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The authors and pioneers of this trail pose beside the sign that marks the start of the trai l . 

They are all dressed up for trail-going. 

WHOEVER walks down the White Oak Canyon 
Trail—Shenandoah National Park's most popular 

hike—will see at the end of the trail a magnificently 
beautiful waterfall. Even in dry weather the falls keep 
flowing. In the hottest time of Virginia's summer the 
walk down the trail is cool and refreshing, and the 
goal is satisfying and inspiring throughout the gentle 
climb along the return trail. Thousands 
have followed this trail and returned 
feeling well rewarded simply by the 
walk itself and the view of the falls. 

But there is more to any outdoor 
excursion than scenery and exercise, 
and visitors to the White Oak Canyon 
Trail now have an opportunity to 
realize that there is more here than a 
waterfall and a pleasant hike, and 
much that has an important meaning 
to everyone. They owe this oppor
tunity to an experiment The Wilder
ness Society has made in cooperation 
with the National Park in order to 
help the visitor guide himself to an 
understanding of Nature at first hand 
—to help anyone answer not only the question "What 
is it?" but also explain the "why" and the "how." 
Hundreds of people who visited this trail in 1947 
tested out the experiment and made suggestions for 
its improvement. All agreed that if you know what to 
look for there is more here than a hike and a look at 
waterfalls. 

A common question has been: "How did this start?" 
And its origin does seem significant. 

The idea was first advanced by Benton MacKaye, 
father of the Appalachian Trail, footpath from Maine 
to Georgia from which White Oak Canyon Trail leads 
off on a side excursion. Elected president of The Wil
derness Society in 1945, Benton MacKaye began fac
ing the Society's problem of broadening an apprecia
tion of our few remaining wilderness areas. It was no 
new problem to him, but one that he had already 
concluded was due largely to the fact that so few had 

AS A MODEL for similar projects 
elsewhere the White Oak Can
yon self-guided Nature trail is of 
considerable general interest. 
The National Park Service and 
the U S. Forest Service are ac
cordingly calling it to the at
tention of their field staffs, and 
the American Nature Associa
tion has for the same reason ar
ranged to present this picture-
preview to the readers of Na

ture Magazine. 

learned to understand Nature at all. Thus he began 
anew to think of some way whereby people them
selves could begin to read Nature itself, not merely 
books about Nature—and thus this trail was first 
visualized. 

Soon Mr. MacKaye was writing Edward D. Freeland, 
Shenandoah National Park's Superintendent. 

The response was enthusiastic. The 
Park staff, particularly Assistant Chief 
Ranger Francis A. Moore, and District 
Ranger Thomas K. Garry, cooperated 
unstintingly with the two representa
tives of The Wilderness Society (au
thors of this "preview") who under
took to carry out the project. Others 
also gave eager cooperation. Ray
mond S. Gregg, Chief Naturalist then 
of national capital parks, made many 
helpful suggestions. Miss Catherine 
London typed and retyped the project 
outline. The National Park Service and 
the U. S. Forest Service gave encour
agement. The National Parks Associa
tion gave its support, and Devereux 

Butcher of that Association made the photographs. 
Here on this trail Nature, indeed, has a wondrous 

story to tell, for Nature itself is like a book to those 
who care to read. The White Oak Canyon Trail now 
opens this book at seven of its pages, selected for the 
particular interest and enjoyment of the "reader." 

This picture preview "translates" these pages into 
the most elementary terms of English. But here are 
only words and pictures—not the things that the words 
represent. You know the word "topsoil." Maybe you 
even know, in words, all about topsoil. But do you 
know topsoil when you see it? Can you tell it from 
subsoil? The opened pages along this trail—its seven 
reading posts—invite you to study the reality, not the 
translation. 

Here, then, is a preview in English. The purpose of 
the trail itself, however, is to give every visitor an op
portunity to read, for himself, Nature's story. 



GONE WITH THE 
RAIN 

Post One 

There if a pott vi'lfi hole*. 

The visitor looks through hole A; sees the 

exposed red oak roo: . 

He looks through I ole B; sees the gully 

through which the soil feeding the roots is 

washed away forever. 

What it happening? 

Here is an example of man-made erosion. 

Bare soil near the oak roots is ready to be 

splashed loose and washed away by the 

next rain. Twelve inches of life-giving top-

soil already have been washed away in 

a f ew years; washed a w a y because m a n -

before this was a National Park—took poor 

care of the land. 

What it the effect? 

Nature took some 5000 years to make this 

12 inches of soil. Through man's abuse it 

washed a w a y in a few years. No soil means 

no trees, no grass, no storing of water, no 

permanent waterfalls for you to enjoy. 

The visitor travels to the next post, about a 15-minute 

walk. 

f^ULLIES are a sure sign of poorly-cared-for land. This 
^-^ gully, 14 feet wide and about one and one-half 
feet deep, extends for 100 yards before it disappears 
in the forest below. Notice the exposed roots of the 
red oak alongside it. Twelve inches of good topsoil 
have already been lost from this spot. 

Before this park was established, the land was 
mostly in farms. Some crop land was ploughed up 
and down hill. Pastures often were grazed too heavily, 
killing off the grass and causing the soil to pack 
down. When hard rains came, they fell on bare or 
packed soil. They splashed particles loose, sealed up 
the surface pores of the soil, and carried precious 
topsoil downhill . On their swift path the rains cut little 
rills. Later the rills were deepened and widened into 
gullies. For many years this gully also has carried 
drainage water from an old road above. 

Frost has helped enlarge this gully. During winter, 
the moisture in the bare soil freezes and expands, 
raising the soil into little pinnacles. When thaws come, 

as on warm, bright days, the ice melts and the pin
nacles are carried off by moving water. 

Now a good plant cover is returning to protect the 
soil in the area above the gully. Gradually more water 
is going into the ground and less is rushing off on top. 
In time the sides of this gully may heal, but meantime 
some soil wil l continue to be washed away . 

Subsoil from thousands of gullies has found its w a y 
into stream channels, spoiling fishing and aggravat
ing floods. Good farmlands along the Rapidan and 
Rappahannock river bottoms have been covered with 
sand and gravel. Rushing flood waters have carried 
sterile material clear down to Chesapeake Bay, caus
ing damage to the valuable oyster beds there. 

It takes Nature several hundred years to build one 
inch of the valuable topsoil that gives us food, cloth
ing and shelter. But when forests are overcut, or 
burned, or when the land is improperly cultivated or 
overgrazed, several inches can be quickly lost in one 
hard rain. 


