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Introduction to ELM Project: 

A Natural History Adventure on the Appalachian Trail 

The following chapters are the first draft of my first attempt at writing a book. My Earth 

Literacy Master’s project involved writing this book. In this introduction, I will describe my 

initial project idea, the process I underwent to realize that goal, and what the final result has 

become. My vision of what the project was at the beginning and what it has turned out to be are 

slightly different. In addition to wanting to submit this piece as part of the project, it helps me to 

review the evolution of the book. 

During the spring and summer of 2000, just before beginning the ELM program, I hiked 

the entire Appalachian Trail (AT) in what is called a thru-hike. During my hike I wrote a 

biweekly column for my hometown newspaper about my journey. Writing about the hike made 

it more fulfilling for me. As I hiked, I thought about other ways I could write about the AT. My 

partner, Brad Stone, is a nature photographer. The hike was his idea originally, and he captured 

our hike on over ninety rolls of film. We daydreamed often about doing projects together as a 

writer and a photographer. Being that we are both passionate about nature, I explored the idea of 

designing some sort of natural history guide to the trail, as well as writing about the experience 

of hiking with our dog, Willow. 

When I began ELM, I looked for ways to integrate my trail experience with Earth 

Literacy, not wanting to let the hike be just a fun adventure I had in my youth. Some of my 

initial assignments I fulfilled by writing about the AT. I also continued my newspaper column, 

but with a different emphasis—Earth Literacy. When the time came to choose an integrative 

project, I knew I could take the opportunity to create something more substantial about the AT. 

During my time as an ELM student, I was also substitute teaching in my local school district, 

experimenting with being an educator. I wondered about bringing that part of my life into my 

project as well. The idea for a book for young adults arose. 

During my project seminar presentation in April of 2000, I shared my goal as the 

following: To create a book for young teenagers about the natural history of the Appalachian 

Trail based on my thru-hike of the trail. I visualized the book as an educational piece first, an 

entertaining book second. In my observation, there is a dearth of literature about ecology and 

about the Appalachian Trail for that age group. Therefore, I did not want to write what I 
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considered a typical thru-hiker’s account of his or her chronological journey along the trail. I 

planned to organize my book around natural history themes that roughly paralleled what I was 

experiencing during the hike, all the while using anecdotes from the hike to enliven the text. 

Secondarily, I intended to use Brad’s photos as illustration for the text. I also hoped to pursue 

publication for the book. However, I was not sure how these last two elements would fit into 

what I submitted as my ELM project. 

Before conceiving of the book as my ELM project, I had put together a slide show with 

Brad’s slides and presented it at both casual gatherings with friends and family and at more 

formal events. The first organized event was at an annual dinner for the Potomac Valley 

Audubon Society, of which my parents are members. The second was our biggest appearance— 

as the monthly guest conservation lecturers at the National Conservation Training Center, a U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service facility in Shepherdstown, West Virginia, my hometown. The way I 

organized the show influenced how I would later design the book. The focus of the show was 

Appalachian Trail natural history, which was not only my preference but was also the focus of 

most of Brad’s trail photography. I organized the slides into broad categories—an introduction, 

and then southern, central, and northern Appalachians. In each of the latter, I grouped such types 

of themes and images as geology, plants and animals typical of each region. 

These slides are naturally the images that I foresaw using in my book. I also realized that 

designing and presenting the show itself was part of the process of writing the book. Therefore, I 

incorporated the show directly into my ELM project first by using it in my seminar presentation. 

After receiving feedback from my classmates and advisors, I planned to use the same show at the 

high school where I was teaching. In late May, I gave the presentation twice, squeezing it into a 

40-minute class period, first with freshmen and sophomores, then with juniors and seniors. To 

solicit feedback from these students, the younger of whom were the age I conceived of as my 

intended audience for the book, I prepared and passed out a questionnaire. I designed questions 

about the slides and the AT generally that I hoped would provide guidance for me as I wrote the 

book. While I thoroughly enjoyed their variety of answers, I cannot say that anything the 

students shared directly influenced the book’s design. I did not learn anything that I did not 

already suspect about what the kids were interested in or how much they knew or wanted to 

know about the trail. Perhaps the most help was the reminder that not everyone would read my  



book no matter how interesting I could make it, especially if I wanted to maintain its educational 

value as well. 

After these initial forays into creative design, I felt I was finally ready to sit down and 

start writing the book. I spent the next couple of weeks drafting a few chapters, and then I 

attended the Wildbranch Nature Writing workshop in mid-June. The workshop offered 

instructional time with a writer who would give feedback on a “work in progress.” I sent my 

first two chapters of the book, and they were sent on to natural history writer Gale Lawrence to 

review. During the workshop, I met with her once to discuss the text. She was primarily 

positive about my writing and my goals. She thought that perhaps the book’s best audience 

would be young women who could look to me as a role model. She offered numerous detailed 

editorial comments as well. 

The main part of the workshop was writing and sharing work with classmates in a 

seminar format. We had specific assignments, but I always wrote with the AT book in mind. 

For one assignment, I even tailored the piece as the first portion of a chapter in the book about 

watersheds. The feedback I received from my classmates and workshop leader Ted Gup was 

mixed. Overall, they seemed to think my writing was too academic and not engaging enough. 

While I suspect that they did not quite understand my goal and thought that I should really be 

writing “from the heart,” they did offer good suggestions about how to change my tone a bit so 

that it was no quite so didactic. 

At around the same time, I also sent several chapters to an acquaintance who majored in 

children’s literature and has worked as a newsletter editor. She had similar criticisms of my 

tone, and went so far as to say that the organization of the book around themes was perhaps too 

forced. While I again disagreed with the need to reorganize my work into a chronological 

account, I have modified my writing style based on these comments. After the workshop, I set 

myself to writing the rest of the book and revising the earlier chapters. 

At some early point, I had thought that in addition to writing, perhaps I could also do 

layout of my book with some sort of desktop publishing software. That way, I could choose 

which of Brad’s images I wanted to use where. However, I had many misgivings about that idea. 

First, I did not know anything about layout, and it would take a lot of work to learn. Second, I 

also did not know whether a publisher would expect an author to do her own layout or would 

want some creative control of that part of the process. Third, I was not sure how I would submit 
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such a creation as my master’s project. This last concern was probably minor, but the 

combination of issues made me decide to focus on learning more about how to pursue 

publication and what would be expected of me. 

There were several questions I wanted to answer in terms of publication. I already knew 

what some of the process involved from previous research. Regarding what would be expected 

of me for illustration, I decided that I probably needed to talk to individual publishers because 

each might have its own protocol. Gale Lawrence confirmed that belief. She also sketched an 

example of what the layout of one page could look like, with a column of text, a photo insert, and 

an insert directly from my trail journals. She suggested that such a sketch may be a good idea to 

submit to a publisher. Finally, she generously gave me contact information for a pen-and-ink 

illustrator with whom she has worked. 

The second primary question was what kind of publishing house might want to publish 

such a manuscript. I was writing for a young adult audience, and yet it had a specific theme of 

natural history along the Appalachian Trail. Would a children’s publisher be more appropriate, 

or one that focused on environmental themes? I had done some minimal research for children’s 

books that had similar themes to mine, without much success. The closest one I found was a 

book about Susan Butcher and the Iditarod dog mushing race in Alaska. 

From the beginning, I had thought that the publishers most naturally appropriate for my 

book would be ones like the Appalachian Trail Conference, or the Appalachian Mountain Club. 

These are not publishing houses, but non-profit organizations that perform a variety of activities, 

including publishing a few books a year. Part of the reason I decided that young adults would be 

an appropriate audience was that I could not find books for children in the book lists of 

organizations like these. However, I was hesitant to commit myself to pursuing these publishers 

because I wanted to learn as much as reasonable first, and because I know that larger publishers 

are able to promote their books more broadly. The ATC and AMC publicize largely within a 

community of people already interested in the Appalachian Trail. Not only would I like to be a 

part of the AT literary community, but I also suspect that the best place to introduce a young 

adult book like mine may be by marketing to outdoors-oriented families. 

My first chance to talk with a publisher came from my project advisor, Dr. Marion 

Jackson, who gave me the contact information for his copy editor at Indiana University Press, 

which published The Natural Heritage of Indiana. He thought that perhaps IU would be 
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interested in seeing the manuscript. I welcomed the opportunity to at least solicit some guidance 

from a professional. I spoke with Bobby Diehl just a few weeks before she retired, and so I was 

especially grateful for her time. I decided to honestly describe the book as intended for a young 

audience rather than focusing on its natural history aspects. She made it immediately clear that 

university presses do not generally publish young adult material. She suggested that I spend time 

researching the publishers of books that resemble mine. 

I also heard that piece of advice from someone at the Wildbranch workshop. I had the 

opportunity to speak with an editor at Chelsea Green, a small publishing house that specializes in 

environmental writing such as how-to books about topics like organic gardening and straw bale 

houses. After listening to Jim Schley’s presentation, I decided that Chelsea Green would 

probably also not be interested in my book specifically. I talked with him later about who might 

be. He too suggested I might want to spend time at a bookstore looking at books similar to mine. 

However, he also agreed with my idea that publishers of Appalachian Trail literature might be 

the best possibility. 

Hence, I called the ATC in June. I described my book to the public relations manager, 

and he encouraged me to send a query letter and sample chapter. Incidentally, he did not want to 

see any of Brad’s photos yet, just the text. But he also encouraged me to pursue other avenues 

as well, mostly for promotional reasons. At this point, after completing the book for the 

purposes of the ELM project, I will be submitting the query to ATC, and possibly as well to 

AMC and to one other small, more traditional publisher—Stackpole Books in Pennsylvania. 

They also publish Appalachian literature, but I have yet to inquire whether they will publish for a 

young adult audience. 

I have no illusions that the chapters that follow are in their final state. If they are 

accepted for publication, I and an editor will surely revise them more. However, I feel as though 

the bulk of the pre-acceptance work that I can do as a writer is done. While I will probably never 

be entirely satisfied with the quality of the writing, I am convinced that I have gone through the 

best process I could for the purposes of the ELM project. All my previous ELM writing has 

been largely academic, and that style of writing has always been my strength. This project has 

encouraged me to become a more creative writer. Since my life goal is to teach people how to be 

more Earth literate in order to sustain our species, this book is just another step in learning how 

to communicate effectively with people about Earth Literacy topics.  



Chapter One: Before Springer Mountain 

On a clear morning in early March, I stood on top of Springer Mountain in Georgia 

gazing at the rolling mountains extending off to the north and west. These were the southern 

Appalachian Mountains. I was about to start a hike that I hoped would take me 2,168 miles 

along their ridges all the way north to Mount Katahdin in Maine. It was the year 2000, and I was 

sharing the momentous morning with two companions—my partner Brad and our dog Willow. 

We three planned to walk to Maine on the Appalachian Trail. I want to share with you a story 

about this trail, which people who hike it call the AT. But this story really begins much earlier 

than that day in Georgia because it’s about the mountains and the AT, not about me. 

Our story started hundreds of millions of years ago, long before any humans walked on 

Earth. Looking out over the slopes of the southern Appalachians in Georgia is a good place to 

think back in time to how those mountains got there. Since I am telling you a story about the 

Appalachian Mountains, I really should start with their birthday. But there was no single day 

when the mountains arose. The entire mountain chain, from the southern United States all the 

way up into Canada, was initially formed from a series of events that happened over millions of 

years. It was a time when Earth looked nothing like what it does today. For one thing, the 

continents were shaped differently and were actually located in different places. The land 

masses that we call continents rest on chunks of Earth’s crust called tectonic plates. These plates 

are constantly moving. Of course, we cannot see the continents move because they move only a 

few inches in our lifetimes. But we can see the effects of their movement. We see volcanoes 

and earthquakes at places where plates are rubbing against each other, like in California and the 

Pacific Northwest. And when continents bump into each other, mountains are formed. The 

Appalachian Mountains were formed by three major continental collisions, called the Taconic, 

Acadian, and Alleghenian events. 

It may be hard to imagine, but the young Appalachians were much taller and craggier 

than they are today, bigger even than their cousin mountains to the west—the Rocky Mountains. 

The Appalachians are ancient mountains, and like an old wooden staircase, they have been worn 

down over the years. Through the process of erosion by forces like wind, water and glaciers, we 

have the gentler mountains of today. Wind still blows against the rocks, and water carries away 

soil and pebbles, continuing to slowly erode the mountains even as you read this.  



Because the process of erosion is so slow, the shape of the mountains we see today looks 

almost identical to the shape of the mountains where the Native Americans lived and hunted. 

Rocks and landforms do not change very fast, but sometimes what lives and grows on them can. 

The Appalachian forests, in fact, do look different today than they did even one hundred years 

ago. When the white settlers from Europe arrived, they needed trees to build with and burn for 

fuel. They also needed to make space to grow food on their farms. Many of the old forests are 

gone because our ancestors logged them. We continue to log in some places today, although 

some forests are protected. Some specific types of trees have almost vanished because of disease 

or other problems. One hundred years ago, the American chestnut was a very common tree that 

helped form huge, beautiful forests. Then a disease called the chestnut blight struck and killed 

almost every one of them. I will tell you more about that later. 

Shortly after the spread of the chestnut blight, in 1932, a man named Benton McKaye 

first wrote about the idea of making a foot trail along the ridges of the Appalachian Mountains. 

The population of the eastern part of the U.S. was exploding at that time. McKaye thought that 

making a long, continuous trail within a protected corridor of woods would be a good way to 

preserve a little bit of nature for all those people to enjoy. With the help of many other people 

through the years, McKaye’s dream became a reality—the Appalachian Trail. 

Almost seventy years later, Brad dreamed about doing one of the longest hikes he could 

think of. He shared the dream with me, and we became two of the many people who want to 

enjoy the AT by hiking its entire length, a journey called a thru-hike. Brad and I always loved 

hiking. We especially liked to go backpacking, which means we would hike with packs on our 

backs to carry everything we needed to survive in the woods. But we had never been gone for 

more than a week at a time before. We knew that the AT might take five or six months to hike! 

A lot of people thought we were crazy. 

Of course, during our hike Brad and I did not really live off the land like true woodsmen 

and women. A thru-hiker is just as dependent on civilization as is everyone else. We did not 

hunt our own food. Instead, we went to towns near the trail about once a week to go to the 

grocery store and get more food. Or we stopped at the post office where we picked up packages 

of food that our parents shipped to us from home. Getting to these towns was always a 

challenge, since the one thing we didn’t have was a car. Sometimes the towns were close 

enough to walk to; sometimes we had to ask for rides from people who were passing by. 
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Nor did we cook our food over an open fire. Every once in a while, we built a fire just 

for fun, but making one every night would have been a waste of wood. If every hiker used wood 

for a fire, there would soon be no wood left in the forest! We did not want to damage the forests 

by taking all their wood or by accidentally starting a forest fire. So we carried a little stove and 

fuel with us, as well as a cooking pot and utensils. The fuel was something else that we had to 

get more of every time we went to town. And we did not build a shelter out of branches every 

night. Instead, we carried a trusty tent and slept in our sleeping bags almost every night. 

Camping in my tent was one of my favorite parts of the hike. But sometimes we took a break 

and got a motel room in one of the towns! One other town chore was doing our laundry. We 

just had a couple of lightweight shirts and pairs of pants, and so we had to do our best to keep 

them clean, not to mention ourselves! 

We met many people along the way. An interesting community exists around the AT. 

Most hikers on the trail are people who were out only for a few days or the afternoon. But we 

met many other hikers who were also trying to walk to Maine. We thru-hikers all got to know 

each other because we often camped or hiked together, or saw each other in town. Thru-hikers 

have a tradition of using nicknames, called trail names, while hiking. We usually never knew 

the real names of these other adventurers, just the names they wanted us to know. Some people 

choose the names themselves. Others earn their names during the hike, like “Little Steps,” a 

very short woman who took two steps for every one step of taller hikers. Brad decided to call 

himself “Brother He,” a nickname his family used to use for him when he was young. No one 

knows what it means. I chose “Corvidae.” That’s a bird word—the name of a group of certain 

types of birds that I'll tell you about in another chapter. 

There were also people who lived near the trail and helped take care of it by removing 

fallen trees or building new sections of trail. These people were usually members of clubs who 

were responsible for maintaining the AT. Each club has a stretch of trail—from ten miles to 

hundred of miles—that its members volunteer to keep up. The trail clubs also built small, 

wooden, three-sided shelters along the trail for hikers to sleep in. The shelters usually had water 

sources and outhouses near them too. But there was also a class of people who helped out hikers 

even if they didn’t belong to a club. Trail angels performed trail magic. Magic could be 

anything from leaving sodas in a cooler at a trailhead by a road to letting hikers camp in their  



back yards. A lot of people like making the world a better place by being generous to each other, 

and thru-hikers need a lot of generosity. We were always very grateful for a little trail magic. 

One important character in the story is Willow, our dog. Willow is a ninety-pound 

Chesapeake Bay retriever—a large, strong dog. We brought her on the hike because we knew 

she would be a wonderful companion and would enjoy being in the woods as much as we did. 

Willow carried her own pack with food too because we did not want her to eat animals like 

squirrels. She certainly tries to catch them, but if she had to rely on her hunting skills to eat, she 

would starve. Willow was a joy to us on the trail, but she also thought she needed to protect us 

from any strange person or creature. She barked at people she did not know, so we usually 

camped at night far away from other people so that she would not bother them. And sometimes 

she almost got herself into trouble, like when she chased a bear . . . but I'll get to that later! 

I knew our trip would be a challenge and that it would feel great to finish the whole thing. 

A lot of people try to thru-hike the AT just because they want to see if they can do it or because 

they are bored with going to work every day. I wanted to go because I really wanted to live in 

the woods for a while and get to know the plants and animals I would find there. I grew up with 

the mountains out my back door, first in Pennsylvania then in West Virginia, and I always loved 

the Appalachian forests. My family took lots of trips to mountain parks like Shenandoah 

National Park, and I loved those times and places. So I wanted to know what it felt like to climb 

way up into the mountains, to sleep under the stars or clouds every night, to hear nothing but the 

birds and wind in the trees all day. Even though the woods are different and maybe less majestic 

than they were hundreds of years ago, they are still beautiful and refreshing today. Many 

creatures still call them home. I wanted these woods to be my home too for the time it took us to 

hike through them. Day after day, Brad, Willow, and I walked for miles through these woods, 

seeing what we could see. Over time, we got to know the woods—the trees, the snakes, the 

wind, the water, the cute and furry creatures and the steep and rocky cliffs. These wild creatures 

and places were the reason I was hiking, and they are the reason I am telling you this story. 

In this chapter, I shared some of the aspects of a thru-hike that you might want to know 

more about, like how to backpack and what kind of people hike. However, for most of my story, 

I won’t talk much more about those things. The best place to get more information about those 

topics is from an organization called the Appalachian Trail Conference. The ATC oversees the 

bigger picture of the Appalachian Trail, and they publish all kinds of interesting and helpful 
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literature about the trail. Now, I invite you to join me in exploring the wild places and 

inhabitants of the AT! 

 



Chapter Two: Weather in the Southern Appalachians 

One of the first things a thru-hiker has to learn to deal with is the weather, which you 

can’t escape when you're outside all day and in a tent at night. Our first morning—March 5" 

greeted us with some unexpected weather for northern Georgia in winter. Imagine our surprise 

when it was about 75 degrees on our first day of hiking. Before we could even start the true AT 

on top of 3,782-foot Springer Mountain, we had to hike eight miles to the top! We groaned and 

sweated the whole way in the heat. Our packs were very heavy because we were carrying too 

much stuff in them. We would learn later what sorts of things we did not really need and could 

send home. There were people all over the place enjoying the unusually warm Saturday in the 

Georgia park that contains Springer, called Amicalola Falls State Park. Most of them were there 

to see the waterfalls for which the park is named; they were day-hikers, not backpackers like we 

were. So there were fewer people by the time we reached our first campsite, which was at the 

bottom of the climb up Springer Mountain. We got up early the next morning and reached the 

top as the sun was rising over the trees in the east. 

Brad and I decided to start our thru-hike in early March because we wanted to give 

ourselves plenty of time to hike the entire trail. Some hikers go very fast, hiking 18-22 miles a 

day, and can finish the whole trail in under four months. But we wanted to take our time and 

stretch our journey out over five or six months. And so we started in early March so we could 

finish by mid-September before the weather started getting cold and snowy in the north in 

Maine. By starting early, we also beat some of the crowds that usually start in late March or 

early April. However, since we were starting our hike in late winter, we knew that we might 

have to deal with some wintry weather. We had heard stories of hikers breaking trail through 

three feet of snow! I was not sure I was up to that, especially because my feet get so cold in the 

winter. But I was prepared to do my best in the snow we would surely find up high in the 

mountains. Besides, it would be beautiful. But this week in Georgia, it felt more like a summer 

day. 

After the first three days of warm hiking, when we wondered whether we would need our 

gloves and hats at all, the weather remembered that it was still winter. One week after we 

started, we camped on top of Tray Mountain, which was 56 miles north of Springer. That night 

was probably our coldest on the entire trail. When we woke up, the thermometer inside our tent 
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said 26 degrees, and the tent was usually at least 5 or 10 degrees warmer than outside. Usually, 

we let Willow sleep just outside the tent, often under an extended porch-like part of tent fabric 

called a vestibule. However, on this cold night, we actually brought her into the tent with us! 

She appreciated it, but she took up a lot of space. The small tent had only just enough space for 

Brad and me to sleep comfortably. With a huge dog inside with us, we were pretty cramped. 

But at least we stayed warm, until we had to get out of the tent, that is. 

When we peaked out of the tent, we saw that there was snow on the ground. Thrilled to 

see the snow, I climbed out of the tent for breakfast, and put on every piece of clothing I had, 

including my hat and gloves. But I had to take off the gloves to pack up my things, and my 

fingers were painfully numb as I stuffed my sleeping bag and other items into my backpack. 

Then as we started the day’s hike, the sun came out. The gray, lifeless scenery transformed into 

a glittery wonderland. A thick layer of hoarfrost (frozen dew) on the tree branches made them 

look like white feathers lining our path down the mountain. We followed the snow-dusted trail 

into the next valley, and the temperature climbed a bit as we dropped. Valleys are always 

warmer than the exposed mountain ridges. In fact, you can guess that for every thousand feet up 

a mountain you go, the temperature will drop about three to five degrees. But since we were 

hiking down, the temperature became more pleasant as we hiked. Since the day was warming up 

as well, the snow and hoarfrost disappeared. 

When we got to the bottom of the mountain, it just so happened there was a woman 

waiting at the trailhead (where the trail crosses a road) for some other hikers. She gave us a ride 

into a nearby town called Hiawassee. Even though we had only been walking the trail a week, it 

felt strange to ride in a car, almost like we had never done it before. That night, to celebrate our 

first week of hiking, and to take a break from the weird weather, we got a motel room in town. 

Later, a hiker friend of ours made fun of us for getting a room only one week into our trip. I had 

to remind her that I had never hiked for more than a week before, so I thought I had already 

earned a reward! 

That day on Tray Mountain was the most snow we saw during our whole hike, even 

though it was just a dusting. I think Brad was disappointed that he did not get to trudge through 

waist-deep snow, but I happily accepted our fate. Besides, Mother Nature made up for the lack 

of snow by giving us plenty of cold rain instead.  



Springtime in the Appalachians is a wet time. For many days in March and April, we 

were literally walking in a cloud. In mountainous areas on overcast days, you often cannot see 

the mountaintops because they are lost in low-hanging clouds. We had to hike in the mountains 

when they were shrouded like that. We walked for long distances through wet, drippy woods 

with fog all around us. Of course, that meant that we couldn’t see more than ten or twenty feet 

beyond our noses. On those days, we didn’t do much other than to put our heads down and 

watch as we put one foot in front of another. Of course, we still had to make sure to watch for 

the white blazes painted on trees every two hundred feet or so that marked the path of the trail. 

We both had Gore-tex rain jackets, which are supposed to be waterproof but still let your body 

“breathe” by letting perspiration evaporate. They did not work very well. They kept the rain out, 

but we were usually clammy underneath. Even though the temperature outside was cool, our 

bodies produced lots of heat while we walked, and all that heat and sweat were trapped inside 

our jackets. But we could not take them off because then we would get too cold. 

Fortunately, we did have a dependable, waterproof tent. One time, we passed a group of 

young school kids out on a field trip, and they eagerly asked us lots of questions about 

backpacking. My favorite was, “Is it hard putting your tent up in the rain?” My answer was that 

it was much harder taking it down in the rain! Brad was a master at putting up our little tent. He 

did it so well that it stayed dry inside even when it was raining. When it was nice out, we could 

use just the inner part of the tent, which was mostly mesh netting. But in the rain, we had to use 

the rain fly, a teal blue, waterproof piece of nylon that covered the mesh. Then we had a 

comfortable, dry place to listen to the drizzle outside. Rainy mornings were worse. We dreaded 

getting out of our shelter to eat breakfast and put everything away while we got wet. But again, 

Brad usually managed to fold up and stuff the tent into its sack without letting too much water 

inside the mesh netting. 

We were most thankful for out tent during thunderstorms. One night in Georgia, we were 

camped near a shelter on top of a ridge called Blue Mountain, not far from Tray Mountain. 

Every person who spends time in the outdoors should know that the most dangerous place to be 

during a thunderstorm is on a high, open spot with no trees. That’s because if lightning strikes 

down from the clouds to the Earth, it will find the highest point around to connect with. If you 

are out in a field on top of a hill or ridge, you are the highest point. Well, we were on a high 

spot, perhaps the highest point around. However, there were trees all around us that were much 
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taller than we were. We convinced ourselves that lightning would hit those trees before it hit us. 

Even though I knew we were probably safe, I was nervous anyway when the thunder started. 

After all, if a tree near us was struck, it could have caught on fire or fallen on us. Lightning 

started crashing all around above us, and the wind blew ferociously. Rain poured down. Our 

tent and we were really being tested to see if we could handle this backpacking business. We did 

just fine! Everything and everyone stayed dry and safe. 

Weather changes fast in the mountains, sometimes even in a matter of hours. The next 

day, the weather had calmed down, and we camped in an area that had many tall laurel bushes. 

The sky cleared over our tent, and the moon was almost full. It was so bright out that the moon 

created a shadow from the laurel branches and leaves over our tent that I could see while I was 

lying inside looking up. After the frightening thunderstorm, I felt we had earned a night of being 

cradled by the gentle laurel shadows and bright moonlight. 

The spring showers lasted for almost all of March and April. Backpacking in the rain for 

almost two months was indeed tough, but there were rewards. For one thing, we knew we could 

count on the springs and creeks to be running. We relied on those water sources for our drinking 

water. The water cycle connects precipitation (rain and snow) to rivers and lakes on the surface 

of the Earth and to groundwater beneath the surface. If there was plenty of rain, those water 

sources would be recharged, or filled up. We humans are part of the water cycle because we use 

water from the Earth that we then return back to it by dumping used or unused water onto the 

land or into rivers. That’s why we need to be careful that we don’t pollute our water sources too 

much, because eventually that pollution will come back to us. 

I never before felt so much a part of the water cycle as I did when I was thru-hiking. Not 

only did I get rained on, but I also had to take care of getting my own drinking water from the 

Earth’s supply without being able to turn on a faucet. One of my very favorite parts of 

backpacking is being able to drink fresh spring water, the kind that people pay a lot of money for 

to buy in bottles at stores. But another rule of the outdoors is that you can never drink water 

straight from a spring or a creek without somehow treating it first. Many of the water sources in 

the Appalachian Mountains have become contaminated with what we call microorganisms like 

bacteria and viruses, one form of pollution that humans introduced to the environment. These 

creatures can make you very sick, but you can’t look at water and tell whether or not it’s  



dangerous because they are much too small to see. Even water from the cleanest-looking springs 

could be a problem. 

Hikers can treat their water in different ways to make sure the microorganisms are killed 

before they drink the water. If I used spring or creek water for cooking, I would treat it by 

boiling it. But if we just wanted drinking water, boiling took too much time. Some AT hikers 

carried chemicals like iodine or chlorine with them to add to the water to kill the organisms. 

However, I did not like this method because it made the water taste funny. Why would I go to 

the woods and then drink water that tastes bad when I’m surrounded by mountain spring water? 

So Brad and I carried a water filter, a pump with a ceramic center that we had to force the water 

through. The tiny holes in the ceramic let water through but filtered out the bacteria and viruses, 

not to mention spider poop and dead leaves. We spent many hours during the course of our hike 

filtering water this way, but it was worth it. We never got sick, and we had good-tasting water! 

Of course, we were not the only beings in the woods that needed water. As I walked in 

endless rain, I reminded myself over and over again that if it were not for the wet mountain 

weather, we would not have the eastern woods that we do. The Appalachian Mountains are 

known for their striking diversity of plant and animal species, all of which depend on a reliable 

amount of annual precipitation. IfI valued this biodiversity and wanted to learn about it by 

walking the AT, I had to accept the wet weather. The rainfall, along with the relatively warm 

climate, is what makes the Appalachian woods a temperate forest. Other places in the country, 

like the Great Plains or the Rocky Mountains, are much drier and so have less diversity of life. 

On the other hand, places like the tropical rain forests are both wetter and warmer and so host 

even more types of plants and animals. These places and their creatures are all fascinating, but I 

wanted to hike the Appalachian Trail to witness the biodiversity of my homeland up close and 

personal. And now I want to share with you what I saw. 

 



Chapter Three: The Plants of Winter and Spring 

After we spent the first few weeks on the Appalachian Trail getting used to hiking every 

day and living in the weather without a warm, dry house to return home to at the end of the day, I 

could start paying attention to what I was seeing around me. Even though there was very little 

snow, it was definitely still winter. For one thing, the length of daylight was short. There was 

not much for us to do in the woods after it got dark. We had little flashlights that we sometimes 

used to read or play games, but we wanted to save the batteries for emergencies. So we went to 

sleep early in the evenings. The animals and plants knew it was still winter too. We did not see 

many critters during this early part of our hike. Most of the trees and shrubs were bare of leaves, 

and many animals were still burrowed in warm dens under the leaves or, in the case of birds, had 

not yet arrived from their winter homes farther south. At this time of year, there is just not much 

going on in the woods. This quiet time of winter is characteristic of a temperate forest. 

However, the woods do keep some signs of life in winter. The brown winter forest that 

we wound through on the trail had hidden green groves of evergreen tree and shrubs. 

Evergreens can keep their leaves all winter because they have special adaptations to keep the 

leaves from freezing. Normally, if a cell of any living creature, including humans, freezes, the 

ice crystals inside the cell will kill it. If I hadn’t worn gloves on the coldest days on the trail, my 

finger cells may have been killed that way. That is what happens when we get frostbite. Most 

trees deal with this threat by dropping their leaves for the winter and growing them back again in 

the spring. But evergreen plants have a way of removing most of the water from the cells of 

their leaves during the cold months so that the leaves can stay on the plants without freezing. 

Pine trees or other “Christmas” trees are perfect examples of evergreens. But evergreens 

are not always trees with needles. One of the most common evergreens in the Appalachians is 

actually a bush—the rhododendron. The rhododendron, along with another evergreen that is a 

tree—the eastern hemlock—are two of my all-time favorite Appalachian plants. Many states in 

the Appalachian region have the hemlock as their state tree and the rhododendron (or its close 

relative—the mountain laurel) as their state flower. They frequently grow together in the deep 

woods, and some of our best campsites were on beds of soft hemlock needles amidst tangled 

rhododendron bushes.  



Most people recognize rhododendrons because they are used as ornamental plants in 

people’s yards all over the country. They have big, broad leaves of the deepest green. When 

they bloom in early summer, they get covered with huge, poofy, pinkish-purple flowers, each in 

the middle of a clump of leaves. In the wild, they grow together in rhododendron thickets. 

Although they are not trees, they can grow to be very tall, at least twice my own height of five 

feet and eleven inches. Along the trail they sometimes grew high on both sides, forming a 

rhododendron tunnel over the trail, a sort of magical, secretive path through the woods. 

Rhododendrons would be almost impossible to walk through without a path. 

Rhododendrons usually grow together with hemlocks along streams or in other wet 

places. The hemlock especially must have moist soil to live in, especially as a young sapling just 

getting started in life. As an adult, its soft green needles with a silver stripe on the bottom fan 

out over the trail like ferns in the air. Tiny cones hang delicately underneath the branches. Since 

hemlocks, like pines, have cones, they are called coniferous trees. 1 loved seeing these stately 

trees and shrubs together in thick green stands because for me, they represent Appalachian 

forests. The hemlock was a popular tree cut by loggers in the early 1900’s, when much of the 

eastern woods were logged. However, there are some places where hemlocks have been growing 

untouched for hundreds of years, and these ancient trees are massive, reaching far up into the 

forest canopy. Sadly, a different threat plagues the hemlocks today. Along the AT, we saw 

many hemlocks with a fuzzy white coating on the stems of the smaller branches. Inside the 

white fuzz lived a destructive insect called the hemlock wooly adelgid, an invasive insect that 

can kill hemlocks. 

Invasive refers to a creature or plant that did not originally live in an area but that was 

somehow brought to the area and now flourishes there. On the other hand, native species are 

ones that evolved in the place where they are living. Invasive species are usually a big problem 

because there are no native animals that eat them and so their population gets too high. The web 

of life is a complex network of relationships between plants and animals in the same place 

together. Organisms and the place they live in are together called an ecosystem. Relationships 

within an ecosystem are finely balanced because they took thousands of years to evolve to be the 

way they are now. For instance, hemlocks and rhododendrons live where they do today because 

they have a certain set of requirements for life. There are many native organisms that feed on  



these plants, but the balance is just right so that even if a few plants die, the whole population 

goes on living. 

Invasive species, since they did not live here when the hemlocks and rhododendrons were 

working out this complex system, are not subject to natural controls like animals that eat them, 

and so they spread wildly, often killing off native species. The wooly adelgid attacking the 

hemlocks was accidentally brought from Asia here to the United States, probably on cargo ships. 

They are called wooly because of the white substance that these tiny black insects build up a 

around themselves. A whole hemlock branch infested with the bug can be covered along the 

stem with this wooly fuzz. An adelgid feeds on a plant by sucking juices from the stems. The 

hemlock wooly adelgid is slowly killing off millions of hemlocks throughout the Appalachian 

Mountains by doing just that. No one knows for sure how to save the hemlock. Researchers are 

trying different techniques, from spraying chemicals called pesticides to finding and using other 

insects that will eat the adelgid. Nothing seems to be working very well yet. I hope something 

is found soon, because I will badly miss the hemlocks if they all die off. 

Even though evergreens like hemlocks and rhododendrons were the only hints of green 

life we saw for the first weeks of the hike, spring was coming. We started seeing the first signs 

of spring popping out of the ground by late March. One of the great events of the eastern 

woodlands is spring wildflower season. We all hear that “April showers bring May flowers,” but 

in the southern Appalachian Mountains, flowers come earlier than that. They have to make sure 

they come out before the leaves come out on the trees for one important reason—sunlight. 

Wildflowers need lots of sunlight to grow and bloom. However, once the trees get their leaves, 

the forest floor is in shade for the rest of the summer. 

Seeing these new wildflowers excited me because I was starting to get bored with the 

mostly lifeless winter woods. When the flowers sprouted, I bought a book that I could use to 

identify them. The book’s brilliant photos captured the beauty of the flowers and told interesting 

stories about them. Some flowers have names that tell a lot about the plant. For instance, one of 

the earliest blossoms we saw was called bloodroot. Not surprisingly, the root of this white 

flower was reddish like blood. Galax, another common plant, did not have a distinctive name 

like bloodroot but made up for it in its smell. In some places, it covered the ground with its 

shiny purplish leaves, but sometimes I could smell it before I saw it. Some people say it smells 

like skunk. I liked the smell, but it sure was not sweet like a rose!  



Probably one of my favorite early flowers was a little one called spring beauty. The 

name says it all in this case. Each little flower had tiny white blossoms with delicate pink veins 

on the petals. By itself, it was not a very showy flower, but single spring beauties were 

nonexistent. They grew in huge areas together, covering the forest floor for hundreds of feet 

along the AT. In some places, they almost looked like snow. I thought that they looked as 

though God had dumped a giant salt shaker on the mountainsides. 

As the spring went on, we saw more and more interesting flowers, some I had never 

heard of before. My book also told me if the plant was useful in some way. Native Americans 

and early white settlers often had a variety of uses for wildflowers, whether for medicine or just 

for eating. One plant that is still popular for eating is called a ramp, a sort of wild onion. Some 

areas in the southern Appalachian Mountains have ramp festivals in the spring when people go 

out into the woods to collect them and then bring them back to make yummy food with them. I 

tried ramps once or twice, but I did not want to take too many from the woods for fear that none 

would grow along the AT again if hikers took them all. 

Eventually, the trees started catching up with the wildflowers. Even though there are 

some evergreens like hemlocks in the Appalachians, the typical tree of the temperate forest is a 

deciduous tree, the kind that loses its leaves in the winter. Deciduous trees must grow their 

leaves back in the spring. Obviously, trees are much bigger plants than tiny little wildflowers. 

They take a longer time to grow and a longer time to wake up in the spring. Since they need 

more nutrients and water, they have to be sure conditions are right before they start spreading 

their leaves to the spring sun. Think about what it must feel like for a tree, after sleeping in the 

woods for months through the cold winter, to finally stretch out leaves and grow. It must be like 

slowly waking up in bed on a sunny Saturday morning, yawning groggily, stomach growling. Of 

course, instead of opening a box of cereal, a tree has to collect sunlight with its leaves, nutrients 

and water with its roots, and then go through the process called photosynthesis to make food for 

itself. And then trees must also produce flowers, just like the wildflowers on the ground, so that 

the flowers can be pollinated and turned into seeds. The seeds then go on to feed all kinds of 

different animals. The few that do not get eaten may fall on a perfect spot to grow into a new 

tree, but only if no animals eat the baby tree. It is a tough life for a tree! 

As we hiked, we were glad to see the mountainsides starting to turn green and the flowers 

blooming because we knew then that warmer weather was ahead. Even though I like being in 
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the woods any time of year, backpacking is most entertaining in the warmer months for lots of 

reasons. But before we would really start seeing the coming of late spring and early summer, we 

had to hike through the Great Smoky Mountains in North Carolina and Tennessee. 

 



Chapter Four: The Great Smoky Mountains 

The Great Smoky Mountains—the very name is majestic and formidable as well as 

mysterious and enticing. Brad and I got more and more excited as we got closer to them. We 

watched on our maps and in our guidebook as the miles between us and the Smokies slipped 

away. What are the Great Smoky Mountains? The Great Smokies are now a national park on 

the border of North Carolina and Tennessee, in fact the most-visited national park in the entire 

country. But they are much more than just a place for people to visit on their vacations. 

Compared with their long, ancient history, they have been a park for only a brief moment of 

time. 

These mountains called to Brad and me as we hiked north on the trail, beckoning us to 

reach their heights. Both of us had visited and hiked in the park before, and we both loved it. 

For many hikers, the Great Smokies are a high point of the trail, both literally and figuratively. 

As a thru-hiker, you know you are in good shape physically and mentally if you reach and then 

cross through the Smokies successfully. It took us about three weeks to cover the 160 miles 

between Springer Mountain and the Smokies. During that time, many adventurous souls who 

had started out as thru-hikers had already dropped off the trail. 

Many people who start hiking the AT do not really know what it will be like. There are 

many hardships of hiking, not all of which I have mentioned. If you can manage to put up with 

the cold, wet weather, there are many other challenges as well. Carrying a heavy pack for 10 or 

more miles a day is hard work. Then at the end of the day, some people do not like to have to 

sleep in a tent on the ground. Of course, a hiker does not always have to sleep in a tent. Hiking 

clubs have built three-sided wooden shelters along the AT spaced about 8 to 12 miles apart. 

Many thru-hikers simply unroll their sleeping pads and bags in these shelters and do not bother 

setting up tents. Brad and I did not really like the shelters because we thought they were 

uncomfortable. Also, we liked to keep Willow away from people so she would not bother them. 

The three of us were hiking together as a family, and so we liked the privacy of out tent as well. 

Brad, Willow and I were still doing well, and we were thoroughly enjoying ourselves. 

We were also meeting interesting people along the way who were helping us out. Before 

we entered the Smoky Mountains, we spent two nights at a hotel called the Hike Inn, owned by a 

couple named Jeff and Nancy. In April and June, most of their guests are thru-hikers. They help 
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hikers by doing laundry and driving them to town to run errands, like buying more food. Jeff 

even took Brad “rock hunting” to look for arrowheads. Brad liked to learn about the history of 

the Native American peoples who had lived in the Smokies area—the Cherokees—some of 

whom still live on a reservation outside the park. After Jeff showed him some rock hunting tips, 

he later found some ancient arrowheads lying in the dirt along the trail. I was especially 

interested in all the different ways that the Cherokees used plants in the Smokies for food or 

medicines as well as for shelters or clothing, and I borrowed a flower guide from Jeff and Nancy 

to read up on them before we entered the park. The Hike Inn was a good place to relax with 

other hikers. We met an experienced thru-hiker there who gave us many tips about long-distance 

backpacking. He had hiked the whole AT before twice, and had also hiked two other long- 

distance trails in the U.S. After this break with good company, we were ready to begin our stint 

in the Smokies. 

Since the Smokies are so popular, there are many rules for their use in order to minimize 

the impact that people can have on the delicate ecosystem. Most people who go to the park 

usually just drive on the roads, but a large number like to hike and camp on the many trails 

throughout the park, including the Appalachian Trail. The park managers issue permits to 

backpackers in order to control the numbers. Even with this safeguard, some of the trails are 

very eroded, which means that much of the soil has been washed away because all of the roots 

that usually hold the soil in place were removed to make the trail. 

Sadly for us, one of the other rules is that no dogs are allowed in the backcountry, which 

refers to any part of the park that you cannot get to by road. Poor Willow, who had been such a 

faithful hiker from the beginning, had to go live at a kennel for the five days it would take us to 

get through the park. As it turned out, this would be a good rest for her. She had lost some 

weight, and the kennel owner fed her so well that when we saw her again we thought she looked 

like a fat little pig! The kennel owner recommended some high-energy food to replace the 

regular dog food we had been feeding her. He gave us many other tips as well. Regardless, we 

were sad to be parted from her. 

On March 24, we entered the park by crossing a huge dam over the Little Tennessee 

River that creates a lake called Fontana Lake on the southern border of the park. Then we started 

climbing, up and up and up. Near the top of our first climb was an old, shaky fire tower called 

Shuckstack. No one uses the tower anymore to actually look for fires, except maybe hikers. 
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Now park and forest managers use modern technology like satellites to watch for fires, and many 

old fire towers have been turned into tourist destinations. From the top of Shuckstack, we 

watched as a butterfly drifted about in the sun in front of a backdrop of the folded mountains all 

around and Fontana Lake far below. I could easily imagine those continent-crashing times when 

the mountains were formed. The Smokies are impressive now, but they must be nothing like 

what was at this spot three hundred million years ago. 

The Smokies are a complex of folded mountains and valleys with one of the most diverse 

ecosystems on the continent. They also contain some of the highest peaks in the Southern 

Appalachians. They rest in the heart of the southern Blue Ridge Mountains, a mini-mountain 

chain within the Appalachians. There are several of these smaller mountain systems within the 

Appalachians. Each has its own typical look depending on how the mountains were shaped and 

on what kinds of rocks form them. The Blue Ridge Mountains are composed of very old, 

weathered rock that was actually pushed up over some of the rock lying to the west of it during 

one period when the North American continent was being bumped by the African continent. The 

folds and ripples of the Smokies are characteristic of the Blue Ridge. 

These rugged Smokies hide all kinds of organisms within their folds. Many of them 

arrived here during the last ice age. One of the biggest influences on Appalachian ecology has 

been glaciers. Every time there was an ice age, large sheets of snow packed into ice and moved 

down from the north to cover huge areas of the eastern U.S. When this happened, many plants 

and animals were pushed south. Since the Smokies were the some of the highest mountains 

around and therefore cooler than other places, many cold-loving plants and animals wound up in 

these mountains. When the glaciers retreated, the diversity remained. In addition, because the 

Smokies are so mountainous, with many little and big valleys here and there, there is a diversity 

of places for animals and plants to live, places called habitats. A plant or animal can become a 

specialist in its own habitat. For instance, the Smoky Mountains are well-known for their variety 

of salamanders. Salamanders like cool, moist places to live, and the Smokies have lots of those 

kinds of places. But the Smokies also can be very warm and humid, especially in the lower 

valleys where a large variety of trees take advantage of the favorable climate. 

Of course, the whole point of the Appalachian Trail is to stay up high in the mountains. 

We did not see quite all the diversity of places in the Smokies because we were on the ridge most 

of the time and because it was still winter. In fact, the highest mountain along the entire AT is in 

Henry, 23  



the Smokies. This famous mountain is called Clingman’s Dome. It is 6,643 feet high. We were 

lucky enough to have a clear day with a marvelous view from the dome. Unfortunately, during 

the summer, even on sunny days, the view from Clingman’s is not as nice as it could be. Air 

pollution from cities on the East coast has reduced visibility throughout the Appalachians and is 

especially noticeable from viewpoints like Clingman’s. A yellowish haze hangs low in the 

eastern sky and prevents you from seeing far into the distance. 

Pollution does not only affect the view. It can have harmful effects on plants and animals 

as well. In fact, on Clingman’s, we could see some of those effects. Many of the trees on top 

were dead. Instead of providing a lush green cover on top of the dome, they stood like skeletons 

in the haze. The reduced air quality probably weakened these trees, which depend on pure air 

just like we do. Just as we can be affected by breathing problems like asthma from poor air 

quality, trees can be sickened as well. In addition to pollution, some of these trees are also being 

attacked by an insect closely related to the hemlock wooly adelgid. In this case, the trees are 

Fraser firs, and the insect is called the balsam wooly adelgid. But it sucks plant juices just like 

its cousin and kills the weakened trees. Along many sections of trail in this type of forest, we 

spent hours climbing over and around dead trees fallen down in the trail. Trees knocked over by 

strong wind are called blowdown, and trail maintainers have to work hard to keep the trail clear 

of them. Since we went through the Smokies early in the spring, some sections of trail had not 

been cleared of blowdown yet after the winter storms. The tree skeletons made me very sad. 

Many animals like to use dead trees for homes or for food, but there are too many dead trees in 

the Smokies. 

The death of the Fraser firs is especially sad because they are a unique part of the 

Smokies ecosystem. Together with the red spruce, they make up a special kind of plant 

community in the Southern Appalachians—the spruce-fir forest. This collection of organisms 

that share the same habitat is found on the tops of the highest mountains. These coniferous trees 

need cool weather year-round to survive. In fact, they are closely related to trees like the balsam 

fir and the white spruce that live much farther north. Indeed, the tops of the Smoky Mountains 

are more like forests in Maine than they are like the forests just a few miles away in the valleys 

of the Smokies. Whereas there are only a few types of trees that like really cold winters, there 

are many, many trees that love the warm, humid climate of the Smokies’ valleys. Unfortunately, 

we did not see as many of those trees because we were up high most of the time!  



Sometimes on the high Smokies ridges, instead of spruce-fir forests, we would see 

another type of southern Appalachian plant community—a bald. Balds are areas without any 

trees at all, like big meadows on top of mountains. We reached one such bald called Rocky Top 

just before Clingman’s Dome on the AT. We chose a rock in the midst of the sunny expanse of 

grass and boulders and sat a while to eat lunch and look at the surrounding views of the Great 

Smokies National Park. The balds have been there for many years, but no one is sure how they 

got there in the first place. In most places where meadows are allowed to grow wild, small trees 

will replace the grasses and flowers in a process called succession, until eventually a whole 

forest covers what was once open fields. Much of the Smokies forests are in various stages of 

succession because over a hundred years ago, there were many little farms or logging operations 

that removed all the trees. The trees have come back, finally, in most places, but not in the balds. 

Possibly, the balds were originally created by the Cherokees who lived there before white 

people. But whether or not the balds were natural originally, the National Park Service must 

maintain them now, or they would turn into forests again. 

Our last day of hiking in the Smokies was one of our best yet. It was a long day—our 

first 20-mile hike. The morning started out cold and crisp, with a sweet sunrise. We were awake 

in time to watch as the orange glow on the horizon opened up into layers of colors over the 

mountains, mimicking the folds of the ridges. Early in our hike, we were greeted with a feisty 

snow squall at a rocky outcropping called Charlie’s Bunion. Snow was blowing straight up the 

mountainside into my face! Then the wind cleared the clouds out of the sky and it got bright and 

sunny. After a last overlook of the Smokies from another old fire tower at the other end of the 

park called Cammerer, we began a slow descent off the ridge into a valley at the edge of the 

park. I remember walking through many rhododendron tunnels on that last day in the Smokies. 

We were exhausted by the time we reached the last shelter for the night. But we had a big day 

ahead of us—we would get Willow back! 

 



Chapter Five: Virginia Ridges 

Once we left the Great Smokies, we had hiked about 235 miles from our start on Springer 

Mountain. We had about 220 miles to go to the next big milestone—the Virginia border. We 

left the Smokies and collected Willow from her boarder on March 29th. We had just enough 

cash on us to stop and eat at a place called Mountain Momma’s, a grungy commercial 

campground with a small store and grill. We did not have enough money for both food and a 

shower, and so we opted for food. Any thru-hiker will tell you that food rates higher on the list 

of town necessities than a shower or clean bed. Of course, Brad and I did our fair share of 

arguing about how we would spend our money in town. Mountain Momma’s was no exception. 

During our hike out of the Smokies, Brad was daydreaming about a big, juicy burger. I craved 

fried food, but I did not (and still do not) eat most kinds of meat. Many people think hikers 

cannot possibly keep from eating meat on a thru-hike because their bodies will crave it. While I 

did sometimes add canned tuna to our meals, I never felt the need to eat beef or chicken. Indeed, 

since many of our meals consisted of rice or pasta and beans, my diet did not change much on 

the trail. It just lacked fresh fruits and vegetables. 

When we set off on the hike again, we were following the trail along the North 

Carolina/Tennessee border. Then, on April first, in Hot Springs, North Carolina, we found out 

there had been a death in my family. After many hours of thought, we decided that we would 

both take time off the trail to be with my family during the funeral in Pennsylvania. It was a 

strange experience to rent a car and drive north, covering easily in a day the many miles that 

would take us months to hike along the trail. 

When we returned to Hot Springs eight days later, things had changed. The weather was 

obviously warmer and more leaves were on the trees. Different wildflowers were blooming. But 

otherwise, it was as though we had never left, and we were just as committed as ever to 

continuing our hike. About two weeks later, we reached Virginia. The time in between was 

definitely a time of transition. Not only was spring truly arriving, but the whole look of the 

Appalachian Trail was soon going to change. Shortly after we crossed into Virginia, we would 

leave the southern Appalachian Mountains behind and enter the central Appalachians. 

As far as the AT is concerned, the switch between the southern and central Appalachians 

happens when the trail leaves the rugged Blue Ridge Mountains in the south and enters into the 

Henry, 26  



area of the Appalachians called the ridge-and-valley province. While we hiked between Hot 

Springs and southern Virginia, we had a few last hurrahs of the southern Blue Ridge before 

crossing into the long ridges of the ridge-and-valley. One of these high peaks was Roan 

Mountain in Tennessee, a breathtaking spot—both because of the view and the stormy, windy 

weather—where we could see the ruins of an old hotel called Cloudland on top of the mountain. 

We ate our lunch near the ruins, and then continued on down the trail on the other side. After the 

actual peak, we had ahead of us the Roan Highlands, a series of rolling peaks with balds on the 

tops, offering wonderful views. At the first bald, we turned around to look at Roan Mountain 

behind us. Even though it had been partly sunny while we were there, the mountain was rapidly 

disappearing in a menacing storm cloud moving right towards us! We turned back around and 

started really pushing for the next shelter, which was under the cover of some trees. We didn’t 

so much mind getting wet, but one of the most dangerous places to be during a thunderstorm is 

on one of those exposed balds. Just as we reached the trees, the rain broke over us. We almost 

ran the last mile to the shelter, where a few other hikers we knew greeted us and invited us to 

share the shelter with them so we wouldn’t have to set up the tent in the rain. The next day we 

walked through clouds and saw no more views from the sweeping balds. 

Shortly after, we descended into a cozy valley in which rested the Watauga Lake. We 

stayed at a friendly hostel—a kind of hotel for hikers—called Kincora, and then hiked through 

the Laurel Creek Gorge and saw some impressive waterfalls. The southern Blue Ridge is known 

for its waterfalls as well, because rugged mountains produce steep drops for water. But after the 

gorge, we were treated to the kind of hiking that is more common of the gentler ridge-and-valley 

to the north. For the last three days of hiking in Tennessee, before entering Virginia and the 

town of Damascus, we walked along a long, straight ridge called Iron Mountain. It was so long 

and straight that it made for boring hiking! It didn’t help that the weather was foggy again and 

so I had nothing new to look at either. 

The reason the Blue Ridge and the ridge-and-valley are so unlike one another is because 

they were formed in different ways. Remember that the Appalachians were fashioned from a 

series of events when continents pressed into each other, and then the mountains have been 

eroded over millions of years. Well, the Blue Ridge Mountains are extremely old rock—600 

million years old, while the ridge-and-valley mountains are younger rock—420 million years 

old. The varying types of rock and methods of formation have created the rugged folds in the 

Henry, 27  



Blue Ridge and long ridges of the ridge-and-valley. The long ridges are formed from layers of 

sandstone, which is a harder kind of rock than the limestone in the valleys. Since it is harder, it 

does not erode as quickly, and so the sandstone layers formed mountains and the limestone 

eroded away into valleys. 

We descended off of Iron Mountain into Virginia on April 22™. Almost immediately, we 

entered the town of Damascus, one of the best-known and most popular towns on the AT. In 

Damascus, the trail goes right through the town on the sidewalks, and a big celebration called 

Trail Days is held there every spring in honor of long distance Appalachian Trail hikers. We 

would not be there for Trail Days; nevertheless, we were excited to arrive at this symbolic 

milestone, which was almost a quarter of our hike accomplished. 

Before we completed the transition into the central Appalachians, we had one more big 

peak to climb, the highest mountain in the huge state of Virginia—Mount Rogers. Two days out 

of Damascus, after we took a day off for a break in town, we were at Mount Rogers. The AT 

doesn’t go right over top of this mountain, so Brad and Willow and I took a side trail up to the 

peak. This would be the last time we saw the cold-loving spruce-fir type of forest until we got to 

the true northern forests in New England. The trees blanketed the top of Mt. Rogers. It was a 

calm day, and the woods were very quiet, except for a lone wren singing at the peak. Even 

though it was sunny and warm, there were still patches of snow hidden in the deep, cool shade of 

the evergreen trees. In comparison with the sunny, open woods and meadows all around, the 

little patch of spruce-fir felt surreal. 

Now that we were in Virginia, we were starting to notice that not only were the 

mountains different, the woods didn’t seem quite as wild as they were in North Carolina and 

Tennessee. The land around the trail was being used for different purposes. The Appalachian 

Trail itself is a national park. The trail and a thin strip of land on both sides, called a corridor, 

are owned and preserved by the federal government. However, in some places the amount of 

wild lands and forests extending out from the trail corridor is much greater than others, 

especially in the south. Most of the southern portion of the AT goes through other, larger 

national parks or national forests, like the Great Smoky Mountains and the forests around it. 

Many of these areas have been declared official wilderness by the government, which means that 

no machinery of any kind can be used and no significant structures or roads may be built 

anywhere in that area. Even the people who work to keep the trail clear of trees and brush must 
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use hand saws and axes instead of chainsaws. Therefore, much of the southern AT has a wilder 

feel than most of the trail in the central Appalachians. 

Because the mountains were actually starting to get smaller and less rugged in Virginia, 

they were more accessible to farmers and farm animals. For instance, consider some of the first 

animals we saw in Virginia. As we descended from Mount Rogers, we were surprised to be 

greeted by a wild pony in the middle of the trail. Another couple was actually getting close 

enough to touch the brown and white animal the size of a small horse. Where did this pony 

come from? It turned out that in the Mount Rogers National Recreation Area and in the 

neighboring state park called Grayson Highlands, herds of ponies are allowed to roam free in the 

mountains and forests. They find plenty of food on their own and help keep many open areas of 

pastures in the highlands. We had a wonderful day of walking in sunny pastures among brown, 

white and black ponies, which we figured must have once belonged to a farm. The ponies were 

now feral, which means that even though they had once been domestic farm animals, they now 

lived on their own in the wild. 

About two weeks later, we had another encounter with feral animals. Fortunately, we 

were warned, so we weren’t totally shocked when three goats ran up to us on top of a rocky 

ridge. These were no mountain goats, which live out west. They were regular old farm goats, 

but there were no farms on top of the mountain. Maybe they had escaped from one down below. 

But now they were so comfortable in the mountains that they knew when hikers were coming 

because they could hear the click of their walking poles on the rocks. They liked hikers because 

we gave them something they couldn’t get anywhere else—salt. But we didn’t just hand them a 

salt shaker—they licked the salt right off of our sweaty legs and arms, ignoring Willow, whom 

we were holding tightly. Now that is a smart creature! 

Besides these unusual feral animals, we started seeing more and more signs of 

civilization instead of wilderness. One of the most challenging to deal with was cow pastures. 

You might not think of cows as part of civilization, but they are certainly not native wildlife. 

You also may be surprised to know that there were cows on the AT. In some places, farmers are 

allowed to use the land in the AT corridor as long as they still let hikers use the trail. Farmers 

never bothered us, but their cows did. When we crossed their pastures, avoiding their piles of 

manure required constant attention from all of us.  



Willow had the hardest time with the cows. She had never seen so many cows at one time 

before, and she was definitely confused about whether she should try to chase them or run away 

from them. In addition, all the pastures were enclosed with barbed wire fences. For us to cross 

the fences, we had to climb what looked like wooden step ladders, called stiles, to get over the 

fences and down the other side. It was hard enough for Brad and me to get ourselves and our 

packs over without toppling off, but imagine Willow trying to climb a step ladder! Usually, we 

had to take her pack off entirely and carry it over for her. Sometimes, we had to carry her too. 

But often, we could just pull up the wire fence to let her walk under and avoid the stile 

altogether. 

As we entered the central Appalachians, we were also crossing more roads as we hiked. 

The roads were a mixed blessing, because they detracted from the feeling of wilderness, but they 

also allowed us to go to towns easily for food and showers and all of those other town luxuries. 

But Brad and Willow and I enjoyed the woods more. We tended to argue in town more than on 

the trail. When we occasionally found a motel to stay in, he just wanted a bathtub and a TV, 

whereas I preferred to go out for a nice meal with wine somewhere. We also had to worry about 

Willow since we couldn’t take her in stores and laundromats with us. So, I missed the forest and 

mountains of North Carolina and Tennessee, but Virginia had other perks waiting for us. After a 

couple of weeks in the ridge-and-valley system of southwestern Virginia, we crossed back into 

the Blue Ridge. This time, though, we would be following the spine of the northern Blue Ridge 

Mountains, which are not as rugged as in the south and even have some long ridges. For much 

of the trail, we would be paralleling the famous Blue Ridge Parkway, a scenic road that winds 

through the mountains. I preferred seeing the mountains and their secrets while hiking on foot. 

 



Chapter Six: The Beasts of a Virginia Summer 

When we entered Virginia near the beginning of May, creatures were starting to wake up 

and enliven the woods after their long winter dormancy or absence. Trees were beginning to put 

on their green summer cloaks. The spring green colored the valleys first, where it was warmer, 

and then slowly moved up the mountainsides. As we walked up and down mountains, we were 

constantly moving forward and backward in time, hiking forward into summer as we dropped 

into lush valleys and then backwards into winter when we returned to the brown, naked forests 

on top. 

Virginia is the state with the longest section of the AT running through it, and it has a lot 

of wildlife, especially along the Blue Ridge Parkway and in Shenandoah National Park, where 

wildlife habitat is protected. The forests are not logged in national parks, and hunting is not 

allowed. Shenandoah is in the northern part of the state, so we had a couple of weeks of hiking 

in central Virginia before we reached it. But the further north we got and the warmer the 

weather became, the more animals we were seeing. Do you want to hear about the most 

exciting animal first, or save that till the end? Let me guess—you want to hear about the snakes 

and bears, just like everyone else. Then I'll start with the animal that thrilled me the most. 

On May 26, I wrote the following in my journal about an incident that happened in an 

area called the Three Ridges in central Virginia: 

“We had just started descending the other side of the peak, when a single female 

southbound hiker appeared on the trail. She stepped aside, to our right, to let us pass, when the 

most amazing buzzing sound started at her feet. For a split second, as we all stood there, 

stunned, I thought it was an insect. (Brad said he thought it was the woman at first!) Then it 

quickly dawned on me, and on her, apparently, as she quickly jumped to the other side of the 

trail— A RATTLESNAKE! It was just a foot or two from the trail, not coiled, facing the trail, 

rattling away. It was very dark, and thick, but probably just under three feet long. For the most 

part, it was pretty mellow, just watching us, smelling us, and rattling. Willow stayed surprisingly 

calm too. Maybe she also thought it was an insect, because although I never let go of her, she 

showed little interest in approaching. It even stopped rattling for a while. Brad took several 

photos, but of course didn’t get close enough to really get a full frame of snake. We only hung 

out there a few minutes, not wanting to disturb it too much. The woman said there was a bunch 

Henry, 31  



of girls hiking behind her, so we marked the spot with a rock cairn (pile) and warned them when 

we saw them a few minutes later. It was probably gone when they got there anyway.” 

First of all, it’s important to understand that not all snakes are poisonous. In the 

Appalachian woods, there are only two kinds of poisonous snakes—copperheads and 

rattlesnakes. We saw lots and lots of snakes that would never hurt us, like black snakes and 

garter snakes. I was not scared of them. Snakes, like all other animals, just mind their own 

business, trying to find food and a warm place to sun themselves. They need to warm up in the 

sun because they are cold blooded, which means that they can’t keep their own blood warm by 

themselves like humans and other mammals can. So snakes and other reptiles stay under leaves 

and logs during the winter when there is no way for them to get warm. 

That being said, I was nervous about the poisonous snakes, especially since I was hiking 

in sandals. I didn’t need boots to give my feet support like many people do, but I was worried 

about how easy it would be for a snake to strike my bare ankles if I stepped too close to it, or— 

even worse—on it! But seeing the timber rattler set my mind at ease. It convinced me that 

snakes are more alert than I am and don’t actually want to bite me. The rattlesnake showed how 

useful its rattle is to warn people not to get too close. Besides some people catching snakes in 

Pennsylvania, that was the only poisonous snake we saw. 

I was even less worried about bears. Bears are shy creatures, and seeing one is a treat, 

especially in the part of the country where people have eliminated many kinds of large mammals. 

When white people were first settling these woods, they decided they didn’t want to share their 

homes with what they thought were dangerous creatures like wolves, so they killed every one 

they saw until there were none left. Some other kinds of animals were not dangerous, like elk, 

but they were good to eat, and so people managed to over-hunt them and wipe out entire 

populations of these animals. Black bears have managed to survive all of these threats. In 

national parks like the Great Smoky Mountains and in Shenandoah, their populations are actually 

thriving. 

Like snakes, bears stay in dens during the winter, but mostly because there is no food for 

them, not because they are cold. Animals that truly hibernate reduce their heart rate and fall into 

a deep kind of sleep almost like unconsciousness. Many small mammals like groundhogs 

hibernate. Many people believe that bears do as well, but in fact their winter sleep is light and 

they can wake up very quickly if disturbed. Sometimes a bear may even come out for food 
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during a warm winter spell. But most of them start coming out for good in April, when plants 

are growing and providing food. We saw most of our bears in Shenandoah, most of which 

dashed away into the woods as fleeting black blobs before we could even get a good look at 

them. Our best bear encounters happened sort of like in the following description. 

Imagine yourself walking along a narrow, forested path. Branches of mountain laurel 

heavy with white blossoms tickle your arms. Suddenly, a dark form emerges from the bushes 

into the trail in front of you about a hundred feet. You freeze, and then, noticing you, it freezes 

too. Your pulse quickens when you realize you’re looking at a black bear, and your first thought 

may be how to get out of there without the bear chasing you. But then you relax a bit and 

remember how every other black bear you’ve seen runs away before you can even catch your 

breath. You hope this one sticks around long enough so you can at least look at it for a bit. 

Luckily, it does. As you observe the creature, it dawns on you that it isn’t some huge monster at 

all. Rather, it’s the size of a large dog. Sitting there alertly on the trail, the bear is actually quite 

cute. It has shiny black fur and bright black eyes which are still staring at you. This one seems a 

bit curious. Maybe it’s because you’re upwind of it, and so the breezes carry your scent away 

from the bear instead of towards it. This bear would be able to identify you as human much 

more quickly by scent than by sight. Bears can see as well as humans, but their sense of smell is 

among the best in the animal world, hundreds of times better than ours. Finally, caution gets the 

best of it, and the animal takes off into the woods. You wish it well as it disappears. 

Even though they are attractive creatures, black bears can be dangerous if threatened and 

must be respected. Our scariest bear incident didn’t happen in Shenandoah but in Pennsylvania. 

We were leaving a camping spot to start our day’s hike when Willow suddenly took off after an 

animal in the woods. She wasn’t on her leash because we were not actually on the trail yet, but 

walking through the woods towards it. I assumed she was chasing another squirrel, which she 

loved to do, until I saw what was running in front of her—a huge black butt! She was chasing a 

bear, the silly dog! I yelled after her, and amazingly, she came back to me. I’m not sure if it was 

because she was listening to me or because she decided that she didn’t actually want to catch 

what she was chasing. Of course, she never would have caught it; the bear looked like it was 

about to go up a tree. They are excellent climbers, unlike Willow. We watched that bear for a 

long time as it ate some of the skunk cabbage growing along a small creek we had just crossed. 

Eventually, it got tired of us watching and started smacking at the ground and some branches 
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with its front paws. It was trying to look threatening to chase us off. It worked, and we left! 

Let’s get back to Virginia and Shenandoah wildlife. The two animals I've described so 

far are creatures at the top of the food chain. As predators, they feed on other animals, although 

bears also eat plants and berries, and no other animals feed on them in the wild. But snakes and 

bears could not survive without the community of life around them. Brad, Willow and I saw 

many of these other organisms as well. Especially in Shenandoah, white-tailed deer are 

extremely common. Not a day went by when we didn’t see one of these graceful herbivores 

(animals that feed on plant matter). I even saw my first fawn in the wild. The baby deer was 

curled up in a patch of ferns next to the trail, only its white-spotted back showing. Its mother 

had left it there in a hidden place so she could go feed on her own for a few hours. Fawns have 

those white spots in order to stay camouflaged from predators like bears. Black bears will eat 

baby deer if they can find them, but it’s actually easier for bears to eat lots of berries and roots. 

Since bears eat both plants and animals, they are called omnivores. 

Another animal that the deer can’t hide from plagued us as well—ticks. These tiny insect- 

like organisms (they are not actually insects because they don’t have six legs) can be more 

dangerous to people than bears or snakes because they carry diseases like Rocky Mountain 

spotted fever and Lyme’s disease. So we checked ourselves and Willow for ticks every day in 

places like Shenandoah where we knew there would be a lot. Willow was the worst for 

attracting the critters. One day we pulled a record high of 53 ticks off of her! There are different 

kinds of ticks, and some are almost too small to see. We just had to do our best and hope the 

ones we missed wouldn’t make us sick. The ticks hang out on plants beside trails waiting for 

warm blooded mammals to walk by so they can latch on and suck their blood. The trails don’t 

have to be people paths like the AT; they can be animal trails in the woods. Ticks do well in 

places like Shenandoah because there are so many deer trails with potential meals walking by. 

Then there are the real bugs as well—mosquitoes and gnats. The former weren’t too bad 

yet in Virginia, but the gnats, a general term for small, biting flies, were starting to come out. 

Regarding these flying insects, I always consoled myself by remembering that they made good 

food for my favorite animals. In my opinion, I’ve saved the best for last to tell you about— 

birds! Winter woods usually don’t provide food for most birds either. Some gutsy birds stick it 

out and find whatever food they can, but most birds solve the problem by migrating. They find 

warmth and food in places all over South America and then return north to the United States and 

Henry, 34  



Canada in the spring. Birds that eat insects time their arrival for when the gnats start flying. In 

Virginia as spring warmed up, birds were making the forests come alive with their flight and 

music. 

Maybe I like birds best because they can fly, and I wish I could too. Haven’t we all 

dreamed of soaring like an eagle? But then, there are other creatures that fly, like the very bugs 

they eat, that I don’t like very much. Birds are some of the most beautiful animals around. 

Many, like the Baltimore oriole or the indigo bunting, are brightly colored, and even the ones 

who are brown or gray are still cute. But most importantly, birds sing. I think my very favorite 

birds are the ones that make the loveliest music, like the veery, a plain little bird that sounds like 

it is singing through a flute. 

I enjoy the challenge of trying to identify birds by what they look or sound like. People 

like me who make a habit of this activity are called birders. Living in the woods for six months 

tested my abilities as a birder. I carried with me a heavy pair of binoculars (I didn’t think I had 

enough money to go buy a smaller, lighter pair) and a bird book called 4 Guide to Field 

Identification, Birds of North America. 1 put both in a pouch around my waist for easy access. 

Most of my bird watching skills I learned from my talented mother. For years, I could 

count on learning something new from her if we went out together for an hour or two; now I 

teach her things too. We mostly use our ears, to listen for birds we recognize or ones that sound 

unfamiliar. It’s the latter we're especially interested in, because then we have the challenge 

ahead of us to spot the new bird and try to identify it. I practiced this technique over and over 

again on the trail. The rush I got from hearing, seeing, and then identifying a new bird adds 

some fun to my hike. 

Birders often use clever, catchy phrases to describe the characteristic song of a species. 

For many years, I knew the rufous sided towhee only as the “drink your tea” bird. The towhee 

now holds a special place in my heart, one that wasn’t blemished by the fact that the towhee was 

one of the most common species of birds on the trail in almost every kind of habitat, whether it 

was a dry field or a moist forest. 

Another birdy thing I did gave me an excuse to talk about birds with other hikers. I used 

the word Corvidae (pronounced cor-vi-day) as my trail name. After much thought during the 

beginning weeks of our hike, I knew I wanted a bird word for my trail name. Something like 

Raven or Sparrow would have been pretty, but I wanted to be different, and I knew there were 
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other Ravens out there. Besides being a nice-sounding word, Corvidae represents the most 

intelligent bird family. Corvidae is the scientific name of the family of birds that ravens belong 

to, which also includes crows and jays. Those ravens and crows are smart ones, especially 

ravens, who can figure out tricky puzzles. All have excellent memories. 

There were plenty of crows and blue jays out on the AT, but there were lots and lots of 

other kinds of birds as well. Especially in May in Virginia, as the birds began their breeding 

season, it seemed I was hearing a new bird every day. Mostly only male birds sing, and they 

sing most during breeding and nesting season in order to attract females, compete with other 

males, and announce their nesting territories. One of the most challenging types of singers to 

identify is the group known as warblers. These tiny birds almost all spend winters far away in 

South America. How such small animals have the energy and knowledge to fly all the way back 

and forth from the U.S. to there still puzzles scientists. As for birders, many of us hit the woods 

in droves in May to look for warblers as they migrate north in huge flocks of their own. 

Unfortunately, in the last few decades, those flocks have been getting smaller and smaller. 

Because of negative influences like rainforest destruction in the southern hemisphere and air 

pollution in the northern, populations of song birds like warblers are declining. 

I tried not to let such depressing facts get me down on the trail as I met one new warbler 

after another. I can still picture many times when I saw the bright yellow flash of a hooded 

warbler in my favorite hemlock and rhododendron stands. I got to know some warblers well, 

like the black-throated green and black-throated blue warblers whose songs I heard quite often. 

The first has a lilting, melodious song, the second a more dry, buzzy one. Some, like the Canada 

and cerulean warblers, I just caught glimpses of in the Virginia woods once or twice. Perhaps 

the most common of all is the one with the oddest name—the ovenbird, a brown warbler with a 

striped chest that sings, almost too loudly for its size, “Teacher! Teacher! TEACHER!” Go 

hiking anywhere in Virginia woods in the summertime and you’ll be sure to hear an ovenbird. 

Telling you about some of these animals on the trail is only skimming the surface of what 

is out there to see. Most wildlife remains hidden from humans for much of its life. Many 

mammals only come out at night when humans are in bed. I tried to talk Brad into doing some 

night hiking to see those nocturnal animals, but we never did. And so I only saw one raccoon on 

the whole hike. Of course it was in Shenandoah, walking along a creek, probably feeding, as 

dusk fell. For wildlife viewing, nothing along the entire trail beat Shenandoah National Park. 
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Chapter Seven: The Chesapeake Bay Watershed 

Drinking spring water was one of my favorite things about hiking the Appalachian Trail. 

Nothing feels as refreshing as a taste of mountain spring water on a hot day of hiking. But a 

close second is swimming in a cold mountain stream. One of the best ways that we had to keep 

clean on the trail was by swimming in creeks. Hiking on the AT provided ample opportunity to 

explore fast-flowing creeks and gentle rivers. On a sunny day in late May, Willow was happy to 

spot an inviting stream in a small valley. Willow didn’t seem to care where her drinking water 

came from. She would drink out of muddy puddles as soon as she would from a fresh stream. 

But she loved swimming just as much as we did, maybe even more. Dogs don’t sweat the same 

way people do, and so the only way they can cool off is by panting or by standing or swimming 

in cool water to release heat through their feet. So when we came to Jenning’s Creek, Willow 

was the first one in the water. And the weather was finally warm enough that Brad and I decided 

to join her. Brad and I didn’t carry bathing suits with us, and Willow of course didn’t need one. 

We decided to swim with our clothing on. We knew that we would dry out while hiking later. 

The water felt great, and we didn’t mind walking on the bottom of the large but shallow 

pool because it was rocky, not muddy. But we soon realized that we were not alone in the creek. 

Another creature was already there, swimming in the water with us. But unlike us, it wasn’t just 

enjoying the water; it was hunting. The creek contained dozens of small tadpoles that made 

excellent prey for our companion swimmer—a brown water snake! The snake glided easily 

through the water, usually with its head just above the surface so it could breathe, only 

submerging when going after tadpoles. The reptile ignored us as long as we didn’t get too close. 

It didn’t have to worry about that! Swimming with a snake unnerved me at first, but I realized 

that water snakes belong in water more than I do and that I could share the creek with it as long 

as it continued to ignore me. Brad enjoyed our visitor immensely and took pictures underwater. 

As for Willow, I don’t think she saw it, which was probably a good thing. 

Later, I figured out that Jenning’s Creek was special for another reason besides the water 

snake. Only by looking at maps did I realize that it was one of the first creeks that we crossed in 

the Chesapeake Bay Watershed, which means that the water from Jenning’s would flow all the 

way to the Chesapeake Bay in eastern Virginia. Swimming in Jenning’s Creek was a big 

moment for us because Brad and I are both natives of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed. That 
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means that we have been connected to the bay through the flow of water from wherever we have 

lived. For all but a few years of our lives, we have lived in towns located near some of the 

major tributaries of the Chesapeake. Tributaries are rivers that flow into a larger body of water, 

like the Potomac or the Susquehanna flow into the bay. In fact, my hometown in West Virginia 

is right on the Potomac River, and I went to college at a school in Maryland near where Brad 

grew up that is only a few miles from where the Potomac enters the Chesapeake. 

What is a watershed? Water organizes itself according to the shape of the landscape. 

Think about a creek or river near your home. You know that water flows downhill. But where 

does it come from? Where does it go? When Brad and I took water from a spring in the 

mountains, we were at the birthplace of a river. At a spring, water from underground is coming 

to the surface of the earth. We usually only took a tiny bit of the water in a spring for our own 

use. The rest of it formed a pool in the rocks on the hillside, flowed over the pool’s lip, and 

became a trickle of a stream between rocks and trees. If the stream of water was big enough, it 

could make it all the way down the mountain into a valley, where perhaps it would join up with 

other streams into a bigger flow of water, eventually creating a river. Streams can also be 

formed when there is a lot of rain or melting snow that drains down the mountainsides to the 

rivers. 

It is really difficult to know when you’ve entered a new watershed for certain without 

looking at detailed maps of where the streams go from where you are. If you are on top of a 

mountain ridge, you can guess that most springs or streams on one side of a mountain go to a 

river on that side while the water that falls on the other side goes to a different river. In fact, 

sometimes the AT follows what is called the Eastern Continental Divide. The water to the east 

of the divide all flows into rivers that eventually lead to the Atlantic. Most of the major rivers of 

the East flow into the Atlantic. So when we were hiking up in the high Appalachian Mountains, 

Brad and I were connected through water to the Atlantic Ocean. On the west side, the water 

eventually arrives at the Mississippi River and the Gulf of Mexico. 

The Chesapeake Bay Watershed stretches for hundreds of miles north and west of the 

actual bay. Jenning’s Creek was just one tiny stream among thousands whose waters wind up in 

the bay. As we continued hiking north, we crossed dozens of them, as well as some of the larger 

rivers. Jenning’s Creek eventually makes its way into the James River, which we would come to 

a few days after swimming with the water snake. The James is the southernmost major tributary 
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of the Chesapeake. Many early colonists made their lives in towns and farms along the banks of 

the James. Land near rivers makes good farmland, but more importantly, before there were 

planes and trains, rivers were used for transportation. Some of my favorite southern creeks and 

rivers flowed into the James as well. One night a couple of weeks after Jenning’s Creek, we 

camped near another James River stream called Harpers Creek. We were on the side of a 

mountain this time, and there were tall, straight tulip poplar trees lining the banks of the rocky 

stream and surrounding our campsite. Before a peaceful night in the tent, I went to get water 

from Harpers Creek to cook and clean with. The bubbling stream was irresistible, and I decided 

I had to swim in one of the deep pools among the rocks. This time, I knew we were far from the 

trail and no one would see me, so I had my first skinny dip of the hike! 

Most of the other major Chesapeake Bay tributaries we never actually crossed because 

we were too high in the mountains. We just saw the springs and creeks that would feed into 

those larger bodies of water further downstream. But once we entered the bay watershed near 

Jenning’s Creek, we would spend months in the watershed. We would hike all the way through 

Virginia, where much of the water we saw flowed into the Shenandoah River. We hiked parallel 

to this north-flowing river along much of the trail, the water moving the same direction far down 

in the valley lying west of the mountains. We would later cross the Shenandoah where it flows 

into the Potomac and enter Maryland. We would still have to cross all of Maryland and half of 

Pennsylvania before leaving the bay watershed, shortly after leaving the Susquehanna River 

behind. 

It is hard to believe that such a large natural area could be threatened by human 

influences like pollution. Yet the Chesapeake Bay ecosystem is unhealthy. Populations of many 

types of fish and other aquatic creatures like crabs and oysters are declining, and scientists 

believe the reason is pollution. Part of the problem started because people who live in mountain 

valleys far from the ocean do not feel connected to a place like the Chesapeake. Also, industries 

like quarries and mines have a history of either accidentally or purposely dumping chemicals into 

the watershed that can eventually kill aquatic organisms. But farmers along rivers in the 

watershed are learning to be careful not to let too many fertilizers seep into the water or let soil 

from their fields erode into the streams and cause sedimentation. Too much soil in a river or bay 

can ruin habitats for certain plants and animals.  



Brad and I learned to understand how the water in Appalachian springs is important not 

only to the water snakes but also to the fish and fishermen in the Chesapeake Bay. 

Understanding how I was connected to a larger watershed only made me enjoy my spring drinks 

and stream dunks even more. I have come to think of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed as home, 

and so hiking through its farthest reaches meant a lot to me. 

 



Chapter Eight: Home at Halfway 

There is nothing quite like walking home. My home may be in the Chesapeake Bay 

Watershed, but what I consider to be my home region is just a small part of that huge area. I 

grew up in central Pennsylvania and in the eastern panhandle of West Virginia, both areas close 

to the Appalachian Trail. When I was young, my family took trips to state and national parks 

around those areas and even did some day-hiking on the AT. We visited places that the AT 

passed through, such as Shenandoah National Park, Mount Washington State Park in Maryland, 

and Caledonia State Park in Pennsylvania. Brad also traveled a lot in those areas, and taught 

himself how to backpack in Shenandoah. So when we got to the northern reaches of 

Shenandoah, we were in familiar territory and knew we were close to home. 

We were especially eager to reach the West Virginia town of Harpers Ferry because it 

was our halfway goal. It is not literally the halfway point of the trail, but it was close. We were 

anticipating arrival in Harpers Ferry for another reason. My parents live in a town just twenty 

minutes away—Shepherdstown. When we reached our goal, Brad, Willow and I intended to 

take a week-long vacation from hiking, me staying with my parents in Shepherdstown and he 

and Willow with his family in Maryland. My parents actually picked us up much earlier than 

Harpers Ferry, though. They met us in Shenandoah one day and we went home with them that 

night. The next morning, they took us back to the trail, and then picked us up again in the 

evening. They did this for several days, all the way until we reached Harpers Ferry. Since we 

didn’t need anything but food for the day, we could leave our heavy packs in Shepherdstown. 

When thru-hikers take a break like this but still continue hiking, it’s called slack-packing. Some 

hikers can get addicted to the pleasure of not carrying a pack and slack-pack as much as possible. 

But most thru-hikers consider it to be cheating a little bit and so don’t do it very often. As for us, 

we enjoyed it too, but I actually got annoyed at having to meet someone at a certain time every 

night and then having to get up and drive back to the trail. I liked being able to just set up our 

tent wherever and then get up and start hiking right away the next morning. 

The day we walked into Harpers Ferry was a drizzly, gray day. We were so excited 

about getting there I felt like it should be bright and sunny with a band to greet us. But it was a 

quiet day in the little historic town. I had been there many times before, but few days would be 

as memorable as this one. I had never before walked 1000 miles to get there.  



The first big moment was crossing the Shenandoah River from Virginia into West 

Virginia. This river that we had been following for so long ends here as it flows into the 

Potomac River. In the few miles before the confluence, there are several rapids, and as we 

crossed the bridge I remembered the summer I spent as a white water raft guide on the river 

below. As the trail left the river and climbed the bank on the other side, we passed a side trail 

that led to the office of the Appalachian Trail Conference (ATC). We decided not to go there 

that day, although we planned to visit later. All thru-hikers stop there to register and have their 

photo taken for the year’s thru-hiker scrapbook. Even though the AT is technically national park 

land, an agreement with the federal government allows the ATC to take care of the trail. While 

the ATC is the umbrella organization of the AT, much of the actual maintenance work on the 

trail is done by local trail clubs that network with one another through the ATC. 

Next, we came to an overlook called Jefferson’s Rock, our first view of the actual town 

and the confluence of the rivers. A plaque at the overhanging rock explains that Thomas 

Jefferson was so inspired by the view of the river valleys and mountains that he wrote that it was 

worth a voyage across the Atlantic to see. Finally, we descended several flights of stone stairs, 

past an historic church, into the town itself. Harpers Ferry still looks like a town from colonial 

times because it is preserved as a national historical park. Indeed, there is much history at the 

spot. All school children learn about the event that supposedly started the Civil War—John 

Brown’s raid. John Brown wanted to free the slaves, and so he staged an uprising in Harpers 

Ferry by taking over the town’s arsenal of guns with about a dozen other men, some of them 

black. The raid didn’t succeed, and John Brown was later hanged. For the rest of the war, 

Harpers Ferry was a strategic spot that changed hands between the North and the South a few 

times. The town was always an important spot because of its location on two rivers. There were 

many mills that used the river’s current for power. Later, a railroad helped industry grow. The 

railroad is still there, but now it shuttles passengers who commute from their homes in West 

Virginia to their jobs in or near Washington, D.C. Despite many floods from the two rivers, the 

town still exists for its historical importance and natural beauty. 

As for me, I appreciated Harpers Ferry for other reasons. Ironically, Brad and I met in 

Harpers Ferry about three and a half years before we went there as thru-hikers. A mutual friend 

introduced us, and the three of us went for a walk together to a cliff on the other side of the  



Potomac called Maryland Heights, one of my favorite spots in the world. In my opinion, it has 

an even better view than Jefferson Rock, and fewer tourists. 

On June 5, 2000 we three hikers walked through the drizzle, past the old stone buildings, 

heading to the water’s edge. Near the spot where Brad and I met, at a high bank overlooking the 

confluence, we put our hands and paws on an AT post with a white blaze and grinned at each 

other. We had earned our halfway reward. We met my dad there, and we all gazed at the rivers 

for a while, watching a great blue heron, Brad’s favorite bird, perched on one of the rocks in the 

middle of the Potomac. Beyond the heron, the river’s waters headed southeast past our nation’s 

capital to the Chesapeake Bay. 

But our work was not done! After our brief break, we still had well over 1000 miles to 

hike to Maine. First, we had to reach the actual halfway point about 80 miles away in southern 

Pennsylvania. Hiking through West Virginia and Maryland was easy. As soon as we started 

back on the AT, we crossed the Potomac into Maryland, having hiked only one mile in West 

Virginia. Then there were only 40 miles of trail in Maryland. It was such a short section that 

some hikers even tried to hike the whole section in one day. 

The landscapes in Maryland and Pennsylvania were the kind that I know best. From one 

of our first overlooks in Maryland, Annapolis Rocks, we gazed out over farming valleys that 

disappeared into the summer haze. The trail itself followed long ridges for many miles at a time. 

The woods were full of chunks of rock, which we often had to scramble over on the trail. And 

the woods were comfortable to me, making me feel as if I were running around in my own 

backyard. What made the woods feel that way to me? 

The most obvious answer is the trees that make up the forest. The most common kind of 

trees in the woods of the central Appalachian forests are the various types of oaks, the trees that 

produce acorns. Oaks can be grouped into two general types—reds and whites—depending on 

things like the shapes of their leaves (whether the ends are pointy—red oaks—or rounded— 

white oaks) and the look of their acorns. These acorns produce a food base for an entire 

community of wildlife in these eastern woodlands. A crop of acorns is called mast, and animals 

from the widespread gray squirrels to mice to deer depend on mast for food. But oak trees don’t 

give out the same number of acorns from one year to the next. They release good mast crops in 

unpredictable patterns. In good years, populations of animals like deer can explode!  



Another population that depends on oaks and that can sometimes explode is the gypsy 

moth. Unlike squirrels and deer, gypsy moths don’t belong here. They are another invasive 

insect, and they can do a lot of damage. The moths go through the same kind of life cycle as do 

other butterflies and moths. They are first born as caterpillars, and then cocoon for several 

months while they metamorphose into adult moths. The adults mate and then lay more eggs in 

masses on tree trunks. The eggs hatch again the following spring. Adult gypsy moths don’t eat; 

the caterpillars do. And boy can those caterpillars eat! They feast on their absolute favorite 

food—oak leaves—sometimes removing so many leaves that the trees are completely naked like 

in winter. Walking through oak forests in some places along the trail, we could hear what 

sounded like rain on a sunny day. The sound came from gypsy moth caterpillar poop falling 

down from the trees as they ate! 

People have made many efforts to get rid of the gypsy moths to protect the oak forests. 

They sometimes spray the forests with a poison that kills the moths. I am saddened by the 

damage that the moths do, but I don’t approve of using chemical sprays because they often kill or 

injure many other types of insects besides the bad ones. And the gypsy moths don’t kill the oaks 

every year. It takes three or four years of them eating all the leaves off of one tree before the tree 

dies. Often, the gypsy moths aren’t as bad one year as the next, and so sometimes trees can 

survive indefinitely even with the insects living in them. Unfortunately, most birds don’t like to 

eat the caterpillars because they have stiff bristles all over them that make them unpleasant to 

eat. But one bird, the cuckoo, braves the bristles and feasts on the critters. This large bird with a 

black-and-white striped tail sits high in the trees and “coo-coo-coo’s” contentedly in the oak 

forests. 

My favorite thing about oak trees is not their acorns but the wonderful colors they turn in 

autumn. As the weather gets cooler, the leaves of trees stop photosynthesizing, or using sunlight 

to make food for the trees. The main chemical of photosynthesis—chlorophyll—gives leaves 

their green color. When chlorophyll stops working and breaks down, other colorful substances 

called pigments in the leaves dominate, and we can see them as reds and yellows and browns. 

Oaks are not the only trees that turn colors. Some of the best yellows come from poplars or 

birches, other common trees in the oak forests. 

Of course, we were hiking in the summer, not the fall. We did not get to see the trees in 

their colorful splendor while we were hiking. But the brown leaves from the previous fall 
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littered the ground even in June and July. Those brittle leaves were another characteristic that I 

love about the woods. One of the best places to camp was among towering oak trees on ground 

carpeted with their old leaves. Piles of leaves made cozy beds for campers and dogs! 

The oak forest supports many varieties of smaller plants as well, shrubs and herbaceous 

plants (plants that do not have woody stems and die back to the ground every winter). Some 

places, the woods are thick with undergrowth, so that we could barely see past it five feet into 

the forest. In others, especially where a lot of deer lived in the area and ate much of the shrubs 

and plants, the woods were wide open underneath the forest canopy. On the high and dry ridges 

of Maryland and Pennsylvania, mountain laurels bloom in galore. Of all the many types of 

wildflowers I saw on the hike, I think the clustered white blossoms of the mountain laurels 

caught my fancy the most. A shrub that can grow head-high, the mountain laurel is an evergreen 

closely related to the rhododendrons. Anything that adds green to the woods in a wintry brown 

setting has a special place in my heart, but the mountain laurel earns extra kudos because of its 

blossoms. Each flower is like a tiny white cup with pink edges and veins. The flowers cluster 

together into big bunches, which then hang together on branches, forming white clouds along the 

trail. I felt that I could hike endlessly in blooming mountain laurel all around me and never feel 

tired or unhappy. Maybe I also favor them because my name—Laura—comes from the word 

laurel! 

We hiked onward through Pennsylvania towards two places that would mark the 

transition into new territory. The first was the end of the northern Blue Ridge Mountains, which 

we had been following since about the time we entered the Chesapeake Bay Watershed in 

southern Virginia. The whole time we hiked along the ridge above the Shenandoah River, we 

were looking west across the “Great Valley of the Appalachians” between the Blue Ridge and 

the ridge-and-valley provinces. Even after we left the Shenandoah behind in the waters of the 

Potomac, the Great Valley continued into Maryland and Pennsylvania, where it is called the 

Cumberland Valley. But the Blue Ridge peters out near the town of Boiling Springs in central 

Pennsylvania. It just disappears into the lowlands. In order to stay in the mountains, the 

Appalachian Trail has to cross the valley to get to the mountains to the northwest. 

At the point where we crossed the valley, we had to hike eleven miles through farm fields 

and across highways to return to the mountains. What a strange feeling it was to be on the AT 

and be walking among corn stalks instead of oaks. We stopped for the night in Boiling Springs 
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and set up our tent in the backyard of a trail angel named Mother Hen, who welcomed thru- 

hikers by letting them use her house to sleep, cook, and do laundry. The next morning was hot 

and muggy, a typical Pennsylvania summer day. We took our time getting to the ridge on the 

other side and then eagerly climbed the 2000 feet up into the mountains, leaving the corn behind. 

A few days later, we came to an overlook and saw the final major tributary of the 

Chesapeake Bay—the Susquehanna River—a shallow, wide river with a long history of human 

settlement, both Native American and modern American. This ancient river cuts south through 

ridges that run east-west like barriers. How can water form gaps in mountains? Water always 

takes the path of least resistance, always flowing downhill. In the case of the Susquehanna, the 

water probably found small fissures in the rock of the mountainsides long ago, when the 

mountains looked different than today, and wormed its way into those cracks. Then the flowing 

water helped erode away more rock, making the gap wider and wider, until it created the huge 

gaps in the ridges of today. Even though water looks for the easiest path, it is one of the 

strongest forces around. 

The Susquehanna feeds the Chesapeake Bay from the north and is in fact the only river 

without which the bay could not exist. If all the other rivers ran dry, as long as the Susquehanna 

continued on, the bay would survive. Unfortunately, the Susquehanna is one of the most 

polluted rivers as well. It drains acidic pollution from dozens of old coal mines, as well as runoff 

carrying sediment and some chemicals from farms. A bright side is that many farmers now 

recognize the problem and are changing their practices to conserve soil, which is better for their 

fields anyway. 

To cross the river, we had to descend out of the mountains once again, hike through the 

run-down town of Duncannon along its sidewalks, and then walk across the Clarks Ferry Bridge 

just upstream of Pennsylvania’s capital, Harrisburg. That night, we visited with some of my 

distant family who lived near the trail on the other side of the river. For the next several days, 

they shuttled us to and from the trail as my parents had, returning us each night to their 

comfortable house on the banks of the Susquehanna. On one of those days, we crossed a road 

that I must have driven over hundreds of times on my way to my grandparents’ farm north of 

there. Once we left that road behind, I finally felt as though we were leaving home behind.  



Chapter Nine: Rocks and Glaciers 

Many Appalachian Trail thru-hikers say that their least favorite state was Pennsylvania, 

some of them even claiming that they hated it and tried to get through it as fast as possible to the 

more exciting hiking in New England. Well, since Pennsylvania is like home to me, I don’t want 

to agree with them. However, I know why they say that! It’s the rocks. Mountains and tons of 

rocks, all jumbled in heaps along and over the trail. 

I told you a while back that I hiked in sandals. Through the wintry weather down south, 

through the long state of Virginia, and across many streams and rivers, I wore my sandals. But I 

heard enough horror stories about the rocks in Pennsylvania, especially the ones east of the 

Susquehanna River, that I decided to use boots for that section. People said I would twist my 

ankles and stub my toes without them. I saw my parents at a family gathering in Pennsylvania in 

mid-June, and they brought my hiking boots to me to use. 

All the stories were true—there were a lot of Pennsylvania rocks—but I could have still 

used my sandals. The problem with the terrain in Pennsylvania isn’t just the rocks; there are 

other places with just as many. It’s that the mountain ridges are long and flat and boring to many 

hikers, with no spectacular views of forests and more mountains. The views, as I’ve said, were 

of farm fields. A popular spot in central Pennsylvania for day-hikers is called The Pinnacle. 

After a long scramble up piles of rock, you finally arrive at a rocky outcropping that looks out 

over an endless patchwork of farm fields below. Even if people complain about rocks, there is 

one creature that sure likes those rocks—snakes! When we stopped at The Pinnacle, a few men 

were catching rattlesnakes and copperheads from crevices in the rocks. They let some of them 

go farther away from the overlook, but some they took with them. I was worried about what 

they were going to do with them, especially since catching endangered rattlesnakes is illegal. 

Where did all these rocks come from, anyway? There are a few reasons they formed. 

Different kinds of rock form in different ways—whether they were from the compression of 

sediments laid down by oceans millions of years ago (sedimentary rock) or from the solidifying 

of volcanic lava (igneous rock) or from the changing of one kind of rock to another or the 

combination of rocks (metamorphic rock). When rock is first formed from one of these methods, 

it is generally one huge slab all melded together. Then through the movement of the Earth’s 

crust or through erosion, these slabs are broken up. 
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In the case of Pennsylvania rocks, the state’s climate has influenced their formation. As 

we hiked further north on the trail, the climate was naturally getting cooler. That didn’t mean we 

felt cooler air, since it was also getting into the height of summer and temperatures were rising. 

A cooler climate just means that the average temperatures for a year are lower than the averages 

in a place farther south. In a colder areas, the rocks undergo a freeze-and-thaw cycle. When 

water freezes, it expands and solidifies. When it thaws, it shrinks and flows. Liquid water can 

fill the tiniest cracks in a large rock. When that water freezes and expands, it creates a force 

even stronger than the rock, splitting the rocks apart at those tiny cracks. Over thousands of 

years of freezing and thawing, large layers of rocks that form mountains can break up into huge 

jumbled piles of smaller rocks, like in Pennsylvania. 

Freezing and thawing happens in other places too, but another factor that makes the rocks 

seem worse in Pennsylvania than farther south is that there is less soil to cover them. Through 

decomposition, tiny organisms like bacteria and fungi break down organic matter like leaves or 

wood and create soil, which then feeds a new generation of plants. Remember the diversity of 

plants that I talked about in the Great Smokies? I mentioned that part of the reason for that 

diversity was the warm, humid climate. Plants like warm climates. The warmer and wetter it is, 

the more the plants. So, since there are more plants in the warmer parts of the Appalachians, and 

the decomposition of plants forms soil, what do you think happens to the soil in a cooler climate? 

There’s less of it being formed every year! That meant that there was less of it to cover up all 

those Pennsylvania rocks as well. And so we were left with long stretches of trail with no soil at 

all. We jumped from boulder to boulder, or tiptoed along the edge of larger rocky outcroppings, 

like one called the Knife Edge. This treacherous stretch of trail snaked along the edge of a slab 

of rock called quartzite (it has a lot of the crystal quartz in it) that jutted up out of the mountain 

ridge. We had a sunny day when we walked the Knife Edge, but we could easily imagine how 

slippery and unpleasant the path would be on a rainy day. 

Another problem hikers have with Pennsylvania is how dry it can get there in mid- 

summer, when many hikers are passing through. We were lucky that we had so much rain in the 

year we hiked the AT, especially in March and April. The groundwater that fed springs in 

Virginia and Pennsylvania was filled up, and so we never had to worry about not having water. 

Thru-hikers in the year before our trip sometimes had to go over twenty miles between water 

sources. Trail angels who lived in the area were leaving jugs and coolers of water at trailheads 
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along roads for hikers. In our year, by the time we got to central Virginia in May, the weather 

was drying up. That made for more pleasant hiking. In fact, the weather provided perfect hiking 

conditions for much of the Mid-Atlantic portion of the hike—Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and 

New York. Cool, clear, sunny days made for gorgeous woodland scenery, with pure light 

filtering through leaves a thousand shades of green. Then there were some days that were 

miserably hot and humid, the worst kind of hiking weather. When it’s muggy out and you’re 

outside getting sweaty, there’s no way to cool off because the sweat won’t evaporate from your 

body. I hate days like that. 

But soon we were to leave Pennsylvania and cross into yet another kind of terrain, 

leaving the jumbles of rocks along long ridges behind. Wolf Rocks, one of our last overlooks in 

the state, just nine miles from the border with New Jersey, marked an important place. We were 

standing at the southernmost point where glaciers reached along the AT during the last ice age. 

Just picture how different everything must have looked then, with gigantic layers of ice and snow 

covering the land as far as the eye could see. The ice may be long gone, but the land bears the 

memory of those times. From Wolf Rocks north, we would see evidence of those glacial times 

on much of the terrain. 

One of those hints left behind by glaciers we saw just a few days later, after we crossed 

the Delaware River between Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Our first evening in New Jersey, in 

the Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, we came to Sunfish Pond. A wide expanse 

of water reflected the overcast, white sky. We could see through the clear, clean water to the 

rocky bottom below. But all Willow saw was frogs. We let her take a refreshing swim in the 

pond, which she loved doing, but when she saw the frogs, she lost interest in everything else. 

She immediately wanted to catch them and splashed after a few in the shallows. Of course they 

all got away. So she stood motionless for several minutes, her reflection mirrored perfectly in 

the still water, watching and waiting for one to move at the shoreline. As she continued her play, 

Brad and I thought about the history of this lovely pond. We were seeing our first glacial pond 

of the AT, even though there would be many more. Sunfish Pond was formed long ago when a 

chunk of ice was left behind as the glaciers retreated north. The ice melted, and the water, 

trapped in a low area with no quick and easy way to drain away, produced a pond. That doesn’t 

mean that the water Willow was jumping around in was the same water from that glacier; it just  



means that the original shape of the pond was created then. New water from rainfall and runoff 

refreshes the water that slowly drains or evaporates away. 

The ridges of Pennsylvania extended into New Jersey for a while, but then we left them 

behind and hiked into mountains with new shapes—shapes that bore other marks from the 

glaciers. Many mountains in New York and southern New England have smooth, rounded rock 

tops. At Mombasha High Point in New York, we could see some of this smooth rock, which was 

much more enjoyable to hike on than the broken shards in Pennsylvania. Glaciers had scraped 

over this mountain long ago, leaving the rock polished instead of broken. This only makes sense 

if you realize that glaciers do not sit still; they are always moving. More correctly, they are 

always growing or shrinking. They grow when snow falls on them and doesn’t melt. The 

weight of the ice that forms from the snow on top forces the ice underneath to move, scraping a 

clean path along the way as the glacier stretches south. At Mombasha High Point, we had a 

perfectly clear day to gaze out from the smooth top at the valleys below. We could even see the 

New York City skyline on the southern horizon about fifty miles away! Later, we would cross 

train tracks used by a commuter train into the city. Some other hikers we knew went on the train 

to the city for a day to see a Broadway show. We didn’t think Willow would want to do that, so 

we didn’t go. 

The glaciers most often moved through valleys, like rivers, rather than over mountains. 

Sometimes, they could help carve valleys. Such was the case of the Hudson River valley at the 

point where we crossed it at Bear Mountain State Park. The Hudson River valley is one of the 

few fjords—a glacial valley that extends to the sea—in the eastern United States. It is also the 

lowest elevation we would reach on the AT—124 feet, on its eastern shore. 

Even though the Hudson River is much different from all the rivers I knew so well in the 

Chesapeake Bay watershed, I was not paying much attention to geology on the day we crossed it. 

I was having a bad day. At Bear Mountain State Park, we had to make a tough decision. We had 

to say goodbye to Willow. She was a faithful friend on our hike, and we knew she could make it 

all the way to Maine with us. Many dogs would not be able to hike so far. But we felt that she 

got stressed out a lot on the trail by all the strangers we were meeting. Every time we made 

camp or stopped for lunch, she decided that that spot was her territory and she needed to protect 

it by barking at people going by. At this point in our hike, in mid-summer and in heavily 

populated areas, there were a lot of people out on the trail for short hikes. Her protectiveness of 
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her space and of us became overwhelming. We felt that she needed a break from the trail, and 

we needed a break from her! 

So on July 15", Brad’s parents drove five hours to New York from Maryland to pick her 

up and take Willow home with them for a couple of months. She was going to have a great time 

there, especially since they have a pool she could swim in every day. She was lucky, too, since 

we had some of the hardest hiking yet ahead of us. But I would miss her company swimming in 

lakes together, not to mention hiking and camping and doing everything else with her. And yet it 

was the best decision. From then on, Brad and I could go wherever we needed to go without 

worrying about Willow. Without her, we could even go see that Broadway show! But we didn’t 

really want to either. All in all, Willow hiked 1400 miles! How many dogs can say that? 

 



Chapter Ten: The New England Woods 

I first started seeing signs of them in eastern Pennsylvania, hints that we were getting 

close to the northern woods. The forests of New England have a certain quality about them. If 

you pay attention, you can tell you're there by the feel that specific types of trees give these 

woods. On some of the higher points along the ridges, we passed through small stands of paper 

birches and aspens. These two species don’t grow well in the warmer oak forests of Virginia. A 

sun-dappled birch or aspen stand—trunks gleaming in the light, shadows dancing about as leaves 

flutter in the breeze—is one of the prettiest sights in such woods. 

As we progressed north through the southern New England states of Connecticut and 

Massachusetts, the birch and aspen stands started getting larger and more frequent, until we 

entered the Green Mountains of Vermont. In some areas of this state, entire miles of the 

Appalachian Trail were surrounded by little else but the bright white trunks of paper birches 

stretching far into the distance. These trees are typical of northern woods because they actually 

like the colder climate. Birches especially became famous through the poems of American 

writer Robert Frost, who described how layers of ice during a harsh New England winter can 

bend the trunks of birches almost to the ground. I have even seen birches that were bent so far 

and so long by heavy blankets of snow on their branches that they didn’t return upright in the 

spring and stayed bent permanently. The suppleness of the birches is one of the characteristics 

that helps them tolerate harsh winters. 

Paper birches have unique bark that peels off in long strips. The bark of the birch is 

almost as attractive off the tree as it is on it. Tourist shops sell all manner of little trinkets made 

out of the papery bark that gives the tree its name. At one time, the bark served a more 

functional purpose, as Native Americans and then European settlers used it to make strong and 

steady canoes. You can even write messages on a piece of paper birch bark. 

The birch and its look-alike, the quaking aspen, are at first difficult to tell apart. But the 

aspen has leaves that truly quake, as its name says. Its bark is not as papery and is rather 

greenish. Aspens form stands of trees that are actually all the same tree that has sent shoots up 

from its roots all around. Since it is actually the same tree, a stand of aspen can all turn golden 

yellow in the fall at the exact same time, a few days ahead of or behind a neighboring stand. 

And what a spectacular yellow they offer!  



Of course, the New England woods are known for their amazing fall colors. “Leaf 

peepers,” a kind of tourist, spend days driving around highways and back roads looking at the 

breathtaking spectacle of the autumn. The birches and aspens provide some of the yellows. 

Another New England tree provides the brilliant reds—maples. Many southern forests have 

maples as well, but not in the quantity of the northern woods. Of course, many people think the 

most important maple is the one that gives us syrup. Many Vermont residents have their own 

sugar bush, which we saw a few of along the trail. Despite its name, a sugar bush is not a shrub 

that grows sugar cubes. Old-timers call a wooded area a “bush,” and a sugar bush is an area with 

lots of sugar maples, which are tapped with a complex system of tubes and buckets. Tapping 

sugar maples for their sap and turning it into syrup is another skill that Native Americans passed 

on to white people. You first collect the sap during the late winter months when the trees are 

first beginning to wake up. Their sap starts flowing on the warmer days. Then you have to boil 

the sap down to evaporate a lot of the water and create syrup. Brad and I were intrigued by the 

whole process. The year after we hiked the trail, we tapped our own maple tree, collected about 

eight gallons of sap, and produced just a few cups of syrup. It takes a huge amount of sap to 

make a decent amount of syrup. That’s why pure maple syrup can be so expensive. But wow is 

it tasty! 

Hardwoods like aspens, birches, and maples define one type of northern forest, the kind 

that is most common in the wet valleys of New England. But the mountains of New England are 

almost as high and rugged as those of the southern Appalachians, especially the White 

Mountains of New Hampshire. Gone are the ridges of the central Appalachians. These are some 

difficult mountains to traverse, but at the tops there are often views that make all the pain go 

away. On those high slopes, a different sort of forest exists. Here, as in the highest areas of the 

Blue Ridge Mountains, you can find the captivating spruce-fir forest. But in New England, there 

are different species of trees than in North Carolina and Tennessee, even though the forests look 

the same. The spruce is the same type—red spruce, but the southern Fraser firs have been 

replaced by their northern cousin—the balsam fir. 

Our first ascent of a peak with spruce-fir forest bristling the top was Greylock Mountain 

in northern Massachusetts. It was a foggy, dreary day, one of our first after many weeks of 

mostly sunny weather. The rain foreshadowed the weather to come. Greylock was an exciting 

climb. When we got to the top of the mountain, we could see a large building emerge from the 

Henry, 53  



mist. It was a lodge run by the Appalachian Mountain Club, the oldest hiking club in the 

country. Even though it was my birthday (I turned 25), we decided not to spend the night, but 

we did have some hot food in the restaurant. More importantly, as much as I loved the birches 

and aspens, I felt as though we were finally in the northern Appalachians when we entered the 

deep, dark coniferous forests of the cone-bearing red spruce and balsam fir. Both trees have a 

rich, woodsy scent that candle companies try to mimic. But my favorite of the two is the fir. I 

remember learning when I was young how to tell the difference between spruces and firs, which 

both have short, dark green needle covering their stiff branches. “Spruces are sharp, but firs are 

friendly.” If you touch the end of a spruce needle, it pricks you, while the end of a fir needle is 

rounded and soft. But the best thing about the balsam firs is the way their cones stand straight up 

from their branches instead of hanging down below them like the cones of many other coniferous 

trees. They are hardy-looking trees. 

They may look tough, but these woods and those all over New England are weakening 

under a potent threat—acid rain. This poisonous rain is something that humans create by 

releasing chemicals into the atmosphere from smokestacks. Power plants and other industrial 

factories, especially the types found in cities around the Great Lakes to the west of New England, 

produce substances like sulfur dioxide that they get rid of by putting them high up into the air. A 

long time ago, people thought that the wind would just carry the pollution away. But “away” 

turned out to be New England, and once again, humans are polluting the water cycle. The 

compounds from the smokestacks blow east along with the prevailing winds in the area, until 

rain droplets capture them in clouds. When mixed with water, those chemicals become acidic, 

which makes the rain acidic. Acid rain is bad for the northern woods. It gets into the soil and 

rivers and damages plants and animals. Fish are especially sensitive and can die if their streams 

become too acidic. Some years, the fall colors aren’t as bright, and it could be because acid rain 

has damaged the leaves. Some trees even die. 

I’ve been telling you about all these trees, but let me now take you on a virtual tour to 

show them to you. You’ll have to imagine that you’re hiking along with me as we climb up a 

New England mountain, while the air gets colder and we get more and more tired. This is an 

imaginary mountain that I put together from all the many that I climbed, but it could be just 

about any mountain in Vermont or New Hampshire.  



We'll start in a valley at about 1000 feet elevation, as the AT doesn't pass through many 

valleys lower than that in Vermont and New Hampshire. Here, the woods are mixed 

hardwoods—maple, beech, and birch—and some hemlocks along the streams. Especially in 

Vermont the sugar maples abound and we may pass a sugar bush or two. As we begin to climb, 

the scene changes. The diversity of trees wanes and soon there is almost nothing but yellow birch 

and paper birch, their white trunks gleaming in the sunlight. The forest floor is overgrown with 

ferns and hobble bush, or American wayfaring wanderer. Trail maintainers struggle to keep this 

broad-leafed shrub from covering the trail because it so quickly encroaches on the trail. I heard 

that it’s called hobble bush because it used to “hobble” witches that were fleeing from witch 

hunters in New England during the famous Salem witch trials. Regardless, many of the low 

bushes add wonderful color to the trail with their clusters of orange berries. Berries are 

everywhere this time of year. In the birch forest, we start seeing the bright blue but inedible 

berries of the clintonia, a member of the lily family. Trilliums have replaced their three part 

flower with a single large red berry. 

The birch forest is lovely, but we're eagerly looking for signs of the forest that will tell us 

we're truly in the north, the spruce-fir forest. We'll first start seeing a balsam fir or red spruce 

hidden among the birches at around 2000-2500 feet. Soon, the birches begin to thin, giving way 

to their evergreen cousins. Suddenly, the whole mountain feels different—the sounds, the sights, 

the smells changing. 

To start, the firs and spruces are much quieter. If there is a gentle breeze, there are no 

leaves loose enough to rattle, but if there is a stiff wind, as there may be as we approach the 

summit, it rushes through the prickly branches creating almost a whistle. There is little 

undergrowth, just wood sorrel covering the lumpy ground. This three-leafed wildflower has an 

acid in its leaves that make them taste lemony, if you’d like to try them. Ghostly white Indian 

pipe, which has none of the chlorophyll that makes plants green, sprouts in clumps, as do the 

ancient club mosses. Color is lent to the scene mostly by the variety of mushrooms, oranges and 

purples, cinnamon browns and sunset scarlets. If the sun is shining, the light angling through the 

trees is picturesque. However, at 4000 feet or so, we may be in the clouds, with mist drifting 

through the branches. 

Finally, there is the smell, the pungent odor of the firs or spruces, to fill our noses as we 

continue the climb, which is probably getting quite steep now. Once we reach the top, we can 
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count on one of two things—a stunning view of the rugged mountains we've been walking 

through, or blowing fog or rain that practically freezes us in place if we stand still too long. In 

Vermont, the view is probably from an old fire tower or the top of a ski slope, of which there are 

many in this state. In New Hampshire, we may have several miles to walk on the rocks above 

tree line at roughly 4400 feet. Tree line marks the point above which no trees grow because it is 

simply too cold for too much of the year. Now that we’re on top of this peak, let me tell you a 

bit more about the type of ecosystem we’ve found up here—alpine tundra. 

First of all, I want to explain that the White Mountains of New Hampshire, which have 

many miles of trail above tree line, are one of the most popular spots along the AT. They are in 

a national forest that isn’t a very long drive from big cities like New York and Boston, and so 

lots of people like to go there on vacation. They hike in the summer and ski in the winter, since 

they can find snow there all winter long. Among AT thru-hikers, the White Mountains are loved 

because of the unbelievable views of mountains and wilderness from the peaks. But hiking is 

tough. Rocks are the rule in the spruce-fir forests and above tree line because there aren't 

deciduous leaves dumped every fall to create soil. The small amount of soil is very thin and is 

quickly washed away from exposed areas, like the trail. The plant life above tree line is mostly 

found in the lichens on the rocks and in the small plants that reign in alpine tundra, heath plants 

such as low bush cranberries. Amazingly, lichens are actually not plants but a type of organism 

formed by two other organisms—a fungus (like mold) and an alga (almost a microscopic plant). 

They live with each other in symbiosis, a kind of partnership in which each helps the other. 

Even more interesting is that lichens can live right on rock because they get the nutrients and 

water they need from the rock and air and don’t need soil. In fact, they even slowly break down 

rocks into tiny pieces, another form of nature’s erosion. 

The most famous peak of the all the Whites is Mount Washington, at 6,288 feet the 

highest mountain along the trail next to Clingman’s Dome in the Smokies. This rocky spot with 

radio towers and a weather station at the top can be a forbidding place. It has some of the worst 

weather in the world. It’s so bad that there is a sign about a mile from the top that warns people 

not to hike any farther up if the weather looks at all suspicious because many people have died 

from exposure on the mountain. Weather can always be dangerous in such a high, exposed 

place, but Mount Washington is especially bad because it is the highest mountain around. 

Because of its elevation, the jet stream—the extremely strong wind that moves in a constant, 
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easterly direction in the atmosphere above the United States—can sometimes scrape the surface 

of the mountain. Some of the fastest wind speeds in the world have been recorded on top of the 

mountain. Probably because of its unusual status, Mount Washington gets a lot of visitors. Of 

course, the majority of them do not hike up it. They take the train or drive the road to the top. 

Just like at Clingman’s Dome, it felt strange to share the mountain peak with a bunch of people 

who didn’t struggle to the top as we did. 

We lucked out again at Mount Washington and had spectacular weather. We looked out 

over the rest of the White Mountains and the valleys beyond with ease. But in New England, we 

had our fair share of unpleasant weather. On some of the White Mountains, we had a tough time 

seeing the rock piles, or cairns, marking the trail because it was so foggy. In Vermont, I even 

thought I might quit hiking or at least skip that state because of all the rain. Those northern 

woods depend on a good amount of rainfall every year, needing more than the drier forests of the 

central Appalachians. They certainly got enough water in 2000! Every day for two weeks in 

Vermont, we slogged through a trail that had been turned completely to mud by the rain that fell 

at least every other day. My worst day of the entire AT was when we crossed into New 

Hampshire. I decided to try a new jacket that I asked my parents to send to me. Well, the jacket 

was windproof but not waterproof. It would have been better if I had been wearing nothing at 

all, because the jacket just stuck to my wet skin and made me even colder. After that, one bad 

thing after another just kept happening. We finally decided to get a motel room that night and 

dry off, but the shower didn’t have hot water and there was only one station on the TV. The 

owner charged us way too much money, and he wouldn’t let us pay with credit card, so after a 

full day of hiking, we had to walk a mile into town to get cash from a machine. Fortunately, 

everything was much better the next day, as always seemed to happen on the hike. The sun was 

out, and shortly after that, we had a wonderful climb up our first White Mountain. I never again 

thought about quitting the hike. 

 



Chapter Eleven: Northern Wildlife 

If Brad and I had to choose an Appalachian Trail mascot for our thru-hike, we know what 

it would be. The creature would not be a big, powerful animal like a bear, even though bears are 

Brad’s favorite. Nor would it be any of the beautiful, feisty birds that I love to see and hear. Our 

mascot is only about three inches long, but we saw it everywhere on the trail. It makes no sound 

that humans can hear, but sometimes you can’t miss it, if it’s in its bright orange stage. The 

winning animal is a lowly amphibian, but perhaps the most unusual one of all—the eastern red- 

spotted newt. 

I knew next to nothing about newts before I started hiking the AT. I had heard people 

joke about witches using “eye of newt” in their magic potions, but I guess I knew that newts 

actually existed and were not just fairy tale creatures. Maybe I also knew that they are closely 

related to salamanders and look just like them. Well, newts earned our admiration and became 

our friends on the AT in Vermont. Nowhere was this intriguing little critter more common than 

in the Vermont woods. I mentioned earlier how much rain there was in this state. The AT 

follows another trail called the Long Trail through the southern half of Vermont. People hiking 

on the Long Trail, which continues north all the way to Canada, were coming up with nicknames 

for it, like the “Long Bog,” because of the huge amounts of mud. I was miserable in the mud, 

but the newts thrived in it. After all, they were amphibians, which need moisture around them at 

all times to keep their skin wet. You see, amphibians breathe through their skin by directly 

exchanging oxygen with the air around them. If they dry out, they die. 

The red-spotted newts brightened our rainy days when we saw them, which we did often. 

They were unmistakable. One of us would spot the bright orange body of a newt in the mud, its 

back lined with two rows of red dots enclosed with black circles. The striking colors were 

meant as a warning to predators— “Stay away because I’m poisonous!” Other animals—Ilike 

monarch butterflies, coral snakes, and black widow spiders—use similar bright patterns for the 

same reason. Some days, we must have seen at least a dozen newts on the trail. Brad made it a 

habit to move the delicate creatures off the trail so that no one would step on them. Every time 

he saw one, he bent over, ignoring the heavy pack on his back, gently coaxed it into his hand or 

picked it up, and placed it several feet to the side of the trail . We weren’t worried about the  



newts being poisonous to us because we weren’t trying to eat them! The poison only bothers the 

inside of an animal’s mouth if it tries to eat the newts 

The more I learned about these fascinating creepy-crawlies, the more I liked them. Like 

all amphibians, they spend part of their lives in the water, breathing through gills. Think of 

tadpoles, which hatch from eggs laid in ponds or pools, spend a few months swimming around, 

and then slowly grow legs and emerge from the water as frogs. At a large, peaceful pond in 

Vermont, I made a most amazing discovery. We camped not far from the shore of Stratton Pond, 

and I lazily walked to the water’s edge the next morning to have a look around. Above the 

opposite shore, I could see Stratton Mountain, the fir-covered peak we had descended the night 

before. As I sat on a log and dangled my toes in the warm water, I noticed what looked like 

greenish-brown salamanders swimming in the water around my feet. However, I knew they 

weren’t salamanders, because I had talked to a man who was taking care of the campground and 

pond for the summer. He told me they were adult red-spotted newts. I looked closely, and sure 

enough, there were the red spots lining the newts’ backs. It was then I realized that I used to 

catch these exact same newts when I was a kid at my grandparents’ farm, only I never knew that 

they spent part of their lives as bright orange, land-based newts. 

It turned out that the newts in their land stage are so different that they even have their 

own name—red efts. In fact, the red-spotted newts are unusual in the amphibian world because 

they have three life stages, not just two. Like frogs, they have a tadpole stage during the first few 

months of their lives and then change forms to emerge onto land. However, the efts are not 

adults as frogs are. The efts are more like teenagers. After a few years on land, they return to 

water as adults, like the ones nibbling my toes in Stratton Pond. 

True to their name, the eastern red-spotted newts can be found almost everywhere in the 

eastern woods. Amphibians generally and salamanders (and newts) specifically, do very well all 

over the Appalachians. The Great Smokies have some of the greatest salamander diversity in the 

world, even though we didn’t see many there because it was so cold there when we went 

through. Strangely, amphibian populations are declining worldwide, and no one seems to know 

why. It could be pollution, or maybe habitat loss. Some scientists have even suggested climate 

change through global warming as a possible reason. Fortunately, the red-spotted newts seem to 

be doing well. In fact, we saw a few efts in the south too. But I remember them as northern  



creatures because I saw so many of them and learned most about them in Vermont. My friends, 

the newts, helped me get through that difficult part of my hike. 

The newts shared their habitat with a variety of other northern wildlife that I’d like to 

mention, even if the newts were my favorite. Another living thing that thrived in the wet New 

England weather—in this case, to our annoyance—was the mosquito. After being pestered by 

them only a little before New England, they were finally attacking us in droves. The worst were 

actually in Massachusetts and Connecticut, along the Housatonic River, which the trail follows 

closely for many miles. Mosquitoes also need water to lay eggs, and the slow, marshy parts of 

the river provided lots of spots for them. We had a perfect camp site one night overlooking the 

rolling mountains of Connecticut, but we couldn’t enjoy the evening outside our tent because we 

had to dance around violently just to keep the bugs away. I had to go outside to brush my teeth, 

and I’m sure I was a funny sight, bouncing and flapping my arms as I tried to brush. But I 

couldn’t describe the torture as well as someone else who wrote in a trail register (a notebook 

that hikers write notes in) in a New Hampshire shelter. He shared a story about watching his 

friend do the “swamp dance” along the muddy trail, twirling about and swinging with his hiking 

poles to try to keep the mosquitoes away. It all started when he slipped on a wet log in the rain 

and fell into the mud. Of course, the mosquitoes were on him right away, and, forgetting that his 

hands and arms were now covered with mud, he swatted at his face, splattering mud all over the 

place. That’s when the dance began, as the frustrated hiker got up and started flailing about at 

the air around him, really fed up with bugs and mud and rain! 

Much as we hate to think it, those bugs do serve a purpose. Just as everywhere else, 

wildlife like bats and birds feed on them in the northern woods. One new type of bird we started 

seeing in New England didn’t feed on insects, however. The white-winged crossbill lived high 

in the spruce and fir trees on tops of mountains. As we hiked into spruce-fir woods, we could 

hear them calling to each other in squeaky voices high above, sometimes uttering long, fluttering 

series of notes. The crossbill gets it name from its bill, of course. The reddish bird with white 

bars on its wings has a bill that crosses over on itself, the top twisting down and over the bottom, 

resembling a pair of pliers. The shape is no accident, since the bird uses its bill like pliers to pry 

open the cones of the spruce trees. It wants the seeds inside, which it grabs with its sticky 

tongue.  



Another bird of the north greeted us for the first time on top of one of the peaks in the 

White Mountains. We stopped for a break on Mt. Garfield because the view from the top was 

perhaps the best we’d ever seen. We looked down over an extensive valley in the heart of the 

Whites that was preserved as an official wilderness area. Even though other places in the White 

Mountains National Forest were sometimes logged for timber, this area was untouched, and we 

could tell. The dazzling green forest wrapped the flanks of the mountains and the valley in 

between. We decided to sit for a while on the bare stone face of Mt. Garfield, and Brad broke 

out a cigar. Just then, a robin-sized bird flew close and landed nearby. I turned toward it and 

recognized it as a gray jay, close cousin of the blue jay that lives throughout most of the 

Appalachians. Both belong to the family Corvidae, my trail name. The gray variety is a 

northern bird, living all over Canada and in high mountains throughout the U.S. The White 

Mountains were high and cold enough to this one’s liking. While we watched, it showed us why 

these soft gray and white birds are known for their curiosity and bravery. This one came quite 

close to us with no fear, perhaps wondering if we had some food for it. Because gray jays are so 

friendly, some people like to feed them, but that’s not good for the birds. It’s better if they 

depend on the woods to provide natural food for them. So we didn’t offer it anything. 

Eventually, the gray jay of the north left us perched on the overlook, flying away easily over the 

terrain that we had to struggle hard to walk through. 

In addition to the little cute newts and friendly birds, the northern woods hosted some 

better-known animals. One was so common that many outhouses had a warning posted on the 

door: “Latch door when leaving or porcupines will eat this building.” Because they are 

nocturnal and feed at night, we didn’t see much of these quilled mammals. The one we did see 

happened to be farther south, in Pennsylvania, when we still had Willow with us. In fact, if it 

hadn’t been for her keen senses, I don’t think we ever would have seen it. We were at a rocky 

outcrop that didn’t have much of a view other than the woods. Suddenly Willow started woofing 

at a tree in front of us. I couldn’t figure out what she was bothered by, until I noticed a small 

movement in the crotch of the tree, almost at eye level from our high rock overlook. She had 

spotted a porcupine! Since it was so far away, it wasn’t very concerned about us. Otherwise, it 

might have had its quills raised at us in defense. Dogs can get seriously injured by getting those 

barbed quills stuck in their faces and mouths, so I was glad this one was in a tree. Trees are 

where they are most comfortable, even though they can den on the ground as well as in tree 
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cavities. More importantly, they eat wood, especially tree bark. Hence the reason we had to be 

careful to latch outhouse doors in the northern woods. 

Another mammal we didn’t see much but whose signs we did see frequently was the 

beaver. We probably passed hundreds of beaver ponds during our hike. We looked for their 

stick lodges and dams on almost every body of water we passed. Beavers are nature’s architects, 

using branches and logs to build dams over small streams that then form ponds. Once the pond 

is created, the beavers can build their lodges, which look like big piles of sticks in the water. 

Under the piles they live in dry rooms with underwater entrances The lodges are one way that 

beavers deal with cold winters. They can enter them even when the surface of the pond is 

frozen. 

Another adaptation that helps beavers cope with cold is thick, warm fur. Native 

Americans used beaver furs for different kinds of clothing, and Europeans learned to do the 

same. Fur traders, especially the French, made a living trapping beavers throughout the 

northeastern U.S. and into Canada. They also paid Native Americans for furs that they sent to 

Europe to sell for much more money than they paid the Natives. Eventually, the beaver 

population began declining, until there were very few beavers left. The fur industry crashed, and 

the Native tribes that had become dependent on income from furs began having serious 

problems. The tribes fought wars with each other and with the Europeans over who controlled 

the remaining beavers. Fortunately, a few survived, and now, hundreds of years later, the 

beavers are common in the woods again. 

We had spent most of July and August hiking through New England woods and 

mountains. Despite the wet weather, I enjoyed this part of the hike. I had never before spent 

time in Vermont or New Hampshire, but the northern woods felt comfortable to me. You see, 

even though I get cold feet, I am a winter person. I wilt in heat and humidity and would rather 

be outdoors when there’s snow on the ground. We never saw snow in New England, but I could 

just imagine what the woods looked like for most of the year, trees mantled with white. But in 

reality, the best was yet to come. As we got to the end of the White Mountains, we were about to 

enter the best state of the trail—Maine.  



Chapter Twelve: Maine 

During the previous chapters, I introduced you to different elements of natural history, or 

the study of nature. The geology of the land, the creatures who live on it, the plants that grow on 

it, and the weather that surrounds it are all part of natural history. People who study nature, or 

naturalists, tend to focus on specific things in nature that interest them. For instance, you know 

that I like birds; they are probably the type of creature I know best. Some people are wildflower 

or butterfly enthusiasts, or rock hounds who collect rocks. Scientists who make a living studying 

nature in a more formal way can become experts on extremely specific things, like the mating 

rituals of wood frogs or the texture of mammal poop. But you don’t have to be an expert to be a 

naturalist. All you have to do is pay attention to things outside. Now that you’ve read this book, 

you’re on your way to being a naturalist too. 

Even though you might be especially interested in one piece of nature, nothing in nature 

exists in a vacuum. All of those elements combine into whole living systems including both the 

living plants and animals and the physical rocks and water that they depend upon for life. It’s 

easiest to learn about all the parts separately, but it’s just as important to understand how they all 

fit together. What humans tend to forget is that we are just one part of that system as well. Just 

like other animals, we need the basic requirements for life—food, water, shelter, and space. All 

of those things come from Earth, even if we take Earth’s resources and change them around into 

something completely unnatural-looking, like skyscrapers or highways. On our hike, I could 

never forget how much a part of my environment I was, whether it was because I was being 

rained on, or seeing breathtaking scenery, or meeting an animal for the first time. So for this last 

chapter of the hike, I am going to combine all these elements into one whole—a picture of the 

great state of Maine, my favorite of the entire thru-hike. 

I had a certain feeling about being in Maine, maybe because the interior of Maine is 

mostly wilderness with hardly any people living there. The place seemed to have all the qualities 

we were looking for on our thru-hike—wild nature, peaceful solitude, and good people, too. It’s 

also a cold place, so far north that we saw little bits of a new kind of forest as we approached the 

edge of the vast boreal forest of Canada and Alaska. The boreal forest has its own 

characteristics that distinguish it from the temperate forest. It has a colder climate and less 

rainfall than most of the forest along the Appalachian Trail, which means entirely different plant 

Henry, 63  



and animal communities live there, some of which we saw. But this state is also characterized 

by mountains and lakes that are interspersed with one another in perfect proportions. Some of 

our most difficult hiking but most rewarding camping was in Maine. 

We knew we were entering a new world on our first full day of hiking in Maine on 

August 26". We were treated to the infamous Mahoosuc Notch. In this narrow gorge carved by 

glaciers, we scrambled over and under car-sized boulders that had been broken off the steep sides 

by erosion. Hikers say this is the longest mile of the AT; the notch has so many obstacles that 

hiking it takes over an hour. Usually, we could hike two or three miles in that amount of time. 

At first, we had great fun climbing around the rocks, but we started getting tired after a while. 

We humans are not well designed for this kind of activity. Lots of animals in nature, usually 

ones with four legs and better balance, climb and crawl better than we do. Mahoosuc Notch 

introduced us to Maine with a bang. Most of the terrain we would traverse was created by 

glaciers. The notch even had a small reminder of those icy times: we managed to find a spot 

deep under the rocks where there was a little pocket of ice that never melted all year round. With 

cold air drifting up towards our eager faces, we got a hint of what Maine must be like in winter, 

covered with snow and ice for months. 

Climbing out of the gorge, we were again forced to deal with glacial workings up close 

and personal. It seems that a lot of trails in Maine are built to present the biggest possible 

challenge to hikers, going straight up mountainsides instead of using switchbacks, when the trail 

goes up a slope at an angle then switches back on itself to go the other direction, continuing to go 

back and forth like that all the way to the top. The trail out of Mahoosuc Notch didn’t do us any 

favors; we had to plod straight up. This time, Brad had more energy than I did, and he got way 

ahead of me while I huffed and puffed behind him. But the most amazing thing about the trail 

wasn’t its steepness. Even though there were trees growing around the trail, the actual trail was a 

bare rock face, like we were hiking on a sidewalk in the middle of the woods. Just like 

mountains farther south, this one had been scraped smooth by glaciers moving over it, but a layer 

of soil managed to build up over it, providing a place for plants to grow. The trail removed the 

soil and exposed the rock underneath. 

Finally, after a long haul in the misty woods, we reached our campsite by a large body of 

water called Speck Pond. The fog concealed the pond so that we could only see a few feet out 

and couldn’t judge how big the pond really was. The next morning dawned sunny and bright, 
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and we could see that the “pond” looked more like a lake to us. We had already learned that in 

New England, the things called ponds were much bigger than the small farm ponds I was used 

to. The term “lake” is reserved for truly huge bodies of water that you probably couldn’t swim 

across, which we saw a few of in Maine as well. Regardless of the size of the pond or lake, they 

all had the same history—glaciers, of course. Glaciers carved these ponds long ago and provided 

the original water for them when the ice trapped in the depressions melted. Speck Pond was high 

up in the mountains, testifying to how huge those glaciers really were. Since it was rainy the 

night we got there and cool the next morning, I decided not to swim in Speck Pond. I think that 

was the last time I ever passed up an opportunity to swim if we camped near a pond in Maine, 

and there were lots of them. Moxie Pond, Pierce Pond, Mud Pond—the list goes on and on. 

Imagine hiking all day up and down steep mountains, sweating under a heavy pack, and then 

arriving at the most perfect campsite next to a huge pond. Sometimes the first thing I did was 

take off my pack and jump in. Maybe I fell in love with Maine because of the ponds. 

Or maybe it was the beautiful mountains. The steep climbs were worth the effort. Some 

of the mountains in Maine are as famous among AT hikers as the White Mountains of New 

Hampshire are among New England vacationers. A week into our Maine hike, we came to the 

Saddleback Mountains, which provide the longest stretch of hiking in Maine above tree line. 

Supposedly, there are spectacular views from the top, but we didn’t see them. Clouds shrouded 

the tundra while we hiked through, heading for the shelter at the other end of the open area. 

Even though we were chilly, I actually enjoyed the mist. I like the feeling of walking along a 

ridge without being able to see down the sides, sensing the open air all around me but not being 

able to see it. It’s kind of spooky, in a good way. 

A few days later, we came to a similar range with a long walk in alpine tundra—the 

Bigelow Mountains. But this time, we had sunny skies and sweeping views. Again, I felt cold 

on top, but there was no cool mist here. Stiff wind scouring the open ridge made it difficult to 

stand for any length of time and soak in the Maine scenery. Here, the views are different from 

the rest of the AT. The mountains are not as dense and rippled as the southern Appalachians, 

bristling with leafy trees. There are no long ridges and valleys with farms dotting the hillsides 

like in the central Appalachians. In Maine, there are vistas of forest and lakes extending off into 

the distance, with more rocky mountains on the horizon.  



On the Maine mountains were the same spruce-fir type forests that we saw lots of in 

Vermont and New Hampshire. In the lowlands, too, there were maples and birches and other 

northern species that I described previously. But there were pockets of a new and different type 

of forest throughout Maine. Again we have the glaciers to thank for leaving us the main 

component of boreal forest—water. Just before entering Mahoosuc Notch, we crossed two peaks 

of Goose Eye Mountain. Between the peaks was a low-lying area that was wet and swampy. 

Had there been a lot more water, maybe it would have been a glacial alpine pond. But the 

glaciers that melted there left only a little bit of water, enough for a swamp but not a lake. In this 

boggy area, we had to walk on wooden boards or logs that hikers jokingly called “bog logs,” 

balancing carefully on slippery wood so that we would not fall off into the swamp. On top of the 

water in areas like these grows sphagnum moss, the kind of moss that gives us peat moss. Only 

one or two types of trees can grow in this kind of habitat. The water is extremely acidic, and 

black spruces have learned to tolerate the acid conditions. In peat bogs, the little spruces 

actually grow on top of the floating mats of moss. Because of this harsh, cold environment, the 

black spruces don’t get very big, often no more than ten feet. In the true boreal forests of 

northern Maine and Canada, for miles and miles you can see nothing but black spruce trees. But 

it has a companion tree—the white spruce. This spruce likes wet conditions, but can’t tolerate as 

much of the acid, so it usually grows at the borders of the swamps or lakes, making a nice 

backdrop for those swims I had in Maine ponds. 

Some other wildlife liked those ponds and bogs as well. In Maine, we finally saw two of 

my favorite creatures—Iloons and moose. Even people who are not bird-lovers like me love 

loons. Every pond or lake that we passed on the Maine AT, I stopped to look and listen for 

loons. Many times, I was rewarded with an elegant show, usually a pair of them swimming 

around together. These attractive black-and-white birds look like large, graceful ducks, but they 

sound nothing like them. The call of the loon is a melancholy, heart-stopping sound that 

symbolizes wilderness. Loons don’t like to live where there are a lot of people, and they need 

big lakes to fish in and raise baby loons. They can dive deep and swim far, but they dislike land 

so much that they even build their nests on floating mats of plants on the water’s surface. Brad 

spent much time with his camera pointed at them, but they never did get very close. 

Moose, on the other hand, don’t seem to let anything bother them. Moose are amazing. 

They love water as much as loons do, but it doesn’t have to be lake water. Bogs will do just fine. 
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Their long legs are designed to let them walk easily through deep water, feeding on plant matter 

as they go. Moose look like big horses, with much larger, lumpier noses and heads with antlers. 

And yet for their size, they are surprisingly elusive as well. We saw their tracks in the mud 

much more than we saw them. One night at our campsite, another hiker came to get us to tell us 

about a moose he had just seen. By the time we got back to the water’s edge where he had seen 

it, it was gone. We didn’t want to get too close to these powerful and ornery creatures, anyway. 

The loons and moose need wilderness, and seeing them made us feel like we were in it. 

But Maine’s forests have actually been changed quite a lot from what they looked like originally. 

A lot of spruces—red, white, and black—have been cut down by logging companies over 

hundreds of years. The spruces make good paper because their wood fibers are so soft, which is 

why evergreen trees are often called soft wood. The problem with cutting down spruces is that 

they don’t easily grow back by themselves. Other trees, especially birches and aspens, grow 

back in their place. So once a company cuts down a stand of spruce, that might be it for the 

spruce in that area. That’s why preserving old growth forests is so important. Old growth is 

called that because it has taken so long for those types of trees to grow where they do, creating 

the perfect conditions for themselves and the wildlife that depend on them along the way. In all 

of our hike, we saw very few areas of old growth forest in the Appalachians. Most of the trees 

we hiked among were very young, in comparison with how old the forests were when settlers 

arrived. We found a small stand of hemlock trees in Maine called The Hermitage by the 

organization that bought the land they are on to protect them. These old trees gave us a hint of 

what the Native Americans and settlers must have seen everywhere. Their thick trunks stretched 

farther into the sky than any other hemlocks I had ever seen, reminding me of the giant redwoods 

out west. 

We saw signs of the logging industry everywhere in Maine. The last one hundred miles 

of the AT before it enters Baxter State Park, where Mt. Katahdin is located, are nicknamed “The 

Hundred-Mile Wilderness.” It truly does feel wild there, because there are no towns or paved 

roads, and the woods seem endless. However, we crossed dozens of gravel logging roads, and 

we knew that if we followed one off the trail just a little ways, we would quickly see the forest 

end and give way to devastation, where all the spruces and other trees had been cut down and 

taken away. We did follow one of those logging roads because we heard about an interesting 

place down the road. We came to the edge of a lake and a dock, where we had to blow an air 
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horn hanging in one of the trees. From another dock far across the lake came a motorboat to pick 

us up and take us to The White House Landing. This wilderness lodge used to be a logging 

camp, but the current people living there converted it into a lodge where hunters or hikers could 

come to stay. We stayed one night and listened to loons calling in the evening. When we boated 

across, Brad spotted a black bear on a far shore. It was a beautiful and wild spot, but I couldn’t 

help but think of the history of the place. The lodge was there only because a logging company 

needed to house its employees, the men who cut down the trees. 

The problem with trying to preserve trees instead of cutting them down is that those men 

depended on the logging industry to make a living and support themselves and their families. 

Now, there is not as much logging in Maine because it is not as profitable anymore, and some 

families are really suffering. Because there are so few people and towns in the interior of the 

state, there are not many ways to make a living. One way is through tourism, and one Maine 

governor had the good sense to see the value of making sure at least some of the forest stayed the 

way it was. Percival Baxter tried for years to convince the government of Maine to buy a chunk 

of land in the middle of the state around Mt. Katahdin. He never did succeed, and so when he 

was no longer governor, he bought it himself and gave it to the state. Baxter State Park was 

born. Baxter is one of Maine’s gems. For AT thru-hikers, it is extra-special because it houses 

Mt. Katahdin, the northern end of the Appalachian Trail. 

 



Chapter Thirteen: Mount Katahdin and Beyond 

The first time I saw the mountain that marked the end of the hike, tears came to my eyes. 

Maybe it was just the blustery wind on the Bigelow Mountains making my eyes water, but I 

think it had something to do with emotions. Mt. Katahdin had been our goal for our entire 

Appalachian Trail hike, yet all we could ever do was picture the mountain in our imagination and 

wonder what it would feel like to be there. To finally see it in front of us, even way off in the 

distance from another mountain top, was a powerful moment. We knew then that, barring a 

hurricane, we would finish our hike and reach our goal. On a cool September morning, we 

proved ourselves right. 

We awoke early at our campsite at Katahdin Stream Campground in Baxter State Park. 

Two other hikers we knew were already up and hiking before dawn because they wanted to be 

on top of Mt. Katahdin when the sun rose. Even though this was our big day, we were as 

ambitious as they were. We counted ourselves excited enough that we got up before the sun. On 

this last day, we didn’t need our big backpacks because we were going up to the top and then 

coming back down. So we strapped on our waist pouches with water and food and camera and 

binoculars. To those packs we also attached small cloth banners that my mother had made for us 

and then sent to The White House Landing in celebration of our hike’s completion. They had 

our trail names and the date of our Katahdin climb—September 20, 2000. 

In the early-morning darkness, we started through the woods, past a sign that pointed to 

landmarks in the south, including Springer Mountain, 2,163 miles away. As the end point of a 

hard journey, no mountain could be a more appropriate symbol than Mt. Katahdin. At 5,267 

feet, Katahdin is the highest mountain in Maine, and one of the highest along the entire AT. The 

climb up it also provides one of the most difficult challenges to hikers. The trail combines the 

steepest slope possible (hikers climb about 1,000 feet in a mile, for a total of almost 5,000 feet) 

with huge rocks. But for us, none of that mattered. It seems like thru-hikers spend their whole 

time on the AT preparing for this one big climb. We were so energized by being there that we 

almost didn’t notice how difficult it was. 

When we began, we walked through trees shrouded in mist. When the sun rose about 

half an hour later, we were still under trees and mist. I paused to look at the pink tinge on the 

clouds hanging low in the sky and then turned back to the trail, wondering if we would see 
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anything from the top. Eventually, we reached tree line . . . and rocks. As you know, we had 

encountered rocks before—rocks in Pennsylvania woods, rocks on White Mountain summits. 

But we had never seen rocks quite like these before. It was like climbing through Mahoosuc 

Notch, but going straight up. I thought I would need climbing ropes at some points, but 

somehow I made it without them. As we climbed, the mist surrounded us. 

Then I scrambled over one last huge boulder, and there in front of me was a long flat 

stretch, still littered with stones, but smaller ones that didn’t have to be climbed. The shape of 

Katahdin was formed by glacial action (which you should have guessed by now) and a glacier 

had scoured this flat part—the Tableland. But unlike the bare rock face smoothed by glaciers on 

other mountains, the Tableland was jumbled with rocks that had formed the same way those 

Pennsylvania rocks had. Freezing water in the cracks in the rock broke them apart into smaller 

chunks, leaving a sea of rocks just like along the ridges of the White Mountains. The rocks of 

both Katahdin and the Whites are granite, a much younger rock than that of the rest of the 

Appalachians. The granite here was created by volcanic lava that hardened, whereas most rock 

along the AT was laid down as sediments on the bottom of ocean floors when they covered the 

land. 

Amazingly, just as we came to this high flat part of Katahdin, the clouds started breaking, 

leaving tufts of white and gray in the lowlands but sunny skies above. Looking out over the 

Maine landscape, I could almost imagine the oceans that used to cover the mostly flat land all 

around. All of those Maine lakes looked sort of like an ocean, anyway. But I wasn’t ready to 

spend time looking at the view yet. My attention was directed ahead, at the far end of the half- 

mile long Tableland. On a small rise in the distance, I could make out a sign on top of the rocks. 

It was Baxter Peak, the highest point on Mt. Katahdin and the end of the AT. 

Brad leaped from rock to rock ahead of me and reached the sign a few minutes before I 

did, so he had his camera ready as I took my last steps of my Appalachian Trail hike. When I 

touched the sign, I had a mix of emotions, but mostly relief that I didn’t have to get up in the 

morning and follow any more white blazes. Finally, I could relax. But Brad and I were thrilled 

as well. I was so excited that I even tried to do handstands on the top. We had done it, together. 

I knew that I could not have finished it without him. A few other of our hiker friends had arrived 

before we did, and a few more came after. We sat for hours on the rocks taking in the view and 

talking about what we would do next.  



I looked back over the distance we had come and tried to picture the whole trail 

extending back south to Springer Mountain. Even though I had just walked over 2,000 miles 

through the Appalachian Mountains, I couldn’t quite believe it. It may have been one journey, 

but the trail encompassed a whole collection of experiences that I couldn’t think about all at one 

time. I had one more surprise waiting for me that day. On the way back down Katahdin, who 

should appear but my mother! She came all the way from West Virginia to pick us up in Maine 

and celebrate with us. She was the perfect perk at the end of a long journey. 

This book was an attempt to share one set of those experiences with you. I took all the 

many important parts of the natural world of the AT that I saw and put them together into a 

picture of what the Appalachian Mountains are like from a naturalist’s perspective. We can only 

write or talk or think about one thing at a time, and yet nature never is just one thing. It is all the 

parts and all the relationships between the parts. And we can never know it all. Mt. Katahdin 

may have been the end of the trail and the end of a journey for me, but really, the trail and 

journey go on. But we decided to end this journey on Baxter Peak. 
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