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In 2009, the Cherokee Preservation Foundation of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians awarded a grant to the non-profit Wild South and its 
partners Mountain Stewards and Southeastern Anthropological Institute to complete a project called the Trails of the Middle, Valley and Out 
Town Cherokee Settlements. What began as a project to reconstruct the trail and road system of the Cherokee Nation in Western North Carolina 
and surrounding states became a journey of geographical time travel. Many thousands of rare archives scattered across the eastern United States 
revealed new information pertaining to historical events that transpired in the Appalachian Mountains of Western North Carolina. 

Before there were roads, there were only trails. Be-
fore there were wheels, there were only hooves, feet 
and paws. Before the earth was overpopulated and 
became dominated by technology, there were long-
established travel-ways on all continents. Before the 
Norsemen and Columbus found “North America” (the 
original name being lost), the continent was criss-
crossed by a trail system chiseled into the earth by 
animals large and small and the silent moccasins that 
followed them.
   Three hundred years ago the southern Appalachians 
were home to the sovereign Cherokee Nation. Over 
sixty towns and settlements were connected by a 
well-worn system of foot trails, many of which later 
became bridle paths and wagon roads. This Indian 
trail system was the blueprint for the circuitry of the 
region’s modern road, rail and interstate systems. 
Cherokee towns and villages were scattered from 
Elizabethton, TN, to north Alabama, Western North 
Carolina, north Georgia and Upper South Carolina. 
The most isolated of these towns were in the remote 
valleys of Western North Carolina along the Little 
Tennessee, Cheoah, Valley, Hiwassee, Nantahala, and 
Tuckasegee Rivers. Mountainous barriers reaching 
into the sky surrounded these towns and European 
explorers described them as “impassable” on early 
maps.
   For the past seven years I have stalked ancient trails 
across the Cherokee Mountains—the Appalachian 
Mountains as they are known today. I have driven on 
trails now paved over, and floated rivers that parallel 
trading paths. Some of these paths were used in the 
1838 Trail of Tears when most of the Cherokee Nation 

“In the lower and middle parts of this mountainous 
ragged country, the Indians have a convenient pass-
able path, by the foot of the mountains: but farther 
in, they are of such a prodigious height , that they are 
forced to wind from north to south, along the riv-
ers and large creeks, to get a safe passage: and the 
paths are so steep in many places, that the horses 
often pitch, and rear an end , to scramble up. Several 
of the mountains are some miles from bottom to top,          
according to the ascent of the paths: and there are 
other mountains I have seen from these, when out 
with the Indians in clear weather, that the eye can but 
faintly discern, which therefore must be at a surpris-
ing distance.”                                    James Adair
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was forced West. 
   These trails are not to be confused with modern 
recreational trails, although portions of some of them 
have become a part of the Appalachian, Bartram, and 
Benton-Mac Kaye Trails. They are abandoned and 
deeply entrenched in some places, and overgrown in 
rhododendron and laurel in others. Sometimes a trail 
abruptly disappears where early twentieth century 
logging operations stripped the mountains of trees. 
We can stand in the deeply worn recesses and look at 
the distant profiles of the mountains from the exact 
vantage point of Cherokee ancestors a thousand years 
ago. These trails were the travel arteries of the land, 
the highways of their day and they connect our gen-
eration with the history of the land.

   When I am not on the trail, I live in a world of old 
maps, survey plats, journals, 18th and 19th century 
land deeds, and historical archives, that over time 
have become assimilated with modern topographic 
maps and indelibly stamped into my mind as a lay-
ered and seamless, three-dimensional landscape. This 
ancient landscape comes to life through a piece of 
crumbling, hand-lettered parchment, a scrimshawed 
powder horn, or the silent voice of a traveler’s journal, 
mile by mile and stream by stream. I reconstruct the 
cultural landscape of those who knew these mountains 
before the Europeans came, gathering information 
from national and university archives and mark-
ing a verifiable course on modern topo maps. Then, 
wherever possible, I walk the trails. Researching and 
documenting Indian trails requires skill in cross coun-
try navigation, the basics of land surveying, access to 
historic map collections and early records, and 
physical ability. 

How the Little People Confiscated my GPS
   Many unforgettable events transpired as I bush-
whacked up and down the Appalachian Mountains of 
Western North Carolina hunting and mapping trails 
and places. But the strangest and most grueling trip 
in my memory was when I was led to a sacred place 
by three Cherokee men by horseback and on foot into 
one of the wildest and most remote places in Great 
Smoky Mountains National Park. As I have sworn not 
to reveal either the name or location of the place I will 
not do so here, but I can share what happened.
It was June of 2010. After becoming friends with a 
58-year-old Cherokee man, he offered to take me 
to an ancient and sacred place, providing that I not 
reveal any information about its name or location. I 
agreed and he arranged for his cousin and friend to 
meet us with four horses. He said there was an old 
“man-way” to the place but that it was too rough and 
long to walk in a single day. All of the trails we would 
follow were old Cherokee trails. I will call my friend 
John, though that is not his real name.
   We met early in the morning near Qualla Bound-
ary at Cherokee, N.C., where we saddled up and rode 
many miles before ascending a high mountain. John’s 
cousin dismounted several times along the way to 
examine medicinal and edible plants his grandfather 
had taught him. One plant was called the “bean plant,” 
because it tasted like green beans. True to the ways 
of his ancestors, this Cherokee man had killed eigh-
teen deer and several hogs the previous year with his 
bow, arrows and other weapons. We rode on several 
miles as far as we were able, dismounted and tied our 
horses. The rest of our journey would be on foot.
The GPS is a vital tool in mapping trails, objects, 
plants, and in keeping one “found.” I cut my teeth on 
the map and compass early in life and never depend 
exclusively on electronic gadgets. Since I was trav-
eling with John, I didn’t bother to bring my highly 
detailed topographic maps of the area. My GPS was 
prominently hanging from my pack strap and I won-
dered if my Cherokee friend had reservations about 
my GPS even though he did not forbid its use. 
   We walked an old trail to the brow of the mountain 
and began to climb down the side slope on what might 
have once been a trail, but was this day not fit for hu-
man travel. The faint path was royally overgrown with 
gnarled mountain laurel so thick that a rabbit would 
think twice before following. We crawled, climbed, 
slid, contorted and inched our way down the moun-
tain. I dared not let my friends get too far ahead as I 

Detail of Overhill Towns from 1773 Thomas Bullitt  map
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was once lost overnight in the Mojave Desert after 
straggling to take photos behind my guide.
After a thousand-foot drop in elevation in 2.6 miles, 
we finally approached our destination at 3:30 p.m. 
A swim in a beautiful and enticing stream cooled us 
off. The next part of my story must remain purposely 
vague, except to say that we reached and quietly ob-
served the sacred destination. Now it was time to find 
our way home.
   I knew then that I was in trouble if we expected to 
make it back to the horses before dark. Due to the 
time, my friends consulted among themselves as to 
how we could expedite a cross-country route back to 
our horses. No one wanted to fight his way back up 
the mountain on the trail we came in on. An alternate 
route was determined and we began walking along 
a stream that skirted the mountain where our horses 
waited. The laurel was so dense that we ended up 
wading in the creek, on treacherously slippery rocks 
with our boots full of water. Frequent logjams forced 
us to circumvent them through the laurel. I hoped 
and prayed that when we reached the place where we 
would climb the mountain that there were no “laurel 
hells” on the slopes.
   About this time one of the strangest things that ever 
happened to me occurred. As I was walking beside the 
stream in an open, flat place, my feet went out from 
under me and I fell barely into the edge of a small 
pool of crystal clear water that was only three feet 
across and two feet deep, and maybe six feet long. I 
was grasping my GPS tightly in my left hand—which 
may or may not have went under the water—but at 
that moment, I had the distinct impression that some-
body snatched the GPS out of my hand. I quickly got 
on my knees to grab it, but it had disappeared. There 
was no place it could have gone. It just vanished. I 
checked the rocks in this tiny pool to see if it was 
trapped. I called to John and the three went down the 
bank for several hundred yards to see if it had floated 
away. There was no trace of it. I realized it was gone 
forever as we were racing against darkness and could 
not linger. 
   Now all I had for navigation was my backup com-
pass and a map of Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park with an all but worthless scale of one mile per 
inch. The waypoint where our horses were waiting 
was gone. If needed the GPS would have guided us, 
but getting out of the mountains before dark would 
depend now on the ancient navigational intuition of 
the Cherokees. I took a rough compass bearing to our 

horses and plotted the course on the map. It was now 
after 4:00 p.m. We still had to climb that mountain 
and find the horses fast.
   We continued wading up the creek where we hoped 
to identify a particular fork and a branch that origi-
nated near where the horses were. After John slipped 
and fell twice on the slick, rocky ledges that we had 
to climb, I decided to crawl. The last thing I needed 
was a busted knee. Eventually I slipped, fell anyway, 
and slid on my pack down into the stream. As I was 

already soaked it hardly mattered at this point. At 5:30 
p.m. we found the fork in the creek and began the 
climb up the mountain.
   Thankfully, there was no laurel. Tired and banged 
up, it was tough going with wet boots and soggy 
hiking socks. It was even tougher trying to keep up 
with three Cherokees who were grew up walking and 
running these mountains. They would vanish up the 
nearly vertical mountainside, and by the time I could 
catch up to them, they would say, “Break’s over; let’s 
go.” The spring-bed we were following disappeared 
and we angled off to the south so as not to overshoot 
the place where our horses were. 
   We made it to the top of the mountain but could not 
determine where we were. John left the three of us 
in one place so we wouldn’t get scattered and began 
making ever-larger circles in the woods. It was almost 
dark and I had already resigned myself to a cold, wet 
night in a space blanket by a fire. But just when it ap-
peared to have become too dark to travel, John called 
from afar. We moved in increments after each whoop 
until we arrived at our beloved horses and rode off in 
the last light. 
   As we rode down from this remote and high moun-

We waded, climbed, and crawled upstream for couple of 
miles before turning and making our way up the mountain
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tain trail on the back side of dusk, there was a distinct 
feeling that this moment could have been the year 
1700 and that we would soon smell the smoke of a 
hundred fires as it hung suspended over a Cherokee 
village in the cove below. 
   I have seen many things on this web of paths, fol-
lowing streams and ridges from bald to bald, fish 
weir to hunting camp, and Indian town to Indian 
town: twenty foot long stone salamanders with flaring 
nostrils; unrecorded, overgrown mounds constructed 
thousands of years ago, stickball playing grounds and 
council house sites. But I was left with an eerie feel-
ing over the unexplainable disappearance of my GPS. 
   A few days later I was talking with my Cherokee 
friend John and he told me that he had been thinking 
about what happened and that he believed the Little 
People took my GPS because it was not meant to be 
there. I’m not a superstitious person but I have to 
concede: there are many things that happen in these 
mountains that cannot be explained.

The Search for Indian Gap Trail and Turnpike
   It was a hot day even at the 5,000-foot elevation 
when we parked the car at Indian Gap on the crest of 
the Great Smoky Mountains. Our plans were to walk 

this trail south back to Cherokee in a series of trips 
covering several days. In addition, we would walk the 
same path north from Indian Gap to the Chimneytops 
in Great Smoky Mountains National Park. 
   This was one of the first trails I mapped for the 
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians and it ranked up 
there as one of the most difficult that I encountered in 
two hundred miles of walking. Armed with ten years 
of research, fifty years of cross-country experience, 
maps, GPS, food and water, I started south with an 
intern toward Qualla Boundary, home of the Eastern 
Band of Cherokee Indians, about fourteen miles away. 
The trail was one of the few major travel corridors 
that crossed the Appalachians in North Carolina and 
its history is well-documented. In the 1700s it con-
nected the Kentucky hunting grounds with the Middle 
and Out Town Cherokee settlements along the Tuck-
asegee and Little Tennessee Rivers. In the old days, it 
was called the Indian Gap Trail. A premiere section of 
this trail lies within Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park, where it is called the Road Prong Trail. 
   The drop-off from Highway 441 was almost straight 
down. We were forced to slide down the mountain-
side on our hind ends across slick, rocky talus, grab-
bing hold of tree after tree to prevent tumbling. After 

We were about to disappear into this scenario - the view from Indian Gap on the crest of the Smokies south towards Qualla 
Boundary and Cherokee, NC



                                                        5

several hundred feet of descent, we intersected the old 
bed of the Oconaluftee Turnpike, a road that was built 
along portions of the Indian trail in the early 1800s. 
Above us the swishing of cars faded as we followed 
where centuries of Cherokee hunters climbed the 
mountain or later rode bareback up the old trail. 
   The old roadbed contoured down the mountain 
towards Beech Flats. Our plan was to walk along the 
centerline of the roadbed, generating GPS tracks and 
taking waypoints at notable features, fords, old growth 
trees, rock formations, and plants. 
   What began as a fairly open roadbed soon vanished 
in chest high stinging nettles so thick we couldn’t see 

our feet or any reptiles, if they were down there. We 
inched our way along, sliding our bootsoles over slick 
rocks and taking GPS waypoints every few hundred 
yards, our legs burning like fire. A quarter mile of 
nettles was replaced by a century of encroaching 
rhododendron and mountain laurel thickets. We found 
that the best way to move ahead was on our bellies. 
Our backpacks hung up on the lowest limbs and we 
crawled around steaming piles of bear scat.
   At age 61, I was not sure that I could have outrun a 
thin, twenty-year-old intern, who took the precaution 
of yelling, “Heeey Bear” to scare any rambling bears 
that we might run into. I wondered if the numerous 
raw garlic cloves on my sandwiches would repel large 
omnivores or just make their mouths water.
The lower we got down the mountain, the harder it 
became to stay on the original turnpike and not end up 

I took this photo of a big bear watching me near dusk as 
I walked an Indian trail. It won’t win any awards but it 
certainly sent chills up my spine when I became aware of her 
and her cubs. 

on a wild goose chase. One time the turnpike seemed 
to fork. We took the most defined bed but the longer 
we walked, the farther the GPS told us we were stray-
ing to the east. Finally we came to a dead end and 
there was an iron railroad rail sticking out of the earth. 
Temporary, narrow-gauge railroads were built all over 
the mountains to get virgin timber out in the early 
1900s. 
   The Cherokees rode and walked straight up and over 
mountains. The English complained that they couldn’t 
follow the steep Cherokee trails on horseback, so they 
switch-backed up the mountains to lessen the grade. 
Some of the trails were so narrow that terrified horses, 
on approaching from opposite directions and being 
forced to pass one another, rubbed each other’s hair 
off. As Cherokee trails were enlarged and upgraded 
for pack horses and wagons, they were sometimes 
lengthened to lessen the steep grades. With that in 
mind, we always checked for abandoned short cuts. 
   The weeks of fieldwork went by and we found that 

rhodo and laurel thickets were a common occurrence 
on these trails. Little had we known that much of 
the route would be incredibly difficult to map due to 
laurel hells and early narrow-gauge logging railroads 
on or near the early trail and turnpike. One trail up the 
Snowbird Mountains crisscrossed a creek eighteen 
times within two miles. I got stung over a dozen times 
by yellow jackets on four different days, and was 
near hypothermia from a blinding rain storm that took 
us by surprise on Chunky Gal Mountain. We never 
stepped on a timber rattler, though old timers warned 
us the mountains were full of them and that a strike 
from a large rattler could knock a full grown man 
to the ground. After seeing a road-killed rattler that 

Waypoints downloaded into Google Earth show the route of 
Indian Gap Trail as it was turnpiked in the 1830s

Waypoints down the south slopes from Indian Gap along 
the old turnpike bed.
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looked like a hog leg, I dug through my outdoor gear 
and started wearing my camouflaged snake leggings. I 
would be more cautious in the future.
   These first reconnaissance missions were “Trail 
Tracking 101,” and “Boot Camp” under the iron hand 
and command of “Old Mother Nature.”  No matter 
how much armchair ideology we incorporate into 
cross-country expeditions, we generally find ourselves 
stumbling into reality, adventure, and the unknown.
 
Yanasa (buffalo) and the Cherokee Ghost Dance 
   Buffalo or Eastern bison were trail builders wher-
ever they went. From the time they arrived in the 
Southeast they grazed the barrens or prairies of Ten-
nessee and Kentucky, crossed the Appalachians visit-
ing grassy balds and river plains, and wintered in the 
savannas and swamps of the Carolinas. Indians and 
later white hunters followed these natural highways. 
Mountain passes were the most efficient places for the 
Cherokee to cross the mountains and the best places 
to hunt buffalo and other large game travelling to salt 
licks and swamps in the lowlands. 
   Buffalo were nervous and kept a healthy distance 
from humans. They did not reside close to Cherokee 
towns, though they must have occasionally followed 
and grazed along the riparian savannas of interior Ap-
palachian mountain rivers. As settlement took place 
on the Eastern Seaboard, the buffalo retreated to the 

headwaters of the Atlantic rivers near the Blue Ridge 
Escarpment. 
   While few archaeological remains such as bones 
have been found, there are ample accounts and re-
cords that testify of buffalo found adjacent to the 
perimeter of the Carolina and Virginia highlands. The 
Eastern Indian tribes employed fire to enhance and 
perpetuate  several different grassy habitat types due 
to vast differences in elevation and soil types. 
   The ya-na-sa, or buffalo, was a favorite big game of 
the Cherokee, who used the flesh as food, the hides 
for blankets and bedding, and the long hair for spin-
ning articles including belts. The horn was prized for 
carving into needles, combs, and spoons.

Chesquah of Buffalo Town
One of the last records of buffalo in the mountains 
of Western North Carolina is the oral testimony of  
Chesquah (Tsi’s’qua) or Bird (also spelled Chees-

The death of the buffalo east of the Mississippi altered the 
lifestyle of all tribes in this region

“The buffalo are our cows, the deer our 
sheep... The bear our hogs and so ill 
natured that there is no coming nigh to 
them.”                          A Cherokee priest, circa 1715

Chesquah or Bird of Buffalo Town  
photo courtesy of the NC Office of Archives and History



                                                        7

Old buffalo trail crosses the gap between Rich Mountain at right and Snake Mountain at left just east of Trade Tennessee 

quire), who was born about 1773 and grew up in Buf-
falo Town at the junctions of East and West Buffalo 
Creeks and the Cheoah River. This was one of the 
most remote and last strongholds of traditional Chero-
kees. It was situated between the Unicoi, Snowbird 
and Great Smoky Mountains. 
   Chesquah said that he remembered seeing large 
herds of buffalo in what is now the Robbinsville area, 
and that he played stickball at the site of present-
day Knoxville when it was but old grassy fields. He 
stated that he had followed the last buffalo herd across 
Hooper Bald as it headed west. 
   An old trail leaves the flats of West Buffalo Creek 
and crosses King Meadows to Hooper Bald. From 
there a primary Cherokee trail followed the North 
River to the Tellico Plains, an area of fifteen or twenty 
square miles that was covered with rich grasses. 
Chesquah died in 1881.

Buffalo Skins and Pictographs
   Buffalo skins were used by American Indians to 
transmit messages, and to record maps and events. It 
is believed that pictographs were standardized sym-
bols easily interpreted or read by all North American 
tribes. 
   In 1733, a Cherokee chief sent a letter written on a 
buffalo skin to a meeting where Governor Ogelthorpe 
of Georgia was negotiating with Yamacraw Chief 
Tomochichi. “It was drawn, and curiously marked 
in red and black figures on the neatly dressed skin 
of a young buffalo. A translation was prepared by Tomochichi, Yamacraw Chief, lived on the Savannah River

an Indian interpreter, when it was first delivered at 
Savannah, in the presence of fifty chiefs and many 
prominent citizens, for the purpose of transmission to 
England . . . .”
   Yamacraw Chief Tomochichi also delivered a mes-
sage to the governor on a buffalo skin. “Tomo-chi-chi, 
in his first set speech to me, among other things, said: 
‘Here is a little present;’ and then gave me a buffalo’s 
skin, painted on the inside with the head and feathers 
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of an eagle. He desired me to accept it because ‘the 
eagle signified speed, and the buffalo strength. That 
the English were as swift as the bird, and as strong 
as the beast; since like the first, they flew from the 
utmost parts of the earth, over the vast seas, and like 
the second, nothing could withstand them. That the 
feathers of the eagle were soft, and signified love; 
the buffalo skin was warm, and signified protection; 
therefore he hoped that we would love and protect 
their little families.’”
   In 1785 Buffalo White Calf, Chief of Nikwasi 
Town (present-day Franklin, NC), signed the Treaty 
of Hopewell, and in 1819 a Cherokee named Buffalo 
applied for a 640-acre reserve of land not far from 
Bryson City, N.C.

1799 detail of a map showing a Buffalo Lick near the Blue 
Ridge around Oconee County, SC.  Nacasse (or Nikwasi) on 
the above map is modern Franklin, NC

Savanna shown on 1682 map adjacent to Appalachians on 
South Carolina & North Carolina coastal side. 

Buffalo and the Dying of the Old Ways
   The extirpation of the last Eastern bison contributed 
to belief in the Cherokee Ghost Dance movement 
that sprang up between 1811 and 1813, in which both 
the return of the buffalo and the disappearance of the 
white man were predicted. 
   About 1811, a half-Cherokee prophet from the 
mountains of North Carolina named Charley showed 
up at a medicine dance in Oostenalee Town (north 
Georgia) and proclaimed that the Great Spirit sent him 
to deliver a message to his people. He was seated next 
to Major Ridge. Having given up on the unbelieving 
mountain Cherokees, Charley traveled to north Geor-
gia to proclaim his message. The deplorable state of 
the Indian, he said, was caused by the abandonment 
of pure traditions and the adoption of the ways and 
material culture of the white man. He told them that 
the mills, houses, spinning wheels, clothes, beds, flint 
and steel fire starters and domestic cats defiled the 
Indian. For this reason the buffalo, elk, deer, and hunt-
ing grounds had largely disappeared. If the Cherokee 
would believe, obey, paint themselves, dance, and 
return to the old ways, the game would return and the 
whites would disappear in a fierce storm of hailstones 
as large as hominy mortars. In order to be saved from 
the wrath of the Great Spirit, the Indians must take 
refuge in a sacred bald, now believed to be Cling-
mans Dome of the Great Smoky Mountains. Despite 
attempts by Major Ridge and others to persuade the 
attendants that Charley’s prediction was not credible, 
a pilgrimage ensued and Cherokees were soon seen 
marching along the Valley River with packs on their 
backs as they headed for the Smoky Mountains. Some 
were persuaded by the Valley River residents to turn 
back but others remained in the mountains until the 
determined day of restoration failed to occur.
   Today, I believe the mountains are the poorer for 
the loss of the buffalo and other extirpated and extinct 
species. The memory of the buffalo lives on in the 
names of Cherokee ancestors and in the place names 
across North Carolina and surrounding states. There 
are Buffalo Creeks, Rivers, Fords, Mountains, Forks, 
Licks, Valleys, Ridges, Springs and Swamps. 
   I am thankful for the perseverance of those Chero-
kees and their few white allies who fought against the 
discriminatory policies of the early 1800s that would 
have extirpated the Cherokees from their ancestral 
homeland. Their story, history and cultural heritage 
enrich the lives of us all.



                                                        9

1837 Army map of Robbinsville, NC area showing Buffalo Town and Buffalo Creek

Shown above, an eagle painted on a tanned buffalo skin pat-
terned after a dendroglyph (tree carving) found on a Chero-
kee trail in Georgia.     Artwork by Lamar Marshall

View from Wesser Bald near Tellico Gap along the 
Appalachian Trail/Cherokee trail looking north towards 
the Great Smoky Mountains
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Walking Cherokee Trails Today - Four Places in Western North Carolina

The above map show the major towns sites in North Carolina and the yellow lines are major historical trails. Four 
places that can be accessed by the public on public lands are shown.

Walking Cherokee Trails Today

Noland Creek Trail

Indian Gap Trail

Trimont Ridge Trail

Big Stamp Trail
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Nolan Creek Trail

Noland Creek Trail located on the Great Smoky Mountains 
Trail Map by the National Park Service

Noland Creek near the trailhead on Lakeview Drive

The trail shown on a USGS 1:100 000 scale topographic 
map

Noland Creek Trail
Length: See the Great Smoky Mountains map for trail 
section lengths.

Nearest town: Bryson City, NC
USGS Maps: Noland Creek, Bryson City, Clingmans 
Dome

Noland Creek Trail is identified as a Cherokee trail on 
early land records. It connected the Little Tennessee River 
Trail to Clingmans Dome, known to the Cherokee as Ku-
wahi or the Mulberry Place. Noland Creek Trail is also a 
section of the larger Benton MacKaye Trail. There was an 
Indian camp located near the junction of the creek and the 
Little Tennessee River.

Directions
From downtown Bryson City, NC take Everett Street 
across the railroad tracks and continue west on Lakeview 
Drive for 7.9 miles. There is a parking area on the left just 
before crossing Noland Creek. 

For more information on this trail, see the National Park 
Service Great Smoky Mountains site http://www.nps.gov/
grsm/index.htm
and this website: http://www.smokiesadventure.com/smo-
kymountains/hiking/northshore.htm
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Big Stamp Trail

Big Stamp Trail is among the most preserved of Cherokee 
trails on public lands in Western North Carolina

Big Stamp Trail shown on the USFS Pisgah Nanatahala 
Narional Forest map.

The trail shown on a USGS 1:100 000 scale topographic 
map

Big Stamp Trail
Length: 2.45 miles
Nearest town: Hayesville, NC
The trail can’t be accessed from its northern terminus on 
the Andrew, NC side due to a block of private property but 
a beautiful section of the trail can be walked from Fires 
Creek at the Bristol Fields Horse Camp. 
The elevation gain is just over 2000 feet in the 2.45 mile 
climb from Fires Creek Road at Bristol Fields Horse 
Camp, elevation 2367 feet, and Big Stamp at 4,437 feet. 

Historical Abstract
In 1837, W.G. Williams led a secret reconnaissance mis-
sion into Cherokee country in preparation for Removal. 
He depicted this trail across the Tusquitee Mountains and 
noted, “very rugged trail.” In his letterbook he wrote, “A 
trail crosses from Fort Hembrie (modern Hayesville) to 
Fort Delaney (modern Andrews) in a direct course across 
the mountains, but is almost unavailable on account of 
its steepness.” The mountain spur leading to Big Stamp 
was known in the early days as Trail Ridge. Stamps were 
places where animals flattened vegetation in order to graze, 
access salt licks or bedded down. To what animal this 
name place can be attributed is unknown at this time.

Directions:
Bristol Fields Horse Camp
From Hayesville, NC, From Main Street, take Tusquitee 
Street (State Road1300), go 5.7 miles to State Road 1344 
(Forest Road 340).  Go 7 miles on Forest Road 340. Park 
at or near the Horse Camp. Cross the road from the horse 
camp and walk east. An unmarked trail leads uphill and 
north. The waypoint at the intersection of the trail and road 
is 35.10906 N and 83.81036 W.
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Trimont Ridge and Bartram Trail

This section of the old Indian trail leaves the gap just east of 
Bruce Knob and ascends a hill toward Wolfpen Gap. 

The map above depicts the Bartram Trail in red from Wallace Branch trailhead to Wayah Bald. An undesignated section of the 
old Cherokee trail is shown in black and crosses Trimont Mountain eastwardly to Franklin. If you are walking the entire 10.8 
mile Bartram section, we recommend beginning at Wayah Bald and travelling downhill.

Trimont Ridge Trail and Bartram Trail Wallace 
Branch to Wayah Bald

Trail Length: 10.8 miles
Nearest town:  Franklin, NC
USGS maps: Franklin and Wayah Bald

The Bartram Trail Society adopted a section of the old 
Cherokee trail that followed Trimont Ridge.  The trail is 
maintained and in excellent condition. We recommend 
beginning at Wayah Bald and following the Bartram Trail 
route east to Bruce Knob where it leaves the Cherokee trail 
and ends at the Bartram trailhead at Wallace Creek.  
Nearest town: Franklin, NC

Directions:
Since most people will leave a vehicle at the end of the 
walk, we are giving directions to Wallace trailhead and 
from there to Wayah Bald where the walk will begin. 
There is no water on the section from Wayah Bald to 
Bruce Knob. 
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Directions to Bartram trailhead at Wallace Branch
From US Highway 441/23 and US Highway 64 intersec-
tion south of Franklin, NC, head west for one mile and turn 
right on Sloan Road. Pass US Forest Service Nantahala 
District Ranger Office and turn left on Old Murphy Road.  
Turn immediately right on Pressley Road. At 2.5 miles pass 
Wallace Branch Road on left. Stay straight on what is now 
Ray Cove Road. At 3.6 miles park at Bartram trailhead. 

Directions from Bartram trailhead at Wallace Branch
Take Ray Cove Road 1.1 miles, turn right onto Wallace 
Branch Road for 1.5 miles to Old Murphy Road. Turn 
right on Old Murphy Road and turn right at 2.4 miles onto 
Wayah Road. There is a store called “Loafers Glory” at this 
intersection. Continue on Wayah Rd. for 9.1 miles where 
you will turn right onto Forest Road 69 at Wayah Gap. 
Take this gravel road for another 4.4 miles to the Wayah 
Bald Area and Lookout Tower.  Park and follow the shared 
Appalachian Trail/ Bartram trail north past the lookout 
tower where the trails fork. The right fork is the Bartram 
Trail. 

Historical Abstract:
The ancient Nikwasi Town and mound are located at mod-
ern Franklin, NC.  A trail led from the town and mound up 
Trimont Ridge to a sacred place called Wayah Bald. 
In 1776, two armies comprising about 4,000 soldiers would 
destroy fifty-two Cherokee town to punish the Cherokee 
for aiding and fighting on the side of Great Britain in the 
Revolutionary War. On the morning of September 19th, the 
South Carolina army under Andrew Williamson marched 
west from Canucca Town (on Wallace Creek) to a long 
hollow between Trimont and Muskrat Ridges. Six hundred  
Cherokees were hiding in the surrounding thickets along 
these ridges. 
Using their miniature cannons called “swivel guns,” Wil-
liamson’s men were able to repel the Cherokees after los-
ing 13 men killed and 19 wounded. The following day, af-
ter burying their dead in a mucky swamp and leaving their 
wounded with General Rutherford’s baggage guard they 
continued their march to Wayah Gap where they camped 
before advancing westward across Nantahala Mountain.   
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Indian Gap Trail

Indian Gap from the south side at a pulloff on Highway 
441. This is a typical mountain pass showing that trails 
utilized the lowest point to cross

Primeval appearing rock on the Indian Gap Trail near the 
northen terminus near the Chimney Tops

(Road Prong Trail on National Park Maps) Indian Gap Trail
Length: 3.3 miles 
Nearest town: Cherokee, NC
A well preserved section of the Indian Gap Trail exists 
in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. This trail 
is known as Road Prong Trail on National Park Service 
maps. About 3 miles. Incredibly gorgeous walk with much 
plant diversity, old trees, raging mountain stream with 
falls and rapids. This trail is maintained by the National 
Park Service. The walk is easy. There are a few fords in 
the upper stretches but the NPS has constructed bridges 
towards the lower end. 
We suggest that visitors park on the Clingmans Dome 
Road at the Indian Gap parking area/kiosk and walk the 
trail downhill to the Chimneytops parking area. Cling-
mans Dome Road is closed in the winter from December 
1 through March 31. Since the trail is only a 3.3 mile 
walk, you can park at the Newfound Gap overlook near 
the Clingmans Dome Road gate and walk 1.7 miles to the 
trailhead.

During winter, park roads may close due to snow and ice, 
especially at high elevation where wet roads can freeze as 
temperatures drop at night. Check road status by following 
http://twitter.com/SmokiesRoadsNPS or by calling (865) 
436-1200 ext. 631

Historical Abstract
Indian Gap Trail, as it was locally known, connected 
the Tuckasegee River in Jackson County, NC, to the 
Gatlinburg, NC. It bisects the Great Smoky Mountains 
crossing the crest at Indian Gap. . There is no doubt that 
many intersecting trails and forks off the Indian Gap trail 
led to special destinations throughout the Great Smoky 
Mountains. Sacred places connected to myths and leg-
ends are found throughout Cherokee country. One very 
special mountain top in the Great Smokies was known as 
“Kuwa’hi” or Mulberry Place. It was renamed “Clingmans 
Dome.” This trail was a segment of a much larger trail 
connecting the Lower Towns of Upper South Carolina 
with the Great Indian War Path that followed the French 
Broad Valley in Tennessee. William E. Meyer who wrote 
the classic book Indian Trails of the Southeast, identifies 
this trail as the Tuckaleechee and Southeastern Trail. In 
1832, a turnpike company was formed to build a turnpike 
road along the trail in order to accommodate wagons. It 
was called the Oconaluftee Turnpike but by the 1850s it 
was described as little more than a mule path. At this time 
it was known as the Indian Gap Road.
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The segment of Indian Gap Trail located on the Great Smoky Mountains Trail Map by the National Park Service

Indian Gap Trail just north of Clingmans Dome Road and 
trailhead. Indian Gap trail looking north from Indian Gap toward the 

Chimney Tops.
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Vicinity map

A carving in a rock along the Indian Gap trail with GPS for 
reference

Note that the original Indian trail would have likely 
followed closer to the drainage
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Bushwhacking near the Indian Gap Trail on the headwaters 
of the Oconaluftee River

Indian Gap Trail ran close to this section of the 
Oconaluftee River

Old growth on the old turnpike road

The Indian Gap Trail near the junction of Oconoluftee 
River and Raven Fork at Cherokee, NC




