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By ANGELA MINOR

 ; Our favorite must-see places, to-do events, best-of experiences in and around the 
Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GSMNP) in both Tennessee (TN) and North 
Carolina (NC). Items grouped loosely into increasing activity levels. See = relaxed.  
Do = some walking/standing required. Play = option for longer activity.

 ✔ *Time of year key: Spring (Sp) Summer (Su) Fall (F) Winter (W) Year-round (YR)

SEE
 ✔  ELK VIEWING. (CATALOOCHEE 

VALLEY, NC). Successfully 
reintroduced in 2001, the 
elk population now numbers 
around 200 in the GSMNP area. 
Also seen at Oconaluftee Visitor 
Center; in Job Corps CCC 
north of the visitor center; and 
in lowland fields along US 441 
in the park. YR. nps.gov/grsm/
learn/nature/elk.htm

 ✔ SORGHUM MAKING. (CADES 

COVE VISITOR CENTER, TN). Mules, 
an old-fashioned mill, and 
sorghum cane come together 
to create authentic sorghum 
syrup right before your eyes. 
Tasting and products on-hand 
for purchase. F.  
smokiesinformation.org/
news/sorghum-making-
demonstrations-return-to-the-
smokies-2019.html 

 ✔ HAYWOOD COUNTY 
QUILT TRAIL. (NC). Over 50 
historical and cultural locations 
throughout the county are 
marked with quilt block displays 
of varying motifs. The buildings 
can be “discovered” by 
following a map and spotting 
each location’s quilt square, 
which comes with a unique 
story. YR. haywoodquilttrails.
com

 ✔ ROARING FORK MOTOR 
NATURE TRAIL. (GSMNP). This is 
a self-guided narrow, winding 
mountain road, 5.5 miles of 
one-way traffic that is rich with 
streams, old-growth forest, 
and historic buildings close to 
Gatlinburg. Sp-F (closed winter). 
nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/
roaringfork.htm

LEFT: This abandoned vacation 
home in the Elkmont historical 
district of the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park is 
emblematic of the National Park 
Service’s policy to allow nature to 
reclaim the cabins. 

ABOVE: Gatlinburg’s Space 
Needle.

TOP: Elk viewing has become part 
of the Smokies experience.

 ✔ SEVIERVILLE SELF-
GUIDED FALL DRIVING 
TOUR. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). The city 
offers information on three 
auto tours guiding visitors to 
historical points of interest 
along the ridges and valleys of 
the backroads in this famous 
Tennessee mountain county. F 
visitsevierville.com/fall

 ✔ ELKMONT. (GSMNP). It is a visit 
back in time to drive through 
this logging settlement dating 
back to the mid-19th Century in 
the heart of the park. Historians 
continue to work toward 
preservation of the remaining 
historic structures and their 
stories. YR. nps.gov/grsm/
planyourvisit/elkmont.htm

ANGELA MINOR
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“Unto These Hills” is performaned 
at the Cherokee Mountainside 
Theatre 2. On stage for more than 
50 years, “Unto These Hills” 
covers the period from 1540 
through the Trail of Tears.

 ✔ HOLIDAY WINTERFEST 
LIGHTS. (SEVIERVILLE, PIGEON FORGE, 

GATLINBURG, TN). Spend hours 
driving any or all three towns 
to see five million twinkling 
holiday lights and vast displays 
of decorating imagination. Nov-
Feb. W. pigeonforgewinterfest.
com

 ✔ GATLINBURG SPACE 
NEEDLE. (GATLINBURG, TN). For 50 
years visitors have enjoyed 
the 360-degree mountain and 
town views from 407 feet in the 
air from this iconic landmark. 
Glass elevators carry you to 
the observation platform. YR. 
gatlinburgspaceneedle.com

 ✔ FALL FOLIAGE BUS 
TOUR. (PIGEON FORGE, TN). Enjoy 
the freedom of someone 
else driving for the autumnal 
spectacular that is the leaf 
changing season in the 
Smokies. Traffic can be heavy 
with 12 million visitors per 
year in the park. So this can 
be your eco-friendly way to 
travel and enjoy the views. F. 
tnmountaintours.com

 ✔ THE ROAD TO NOWHERE. 
(BRYSON CITY, NC). This is a story of a 
dam, displaced residents and 
a road that abruptly ended 
six miles into the park. Take a 
flashlight to walk through the 
tunnel at the end into the forest. 
YR. greatsmokies.com/road-
nowhere

 ✔ FOOTHILLS PARKWAY 
EAST. (COSBY, TN). One of the 
least crowded portions of the 
parkway is this 5.5-mile section 
leaving from Cocke County east 
to Interstate 40. Breathtaking 
views of the GSMNP peaks and 
valleys adorn this “well-kept 
secret.” YR. nps.gov/articles/
foothills-parkway-next-steps.htm

 ✔  “UNTO THESE HILLS”. 
(CHEROKEE, NC). Outdoor theatrical 
production in a 2,800-
seat arena under the stars 
presenting the Cherokee story 
through history; celebrating 
legends and heroes of the 
culture in story, song, and 
dance. Su. cherokeehistorical.
org/unto-these-hills

VISITNC.COM
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ABOVE: The Gatlinburg Skybridge 
is North America’s longest 
pedestrian bridge, at 680 feet.

FACING PAGE, TOP LEFT: 
Synchronous fireflies are a unique 
feature of the Smokies.

FACING PAGE, TOP RIGHT: 
Great Smoky Mountains Railroad 
runs year-round through the 
region.

FACING PAGE, RIGHT: 
Mingus Mill is part of the Great 
Smoky Mountain Farm Museum 
near the Oconaluftee Visitor 
Center.

DO
 ✔ GREAT SMOKY 

MOUNTAIN FARM MUSEUM 
& MINGUS MILL. (CHEROKEE, NC). 
Walk the Oconaluftee Visitor 
Center self-guiding tour of 
rare a American Chestnut log 
farmhouse, barn, apple house, 
springhouse, and working 
blacksmith shop, and see 
historic agricultural practices, 
and the nearby water-powered 
turbine historic grist mill in 
action. Sp-F. nps.gov/grsm/
planyourvisit/mfm.htm

 ✔ GATLINBURG SKYBRIDGE. 
(GATLINBURG, TN). Cross North 
America’s newest and longest 
pedestrian suspension bridge 
at 680 feet; and brave the see-
through panels in the middle 
for breathtaking mountain 
views. YR gatlinburgskylift.com/
skybridge 

 ✔ MONARCH BUTTERFLY 
TAGGING. (CADES COVES, TN). 

Great Smoky Mountains 
Institute at Tremont has been 
tagging Monarchs for years to 
learn about their 2,000-mile 
migration patterns. Volunteers 
welcomed. Early advance 
sign-up is required. F. gsmit.
org/monarch-tagging-and-
butterflymoth-identification

 ✔ SMOKIES SERVICE 
DAYS. (GSMNP). Volunteers 
of all ages and abilities are 
always welcomed for single-
day opportunities to care for 
campgrounds, trails, roadsides, 
rivers, historic buildings, and 
other areas of the park. Su-F. 
nps.gov/grsm/getinvolved/
smokies-service-days.htm

GATLINBURG SKYBRIDGE

 ✔ GREAT SMOKY 
MOUNTAINS HERITAGE 
CENTER. (TOWNSEND, TN). Find 
information on exhibits, 
programs, festivals, and 
information on the history 
and culture of the southern 
Appalachians. Staff is 
knowledgeable and helpful. YR. 
gsmheritagecenter.org

 ✔ TUCKALEECHEE 
CAVERNS. (TOWNSEND, TN). 

“The greatest site under 
the Smokies” with a room 
big enough for a football 
stadium. Stand amongst 24-
foot stalagmites, a 210-foot, 
two-tiered waterfall. Sp-F. 
tuckaleecheecaverns.com. 

 ✔  FORBIDDEN CAVERNS. 
(Sevierville, TN). With guided 
tours and a long history 
of human use from native 
peoples to moonshiners, this 
cave has lighted trails and 
entertaining presentations. Sp-
F. forbiddencavern.com
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 ✔ ARROWMONT SCHOOL 
OF ARTS AND CRAFTS. 
(GATLINBURG, TN). Channel your inner 
artist at the state’s oldest crafts 
school with a visit to the five 
galleries, Artists-in-Residence 
studios, and events. Or register 
for a workshop with acclaimed 
artist instructors. All ages 
and skill levels welcomed for 
weekend, one-week and two-
week sessions. YR. arrowmont.
org

 ✔ FIREFLIES. (GSMNP). These 
bioluminescent “lightning 
bugs” are neither bug nor 
fly—they’re beetles. And, the 
“Elkmont fireflies” are the only 
species in North America that 
blink together in a synchronous 
pattern for only about two 
weeks in the year (late May-
early June). Parking for shuttle 
service determined by lottery—
register early for a chance to 
witness this rare event. Sp-Su. 
nps.gov/grsm/learn/nature/
fireflies.htm

 ✔ WALKER SISTERS 
HOMESTEAD. (METCALF BOTTOMS, 

GSMNP). Six unmarried sisters 
lived out their lives at their 
homeplace; gardening, 
hunting, spinning, and 
welcoming the first visitors 
to the park at what became 
known as “Five Sisters Cove” 
(one sister had passed away). 
The last sister died in 1964 
after staying through a lifetime 
lease with the park service. Take 
an approximate one-mile hike 
into the forest to stand on their 
porch. YR. nps.gov/grsm/learn/
historyculture/walker-sisters.htm

 ✔ MUSEUM OF THE 
CHEROKEE INDIAN. (CHEROKEE, 

NC). Learn the 13,000 year 
history of the Cherokee through 
animation, figures, artwork, 
and precious artifacts. Enjoy 
traveling exhibits, the museum 
store, education wing, and 
nearby Oconaluftee Indian 
Village Living History Museum. 
YR. cherokeemuseum.org

 ✔ GREAT SMOKY 
MOUNTAINS RAILROAD. 
(BRYSON CITY, NC). Explore 
mountains, river gorges, valleys, 
tunnels, and bridges by steam 
or diesel train with special 
event options for narration, fall 
foliage, moonshine, and other 
themed rail adventures. YR. 
gsmr.com
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 ✔ TENNESSEE MUSEUM 
OF AVIATION. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). 

This museum is the state’s 
official repository and archive 
for aviation history displaying 
aircraft from WWII to Vietnam. 
Over a dozen restored aircraft, 
cockpits, and military vehicles 
are on display in the hangar 
and gallery. Demonstrations 
and flights available. YR. 
tnairmuseum.com

 ✔ AUDUBON’S IMPORTANT 
BIRD AREA BIRDING. 
(RANKIN BOTTOMS, COCKE COUNTY, 

TN). Outstanding numbers 
of migratory songbirds, 
shorebirds, and long-legged 
waders, as well as wintering 
ducks, geese, eagles, and 
cranes can be seen at this large 
floodplain. YR. tnbirds.org/
birdfinding/RankinBottoms.htm

PLAY
 ✔ SPRING WILDFLOWER 

PILGRIMAGE. (GSMNP). Programs, 
walks, and exhibits are held all 
around the park on a variety of 
flora, fauna, history, culture, art, 
photography and other topics. 
This program has been active 
on select spring days for over 
70 years, and draws hundreds 
of participants from 32 states 
and several countries. Sp. 
wildflowerpilgrimage.org

 ✔ MOUNTAIN HERITAGE 
TROUT WATERS. (NC). 
Seventeen locations in western 
NC provide public access 
to trout streams; discounted 
license fees; free loaner rods 
and reels and one-time mini 
tackle boxes. Sp-F. ncwildlife.
org/Fishing/Learn-
Resources/Programs/
Mountain-Heritage-
Trout-Waters-
Program

 ✔ MAGGIE VALLEY 
FESTIVALS. (MAGGIE VALLEY, NC). 

A full calendar of events and 
festivals from February to 
November at this mountain 
location includes ice 
skating, music, motorcycles, 
cars, arts and crafts. Sp-F. 
maggievalleyfestivalgrounds.
com

 ✔ HAYRIDES/CARRIAGE 
RIDES/HORSEBACK RIDES. 
(CADES COVE, TN/GATLINBURG, TN/

SMOKEMONT, NC/SUGARLAND, TN). Within 
the park, 550 miles of trails are 

open to horses. Guided 
rides at a leisurely 
pace are available 
at various locations 
with concessioners, or 

bring your own horse. 
Sp-F. nps.gov/grsm/

planyourvisit/horseriding.
htm

 ✔ FONTANA LAKE BOAT 
SHUTTLE. (FONTANA DAM, NC). Enjoy 
a sunset cruise on the lake 
or charter a drop-off-pick-up 
service for fishing at Hazel 
Creek or hiking the southern 
boundary of GSMNP. Sp-F.  
fontanavillage.com

 ✔ PINK ADVENTURE TOURS. 
(GSMNP). Tour five different 
park destinations in a pink 
specialty Jeep® with a certified 
local guide trained for safety 
and enjoyment. On- and off-
road options available. For 
60 years, this company has 
conducted over half-a-million 
tours at parks across the US. 
Sp-F. pinkadventuretours.com/
tours/smoky-mountain-tours

 ✔ STARGAZING AT 
CLINGMANS DOME. (GSMNP). 

Here is the literal “top of old 
Smoky,”and the observation 
tower at the highest peak in the 
Smokies. Visibility can be 100 
miles on a clear days; and the 
Milky Way is easily seen on new 
moon nights, along with moons 
of Jupiter. Sp-F. nps.gov/grsm/
planyourvisit/clingmansdome.
htm

VISITNC.COM

ABOVE LEFT: Fontana Lake is a 
Smokies’ area playground.

ABOVE RIGHT: Clingmans Dome is a 
high point of the Smokies, both in elevation 
and in daytime vistas and nighttime  
star-gazing.



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2020  7  

 ✔ LUXURY TREEHOUSE/
SAFARI TENT/1960S RETRO 
CAMPER. (GATLINBURG, TN). Choose 
your favorite accommodation 
style provided onsite, or bring 
your own RV or primitive tent. 
Pets welcome. campleconte.
com

 ✔ GLAMPING YURT-STYLE. 
(BRYSON CITY, NC). Find well-
appointed accommodations 
located on a mountain ridge 
line with views for miles. Pets 
welcome. skyridgeyurts.com

 ✔ LUXURY TENT 
GLAMPING. (PIGEON FORGE, TN). A 
safari-inspired, 182-acre camp 
with a variety of amenities. 
Dogs welcome. undercanvas.
com/camps/great-smoky-
mountains

 ✔ GUEST RANCH. (MAGGIE VALLEY, 

NC). Cabins, a lodge, and main 
ranch house at a mile-high 
elevation with horseback riding, 
wagon rides, and hikes. Pets 
welcome. cataloocheeranch.
com

STAY
 ✔ LECONTE LODGE®. (MT. 

LECONTE, GSMNP). The only lodge 
inside park boundaries, and 
only accessible via five hiking 
trails ranging from 5.5 to 8 miles 
in length. Rough-hewn heated 
cabins, family-style dining, 
lanterns, and linens provided 
at the highest guest lodge in 
the eastern U.S. at 6,360 feet in 
elevation. lecontelodge.com

 ✔ IN-PARK CAMPING. 
(GSMNP). Several options include 
backcountry (hike-in, primitive), 
frontcountry (near vehicles, 
restrooms, fire grates and 
picnic tables), group sites 
and horse camps (hitches, 
primitive). Permits, reservations 
and strict firewood regulations 
are in place at all locations. 
Pets welcome. nps.gov/grsm/
planyourvisit/carcamping.htm

 ; Ogle Brothers General Store. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). A 
farmer’s market theme in the Five Oaks District. 
1640 Parkway Sevierville TN 37862.

 ; The Crust and Crumb. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). New 
York style bakery and full espresso and latte bar. 
crustandcrumbbakers.com

 ; Harrah’s Cherokee Casino. (CHEROKEE, NC). Now 
offering live traditional table games such as 
Blackjack, Craps, Roulette, and more. caesars.com/
harrahs-cherokee

 ; Uncle Hank’s Knives. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). Make your 
own knife from start to finish. unclehanksknives.
com/store/c1/Featured_Products.html

 ; Foothills Parkway West. (BLOUNT COUNTY, TN). Newly 
opened sections offer spectacular views of Wears 
Valley and Townsend. nps.gov/articles/foothills-
parkway-next-steps.htm

 ; Graze Burgers. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). Patio dining 
and live music in the town’s old post office. 
grazeburgers.com

SMOKIES QUICK GUIDE: 
WHAT’S NEW?

CONTINUED TO NEXT PAGE....

 LECONTELODGE.COMSKY RIDGE YURT

LEFT: Sky Ridge Yurts offer nice accommodations and magnificent views. 

RIGHT:  LeConte Lodge is rustic and remote, and reachable only via a 
hike of at least 5.5 miles.
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EAT (& DRINK)
 ✔ ROCKY TOP WINE TRAIL. 

(PIGEON FORGE AND SEVIERVILLE, TN). Five 
local wineries on this tasting 
trail offer 75 local, handcrafted 
wines, which are free to sample. 
VIP tours of three wineries are 
available. rockytopwineries.com

 ✔ BUSH’S BEANS. (DANDRIDGE, 

TN). For over a century, this 
Tennessee company has 
produced delicious baked 
beans on the western side of 
the Smokies. Visit the general 
store, museum, and (with a 
little good timing) sample new 
flavors not yet on the market. 
bushbeans.com/en_US/about-
us

 ✔ MOONSHINE. (GATLINBURG, 

TN). After an immersive walk-
through museum complete 
with stream, live music, and the 
distinct aroma of ‘shine, stop for 
a taste from east Tennessee’s 
first federally licensed distillery. 
olesmoky.com

 ✔ HANDMADE CANDY. 
(GATLINBURG, TN). A trip to downtown 
Gatlinburg has included a stop 
to watch confectioners create 
deliciousness on marble slabs 
since 1939. Fudge, divinity, 
chocolate covered cherries, and 
taffy for those with good teeth 
are still made at this storefront 
shop in the glass-walled 
kitchens. auntmahalias.com

 ✔ APPLES. (ANY TOWN). Apples 
have been a food source in the 
mountains since the mid-1800s, 
creating sweet desserts and 
accenting savory main courses. 
Check any menu, and order 
something apple—fritters, pie, 
pancakes, stack cake, cinnamon 
bread, hot cider, chips, chicken, 
pork or wine. F in season.

 ✔ PANCAKES. (GATLINBURG, TN). 

There are reasons hungry folks 
queue down the sidewalk every 
morning for 60 years, rain or 
shine. Twenty-four reasons are 
scratch-made pancakes with 
hand prepared syrups, and the 
rest are farm fresh eggs, sizzling 
bacon, real whipped cream, 
and fresh coffee. And more, 
Hungry yet? pancakepantry.com

 ✔ TROUT. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). 

With over 300 of the best 
small stream wild trout fishing 
locations in the southeast, 
GSMNP visits should include 
a locally sourced trout dinner. 
Bring your catch; catch at the 
farm; or simply order fresh. 
englishmountaintroutfarm.net

 ✔ PRESERVES AND 
RELISHES. (ANY TOWN). Take a 
taste of the mountains home 
in a jar of mountain preserves 
(also known as jams or jellies) 
and relish (the spicy or tangy 
condiment). Check the labels; 
buy local; enjoy. 

 ; Indoor Drive-In Theater. (PIGEON FORGE, TN). Watch 
the big screen from your choice of 40 classic 
cars. pigeonforgetnguide.com/blog/things-to-do/
incredible-indoor-drive-in-movie-theater-coming-
soon-to-pigeon-forge

 ; Anakeesta. (GATLINBURG, TN). New restaurants, 
garden walks, the sunset deck, and lighting for the 
Tree Canopy Walk and Treehouse Village update 
this popular mountaintop destination. anakeesta.
com

 ; Rainbow Falls Trail. (GSMNP). After two years of 
repairs and rehabilitation, this popular park trail 
is open. nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/chimneys-
alternative-rainbow-falls.htm

 ; Courthouse Donuts. (SEVIERVILLE, TN). Top 
your own donuts and made to order lunches. 
courthousedonuts.com

 ; Puckett’s Grocery & Restaurant. (PIGEON FORGE, TN). 
Live, local music and Southern staples including 
their famous slow-smoked BBQ. puckettsgro.com/
pigeonforge

 ; • Appalachian Rivers Aquarium. (BRYSON CITY, 
NC). View tanks of large and small game and 
non-game fish, hellbenders, and a ‘living wall’ of 
amphibians, turtles, and reptiles. flyfishingmuseum.
org/aquarium.html

 ; Dancing Bean Coffee House. (TOWNSEND, TN). 
Offering homemade baked goods, “lunch box” 
specials, locally roasted beans, and signature 
flavored blends. dancingbearlodge.com/smoky-
mountain-coffee-house

—AM

CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE....

Ole Smoky is the region’s first 
federally licensed distillery.

OLESMOKY.COM
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