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CELEBRATING APPALACHIA: A HIKER'S IMMERSION IN VIRGINIA 

While living in northern Appalachia in the 1970s, I developed an abiding interest in the entire 
region. In 1998, the intersection of that interest and my obsession with hiking encouraged me to journey 
to Tennessee and the Smokies. Late last summer, to enrich my Appalachian and hiking resumes, I 
traveled to the mountains of Virginia and nearby. West Virginia (in 1863, during the Civil War, the anti-
slavery stance of many people in western Virginia caused them to secede and establish West Virginia). 

I began in Roanoke, a mid-sized city in southwestern Virginia. Originally called Big Lick by 
frontiersmen of the 1600s, Roanoke lies between the Blue Ridge Mountains in the east and Allegheny 
Plateau in the west. In Roanoke, similar to most U.S. cities, you can eat a faux bagel, catch a ride with 
a jazz-singing cab driver from New Jersey, see a futile attempt at urban restoration and find yourself 
surrounded by wall-to-wall mall three steps outside town. On the other hand, from anywhere, you can 
look up at the mountains of the Blue Ridge. A local resident described the area as a "hikers' paradise." 

Long aware of the 469-mile Blue Ridge Parkway, my initial foray was in that direction. Itself a 
national park, this 45-mph two-lane blacktop running the crest of the ridge links Shenandoah National 
Park in the north to Great Smoky National Park in the south. In Virginia, the parkway both parallels and 
crisscrosses the Appalachian Trail. Encased in greenbelt, significant destinations are denoted by 
milepost numbers. An annual folk festival at Explore Park (mile 115) introduced me to a number of local 
customs and historical traditions - flatfooting to the trains of old-timey music, the bateau camp, even 
phrenology. 

North of Roanoke (mile 86), I climbed Sharp Top (3870'), once supposed the highest mountain 
in Virginia. With 1500 feet of elevation gain in 1% miles, it provides a 360-degree view, with an 
exceptional outlook on the piedmont (the uplands between the tidewater of the Atlantic Coast and the 
Blue Ridge). if the climb wears you out, for $3.00, take the small tourist bus down an adjacent road. 
Otherwise, assay the trail to Flat Top (mile 83), 2% miles of gradual ascent, actually 75 feet higher than 
Sharp Top. For the faint of lung, directly opposite Flat Top's trailhead is an easy circular trail (1.6 miles) 
featuring a beautiful cascade. It is probably a quirk of the route of settlement that Sharp Top was ever 
thought highest, as Mount Rogers, among others, in extreme southwestern Virginia is much higher 
(5728'). Perhaps the most needlelike appearance of Sharp Top contributed to the illusion. 

After driving to Covington, about 100 miles northwest of Roanoke, I ascended the Allegheny 
Plateau. Near the Greenbrier River, I discovered serious bear country in West Virginia's Monongahela 
National Forest. Alone, constantly hearing noises, I virtually ran for four miles through a very dark, 
mushroom-floored forest. The more timid can opt for nearby Sterling Lake, where swimming, boating 
and fishing beckon. For the culturally curious, the first week in September brings Marlinton's annual 
riverside tent crusade. If you're lucky enough, either walking or driving, you'll find yourself in the midst 
of a pack of a pack of hounds on a local foxhunt just over the border back in Virginia. Reflecting the lack 
of a natural boundary between the two states, the border seems extremely permeable, some might say 
fluid, as, until the 1950s, precise demarcations were still legally unsettled. 
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PRESIDENT'S CORNER 

A replacement is§o ught for Dave Sutter to take charge of the Catskill 
3500 Club t-shirts. Responsibilities include: (1) determining the number 
of t-shirts to order and deciding size distribution; (2) confirming with the 
supplier the quality and color of the t-shirts, as well as the color of print 
paste, price and delivery date; (2) following up with the supplier before 
the delivery date to ensure performance parameters; (3) at the delivery 
date, picking up and paying for t-shirts and obtaining receipt; (4) 
distributing t-shirts to members and aspirants by mail or at the annual 
dinner meeting; (5) submitting all invoices and cash received to the club 
treasurer. Regular attendance at executive committee meetings is also 
expected. Dave would be willing to work with the new candidate. 
Interested persons should contact me by phone at 315-685-2083 or by 
email at nanny-poppy@msn.com . 

Roy Messaros has decided to step down as chairman,of the annual 
dinner committee after 24 years of making the annual dinner a 
successful, well-attended affair. The club is searching for someone to 
replace Roy. Responsibilities include: (1) selecting an appropriate 
banquet facility located between Kingston and Newburgh, negotiating 
price, establishing date and time, signing contract and making a deposit 
(this has been done for 2003 and 2004); (2) printing invitations (existing 
format can be used with updated information for date, price and guest 
speaker), and providing a separate mailing of the invitations to all 
members several weeks in advance of the dinner date; (3) recording 
reservations as they come in, noting seating requests and entree choice, 
and forwarding checks to the club treasurer for deposit in groups of 
approximately 40 to 80 people at a time; (4) arranging table seating 
groups based on requested seating; (5) giving final count to banquet 
facility four days prior with breakdown for entree choices; (6) preparing 
a table layout diagram with table numbers and number of place settings 
per table and faxing to banquet facility three or four days prior; (7) 
preparing name tag labels; (8) preparing place cards for table seating; 
(9) preparing a table seating chart. (All persons must have a pre-
assigned table/seat; no walk-ins can be accommodated.) Regular 
attendance at executive committee meetings is also expected. 
Interested persons should contact me by phone at 315-685-2083 or by 
email at nanny-poppy@msn.com . 

The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation 
(NYSDEC) is seeking volunteers who are willing to act as interpreters at 
the Balsam Lake Mountain fire tower. If desired, interpreters can stay 
overnight in the observer's cabin. The NYSDEC is also looking for 
volunteers to perform occasional maintenance work at Balsam Lake 
Mountain and Hunter Mountain fire towers. Anyone interested should 
contact George Protous, Senior Forester, at 845-256-3082. 

As members of the club we will also want to support Dan Case with our 
new responsibilities in the Adopt-A-Highway program, as well as our 
obligations in maintaining the trail over Peekamoose and Table 
Mountains. Thanks to all who volunteer and work hard to make the 
Catskills such an enjoyable place. 

Gerald A. Gervais 



To give myself a challenge and the Appalachian Trail its due, southwest of Roanoke I drove over 
Catawba Mountain to the Blacksburg Road (home of football-obsessed Virginia Tech) where I picked 
up the AT going north. Entry to the trail, which runs through a cow pasture fenced with barbed wire, is 
gained by climbing over a five-step ladder. In fact, before heading up a long meadow and finding my 
way into the woods, I had climbed three more such ladders. In the woods, the trail assumed the look 
and feel generally associated with the AT - rock-strewn, full of dips and rises, canopied by foliage of a 
wide variety of hardwoods. Following the AT for 7+ miles brings you to McAfee's Knob, with spectacular 
views of the valley of Virginia, with Roanoke at its center. 

Before leaving Virginia, at the last free-standing movie theater, the Grandin, in Roanoke, I saw 
The Songcatcher, set in the early 1900s "somewhere in the southern mountains." Sentimental, melo-
dramatic, cliché-ridden, but nevertheless authentic, the film conveys the sheer beauty of the landscape, 
as well as the importance of music to Appalachian life. Every event, unusual or commonplace, joyful 
or sad, is punctuated by a musical celebration or lamentation. The Scots-Irish and African-American 
people of Appalachia have certainly known their share of both good and hard times. Their music -
bluegrass, gospel, country -'and their Culture leave all of us so much richer. 

Arnold I. Gittell (#962) 
2-12 Seaman Avenue 
New York, NY 10034 

PERIPATETIC PORCUPINE 

On June 30, 2002, Daniel Case (#1,238) 
became the twentieth person known to 
have successfully reached the highest 
point in all eight counties of Connecticut; 
Ken Henneberry (#979) summited Mount 
Rainier on July 8, 2002; Kathleen Gill 
(#322, trail name "Story Walker") finished 
the Appalachian Trail on Springer 
Mountain, Georgia, on July 25, 2002. 
Kathleen walked for three summers and 
one month, always southbound; Sid 
Borthwick (#1,327), completed the 115 
Northeast 4000 footers on Baxter Peak 
(Katandin), on August 19, 2002 to become 
a Northeast 111'er. 

If there is a special event in your life or that 
of another member (graduation, engage-
ment, marriage, promotion) or a special 
achievement on or off the trail that you 
would like to appear in the Peripatetic 
Porcupine column, send the news to Ralph 
Ferrusi, 34 Kim Lane, Stormville, NY 12582; 
ferrusi@us.ibm.com  

DOWNHILL 

I plunge downhill avoiding 
the spruce traps that could suck you in 
and discharge you next spring. 
My snow shoes are like skis. 
I float ten feet above where I would stand in summer. 
I stop and sink and sit. 
Silence, my son looks back and sits himself. 
No words, none needed. I feel the chill on my legs. 
I see the vast gulf below me. 
Two hours ago I was looking up, 
wading up this deep hill, my face almost touching 
the snow, wondering if we'd find the summit. 
Now we are going back to where we started, 
an endless cycle of discovery. 
The summit was there, it looked like the highest point, 
but it was nothing compared to the up and the down 
and the pause above this gulf with my son. 

Dick Sederquist (#905) 


