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Introduction
The vast landscapes of the United States are defined in no small part by their
mountains—timeless sentinels that rise high above the plains, forests, and deserts,
shaping weather, ecosystems, and human history. From the ancient ridges of the
Appalachians to the fathomless heights of the Rockies and the wild, volcanic peaks of
the Pacific Northwest and Alaska, America's mountains form a breathtaking tapestry
that is both a geological record and a source of endless inspiration. These mountains
are not only dramatic in stature but rich in stories—of their formation, their diverse
habitats, the peoples who have lived among them, and the awe they inspire in all who
encounter their grandeur.

America's greatest mountains are each a chapter in the earth’s vast chronicle. Their
origins tell of tectonic collisions, volcanic fire, uplifting crust, and relentless
erosion—processes measured in millions of years. Peaks like Denali in Alaska, Mount
Whitney in California, and Mount Mitchell in North Carolina are more than geographic
high points; they are monuments to the titanic forces that have shaped the continent
over eons. Their geological diversity provides a living record of the earth’s history,
making them field laboratories for scientists and playgrounds for adventurers.

Yet, the significance of these mountains is not solely geological. Each range and
summit nurtures ecosystems that are uniquely adapted to the extremes of elevation,
climate, and terrain. America's mountain ranges serve as vital refuges for countless
species of plants and animals, many found nowhere else. The lush, misty forests of the
Great Smoky Mountains, the alpine tundra of the Colorado Rockies, and the rain-
soaked slopes of the Pacific Northwest all represent distinct worlds that support
intricate webs of life. These biodiversity hotspots are critical for conservation and offer
irreplaceable value for ecological research.

Beyond their physical and ecological characteristics, these mountains are steeped in
human history and culture. For millennia, Indigenous peoples have revered and relied
upon the mountains, incorporating them into origin stories, spiritual practices, and
daily life. The arrival of European explorers, settlers, and later, generations of
adventurers and conservationists brought new layers of stories—of challenges
overcome, boundaries pushed, and the enduring connections between people and wild
places. The mountains have sparked gold rushes and land grabs, but they have also
inspired the creation of national parks and healing retreat traditions, reflecting
humanity's complex and evolving relationship with nature.

Recreation and conservation form two of the most enduring modern themes linked to
America’s mountains. Millions are drawn to these peaks each year to hike, climb, ski,
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and simply immerse themselves in landscapes of sublime beauty. With popularity
comes responsibility—the need to protect fragile habitats, manage the pressures of
tourism, and ensure that these natural treasures endure for future generations.
Through national and state parks, scientific research, and collective stewardship, the
effort to balance enjoyment and conservation is an ever-evolving challenge faced by
those who love these places.

In "America's Greatest Mountains," each chapter explores a single iconic peak, delving
into its natural history, ecology, and human significance. This book is an invitation to
journey across the continent, from the snowbound volcanoes of Hawaii to the rugged
ranges of Alaska and the ancient folds of the East. It is an exploration of literal and
metaphorical high points—landmarks that capture both the majesty of the American
landscape and the enduring spirit of those who have been drawn to the heights.
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CHAPTER ONE: Denali: Roof of North America
Alaska is a land of superlatives, a vast and untamed wilderness where nature operates
on a scale that can humble even the most seasoned traveler. Rising from the heart of
this immense landscape is a mountain that embodies this grandeur more than any
other: Denali. Its name, meaning "The Great One" or "Tall One" in the Koyukon
Athabascan language, is a fitting descriptor for a peak that dominates the horizon for
hundreds of miles and holds the undisputed title of North America's highest point.

At a staggering 20,310 feet above sea level, Denali is not only the continent's highest
peak but also boasts a remarkable vertical rise from base to summit that surpasses
even Mount Everest. While Everest's base sits on the high Tibetan Plateau, Denali rises
from a much lower elevation, giving it a true base-to-peak height of around 18,000
feet, a figure that contributes significantly to its imposing presence and the challenge
it presents to climbers. This immense stature, combined with its far northern latitude
just a few degrees south of the Arctic Circle, subjects Denali to some of the most
extreme weather conditions on Earth.

The very existence of Denali is a testament to the powerful, slow-motion collision of
tectonic plates that continues to shape Alaska. The Pacific Plate is constantly sliding
beneath the North American Plate, a process known as subduction. This immense
geological pressure has buckled and folded the Earth's crust, giving rise to the Alaska
Range, of which Denali is the crown jewel. Specifically, Denali's exceptional height is
linked to its position on a bend in the active Denali Fault system. This bend causes
rocks to pile up, contributing to the mountain's ongoing uplift. The mountain itself is
primarily composed of a strong, erosion-resistant granite, which further helps it
maintain its towering height against the relentless forces of nature. While erosion is
constantly at work, the rate of uplift in this tectonically active region means Denali is
still growing, albeit by a tiny amount each year.

Denali's immense size and northerly location create a formidable climate. The weather
here is notoriously unpredictable and can change with astonishing speed.
Temperatures can plummet to extreme lows, particularly in winter, with recorded
temperatures as frigid as -54°F at the park headquarters and likely much colder at
higher elevations. Even in the summer months, snow is possible, and climbers must be
prepared for a wide range of conditions, from surprisingly warm days at lower
altitudes to brutal cold, high winds, and heavy snowfall on the upper mountain. The
Alaska Range acts as a barrier, creating two distinct climates within Denali National
Park and Preserve: a wetter, milder maritime climate on the south side and a drier,
more extreme interior climate to the north.
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The harsh climate and dramatic elevation changes give rise to distinct ecological
zones on Denali and within the surrounding national park. At the lowest elevations,
boreal forest, or taiga, dominates, characterized by hardy trees like spruce, aspen,
and birch. This transitions to alpine tundra as elevation increases, a treeless landscape
where only the most resilient plants like dwarfed shrubs, wildflowers, and grasses can
survive the short growing season and harsh conditions. Higher still are the realms of
permanent snow and ice, where glaciers carve and sculpt the landscape. Denali is
home to over 40 glaciers, including the impressive Kahiltna Glacier, one of the longest
in the park.

Despite the challenging environment, Denali National Park and Preserve is a haven for
wildlife, supporting a diverse array of species adapted to the subarctic conditions. It
was, in fact, the first national park established specifically to protect wildlife. Visitors
often hope to see the "Big Five" of Denali: Dall sheep, moose, caribou, grizzly bears,
and wolves. Dall sheep are often spotted on the rugged, windswept slopes, while
moose frequent the lower, wetter areas. Caribou herds roam the tundra, and both
grizzly and black bears can be found throughout the park, digging for ground squirrels
or foraging for berries. Though more elusive, wolves also inhabit the park, a vital part
of the ecosystem. Smaller mammals like foxes, marmots, and snowshoe hares also
make their home here, alongside a variety of bird species, including golden eagles and
ptarmigan.

Human history in the Denali region stretches back thousands of years. Long before the
arrival of Europeans, various Alaska Native groups, including the Koyukon, Ahtna,
Dena'ina, Upper Kuskokwim, and Tanana peoples, inhabited the lands around the
mountain, developing deep cultural and spiritual connections to the peak. Their
traditional knowledge of the land and its resources allowed them to thrive in this
challenging environment through hunting, fishing, and gathering. Archaeological
evidence suggests human presence in the area dating back as far as 12,600 years,
indicating that people lived here even during the time of woolly mammoths.

European exploration of Alaska in the late 18th and 19th centuries gradually brought
the existence of the massive mountain to the attention of the outside world. British
explorer George Vancouver is credited with the first recorded European sighting in
1794, noting "distant stupendous mountains." Russian explorers also likely saw the
peak from different vantage points. The name "Denali" was the name used by the
Koyukon people for centuries, but in 1896, a gold prospector named William Dickey
bestowed the name "Mount McKinley" in support of then-presidential candidate
William McKinley. This name was officially recognized by the federal government in
1917, the same year Mount McKinley National Park was established. However, the
traditional name "Denali" continued to be used by Alaskans, particularly Alaska
Natives, and a movement to officially restore the name gained momentum over the
decades. After a long-standing controversy, the name was officially changed back to
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Denali by the U.S. Department of the Interior in 2015, acknowledging the mountain's
Indigenous heritage.

Mountaineering attempts on Denali began in the early 20th century, a challenging
undertaking given the mountain's remote location and extreme conditions. The first
recorded attempt was made in 1903 by Judge James Wickersham, though he was
unsuccessful. A controversial claim of the first ascent came from Frederick Cook in
1906, but this was later widely discredited. The first verified ascent of Denali's South
Summit, the true peak, was achieved on June 7, 1913, by a team led by Hudson Stuck
and Harry Karstens, which included Alaska Native Walter Harper and Robert Tatum.
Walter Harper was the first to stand on the summit. Another notable early ascent was
by the "Sourdough Expedition" in 1910, who successfully reached the slightly lower
North Summit.

Climbing Denali remains a serious and demanding undertaking, attracting experienced
mountaineers from around the globe. The most popular route, the West Buttress, was
pioneered in 1951 by Bradford Washburn and is considered the most accessible,
though still requiring significant skill and acclimatization. Expeditions typically take
two to four weeks, involving carrying heavy loads, navigating glaciers, and enduring
unpredictable weather. Despite advances in gear and weather forecasting, Denali is a
dangerous mountain, and it has claimed the lives of numerous climbers over the years
due to factors like altitude sickness, hypothermia, falls, and avalanches.

Today, Denali National Park and Preserve encompasses over 6 million acres, a vast
protected area larger than the state of Massachusetts. The park is a major destination
for visitors seeking to experience the raw beauty of the Alaskan wilderness, offering
opportunities for wildlife viewing, hiking, camping, and mountaineering. Access within
the park is largely restricted to a single road, with shuttle buses providing
transportation for most visitors, limiting the impact of vehicles on the fragile
environment. The park's dedication to conservation is recognized internationally,
designated as a biosphere reserve due to its importance for subarctic ecosystem
research.

Denali stands as a powerful symbol of the wild, untamed spirit of Alaska and the
enduring majesty of America's greatest mountains. Its immense size, dramatic
geology, diverse ecosystems, and rich human history combine to create a peak that is
both awe-inspiring and deeply significant. Whether viewed from afar on a clear day or
experienced up close on a challenging ascent, Denali leaves an indelible impression, a
reminder of the powerful forces that shape our planet and the remarkable life that
thrives in its most extreme environments.
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