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that he believed “the nation is 
summoned by a solemn duty 
to preserve” this forest, espe-
cially from the timber industry 
(609). In a 1930 New York Times 
article, Kephart explains what 
people settled in the area, how 
isolation formed their character, 
and how they embraced ele-
ments of industrialism such as 
new roadways and mandatory 
education. We read some of 
his 1920s articles from the Boy 
Scouts magazine Boy’s Life and 
learn that Kephart served on the 
National Council of Boy Scouts. 
His essay series on Cherokees, 
published in Outing in 1919 
and republished by his family as 
The Cherokees of the Smoky 
Mountains (1936), educates 
readers on the history that led 
to the native people’s shame-
ful removal, pointing to states’ 
refusal to abide by federal trea-
ties and tracing political actions 
and white settlers’ greed. The 
story he tells resonates with a 
comment he made to the Penn-
sylvania Society of St. Louis in 
1901: “If we are to get any good 
out of history, we must face the 
truth in all its phases, whether it 
be complimentary to ourselves 
or not” (41).

The fine introductions to 
each section of the book fol-
low Kephart’s lead, providing 
readable, essential context 
for the documents that follow 
and occasionally sharing criti-
cisms of his work, such as his 
incorporation of dialect and 
moonshining or focus on moun-
taineers’ isolation, all negative 
Appalachian stereotypes. Clax-
ton relates Kephart’s writing on 
camping and woodcraft to the 
nascent car culture, women’s 
movement to public spaces, and 
the outdoors movement that 
grew as more Americans moved 
to cities. Her introduction to 
his fiction describes his debt to 
nineteenth-century captivity 
narratives (a collection of which 
he edited), Southwest humor, 
Romantic writers such as Emer-
son, as well as his influence on 
later writers. All the introduc-
tions are invaluable to help 
readers appreciate the writings 
that follow.

Horace Kephart: Writings 
accomplishes a great deal. It 
publicizes for future scholars 
all Kephart materials available 
in Western Carolina University’s 
Special Collections, much of 
which Kephart’s family donated, 

giving roadmaps to those inter-
ested in pursuing environmental 
or Appalachian studies. It makes 
available hard-to-find journal 
articles, speeches, and letters. It 
introduces us to George Masa, 
the Japanese photographer 
based in Asheville who traveled 
with Kephart, taking pictures 
used to lobby for the national 
park. It sets readers into the 
early twentieth-century world 
of little magazines that shaped 
movements and citizens’ 
relationship to their country. 
Kephart fulfilled his mission 
to highlight the relationship 
between humans and the natu-
ral world. Here are lines from 
an article published in National 
Sportsman in April 1931, the 
same month he died: “What the 
mountains and forests did for 
me they can do for other run-
down folks – and then they, 
too, will be enthusiasts; for one 
just can’t be stolid or despon-
dent when his lungs are full 
of mountain air and his blood 
is coursing free” (629). Friz-
zell, Claxton, and all the other 
contributors to this collection 
also fulfilled their goal, sharing 
Kephart’s significant environ-
mental and literary legacy. n

liam Hart’s biographical essay 
“George Masa: the Best Moun-
taineer” precipitated impor-
tant work from documentary 
filmmaker Paul Bonesteel as 
well as writers George Elli-
son, Janet McCue, and Susan 
Shumaker. The results of their 
work include Bonesteel’s 2002 
film, The Mystery of George 
Masa, elements of Ellison and 
McCue’s Back of Beyond: A 
Horace Kephart Biography 
(Great Smoky Mountains Asso-
ciation, 2019), as well as a 
second forthcoming film from 
Bonesteel, and a forthcoming 
important, full-length biogra-
phy from McCue and Bonesteel. 
We may hope that McCue and 

George Masa (1881–1933) is 
a profoundly important – but 
also profoundly enigmatic – 
figure in the history of Western 
North Carolina. Research by a 
number of historians and biog-
raphers over the last forty years 
has taught us just how signifi-
cant an impact he had on our 
understanding and appreciation 
of the Southern Appalachian 
Mountains. This physically small 
and unassuming man was a 
close friend and companion 
of Horace Kephart’s; he was 
an integral part of the move-
ment to establish the Great 
Smokies National Park; he was 
instrumental in the creation of 
the Appalachian Trail (including 
establishing the Southern route 
for the trail); he was a founding 
member of what became the 
Carolina Mountain Club. But all 
of these feats fade in compari-
son to his accomplishments as a 
gifted landscape photographer. 
Indeed, if his friend Kephart 
is our less well-known coun-
terpart to John Muir, it is not 
overstating the case to say that 
Masa is our Ansel Adams. His 
images of the Southern Appa-
lachians didn’t just capture the 
grandeur and mystery of the 
mountains; they taught us how 
to see the mountains in ways 
that have lasted to this day. 

Historians and documen-
tarians rediscovered Masa 
decades after his death. Wil-
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BRENT MARTIN is the Executive Director of the Blue Ridge Bartram Trail Conservancy. 
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author of three chapbooks of poetry: Poems from Snow Hill Road (New Native Press, 
2007), A Shout in the Woods (Flutter Press, 2010), and Staring the Red Earth Down (Red 
Bird Chapbooks, 2014). He lives in the Cowee community in Western North Carolina, 
where he and his wife, Angela Faye Martin, run Alarka Institute, a nature, literary, and arts 
organization that offers workshops and field trips. Read an essay by him in NCLR 2011.
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images from Masa’s camera, 
it would be invaluable. The 
care with which Martin places 
them in historical and geo-
graphical context only adds to 
their value. As we turn these 
pages, we are reminded time 
and again of the physical toil 
Masa went through in map-
ping trails, measuring peaks, 
and climbing to the perfect 
spot from which to capture an 
inspired and inspiring image – 
all while lugging a heavy cam-
era on its awkward tripod. 

Ultimately, the reason we 
remember George Masa and 
visit his grave (as Martin does 
at the end of his book) is that 
he worked so hard to preserve 
the mountains we love – both 
in image and in reality – 
almost as if he somehow knew 
we would come behind him 
on the trail. And through his 
monumental efforts, we would 
learn to see as he saw and 
believe as he believed. n

to appeal to a wide variety of 
stakeholders who came to sup-
port the preservation of the 
Southern mountains. What is 
also remarkable is that those 
same words and photographs 
have continued to shape how 
we experience the region almost 
a century after their deaths. 
Kephart’s books and Masa’s 
images are not just historical 
artifacts, relevant only to a dis-
tant time and place; they speak 
to this century just as powerfully 
as they did to the last.

In many ways, Brent Martin is 
the perfect individual to reflect 
on Masa’s life and work because 
he is himself a lifelong naturalist 
whose interests span literature, 
history, and the visual arts as 
well as conservation. It is evident 
throughout this book that he 
is haunted by Masa in a special 
way, and that his book repre-
sents a personal journey as well 
as an important contribution to 
our understanding of Masa. 

George Masa’s Wild Vision is 
also significant as one in a series 
supported by Charles Frazier 
through his Cold Mountain Fund 
(along with other businesses 
and individuals who provided 
financial support for its publi-
cation). Hub City’s mission to 
focus on “extraordinary new 
and unsung writers from the 
American South” could easily 
refer to George Masa as well as 
Brent Martin. Clearly, this vol-
ume required a special effort 
by the Hub City team because 
of the number of photographs 
and documents painstakingly 
reproduced for our study and 
appreciation. 

Make no mistake, the absolute 
core of this book is the photo-
graphs themselves, painstak-
ingly rescued and placed in the 
history of Masa’s life – often, 
his own publication of them. 
If all this volume did was pro-
vide the general reader and 
student with the gallery of 
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 that most of Martin’s explora-
tions took place during the 
heart of the COVID pandemic, 
so that his reflections on Masa 
and the mountains are folded 
into his reactions to life during 
an especially challenging time in 
his own human history. If there 
is a flaw in this design, it may be 
that the reader is left wanting 
to know more about Masa and 
his experience of a particular 
Appalachian landscape and less 
about Martin’s ruminations on 
life decades later. 

The structure of George 
Masa’s Wild Vision does lend 
itself to an exploration of Masa’s 
purposeful interaction with the 
men and women who, along 
with him, were striving to bring 
others into contact with the 
wilds of the region in such a 
way that the mountains were 
both appreciated and preserved. 
Martin is excellent at suggest-
ing – through Masa’s images as 
well as his own words – Masa’s 
foundational role in the Carolina 
Mountain Club, the movement to 
form the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park, and the creation 
of the Appalachian Trail through 
North Carolina and Tennessee 
and into Georgia. 

Famously, Masa’s partner 
in these projects was Horace 
Kephart, up until Kephart’s 
death in an automobile accident 
in April of 1931. Theirs was both 
a warm friendship as well as a 
powerful working partnership. 
Kephart’s words complemented 
Masa’s photographs, and vice 
versa, such that they were able 

Bonesteel will be able to pro-
vide more information about 
the mysterious early decades of 
Masa’s life.*

Brent Martin’s George Masa’s 
Wild Vision falls squarely in this 
tradition of strong scholarly 
work that seeks to resurrect 
Masa’s photographs for a wider 
audience while simultaneously 
helping us understand their 
significance. After an insight-
ful introduction, Martin’s first 
four chapters explore the back-
ground of the photos from four 

distinct geographical regions: 
the “Great Smoky Mountains”; 
the “Highlands Plateau”; the 
“Mount Mitchell/Black Moun-
tains”; and the “Chimney Rock/
Hickory Nut Gorge” areas. Each 
chapter is an interesting mix of 
historical research and contem-
porary reaction to Masa’s life 
and work. In particular, Martin 
recounts his own travels to 
revisit these areas in an attempt 
to see what Masa saw through 
the eyes of a twenty-first centu-
ry naturalist. It’s also significant 

ABOVE A photograph taken by George 
Masa from Jump Off, a cliff on the 
northeast side of Mount Kephart, on the 
Swain County, NC, and Sevier County, 
TN, border

* William Hart, “George Masa: The Best Mountaineer,” in vol. 1 of May We All Remember 
Well: A Journal of the History & Cultures of Western North Carolina, Ed. Robert S. 
Brunk (Brunk Auction Services, 1997) 249–253; Bonesteel, The Mystery of George 
Masa, dir. Paul Bonesteel (Bonesteel Films, 2003) and A Life Reimagined: The George 
Masa Story (Bonesteel Films, 2024); George Ellison and Janet McCue, Back of Beyond: 
A Horace Kephart Biography (Great Smoky Mountains Association, 2019); Janet 
McCue and Paul Bonesteel, George Masa: A Life Reimagined (Smokies Life, 2024).
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