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With all the awesome 
scenery in the High 
Country, you’d ex-
pect trails to be 
everywhere. We 

have some great hikes, most on national 
park or forest service land. Luckily that’s 
changing. More and more local towns 
and counties are pushing their own trail 
agenda. There’s no better example of that 
than the town of Seven Devils.

The first mountain resort community 
to transform itself into a town in 1979 
has jumped on the trail bandwagon. Last 
summer, the town dedicated the Otter 
Falls Trail. The 1.2 mile round-trip hike 
from a parking area on Skyland Drive 
dips down into the lush drainage of Val-
ley Creek where the stream leaps off a 
high ledge. Town residents often com-
ment on how often they see cars parked 
in the lot, and the moderately strenuous 
hike is becoming very popular, especially 
with the increasing numbers of people 
who rent cabins or condos in town and 
make Seven Devils their base of vacation 
operations.

You don’t have to live in Seven Devils 
or rent there to try the trail, so everybody 
should give this walk a try. After leaving 
the parking area, the trail splits into a loop 
formed by the Upper Trail and Lower 
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Trail. Go either way, and on the way back 
hike the trail you missed. Where these 
upper trails join, the Falls Trail descends 
to the cascade. 

If you just circle the upper loop and 
don’t visit the falls, hikers have a moder-
ate half-mile hike with a total climb of 
about 100 feet. Where the trail to the falls 
leaves the upper loop, the more strenuous 
path drops another 140 feet in about 0.2 
mile to views of the cascade. Take a lunch 
or snack. Two picnic tables are available, 
one on the way down and the other at the 
falls view.

The total hike descends about 230 
vertical feet to the falls—so you will have 
to climb that 230 feet back up to your car. 
The path is steep in spots, but it is graded 
and relatively gradual and has a smoothed 
surface. Sturdy running or lace-up shoes 
are sufficient, but hiking boots are recom-
mended.

Seven Devils had been eyeing the 
10-acre waterfall tract since 2006. The 
property changed hands and in 2013 the 
town bought the property with the aid 
of grants from the North Carolina Parks 
and Recreation Trust Fund and The Con-
servation Fund. Grants often need to be 
matched by other money and Seven Dev-
ils’ citizens stepped up to mount a hugely 
successful donation drive to purchase the 

enclave. More than one hundred indi-
viduals or entities contributed. The trail 
was largely designed by North Carolina 
Department of Natural Resources trails 
specialist Tim Johnson. Deno Costos of 
Benchmark Trails was engaged to build 
the trail which was dedicated at an event 
in June 2015.

The trail’s destination, Valley Creek, 
has interesting historic ties to the High 
Country. Asa Gray, easily the 19th cen-
tury’s pre-eminent American botanist, 
hiked along Valley Creek in 1841. He’d 
come to explore Grandfather Mountain 
but first he summited Hanging Rock, the 
5,200 foot pyramidal peak that towers 
over Seven Devils. Gray paused to admire 
the falls, but understandably he was most 
impressed with the view from Hanging 
Rock. He praised the peak for its “fine 
and close view of the rugged Grandfa-
ther,” a vista that Seven Devils residents 
and guests still admire from their decks 
and picture windows.

Much later, in 1940, it was the flood 
waters of Valley Creek that tore a hole in 
the East Tennessee and Western North 
Carolina Railroad. The bridge that was 
washed away was one of the biggest gaps 
in the Tweetsie tracks, a major reason why 
the railroad was never rebuilt.

All that plays second fiddle to the 
scenery on the trail. In winter, the hike 
may be closed in very inclement weath-
er, but the snowy walk yields impressive 
views of the frozen falls. That said, now 
may be the best time to visit Seven Devils 
and take a hike. In spring, summer, and 
fall, the Otter Falls Trail winds down 
through a cool mountain forest into a 
deep green grotto. 

That’s really just the start for this bud-
ding trail town. For residents and visitors, 
the town organizes warm weather walks 
that are growing in popularity. More than 
forty people participated last year, total-
ing more than 10,000 miles of healthy 
outdoor exercise. Visitors can join these 
strolls. With that kind of dedication to 
the outdoors, no wonder Seven Devils 
has begun a planning process that may 
ultimately see the town served by its own 
greenway trail. Better yet, another grant 
process is set to expand the Otter Falls 
trail system. A trailhead donation box 
permits hikers to help fund the improve-
ments.

These folks are perfectly 
equipped for a hike to 
Seven Devils new scenic 
attraction, Otter Falls.

CAROLINA MOUNTAIN LIFE Spring 2016 — 43

Log onto the town’s website (http://sevendevils.net/) to download a map of the Otter Falls Trail (under 
the “Come and Visit” side of the site). To find maps and instructions for scenic walks on the town’s quiet 
roads, many with great views of Grandfather Mountain, click on the “For the Locals” side of the site, choose 
“Residents” and then “Recreation.”

Former Seven Devils mayor Larry Fontaine, 
holding the scissors, cut the ribbon on the 
Otter Falls Trail on June 6,2015. Among other 
attendees were his wife Anne Fontaine, a 
member of the town’s tourism development 
authority (to right of mayor), and left to 
right, Grandfather Mountain State Park su-
perintendent Sue McBean, former town man-
ager Ed Evans, and far right, Jazmin Varela, 
representing The Conservation Fund. 

Some sections of the hike to Otter 
Falls are gradual and invite bird 
watching or just enjoying the 
scenery. 


