pe

max Patch is a lesson in resilience, collaboration, and 
conservation. It is evidence that we can shepherd a 
place back to its native, wild roots while still being 
an active part of its identity. What has been used 
for generations by farm animals and people is now 

getting a chance to be cradled back to its wild self, 
growing into an intricate native space that supports 
biodiversity and responsible recreation. It is thanks 
to the hard work of these organizations and their 
volunteers that these places will be able to stay wild 
and open for all — warblers, Virginia wildrye, cut-leaf 
coneflower, small yellow false indigo, bumble bees, 
and monarch butterflies, and yes, humans too. If and 
when you go, step lightly knowing that this vista isn’t 
just for you, but instead a shared place where plants, 
animals, and humans can experience a remarkable 
Appalachian bald full of native species looking out 
across thousands of acres of protected, public land.

–
Michael Garrigan writes, teaches, and hikes 
along the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania. 
He is the author of robbing the Pillars and 
his next poetry collection — river, Amen 
— will be published later this year.  
He was the 2021 artist in residence for  
the Bob Marshall Wilderness Area. 
mgarrigan.com
–

max patch is a lesson in resilience, 
coll abor ation, and conservation. it is 

evidence that we can shepherd a pl ace back 
to its native, wild roots while still being an 

active part of its identit y.

already, bees and butterflies are flickering across the purples and oranges and 
yellows of the wildflowers that bloom across the bald. Photo by Abigail Ridaught 
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a
deeper

connection
 B y K i M o’c on n e l l

the grafton forest wilderness 
preserve in maine’s mahoosuc range — 
where 21,300 acres of the a.t. landscape 
are now protected. Photo by Jerry Monkman
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t h roughou t t h e m a hoosuc r a nge ,  
a rugged glaciated landscape spanning the border 
between new hampshire and maine, boulders are 
strewn around the mountain slopes like they were 
tossed there by giants. Pine trees are wizened and 
stunted by the wind. exposed granite slabs mottle 
the green mountains, minerals sparkling under the 
glare of the sun. Thick, leafy forests conceal black 
bear and moose and bobcat, hunting for prey and 
shelter. In this wild place, fortitude is frequently 
tested, whether you walk on four legs or two. Ap-
palachian trail hikers consider the portion in the 
mahoosuc range to be among the most challenging 
of the entire 2,194-mile route. 

But the greater the challenge, the greater the 
reward. This chiseled terrain is just one critical part 
of a mosaic of lands that make up the large, complex, 
multifaceted Appalachian trail landscape, which 
stretches far beyond the footpath itself. Protecting 
that landscape for generations to come requires the 
dedication of many partners working together in 
new and creative ways. The Appalachian trail land-
scape Partnership (AtlP) — a coalition of more than 
one hundred conservation organizations, land 
trusts, and local, state and federal agencies — has 
been coordinating those efforts since 2015, seeking 
to connect communities, organizations, and people 
to each other and to the A.t. In a time of great divi-

sion, we need that connective tissue now more than 
ever. The Appalachian trail conservancy (Atc) and 
the national Park Service have been the primary 
catalysts to the AtlP’s efforts. 

a Pl ace of Belongi ng  

Public land advocates like to say the A.t., like all 
units of the national Park System, belongs to all of 
us. however true that is on paper, it hasn’t always 
felt true for many people. for a variety of reasons, 
there are countless people who haven’t felt a connec-
tion with the A.t. or even the natural world at large. 
embracing and encouraging a sense of belonging 
about the A.t., and turning that feeling into action, 
is the work of the AtlP. This kind of cooperation has 
never happened on this scale. on some level, it’s 
about tossing out the old rule book when it comes 
to conservation, the one where people worked in 
their own tight sphere and felt they were in compe-
tition for support and resources. 

The AtlP, by contrast, encourages groups to think 
expansively and to reach across miles, barriers, and 
jurisdictions to effect change and foster community. 
more than thirty-eight million people live in this 
dynamic landscape, representing a diverse cross-
section of cultures and differing relationships to  
the trail. countless people have long ties to the  

embr acing and encour aging a sense of 
belonging about the a .t., and turning 
that feeling into action, is the work 

of the a .t. l andscape partner ship. 
this kind of cooper ation has never 

happened on this scale. 

the sun emerges from behind mount 
madison at star lake — about one-
fourth mile from the trail in new 
hampshire’s white mountain national 
forest. Photo by Jerry Monkman 
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a lupine field with a view of the white 
mountains and mount washington in 
new hampshire. Photo by Jerry Monkman 

an essential underpinning of this work is the 
atc’s wild east action fund, which funds key 
l and acquisition and conservation projects 

that, over time, will connect the greater a .t. 
l andscape like pieces in a puzzle. so far , the 

fund has awarded nearly t wo million doll ar s 
to help protect more than 80,000 acres across 

all fourteen states the a .t. tr aver ses. 

Appalachian mountains, such as Indigenous groups 
and rural families who lived in the mountains long 
before the national parks were created, but have felt 
unheard and unseen in the environmental and con-
servation movements. others have felt unwelcome 
and unsafe in these wild places because of systemic 
racism and bigotry. “Whose land is this anyway?” asks 
dr. carolyn finney in her book Black Faces, White 
Spaces. “And is ownership only about a piece of paper, 
or can it mean something more?”   

Since the AtlP’s inception seven years ago, con-
servation projects have occurred up and down the 
A.t. corridor, in places where there is a real interest 
to work with communities, including community 
members who are not always engaged in conserva-
tion but may be interested in ecosystem benefits, 
including recreation. Some great examples are the 
new river land trust project in southwest Virginia 
that is protecting forests while expanding a trail 
network to the ndPonics project — an Indigenous-
founded and Indigenous-led foundation that aims 
to restore monacan lands. 

An essential underpinning of this work is the 
Atc’s Wild east Action fund, which funds key land 
acquisition and conservation projects that, over 

time, will connect the greater A.t. landscape like 
pieces in a puzzle. So far, the fund has awarded 
nearly two million dollars to help protect more than 
80,000 acres across all fourteen states the A.t. tra-
verses. conservation projects range from a nine-acre 
plot in calf mountain, Virginia, to seventy-nine 
acres in Salisbury, connecticut, to more than 1,500 
acres at Indian Pond in orford, new hampshire. 
every parcel makes a difference. 

 In the mahoosuc range, the AtlP has recently 
helped to protect 21,300 acres of the A.t. landscape 
in Grafton forest, a dense forested tract that is 
punctuated by crystalline ponds and the curling 
ribbon of the Swift cambridge river. These forested 
uplands foster populations of martens and weasels, 
reptiles and amphibians (such as the threatened 
wood turtle), and larger mammals like the black bear 
and canada lynx. It’s not uncommon in these forests 
for hikers to hear the familiar rat-a-tat drumming 
of three-toed woodpeckers or the scratchy chick-a-
dee-dee call of the boreal chickadee. 

But, like many other areas along the A.t. corridor, 
the Grafton forest also faces increasing develop-
ment pressure and habitat loss. The forest abuts al-
ready protected lands including Grafton notch State 
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the basin in franconia notch state 
park, new hampshire, is an easily 
accessible tourist spot about one-half 
mile from the a.t.  Photo by Jerry Monkman 

the 
appal achian 

tr ail  
l andscape is:

the most important  
r egion of biodiversity and 

clim ate r esiliency in easter n 
north a mer ica

the largest, most r esilient 
stock of for est car bon in the 

continental u.s.

 the supplier of water r esources 
to 119 million people

an opportunity for investment 
in sur rounding communities 

a unifier that br ings people 
together across political and 

r egional divisions
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Park in maine and the adjacent mahoosuc Public 
reserved land. due in part to the efforts of AtlP 
partners, the forest Society of maine and northeast 
Wilderness trust, with the Atc providing essential 
funding through the Wild east Action fund, this 
major area of forest will be stitched together with 
these existing public lands, creating a critical con-
servation corridor that will ensure more habitat for 
native plant and animal species, numerous recre-
ational opportunities, and stunning viewsheds for 
A.t. hikers and other users. 

This is vital work, not just because it reconnects 
the natural world and protects the trail and the 
experiences we seek on it, but also because of the 
bonds it creates. A century ago, when Benton macK-
aye envisioned a long-distance hiking trail in the 
Appalachians, he recognized the divisions that he 
saw growing between people — saying that we 
“civilized ones. . . are potentially as helpless as canar-
ies in a cage” and lamenting the “weakening wall of 
civilization,” compared to the freer, more open-
hearted existence that comes from living closely 
with nature. macKaye’s “realm” would be in contrast 
to urbanization and focus on “cooperation and mu-
tual helpfulness.” to macKaye, the A.t. would be a 
recreation camp writ large, an opportunity to foster 
cooperation and helpfulness on a much larger scale.

macKaye was speaking more literally, of course, 
about the interactions of recreational users on the 
trail. But the AtlP is, in a way, an expansion of 

macKaye’s vision of cooperation and inclusion. he 
wanted more people to access and enjoy these moun-
tains for the betterment of all, and he knew that 
access and enjoyment require conservation. This is 
why the AtlP is working to identify high-priority 
lands with important conservation values, such as 
resiliency to the effects of climate change, important 
biodiversity, access to clean water, or rare or threat-
ened habitat. We have seen that a warming planet 
will cause migrations of animals and plant species, 
and people, seeking more habitable places. It’s al-
ready happening in the southern Appalachians. The 
pressure on this mountain corridor will only in-
crease in the future, and we all should have a vested 
interest in determining what happens next. 

Bou n d By Th e l a n d 

The work of the AtlP is limited only by the creativ-
ity and commitment of participants, which is why 
the partnership is seeking to broaden and diversify 
the range of voices providing input on the A.t. land-
scape. one example is the tennessee Wildlife re-
sources Agency (tWrA), the state wildlife organiza-
tion. In addition to permitting and overseeing 
hunting and fishing in the state, the tWrA has led 
numerous efforts to protect wildlife habitat and 
species, including the reintroduction of elk to east 
tennessee, where they once roamed in abundance. 
Along the state’s eastern edge, the A.t. traverses the 

this is vital work , not just because it 
reconnects the natur al world and protects 

the tr ail and the experiences we seek on it, but 
also because of the bonds it creates.

the a.t. just south of great barrington 
in massachusetts. Photo by Raymond Salani III
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what matter s most is that more and more 
people in the a .t. l andscape under stand that 

they ’re part of this work and that their  
voices are needed. 

the a.t. footpath runs alongside 
working farmland in the central 
pennsylvania valley. Photo by Linda Norman 
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Great Smoky mountains national Park and crosses 
some of the highest peaks along the route. In na-
tional parks like the Smokies and Shenandoah to the 
north, hunting is prohibited. But sometimes it sur-
prises hikers to learn that hunting is permitted 
along some 1,250 miles of the A.t. as it snakes 
through and near national and state forests, recre-
ation areas, and private game lands. With their 
immense respect for and understanding about the 
outdoors, hunters are important conservation part-
ners, and finding common ground between the 
hiking and hunting communities is essential. With-
out question, hunters belong to the A.t. landscape. 

In maryland, similarly, the heart of maryland 
conservation Alliance is a network of people and 
organizations taking a collaborative approach to the 
region’s farmlands, forests, waterways, and historic 
resources. Planners in frederick and Washington 
counties also play key roles in these efforts. here, 
the A.t. offers a comparatively soothing respite from 
the harder, rockier sections to the north and south, 
including the flat chesapeake & ohio canal towpath 
for three miles, and passing significant public lands 
such as Gathland State Park, whose crenellated stone 
monument to civil War correspondents is one of the 
most distinctive historic structures along the foot-
path. here, too, are the wide-open fields of the 
monocacy and Antietam battlefields, the glassy se-
renity of Antietam creek and the scrappier, often 
muddier catoctin creek, and the striking Sugarloaf 
mountain, an isolated monadnock with its many 
trails winding up to spectacular views. 

rural families and farmers with long ties to this 
region go back generations and have the same goals 
of protecting the lands and waters of the Appala-
chians that traditional conservationists do. farmers 
and rural denizens belong to the A.t.  landscape. 

elsewhere in maryland, the national Aquarium 
in Ba lt imore may not seem l ike an obv ious 
collaborator in Appalachian trail conservation, but 
as a highly visible institution in an urban setting, it 
offers a great example of how city dwellers, especially 
young people, can learn about and play a role in the 
greater A.t. landscape. With 1.5 million annual 
visitors, the aquarium is the most popular tourist 
attraction in the state, representing far-reaching 
educational opportunities, especially for a diverse 
cross-section of people. one permanent exhibit 
traces the water cycle in maryland from its source 
in the Allegheny mountains, which the A.t. traverses 
in West Virg inia ,  mar yland, and sout her n 
Pennsylvania, down through a tidal marsh and a 

seaside beach before it f lows out to the Atlantic 
ocean’s continental shelf. What exhibits like this 
teach, and what the AtlP can help leverage, is that 
city folks also belong to the A.t. landscape. 

Sustaining all this conservation work is a commit-
ment to justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion (JedI). 
In its strategic plan, the AtlP acknowledges that even 
this broad-based partnership cannot on its own 
eliminate all existing barriers and exclusionary 
systems; doing so will take much sustained work 
across many sectors. But the AtlP has committed 
to three main JedI goals: advocating for environ-
mental laws, regulations, and policies that are free 
from discrimination and are rooted in equity; ensur-
ing that place-based initiatives provide leadership 
opportunities for populations that are disadvan-
taged, economically distressed, and underrepre-
sented; and recognizing that climate change will 
continue to perpetuate inequities without a critical 
examination of traditional conservation practices. 

the AtlP has begun with a broad coalition of 
more than one-hundred organizations, their boots 
on the ground, their people working hard to iden-
tify and reach out to other partners and take small 
and large steps towards a more inclusive style of 
conservation. each of those organizations repre-
sents countless members, donors, and constituents, 
including many people who may never hike a single 
foot of the A.t. That’s okay. What matters most is 
that more and more people in the A.t. landscape 
understand that they’re part of this work and that 
their voices are needed. Going forward, maybe we 
won’t talk as much about how the trail belongs to 
all of us, but about how all of us belong to the trail, 
and to the beautiful and vital landscape that  
surrounds it and sustains so much. 

–
Kim O’Connell writes about nature,  
science, history, and conservation from her 
home in Arlington, Virginia. She is a former  
artist in residence at Shenandoah and  
Acadia national parks.   
kimaoconnell.com
–

the shendandoah and potomac  
rivers converge along the trail  
in historic harpers ferry, west  
virginia. Photo by Raymond Salani III
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tr aveling
north

t w o  h i k e s  1 0  y e a r s  a pa r t

 B y s e T h a r i e l g r e e n

da n n y cr a m er a n d i r a n tr ack a n d  
cross country together at Swarthmore college from 
2009 to 2010, the year I graduated. danny was in his 
sophomore year. Swarthmore is not exactly an ath-
letic powerhouse, but it’s a great place to run around 
in the woods. The campus is an arboretum with miles 
of wooded trails and the surrounding streets are 
lovely in a genteel, mainline, Pennsylvania way. 
Through the crum Woods and over a bike path is a 

Quaker retreat that danny and I liked to visit.
I have a photo of the two of us, and the rest of the 

men’s cross-country team from fall 2009 that I cher-
ish. When I look at that photo today, what I see, 12 
years later, is a lot of men touching each other af-
fectionately. I like that we’re mostly barefoot. during 
the height of the pandemic, I ached for this kind of 
intimacy, and I looked at this photo with pain. And 
when danny died by suicide in September 2014, I 

didn’t know what to do — I didn’t “know where to 
put my hands,” as the singer mitski says — so I 
posted it on his facebook wall with the caption: 
“missing one of ours today.”

I had lost touch with danny after I graduated, 
though I recalled him fondly. I did know — perhaps 
through social media — that he had hiked the Ap-
palachian trail in 2011, in lieu of the spring semester 
of his junior year. my friend chris says that danny 
dropped out the semester before, midway through a 
grueling seminar in history the two of them were 
taking. It was, I learned later, a very difficult year for 
danny; but at the time I had no idea. frankly, dan-
ny’s photos never made hiking look very fun, lightly 
dressed in the snow as he was. But then, track races 
aren’t always so fun either.

When I heard about danny’s death, I was in grad 
school in new york, and had recently done a ten-day 
section of the A.t., from Pawling, new york, to Wil-
liamstown, massachusetts. Soon after, his parents 
hosted a memorial service for him in central Park. It 
was overwhelming to meet them. I wanted to say 
something nice like, “I’m glad we could all do this,” 
but what actually came out was something incredibly 
awkward like “it was good of you to make it,” as 
though they had someplace better to be. one of 
danny’s classmates scoffed as I fumbled through a 
clarification. I found it especially heartbreaking that 
danny was an only child, as though it was unusually 
cruel to leave your parents alone. I didn’t understand 
depression, or my friend. I never understood at all.

I’m doing okay now, but the past few years have 
been pretty bad. The last clear moment when I re-
member being unambiguously happy, pre-pandem-
ic, was at a plant medicine retreat in the catskills in 
September 2018. A lot of people in the ceremony were 
reliving difficult moments, crying, throwing up. I 
found that distressing, so I went outside and lay 
down on a bench and looked at the stars. I’d failed 
out of grad school in 2015, but went on to receive my 
m.A. in political science. After that, I found what felt 
like a good, new track with a tech job at a science-
based startup in manhattan. I meditated on my place 
in the fabric, and a relationship that I hoped was 
heading towards marriage, and thought: stay the 
course, Seth. Just keep moving forward.

Three months later, that relationship ended, and 
I spiraled. It was winter 2019, and I knew the cold 
and the dark would be trying, so I aimed to just 
maximize friend time and reading time until the 
weather got better, at which point I assumed I’d feel 
good again. And then the summer came, and I kept 

feeling bad. By that fall I was mostly staying at home 
and playing videogames all day unless someone ac-
tively sought me out. In early march 2020, a few 
weeks after my job and I parted ways, I retreated to 
my parents’ house for what I thought would be two 
weeks of coVId-19 sweeping through the city.

fast forward to April 2021. I’d lived with my folks 
for seven months, then gotten another tech job, and 
had just come back to new york city after spending 
the winter and spring out west as a digital nomad. 
It was, in some ways, a best-case scenario for surviv-
ing a pandemic, but I rarely felt good. I found work 

Seth “Finch” Ariel Green during his thru-hike at  
Neels Gap in Georgia. 

From left: Danny Cramer at Swarthmore College; The 2009 Swarthmore Men’s Cross Country Team.

vo i c e s f r o m t h e t r a i l
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draining and meaningless, but weekends were 
worse. my body hurt and my dreams were of things 
I couldn’t have: togetherness, proximity, adventures, 
meaning. The day I got my vaccine, I had a particu-
larly stressful conversation with my then-boss. As I 
lay awake that night, feverish and my heart racing, 
I thought, more or less, “forget this! I should walk.” 
And then I thought, “I should literally walk,” as in, 
walk the Appalachian trail, a place where I’d found 
peace and wonder in the past. A few weeks later, I 
put in my letter of resignation and began acquiring 
the gear I didn’t yet have.

my plan was to start in harpers ferry, West 
Virginia, go north for a month, and stop near my 
parents’ place in new york. I chose harpers ferry, 
in part, because it was accessible via public transit 
and, in part, because danny’s parents had placed a 
memorial to him at the Appalachian trail conser-
vancy (Atc) headquarters in town. When I got there, 
on may 9, 2021, the office was closed due to coVId-19; 
so, I got lunch and set out.

like most thru-hikers, danny was a noBo 
(northbound thru-hiker). When I started, I hadn’t 
heard of flip-flopping (hiking north or south, and 
then “flip-flopping” back to a starting location and 
hiking the opposite direction to finish the trail) but 
by the morning of the first full day, I was hiking with 
a fellow named Scott who was planning just that. 
Within a week, he and I were part of a “tramily,” and 
I had a trail name, “finch,” because I sing a lot, and 

my companion “hot minute” connected that to a 
dream she’d had about darwin. 

danny’s trail name was “mile hi.” our mutual 
friend harold recalled the moment when he got 
that name. he said that on one of danny’s first few 
days on the trail, he encountered some rough 
weather and quickly found a spot to camp. The only 
other person at the campsite was an older man who 
immediately tried to sell danny illegal drugs. After 
danny declined, it came up in conversation that he 
was from denver. The old man started laughing and 
said, “I know your trail name,” paused and then 
said, ‘mile hi’.”

The thing that feels very danny about this ex-
change is that he was happy to keep conversing with 
the man. danny was sweet like that. his smile was 
infectious. his sense of humor had an acerbic edge. 
As a college student taking time off, danny would 
have been part of a solid demographic of thru-hikers. 
A second mass comprises recent graduates; a third, 
recent retirees. The rest of us were pretty well iden-
tified by danny’s mother, Kathi, in an interview with 
the Atc, as people who want to “buy some time, to 
discover themselves, or because they don’t know 
what they want to do next, because they don’t know 
where they fit in the world.”

It took me about two weeks to realize that I was 
happy. I didn’t want to go back to new york, and I 
didn’t have to. Walking across farmland in the cum-
berland Valley, between Boiling Springs and  

duncannon, Pennsylvania, I asked myself what I 
wanted. It had been so long since I’d heard my inner 
voice clearly that it felt, and sometimes still feels, 
like an external force, a guiding spirit, and it told me 
to keep on. I felt clear-sighted, hopeful, energetic, 
joyful, grounded, alert, and awake. It was a lovely, 
spring day. So, after a brief stop at my parents’ house 
in new york, I kept on. I reached Katahdin in August 
and Springer in november. This year, I returned to 
the trail to complete it.  I have now walked 2,194 
miles in danny’s footsteps to get there.

“traveling north, traveling north, to find you,” 
Vashti Bunyan whispers to us. I called my dad one day, 
taking shelter in the ski patrol hut at the top of mount 
Bromley in Vermont, and he asked if I had found what 
I was looking for. But the question had stopped making 
sense. There was no superordinate goal, nothing for 
which the trail was or is an instrument. The point of 
the day is to travel north. nothing else. 

A lot of my fellow travelers were unabashed, full-
time “hiker trash,” (a term of endearment in the 
hiking community) or “dirtbags” in the lingo of rock 
climbing. These folks live to be outdoors. They work 
seasonal jobs, sleep in their cars, or bounce around 
with friends in the winter. I feel a deep, unexpected 
affinity with them. They show imagination and cour-
age in committing to something that has no clear 
mapping to American political or social life. I’m not 
saying I want to adopt their way of life. though 
maybe I do. or perhaps something in between, like 
taking six months off every few years to go on ad-
ventures. one possibility is that I am at the limits 
of good sense; another is that I am finally sensing a 
constraint on the collective imagination that calls 
for a serious, thru-hike-sized detox.

And what sucks is that the person I really want 
to hear from about all of this is danny. After college, 
he worked as an A.t. ridgerunner for a few summers. 
my impression is that his depression worsened after 
he moved back to denver and pursued a more tradi-
tional job. I wonder what he thought about it all. 
Back when he passed, the kind of despair that swal-
lows up game, player, and all was too far out of lived 
experience for me to imagine. I was mystified that 
he would want to leave us. today, I understand bet-
ter. But I am keeping on, danny. I haven’t lost hope.

I just wish that we could talk about it. 
dying young in our modern world means that you 

are everywhere frozen in amber: danny on social 
media, his photos available to hundreds (thou-
sands?) of people, forever a youthful twenty-four, 
no facial hair, and a guileless smile. I have met many 

hikers who remind me of danny, and though we 
often quickly develop an intimacy born of shared 
purpose, the truth is that their inner lives are a 
mystery to me. I hope the trail brings them the joy 
and meaning that it brought me, and that it brought 
my friend.

–
Seth Ariel Green is a researcher/writer at Global 
Income Coin, a cryptocurrency nonprofit. 
setharielgreen.com
–

it had been so long since i’d heard my inner 
voice clearly that it felt, and sometimes still 
feels, like an external force, a guiding spirit, 

and it told me to keep on.

to commemorate their son, Kathi and steve cramer launched 
the Danny cramer Appalachian trail stewardship memo-
rial Fund. in dedicating a plaque, now displayed in the Harpers  
Ferry Visitor center, steve said, “We believe that hike gave Dan-
ny a few more years to live, and we would like people involved 
with the trail to know that they helped prolong his life a little bit; 
a treasure beyond value.”

Steve and Kathi Cramer with Danny in Central Park, New York 
during his thru-hike.

dA n n y cr A mer  
A PPA l AchI A n t r A Il S t eWA r dShIP 

memor I A l fu nd
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from while we address some of the of the most com-
plex work yet to accomplish. climate change and the 
associated impacts to the trail’s physical and natural 
resources is a real, current, and future threat. The 
trail’s popularity continues to grow, and we will be 
developing and implementing both proven and in-
novative management techniques to ensure that the 
Appalachian trail experience is available and sustain-
able for all. We will continue to strengthen the coop-
erative management System — a public-private 
partnership — so that current and future volunteers 
have the support they need to excel in their work, and 
to ensure that our partnerships with the trail’s land 
management agencies are fully thriving.

my confidence lies in our history of proven suc-
cess. Since we are all working together towards a 
shared cause, I trust that the relevancy and neces-
sity of the trail experience will remain as essential 

in the next 100 years as it has in the past 100 years. 
Perhaps even more so.

having worked across the full spectrum of A.t. 
management over the years, I can now answer the 
“how can it be?” question either with brevity, or in 
deep detail — depending on who asks (and how much 
time they have). Vision, cooperation, dedication, 
planning, passion, and grit begin to answer that ques-
tion. We might now ask; “how can it continue to be?” 

–
Hawk Metheny is the ATC’s Vice President of 
Regional and Trail Operations  
–

a shared cause
~ B y h aW K M e T h e n y

“how can that be?” i asked my dad with 
wonder and intrigue as he pointed south and ex-
plained to me that the trail we were standing on ex-
tended to Georgia. Then he switched arms, pointed 
north, and explained that it also stretched to maine.

We were traveling in the Berkshires in western 
massachusetts and had stopped at an Appalachian 
trail road crossing to ceremoniously set foot on the 
A.t. I was a young boy with an inherent love for being 
in the woods and a growing sense of geography. I 
paused and further pondered that this line in the 
woods made up of dirt, rocks, and roots extended all 
the way to places I had heard of, but not yet been to. 
Georgia and maine seemed so far away, how could it 
be possible that a trail connected them? 

And so began my fascination and lifelong connec-
tion with the Appalachian trail: a relationship that 
has deepened, been redefined, and endured through-
out my personal and professional life — in multiple 
ways. I’ve had the benefit and privilege of thru-hiking 
the A.t, maintaining it, managing it, protecting it, 
advocating for it, testifying on its behalf and living 
on and near it. I’m even married to a thru-hiker. 

  twenty-nine years ago this spring, I stood at the 
bronze plaque on Springer and made a promise to my-
self that I would walk to Katahdin — no matter what. 
Throughout my thru-hike, as the trail presented its 
varying challenges and displayed its full character of 
figurative and literal highs and lows, my motto was, 
“no doubts, just details.” Several months later, I stood 
silently at the large cairn on Katahdin’s Baxter Peak 
and reflected on the accomplishment. At that mo-
ment it became clear that while I had just completed 
walking the trail in its entirety, I was not “done” 

with it. I also equally realized that while the trail 
would continue to provide a sense of purpose for me, 
I was being called to fulfill a sense of duty to con-
tinue to care for and steward this much-cher-
ished and one-of-a kind resource.  

my ensuing career with the Appalachian trail 
conservancy (Atc) has evolved over the past thirty-
two years from a seasonal employee working on the 
A.t. in the White mountains as a backcountry care-
taker to trail crew member and leader, program 
manager, Atc board member, Stewardship council 
chair and most recently senior regional director in 
the northeast. The tools I have used to accomplish 
the tasks on a given day have ranged from mattocks 
and rock bars, backpacks, laptops, helicopters, bear 
canisters, business suits and briefcases, chainsaws, 
and — in recent years — hundreds of Zoom meetings.

Which brings us to today. I have been selected to 
serve the Atc in a new role we have created as the 
vice president of regional and trail operations. I am 
honored and energized to serve in this role and for 
the opportunity to lead this important foundational 
work of the conservancy. The Atc created the new 
VP role to continue to provide sustained focus on our 
core trail management responsibilities including the 
treadway, overnight sites, volunteer support, visi-
tor management, and agency partnerships. mean-
while, the Atc is investing additional resources to 
our growing and important work with landscape-
level land conservation, science and stewardship,  
and federal policy and advocacy. 

 While we have rich opportunities ahead of us, 
there are plenty of challenges. our nearly 100-year 
history of success provides a solid foundation to build 

pA r t ing t Hou gH t

Hawk with his dog Lucie on A.T. lands in Vermont with the New Hampshire ridgeline in the background.
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www.appalachiantrail.org 
P.O. Box 807, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425-0807

A.T. north of Lehigh Gap, Pennsylvania.
Photo by Raymond Salani III


