
  

Former Benton MacKaye Trail Association (BMTA) President Dick Evans was pre-
sented the USFSôs Region 8 Trail Maintenance Volunteer of the Year Award for 2024 
by Heath Emmons, Natural Resource Specialist with the Cheoah Ranger District. Ev-
ans was selected from volunteers from 13 states in the southeastern United States ï he 
had been nominated twice before. 

A volunteer with Region 8 for 20 years, Evans has reported over 10,000 volunteer 
hours in the Cheoah Ranger District. In addition to being the President of the Partners 
of Joyce-Kilmer Slickrock Wilderness, his impressive list of accomplishments in-
clude: 
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§ Replaced deteriorated/non-existent signs in 
Joyce Kilmer and Snowbird Wildernesses, crit-
ical signage needed by search and rescue 
teams to find lost/missing hikers. 

§ Obtained a $12,500 grant to rehabilitate six 
miles of trail damaged by the 2016 Maple 
Springs wildfire. 

§ Obtained $30,000 to improve the Joyce Kilmer 
Memorial Forest trails, bridges and interpreta-
tional signage. 

§ Organized the 75th anniversary celebration of 
the original dedication of the Nantahala Na-
tional Forest as well as the 100-year commem-
oration of the combat death of poet Joyce 
Kilmer. 

Evans graciously accepted the award saying, ñThis isnôt just an individual award -- 
this took the work of a lot of people. Itôs a group effort and I accept it on behalf of 
the group.ò  

All of the hours relating to the award were tied either to the Joyce Kilmer/Slickrock 
Wilderness or the Snowbird Wilderness in the Cheoah District ï some of those 
hours were earned while working on the Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT) which 
traverses the Joyce Kilmer/Slickrock Wilderness. 

http://www.bmta.org/
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He continued honing his hiking skills throughout his time in Germany, climbing the Matterhorn in 1974. Later 
adventures led him and his wife Margaret to spend five years in Iceland and a staggering 15 years in Japan. He 
climbed Mount Fuji twice as well as enjoying many other hikes in Asia. 

His enthusiasm for hiking and the outdoors evolved into a dedication to maintaining the trails heôd come to 
love. While living in Florida, Evans became President of the Florida Trail Association which was accorded the 
prestigious designation of National Scenic Trail under his watch. 

When Evans and his wife, Margaret, retired to North Carolina, he knew he still was not the type to sit around 
watching ñJudge Judyò.  

The BMT caught his attention and he contacted BMTA member, Walt Cook, to see how he could help with the 
yet to be completed trail. Cook quickly accepted his offer saying, ñThe trail in that area is just a line on a map 
right now. We donôt have anyone in your area.ò Evans joined the BMTA in 2003, eventually serving as presi-
dent in 2011 and 2012.  

His list of accomplishments for the BMT are many. Perhaps the most recognizable is the iconic picture of Ev-
ans and his grandson, Jackson, admiring the view from Bear Pen Gap. The picture exemplifies BMTAôs motto, 
ñéleaving a footpath for generations to followò. Jackson is planning to follow in his grandfatherôs footsteps. 
He is looking forward to working for SAWS next summer before setting off for college. Jacksonôs long-term 
goal is to serve on the BMTA Board, perhaps serving a term as President as well. 

Evansô most impressive accomplishment for the BMTA was his campaign to get the BMT routed off the Tail 
of the Dragon (US 129) In North Carolina, a project known as the Yellow Creek Reroute. Evans and BMTA 
member, Ernie Engman, worked on the project for nine years. 

When the route for the BMT was first sketched out in the mid-1980ôs, it traversed what then was Alcoa proper-
ty to the Tennessee/North Carolina State Line at Deals Gap. Plans were for the BMT eventually to be routed 
over the old Appalachian Trail path in the area to Dalton Gap, then down to the existing trail system. 

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  

Evans spent part of his youth in Shirely, Massachusetts, the 
home of Benton MacKaye, but it wasnôt until 2005 that Evans 
discovered his familyôs close connection to MacKaye.  

Evansô Aunt Ida was a frequent companion on MacKayeôs 
ñtrampsò or hikes in the Shirley area. One of Evansô prized 
possessions is a copy of MacKayeôs book, "Expedition Nine, 
Return to a Region" which MacKaye endorsed to Evanôs Aunt 
Ida in 1969. 

When he was five years old, Evansô family moved to Cape 
Cod where he enjoyed a number of outdoor activities includ-
ing camping, hiking and yachting. He attained the rank of Ea-
gle Scout and went on to study Zoology and Electrical Engi-
neering at the University of New Hampshire (UNH). Being 
named a Distinguished Military Graduate and Commander of 
the Corps of Cadets at UNH, he then entered the US Army, 
attending the Army Ranger School before being assigned to 
the 4th Battalion, 64th Armor Regiment, part of the Third In-
fantry Division. He attained the rank of Captain in the US Ar-
my Signal Corps while on active duty in Germany, remaining 
in the Reserves for another 17 years. 

Continued next page 
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Initially, Evans walked US129 with the GSMNP superintendent who gave his blessing to some type of project 
to increase hiker safety by avoiding that road walk. Engman and Evans now faced two daunting challenges:  
First, to find a reasonable route for the BMT and second, to get 35 government entities, groups and organiza-
tions to agree to the plan. 

Evans learned an Appalachian Trail (AT) segment that served as the AT from 1935 - 1947 was still in invento-
ry and no NEPA would be required to use it as the reroute. On a cold day in December with a blizzard predict-
ed, Evans and Engman bushwhacked from Tapoco Lodge to Fontana, establishing that the route shown on the 
old maps did exist and would be a suitable replacement for the existing path. This meant the BMT could be 
routed away from US129, joining the AT to cross Fontana Dam and enter the GSMNP on the Lakeshore Trail. 
The Tennessee Valley Authority, the GSMNP and the AT approved of the concept. 

 

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  

Part of that route later became known 
as the Trail of the Dragon (US129), 
which now features 318 curves in 11 
miles and is considered Americaôs 
number one motorcycle and sports car 
road in the nation. As attractive as 
that is to motorized vehicles, the road 
walk was treacherous for hikers fol-
lowing the BMT. 

Another issue to confront was ï the 
Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park (GSMNP) was switching to a 
system which would require a reser-
vation for each date and campsite in-
side the Park. The BMTA needed to 
find a way to provide thru hikers with 
a logistically realistic method to make 
those reservations.  

More than 80 volunteers put in over 1,000 hours to complete 
the project, including Sierra Club and American Hiking So-
ciety work trips, Partners of the Joyce Kilmer Slickrock Wil-
derness volunteers as well as local volunteers. Approximate-
ly 750 hours were turned in by BMTA members for the pro-
ject which was completed in 2014. 

Other improvements Evans initiated while President includ-
ed switching the BMTA Newsletter from distribution via 
USPS to electronic distribution and putting BMTAôs finan-
cial statements into a far more understandable format. 

In 2017, Evans was presented with BMTA s Distinguished 
Service Award for truly exceptional service to the BMTA 
over many years. He was named BMTA Trail Worker of the 
Year for Tennessee/North Carolina the same year. 
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The Benton MacKaye Trail Association (BMTA) is another step closer towards achieving their goal of having 
the Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT) designated a National Scenic Trail (NST)! 
 
A July 24, 2024, hearing was held before the House Subcommittee on Federal Lands for H.R. 8403 ï a biparti-
san bill in the House of Representatives calling for a feasibility study of the Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT) 
with the goal of designating the BMT a National Scenic Trail. 
 
Testifying before the committee on behalf of the Benton MacKaye Trail Association (BMTA) was former 
BMTA President Ken Cissna. The hearing was an extremely important step in the legislative process towards 
the eventual passage of H.R. 8403. 
 
The bill was introduced May 15, 2024, in the U.S. House of Representatives by Steve Cohen (Democrat from 
Tennessee), Chuck Fleischmann (Republican from Tennessee), Chuck Edwards (Republican from North Caro-
lina), Scott DesJarlais (Republican from Tennessee), Lucy McBath (Democrat from Marietta) and Nikema 

Williams (Democrat from Atlanta). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Oral Testimony (5:00) 
Federal Lands Subcommittee of the House Natural Resources Committee 

July 24, 2024 
 

Ken Cissna 
Benton MacKaye Trail Association 

 
Good morning, Chairman Tiffany, Ranking Member Neguse, and other members of the Subcommittee. 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you regarding protecting the Benton MacKaye Trail by passing 
the Benton MacKaye National Scenic Trail Feasibility Study Act, which authorizes a feasibility study into 
designating the Benton MacKaye Trail as a National Scenic Trail. I would also like to thank Congressmen Co-
hen and Fleischmann for their leadership on this bill as well as our partner, the United States Forest Service, 
for their help and support over the years.   

 

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  

BMT- Another Step Closer 
by Joy Forehand 

     Contitnued next page 
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My name is Ken Cissna. I live in Morganton, Georgia among the southern Appalachian Mountains. I 
am the Immediate Past President and a member of the Board of Directors of the Benton MacKaye Trail Asso-
ciation.  

 
Work began on the trail in 1980, and it was completed in 2005. It runs for 288 miles from Springer 

Mountain in Georgia through Tennessee and North Carolina, enters the Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park, and ends in the northeast corner of the park. 95% of the trail is on protected federal landðeither national 
forest or national park.   

 
The development and maintenance of the trail depends on volunteers. The BMTA is an all-volunteer 

organization, and more than 200 of us work on the trail each year, generating about 8,000 hours of volunteer 
maintenance annually.  

 
The National Trails System Act defines National Scenic Trails as having outstanding scenic values and 

high-quality recreation experience. The Benton MacKaye Trail has, for many years, met those high standards. 
The trail traverses some of the nationôs most unique natural lands and biodiverse habitats as it runs through 
three national forests (Chattahoochee in Georgia, Cherokee in Tennessee, and Nantahala in North Carolina), 
six federally designated Wilderness areas, and more than 90 miles in the Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park.  

 
A NST designation would have important benefits for the trail and for local communities. It would en-

hance the trailôs value as a first-class recreational destination and bring with it important economic benefits to 
its rural communities. This designation will also improve the peopleôs quality of life by increasing outdoor rec-
reation opportunities for families and individuals, young and old. Designation would have the added benefit of 
helping to pass on our outdoor heritage to future generations. 

 
Currently, the trail has no official federal designation. Although the BMTA has been successful in 

building and maintaining the trail with our Forest Service partners, becoming a National Scenic Trail would 
provide significant protections. Without this, we face risks of potentially losing these lands for future genera-
tions.  

 
Our efforts to designate the trail as the twelfth National Scenic Trail has strong local support from all 

states and counties the trail goes through, including Chambers of Commerce and Visitorsô Bureaus; local busi-
nesses and political leaders; and numerous trail, hiking, and outdoor organizations. We know of no opposition 
to protecting this trail as a National Scenic Trail.  

 
We are seeking a feasibility study with a one-year deadline. Although this might appear to be an ambi-

tious timeline, the trail was fully completed 20 years ago, has a strong volunteer non-profit organization that 
manages and maintains it and has for over 40 years; and is very popular with hikers. The trail is extremely de-
serving of designation as a National Scenic Trail, and we are confident that the feasibility study will agree.  It 
is reasonable for Congress to expect the study to be completed within a year after this legislation is approved. 

 
In conclusion, the Benton MacKaye Trail is a vital natural and economic resource that warrants nation-

al recognition and protection. Its historical significance, economic impact, and the numerous benefits it pro-
vides to communities and individuals make a compelling case for its designation as a National Scenic Trail. I 
urge the Committee to support this designation, ensuring the long-term protection of the Benton MacKaye 
Trail as a cherished part of our national heritage.   

 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  

 

 
  

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  
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1. Membership Growth and Renewals 
Our membership base continues to flourish, thanks to your unwavering support and engagement. We've seen a 
substantial increase in renewals and new memberships, highlighting the growing enthusiasm for our mission. 
Engaging presentations, social media outreach and word-of-mouth advocacy from our dedicated members have 
all played a crucial role in this growth. Your dedication not only sustains our association but also drives our 
initiatives forward. 
 
2. Fiscal Responsibility 
We have been diligent in managing our finances, ensuring that every dollar is used effectively to support our 
goals. Through careful budgeting and strategic allocation of donations, we've maintained a solid financial 
foundation. This fiscal responsibility allows us to invest in trail maintenance, advocacy and community out-
reach. 
 
3. Trail Maintenance and Safety 
Maintaining the BMT's 288 miles is no small feat, yet our trail crews have risen to the challenge with excep-

tional dedication. Over the past six months, we've successfully removed significant blowdowns and deadfalls, 
ensuring a safer and more enjoyable experience for all hikers. Our volunteers have devoted countless hours to 
this vital work, demonstrating remarkable commitment and skill. The feedback from hikers has been over-

whelmingly positive. 

4. Advocacy and Legislation 

We recently have taken significant steps forward in our quest to have the BMT designated a NST. We now 
have bi-partisan bills in both the House and Senate that call for a feasibility study of the BMT. In addition, for-
mer BMTA President Ken Cissna testified before the House Federal Lands Subcommittee concerning the bills. 
This legislative effort is a testament to our vision of elevating the trail's status and securing its future. Achiev-
ing NST designation would bring national recognition, benefit the economies of near-by local communities,  
increase funding opportunities, and provide greater protection for the BMT. We are grateful for the support of 
our members and partners in advancing this crucial initiative. 

 

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  

Presidentôs Column:  

Celebrating Seven Months of Remarkable Progress 
by Bob Cowdrick 

     Continued next page 

Dear BMTA Members and Supporters, 
 
We are thrilled to share with you the tremendous 
progress the Benton MacKaye Trail Association 
(BMTA) has made over the past seven months.  
 
Our collective efforts have yielded significant 
achievements in various areas, reflecting our com-
mitment to preserving and enhancing the Benton 
MacKaye Trail (BMT). 
 
Here's a detailed look at what we've accomplished 
together: 
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5. Strengthening Partnerships 
Our relationships with land managers and the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) stewards continue to thrive. These 
partnerships are essential for the effective management and preservation of the BMT. By working collabora-
tively, we ensure that the trail remains a cherished natural resource for generations to come. We continue to try 
to establish new partnerships with local schools, universities and outdoor clubs, engaging the next generation 
of trail stewards and fostering a deeper appreciation for the natural world. 
 
6. Promoting the BMTA 
We've been actively promoting the BMTA at various festivals and events, spreading the word about our trail 
and its significance. These efforts not only raise awareness but also attract new members and supporters to our 
cause. Your participation and enthusiasm at these events have been invaluable in showcasing the BMTA's vi-
brant community. We continue to leverage social media and our website to share news, updates, and stories 
from the trail, further expanding our reach and impact. 
 
The progress we have made to date is commendable, and the credit goes to our members who made this hap-
pen. Your dedication, hard work, and passion are the driving forces behind our achievements. As we look 
ahead, we are excited about the future and confident that, together, we will continue to make great strides in 
preserving and enhancing the Benton MacKaye Trail. 
Thank you for your continued support and commitment to our mission. 
Happy trails! 
Bob 
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The Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT) spans 288 miles through some of the most picturesque and rugged terrain 
in the Southeastern United States. Regular maintenance is crucial to ensure the trail remains safe and enjoyable 
for hikers. As a trail maintainer, conducting surveys is essential to identify and prioritize maintenance tasks. 
This guide will help you systematically assess your section of the BMT, noting specific issues and their exact 
locations. 
 

Blowdowns 
 
What to Look For: 

§ Location and Documentation: Record the precise location of each blowdown to the nearest 0.1 mile. For 

example, "Blowdown at mile 4.3". 

§ Size: Measure the diameter of the blowdown. Note whether it is small (<6 inches), medium (6-12 inches), 
or large (>12 inches). 

§ Level of Effort: Estimate the effort required for removal. Small blowdowns may require a hand saw, while 
larger ones will need a chainsaw and possibly additional manpower. 

 

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  

Maintaining the Benton MacKaye Trail 

 A Comprehensive Guide for Surveying for Future Maintenance Trips 
by Joe Cantwell 

        Continued next page 
This is how Bigfoot measures a blowdown! HA! 

Introduce grandkids on how to measure! 

You can use your BMTA bandana to measure as well. 
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Water Diversions 
 
What to Look For: 

§ Existing Water Diversions: Check if current water diversions are clogged with debris. Note their loca-
tions and the extent of the blockage. 

§ Need for New Diversions: Identify areas where water is eroding the trail and mark potential sites for new 

diversions. 

§ Location and Documentation: Record the location of all water diversions needing attention, e.g., "Water 
diversion clogged at mile 6.2." 
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Trail Blazes 
 
What to Look For: 

§ Condition of Blazes: Check if the blazes are faded, missing or damaged. 
 
§ Need for Refreshing: Identify areas where blazes need to be repainted or replaced. 
 
§ Location and Documentation: Note the exact locations of blazes that need attention, e.g., "Blazes faded 
between mile 7.0 and 7.5." 
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  Continued next page 

Brushing 
 
What to Look For: 

§ Vegetation Overgrowth: Identify sections where 

vegetation is encroaching on the trail, making it 
difficult for hikers to pass. 

§ Required Tools: Determine if the section re-
quires a brushcutter or a string trimmer. Heavy 

brush may need loppers. 

§ Location and Documentation: Document the 
specific areas needing brushing, e.g., "Heavy 
brush at mile 2.5 to 3.0." 

This trail is hidden with overgrowth. 

Not only do blazes lose their luster of paint but trees continue to grow, distorting the blaze. 
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Campsites 
 
What to Look For: 

§ General Condition: Assess the overall condition of campsites, including the cleanliness and usability of 

the area. 

§ Fire Rings: Inspect fire rings for excessive ash buildup, trash, or if they need to be rebuilt. 

§ Location and Documentation: Document the condition of campsites and fire rings, e.g., "Campsite at 
mile 10.1 needs fire ring cleanup." 
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