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PART I Essential Knowledge for Smoky Mountain Fly Fishers
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Tenkara fly fishing is highly effective in streams of the Smoky Mountains Its compact equipment is convenient for hiking and backpacking



CHAPTER 4 Tenkara

Tenkara is a form of fly fishing that originated in Japan, but it is ideal for the Smokies. It has a fixed amount of line attached at the tip of the rod and does not have a reel. Just like every other facet of fly fishing, there are people who love it and do it almost to exclusivity while others have no use for it. We have found that most fly fishers who scoff at Tenkara have not tried it and don’t have a clear understanding of how it’s done.

Tenkara has several inherent qualities that fit well with fishing in the Southern Appalachians. It uses extremely light line, fishes dry flies or wet flies quite well, and is exceptionally portable. The rods are longer than conventional fly rods, at 9 to 14 feet long, but much more delicate. The extra length and super-light line makes dead drifts easy to accomplish, especially in the turbulent waters of the Smokies. The longest Tenkara rods are probably too much for fishing here, but rods in the 10-to-12-foot range are extremely versatile for the streams where most anglers fish. The rods are telescoping. Even a 13-foot Tenkara rod will collapse to about 20 inches long and a 10-foot rod down to about 18 inches. This makes them super easy to put in a day pack to hike in or a backpack for a backcountry camping trip. Any fishing rod can be inconvenient to carry while walking through the woods, but a Tenkara rod can quickly be collapsed before leaving the water to walk back up to a trail or road.


[image: chpt_fig_044.jpg]
Many anglers question the wisdom of using an extra-long rod in the Smokies, but anglers have been using long rods for as long as they have been fishing here. Clementine Enloe is pictured here in 1935 with a long cane pole. While Tenkara uses a different method to get the fly on water, the length of the rods is very similar. COURTESY GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK



The biggest misconception about Tenkara is that it is “cane pole” fishing; a fly is simply swung out and dangled onto the water. However, the exact same casting stroke you make with a fly rod is what is required with a Tenkara rig. The flies are very light, and trying to dangle them out to the water is far less precise than a practiced fly cast. Wet flies are commonly used, but we use dry flies more than anything else. This ultralight method of fishing does not handle heavily weighted nymphs well at all. In fact, conventional dry flies, like a #14 Parachute Adams or #16 Elk Hair Caddis, commonly fished in the Smokies, cast quite well.


Tenkara Rods

There are many types of Tenkara rods to choose from, but the best ones to consider for the Smokies will be 10 to 12 feet long. There are good opportunities for a 13-foot rod on the largest streams, especially during  high flows in the spring, but they have limited use in smaller streams. A 10-to-11-foot rod probably has the most overall use when it comes to the number of places they can be used well. A 12-foot rod is good on the large and medium streams but has limitations if the stream is especially brushy. A 10-foot rod is good on medium to smaller streams but could be a little short on the biggest waters. A 9-foot Tenkara rod is getting pretty short and is best used on smaller waters or streams with nothing but pocketwater. Casts will all be short with this rod, so there will be limited areas where it can be used effectively. Much of the advantage to fishing with Tenkara is lost when fishing rods are 9 feet or shorter, and conventional fly rods may work better.


[image: chpt_fig_045.jpg]
The smallest streams usually fish well with a 10-foot Tenkara rod. Medium to large streams fish best with a 12-foot rod. A 13-foot rod is a bit big for most streams but can be useful on the biggest streams with heavy spring flows.



Many rods fully extend to a single length, but some rods have variable lengths to allow anglers to easily change how long the rod is. Some may provide up to three separate lengths, like 10, 11, and 12 feet. This one rod allows anglers to fish a wide variety of streams. You can fish short on a section of pocketwater, then extend the rod longer for bigger pools and runs. To be clear, this is not the same as using a 12-foot Tenkara rod and not fully extending it. These multi-length rods are designed to be fished at varying lengths.




Tenkara Lines / Leaders

Tenkara doesn’t use a reel, and the line is attached to a short length of cord on the tip of the rod called a lillian. Similar to conventional fly fishing, there is a “line” analogous to fly line attached to a length of tippet material, but the whole length of line and tippet from the fly to the rod tip may be called a leader. Several feet of tippet material are between the line and the fly. Choosing a line is critical to your enjoyment of Tenkara.

Because there is no reel and you are fishing a fixed length of line, it’s very important to use the right amount. An extra-long length of line may have you casting well past the fish, or a short length may have you unable to reach the target. It takes a little bit of using the gear to get a good feel for it and eventually decide on what works for you. We usually like the entire length of line from the rod tip to the fly to be about 24 inches longer than the rod. This is very subjective, though, and depends on the stream you’re fishing and whether you are fishing dry flies or wet flies.

Spools are used to keep your leaders
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Elk have been successfully restored to Cataloochee Valley and are seen there as well as around Maggie Valley, North Carolina



CHAPTER 13 Waynesville and Maggie Valley Area

Waynesville and Maggie Valley, North Carolina, are small tourist towns deep in the Southern Appalachians. These towns are very close to each other and are easy to reach via Interstate 40 between Asheville, North Carolina, and the Tennessee border. They don’t have direct access to the national park like Cherokee and Gatlinburg do but are certainly more convenient to some areas of the park than those larger towns.

Both of these towns have ample accommodations and a wide range of restaurants to choose from. Jonathan Creek and the West Fork of the Pigeon River are nearby stocked trout streams outside of the park that anglers may want to sample as well. This is also a hotspot in the Smokies for elk, as they have become a sporadic sight in the area. The adjacent Cataloochee Valley in the park is the epicenter of the Smokies elk population. Cataloochee Ski Area is a unique attraction here. At a peak of 5,400 feet, these are the highest ski slopes around the national park. That high elevation for an Eastern ski slope has ultra-low winter temperatures, which allows them to make snow during the winter months.


Big Creek

Big Creek is not very convenient to Waynesville and Maggie Valley, but in all honesty, this isolated section of the park isn’t convenient from anywhere. The stream is a tributary of the Pigeon River and joins it at the base of Waterville Powerhouse at the Tennessee/North Carolina border. The best way to access Big Creek is to get off I-40 just inside Tennessee at exit #451. This is a remote area, but there aren’t many roads, so it’s pretty difficult to get lost looking for Big Creek. You’ll cross a bridge over the Pigeon River and follow it upstream past the powerhouse. You’ll go right past the whitewater raft launch. This area can be extremely busy on summer afternoons as buses unload rafters and boats. The rafting outfitters are based in Hartford, Tennesse, just a few miles down the interstate.

Continuing on, you will see Big Creek on the left side of the road, and you can follow it upstream into the national park. This is the community of Mount Sterling, North Carolina. This area was so remote that, for decades, local mail service was provided via a Tennessee post office since it was so far removed from the next closest town in North Carolina. If you have decided you left something behind, you might find it in the Big Creek Country Store. This is a genuine country general store, and it might just be worth your time to drop in and grab a candy bar just to walk in and take a look around.

Big Creek has a picnic area and a very small campground. There is a restroom in the picnic area and one in the campground, but those are the only facilities here. There are only 12 campsites in the campground, and they only accommodate tents. There are no spaces for trailers or RVs. All of the campsites are “walk-in.” That doesn’t mean you hike to them but that you cannot pull your car up to the campsite. All the sites are designated with a fire ring, table, and tent pad, but you will park in a parking lot by the restroom and walk to
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Mouse Creek Falls spills into Big Creek in stunning surroundings.
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Big Creek lives up to its name, with big, deep pools, big boulders, and a big watershed that takes days of backpacking to cover in its entirety.



your campsite. All campsites must be reserved ahead of time, and there is no cell service here at the time of this writing. This was once a place to show up without plans and get a first come, first serve campsite, but years of increasing park visitation have put an end to those times. Big Creek is a great place to camp for those who are willing to deal with its eccentricities, but it is a bit too rustic for many.

Big Creek is best thought of as a backcountry trout stream, but there is certainly good fishing to be had below the trailhead. Rainbow trout are the primary species found in Big Creek, and there are plenty of them. Brown trout are rare but present in the stream along the road and through the picnic area and campground.

Anyone familiar with Big Creek will likely know the Midnight Hole. This is an exceptionally deep plunge pool about a mile and a half up the trail from the parking lot at the picnic area. This has long been a favorite secluded swimming hole, but the advent of social media has brought crowds to this once-secret location. You are unlikely to see more than a handful of fly fishers on Big Creek, but expect the parking lot to be full in the summer, most of whom are swimmers headed to the Midnight Hole.

Expect Big Creek to be a strenuous fishing experience but rewarding for anyone who is up for the hike. The stream has a continual string of large plunge pools and huge boulders. The trail is an old rail bed with a steady uphill climb. It is never steep but maintains the incline for miles. Access to the water is spotty from the trailhead up past the Midnight Hole. There are spots where you can enter and exit the water but expect challenging wading in between. This is good water for most summer and fall water conditions, but higher flows common in spring could be dangerous.

Mouse Creek cascades over its namesake falls about a half mile upstream of the Midnight Hole and about two miles above the trailhead. This is absolutely a fishable stream, but getting up and over the falls is a real chore. Furthermore, the quality of water and fish, coupled with a lack of anglers on Big Creek, are such that it’s hard to find a good reason to abandon it for this small tributary.
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Rainbow trout are the predominant species in Big Creek, but brook trout are present starting around five miles up from the trailhead.



Access to Big Creek becomes easier along this stretch, but it’s far enough up the trail that few anglers will ever see. The general routine with fishing up here is to get in where possible, fish up a way to where it’s difficult to continue up the stream, and get out. Or you may just get out where it pleases you and hike a little further to see what’s beyond. That’s part of the adventure of fishing in locations like this: finding what’s just out of sight.


[image: chpt_fig_197.jpg]
Hooked up with a nice trout near the Walnut Bottoms backcountry campsite on Big Creek.



Backcountry campsite #37 at Walnut Bottoms is situated right on the stream and is a beautiful spot to spend a few days fishing in solitude. Backcountry campsite #36 is a little way upstream but is for those camping with horses. While these are superb locations for backpacking, it should be noted that these campsites are frequently closed because of bear activity. It is imperative that you follow backcountry camping protocols for bear country by using cables provided to hang your food and never leave food out while away from camp.

Brook trout start to show up around Walnut Bottoms, and this is relatively large water to find them in the Smokies. They will only become more common as you fish upstream from here and in the tributaries. Big Creek continues on past Swallow Fork but starts to become a bit smaller without its flow. It gets smaller again past the confluence of Gunter Fork and the trail becomes Camel Gap Trail. Yellow Creek is a small feeder that comes into Big Creek here, but this is almost nine miles from the Big Creek trailhead and very few anglers will ever come this far for this small brook trout stream.


SWALLOW FORK

Very few anglers will fish any of the tributaries of Big Creek. The primary reason is because they are far out of the way, and the second is it can be pretty tough to leave Big Creek behind because of its beauty and eager trout. Swallow Fork is a stream worth fishing for anyone camping at Walnut Bottoms.

Access to the stream is off the Swallow Fork Trail, which intersects Big Creek Trail just downstream of the bridge at Walnut Bottoms. For the most part, Swallow Fork is well below the trail for the first three-quarters of a mile of the trail or so, but you can often see the water through the forest. Eventually, the trail crosses Swallow Fork and sticks with it for a short distance. This is brook trout water, and these fish rarely, if ever, see artificial flies.
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Brook trout were never displaced up high and continue to dominate the headwater tributaries of Big Creek.



One strategy that some anglers might consider here is to start at the mouth of Swallow Fork and fish up to the stream crossing. That’s a good length of water but manageable for most anglers who have already backpacked up Big Creek. You may be able to climb the slope from the stream up to the trail but expect it to be difficult, so you might just do as well to either turn around and wade back down or press ahead to the stream crossing.

McGinty Creek is a tributary of Swallow Fork along the trail, but the only reason to fish here is to cross another stream off your life list. It is small enough to be tougher to fish than Swallow Fork, and you might start to really miss the open casting of Big Creek.




GUNTER FORK

Gunter Fork is quality brook trout water that likely sees very few, if any, anglers in any given season. Gunter Fork Trail and the mouth of the stream are six miles from the Big Creek Trailhead. A 12-mile round-trip before you start fishing puts this fishery out of reach for a day trip for most anglers. This stream is about a mile upstream of the Walnut Bottoms backcountry campsite and would be a good consideration for any angler spending several days there.

There is no bridge across Big Creek to access the Gunter Fork Trail on the other side of the stream, so this is probably best fished in the summer when water levels are at their seasonal ebb. That’s just as well since adding waders to a pack takes up considerable space inside a backpack.

Scenery on Gunter Fork is at a premium, but with miles of what can only be described as spectacular forest and stream behind you already, it becomes something you simply expect. Access to Gunter Fork is decent and should suit anyone who has put in the effort to get this far up the trail. The brook trout here are as pretty as any you will find and truly match the setting.
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Cataloochee Creek has long runs and riffles with few large boulders and waterfalls.








Cataloochee Valley

Cataloochee is the most isolated of areas inside the national park that may be accessed by car. While it is most convenient to Maggie Valley and Waynesville, North Carolina, convenience is a relative term in this instance. There are only two ways to get to Cataloochee, and neither would ever be described as anything but slow-going.

The name Cataloochee is likely derived from the Cherokee word “gadalutsi,” meaning standing tall. This could have been in reference to the enormous virgin timber in the valley before it was cut or perhaps the tall mountains that surround the valley. Despite its isolation, Cataloochee was the community with the largest population in the days before the national park. Several historic structures remain, including homes and barns. Many of these homes look more modern than others seen inside the park, and that’s because they are. Log cabin structures commonly found in other parts of the park were built in the late 1800s while several of the homes in Cataloochee were built well into the twentieth century. While they still have a primitive interior by modern standards, their exterior appearance wouldn’t be out of place in neighborhoods today.

For decades, this peaceful valley saw relatively few visitors in spite of its location inside America’s most visited national park. Even if the valley is no easier to reach than ever, it is certainly more widely known. In 2001, the park service began an ambitious plan to restore elk to the Great Smoky Mountains. Cataloochee Valley was chosen for its combination of good habitat and relative isolation where the elk could roam widely. As the elk numbers grew, so did the number of visitors to the valley. Even with increased visitation, the valley is very quiet compared to Cades Cove on the far side of the park.

Fishing in Cataloochee Valley has a good bit of variety, with some roadside access on the mainstem of Cataloochee Creek in addition to plentiful and varied backcountry streams. The highlight of fishing here for many anglers is the prevalence of rainbow, brown, and brook trout found together in several streams. Indeed, it’s a rare treat to catch all three wild trout species in the Southeast while a bull elk bugles in the distance.

The easier of the two routes into Cataloochee Valley is via Cove Creek Road. This is off Highway 276 very near Interstate 40 at exit 20 in North Carolina. This is a narrow road through a rural community, and there is no way to move very quickly. Expect no shoulder on the road, and watch for precipitous drops. This is not the place to take a curve too fast and go off the road. This is typical for rural Southern Appalachia but may make city dwellers or those accustomed to flat terrain nervous.

While this road is considered small and remote today, it was once a primary thoroughfare for Native Americans traveling through the mountains. When the first Europeans came on the scene, they found the trail along Cove Creek quite well-worn. It was even used by Francis Asbury, a noted Methodist preacher who traveled widely proclaiming the gospel throughout early America.

The only other route into Cataloochee is about 26 miles of dirt road from Mount Sterling, North Carolina, near the Big Creek entrance to the national park. You might consider this route if you are already at Big Creek and want an adventurous trip into Cataloochee, but all else being equal, there’s not much reason to take this route.

Cataloochee Valley features a very nice park campground with only 27 campsites, so it is pretty quiet. The entryway into the valley also limits the type of campers that can get there. Large RVs are not recommended, and those towing trailers should do some research to be sure they can navigate the roads into Cataloochee. This is an awful place for your fifth-wheel camper to drop a wheel off the side of the road.



[image: chpt_fig_200.jpg]
Above: Charity fishes Rough Fork in front of the old Caldwell House in Cataloochee Valley.




[image: chpt_fig_201.jpg]
Right: Elk are a common sight throughout Cataloochee Valley. Anglers need to be careful to give them plenty of space as they are large and have potential to be aggressive.
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Elk can turn up anywhere along the stream on Cataloochee Creek.



The campground is only open from spring into fall and anyone may use the restrooms there while it is open. However, the only restrooms open all year long in the valley are near the Palmer Creek trailhead further up the valley. Because of the remote nature of the valley and the narrow mountain roads leading there, you should expect frequent weather-related road closures during the winter.




Cataloochee Creek

Cataloochee Creek flows right through the middle of the valley and is never very far from the road. There are many instances when the stream is not visible from the road, but it’s not hard to find, and a short stroll across a field will lead you to a quiet spot to cast a fly. This is a beautiful stream with some beautiful pools and riffles, but keep an eye out for elk, especially during the elk calving season in June and autumn mating season in September and October. Fields in the valley are officially closed to all visitors if elk are present. Neither park rangers nor bull elk will care what you spent for a fishing license. The rangers will give you a ticket, and the bull elk may very well gore you, so it’s best to fish away from the massive and often belligerent animals.

There are several isolated sections of Cataloochee Creek to consider that are relatively close to the road but can’t be called roadside. A gorge stretches from Asbury Crossing bridge down low all the way up to the Cataloochee Group Campsite. This is not in the same location as the campground but instead well downstream and used by large groups like Boy Scouts or others coming to camp together. This is a pretty long stretch of water that should be considered a full day at very minimum. The road is far above the stream, and just walking the road in between is a lengthy hike.

Far easier access to Cataloochee Creek extends from the group camp all the way through the valley to the confluence of Palmer and Rough Creeks. The size of the stream is relatively small compared to the Oconaluftee River outside of Cherokee, but that doesn’t seem to influence how big the fish might be. Exceptional brown trout have been caught from this modest-looking stream.


[image: chpt_fig_203.jpg]
This solid brown trout was caught after a midsummer thunderstorm on a stonefly nymph, but even larger ones may be found in Cataloochee Creek.



Elk are not the only new development in Cataloochee Valley. During the record-breaking drought years of 2007–8, brook trout began to show up with regularity throughout the valley. A few theories have been floated as to why they suddenly reappeared from the high tributaries and have remained, but the reason is still only known to the fish. Cataloochee Creek is a relatively large size for brook trout in the Smokies, and some very nice ones have been caught here since they became more common around 2008. This is one of a few streams where anglers have a real opportunity to catch rainbows, browns, and brookies from a single run of water.


[image: chpt_fig_204.jpg]
Little Cataloochee is small enough to deter most anglers from making the short hike to fish it, but it is full of brook trout.




LITTLE CATALOOCHEE CREEK

Most fishing pressure on Little Cataloochee Creek comes near its confluence with Cataloochee Creek. While brook trout might come to a fly here, anglers should try further upstream, and this will require a relatively easy hike. Start your hike at the Little Cataloochee Trailhead off Mount Sterling Road on the low end of the valley. The trail is more like a jeep road, and the uphill and downhill grades are fairly moderate. Anglers will reach the stream after a short walk of a little more than one mile long. The stream isn’t very big, but it’s not particularly small by brook trout standards. Short roll casts and a high-stick drift will keep fly fishers in trout the entire length of the stream. A few rainbows and browns are in the lower part of the stream below a barrier falls, but specks are the predominant catch. The trail only intersects the stream and does not follow it. However, the stream is reasonably easy to access just up- and downstream from the trail crossing.

Little Cataloochee presented a problem and an opportunity for national park fisheries biologists. The barrier waterfall on the stream would be impossible for rainbow trout to get past, but a population of the invasive fish were already intermingled with the native brookies. Experience from previous restorations had taught the biologists that trying to remove the rainbows with shockers would probably be ineffective. Extremely small fingerlings that hatch in the spring can easily evade shockers and allow a population to persist in a stream.

On the contrary, if the biologists targeted the brook trout, they had a good chance of capturing them since the smallest of those fish would be nearly a year old if the shocking was done in the fall before the adults spawned and water levels were at a seasonal low. Fisheries biologists set up a large, portable pool designed for use in fighting fires. A hose from the stream filled the small artificial pond that resembled an aboveground swimming pool. Biologists then shocked as many brook trout as possible from Little Cataloochee Creek and put them in the holding pool while the stream was treated with antimycin to remove rainbow trout from the stream. The brook trout were returned to the stream the next day and remain the only trout species on the upper end of the stream.




CORRELL BRANCH

This stream is easily accessed off Mount Sterling Road. This small stream allows anglers to sample tight casting for brookies without killing the day with a long hike. Less than a quarter mile from the Little Cataloochee trailhead, Correll Branch provides a few accessible pools of water. This is a perfect stream to give your short rod a workout and work on your bow-and-arrow cast. Don’t expect to fill your day fishing here, but you can easily round out a grand slam after catching rainbows and browns in the main stem of Cataloochee Creek.






Palmer Creek

Palmer Creek is a beautiful little stream that requires only a modest hike to fish. It’s at the upper end of the valley and joins with Rough Fork to make Cataloochee Creek. There is enough space for comfortable, yet controlled fly casting, and the trail is not particularly rugged. Palmer Creek is the largest tributary of Cataloochee Creek. Brookies were historically rare near the trailhead, but they are relatively common now. Rainbows and a few brown trout also inhabit this tumbling brook. Cataloochee Horse Camp is just upstream of the trailhead, and elk are exceptionally common here, along with turkeys. Black bears are at least as common here as anywhere in the Smokies. Brook trout seem even more abundant near the confluence of Pretty Hollow Creek, becoming more common as you move upstream from the trailhead. Rainbow trout and the occasional brown trout will fill the gaps between brookies. The trail beyond Pretty Hollow Creek moves upslope away from the stream but often keeps it in sight. The stream is accessible, but it takes some effort to get in and out of the water.


PRETTY HOLLOW CREEK


[image: chpt_fig_205.jpg]
Black bears are as common in the upper Cataloochee Valley as anywhere in the Smokies.



Pretty Hollow Creek is a tributary of Palmer Creek that joins it less than a mile and half from the trailhead. This is a stream that has also seen a resurgence in its brook trout population. Rainbows were predominant in past years, but specks seem to be the dominant fish now even though there are still some rainbows. It’s noticeably smaller than Palmer Creek but still plenty of fun to fish. This stream is easily fished in a day trip, but backcountry camping is available at site #39 just above the confluence with Palmer Creek.


[image: chpt_fig_206.jpg]
Lost Bottoms Creek brook trout are about as small as the remote stream where they reside.






LOST BOTTOMS CREEK

Lost Bottoms is a stream that was restored with native Southern Appalachian brook trout in the mid- and late 1990s. Rainbows were removed with electroshocking equipment, and it took several seasons to get them all. Brookies have done well here, and there is a chance that this population of fish spilled over into Palmer Creek and boosted the population and perhaps even into Cataloochee Creek.

Access to the stream is from Palmer Creek Trail. Lost Bottoms comes in little more than a mile upstream of the confluence of Pretty Hollow Creek and Palmer Creek. This is about two and a half miles from the parking area at the trailhead near the horse camp at the upper end of Cataloochee Valley. The creek flows under a footbridge along the trail, but no trail follows it upstream. Anglers will have to fish their way up the streambed and return the same way. An alternate way to arrive here is to start at the Palmer Creek Trailhead off Balsam Mountain Road. Lost Bottoms Creek is a little more than two miles downhill from that trailhead.

Fishermen will come to a barrier falls not far upstream of where the trail crosses Lost Bottoms near its confluence with Palmer Creek. The stream was restored upstream of here, and anglers will find only brook trout and abundant solitude.






Caldwell Fork

Caldwell Fork flows into Cataloochee Creek just upstream of Cataloochee Campground but seems to see very little fishing pressure. It is certainly smaller than the mainstream. Most anglers are likely lured away to the larger Cataloochee Creek by its convenience, beauty, and the opportunity to catch a solid brown trout. Access to the stream is via the easy walking Caldwell Fork Trail, which stays with the stream for about four and a half miles. Backcountry campsite #41 is near the end of trail access to the stream.


[image: chpt_fig_207.jpg]
Rough Fork is small but goes back and forth between being open with ample casting space to tight and choked with rhododendron. Be assured neither condition will last for long.



Similar to most other streams in Cataloochee Valley, Caldwell Fork has seen brook trout become more common since 2008. In fact, very few local anglers even considered Caldwell Fork a brook trout fishery before then since rainbows seemed to be the only catch in the most pressured parts of the stream near the trailhead. It is probably this stream that has contributed a few specks to the main flow of Cataloochee Creek since Caldwell Fork comes in at the campground in the middle of the valley. This fact is even more impressive when one considers that there have not been any restorations on this stream.




Rough Fork

This is an easy walking trail, and elk are commonly encountered here. We were fishing here with our children one particular afternoon when a sow black bear with two cubs sauntered past us on the far side of the stream. One of the cubs scrambled five feet up every tree he came to before scampering down to catch up with the rest of the family. Less than a hundred yards up the stream, we found about a half dozen cow elk bedded in a lush grove of ferns. Days like this provide vivid memories for a lifetime.

About a mile and a half up the trail you may be surprised to come to an opening in the forest with an old home. The Woody House was once a farm in this part of Cataloochee and is maintained as a historic site. This is a fun spot to take a break from fishing and eat your lunch in the shade of the porch. An elk may emerge from the woods to graze on the lawn.

Backcountry campsite #40 is a short distance above the Woody House, which makes it a pretty easy hike. This entire stretch of water can easily be fished in a day trip, but it could be worth your time to spend the night here. Trail access to the water doesn’t last beyond the campsite as it ascends the ridge up Balsam Mountain.











[image: chpt_fig_222.jpg]
Indian Creek Falls is one of the most recognizable spots in Great Smoky Mountains National Park



CHAPTER 15 Bryson City Area

Bryson City, North Carolina, is among the fishiest places a fly fisher could land. It borders the national park and the Tuckaseegee River runs through the middle of town before emptying into Fontana Lake. Furthermore, the Nantahala River tailwater full of trout is relatively close along with the Little Tennessee River and its population of smallmouth bass. Furthermore, the Fly Fishing Museum of the Southern Appalachians located in Bryson City gives all the endorsement an angler could ask that this is a real fishing town.

Bryson City is definitely set up for tourists, with an abundance of rental cabins, lodges, bed and breakfasts, and some hotels. The town has an undeniable small-town charm. Outdoors enthusiasts will find excellent hiking, camping, whitewater rafting, or tubing, in addition to fishing, but there is plenty for family members not so enamored of spending every day outside. The downtown area is quite easy to peruse, and visitors might choose to take the scenic train ride on the Smoky Mountain Railroad.


Deep Creek

Deep Creek flows along the edge of Bryson City outside of the park as it joins the large Tuckaseegee River. The stream is well known for its wild trout population, especially the brown trout. This is the only stream in the national park where browns are the predominant gamefish, but anglers might not get the same result on the end of their line. Rainbow trout are plentiful as well and often more eager than the brown trout.

Lower Deep Creek outside of the park is stocked by the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission. The Tuckaseegee River is also stocked in the fall under delayed harvest regulations. As a result, stocked trout are a distinct possibility in the lower part of the stream in the park, and a few will go much further upstream than one might expect.

Deep Creek has limited roadside access inside the park and is best thought of as a hike-in stream. Access at Deep Creek Campground and the adjoining picnic area is good but will be full of swimmers and tubers in the warm months, typically starting in May and going into September. In fact, anglers should expect the lower section of the stream to be inundated with tubers during this time. Anyone who wants to fish here should plan on doing so early or late in the day. Tubing is restricted to no further upstream than the mouth of Indian Creek, so anglers should plan on walking at least that far in the summer before fishing when tubers are present.

The lower Deep Creek area has a city park vibe compared to other trails as many people are taking casual walks, jogging, and even riding bicycles along the wide, level path. Bicycles are not generally allowed on park trails, but they are allowed on Deep Creek Trail as far as the junction of the Loop Trail, about a mile and a half above the trailhead. Use of a bicycle can help an angler quickly bypass the lower end of the stream, but caution should be used as this same part of the trail is often full of walkers who may not be watching for faster cyclists.

Trail access is good but intermittent throughout the 12 miles where the stream parallels it. The atmosphere changes quickly from tubers, casual walkers, and baby strollers to a narrower trail and wilderness after the initial two miles. It should be noted, however, that anglers don’t need to make any epic hikes to find good fish or plentiful trout. Even the tubing zone is full of nice fish. There are many spots along the entire length of Deep Creek where the linear distance between the trail and water is insignificant but steep slopes or thick brush will impede access. As a result, the vast majority of fishing pressure comes in the first two miles upstream of the campground and trailhead.

Backcountry campsite #60 is about a mile beyond the junction of Loop Trail and just before the point where the stream and trail separate for a while before descending to easier walking. The trail takes a steep pull over Bumgardner Ridge after hikers pass the campsite. Deep Creek makes a wide loop around Bumgardner Bend without any trail access. This is lesser known than the big horseshoe on Abrams Creek on the Tennessee side of the Smokies but every bit as strenuous and difficult to fish in a day.

Beyond Bumgardner Ridge, the trail and stream settle into a sort of occasional easy access. Backcountry campsites #59, #58, #57, #56, #55, and #54 show up at pretty regular intervals of about a half mile apart. Campsites #57 and #55 are available to backpackers, but these sites may also be used by horseback riders. As a result, there may be an odor of manure and an excess of flies, so plan accordingly.

Pole Road Creek enters Deep Creek between campsites #56 and #55. Pole Road Creek Trail follows the stream. The trail climbs over 1,500 feet in three miles before intersecting Noland Divide Trail, so the best access is found on the low end of the stream. This is not a bad stream by any means, but its small size, difficult access, and proximity to the larger waters of Deep Creek won’t put it on a list of anyone’s top picks. However, backpacking anglers who have committed to spending a few days on Deep Creek should at least give it a few casts. They can be assured of finding naive trout relatively ignorant of artificial lures.


[image: chpt_fig_223.jpg]
Many anglers head to Deep Creek for a chance to hook one of its solid brown trout. This is known as the best brown trout stream in the Smokies.



The Left Fork of Deep Creek is an intriguing stream but one without any real access. This is the largest tributary of Deep Creek in the backcountry and certainly worthy of attention. Unfortunately, there are no trails to follow the stream. Left Fork joins Deep Creek on the far side of the stream from campsite #55. Some anglers camping at #55 may feel comfortable fishing a short way up Left Fork, then wading back downstream. In the past, a few seasoned Smoky Mountain fly fishers would occasionally fish up the Left Fork to a point where they could exit on Fork Ridge Trail, but before anyone makes any plans, they need to know the extreme nature of the expedition. The Left Fork of Deep Creek is remote before anglers leave the trail and plunge directly into the wilderness where there is no cell phone reception. It’s somewhere in the neighborhood of two miles up the creek before the Fork Ridge Trail becomes an exit, and it’s not at all obvious to someone who has not seen it. In other words, this is an extreme wilderness setting for the lower 48 and the Southeast in particular. The already remote backcountry Deep Creek with trail access should satisfy almost any angler with a taste for isolated fly fishing, so the Left Fork should not be considered a “must fish.”


[image: chpt_fig_224.jpg]
Deep Creek has ample casting room along with a nice blend of riffles, pockets, and large pools.



This “middle section” of the Deep Creek backcountry sees very few anglers because of its remote location. This is essentially between backcountry campsites #60 to #54. Ironically, the furthest-upstream, highest-elevation section of the stream requires a shorter hike, although it’s debatable whether one should call it an easier approach. Deep Creek Trail ends or starts, depending on your point of view, high on Newfound Gap Road. The trail quickly descends through old-growth forest, and anglers will hear the dribble of Deep Creek’s headwaters in the ravine below. About two miles down the trail, anglers will find good fishable water and backcountry campsite #53 about four miles in and just past the junction with Fork Ridge Trail.

This highest section of Deep Creek has always been known for its assortment of all three Smoky Mountain trout species. While the fish here should be as willing as anyone can find in the Smokies, there’s always a bit of suspense as to whether the fish on the line will be a rainbow, brown, or brook trout.



[image: chpt_fig_225.jpg]
Upper Deep Creek offers a true wilderness fishing experience that features all three trout species found in Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
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Indian Creek is a small stream tributary of Deep Creek.



Upper Deep Creek via Newfound Gap Road may be considered a day trip during the warm summer months, but only the most motivated and fit anglers need apply. The first two miles down from Newfound Gap Road descend about 1,000 feet with another 500 feet down to campsite #53. Hiking back up the mountain after a day of fishing boulder-strewn pocketwater is grueling.


INDIAN CREEK

Indian Creek features one of the most iconic waterfalls to be found on a Smoky Mountain trout stream. The creek slides over the falls just before joining Deep Creek about a mile upstream of the trailhead. Tubers will hike to the mouth of Indian Creek where they will put afloat in Deep Creek to drift down to the campground. The falls is not immediately visible from Deep Creek trail but barely a few steps up Indian Creek Trail bring it into view.

A healthy population of rainbow and brown trout inhabit this small mountain stream, but most anglers will prefer Deep Creek. Unfortunately, Indian Creek has relatively tight casting conditions throughout most of its length. Furthermore, the bulk of its flow requires an angler to navigate tangled thickets between the trail and water in most sections. Still, this is a great stream for any diehard blue liner who puts a premium on adventure over larger yet more crowded waters.






Noland Creek

Noland Creek is out of the way but not necessarily difficult to reach. The stream drains into the Tuckaseegee arm of Fontana Lake. Anglers can reach the stream by boat, but it is easily accessible by road. Lakeview Drive winds out of Bryson City and is also known as the “Road to Nowhere.” Fontana Lake drowned not only homes and communities in the Little Tennessee valley in 1944 but also the main road through the area. A plan was initially drawn up to construct a road along the north shore of the lake, which was started from Bryson City. A variety of factors, including expense, engineering difficulties, and building a road through some of the last chunks of wilderness in the eastern United States, all eventually led to an end to the road’s completion. Legal battles were fought over the road for decades before a settlement was finally reached. The road ends at a tunnel that was completed, but there is now a trail instead of a road beyond the tunnel.


[image: chpt_fig_227.jpg]
Noland Creek is an excellent example of a medium-sized Smoky Mountain trout stream.



The trailhead for Noland Creek Trail begins near a high overpass on Lakeview Drive. There is no true roadside access to the stream as anglers will walk down the hill to reach the stream, but the trail along the stream is easy to walk. It was once a road that connected to the one along the Little Tennessee River. It’s an easy walk downstream to campsite #66 where the stream drains into Fontana Lake. Expect this to be a lakeside spot in the summer, but during the other three seasons, the lake will not come that far up because lake depth will fluctuate about 50 feet throughout the year. That makes it difficult at best to access by boat during fall, winter, and spring. It’s an easy campsite to reach by trail, plus its lakeside location makes it relatively popular in the summer with boaters and paddlers.

Rainbow and brown trout are both common throughout the length of Noland Creek, but rainbows are caught with far more frequency. The backcountry nature of the stream keeps fishing pressure light, but even if you run into other anglers, the relaxed walking trail makes it easy to continue further on to find some water for yourself. This is larger water by Smoky Mountain backcountry standards but not all that big to be intimidating. Pocketwater is the primary habitat with occasional long glides but very few large, deep pools. Noland Creek is fairly unique in that it doesn’t really have any tributaries of any consequence. While there are absolutely feeder streams with fish, none will provide any real competition for anglers’ attention against Noland Creek.

Noland Creek is a good choice for anglers who want to camp and fly fish in the backcountry. The trail is relatively easy to walk, and there are six campsites, including the one on the lake. Campsite #65 is about a mile and a half upstream of the trailhead. This campsite isn’t actually on Noland Creek but instead is about 100 yards up Bearpen Branch, a small feeder. In fact, any of the backcountry campsites on the stream are nice spots to spend a few days of isolation with a fly rod. Several of the backcountry campsites feature picnic tables, a paradoxical addition to these remote locations. All of the campsites upstream of Lakeview Drive may be used by horseback riders as well as hikers.

Access to Noland Creek is pretty good throughout the length of the trail as far as the uppermost campsite, which is #61. The trail leaves the stream to begin its ascent of Noland Divide. This highest section of Noland Creek is undoubtedly the least fished, although there is very light pressure more than two miles upstream of Lakeview Drive.

An alternate way to get to Noland Creek is to descend the Noland Divide Trail from Clingmans Dome Road to its intersection with Noland Creek Trail. The upper section of the trail is very near the highest elevations in the Eastern United States and takes hikers through a spruce-fir forest with lush ferns. This is an exceptionally rare environment only found along the highest ridges and peaks of the Southern Appalachians. While undeniably beautiful, this route is physically demanding, especially if anglers intend to return by climbing back up the mountain. The path transitions nearly 2,500 feet over four miles between Clingmans Dome Road and the first point of access to Noland Creek. Take these figures into account when considering why upper Noland Creek is rarely visited.
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