
History Of The Smoky Mountains

History of the Smoky Mountains is a rich tapestry woven from the threads of ancient cultures,
natural history, and modern conservation efforts. Spanning the border between North Carolina and
Tennessee, the Great Smoky Mountains National Park is not only renowned for its breathtaking
vistas and biodiversity but also for its historical significance. This article explores the geological
formation of the Smoky Mountains, the indigenous peoples who first inhabited the region, the impact
of European settlers, and the establishment of the national park.

Geological Formation

The Smoky Mountains are part of the Appalachian Mountain range, characterized by their rugged
terrain and diverse ecosystems. Their formation spans millions of years, shaped by various
geological processes.

Ancient Origins

1. Tectonic Activity: The Smokies began to form about 300 million years ago during the Appalachian
orogeny, when tectonic plates collided, pushing up the earth's crust.
2. Erosion and Weathering: Over time, erosion from wind, water, and ice sculpted the mountains into
their current form, creating deep valleys and steep ridges.
3. Glacial Influence: While glaciers did not directly affect the Smokies, the cooler climate during the
last Ice Age (about 20,000 years ago) contributed to the shaping of the landscape.

Unique Geography

- Elevation: The Smoky Mountains are home to some of the highest peaks in the eastern United
States, including Clingmans Dome, which rises to 6,643 feet.



- Biodiversity: The complex geography and varying elevations create microclimates that support over
19,000 documented species of living organisms, including plants, animals, and fungi.

Indigenous Peoples

Before European settlers arrived, the Smoky Mountains were inhabited by various Native American
tribes, each with their unique cultures and histories.

Early Inhabitants

1. Cherokee Nation: The Cherokee were among the most prominent tribes in the region, utilizing the
mountains for hunting, gathering, and settling. They referred to the area as "Shaconage," meaning
"place of the blue smoke."
2. Lifestyle and Culture: The Cherokee developed a rich culture, including complex social structures,
spiritual beliefs, and a deep connection to the land. They utilized the mountains' resources for food,
medicine, and shelter.
3. Trade Routes: The Smokies served as vital trade routes for the Cherokee, connecting them to
other tribes and facilitating the exchange of goods and ideas.

Impact of European Colonization

The arrival of European settlers in the 18th century had a profound impact on the indigenous
populations and the environment of the Smoky Mountains.

1. Land Displacement: European expansion led to the forced removal of many Native American
tribes from their ancestral lands. The Treaty of New Echota (1835) led to the infamous Trail of
Tears, where many Cherokee were forcibly relocated to Oklahoma.
2. Cultural Exchange: The settlers brought new agricultural practices, livestock, and diseases that
significantly altered the traditional lifestyles of the native populations.

Settlement and Development

With the displacement of Native Americans came the settlement of European Americans in the
Smoky Mountains.

19th Century Settlement

1. Timber Industry: The 19th century saw an influx of settlers drawn by the promise of land and
resources. Logging became a critical industry, leading to widespread deforestation and ecological
changes in the region.
2. Agriculture: Settlers established farms, growing crops such as corn, oats, and potatoes. The



isolation of the mountains influenced a unique Appalachian culture, including music, folklore, and
crafts.

Community Life

- Small Towns: Towns like Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge sprang up, serving as hubs for commerce
and community. Schools and churches were established, reflecting the settlers' values and
traditions.
- Cultural Heritage: The settlers' heritage is preserved in the region's music, crafts, and annual
festivals, contributing to a vibrant cultural landscape today.

Conservation Efforts

As the 20th century approached, the environmental degradation caused by logging and agriculture
prompted a growing awareness of the need for conservation.

Establishment of the National Park

1. Early Conservationists: Figures like Horace Kephart and John Muir advocated for the preservation
of the Smoky Mountains, emphasizing their ecological and recreational value.
2. National Park Movement: In 1934, the Smoky Mountains were designated as a national park,
becoming the first national park in the eastern United States. This was made possible through the
collaboration of local communities, private donations, and government funding.
3. Creation of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park: The park officially opened in 1934,
covering over 800 square miles and attracting millions of visitors each year.

Modern Conservation Challenges

- Preservation Efforts: Today, the National Park Service works to balance conservation with
recreation, managing the park's natural resources while providing opportunities for visitors to enjoy
the beauty of the Smokies.
- Biodiversity Protection: Conservationists are focused on protecting the park's rich biodiversity,
addressing threats such as invasive species, climate change, and human impact.

Tourism and Economic Impact

The establishment of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park has transformed the region's
economy, with tourism playing a significant role.



Visitor Attractions

1. Scenic Drives: The Cades Cove Loop Road and Newfound Gap Road offer stunning views and
access to various trailheads.
2. Hiking Trails: With over 800 miles of hiking trails, including a portion of the Appalachian Trail,
the park attracts outdoor enthusiasts from around the world.
3. Wildlife Viewing: The park is known for its diverse wildlife, including black bears, elk, and a
variety of bird species.

Economic Impact of Tourism

- Job Creation: Tourism has created thousands of jobs in the surrounding communities, including
hospitality, retail, and outdoor recreation.
- Local Businesses: Small businesses thrive, offering services such as guided tours, lodging, and
dining, contributing to the economic vitality of the region.

Conclusion

The history of the Smoky Mountains is a story of resilience, adaptation, and preservation. From the
ancient cultures that first inhabited the region to the modern conservation efforts aimed at
protecting its natural beauty, the Smokies have a rich and complex legacy. As we continue to enjoy
and explore this remarkable area, understanding its history fosters a deeper appreciation for the
cultural and natural treasures it holds. The Smoky Mountains stand not only as a testament to the
forces of nature but also to the enduring spirit of the people connected to this iconic landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What indigenous tribes originally inhabited the Smoky
Mountains?
The Smoky Mountains were originally inhabited by several indigenous tribes, including the
Cherokee, who lived in the region for thousands of years before European settlers arrived.

When was the Great Smoky Mountains National Park
established?
The Great Smoky Mountains National Park was established on June 15, 1934, and it became the first
national park in the eastern United States.

What role did the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) play in



the Smoky Mountains during the 1930s?
The Civilian Conservation Corps played a significant role in the 1930s by employing young men to
work on conservation projects, including building trails, roads, and facilities in the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park.

How did the establishment of the park affect the local
communities?
The establishment of the park led to the displacement of several local communities and families, as
the land was acquired for conservation. However, it also provided new economic opportunities
through tourism.

What are some historical sites to visit in the Smoky
Mountains?
Visitors to the Smoky Mountains can explore several historical sites, including Cades Cove, with its
preserved homesteads, and the Roaring Fork Motor Nature Trail, which features historic cabins and
churches.
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