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Clockwise from top left: 
new york-new Jersey trail 

Conference, atC, and a.t. Park 
Office representatives plan the 

new bridge over the Swamp 
river; new york-new Jersey 

trail Conference and atC Mid-
atlantic trail Crew volunteers 
with the final pier driven for 

the boardwalk; the trail crew 
enjoys a peaceful commute 

to work – by Mira Sari; a 
swamp-eye view – by Chris 

everett; a pre-boardwalk, 
temporary solution; the 
completed boardwalk – 

photos by James Haggett.

When faced with seemingly insurmountable challenges, the  

Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC) and its Trail club volun-

teers somehow just seem to put a big smile on their faces and 

demonstrate remarkable resilience and “can do!” attitudes. 

Such was the case with solving the mucky problem of crossing 

the Great Swamp in Pawling, New York. Numerous and frequent 

storm events over the past decade altered the Hiller Brook 

stream course and eliminated any possibility for an at-grade 

treadway or traditional puncheon construction options. The 

situation was exacerbated by a family of beavers whose enthu-

siasm for construction in the wetland continues to rival our 

own volunteers. >>

july — aug ust 2012 ❘  a.t. jour neys ❘  2 9



3 0 ❘  a.t. jour Neys ❘  july — aug ust 2012

Ultimate
 appalachian 

trail Store

open 24-7
The Appalachian Trail: Celebrating America’s Hiking 
Trail, by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy with a 
foreword by Bill Bryson, is half a survey of the history 
of the Trail since conception — backed by archival 
photographs, documents, and maps — and half a 
collection of  stunning images from along the entire 
A.T. This 10-inch-square hardcover edition also comes 
with a 9 x 48-inch National Park Service “strip map” 
poster of the Trail.

early on, in a heroic attempt to provide 
passage for hikers across the swamp, 
septuagenarian Jane geisler and fellow 
volunteer sexagenarian ollie Simpson 
lugged in scores of cinder blocks and 
topped them with dozens of pallets and 
salvaged planks to make a passable path 
above what seemed to be constantly ris-
ing water. What the result lacked is aes-
thetics was more than made up for by the 
sheer audacity of the feat performed by 
these two incredible and dedicated wom-
en. But their efforts were always deemed 
to be a temporary fix until a more perma-
nent solution could be designed, funded, 
and built. The A.t. management partners 
chose an option with which they were 
familiar — an elevated boardwalk sup-
ported by helical piers. This technique has 
been successfully used for expansive A.t. 
wetland crossings at the Pochuck in Ver-
non, New Jersey, Thundering Falls near 
Killington, Vermont, and for shorter 
spans elsewhere along the trail.

Under the very capable leadership of 
the New York-New Jersey trail Confer-
ence volunteer Jim haggett, with consid-
erable behind the scenes support from 
equally capable AtC staffer Bob Sickley, 
detailed plans were developed, local of-
ficials were cultivated, environmental 
compliance reviews were completed. 
Funds were secured from the National 
Park Service, Carol Paterno (a private 
donor), and a grant from the AtC’s L.L. 
Bean grants to Clubs program. Finally, 
volunteers were recruited and trained. 
After decades of discussions, including 
the now absurd consideration of re-chan-
neling hiller Brook, the partners were 
ready for the final fix.

the construction of the 1,600-foot 
boardwalk and replacement of a 34-foot 
bridge (which was originally built in 1984) 
took approximately two-and-a-half years 
to complete. more than 75 volunteers 
contributed in excess of 5,000 hours of 
labor to drive the piers, frame and deck 
the boardwalk, and construct the bridge. 
during that period, local volunteers con-
ducted 99 separate work trips. most of 

those volunteers are affiliated with the 
dutchess/Putnam Appalachian trail 
management Committee, a part of the 
New York-New Jersey trail Conference, 
with volunteers Frank dogil, Bob haas, 
and Steve Klauck contributing much of 
the design, engineering, and craftsman-
ship that went into the project. Special 
groups such as students from the nearby 
trinity-Pawling School helped with the 
effort and the iBm Corporation sent a 
team of 13 volunteers, in celebration of 
iBm’s 100th anniversary, to help remove 
the old deteriorated puncheon. The AtC’s 
mid-Atlantic trail Crew spent ten weeks 
working on the bridge and boardwalk 
with several crew volunteers participat-
ing for nine or ten of those weeks. Crew 
volunteers came from as far away as italy 
and great Britain.

While the boardwalk itself is a some-

what unique feature, it is not the only 
unusual aspect to this trail section. 
Weekend visitors arriving from New 
York City can hop off a metro North 
train at the Appalachian trail train stop 
and enjoy the boardwalk within a matter 
of a few feet. metro North also installed 
a pedestrian friendly railroad track 
crossing, but visitors should take great 
caution when crossing the tracks as the 
speeding commuter trains arrive with 
little warning.

most A.t. visitors are well aware that 
the trail typically follows the height of 
land across the ridge tops of the Appala-
chians and that valley crossings are less 
common. A tenet of A.t. trail design and 
construction is that the footpath “lie 
lightly on the land.” This presents a di-
lemma for trail designers who occasion-
ally have complex crossings across fragile 
terrain, such as the Swamp river wet-
land. Perhaps ironically, many of these 
crossing in the more urban states occur 
in areas that are near population centers, 
resulting in heavier visitation and poten-
tial environmental degradation than 
might otherwise be the case. Accommo-
dating lots of visitors, fragile habitat, and 
a desire to reach a simple aesthetic that 
is subordinate to, and does not over-
whelm, the landscape is a challenge. 
Achieving those objectives requires a bit 
of science with a strong measure of art.

All of the partners involved with the 
Swamp river boardwalk and bridge are 
pleased with their efforts; about the of-
ficial opening of the boardwalk — com-
plete with a ribbon cutting ceremony, 
which occurred this recent July 1. They 
invite you to take a hike on the A.t. in 
Pawling and enjoy this beautiful new 
addition to the Appalachian National 
Scenic trail. 

more than 75 volunteers 
contriButed in excess of 5,000 hours 
of laBor to drive the piers, frame 

and deck the BoardWalk, and 
construct the Bridge.

Beautifully Illustrated, 
expertly chronicled 
a celebration for your Bookshelf

This 332-page ATc book, 
copublished with Rizzoli 
International, documents  
the history, beauty, and 
significance of the making  
and enhancement of 
America’s most-storied trail, 
the trail in our care. 

Available beginning September 25 at $50 retail ($45 for ATC members). Preorders received by the Trail’s 75th 
anniversary on August 14 will earn a 10% discount. To order now, visit: atctrailstore.org or call (toll free) 
1-888-287-8673. Item #567

From top: Weekend visitors arriving from New York City can hop off a Metro North train at 
the Appalachian Trail train stop and enjoy the boardwalk within a matter of a few feet; The 
ATC crew drives a helical “pier.”

Karen Lutz is the director of the ATC’s Mid-Atlantic Regional office. 




