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The railway that would become known as the Murphy Branch was completed in 1891. It extended from Asheville to Waynesville over the Balsam Mountains to Sylva and the adjacent village of Dillsboro. From there, the original tracks continued to Bryson City (where Deep Creek empties into the Tuckasegee River) on down to Bushnell (where Hazel Creek once emptied into the Little Tennessee River, now Lake Fontana) and finally up through the precipitous Nantahala Gorge to Andrews and Murphy. 

   The Murphy Branch helped transform the region where ever it was extended. The North Carolina flank of the Great Smokies, in particular, became directly accessible for representatives of logging, mining, and land-investment companies. In their wake came homesteaders, missionaries, tourists, sportsmen, convalescents, anthropologists, and wayward travelers seeking a place of refuge.

   One day in August 1904, an individual in his early 40s, of below average height and medium build stepped off the westbound train onto the platform of the depot at Dillsboro and looked around. According to Clarence Miller, a former colleague in St. Louis, he was a man with “an aura of loneliness” who maintained an initial “barrier of reserve.” He also displayed “quick decisive movements that bespoke muscular strength and coordination. His eyes were dark. . . . His bristling black mustache seemed to contrast violently with his finely modeled features.”

   Horace Kephart arrived in the Great Smokies having left behind a botched career as a librarian and a wife and six children. All the details that sparked this midlife crisis are not fully known or agreed upon, but it’s widely recognized that alcoholism was a contributing factor.

   At that point in time, Kephart seemed an unlikely candidate for anything more than an obscure existence. No one who knew him would have forecast literary prominence, a substantial role in establishing the first large national park in the eastern United States, and increased recognition on the regional and national levels into the twenty-first century. Against all odds, however, that’s exactly what has transpired.

   Kephart is today the writer most closely associated in the national consciousness with Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GSMNP). His Camping and Woodcraft is securely established as one of the cornerstones of American outdoor writing, having been continuously in print since 1906. The place of Our Southern Highlanders—first published in 1913, with an expanded edition in 1922—as one of the classics of southern Appalachian literature is generally accepted, if still debated in some quarters.   

   Two months before his death in an automobile accident in 1931, the U.S. Geographic Board designated a 6,217-foot peak traversed by the Appalachian Trail several miles northeast of Newfound Gap in the Smokies as Mount Kephart—an unprecedented honor previously reserved for individuals only after their deaths.  

   Kephart was chosen in 2000 by the Raleigh News and Observer as one of “North Carolina’s 100 Most Influential People of the Century,” while the Asheville Citizen-Times named him one of “Western North Carolina’s 50 Most Influential People of the Century,” noting that after arriving in the Southern mountains he “became one of the region’s greatest advocates.” 

