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Program notes: 

An Appalachian Trail Symphony: New England 

(Symphony No. 1) for Orchestra was begun during 

my hike of the 734-mile New England portion of the 

Appalachian Trail (June 11, 2016-August 26, 2016) 

and completed in late March 2017.  The symphony 

was commissioned by a consortium of orchestras 

throughout New England in celebration of the 80th 

anniversary of the completion of the trail, which 

stretches over approximately 2,200 miles from 

Springer Mountain in Georgia to Mount Katahdin in 

Maine.   

I grew up in central Massachusetts, but a few years 

before I was born my father was a graduate student 

at Dartmouth College in Hanover, NH, through 

which the Appalachian Trail runs after it crosses the Connecticut River from Vermont into New 

Hampshire.  (I actually composed the majority of the symphony in Hanover, with the AT lying only a few 

hundred feet away in the woods.)  They loved living in New Hampshire, and when my siblings and I were 

young they took us on so many camping and weekend trips around New Hampshire and Vermont.  

These trips instilled in me a love of the outdoors and this region as well as made me aware of the AT 

itself.  While we didn't do much hiking on those trips, I was captivated by the idea of one day hiking this 

legendary trail.  When I later started to get serious about composing, I thought it would be wonderful to 

hike the trail and then write a piece of music about the experience some day.  After years of having this 

idea in the back of my head, I finally was able to make it a reality. 

My journey began at the New York/Connecticut 

border and passed through 51 miles of the 

northwest corner of Connecticut (Movement I), the 

shortest section of trail of the five New England 

states that the trail traverses.  (The length in time 

of each movement of the symphony is roughly 

proportional to the length of trail in each 

corresponding  state.)  The symphony begins with 

the sound of my footsteps, along with my own 

theme based on my first name (using a system I 

make up on the trail to assign a pitch for each 

letter: K-E-A-N-E turns into F#-E-A-B-E). This theme 

is played on the clarinet, the instrument I played in 

school bands growing up, which represents how 

excited, nervous, tentative, and independent I felt while beginning my hike.  Then a tapestry of birds and 

other forest sounds (all of which I transcribed either on the trail or later from recordings I made on my 

portable  digital audio recorder) gradually build up around me as I become aware of the sounds of 



nature and leave the din of civilization.  The elevation also gradually 

increases until we reach the summit of Bear Mountain, the highest peak 

in Connecticut (2,316 ft), before descending into Massachusetts. 

The trail in Massachusetts (Movement II) is 90 miles long through the 

Berkshires, and I was barely in the state when the mosquitoes and flies 

started to make their irritating presence known, although there was a 

wonderful moment when their buzzing nearly formed a nice D-major 

chord!  Halfway through the state, there is a gradual mile-long 

crescendo and diminuendo of mechanical noise as the trail passes over 

the Massachusetts Turnpike (which I'd seen many times from the 

perspective of a car on the road).  We then hear an extended birdsong, 

a very complicated one where I had to slow down the recording to a 

quarter of the original speed in order to transcribe it.  We then make 

our way up Mt. Greylock, the biggest ascent on the hike so far with an elevation change of 2,500 ft.  At 

the top, the highest point in Massachusetts (3,491 ft), we are treated to a fantastic vista overlooking five 

states.  After descending, it is on to the Green Mountains. 

Entering Vermont (Movement III, 150 miles), we hear the “Vermont theme” in the glockenspiel and 

vibraphone (again using my pitch-letter system: V-E-R-M-O-N-T = D#-E-F-A-C-B-Bb).  While I created this 

theme on the trail, it wasn't until months later when I realized how similar it is to the opening phrase of 

the gospel hymn “Just a Closer Walk with Thee,” which shares all the same melodic intervals except for 

one.  The words of the hymn also fit perfectly with my experience, as in many ways it was a spiritual 

journey where I was literally walking closer to nature and to God, so I decided to weave it throughout 

this movement along with the Vermont theme.  The trail passes through the small mountain town of 

Shrewsbury, which happens to be where my grandfather was born in 1921 (d. 2005).  The year before 

my hike my mother and I visited the town and located the exact house he was born in.  My grandfather 

is where I get my musical abilities from, as he always wanted to become a conductor and studied music 

at Elon College for a few years in the late 30s.  But after his father fell ill and the US entered World War 

II (where he served in the military as a pilot), he had to abandon his studies and never returned.  We still 

have some of his music notebooks and harmony exercises, and there is one chorale of his that I've 

always enjoyed, so I decided to use it in this movement to reflect how much I was thinking of him while 

passing through his birth town and state.  In the symphony, we then come to Killington Peak, the highest 

point on the hike so far and Vermont's 2nd 

highest peak (4,236 ft.) where the “Vermont 

theme,”  

 “Grandpa's hymn” and “Just a Closer Walk 

with Thee” are all combined.  After a long 

descent, we reach the end of Vermont as we 

glide over the Connecticut river into Hanover, 

NH where after 27 straight days of hiking I 

took a 10-day break (7 of which were spent in 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil!) 



Back on the trail, New Hampshire (Movement IV, 161 miles) and the White Mountains are the largest, 

steepest, most challenging and most breathtaking section of the trail, and consequentially this 

movement is the most dissonant and raucous, filled with ups and downs, sharp contrasts, transcendent 

highs and deep lows.  After scaling the southwesternmost peak of the Whites, Mt. Moosilauke (4,561 ft), 

we plunge down into Kinsman Notch and back up via treacherous climb over South Kinsman Mountain 

(4,358 ft).  After dipping down through Franconia Notch, we head up to the highest heights yet on the 

hike, walking along the breathtaking Franconia Ridge from Mt. Lincoln (5,089 ft) to Mt. Lafayette (5, 263 

ft).  Then it's down again, this time into Crawford Notch before the massive climb through the 

Presidential Range, including Mt. Washington, the highest point in New England and on the entire hike 

(6,288 ft).  Mt. Washington can be extremely treacherous; during the final ascent I passed a sign which 

warned: “STOP The area ahead has the worst weather in America.  Many have died there from 

exposure, even in the summer.  Turn back now if the weather is bad.”  But despite the danger and the 

noise at the summit (which tourists reach via a road or a 

train,) I experienced some blissful solitary moments 

gazing over all of New England when it seemed as though 

everything was calm, still, and perfect.  After descending 

into another notch, Pinkham Notch this time, it's up and 

over the Carter-Moriah range, crowned by the Carter 

Dome (4,832 ft), before finally descending down and out 

of the White Mountains. 

The southern part of Maine (Movement V, 282 miles) 

was very difficult and slow going, but beautiful with wild 

blueberries on rocky mountain tops and so many remote 

and untouched ponds. About halfway through the state, 

we finally come to relatively flat ground and the pace 

picks up as the terrain becomes much easier (so much so 

that I covered 26 miles in my first day of this section, 8 

miles longer than any other day on the trail!)  The final 

stretch of trail was through the “100 Mile Wilderness,” 

the most remote section of the trail where there are no 

towns, services, or civilization for 100 miles.  While this 

was one of the most challenging and dangerous parts of 

the trail, I was filled with pride to be able to see the end, 

Mt. Katahdin, gradually grow larger and larger on the 

horizon.  My day on Katahdin, the highest point in Maine  

at 5,268 ft, was overcast and I was hiking through clouds, 

but it didn't subtract from my elation of having completed the journey and my gratitude for all the 

beautiful sights and experiences I had along the way. 

While the richness of my experience on the trail cannot be completely conveyed in a half-hour-long 

piece of music and a couple pages of words, I hope that this symphony reflects the beauty of the trail 

and our country's wilderness along with some of the immense significance this journey has had on me 

personally.  My hope is that this piece inspires people to enjoy and protect our natural environment, 

including the Appalachian Trail.   


