Under the Rhododendron Canopy:
Angling in the Great Smokies

9 One can find smppets of mformation
on fly fishing in southern Appalachia
i some of our early sporfing and
angling periodicals, and uftentimes
i period and contemporary regonal
angling guides. Bul for the most part,
this component of ouwr American fly
fistung tradition has gone unnoticed and
um'x‘phn'r'd

Dawvid Klausmeyer s supremely knowl-
edgeable i all matters puscatorial. It came as
no surprise to those of wus who know David to
learn that he had discovered that a rich an-
gling herttage exists in sowthern Appalachia,
a tradition that is responsible for, among other

things, the introduction of several species of

(rout and the development of flies unigue in
origin, destgn, and matertals. We think thes
is a major discovery which, happly. adds yet
another chapter to the history of American fly

fishing. D.S.].
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by David Klausmeyer

WHEN | TRAVEL AND FISH new waters
around the country, local anglers always
ask me about the quality of hshing in the
southern Appalachians. These new ac-
quaintances offer that they have scant
knowledge ol southern trout streams,
and that what they do know has been
acquired only through one of the very
occasional pieces which appear in ishing
publications, rarely from hrst-hand an-
gling experience.

This is understandable.

When I was a small boy, sitting in my
grandlather’'s casy chair, turning
through the pages of the pupulm O11 -
ol-doors perodicals he kept in a brass-
handled kindhng rack which served as
his magazine stand, | always got the leel-
ing that I was peering into some cool,
remote place. The photographs and art
work generally depicted bright salmon

flies, weathered canoes, and the best wa-
ters New England and eastern Canada
had to olter. I grew up believing that fy
fishing meant the North Woods, with
evenings spent in a cabin tying thes ol
bold and exotic materials. Indeed, upon
exanmuning the overall body of American
fly hishing hiterature, one will note a shift
of emphasis from the Northeast only in
recent vears. Oh yes, anglers wrote
about and discussed other desunauons,
but the concentration was dehnitely on
the Northeast portion of the continent.

In recent years, the locus has shilted
to the streams and rnivers ol western
North America. Today many consider
the well traveled angler not to be one
who can discuss a wide variety ol waters,
but imstead one who makes an annual
trek to Montana. This attutude 15 re-
Hected (or perhaps is led) by today’s Hy



Opposite: A hand-colored hithograph
entitled “The Smoky Mountains,” by R.
Hinshelwood, 1873. Courtesy Great Smoky
Mountains National Park.

ishing literature. Sure, the storied wa-
ters such as the tlult'l }.,lulmg limestone
streams of Pennsvlvama and the lree-
stone rivers of the Catskills are still being
written about, but large pieces ol the
country and thew angling potential are
still being sparsely reported. Conse-
quently, much parochial angling history
is being lost as senior anglers put away
their rods for the last time, and younger
anglers become convinced that the hish
are alwavs bigger in the next stream.

| was also a victim of this thinking. In
preparation to moving to Knoxville, 1
looked for any imformaton 1 could hind
about the local cold-water anghng. |
knew that trout were avatlable, but |
wanted specihes, and 1 became appre-
hensive about my angling prospects as |
learned that very litde had been pub-
lished about southern trout streams.
The ;m;.,lmg must be verv poor, |
thought, 1t it’s not even worth the price
of mk and paper.

Since moving to castern  lennessee,
however, | have discovered that south-
ern Appalachia has a rich Hy hshing her-
wage. This tradition, as unnotced
many ol the streams that flow under the
mountain rhododendron canopy, has
passed through nme i a quiet, almost
secretive tashion. Occasionally the high
quality of the hishery will be recorded in
the popular angling press, but the lore
and charm are alwavs absent. The es-
tablishment ol three speaes ol trout,
flies unique in origin and materials, and
a lodge which catered to some ol Hly hsh-
ng's greatest personalites all contribute
to a local tradition which forces us to
broaden our thinking about the overall
history ol American Hy hshing.

The development ol Hiy hshing in the
Southeast, as with other parts ol the
country, can be traced in time along with
the economic development ol the re-
glomn.
the century was a time ol extensive log-

ging operations i the mountains ol

castern l'ennessee and western North
Carolina, Timber rights were divided
among eighteen logeging concerns, the

largest bemng Tennessee’s Little River

Lumber Company, which owned over
77,000 acres. Lhese companies, eager 1o
supply growing cities with lumber and
tanneries with the bark necessary to tan
hides, sent loggers 1o clear the lorests
and haul out the felled trees on the backs
ol narrow-gauge tramns. The large scale
of this logging (the Little River Logging

In very broad terms, the turn ol

Company alone cut over two thousand
acres ol land per year between 1goz and
1g24) had two elfects on local .mblln;,

First, many miles ol stream contaiming
native brook trout were destroyed due
to silt run-ofl and a general warming ol
the water’s temperature. Not being able
to survive in this disturbed environment,
the brook trout became restricted to a
decreasing number of undisturbed
headwater streams. Secondly, the lum-
ber companies paved the way in opening
the southern mountains lor future gen-
erations of visitors (and anglers). Many
ol the roads found m the area were ac-
tually constructed on old railway beds.

The next major event which had an
impact on local trout hshing was the es-
tablishment ol a natuonal park. ©'he
Creat Smoky Mountain Conservation
Assocration, formed in Knoxville in 1924
by businessmen who were concerned as
much about the profit potential of a na-
tonal park as in preserving the dwin-
dling virgin lorest, began to promote the
park concept to state and federal offi-
Clals.

In 1925, the Tennessee legislature and
Knoxville citv councl authonzed the
purchase of the Little River Logging
Company's holdings as a ﬂlgll ol good
[aith to the ederal Park Service that the
state would actively support a national
park (while the Smoky Mountains are an
hour's drive from Knoxville—even on
todav’s roads—the state required that
the city pay one-third of the purchase
price). This land was then donated to
the lederal government lor mnal inclu-
sion i the new park. In 1925, the Con-
gress passed, and President Coolidge
signed, a bill authorizing the establish-
ment of the Great Smoky Mountiain Na-
tnonal Park. This legislation was passed.
however, with the condition that actual
park :Ivu*lupnwm would begin only
alter the states of Tennessee and North
Carolina donated a combimed total ol
300,000 acres (o the project. With the
commitment ol tederal, state and local
parties, a campaign ol extensive fund-
raising began in order to secure the

more than 1600 mdividual |1wu-:-. Ol

property which comprise today’s park.
By the early 1930s, 1 became obvious
that the states would fall short of ac-
quiring the necessary acreage. Rising
land costs and expensive hugation re-
sulting from contested purchases ate
into the available land acquisinon funds.
So, i August of 1933, President Roo-
sevelt stepped forward and pledged the
necessary lunds to complete the pur-
chases, and m 1934 the new national
park became a reahty. Later, the north-
ern and southern districts of the Cher-
okee Nauonal Forest were established at
cach end ol the park to lurther protect
these southern mountains. This then
provides the land and water in which the

fly fishermen ol southern Appalachia
pursue trout.

The brook trout, referred to as

speckled™ trout by many locals, is with-
out a doubt the most beloved game hish
among the mountain anglers. Wh:lf
never reaching the size ol the “exouc”
rainbow and brown trout (a large spec-
imen may reach ten or eleven inches), it
is the only member of the Salmo family
imdigenous to the Smoky Mountains. Its
beautiful colors, scrappy hght, and the
lush green mountain environment it in-
habits make even a poor day of angling
a fulhlling experience.

While logging and heavy hishing pres-
sure (including the use of dvnamite and
nets) took its toll on the brook trout pop-
ulation, the mtroduction ot rambow and
brown trout also had a severe impact on
the native species. With the streams
damaged due to vears ol abuse, coupled
with the desire to increase the angling
potential ol the Great Smokies, the de-
cision was made to mtroduce the hardier
rainbow and brown trout. Stories
abound ol local anglers and othcials
transporting the new arrivals in horse-
drawn barrels to the higher elevations
even before the establishment ol the
park. Once released. the new, more ag-
gressive hish began to compete with the
brook trout, clamming territory and fur-
ther rv-:lrit'liug the range ol the

“specks.” The Kephart Prong Hatchery
(named lor Horace Kephart, local out-
doorsman and writer) was built at the
juncuure ol the tumbling Oconoluftee
River and Kephart Prong tmbutary an
North Carolina. This hatchery played a
major role i park stocking activities, al-
lowing ofhculs to more easily introduce
many thousands of trout o the park’s
waters. Loday, second-growth forest has
taken over the long abandoned hatch-
erv—all that remains are loundation
remnants, old pipe, and the outlines of
one or two rearing pools. 1'he most out-
standing feature is a large, wordless
stone sign which once greeted visitors to
the birthplace of the fish that sull inhabi
the surrounding streams.

One of the most noteworthy yet least
known features ol southern trout an-
gling is the Hazel Creek Fishing Club.
While several hunting lodges catered to
the needs ol bear, boar, and deer hunt-
ers prior to the formation of the national
park, the Hazel Creek club stood alone
as the gathering place tor local Hy an-
glers. Started by North Carolina busi-
nessmen who enjoved the hner
piscatorial pursuits, a tract of land along
Hazel Creek was purchased and a lodge
erected in the early1gzos. With the star
of this exclusive club, Hazel Creek
gained in prominence and eventually
came to be considered the hinest dry fy
stream in the Southeast. As word spread
of the quality of the hshery, noted an-
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Drawngs by Nancy Athen

The Kephart Prong Hatchery as il appeared during the heyday of stocking actioty.
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Natwonal Park Sevince Photo published i The Smokies Guide by G.M. Stephens (1947).

glers such as John Tainter Foote,
George LaBranche, and Ferris Green-
slet came to fish the club’s waters. In 1944
the club laded into angling history when
title to the property passed to the Park
Service lor inclusion mto the sull grow-
ing national park. When the ennessee
Valley Authority completed Fontana
Dam, the resulting lake Hooded the main
approach to Hazel Creek (mronically
called Dry Weather Road). Today, one
must ferry across Lake Fontana to the
mouth ol Hazel Creek in order 1o enjoy
is now lonely pools.

Other visitors to the area, those who
had no mtroducton to an establishment
such as the Hazel Creek Fishing Club
and its knowledgeable members, weren't
enurely out ol luck. Belore the [ounding
ol the national park and the construc-
tion ol better roads, a good guide and a
couple ol evenings camping out under
the stars were almost mandatory 1f one
wanted to sample the best hishing. A
guide could be found just by mquiring
at the desk ol an area hotel, 1 have seen
one period hst of guides which num-
bered over twenty men, all considered
highly knowledgeable in woodcratt and
angling. I know of no one ollering guid-
Ing services in today’s Smoky Mountains.
But then, in an open natonal park,
guide really 1sn't necessary.

For flies, fishermen used the popular
patterns of the day. Robert L. Mason,
for his early book The Lure of the Greal
Smokies (1927), polled the local guides as
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to what fhies they were recommending
to thetr sports. The Brown Hackle,
Coachman, Cahill, Cowdung, Black
Gnat, Queen ol the Waters, Brown
March, and White Miller were all of-
lered as iried and wrue lavorites. The
Woolly Worm was also a popular pat-
tern, tued on a straight-eved hook so that
it could be used mn combmation with a
small spimner. But the curous omission
i this st of favories are the local cre-
ations: those wondertul sketches in
[eather and Tar which reflect the history
and surroundings of their makers.
Most ol the anglers felt that exact du-
phicavon of the naturally occurring n-
sect was less important than simply
getting a fly on the water—the fhish
would do the rest. This philosophy was

The Yellowhammer

reflected in local Hy development; today
most would consider the fies dudupc(l
by the anglers of the Smoky Mountains
as “attractor” patterns. The only Hy ol
local onigin to gain a national reputation
is the Tellico Nymph. This vellow-bod-
ed fly, referred to locally as muph d
Telheo (1Cs a lot hike saymg Hare's Ear—
evervone understands), was generally
consicdered to be an impressionistic stone
Hy imitaton. Today, ol course, most an-
glers carry frauds that are far more rep-
resentative ol the Plecoplera, but the
Tellico s sull found in most Hy catalogs.

Gomg much l[urther back than the
Tellico Nymph, J.H. Stewart ol Jackson,
Mississippi, wrote Mary Orvis Marbury
to describe “North Carolina Indian
Flies.” ©This letter, contained i Favarite
Flies and Therr Histores, certainly sheds
hight on one ol the most unusual Hy pat-
terns to have evolved i southern Ap-
palachia, the Yellowhammer. Mr.
Stewart wrote in his letter that the In-
dians ol North Carolina (undoubtedly
referring to the eastern band ol the
Cherokees, who sull have a reservation
at the southern end of the park) would

cut a thin strip of fur from a deer’s leg.

This strip was then wrapped on the hook
in a palmered lashion, with the hairs
poimnting toward the eye ol the hook, Mr.
Stewart went on to say, “'They use feath-
ers occasionally i the same way.” Cer-
tainly he was describing the
Yellowhammer.

While many local anglers have heard
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The clublhouse at the Hazel Creek Fishing Club. After a photograph which appeared i [im
Gasque's Hunting & Fishing in the Great Smokies (Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 19485).

of the Yellowhammer, very lew have
ever seen one or are Lamihar with s
construction. 'he mystery behind the Hy
is probably due 1o the materials required
in the Hy's recipe. The Key mgredient
tving the Yellowhammenr is the tal and
wing feathers of the now lederally pro-
ected vellow Hicker woodpecker. T hese
unusual feathers, black on one side and
school-bus vellow on the other, were
soaked i warm water (as described by
Mr. Stewart), spht down the middle ol
the quill, and wound on the hook as a
hackle. 1 have seen two versions ol the
Yellowhammer (both tied on a straight-
t‘}'ml hook to accommodate a spinnvl‘].
One simply had the feather palmered
over the entire shalt ol the hook with
the barbs pointing forward. The othe
had a peacock herl body and golden
pheasant tippet tail, the yellow ficker
feather being used more as a regular
hackle. I have been told that both pat-
terns are true Yellowhammers, but n
light of Mr. Stewart’s very early letter
(cated 1887), 1 believe the palmered ver-
sion to be the original pattern. With
ume, “Yellowhammer™ probably came
to mean anv fly that was dressed with
the feathers of the vellow theker.

'he Clay Hart, another local creation
named [or s orgmator, 15 a streamet
also ted on a straight-eved hook to ac-
commodate a spinner (while | have
never seen anyone use this method, sen-
or anglers report that the use of small
spinners was once very popular), The

wing of the Clay Hartis a mux ol feathers
and fur which makes the Hy as singular

as the Yellowhammer. A small bunch ol

red fox squirrel tail was ted in hrst, with
a white and a gnzzly feather ned in on
one side ol the fur (with the white
feather on the outside) and a giger and
brown combination on the other (ginger
feather out). The Clay Hart has a dingy,
dirty, greenish-brown spun fur body
which one angler described as the color
of "manure in August.” Today, the Clay
Hart, ke the Yellowhammer, 1s remems-
bered mostly by those hishermen who
can still recall the founding ol the na-
tional park.

Along with this set ol attractor fly pat-
terns, there was one angler ol local rep-
utation who developed what we could
call an “atractor™ method ol hshing. In

The Clay Har!

fact, I've notuced that s the same group
ol hshermen who can tell you about
things as obscure as the Yellowhammer
and the Hazel Creek Fishing Club who
can also tell you about Mr. Mark Cathy’s
“dance ol the fiy.”

Mark Cathy, ol Brvson Cuy, North
Carolina, believed that any Hy could
catch hsh; 1t was simply a martter of
proper presentation. He didn’t belhieve
that stealth, a hne leader or a drag-Iree
float was at all important in catching
trout. Instead, he would attach to has hine
aleader more suntable toanghng for bass
than trout, stand on a rock n full view
ol every hish in his chosen pool, and be-
gin skimming his Hy back and forth
across the surface ol the water. Occa-
sionally he would dance the fly on the
top with a lew quick pops ol hus rod up.
The hsh, their attention now shitted
from Mark to his torgery, would strike
at his hvely offerings. And, as was re-
corded by Jim Gasque in Hunting and
Fishing in the Great Smokies (1948), Cathy
was known to always creel his limat,

Mark Cathy died i October, 1944.
while hunting. According to his obitu-
ary, his body was found in the woods,
leaning against a tree with his squirrel
rifle Iving across his lap. Today, over
forty-hve vears later, he and s umque
stvle ol angling are stll remembered.

I'he parameters of fly hshing are quite
broad. From fresh water to brine, and
from teasing pan-sized brook trout to
turning a homeward-bound salmon, to-
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An untitled watercolor of the Smoky Mountains by Charles Christopher Kruteh (1849-1934). Courtesy Great Smoky
Mountains National Park.

The Mountain Painter

Charles Chnistopher Krutch (1849-1934) 1s
considered to be the hirst arust of note to capture
the mountains of Tennessee and North Caro-
lina. Entirely sell taught, he earned the es-
teemed reputation among his fellow artists as
“the Corot ol the South.”

Born in 1849 in South Carolina, he lived most
of his life in Knoxville, Tennessee, where he
was emploved as a photographic retoucher by
McCrarry and Branson in 1893 and then n
1904 unul his death by Brakebill & McCov Stu-
dio. A quier and gentle man, he loved music
and was for many years an organist at St. John's
Episcopal Church in Knoxville.

Krutch early established his reputaton as a
"mountain pamter.” Never married, he often
said his true love was painting the Great Smok-
ies, and he spent weeks at a time living with
friends and sketching in the mountains. He best

loved LeConte and Sugarland Valley, with
Chimney Tops also a favorite subject. Originally
a watercolor painter, he later changed to o1l for
many vears, but returned again to watercolor
and used both media with equal tacility as he
perfected his techniques. As his reputation
grew, many of Knoxville's hnest homes boasted
of having several of his landscapes.

In 1933, one vear before his death, Krutch
received natonal recognition when he became
the hrst arust comnussioned under the Public
Works of Art Project, for which he painted at
least two large canvases, now in the collection
of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
When he died in 1934, his valuable legacy was
a record ol the Great Smoky Mountains—the
beauty of their form and color—in earlier days.

MARGOT PAGE

day’s piscators have a wealth of angling
opportunities that would astound many
of our forebears. Exploring new envi-
ronments and making the acquaintance
ol new species of Salmo are certainly a
part of the enjoyment of Hy hishing. Yet
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much of the angling history and lore of
the Great Smokies, and certainly other

parts ol the country, is being lost with
time. It 1s my sincere hope that while we
fly hshers enjoy the opportuniues al-
forded us through modern travel and

the wide dissemination of informauon,
we also recognize our parochial respon-
sibilities in preserving regional tradi-
tions. T'o borrow a phrase from our
conservanon-minded friends, Hy hshing
is more than just catching fish. L



