
Warrior's Path, Wilderness Road 
··stand at Cumberland Gap and watch the pro­
cession of civilization, marching single file­
the buffalo fol lowing the trail to the salt springs, 
the Indian , the fur-trader and hunter, the cattle­
raiser, the pioneer farmer - and the frontier 
has passed by." 

Frederick Jackson Turner, 1893 

From Maine to Georgia the Appalachian Moun­
tains rose up like a giant wall , protecting th e 
American colonies from their enemies: th e 
French in Canada and Ind ians to the west. Land 
transportation was primitive. and the nearly 
trackless mountains that offered security to the 
colon ists also kept the growing population en­
trapped along the eastern seaboard. In the 

South, however, Cumberl nd Gap had long 
been used to cross the Appalach ians. Indians 
learned of it by following the buffalo, and it be­
came a major route to the hunting grounds of 
Kentucky. The gap was also an important fea­
ture on the Warrior's Path that led south from 
the Potomac River, across the gap, and north to 
the Ohio. A trail used by generations of raiding 
parties, the path was said to be marked by the 
bleached bones of slain enemies. 

In 1750 the first wh ite men came upon the gap. 
Thomas Nalker had been hired to stake out an 
800,000-acre gran beyo d he Blue Ridge 
Mountains. After two months of searchi ng , 
Walker and his companions retu rned to Virg inia. 

They had not found the Kentucky Bluegrass, 
but they did find the door that would lead set­
tlers to the region. Colonists could not immedi­
ately take advantage of the trail through the 
mountains. Wars with the French and Indians 
kept the western frontier c losed. 

When peace ret urned hunters began crossing 
the mountains. Daniel Boone spent two years 
exploring alone, then returned to Virginia. In 
1775, after the Treaty of Sycamore Shoals 
ending the Indian troubles, Boone and 30 men 
marked out the Wilderness Trail f o Curnb r 

land Gap into Ken tucky. Immigrat ion began 
immediately, and by the end of the Revolu­
tionary War some 12,000 persons had crossed 

into the new territory. By 1792 he popula ion 
was over 100,000, and Kentucky was admitted 
to the Union. 

During the 1790's traffic on th e Wilderness 
Road increased. By 1800 over 300,000 peo ple 
had crossed the gap going west. And each year 
as many head of livestock were dri ven east. 
As it had always been, the gap was an important 
route of commerce and transportation. 

Then in the 1820 's and 1830's man overcame 
e oun wal T e • e Id e e 

easi ly over the Erie, he Pennsylvan ia Main 
Line, or the Chesapeake and Ohio Canals, or 
on steamboats up the Mississippi Cumberland 

Deta from Gec:>rg1 aleb Bingham·s Daniel Boone Escort mg Settlers thru the Cumberland Gap. Courtesy The Washington University Gallery of Art, St Louis. 

Gap declined in importance. But it had over­
seen the opening of the f irst American West. 

Daniel Boone No name is more associated 
wi th Cumberland Gap and the open ing of the 
west than Daniel Boone 's. He was not the f irst 
explorer to see the gap, to discover Kentucky, 
or even to settle there. But th is does not reduce 
his greatness, for his personal characteristics 
were hose admired by people on the front ier: 
courage, s rength , agi lity, and honesty. 

·as b r n r Re ing. Penn­
syl' ania. in 1734. He had little schoo ling , but 
had a na 1ve intelligence that complemented 
his physical attributes. When he was 12, his 

father gave him a r if le , and Daniel soon became 
noted as a hunter. A few years later he partici ­
pated in the disastrous Braddock campaign 
that led to the French and Indian Wars. It was 
on this campaign that Boone first heard of the 
fabulous Kentucky country. In 1767 he set out 
to exp lore the West. Eight years later, with 
his w ife and children , he sett led in Boones­
borough wh ere he was appointed to several 
government offices. 

He had cont inual problems w ith land c laims, 
n 1788 a · Ian in Kentucky ha been 

lost in legal battles. He moved to what is now 
West Virginia in 1788 and 10 years later moved 
again to Missouri , where he died in 1820. 

Early History 1775 1792 1800 

Long before man came 
to Cumberland Gap, mi­
gratory animals - buffalo 
and deer- trampled a 
path through this nat­
ural doorway across the 
mountains in their yearly 
search for food. 

Visitor Information 
Location and Hours Cumberland Gap contains 
over 20,000 acres in the States of Kentucky, 
Virginia, and Tennessee. It can be reached by 
taking U.S. 25E from Kentucky and Tennessee 
or U.S. 58 from Virginia. Park gates are open 
from 8 a.m. unti l dusk year round . A visitor cen­
ter, open 8 a.m. until 5 p.m. daily except Christ­
mas, is located on U.S. 25E at Middlesboro, 
Kentucky. 

Camping and Picnicking A 160-site camp­
ground is located on U.S. 58 in Virginia. Each 
site has a paved pull-in (some adequate for 
large trailers and RV"s), picnic tab le, and gril l. 
Running water and restrooms with f lush toilets 
and e lectric lights are avai lable . There are no 
showers or RV hookups. An amphi theater, na­
ture trails, and a picnic area are located near 
the campground. 

Four campgrounds on the Ridge Trail are ac­
cessible by foot only. They are primitive and 

For the Indians who fol­
lowed the animal trails, 
the gap was an impor­
tant pass across the 
mountains to the rich 
hunting grounds of Ken­
tucky. It was also the 
key pass on the great 
Warrior"s Path. the trail 
of trade and war that 
led from the Ohio to the 
Potomac. 

Cunne Shote, a Chero­
kee chief about the time 
of the American Revolu­
tion. 
Courtesy The Thomas Gilcrease tnSMu:e o l 
American History and Alt Tulsa OK 

permits are required Contact the park super­
intendent at the address below. 

In the back country it is advisab le o have an 
alternate fuel source. Fires may be restricted 
or prohibited depending on fue l supply and 
weather. 

Hiking There are abou 50 miles of hiking 
trails in the park. They range from short se lf­
guided nature trails to longer overnigh trails. 
Some park features, like Sand Cave and Whi e 
Rocks, are accessible on ly by trail. Trail gu ides 
and information are avai l ble at th e visitor cen­
ter. Overnight use requ irus a perm it. 

Interpretive Programs Campfire programs, 
hikes, walks, music and craft demonstrat ions, 
bird counts, and other interpretive activities 
are schedu led daily from mid-June to Labor 
Day and on weekends du ring the spring and 
fall. Park visitors are invi ted to part icipate in 

Daniel Boone was not 
the first white man to 
discover Cumberland 
Gap, but he was the first 
to mark the trail that be­
came the Wilderness 
Road through the gap 
to Kentucky. 
P~:n:,ng by Chester Hart11og 
Courtesy lhe J B $ peed Art 
Museum LO\usv1. :e KY 

the park's programs. Specia l programs may 
be arranged for groups v isi t ing the park at other 
times by writ ing the su peri ntendent. 

Accommodations There are motels located 
in Midd lesboro , Kentucky. and Cumberland 
Gap, Tennessee. Restaurants, grocery stores, 
and medical fac il it ies are also available within a 
five-mile drive of the park. 

Caution Cumberland Gap ational Historical 
Park 1s a wild area. For your safety never hike 
alone . Avoid snakes and three-leaved plants . 
Drive alertly. 

Administrat ion Cumberland Gap National His­
torical Park is adminis ered by th e National 
Park Service , U.S. Department of the Interior. 
Inquiries about he park or 1 s administration 
should be addressed to: Superintendent, Cum­
berland Gap H P, Box 840, Midd lesboro, 
KY 40965. 

Boone carved on his ri­
fle that it was his ""bESt 
FREN.'' 

Boones powder horn 
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Kentucky soon had a 
population of over 
100,000 persons and in 
1 792 was adrn itted to 
the Union as the 15th 
State, the first west of 
the Allegheny Moun­
tains. That saflle year 
the State legislature 
adopted a se I, two men 
shaking hands and the 
motto ··united We Stand. 
Divided We Fall. "' 
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The Wilderness Road 
through Cumberland 
Gap became an impor­
tant thoroughfare. Thou­
sands of people trav­
elled the road going 
west, seeking new 
homes and new lives. 
But the route eastward 
was equally important. 
Thousands of cattle, 
sheep, pigs, and tur­
keys, the produce of the 
westernfarms, travelled 
the road to the markets 
of the seaboard. 

Hensley Settlement Situated on an isolated 
plateau astride Brush Mountain, Hensley Set­
t lement flourished for nearly five decades as a 
commu nity of 12 scattered farmsteads . It was 
established about 1904 by Sherman Hensley. 
He and his family constructed the buildings, 
mostly of hewn chestnut logs with shake roofs . 
They split rails for fences. In the decade after 
1925, the settlement reached a peak popula­
t ion of about 100 people. When they had to 
obtain necessities they cou ld not produce, they 
walked or rode horseback out and back over 
steep, narrow mountain trails. During the late 
1940 's and early 1950's the settlement was 
abandoned. The buildings deteriorated quickly. 
Since 1965 the Park Service has restored three 
of the farmsteads with the ir houses, barns, 
fences, and fields, as we ll as the schoolhouse 
and cemetery. Two farmer-demonstrators main­
tain the restored buildings and f ie lds, using 
many of the techniques of the Hensleys them­
se lves. 
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