
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Directions to Trailhead: 

Enter West entrance of park off Highway 441. Take the first road on left (at white gate) and follow road up 

toward the West campground. About 1 mile up the hill, park on the right in front of the old ranger station 

across from the dump station. Trailhead is just behind the wooden kiosk at the top corner of the dump station 

driveway. 

 

Trail Description: 

The Elkins Trail is located atop the park’s highest point near the rim of the West campground. As you start out 

toward the Andrews Ridge Trail, you’ll see the trailhead to The Elkins Trail immediately on the left, 19 ¼ feet 

off the pavement at the West campground dump station.  

This trail gradually descends down to the back of a cove on Norris Lake and then ascends back up to the rim 

with an elevation change of 320 feet. Trail bed is dirt, twigs and decaying leaves typical of a shady hardwood 

forest. This ridge-to-lake trail is typical of the dry, upland slopes of an oak-hickory forest. 

At the trailhead, you’ll begin this hike at 1405 feet elevation. You slightly descend behind the dump station as 

you veer away from it down a 415 foot section where you’ll then intersect an old logging road at 1350 feet 

elevation. From here, you will continue the Elkins Trail by turning right and heading toward Rock Creek Trail 

and Norris Lake. As you continue down the wide, level road here, take notice of the trail bank harboring a 

The Elkins Trail (West side): 

Trail Features: Historical, Quiet Forest Hike, Lake views 

Trail Location: West Campground Dump Station/Old Ranger Station 

One Direction Length: 1.9 miles  

Lowest Elevation: 1085 Feet 

Highest Elevation: 1405 Feet 

Total Elevation Gain: 320 Feet 

Trail Blaze Color:  

Difficulty Rating: Moderate 



 

 

 

carpet of lush green moss, wild ginger, Maidenhair and Christmas ferns, mushrooms and rattlesnake plantain. 

Overhead, enjoy the shaded canopy of dogwoods, maples, various oaks, Sweet gum and American Holly trees. 

Lycopodium, a low-growing evergreen, covers the wooded banks and hillside as you continue. This plant is at 

full maturity as you see it standing only a few inches tall. 

As the elevation decreases to 1270 feet, you’ll come to a 3-way intersection where the trail joins up with Rock 

Creek Trail about a quarter of a mile into the hike. Turning left, the new trail will now merge onto Rock Creek 

Trail. The trail here is wide and straight with a gentle descention for several yards as it following the creek bed. 

There’s a quick, short drop in 0.3 miles at 1200 feet elevation. 

From here, you’ll begin to gradually climb as the understory gets thicker. You’ll soon arrive at the first 

footbridge crossing the creek bed in 0.33 miles at 1215 feet elevation. On the other side now, the trail curves 

to the right but still following the creek. Did you see all of the wild ginger before and after the bridge? It is a 

beautiful, low-growing plant painted with an arrowhead-shaped, variegated leaf. 

As you cross the second footbridge, the trail drops quickly as it narrows to a single track and then levels off 

again around 1186 foot elevation. The slight descention is unnoticeable as you meander through a thicker 

forest with a closed canopy providing a shady path. In 0.37 miles at 1174 foot elevation, 2 creeks come 

together as they continue to the back of the lake cove as one larger creek.  

Spotted wintergreen, also called ‘Pipsisewa’, and rattlesnake plantain can be found of the rocky hillside to the 

right as the trail brings you to the intersection of the remaining portion of the Rock Creek Loop at another 3-

way intersection in 0.40 miles at 1146 feet elevation. Take a quiet moment on the bench to your left as you 

marvel at the huge beech trees indicative of rich, alluvial soils. 

Once refreshed, take the path to your left continuing the new Elkins Trail at 1122 feet in elevation at the back 

of a cove on Norris Lake. At about 0.5 miles from the start, the trail will somewhat split where you need to 

continue to your left.  

As you begin to rise above the trails lowest point, notice the roots of the large beech trees as they spread out 

like fingers on a hand, holding down the soil so that it doesn’t run off the steep hillside. The large rock on the 

left of the trail harbors wild yam with its veined, heart-shaped leaves, as the forest floor is shared territory for 

wild ginger and spotted wintergreen.  

As you re-enter the forest a few yards past the large rock, continue to the left as the trail skirts the lake bank 

around 0.6 miles. Watch your footing in this area when the sloping trail becomes rocky in spots. 

At 0.7 miles and 1085 feet elevation, notice the opening in the trees that allows you see the TVA free launch 

on the opposite side this cove on Norris Lake. Now the trail starts to climb steeply for a short section before 

the ascension lessens to a gentler grade. Looking up the ridge and off the left side of the trail through the 

maze of saplings, notice the natural wall of rocks and boulders. 



 

 

 

The trail then displays a crest where the path levels off for a few yards in 0.75 miles at 1110 feet elevation. The 

tree canopy opens up to the sky here revealing dappled sunlight onto the trail. You’re parallel to the lake bank 

and now headed toward the back of a neighboring cove on Norris Lake. 

The trail meanders like a gentle roller coaster with slight ups-and-downs in the gradually ascending wooded 

stroll. In 0.85 miles at 1100 feet elevation, you’ve almost reached Here the trail appears to inconspicuously 

split. Continue to the right closer to the lake bank as the trail narrows to a single track. Again, watch your 

footing here as the trail is cut at an angle and there are slippery tree roots that may be hidden under fallen 

leaves. 

 In 0.9 miles at 1070 feet you should be lined up directly at the back of the cove. Bask in the cool shade of the 

trip in this flat, low-lying area. You’ll cross over a creek as the trail then merges with an old logging road, 

widens out and starts to climb back up the ridge. Just past the 1 mile mark of your journey at 1165 feet 

elevation, new sweetgum trees, mimosa, Christmas ferns and edible partridge berries can be found dotting 

the trail. 

In 1.17 miles at 1246 feet elevation, the trail makes a sweeping curve to the left while you’re still gradually 

ascending the ridge. In 1.29 miles at 1300 feet elevation, the trail curves right, then left, then right again as a 

large opening appears in the canopy giving rise to thick understory growth as the trail begins to straighten up. 

As you pass a chain link fence surrounding some state buildings, in 1.4 miles and 1345 feet elevation, the trail 

takes a steep climb as you’re gaining ground to the top of the ridge. In 1.5 miles and 1387 feet elevation, you 

meet up with an old road bed where you’ll turn left to continue the Elkins Trail. You’ll cross a power line with a 

great view of the ???? mountain range out to the left. 

Now along the top of the ridge in 1.66 miles at 1395 feet elevation, the trial curves to the right and merges 

with another old road bed. Continue straight for a short distance and then look for where the trail dips back 

into the woods on your left. Slightly descending back into the wooded landscape, notice the patch of 

maidenhair ferns along the path.  

The trail slopes to the left for about 200 yards at 1343 feet elevation, curves to the right and ascends a few 

yards to meet an old roadbed. Veer to your left and follow the roadbed along the top of the ridge back to the 

first sign that you came to shortly after you began the trail. Turn right here to finish the last 0.1 mile return to 

the trailhead.  

 

 


