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THE LONGEST TRAIL 

Cancel the newspaper, board the dog, and tell your boss you'll be gone for 14 months. The first coast-to-coast trail is waiting! 

A GLANCE AT ANY ROAD MAP of the U. S. of A. reveals the sad truth: Getting across the country is merely a matter of flicking on the cruise control, pausing for McBurgers at the drive-thru, and stopping each night at a Motel Four White Walls. 

But what if you really wanted to see the country from sea to shining sea? All the details and faces and facets. You'd have to walk. On foot. And therein lies the problem. There are eight scenic trails and nine historic trails in the national trails system, but no cohesive route from the Atlantic to the Pacific. That is, not until some folks at BACKPACKER and the American Hiking Society came up with the notion of the American Discovery Trail, the nation's first coast-to-coast trail. 

It was up to the ADT Scouting Team (see "The Scouting Team," page 29) to personally examine, via foot or bicycle, every inch of the new route. So for 14 months (June 2, 1990 to July 30, 1991) and 4,820 trail miles, we encountered all the geographic and cultural contrasts that make this country interesting--stark deserts, stunning mountain peaks, infinite grassy plains, quaint towns, sprawling cities, San Francisco punk rockers, Colorado cowboys, midwestern farmers, Appalachian hollow-dwellers, and even a President. It was, without a doubt, the ultimate backpacking trip. Sure, there were aspects any trail lover can relate to--sleepy mornings warmed by coffee and oatmeal, the soft light of daybreak tinting a desert canyon, sounds of tents coming down and sleeping bags being stuffed. But we soon realized this was bigger than our personal experience, and there was more to do here than merely hike from ocean to ocean. The ADT became part of a bigger vision, a Grand Plan, if you will. 

Grand Point No. 1: Look at a map of the national scenic trails, which are supposed to be the heart of our national trails system. There's no system. In fact, only two intersect. The ADT will connect five scenic trails and by doing so, turn a collection of trails into a real network. Conceivably, the average maniac with time on his or her hands and enough food in the pack could start in the state of Washington, walk south on the Pacific Crest Trail into California, east on the ADT, then south on the Appalachian Trail to Georgia. Or start on the North Country Trail in New York, walk southwest to Ohio, pick up the ADT.... Get the idea? 

Grand Point No. 2: What if you could leave your front door and within 15 minutes be on a trail that--would enable you to hike anywhere in the country? That farfetched-sounding goal comes from a report entitled "Trails for All Americans," which was conducted by the National Trails Agenda Project, a task force of trail experts brought together by the citizen's group American Trails and the National Park Service. The ADT takes this goal seriously, which is why the trail runs near cities. The nation's other long trails avoid metropolitan areas but the ADT uses them to add new dimensions to the trail experience--dimensions of history and culture, as well as scenery. This also makes the ADT accessible to the resource most important to its success: people. A key premise of the ADT project is that for a trail to succeed, it has to be visible and known to people. 

Grand Point No. 3: Then there are the roads, the chief means of movement for 99 percent of the populace. We have, as a nation, fallen into a highway mentality. Congress is passing $150 billion in highway bills while trails are disappearing. At least 50,000 miles of footpaths have vanished from our national forests since World War 2--that's a third of the system. Even worse, many trails still on the maps are slowly fading from lack of care, even though a mere .17 percent of that $150 billion highway fund would save them. The ADT project is meant to attack this priority ranking. 

"Where are the kids?" A newspaper reporter interviewing the ADT Scouting Expedition. 
This was the first hiking and bicycling trip I'd been on that started with a press conference, which was held at San Francisco's Cliff House restaurant overlooking the Pacific. A few days later we were splashing in the surf with the rocky promontory of Point Reyes behind us. Our escorts from the Diablo Valley Hiking Club cheered as we headed down the coast to begin the expedition. Hackneyed though it may sound, auspicious is the only word to describe that day. Camping within earshot of the pounding surf that night, the three-member ADT Scouting Team toasted a successful start with white zinfandel. 

Sure, it's corny, but we really believed we were off to discover America--to see what had happened in the 500 years since Columbus landed. Even corny things can be true in America. 

Columbus had the Santa Maria. We had a Chevy Blazer, a support vehicle usually miles ahead of us that was overflowing with extra camping supplies, the mountain bikes (when we weren't riding them), a pile of maps, tape recorders and notebooks (for keeping detailed notes for the soon-to-be-published guidebook), and a lap-top computer for writing stories and newsletter copy. Like Columbus, we were unsure how long the expedition would take or what we were getting into. We didn't have maps to some areas, and of the maps we did have, it was questionable which trails really existed. 

The plan called for us to meet with local trail committees in each state and review the route they had proposed. We'd go over every step, making sure it was appropriate for the self-propelled. (The constant stopping to take notes would make the going slow, and local hikers who'd join us found the team tedious to hike with.) The route would follow existing trails whenever possible. Where no trails existed, we were to use the smallest road we could find. 

The first leg of the trip took us south along the ridges of the coast ranges and across the Golden Gate Bridge into San Francisco. When John Muir arrived here he asked the first man he met for the quickest way out of town "to any place that is wild." The man directed him to the Oakland ferry. You can still walk along the bay in Muir's footsteps, gazing out at sailboats and Alcatraz. on your way to catching the Oakland ferry across the bay. 

When Muir passed through the central valley he wrote: "level and flowery, like a lake of pure sunshine, forty or fifty miles wide, one rich furred garden of yellow Compositae." Our crossing at the delta of the Sacramento River was a bit different, and brought home the meaning of the word "discovery." Dikes and levees keep river water on one side of the road higher than the fields on the other side. The houses looked like those found on plantations, and the farmers had southern drawls. Was this California? 

As we followed the Middle Fork of the American River into the Sierra, we discovered (there's that word again) a new way of looking at a mountain range. To hike in a range as high as the Sierra, most people drive several thousand feet up to a trailhead. In other words, the foothills are usually just something to motor through. But not on the ADT--it's a two-day walk up the American River from Sacramento to the start of the foothills. You feel the steady climb as the ADT winds through the mountains and canyons. One day we dropped from 3,500 feet to 1,700 feet at El Dorado Canyon, then climbed to 4,400 feet and dropped to 2,800 feet at Deadwood Canyon, only to march back up to 4,800 feet. You know it's rough country when 5,000 feet of climbing gains you only 1,300 feet in elevation at the end of the day. You may hike for stunning views, for solitude, for natural beauty, but part of the ADT magic is that feeling of accomplishment at the end of a long day. 

As we made our way around the northern rim of Lake Tahoe basin, we felt trepidation about what lay ahead. Every hiker longs to explore in the Sierra, but how many feel that walking and bicycling across Nevada is one of life's high points? I'd seen the state from airplanes and highways, and I don't care what Zane Gray said about the purple sage. The place was brown, where it I had color. And it looked desolate. Over the July 4 weekend, while we ate barbecue with California loggers in Foresthill, some guys car broke down I in the Nevada desert. He survived a searing walk to a waterhole during the day, only to freeze to death that night. 

"What took you so long?" --The ego-deflating reaction of a Nevada trail organizer at the California border, when we proudly proclaimed that we'd come all the way from the Pacific. 
We followed the old route of the Pony Express through a 100-mile stretch of desert and saw not a drop of water. We did see places too inhospitable even for sagebrush--alkali flats, also known as playa. A member of the Pony Express Trail Association put the fear of God in us when he compared these flats to quicksand when they're wet. "If you're on a horse that starts to sink, you'll be lucky to get the saddle off before he sinks out of sight." But in summer the playa is dry and safe, despite the fact that the crust made a crunching, hollow sound, like it might give way. As I pedaled the four miles across Bass Flat, there was nothing on the white, salt-covered ground. Nothing. The thought occurred to me that this is as close as I'd come to walking on the moon. (Idea for a slogan: Hike the ADT! Walk across the moon!) 

Surprisingly, Nevada was perhaps our favorite state. Emptiness has a different meaning when you're trying to get across it in a car, but when you're on foot, you become part of it. You realize the sage isn't colorless at all, and after a rain, the rabbitbrush turns entire valleys brilliant yellow. Sunsets tint the eastern sky lavender and the western sky pink. On foot you realize that places like this are vast but not empty. The expedition had barely begun, but I'd already realized that dispelling misconceptions would be as much a part of the experience as discovery. 

It was September when we reached the Utah border. The Rockies were ahead and if we waited the month or more it would take to cross Utah, the mountains would be under snow. Our mission was to scout the trail, not freeze to death on it, so we jumped ahead to Grand Junction, Colorado. From there, we climbed about 5,000 feet up to Grand Mesa, a huge formation jutting west from the Rockies. Residents say it's the largest flattopped mountain in the world. On our third day of crossing the mesa, we concluded that when you're at sea level, the word "flat" means something considerably different than it does on a 10,000-foot mountain, where a hill may be 1,000 feet or so in elevation. 

Several days later, we encountered what was to become a recurring problem: trails on Forest Service maps that didn't exist. This had been a problem in Nevada, as well. In this case, the road we were supposed to follow had been erased by logging. We ended up on a snowmobile trail, walking instead of pedaling, and covering only half the planned 40 miles. 

We stopped at a cow camp, the only sign of civilization we passed all day, to replenish our water supply. There was about 45 minutes of daylight left. We were 20 miles from base camp where the support vehicle carrying our gear was parked. Rain clouds were gathering, we'd eaten all our food hours ago, and my leg was banged up from a fall. I had visions of huddling under a tree with only a Gore-Tex suit pile sweater, and space blanket. Luckily, the cowboys offered us a place to stay, and served up spaghetti, corn on the cob, beer, and even a fresh-baked cherry pie courtesy of a visiting girlfriend. Now what red-blooded American kid doesn't dream of sitting down to supper with a real cowboy? We learned valuable things, like why a good cattle dog doesn't bark (the cattle get used to it, so the best dogs nip the bovines). 

At 5 A.M., the smell of bacon, eggs, pancakes, and coffee woke us. Our hosts weren't going to let us leave on empty stomachs. There was no shortage of hospitality here or, as we would soon learn, anywhere else on the trail. In the 14 months it took to scout the ADT, the people we met were always ready to help out any way they could. 

It was two more days before we were into the Rockies proper. Before reaching Denver, we encountered hail, rain, snow, craggy peaks, and the Continental Divide, the top of the continent. 

On a mountain called Red Cone Peak (elevation 12,801 feet) we stood at the highest point along the ADT. Appropriately, somebody had dragged an orange traffic cone to the top. 

It was somewhere in an outhouse in the Rockies that the meaning of life came to me. "I better remember this," I said aloud. Unfortunately, I forgot to write it down. There was a limited amount of paper available at the time. 

Before we knew it, we were heading east from the Nevada/Utah border, toward red rock territory. None of us had hiked in canyon country, and we'd heard unnerving stories about flash floods, box canyons with no way out, and deserts without water. 

"You're lost!" --Mike Dalton, the only resident of an unnamed Utab valley, when we knocked on his ranch house door after dark. He also wanted to know why we weren't carrying a gun. 
Ten years ago, some able-bodied members of the American Hiking Society hiked cross-country under the HikeaNation banner. Their goal was not to create an official trail but instead to hike from coast to coast. A few of them succeeded, thanks to the efforts of people like Al Frost, who kept the team from getting lost in his native southeastern Utah. We were grateful when he agreed to act as our guide as well. 

When Al was 15, he and his younger brother took off on a four-day walk to the Colorado River with nothing but the clothes on their backs, pockets full of cracked wheat and nuts, and a sawed-off shotgun for bagging jackrabbits It was a hungry trip: "The coyotes were so thick we didn't see a single rabbit." The hunger must have whet his appetite because he spent the next 60 years exploring the endless canyons. Every rock or vista sparked a story. One day, his steel-gray eyes squinted into Gypsum Canyon, and he told us how 19th-century explorer John Wesley Powell narrowly avoided a flash flood. Then there was the mining claim a friend bought for $1,000, and sold for $32 million when the funny ore fumed out to be uranium. And there was the hermit who put his coffee grounds on a rock to dry and use again. 

With Al guiding, we plotted the ADT's course through a place known as Dark Canyon. Two hours down a boulder-strewn trail brought us to the bottom, where the horizontal world of the plateau gave way to vertical slot canyons--red-rock walls rising out of sight on both sides, and a thin strip of blue sky straight above. We'd walk up one side of the stream until it pressed us against the canyon walls, then rock-hop across and continue up the other side. In the summer people merely plow up the river, but not in November. 

Like the Arkansas River, the ADT breaks through the Rockies and heads for the Great Plains at Pueblo, Colorado. Every mile eastward the elevation drops eight to 10 feet, which led us to joke about it being downhill all the way to the Mississippi River. The biggest challenges, the Sierra and the Rockies, were behind us, so we figured the plains would be a snap. 

We deduced that if you're on the plains heading east in the summer, you can count on westerly winds pushing you along. We reamed (the hard way) that in December, the wind is fierce, cold, and blowing directly in your face, regardless of your direction. Only a crazed hiker would venture across eastern Colorado and Kansas in winter, when daytime temperatures top out at below zero with wind chills of -30Fahrenheit. So we set out. I was amazed to learn that if you keep piling on the layers, you can actually ride a bicycle in that kind of weather. 

We'd been following the route of the old Santa Fe Trail since La Junta, Colorado. To our surprise, a lot of people in Kansas were as passionate about the Santa Fe as some easterners are about the Civil War. One frigid day west of Lyons, Ralph Hathaway was waiting for us by the side of the road in his pick-up. He just couldn't the thought of us missing "Ralph's Ruts," the best examples of wagon ruts on the Santa Fe Trail. In his cold-weather jumpsuit (a trademark of rural midwestern America) and cowboy hat, Ralph led us past the oil derrick pumping sluggishly in his yard. Santa Fe Trail ruts don't look like twin tire ruts a car makes in soft earth. They are swales, gentle depressions in the ground from years of wagon wheels. There were several abreast because the wagons would spread out, so the drivers wouldn't have to eat each others' dust. 

The ADT followed mostly dirt roads through Kansas. In fact, there were only two miles off-road. When we began the expedition, we wanted the entire route to be free of cars and roadways, but soon changed our mind. In the sandy deserts of Nevada and Utah I longed for a hard-packed, easy-to-walk road. In Kansas, the traffic amounted to maybe a car every hour or two. Besides, the dirt roads were part of the landscape, and walking next to the fields of grasses, each stalk covered with a prism of frost, seemed natural and right. We could always tell when a town was approaching when we saw prairie skyscrapers (grain elevators) on the horizon. 

"How'd you get a great job like this?" --The question most often asked between June and November. 
As we rolled eastward, the plains gave way to the Flint Hills and Missouri, and cowboy hats gave way to baseball caps with John Deere logos. From the accents, we thought we were headed south instead of east. There were more people, more paved roads, more traffic. We journeyed along the Missouri River State Trail, better, known as the KATY Trail. When complete it will be the longest railtrail conversion in the country, winding between the bluffs and banks of the Missouri, and along the historic path of Lewis and Clark. 

North of the Missouri is the home of Ted Jones, the man who developed the KATY Trail. When a Supreme Court decision cleared the way for building the trail, but the state balked at the projected cost of construction, Jones stepped in with a $2.2 million donation. He was dying of cancer at the time, and passed away while we were on the trail. Still, his wife, Pat, invited us to stay for a night. One of the rooms was devoted to memorabilia of the KATY Trail. It was clear from looking through the room and talking with Pat that, as proud as the Jones' were of their accomplishments in the business world, their ultimate pride was the KATY Trail. Now that's a true legacy. 

"Why are you doing this NOW?" -- The question most often asked between November and February. 
It was April and the trees were budding when we caught a paddlewheel ferry across the Mississippi' just north of St. Louis. The river was high and strong and we were headed south. We passed Fort De Chartres, a huge stone fortress built by the French in the 1750s. I remembered a valiant high school teacher of mine who, while dodging spit wads, spoke of how the French settled the Mississippi valley long before the English crossed the Appalachians. The French influence is evident along this portion of the ADT, where names like Prairie Du Rocher are common, and statues of the Virgin Mary and Jesus stand on lawns. 

The northern portions of the states of Illinois Indiana, and Ohio--the parts traversed by Interstate 80--are remarkably flat. But the southern regions--the parts traversed by the ADT--are anything but level. The hills aren't big, but they're constant, and enough ups and downs in a day can be as tiring as climbing a mountain. After the wide open West, the surprisingly thick forests of the Midwest felt almost confining. The quiet of the desert was replaced by a 24-hour chorus: crickets and frogs at night, songbirds in the morning, cicadas all day. 

The ADT crests a hill in northern Kentucky and from there you can see the Ohio River and Cincinnati. It was a shock to suddenly look down on a network of bridges and downtown buildings. After about an hour's walk we were on the Ohio side and following the riverwalk. Then it was up a parking lot stairway to Riverfront Stadium. The L.A. Dodgers were in town, so we stopped to watch them drub the Reds. What other trail includes major league baseball? 

On our way to the Buckeye Trail, we passed through a beautiful park with a fountain that, on this hot May day, appeared to be jammed with every youngster in Ohio. No other state has a trail like the Buckeye, which begins at a park overlooking Cincinnati, follows the streets through town, and eventually winds through the suburbs. 

"How many pairs of shoes have you worn out?" -- Every journalist we meet east of the Mississippi. 
Downtowns are supposed to be congested, so people move to the suburbs for more space. But as we walked through some cities, we found the downtown areas along the bays, rivers, and canals had plenty of accessible open space that has been preserved. Surprisingly, we encountered more problems trying to find our way through suburbs, where the car is king. When a new subdivision goes in, so does a new infrastructure--sewers, roads, underground power. What about trails? Why can't infrastructure construction include a system of trails connecting the city with the subdivision? It can be done if we demand it, and that's what a successful national trails system will take, people calling for change. 

At Mineral Springs Lake we met Steve Newman, who in 1983 put on a backpack and headed east from his home in Bethel. Four years to the day he walked back into town from the west. In those intervening years, be became the first person to backpack around the world alone. He showed us the scars on his backpack (a bandit's machete in Thailand), and on his face (intense sun in the Australian outback). We spent a hot June afternoon enthralled with his stories. 

"I hates thunderbugs." -- Campground operator somewhere in Ohio, referring to fireflies. He never did say why he disliked the insects. 
After about two days of walking, the hills became higher and steeper, the views more expansive, and there was a ridgeline on the horizon. The settlements were fewer and the woods a little wilder. The Midwest was giving way to the Appalachians and we were ready for the change. 

We crossed the Ohio River at Parkersburg, West Virginia, and picked up another great rail-trail, the North Bend. It winds 60 miles over hills and trestles, and passes through a dozen tunnels, including one that's "haunted." Some of the folks told us we'd better ask the ghost's permission before entering. The tunnels and trestles level out the grade, and passing through the "Mountain State's" ridge-after-ridge terrain seemed almost too easy. 

The head of the North Bend Rail-trail Foundation is Dick Bias, who left the Washington, D.C. vice squad to run a bed and breakfast in an old log cabin. Dick's not a hiker or a bicyclist. In other words, he's not a big trail user, but he put heart and soul into turning the abandoned Baltimore & Ohio Railroad right-of-way into a trail because he knew it would be good for his community. 

"Don't you want to go HOME?" -- An Associated Press reporter near Hagerstown, MD. 
We spent our second ADT Fourth of July at the head of the Cheat River in Parsons, a little town in the shadow of the Allegheny Mountains. Our first Fourth in Foresthill, California, had been a simple celebration of the joy of living in America. Since then, U.S. troops had gone to war in Iraq, and the main ingredient in the Parsons parade was pride. One of the vehicles carried a placard noting each Tucker County native who'd served in Operation Desert Storm. 

From Parsons, it was a long climb into the Allegheny highlands. The trip across plains and prairie had been interesting, but there's nothing like the mountains, especially when pink and white rhododendrons line the trail. We paused at Bear Rocks perched on the edge of the Allegheny Front, an escarpment more than 2,000 steep vertical feet above the valley. Lesser ridges, one after the other, stretched eastward to the horizon. 

The valley below held a rushing branch of the Potomac River. We'd crossed our last divide and could almost smell the salt air at journey's end. It was with sadness that we faced west to watch the sun set over the land we'd crossed. Even the terrain we stood on harkened back to the West. The elevation was only 4,000 feet, but the highland marshes, beaver ponds, subarctic vegetation, and stunted forests attested to a harsh climate similar to what we d encountered on the western mesas. The thick growth of West Virginia blueberries made the going slow, just as the blackberries along California's American River had slowed us down a year before. 

At Oldtown, Maryland, there's a low-water bridge over the Potomac River that's underwater several days in the spring when the river's high. The toll keeper reaches out a little tin cup on a long wooden handle to collect a dime from people on foot or bicycle. The bridge leads to the C&O Canal, which has been preserved as an historic park. From there, the ADT runs south along the banks of the Potomac for 165 miles to Washington, D.C. It's unbelievable, this strip of green. Every night you can camp on a peaceful spot along the river and watch for bald eagles. Then suddenly, the C&O takes you into the heart of D.C.'s Georgetown. 

"I like your shorts." -- George Bush 
It was a hot July day in D.C., a bewildering day for three trail scruffians. We held a news conference on Capitol Hill, received an award from the Secretary of the Interior, and stopped in at The White House for a chat and handshake. Less than a week later, we were hiking with a group of Boy Scouts, Brownies, and ADT enthusiasts through Lewes, Delaware, on the way to Cape Henlopen State Park, the end of the ADT. 

I'm not a big flag-waver, but my pride in my country grew every day and with every encounter on this expedition. Certainly, there was pride in the beauty of it all--the purple mountains' majesty, the amber waves of grain, the canyons, the forests, the deserts. But there was also pride in the people. Whatever we needed, someone was willing to give. They shared their time to help us plan the route. They opened their homes to a team of ragged trail animals they'd never met. They opened their hearts when we showed up on their doorsteps. Cowboys in Colorado, ranchers in Kansas, lawyers in Missouri, retired policemen in West Virginia--they all gave because they believed in the vision, the grand plan. The next to last day, as we bicycled through Maryland's Eastern Shore and the town of Ridgely, a man yelled from his front porch, "Do you want some water?" That's a spirit some say is lost in America, but we found it's still here, at least along the ADT. 

The cameras recorded us stepping into the Atlantic, 14 months and 4,835 trail miles from the Pacific. People kept asking, "How do you feel?" and "Would you do it again?" Well, if anyone is interested in sponsoring a Canadian Discovery Trail or a European Discovery Trail or a northern or southern version, I know a team of seasoned trail scouts ready to work. 

PHOTO (COLOR): Having just climbed out of Utab's Fable Valley, ADT Scouting Team members (left to right) Ellen Dudley, Sam Carlson and Eric Seaborg stop at Gyspsum Canyon on their way to Canyonlands National Park. 

PHOTO (COLOR): It was an almost-perfect California day when Dudley and Seaborg strolled along the beach at Point Reyes National Seasbore, the ADT's official starting point. 

PHOTOS (COLOR): Left to right: Dudley beads for the Golden Gate Bridge and San Franciso, where the team broke trail through Fisherman's Wharf. Heather Douglass, Bill Sprotte and Raggs the Backpacking Dog on the Western States Trail, 80 miles east of the Sierra crest. Seaborg trekking through Sand Springs, Nevada, where the 600-foot-high dune in the background shifts with the wind. 

PHOTOS (COLOR): Far left: Carlson on an ORV trail along the flank of Grand Mesa, Colorado. Because of steep terrain west of the Rockies, the team often pushed more than they pedaled. Left: After crossing the Continental Divide for the final time, the ADT beads up to its highest point: Colorado's Red Cone Peak, elev. 12,801. The red traffic cone was there when Seaborg arrived. 

PHOTO (COLOR): The ADT touches the northern shores of Utah's Lake Powell, a monumental mixed blessing. The lake is an oasis in redrock country, providing recreation for water lovers and electricity for millions of people miles away. But to create the reservoir, Glen Canyon was was built on the Colorado River, drowning the once majestic Glen Canyon. 

PHOTOS (COLOR): Right: The scouting team steps cautiously along the narrow ledges of Utab's Dark Canyon, the wildest section of the ADT and a place that would have been bard to navigate without the aid of a local hiker. Far right. Pedaling across Kansas. The team was surprised to learn that with enough layers of clothing, they could comfortably withstand the plains' winter temperatures. 

PHOTOS (COLOR): Top left: A general store in Pomona, Illinois where Seaborg became quite upset when told they didn't sell Grape Nebi and moon pies. Far left: Carlson and friend near Missouri's KATY Trail. Because some portions of the team's route crossed what at the time was still private property, law enforcement officials accompanied them Left: Although temperatures were in the 90s, poison ivy made long sleeves and pants essential for the trek along Indiana's Knobstone Trail. 

PHOTOS (COLOR): Right: Dudley and Seaborg talk with Cairo, West Virginia bed and breakfast owner Dick Bias, a former vice squad cop and chief proponent of the nearby North Rend Rail Trail. Far right, bottom: Sprotte on the North Bend Rail Trail's Goose Creek Bridge in West Virginia The bridge will be re-decked before the trail official opens. Far right, top: It's a 2,000-foot drop from atop Bear Rocks inn Dolly Sods Scenic c Area WV These were the last major mountains the team crossed while heading east. 

PHOTOS (COLOR): With the Potomac River at her side, Dudley pedals through the Big Slackwater area of the C&O Canal National Historic Park, Maryland, which takes the ADT off-road for about 165 miles. 

In the Oval Office: Sec. of Interior Manuel Lujan, Sen. Hank Brown, rim Glidden (counsel to Lujan), Rep. Beverly Byron, American Hiking Society President Chuck Sloan, President Bush, Sprotte, Seaborg, Dudley, and BACKPACKER Publisher Peter Spiers. The president coveted the team's shorts, but bad to settle for a t-shirt. 

The end: Sprotte, Dudley and Seaborg step into the Atlantic off the Delaware coast while reporters shout, "How do you feel?" 

~~~~~~~~

by ERIC SEABORG 

THE SCOUTING TEAM 

As they say at the ballpark, you can't tell the players without a scorecard, so here it is. 

Eric Seaborg: Seaborg is a former president of the American Hiking Society and edited a newsletter on long-distance trails for AHS and the National Park Service. One of his major concerns in life is the problem of disappearing trails. 

Ellen Dudley: It was known at the outset that for the ADT to succeed, it had to he visible and known to people. Dudley's task was to make this happen. A longtime hiker, she left a job in Washington, D. C., where she coordinated media strategy for the Union of Concerned Scientists. By the end of the expedition she had done hundreds of interviews, including NBC's "Today" show, National Public Radio's "All Things Considered," the Washington Post, The New York Times, and USA Today. 

Bruce Franks: It was this former assistant editor at BACKPACKER who suggested a coast-to-coast route and dubbed it the American Discovery Trail. He was a team member when the expedition began, hut soon accepted a position as Southeast Editor for the magazine. 

Sam Carlson: The former president of the Allentown, Pennsylvania (a few miles down the road from BACKPACKER's Emmaus headquarters) Hiking Club had just graduated from nursing school when he heard about the opening on the team. He canceled his planned hike along the Long and Appalachian trails to join the ADT expedition. He was with the team from Nevada to the Mississippi River. When the project ran overtime, responsibilities in the "real world" called him home. 

Bill Sprotte: A paramedic and emergency room nurse in Chico, California, Bill is also a rabid outdoorsman. He joined the team for the last jaunt to the Atlantic. 

Heather Douglass: Fresh out of college, her main responsibility was to sit behind a desk in Emmaus and stay glued to the phone, organizing the many local committees that would scout the route with the team. She was a vital cog in the trail machine--rushing maps, names of contacts, gear, and replacement parts to the field. For three weeks, she joined the team on the trail. 

1,000 POINTS OF TRAIL 

NOW THAT MEMBERS of the ADT Scouting Team are home watching the "Today Show" instead of starring in it, the continued success of this mammoth trail is in the hands of hundreds of volunteers who have quietly worked behind the scenes since the project began. 

Before the scouting team took their first step, committees had been formed in each of the states the ADT would pass through. These volunteer groups not only plotted the route through their home turf, they also ran interference. 

"There were a lot of factions to contend with--the Forest Service, state and county parks officials, small town officials. They all wanted input because the route was going through their land," says Bill Stoehr, coordinator of the Colorado planning committee. "We sat down with them, explained the ADT, and sought their approval. We had to educate people about what the ADT was trying to accomplish. Some communities didn't want the trail, and some begged to be included." 

According to Stoehr, the route followed by the scouting team was "drain one," and as negotiations continued, other drafts were developed. The final route through Colorado, for instance, is "firming up nicely" and is not too different from that taken by the scouting team. 

The process of plotting the ADT varied greatly from state to state. In Missouri, for instance, the KATY Trail was already in place and worked well as a route for the ADT. According to Darwin Hindman, coordinator of the Missouri committee, most of his group's effort went into checking out the route before the scouting team arrived to make sure there weren't any surprises. 

The Indiana committee, on the other hand, had no contiguous eastwest trail and had to create a path for the ADT. "We broke up into groups, scouted out a route, then tested it," explains coordinator, Ron Craig. "When the ADT team arrived, they were given maps prepared by the committee." 

The administrative bent of these three groups was typical of the activities of the other ADT state committees--lots of phones calls and meetings, but not much hiking. The committees are now promoting the ADT in their states, and setting up systems to ensure continued trail building and maintenance. 

"The nitty-gritty, behind-the-scenes work is certainly not the most glamorous part of the ADT," says Reese Lukei, ADT National Coordinator for the American Hiking Society, "but it's the most essential element in keeping this trail alive." 

NOW YOU SEE 'EM 

How you can help solve the case of the disappearing trails 

ONE OF THE QUESTIONS most frequently asked of the scouting team was, "What was the worst part of the trip?" It wasn't sore feet or cold toes. The biggest and most disheartening obstacle was the deplorable state of trails across the country. 

In state after state, national forest after national forest, trails that were supposed to be there were not. But most disturbing of all was the way forest rangers, people who are supposed to know what they're talking about, would confidently tell the ADT team to take a trail that didn't exist. Things are pretty bad when Forest Service officials aren't even aware of the status of the trails under their jurisdiction. 

In all fairness, the problem isn't limited to the Forest Service; we just found it to be most acute in national forests. But because the Forest Service (theoretically at least) has the largest trail network in the country, it's the most important. The Forest Service is behind on trail maintenance to the tune of more than $250 million. I personally don't know what 51 million looks like, but I found out what it means in terms of trails. It means entire wilderness areas you can't gain access to. Some cases in point: 

Mt. Jefferson, a wilderness area featuring the highest peak in central Nevada. There's no trail into it from the western side, and no trail at all to the 11,807-foot peak. 

In Ohio's Wayne National Forest, where we wanted to follow a portion of the North Country National Scenic Trail, a ranger said she couldn't in good conscience" send anybody out on the overgrown trail. 

The ADT stuck to roads through a portion of West Virginia's Monongahela National Forest when scouts found that a trail we could have used was swallowed up by a clearcut. 

Part of the ADT's overall mission was to draw attention to the plight of trails in general. The ADT scouting team gave interview after interview and stressed this point. Now it's your turn. Write your elected officials and tell them you're not gonna take it anymore! Tell them you want more support for trails. Then go hike the ADT on Trail-Blazer Day (Sept. 12). Take a hike and be counted, because as someone said way back yonder, there's a whole lot of strength in numbers. 

~~~~~~~~

By Eric Seaborg 

THE FATHER OF THE ADT 

THE ADT's INSPIRATION was a 1980-81 transcontinental hike dubbed "HikaNation," in which members of the American Hiking Society spent 411 days walking 4,279 miles from San Francisco to Cape Henlopen State Park, Delaware. HikaNation was more of a consciousness-raising movement, compared to the ADT's goal of becoming a permanent, well-established route. 

Sixty-three hikers ranging in age from 14 to 68 and hailing from 30 states and Canada began the trek. Like the ADT, pathfinders in each state helped plot the group's route, which used trails when possible and secondary roads otherwise. On a May morning, 37 of the original starters, accompanied by 35 hikers who'd joined along the way, greeted legislators on the Capitol steps. A few days later, they stepped in the Atlantic Ocean. And so ended HikaNation. The ADT, on the other hand, is now before Congress for consideration as a National Scenic Trail. 

HOW TO BUILD A COAST-TO-COAST TRAIL 

The ADT is unique in the speed and manner in which it was planned and executed. Here's how it was done, in case you want to create your own coast-to-coast footpath, and name it after yourself. (Just imagine: Joe's Trail!) 

1. BACKPACKER came up with a plan for the project, and the American Hiking Society signed on as a partner. 2. Corporate sponsors donated cash and equipment. 3. A three-person field crew was selected, as well as an office coordinator. 4. The office coordinator set up committees in each state. The committees were a cross-section of trails activists, government officials, and just plain folks from each community. They proposed the route through their states. 5. The office coordinator and committees compiled lots and lots of : maps. 6. The team hiked across the United States. 7. In Washington, D.C., Rep. Beverly Byron (D-MD) and Sen. Hank Brown (R-CO) introduced legislation to study the ADT for designation as a national scenic trail. This is the first move toward official designation. Other steps will include: mobilizing support for the initial bill; if initial legislation passes, the National Park Service will conduct a study to see if the ADT qualifies for national scenic trail status; if it does, another bill will be introduced to actually designate the trail; more support will be sought. 8. AHS hired a national coordinator to continue organizing local groups along the ADT and plan "Rockport's American Discovery TrailBlazer Day" for September 12, 1992, in which people across the country will hike and mark the trail. 9. Trail notes are deciphered for the upcoming guidebook, which should be available later this year. 10. One day soon, people will hike the ADT. 

GETTING INVOLVED 

Why the ADT needs you 

THE SUCCESS OF THE ADT will require the commitment of people across the country, and especially those who live in the 12 states through which it passes. Here's what you can do: 

1. Write your congressional representatives. Tell them to support the ADT study bill authorizing a feasibility study on whether the ADT should be a national scenic trail. With great zeal and vigor, tell them, "Yes! It should be a federally-designated trail!" Mention H.R. 3011 (the House bill) and S. 1537 (Senate version). 2. Take part in "Trail-Blazer Day" on September 12. The plan calls for trail users to mark every foot of the trail in one stupendous day. Hikers, coordinators, and helpers of all sorts are needed! 3. If the ADT passes through your state, join the local planning committee. Contact the American Hiking Society, P.O. Box 20160, Washington, D.C. 20041-2160. If it doesn't pass through your neck of the woods, organize your own support group anyway! If nothing else, you can all gather, write letters of support, and deluge newspapers and decision-makers with ADT correspondence. 4. If you don't live near the ADT, work on another trail. The ADT is designed to be the backbone of a national trails system. In a national system, every trail and bit of effort is significant. 5. Put your money where your boots are. Send a contribution to AHS, and mark it "ADT Fund." 
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