- Benton
MacKaye Trail
Association
always on
the move

By Michael Andrews
Meountaln Life Editor

The Benton MacKaye Trail Association
(BMTA) is on the move }-'q‘uf-njur.d with itz
membership both enjoying and maintaining
the almost J00-mile namesake nature rail.

Named for noted forester, conservationist
and Appalachian Trail (AT) originaror Benron
MacKaye, construction of the MacKaye Trail
was conceived by founding BMTA member
Dave Sherman, who was inspired by Mackaye's
interest in establishing spur trails to extend the
AT farther south,

Building the sister trail to the AT, which
beging on Springer Mountain in Georgia and
ends at Davenport Gap in the Great Smoky
Mountains, led te the BMTAS formation in
1980. The Georgia-Tennessee line portion of
the trail was finished by 1989 and a section
through the Smokies was completed in 2005.

A growing group

Today, the trail association has members
throughout Georgia, Tennessee and North
Carolina. There are no itati:—ﬁpi:c':ﬁc chapters,
Instead, the BMTA is one big group with the
shared gozls of enjoving the great outdoors
while keeping the trail and its features in gnnd,
usable condition.

“We are growing quite a bit. We are now at
465 members, Thats up about 100 from last
year. Our task as an organization is to maintain
and protect the Benton Mackaye Irail, which
is 287.6 miles long., We're responsible for the

loy Forehand, Benton MacKaye Trail Association vice president, front, leads a
hike alsa enjoyed by Jan Hitt, Karen 5teinberg and Wanda Stewart.
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Benton MacKaye Trail Association (BMTA) volunteers team up to tackle a maintenance project. The BMTA is rrspnﬂbl!fw maintenance

along the almost 300-mile trail.
» Benton MacKaye Trai, from poge 46

entire trail,” confirmed _I::n:r Forehand,
BMTA vice president.

An extensive maintenance pm:ii:v;t
finished in 2018 found the group re-
routing a worn section of the trail near
Fall Branch Falls. Years of foot traf-
fic had eroded the path to the scenic
waterfall near Blue Ridge and Cherry
Log, Ower three years, volunteers put
in 1,480 work-hours to build the half-
mile rerowte and connect it with the
old trail.

“We also recently completed the Big
Stamp parking area at the trailhead
there,” Forehand said.

This vear, the group iz tackling
blown-down trees along a path from
Tennessee’s Thunder Rock Camp-
ground into North Carolina,

“It’s to the point that they're like an
* Forehand said. “The
torest service is still concerned still that
they will not have the ability to go and
rescue somebody if theres a problem.

(Jl'.l'-ut.lLl.l: CUTRE,

Cnns.tqucnt'l:.‘, they wont allow the
use of chain saws. Usually, we can use
chain saws except in wilderness (areas).
SNow we have to use crosscut saws ev-
erywhere and that's a little more work.”

Its mot all hard work, though. The
BM IA also offers a number of guided
group hikes each month.

Those scenic hikes, which cover dif-
ferent sections of the trail, are rated by
their difficulry level. They are free to
join and open to the public,

“You don't have to be a BMTA
member to go on a hike or come on
a work trip and help us out. Anyone
in trail maintenance thoroughly enjoys
hiking. You have to carry vour tools
J.I]l'j '|'L|‘|J []]H'l- L""L I:]JJ'..'I]"IE 111 & ..’II:'IZIILI.E u 'I'I'Ill.'l."'1
hl'_'ll'l'lttll'l'lfb IJ’::I'I.:II": :I-'(:ILI. HI.:I to ".'."ll:I]']-.., E-Il.ll:l.
Forehand. “We
are sometimes a little bit older. They
can hike the trail, but (some do not)
do trail maintenance. However, we do
have onc gentleman who's in his 80s

also have hikers who
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and is a regular at every trail work trip.
All are welcome.”

Ken Cissna, one of the group’s reg-
ular hike leaders, said helping out on
work trips is what led him to join the
BMTA in 2009.

“I was up here only part-time then,
but I began going an the Saturday trail
maintenance teips when I was in town.
['ve liked the outdoors and hiking
since I was a kid and this got me out in
the woods, gave me some exercise and
|.'L"[ me meet some |'.'|L"L3'|."|.-|'." :':I:.i.t EJ'lill"EL{
that interest,” he said.

“I've learned that the nice trails
people enjoy walking on are that way
because volunteers put in hundreds of
I'!IIZ:ILI.I.'H b 'I'H:lll'i.‘l‘.' t]'H‘.'r[:I tl:'.ll't WY, Gi"r'i.rtﬁ
back to the community makes sense
to me. Working on trails and leading
hikes are ways I can do that,"
added.

The COVID-19 pandemic has
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Cissna

Young adventurers Travis Jones and Ross Branch enjoy a weekend, family hike conducted by the Benton MacKaye Trail Assaciation.

» Benton MacKaye Trail, from page 54
caused the BMTA to adopt some new
safety procedures including no car-
pooling to excursions, keeping more
distance between hikers and stopping
car-involved shuttle hikes. Despite
those changes, the group did not cease
conducting its group hikes during or
after the statewide health EMETEENCY
shutdown.

“We lmow how to do hiking well
and we've figured out how o do it
safely during this time. When hiking,
it's pretty easy to keep your distance,”
Cissna noted.

Trail workdays were temporarily
suspended as the health crisis ensued,
but they eventually resumed in May,
Forchand confirmed.

‘something for everyone'

The trail association is using social
media and its newly redesigned web-
site, BMTA.org, to offer information
on different types of hiking options

that can be enjoyed by groups, families
and individuals.

“We want to get new members and
the people who usually come to us are
(already) hikers. If people come up here
on vacation and they're looking for a
hike to do, we (list) weekend hikes for
the Eilni]]r', hikes with rl.r'n-ﬂ*.-:ir]g VICWE,
etc., Forehand said. "On our website,
we have the information they need for
going on day hikes, for backpacking
or if they want to thru-hike the entire
trail. The site also provides a glimpse
of what it takes to maintain the trail.”

A newspaper blurb abour BMTA
hikes led Forehand and her and hus-
band, Frank, to get involved and even-
tually jein the association, which, she
said, offers “something for everyone”
who enjoys hiking,

“For 12 years, Blue Ridge was our
vacation geraway from Florida. When
we finally were able to relocate there
im 2011, we saw a notice in the paper
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about a BMTA-sponsored hike to the
Hraw]-r:}' Fire Tower, Fl-:I.' the end of the
hike, we were hooked, ™ she said.

“We have a :umpln: of members who
WL !'rrcvim_laljr' with the forest service,
but the vast majority are people who
CiaIme llp hl:‘.'l:" an 1.-"'.'|.n.'i'|[i-:'||'|'-. '{II'II.';. e2n-
joyed hiking the trail. As they learned
more about us and about the trail, they
wanted to find out what it takes to
maintain it, We hawe p-c;‘vrrp]-;: from cv
ery walk of lite.”

There’s no expectation for anyone
to join the group it they do decide to
come on a BMTA-led excursion.

“1 always tell people, hey, come join
us on a hike. You dont have to wor-
ry about how to get there or find the
trailhead. If vou enjoy the hike, thar's
|..,r-|..|t 1|'IZ:I|.I l'i.'ll*."".'n" ]'I'Ll".\' (il ""I‘.'t tth'.' 1|.r|.|J.
youl can maybe go back : m-;i do it again
sometime. If you don't enjoy the hike
563 11 |.|'i.'|'|..,:'."i.'|'|.'| 'IJ.U‘TIII hd'“.' (4] "|"|"":.|'FI.'_'|-' 1|.l|.'|'i.|'|.'|t

it," Forehand said. &



