
EMMA GATEWOOD TOLD HER FAMILY SHE WAS
GOING ON A WALK AND LEFT HER SMALL OHIO
HOMETOWN WITH A CHANGE OF CLOTHES AND
LESS THAN TWO HUNDRED DOLLARS. THE NEXT
ANYBODY HEARD FROM HER, THIS GENTEEL, FARM-
REARED, SIXTY-SEVEN-YEAR-OLD GREAT-
GRANDMOTHER HAD WALKED 800 MILES ALONG
THE 2,050-MILE APPALACHIAN TRAIL. BY
SEPTEMBER 1955, SHE STOOD ATOP MAINE’S
MOUNT KATAHDIN, SANG “AMERICA, THE
BEAUTIFUL,” AND PROCLAIMED, “I SAID I’LL DO IT,
AND I’VE DONE IT.”

DRIVEN BY A PAINFUL MARRIAGE, GRANDMA
GATEWOOD NOT ONLY HIKED THE TRAIL ALONE,
SHE WAS THE FIRST PERSON—MAN OR WOMAN—
TO WALK IT TWICE AND THREE TIMES. AT AGE
SEVENTY-ONE, SHE HIKED THE 2,000-MILE OREGON
TRAIL. GATEWOOD BECAME A HIKING CELEBRITY,
AND APPEARED ON TV WITH GROUCHO MARX AND
ART LINKLETTER. THE PUBLIC ATTENTION SHE
BROUGHT TO THE TRAIL WAS UNPRECEDENTED.
HER VOCAL CRITICISM OF THE LOUSY, DIFFICULT
STRETCHES LED TO BOLSTERED MAINTENANCE,
AND VERY LIKELY SAVED THE TRAIL FROM
EXTINCTION.

AUTHOR BEN MONTGOMERY INTERVIEWED
SURVIVING FAMILY MEMBERS AND HIKERS
GATEWOOD MET ALONG THE TRAIL, UNEARTHED
HISTORIC NEWSPAPER AND MAGAZINE ARTICLES,
AND WAS GIVEN FULL ACCESS TO GATEWOOD’S
OWN DIARIES, TRAIL JOURNALS, AND
CORRESPONDENCE. GRANDMA GATEWOOD’S
WALK SHINES A FRESH LIGHT ON ONE OF
AMERICA’S MOST CELEBRATED HIKERS. 
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