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			Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

			Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, etc.

			We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

			Globe Pequot Press

			Reader Response/Editorial Department

			P.O. Box 480

			Guilford, CT 06437

			Or you may e-mail us at:

			editorial@GlobePequot.com

			Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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			Introduction

			Great Smoky Mountains is the country’s most popular national park. That distinction is due to much more than just proximity to nearby urban areas. This United Nations–designated International Biosphere Reserve—one of the most diverse ecosystems on Earth—is a temperate rainforest that’s world-class lush. Despite extensive logging in the early 1900s, 35 percent of the park was never logged, so large tracts of towering virgin timber remain. The 800 square miles of the Smokies is one of the largest intact natural areas in the eastern United States. For the serious explorer, the Smokies contain entire watersheds of peaks and valleys completely devoid of trails. Though motorists rarely see it, hikers can delve into that inspiring wilderness on even short walks.

			Ecosystems and Weather

			A huge area of the park soars above 4,500 feet to more than 6,600 feet, where cool summers and deep-snow winters prevail in the spruce-fir ecosystem of the Canadian forest zone (comprised of red spruce and Fraser fir). Vast portions of the park also sprawl below 2,500 feet, where a diverse pine and oak forest reigns and summer can bring sticky, even hot weather. Between these two ecosystems, elevation and aspect (the location of the land in damp valley or on dry ridge, on the sunny side or in the shade) yield woodlands of three general types. Luxuriant hemlock forests, now being decimated by the hemlock woolly adelgid (an Asian import), grow from 3,000 to 4,000 feet. Hardwoods grow from 4,000 feet to the summit spruce-fir zone. The damp, deep-soil valleys of the cove hardwood forests contain the park’s tallest trees, often yellow poplar. Higher, above 4,500 feet, northern hardwoods of beech and birch intersperse among evergreens.

		

		
			The Smokies’ location and range of elevation bestows a uniquely northern climate. The best wildflower walks are invariably during April (with May a close second), as warm weather returns—especially lower in the park. Higher up, spring often hasn’t sprung till very late May or early June. June, July, and August bring the warmest weather, but late August starts the temperature dip to autumn at lofty locations. By late September, autumn color is evident, and it’s everywhere by mid- to late October.

			Spring and summer are the Smokies’ rainy season. There are beautiful days, but be prepared for misty rain, thunderstorms, and yes, even torrential downpours. Rainfall ranges between 55 and 85 inches annually, from low to high elevation—so rain gear should be in everyone’s day pack. Fall generally dries out nicely—and quickly leads to winter.

			The “Top of Old Smoky” is one long very high ridge that often influences the weather. From late October, and especially November through March and even into April, snow can be light and atmospheric (early and late) or drifted to awe-inspiring depths that close the Newfound Gap Road between Cherokee, North Carolina, and Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Spring and fall hikers should be prepared: Bring a hat, light gloves, and warm fleece garments to layer under waterproof outerwear should the wind whip and the temps dip. Winter hikers bound for the highest summits would do well to know the weather in advance and bring sophisticated winter gear and the expert knowledge of how to use it.

			History

			The Smokies are the perfect place to take a history hike. Evidence of times past is everywhere—especially along trails from late fall to spring, when retreating vegetation reveals walls, steps, foundations, and decaying structures.

		

		
			Native American lore and legend wraps like the mists around these mountains, the once-idyllic realm of the Cherokee. Ironically, six years before Andrew Jackson banished the Smokies’ Cherokees to their tragic Trail of Tears, a forced removal to Oklahoma in 1838, Hudson River School-era portrait artist George Catlin had proposed the concept of a “Nation’s park” to protect “Indian civilization, wildlife, and wilderness” from destruction. Catlin’s 1832 Indian portraits are among the classic images of the Old West. The proud Cherokee past stands out at various attractions just outside the park in the Cherokee Indians’ Qualla Boundary reservation. The Oconaluftee River Trail near Cherokee is an introduction.

			The arrival of later settlers is reflected in dozens of places, at sites where interpretive programs describe the lives of those whose early cabins, farms, mills, and later, clapboard churches and houses, still remain. In further irony, those residents were also evicted from the Smokies—but compensated for their property—when the National Park Service broadened the nation’s environmental and recreational assets by creating parks in the East. In Virginia’s Shenandoah National Park, then the Great Smokies in North Carolina and Tennessee, and again along the Blue Ridge Parkway in North Carolina and Virginia, the federal government removed residents from private land. Earlier parks in the West were created on public land to begin with.

			The Smokies is one of the nation’s premier places to savor the iconic, early settler style of structure called the log cabin. To get the most out of the park, pick up the booklet Log Cabins of the Smokies when you stop at one of the park’s visitor centers, or get one online at the Great Smoky Mountains Association (www.smokiesstore.org). Other booklets feature the park’s gristmills and churches.

		

		
			Citizen Support of the Smokies

			The Great Smoky Mountains Association (www.smokiesstore.org) and the Friends of the Smokies (www.friendsofthesmokies.org) are quintessential examples of the great work being done all over the nation by citizen groups that are raising money to bolster the shrinking budgets of individual parks. Some of these park support groups have special license plate programs (the “Friends” offer plates in both North Carolina and Tennessee) that dedicate the “vanity” fee to park programs. As befits our most visited national park, the two groups listed above are largely responsible for the insightful and inspiring interpretive efforts found all over the Smokies, including the trail brochures found at many paths. Indeed, these groups are actually funding an entirely new Oconaluftee Visitor Center for the Smokies (expected to be finished by late 2010). In short, as the park celebrated its seventy-fifth anniversary in 2009, there’s no doubt that it is one of the most effectively interpreted parks in the nation.

			Please do your part. Besides dropping a buck in the slot to buy a 50-cent trail brochure, please contribute at the trailheads and at visitor center donation boxes you’ll see in the park. You won’t need to hike more than a handful of trails in this book to become an enthusiastic supporter of the Smokies.

		

		
			Trail Regulations

			Camping

			Backcountry campers are required to have an overnight permit that stipulates where and when they’ll be camping—in essence, it’s a reservation system. Permits can be obtained twenty-four hours a day by self-registering at many locations, including ranger stations, campground offices, and the Oconaluftee and Sugarlands visitor centers. Be aware that spaces at some popular shelter and campsites are rationed. If you intend to camp at one of those sites, you must phone in your registration to be sure there is space. Failure to do so is a ticketable offense. Your best bet is to call the Backcountry Reservation Office (open 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.; 865-436-1231) a month in advance of your first planned day on the trail.

			Backcountry group size is limited to eight, and permits allow only one night of camping at a shelter and three nights at a backcountry campsite. Every Appalachian Trail shelter has a small number of spaces reserved for through-hikers, and short-distance backpackers get the rest. Campers must stay in designated sites and follow their itinerary. Do not reserve more space than needed and call to cancel if your plans change; failure to do so excludes other campers. Besides possessing your backcountry permit, you must camp and build fires only in designated sites. No tents are permitted at shelter sites (except by through-hikers who have no choice; call the Backcountry Information Office to clarify this and other regulations; open 9 a.m. to noon, 865-436-1297).

		

		
			The Smokies are also home to the highest overnight accommodation in eastern America—LeConte Lodge, located atop Mount LeConte at 6,500 feet. Hiking to this full-service hostel is a ritual for many, and an experience akin to spending the night in one of the lofty hostels found in the European Alps. For more on this option, see the hike description for the Alum Cave Trail (the “easy way” to Mount LeConte).

			Dogs

			Dogs are permitted in campgrounds but must be leashed or enclosed at all times. They are prohibited on all trails, except a few, one of which is featured in this book (the Oconaluftee River Trail).

			Safety and Precautions

			Animals

			For fans of wildlife, the Smokies are a bonanza of observational opportunities. Deer, black bears, and other animals are seen often, and wolves and elk are being reintroduced (the latter often glimpsed near roads along the Newfound Gap Road and in Cataloochee Valley). The more rarely glimpsed wild hogs were introduced from Europe into North Carolina as game in the early twentieth century and still remain. Hikers who take less traveled trails and tread softly will encounter many wild park residents. That said, taking some precautions will keep your encounters on the safe side.

		

		
			Be Bear Aware

			If you encounter a bear and attract its attention, the park’s safety brochure says you are too close. Back away slowly and attempt to get as far away as possible. If a bear becomes aggressive and follows you, do not run and move off in a completely different direction. If the bear continues to approach, stand your ground, shout loudly, and act aggressively to scare the bear—even throw sticks and stones to run it off. You’ll be more effective if you do this with a group of other hikers. If you are literally attacked, jettison your food and back out of the area. If you are being attacked and food is not the bear’s objective, fight back in any way possible and with anything at hand.

			In the backcountry, when not being carried or consumed, all food must be hung at least 10 feet off the ground to avoid tempting bears. All human feces must be buried at least 6 inches, and all toilet use must take place at least 100 feet from campsites and water sources.

			Snakes

			The Smokies’ venomous vipers include the timber rattler and the copperhead, both mostly at mid- to lower elevations. Luckily, of the twenty-thousand people a year who are bitten by poisonous snakes in the United States, only between six and fifteen die. The low death rate is due to several factors: snake venom is relatively slow acting; almost half of all snakebites do not include the injection of venom; and antivenin is widely available at hospitals.

			The park’s venomous snakes are generally heftier than harmless snakes, and have triangular or arrow-shaped heads and vertically slit pupils (versus tube-shaped heads and round pupils for nonpoisonous snakes). To avoid snakes, don’t reach blindly behind logs and rocks, inspect wooded sites where you plan to sit, and watch where you step.
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