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THE UNFORGETTABLE JOURNEY OF PETER JENKINS: A
WALK ACROSS AMERICA THAT REDEFINED A
GENERATION

In an era when America was still reeling from political upheaval,
social unrest, and a growing sense of disillusionment, one young
man made a decision that would capture the hearts of millions.
That  man  was  Peter  Jenkins,  and  his  remarkable  adventure,
chronicled in the best-selling book A Walk Across America,
became one of the most inspiring travel narratives of the 20th
century. What began as a personal quest for meaning turned into
a profound exploration of the American spirit, and today, Peter
Jenkins' journey remains a testament to the power of curiosity,
resilience, and human connection.
When Peter Jenkins set out from Alfred, New York, in October
1973,  he  was  not  a  seasoned  hiker  or  an  experienced
outdoorsman. He was a recent college graduate, confused about
his future and deeply troubled by the divisions he saw in his
country. The Vietnam War had ended, but its scars remained.
Trust  in  government  was  at  an  al l -t ime  low,  and  the

counterculture  movement  had  given  way  to  a  sense  of
fragmentation. Jenkins, like many young people of his generation,
felt  disconnected  from  the  very  nation  he  called  home.  His
solution was unconventional: he decided to walk across America,
from the  East  Coast  to  the  West  Coast,  with  nothing  but  a
backpack, a sleeping bag, and his loyal dog, Cooper.
This journey would eventually span more than four years and
cover over 4,000 miles. But more than a physical feat, A Walk
Across America was a spiritual and emotional pilgrimage that
would redefine how countless readers viewed their own country.
Jenkins' honest, heartfelt account of the people he met and the
places he saw offered a raw and unvarnished portrait of America
that resonated deeply with a public hungry for authenticity.

The Man Behind the Walk:
Who Was Peter Jenkins?
Before he became a household name, Peter Jenkins was simply a
young man searching for direction. Born in 1951, he grew up in a
typical  middle-class  family  in  Connecticut  and  later  attended
Alfred University in upstate New York. Like many college students
of the early 1970s, he grappled with existential questions about
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purpose, identity, and the meaning of community. The political
climate of the time, marked by the Watergate scandal and the
final  years  of  the  Vietnam  War,  left  him  feeling  cynical  about
American  institutions.
Jenkins  has  often  described  his  pre-walk  self  as  restless  and
uncertain. He wanted to see if the "real America" matched the
stories he had heard or if  it  was merely a collection of  tired
clichés. He wanted to meet people outside of his own bubble and
understand their  lives,  their  struggles,  and their  dreams. This
deep-seated  curiosity,  combined  with  a  desire  to  prove
something to himself, propelled him forward. He was not writing
a travel guide; he was writing a personal diary of discovery, and
that authenticity is precisely what made Peter Jenkins A Walk
Across America so compelling to readers.

The Early Days: From Alfred
to the Deep South
Jenkins began his walk in the fall of 1973, heading south from
New York toward the Appalachian Mountains and then into the
Deep  South.  The  early  miles  were  brutal.  He  was  physically
unprepared,  his  equipment  was  inadequate,  and  he  faced
constant  loneliness  and  doubt.  His  dog  Cooper,  a  loyal
companion, provided both comfort and a practical reason to keep
moving.  Jenkins  has  written  candidly  about  the  blisters,  the
freezing  nights,  and  the  moments  of  sheer  terror  when  he
wondered if he had made a terrible mistake.

But as he moved through Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and into
the  Carolinas,  something  began  to  shift.  He  started  meeting
people who were willing to help a complete stranger. Farmers
offered  him  meals,  families  gave  him  a  place  to  sleep,  and
strangers  on  the  road shared their  stories.  These  encounters
transformed his journey. He realized that the America he was
discovering was far more generous, kind, and complex than the
one portrayed in the news headlines. This theme of rediscovering
the goodness of ordinary people became the emotional core of A
Walk Across America.

Cooper: The Four-Legged
Star of the Journey
No discussion of  Peter Jenkins A Walk Across America  is
complete without  honoring Cooper,  the mixed-breed dog who
walked alongside him for much of the journey. Cooper was more
than a pet; he was a bridge between Jenkins and the people they
met.  A  large,  friendly  dog,  Cooper  had  a  way  of  disarming
strangers  and  sparking  conversations.  In  many  ways,  Cooper
made the journey possible. He provided security, companionship,
and a constant reminder that even in the most isolated moments,
Jenkins was not alone.
Tragically, Cooper was struck and killed by a car in Mississippi, a
devastating blow that nearly ended the entire walk. Jenkins was
heartbroken.  He  buried  Cooper  by  the  side  of  the  road  and
considered giving up. But the memory of his faithful friend, and
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the kindness of strangers who helped him grieve, pushed him to
continue. Cooper's story touched readers deeply, and to this day,
many fans of  the book remember the dog as vividly as they
remember Jenkins himself. The loss of Cooper became a turning
point  in  the  narrative,  marking  the  transition  from  a  naive
adventure into a more mature, sobering pilgrimage.

Meeting America One
Person at a Time
The true magic of A Walk Across America lies not in the miles
covered, but in the people Jenkins encountered. In an age before
social media and instant connectivity, Jenkins relied entirely on
the  hospitality  of  strangers.  He  stayed  with  families  in  rural
Appalachia, sharecroppers in Alabama, hippies in communes, and
wealthy landowners in Texas. He attended church services, ate
home-cooked  meals,  and  listened  to  life  stories  over  kitchen
tables and front porches.
One of the most memorable encounters was with a man named
Homer, a farmer in the Deep South who took Jenkins under his
wing. Homer taught him about hard work, faith, and the simple
pleasures of rural life. Jenkins also spent time with a Black family
in the segregated South, an experience that opened his eyes to
the deep racial divides that still existed decades after the Civil
Rights  Movement.  He  did  not  shy  away  from  difficult
conversations.  Instead,  he leaned into them, asking questions
and listening with genuine humility. These interactions gave his

book  a  rare  depth,  showing  readers  that  America  was  a
patchwork of vastly different perspectives, all worthy of respect.

The Role of Faith and
Spirituality
One of the most surprising themes in A Walk Across America is
the role of faith. Jenkins was not particularly religious when he
started his walk. In fact, he was skeptical of organized religion
and  the  hypocrisy  he  associated  with  it.  But  as  he  traveled
deeper into the South, he encountered communities where faith
was not just a Sunday ritual but a lived, breathing part of daily
existence.  He  attended  tent  revivals,  sat  in  small  country
churches, and prayed with families who welcomed him into their
homes.
This exposure did not convert Jenkins into a dogmatic believer,
but it did soften his heart. He began to see faith as a source of
strength and community for people who had little else. He wrote
about these experiences with respect and nuance, never mocking
or patronizing. This openness to spiritual exploration made the
book accessible to readers from all walks of life, whether they
were  devout  believers  or  committed  skeptics.  The  spiritual
dimension  of  his  journey  added  a  layer  of  introspection  that
elevated the narrative beyond a simple travelogue.
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From the Deep South to the
Gulf Coast and Beyond
After  the  death  of  Cooper,  Jenkins  continued  south  through
Alabama, Mississippi, and into Louisiana. He reached the Gulf of
Mexico,  a  significant  milestone,  and  then  turned  west  toward
Texas.  The  landscape  changed  dramatically,  from  the  humid
forests of the Southeast to the vast,  open plains of Texas. In
Texas, he met ranchers, oil workers, and drifters. He learned to
appreciate the rugged individualism of the American West, but he
also saw the loneliness and hardship that came with it.
Jenkins' second dog, a stray he adopted along the way, became
his new companion. The journey continued through New Mexico,
Arizona, and into the deserts of the Southwest. Each new region
presented fresh challenges: extreme heat, scarce water, and long
stretches of  empty road.  But  Jenkins pushed on,  driven by a
growing sense of purpose. He was no longer walking away from
something; he was walking toward a deeper understanding of
himself and his country.

The Final Leg: Reaching the
Pacific
After  more  than  four  years  on  the  road,  Peter  Jenkins  finally
reached  the  Pacific  coast  in  Oregon  in  1977.  The  moment  was

bittersweet. He had accomplished what he set out to do, but the
journey had changed him so profoundly that he was not the same
person who had left New York. He had walked through blizzards,
heatwaves, and thunderstorms. He had been robbed, threatened,
and welcomed with open arms. He had seen the best and worst
of humanity, and he had come to love his country not in spite of
its flaws, but because of them.
The  final  pages  of  A  Walk  Across  America  capture  this
transformation  beautifully.  Jenkins  writes  with  gratitude  and
humility, acknowledging that the journey was never really about
the destination. It was about the relationships, the lessons, and
the slow, steady accumulation of wisdom that comes from putting
one foot in front of the other for thousands of miles. His arrival at
the Pacific was not an ending, but a beginning.

The Book That Changed
Travel Writing
A Walk Across America was published in 1979 and became an
instant  bestseller.  It  spent  months  on  the  New  York  Times
bestseller  list  and  inspired  a  generation  of  backpackers,
adventurers,  and  armchair  travelers.  Jenkins'  honest,
conversational  style  was a  departure  from the dry,  academic
travel writing of earlier decades. He wrote like he was talking to a
friend, sharing his doubts, joys, and fears without pretense. This
authenticity resonated with readers who were tired of polished,
distant narratives.
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The success of the book led to a sequel, The Walk West, which
chronicled  Jenkins'  continued  journey  across  the  remaining
western states. Together, the two books form a complete portrait
of his cross-country odyssey. Jenkins also became a sought-after
speaker and continued to write about travel, adventure, and the
American experience. His work has been credited with helping to
launch  the  modern  genre  of  narrative  travel  writing,  influencing
countless authors who followed in his footsteps.

The Lasting Legacy of Peter
Jenkins A Walk Across
America
More than four decades after its publication, Peter Jenkins A
Walk Across America continues to inspire new readers. In an
age of digital distraction and polarized politics, the book offers a
refreshing  reminder  of  what  connects  us  as  human  beings.
Jenkins' willingness to listen, to learn, and to walk slowly through
the  world  is  a  model  for  how  to  engage  with  difference  and
complexity.
Modern readers often discover the book on the recommendation
of  parents  or  grandparents  who read it  in  their  youth.  They find
that  the themes of  the 1970s — division,  uncertainty,  and a
longing for authentic connection — are just as relevant today.
Jenkins' journey was a search for the soul of America, and the
soul he found was resilient, generous, and endlessly surprising.

His legacy is not just the miles he covered, but the hope he
restored  in  the  idea  that  we  can  bridge  our  differences,  one
conversation  at  a  time.
The book has also inspired a new wave of long-distance walkers
and  hikers.  The  Appalachian  Trail,  the  Pacific  Crest  Trail,  and
other long-distance routes have seen an explosion of interest in
recent years, and many modern hikers cite Jenkins as an early
inspiration. His story proves that you do not need to be an elite
athlete  or  a  wealthy  explorer  to  undertake  a  transformative
journey. You just need the courage to take the first step.

Practical Lessons from
Jenkins' Walk
Beyond  its  inspirational  value,  A  Walk  Across  America  offers
practical lessons for anyone considering a long-distance journey
or  a  major  life  change.  Jenkins  learned  the  importance  of
preparation,  but  he  also  learned  to  be  flexible  and  open  to
unexpected opportunities.  He discovered that  the kindness of
strangers  is  far  more  common  than  fear  would  suggest.  He
learned to appreciate the small moments: a warm meal, a soft
bed, a kind word. These lessons are timeless, and they apply to
far more than just hiking.
For those interested in retracing Jenkins'  route, several  online
communities  and  guidebooks  now  exist  to  help  modern
adventurers follow in his footsteps. While the America of 2025 is
very different  from the America of  1973,  the core experience of
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walking across the country remains a powerful way to connect
with the land and its people. Jenkins' story is a testament to the
fact that some journeys are too important to be measured in
miles.

Conclusion

Peter Jenkins A Walk Across America  is  far  more than a
travel memoir. It is a love letter to a complicated, beautiful, and
endlessly  fascinating  country.  It  is  a  story  of  personal
transformation,  of  the  healing  power  of  human  connection


