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In early September, Smokies Life will
release a historical title of regional and
national importance: “George Masa: A
Life Reimagined.”

It’s a comprehensive biography of a
slender Japanese man with a big grin
who hiked throughout the mountains of
Western North Carolina and East Ten-
nessee in the 1920s and early 1930s.
Friends often helped carry his state-of-
the-art camera equipment, and some-
times he was seen using a strange appa-
ratus — a wheel attached to bicycle han-
dlebars — to measure the trails and
peaks of the Smokies Divide.

Great Smoky Mountains National
Park aficionados know Masa’s stunning
images helped spur the park’s creation
and that he devoted years to scouting
and mapping the southern portion of
the Appalachian Trail. Yet, until now,
Masa’s backstory could be said to re-
semble some of his famous photographs
of mountains shrouded in mysterious
columns of fog and mist.

“Masa was one of a new breed of pho-
tographer-explorers, a modest man who
photographed a landscape that few had
ever seen,” said the book’s co-author Ja-
net McCue, whose research on Masa be-
gan years ago as she was writing “Back
of Beyond: A Horace Kephart Biogra-
phy” with the late George Ellison. “We
now know he had also been an athlete in
Japan and on the West Coast and, as a
Japanese immigrant, he faced some of
the most difficult challenges of the 20th
century.”

As McCue’s “Back of Beyond” was
winning the Thomas Wolfe Memorial
Literary Award in the summer of 2019,
the retired Cornell University librarian
was already talking with Asheville-
based filmmaker Paul Bonesteel about a
new project: co-writing a full-length bi-
ography of George Masa. Bonesteel’s
2002 documentary “The Mystery of
George Masa” had nobly presented the
pieces of the puzzle known up until that
time and helped generate renewed in-
terest in the photographer.

“Masa created thousands of photos
while he was in this region, and many
disappeared after his death,” said Bon-
esteel. “But the captivating figure of Ma-
sa himself survived in both the local

memory and imagination.”
Bonesteel first caught the “Masa bug”

after reading a 1997 essay titled “George
Masa: The Best Mountaineer” by Wil-
liam A. Hart Jr., who also penned the in-
troduction for this new 320-page biog-
raphy, which includes 32 pages of iconic
and lesser-known images.

“Masa’s friends knew about his birth
in Japan, his initial employment at the
Grove Park Inn, and his growing promi-
nence as a photographer, but little else,”
Hart wrote.

Masa spent the last 18 years of his life
in Asheville. In their new book, McCue
and Bonesteel reveal how he endured a
spate of anti-Asian legislation, the 1918
pandemic, scrutiny from the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, harassment
from the Ku Klux Klan, and the collapse
of the economy from 1929 until his
death. Despite it all, Masa never wa-
vered in his dedication to his photogra-
phy business or his work promoting
conservation in Southern Appalachia.
“Always my head is up,” he reassured a
close friend, drawing on the solace he
found in nature and his tight-knit com-
munity of contemporaries in Asheville
and the Great Smokies.

Some of the book’s most startling

revelations, however, relate to Masa’s
early life and the complex circum-
stances that first brought him to West-
ern North Carolina.

“We now know Masa grew up in Shi-
zuoka with Mount Fuji soaring on the
horizon,” said McCue, who joined Bon-
esteel for a two-week adventure to Ja-
pan in July. “When Masa had time and
money as a young man in Japan, he
hiked. When he was stressed by the var-
ious woes of life in Asheville, he hiked.”

In 1931, in the throes of the Great De-
pression, Masa wrote: “When I make [a
hiking] trip these things don’t bother me
I just leave office and go into woods get
fresh balsam air then come back start
strong fight, no use to worry, that’s [the]
way I do, may[be] I am wrong, but it [is]
good to me all [the] time.” McCue’s hope
is that readers of the Masa biography
will be similarly inspired.

Masa biography reveals startling discoveries

Word from the Smokies
Frances Figart

Columnist

Photographer George Masa stands with two view cameras and a motion-picture
camera on the grounds of the Biltmore Estate circa 1920s. PHOTOS PROVIDED BY

SMOKIES LIFE COURTESY OF BUNCOMBE COUNTY SPECIAL COLLECTIONS, PACK MEMORIAL PUBLIC

LIBRARY, ASHEVILLE, NC.

“George Masa: A Life Reimagined” by
Janet McCue and Paul Bonesteel is set
for release Sept. 10. The
groundbreaking biography published
by Smokies Life reveals previously
unknown details about the life of a
visionary Japanese photographer and
conservationist.

“George Masa” co-authors Paul Bonesteel and Janet McCue began discussing a
potential biography soon after the publication of McCue’s “Back of Beyond: A
Horace Kephart Biography” in 2019. 

See FIGART, Page 4A

Asheville’s historic Omni Grove Park
Inn has made the top 10 on a list of best
hotel spas in the United States.

The 10Best hotel spas were chosen by
USA TODAY reader votes from a number
of options selected by an expert panel.
Spas chosen were praised for the quality
of their facilities, treatments and ser-
vices.

Here’s what to know about the Omni
Grove Park Inn’s spa, voted No. 10 in the
nation by 10Best Readers’ Choice.

Omni Grove Park Inn spa
voted No. 10 in US

At No. 10 on the list, the Grove Park
Inn’s spa was praised for its expansive
43,000-square-foot facilities offering a
wide variety of treatments that “com-
bine Southern hospitality with new and

innovative techniques.”
The entry also had compliments for

the spa’s massages, skin-enhancing fa-
cials and elegant atmosphere.

The spa’s website goes into more de-
tail about the extensive and varied facil-
ities guests can enjoy, including mineral
pools with soothing underwater music,
waterfall pools, contrast pools, a lap
pool, an inhalation room, a sauna, a eu-
calyptus-infused steam room and more.

Treatments to choose from include a
range of facials, body treatments, mas-
sages, foot treatments, a therapeutic
wellness pod and massage enhance-
ments such as reflexology.

How much are Omni Grove
Park Inn spa treatments?

Some of the starting prices for treat-
ments on the spa menu include:

h Facial - Grove Park Classic Facial for 

An Asheville spa voted in the top 10 countrywide

Another pool at the Omni Grove Park Inn. OMNI GROVE PARK INN

Iris Seaton
Asheville Citizen Times

USA TODAY NETWORK

See SPA, Page 3A
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For his part, Bonesteel hopes the
book shows how Masa’s work in the
Smokies “was the culmination of his
lifetime of fascination with mountains
and photography,” he said. “I hope read-
ers can see how the Southern Appala-
chian Mountains provided Masa with a
place that connected him to a sense of
his ancestral home in Japan, but also
clearly a venue where he could pursue a
new life.”

Bonesteel said a dominant facet of
Masa’s experience in the Southern Ap-
palachians was his passionate desire to
contribute to the preservation and en-
joyment of the mountains and trails he
explored. “He used his skills as a pho-
tographer, friend, and trailblazer to doc-
ument and promote the area, which was
essential to protecting these amazing
places.”

According to McCue, unearthing de-
tails about Masa’s life proved much
more challenging than writing about his
friend and fellow park booster Horace
Kephart for her first book.

“Kephart was a librarian and archi-
vist at heart, so we have decades of his
own writings,” she said, “while library
archives hold his detailed journals and
files of correspondence to and from
friends and family. In contrast, other
than business correspondence, we have
a much smaller archive of George Ma-
sa’s writing.”

Thankfully, a small cache of letters
written in Japanese was found and pre-
served by Asheville’s May family after
Masa died while a lodger in their home.
Those letters proved to be an invaluable
key to the research Bonesteel and
McCue conducted for the new book. An-
other important source was a diary —
now housed in the archives at Western
Carolina University’s Hunter Library —
in which Masa jotted down notes in
English and Japanese.

In addition to support from Smokies
Life, the co-authors received a Podell
Endowment Award for Research and
Scholarship that allowed them to hire
language experts and researchers in Ja-
pan and on the West Coast to help un-
ravel the mysteries. They even engaged
facial-recognition software to help con-
firm Masa’s original identity in Japan
before he chose to reimagine his life in
the states.

Because Bonesteel is a visual artist,
McCue said he helped her “see” and
“feel” some of the details they encoun-
tered in the Masa story. “There are so
many ‘scenes’ within the biography that
were inspired by Paul,” she said. “His vi-
sion enriched both my perspective and

the narrative.”
Having never written a book before,

Bonesteel looked to McCue for “the vi-
sion and pacing of how to go about the
task” and said, compared with filmmak-
ing and script writing, it was liberating
“to not be concerned about visuals to be

associated with every statement or
chapter.”

The co-authors each benefited from
the other’s skills, knowledge, writing
and research. “We’re able to brainstorm,
agree, disagree, and talk through vague
ideas and hypotheses,” McCue said.
“We share a passion, trust each other’s
perspective, and are deeply committed
to the project.”

And that commitment won’t end
with the September launch of “George
Masa: A Life Reimagined.” Bonesteel is
making a new film about Masa to “tell
the powerful story of his life learned
through the new research and the ex-
traordinary people and places that are
part of it.” McCue added that they also
“continue to pursue new leads in the
story. So, Paul and I aren’t done with
Masa yet.”

For Bonesteel, what started as a
spark of interest has become a quarter-
century-long obsession. What would he
say to the man, could the two meet to-
day?

“I’d tell him, ‘Your work, your story,
and your passion continue to inspire
people. Thank you for giving us such a
remarkable story to tell. Now, when I
hike the high mountains, I feel like I tru-
ly know you.”

Masa died much too young at 48,
McCue said. So, she would want to
thank him for his work on behalf of the
Smokies and the Appalachian Trail.

“We visited the Shin-Etsu Trail in Ja-
pan that was modeled after the Appa-
lachian Trail,” she said. “I bet he’d be
pleased to hear that his work on the AT
inspired a similar movement in the Jap-
anese Alps.”

The authors will speak about the
book and present Masa’s images in
partnership with Asheville’s Malaprops
Bookstore at the East Asheville Library
on Sept. 11, 2-4 p.m., and at a Citizen Vi-
nyl book launch, 14 O. Henry Ave., Ashe-
ville, on Sept. 11, 7-9 p.m. In partnership
with Oldham Hospitality Group, they
will present at Smoky Mountain Out-
door Center in Townsend, Tennessee,
Sept. 14, 1-4 p.m. For more information
and to purchase the book, visit Smok-
iesLife.org.

Frances Figart edited “George Masa:
A Life Reimagined” with Aaron Searcy.
She is the creative services director for
the 29,000-member Smokies Life, a
partner supporting Great Smoky Moun-
tains National Park by providing educa-
tional products and services such as this
column.

Figart
Continued from Page 2A

North Carolina’s Linville Gorge and
river as captured by photographer
George Masa.

A George Masa photograph of a sunset as viewed from Mount Mitchell northeast
of Asheville, NC. PROVIDED BY SMOKIES LIFE COURTESY OF GEORGE MASON UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES,

SPECIAL COLLECTIONS RESEARCH CENTER, APPALACHIAN TRAIL CONSERVANCY COLLECTION

A George Masa photograph of Looking
Glass Falls in North Carolina’s Pisgah
National Forest.


