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Wilderness
Wildlife
Week

Forget about Pigeon Forge’s putt-putt, 
bumper cars and upside down houses.  At least once a year 
this neon destination provides entertainment strictly about the 
natural world, aligning with its awe-inspiring neighbor, the 
Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Every January for 19 
years running, Pigeon Forge has hosted Wilderness Wildlife 
Week, an eight-day extravagant event which features a series of 
outdoor-themed activities designed to help visitors fully explore 
the wonders of the Great Smoky Mountains.

The Ultimate Annual 
Smoky Mountain 
Experience Springs Early 
in Pigeon Forge, Tenn.



Headquartered at nearby Music Road Hotel & Convention 
Center, Wilderness Week offers indoor programs as well as 
excursions that take participants into the park. During the event 
(January 10-17, 2009) a host of experts on nature and outdoor 
recreation lead walks, hikes, seminars and lectures on a wide 
variety of topics. “Wilderness Wildlife Week is a tribute to the 
park and the outdoors,” says Tom Adkinson, public relations 
representative for Pigeon Forge. “The agenda includes nature, 
photography, birding, tracking and many areas of interest 
presented by nearly 100 experts who give their time to share 
information and lead activities.” 

Topics for this year’s Week include the diverse plant and 
animal life found in the Smokies—from wildflowers, herbs, 
hummingbirds and bees, to bears, panthers, elk, wild hogs and 
native fish. “Biological diversity is a hallmark of the park” says 
Nancy Gray, public affairs officer. “Because of our ecosystem, 
changing elevation, moisture and latitudinal orientation, we 
have thousands of plant and animal species—many animals that 
retreated here during the ice age.” 

What began as a one-day event was the inspiration of wildlife 
photographer, Ken Jenkins, whose goal was to promote learning 
about the Smoky Mountains and to give visitors the opportunity 

for greater understanding of the park’s unique history, culture 
and biodiversity. “Wilderness Wildlife Week began with about 
60 participants,” recounts Jenkins proudly, “and it’s grown to 
over 25,000.”

During the early years of the program, Jenkins began recruiting 
biologists, naturalists, park rangers, historians, artists, and even 
some original residents of the park to lead programs. “Our panel 
of lecturers and experts are recognized as top in their field,” he 
says. “The focus is on learning, with programs for pre-school 
age to seniors, and the event attracts people who appreciate 
the educational aspect, the fellowship and the down home 
atmosphere.” 

Wilderness Week draws on the experience of those who have 
lived or worked in the Smokies and those who have “a lot of hands-
on experience in the woods,” according to Dwight McCarter, 
retired park ranger. McCarter leads a hike to Courthouse Rock, 
“where the Indians held court 400 years ago.” In another session 
he and retired ranger Joe Kelly present stories from their newly 
published book about the historic Meigs Line and Meigs Post, a 
marker which designates the common corner of Tennessee, North 
Carolina and the Cherokee Nation as agreed upon by Congress 
in 1791. Many renowned authors and photographers share their 
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knowledge and experience at the event year after year, including Bill 
Landry with his Heartland Series, Jeff Alt (author of A Walk For 
Sunshine) and Bill Fortney (author of The Nature of America).

With more than 75 new seminars in 2009, the agenda also 
offers sessions on outdoor adventure, environmental issues, 
natural history, Cherokee legends and Appalachian music and 
art. Several history and cultural programs tie in with the 75th 
anniversary celebration of the park. “Wilderness Wildlife Week 
was developed to celebrate the Great Smoky Mountains, so it is 
more than fitting that we continue the tribute in this milestone 
year,” says Deanna Sorge, special events supervisor with Pigeon 
Forge Tourism Department. 

Interestingly, the founding of Great Smoky Mountain National 
Park was spearheaded in the 1920s by motor club enthusiasts 
who were interested in having good roads and beautiful scenery. 
While motor touring remains a popular way to see the park, 
Wilderness Week offers a host of ways to go beyond the pavement. 
Excursions include photo and history tours through Cades Cove, 
“owl prowling,” llama trekking and all-day hikes. Guided hikes 
of varying distance and level of difficulty are offered daily. 

If the dead of winter seems a less than ideal time of year to visit 
the Smokies, think again. The crowds are gone, the air is crisp, 
and with the leaves long gone from the trees, bright winter skies 
provide an endless backdrop to long-range views. Off-season is, 
in fact, one of the best times to see the park differently and to 
discover the outdoor treasures found in the most visited national 
park in the United States. And rest assured, in January the bears 
(and salamanders) are sleeping.

Wilderness Week participants stay at lodging of their choice 
and meet at the convention center for all activities.  Bus 
transportation is provided for field trips and hikes. Best yet, all 
Wilderness Wildlife Week activities are offered free of charge—
an extremely family- and budget-friendly deal indeed.

For information call 1-800-WINTERFEST or the Pigeon 
Forge Office of Special Events at (865) 429-7350. http://www.
mypigeonforge.com/winterfest-wilderness.asp
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Happy Anniversary! Great 
Smoky Mountain National Park 
turns 75 in 2009  by Ann N. Yungmeyer STAY SUBLIME IN THE SMOKIES 

by Amanda Rigell
For many of us in the mountain south, a Wild Week (or a 
Wild Weekend) implies a rustic sort of 
roughing-it, full of good times, sure, but 
also full of cold, mud, and possibly bears. 
At Gatlinburg, Tenn.’s Lodge at Buckberry 
Creek, though, a Wild Weekend is a singular 
and sumptuous experience.

As the Buckberry enters its fifth year 
of operation, owners Buddy and James 
McLean and Jeanie Johnson are planning 
new events, tasty new menu items and 
exciting additions to the Lodge’s already 
top-notch accommodations. Construction 
was recently completed on a large-scale 
independent tipi, designed to accommodate 
ten to twelve sleeping adults, or twenty 
seated diners.  The Oregon artisans who 

designed and built the tipis in the frontier epic Dances with 
Wolves created Buckberry’s tipi using traditional Sioux design.

The tipi provides a unique corporate meeting space for 
companies thinking outside the box, and 
family and children’s events are planned 
there during the Lodge’s busy summer. 
With its elevated wood floor and fire pit, 
it is a grown-up accompaniment to the 
Lodge’s irresistibly adorable tradition of 
mini-tipis, used by adventuresome young 
guests camping out on the balconies of their 
rooms while their parents relax close by. 

Thanks to owners who are both 
innovative and welcoming, the Lodge 
at Buckberry Creek feels familiar and 
comfortable, despite its large-scale luxury. 
Enjoying a Wild Week in the Smokies 
without totally roughing is as civilized a 
compromise as anyone could ask for.


