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A Walk Across America By Peter Jenkins

Introduction: The Unforgettable
Odyssey of Peter Jenkins

In an era when America was still reeling from the social and political
upheavals of the 1960s and early 1970s, a young man named Peter
Jenkins  decided  to  do  something  that  would  not  only  redefine  his
own life but would also inspire millions of readers for decades to
come. He set out to walk across the United States. The story of that
extraordinary journey is captured in his classic memoir, A Walk
Across America. More than just a travelogue, this book is a deeply
personal exploration of the American spirit, a testament to human
endurance, and a love letter to the people and landscapes that
make up the fabric of  the nation.  For anyone seeking a tale of
adventure, self-discovery, and raw human connection, Peter Jenkins'
narrative remains as powerful and relevant today as it was upon its
first publication.

The book chronicles Jenkins' decision to leave behind a comfortable,
yet unfulfilling, life in the Northeast and embark on a pilgrimage of
sorts.  He  was  a  young man disillusioned  with  the  state  of  the
country, feeling disconnected from the very land he called home.
His answer was not to complain or retreat, but to engage in the
most fundamental way possible: by walking. This article will delve

into the journey, the man, the book's enduring legacy, and why A
Walk Across America  continues to resonate with readers who
dream of their own grand adventure.

The Man Behind the Journey: Peter
Jenkins

Understanding  the  context  of  Peter  Jenkins'  life  is  crucial  to
appreciating the magnitude of his walk. In the early 1970s, Jenkins
was a student at Alfred University in New York. Like many of his
generation, he was grappling with feelings of alienation, distrust of
institutions, and a sense that the American Dream was somehow
hollow.  He  felt  lost,  not  geographically,  but  spiritually  and
emotionally.

The idea of walking across America was not born from a desire for
physical prowess but from a deep need for meaning. Jenkins wanted
to strip away the complexities of modern life and meet America on
its own terms. He wanted to talk to people, to see the country not
from a car window or an airplane, but step by step, mile by mile.
This raw, honest motivation is the beating heart of A Walk Across
America. He wasn't a seasoned hiker or an elite athlete; he was an
ordinary man with an extraordinary desire to understand his country



and himself.

The Journey Begins: From
Connecticut to the Deep South

Setting Out with a Dog and a Dream

In  October  1973,  Peter  Jenkins  stepped  out  of  his  home  in
Connecticut with his beloved Alaskan Malamute mix, Cooper, by his
side.  He  had  a  backpack,  a  limited  budget,  and  a  profound
uncertainty about what lay ahead. The initial stages of the journey
were  brutal.  He  was  unprepared for  the  physical  demands,  the
isolation, and the sheer scale of the undertaking. The early chapters
of A Walk Across America are filled with vivid descriptions of cold
nights, sore feet, and moments of profound doubt. He faced blisters,
hunger, and the constant question of where he would sleep next.

Encountering America: The People Who Changed
Everything

What  transformed  the  walk  from a  grueling  ordeal  into  a  life-
changing odyssey were the people he met.  Jenkins'  narrative is
profoundly  human.  He  writes  with  genuine  warmth  about  the
strangers who took him in, fed him, and shared their stories. In the
rural South, he encountered families living in poverty who shared
their  meager  meals  without  hesitation.  He stayed with  farmers,
mechanics,  and  preachers.  He  learned  about  their  joys,  their
struggles, and their unwavering faith.

One of the most pivotal moments in the book comes when Jenkins

reaches the home of a black family in the deep South. As a white
man from the North, he carried his own set of prejudices and fears.
The  family,  however,  welcomed  him  with  open  arms.  This
experience,  and others  like  it,  broke down the stereotypes  and
barriers  he  had  absorbed.  A  Walk  Across  America  is  filled  with
these powerful micro-stories of connection, showing how genuine
human kindness can bridge the widest divides.

Key Themes and Lessons from the
Walk

The Rediscovery of Trust and Hospitality

A central theme of A Walk Across America is the rediscovery of
basic human goodness. Jenkins began his journey cynical and wary,
but the overwhelming hospitality he received slowly chipped away
at his defenses. He learned that most people are inherently good
and willing to help a stranger in need. This theme is not presented
in a naive or sentimental way; rather, it is earned through hardship
and vulnerability. Jenkins shows that by being open and trusting,
you often receive trust in return.

The Spiritual Awakening

While not a strictly religious book, A Walk Across America charts
a clear spiritual journey. Jenkins was not looking for a church; he
was  looking  for  a  connection.  Through  his  conversations  and
experiences, he began to grapple with questions of faith, purpose,
and grace. He met deeply religious people whose faith was not a set
of rules but a lived, practical  expression of love. This exposure,
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coupled with the solitude and grandeur of the natural world, led him
to  a  personal  understanding  of  God  that  felt  authentic  and
grounded. This spiritual arc is one of the most compelling aspects of
the book, offering a non-dogmatic exploration of faith that appeals
to believers and seekers alike.

The Physical and Mental Challenge

Walking  across  America  is  an  immense  physical  undertaking.
Jenkins describes the monotony of the road, the pain in his joints,
the weather extremes from scorching heat to freezing rain. He also
opens up about his mental struggles: the loneliness, the doubt, and
the temptation to quit. A Walk Across America is a masterclass in
perseverance. It teaches that endurance is not about brute strength
but about the stubborn will  to  take one more step,  even when
everything  in  you  wants  to  stop.  For  readers  facing  their  own
difficult  journeys,  this  narrative  offers  a  powerful  source  of
motivation.

Literary Style and Lasting Impact

A Voice of Authenticity

Peter Jenkins is not a polished, academic writer. This is precisely
why his book works so well.  He writes with the voice of  a real
person—conversational,  honest,  and  often  self-deprecating.  He
admits his fears, his mistakes, and his moments of weakness. This
vulnerability makes him an incredibly relatable narrator. When he
describes the beauty of the Smoky Mountains or the kindness of a
stranger in Alabama, the reader feels it viscerally. The authenticity
of his voice is the secret ingredient that has made A Walk Across

America a beloved classic for over forty years.

Inspiring a Generation of Travelers

The publication of A Walk Across America in 1979 struck a deep
chord with the American public. It sold millions of copies and spent
many  weeks  on  the  New York  Times  bestseller  list.  It  inspired
countless readers to embark on their own journeys, whether by foot,
bike,  or  simply  by  taking  a  road  less  traveled.  The  book  was
followed by a sequel, The Walk West, which continued the story of
his  journey  to  the  Pacific  Ocean.  Together,  these  books  form  a
complete narrative of a man who literally walked from one coast to
the other, and in doing so, walked into the hearts of his readers.

The book also helped to popularize the genre of the long-distance
walking memoir. Before Jenkins, there were accounts of exploration
and adventure, but few had captured the simple, profound act of
walking  across  a  country  as  a  form  of  spiritual  and  cultural
discovery.  His  success  paved  the  way  for  later  writers  and
adventurers  who  sought  to  understand  the  world  through  the
rhythm of their own footsteps.

The Legacy of "A Walk Across
America" Today

In an age of instant communication, social media, and high-speed
travel, the premise of A Walk Across America feels almost radical.
The  idea  of  slowing  down,  disconnecting  from technology,  and
trusting in face-to-face human connection is a powerful antidote to
the  fragmentation  of  modern  life.  The  book's  message  is  more



relevant  than  ever.  It  reminds  us  that  in  our  rush  to  connect
digitally, we may be losing the very thing that makes us human:
real, unmediated interaction with our fellow citizens.

Modern readers often discover the book through recommendations
from parents or grandparents, or by stumbling upon it in a used
bookstore.  The timeless  quality  of  Jenkins'  journey ensures  that
each  new  generation  finds  something  valuable  in  it.  Whether  it  is
the call to adventure, the lesson in empathy, or the simple joy of a
well-told story, A Walk Across America continues to inspire.

The  landscapes  Jenkins  walked  through  have  changed  in  many
ways, but the fundamental character of the American people he
celebrated endures. The small towns, the rural farms, and the open
roads still exist. The kindness of strangers is still a reality for those
willing to seek it out. Jenkins' book is a reminder that the best way
to  understand  a  place  is  not  to  fly  over  it,  but  to  walk  through  it,
ready to listen and to learn.

Conclusion: A Journey Worth Taking

In the end, A Walk Across America is far more than the story of a
man  and  his  dog  walking  from  Connecticut  to  Louisiana  (and
eventually  to  the  Pacific).  It  is  a  profound  meditation  on  what  it
means to be American, to be human, and to belong. Peter Jenkins
embarked on a search for himself and his country, and what he
found was far greater than he imagined. He discovered a nation of
generous, resilient, and deeply interesting people. He discovered a
landscape of  stunning beauty and variety.  And he discovered a
sense of purpose and faith that would guide him for the rest of his
life.
For anyone who has ever felt lost, disconnected, or simply curious
about  the  world  beyond  their  own  front  door,  this  book  offers  a
roadmap. It  is not a literal map of highways and byways, but a
spiritual map of the heart. It teaches us that the journey itself is the
destination. That the people we meet are the true treasures. And
that no matter how long the road, the only way to finish the walk is
to take the first step. A Walk Across America remains a timeless
classic because it speaks to the adventurer in all of us, inviting us to
lace up our boots, step out the door, and see where the road will
lead.


