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A Walk Across America by Peter Jenkins: A Journey Through Heartland and
History

When you hear the phrase “a walk across America,” most people picture a lone traveler with a backpack, a map,

and a fierce determination to see the country from coast to coast. Peter Jenkins, the acclaimed travel writer and
former National Geographic explorer, turns that image into a compelling narrative in his book A Walk Across
America. This article explores the book’s themes, structure, and impact, and offers readers a thorough
understanding of why this memoir remains a must read for anyone fascinated by the American landscape and the
human spirit that traverses it.

About the Author: Peter Jenkins

Peter Jenkins’s career began in the 1970s as a National Geographic field correspondent, covering stories from the
jungles of South America to the deserts of the Middle East. Over the decades, he has penned more than 20 books,
many of which blend travelogue, cultural analysis, and personal reflection. Jenkins’s writing style is distinguished by
its clarity, vivid imagery, and an uncanny ability to weave personal anecdotes into broader social contexts.

In A Walk Across America, Jenkins takes on a new challenge: a 4,300 mile trek across the United States, from the
Atlantic to the Pacific. The book is the culmination of years of research, planning, and the sheer will to test his

limits. It is a testament to Jenkins’s passion for exploration and his desire to understand the evolving identity of a

nation that is as diverse as it is vast.

Overview of the Book

The book is structured as a day by day journal, complete with dates, distances, and the emotional highs and lows of
each segment. Jenkins begins his journey in Boston, then moves westward through New York, Ohio, Indiana,
Illinois, Kansas, Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and finally California. Along the way, he encounters a range of American
cultures: the industrial heart of the Midwest, the rugged plains of the Great Plains, the ancient deserts of the
Southwest, and the bustling tech hubs of the West Coast.

Jenkins’s narrative is more than a travel log. It's an exploration of the American psyche, an investigation into how

geography shapes culture, and a meditation on the physical and psychological demands of long distance walking.
He invites readers to see the country through his eyes, to feel the wind on his face, and to understand the stories of

the people he meets.

Journey Highlights: From Urban Streets to Open Plains

1. Boston to New York City: Jenkins starts in the historic streets of Boston, where he reflects on the city’s
colonial roots and its role in the American Revolution. He then moves into the bustling streets of New York, where
the contrast between the city’s skyscrapers and the surrounding rural landscapes becomes evident.

2. The Midwest — Ohio, Indiana, lllinois: In this region, Jenkins traverses the flat, corn filled plains of Ohio, the
agricultural heartland of Indiana, and the industrial legacy of Chicago. He meets farmers, factory workers, and
retirees, each offering unique perspectives on the American dream.

3. The Great Plains — Kansas: The vastness of Kansas’s open skies and endless wheat fields serves as a
backdrop for Jenkins’s introspection. He discusses the environmental challenges faced by the region and the



resilience of its inhabitants.

4. The Rocky Mountains — Colorado: The dramatic elevation changes in Colorado test Jenkins physically and
mentally. He shares his experiences climbing the Rockies, encountering wildlife, and confronting the harsh weather
conditions.

5. The Desert Southwest — Utah, Arizona: The stark beauty of Utah’s red rock formations and Arizona’s Grand
Canyon offer a stark contrast to the plains. Jenkins delves into the indigenous cultures of the Southwest, learning
about the Navajo and Hopi traditions.

6. California — The Final Leg: The journey concludes in the sunny, tech savvy environment of California, where
Jenkins reflects on the journey’s impact on his worldview and the evolving nature of American society.

Thematic Threads: Culture, Identity, and the Human Spirit

Jenkins masterfully intertwines several core themes throughout his narrative:

* American Identity: By walking across the country, Jenkins examines how regional differences shape the
national identity. He highlights how the Midwest'’s industriousness contrasts with the West Coast’s innovation.

e Connection to the Land: The book emphasizes the deep relationship between Americans and their
environment. Jenkins discusses how the land has historically influenced economic activity, social structures, and
personal values.

¢ Resilience and Determination: The physical demands of a 4,300 mile walk serve as a metaphor for
perseverance. Jenkins shares moments of fatigue and doubt, yet also moments of triumph, underscoring the
human capacity to overcome adversity.

¢ Social Change: Throughout his journey, Jenkins observes shifting demographics, economic disparities, and
the effects of technological advancement. He offers thoughtful commentary on how these changes influence
everyday life.

Writing Style: A Blend of Observation and Reflection

Jenkins’s prose is both accessible and evocative. He uses simple language to describe complex ideas, making the
book approachable for a broad audience. His descriptive passages paint vivid pictures of the landscapes, while his
introspective moments provide depth to his personal experience.

One of the book’s strengths is its use of dialogue. Jenkins often records conversations with locals, adding
authenticity and variety to the narrative. These exchanges not only humanize the people he meets but also enrich
the reader’s understanding of regional nuances.

Impact on Readers and Critics

Since its publication, A Walk Across Americahas received widespread acclaim for its honest portrayal of the
American experience. Critics praise Jenkins for:

¢ His meticulous research and factual accuracy.
¢ The emotional honesty that invites readers to empathize with his journey.
* The way he connects personal experience with larger societal trends.

Readers often cite the book as a source of inspiration, especially those who aspire to undertake long distance walks

or who simply wish to gain a deeper appreciation for America’s diversity. The book has also been used in academic
settings as a case study for geography, sociology, and environmental studies.

Comparisons with Other Walking Books

While there are many walking memoirs—such as “The Long Walk” by Christopher McCandless or “On Foot” by
Paul Theroux—Jenkins’s work stands out for its comprehensive coverage of the entire United States and its blend
of personal narrative with social commentary.



e Scope: Jenkins covers every major region, whereas other authors often focus on a specific trail or country.
« Depth: He delves into local history and culture, providing context that is often missing in other accounts.
¢ Tone: Jenkins balances humor with seriousness, creating a relatable yet profound narrative.

Why You Should Read It

1. Insight into American Diversity: The book offers a panoramic view of the country’s cultural, economic, and
geographic diversity.

2. Inspiration for Your Own Journey: Whether you plan a hiking trip or simply want to understand the challenges
of long distance walking, Jenkins’s experience provides practical tips and motivation.

3. Thought Provoking Social Commentary: The book invites readers to reflect on contemporary issues such as
climate change, economic inequality, and cultural identity.

4. Engaging Narrative: Jenkins's storytelling keeps readers hooked, making complex topics accessible and
entertaining.

Conclusion: A Testament to Exploration and Self Discovery

A Walk Across Americais more than a travel memoir; it is a profound exploration of a nation’s soul. Peter Jenkins'’s
meticulous documentation, combined with his reflective insights, offers readers a unique lens through which to view
the United States. The book challenges us to consider how geography shapes identity, how perseverance can
transform us, and how the act of walking can be a powerful act of discovery.

For anyone interested in travel, culture, or the human experience, Peter Jenkins's walk across America is an
essential read. It reminds us that the journey itself—whether across a continent or through our own lives—holds as
much value as the destination. By following Jenkins's footsteps, readers gain a deeper appreciation for the
landscapes and people that make America the complex, vibrant nation it is today.
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