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SUMMARY

This inventory of the natural areas of Macon County was funded by the North Carolina Natural
Heritage Trust Fund. The inventory describes Significant Natural Heritage Areas and documents
the rare species of plants and animals, natural communities, and other ecological features within
these areas. Macrosites, i.e. core areas that link individual sites across the landscape, are also
described. Recommendations for the protection and ideal management of these natural areas are
also contained in the description of each site. The content of this document was derived from
field work conducted during 2008-2009, as well as from records and reports produced or
obtained by the North Carolina Natural Heritage Program over the past 30 years. This inventory
report is written as a scientific document as well as a guide to Macon County’s natural areas for
the land trusts, local governments, and organizations working to protect them. The inventory also
takes an ecological snapshot of the county at a time when its natural areas face various threats of
human and natural origin.

Macon County is an important area for the biodiversity of North Carolina and the Southern
Appalachians. A total of 80 Significant Natural Heritage Areas and Aquatic Habitats and four
macrosites are documented in the county. All of these contain important elements of the state's
natural heritage in the form of rare species of plants and animals and high quality natural
communities. Among Macon County’s diverse natural areas, ten are Nationally significant and
26 are significant at the state level. Of these sites, the Little Tennessee River Aquatic Habitat is
renowned for its highly significant assemblage of rare freshwater mussels and fish species. The
lower slopes of the Little Tennessee River valley and its tributaries also support some of the best
known examples of the rare Montane Red Cedar-Hardwood Woodland natural community. The
Highlands Plateau and Blue Ridge Escarpment in the southeastern corner of the county are
known for Nationally and State Significant High Elevation Granitic Domes such as Blackrock
Mountain/Granite City, The Fodderstacks, and Satulah Mountain. The area also harbors rocky
gorges along the Chattooga River and Cullasaja River with some of the best-recognized Spray
Cliff natural communities in western North Carolina. An extensive forested landscape
characterizes the Nantahala Mountains and Cowee Mountains, the county’s two principal
mountain ranges. High elevation oak forest and cove forests dominate these ranges and include
remnant old-growth forest with a diverse array of rare species of plants and animals. The
county’s best-developed wetlands are found in the broad floodplain of the Nantahala River,
where a unique complex Southern Appalachian Bogs, Swamp Forest-Bog Complex, and unusual
impounded wetlands are found.

Macon County has a high percentage of publicly owned lands, most of which is managed by the
Nantahala National Forest in the Highlands Plateau, the Nantahala Mountains, and the Cowee
Mountains. The Needmore Game Land, owned and managed by the NC Wildlife Resources
Commission, lies along the lower Little Tennessee River and provides critical water quality
protection for the river’s aquatic resources. In addition to the large area of public land, many
private tracts have been protected by the county’s landowners with help from the local land
trusts, Land Trust for the Little Tennessee and the Highlands-Cashiers Land Trust. Voluntary,
collaborative protection efforts such as these are the most effective manner to conserve the
unique ecological heritage of Macon County.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Special thanks go to the following individuals and organizations for their help with the
completion of this county inventory, for this effort would not have been possible without them.
The assistance of Dr. J.D. Pittillo, former professor of Botany at Western Carolina University,
has been particularly invaluable. His previous work in the region and his knowledge of its flora
provided a sound basis for the description of many of county’s natural areas. Thanks also go to
the county’s two private land conservation organizations, Land Trust for the Little Tennessee
(LTLT) and the Highlands-Cashiers Land Trust, who greatly aided in assessing priorities for
inventory and provided help with access to their conserved properties and other private lands.
Staff of the Nantahala National Forest deserve credit for their contributions, especially Duke
Rankin and Gary Kauffman for their botanical assistance and Doreen Miller, who provided
recommendations on wetland inventory sites and invaluable data on wildlife in the Nantahala
Ranger District.

This report would not have been possible were it not for the efforts of many skilled biologists
and their extensive exploration of Macon County. Recent work by the following individuals was
particularly useful in completing this inventory: Dr. William McLarney, Robert Dellinger, Chick
Gaddy, Mike Schafale, Harry LeGrand, Kevin Caldwell, Alan Smith, Karin Heiman, Paul
Davison, Joy O’Keefe, Jason Love, and the late Ron Gatrelle. Surveys by the Mountain Wildlife
Diversity team and aquatic biologists of the NC Wildlife Resources Commission contributed
greatly to the documentation of rare animals in the county. The knowledge that we possess of the
unique bryophyte flora of the region is largely due to the efforts of the late Dr. Lewis Anderson
and Dr. Paul Davison and their years of work in the Cullasaja and Chattooga River gorges. Plant
man, birder, and Stewartia-enthusiast, Jack Johnston, accompanied NHP staff on a number of
site visits and worked zealously to contribute data on the rare mountain camellia (Stewartia
ovata). Zoologist, Reed Rossell, dedicated several weeks to the inventory effort and assisted
greatly in the documentation of the county’s fauna and many of its natural areas. Brent Martin,
The Wilderness Society regional director for the Southern Appalachians, was an immense help in
exploring the county’s protected areas and a hardy companion on many back-country excursions.
Josh Kelly, biologist for WildLaw, supported the inventory effort with a wealth of information
on the county’s rare flora and high quality natural communities. Josh also provided valuable
assistance on map design for the document. Sunny Himes, of Botanical Services of WNC,
provided assistance in the field and helped identify significant natural areas in the Franklin
vicinity. Thanks go to these individuals for their significant contributions. Thanks also are
extended to staff of the N.C. Natural Heritage Program, whose years of experience and insight
greatly facilitated the completion of this project.

Cover image of Red Salamander (Pseudotriton ruber) at Standing Indian Mountain.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION ..ottt e 7
OBUIECTIVES . ...ttt b e e e n e 7
METHODS ... e 7

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY AREA ..o 9
CLIMATE e 9
TOPOGRAPHY AND PHYSIOGRAPHY ... 10
GEOLOGY AND SOILS ... s 15
LAND USE HISTORY ..ot 19

BIODIVERSITY OF MACON COUNTY ..ottt 21
NATURAL COMMUNITIES ... oot 21
FLORA e 34
FAUN A et h bt E bt et e R bttt R et et 46

DISCUSSION OF SIGNIFICANT NATURAL HERITAGE AREAS.........cccoiei 55

PROTECTION PRIORITIES ...ttt 60

CONSERVATION OPTIONS. ..ot 62

AREAS FOR FUTURE STUDY ..ottt 64

BIOLOGICAL SURVEYS AND ENDANGERED SPECIES LAWS ..o 66
FEDERAL LAWV ..ottt b e ane e 66
STATE LAW ... 67

REFERENGCES ... .ottt b e nne e 68

SITE DESCRIPTIONS ...ttt 72

COWEE MOUNTAINS MACROSITE ..ottt 74

BRUSHY RIDGE .......ooiiiiiii e 77
BRYSON BRANCH FALLS AND COVE ..ot 81
COLE MOUNTAIN/SHORTOFF MOUNTAIN ..ottt 84
CORBIN KINOB ...ttt b e n e 89
CORNER KINOB ... .o 94
COWEE BALLD ...ttt b et 98
GRINDSTONE KNOB.......ooiiiiiiiii e 102
HOGBACK MOUNTAIN ..o 106
KIRBY KNOB HORNBLENDE SLOPES .........cooiiii e 110
LITTLE ROCKY MOUNTAIN ...ttt 114
MOORE KINOB. ... .ot e 118
ONION MOUNTAIN ...ttt ettt nb e sbeene s 122
SHEPHERD BALD/CEDAR CLIFF RIDGE ........ccootiiiiiieiiiereseeeee s 126
YELLOW MOUNTAIN/BLACK ROCK MOUNTAIN ...ccoiiiiiiniiniieeee s 131
ESCARPMENT GORGES MACROSITE ......ociiiiiiiieie s 136
BIG CREEK FALLS ...ttt 139
BLACKROCK MOUNTAIN/GRANITE CITY oo 142
BRUSHY FACE MOUNTAIN/BROOKS CREEK WATERFALL.......cccccoeininiiiieen. 148
CHATTOOGA RIVER GORGE/ELLICOTT ROCK.....cccoiiiiiiiinisiieieeeie s 152
GLEN FALLS ... 157
HAWKINS ROCKHOUSE ... 161
HENRY WRIGHT/KELSEY HEMLOCK FORESTS ......cccooiiiiiiiieisesreeseseesenieea 164

HIGHLANDS 6™ STREET BOG......c.coiiiiviiiieiiieie ettt 168



HORSE COVE BOG ... 171

JAKE BRANCH BOG.......cooiiiiiii s 175
LITTLE SCALY MOUNTAIN ..ot 178
PINKY FALLS/OLIVE PRESERVE .......ccooiiiiiiieiit e 182
SATULAH MOUNTAIUN ..ot 186
SAVANNAH RIVER HEADWATERS AQUATIC HABITAT ..o 191
SCALY MOUNTAIN . ...t 194
SLICK ROCK ... e 198
THE FODDERSTACKS ... 201
LITTLE TENNESSEE RIVER MACROSITE ..o 205
LITTLE TENNESSEE RIVER FLOODPLAIN ....ccoiiiiiiiiiie s 207
LITTLE TENNESSEE RIVER (LOWER) AQUATIC HABITAT ...cooiiiiiiieeeiee 213
LITTLE TENNESSEE RIVER (UPPER) AQUATIC HABITAT ... 217
NANTAHALA MOUNTAINS MACROSITE .....oooiiiiii s 221
ALBERT MOUNTAIN/PINNACLE MOUNTAIN......cooiiiiniienisiseeee e 224
BURNINGTOWN BALD/CLIFF RIDGE ......ccocoiiiiiiieieiseeee s 229
DOUBLETOP MOUNTAIN/CEDAR CLIFF MOUNTAIN.......coooiiiieee e 236
FOSTER KNOB/ROCKYFACE MOUNTAIN ..ottt 241
JARRETT BALD ...ttt 246
JARRETT CREEK BOG......ccoiiiiiiiiii s 250
MILKSICK KINOB ... 254
NANTAHALA RIVER BOGS ... 259
NANTAHALA RIVER WOODLAND POND ......ccoiiiiiiieiieie e 265
PICKENS NOSE/LITTLE RIDGEPOLE MOUNTAIN ..ottt 268
RAINBOW SPRINGS MARSH........oiiiiiiie e 275
RAINBOW SPRINGS PRESERVE ..o 280
ROARING FORK/FIRE GAP RIDGE.........ccooiiiiiiiiieieie e 285
RUNAWAY KINOB ..ot 290
STANDING INDIAN MOUNTAIN ..ottt 294
TRIMONT RIDGE ..ot 301
WAYAH BALD/WINE SPRING BALD.......ccooiiiiiiiicee e 306
WESSER BALD ...ttt 314
STAND ALONE ST ES .. e 262
BIG CHOGA CREEK SLOPES. ........ooiii e 319
BRYSON KINOB ...ttt 323
CARTOOGECHAYE CREEK AQUATIC HABITAT ..ot 327
CARTOOGECHAYE CREEK BLUFF ..ot 330
CEDAR CLIFF/THE PINNACLE .....ootiiii s 333
CROW CREEK FALLS ..ot 339
CULLASAJA GORGE ... 343
DOBSON MOUNTAIN L.ttt bttt 351
HOUSTON KINOB ...ttt 355
JONES KNOB/WHITEROCK MOUNTAIN ....oooiiiiiiiieiireeese e 359
KEENER MOUNTAIN ....ooiiiii s 364
LAMBERT MOUNTAIN.....coiii s 367

LITTLE MOUNTAIN CEDAR GLADE .......oooiiiiii s 371



MCDOWELL MOUNTAIN ..ottt 375

MIDDLE CREEK FALLS ...t 379
NANTAHALA RIVER SALAMANDER SITE ...t 383
PIERCY BALD/LONDON BALD.......cocotiiiiiiiieieisie e 386
PINEY KNOB FORK ... .ooiiiiiiii e 390
RICHEY KNOB/BUCK KINOB........cciiiiiiiiiiineeee e 394
SKITTY BRANCH COVE ... .o 400
TESSENTEE FARM BOG.......oooiiiiii s 403
UPPER NANTAHALA GORGE ......ooiiiiiiie e 407

WALKING FERN COVE ..o 413



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1.Natural Communities of Macon County, NC with State and Global Ranks...... 23

Table 2. Rare Plant Species Documented for Macon County, NC....................o.eels 37
Table 3. Rare Animal Species Documented for Macon County, NC........................ 47
Table 4. Significant Natural Heritage Areas of Macon County, NC......................... 57

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1. Towns and principal highways of Macon County, NC. ............ccccocveviiiieieennnne 12
Figure 2. Major rivers and watersheds of Macon County, NC..........c.ccccceveiiveiiiiieinennn, 13
Figure 3. Major landforms and mountain ranges of Macon County, NC. ............cccccoc.... 14
Figure 4. Geologic formations of Macon County, NC. ..........cccceoviiieiiieie e 18

Figure 5. Significant Natural Heritage Areas of Macon County, NC..........cccccoeniiinnne. 59


AN%20INVENTORY%20OF%20THE%20NATURAL%20AREAS%20OF%20MACON%20COUNTY_V3_EJS.doc#_Toc275888482
AN%20INVENTORY%20OF%20THE%20NATURAL%20AREAS%20OF%20MACON%20COUNTY_V3_EJS.doc#_Toc275888483
AN%20INVENTORY%20OF%20THE%20NATURAL%20AREAS%20OF%20MACON%20COUNTY_V3_EJS.doc#_Toc275888485

