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All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.
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Check out those mountains!

Do they look blue to you? The Cherokee described the Smoky Mountains as shaconage, meaning “blue, like smoke.”

That’s actually water vapor from all the rain in the peaks that in turn feeds all the amazing waterfalls and the streams where you can fish.

Welcome to Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Every national park is different and every one offers special adventures. At Great Smoky, there are adventures to be had all year long!

You can see a lot of the park from the car—pretty wildflowers, trees, the mountains, and maybe some historic buildings that will give you glimpses of what life would have been like for farm kids who lived here before this land was a national park.


DID YOU KNOW?

People have occupied the Great Smoky Mountains since prehistoric times, but the first white settlers didn’t arrive until the late 1700s and found they were on Cherokee land with permanent towns, political systems, and trails. Sadly, most of the Cherokee were forced to leave their home in the 1830s and relocate to Oklahoma. Many got sick and died along the way. The tragic episode is known as “The Trail of Tears.” Those few who remained were the ancestors of the Cherokees who live near the park today. You might visit a museum on tribal lands in Cherokee, North Carolina, that helps preserve their history and culture.



[image: A VISITING KID SAYS: “My favorite thing to do in the park is looking at the mountain scenes.”—Eliza, 11, Greensboro, CA]

But you will have so much more fun if you get out of the car to explore the huge park—at least some of it. The hardest part will be deciding what to do first:


	▪ TAKE A HIKE? Maybe to a waterfall? There are over 800 miles of hiking trails from which to choose. Maybe you want to climb one of those mountain peaks?

	▪ GO ON A BIKE RIDE? Especially on Cades Cove Loop Road when the road is closed to cars in summer.

	▪ HORSEBACK RIDE?

	▪ FISH? There are some 300 streams with plenty of fish. Have you ever caught a fish—and helped cook it for dinner?

	▪ GO CAMPING? There are 10 National Park Service campgrounds from which to choose.

	▪ HAVE A PICNIC? That’s an especially good idea because there aren’t a lot of restaurants here, but there are plenty of picnic areas.

	▪ APPRECIATE THE BEAUTY? Count how many wildflowers you can see in the spring—there are more than 1,500 kinds of flowering plants here in spring and summer! Just don’t pick any!

	▪ EXPLORE THE AREA’S HISTORY? Learn what it was like for kids here by visiting an old schoolhouse, cabin, or other historic buildings. Kids only went to school in the winter, when they didn’t have to help on the family farm.

	▪ LOOK FOR WILDLIFE? You’ll have the opportunity to observe many different animals, including black bear. Just don’t get too close!



[image: A LOCAL KID SAYS: “I like to hike anywhere in the Smoky Mountains. It is all beautiful.”—Cody, 11, Greeneville, TN]


	▪ JOIN A RANGER for a fun activity? Are you ready for Animal Olympics to see how you stack up next to the park’s animals? Maybe you can learn how to use an old-fashioned loom, see a blacksmith work, or take a night hike under a full moon. Check out the special family programs when you arrive or online (nps.gov/grsm/index.htm).



The only hard part is deciding what you want to do first. Do you have your backpack ready?


DID YOU KNOW?

Great Smoky Mountains National Park was established in 1934 as a way to protect what remained of the mountains’ forest from logging. Many land owners had to leave their land when the park was established and they left behind many buildings. Over 70 have been preserved so that Great Smoky Mountains National Park now contains the largest collection of historic log buildings in the East. You can visit some of them.
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Bear Smarts

Biologists estimate that about 1,500 black bears live in the park. It’s one of the largest protected areas in the eastern US where they can live in the wild. They are most active during the early morning and late evening in spring and summer. Park volunteers work hard to educate visitors about bears and caution you to be careful if you see a bear! A bear’s behavior can be unpredictable. Always remember that bears in the park are wild, not like ones in a zoo.

Park officials say if you see a bear:

[image: A VISITING KID SAYS: “My favorite thing to do in the park was driving around looking for bears.”—Stephen, 12, Bristol, VA]


	• DO NOT APPROACH it and do not allow it to approach you.

	• If the bear changes his behavior—starts watching you or stops feeding, for example—you are too close. Don’t run, but back away slowly.

	• If the bear keeps approaching you, change your direction. If the bear gets closer, talk loudly or shout. Act together as a group and make yourselves look as large as possible.
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	• Throw non-food objects toward the bear, such as rocks.

	• Don’t run or turn away.

	• Don’t leave food for the bear or any food where bears can get it. Human food changes the bears’ behavior and causes them to lose their fear of humans. They can become more unpredictable. If the bear seems to be after your food, separate yourself from the food and slowly back away.

	• Report the bear sighting as soon as possible to the park rangers.
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DID YOU KNOW?

In the summer a typical adult male bear weighs about 250 pounds, but a female is less than half that. They will double their weight by the fall. Bear cubs weigh just a half pound when they are born.










TELL THE ADULTS


	▪ There are more than 270 miles of road in the parks, and driving the mountains may be challenging if you aren’t used to it.

	▪ Keep extra distance between you and the vehicle in front of you!

	▪ If your kids are prone to motion sickness, before you leave home, discuss with your pediatrician whether motion sickness medication is warranted and if so, give it to your child at least an hour before you anticipate being on mountainous roads.



[image: A LOCAL KID SAYS: “I’ve been to the park 25 times. I like climbing on the rocks!”—Sidney, 10, Knoxville, TN]


	▪ Avoid greasy or spicy meals the night before.

	▪ Encourage the kids to drink plenty of water.

	▪ Insist the kids put down their devices and look outside. Looking out at the horizon rather than down can also prevent motion sickness.

	▪ Keep a stash of dry crackers, ginger ale, water, and ginger candies on hand. Ginger is a traditional remedy for nausea.

	▪ Keep clean-up supplies handy—just in case.
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DID YOU KNOW?

Great Smoky Mountains National Park includes more than a half million acres divided almost evenly between North Carolina and Tennessee.






Junior Rangers

Ready to explore the park?

A great way to do it is to become a Junior Ranger. Pick up the official Junior Ranger booklet (they cost $2.50) at any park visitor center or at the Cades Cove or Elkmont campgrounds.

Complete the activities while you explore the park and then stop by a visitor center to talk to a ranger and get your badge. More than 350 national parks have junior ranger programs (nps.gov/kids/jrRangers.cfm).

You can become a Junior Ranger at Great Smoky Mountains National Park all year, but if you visit during summer, fall, or spring, there are special Junior Ranger programs led by real park rangers. You might learn what it was like for kids to grow up here before computers and cars and to live in the mountains. Check online (nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/calendar.htm) or when you arrive at the visitor’s center.

There’s also an online National Parks Service site for kids called WebRangers (nps.gov/webrangers/) with games and activities, the chance to share pictures, earn rewards, and more.

Are you ready to get started?
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	What’s Cool? Camping in the park! There are 10 campgrounds from which to choose.




[image: SMOKY MOUNTAINS, WORD SCRAMBLE Can you unscramble these words related to the Smoky Mountains? YKSMO GRANER EKHI NPCIIC SRBEA NTAMIUONS TIONANAL KPRA KECEHERO See page 122 for the answers! A LOCAL KID SAYS: “Stop at the visitor center at the national park. They have cool stuff to look at!”—Emily, 12, Morristown, TN]
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Tall trees, rushing rivers, and a farm museum

Do you have your seatbelt fastened? Now it’s time to put down all your electronic devices and look out the window! US 441, also known as Newfound Gap Road, is the only road across Great Smoky Mountains National Park—31 miles from Gatlinburg, Tennessee, to Cherokee, North Carolina. Most visitors to Great Smoky Mountains National Park see the park from this road.

It’s a shame more people don’t stay awhile! But on this one stretch of road that will take you about an hour to cross, you’ll see a lot of what makes the park great—forests, mountains, and wildlife at either end, and old buildings that let you see what life was like for families who lived here a long time ago.

[image: A VISITING KID SAYS: “Spruce Flats Fall Trail was my favorite in the park. We did face painting!”—Sydney, 11, Fenton, MO]


DID YOU KNOW?

Young men built the roads, trails, bridges, and camping and picnic facilities during the 1930s in the Smoky Mountains. This was part of a big government program called the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) that was set up during the Great Depression to help families who couldn’t find work. Most of the labor was done with hand tools and mules. The young men, who lived in simple barracks, were paid, but were required to send most of the money home to their families.



You’ll be glad you aren’t on a bike! You’ll gain 4,000 feet in elevation up into the mountains on this road. Keep your jacket handy for when you stop to check out the views at the top!

[image: image]

If you start your drive at Gatlinburg, as most families do, make your first stop the Sugarlands Visitor Center just inside the park. Rangers can answer your questions and you can take the mile-long Fighting Creek Self-Guiding Nature Trail right from behind the visitor center.

A tip: Go to the bathroom when there is one available—like at the visitor center!

Did you know trees tell stories? On the Fighting Creek Trail, for example, you can tell you are walking on what once was a cornfield because most of the trees are small. The tulip trees next to the trail are also signs that this was once open ground.

When you get back on the road, watch for the mile-posts. They are placed a mile apart and will help you to figure out if you’ve missed something you wanted to stop and see—such as the Campbell Overlook at milepost 3.9 where you can check out the roadside exhibit about the forest patterns and look out at the mountains.


DID YOU KNOW?

Mount Sequoyah was named for the Cherokee who developed a Cherokee alphabet in the 1820s, bringing literacy to the entire Cherokee nation. The alphabet and language are taught today in Cherokee schools. Many other mountains here were named after people who had something to do with the creation of Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
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[image: A LOCAL KID SAYS: “Don’t go home without having s’mores made over a campfire.”—Nolan, 9, Church Hill, TN]

Hungry? You can stop at milepost 6.2 at the Chimneys Picnic Area and have lunch right by the rushing Little Pigeon River. How about a walk afterward on the Cove Hardwood Nature Trail? It’s just a mile. Some of the trees along this trail are over 100 feet tall!

If you want a longer hike, try the Alum Cave Trail at milepost 10.4. It’s fairly level along a really pretty creek for 2.5 miles each way. Can you hike 5 miles? Remember, it’s about the journey—you don’t have to go all the way!
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DID YOU KNOW?

The temperature at the top of Newfound Gap Road can be 15 degrees colder than in the communities on either end. Sometimes in winter-, the road is closed entirely because of snow or ice.



Got your camera handy? You’ll want it at the Morton Overlook at milepost 14. You can see the Chimney Tops Mountains from here. No worries if you missed it. There are lots of other overlooks along the road—such as the Webb Overlook at milepost 17.7, where you might have a view of the park’s highest peak, Clingmans Dome.

[image: A VISITING KID SAYS: “I learned there are only two venomous snakes in this whole area.”—Sam, 11, Harwich, MA]

You’re nearing the end of the road when you get to milepost 29.9 and the Mingus Mill, where you can watch corn being ground!

When you get to the Oconaluftee Visitor Center (almost the end of the road at milepost 30.3), get a post card, write on the back what you liked most along the way, and send it to yourself.

What are you going to say?

[image: A LOCAL KID SAYS: “I love hiking in the park with my family. It’s fun and the views are beautiful!”—Bentley, 11, Gatlinburg, TN]
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	WHAT’S COOL? Making it up the steep, 2-mile climb to the summit of the Chimney Tops Trail. The reward is the amazing view! (The trailhead is at milepost 8.6 on Newfound Gap Road.)







A Super Trail

Could you hike 2,180 miles? Every year, some 2,000 people try to hike the Appalachian Trail (AppalachianTrail.org) that passes through 14 states and is part of the National Park system. Millions from around the world visit the Appalachian Trail someplace between where it starts in Georgia and ends in Maine, maybe hiking a mile or 2. You could hike part of it in Great Smoky Mountains National Park—it stretches for 72 miles inside the park. Hikers stay in rustic three-sided shelters along the trail, carrying their food. Their packs are heavy! Every year many volunteers work to keep the trail maintained.

It takes about six months to hike the entire trail, starting in Georgia in the spring and ending in Maine in the fall, but only one in four who start make it to the end. Along the way, the hikers adopt nicknames like “Crumb-snatcher” or “Thunder Chicken.” What’s your trail nickname going to be?


DID YOU KNOW?

At Newfound Gap you’ll see hikers with heavy packs on the Appalachian Trail, which crosses the road here. Milepost 14.7 on Newfound Gap Road is the Tennessee–North Carolina state border.
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Mountain Farm Museum

No, the log buildings weren’t always here at the Mountain Farm Museum located just beyond the Oconaluftee Visitor Center along the river.

They were moved here from what once were other farms in the park so that you can see what life would have been like on a farm here in Appalachia 100 years ago.

This place is a real working farm with vegetables growing in the garden, corn in the fields, and hens, roosters, and hogs on the premises.

[image: image]

Stop in at the Davis House, where volunteers, dressed as they would have been a century ago, help you travel back in time as you look around.

See the chicken house, a sorghum mill for making molasses, a blacksmith’s shop for repairing tools, and a springhouse that farmers used the same way we use refrigerators today.

Don’t miss the outhouse!


DID YOU KNOW?

There are trees in Great Smoky Mountains National Park that are more than 500 years old.








TELL THE ADULTS


	▪ If you want to stay in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, you’re going to need to camp. The kids will think it is a great adventure with streams and nature trails to explore, and, if you are at one of the larger campgrounds, ranger programs to join. There are more than 1,100 sites in 10 developed campgrounds, plus more in the back country. You’ll find handicapped-accessible sites if you need them.

	▪ Part of the fun of camping is getting dirty. There are no showers at the campgrounds, though you’ll find (cold) running water and flush toilets.




DID YOU KNOW?

The big evergreen shrubs with big leaves that you see all over the Smokies are rhododendron. In summer, some have white flowers, others higher on the ridge have purplish-pink ones.
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	▪ Some campgrounds are very small—just a dozen sites in the woods. Others, such as Elkmont Campground and Cades Cove, are big and will have more kid-related activities and ranger activities. Cades Cove even has a camp store that sells pizza and ice cream and a bike rental shop. Most campgrounds accommodate pop-up trailers as well as RVs (you can find out more about RVing at gorving.com).

	▪ Check ahead to see if the campground where you’d like to stay takes reservations—about half do. To make reservations, visit recreation.gov or call (877) 444-6777.
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