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 AT CULTURE


  There are proper ways of doing things in the backcountry, and being respectful is one of the most important. Our trail etiquette is centered on this idea. You’ll hear it often, find it in trail registers, and may even say it to others: “Hike your own hike” (HYOH). This saying has become an outdoor pledge among backpackers, meaning do what’s best for you and avoid telling others how to hike. Your pace, direction, gear, or hiking companions don’t matter as long as you’re true to your way and kind to others. If safety stands as our paramount value in the outdoors, kindness undoubtedly claims the second spot. While hiking your own hike, remember to extend kindness to your fellow hikers and the trail itself. Simple things like making room for others in shelters, being quiet after dark, and smiling make all the difference.
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  Bryan Anderson, Jarred Douglas, and Joshua Niven on Big Firescald Knob


   

  DID YOU KNOW?


  Many hikers mistakenly believe that biodegradable soaps or camp suds are safe to use directly in the water. However, these products are designed to break down in the soil before reaching the watershed. The life in mountain streams is often very delicate, and even small changes in water quality can have significant impacts. The best Leave No Trace practice is to gather water and wash dishes, clothes, and yourself away from the water source. Learn more about how to recreate responsibly in our Outdoor Ethics section.


  

  
  HIKERS
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  The term “thru-hiker” describes anyone who has hiked (or is attempting to hike) the entire Appalachian Trail in a continuous journey or within a single year. Thru-hikers represent a large portion of hikers who set out to experience the AT. Each year, more than 3,000 thru-hikers register with the ATC, but only a quarter finishes. “Section-hikers” take their time and piece together the entire trail over the years. “Flip-floppers” are hikers who walk the trail in discontinuous sections. Many choose this approach to avoid crowds or extreme weather and, in some cases, for logistical planning purposes. “Day hikers” are anyone who goes out for a single day, usually with a small pack for food, water, and rain gear.


  Each hike description will begin with the hiker symbol you see above.


  SHELTERS, LEAN-TOS, AND HUTS


  There are more than 270 strategically placed backcountry shelters along the trail, with an average distance of about 8 miles between them. The range varies from 5 to 15 miles and can be up to 30 miles when there’s a town with lodging in between. Most shelters, sometimes called “lean-tos,” feature an overhanging roof and three walls, accommodating six to eight hikers. However, each shelter is unique, varying in construction materials, design, and location. Some are built of wood, others of stone, and they may have lofts, bunks, or a single wooden floor. Some sit directly on the AT, while others are down a spur trail.


  Shelters operate on a first-come, first-served basis for backpackers, with the exception of shelters in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, where reservations are required. Visit https://smokiespermits.nps.gov to reserve a site up to a month in advance. While many shelters are near a creek or spring, not all are, emphasizing the importance of planning ahead. Some have food storage systems for bear protection, but it’s advised to always bring a personal food storage container and rope for safe hanging. Be sure you know how to properly hang a food bag (see page 20).


  These structures offer more than just shelter from weather; they also act as meeting points for hikers, contributing to the unique experience of the AT while minimizing environmental impact. They have become a crucial aspect of trail life. However, it’s essential to note that shelters may become crowded, have mice, and pose a risk of exposing hikers to viruses, particularly in high-use areas. Most shelters along the trail are free to use, but a few require a small fee. This is particularly true for shelters in the Smokies and some farther north, where an on-site caretaker may be present to collect the fee.
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  Jarred Douglas at Roan High Knob Shelter, 2013 thru-hike


  TRAIL MARKERS


  The Appalachian Trail is marked with white paint strips 2 inches wide and 6 inches long, referred to as “blazes,” or “the white blaze.” Most commonly painted on trees, rocks, and posts, they’re also found on guardrails, street lights—and the bottom of the ferry canoe in Maine. Blue blazes mark side trails that lead to water sources, shelters, camping, and views. According to the National Park Service, there are approximately 165,000 such blazes along the Appalachian Trail.
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  AT blaze, Max Patch, North Carolina, 2023


  Double blazes serve as signals for a change in direction or an upcoming obscure turn. In some instances, the upper blaze may be offset, indicating the change in direction. Keep an eye out for a turn in the direction of the upper blaze whenever you encounter these “kick-over” blazes.
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  Double blaze on the AT near Firescald Knob, 2021


  When the trail is above tree line, posts with painted blazes or piles of rocks called cairns are used to identify the route.


  If you have gone a few hundred yards without seeing a trail marker, stop and retrace your steps until you locate one. Distance between blazes varies, so be sure you haven’t missed a turn. When your map or guidebook indicates one route and the blazes show another, the ATC recommends that you follow the blazes.


  TRAIL CLUBS AND VOLUNTEERS


  As we look back on a century of progress since MacKaye’s original proposal in 1921, we can appreciate the collective effort that has maintained and expanded the Appalachian Trail. Today, thousands of volunteers contribute countless hours to keep the AT safe and accessible. They manage everything from clearing obstructions and refreshing the white blazes to maintaining shelters and addressing erosion.
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  Hard hat and hazel hoe at Carolina Mountain Club workday, June 1, 2024


  If you’re passionate about hiking and the great outdoors, there’s no better way to give back than by getting involved with your local Appalachian Trail club. Each of these dedicated organizations relies heavily on volunteers to help with the myriad tasks necessary for trail upkeep and environmental conservation. Whether you’re interested in trail maintenance, building and repairing shelters, or participating in conservation projects, your local club offers numerous ways for you to contribute. Volunteering not only helps keep the trail in excellent condition but also connects you with a community of like-minded outdoor enthusiasts. By joining a trail club like the Georgia Appalachian Trail Club, Carolina Mountain Club, Nantahala Hiking Club, Smoky Mountains Hiking Club, or Tennessee Eastman Hiking & Canoeing Club, you can participate in trail “work days,” educational programs, and special events that support the Appalachian Trail’s preservation. Every hour you volunteer makes a tangible difference, helping maintain the trail’s beauty and accessibility for hikers and preserving its natural environment for future generations. Reach out to these clubs to learn about upcoming opportunities and to find out how you can make a meaningful impact on this beloved national treasure. See page 233 for trail club contact info.


  [image: frn_fig_025]


  Volunteers working at a Carolina Mountain Club workday, June 1, 2024
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  Paul Curtin, CMC AT supervisor, at a Carolina Mountain Club workday, June 1, 2024
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  Trail angel and creator of the AT yearbook, Mathew Odie Norman, giving his annual speech after the Appalachian Trail Days parade in Damascus, Virginia, 2024


  TRAIL MAGIC AND ANGELS


  Trail magic refers to the unexpected acts of kindness, including food, drinks, and services, that AT hikers often experience on the trail. This magic tends to happen at just the right time, like finding a cooler of ice-cold beverages on a scorching day when water is scarce. Trail magic sometimes takes the form of a ride into town or the opportunity to camp on a welcoming lawn. Those who perform these random acts of kindness are known as trail angels. Every AT hiker has a trail magic story and an angel to thank. The generosity surrounding the Appalachian Trail is a testament to the goodness of humanity.


  TRAIL TOWNS


  The AT is designed to offer long-distance hikers periodic access to towns for resupply, rest, and mail pickups. Some of the finest examples include Hot Springs, North Carolina, and Damascus, Virginia, as well as Hanover, New Hampshire, and Monson, Maine, farther up the trail. In these towns, hikers are warmly welcomed, with local businesses and residents catering to their needs and offering affordable lodging options. These trail towns not only serve as hospitable waysides but also provide hikers contact with the culture of the place, deepening their hiking experience.


  Hikers will find numerous access points for resupply and other services along the Appalachian Trail. However, it’s worth noting that there are currently more than fifty-five towns along the trail corridor that hold special recognition in the A.T. Community program, led by the ATC. These designated towns and cities serve as invaluable resources for all trail users, offering food, supplies, shuttle services, medical facilities, laundry facilities, recreational opportunities, historical sites, volunteer programs, and much more. Hikers can engage in special events, plan their AT adventures, and explore the diverse offerings of these communities, all while contributing to their economies and supporting trail preservation efforts.


  We’ve featured several well-loved trail towns in this guide. For a complete list of designated towns and counties, see “Appalachian Trail Communities: Connecting Trail and Town.”


  TRAIL TALK


  Some terms used by long-distance hikers might be confusing to non-hikers. Common sayings like “Hike your own hike” or “The trail provides” are easy to understand, but when you hear words like “aqua-blazing,” “Nero,” or “tramily,” you might wonder what these hikers are talking about. Don’t worry, though, learning the creative trail lingo doesn’t take long once you’re in the woods. In the meantime, you can check the glossary at the back of the book for commonly used terms and phrases. Next time you’re gathered around the campfire with fellow hikers, pay attention to new words and phrases—it’s an ever-evolving language.
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  Appalachian Trail Days parade in Damascus, Virginia, 2024





   BACKPACKING BASICS


  EQUIPMENT: THE TEN ESSENTIALS


  Proper equipment is paramount in the outdoors. You never know what could happen, so it’s always best to be prepared. Get in the habit of packing these essentials to ensure that you are prepared for the unexpected. Of course the longer your hike is, the more equipment you will need. Seasonality also plays a role in determining what kind of gear and how much is necessary. For example, if you are hiking in winter, microspikes might be an essential piece of gear. If you are hiking somewhere buggy in summer, you might consider a bug net. If you are new to hiking, talk with your local outfitters to find out more about gear that will fit your personal needs.
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  Joshua Niven’s pack during 2013 thru-hike


  Here are the essentials we recommend for overnighting in the backcountry:


 
	Food and water


	Appropriate clothing


	First-aid kit


	Knife


	Fire-making supplies—matches, lighter, tinder


	Headlamp or flashlight


	Navigation equipment—map, compass or GPS unit


	Tent, tarp, or other form of shelter


	Sleeping bag


	Cooking system




  WHAT TO WEAR


  What you wear outdoors significantly impacts your experience. Your clothing should be breathable, moisture-wicking, non-bulky, and warm when necessary. Pay close attention to the materials, fit, and comfort. Even if you’re just heading out for a day, unforeseen events can occur in the wilderness; it’s wise to be prepared with extra items.


  Shirts, pants, and base layers. Popular fabric choices among hikers include wool, fleece, polyester, nylon, and silk. The time of year you are hiking will determine what material will best fit your needs. Typically, when hiking the AT you will want lightweight base layers that have wicking capabilities and fit so that they don’t cause chafing. Mid layers need to be insulating, and your outermost layer needs to be both windproof and waterproof or water resistant at the very least. Pants should be durable enough to sustain bramble snags but allow for good range of motion.


  Rain gear. Get yourself a good jacket and rain pants; and while we’re at it, don’t forget about a pack cover. Think water resistant or waterproof but breathable! There’s nothing more unpleasant than hiking in the middle of a summer thunderstorm with a jacket that doesn’t let the sweat out! Trust us; we’ve been there.


  Warm jacket. We recommend a puffy insulated jacket that is filled with down or a synthetic blend. A fleece jacket works great too. Just make sure you have some type of mid layer option every time you go into the woods.


  Socks and shoes. Pay special attention to what you put on your feet. You want to be sure you have the right support, protection, and traction. It doesn’t really matter if you opt for traditional boots or trail runners; just be sure your feet are comfortable and there is enough room to allow for mild swelling. Socks can be thick, thin, low, or tall depending on the weather. Just be sure they are breathable and able to wick moisture away from your skin. Also make certain they are high enough to avoid blisters on your heel. Always bring extra socks! Always!


  Accessories. Other things you might need to complete your hiker ensemble include a bug net, gaiters, gloves, a large brimmed hat, sunglasses, and a bandana or buff.


  WATER: MANAGEMENT AND TREATMENT


  Water management is paramount for thru-hikers on the Appalachian Trail. Thankfully, water sources like springs, streams, ponds, and lakes are abundant along the trail, often encountered daily. Shelters and campsites are typically situated near water sources. However, it’s essential to remain vigilant, as sources may dry up during droughts. Keep an eye out for alerts from local rangers and trail clubs regarding low water levels. You can check droughtmonitor.unl.edu for current drought conditions, but always be prepared for potential shortages and avoid relying solely on external updates.


  The amount of water hikers carry depends on the availability of water sources. Typically, hikers carry between 1 and 2 liters. New hikers may need more water initially until they adjust. Thru-hikers often experience dehydration due to strenuous activity, so it’s vital to drink regularly, even if you’re not thirsty. Aim to drink 12 to 16 ounces at each water stop to stay hydrated and avoid overburdening yourself with excess weight from carrying too much water.


  There’s always a risk of contamination with backcountry water sources. While the water on the AT usually isn’t teeming with parasites, viruses and microscopic organisms can still be present. Giardia is a common concern, causing severe nausea and diarrhea. It’s strongly advised that all hikers carry a water treatment method, such as a filter or chemical treatment, to stay safe. These methods are effective and more convenient than boiling water. It’s better to draw water from a flowing source than from still water. Still water is more prone to stagnation and thus likely to harbor parasites that cause waterborne illnesses.


  Water sources are denoted in blue on the Key Points chart included with each hike.


  [image: frn_fig_030]


  Tucker Adams enjoying lunch on top of Moxie Bald Mountain, 2014


  FOOD: WHAT TO EAT AND PROPER STORAGE


  Make sure to pack enough food to replenish your energy during and after hiking. Prioritize packable, nutrient-dense, ready-to-eat, and lightweight options. Popular choices include instant rice and beans, lentils, instant pasta, instant mashed potatoes, nuts, nut butter, hard cheeses, dried fruit, tortillas, jerky, tuna, energy bars, oatmeal, and freeze-dried meals. Salt, pepper, and other spices can make all the difference.


  Food Storage Requirements


  AT visitors must store food and scented items properly. This includes using solid, non-pliable bear-resistant canisters or USFS-provided storage devices (lockers, cables, or poles) or properly hanging your food. Food storage in tents and shelters is not permitted.


 
	Bear canisters: Canisters must be stored at least 70 adult paces (about 200 feet) from campsites. The ATC recommends bear canisters as the most effective and flexible storage method along the trail.


	Soft-sided bags: If using bags like Ursacks, they must be hung at least 70 adult paces (about 200 feet) from campsites. Hang them 6 feet from the tree trunk, 6 feet below the branch, and 12 feet above the ground.




  Special Regulations


 
	Georgia: Hard-sided bear canisters are required between Jarrard Gap and Neels Gap from March 1 to June 1.


	Great Smoky Mountains National Park: Use food storage cables for food, trash, and scented items. Bear canisters can be hung on these cables, but do not tie ropes directly to the canisters.




  For more details on US Forest Service regulations for storing food on the AT, visit Appalachian Trail Food Storage Order: nps.gov/grsm/learn/nature/black-bears.htm. For Great Smoky Mountains guidelines, visit nps.gov/grsm/learn/nature/black-bears.htm.


  PLANNING AND LOGISTICS


  Wilderness Permits


  The Appalachian Trail is free for everyone to enjoy. No fees or permits are required to simply walk the trail. However, a few places along the AT require permits to stay overnight in shelters or campsites, including the Great Smoky Mountains and Shenandoah National Parks. You can obtain any necessary permits or learn more about where you need to register by visiting NPS.org.


  To help prevent overcrowding on the trail and at shelters, consider registering your hike with the ATC at https://atcamp.org. Keep in mind that this is not a reservation but simply a system to improve everyone’s experience on the AT.


  Trail Conditions


  Always stay up to date on current trail conditions. Trail closures, fire bans, camping regulations, and other updates may impact your hike. Be sure to check for advisories and updates in the area you plan on hiking before heading out on your trip. Visit appalachiantrail.org/home/explore-the-trail/trail-updates for the latest information. Also watch for posted notices at the trailhead.


  Transportation


  There are many shuttle and taxi services available along the Appalachian Trail. We’ve provided a few options throughout the book, but for the most accurate and up-to-date transportation information, contact a local outfitter. You can also check out the forums on whiteblaze.net or Appalachian Trail Facebook Groups for ride-sharing opportunities and to connect with other hikers.


  Mail Drops


  If you’ll be out on the Appalachian Trail for an extended period, you might choose to manage food, gear, and personal items through “mail drops”—prepacked resupply packages that you mail to yourself at designated locations along the trail. You can send these packages to a post office or to a trail-friendly business such as an outfitter, hotel, or hostel. Many of these businesses offer package-receiving services for free, with a purchase, or for a


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Technology


  

  Hiking with Dogs
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  Hiking with Kids
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  OUTDOOR ETHICS


  

  


	Know the regulations and special concerns for the area you’ll visit.


	Prepare for extreme weather, hazards, and emergencies.


	Schedule your trip to avoid times of high use.


	Visit in small groups when possible. Consider splitting larger groups into smaller groups.


	Repackage food to minimize waste.


	Use a map and compass to eliminate the use of marking paint, rock cairns, or flagging.




  


	Durable surfaces include established trails and campsites, rock, gravel, dry grasses, or snow.


	Protect riparian areas by camping at least 200 feet from lakes and streams.


	Good campsites are found, not made. Altering a site is not necessary.




  


	Pack it in, pack it out. Inspect your campsite and rest areas for trash or spilled foods. Pack out all trash, leftover food, and litter.


	Deposit solid human waste in catholes dug 6 to 8 inches deep at least 200 feet from water, camp, and trails. Cover and disguise the cathole when finished.


	Pack out toilet paper and hygiene products.


	To wash yourself or your dishes, carry water 200 feet away from streams or lakes and use small amounts of biodegradable soap. Scatter strained dishwater.




  

 
	Preserve the past: Examine but do not touch cultural or historic structures and artifacts.


	Leave rocks, plants, and other natural objects as you find them.


	Avoid introducing or transporting non-native species.


	Do not build structures, furniture, or dig trenches.




  

 
	Campfires can cause lasting impacts to the backcountry. Use a lightweight stove for cooking and a candle lantern for light.


	Where fires are permitted, use established fire rings, fire pans, or mound fires.


	Keep fires small. Use only sticks from the ground that can be broken by hand.


	Burn all wood and coals to ash, put out campfires completely, then scatter cool ashes.




  

  
	Observe wildlife from a distance. Do not follow or approach them.


	Never feed animals. Feeding wildlife damages their health, alters natural behaviors, and exposes them to predators and other dangers.


	Protect wildlife and your food by storing rations and trash securely.


	Control pets at all times, or leave them at home.


	Avoid wildlife during sensitive times: mating, nesting, raising young, or winter.




  


	Respect other visitors and protect the quality of their experience.


	Be courteous. Yield to other users on the trail.


	Step to the downhill side of the trail when encountering pack stock.


	Take breaks and camp away from trails and other visitors.


	Let nature’s sounds prevail. Avoid loud voices and noises.




  Hike Your Own Hike
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 APPALACHIAN TRAIL COMMUNITIES: CONNECTING TRAIL AND TOWN


  For hikers, trail towns offer more than just pit stops; they are lifelines providing essential services such as resupply, medical care, and opportunities to rest and connect with fellow travelers. These communities form a vital support network that aids hikers in completing their journeys, whether for a few days, weeks, or months, and enables them to experience the full potential of the Appalachian Trail.


  The A.T. Community program is an initiative by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy aimed at building mutually beneficial relationships with towns and counties along the AT. This program focuses on boosting local economies, enhancing trail protection, and inspiring a new generation of volunteers. The program’s focus on building these connections ensures that trail towns continue to serve as key hubs for the hiking community, enriching the trail experience for all. Listed below are the towns along the southern region of the AT that have been designated by the ATC as an official A.T. Community.


  Southern Appalachian Trail


  
	Ellijay, Georgia


	Dahlonega, Georgia


	Blairsville, Georgia


	Suches, Georgia


	Helen, Georgia


	Clayton, Georgia


	Hiawassee, Georgia


	Franklin, North Carolina


	Fontana Dam, North Carolina


	Hot Springs, North Carolina


	Erwin, Tennessee


	Roan Mountain, Tennessee




  Virginia

  
   
	Damascus, Virginia
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  Amber, Josh, Indie, and River Niven at Amicalola Falls
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  Joshua Niven was born in Germany and raised in the hills surrounding Charlotte, North Carolina. Joshua graduated from the Savannah College of Art and Design with a degree in photography in 2012. He completed the entire Appalachian Trail on foot in 2013 and self-published a photography book with more than 150 images he made during his thru-hike. In addition to making artwork, Joshua owns and operates Asheville Fine Art Printing, where he helps reproduce and facilitate other artists’ work. Visit him at www.joshuaniven.com.
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