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oods are not like other spaces. To begin with, they are
.cubic. Their trees surround you, loom over you, press in from ali
sides. Woods choke off views and leave you muddled and without
hearings. They make you feel small and confused and vulnerable,
bike a small child lost in a crowd of strange legs. Stand in a desert
or prairie and you know you are in a big space. Stand in a woods
and you only sense it. They are n vast, fearureless nowhere. And
they arc alive.
S0 wouods are spoukoy, Quite apmt frovs e thonghit that they
may harbor wild beasts and aved, genetically challenged fellows

named Zeke and Festus, there s someting hnutely sintsier about

thetn, some ineffable thing that sudies yon s i inosphere of

pregoant doosn with vvery atep wind Tewves yin profoundly aware
that you are out of your element and ought tu keep your cars
pricked. Though you tell yourself it’s preposterous, you can’t quite
shake the fecling that you are being watched. You order yourself 1o
be serene (it’s just a woods for goodness sake), but really you are

jumpier than Don Knotts with pistol drawn. Every sudden noise—

¢ walk in the woods 45

the crack of a falling limb, the crash of a bolting deer—malkes you
spin in alarm and stifle a plea for mercy. Whatever mechanism
within you is responsible for adrenaline, it has never been so sleek
and polished, so keenly poised to pump out a warming squirt of
adrenal fluid. Fven asleep, you are a coiled spring.

The American woods have been unnerving people for 300 years.
The inestimably priggish and tiresome Henry David Thoreau
thought nature was splendid, splendid indeed, so long as he could
stroll to town for cales and barley wine, but when he experienced
real wilderness, on a visit to Katahdin in 1846, he was unnerved to
the core. This wasn’t the tame world of overgrown orchards and
sun-dappled paths that passed for wilderness in suburban Concord,
Massachusetts, but a forbidding, oppressive, primeval country that
was “grim and wild . . . savage and dreary,” fit only for “men
nearer of kin to the rocks and wild animals than we.” The experi-
ence left him, in the words of one biographer, “neac Hysterical.”-

But even men far tougher and more attuned to the wilderness
than Thoreau were sobered by its strange and palpable menace.
Daniel Boone, who not only wrestled bears but tried to date their
sisters, described corners of the southern Appalachians as “so wild
and horrid that it is impossible to behold them without terror,”
When Daniel Boone is uneasy, you know it’s time to watch your
seep. :
When the first Europeans arrived in the New Wotld, there were
perhaps 950 mitlion acres of woodland in what would become the
fower forty-cipht states, The Chatrahoochee Forest, through which
Kotz and T new tradped, was part ol an innoense, unbroken can-
opy stretching from southern Alabama te Canada and beyond, and
from the shores of the Atlantc to the distant grasslands of the
Missonri River. ..

Most of that (prest is now gone, but what survives is more
impressive than you might expect, The Chattahoochee is part of
four million acres—8,000 square miles—of federally owned forest
strerching up to the Great Smoky Mouatains and beyond and
spreading sideways across four states. On a map of the United

States it is an incidental smudge of green, but on foot the scale of it
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