The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 19: Smokies “Hikes for Healing” takes meaningful steps for racism conversations with Cassius Cash
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Cassius Cash, Superintendent of Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview.
---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
Let me start by asking you, how did you come up with the idea of “Healing Hikes”?
Cassius Cash:
First of all the National Park Service has always been a leader when it comes to social change and in some instances economic change. What came into play for the creation of the Smokies “Hikes for Healing” is when we all witnessed the death of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery and then Rayshard Brooks. 
I found myself in a place where it was hard to really describe where I was, from a mental framework standpoint. And then when you couple that with COVID-19 and how that has had a newfound mental stressor on our employees, including our leadership, of the [National] Park Service. I found myself needing to have some clear space and so I took a hike in the Smokies and I found myself being restored, being able to better understand different perspectives around very complex conversations.
And at the end of the hike, I just felt like I definitely as always feel better coming out of the woods than I am going in. And under this situation that was no different. So I'm saying if that was a gift for me, what would it do for community members in Gatlinburg in western North Carolina. 
And so I took on that challenge to say I wanted to create something that was considered to be a resource in a different way than we normally use it from a recreation standpoint. So we would have eight hikes with 10 people on each of those to talk about race and race relations because it affects all of us. And what better place to do that than one of the most diverse ecosystems in the world? How does that diversity inter-depend on one another to make it what it is and that we all love?
And so that's when I came up with the-the Smokies “Hikes for Healing”, to do two hikes per month, from August to December and have a total of 80 people over those hikes to participate with me in those experiences.
Sally:
What kind of feedback did you receive in terms of the experience that people had?
Cassius:
Well the experience was a phenomenal experience. It's really hard to describe, if you will, unless you were there but the conversations were very rich. And we tell people that we're not going to necessarily create a safe place, and we have these conversations because that means that you're not going to get uncomfortable. And as we all know, most of the time [that] are uncomfortable are times of growth. But we would create a brave space where you would be empowered to have conversations and allow yourself to do self-examination and be able to voice maybe some shortcomings you may have about yourself when it comes to race relations.
We pride ourselves on creating brave spaces [to] talk about very complex issues and that's exactly what we did. And the forthcoming conversations we had from individuals was absolutely amazing. And what really made it that much more special was the hike itself. And then that camaraderie that happens along the way before you get into these very deep conversations and then be able to hike out and reflect on that. And so with those three things happening with the conversations and the hikes it's a phenomenal experience to be part of.
Sally:
And just tell us a little bit about how many people go on those hikes and then how long are the hikes?
Cassius:
We're gonna have 8 hikes with 10 individuals on each of those with a total of 80 people. They'll be at different locations in the park, special places that that really just provide you a sense of humbleness when you're in this great resource. Now we've had over 160 people to apply for the hike, we understood that not everyone that was interested in hiking with me was not going to be able to go. And so, what was done when you go to the web page at SmokiesHikesForHealing.org you'll see a link that says resources. And one of our facilitators has developed a guide to if you yourself wanted to lead one of these hikes here's the format that you may want to look at trying to place a framework around this very rich conversation that you're going to have in the Smokies.
Sally:
And my last question for you is what are some of the key elements that you talk about during these hikes? Are there certain things that you specifically focus on or do you just let the conversation flow?
Cassius:
Well it depends on the style of the facilitator. We have three different facilitators. They have their own style of how they get to talking about race and race relations, and what experiences or not that you may have had in your life, and how did you deal with that, or has it caused any type of trauma. We take a history look at structural racism. There are a lot of things, a lot of ground, that they cover and it allows the time for self-reflection in those conversations. But it's not only about identifying the problems. It's identifying what are some solutions. And what we talk about is the courage that it takes with the leadership to address this issue. Bo different than a safety issue or whatever we-we deal with in the [National] Park Service. Nothing happens of substance without courage of leadership being part of that. And so we issue a “call to action”, if you will. And once we learn in a more defined way from a historical standpoint of how race and race relations has been something that the Americans have been dealing with back to the 1600s, but what are some of those things that we can do to make a change. And-and that's what we're hoping for these eight different cohorts to be able to come together and amplify that message and-and develop the chops to be able to talk about it in a more succinct way and be able to not guilt anyone. This is not about guilting anyone into the past. It's about how do we make our communities better and that's what's the powerful piece about it.
Sally:
Yeah that is powerful. Before we conclude, I just want to open it up and is there anything that I didn't ask you that you'd like to share with our listeners today?
Cassius:
When we begin our discussions, one of the things that I lead off with is a quote from an aboriginal leader that said this in the 1970s. “If you've come here to fix me or help me you're wasting your time. But if you've come here because my liberation is bound with your liberation, then let's work together.”
That statement rings as true then as it does now. It is imperative for both of us to look at it from that standpoint to make our communities better and to make the world better. And I think once you can leverage that energy and that curiosity in a way to do that then I think the possibilities are endless. How we can move the new on this long-standing complex topic called race and race relations.
---
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


