
  

The short answer to the question in the title is that ña lotò has happened. About a year 
ago, I wrote to you to let you know that a bill had been introduced in the House of 
RepresentativesðHR 3683ðthat would designate the Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT) 
a National Scenic Trail (NST). The news is that two weeks ago, we had TWO addi-
tional, bipartisan bills introduced, but this time one in the Senate as well as one in the 
House! Let me explain the need for the two most recent bills.   
 
A bill to designate the BMT a NST was first introduced in the 117th Congress, but it 
didnôt get far and expired when that Congress did. Last yearôs bill (HR 3683) in the 
118th Congress also would have directly designated the BMT as a NST. Unfortunately, 
weôve been working at this for another year, but we havenôt garnered enough support 
in Congress to let us think it had a realistic chance to pass.   
 
So, now weôre taking another tack. The two new bills direct the United States Forest 
Service (USFS), which would be our primary federal partner, to conduct a ñfeasibility 
studyò of the BMT as a NST, rather than immediately designate it as one. Iôm disap-
pointed we couldnôt get sufficient support for direct designation, but thatôs just the 
way it is. Most NSTs have had to have feasibility studies and we believe there is bi-
partisan support for this course of action.   
 
Senators Raphael Warnock (D-GA) and Thom Tillis (R-NC) co-sponsored Senate bill 
4352, which directs the USFS to conduct a feasibility study of the Benton MacKaye 
Trail as a National Scenic Trail.   
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In addition, an identical companion bill, H.R. 8403, was introduced in the House of 
Representatives by Steve Cohen (D-TN), Chuck Fleischmann (R-TN), Chuck Ed-
wards (R-NC), Scott DesJarlais (R-TN), Lucy McBath (D-GA) and Nikema Williams 
(D-GA). 
 
Please write or call your representatives and senators to thank them for their support 
and to ask for their active help in getting the bill across the finish lineðor, if yours 
isnôt on the list above, to encourage yours to sign on as a supporter and cosponsor.  
 
Information for contacting your representatives can be found below: 
 
https://bmtamail.org/docs/NSTHowtoContactSenatorsRepresentativest.pdf 
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These bills emphasize the requirement for a feasibility study, which analyzes a trailôs ñlong-distance trail via-
bility.ò The federal agency conducting the study evaluates whether the proposed NST has the scenic, historic, 
natural and cultural features that qualify it for NST designation. Equally important, this evaluation also assess-
es both the ability of the nonprofit trail organization (in this case, thatôs us, folks, the BMTA) to manage and 
maintain the trail and the strength of its partnership with the federal agency administering the trail. 
 
BMTA President Bob Cowdrick hit the nail squarely on the head in his comment:  
 
ñWe are confident,ò he said, that ñthe feasibility study will find the BMT meets or exceeds the criteria 
included in the study and is worthy of the designation, given that . . . the trail is known for its emerald-
green forests, crystal clear streams, cascading waterfalls and exquisite panoramic views. The trail was 
completed in 2005. The BMTA has constructed/maintained the trail for 40 years and the Association has 
and will continue to work closely with both the US Forest Service and the National Park Service. Our 
credentials for NST designation are impeccable.ò   
 
Yes, indeed, we all agree with that!   
 
National Scenic Trails were first authorized by Congress in 1968, with the Appalachian and Pacific Crest trails 
the first to receive this prestigious designation. Since then, nine additional trails have been established. But, it 
has been 15 years since Congress designated a new NSTðit is past time for number twelve and we are ready!   

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  
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Do you have a hankering to hike the Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT) from the Ocoee River to Beech Gap or all 
the way to the border of the Smokies at Fontana Dam? Well, now is a great time to do that -- and take your dog 
with you. Your four-footed friend is a welcome traveler outside of the Smokies on the BMT. And if your dog 
is like my dog, your pet will love the adventure and the one-on-one time with you. Just keep your dog on a 
leash so your dog does not chase a bear, hog or some other critter. Every year dogs go missing in the Cherokee 
and Nantahala National Forests because they run away from their owner to chase something, even a squirrel, 
and canôt find their way back to their owners. 
 
Oh, and donôt forget your kids as well. Especially on weekends and during the summer, this is a great way to 
introduce them to the outdoors. We took our kids on hikes starting at about age five. They thoroughly enjoyed 

the time with their parents and getting out in nature. Some kids will have an even better time if they bring 
along a friend. 

The stunning beauty youôll see along the trail includes: the Ocoee River, the Hiwassee River, Buck Bald, the 
remains of the Doc Rogersô homesite, Brookshire Creek, Bald River, Tellico River and the nearby fish hatch-

ery, Whigg Meadow, the Cherohala Skyway crossing at Unicoi Crest Overlook, Bob Bald, Naked Ground, the 
Hangover, Tapoco and the Cheoah River, Fontana Village, the Little Tennessee River and Fontana Dam. The 
rivers are great places for pets and kids. The balds (generally about a mile high with expansive views) are a 

must. Fontana Dam, the highest dam east of the Mississippi River, is impressive. If great views are what you 
enjoy, plan your trip for the spring or fall when foliage does not block your views. Wildflowers abound in the 
late spring and breathtaking color in the fall. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

Hiking the BMT in Tennessee and North Carolina 
by Rick Harris 
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There are three ways to approach your adventure. The most common is to take a series of day hikes with a 
shuttle. The second is to backpack for several days. The third is to thru hike the BMT. With young kids, itôs 

not advisable to plan difficult or long hikes at first. Keep the distance under about five miles with less than 
1,000ô elevation gain. You donôt want them to sour on hiking and say they will never do it again. Be sure to 
plan fun things for the kids along the way ï like playing in the creek. 

A SERIES OF DAY HIKES 

If you plan to cover the BMT using a series of day hikes, take a friend who can bring a second vehicle and set 
up a shuttle. Our BMT trail guides can be a great help for planning your hikes. The guide for Tennessee and 
North Carolina  shows the location of places to park and describes the trail with a map, elevation profile and 
distances as well as a description of the hike. Use this information to judge the difficulty and how long the hike 
will take. As a bonus, the guide gives you historical information relating to the area along the trail along with a 
few pictures. Consider getting the trail guide entitled Great Hikes and Backpack Trips near Tellico Plains TN,  
available online in BMTAôs Trail Store.  
 
For a day hike, be sure to bring a lunch and plenty of water or a method of sterilizing your water. Bring food 
and water for your pet as well. Rain gear and sturdy hiking boots are essential. If you will be crossing streams 
without a bridge (and there are plenty of these), bring water shoes, extra dry socks and a small towel. Donôt 
forget to include the 10 Essentials. Bring your cell phone to take pictures. Many areas of the BMT have no cell 
coverage, but if you need help, you have a chance of getting 911. An alternative is to carry an InReach or simi-
lar device to make an emergency contact in case of serious injury via satellite.  
 
There are no blazes in Wilderness Areas. To keep you on your route, get an app for your phone that shows the 
trails and allows you to track your progress as you hike. Examples are the FarOut and OnX Backcounty  as 
well as the Avenza apps that offer Trails Illustrated maps of the Tellico and Ocoee Riversô area. These apps are 
an aid to navigation even when no cell coverage is available. However, hikers still should carry traditional 
maps and guides in case their cell phones are lost, damaged or lose charge. Be sure to let someone know where 
you are going and when you are expected back with specific instructions on what to do if you donôt return on 
time. Notify your emergency contact once you get off the trail as soon as possible to assure them all is well. 

When hiking, take breaks to catch your breath to enjoy the scenery and listen to the sounds of the forest. You 

are out there to enjoy nature, not to hike as fast as you can tromping through the woods with blinders on. Look 
around! You might see a deer, bear, boar, turkey, squirrels and even an armadillo (yes, they are becoming more 
common up here). Drink plenty of water, especially on hot days ï about a liter or more for every four to five 

miles. You will burn a lot of calories, so stop for a snack every few miles and eat a hearty lunch. 
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A WEEKEND OR FEW DAYS BACKPACK 
This option allows you to cover a lot of ground in just a few days. For a beginner backpacker, join a group 
backpack to learn more about this great activity. The BMTA and local area hiking clubs as well as outdoor 
gear stores offer beginner backpacking classes combined with a one- or two-day easy backpack. Beginners 
should not plan to backpack more than five or eight miles each day. If you are an experienced backpacker, just 
go for it. Use the guides mentioned above to plan your trip. Get the FarOut app on your phone and download 
the BMT route. The app shows the places to get water, to camp and where to leave your car while backpack-
ing. Use the app at home to plan your backpack, noting the distances and elevation profile to determine how 
difficult your trek may be. Typical backpack routes for a weekend or short backpacks are: 
 
§ Ocoee River to the Hiwassee River - 19 miles 
§ Hiwassee River to Unicoi Gap ï 19 miles 
§ Unicoi Gap to Tellico River ï 23.5 miles 
§ Tellico River to Beech Gap at the state line on the Cherohala Skyway ï 23.5 miles 
§ Beech Gap to Tapoco Lodge ï 15 miles 
§ Tapoco Lodge to Fontana Dam ï 15 miles 

 
THRU HIKING THE BMT FROM THE OCOEE RIVER TO FONTANA DAM 
Most thru hikers plan to hike this entire section of 103 miles over one to two weeks. Experienced thru hikers 
plan on about 15 miles per day. Beginner thru hikers should plan on no more than 8-10 miles per day. The best 
guide to use is the BMT Thru-Hikers Guide available from the BMTA online store. Although this guide is a 
few years old, it still provides pertinent information without any significant changes in the route. However, the 
thru hiker should check out the information on the bmta.org website for more up to date information. The book 
and the website also list available shuttle services. Contact them in advance to arrange your pickups and drop-
offs. Most thru hikers carry enough food for five to seven days with a planned resupply at local stores or by 
mailing food to a post office or shuttle service along the route. The best places for resupply stores and lodging 
for zero days are in Ducktown and Tellico Plains. Happy hiking!!! 

B A C K  T O  M E N U  P A G E  
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Betty Ann Archer, Bob Astley, Gilbert Treadwell, Beverly Murano and Laurie Colombo were led by Mike 
Pilvinsky to this little known, hidden gem on a beautiful spring day.  
 
For less than two easy miles we wound our way along magnificent views provided by Clear Creek and the Car-
tecay River. Itôs almost too hard to believe that this breathtaking scenery is only about 20 minutes from down-
town Ellijay. The trail doesnôt even have a name as it is located inside Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) property in the Cartecay Tract. 
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Cartecay Shoals Hike 
by Mike Pilvinsky 

Beverly Murano, Mike Pilvinsky, Gilbert Treadwell, Laurie Colombo and Betty Ann Archer.  






























