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Hike #1
Trail: Cedar Forest Hiking Trail

Location: Cedars of Lebanon State Park

Nearest City:  Lebanon, TN

Length:  2 miles
Last Hiked: November 2001
Overview: A pleasant woodland stroll through young forest and Karst topography.
Park Information: http://state.tn.us/environment/parks/Cedars/
Directions to the trailhead: From Lebanon, go south on US 231 for 6 miles to the park entrance on your left.  Turn left to enter the park.  Follow the main park road past the park office.  Park in a small blacktop picnic area lot on the right just before the road forks.  The trail begins at a small trailhead sign across the road.

The hike:  Located just 30 miles east of Nashville, Cedars of Lebanon State Park and the adjacent Cedars of Lebanon State Forest provide over 9000 acres of mostly woodland for recreation.  The park derives its name from the large concentration of “cedar” trees found within the park’s boundaries.  Actually, the trees are not really cedars, but junipers, a close relative of the cedar.  The park is very popular in the warmer summer months with an Olympic sized pool, 40-person group lodge, 117-site campground, and 9 cabins.  During the cooler months, crowds are more sparse and the scenery equally as enthralling, making for perfect hiking.


The state park portion of the complex contains 8 miles of hiking trails and 6 miles of bridle trails traveling mostly through the cedar glades.  The limestone sinks trail is 1 mile long and contains a self-guiding brochure explaining the area flora, fauna, and topography.  The Hidden Springs Trail is 5 miles long and departs from the very rear of the park.  Our trail, the Cedar Forest Trail, splits the difference in terms of distance and provides a good walk with no major elevation changes while passing some interesting scenery and topography.


Look for the sign along the park road that says “Cedar Forest Trail” beside a small gap in the trees.  Immediately, the trail intersects a maintenance road, where another sign directs you to turn left.  After climbing moderately for about 50 yards, a third sign directs you to the left again as the trail leaves the abandoned road.  From here on, the trail is marked with white paint blazes, although the trail is sufficiently worn that you will rarely need them.


In another 50 yards, the trail splits to form the loop portion of the hike, with a sign directing you to the right.  Either route could be chosen, but this description will follow this sign, using the right trail as the outward portion of the loop and the left trail as the return portion.  The trail heads slightly uphill through young maple forest with an occasional juniper tree, soon reaching some exposed limestone bedrock.  The trail climbs over the bare rock, which has played a major factor in this land’s development.  
The fact that the bedrock is so close to the surface constitutes the primary reason this area has remained cedar glade rather than proceeding into later stages of forest succession.  Larger trees such as maples, oaks, and beeches are unable to establish the deep root systems they need to grow and out-compete the shorter cedars which do not have extensive root systems and cannot grow as tall.  Thus, if you observe the trees throughout this hike, you will notice that most trees are roughly the same size, with maples growing about the same height as their pine counterparts.  Note also that the shallow bedrock is the first indication of the Karst topography that will become more apparent later in the hike.  


The trail jogs left then back to the right as it climbs over a little more limestone.  In no case is any of the climbing at all steep or difficult.  Soon reaching the crest of the hill, the trail curves left and begins a slight descent.  
0.2 miles from the curve, the first of numerous large sinkholes (sinks, as geologists call them for short) comes into view.  Sinks such as these are formed when the limestone bedrock near the surface collapses either due to erosion, the collapse of a small cave, or just simple weakness.  A few wild trails lead into the sinks.  While it may be worth short side trip for a closer look, do not venture to the very edge, as it may collapse with you weight, leaving you a near vertical climb back out.  A concentration of sinks and bedrock close to the surface form the distinguishing characteristics of the unusual Karst topography mentioned above.


Past the sinks, the trail passes beside some more exposed bedrock.  At one point, the rock comes up shoulder-high on either side of the hiker.  After 0.2 miles of this terrain, the trail rejoins the outward portion to close the loop.  Retrace your steps back to the abandoned road, then turn right and follow the abandoned road downhill to the parking lot, thus ending the hike.

Hike #2

Trail: Sunset Overlook Trail

Location: Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area

Nearest City: Oneida, Tennessee

Length: 2.6 miles round trip
Last Hiked: June 2000
Overview: An easy hike culminating with a fantastic, undeveloped overlook of the Big South Fork River.
Trail Information: http://www.nps.gov/biso/planyourvisit/tntrails.htm
Directions to the trailhead: From Oneida, take SR 297 west 10 miles to the signed and paved East Rim Overlook access road.  Turn left on this access road.  Follow the access road 0.2 miles to a signed parking area for the Sunset Overlook Trail.  Park in the small blacktop parking lot on the right side of the road.  
The hike: Located in northern Tennessee 40 miles west of 1-75, Big South Fork is one of the premier hiking destinations in the state, second only to the Great Smokey Mountains.  The centerpiece is the Big South Fork of the Cumberland River which cuts a scenic, boulder-strewn gorge for same 60 miles from south to north through the park.  The river is very popular for canoeing, and the park contains hiking trails for people of all abilities.  The trail described here is one of the easier trails in the park because it contains no major climbs. 

The trail, blazed with red arrowheads, enters the woods on the left side of the road at a small wooden sign that says "Sunset Overlook 1.3 miles."  The trail curves left through young maple/beech forest soon to descend and cross a gravel access road.  Across the road, the trail passes through sunny, open forest as it approaches the first of two small ponds.  The two ponds are covered with a water plant that looks like small lily pads.  Bullfrogs could be heard sounding off their horns, barely submerged beneath the surface.  On this day, my approaching scared some deer out of the water probably searching for a drink and a cool spot on the hot, humid summer afternoon.  

Past the ponds, the trail reenters the forest and undulates moderately.  The dense ground cover consists of ferns and club moss in some spots.  About half-way to the overlook, the trail takes an abrupt right turn to join an old roadbed, which it follows for about 0.3 miles.  The roadbed provides a wide, level path for walking.  A right turn at a pile of brush will take the trail off of the road.  


In another 0.3 miles the trail begins descending toward the small, bare rock bluff that is Sunset Overlook.  Caution: there is no railing or other barrier to prevent someone from falling over the vertical cliffs.  Watch your footing, and keep children firmly in tow.  


Looking right from the overlook, one can see boulders in the Big South Fork River some 300 feet below and the SR 297 bridge in the distance.  Straight ahead and to the left is the North White Oak Creek drainage.  The river can usually be heard but not seen due to leaves and trees.   Other than the bridge, there is no sign of human influence visible from the overlook.  Take a few minutes to take in the serenity, then retrace your steps back the same route to the trailhead along the East Rim Road, concluding the hike.

Hike #3
Trail:  Leatherwood Loop Trail

Location: Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area (BSF)

Nearest City:  Oneida, TN

Length: 3.5 miles
Last Hiked: June 2004
Overview: A classic BSF hike featuring views of the river both up close and from rim-top overlooks.

Directions to the trailhead:  From Oneida, take SR 297 west into BSF.  As the road descends steeply toward the river gorge, notice the vertical sandstone cliffs to the left.  Parking for the Leatherwood Ford Trail is located just before crossing the river after descending into the gorge.  Turn right to enter the parking area.  Bear left at the first intersection and park near the restrooms and information kiosk on the left.  The trail begins from the information kiosk.

The hike:  Since its creation in 1974, Big South Fork has become one of the premier hiking destinations in eastern Tennessee.  Indeed, whether one prefers waterfalls, rushing rivers and rapids, breathtaking overlooks, or just quality hiking through beautiful forest, Big South Fork has everything to offer.  Though some of the more remote sections of the area are only accessible by multi-day backpack treks, Big South Fork still gives ample opportunities for the day hiker to experience what the park has to offer.

One of the better and more accessible opportunities lies in the Leatherwood Loop Trail described here.  Located adjacent to SR 297, the trailhead is easily accessible from the nearby town of Oneida right on the main highway heading west out of town.  The trailhead offers many conveniences such as flush toilets, numerous information boards, and the nearby Bandy Creek Campground.

From this trailhead, many hiking options are available.  The easy Angel Falls trail heads north (downstream) for a 4-mile roundtrip hike along the river to Angel Falls (not really a waterfall, but a very fast and difficult rapid).  The difficult Angel Falls Overlook Trail crosses the river via a footbridge and climbs to the rim on bare rock to reach a river overlook in 2.9 miles (one-way).  The lengthy John Muir Trail also passes through this trailhead on its way north along the river.  The hike described here gives both a riverside hike and a rim-top view with only a moderate amount of length and difficulty.

Start at the information board just west of the restrooms and begin heading south along the east bank of the river.  This is part of the John Muir Trail, so the trail along the river is marked with the John Muir blazes (a blue figure of a man’s head).  The usually calm river (along this stretch) flows against you on the right while the hillside rises steeply to the left.  The first 0.2 miles are paved with gravel, so they are handicapped accessible.

After 0.3 miles of walking through open riverside forest, arrive first at a large boulder on the left of the trail, then to a wooden overlook on the right that gives a close-up view of the river.  This is your best opportunity to view the river from river-level.

At 0.5 miles, the John Muir Trail continues straight along the river while our hike, the Leatherwood Loop Trail, turns left and begins ascending the hillside.  The trail is now blazed with the red arrowheads that typically mark hiking trails in the Big South Fork.  6 switchbacks and a few stone steps later, the trail has gained 350 feet in elevation and arrives at the base of 15-foot high sandstone cliffs.

The trail climbs intermittently but more steeply now as it weaves back and forth between breaks in the various cliffs.  The shallow soil favors red pines 1.5 miles from the trailhead, the trail has gained 450 feet in elevation from the trailhead and arrives at a signed trail intersection.  A left turn will take you on the 0.1 mile spur trail that leads to Leatherwood Overlook, the river overlook featured on this hike.

This overlook is perhaps my favorite river overlook in the Tennessee section of the BSF.  You are standing on bare rock 450 feet above the river below.  Looking down, you can see the bridge that carries SR 297 across the river.  You can also see the vertical cliffs across the river, and looking downstream, you can see the southern end of Grand Gap, a wide break in the cliffs.  The overlook is protected by wooden guardrails, so children under supervision can also enjoy the overlook.

After retracing your steps to the main trail, a soft left continues your trip around the loop.   1.9 miles from the start of the hike, top a gentle rise as you come to the highest point on the hike.  In another 0.2 miles, a spur trail exits to the right.  This spur trail leads 0.2 miles to the Leatherwood Loop Trailhead, not to be confused with the Leatherwood Ford Trailhead where this hike started.  The Leatherwood Loop Trailhead is accessed from the East Rim Road, which you passed on your way in.  Note that, from the Leatherwood Loop Trailhead, you could use as an alternate starting point for this hike, you could provide an easy hike of 1.4 miles round-trip to the overlook, or you could hike the Sunset Overlook Trail (see Hike #1).

Continuing straight to continue the loop, the trail descends slightly and soon angles left to skirt the edge of an abandoned field.  You might encounter some tall grass here during the warmer months, so check yourself for ticks after you have reentered the woods.  2.4 miles from the start, the trail angles left to begin descending on an old road through young succession forest.

The road disappears as you get close to the rim and begin the core of the descent back to the river.  This descent is accomplished with an uncountable number of switchbacks along a ridge between a rhododendron choked drainage on the left and SR 297 on the right.  At one point, the trail comes out beside the drainage just below a small dripping waterfall.  

At first the road can only be heard downhill to the right, but as you descend, you will be able so see the blacktop as well.  Remember the sandstone cliffs you passed while driving in?  Well, you are hiking on top of those cliffs now, so don’t try to cut the switchbacks for a quicker descent to the road.  3.4 miles into the hike, you pass through the final switchback and, after a short hike along a stream, come out onto SR 297.  Angle left and cross the road to arrive at the entrance to the automobile Leatherwood Ford Trailhead parking, thus completing the hike.

Hike #4
Trail: Oscar Blevins Farm Loop

Location: Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area

Nearest City:  Oneida, TN

Length: 3.6 miles
Last Hiked: February 2005
Overview: A moderate creekside hike through young forest culminating at an abandoned farm.
Trail Information: http://www.nps.gov/biso/planyourvisit/tntrails.htm
Directions to the trailhead: From Oneida, head west on SR 297 and pass through the gorge of the Big South Fork.  Immediately after ascending the west bank of the gorge, turn right on the marked park road for the Bandy Creek Visitor Center and Campground.  In 2 miles, you will reach the Visitor Center on your left and the campground entrance on your right.  Continue another 0.2 miles to the paved trailhead parking lot on your left (just before the road turns to gravel).  Park in this lot.

The hike:  No one familiar with hiking in the southeastern United States will be a stranger to Big South Fork.  The area is especially popular with hikers seeking to get away from the crowds and tourist traps that populate the Great Smoky Mountains.  Those who make the extra journey will find trails isolated enough to provide solitude but well-traveled enough to keep them well-marked and well-maintained with modern conveniences only a few miles away.

Only two areas were selected within Big South Fork for development.  Blue Heron in Kentucky was selected to preserve the region’s coal mining heritage and act as a tourist draw.  Bandy Creek in Tennessee serves a more practical purpose with its campground, picnic areas, and Visitor Center, which provides information for all parts of the Tennessee Big South Fork.  As such, Bandy Creek forms the hub of the Big South Fork in Tennessee.

In addition to the facilities mentioned above, the Bandy Creek Trailhead serves as a hub for several trails in the area.  The long and difficult Fall Branch Trail heads east across the park road to Grand Gap before descending to Leatherwood Ford, a trailhead you passed on your drive in.  The moderate 6.3 mile John Litton Farm Loop also heads east and provides access to the abandoned Litton Farm.  The trail described here heads west and offers a shorter, easier version of the Litton Farm loop as it takes visitors to the Blevins Farm.

Follow the trail that goes directly behind the sign board to begin the Oscar Blevins Farm Loop.  The trail crosses a bridle trail and then descends slightly to cross a small tributary of Bandy Creek on a footbridge.  Numbered sign posts correspond to a trail brochure available at the Visitor’s Center.  In 0.25 miles, the trail forks at a signed junction to create the loop.  This trail description will turn right here to provide the shortest access to the farm and use the left trail as the return route.

From the junction, the trail ascends gently to top a ridge then curves right to pass through the upper reaches of a ravine which descends to the left.  All along the trail you will see fallen pine trees that have been cut down by volunteers and the park staff.  The southern pine beetle has devastated Tennessee’s pine forests leaving trees as shells waiting to fall on unsuspecting hikers.  Fortunately, the park has had the foresight to remove many dangerous trees before any accidents can happen.  At 0.9 miles, pass through an area that has been particularly hard hit by the beetle.

After crossing a couple small tributaries and skirting a couple wet spots (during the wet season), cross the mountain bike trail (blazed with green bike-shapes) at 1.2 miles.  The trail ascends slightly to enter a cool hemlock grove, a brief respite from the young succession forest that pervades much of this hike.  1.6 miles into the hike, the trail comes out at a gravel driveway and the entrance to the Blevins Farm.  The farm is surrounded by split-log fence, but a portal just to the left of the vehicle gate allows hikers access even when the gate is closed.  

The Blevins Farm is an abandoned subsistence farm that was active as recently as the 1960’s.  During the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, this type of farm dominated the Scott County countryside.  The homestead has been boarded up to prevent vandalism, but you can still see various farm buildings including the barn, hen house, and tool house.  Imagine being part of a family living in that homestead and working the ground to grow enough food for you and the livestock to eat.  A few reminders of those days still live on when you visit a place such as this.

Past the farm, take the trail to the right as it skirts the split-log fence on the right.  Pass a springhouse, now located just outside the fenced area, on your right that would have been used to keep food cool in the warmer months.  The trail leaves the abandoned farm behind, descends gently, and at 2 miles makes the first of two crossings of Bandy Creek, both on footbridges.  At 2.2 miles, the trail intersects the mountain bike trail, which enters from the left.  For the next 0.5 miles, these two trails will share the same treadway, so keep an ear open for bikers zooming up behind you.

The combined bike and hiking trail is wide but fairly rough with several sections of bare rock.  Bandy Creek gurgles pleasantly on your left during times of high water tables.  Large amounts of rhododendron along the creek will make for astounding viewing when it blooms in late May and early June.  After a short ascent away from the creek, the Blevins Loop exits at a soft angle to the left while the mountain bike trail continues south toward SR 297.  Watch for the red arrowhead hiking blazes to make sure you do not miss this turn.

At 2.7 miles, the West Entrance Trail enters from the right.  This trail leads 2.4 easy miles to the West Entrance Trailhead, located on SR 297 at the (you guessed it) west entrance to the park.  The trail descends to cross Bandy Creek on a long footbridge and then begins a long gradual climb.  At 3 miles, a large rock shelter can be seen uphill and to the left when the trees are leafless.  This rock shelter can be reached via a short spur trail that is worth the time to hike.  Some rocks on the shelter floor make nice benches for a rest before tackling the remainder of the ascent.

The trail passes along the foot of some sandstone cliffs that also provide some dripping waterfalls in the wet season.  At 3.2 miles, the trail enters a very scenic hollow ringed by the sandstone cliffs and containing numerous attractive waterfalls in the creek to your left.  More rhododendron add to the display in season.  The trail climbs a steep but short set of steps and crosses a boardwalk directly underneath a drip line.  This area could be slippery when wet and downright treacherous in icy conditions, so watch your step.  Once the boardwalk is crossed, another 0.1 miles of uphill hiking with a now smaller stream on your right closes the loop.  Retrace your steps for 0.25 miles to return you to the trailhead and complete the hike.

Hike #5
Trail:  Bandy Creek Campground Loop

Location: Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area

Nearest City:  Oneida, TN

Length: 1.5 miles
Last Hiked: February 2005
Overview: An easy walk on gravel trail skirting the facilities at Bandy Creek.

Directions to the trailhead: Follow directions for the previous hike; the trail leaves from the same parking area.

The hike: For my general comments on Big South Fork, see the previous hike.  This trail is suitable for people that just desire a short, easy walk in the woods or for those that are not physically able to hike some of the longer trails at Big South Fork.  In addition, this trail gives you a good introduction to the facilities in the Bandy Creek developed area of Big South Fork.

Begin at the signboard and follow the gravel trail that departs to the left.  The trail crosses a wet area on a wooden footbridge and, in 0.3 miles, comes out at the paved trail that leads to the amphitheater, which can be seen downhill to the right.  This campground amphitheater is used for shows and musical performances for campers on summer nights.  The direction the trail takes at the blacktop trail is not obvious, but if you look uphill to the left, you will see another red arrowhead that marks this trail.

The trail now passes over the dam of a small pond that contains a few turtles sunning themselves on logs.  At the far side of the dam, the trail takes a sharp right turn and reenters the woods.  At 0.5 miles, look to the left to see Bandy Creek Stables.  This private business offers daily trail rides on horses, and you will soon cross the trail they use to access the Big South Fork bridle trail system.

The trail soon begins turning to the left as it rounds the southern end of the developed area.  Numerous pine trees that had been infected with the Southern Pine Beetle have been cut down in this area to prevent them from falling over the trail on a windy day.  Swarms of termites enjoying the fresh supply of wood greeted me as I walked this section of trail on a warm sunny spring morning.  At 1 mile, look to the right for a view east toward the nearby gorge during the leafless months.  There are no overlooks on this trail, but this view gives you a more distant view unlike those you will find on the gorge rim.

Now heading north, the trail skirts a couple of ravines before, at 1.3 miles, ending at the Visitor Center.  Take a few moments to browse the center for books or other collectibles from the area.  When you are done browsing, either walk along the side of Bandy Creek Road or, weather permitting, cut across the grassy area to return to the trailhead and complete the hike.

Hike #6

Trail: Twin Arches Trail

Location: Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area

Nearest City: Jamestown, Tennessee

Length: 1.4 miles
Last Hiked: May 2001
Overview: A short, moderate hike to one of the major attractions in the Big South Fork.

Trail Information: http://www.nps.gov/biso/planyourvisit/tntrails.htm
Directions to the trailhead:  The Twin Arches Trailhead sits in an isolated section of the park accessible only by a complex network of narrow gravel road.  Some of the roads are not very well marked, so follow the last portion of these directions carefully.  From Jamestown, go north on Tennessee SR 154 and reach SR 297.  From this intersection, continue north on SR 154 for another 1.9 miles to Divide Road, a gravel road going off to the right.  Turn right on Divide Road.  Where the road forks in 0.8 miles, stay left on Divide Road.  In another 2.8 miles, Twin Arches Road goes to the right.  Turn right here.  Twin Arches Road terminates at a small parking lot for the trailhead and an adjacent small picnic area.

The hike:  By any account, Twin Arches are the major arch landforms in the Big South Fork.  If North Arch and South Arch were taken as a single landform they would be the biggest arch in the world.  Depending on how you measure, one could say that either of the Twin Arches are bigger than the famous Natural Bridge of Virginia.  The Virginia bridge is higher and thicker, but these arches are both wider at the base.  These arches are somewhat more difficult to access, but that only adds to the appeal.  Natural Bridge Virginia has a road built over it, a paved trail underneath it, and lights attached to it for a tacky light show at night.  On the other hand, Twin Arches can be viewed in their natural settings.

Numerous hiking trails access the Twin Arches.  The 5.1 mile Twin Arches loop traverses difficult terrain while passing Charit Creek Lodge, a rustic housing accessible only by trail.  Another trail connects the arches to Slave Falls and Needle Arch to the west.  The route described here provides the shortest, easiest access to the arches.  It is a moderate 1.4 mile hike following the crest of the finger ridge in which Twin Arches has formed.  

Although Twin Arches are a wondrous sight any time of year, I would recommend a winter visit.  Remember that these arches remain in a natural setting, which includes a lush patch of trees.  In winter, leaves are off the trees, allowing you to view the arches from further away, thereby allowing more chances to take photographs.  Also, insects are not a problem in winter, and poisonous rattlesnakes and copperheads are hibernating safely underground.  Of course, winter can also present icy trail conditions and unusually cold weather.  Take the weather into consideration, watch your step, and dress appropriately.

From the trailhead sign at the rear of the parking lot, the dirt trail descends along the rim of a ravine through second-growth oak forest with a dense understory of mountain laurel.  Mountain laurel is a common shrub on the southern ridgetops.  The pretty white flowers cover eastern Tennessee hillsides in late April and May.  The trail joins an old logging road and soon reaches the edge of the sandstone cliffs.  There is no railing or guardrail on the edge of these cliffs, so make sure to keep young children firmly in tow.

At 0.4 miles you will reach an intersection marked by a sign stating “Twin Arches” with an arrow pointing left.  The two trails at this intersection form a loop, so you can actually use either one to reach Twin Arches.  To avoid confusion, I will suggest turning left here.  The trail stays on the rim for a short distance before using two extremely steep, but sturdy, sets of steps to descend 100 feet to the base of the cliff.

Now following the base of the cliff on the right and more downhill on the left, the trail proceeds east along the finger ridge, crossing several small streams via wooden bridges.  Be especially careful along this section of trail in winter, as icicles can break off of the cliff above you and come crashing down like spears on your head.  

0.3 miles after the trail intersection North Arch comes into view up and to the right.  Although the smaller of the two arches, North Arch still measures a respectable 51 feet high and 93 feet wide.  Standing under the arch, you can admire the massive amounts of sandstone over you and on either side.  Try singing your favorite song toward one of the sides of the arch and listen as your voice echoes off of the rocks.

The trail going under North Arch proceeds west to Needle Arch, Slave Falls, and Middle Creek Trailhead.  Instead of taking that, remain on the east side of the ridge and proceed 100 yards around a rock outcropping to arrive underneath South Arch.  Along this short journey two other trails exit our trail.  The trail going downhill to the left goes 1.1 miles to Charit Creek Lodge, while the trail going up some wooden steps to the right is our eventual return route (after seeing South Arch).

Measuring 70 feet high and 135 feet wide, South Arch is the larger of the two arches.  Still, their similar size and appearance make the two arches unmistakably twins.  Both arches were formed by water and wind eroding away the softer sedimentary rock that had been formed underneath the harder sandstone that remains.  Orange sand once part of the arch covering the ground beneath the arches testifies to the power of nature in changing the landscape.

On the west side of South Arch there is a narrow, 88-foot tunnel called, creatively, West Tunnel.  If you are thin enough, you can squeeze through this tunnel to arrive at the end of the finger ridge containing the arches.  This side trip will allow you to view some interesting rocks at the end of the ridge.  The interest lies in some geological evidence that suggests Twin Arches may, at some time in the distant past, have actually been Triple Arches.  The end of the ridge you see here may have been the side to this ancestral arch, and the talus that litters the floor may have been the now collapsed lintel.  Whether true or not, this theoretical third arch serves to add to the intrigue of the area.

To begin the journey back to the trailhead, retrace your steps to the wooden steps you passed between the two arches and ascend them to the crest of the ridge.  Turn right at the top of the steps and cross North Arch.  Views of Hatfield Ridge are to be had to the east, and Flat Fork Ridge can be seen to the west.  Ascend another steep set of wooden stairs before beginning a gradual descent to the trail intersection to close the loop.  A moderate 0.4 mile climb remains to return you to the gravel parking lot and complete the hike.

Hike #7

Trails: Ballard Lake Loop and Creek Trails

Location: Indian Mountain State Park

Nearest City:  Jellico, TN

Length: 1.75 miles
Last Hiked: March 2008
Overview: An easy hike over a reclaimed strip mine.
Park Information: http://www.state.tn.us/environment/parks/IndianMtn/index.shtml
Directions to the trailhead:  Near the Kentucky-Tennessee border, take I-75 to SR 297 (exit 160).  Exit and head south on SR 297.  Take SR 297 through downtown Jellico to London Ave. (there is a state park sign at this intersection).  Turn right on London Ave.  Immediately after crossing the first railroad tracks, turn left on Dairy Ave. After following Dairy Ave. for 4 blocks, angle right to enter the park.  Pass the park office and park in the first large blacktop parking area on the left.  The trail starts on the opposite side of the road.

The hike: Indian Mountain State Park may look more like a city park than a state park, but there are good reasons for that.   Not too long ago the land currently comprising Indian Mountain State Park was subject to strip mining for coal.  As is usually the case, many years of these activities left the land desolate and featureless.  Fortunately, unlike many other strip mines, this one did not stay that way, as the state of Tennessee undertook innovative action by taking over the land and transforming it into a state park.


Today we see the result of that action.  While this park still looks like the young, immature park that it is, the 200 acres comprising Indian Mountain State Park once again have productive value: productive in terms of recreation.  The park contains 3 large picnic shelters, several ponds for fishing, a swimming pool, and a 49 site campground.  In terms of trails, the park has a paved 1 mile walking trail that provides nice views of the fishing lake and 2 miles of unpaved trails that explore the natural areas of the park.  This hike will feature the unpaved nature trails and use part of the paved trail at the end.


Start by crossing the park road and looking for a sign beside a bridge that says “Ballard Lake Loop 0.75 miles.”  Cross the bridge and immediately come to the fork that marks the intersection of the Ballard Lake Loop Trail.  For reasons to be seen later, I suggest turning left here.  The wide grassy trail proceeds through the young woodlands with a pond on your right and a creek downhill to your left.  Notice how the brown runoff water in the creek contrasts with the stagnant blackish water in the pond, a reminder that coal lies underneath this land.  In fact, the black stones near and under parts of this trail give further evidence of this land’s past.


The trail curves continually to the right as it heads around the lake.  Ignore the first two side trails that exit left; the first one provides a shortcut to the Creek Trail, the second half of this hike, and the second one leads to a nearby city park.  The water in the pond looks ugly, but the pond provides some nice bird viewing opportunities.  On my visit, in addition to the usual woodland songbirds, I saw about 20 to 30 vultures perched in a cluster of trees in an island in the center of the pond.


The trail continues curving to the right, providing more nice views of the pond.  Just before closing the loop, turn left down a short but fairly steep trail that connects the lake loop to the Creek Trail.  If you reach the bridge, you have traveled about 20 yards too far.  The Creek Trail parallels the creek for its entire length and goes both left and right from this intersection.  This hike will turn right; turning left leads an uneventful 0.3 miles to an unmarked trailhead along the park entrance road.


The Creek Trail passes under the bridge you entered on and continues northeast with the creek on your left and some young forest on your right.  The developed area of the park is visible across the creek during the leafless months.  Since the trail runs very close to the creek, there are some muddy areas during the wetter months, and some parts of the trail may be underwater when the creek floods, so make sure to plan your hike accordingly.


At 1.4 miles, after a particularly wet area, the trail comes out on the west side of London Ave.  To continue, turn left, use the road bridge to cross the creek, and pick up the trail which reenters the woods on the same side of the road.  This trail stays in the woods for only a short period of time before emerging at a grassy area near the rear of the campground.  Angle right through the grassy area to arrive at the paved campground road, which soon intersects the main park road.  You can walk back to the parking lot along the main park road, or you can pick up the paved walking trail which forms a loop through a mowed grassy area between the road and the pond.  Raindrops were starting to fall as I reached the paved trail, so I took a shortcut through the grass to return to my car and complete the hike.

Hike #8

Trails: Lakeside, High Point, Red Hill, White Pine, and Raccoon Run Trails

Location: Norris Dam State Park

Nearest City: Lake City, TN

Length: 5.6 miles
Last Hiked: March 2008
Overview: A moderate semi-loop exploring the backcountry east and south of Norris Lake.
Park Information: http://www.state.tn.us/environment/parks/NorrisDam/index.shtml
Directions to the trailhead:  In northern Tennessee, take I-75 to US 441 (exit 128).  Exit and go south on US 441.  Before reaching the dam, stop at the park office located in the West Area of the park to pick up a trail map (unlike at some other parks, you may need it here at Norris Dam).  Continue south on US 441, stop at the overlook for a fabulous view of the dam, then continue across the dam.  Park in the parking area on the left immediately beyond the dam.

The hike: Located approximately 30 miles north of Knoxville, Norris Dam and the adjoining Norris Lake is the northernmost lake created under the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA).  Constructed between 1933 and 1936, Norris Dam is named for Senator George Norris of Nebraska, the author of the legislation that created TVA.  This dam was the first of the TVA dams to be completed.

The dam project was designed to fulfill both economic and recreation needs in northern Tennessee.  In addition to providing jobs for construction workers, the dam generated electric power from water flowing through the dam and continues to do so today.  Two visitor centers on the east side of the dam, one operated by the TVA and one by the state of Tennessee, chronicle the dam’s function and history.

On the recreation side, three areas along the lake, namely Cove Lake, Big Ridge, and Norris Dam, were set aside as an experiment on managing public land for recreation purposes.  Considering these areas today comprise cores of the Tennessee state park system, this experiment has been an unqualified success.  Indeed, the 4038 acres now comprising Norris Dam State Park contain two campgrounds, numerous lake access points for boating and fishing, various picnic facilities, tennis courts, a swimming pool, and over 15 miles of trails.

The trails at the park can be divided into three sections.  Trails west of the dam are anchored by the 4 mile Marine Railway Loop and the 2.7 mile Andrews Ridge Trail.  Three trails totaling 8.1 miles located downstream from the dam are managed by the TVA.  This hike will explore the state park trails located east of the dam, the area in which the park was originally developed.  The trail system east of the dam is extensive, and hence many routes are possible.  The route suggested here is not the longest possible route, but it offers reasonable length while still giving a good flavor of the hiking opportunities to be had in this beautiful section of the park.

The trail begins at an information board located between the campground road and the dam.  The gravel trail curves gently right as it cuts into the steep hillside with the sparkling lake downhill to your left and the campground road uphill to the right.  At 0.3 miles where a side trail heads left down to the lake, stay right to maintain a fairly level contour.

At 0.4 miles, you will reach a small shelter with a single bench and the junction with the Christmas Fern Trail, which heads uphill to the right.  The Christmas Fern Trail leads 0.25 steep uphill miles to the campground and then another 0.25 steep downhill miles to rejoin our trail.  You can save yourself the steep climbing and get better views of the lake by staying on the Lakeside Trail, which angles left at this intersection.

In another 0.3 miles and just past a particularly difficult to navigate windfall, the Lakeside Trail ends at a T-intersection with the Christmas Fern Trail, which goes right, and the Tall Timber Trail, which goes straight.  You should continue straight on the Tall Timber Trail which, as its name suggests, heads into some nice mature forest just above the lake.  

1 mile into the hike, the trail begins to climb moderately, makes a single steep switchback, and then ends by intersecting the campground road near cabin 10.  For a short and easy hike, one could turn right here and walk back to the trailhead along the campground road.  For more lake views and nice forest, turn left here, walk around the vehicle gate beside the cabin and begin a long moderate climb with only one steep section toward High Point, so named because it is the highest hill in this area.

At 1.2 miles, intersect the Camp Sam Trail, a two-track dirt trail that heads downhill to the right and uphill to the left.  Turn left to continue ascending High Point.  Also, notice the “no bikes” sign here, as it will help you find this intersection on your return route.  After another 0.4 miles of gradual climbing, you will reach the signed summit of High Point.  At 1460 feet above sea level, you are nearly 440 feet above the lake, which can still be seen below you and to the left.

High Point also marks a major trail intersection and the beginning of the loop portion of this hike.  The Camp Sam Trail ends, and the High Point trail goes right and straight, downhill in both cases.  You could go either way, but to save the nicest trail for last, this description will turn left and use the right trail as the return route.  For the next 0.6 miles the trail descends moderately through mature hardwood forest.  The trails in this part of the park are two-track dirt trails that are also open to horses and mountain bikes, though the presence of these larger users is not easy to detect.  Plans exist to extend the hiker-only Lakeside Trail to this portion of the park, so hopefully future hikers will not have to share the trail with horses and bikers.

At 2.2 miles, the High Point Trail intersects the Red Hill Trail, another two track dirt trail open to various users.  Continuing straight ahead on the High Point Trail would take you to the Lakeside Loop (not to be confused with the Lakeside Trail you traveled earlier), noteworthy for its nice lake views and for its hiker-only status.  The Lakeside Loop comprises an 8.7 miles roundtrip and requires more time than I had to spend on this trip.  To continue on our loop, turn right to begin the Red Hill Trail.

The Red Hill Trail heads gradually downhill for 0.4 uneventful miles to its intersection with the Raccoon Run Trail, which exits to the right.  Turn right and walk around another vehicle gate to begin the Raccoon Run Trail, another two-track dirt trail.  Our section of the Raccoon Run Trail will consist of a 0.25 mile descent toward the trail’s namesake.  This descent begins gradually but becomes much steeper as you approach the bottom.

At the bottom of the hill, where the Raccoon Run Trail makes a sharp left turn, the White Pine Trail, the next leg of our loop, exits to the right.  A large wooden post marks this intersection.  Before beginning the White Pine Trail, make a visit to the pond located 100 feet south of this intersection.  Not only does this pond offer good wildlife viewing opportunities, but some rocks sitting by the water’s edge make nice benches for a rest just past the midpoint of this hike.

After observing the pond, begin the White Pine Trail, a single-track dirt trail which ascends through the upper reaches of Raccoon Run, heading back toward the summit of High Point.  Despite the trail’s name, pine trees are notably absent along this trail, but a nice hardwood forest more than stands in the gap.  As the trail curves left to leave the Raccoon Run ravine, the hardest climbing is now over, and only some moderate climbing remains for you to intersect the High Point Trail about 0.2 miles south of High Point.  Turn right on the High Point Trail.

Ignore the Longmire Trail which exits left heading for the Clinch River and the TVA Aquatic Biology Lab and continue straight, climbing moderately on the High Point Trail.  4 miles into the hike, you will once again arrive at High Point, this time to complete the loop portion of the hike.  To return to your car, turn left on the Camp Sam Trail and retrace your steps 1.6 miles first to the cabin area and then along the Lakeshore Trail.  Keep your eyes open on the return trip: on my return trip I passed a group of 8 young deer who were feeding in the forest and allowed me to come within 10 feet, making for some great pictures.  All too soon you will be back at the Norris Dam parking area and the end of the hike.
Hike #9
Trail: Rim of Falls Trail

Location: Ozone Falls State Natural Area

Nearest Cities: Crossville, TN and Harriman, TN

Length: 0.3 miles
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A very short, very easy hike to a spectacular waterfall.
Park Information: http://www.state.tn.us/environment/na/natareas/ozone/
Directions to the trailhead:  From Harriman to the east, take I-40 west to SR 299 South (exit 338).  Exit and go south on SR 299.  Take SR 299 south to US 70 and turn right on US 70.  Take US 70 west 4.5 miles to the small gravel parking lot for Ozone Falls State Natural Area on the left.  From Crossville to the west, take I-40 east to US 70 (exit 329).  Turn right on US 70.  Take US 70 east 4.6 miles to the parking lot described above.  Park in this lot.

The hike:  Established in 1973, Ozone Falls State Natural Area protects a small 26 acre pocket of land containing picturesque Ozone Falls.  According to park resources, the name Ozone comes from the “stimulating quality of the air created by the mist that is generated after the long plunge of the water.”  Whether the air is any better around the falls is uncertain, but the visual and audible impact of the falls is certainly stimulating.


Before this area was protected by the state, grist mills and saw mills populated the area above the falls, supporting the economy of the town of Ozone.  The last of these mills washed over the falls in 1900, so the forest around the falls is now old growth.  That forest and the falls are accessed by a pair of trails, one of which goes to the base of the falls.  The other one, the one described here, stays on the rim and gives a falls-high perspective of the falls.


Begin at the information board on the right (west) side of the parking area.  The Plunge Pool Trail exits to the right and leads a steep, rocky 0.75 miles to the base of the falls.  Our hike begins by heading straight ahead across bare rock.  This trail has no significant elevation change, but the rock makes for an uneven treadway, so be careful where you step.


After only 200 feet, you arrive atop the cliff that forms the left flank of Ozone Falls.  Water drops 60 feet in a single column into a large blue-green plunge pool.  I visited this falls during a drought, and the water volume was still fairly high.  The grey cliffs on either side of the falls reach heights of 100 feet and frame the falls perfectly.  There are no handrails at this overlook, so make sure you don’t get too carried away with the scenery that you forget where you are on the rock.  Also, you need to keep children in firm tow.


You could simply return the way you came, but to explore the creek above the falls, turn left and hike the short Rim of the Falls Trail, which leaves the cliff and steps off of the bedrock onto softer soil.  Poison ivy lurks at this point, so watch your step.  The forest above the falls is dominated by a combination of Virginia pine and oak.

The trail leads to an access point for the creek that would make a nice point to wade; the creek is too shallow for swimming.  Also, if you brushed against the poison ivy mentioned before (as I did), use the water in this creek to wash off the resin and avoid getting an itch.  From this point, the trail curves left and ascends gently to arrive at the parking area and complete the hike.

Hike #10
Trails: Interpretive and Judge Branch Loop Trails

Location: Frozen Head State Park

Nearest City: Wartburg, TN

Length: 3 miles
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A long, moderate climb along Judge Branch followed by an equally long, moderate descent.
Park Information: http://state.tn.us/environment/parks/FrozenHead/
Directions to the trailhead:  From the intersection of SR 62 and US 27 in Wartburg, take SR 62 east 1.5 miles to Flat Fork Road and a brown sign for Frozen Head State Park.  Turn left on Flat Fork Road.  Flat Fork Road becomes the park road at the park entrance.  Continue to follow the main park road past the Visitor Center and over a one lane bridge to the Judge Branch Trailhead, which is accompanied by a large blacktop parking lot and picnic shelter on the right.  Park in this lot.

The hike:  The Morgan County Correctional Facility you passed driving up Flat Fork Road into the park looks frightening and ominous, but it gives a larger indication to this land’s past than you might think.  Frozen Head’s recent story starts innocently enough, as in 1933 it became the site of Tennessee’s first CCC campground.  Unfortunately, the tranquility did not last, as during and shortly after World War II the land was logged extensively.  The logging combined with a massive fire in 1952 left the land a barren, desolate wasteland.


The barrenness combined with the fact that mountain wilderness surrounded the land on two sides made the site perfect for a prison, as the land became part of the Brushy Mountain State Prison.  For the next 18 years, the forest slowly reclaimed the land, and in 1970 the property was transferred to the Parks Division to create Frozen Head State Park.  Additional transfers from the Department of Corrections bring the park to its current total of 11,869 acres.


In 1988, all but 330 acres along the creeks were designated a natural area, meaning that most of Frozen Head will never again be subject to development and exploitation.  Today, the main feature of the park is 3324 foot Frozen Head Mountain, so named because this mountain retains its snow cover much longer than the lower surrounding hills.  A lookout tower at the summit, reached by several hiking trails, gives commanding views of the surrounding area and, on a clear day, of distant points such as the Smoky Mountains.


For those not wishing to attempt the 4 mile 2000 foot climb to the tower, two excellent hiking opportunities can be had in the lower elevations.  The Panther Branch Trail (not described in this log) leads to a pair of excellent waterfalls, and the pair of loop trails that comprise this hike yield a scenic journey up Judge Branch.  Ideally, two visits to this park are in order, one during wet season for best waterfall viewing, and one during dry season for the easiest hiking along Judge Branch.


The Interpretive and Judge Branch loops form a figure-eight with the trailhead at the bottom of the 8.  Begin at the information board where the wide gravel trail, which appears to be an old road, heads into the woods.  After only 200 feet, the Interpretive Loop Trail and the green-blazed Chimney Tops Trail exit to the right.  Turn right to begin the Interpretive Loop.   The dirt trail descends almost imperceptibly to reach the north bank of Judge Branch, where the Chimney Tops Trail and Interpretive Loop part ways.  The Chimney Tops Trail crosses Judge Branch on an excellent wooden footbridge, but you should turn left to stay on the Interpretive Loop, which heads upstream along the north bank of Judge Branch.


The trail heads west with the stream gurgling along on your right.  Hemlocks tower overhead to create a cool, dark, moist streamside environment, a welcome relief on warm summer days.  At 0.25 miles, the trail passes a waterfall created by a tributary flowing over a shale rock ledge as it enters Judge Branch.


At 0.3 miles, the trail curves left away from Judge Branch and ascends gradually to intersect the old road bed, which is now the yellow-blazed South Old Mac Trail.  Turn right to continue this hike.  Note that turning left would allow you to hike just the Interpretive Loop, creating a short 0.5 mile nature hike.


After only 200 feet along the road, you arrive at the beginning of the Judge Branch Loop, as the South Old Mac Trail exits to the left.  This description will hike the loop counterclockwise, using the South Old Mac Trail as the return portion of the loop.  Curving to the right, the trail stays on the old road as it crosses a sturdy wooden footbridge over Judge Branch.  Notice this bridge’s stone foundation, an indicator that another bridge stood here long before the one you are walking on was erected.


0.7 miles into the hike, the trail forks.  The purple-blazed Spicewood Branch Trail continues to follow the old road as it exits right, but the white-blazed Judge Branch Loop you are following turns left off of the old road to stay along the banks of Judge Branch.  For the next 0.8 miles the trail climbs moderately with Judge Branch on your left and the hillside rising to your right.  The hemlocks from the lower elevations are gone now, replaced by younger beech-maple forest that allows plenty of sunlight to sneak in.  Thus, the understory is dense and contains some nice maidenhair ferns.  

Just when you start to get winded and hope the trail doesn’t climb any more ... you get your wish!  The trail tops a rise and descends steeply using some stone steps to reach the bank of Judge Branch, which it crosses.  When I hiked this trail during a drought, the creek could be easily rock-hopped using stepping stones.  During times of higher water, this crossing would require some wading, so save this trail for the dry season and enjoy the waterfalls found elsewhere in the park during the wet season.

Across the creek, the trail climbs moderately with only one short steep section to intersect the South Old Mac Trail as it enters from the right.  This intersection marks the highest point on this hike.  Note that the South Old Mac Trail is the easiest trail to the tower on top of Frozen Head Mountain, and turning right at this intersection would take you to the tower in another 2 miles.

As the cliché goes, it’s all downhill from here.  The trail begins descending the south side of Old Mac Mountain with Judge Branch now some 100 feet below you on the left.  The descent is a little rocky, but careful choice of steps will get you to the bottom with no major difficulty.  On a couple of occasions the trail darts to the right to cross a small tributary of Judge Branch on stepping stones, but the general direction is always down.

2.7 miles into the hike, the South Old Mac Trail makes its final left turn to intersect the old road you came in on and close the loop.  A 0.3 mile hike down the old road is all that remains to complete the hike.

Hike #11
Trails: (numerous)
Location:  University of Tennessee Arboretum

Nearest City:  Oak Ridge, Tennessee

Length: 2.5 miles
Last Hiked: May 1999
Overview: A rolling course through a wide variety of habitats offering lots to see.
Trail Information: http://forestry.tennessee.edu/ORForest.html
Directions to the trailhead: From downtown Oak Ridge, take SR 62 south 3 miles to the arboretum entrance on the left.  Enter the arboretum and park in the Visitors Center parking lot on the left.  From I-40/75 west of Knoxville, take SR 162 (exit 376) north to its intersection with SR 62.  Continue north on SR 62 to the arboretum entrance on the right.

The hike: Set in the hills just north of Knoxville, University of Tennessee Arboretum serves as a combination classroom, nature preserve, and a garden.  At the 2260 acres and over 800 plant species, this park offers a wide variety of scenery for the hiker.  The area is traversed by a vast system of trails and gravel roads (which also serve as trails), many of which have been organized into four short loop hikes called "tours." This hike will take you on parts of all four loops, hitting many of the scenic spots in the park along the way.


Start at the Visitors Center and begin hiking northwest on Scarboro Creek Rd. following Tour 3.  Shortly after crossing the entrance road, take the dirt trail that enters the woods on the right and begins ascending around the side of a hill.  You are currently hiking the Tulip Poplar Trail, named for the flowering tree that inhabits this part of the forest.  Throughout this hike there are some interesting and informative interpretive signs along the trail, including one on fire damage to trees not far from this turn.  


The trail circles to the right and, after finishing the climb, comes out on a mulch trail in a clearing.  Cross another gravel road and enter the arboretum's shrub garden.  The sunny shrub garden contains everything from bamboo to dogwoods.  Unfortunately, the trail here is hard to follow.  Look for a couple of small white signs announcing your arrival to the shrub garden and walk roughly straight ahead.  The trail will become visible again at the other side of a gravel parking area.


Our hike joins the short Heath Cove Trail at this point as it descends from the parking area into a shallow ravine.  Take the first trail to the right, which takes you downhill through the ravine beside a small creek.  Looking uphill to the left, you can catch glimpses of the arboretum’s holly collection.  


Where the Heath Cove Trail ends at the paved Valley Road, turn left to join Tour 2 as Tour 3 turns right to return to the parking lot.  Take a moment to stop at the arboretum’s small conifer collection, which provides a nice rest stop near the midpoint of this hike.  Just past the conifers, look for a trail that crosses a bridge to enter the woods on the right.  Turn right here and soon begin a long uphill climb that forms the second major climb of the hike.  


About half way up the hill, the trail reaches a complex intersection centered around a fascinating sign about the American chestnut.  A dominant tree in the southern and eastern forest only 60 years ago, the imported chestnut blight has overcome all but a handful of this tree species, leaving only several counties in the United States with a living chestnut tree.  This trail is called the Lost Chestnut Trail for this reason.


Go straight at this intersection and continue ascending the hill, stopping to catch your breath at the many interpretive signs along the trail.  Shortly after climbing the hill, the trail intersects a gravel park road.  Turn right on this road, which is probably an old logging road or farm driveway.  The trail stays atop the ridge for several hundred feet before descending steeply via a switchback.  


Stay to the right at the bottom of the hill and begin following Tour 1.  If the marshland to the left is not flooded, look for a trail that goes downhill to the left and follow it for a nice view of some cypress trees and a small but pretty cascade in the creek.  Go to the right side of the Visitors Center to the parking lot to complete the hike.

Hike #12
Trails: Blue Hole and Council of Trees Trails

Location: Red Clay State Historic Park

Nearest City:  Cleveland, TN

Length: 3 miles
Last Hiked: March 2008
Overview: A moderate, secluded hike yielding insights into Cherokee history.
Park Information: http://state.tn.us/environment/parks/RedClay/
Directions to the trailhead:  On the north side of Chattanooga, take I-75 to SR 417 (exit 7).  Exit and go east on SR 417.  Take SR 417 east for 15 miles (follow signs carefully: it makes many turns onto different-named roads) to Red Clay Park Road.  Turn right on Red Clay Park Road.  Follow Red Clay Park Rd. to the park entrance at its end.  Park in the parking lot in front of the Visitor Center.

The hike: Located east of Chattanooga just yards from the Georgia line, Red Clay State Historic Park today is one of those secluded places you don’t accidentally wander into, but that has not always been the case. From 1832 through 1838, Red Clay functioned as the main highway of the Cherokee nation, as Cherokee Indians fled increasingly harsh treatment in Georgia for the (comparatively) friendlier confines of Tennessee.  Due to its location so close to the border, Red Clay became a governmental and cultural center for the Cherokees.


A large open-air council house stood on the grounds where the nation’s leaders convened.  The hot issue of the day was relocation: some leaders favored remaining in the east and fighting, politically and militarily, for the land they had occupied for hundreds of years, while others favored trading those lands to the United States government in exchange for cash compensation and “comparable land” in Oklahoma.  The arguments were intense, but the latter party won in the end, and in 1838 the nation abandoned Red Clay and moved to Oklahoma in the infamous relocation now known as the Trail of Tears.


Today the historic state park does a fabulous job telling the story of these troublous years for the Cherokee.  Every visitor to Red Clay should stop in the Visitor Center where a short film describes the history at this site.  The park also features a large picnic shelter, a recreated Cherokee village (including the council house) a large amphitheater, and, away from all of that, 3 miles of hiking trails.  This hike will explore most of these trails and visit every major point of interest in the park.


From the Visitor Center, begin by walking through the gazebo attached to the Visitor Center and pick up the paved trail which heads straight through a grassy area.  The recreated village can be seen ahead and to the left, but where the paved trail heads left for that area, continue straight to begin the signed Blue Hole Nature Trail.  We will tour the village at the end of the hike.


The trail curves left and heads down some steps to arrive at Council Springs, commonly known as Blue Hole.  The spring is 14 feet deep and produces 350 gallons of clear water each minute.  Such a large spring would easily have given Red Clay a perpetual supply of clean, cool water.  The spring has a blue tint to it, hence the name, but looking at the water flowing downstream out of the spring gives an idea of how clean the water actually is.


The trail leaves the spring and heads south through a narrow strip of young forest with the stream from the spring on your left and a gradual upslope to your right.  After following the stream for 0.3 miles, a sign directs you to turn right to begin the Council of Trees Trail.  In about an hour we will arrive back at this intersection and take the trail that heads left back toward the village, but for now angle right as the sign suggests.


The trail heads moderately uphill, passes over a few wet spots, crosses an old dirt roadbed, and after another 0.3 miles arrives at a trail intersection that marks the beginning of the loop portion of the Council of Trees Trail.  To save the interesting overlook for last, this description will turn right here and use the left trail as the return route.  Descending gradually at first, the trail treads along a fairly steep hillside through some nice hardwood forest.


Soon the trail angles left to take on the slope more directly, heading uphill.  At the top of this hill, the trail comes out behind the large amphitheater.  With seating for 500, this amphitheater features towers behind the audience for cameras and is used for various group presentations.  A large picnic pavilion just beyond the amphitheater also provides accommodations for park visitors.


The trail angles left around the back of the amphitheater and arrives at a large wooden sign announcing the Council of Trees Trail.  This sign is used to access the trail from the picnic pavilion/amphitheater parking lot, a lot that could be used as an alternate starting point for this hike.  Turn left at this sign to continue around the Council of Trees loop.


For the next 0.4 miles the gravel trail heads gradually uphill first through and then around a shallow ravine.  The mixture of pines and hardwoods make this some of the nicest forest in the park.  Curving south, the trail stays just below the crest of the hill as it maintains a fairly constant elevation.  Make sure to stay on the trail and away from private property to the right.


2.1 miles into the hike, you will arrive at the overlook.  The trees prevent much of a view, so the most interesting item at the overlook may be the structure itself.  Made almost entirely of stone, the depression-era CCC structure stands about 14 feet tall at its highest point and features two platforms for observation.  Even if the views do not overwhelm you with scenery, the wooden benches on top of the platform make for nice places to rest about two-thirds of the way through this hike.


The trail leaves the overlook to the right and begins a long, moderate descent as it curves left below the overlook, which can be seen uphill and to the left.  This section of trail has a minor erosion problem; don’t make it worse by taking a steep shortcut straight downhill from the overlook.  Occasional traffic along seldom-used Red Clay Road can be heard just through the trees on the right.


After another 0.2 miles of fairly level walking along the hillside, you will close the loop, as the trail back to Blue Hole heads steeply downhill to the right.  Make sure to watch for this trail carefully, as this intersection is unsigned.  If you start ascending appreciably again, you have started another trip around the loop and need to backtrack.


After retracing your steps back along the connector trail to the Blue Hole Trail, angle right, cross the stream on a wooden footbridge.  Where you approach a grassy clearing, turn left to remain in the forest.  After another 400 feet, the trail comes out in the rear of the recreated Cherokee village.  Take your time to walk around the blacktop path (wheelchair accessible) and read the interpretive signs beside each of the buildings.  These buildings include a barn, a main house, several guest houses, and the council house mentioned above.  After touring the village, pass back though the gazebo to the parking lot in front of the Visitor Center to complete the hike.

Hike #13
Trail: Abrams Falls Trail

Location: Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Nearest City: Townsend, TN

Length: 5 miles
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A moderate hike along Abrams Creek to a spectacular waterfall.
Waterfall Information: http://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/waterfalls.htm
Directions to the trailhead:  This trail is accessed by driving the Cades Cove Scenic Loop Road.  From Townsend, take SR 73 east 2 miles to Laurel Creek Road.  Turn right on Laurel Creek Road, following signs for Cades Cove.  7 miles later, Laurel Creek Road becomes the Cades Cove Loop Road, which is one way.  Take the Cades Cove Loop Road to the signed Abrams Falls Trailhead, which is located between stops 10 and 11 on the loop road.  Park in the large gravel parking lot provided at the trailhead.

The hike:  Dedicated in 1940 by President F.D. Roosevelt, Great Smoky Mountains National Park represents possibly the greatest natural treasure of the east.  With plenty of moisture and elevations ranging from 1000 to 6600 feet, nearly every species can find a suitable place to call home in the Smoky Mountains.  Indeed, Great Smoky Mountains National Park is home to more species than any other temperate region in the world.


The region’s human history is almost as impressive as its natural history.  At the dawn of the last century, this land was covered by subsistence farms, the second tier of pioneers coming over from the North Carolina Piedmont.  The subsistence farm life was never easy, but the 1930’s were especially hard on these people.  By the late 1930’s, some of these farmers were willing to sell their land to the park service to create the national park; others were not and had to be forced to sell.  Though the people have moved, their impact can still be seen on many of the roads and trails now used by park visitors to enjoy the Smokies.


Due to its natural and human history, Great Smoky Mountains National Park offers scenery found nowhere else in the world.  Fortunately, the park also has one of the most impressive trail systems found anywhere, with 850 miles of trail weaving a web throughout the park.  Some of these trails are very steep, and others are accessed only via long backpack hikes.  However, many of the trails make great day hikes and allow you to access some of the park’s most scenic attractions with only a moderate amount of effort.

This hike leads to one of the largest waterfalls in the park in terms of volume.  Better yet, the trail is easy enough that most people in decent condition can make the journey.  Since this is the most popular day hikes in the most visited attraction (Cades Cove) in the entire national parks system, you will likely not be alone.  Thus, it is best to schedule this hike for a weekday or even during the winter.  When I visited the park in summer 2007, there were plans under consideration to restricting the Cades Cove Loop Road to shuttle buses, so you may need to ride a park shuttle to this trailhead in the near future.


Begin at a wooden sign at the rear of the parking area the reads “Abrams Falls Trail.”  Cross a wide wooden bridge to arrive at a fork.  The trail to the right leads 0.5 miles to the Elijah Oliver Place, a restored homestead that is part of the Cades Cove Loop Road.  This hike continues to follow the Abrams Falls Trail by taking the left fork.


The trail undulates gently with Abrams Creek bubbling along on the left.  All along this trail, a dense understory of mountain laurel chokes out most other lower level vegetation while hardwoods dominate the canopy.  When I hiked this trail, black marks could be seen on the ground where recent wildfires had worked through the forest.  In fact, the trail past the falls was closed due to this fire on my visit.


At 0.3 miles, the trail climbs to top the first of three bluffs on your way to the falls.  At the top of this bluff, the trail curves right and immediately descends back to creek level as it crosses a tributary of Abrams Creek on a footlog.  After another 0.6 miles of level creekside hiking, the trail climbs to top the second bluff, this one higher and rockier than the first one.  During the leafless months, this bluff gives a nice view of the Abrams Creek valley, which is now some 150 feet below you.


The descent from the second bluff is long and rocky, but careful stepping will get you down.  Next comes the longest section of level creekside hiking on this trail.  Some large rocks along the creek make for great seats as you sit, rest, and enjoy a trail snack while you view the creek.


At 2.2 miles, you top the last of the three bluffs.  Just past the top of the bluff you can hear Abrams Falls in the creek below you, but don’t be tempted to take a shortcut, as this would almost certainly lead to injury or even fatality.  Instead, continue to follow the trail as it makes a rather rocky descent first toward a tributary of Abrams Creek, which it crosses on a footlog, and then to Abrams Creek itself below the falls.  Turn left on the short spur trail and, in only 200 feet, arrive at the base of the falls.


What power this waterfall has!  Although only 20 feet high, the sheer volume of water and the enormous plunge pool make this a sight to behold.  Since Abrams Creek drains all of Cades Cove, there is plenty of water to fall here, even during a drought.  Climbing on the cliffs around the falls is not advisable, but taking a dip in the plunge pool may be if the water is warm enough.


As mentioned above, the Abrams Falls Trail continues past the waterfall, but the trail becomes less used past the waterfall and it does not form a loop.  Thus, most hikers should end their downstream journey at the waterfall and retrace their steps 2.5 miles back to the trailhead in Cades Cove to complete the hike.
Hike #14
Trail: Laurel Falls Trail

Location: Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Nearest City: Gatlinburg, TN

Length: 2.6 miles
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A gradual climb along asphalt trail to an impressive waterfall.
Waterfall Information: http://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/waterfalls.htm
Directions to the trailhead:  From Gatlinburg, take US 441 south to the Sugarlands Visitor Center, where SR 73 heads west.  Turn left on SR 73.  Take SR 73 west 4 miles to Fighting Creek Gap and the signed parking areas for Laurel Falls; there is one parking area on each side of the road.  Park on either parking area; the Laurel Falls Trail heads north (right) from this point.

The hike: For my general comments on Great Smoky Mountains National Park, see the first hike in this section.  While waterfall hikes in the Smoky Mountains are quite numerous, this one is distinctive because of its relatively short length and paved trail.  When I hiked this trail, the asphalt was smooth enough that even a wheelchair could make the journey with a strong assistant.


Two trails leave SR 73 at Fighting Creek Gap, so make sure to take the right one.  The wrong choice, the 11.9 mile Sugarlands Mountain Trail, leaves south and leads quickly to no point of particular interest.  The right choice, the Laurel Falls Trail, leads to Laurel Falls in 1.3 miles.  Since the Laurel Falls trail is asphalt and the Sugarlands Mountain Trail is dirt, it should be quite hard to make a mistake.


The Laurel Falls Trail immediately enters a dry pine-oak forest and begins climbing on a gentle grade.  The trail follows the contour of the hillside, weaving in and out of small drainages.  Don’t be tempted to take steep dirt trails that cut off some of the curves in the paved trail: not only is the hiking harder, but hiking off-trail damages the forest floor and enhances erosion.  Notice the different plant communities that live in the damp ravines as opposed to those that prefer the dryer ridges.


At first traffic along SR 73 can be heard downhill to your left but as you wind up and away from the road, these sounds get replaced by birds chirping and squirrels rustling.  At 0.7 miles, a nice view of the Little Pigeon River valley opens up to the left during the leafless months.  Shortly thereafter, the trail curves right to enter the Laurel Branch ravine.  Some nice rocks near this point make for nice resting places if you find yourself getting winded from the climb.


As you close in on the falls, the ravine tightens and the trail traverses a ledge with vertical rock cliffs to your right and a sharp drop-off to your left.  Numbered posts along this trail correspond to a brochure available for a nominal fee at the trailhead.  Posts #9 and #10 tell you about the organisms that inhabit these cliffs.


A brief descent and soft left turn will arrive you at a bridge over Laurel Branch and Laurel Falls.  There are two parts to the falls, one above the bridge and another below the bridge.  Each of these parts is about 40 feet high, and large rocks at the bottom of each part give this waterfall a terrific spraying sound.  Algae covering these rocks give the falls a distinctively green color.  Since the Smoky Mountains are one of the wettest climates in the country and you are still at low elevations, this waterfall will have plenty of volume throughout the year.  The plunge pool in both cases is small, and when water levels are especially high, water will pour out of the upper plunge pool and make the lower falls even more spectacular.


After taking time to admire and photograph the falls, it is time to return to the trailhead.  While the Laurel Falls Trail continues past the falls, the asphalt ends, and it does not form a loop.  Thus, you should retrace your steps 1.3 miles after viewing the falls.  The long uphill climb is now an easy downhill glide to return to your car and complete the hike.

Hike #15
Trail: Porters Creek Trail

Location: Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Nearest City: Gatlinburg, TN

Length: 7.4 miles
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A long, moderate climb along gushing Porters Creek.

Directions to the trailhead:  From Gatlinburg, take US 321 east 5.9 miles to Greenbrier Road.  Turn right on Greenbrier Rd.  After 1 mile Greenbrier Rd. passes the ranger station and turns to gravel.  A sign warns of damaged road ahead, but it’s not that bad: my Chevy Cavalier made the journey easily.  Continue another 3 miles to where this road ends at the large gravel parking area for the Porters Creek Trail.  Park here.

The hike:  For my general comments on Great Smoky Mountains National Park, see the first hike in this section.  Located only 7 miles from Gatlinburg in terms of distance but thousands of miles away in terms of ambience, the Porters Creek Trail embodies everything that is good about the lower elevations of the Smokies.  Since this trail leads to a campsite and not to a bigger attraction such as a waterfall, this trail does not suffer from the congestion like many of the other hiking trails in the Smokies.  Still, Porters Creek is as scenic as any in the park, the spring wildflower display in late April is spectacular, and the trail takes you through the Porters Flat settlement, one of the relics of subsistence farmers mentioned above.  

While this trail forms an out-and-back route, you can make the hike more interesting by hiking in the morning when the sun is hidden behind the mountain to the east.  This way, you will hike uphill in near total shade, but when you hike back downhill, the sun will be out and filtering through the trees, making the trail look totally different.  One warning: this trail contains a lot of rocks and roots, so make sure you wear good footwear with sufficient ankle support, otherwise your ankles may be complaining before you are done.


Begin by making your way around the vehicle gate that blocks car traffic at the parking lot.  The first mile of the Porters Creek Trail follows a continuation of the gravel road you drove in on.  After only 200 feet, Porters Creek comes into view downhill to your left; it will be audible and usually visible for the rest of the hike.


At 0.4 miles, the trail crosses a small tributary of Porters Creek.  Although this tributary is easily waded, a footlog is provided to keep your feet dry.  Drawn from the word footbridge, a footlog is the most common type of bridge found on hiking trails in the park.  A footlog is constructed by placing a large log length-wise over the stream you wish to cross and then shaving off the top of the log to make a level surface on which to place your foot.  Many times a hand rail is made out of smaller logs to make the crossing a little easier.


At 0.5 miles, you reach the remnants of the Porters Flats settlement.  Once a small town that served nearby subsistence farmers, the most obvious remains of the settlement today are the stone walls that once comprised fences and divided property.  A short trail leading up some stone steps allow a closer inspection, which reveals some building foundations in addition to the walls.


In another 0.1 miles, another short side trail leads uphill and to the right to a small cemetery.  Since family members of the deceased still decorate the graves, you might see some colorful flowers before you see the headstones.  Take a minute to examine the cemetery.  Many of the headstones are illegible, but most of the headstones you can read date to the early 1900’s.  Also, many of the people buried here lived only a very short period of time (often days instead of years), a testament to how hard life was in communities such as this.


At 0.7 miles, the trail crosses another small tributary of Porters Creek.  At 1 mile, the gravel road you have been following ends at a cul de sac.  If you were hiking this trail many years ago, you would have started here.  A total of three trails leave this cul de sac.  Exiting to the far right is a short trail that leads to a restored homestead.  To get an idea of the conditions these subsistence farmers lived under, you should take a couple minutes to explore this homestead.  Behind the homestead is a small cabin whose primitive sleeping quarters are now used by a hiking club.


The second trail to leave the cul de sac is the Brushy Mountain Trail (not described here), which leads 4.9 miles to Brushy Mountain.  Our hike continues to follow the Porters Creek Trail, which exits the cul de sac on the left, closest to Porters Creek.  The trail is now a dirt path with lots of rocks and roots.


The trail tops a small rise and heads downhill for about 100 feet.  This is one of only two short downhill sections on the outward portion of this hike, so enjoy it while it lasts.  The ravine here is choked with large quantities of mountain laurel in the understory.  At 1.3 miles, you will cross another tributary of Porters Creek via a footlog.  At 1.6 miles, the trail crosses Porters Creek via a long and high footlog.  This bridge looks a bit intimidating, but even people scared of heights (such as myself) will get across by putting one foot in front of the other.


On the other side of the creek, the trail gets slightly rockier and steeper.  Climbing away from the creek, you begin perhaps the most intense climb of the hike, first using a pair of switchbacks, then climbing steadily along a ledge with the creek down a steep hill to your right.  At 1.9 miles, this climb ends at a small dripping waterfall to your left called Fern Branch Falls.  This falls makes a nice change of scenery but pails in comparison to the more famous falls in the park.


Past the falls comes the second downhill section of the hike as the trail returns to near creek level.  From here, the climb is long and steady to reach the campsite.  Take your time: whenever you feel yourself getting winded, stop and admire the creek and the surrounding mature forest.


At 2.5 miles, the trail curves left as you pass a confluence of Porters Creek with a major tributary.  The mountain laurel that dominated at the lower elevations is now gone, and holes in the canopy allow sunlight to reach the floor, creating a grassy understory that features lots of maidenhair ferns.  At 3.4 miles, the trail curves left away from Porters Creek, which now disappears through the understory downhill to your right.


At 3.7 miles, you reach a small wooden post engraved with the number 31, indicating you have reached backcountry campsite #31, the destination of this trail.  Several logs beckon you to sit, have a trail snack, and admire the creek both visually and audibly.  Some wires allow campers to store food high out of the reach of bears.  If you hike this trail in the morning as suggested in the introduction, you will likely be along here.  If you hike the trail in the afternoon, you may be joined by some campers who plan to spend the night here.


While an unofficial trail continues past the campsite to the Appalachian Trail, it quickly becomes very difficult to discern, so it is probably best to end your ascent at the campsite.  Retracing your steps 3.7 miles almost entirely downhill will return you to the trailhead and complete the hike.

Hike #16
Trail: Rainbow Falls Trail

Location: Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Nearest City: Gatlinburg, TN

Length: 5.6 miles
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A long, fairly difficult and rocky climb to a very pretty waterfall.

Waterfall Information: http://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/waterfalls.htm
Directions to the trailhead: In downtown Gatlinburg, take The Parkway (US 441) to Cherokee Orchard Rd. (traffic light #6).  Turn south on Cherokee Orchard Road.  Follow signs for the Roaring Fork Motor Nature Trail, which starts at the edge of Gatlinburg.  Take the Roaring Fork Motor Nature Trail to the signed parking area for the Rainbow Falls Trail.  Park in this parking lot.

The hike: For my general comments on Great Smoky Mountains National Park, see the first hike in this section.  Though not the highest nor the biggest (in terms of volume), Rainbow Falls is probably the most photographed and most famous waterfall in the park.  The waterfall is not reachable by everyone since the trail to the falls is not easy.  Still, those who make the journey will be rewarded, and most people will be able to reach the falls by taking their time on the climb.


The trail starts at a wooden sign at the west end of the parking area across from some port-o-lets.  Immediately the trail begins a moderate climb.  After only 0.1 miles, the Rainbow Falls Trail intersects the Trillium Gap Trail, which exits to the left and heads 9 miles to Mt. Le Conte.  On its way, the Trillium Gap Trail passes Grotto Falls (another pretty waterfall that is worth the hike) and Trillium Gap.


Just past the intersection, Le Conte Creek can be seen and heard rushing over rocks to the right.  The first 0.3 miles of the Rainbow Falls Trail is gravel, but soon the small stones of gravel yield to larger stones in the treadway that will be present for the rest of the hike.  Be sure to wear proper footwear with good ankle support on account of the rocky trail.


At 0.7 miles, following one of the steeper parts of the climb, the trail comes out on top of a bluff overlooking a rocky cascade in Le Conte Creek.  A rock at this overlook makes for a nice place to rest.  From here, the trail curves left, leaving the creek for the first time.  In another 0.2 miles, the trail comes out at a rocky outcrop.  During the leafless months, this outcrop provides a nice view of Gatlinburg, which is now some 1000 feet below you.


The trail takes a sharp right turn at this outcrop and begins heading back toward the creek.  Some large boulders line the trail along this section, and the climb is not as steep.  At 1.5 miles, the trail crosses Le Conte Creek for the first of three times on a footlog.


Now on the west side of the creek, the trail continues climbing, this time along the first of three broad switchbacks.  The contour of the hillside here is steep, but the switchbacks ensure that the grade is never more than moderate.  The forest here contains some large stately hemlocks.


Past the switchbacks, the trail crosses a couple of tributaries to Le Conte Creek on stepping stones.  The second of these crossings occurs just beneath a small waterfall.  Don’t worry: you haven’t hiked all this way to see this waterfall.  Rainbow Falls is much bigger.


At 2.7 miles, the trail crosses Le Conte Creek for the second time on a footlog.  A couple of small switchbacks through a rocky area put you within sight of Rainbow Falls.  Le Conte Creek spills 80 feet over a rock ledge to create one of the highest falls in the park.  Since this waterfall is nearly 4100 feet in elevation (some 1600 feet higher than the trailhead), the creek does not have enough volume to create a large thunderous waterfall.  Thus, this waterfall must be admired for its beauty and not its power.  To reach the base of the falls, you must scramble over some rocks, but this is not really necessary to get a great view of the waterfall.  In fact, I took my best photo balancing myself on the footlog the Rainbow Falls Trail uses to cross Le Conte Creek immediately below the falls.


The Rainbow Falls Trail continues for another 4 miles to reach the summit of Mt. LeConte, but there are no other major points of interest along the way, and the trail does not form a nice loop.  Thus, most hikers will want to retrace their steps 2.8 miles downhill on the Rainbow Falls Trail to return to the parking lot and complete the hike.
Hike #17
Trail: Clingmans Dome Trail

Location: Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Nearest City: Gatlinburg, TN

Length: 1 mile
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A short but very steep climb on paved trail to the highest point in Tennessee.
Dome Information: http://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/clingmansdome.htm
Directions to the trailhead:  From Gatlinburg, take US 441 south 13 uphill miles to Newfound Gap where it intersects the Clingmans Dome Road.  Turn right on Clingmans Dome Rd.  Take Clingmans Dome Rd. 7 miles to the large blacktop parking area for Clingmans Dome.  Park in this parking area.

The hike: For my general comments on Great Smoky Mountains National Park, see the first hike in this section.  Without even leaving your car, you can see that something looks strange about the forest up here at Clingmans Dome. At first one might think that the different look is due to the different trees up here compared to the lower elevations, but a closer look reveals that the forest is dotted with dead trees with tan bark that stand put like skeletons on a green carpet.  These trees are mostly Frasier firs, and they have mostly been killed by the balsam woolly adelgid, an insect imported from Europe measuring less than 1 millimeter in length.


This is not the first time the forest of the Smokies has come under foreign attack.  During the first half of the 20th century, the chestnut blight inflicted similar damage on mature chestnut trees, reducing one of the Smokies’ once dominant hardwoods to a rather rare species.  Over time, other species of trees took the chestnuts’ place; only time will tell what, if anything, will take the place of the firs.


In addition to damaged forest, the last 50 years have also taken their toll on the views to be had from Clingmans Dome, the highest point in Tennessee.  Due to increased presence of smog, visitors to the summit today can sometimes see only 20% of what they could see 75 years ago.  If you want the best view, you should plan a visit in April or November (the road to Clingmans Dome is closed in the winter).  The view the rest of the year, even if impaired by smog, is still as good as you will get in the east.  

Due to the steepness and elevation of the trail, you will find yourself getting winded unusually quickly.  Don’t push yourself too hard.  Better yet, pick up a brochure at the trailhead (available for a nominal fee) and use it to occupy yourself while you are resting on the way up.  For those unable to make the climb, nice views can be had to the east from the trailhead itself.  

The trail begins at the observation circle at the far end of the parking area.  The Forney Ridge Trail heads down some wooden steps, but you should take the paved Clingmans Dome Trail, which immediately begins its steep climb to the summit.  Some Thunderhead sandstone rock outcrops tower to the right of the trail.

At 0.15 miles, you will pass the first of several benches.  When I was making this climb, I passed a small black bear in the forest downhill to the left just past this bench.  Several people had gathered on the trail to view the bear, and it kept chomping away on leafy vegetation while we looked on and took photographs.  The Smokies are one of the few places in the east where you are likely to see a bear.  Should you get this treat while hiking in the Smokies, keep your distance; don’t bother it, and it likely won’t bother you.

The trail continues climbing, winding its way up the steep hill.  You can see the parking lot most of the way up this trail, so look back often to see how far you have come.  There are few large trees on Clingmans Dome, partly because of the elevation and partly because of extensive logging operations conducted in the early 1900’s.  The brochure contains a disturbing picture from 1925 of a naked Clingmans Dome.  Compared to the picture, the forest even with the dead firs has recovered rather nicely.

At 0.4 miles, the trail curves to the right as the Appalachian Trail enters from the left.  You have now reached the crest of the state line divide.  Another 0.1 miles of climbing will lead you to the base of the Clingmans Dome Tower, signaling your arrival at Clingmans Dome.  A spiral ramp takes you to the top of the concrete/steel tower where a 360-degree view can be had.

The mountain is named for Thomas Lanier Clingman, an Asheville lawyer and early explorer in what is now Great Smoky Mountain National Park.  At 6643 feet, Clingmans Dome was once thought to be the highest mountain in the east, but we now know that Mt. Mitchell 70 miles east of here is higher.  On a clear day, you can see Mt. Mitchell as a spike in the distance.  When I visited the tower in late May, the day was not clear, and my view was impaired by a combination of smog, a few cumulus clouds, and smoke from forest fires in the valley below.  Still, I could see nearly 20 miles, and my view included Fontana Dam in North Carolina, Mt. LeConte in Tennessee, and Thunderhead Mountain down the state line divide to the west.

The summit is quite chilly, both due to temperature (usually 15 degrees cooler than in Gatlinburg, TN or Cherokee, NC) and wind (around 15 miles per hour on my visit).  While I did not find it necessary, some other visitors decided to dawn jackets to remain comfortable.  When you have taken in the view, retrace your steps down the steep paved trail to complete the hike.  You will find that you do not get winded nearly as quickly going down as you did coming up.

Hike #18
Trail: Spruce-Fir Trail

Location: Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Nearest City: Gatlinburg, TN

Length: 0.5 mile
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A short, easy hike featuring high elevation pine forest.

Directions to the trailhead:  From Gatlinburg, take US 441 south 13 uphill miles to Newfound Gap where it intersects the Clingmans Dome Road.  Turn right on Clingmans Dome Rd.  Take Clingmans Dome Rd. 2.3 miles to the beginning of the signed nature trail on the left.  Parking is provided as a pullout on the left side of the road.

The hike: For my general comments on Great Smoky Mountains National Park, see the first hike in this section.  While the paved Clingmans Dome Trail is one way to see the higher elevation forest, for a more personal encounter, you will need to leave the pavement at and to Clingmans Dome.  The short and easy Spruce-Fir Trail described here gives visitors one such opportunity to do just that.  Better yet, this trail will be doable for almost everyone, so people you are physically unable to make the journey up the Clingmans Dome Trail can still enjoy the natural attractions of the Smokies’ higher elevations.


The trail leaves the west side of the parking area at an information board where trail brochures are available for a nominal fee.  After only 200 feet, the trail forks.  For no particular reason, I chose to turn left and use the right fork as the return route.


The trail maintains a level elevation as it uses boardwalks to cross over some of the wetter areas.  Due to the elevation, this hike is more like hiking in Canada than in Tennessee both in terms of weather and forest surroundings.  Moisture lingers longer on the trail here than in the warmer lower elevations of the park.  You soon pass post #1 for the brochure, which talks about the high elevation forest unique to the Smokies.


The trail curves gradually to the right as it passes post #2.  This stop talks about the balsam woolly adelgid (described in an earlier hike) that is killing the Smokies’ fir trees.  As sounds of Clingmans Dome Road come within ear shot from the left, the trail passes some exposed shiny white quartz rock and then passes a large overturned tree.  The tree’s massive root system is visible from the trail and towers above the hiker.


After passing post #3, which talks about the natural history of the higher elevations, the trail closes the loop.  Turn left and walk the short distance back to your car to complete this simple, yet interesting, tour of the high elevations in their natural setting.


Hike #19
Trail: Mingo Falls Trail

Location: Cherokee Reservation

Nearest City: Cherokee, NC

Length: 0.5 mile
Last Hiked: May 2007
Overview: A short, steep hike to an impressive waterfall.
Waterfall Information: http://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/waterfalls.htm
Directions to the trailhead: From Cherokee, take US 441 north to Big Cove Road on the edge of town; if you reach the Blue Ridge Parkway, you have gone too far.  Turn right on Big Cove Road.  After crossing the Oconoluftee River, you will reach a T-intersection.  Turn left to stay on Big Cove Road.  Take Big Cove Road 4 miles to Mingo Falls Campground and the signed parking area for Mingo Falls.

The hike: Though technically not in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Mingo Falls draws many park visitors, partly because it is more accessible than most of the park’s waterfalls.  Indeed, located only 0.2 miles from the parking area, almost anyone can reach Mingo Falls in spite of the fact that most of that 0.2 miles climbs up a 159 step staircase.  Most people that make the climb, including myself, say that the waterfall is worth the climb and encourage other people to make the climb themselves.


From the parking area, the trail immediately begins climbing the wooden steps, which are actually logs placed into the ground.  A wooden railing on the right helps your ascent, as does the rushing sound of Mingo Creek downhill to your right.  This climb proceeds through a steep ravine choked with rhododendron and mountain laurel.


At the top of the steps, the trail flattens out and traverses a wet area using stepping stones.  After another 300 feet, you arrive at the base of 7 more steps that lead up to the wooden viewing platform.  At 150 feet in height and low enough in elevation to have ample water supply, some people think Mingo Falls is the best waterfall in the Smokies.  Be that the case or not, the water cascading down the rocks is pleasant to both the eyes and ears.  Photography conditions will be best on a cloudy day, as the canopy near the falls has enough holes in it to allow some sunlight to stream in on the falls.


The trail ends at the waterfall.  After admiring the waterfall, you must retrace your steps back down the stairs to the parking lot to complete the hike.

Hike #20

Trail: Craggy Gardens Trail

Location: Blue Ridge Parkway, Craggy Gardens Visitor Center

Nearest City: Asheville, NC

Length: 1.8 miles

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: A high-elevation hike featuring a spectacular southern Appalachian bald.
Gardens Information: http://www.nps.gov/blri/planyourvisit/brochures.htm 

Directions to the trailhead:  The trail can be accessed from either the Craggy Gardens Visitor Center or the Craggy Gardens Picnic Area.  The Visitor Center is located on the Blue Ridge Parkway at milepost 364.4.  The spur road to the picnic area leaves the Parkway at milepost 367.6.  The nearest major Parkway crossroad is US 70 at milepost 382.6, roughly 15 miles south of the picnic area.

The hike: The Blue Ridge Parkway heading north out of Asheville can be characterized by three words: up, up, and up.  Indeed, in roughly 15 miles the Parkway gains over 3000 feet of elevation.  In so doing, it leaves behind the warm, potentially muggy air of Asheville for the cool, crisp air of Craggy Mountain.  Appropriate clothing should be worn to adjust for this change.


The balds of the Great Smoky Mountains get all the press, but this bald atop Craggy Mountain known as Craggy Gardens takes a back seat to no other.  Even better, while many of the balds in the Smokies require lengthy, rocky hikes to reach, this one can be reached by the relatively short Craggy Gardens Trail.  The trail is not particularly steep, but the high altitude will cause you to get winded more quickly than usual.


Since the trail connects the Visitor Center with the picnic area and both of these points feature large parking lots, you could start at either end.  The Visitor Center is more convenient because it is located directly on the Parkway, but I suggest you start at the picnic area to get the hardest climb over with first.


The trail starts at the picnic area itself where a wooden sign announces “Craggy Gardens Trail.”  Do not confuse this trail with the Mountains-to-Sea Trail, which departs from the east side of the parking lot.  The gravel trail immediately begins climbing as it passes picnic tables on either side.  Shortly after exiting the picnic area, the trail turns to dirt as it intersects an access road which enters from the left.


The wide dirt trail uses a pair of broad switchbacks to gain elevation before tackling the slope head-on.  Just after this second switchback, you begin to see why this area is called the Craggy Gardens: small rock outcrops appear to the right of the trail.  The forest here consists of numerous small hardwoods, many of which you would normally find further north.  Yellow birch, common in northern Michigan, is a prime example.


At around 0.3 miles, the forest disappears, replaced by a dense thicket of rhododendron.  This transition marks your entrance to the bald.  Balds look barren from a distance, but in fact they are covered with shrubby plants and grasses.  The gardens really show off when the rhododendron blooms in late June.


At 0.5 miles, the trail reaches the picnic shelter that marks the highest point on the main trail.  This shelter offers a great view of the mountains to the west, including the steep, rocky south face of Craggy Pinnacle which towers several hundred feet above you to the north.  Before continuing on the main trail, take the narrow, eroded dirt trail which heads right from the picnic shelter.  This trail climbs gradually to the grassy summit of Craggy Knob.  From this point, spectacular views can be had of Black Mountain and points further south and east.


Back on the main trail, the trail begins descending through a symmetrically round rhododendron tunnel.  You will see some interpretive signs, but those are best saved for the hike back up.  At 0.8 miles, a small spring spills onto the trail, making the treadway wet and potentially slippery.


At 0.9 miles, the Douglas Falls Trail exits to the left.  The difficult but rewarding 4 mile Douglas Falls Trail descends steeply to its attractive namesake falls.  Our trail flattens as it hugs the steep hillside, which rises to the right and falls to the left.  Due to the thick rhododendron tunnel, no views are available.


At 1 mile, the trail reaches the stone retaining wall which supports the parking area at Craggy Gardens Visitor Center.  The trail ends at the Visitor Center, so unless you have arranged a car shuttle, you will have to retrace your steps back along the trail to the picnic area.  Don’t try to save time by walking along the Parkway: the shoulder is narrow, and it is a much longer and hillier route.  On the bright side, you can read the interpretive signs as you climb back to the shelter, and the last section going down to the picnic area will be much easier this direction than it was coming up.
Hike #21

Trail: Erwins View Trail

Location: Blue Ridge Parkway, Linville Falls Visitor Center

Nearest City: Linville, NC

Length: 1.6 mile

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: A popular hike featuring four spectacular gorge and waterfall overlooks.
Area Information: http://www.nps.gov/blri/planyourvisit/brochures.htm
Directions to the trailhead:  Linville Falls Visitor Center is located at the end of a spur road leaving the Blue Ridge Parkway at milepost 316.4.  This milepost is located 1 mile north of US 221 or 4.4 miles south of SR 181.

The hike: Some waterfalls impress visitors with their delicate grace, others with a seemingly endless number of cascades, and still others with awe-inspiring power.  Linville Falls features the Linville River, a large, fast-flowing mountain river dramatically dropping into Linville Gorge, an interesting destination in its own right.  Thus, this pair of waterfalls definitely falls into the third category.

The most powerful waterfalls tend to attract the most attention, and sure enough the hike to Linville Falls is the most popular waterfall hike on the Parkway.  On the bright side, you will be walking on wide, well-trodded, and well-marked paths the entire time.  On the down side, you will have plenty of company on this trail.  Plan a weekday visit in spring or fall to minimize the crowds, but don’t try to sneak in on one of those foggy days that leaves the Parkway nearly deserted.  The best waterfall overlooks are located well away from the falls, so if you can’t see the road 100 feet in front of you, you won’t be able to see the waterfalls either.

The hike starts along a blacktop trail that departs from the rear of the Visitor Center.  The trail quickly reaches the Linville River, which it crosses on a wide steel and concrete bridge.  On the gorgeous spring day when I hiked this trail, some anglers were standing on the bridge and trying their luck in the shallow waters.

Across the bridge, the wide trail turns to dirt and assumes an undulating course with the river downhill to your left and the hillside rising to the right.  Ignore a couple of short spur trails which lead down to the river itself.  At 0.3 miles, a side trail to an alternate parking area enters downhill from the right.  The trail crosses a tributary of the river and then climbs moderately to reach the spur trail to the first overlook, which exits left.  This overlook will be the only chance you get to view the Upper Falls, so you should turn left and descend some wooden steps to reach the overlook platform.

The Upper Falls is a typical ledge waterfall, about 10 feet high and 40 feet wide.  The platform sits on a rocky outcrop jutting out into the creek and sitting only a few feet above the water.  Thus, it gives a great waterfall view as you look upstream.  If you turn around and look downstream, you will see a large whirlpool the river has carved out of the rock.  Past the whirlpool, the water disappears behind some rock walls.  If you are wondering where the water goes after it disappears, you will have to hike to the next overlook.

Back at the main trail, the trail continues climbing moderately through old-growth forest with some large hemlock and white pine trees.  At 0.7 miles, you reach the spur trail to Chimney View, the second overlook on this hike.  Descend some stone steps to reach the overlook, which is perched on a small rock outcropping.  From here, you get a great view upstream of Lower Falls, one of the largest spout-type waterfalls I know of.  This waterfall is 45 feet high and features a large plunge pool area surrounded on either side by vertical rock walls.  The overlook is about 1000 feet from the falls, so be sure to bring a camera with a zoom lens if you hope to leave with good photographs.

Past the spur to Chimney View, the main trail continues climbing as it ascends the main rocky outcrop at the head of Linville Gorge.  At the top of this outcrop lies a large patch of rhododendron and the final two overlooks on this hike.  The pink rhododendron was blooming on my visit in early May and set off the overlooks perfectly.

The Erwins View overlook is accessed by a very short spur trail exiting to the left at the highest point of the main trail.  This overlook gives another view upstream at the waterfalls, but this view is higher and further away than the one at Chimney View.  Continuing past the spur trail will take you to Gorge View Overlook, a stony platform with excellent views downstream into Linville Gorge.

The earlier overlooks may have given hints, but from this point it is clear that something is dreadfully wrong in Linville Gorge.  Nearly one-fifth of the trees in the gorge have been reduced to dead, tan skeletons.  The dead trees are fir trees, and the perpetrator is the balsam wooly adelgid, an insect imported from Europe measuring less than 1 millimeter in length.  This insect has killed fir trees all over the southern Appalachians, but most notably here and at Clingmans Dome.  The fir trees may never return, but over time other trees will fill their gap.  Until then, we will have to live with the skeletons.

The trail ends at the Gorge View Overlook, and there is only one trail on this side of the gorge.  So after taking in this final view, you will need to turn around and retrace your steps 0.8 miles back to the Visitor Center to complete the hike.

Hike #22

Trail: Cascades Trail

Location: Blue Ridge Parkway, E.B. Jeffress Park

Nearest City: Boone, NC

Length: 1 mile

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: A mostly easy hike with some steep steps at the end leading to a fantastic waterfall overlook.
Park Information: http://www.virtualblueridge.com/parkway_tour/parks/272_0/
Directions to the trailhead:  E.B. Jeffress Park is located at milepost 272 on the Blue Ridge Parkway.  This milepost is located 11 miles south of SR 16 or 4.4 miles north of US 421.  Park in the large blacktop parking lot near the Cascades Overlook.

The hike:  Most people drive the Blue Ridge Parkway for the many fantastic views that open up for many miles in any direction.  The highest part of the parkway, and hence some of the best views, can be found in North Carolina either just north or just south of Asheville.  Yet the mountains of western North Carolina are not called the Great Smoky Mountains for nothing, and on many days clouds will cover the Parkway, reducing even the best view to a white curtain.  So what should you do on those days when you can barely see 50 feet ahead of the car?  Stop driving and hike to a waterfall, of course!


Such were the circumstances on a Monday in early May when I drove the Parkway.  The previous day was gorgeous, and the next one would be too, but on this day the mountains were covered with clouds and a light mist.  Not wanting to skip an entire day of hiking, I chose to hike the Cascades Trail, hoping I would be able to see the waterfall through the fog.  Not only was I able to see the waterfall, but the volume of water was perfect due to the dampness, and the gravel trail kept my feet mostly dry.  What could have been a disaster turned into probably the best waterfall hike I took on the Parkway.


The trail starts as a blacktop path at an information board and a restroom building near the entrance to the parking area.  The trail soon turns to gravel as it enters the forest.  Up here on the ridge the forest consists mostly of broadleaf trees such as maples with a dense understory of rhododendron.  Some interpretive signs help you identify the trees and other plants in the forest.


At 0.1 miles, the trail forks to form the semi-loop portion of this hike.  For no real reason, this description will turn right here and use the left trail on the return route.  The trail descends slightly as it stays near a drop-off on the right.  I gained no views here during my visit due to the fog, but on a nicer day you might get some partially obstructed views through the rhododendron.


The trail soon reaches Falls Branch, which it crosses on a fine wooden footbridge.  The area around Falls Branch has some nice, large hemlock and white pine trees.  Just after crossing the bridge, the other arm of the Cascades Trail enters from the left.  Stay right to continue to the falls.


You can soon hear the waterfall to your right, and a set of stone steps leads down to the upper overlook.  This overlook is placed near the very top of the cascades and is protected by a stone wall.  From here, the water slides and drops for nearly 100 feet before finally reaching the bottom, which I could barely see on my visit, again due to the fog.


For an even better view closer to the middle of the falls, continue down another set of steep stone steps to the lower overlook.  These steps can be a little slippery when wet, as I discovered on my visit, so take your time and use the wooden railings when possible.  From the lower overlook, you can see the entire waterfall from top to bottom.  Spend some time here to take in the sights and sounds of this spectacular waterfall.


Reverse course back up the stone steps, and when the trail forks again, take the right fork this time.  This branch of the Cascades Trail follows Falls Branch almost to where the Parkway crosses it, allowing you to see more large pine trees.  After crossing the branch on another wooden bridge, the trail curves left and climbs away from the branch.  The Parkway is located out of sight just uphill to your right, as a passing car may or may not remind you.  When I hiked this trail, the rain shower started in earnest when I hit this section of trail.


At 0.9 miles, the two arms of the Cascades Trail come together again.  Continue straight on the combined trail.  Another 0.1 miles of flat walking will return you to the Cascades Overlook parking area, which marks the end of this hike.  Another interesting trail is the 0.6 mile one-way Tompkins Knob Trail, which departs from the other end of this parking area.  The Tompkins Knob Trail features scenic overlooks which would have been engulfed in fog on my visit, so I did not hike that trail.  I hope to return to hike that trail and sneak in another visit to the waterfall in the future.
Hike #23

Trail: Cumberland Knob Trail

Location: Blue Ridge Parkway, Cumberland Knob Recreation Area

Nearest City: Galax, VA

Length: 0.5 miles

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: An easy leg-stretcher hike through the oldest recreation area on the parkway.
Area Information: http://www.virtualblueridge.com/parkway_tour/VisitorCenters/217_0/index.asp
Directions to the trailhead:  The Cumberland Knob Recreation Area is located at milepost 217.5 on the Blue Ridge Parkway.  This milepost is located 0.6 miles south of the North Carolina-Virginia state line.  Park in the blacktop parking lot that supports the picnic area.

The hike:  The southern Virginia section of the Blue Ridge Parkway is perhaps the most boring piece of the entire route.  While the relatively flat land makes for easy driving, it does not make for good views.  Moreover, once you get south of Rocky Knob, there are few good hiking trails adjacent to the Parkway either.  So if you drive from north to south on the Blue Ridge Parkway like I did, you will be ready to stretch your legs by the time you enter North Carolina.


Fortunately, you don’t have to wait long after crossing the state line to find such an opportunity.  Unannounced to you, the land has been falling away to the east for several miles now, and at the Cumberland Knob Recreation Area, you get your first chance to see the effects.  Even better, this area also has some historic appeal.  Not only is Cumberland Knob the oldest recreation area on the Parkway, the area marks the point where the Parkway’s construction was begun in 1935.


Two trails depart from the Cumberland Knob Recreation Area.  The Gully Creek Trail is an interesting but challenging 2 mile hike which drops over 900 feet to the bank of Gully Creek.  I visited the area late in the evening, so I chose to hike the shorter and much easier Cumberland Knob Trail described here.


From the parking area, follow the blacktop trail as it heads up the right hand side of the mowed grass play area.  On my visit, one family was enjoying a game of kickball in the grassy area while another was finishing up a picnic dinner on the picnic tables to my right.  At the edge of the grassy area, the trail turns to dirt, enters the forest, and begins the gradual climb to Cumberland Knob.


The outbound leg of this hike is the oldest trail to Cumberland Knob, and its age is showing: years of rains have created some erosion gullies, and many of the log steps buried in the trail are starting to break down.  Ignore an access road off to the right, and in 0.2 miles you will reach the summit of the knob, where you will find a rustic picnic shelter.  Despite a small grassy area in front of the shelter, dense forest means that no views can be had from the knob itself.  Don’t despair: you’ll get a great view at the end of the hike.


A connector to the Gully Creek Trail descends steeply to the right, but the Cumberland Knob Trail continues by making a sweeping 180-degree turn around the picnic shelter and heading back into the forest roughly in the opposite direction you just came.  The trail descends, moderately at first and then more gradually.  Unlike the outbound trail, this trail is nicely graded with good footing.


Just before reaching the mowed grass recreation area, the trail turns sharply right to remain in the forest.  Another 200 feet of gradual downhill leads to the official Cumberland Knob Trail’s end at an intersection with the Gully Creek Trail.  Turn sharply left to return to the mowed grass recreation area in another 200 feet, at which point the trail becomes paved.


Follow the paved trail along the right hand side of the mowed grass area and soon arrive at the Recreation Area’s comfort station.  From the back of the comfort station, a fabulous view unfolds of the Gully Creek ravine and other points further east.  This view more than makes up for the lack of one at the knob itself.  The comfort station is located adjacent to the large blacktop parking lot that contains your car, thus ending the hike.
Hike #24
Trail:  Indian Creek Trail

Location: Hanging Rock State Park

Nearest City:  Madison, NC

Length: 0.8 miles (to waterfalls only)
Last Hiked: March 2003
Overview: A short, moderately steep hike featuring two of the park’s best waterfalls.
Park Information: http://ncparks.gov/Visit/parks/haro/main.php
Directions to the trailhead:  From Madison, go south on US 311 11 miles to SR 89.  Turn right on SR 89.  Take SR 89 7 miles to Hanging Rock Rd. and turn left on Hanging Rock Rd.  Take Hanging Rock Rd.  4 miles, enter the park, and turn left on a park road, heading for the visitor center.  Park at the far end of the large, paved visitor center parking lot.

The hike: Located high atop the Sauratown Mountains in north-central North Carolina, Hanging Rock State Park is an ideal destination for hikers and outdoor enthusiasts alike.  The park is named for an unusual rock outcrop that towers just south of the visitor center.  Actually, Hanging Rock is only one of several steep knobs within the park, and is not even the highest.  These knobs surround a small fishing and swimming lake, two campgrounds, a set of cabins, and some bridle trails.


Hanging Rock is also a very popular destination for hikers, and for good reason.  18 miles of trails go up and down the park’s 6921 acres.  The most popular trail is the Hanging Rock Trail, which leads 1.2 miles one-way from the visitor center to the top of Hanging Rock.    The views from the top of Hanging Rock are incomparable, and this makes a great destination if you have 2 or 2.5 hours.  If you have less time, the short hike described here allows you to see Hanging Rock from beneath as well as a couple of decent-sized waterfalls.  

Begin at an information kiosk at the far end of the visitor center parking lot.  Pick up the orange-blazed Indian Creek Trail, which heads into the forest through a small picnic area.  Views of Hanging Rock can be seen to your right in the colder months.  The trail at this point runs atop a ridge, and upon reaching the end of the ridge begins descending moderately at first, then more steeply using steps.

In 0.2 miles take a short side trail exiting to the right that leads to Hidden Falls.  Hidden in a narrow, rocky rhododendron-choked ravine, the waterfall is about 12 feet high and can be seen quite nicely from a small overlook at the end of the side trail.  A nearby bench makes a nice place to listen to the water tumble onto the rocks.

Back on the main trail, the trail level out briefly, then continues descending.  In another 0.2 miles, reach a side trail that goes right for a view of Window Falls from above.  This overlook is obstructed by a rock outcropping, but the falls can be seen somewhat narrowly through a gap in the rock, hence the name Window Falls.  For a better view, descend some stone steps for a look at the falls from below.  From the bottom view, the waterfall is similar in appearance to Hidden Falls, but a little bigger.

The Indian Creek Trail continues downstream from this point and eventually ends in 3.7 miles near the park entrance.  The trail is downhill most of the way from Window Falls, but several crossings of Indian Creek are made.  To return to your car, retrace your steps 0.4 miles back uphill, gaining 300 feet on the walk back to the visitor center.
Hike #25

Trail: Thomas Hariot Nature Trail

Location: Fort Raleigh National Historic Site
Nearest City: Manteo, NC

Length: 0.5 miles

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: A very easy hike through the site of one of the earliest English colonies in America.
Site Information: http://www.nps.gov/fora/planyourvisit/things2do.htm
Directions to the trailhead:  From downtown Manteo, take US 264 (NOT US 64 bypass) west 4.4 miles to the monument entrance on the right.  Follow signs for the Visitor Center, and park in the large blacktop lot near the Visitor Center.

The hike: Technically one island inland from the Outer Banks, Fort Raleigh National Historic Site located on Roanoke Island is the site of perhaps the greatest unsolved mystery in colonial America.  The year was 1587 when John White sailed from England for the Chesapeake Bay with 110 colonists.  Since fall was quickly approaching, they never made it to the bay, but instead settled further south at this location.


White had promised the colonists “a most pleasant and fertile ground,” but a lack of supplies and tense relations with local Indians made this colony anything but what White had promised.  One bright spot: three months after arriving, White’s granddaughter Virginia Dare became the first English person to be born in America.  Otherwise, the situation was bleak, so a week after Virginia’s birth he was compelled to leave the colony and return to England for additional supplies.


Due to England’s war with Spain, it would be 3 years before White could return to the colony.  When he did, the colony had vanished; no homes, no bones, only a palisade and the word “Croatoan,” the name of a nearby island.  The island was searched, but the colonists were never found.


The colony’s story is acted out at the historic site through a drama called “The Lost Colony.”  The historic site is also the home of Elizabethan Gardens, a large English-style formal garden that is a must-see for any plant enthusiast.  Wedged between the theater and the garden lies a small system of trails which explore the colony site itself.  You probably won’t find any of the lost colonists on this trail, but you will experience a nice woodland walk through an historically rich location.


From the back of the Visitor Center, follow the lighted blacktop path as it heads into the forest.  In only 100 yards, you will arrive at the restored fort.  The fort looks small, but it was large enough for this small colony.  No rocks or clay for bricks were available on this island, so the colonists had to construct the fort out of what they had: dirt and wood.  The result is a simple washer-type construction that would be difficult to ascend from any direction.  Fortunately, a couple of gaps give today’s visitors a much easier way to enter.


Ignore the blacktop path that exits from the front of the fort (it leads to Elizabethan Gardens), and instead take the dirt Thomas Hariot Nature Trail, which is marked with a brown metal sign.  Turn left to leave the blacktop and begin the trail.  Note that continuing straight on the blacktop path will take you to the Waterside Theater where the drama mentioned above is performed nightly every summer.


When the trail reaches the edge of the open area containing the fort, angle right and enter the deeper forest.  Numerous interpretive signs on the trail tell you about the plants and animals of the forest that the colonists would have found useful.  Many of these items would have been cataloged by Thomas Hariot, the man for whom this trail is named, in his book “A Brief and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia.”  He was not part of the lost colony; rather he had visited this area two years earlier in 1585 and conducted research for his report.  As accurate as it was, his knowledge was not enough to save the colony.


At 0.25 miles, the trail reaches Roanoke Sound at a point that probably looks much like the colonists would have seen it.  This is not where the colonists first came ashore.  To visit that point, you will need to walk through Elizabethan Gardens.


The trail curves left as it begins looping back to the fort, passing more interpretive signs along the way.  Soon the fort and the blacktop path you started on come into view.  Turn right and walk along the pavement, retracing your steps to the Visitor Center to complete the hike.

Hike #26
Trail: Tracks in the Sand Trail

Location: Jockey Ridge State Park

Nearest City: Nags Head, NC

Length: 1.5 miles

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: An amazing hike featuring the Outer Banks in their natural state.
Park Information: http://www.jockeysridgestatepark.com/
Directions to the trailhead:  In Nags Head, take US 158 (Croatan Highway) to milepost 12 and the signed park entrance road; there is a traffic light at this intersection.  Follow the park road to its end and park in the large (and only) parking lot in front of the Visitor Center.

The hike: Most people who come from Ohio to the Outer Banks come to have a vacation, but just after the dawn of the 20th Century two bicycle shop owners from Dayton, Ohio came for a completely different reason: to attempt the impossible.  The two bicycle shop owners were Orville and Wilbur Wright, and the impossible was to build a machine that could fly.  With high dunes, soft sand (for landing), and high wind speeds, Kitty Hawk made the perfect destination for their endeavors.  They traveled down here every winter for several years with no success, but finally on December 17, 1903, their machine lifted off the ground and into the history books.


The Wright Brothers National Memorial in Kitty Hawk does a fabulous job of displaying the genius of the Wright brothers.  Rangers describe the design process, and various exhibits contain re-creations of the machines they built along with the tools they used to build them.  Stones placed on the ground mark where the machine lifted off and subsequently touched down.


While the memorial succeeds at preserving history, it fails at preserving the grounds itself.  Where the Wright brothers would have seen mountains of bare sand visitors today will see grass, trees, and concrete.  Thus, to see the Outer Banks the way the Wright brothers did, you will have to go somewhere else.  Fortunately, that somewhere else is just a few miles down US 158 at Jockey Ridge State Park, a small island of natural dunes in a sea of development.


Perhaps the most popular activity at the park is hang gliding; visitors take advantage of the same winds that lured the Wrights.  For those of us wishing to keep our feet on the grounds, two trails allow hikers to explore the park’s dunes.  The 1 mile Soundside Nature Trail provides a nice walk along Roanoke Sound, but it does not leave from the main parking lot.  The Tracks in the Sand Trail described here leads through the heart of the dunes and gives the best feel for the Outer Banks in their natural state. 


From the edge of the parking area, the trail starts at a sheltered bench located to the right (west) of the Visitor Center.  The first few yards of trail pass through a shrubby area, but soon you will emerge on the open sand.  Some numbered wooden posts indicate the presence of an interpretive brochure, but none were available on my visit.  At the very least the posts serve to keep you on the trail, as the treadway would be indistinguishable from the rest of the sand otherwise.


Just after passing post #2, you will top the next dune.  Climbing this dune gives you the old two steps forward then slide back one feeling.  Fortunately, such areas are rare on this trail.  In fact, most of the sand was even firm enough to hold my weight, no small feat for a person my size.  While the sand poses little difficulty to your legs and lungs, it still serves to radiate sunlight, making this a hot hike in the summer.  Be sure to wear sunblock to avoid getting a bad sunburn.


The trail passes posts 3, 4, and 5 in quick succession.  Following these posts will lead you into an area of dense but low vegetation at the base of a very steep dune.  Most of the dunes are void of vegetation because the sand does not retain enough moisture to support plant life.  However, in the lower areas such as this one, enough moisture is retained to allow some drought-hardy greenery such as yuccas to grow.


If you follow the posts out of this depression you will need to climb a nearly vertical hill of sand.  On the other hand, if you backtrack about 20 yards and look to your right, you will see a more gradual and firmer route to the next post.  The wind is constantly reshaping these dunes, so a route that may have worked well a few years ago may be nearly impassible now.  Thus, in this and a few other areas you may have to make your own trail rather than following the prescribed route.


The top of the next dune is the highest point on the trail.  Take a minute to look around and take in the mountains of sand that surround you.  Wind erosion has carved some interesting formations in some of the dunes to your right.  Straight ahead, the sand leads downhill until it meets vast Roanoke Sound.  Standing at this point, your surroundings appear more like a scene from an African or Australian desert than the Outer Banks as we typically think of them.  As hard as it may be to believe, all of the Outer Banks used to look like this before their extensive development and erosion control began.


Post #6 marks the beginning of the loop portion of this hike.  To follow the posts in order, you will need to angle right here and use the left row of posts as the return route.  The trail descends moderately, picking its way through the dunes and heading for the sound.  At 0.7 miles, you arrive at the shore of the sound.  The sound is large enough so that the vacation homes along the opposite shore appear as small colored dots on an otherwise green and blue canvas.


The trail curves left and heads south with the sound lapping to your right and a wall of sand dunes to your left.  Very few areas along the sound are preserved in their natural state as this one is, so take some time to enjoy the scenery.  At post #10, the trail curves left and begins climbing away from the sound, exploiting a gap in the dunes.  The sand here is pretty firm, so this climb is not nearly as hard as it could be.


Post #14 is the last post, and soon thereafter you will close the loop.  From this point, you need to head back across the sand to the main parking area.  The highest dunes in the park are to your right as you return.  You can depart from the trail, but be careful where you wander: recall that hang-gliding is a popular activity in this park, and hikers always come up on the short end of hiker-glider collisions.  Watch the sky carefully but take in the scenery as you complete a hike you will remember for a long time.

Hike #27
Trails: Sound and Boardwalk Trails

Location: Bodie Island Lighthouse

Nearest City: Nags Head, NC

Length: 1.1 miles

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: A pair of short, flat trails exploring the waters near Bodie Island.
Lighthouse Information: http://www.outerbanks.com/BodieIslandLighthouse/
Directions to the trailhead:  From the Whalebone Junction in Nags Head, take SR 12 south 6 miles to the signed entrance road for Bodie Island Lighthouse.  Turn right onto the paved entrance road.  Park in the large blacktop parking lot in front of the lighthouse at the end of the entrance road.

The hike: Few places south of New England have as many famous lighthouses as North Carolina’s outer banks.  Probably the most famous of these lighthouses is the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, sometimes also called “America’s lighthouse” due to its famous black-and-white spiral stripe.  In times past southbound merchant ships would sail near the coast to take advantage of powerful countercurrents to the northward flowing Gulf Stream, putting them in danger of running aground on rocky shoals.  These lighthouses steered ships away from the most dangerous shoals.


Today the lighthouses on the outer banks serve mainly as tourist attractions, though some are still technically operational.  During the summer months, tourists tend to overrun the Outer Banks, turning the area into yet another overcrowded tourist trap not unlike many of the other popular vacation spots in the eastern United States.  I visited in early May before the crowds arrived, and my trip to the Outer Banks could not have been more pleasant.

For people visiting the Outer Banks not wanting to make the drive all the way down to Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, the Bodie Island Lighthouse makes an excellent and nearby substitute.  Unlike Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, Bodie Island Lighthouse is not open for climbing.  However, Bodie Island Lighthouse has two things its taller, more famous cousin does not: a pair of easy nature trails that allow visitors to explore the area around the lighthouse.  These trails comprise the hike described here.


A visit to the lighthouse grounds should start with a trip to the Visitor Center, the old keeper’s quarters, which contains a small bookstore and some exhibits about the lighthouse.  Next, go to the lighthouse itself.  You can’t climb to the top, but step into the lighthouse and peer up the seemingly infinite black metal spiral staircase which leads to the light.


The Boardwalk Trail departs just northeast of the lighthouse at the edge of the mowed area.  This is the more popular of the two trails, but I suggest you hike it first because some interpretive signs near the boardwalk will help you identify marsh plants you will see on both trails.

The boardwalk leads 1000 feet to a wooden overlook platform that stands near a small pond surrounded by marsh.  This platform gives a great view of the wall of sand dunes protecting the beach to the east.  It is also a great place to do bird watching, as several small stands of trees can be seen to the south, north, and west.  On my visit, I saw some egrets and geese in the pond and an osprey in the trees to the south.

The boardwalk ends at the overlook, so you will have to retrace your steps to the lighthouse.  The other trail, named the Sound Trail by me, departs from a vehicle gate at the south end of the parking lot (to your left as you walk from the lighthouse back to the parking lot).  Walk around the vehicle gate and follow the gravel road into the marsh.  You will be able to hear a lot of birds, but you will have to be patient if you want to see them: the seemingly impenetrable curtain of green marsh plants will block your view most of the time.

0.25 miles from the vehicle gate, the trail crosses a creek as it curves to the right.  Still water like this makes for plenty of mosquitoes, so be sure to put on several layers of insect repellent before heading into the marsh.  At 0.3 miles, you will reach the end of the gravel road at the edge of Roanoke Sound.  From this point, you can look up and down Roanoke Sound and see only a small amount of human interference.  A couple of buildings wrecked by a hurricane can be seen on the shore, and the US 64 bridge can be seen 6 miles to the north.  If you come late morning you will likely be alone: the fishermen who use this point as a boat launch leave early in the morning and return in the afternoon.  How often do you get so much solitude at such a great body of water for so little effort?

The gravel road ends at the sound, and there is no other way to return to the lighthouse without getting wet feet, and maybe wet everywhere.  So after soaking in the view, you will need to retrace your steps along the gravel road to the parking lot to complete the hike.

Hike #28
Trail: North Pond Wildlife Trail

Location: Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge

Nearest City: Rodanthe, NC

Length: 1.2 miles

Last Hiked: May 2009

Overview: An easy hike atop a dam featuring great bird watching opportunities.
Refuge Information: http://www.fws.gov/peaisland/
Directions to the trailhead:  The signed parking area for the refuge Visitor Center is located on SR 12 8.7 miles north of Rodanthe or 15 miles south of the Whalebone Junction in Nags Head.  The trail starts at the south end of the parking area directly across from the Visitor Center.

The hike: Established in 1937, Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge protects 5834 acres of beaches, dunes, and wetlands on the Outer Banks.  The refuge forms a cross section across Hatteras Island, and while SR 12 cuts right through the land, most of the refuge retains its natural feel.  Indeed, the beaches protected by the refuge are some of the most pristine, isolated beaches on the Outer Banks.


As would be expected at a wildlife refuge, bird watching is one of the main activities.  Pea Island is particularly well situated in this regard because it is located in the middle of the Atlantic flyway, a major bird migration route.  Even better, the treeless marshes make for exceptional viewing.  Come during different times of the year and see how many different kinds of birds you can see.


Two short, flat trails allow hikers to access the refuge.  The 0.5 mile Salt Flats Wildlife Trail (not described in this log) departs SR 12 at a small pullout about 4 miles north of the Visitor Center; it provides a handicapped-accessible route into the marsh land.  The North Pond Wildlife Trail described here is a bit longer, offers better bird watching opportunities, and departs from the Visitor Center, thus eliminating the drive.


Before starting the trail, stop in the Visitor Center to pick up a brochure that will help you identify some of the more common birds.  From the large information board, the trail begins as a boardwalk as it heads south parallel to the park road, passing the first pond.  There were no birds in this pond on my visit, but I did see numerous turtles sitting on logs and enjoying the bright late morning sun.  The bushes in this area could contain some birds, but you won’t be able to see them at this point on the trail.

The trail soon reaches the dike.  Turn right and begin walking atop the dike you will use as a treadway for the rest of the hike.  This dike is well positioned because views of North Pond are plentiful to the right while occasional views of South Pond can be had through the bushes on the left.  A large group of sandpipers were congregated in a very shallow region of North Pond, searching the sandy floor for lunch.  Meanwhile, a mallard duck watched them from the dike only feet away from me.

Several observation platforms invite you to stop and inspect the two ponds.  Binoculars are provided at some of the platforms, and unlike many of the more touristy areas, you don’t even have to drop in a quarter to use the binoculars here.  Even if you have never carried binoculars on a hike before, you will see their value after you try the ones here.  What appears as a small white blob with the naked eye becomes easily identifiable as a snow goose or an egret with the binoculars.

At 0.6 miles, the trail reaches a two-story wooden observation platform at the far (west) end of the dike.  Make sure to check out both floors of the platform: you will more likely see birds from the top floor, but you will more likely see reptiles and amphibians from the ground floor.  This point is far enough away from the trailhead so as to allow a better chance of solitude.  On my visit, the first couple of observation platforms were crowded, but this one at the end I had all to myself.

The North Pond Wildlife Trail officially ends at the two-story platform.  The hike can be extended by following a two-track access road which heads north along North Pond’s western shore.  Unfortunately, the access road does not form a loop unless you want to hike along busy SR 12, which is not recommended.  So the best choice is to turn around at the platform and retrace your steps back across the dike.  Keep your eyes alert on the return hike: birds move after all, so you will likely see different things coming back than you did going out.

Before you leave the refuge, there is one more “secret” place you should visit.  Back at the parking lot, use the crosswalk to cross SR 12, and then take one of the wild trails that head into the sand.  After a brief scale of the sand dune “wall,” you will come out at one of the gorgeous beaches I mentioned above.  When I visited this beach on a perfect day in early May, there were only 2 people on the beach as far as the eye could see.  Take a minute to savor the wilderness feeling before returning to your car to complete the hike.

