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Hi. I’m Morgan Parker, writing to you from Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Our trip is nearly over, and I can’t wait for you to read all about it. It’s been quite an adventure.

It’s early evening and we’re spending the last few minutes of our time here along a “Quiet Walkway.” Here’s what the sign says about it:

“A short walk on this easy trail offers close-up views, subtle aromas, and the serene quiet of the protected woodland. You will be walking one of the last great wildland areas in the East. But you won’t need a backpack or hiking boots. Take your time. Have a seat on a rock or a log bench. This trail has no particular destination, so walk as far as you like and then return.”
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That’s just what we’re doing.

Mom is up ahead with her journal, sketching leaves. She really wants to remember the names of as many of the Smokies plants as possible. That’s quite a feat because there are so many of them. If I know Mom, she won’t forget any of the butterflies and bugs either, like those macaroni-and-cheese-colored centipedes.

Dad is sitting on a bench. His clothes are coated in wet, gooey mud. He’s trying to ignore that and instead admire the scenery one last time. I know Dad is amazed at the geology here. He says the Appalachians are some of the world’s oldest mountains.

James is over by the river trying to find a few more salamanders. We’ve seen loads of them and at least a dozen different types. But we still haven’t seen the giant waterdog. I think James is hoping for one last chance.

And me? I’m thinking of the things I’ll remember most about the Smokies. Like how I got sick while backpacking in the mountains, the women who refused to leave their home when this land was made into a park, the old historic buildings, the streams and waterfalls, and the Appalachian Trail, or AT Trail, as they say here.

But wait, I’m getting ahead of myself.

Right now, above the gurgling, misty river several specks of light just flashed brightly.

When we first saw those we had no idea what they were.
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And James just moved closer to the river. “Hey, you guys, come here!” he shouted.

I better go and see what’s going on.

Morgan Parker
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Dad unfolded the park map.

“It looks like the quickest way out of town and into the Smokies is on this road,” he pointed out.

Mom turned onto the side road. Immediately the road steepened. A dense canopy of trees shaded the remote highway.

“Now it looks like we’re in a national park,” James commented.

“We’re on the Roaring Fork Motor Nature Trail,” Dad said.

The road climbed on. After a while Dad pulled the car over at a turnout, and they all piled out. They walked over to a clearing in the trees with views of the dense, hazy forest covering the rolling hills.

Morgan gazed out. “Now I can see how the park got its name.”

“I think,” Mom reflected, “the park’s natural blue smoke comes from moisture emitted by the plants.”

“But some of the haze we see here is also from air pollution,” Dad added.

“It looks like a jungle under all those trees,” James said. “I wonder what’s out there.”

“Maybe it’s time we find out,” Mom suggested.

After driving a short distance, the Parkers loaded up their gear for their first hike. Then they began sloshing up the wet, muddy path. The shadows of the bright green, lacy trees draped over the trail. Birds chirped in the forest. A nearby stream gurgled steadily as it cascaded down the canyon.
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They hiked on. A group of hikers passed the Parkers on their way down. “There’s a bear up there,” one of the hikers warned.

“Where?” Mom asked.

“About twenty minutes up the trail,” the hiker replied. “It was turning over rocks, looking for grubs when we went by.”

“Thanks,” Dad said. “We’ll keep our eyes out.”

The Parkers climbed steadily up the rocky trail. Morgan and James scanned the forest as they walked.

Another group of hikers came down.

“At least we got a glimpse of the bear,” one of them said to their group.

“But we didn’t get to see a hellbender,” another replied.

The hikers walked past.

Morgan stopped. “What’s a hellbender?”

Dad shrugged. “Don’t ask me,” he replied with a puzzled look.

The Parkers hiked on, passing trickling wet gullies and small streams. A giant slug slowly crossed the trail.

Dad looked up through a clearing at a massive mountain across the way. “I think that’s Mount LeConte. It’s one of the sixteen peaks over 6,000 feet in the Smokies. We’ll be perched up there soon enough.”

“Speaking of perched,” Mom whispered, “come here.”

Morgan, James, and Dad joined Mom beside a small stream.

Mom pointed to a rock.

“A salamander!” James exclaimed.

James edged closer to the tiny creature. It quickly dashed under the rock. James looked back at his family.

“Sorry,” he said.
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Our picnic view.



“The Smokies are the salamander capital of the world,” Mom said. “I bet we’ll see some more of them.”

“I’ll keep looking,” James announced.

The family hiked on. James and Morgan kept searching for salamanders, while Mom and Dad watched for the bear.

A while later, they crossed over a log bridge and looked up. An arching, feathery veil of water spilled over a cliff and crashed onto the rocks below.

“Rainbow Falls!” Dad said. “We made it.”

The Parkers walked up to the falls, sat down, and took out their picnic lunch.

After lunch, Mom fished through her backpack. “I think now’s the perfect time for my surprise.”

Dad looked at Mom. “Surprise?”

Mom pulled out a tattered old book.

“What’s that?” James asked.

“My grandfather’s—your great-grandfather’s—journal,” Mom said. “I’ve been saving it for our trip to the Smokies.”

Morgan, James, and Dad looked at Mom and waited for her to explain further.

“He worked here,” she said, “for the CCC, or Civilian Conservation Corps, during the Depression. Many young men did park service back then. Grandpa often talked about it when I was a little girl. I remembered his stories when we started planning our vacation here. So I rummaged through his trunk in our attic a few weeks ago and found this.”

Mom held up the old journal. “Great Smoky Mountains CCC Days” was inscribed on the cover.
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THE CIVILIAN CONSERVATION CORPS
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During the 1930s the United States and much of the world experienced a period of time called the Great Depression. People were hungry and out of work. Our president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, created the Civilian Conservation Corps during this time to employ many of the nation’s five million young men who needed jobs. The work was mostly outdoor labor and conservation jobs. These jobs were for unmarried men eighteen to twenty-five years old who had to remain in the CCC camps for at least six months. Their wages were low, and usually more than half of the money the men made went home to their families.



Morgan looked at the journal curiously. “Can we read it?” She smiled and randomly opened the journal. “How about a few pages each day we’re here?” Mom suggested.

June 27, 1938

Max Davis here:

I had a day of f work today and I sure did need it! Every day the fellas and I haul rocks, build steps, and move and fill dirt to make this trail. The hours are long and hard. But all in all, it’s a good job in the beautiful outdoors. And at the end of the day, we have a bed and food. That’s a lot more than many folks have these days. Anyway, I hope this trail lasts long into the future so people can appreciate what we’ve accomplished.

This morning, Freckles, Mop Head, Slim, Jar Head, and I got it in our heads to swim in the Little River. It was cold, but it was great to be clean again! Then we wandered over to an old schoolhouse. Freckles noticed a dirt road nearby, so we followed it. Walking is so easy without our work gear to haul around.

After a bit, we stumbled upon a cabin in the middle of the woods. Much to our surprise, five women were living there. And I thought once this place became a national park every one was forced to move out. Not these women. They refused to go.

We stayed for a bit and chatted with the gals. They even gave us some apple butter and homemade cornbread for our journey back. Boy, that was a treat.

The Walker sisters is what they call themselves. I’ll have to learn more about them. But for now, it’s time to hit the hay.

Sincerely,

Max Davis

A.K.A. “Bean Pole”



“I can’t wait to hear more,” Morgan said.

“Me too,” Mom replied.

The family packed up and walked down the Rainbow Falls Trail.

Morgan abruptly stopped. “Hey, look at these!”

A group of yellow and turquoise butterflies were gathered together on a pile of leaves. They flitted about frantically, with several landing in the pile again.

“They’re puddling,” Mom said. “That’s when butterflies all gather in one place.”

Morgan zoomed in her camera and took close-up pictures of the butterflies. “Do you know what kind they are?” she asked Mom.

“The yellowish ones look like swallowtails,” Mom answered. “I’ll have to look at your pictures and my book later to identify the turquoise ones. But they sure are pretty.”
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The Parkers walked on.

A few minutes later, Dad stopped
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