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  BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


  Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive summit hiking in Tennessee. Stuffed with useful Tennessee summit-hiking-specific information, Tennessee Summits features forty-five mapped and cued hikes. I grouped the hikes into five units. “Northeast Tennessee Summits” covers hikes in the northeastern corner of the state, including the northern Cherokee National Forest and the Appalachian Trail there. “Great Smoky Mountains Summits” covers hikes within Great Smoky Mountains National Park. “East and Southeast Tennessee Summits” details hikes in East Tennessee outside the Smokies and in the southern Cherokee National Forest. “Cumberland Plateau Summits” covers hikes in that geographical district, ranging from the Kentucky state line in the north to the Georgia/Alabama line in the south. Finally, “Middle and West Tennessee Summits” covers the summit hikes in the part of the state that has fewer high points.


  Here’s an outline of the book’s major components: Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what highlights each route has to offer. Following the overview, you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on each:


  Start: Tells you at exactly what place you will begin your hike. For example, the hike might start at a picnic area within a state park, allowing you to look for a specific trailhead rather than just the state park. The name of the trailhead often corresponds with those found on mapping apps.


  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.


  Net elevation change: This is the elevation change from the trailhead to the summit, obtained simply by subtracting the trailhead elevation from the summit elevation. These numbers were found using GPS data obtained during the given hike loaded onto a mapping program.


  Total elevation change: This is the aggregate elevation gained and lost during a hike, including all ups and downs along the entire hike.


  Maximum grade: This details the steepest portion of the hike for a sustained distance, whether you will be going up or down that grade on the specific hike (on an out-and-back hike you will hike the maximum grade both up and down). The maximum grade is calculated by dividing the elevation gained or lost by the distance covered.


  Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only, and hikes may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness.



  Easy—3 miles or less total trip distance in one day, with minimal elevation gain and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail.


  Moderate—Up to 8 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain.


  Difficult—More than 8 miles total trip distance in one day, strenuous elevation gains, and rough and/or rocky terrain.




  Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. The number is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level and side interests such as birding, geology, or wildflowers will also affect your time.


  Seasons/schedule: This details information on the best time of year to hike the given hike and/or the specific hours a place is open/closed.


  Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.


  Dog friendly: This details if dogs are allowed or not, and/or specific regulations, but also if it makes sense whether or not to take your pet on the given hike.


  Land status: Whether it is a state park, state forest, private preserve, or other entity. Nearest town: Helps orient you to the hike’s location, also to help you find out what amenities are in the nearest town, such as outfitters, restaurants, or emergency clinic.


  Other trail users: Horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc.


  Maps: This is a list of other maps to consult to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps can be a good source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.


  Amenities available: This lets you know if restrooms, picnic areas, campgrounds, and other enhancements are at or near the trailhead. This way you’ll know whether to stop on the way to use the restroom (if no restrooms are available at the trailhead), whether to bring a picnic to the trailhead, etc.


  Cell service: This helps give you an idea of whether or not your phone will get reception on the hike. In elevationally varied areas, as is the case on most hikes in this guide, you can have reception on a ridge but not down in the valley. Also, what carrier you use can have a lot to do with whether or not you have reception. Expect limited service in large national park and national forest lands as well as wildernesses.


  Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.


  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park as well as simple, numerical latitude/longitude coordinates that you can simply plug into your phone and drive away to the trailhead. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.


  HOW TO USE THE MAPS


  Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.


  Route map: This is your primary visual guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. The map also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.


  To get our readers started on the hikes that best suit their interests and abilities, we include the following simple trail finder that categorizes each of the hikes in the book into a helpful list. Hikes can fall under more than one category. This can help you choose the hikes that fit the group, time, and situation in which you find yourself.





  1 FLINT ROCK VIA FLINT MILL TRAIL


  Short, sweet, and very steep characterize this hike on Holston Mountain in the Cherokee National Forest. Start in the almost level Flat-woods area between stunning South Holston Lake and the crest of Holston Mountain, walking through stately forest. The hike then rises, and rises sharply. You find yourself laboring up among outcrops and scrubby trees on a very precipitous slope. Persistence pays as you make Flint Rock, a gray outcrop with tremendous panoramas of South Holston Lake, the towns of Bristol, Tennessee, and Bristol, Virginia, and a host of mountains beyond.


  

  Start: Flatwoods Road trailhead


  Distance: 2.0-mile there-and-back


  Net elevation change: +1,250 feet


  Total elevation change: +-1,250 feet


  Maximum grade: 35% grade for 0.5 mile


  Difficulty: Difficult due to steepness only


  Hiking time: About 2.0 hours


  Seasons/schedule: 24/7/365


  Fees and permits: None


  Dog friendly: Yes


  Land status: National forest


  Nearest town: Bluff City


  Other trail users: None


  Maps: Trails Illustrated #783, Cherokee and Pisgah National Forests South Holston and Watauga Lakes


  Amenities available: None


  Cell service: Good at Flint Rock


  Trail contacts: Cherokee National Forest Unaka Ranger District, (423) 638-4109, www.fs.usda.gov/cherokee


  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_001] From downtown Bluff City, take TN 44 north for 8 miles then turn right onto Flatwoods Road near Hickory Tree Holiness Church. Stay with Flatwoods Road and be watchful as at 1.1 miles it makes an acute right turn while Morrell Creek Road keeps straight. Enter the national forest and it becomes FR 87/Flatwoods Road. Drive for a total of 6.1 miles from Hickory Tree Holiness Church to reach the trailhead on your right. The Flint Mill Trail may or may not be signed, but there is a rough campsite at the trailhead. Trailhead GPS: 36.483931, -82.070731


  THE HIKE


  If you like challenging summit hikes on crazy steep trails, then look no further. The Flint Mill Trail climbs the west slope of Holston Mountain, one of upper East Tennessee’s iconic highlands, a long ridge rising in the backyard of Elizabethton, Tennessee, and running northeast to Damascus, Virginia, just over the state line.


  Along the way, the crest of Holston Mountain forms the boundary between Sullivan and Carter County as well as Sullivan and Johnson County. Dotted with communication towers, its high point is 4,280-foot Holston High Point. During winter, Holston Mountain will often display a mantle of snow visible from my home in Johnson City, its communication towers clothed in ice, etched against a vibrant blue sky. The mountain is webbed with several trails climbing the east and west slopes, including Flint Mill Trail,


 [image: chpt_fig_002]


 [image: chpt_fig_003]


  Looking at South Holston Lake from Flint Rock


  the path of this hike. The Holston Mountain Trail runs atop the crest in the mountain’s middle reaches while to the north the legendary Appalachian Trail travels the final stretch of Holston Mountain from near Shady Valley to Damascus.


  Before hiking here take a look at a topographic map of Holston Mountain. For several miles, the west slope of Holston Mountain is insanely declivitous, with some of the steepest slopes this side of the Rocky Mountains. And it is in this sharply sloped section we find ourselves on the Flint Mill Trail, challenging the heights of Holston Mountain. The last half-mile of the hike has a 35 percent grade, ascending 933 feet in that distance! This grade is easily the steepest half-mile in this guide. Simply put, modern-day trail constructors don’t build such sharp paths. Here, the Forest Service amended an old user-created trail, clearing the path and minimizing erosion wherever possible.


  [image: chpt_fig_004]


  Autumn view from Flint Rock


  It’s a fun challenge. If people hesitate after hearing about the Flint Mill Trail’s steepness, tell them with a straight face, “It’s only a mile.” The hike starts out very innocuous. After passing through a trailhead campsite, the Flint Mill Trail follows a doubletrack, marked with diamond blazes, gently ascending up the base of Holston Mountain. A tributary of Big Creek flows through rhododendron thickets to your right. It isn’t long before you meet the Flatwoods Horse Trail, crossing the Flint Mill Trail ahead. The grade increases but gently. Ahead, you see the brick wall of a slope, and instead of working around it, the trail goes straight up it. The initial uptick is in pure woods, but as you climb the ground becomes very stony and the trail uses embedded rocks, roots, and anything else to give hikers purchase and check erosion.


[image: chpt_fig_005]


  Making the final ascent through scrubby trees and rock


  Then the climb is on, a half-mile of hell. You will see outcrops uphill, wondering if that one is Flint Rock. But there’s no mistaking once you are there. The view is noteworthy, to say the least. South Holston Lake lucidly spreads out, with copious woods below, and an assortment of farms, woods, and towns in the yon, with distant ridges running clear into Virginia. If you want to camp, a spring and campsite are about a quarter-mile farther along the trail from Flint Rock, and the Holston Mountain Trail is a short ways farther. Finally, be very, very careful going down—leaves, snow, ice, and rain can make the return trip risky business. A walking stick or trekking poles help on both the ascent and descent.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Leave Flatwoods Road, heading southeast on the Flint Mill Trail.


  0.1 Intersect the Flatwoods Horse Trail. It leaves left as a doubletrack and right as a singletrack. Keep straight, still on the Flint Mill Trail, gently ascending.


  0.5 The crazy climb begins. Scan for roots and rocks on the forest floor to keep from slipping. Ahead, the trail becomes rockier, with more pines and scrubby trees.


  1.0 Open onto Flint Rock. Step atop the well-carved boulder and soak in views near and far. Note the steepness of Holston Mountain to your right. Backtrack.


  2.0 Arrive back at the trailhead and Flatwoods Road, completing the ultra-steep trek.





  2 TOWERS OF BAYS MOUNTAIN


  Make a loop at iconic Bays Mountain Park to visit two mountain crest towers, one a pure observation tower and the other a historic metal fire tower nearly a century old. The park and trails are finely maintained, making the adventure a pleasure from the first step. First, climb from Bays Mountain Lake to the shorter observation tower on Bays Mountain, delivering enriching vistas of the Appalachians, before looping around to Holston River Mountain to discover the notable 60-foot fire tower with its 360-degree views of the South Holston River valley in the near and waves of mountains in the distance.




  Start: Bays Mountain Park Observatory


  Distance: 6.7-mile loop


  Net elevation change: +568 feet


  Total elevation change: +-1,060 feet


  Maximum grade: 20% grade for 0.3 mile


 Difficulty: Moderate, does have steep start


  Hiking time: About 3.8 hours


  Seasons/schedule: Open 8:30 a.m. year-round to close anywhere from 5 to 8 p.m., season depending


  Fees and permits: Entrance fee required


  Dog friendly: Yes, on leash only


  Land status: City park


  Nearest town: Kingsport


  Other trail users: Bicycles on some trails


  Maps: Bays Mountain park map


  Amenities available: Restroom, picnic shelter, nature center, observatory, animal habitats


  Cell service: Excellent


  Trail contacts: Bays Mountain Park and Planetarium, (423) 229-9447, www.baysmountain.com


  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_006] From exit 3 on I-26, take Meadowview Parkway east. It soon turns into Reservoir Road. Stay with Reservoir Road 2.2 miles to turn right onto Bays Mountain Park Road. At 0.2 mile, stay left with Bays Mountain Park Road, then climb to reach the park entrance station. Continue up to the parking areas, reached after 1.2 miles. The hike starts near the circular observatory away from the nature center. Trail-head GPS: 36.508223, -82.610704


  THE HIKE


  Bays Mountain and Holston River Mountain majestically soar above the Holston River. Between them is nestled a little mountain valley that early Kingsport fathers thought to be an excellent location for the city water supply. The envisioned lake would be elevated, providing pressure, and the water would be clean. And so Bays Mountain Reservoir came to be, serving the citizens until the mid-1940s, when demand outstripped supply. Later, locals visited the reservoir and surrounding woods, hiking and fishing. The rising tide of the 1960s ecology movement helped bring what became Bays Mountain Park into official existence. The park has thrived ever since, with programs, exhibits, and a first-rate planetarium, to go along with the 40 miles of hiking trails, some of which we use for this hike.


  [image: chpt_fig_007]


  Looking southwest from the historic tower at Bays Mountain Park


  Therefore, when you come to Bays Mountain, it’s difficult not to engage in some of the extracurricular activities here. Visit the animal habitats or ride the barge on the 44-acre lake. Or simply savor a meal after your hike. The trek itself isn’t too difficult, save for the beginning. First, you must find the dislocated Cliffside trailhead, over by the circular stone observatory. The Cliffside Trail rises steeply along the edge of the Dolan Branch gorge, soon presenting a pair of developed overlooks before reaching the head of Bays Mountain, where the first observation tower is reached, a 30-foot metal structure bestowing views to the east of the main chain of the Appalachians and onward into North Carolina.


  The hike then joins an undulating doubletrack rolling along the Bays Mountain ridgeline, with nearly constant winter views. You next come to the convergence of Bays Mountain and Holston River Mountain, together fashioning the tip of an arrow, a place where a host of modern-day communication towers can be found. Our hike turns southwest along the ridgeline of Holston River Mountain, still on doubletrack, rolling over hills and through gaps, as the Holston River winds serpentine through the bottomlands below.


  And then you are at the other tower, erected by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1937. Here, during autumn and spring fire seasons a fire watcher lived at the tower base in a 12-by-14-foot cabin, watching for conflagrations by day in the tower cab,


 [image: chpt_fig_008]

 
  then whiling the hours away reading at night, staying in communication with points below by telephone. The 60-foot erection has been maintained through the years and we can climb to its apex today, savoring views in the near of Kingsport, the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, and the Holston River, as well as distant ridges extending well into Virginia, namely Clinch Mountain and Powell Mountain. Don’t forget the Possum Knobs, Moccasin Ridge, and the highlands of the Jefferson National Forest. Chimneytop Mountain rises proudly to the southeast. The magnificent master chain of the Appalachians fences Tennessee from North Carolina. What a view!


  The loop’s end takes you by Bays Mountain Reservoir, through a plethora of trail intersections. Soak in some watery looks and a chance to see deer or beavers, the latter of which is quite active, damming streamlets pouring into the impoundment. Scads of hikers and families will be plying the interconnected pathways among the dense water-side forests. You will emerge at the nature center with two towers climbed, stellar vistas experienced, and perhaps an appetite for the other offerings at this exemplary city park.



  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


 0.0 Join the signed Cliffside Trail near the circular stone observatory. Walk a single-track path past a developed overlook of the Dolan Branch gorge. Ascend sharply in oak-dominated woods, complemented with pines and cedar.


   0.1 An access trail curves left to the mountain biker parking lot. Stay straight with the singletrack Cliffside Trail, passing low rock walls. Continue sharply ascending among stone steps.


   0.3 Reach the crest of Bays Mountain and turn left, northeasterly, still among pines, cedars, and oaks.


 [image: chpt_fig_009]


  The Holston River bends in the fore while mountains of the Old Dominion rise in the yon.


   0.5 Reach the first tower, a 30-foot structure topped with a wide observation platform. Vistas open to the east toward North Carolina. Join doubletrack Bays Mountain Road, closed to public driving. Continue northeast, gently rising.


  [image: chpt_fig_010]


  Climb this historic tower erected in 1937.


  1.8 Pass a developed overlook known as White Rock that may not be cleared back. Admire the cliffs immediately below.


  2.1 Come to a communication tower cluster after passing the Azalea Trail intersection. Turn southwest, leaving the tip of the arrow, and join Holston River Mountain, now on doubletrack River Mountain Road. Pass more communication towers ahead. The wooded valley of Bays Mountain Reservoir widens below.


  4.2 Reach a gap and low point on Holston River Mountain. Climb toward High Point, location of the historic CCC-built tower.


 4.6 Turn right and take the short spur to the tower, open for climbing. Look around for the tower keeper’s cabin site after enjoying the tower vistas. Return to River Mountain Road, continue west just a few feet, then split left onto singletrack Fire Tower Trail. Descend. Quickly pass the intersection with the Moonshiners Delight Trail.


 5.4 Meet the Chinquapin Trail. Walk left a few feet then split right, staying with the Fire Tower Trail. Ahead, cut across Lake Road then pass the Food Plot Trail as it splits right.


 5.6 Split left on the Lakeside Trail, winding through small hollows and beneath preserved hemlocks. Bridge small streams with beaver dams nearby.


 5.7 Stay left with the Lakeside Trail as the Holly Loop splits right. Ahead, pass the Towhee Trail and the other end of the Holly Loop.


  6.1 Pass the Barred Owl Trail left then split right for a boardwalk vista of Bays Mountain Reservoir. Resume the Lakeside Trail.


 6.4 Take the spur to the pavilion at Lily Pad Cove. Enjoy more aquatic views. Stay along the shore then pass behind the nature center before taking an asphalt path toward the front of the center.


 6.7 Arrive back at the parking area by the nature center, completing the two-tower hike.





  3 BUFFALO MOUNTAIN


  This hike takes you to the apex of Buffalo Mountain, the peak lording over Johnson City. First, trace the Lone Oak Trail along a babbling mountain brook, then switchback your way to the ridgetop, where more climbing leads to Tip Top, the mountain’s highest point, replete with cleared views of highlands in the yon as well as Watauga and Holston River valleys in the near. Beyond Tip Top, trek along a slender ridge to the long-established vista known as White Rock, where the Cherokee once scanned for herds of buffalo below.


  

  Start: Dry Creek Road trailhead


  Distance: 6.4-mile there-and-back


  Net elevation change: +1,253 feet


  Total elevation change: +-1,506 feet


  Maximum grade: 15% grade for 0.3 mile


 Difficulty: Moderate, does have solid climb


  Hiking time: About 3.6 hours


  Seasons/schedule: 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. winter, closes 9 p.m. in summer


  Fees and permits: None


  Dog friendly: Yes, on leash only


  Land status: City park


  Nearest town: Johnson City


  Other trail users: None


  Maps: Buffalo Mountain Park Hiking Trails/Park Map


  Amenities available: None


  Cell service: Excellent


  Trail contacts: Buffalo Mountain Park, (423) 283-5815, www.johnsoncitytn.org


  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_011] From exit 24 on I-26 in Johnson City, take University Parkway/TN 67W/US 321S for 0.9 mile. Then turn left onto Cherokee Road and follow it 2.2 miles to turn left onto Lone Oak Road and stay with it for 1.7 miles to reach the trail-head parking area on your right. The actual Lone Oak Trail starts about 40 yards back from the parking area on Lone Oak Road toward Cherokee Road. Trailhead GPS: 36.262968, -82.365553


  THE HIKE


  A portion of the Cherokee National Forest extends to the edges of Johnson City, part of which is on Buffalo Mountain. The city of Johnson City saw the potential for a mountain nature park, and back in the 1990s the city exchanged property with the US Forest Service, ending up with 722 acres and Buffalo Mountain Park. A trail network was established (and has been altered a few times), but the natural splendor of the summit cannot be denied, including the stone cliffs of White Rock, where the Cherokee of long ago espied for buffalo down in the valleys below. It’s a place where bears and deer roam today, among other wild creatures.


  This hike uses a hand-built, singletrack, hiker-only trail for its entire distance. Outdoor enthusiast extraordinaire Dr. Craig Haire was responsible for the establishment of the Lone Oak Trail. That intricate mountain path is carefully maintained today, with its numerous switchbacks easing an incredibly steep slope.


  [image: chpt_fig_012]


  In winter, the views are nearly continuous through the barren trees. Buffalo Mountain will often be cloaked in snow while Johnson City remains without the white stuff. In spring, you will be greeted with some of the 200-plus varieties of wildflowers for which Buffalo Mountain is known. In summer, the hike can be a bit warm by late afternoon, yet you may observe blooming rosebay rhododendron, found all along the trek. Autumn colors conclude the seasonal attractions.


  Our hike starts at the lesser-used Lone Oak trailhead on Dry Creek Road. It initially traverses a slender, clear, and unnamed creek draining the western slope of Buffalo Mountain. Ahead, at least fourteen switchbacks take you out of the stream hollow and onto a shoulder ridge of Buffalo Mountain, where a picnic table awaits for a break after climbing nearly 500 feet in 0.7 mile.


  Next you work toward the mountain’s high point, Tip Top. The summit rises to 3,275 feet, and is signed and adorned with a picnic table and bench. Cleared vistas extend southeast across the Buffalo Creek valley where I-26 runs, across to Stone Mountain and the dark heights of nearly mile-high Unaka Mountain, delineating the state line. To the northwest, you can peer to Johnson City, easily identifying buildings of the Veterans Administration, ETSU, and the Medical Center, among others. I can see my own neighborhood below but not my house.


  Beyond Tip Top you roll the main ridge of Buffalo Mountain past numerous trail intersections and communication towers to White Rock and a series of views from stony bluffs in addition to the White Rock overlook. From here, distant vistas open north, east, and southeast clear to Virginia’s high point of Mount Rogers to Roan Mountain to Bays Mountain over Kingsport way and on to Clinch Mountain beyond. In the near are the Tannery Knobs and downtown Johnson City. Holston Mountain and Elizabethton are easy to find. White Rock is a first-rate view and a time-honored Tennessee summit hike more than worthy of your time and effort.


  [image: chpt_fig_013]


  Looking northeast from the cliffs of Buffalo Mountain



  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Join the signed Lone Oak Trail, a singletrack path leaving east from Dry Creek Road. Ascend along a modest rhododendron-cloaked stream. Switchbacks soon begin among mountain laurel, sourwood, and scrub oaks, working up a steep slope.


 0.7 Reach a shoulder ridge of Buffalo Mountain. Here, a short spur leads left, west, to a relaxation/picnic spot, replete with a table. Stay with the Lone Oak Trail as it heads east. Ahead, avoid a bootleg trail splitting left as the official trail drops onto the right shoulder of the ridge amidst pines aplenty.


 1.3 Switchback left after circling the hollow of the stream beside which you started.


  1.7 Make the main crest of Buffalo Mountain. Head northwest on a narrow, oak-heavy ridge.


  1.9 Reach Tip Top, Buffalo Mountain’s high point at 3,296 feet. Views extend to Unaka Mountain as well as downtown Johnson City. A picnic table and sitting bench beckon. Continue north, joining the Tip Top Trail.


 2.2 Meet and join the White Rock Loop.


 2.3 Stay with the White Rock Loop as the Fork Knob Trail leaves left. The White Rock Loop curves right. Tunnel under rhododendron in places.


 2.9 Meet the Tower Ridge Trail, near some communications towers. Stay with the White Rock Loop, heading northeast now.


3.1 Come to the first spur leading right to a rock outcrop with a view. Continue down the trail.


 3.2 Come to White Rock, a large outcrop a little below the trail. This is also where The Noggin Trail enters from the main parking area for Buffalo Mountain Park. Savor extensive vistas. Backtrack.


 6.4 Arrive back at the parking area on Dry Creek Road, completing the time-honored Johnson City area hike.


  [image: chpt_fig_014]


  Author gazes deep into Upper East Tennessee from White Rock





  4 PINNACLE TOWER


  Looking for the perfect climb to a mountaintop observation tower? Then look no more. Pinnacle Tower, a former fire lookout, renders 360-degree vistas from its revamped cab, where you can scan the crest of the Southern Appalachians as well as the Watauga, Holston, and Nolichucky River valleys. Perhaps it is the climb that will truly amaze, as you use a moderately graded trail—with even a few level spots—that stretches this 1,539-foot climb out over 4.8 miles, increasing the number of aspiring summit hikers who can conquer Pinnacle Mountain then reap the visual recompenses.


  

  Start: Jack Snider Trailhead off exit 32 on I-26


 Distance: 9.6-mile there-and-back


  Net elevation change: +1,470 feet


  Total elevation change: +-1,539 feet


  Maximum grade: 9% grade for 0.4 mile


 Difficulty: Moderate-difficult


  Hiking time: About 5.5 hours


  Seasons/schedule: 24/7/365


  Fees and permits: None 


  Dog friendly: Yes


  Land status: National forest


  Nearest town: Unicoi


  Other trail users: A few bicyclers


  Maps: Trails Illustrated #783, Cherokee and Pisgah National Forests South Holston and Watauga Lakes


  Amenities available: Restrooms, picnic tables at trailhead


  Cell service: Excellent


  Trail contacts: Cherokee National Forest Unaka Ranger District, (423) 638-4109, www.fs.usda.gov/cherokee


  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_015] From downtown Johnson City, join I-26 east and follow it 8 miles to exit 32, Unicoi Road, and then turn right immediately after exiting the interstate to reach the Jack Snider Trailhead of the Pinnacle Mountain Trail. Trailhead GPS: 36.208611, -82.354972


  THE HIKE


  Metal fire towers still stand at summits throughout the Southern Appalachians and beyond, enduring in various states of repair/disrepair. Although fire watching is done by plane and camera these days, the fire towers of old have long attracted summiteers and other curious sorts to their heights. Luckily, many of these fire towers have been restored or otherwise revamped, born again as observation belfries with panoramic vistas that make them wildly popular among the hiker set.


  Pinnacle Mountain Tower is one such success story. Originally constructed during the Great Depression of the 1930s by the Civilian Conservation Corps, the tower, standing at 3,520 feet, overlooks what is accurately dubbed the “Valley Beautiful,” the vale between Pinnacle Mountain and Unaka Mountain, home of both Unicoi and Erwin, Tennessee. The tower was manned until 1989, then stood unused, heading into forlorn decay. Communities such as Unicoi, lying at the base of Pinnacle Mountain, saw economic value in restoring such towers, where visitors could come hike to fine views, stay for a spell, and perhaps dine at a local restaurant. The old tower box was dismantled, then a partly


 [image: chpt_fig_016]


  roofed observation cab built atop its height, resulting in an improved, more stable viewing platform.


  Then in 2011, a new trail was graded from the lower reaches of Pinnacle Mountain, just off I-26, to the newly restored Pinnacle Mountain Tower. The trail is a miracle of sorts for hikers, as it was laid out at a modest 6 percent grade (rising approximately 300 feet per mile, half that of a typical national forest mountain trail), making it doable by aspiring summiteers willing to make an almost 5-mile climb to a Tennessee mountain-top. The trail has no demoralizing steep sections, and even a few level locales, as well as one 0.2-mile downhill stretch, leaving an idyllic situation for someone ready to challenge a longer summit hike with significant elevation gain.


  Locals use the trail for regular exercise and trail running, in addition to hiking. The trek starts out at the Jack Snider Trailhead just off I-26. A natural playground, restrooms, and shaded picnic tables back in the woods enhance the starting point, though the vehicle drone of I-26 is a drawback. Much of the trek is on southeast-facing slopes, so may be warmer than you expect. The well laid out path immediately indulges in its gentle ways, winding softly yet ever upwards among coves and ridges, crossing the headwaters of Buffalo Creek. The trail’s purposeful meandering (keeping a moderate grade) takes you through dusky pine groves, shady hardwood forests, as well as exposed south-facing ridges, offering occasional views through the trees. However, this emphasis on trail gradient rather than route expediency often takes you where you think the path won’t or shouldn’t go.


  [image: chpt_fig_017]


  View east toward the Tennessee-North Carolina state line


  You will crest out on the shoulder of Pinnacle Mountain at an alternate parking area accessible by high-clearance and four-wheel-drive vehicles. FR 188, also known as Briar Creek Road, is the route used to maintain the observation structure, as well as other communication towers atop Pinnacle Mountain. At this juncture, some hikers take the tower access road to the top. That route is steeper but shorter. But if you use the tower access road, you can’t claim the full mileage for the Pinnacle Mountain Trail.


  [image: chpt_fig_018]


  View to the northeast, with Buffalo Mountain to the left and Holston Mountain in the distant center


  From the Briar Creek Road parking area, the official trail actually descends past a tributary of Briar Creek, which flows into Dry Creek, which flows into the Nolichucky River, while Buffalo Creek, on the other side of Pinnacle Mountain, flows into the Watauga River. These disparate waters of Pinnacle Mountain, originating so close together, will merge in Knoxville, at the head of the Tennessee River, nearly 100 miles distant.


  The final part of the hike circles the apex of Pinnacle Mountain, keeping its restrained grade, then emerges atop the peak, where all that remains are the 40 feet of metal turret to climb. Then come the sights from the partly roofed structure. In the near, wild, wooded ridges distend from Pinnacle Mountain. Below, to your southeast, lies the Valley Beautiful, where the towns of Erwin and Unicoi stand in montane repose. To the east rises Unaka Mountain and waves of summits beyond. To the north, through a gap along Buffalo Mountain, Johnson City can be seen. Holston Mountain stands firm to the northeast. Big Butt and the main crest of the Appalachians stretch southwest toward the Smokies. To the northwest you can spot Bays Mountain with Clinch Mountain forming a backdrop clear into the Old Dominion. What a sight.



  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


 0.0 Walk past the restroom/information
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7. First Aid Kit

Supplies to treat illness or injury are only as
helpful as your knowledge of how to use
them. Take a class to gain the skills needed to
administer first aid and CPR.

8. Knife or Multi-Tool
With countless uses, a multi-tool can help with
gear repair and first aid.

9. Sun Protection

Sunscreen, sunglasses, and sun-protective
clothing should be used in every season
regardless of temperature or cloud cover.

10. Shelter

Protection from the elements in the event you are
injured or stranded is necessary. A lightweight,
inexpensive space blanket is a great option.

Find other helpful resources at AmericanHiking.org/hiking-resources

PROTECT THE PLACES YOU LOVE TO HIKE.

Become a member today and take $5 off
an annual membership using the code Falcon5.

AmericanHiking.org/join

AN

American Hiking Society is the only national nonprofit
organization dedicated to empowering all to enjoy,
share, and preserve the hiking experience.
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s Society
American Hiking Society recommends you pack the “Ten
Essentials” every time you head out for a hike. Whether you plan
to be gone for a couple of hours or several months, make sure to
pack these items. Become familiar with these items and know how
to use them.
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1. Appropriate Footwear

Happy feet make for pleasant hiking. Think about
traction, support, and protection when selecting
well-fitting shoes or boots.
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2. Navigation

While phones and GPS units are handy, they
aren’t always reliable in the backcountry; consider
carrying a paper map and compass as a backup
and know how to use them.
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3. Water (and a way to purify it)

As a guideline, plan for half a liter of water per
hour in moderate temperatures/terrain. Carry
enough water for your trip and know where and

how to treat water while you’re out on the trail.
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4. Food

Pack calorie-dense foods to help fuel your hike,
and carry an extra portion in case you are out
longer than expected.
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5. Rain Gear & Dry-Fast Layers

The weatherman is not always right. Dress in layers
to adjust to changing weather and activity levels.
Wear moisture-wicking clothes and carry a warm hat.

6. Safety Items (light, fire, and a whistle)
Have means to start an emergency fire, signal for
D help, and see the trail and your map in the dark.
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