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MOUNTAINS

WORD FROM THE SMOKIES

African American project makes invisible visible
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Archaeologist Paul Martin uses a
cadaver dog to sniff out burials that
can date as far back as 1,400 years.

1 Word from the Smokies
% Atalaya Dorfield

A year and a half ago, if you would
have told me that today I would be work-
ing with the National Park Service, my
response would have been, “What is the
National Park Service?”

I never would have imagined that I
would be writing this column for Black
History Month or that, in June 2021, I
would be hiking up a steep, untrailed
mountain with tall grass brushing my
elbows and rain clouds rolling in above
me.

Ahead of me was Blair Tormey, a ge-
ologist and research scientist from
Western Carolina University, pushing
away low-hanging tree limbs as we
trekked up the mountain. Antoine
Fletcher, science communicator and
head of the African American Experi-
ences in the Smokies Project, took a
beat to look over at me every couple of
minutes, laughing as I awkwardly at-
tempted to make it up the mountain
without tripping over a tree root.

That day, a seasonal ranger guided us
up to the flat mountaintop where the
unmarked Ravensford African Ceme-
teryislocated. Surrounded by twigs and
leaves, three stones were firmly set into
the earth serving as grave markers.

We had so many questions: Who ex-
actly was buried up here? Why did they
choose this spot for the burials? How
did people get the bodies up the moun-
tain? Did they use horses to transport
the supplies they needed?

As the research assistant for the Afri-
can American Experiences Project at
Great Smoky Mountains National Park
through my internship with Greening
Youth Foundation, I have learned that
the 9,000 years of human history that
lives within these mountains will al-
ways lead to more questions of who?
why? and how?

To answer some of those questions,
Tormey can use ground penetrating ra-
dar (GPR), helping us learn more about
the six known Black cemeteries located
in the park. Prior to our journey up to the
Ravensford Cemetery that day, he dem-
onstrated how he uses GPR at the Enloe
Enslaved Cemetery near Mingus Mill.

GPR sends radar waves 8 to 11 feet
into the ground, which allowed Tormey
to identify eight burials dating to the
1860s. To help discover new burials, he
works with Paul Martin, an archaeolo-
gist who uses cadaver dogs that are
trained to sniff out burials that can date
back as far as 1,400 years.

The existence in the park of cemeter-
ies for enslaved people is important be-
cause they tell us that Black people have
historically lived in the region and that
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slavery was indeed pre-
sent in the Smokies.

Free Black people like
Cooper Clark and his
family also resided in the
Smokies inthe1850s. The
railroad and logging in-
dustries later led African
Americans to migrate to
the Smokies from the Deep South for job
opportunities. Some of their descend-
ants still live in the region.

African Americans have a rich histo-
ry in the Smokies that is just as deeply
rooted as the stories of white settlers.
However, the stories of Black people are
often left out of the narratives that are
popularly told about these mountains.

In December 2021, I had the pleasure
of conducting an oral history with Ann
Miller Woodford, an artist, writer and
historian from Cherokee County. She
aims to “make the invisible visible” by
sharing with the world the untold sto-
ries of African Americans in far Western
North Carolina.

“We grew up in a community that my
grandfather (William Cleveland Miller)
founded,” Miller Woodford said. “He
came up from Georgia in 1912 after the
ethnic cleansing that took place in Cum-
ming, Georgia. The area was called Val-
ley Town back in those days. Grandpa
purchased the property and built the
first house in the community that they
called Happy Top ... because it made ev-
erybody happy. (It) was just the Black
community when I grew up, but the
white community has accepted it all the
way down to the edge of the town of An-
drews because they love the name. Ev-
erybody calls it Happy Top now.”

Other African Americans like Miller
Woodford have a familial history in the
Smokies.

However, she did not grow up visiting
Great Smoky Mountains National Park
because it would have required her and
her family to travel through “sundown
towns.”

While many in the African American
community have avoided recreating in

Miller
Woodford

Thru-hiking the entire Appalachian Trail (AT) in 2017 was the first hiking

experience for Daniel White, whose trail name is The Blackalachian.

the wilderness out of concern for their
safety, the number of African Ameri-
cans recreating and working in the out-
doors is progressively growing.

Last year, Fletcher conducted an oral
history with Daniel White, The
Blackalachian, who thru-hiked the Ap-
palachian Trail in 2017. Even though the
AT was his first experience hiking, he
found purpose in it, and has built a life
and career around it.

“What I have stumbled into with this
hiking is my calling,” White said. “I can
feel the energy of African Americans
who were here before me. I want to
search for that history, and I want to go
back. I can feel the connection. This out-
door stuff comes too easy. It's what I
was meant to do.”

The African American Experiences
Project aims to collect the stories and
history of African Americans in the

Smokies to educate the public about
their historical presence and contribu-
tions that date to the 1540s. We hope
that by sharing these stories we will in-
spire more African Americans like The
Blackalachian to embrace their history
in the outdoors and their right to enjoy
the Smokies, as well as journalists like
me who somehow stumbled upon the
park out of a desire to learn the who,
why and how.

Atalaya Dorfield is from Charlotte
and currently resides in Asheville. After
completing her bachelor’s degree in Eng-
lish with a minor in art history at UNC
Charlotte, she earned a master’s degree
in Black British writing at Goldsmiths,
University of London. Learn more about
the African American Experiences Pro-
ject at https://www.nps.gov/grsm/
learn/historyculture/african-amercan-
experience- project.htm.
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