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Introduction


Welcome to the second edition of Best Hikes Asheville, North Carolina. The city and surrounding communities from Marshall to Hendersonville, from Canton to Swannanoa, are blessed to sit in the heart of the wild western Carolina mountains, an area blanketed with trail-laced public lands. It all starts with area residents acknowledging and preserving western North Carolina’s scenic splendor. The citizenry could see that the special places would remain special if they were held by the public for the public to use and enjoy, and so they created parks and preserves, including Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the Blue Ridge Parkway, and Pisgah National Forest. Other preserves came to be, such as DuPont State Forest and Mount Mitchell State Park.

With their backdrop being the North Carolina highlands, greater Asheville hikers can immerse themselves in the region’s forests, mountains, and river valleys along which travel hiking trails. Hiking trails extending all four cardinal directions can be found in this guide. To the west, you can climb to the High Rocks, stealing far-reaching views along the Appalachian Trail (AT). The view from Lovers Leap near Hot Springs is a fine year-round walk. How about the one and only Great Smoky Mountains National Park? Hikes here include the historic and wildlife-rich Cataloochee area. Stay above 5,000 feet the entire gorgeous route to Hemphill Bald and its stunning views. Alternatively, visit the preserved Little Cataloochee Church where early Carolina residents worshipped, or soak in national-park-level scenery on the Big Fork Ridge Loop where you can ramble through groves of rhododendron along untamed waterways and atop hardwood-clad crests.

East of Asheville, you can hike to Crabtree Falls, which creates a 70-foot parade of lather crashing into a rocky pool. The walk to Rattlesnake Lodge visits the fascinating ruins of an early-20th-century mountain getaway where a pioneer Asheville conservationist and his family communed with nature. The hike to Douglas Falls also includes a stop by long and wild Cascade Falls, near Craggy Gardens, after using a portion of North Carolina’s long-distance master path—the Mountains-to-Sea Trail. How about the vistas from mountaintop meadows on the Trombatore Trail near Gerton? 

To the south, Pisgah National Forest boasts wilderness and backcountry areas, unique geology, and botanically fascinating destinations. The hike to Looking Glass Rock takes you atop a massive stone face rising above the mountain terrain, presenting fantastic views. And how can you forget hikes to the plentiful waterfalls of this area—High Falls on the South Mills River, Twin Falls near Buckhorn Gap, and Cove Creek Falls near John Rock. And then there’s Shining Rock Wilderness with its open meadows, white quartz outcrops, and panoramas extending as far as the clarity of the sky allows. Or make the climb to the Mount Pisgah Fire Tower, gaining mile-high views. The trek to Mount Pisgah is one of several hikes that start at or near the Blue Ridge Parkway, and also includes the multiple waterfalls of the Graveyard Fields. The Pink Beds, a natural wildflower garden, provides a chance to view thousands of blooming wild rhododendron. DuPont State Forest is down this way also, and has more than its share of cascades and overlooks, including Wintergreen Falls, Grassy Creek Falls, and Bridal Veil Falls.

North of Asheville you can walk atop Black Mountain, the lofty ridge where Mount Mitchell—the highest point in the East—stands proudly. This trek also includes bagging other 6,000-foot-plus peaks and extensive views amid spruce-fir forests that cloak only the tallest mantles in the land. Or take the River Loop along the South Toe River, visiting recreation areas, crystalline waterways, and see Setrock Creek Falls along the way. Solitude, waterfalls, and extensive vistas can be had while looping Hickey Fork Creek. The Shelton Laurel Backcountry offers additional waterfalls and vistas near Whiteoak Flats and Big Firescald Ridge.

To the east you can hike along Lake James and experience yet another side of Asheville hiking. Just over the state line in Tennessee you can check out craggy Rock Creek Falls deep in the Unaka Wilderness.

And there is still more. Grab sights and hike along one of the highest elevation streams in the East on the Flat Laurel Creek Loop. Climb from the Davidson River to John Rock, a granite dome rising above the valley, creating a grandstand to look out on the nearby Blue Ridge. The trail along Big Laurel Creek takes you through a rugged, rocky gorge where a large mountain stream fights its way to meet the French Broad River, passing the historic town site and ruins of Runion. Or hike up the lower South Mills River, where wildflowers grow in springtime profusion while trout lurk in translucent pools, or alternatively visit the site of historic Cantrell Creek Lodge. It all adds up to an impressive array of hiking destinations!

After having the privilege of researching potential hikes for this update, hiking the hikes, taking photographs, finding the ones that made the grade—and the ones that didn’t—exploring the parks beyond the trails, mapping the hikes, then actually writing and updating this compendium, I am excited to share these best hikes near Asheville with you. The hikes are an ideal mix of views and waterfalls, places where the human history of western Carolina mixes with the natural history, where a wealth of flora and fauna makes hiking in greater Asheville a singular experience.

I think of the treasure trove of trails near Asheville, and how the hikes in this guide reflect the wide array of experiences to be had in this part of the Southern Appalachians. I hope the trails offered in this book will help you explore, understand, and appreciate the natural and human history of greater Asheville. Enjoy!

Weather

Asheville, Hendersonville, and the mountains enveloping them experience all four seasons in their entirety, and sometimes all at once when you take into account the elevation variations of the region, ranging from a little above 1,300 feet along the French Broad River at Hot Springs to Mount Mitchell at 6,684 feet. Summer can be warm, with a few hot spells, though cool breezes can always be found along mountain streams and in the high country. Morning hikers can avoid the common afternoon thunderstorms that arise in the mountains. Electronic devices equipped with internet access allow hikers to monitor storms as they come up, though coverage can be spotty in remote national forest lands, especially deep in stream valleys. Hikers increase in numbers when the first northerly fronts of autumn sweep cool clear air across the Southern Appalachians. Crisp mornings, great for vigorous treks, give way to warm afternoons, more conducive to family strolls. Fall is drier than summer. Winter will bring frigid subfreezing days and chilling rains, and copious amounts of snow in the high country. We are talking over 60 inches annually at 5,000 feet, though the city of Asheville averages only 14 inches per year. Winter also brings fewer hours of daylight. However, a brisk hiking pace and wise time management will keep you warm and walking. Each cold month has a few days of mild weather. Make the most of them, and seek out lower elevation hikes. Spring will be more variable. A mild day can be followed by a cold one. Extensive spring rains bring regrowth, but also keep hikers indoors. March can bring heavy snows in the high country. However, any avid hiker will find more good hiking days than they will have time to hike in spring and every other season. A good way to plan your hiking is to check monthly averages of high and low temperatures and average rainfall for each month in Asheville. This will give you a good idea of what to expect each month. However, remember temperatures can be significantly cooler and precipitation higher in the adjacent highlands.






	
Month


	
Average High (degrees)


	
Average Low (degrees)


	
Precipitation (inches)





	
January


	
47


	
28


	
2.9





	
February


	
50


	
31


	
3.2





	
March


	
58


	
37


	
3.3





	
April


	
67


	
45


	
3.0





	
May


	
75


	
53


	
3.3





	
June


	
82


	
61


	
3.4





	
July


	
85


	
65


	
3.3





	
August


	
84


	
64


	
3.4





	
September


	
77


	
57


	
3.2





	
October


	
68


	
46


	
2.1





	
November


	
58


	
38


	
2.9





	
December


	
49


	
30


	
2.8








Flora and Fauna

The landscape of greater Asheville varies greatly, from the deep valley of the French Broad River and other desiccated waterways to high peaks extending in every direction around Asheville. Widespread public lands create large swaths for wildlife to roam. At the top of the food chain stands the black bear. You can run into one anywhere in the region and on any trail included in this guide. Although attacks by black bears are very rare, they have happened in the Southern Appalachians. Seeing a bear is an exciting yet potentially scary experience. If you meet a bear while hiking, stay calm and don’t run. Make loud noises to scare off the bear and back away slowly. Remain aware and alert. In addition to bruins, a wide variety of wildlife calls these landscapes home. Deer will be the land animal you most likely will see hiking area trails. They can be found throughout the western Carolina region. A quiet hiker may also witness turkeys, raccoons, or even a coyote. Do not be surprised if you observe beaver, muskrat, or a playful otter along mountain streams. If you feel uncomfortable when encountering any critter, keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs.

Overhead, many raptors will be plying the skies for food, including hawks, falcons, and owls. Depending upon where you are, other birds you may spot range from kingfishers to woodpeckers. Songbirds are abundant during the warm season no matter the habitat.

The flora offers as much variety as you would expect with such elevational range. Moisture-dependent forests are found along the mountain streams and waterways, places where rhododendron creates immense thickets below black birch, tulip trees, and maple. Here grow the incredible displays of wildflowers, reflecting a cornucopia of color—purple dwarf crested iris, white trilliums, pink phlox, and red cardinal flower. On drier slopes rise hickory, oak, and mountain laurel. Cedars and pines thrive on rocky, sun-burnished slopes. Northern hardwood forests of yellow birch, beech, and cherry appear as you head higher in the mountains. Higher still are the rare spruce-fir forests that thrive above 5,000 feet, where northern red squirrels chatter and Turk’s cap lilies color the late summer. It all adds up to vegetational variety of the first order that can be seen and experienced as spring climbs the mountains and autumn descends back to the valleys.

Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations

The best hikes near Asheville primarily take place on federal lands of the Pisgah National Forest, Blue Ridge Parkway, and to a lesser extent Great Smoky Mountains National Park, as well as DuPont State Forest, Mount Mitchell State Park, and Conserving Carolina property. To enjoy the federal lands entrance is mostly free, and users of the national forest and national parks are expected to monitor their own behavior in backcountry areas, though you may see a ranger in designated wildernesses. Developed recreation areas with campgrounds and trails are more closely supervised.

Detailed trail and road maps of the Pisgah National Forest, Blue Ridge Parkway, and Great Smoky Mountains National Park are available. They come in handy in helping you get around. Backcountry camping is restricted to designated sites inside Great Smoky Mountains National Park but is generally more freewheeling in the Pisgah National Forest. Backcountry camping opportunities are limited in Blue Ridge Parkway lands and prohibited in the state parks included in this guide.

Then there are the nature preserves. Conserving Carolina protects the Trombatore Trail, Bearwallow Trail, and the Florence Nature Preserve, while the Bailey Mountain Preserve is owned by the town of Mars Hill, but all other trails are located on publicly held lands.

Getting Around

Area Codes

The greater Asheville area code is 828, while the area code in upper East Tennessee is 423.

Roads

For the purposes of this guide, the best hikes near Asheville are confined to a 1-hour drive from the greater metro region, which includes Hendersonville. Northerly, this stretches to the state of Tennessee and west to Hot Springs and the easternmost North Carolina Smokies. Southward, hikes extend to the Brevard area, DuPont State Forest, and Flat Rock. Hikes are located easterly as far as Lake James State Park near Nebo.

Two major interstates converge in the greater Asheville region: I-26 and I-40. Directions to trailheads are given from these arteries, and sometimes from I-240—the alternate interstate through Asheville. Other major roads are US 74A and US 25/70. The Blue Ridge Parkway is an important route to hikes in this guide.

By Air

Asheville Regional Airport (AVL) is located off NC 280, roughly halfway between Asheville and Hendersonville. To book reservations online, check out your favorite airline’s website or search one of the following travel sites for the best price: www.cheaptickets.com, www.expedia.com, www.orbitz.com, www.priceline.com, www.travelocity.com, or www.trip.com—just to name a few.

By Bus

Asheville Redefines Transportation (known as “ART”) operates bus services throughout Asheville, though it won’t do you much good for this book, since the best hikes near Asheville are mostly in adjacent wild public lands not served by mass transit. Visit www.ashevillenc.gov or call (828) 253-5691. In addition to ART, Henderson County has Apple Country Public Transit. Their phone number is (828) 698-8571. Greyhound serves many towns in the region; visit www.greyhound.com for more information.

Visitor Information

For general information on Asheville, visit North Carolina’s official website for the area, www.visitnc.com/asheville-the-foothills, or call (800) VISITNC. This site links you to the varied western Carolina community tourism sites.












How to Use This Guide


Take a close-enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Asheville, North Carolina. Stuffed with useful western North Carolina area information, Best Hikes Asheville, North Carolina features forty mapped and cued hikes. I grouped the hikes into three units. “Northwest” covers hikes in the eastern Smokies, Pisgah National Forest near the Tennessee state line, and into the Volunteer State. “Southwest” harbors hikes along the Blue Ridge Parkway southwest of Asheville, and in the Pisgah National Forest toward Brevard and DuPont State Forest. “Southeast and Northeast” details hikes along the Blue Ridge Parkway east of Asheville, Mount Mitchell State Park as well as Pisgah National Forest hikes, and eastward to Lake James.

Here’s an outline of the book’s major components: Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. This quick overview gives you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer. Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:

Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one way for loop hikes, round-trip on a there-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.

Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only, and hikes may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness.

Easy—5 miles or less total trip distance in 1 day, with minimal elevation gain, and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail.

Moderate—Up to 10 miles total trip distance in 1 day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain.

Difficult—More than 10 miles total trip distance in 1 day, strenuous elevation gains, and rough and/or rocky terrain.

Elevation change: This is the aggregate elevation gained and lost during a hike, whether it is a loop or a there-and-back. These numbers were found using GPS data obtained during the given hike loaded onto a mapping program.

Maximum grade: This details the steepest portion of the hike for a sustained distance, whether you will be going up or down that grade on the specific hike. The maximum grade is calculated by dividing the elevation gained or lost by the distance covered.

Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.

Seasons/schedule: General information on the best time of year to hike.

Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.

Dog friendly: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you.

Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.

Land status: National park, national forest, state forest, etc.

Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc.

Maps to consult: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.

Amenities available: Lets you know if restrooms, picnic areas, campgrounds, and other enhancements are at or near the trailhead. This way you can stop on the way to use the restroom if no restrooms are available at the trailhead, whether to bring a picnic to the trailhead, etc.

Cell service: This gives you an idea of whether or not your phone will get reception on the hike. In elevationally varied areas such as the highlands, you can have reception on a ridge but not down in the valley. Also, what carrier you use can have a lot to do with whether or not you have reception.

Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.

The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park.

The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have. Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself.

A sidebar is included with some hikes. This is simply interesting information about the area or trail that doesn’t necessarily pertain to the specific hike but gives you some human or natural tidbit that may pique your interest to explore beyond the simple mechanics of the trek. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.

How to Use the Maps

Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.

Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.












Trail Finder
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Northwest













1 Hemphill Bald



Take this Smoky Mountain gem of an adventure and experience high-country hiking en route to an open meadow and a fantastic panorama of western North Carolina. Start your hike on the Hemphill Bald Trail, trekking Balsam Mountain to join Cataloochee Divide among northern hardwoods and spruce. Ridge run along the national park boundary, staying above 5,000 feet the entire route, and make your way to Hemphill Knob, elevation 5,554 feet, where the open grasses of adjacent Cataloochee Ranch present spectacular vistas of mountains, meadows, and valleys, delivering the Southern Appalachians at their finest. Elevation changes are relatively minimal.


Start: Polls Gap trailhead

Distance: 9.4-mile there-and-back

Difficulty: Moderate-strenuous

Elevation change: +-1,121 feet

Maximum grade: 9 percent grade for 0.6 mile

Hiking time: About 4.7 hours

Seasons/schedule: Trailhead access road open early May through Oct; go when skies are clear

Fees and permits: Parking permit required

Dog friendly: Dogs prohibited

Trail surface: Forested natural surface

Land status: National park

Other trail users: A few equestrians

Maps to consult: National Geographic #229, Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Amenities available: None, campground, picnic area nearby

Cell service: Good

Trail contacts: Great Smoky Mountains National Park, www.nps.gov/grsm, (865) 436-1200


Finding the trailhead: From Asheville, take I-40 west to exit 31B and join US 74 west for 4 miles, then take exit 103 toward Maggie Valley on US 19 south and stay with US 19 south for 12 miles to exit onto the Blue Ridge Parkway. Once on the parkway, turn left, north, and follow it 2.4 miles to turn right onto Heintooga Ridge Road. Continue 6.1 miles to Polls Gap, on your right. The Hemphill Bald Trail leaves right. Trailhead GPS: 35.563299, -83.161650

The Hike

The entirety of this hike stays above 5,000 feet, providing a bona fide high-country experience. Take note that the access road to reach the trailhead is open from early May through October. Hiking along the crest of Balsam Mountain then along Cataloochee Divide, trail adventurers will enjoy this upland splendor without excessive exertion, as elevation changes are not much while winding your way to a fantastic view at Hemphill Bald. Much of this hike travels along the Great Smoky Mountains National Park boundary, and by necessity the Hemphill Bald Trail bypasses knobs, making sure to stay on the park side of ridge crests. However, in several places, the trail straddles the national park boundary, where you will see fences. Upon approaching Hemphill Bald, the non-park side of the ridge opens to a meadow, part of Cataloochee Ranch. These meadows avail marvelous vistas and recall a time when open grassy meadows, known as balds, once covered ridges all through western North Carolina. Over time, the balds within the Smokies side of the boundary have reforested, while parts outside of the park have been kept open to grazing, providing insight into land use patterns over time and a reason why the balds of the Southern Appalachians have all but disappeared.
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The open meadow of Hemphill Bald gives way to Maggie Valley and beyond.

Your route is on well-maintained trail. From the Polls Gap trailhead, you pick up a wide old logging railroad grade, level as a plain. Mountain hiking doesn’t get much easier than this. Overhead, yellow birch, maple, and other northern hardwoods rise over you and scattered red spruce provide an evergreen presence. After swinging through the interestingly named Sugartree Licks, the trek leaves Balsam Mountain and joins Cataloochee Divide, coming to the park boundary at Garretts Gap. Most of the hike the non-park side is wooded similar to the park, save for broken down wood fencing in places. After working around Buck Knob, you will climb Sheepback Knob, using well-designed switchbacks to ease the uptick, even at that only 320 feet of ascent. Next, work around Little Bald Knob. Trickling springs flow across the trail in places. At Pine Tree Gap, where there are no pine trees, you are straddling the park boundary. Pastures appear, along with a sturdy barbed wire fence, dividing the forested from the grassy. Views begin to open as you make the final uphill for Hemphill Bald. Gazing along the boundary, the trail takes you directly along the fence, where on the Smokies side vegetation stretches toward the sunlight, sometimes crowding the pathway.

Upon making the apex of Hemphill Bald at 5,554 feet, a meadow opens 180 degrees to the southeast, providing a panorama of the first order. A stone bench, with a picture pointing out the exact mountains before you, makes for an ideal stopping spot. A buckeye tree with widespread limbs provides shade, while below the grassy slopes of Hemphill Bald fall away, revealing ranges of ridges, deep valleys, as well as fields and woods in the distance. On your return trip contemplate what the scene would’ve looked like a century back, when balds cloaked many a ridgetop in western North Carolina, and also what the area would be like if Great Smoky Mountains National Park had never been established.
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Relax at this stone table while soaking in the view from Hemphill Bald.

Miles and Directions

0.0        		From Polls Gap parking area, take the Hemphill Bald Trail east, joining an old railroad grade laid out by the Suncrest Lumber Company. Turn south on a level track, sometimes soggy after prolonged rains. A grassy understory expands along the slope under buckeye, yellow birch, maple, and spruce.

0.6        		Reach the gap of Sugartree Licks after leaving the railroad grade, still on quality trail. Angle around the northeast slope of Whim Knob. Winter aspects open of Cataloochee Valley below, home to the Smokies’ largest elk herd.

1.3        		Come to Garretts Gap and Cataloochee Divide, leaving Balsam Mountain. Curve easterly, working along the north side of Buck Knob. Scads of stinging nettle will border the path in summer. Pass outcroppings among younger trees, growing where balds once were.

2.2        		Circle past a small rock shelter that would come in handy during a thunderstorm.

2.5        		Pass through Maggot Spring Gap. Below and to your left is Maggot Spring Branch, part of the upper Cataloochee Creek watershed. Climb away toward Sheepback Knob, using switchbacks winding among rhododendron groves.

2.9        		Make a high point on wooded Sheepback Knob. Drop a little then hike along the north slope of Little Bald. Ahead, regain the crest and descend a sometimes rutted trail. Come along active pasture across the park boundary.

4.0        		Reach Pine Tree Gap then ascend. From here on you will have open or partly wooded pasture across the park boundary, along which the Hemphill Bald Trail travels. Views open to the southeast. The trail hereabouts can be quite brushy during the warm season.

4.7        		Top out on Hemphill Bald. An opening in the fence allows you to access a viewing area complete with a buckeye-shaded stone table and seats. Tremendous views open of Moody Top in the near, bordered by meadows, as well as Plott Balsam, Cold Mountain, and the Blue Ridge rising across Maggie Valley below. Backtrack.

9.4        		Arrive at the trailhead, completing the circuit hike.

[image: ]













2 Big Fork Ridge Circuit



Old-growth trees highlight this loop hike that starts at lovely Cataloochee Valley in Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Add a visit to a pioneer homestead and you end up with a great day in the Smokies. The hike leaves Cataloochee on Rough Fork to see the Woody Place, then rambles under old growth, climbing up and over Big Fork Ridge to Caldwell Fork, a gorgeous stream. Visit the Big Poplars, massive tulip trees worthy of national park protection, then complete the circuit with a second climb of Big Fork Ridge.

Start: End of Cataloochee Road

Distance: 9.1-mile loop

Difficulty: Moderate to difficult due to distance

Elevation change: +-1,931 feet

Maximum grade: 13 percent grade for 1.4 miles

Hiking time: About 5 hours

Seasons/schedule: Winter to best see the big trees

Fees and permits: Parking permit required; fee and permit required for backpacking

Dog friendly: Dogs prohibited

Trail surface: Natural

Land status: National park

Other trail users: A few equestrians, some backpackers

Maps to consult: Great Smoky Mountains National Park; USGS Bunches Bald, Dellwood

Amenities available: Picnic area, seasonal campground within a few miles

Cell service: None

Trail contacts: Great Smoky Mountains National Park, (865) 436-1200, nps.gov/grsm

Finding the trailhead: From exit 20 on I-40 west of Asheville, head south a short distance on US 276. Turn right onto Cove Creek Road, which you follow nearly 6 miles to enter Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Two miles beyond the park boundary, turn left onto Cataloochee Road. Follow it to dead end at the Rough Fork Trail, which is at the end of the parking area. Trailhead GPS: 35.616209, -83.120841

The Hike

This is one of those hikes that makes you realize how special Great Smoky Mountains National Park is, and what a blessing it is for Ashevillians to have the Smokies in their own backyard. This hike combines superlative human and natural history into one scenic package. You start in the Cataloochee Valley, home to a preserved mountain community nestled between towering mountains, now complemented with wild elk. Here, pre-park pioneer homes, ranging from log cabins to clapboard structures, along with churches and schools, have been preserved for all to see, set among woods and fields where families lived, loved, and died while calling the Cataloochee Valley home. However, this area is also home to crashing mountain streams, towering ridges, wild bears, and big woods, including massive old-growth tulip trees, some of which you will see on this circuit hike that explores two of the primary streams—Rough Fork and Caldwell Fork—flowing through Cataloochee Valley.
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Author admires a massive tulip tree on this hike.

Along the hike you will see the Woody Place, long the home of Cataloochee stalwarts. There is additional human history as well—for the hike takes you by a pair of graves leftover from the days when Civil War marauders on both sides crisscrossed this no-man’s-land. The circuit hike does have challenges. It makes two climbs totaling around 2,000 feet of elevation change when looping from Rough Fork to Caldwell Fork and back again, surmounting Big Fork Ridge. However, despite being along water much of the way, there are no wet-footed fords. Hiker bridges conveniently carry you across creeks. That fact makes it a good winter hike, for then you can best see the old-growth trees and pioneer homesites, though the other seasons bring their delights, too. Backpackers be apprised that the circuit passes two fine designated backcountry campsites that can extend your adventure. A fee-based permit, accessible online, is required to camp overnight in the Smokies backcountry.
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The Woody Place adds a historical aspect to this trail adventure.

The route starts on the Rough Fork Trail at the end of Cataloochee Road and its fields, which sometimes harbor elk. The path traces crystalline Rough Fork as the watercourse dashes around rocks under groves of rhododendron and lush hardwoods. Ironically, the Rough Fork Trail almost became a road in the 1960s. Park personnel wanted a route out of Cataloochee Valley, instead of the one way in, one way out setup, to alleviate anticipated traffic. And that was well before the arrival of the elk that have exponentially increased Cataloochee’s popularity. However, the road was not built, and we can walk up still-wild Rough Fork valley.

Just a mile into the trek you can visit the Woody Place. By the way, the walk to the Woody Place makes a fine, short family-friendly there-and-back walk. Visit the wood clapboard structure fronted by a lone cedar in the front yard. The all-important springhouse stands nearby, while other outbuildings once dotted the locale. The garden was located in the level spot near the house. Pastures formerly extended well away from the structure.

Once inside the Woody Place, you will note the differing ceiling heights, giving away the fact that the home was built in stages over a long period, as most pioneer homes were back then. It started as a single-room log cabin. Moreover, they needed the extra room, for fourteen kids lived here at once, when Jonathan Woody wed a widower with her own children. Later, in the 1920s, when Cataloochee was discovered by tourists flocking to western North Carolina (as they have ever since), the Woody family hosted these visitors as they fished for trout and roamed the mountains. Steve Woody—Jonathan Woody’s son—stocked Rough Fork with rainbow trout and charged fishermen by the number of fish they caught and kept.

Old-growth forests begin not far beyond the Woody Place, dominated by red oaks and sadly the skeletons of deceased hemlock trees fallen prey to the hemlock wooly adelgid. Then you come to Big Hemlock backcountry campsite #40, where some of the evergreens have been preserved. The campsite, nestled between Hurricane Creek and Rough Fork, is heavily cloaked in rhododendron and doghobble that form dividers between camps.
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