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Predawn the next day, we met Kim DeLozier, who manages the eastern pro-
gram of the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and who drove us back into 
Great Smoky Mountains National Park, through the Cataloochee Valley gate 
in the eastern part of the park. Like Cades Cove, the Cataloochee Valley was 
originally a Cherokee hunting ground that became a farming community 
when European settlers arrived. In 2001, 25 elk from Land Between the Lakes, 
Kentucky, were released into this isolated valley surrounded by densely for-
ested hillsides. A year later, another 27 elk, this time from Elk Island National 
Park in Alberta, Canada, were released.

Our van rounded bend after bend on the narrow road, as we listened to 
DeLozier recount the elk project. “At first, the park service considered the 
reintroduction of elk into the Cataloochee Valley to be experimental,” he 
said. “But the elk survived and have nearly tripled in number, earning a per-
manent spot among wildlife here.” 

The first tendrils of the morning fingered their way into the sky. A mowed 
clearing the size of a football field appeared on our left. DeLozier suddenly 
braked. “There!” he exclaimed, pointing to a shadowy patch by the trees on 
the other side of the meadow.

I saw the movement before the animal. The elk emerged from the darkness 
as if the shadows had shed a piece of themselves. The large bull nibbled some 
grass, jerked its head up, then bowed again to the ground. We quickly took 

An elk crosses a meadow in the Cataloochee Valley.  ��
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some photos, keeping our distance. Although the twelve points of the bull’s 
rack were thick with velvet, they could inflict serious harm if the bull became 
annoyed or defensive.

The bull snapped its head up again and looked our way. Then it casually 
ambled farther and farther across the meadow in the direction from which we 
had just come. It crossed the road, then disappeared into the forest. A wild 
elk in the East!

We got back in the van, continuing a short way to a campground where 
we had arranged to meet some photographer friends who were also interested 
in elk. As we stood in a small circle making morning small talk, DeLozier 
motioned to us to follow him. We walked past several recreational vehicles, 
dark with slumbering campers, then paused at his signal. Another bull elk 
stood 20 yards beyond the edge of the campground, nibbling forbs on the 
forest floor. A second bull walked regally past the first, then began foraging 
for food. It was thrilling to see them and surprising for them to be so close 
to humans.

My elk encounter in Great Smoky Mountains National Park made me 
wonder again, could a hiker on the Appalachian Trail see elk? The question 
niggled at me, so I asked Yarkovich, the Smokies wildlife biologist.

“You won’t see elk on the Appalachian Trail in the park, but you might 
around Max Patch,” he said, referring to a bald mountain on the North 
Carolina–Tennessee border to the northeast of the park. “It’s a different herd, 
though.”

“Could elk eventually overrun the Appalachians?” I asked. “After all, adult 
elk don’t have any predators here.”

Yarkovich believed not. Some people think that because a national park is 
a protected environment, the elk population could get out of control, leading 
to overgrazing and damage to the forests and nearby croplands. “We’ve been 
proactive since day one, following vegetation monitoring protocols in both 
the grasslands and the woodlands,” he said. “We’ve got an adaptive manage-
ment plan, and we can catch changes early. Our models show a small but 
sustainable population over the next 25 years, which will slowly spread into 
new adjacent areas.”

To give elk a place to expand outside of the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park, the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation recently acquired seven 
parcels of land totaling 2,407 acres in the Maggie Valley area adjacent to the 
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Cataloochee Valley, a natural path for elk leaving the park. The tract will soon 
become a North Carolina state wildlife management area. Elk are already 
using the area for calving and because they are attracted to its open grasslands 
for food.

“Why reintroduce elk to Great Smoky Mountains National Park?” I asked.
“Why not?” replied Yarkovich. “We knew they were here originally. The 

Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation offered funding, so the park did a suit-
ability study and disease risk assessment. It was an opportunity to bring back 
a native species to the ecosystem, which is part of the park service’s mission 
statement. And it’s good for the economy of the region. They’re a charismatic 
megafauna. People come to look at them.”

I had to agree with him. Next time I visit the Smokies, seeing more elk will 
certainly be at the top of my wish list.

A longtime member of the Appalachian Mountain Club, Lisa Densmore Ballard is 
an award-winning writer, photographer, and filmmaker. She splits her time between 
Red Lodge, Montana, and Chateaugay Lake, New York, when she’s not exploring a 
wild part of the world. Visit her at lisadensmore.com.
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