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Trail Lit for the Benton MacKaye 

Now is the Time 

Ian Marshallôs Story Line: Exploring the Literature of the Appalachian Trail is among 

my favorite trail-related books. Marshall begins his book in Georgia (as of course he 
must!). He starts with the Cherokee Myths in North Georgia, takes it north, and ends 
with Thoreau on Mount Katahdin. Between Springer and Katahdin we hear from Wil-

liam Bartram, Annie Dillard, Thomas Jefferson, Walt Whitman, Herman Melville, 
Robert Frost and others. Itôs true the book gets a little academic; it began as Mar-
shallôs PhD dissertation, and sometimes it shows. But, my oh my, does Marshall have 
an ear for an arresting quotation. The book is filled with them.  

Take our third Presidentôs famous description of the view from Jefferson Rock above 

Harperôs Ferry. Most readers (and especially those who have visited Harpers Ferry) 
will recall Jeffersonôs iconic quote ñThis scene is worth a voyage across the Atlantic 
to see.ò  

But thatôs just the culmination of Jeffersonôs description. Here is (some of) the build-

up:   

You stand on a very high point of land. On your right comes the Shenandoah, having 
ranged along the foot of the mountains a hundred miles to seek a vent. On your left 

approaches the Patowmac [sic], in quest of passage also. In the moment of their junc-
ture they rush together against the mountain, render it asunder, and pass off to the 
sea. The first glance of this scene hurries our senses into the opinion, that the earth 

has been created in time, that the mountains were formed first, that the rivers began to 
flow afterwards, that in this place, particularly, they have been damned up by the Blue 

Ridge of mountains, and have formed an ocean which filled the whole valley; that 
continuing to rise they have at length broken over this spot, and have torn the moun-

tain down from its summit to its baseé. 
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B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  

  

And what, you may ask, has this got to do with the BMTA? 

The motto of our association is wonderfully apt: ñLeaving a trail for generations to follow.ò That is indeed 

our goal, and it is a most honorable quest.  But there is more to a great trail, one that lasts, that resonates 
down through the generations, than the physical trail itself. There is also the tradition, the lure of the trail, 
including the stories of ï and from ï the places it passes through. To my mind we need to begin now to col-

lect those tales and traditions and make them more fully part of the culture of the Benton MacKaye Trail.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is no shortage of material. Take this old 
building which our trail passes in Reliance, Ten-

nessee. Thatôs the Hiwassee Union Baptist 
Church, beautifully situated on the banks of the 
Hiwassee River.   

Built about 1899, the top floor of the building 

served as the local Masonic Lodge, while the first 
floor was a church and community meeting place.  

Before the nearby bridge was built across the Hi-
wassee, folks from the north side of the river had 

to ride a flatbed ferryboat to church as seen be-
low. (I am sure we are all delighted the lady in 
the white dress did not have to wade across the 

Hiwassee to go to church!) 

Iôm not sure the scene is ñworth a voyage across 
the Atlantic to seeò but itôs certainly worth a 
drive up from Atlanta --especially given the great 
hike on the BMT-John Muir Trail along the Hi-

wassee River that goes with it.   

Hiwassee Union Baptist Church 
Photo by Tom Keene 

Flatbed  Ferryboat 

Photo courtesy southeasttennessee.com 
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