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Hikers enjoy one of the most photographed
overlooks along the Appalachian NST, McKaffee
Knob in Virginia. Photo: Appalachian.Trail
Conservancy.
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Old Man'’s Cayve in Hocking

Hills State Park, Ohio begins -
the Grandma Gatewood Trail's
six-mile course. This trail has

been designated a part of

Ohio’s Buckeye Trail as well

as two national trails — the

North Country Scenic Trail and
America’s Discovery Trail. Photo:
North Country TraikAssociation: ~ *



Preface

Where Trails Lead:

Our Heritage

By Stewart Udall
Former U.S. Secretary
of the Interior

from the Albuquerque
Journal, Dec. 31, 2007

Mount Katahdin, Maine,
the northern start of the
Appalachian Trail. Photo:
National Scenic Byways.
www.byways.org

Eighty years ago, when I was a boy growing
up on a ranch near St. Johns, Arizona, trails
formed the contours of my world. I'd take

a trail to get to a neighbor’s house or follow
one along the river if I were looking for stray
cattle. Trails were the most practical way of
getting around in those days. But they were
also irresistible to me. I'd walk a trail just to
see where it led.

As we near the goth anniversary of the Na-
tional Trails System Act, I look out on a
footpath that leads past my house into the
mountains and think about the age-old pull of
America’s trails — the ones that led through
the Cumberland Gap and over the Continen-
tal Divide, across the Rockies and the Sierra
Nevada.

One of the greatest overland migrations in
history followed a trail. During the mid-1800s
nearly 400,000 emigrants walked or rode over
the Platte River Road, the dusty thoroughfare
formed by the convergence of the Oregon,
California and Mormon trails. The first drafts
of American history are recorded in the dia-
ries of the people who followed frontier trails.
They also can be read in the crude inscrip-
tions and epitaphs scrawled on rocks and
grave markers along the way.

Much of that history would have passed into
oblivion, ploughed under or paved over, were
it not for the National Trails legislation signed
into law by President Lyndon Johnson in 1968.
The idea behind the National Trails System
Act was to ensure the survival of our historic
corridors. Those of us who endorsed the leg-
islation wanted to make it possible for Ameri-
cans to share some of the adventure, the toil,
and even a bit of the danger experienced by
our forebears — the native people, explorers
and pioneers who first laid eyes on the Ameri-
can scene.

Today, the National Trails System encompasses
more than 40,000 miles of trails. They extend
from Maine’s Mount Katahdin, where the
Appalachian National Scenic Trail begins, to
Nome, Alaska, where the Iditarod Trail ends.
Wisconsin’s Ice Age Trail traces the southern
terminus of the last continental glacier to push
down over North America. The Trail of Tears
National Historic Trail follows the route taken
by some 16,000 Cherokee when they were
driven from their ancestral home in southern
Appalachia in 1838 and forcibly relocated in
Oklahoma’s Indian Territory.
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Stewart Udall represented
Arizona in the U.S. House from
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The longest trails celebrate the American
outdoors. The 2,150-mile Appalachian Trail,
started in the 1920s, was the first. It was fol-
lowed by the slightly longer Pacific Crest Na-
tional Scenic Trail, from Canada to Mexico,
and more recently by the Continental Divide
National Scenic Trail that winds more than
3,000 miles from the crown of Glacier Na-
tional Park in northern Montana to the aptly
named Hatchet Mountains at the southwest-
ern tip of New Mexico. Traveling on foot

or horseback down any one of those trails
provides an intense exposure to a world that
would otherwise be accessible only in history
books and atlases.

Unfortunately, the National Trails System Act
did not include a budget for completing all of
the trails or preserving their historic environs.
Instead, the trail system has relied heavily on
the contributions and hard work of volun-
teers. By the year 2,000, volunteers had put in
more than a half-million hours building, main-
taining and protecting the trails.

Over the years Congress has appropriated
some funds to help complete work on the
trails. But there is so much more to do fill all
of the gaps, including a 45-mile stretch of the
Continental Divide Trail in New Mexico that
would allow hikers to walk the same terrain
that the Spanish explorer Coronado passed
over in 1540.

The future of our trail system will continue to
depend on the generosity of private land own-
ers as well as the continuing efforts of volun-
teers. Supporting our national trails is more

than an exercise in nostalgia. Think of how
much richer a child’s knowledge of history
might be after a few days spent along the Lew-
is and Clark National Historic Trail. Imagine
how a student’s grasp of our constitutional
liberties might benefit from a drive along the
Selma to Montgomery National Historic Trail,
where civil rights marchers braved billy clubs
and tear gas in 1965 to campaign for voting
rights for African American citizens.

As I sit in my home in Santa Fe, I think of

the significance of one of our most storied
frontier trails. In 1846, Col. Stephen Watts
Kearney led his Army of the West down the
Santa Fe Trail to claim New Mexico territory
and later California for the United States. The
annexation of those lands marked the triumph
of Manifest Destiny, the idea held by many at
the time that America was destined by divine
providence to expand its dominion from the
Atlantic to the Pacific.

A national trail is indeed a portal to the past.
But it is also an inroad to our national charac-
ter. It tells us how we got where we are. Our
trails are both irresistible and indispensable.
And while I may not be hiking the Continental
Divide Trail from Canada to Mexico any time
soon, I am doing everything I can to help with
the monumental task of completing it.

It is up to all of us who care so deeply for

the future of this great country to join in this
uniquely American undertaking of building,
maintaining and protecting these unique trea-
sures. I hope you will join me, for the sake of
the generations to come.

- Stewart Udall



Introduction

The establishment of a nationwide system of trails will be an accomplishment

worthy of a place beside other major conservation programs. . . The
fundamental objective of a nationwide system of trails is to provide simple,
inexpensive recreation opportunities for all people by having an abundance
of trails for walking, cycling, and horseback riding near home, as well

as providing some major historic and scenic interstate trails of national

significance.’

P he National Trails System Act of

g 1968 provides millions of people
‘ with opportunities to experience
= our Nation’s past while enjoying
its unsullied natural beauty. Set in motion by
various Federal and State agencies and a hand-
ful of citizen volunteers, the 1968 Act today
identifies and preserves trails of outstanding
scenic, historic and recreational value across
America.

These national trails offer recreational ben-
efits that improve health, boost energy and
lift the spirits of the work-weary. They also

allow public access to landscapes that reflect
the rich cultural and natural diversity of our
national heritage. Ultimately, as a conserva-
tion and recreation effort, national trails em-
body the visions and struggles of a network
of individuals dedicated to preserving these
remarkable routes for the enjoyment of future
generations.

The original National Trails System Act of
1968 established three types of trails: national
scenic trails (NSTs), national recreation trails
(NRT5), and connecting and side trails. The
category of national historic trails (NHTs) was
added in 1978.

Bureau of Land Management
(BLM) and National Park Service
(NPS) staff gather at Parting of
the Ways in Wyoming where the
California and Oregon NHTs split
going West. Photo: NPS.




A modern day covered wagon
rests along the Oregon NHT in
the Blue Mountains of Oregon.
Photo: NPS.

Both seasoned and amateur hikers enjoy the
superb vistas and the wilderness experiences
available along national scenic trails (NSTs).
History buffs enjoy following the routes tra-
versed in the past by indigenous peoples,
explorers, and pioneers — many marked as
national historic trails (NHTs). Such trails
provide excellent opportunities to experience
both the natural and cultural heritage of the
United States.

NSTs and NHTs differ somewhat in scope and
purpose. The authors of the National Trails
System Act (Public Law 9o-543 as amended)
intended the design and location of an NST
to “provide for maximum outdoor recreation
potential and for the conservation and enjoy-
ment of the nationally significant scenic, his-
toric, natural, or cultural qualities of the areas
through which such trails may pass.”* The
routes of NSTs are therefore usually planned,
designed, and constructed to be continuous
and recreational.

On the other hand, NHTs — added in 1978 —
attempt to follow as closely as possible origi-
nal historic trails or travel routes of national
historic significance. Their intent is to identify
and protect the historic route and its historic
remnants and artifacts for public use and en-
joyment.} Public use of NHTs is envisioned in
the Act to be primarily along the lines of his-
toric interpretation and appreciation, rather
than recreational hiking along a footpath like
NSTs. Due to land use changes and subse-
quent development (or in some cases, lack
thereof), NHTs are often fragmented and lo-
cated on both public and private properties.

National Recreation Trails (NRTs) are shorter
trails — some close to metropolitan areas.
Most are located in Federal and State parks,
forests, and recreation areas. NRTs often offer

a means to temporarily escape the bustle of
urban life. NRT designations have multiplied
over the years, aided by a fairly easy designa-
tion process which, unlike NST and NHT




designation, does not require acts of Con-

gress, but just the signature of the Secretary of

the Interior (or in the case of Forest Service
trails, the regional forester). Although NRTs
have played a key role in the National Trails
System since 1968, their purpose and roles dif-
fer from that of the NSTs and NHTs which are
the major focus of this history.

The Appalachian NST in the East and the Pa-
cific Crest NST in the West were the first two
long-distance trails to receive national trail
designation in 1968. Today, the National Trails
System boasts eight NSTs, 18 NHTs, two con-
necting (or side) trails, and more than 1,050
NRTs. The NSTs and NHTs alone total more
than 46,000 miles in combined lengths and
are administered by either the Department

of the Interior (the National Park Service

and the Bureau of Land Management) or the
Department of Agriculture (the USDA Forest
Service).*

The National Trails System has been an ex-
periment in democratic principles. Crafted
alongside other significant environmental and
social legislation of the 1960s, this movement
reflects deep American impulses, such as love
of outdoor recreation, devotion to iconic trail
experiences (such as hiking the Appalachian
Trail or retracing the ruts of pioneer wagons),
volunteerism, and reverence for the struggles
that early American explorers and pioneers
endured. In operation, it is a balanced system
that seeks to honor private property rights
while still securing access to America’s land-
scapes for public benefit.

This experiment was not a sure bet. Early
cost estimates were low by magnitudes, and
no one could predict how many trails would
be enough to make an actual system. Yet
somehow, in the 40 years since the law’s pas-
sage in 1968, this disparate collection of trails
has begun to coalesce into a true system. The

story of this experiment is a story of American

democracy at work.

Picturesque segment of the
Natchez Trace NST. Photo: NPS/
Natchez Trace Parkway.



The Roots of the

National Trails
System

The Madonna of the Trails,
installed by the DAR in
Springfield, Ohio, in 1928.
Sculpted by August Leimbach.
Photo: Dick Klein.

In 2006, the Old Oregon

Trail Monument Expedition
retraced the route Ezra Meeker
had taken 100 years before
commemorating the Oregon
Trail. Photo: David Welch/OCTA.

The dynamic interplay of linear and area conservation cannot be
underestimated. Ideally, the only permanent sign of man in wilderness is the
trail that marks his travels ... In a real sense, “trail country” is another term
for wilderness. As important as is the highway in determining circulation and
development patterns of the city, the trail forms the outdoorsman’s relationship

to the back country s

uring the 20th Century, citizens

requested conservation action

and the United States Congress

responded by passing laws promot-
ing the protection and preservation of both
natural and historic resources. One early
piece of conservation, the Antiquities Act of
1906, authorized national monuments and the
preservation of such treasured archeological
sites as Mesa Verde. Meanwhile, the Forest
Service and the National Park Service — both
established as Federal agencies in 1905 and
1916, respectively — developed expertise in

natural and cultural landscape stewardship.
And private groups, such as the Appalachian
Mountain Club and the Sierra Club, were es-
tablished to rescue lands and resources from
burgeoning industrial growth. This rise in
resource stewardship also included memorial-
izing historic routes.

As early as 1906 a committee of women from
the Daughters of the American Revolution
(DAR) set out to mark the Santa Fe Trail in
Missouri, using polished granite monuments
to designate the old trail route. Eventually,
this concept sparked the idea for the National
Old Trails Road, a cross-country highway
that highlighted important pioneer routes
throughout the United States. In 1911, the
DAR created a committee to establish

the Old Trails Road as a National

Memorial Highway, choosing

again to erect trail markers along its historic
routes. The most notable of these markers re-
main the Madonnas of the Trail, which feature
a young mother exhibiting the grace and de-
termination necessary for survival on pioneer
trails. The DAR installed twelve of the Ma-
donnas on historic routes in the late 1920s.°

Ezra Meeker — an American pioneer who
had gone west in a covered wagon as a child
— wanted to commemorate the overland
trails, especially the Oregon Trail. In 1906,
then retired and white haired, Meeker re-
traced the Oregon Trail from west to east in a
reconstructed covered wagon pulled by oxen,
erecting trail markers along the way. After
completing the trail in Missouri, Meeker took
the wagon farther east to New York City and
Washington, D.C. There he met with Presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt, and encouraged
Congress to pass a bill authorizing $50,000
for marking the Oregon Trail. Though the bill
failed to pass, Meeker remained undaunted.
He continued to promote historic trail preser-
vation over the next 20 years.

In 1910, Meeker began a second journey across
the Oregon Trail, this time meeting with local
historians and searching for lost sections of
the trail. In 1915 he drove across the trail
in a Pathfinder Touring Car with his
wagon cover mounted on top. The
next year he met with President






