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An oncology nurse from Houston. A
Charleston-based executive director for
a national nonprofit. A retired biology
teacher with her daughter and two teen-
age granddaughters. In total, 15 hikers
from diverse backgrounds were gath-
ered together on a mid-April morning,
carefully poking up a trail in the Green-
brier area of Great Smoky Mountains
National Park.

Making their way up Porters Creek to
Fern Branch Falls, the hikers kept a
watchful eye on their surroundings,
stopping frequently to examine, identi-
fy or collect tiny insects, budding flow-
ers, lichen, and the like. However, for
this particular group, the scenic water-
fall was more of a route marker than a
destination. The main goal of this ex-
cursion was to see what could be discov-
ered along the way.

Part of a three-day, two-night Great
Smokies Eco-Adventure experience —
organized annually by Discover Life in
America, a nonprofit partner of the park
— this hike was just one of several edu-
cational activities for eco-adventure
participants this spring. Each outing
was designed with discovery in mind,
encouraging adventurers to explore bio-
diversity by digging deep into species
identification and habitat exploration.

“I’ve hiked many trails before, but
until I was with this group, I’d never
slowed down to really see the details,”
said participant Amanda Hollinger.
“Getting familiar with the plants and
creatures of the Smokies on an up-close
level really shifted how I see the natural
world.”

Each day begins at Camp Atagahi, a
deluxe off-the-grid retreat provided by
adventure outfitter A Walk in the
Woods, where participants are sur-
rounded by nature, tucked into a laurel-
laden haven along Matthew Creek.
Camp Atagahi was built with both sus-
tainability and comfort in mind, featur-
ing large, well-equipped tents on plat-
forms, a full camp kitchen providing de-
licious meals, and a tidy bathhouse with
hot showers. Notably, this outpost also
serves as REI’s base camp for excur-
sions in the area.

Designed to be fun, educational, and
restorative for all participants, the Eco-
Adventure program also serves as a

fundraiser for DLiA, which works to dis-
cover, understand, and conserve biolog-
ical diversity in Great Smoky Mountains
National Park and beyond. The registra-
tion cost for each participant is a signifi-
cant donation to DLiA’s programmatic
work and mission — which includes
managing the All Taxa Biodiversity In-
ventory, a catalogue of documented
species in the park. While the ATBI had
already identified 21,345 species in the
park prior to this spring outing, that
number makes up only a fraction of the
60,000-80,000 total species that are
estimated to live within the Smokies.

The 2022 eco-adventure was timed
to coincide with the spring ephemeral
wildflower season, a short but showy
bloom of native species occurring in

March, April, and early May. As temper-
atures begin to rise (but before decidu-
ous trees fully leaf out), warming sun-
light makes its way to the forest floor
and encourages flowers to grow — an
annual rebirth of the Smokies that de-
lights pollinating insects, as well as hu-
mans exploring this first flush of spring.

As the adventurers walked through
the delicate ephemeral blooms, they ob-
served and catalogued their findings:
bloodroot, trillium, bishop’s cap, little
brown jug, common blue violet, wild ge-
ranium, pussytoes, thymeleaf bluet,
foamflower, blue cohosh, showy orchis,
Phlox, Solomon’s seal, dwarf-crested
iris. Often, a stop along the way incited a
gentle separation between wildflower
enthusiasts and the “bug folks,” who
were looking out — and up — for flying
insects, rather than down at the forest
floor.

DLiA Director of Science and Re-
search Will Kuhn, a dedicated entomol-
ogist with a Ph.D. in ecology and evolu-
tionary biology, guided participants
through the process while sharing his
keen delight for species discovery and
identification. Always on the lookout for
insects, he deftly captured each find in a
small plastic tube mid-flight, provided a
quick ID when able, offered a short
show-and-tell for the group, then re-
leased them back to their own busy
work.

For the insects he can’t readily identi-
fy, however, he usually has two options:
If it’s conspicuous enough to be identifi-
able from a photo, Kuhn said, he’ll post a
picture to the iNaturalist app and hope
someone comes through with a proper
ID.

“If it looks like something that will
need further investigation,” he con-
tinued, “I’ll collect it, if I’m able to.”

Kuhn said he tends to focus a lot of
his attention on insects because many
are still understudied in the park.
“That’s where lots of new discoveries
are waiting to be made,” he said.

He and the other guides for the trip —
DLiA Executive Director Todd Witcher
and naturalist and interpreter Jaimie
Matzko — stressed the importance of

measuring and understanding every
species and how they interact together
as an ecosystem.

“The only way to protect and pre-
serve the park’s biodiversity is to know
exactly what it is we’re trying to pro-
tect,” said Witcher.

On the third day, a steady spring rain
fell across the Smokies, but the adven-
turers continued to explore, keeping dry
for a tour of past discoveries at the Na-
tional Park Service’s Twin Creeks Sci-
ence and Education Center, just outside
Gatlinburg. Though this facility is not
open to the public, DLiA is able to invite
small groups to tour the extensive, care-
fully maintained natural history collec-
tion, containing thousands of plant, in-
sect, amphibian, and mammal species
collected over many decades — some
even prior to the park’s official forma-
tion in 1934. The oldest plant record,
Clethra acuminata (or mountain sweet
pepper bush), was collected in 1891
along the banks of the Tuckaseegee Riv-
er in Swain County.

Bringing strangers together over a
common interest in naturalist explora-
tion, the 2022 Great Smokies Eco-Ad-
venture was a success in more ways
than one. Days after the trip’s comple-
tion, Kuhn sent the group an email con-
veying some exciting news: One of the
species found on day two, a tiny wasp
(Ichneumon devinctor), was known to
science but a completely new discovery
within the boundaries of the park. Kuhn
explained that this particular species is
part of a large genus of wasps that para-
sitize caterpillars, helping to keep their
populations in check. The discovery
brought the park’s official count of
known and identified species to 21,346.

Next year’s Great Smokies Eco-Ad-
venture runs from April 30-May 2. For
more information, visit dlia.org.

Elly Wells is the principal of Elly Wells
Marketing and Project Management, an
Asheville firm that works with two of the
nonprofit partners to Great Smoky
Mountains National Park: Discover Life
in America and Great Smoky Moun-
tains Association. Reach her at elly@el-
lywells.com.

Aspiring naturalists join DLiA eco-adventure

Word from the Smokies 
Elly Wells
Columnist

Eco-Adventurer Lonnie Honsted descends the steps from a detour off the Porters Creek Trail in Great Smoky Mountains
National Park. KRISTINA HONSTED, PROVIDED BY DISCOVER LIFE IN AMERICA




