
  

Despite having an overwhelming percentage of public land with which to work in de-
veloping the Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT), there are some private land holdings that 
the trail must cross to maintain continuity. The land between the Little Tennessee Riv-
er and U.S. Highway 129 in Deals Gap was one such area. Our partners in the USDA 
Forest Service and in the National Park Service had warned that this ñno manôs landò 
between the Nantahala National Forest and the Great Smoky Mountains National Park 
would be a stumbling block and that neither agency would be able to help. Persistence 
paid off as a combination of good timing and talking to the right people culminated in 
one of the earliest and greatest success stories on this part of the trail. 
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The land ownership in the area had been static for nearly a century. With the estab-
lishment of aluminum production works near Maryville, Tennessee, in the early 
1900s came a need for an abundant and inexpensive source of electrical power.  The 
Aluminum Company of America (ALCOA), formed a number of subsidiary compa-
nies to provide the power they needed, one of them being Tapoco. Tapoco built a 
number of dams along the Little Tennessee River.  

http://www.bmta.org/
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One of the more imposing dams was the Cheoah Dam, which was started in 1917 and operational by 1919. 
Land for the dam, the lake and the power transmission line leading to the Alcoa plant was required for the pro-
ject. Thus, a portion of the land west of the river in North Carolina and all of the land between the Little Ten-
nessee River and U.S. Highway 129 in Tennessee is owned by the company. 

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

Continued next page 

Cheoah Dam March 1998.  

Ken Jones tying his bootlace with Marc Bernatti at Che-
oah Dam March 1998.  

Al Rymer in the white shirt with unknown man. Cheoah Dam 
March 1998. 
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Inquiries began in the latter half of the 1990s to determine if the power company land was eligible for trail use. 
After all, the original route of the Appalachian Trail (AT) had been on this land, running from near the base of 
Cheoah Dam to Deals Gap. The original route of the AT continued north and northeast from Deals Gap along 
the state line into the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. It would cross two outstanding Southern Appala-
chians balds ï Parsons Bald and Gregory Bald. These were coveted targets for the BMT in the concept plan. 
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Parsonôs Bald 

By early 1997, an agreement for a recreational use easement had been 
drafted. Clayton Pannell and Marty Dominy would meet Sue Fugate and 
Willard Wells at the north end of Cheoah Dam on January 27, 1997, to 
discuss the terms. These terms were straightforward: Tapoco, Inc. re-
tained all of the rights normally associated with land ownership while 
the Benton MacKaye Trail Association (BMTA) was given permission 
to construct, maintain and open a footpath for public use on their land 
between Cheoah Dam and Deals Gap. 
 
The managers at Topoco, Inc. suggested the use of their gated access 
road on the west side (Tennessee side) of the state line for the initial two 
miles south of Deals Gap. This was easy walking on a road that rarely 
saw traffic. A scouting trip in May of 1997 determined that this road 
was actually preferable to the old AT route on or near the state line 
which was heavily overgrown with mountain laurel and other shrubs. 
Subsequent scouting trips resolved the remainder of the route to Cheoah 
Dam. After crossing the state line, the route did indeed follow parts of 
the old AT route. Clayton Pannell, Ken Jones and others from the Ten-
nessee contingent of the BMTA found up to four old steel markers, albe-
it rusted over, that were most certainly vintage AT four-inch by four-
inch diamond markers used in the 1940s. The route of the BMT would 
diverge from the old AT route roughly one-half mile from Cheoah Dam 
to follow the ridge just above the highway, then switchback into a cove 
leading to another gated road belonging to Tapoco, Inc. A short walk 
along this road led directly to the north end of Cheoah Dam. Old Vintage AT trail marker. 

           Continued next page 
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The BMTA would set about constructing the trail at 
the Cheoah Dam end of the section on February 14, 
1998. This effort would continue on March 14, 1998; 
April 11, 1998; June 13, 1998; July 11, 1998; Sep-
tember 12, 1998; and October 10, 1998. Individual 
and small group efforts closed out the finishing 
touches for this section by the end of December. The 
trail was opened for use in early 1999. The completed 
segment from Cheoah Dam to Deals Gap was 4.5 
miles long.  
 
While it was a shorter route to simply continue up the 
highway from Cheoah Dam to Twentymile Ranger 
Station, the new route did shorten the amount of road 
walk.  
 
So why is this segment no longer part of the BMT? 
Youôll have to stay tuned for Part 2 of this series in a 
future newsletter! 
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