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(Don’t) Stray1 

 

But isn’t this the point that people continually throw at you through life? To stray. To 

wander! To be wild as an untamed flame! To go out and live life and let it be the most magical 

adventure of your lifetime? To refuse to remain within the lines, or within the allowed space; to 

not let someone else tell you where to go or when to go there; isn’t this the point of being 

human? Or is it all simply our young rebellious minds and our young rebellious media? We are 

told that as human beings we should explore and discover the world. We should take the path 

less traveled by, and when we do we will be rewarded.  

We are consistently told to break the boundaries. To color outside the lines. Think outside 

the box. Not only are we told to do such things, but our very existence as humans seems to be 

substantiated by this one concept. We are destined to be rule breakers; it is a basic right that all 

humans are assigned upon creation. If we are not breakers of tradition than are we really human? 

So by all intents and purposes this means we must take every chance we get to not follow the 

rules; to disobey what is set in place for us.  

However, doesn’t this create some backlash? Some strangely unexplored consequence 

that could hurt more than help?  

What is a social trail? It is a trail that is not supposed to exist. It is not planned. Social 

trails come into being when a person or group of people tread off of a preexisting hiking, biking, 

or walking path and create a new trail. These new trails are scratched and scuffed into existence 

with each new person to walk upon them. The thing about social trails is that they are there 

because people want them to be there. People create social trails because they want to get 

somewhere or they want something or they want to get somewhere or get to something faster. 

They want to break the conventional path that has been laid out for them, and instead delve into 

                                                
1 Depending on one’s mindset one may choose to include the “Don’t”, or simply allow the title to be as it looks 
intended to be with the singular concept of “Stray”.  
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the unknown. Quite often they are rewarded. They are rewarded by that sweet breeze on that 

mountaintop ridge, or that youthful bubble of a rarely seen stream. Unfortunately, as a byproduct 

of their exploration and reckless abandon the earth becomes degraded. One may wonder how 

they could be faulted for this desire to stray. Is not selfishness and wanting what one can’t have a 

part of human nature? This seems to be almost universally accepted as something inherent to 

being human. Is this enough to validate their existence?  

Honestly, dear reader, social trails are used more often than not as places for people to 

congregate, and once all assembled, deviously illegal acts may take place. These are the most 

common form of social trail near cities and human developments. Despite the popularity of these 

types of social trails, there are in fact other uses for them. People of all ages and mindsets will 

aid in their creation by simply being lazy. Often trails will wind and be a more meandering 

occasion so as the casual hiker may get the full enjoyment of the forest, but some are too 

impatient to let the slow course of the path take them to where they desire.  

 Many a person will cut through the vegetation of the natural ecosystem and begin the 

process that leads to a social trail. One may call it a short cut, however, it is actually a never-

ending plague that mars the natural beauty of the environment. And oh the excuses! There are 

never-ending excuses! There could be no actual impact on the environment. This one small trail 

means nothing compared to all of the wide expanses of forest. One could get anywhere faster or 

easier if one just strayed off the trail. And yet, would this satisfy society?  

Here you are. Name: Unimportant. Age: Insignificant. Here you are. Wandering along 

this worn and weary trail that leads to some trailhead or “unique” mountaintop. You take step 

after step and aid in the eternal reinforcing of the path that you have been traveling on. But wait. 

There it is; there is that unique sound. Or there’s that unique peak of sky between the brush. Or 

there’s that unique break in the foliage. What it is has no true relevance. All that is needed to be 

known is that there that is and there you want to go. So you take that first, daring step off the 

marked path; off the worn and weary trail that so many have diligently followed; what could the 

consequences be? Surely only minimal or insignificant.  

The issue or controversy of social trails means nothing to the average person. They will, 

as described, blunder straight into unknown territory simply because they want to. No 

environmental ramifications echo in their heads or hearts.  
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Now here you are. Name: Still Unimportant. Age: Still Insignificant. Here you are. 

Wandering along this worn and weary trail that leads to some incredible destination. You are 

here because you are a hiker, a backpacker, a trail worker. You volunteer. You do your job. You 

hike because it is your passion. Here you are to fix the trail, to hike the path, to enjoy nature. But 

wait. There it is; the mark of another. This brown smudge that is a social trail. This thing that is 

not supposed to exist by law or by compassion. This social trail that is not supposed to be here 

has now been tread upon by a number of unnamed and never-to-be-known people. A murmur of 

frustration hums through the forest and through your veins. How could they have done this? How 

could somebody do this to the perfect, serene, and humble place that is the forest? 

 Does this not increase the enthalpy in the universe? That natural chaos that everyone 

knows must exist, yet fights against. People want to be wild and reckless, but then they demand 

order and conversely break this order they’ve demanded. The result is a confusing spiral of cause 

and effect, and one can hardly hope to make head or tail of it.  

  

However, I will try.  

  

 My passion for the environment began when I was young. The forest always held some 

sort of magical healing for me, and I took every opportunity to partake in its natural rejuvenation. 

From going on scenic walks with my family in Canada to backpacking through the Rocky 

Mountains in Wyoming, the outdoors has always been a large part of my life. It opened my eyes 

to the wonders and beauty of the natural world, and it taught me that little girls can be tough too. 

As soon as I began volunteering with the Student Conservation Association (SCA) I knew that I 

would forever be passionate about the preservation of the earth. With all that nature has given me 

I find that it is only right that I do what I can to give back to it.  

The problem with social trails is that they are the gateway to worse environmental issues. 

It begins with one small trail that goes unfixed, and then another, and then another after that. 

Each new trail decreases the habitat of the natural environment. Their existence becomes an ever 

persistent itch for the trail worker and conservationist. People consistently disregard the blue or 

yellow markings that detail that one should remain upon the trail that is set in place; they have 

disregarded that unspoken agreement between wanderer and nature – torn that sacred promise; 

that innocent contract.  
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 Social trails lead to more social trails; breeding like mice in behind the boards of a barn. I 

assure you they can only get worse. Take Battery Kemble. The Washington, D.C. summer was 

sweltering as usual. Hot and humid, and abuzz with the conversations of insects and humans 

alike, there was no better place for conservation efforts to be performed. This small, secluded 

area was tucked away in a wealthy neighborhood in D.C. It was a somewhat private bit of forest 

that the locals had taken to calling their own. Yet Battery Kemble, to be clear, was as public as 

the unused telephone boxes in the middle of busy New York sidewalks.  

 Beginning upon the very first entrance one could see that some care needed to be had for 

the trail. It could be described at best as “unkempt”. Walking along it gave one the feeling of an 

old secret that has been shared too many times among hushed crowds. It was a gem that had been 

touched and scratched by too many curious hands. It was clear upon first look that this was an 

area that would need our help2.  

 A bit of overgrown brambles here, a bit of clogged water there, this was what we 

encountered. We began our long endeavor by reinforcing the existing trail and removing debris 

from the pale brown path. Other projects took us to the little stream that could barely be called 

trickling. And finally, our biggest challenge: the social trails. There were quite a number of these 

in that small part of the woods, and to their credit they were widely used by the members of the 

neighborhood. And, to our dismay, the people who used them the most were also the most vocal.  

 We spent countless hours trying to cover and repair these injustices to the earth, and yet 

the locals would continually undo our hard work each night when we had left. Then they would 

shout and blame and harass and complain about everything we were doing. How did we have the 

right to take away their easy path through the forest? This is an easier path for me and my dogs, 

how dare you cover it up! You can’t block this way because it is how I get from here to there! 

This is the most commonly used path! What are you doing? 

 The questions and the anger were relentless. But so were we. We continued covering and 

recovering the socials trails in that small, abused place named Battery Kemble. We were 

persistent in our quest for environmental rectification. And now the only hope is that our efforts 

were not in vain. That overgrown space could be now slightly improved and slightly more 

equipped to handle the mistreatment of the ravenous locals.  

                                                
2 “our” being myself and the volunteer conservation crew that I was working with that summer. We were a motley 
crew of high school aged teens and two supervising adults, though they were more friend than boss.  
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It is a battle of wills and a disappointing lack of knowledge. One side will forever want to 

do what they do without interruption or cause for concern. The other will forever be concerned 

with the welfare of the environment and thus fight on those grounds. So what can be done to fix 

this seemingly unsolvable issue? Steps can be taken to mitigate the issue. Environmental 

organizations and groups have a continual rotation of youth and college-age volunteers who aid 

in the restoration of national parks, and consequently, apply a makeup of brush, branches, and 

logs to the pock that is a social trail. Aside from this physical fixing of the issue, attempts can be 

made to appeal to those who cause such environmental damage. Educational programs are 

growing and outreaches to schools and neighborhoods often can have dramatic effects on how 

the surrounding environment is treated by the everyday citizen. However, just as these volunteer 

organizations will never end their quest for trail restoration, there are some rebellious souls that 

will of course refuse to acknowledge this fact and will therefore continue in their detrimental 

ways.  There will always be a bit of contention between those who have wanderlust in their 

hearts and those who have preservation of the environment in the foremost of their minds.  

This an issue that requires a lot of heart on both sides. One must be particularly 

compassionate about one’s position in order to have a real voice in the matter. Only those who 

are committed to the environment and habitat restoration will endure the fight against the blight 

of social trails, and only those who are committed to the use of such trails on a daily basis will be 

aggressive enough to resist such conservation efforts.  

Here you are. Walking down this worn and weary trail. Here you are. The foliage to your 

right is lush and green. The foliage to your left lets the sun stream down to the forest floor, 

dappling the pale brown dirt beneath your feet. There is the gentle murmur of a stream 

somewhere in the distance. Peace. The forest is at peace with itself and with you. You walk 

further; see no signs of other humans; no trace whatsoever. The path cuts in a single band 

through the forest; it is right where it is supposed to be. No strange warped trails shoot off like 

some growing rash. There is nothing but the healthy glow of the forest all around you. And that, 

dear reader, is exactly how it should be.  
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