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Daniel Boone Slept Here 
Meandering through history in the Red River Gorge 

L
egend has it that Daniel Boone was asked if he had ever been lost during his 

decades of exploring uncharted wilderness. "No," replied America's quintes

sential pioneer, "but I was plumb bewildered for a few days once." It could 

easily have been in Kentucky's 
Red River Gorge. A dendritic 
maze of red sandstone canyons, 
the gorge would look like Utah 
if it weren't almost swallowed 
by a lush hardwood forest. Be
neath the canopy lies one of the 
greatest concentrations of nat
ural arches in the world: more 
than a hundred in 30 square 
miles. It's a bittersweet exercise 
in historical imagination to try 
to see them as Boone did. 

And a sweaty one, if you go 
in summer as I did. The plateau 
into which the gorge is etched 
tops out at about 1,300 feet, and 
it was hot enough that I seized 
the opportunity to dance naked 
in a thunderstorm, trying to get 
chilled. But I watched every 
step, because the snakes are as 
legendary as Boone. 

poison ivy vines grow so mus
cular I mistook them for the 
reaching arms of big oak trees. 

The arches tend to be on 
high piney ridges, whittled by 
water and wind and, in the case 
of a slender pillar at Sky Bridge 
Arch, by pocketknives. The 
softness of the sandstone made 
graffiti inevitable when humans 
arrived at least 8,000 years ago. 

A tropical ambience feels 
right in the gorge, and its mag
nificent forests are the reason I 
visited in the ripeness of sum
mer. A thousand species of 

Petroglyphs are less abun
dant than in Utah, but fire 
ashes record Native American 
presence in hundreds of rock 
houses-wide recesses at the 
base of tapering cliffs, lit 
by dappled sun through the 
trees. Frontiersmen also used 
them, as evidenced by a board 
carved with "D. boon" found 
in a large rock house. Maybe 
Boone noticed crystals of po
tassium nitrate there, because 
the deep, loose floor was soon 
being mined for niter to make 
gunpowder. The gorge's Auxier Ridge: intimations of Utah, plus 

lush hardwood forests and a tropical ambience. 
Tunnel Ridge, named for a 

manmade arch cut through it in 1911 for a railroad, recalls 
the heyday of lumbering. I knew that the rest of southern 

plants flower here. Big-leaf magnolias, reminiscent of 
banana trees but much larger, grow profusely across every 
tangled terrace. The abundance of 
pawpaw trees, whose fruit tastes like 
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Appalachia had been brutally logged a 
century ago, but I could hardly believe 

the gorge suffered the same fate. Not only did the natural 
arches mark it as special terrain, but the sheer difficulty of 

banana custard, amplifies the tropical effect. Rhododen
dron and laurel form dense thickets of glossy green. And 

DANIEL BOONE AND HIS HUNTING PARTY FIRST SPIED KENTUCKY F ROM THE RED RIVER IN 1769, 

FINDING "EVERYWHERE ABUNDANCE OF WILD BEASTS OF All SORTS, THROUGH THIS VAST FOREST." 
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