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 1 APPALACHIAN TRAIL


  Each spring, hundreds of people hoist heavy packs onto their backs and strain down a misty trail, intent on accomplishing the most difficult task of their lives: going the length of the Appalachian Mountains. The footpath links a tree-covered mountaintop in Georgia and a rock-capped summit in central Maine. The trail winds for 300 miles across western North Carolina, home to some of its highest elevations and most spectacular scenery. Nearly 85 years old, the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (AT) was the first organized recreational avenue to wilderness. Today there are many long-distance trails, but none equals the AT.


  When first proposed in 1921 by regional planner Benton MacKaye (Mc-KIE), the idea for a cross-Appalachian trail was labeled “an experiment in regional planning.” Actually, it was a philosophical experiment too, intended to dilute the hold that industrialism had on modern life. The AT would preserve the East’s wilderness while offering the laboring masses an uplifting escape from the manufacturing economy. Many people recognized that the unspoiled Appalachians—so different from other denuded and eroded lands—were at stake. And trail enthusiasts liked the idea of the path itself.


  Creating the AT was a large task. Within two years of MacKaye’s first article proposing the AT, the major trail organizations, including fledgling groups in the South, had endorsed the plan and built the first sections of the AT in New England. In 1925 a meeting held in Washington, DC, formally created the Appalachian Trail Conference Incorporated, forerunner of the organization that manages the path today; the conference’s name was changed to the Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC) in 2005. At these early stages, MacKaye’s philosophical bent still shaped the trail’s future; he announced at the conference that “the trailway should ‘open up’ a country as an escape from civilization. . . . The path of the trailway should be as ‘pathless’ as possible.”


  In the late 1920s that’s exactly how it was. The original route plan led from Cohutta Mountain in Georgia, across the Great Smoky Mountains, to Grandfather Mountain in North Carolina, through southwestern Virginia, across the Blue Ridge Mountains at what is now Shenandoah National Park, and on to its northern terminus at Mount Washington in New Hampshire. With railroad imagery fostered by MacKaye, the trail’s “main line” described above would link to various “branch lines.” In the South, feeder trails were meant to reach Birmingham and Atlanta, funneling jaded urban workers into the refreshing green corridor of renewal. North Carolina’s Mountains-to-Sea Trail and the Bartram Trail, and Vermont’s Long Trail, are examples of branch lines that did come about.


  In reality, the AT was built largely out of existing trails in the North and through unexpected devotion from trail clubs and the USDA Forest Service in the South. The Southern Appalachian section was finished quickly, surprising New Englanders, who felt sure their region’s trail clubs would be the most active. The Southerners helped build other sections too: The Potomac Appalachian Trail Club was instrumental in completing the trail through Maine to Mount Katahdin.


  During AT construction, nearly 600 miles of the Skyline Drive and the Blue Ridge Parkway were built, claiming dozens of miles of the AT’s early route. Many trail clubs opposed building those roads. Luckily, the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was enlisted to revise the route and build some of the three-sided lean-to shelters that line the trail. Nevertheless, Appalachian Trail Conference chairman Myron Avery called the scenic roads a “major catastrophe in Appalachian Trail history.” Today, we nod at Avery’s assertions. Although the Parkway boasts wonderful hiking opportunities, its leg-stretcher hikes do not a wilderness experience make. (See this author’s Blue Ridge Parkway trail guides.)


  The trail, in any form, became a symbol. Long before wilderness preservation was ever achieved in the East, diehard trail builders helped protect remnants of a wild heritage. By 1937 the first version of the trail was complete. Thousands of minor catastrophes and positive changes have happened since then. The bad events range from hurricanes to commercial development of private land, all claiming portions of the trail. The good occurrences come too, since at each time of loss, a new generation of trail enthusiasts has stepped in and carved a new path. The extension of the trail to Mount Katahdin, originally a branch site rather than a terminus, was one of thousands of changes that qualify the AT as a living entity. It was Myron Avery who said that the AT was the trail of which it could never be said, “It is finished—this is the end!”


  The Appalachian Trail started as, and remains, an effort spearheaded by the public. But the Appalachian Trail Conservancy also enlisted the support and cooperation of the national parks, national forests, state parks, and other agencies and individuals. Since 1938, when a minimum width was established for the trail corridor through federal land, the extent of cooperation between AT enthusiasts and the government has been astounding. In 1968 the AT became the first National Scenic Trail under the landmark National Trails System Act, which gave control to the Appalachian Trail Conference. It also authorized the acquisition of 1,000 miles of trail in private hands, by eminent domain if necessary. But acquisition of land was slow. After pressure from the trail community, an Appalachian Trail bill passed Congress in the late 1970s that has substantially sped up land acquisition along the route. Today, almost all of the path is in public ownership.


  The trail has elevated some isolated mountain burgs into backcountry boomtowns. Hikers bring thousands of dollars into towns lacking mainstream tourist attractions. Hot Springs, North Carolina, is one place swelled by trail traffic that has been named an official AT “Trail Town.” So is Roan Mountain, Tennessee. “The Appalachian Trail passes within 5 miles of 105 towns,” says Brian King, Appalachian Trail Conservancy spokesman. “Many of those towns see the trail as their primary tourist attraction. Just the money spent on gas, food, and lodging is a significant transfer of wealth from urban areas to the Appalachians.”


  Maintenance of the path never wanes and is accomplished through the efforts of dozens of organizations affiliated with the Appalachian Trail Conservancy. The conservancy boasts 40,000 members and thirty-one affiliated clubs. Many times each year, volunteers toil long hours in the task of maintaining their portions of the footpath and any of nearly 300 overnight shelters on the route. All told, about 6,000 volunteers work each year on the path.


  Because of such necessary efforts, the heart of the most populous part of the United States is today a forest trail. This premier hiking path is a world-class adventure covering about 2,200 miles. Only 500 or so people a year finish the complete hike over the loftiest mountains in eastern North America. In fact, those who have accomplished the entire feat number fewer than 10,000. Millions of hikers hit the trail annually, for a short stroll, a summit hike, or a multi-night backpacking trip. The Appalachian Trail in North Carolina is a wonderful string of day hikes. The best are presented below.


  The perils of the trek might be unimaginable to sedentary Americans. If the sheer physical task weren’t arduous enough, equipment and its failures pose other problems. If
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  In many parts of the North Carolina mountains, stone chimneys are all that remain to remind us of early settlers.


  you’ve ever had a blister from new hiking boots, imagine having boot problems as you walk 10 or more miles daily. Even when a hiker’s boots are comfortable, they wear out or fall apart on the trek, often at the least opportune time. That kind of roulette plagues everything a hiker relies on, from a backpacking stove to a tent to a sleeping bag.


  The end-to-end AT hiker ultimately discovers that the human body is just another piece of equipment bound to fail. Most people find a three- or four-day backpacking trip to be an ample undertaking; imagine walking for an entire summer. An end-to-end hike on the AT is a Herculean undertaking. And not everybody makes it.


  Luckily, even an AT day hike is rewarding. Within North Carolina alone, hikers pass through tree-covered, modest mountains that conjure the Appalachians of stereotype. They see their share of poverty in these stark, rugged hills. But they also see some of the East’s grandest, most spectacular views. And there is mud, cold summer rain, stinging spring snow, and just about everything else a mountain climate can deliver, including awesome solitude and pockets of virgin wilderness.


  Almost a century after the trail was begun, the philosophical uplift that MacKaye hoped for has taken place. Our current outdoor lifestyle and environmental consciousness are traceable in part to the existence of the Appalachian Trail and the wildlands that enclose it. The path’s enduring grandeur inspires generation after generation of hikers. Perhaps more than any other recreational facility in the world, the Appalachian Trail symbolizes the power of nature to work wonders in the hearts and minds of those who take the time to wander in the woods.


  Besides becoming a member of the ATC, a worthwhile step to consider, North Carolinians also support many other groups that nurture the state’s parks, forests, and seashores. Many of these organizations offer a fun way to fund them—buy a license plate! Attractive custom plates are available, and each generates funds for the organization. The author’s own Appalachian Trail Conservancy AT plate reads “CLMB.”


  HOW TO USE THE AT MILEAGE LOG


  The mileage log and entries that follow are more than a list of landmarks on the Appalachian Trail in North Carolina. Included are detailed recommendations for day hikes and backpacking trips that are among the best in North Carolina and the East. Also included are suggested side trails and circuits, including one wheelchair-accessible trail, so be sure to scan this important section. Mileages are given for recommended hikes, but just grab a pencil and calculator to customize the log for hikes of your choice.




	N to S
	S to N
	



	0.0
	324.2
	Trailhead on US 19E, between Roan Mountain, TN, and Elk Park, NC (location of Station at 19-E hostel)



	0.6
	323.6
	(spring, former Apple House Shelter gone)



	3.0
	321.2
	Doll Flats (campsites, spring)



	5.4
	318.8
	Hump Mountain



	6.3
	317.9
	Bradley Gap



	7.6
	316.6
	Little Hump Mountain



	9.2
	315.0
	Yellow Mountain Gap/0.3-mile blue-blazed side trail east to campsites at the former location of Overmountain Shelter, closed due to structural problems. A spring is on left of trail near shelter site.



	11.1
	313.1
	Stan Murray Shelter (old Roan Highlands Shelter)



	12.9
	311.3
	Grassy Ridge side trail



	14.1
	310.1
	Round Bald



	14.1
	309.4
	Carvers Gap, TN 143, NC 261





 
    1A SOUTHERN BALDS


  WHY GO?


  The section of the Appalachian Trail that enters North Carolina starts in the north and immediately crosses the meadow-covered mountaintops called the Southern Balds (see Roan Mountain for more detail on the balds). This is the most-alpine scenery in the region, with great backpacking and day-hiking opportunities. See map 1A on page 13.


     
    THE RUNDOWN


    General location: Between Bakersville and Elk Park


    Distance: Round-trip day hikes from Carvers Gap: 1.4 miles to Round Bald; 2.8 miles to Jane Bald; 3.8 miles to Grassy Ridge Bald. Round-trip hikes from Yellow Mountain Gap: 3.2 miles to views near Little Hump Mountain; 8 miles to Hump Mountain (10.8 miles from US 19E).


    Difficulty: Moderately strenuous to nearby mountaintops; very strenuous for lengthy day hikes or a backpack of the entire ridgetop, especially north to south


    Maps: USGS Carvers Gap, Elk Park, and White Rocks Mountain; Appalachian Trail Conservancy AT map and guide


    Elevation gain: 2,200 feet south to north


    Water availability: A water fountain and restroom are located 1.8 miles from Carvers Gap at the Roan Mountain Gardens forest service station, open late spring through early fall. There’s a modern pit privy at Carvers Gap. Nearby water sources are in the community of Roan Mountain and Roan Mountain State Park. Near the Elk Park Trailhead, the Station at 19-E hostel can provide water. Water is also available at springs along the route.


    For more information: Appalachian Ranger District, 632 Manor Road, Mars Hill 28754; (828) 689-9694; appalachianrd@fs.fed.us. Appalachian Trail Conservancy: appalachiantrail.org.



    FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


   [image: image] There are three AT trailheads. To reach the Elk Park Trailhead from Boone, go though Linville and Newland (or Banner Elk) to reach US 19E. Go 0.9 mile west of the state line to a small parking area on the left (GPS: 36.177425 / -82.011778).


    To reach Carvers Gap, stay west on US 19E past the Elk Park Trailhead, then turn left on TN 143 in the town of Roan Mountain. Carvers Gap’s roadside parking lot and privy are 14 miles from that junction (GPS: 36.106415 / -82.111234). From Asheville and more southerly areas, take NC 261 from Bakersville about 14 miles to Carvers Gap.


    The Yellow Mountain Gap Trailhead is on US 19E south of Elk Park. Between Elk Park and Newland, take US 19E south toward Spruce Pine from the junction with NC 194. Go south past Minneapolis to a right on Roaring Creek Road at 8.6 miles. Keep right at all the forks to reach the trailhead below Yellow Mountain Gap, at about 5 miles (GPS: 36.117029 / -82.048951).


    Parking overnight along US 19E is not recommended, but it’s easy to arrange for pickup and drop-off from the nearby Station at 19-E, a hostel and brew pub 0.9 mile east of the AT trailhead on 19-E (www.thestationat19-E.com, 575-694-0734). Winter access to the Carvers Gap and Roaring Creek Trailheads can be complicated by deep snow; they are a low priority for plowing.


    THE HIKES


    The white-blazed Appalachian Trail traverses the entire ridge, sticking closely to the state line all the way. The trail is well marked, but the open terrain can provide substantial route-finding challenges in snow, fog, and rain. Use caution and take adequate maps. Expect unusual weather year-round. Though cool days are the norm in summer at these heights, high-altitude sun can be punishing, so take a hat and sunscreen.


    Backpackers who intend to walk this section of the trail end to end should hike from south to north, since the trail descends in that direction from Carvers Gap (5,512 feet) to Elk Park (2,880 feet). Though graded, the steep 5-mile climb from Elk Park to Hump Mountain rises 2,700 feet, more than the entire elevation gain going north from Carvers Gap to Elk Park. From either direction, hikers find campsites plentiful in the grassy gaps lining the trail.


    From Carvers Gap, cross the road and fence toward the grassy meadows of Round Bald. The recently rerouted trail switchbacks through scenic spruces to meadows and views in all directions atop Round Bald (5,826 feet), a summit resembling the broad end of an egg. This is a short 0.7 mile from Carvers Gap.


    The trail descends to open Engine Gap at 1 mile, ascends to a rock outcrop at 1.3 miles, and reaches the Jane Bald summit (5,807 feet) at about 1.4 miles (nice turnaround points for a shorter view hike).


    When the AT slides left, a side trail reaches Grassy Ridge, a bald summit with spectacular views at 6,000 feet. Continuing left, the AT plummets past a spring on the right at about 2 miles. The trail reaches a spur of Grassy Ridge then drops steeply left to Low Gap (5,000 feet) and Stan Murray Shelter at 3.7 miles. A side trail south of the ridge leads 100 yards to a spring.


    The trail climbs over Elk Hollow Ridge then descends to Buckeye Gap. Hikers cross a nearly 5,000-foot summit with nice views at 4.8 miles. Bear right off the main ridge. At 5.6 miles the trail drops into Yellow Mountain Gap (4,682 feet). The Overmountain Victory Trail (OVT), a National Historic Trail, crosses the AT here. This is the route of colonists who defeated British colonel Patrick Ferguson’s forces at the 1780 Battle of King’s Mountain in South Carolina, a pivotal step in winning the Revolutionary War. To the right, the road-width colonial trace descends in about 0.7 mile to the Roaring Creek Road (NC 1132), another popular starting point. A blue-blazed side trail leads right from just below the gap to a spring and campsite, former location of the Overmountain Shelter, closed in 2019 as structurally unsound. Parking is about 0.7 mile southwest of the gap on Roaring Creek Road via a gated forest road that parallels the OVT.


    Leaving Yellow Mountain Gap, the trail ascends a steep meadow and gradually enters a woods road, bearing right. Follow the AT along the woods then left as it bears away from the trees into a meadow past a large rock outcrop to Little Hump Mountain (5,459 feet) at 7.2 miles. Descending, it passes through a small gap between the two peaks of Little Hump—a great campsite with a spring. It climbs again to the second peak then descends gradually into Bradley Gap (4,960 feet) at 8.5 miles.


    Leaving Bradley Gap, the trail ascends the open summit ridge of Hump Mountain, an occasionally rocky, alpine-feeling 1-mile hike to the peak (5,587 feet) at 9.4 miles. The all-encompassing views include Mount Mitchell, Roan Mountain, Grandfather Mountain, and Virginia’s highest summits, Mount Rogers and Whitetop. Meadows sweep away, interspersed with crags. Returning to Yellow Mountain Gap and then to Roaring Creek Road from here is a 10-mile round-trip.


 [image: After humping it up from Yellow Mountain Gap, the view of Hump Mountain is worth a pause.]

    
    After humping it up from Yellow Mountain Gap, the view of Hump Mountain is worth a pause.


    From Hump Mountain, the route to US 19E has changed substantially in the past decade or so. The AT heads east from the summit on a new section of trail, actually an old vehicle route across the bald top, completed in the early 1980s. The trail turns left, enters the woods, then starts a graded descent back west (past a nice view of Elk Park). It slabs into the open meadows of Doll Flats, a good campsite, at 11.8 miles. From Doll Flats the new trail leads northwest, down a narrow ridge, under a power line, and then switchbacks into Wilder Mine Hollow at 12.7 miles.


    The trail follows a road across a stream through the Wilder Mine area, where iron ore was mined in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and where rock was quarried in the 1950s. (Caution: The mineshafts are dangerous; keep out!) Continuing on the road, the trail crosses the stream to pass the former site of Apple House Shelter at 14.2 miles.


    Hikers will turn left from the road and pass an old railroad bridge support where the narrow-gauge Eastern Tennessee & Western North Carolina Railroad used to run between Johnson City, Tennessee, and Boone, North Carolina, from the late 1800s to its demise in a 1940s flood. The line carried ore from the Wilder Mine and another massive operation nearby at Cranberry, North Carolina. A trail bridge spans Buck Creek, the lowest stream along the trail, and an old driveway rises left to the edge of US 19E at 14.8 miles. A day hike or overnight backpacking trip from here to Hump Mountain, a 10.8-mile round-trip, would be rewarding but extremely strenuous. This trailhead is not a recommended place to leave your car unattended (see above: The Station at 19-E offers shuttle service).


    The Appalachian Trail winds south over Roan Mountain from Carvers Gap. For more on this section, see the Roan Mountain hike later in this book.

    


	N to S
	S to N
	



	14.8
	309.4
	Carvers Gap, TN 143, NC 261



	16.5
	307.9
	Roan High Knob Shelter



	17.4
	306.8
	A side trail to Roan High Bluff, the Cloudland Trail, starts nearby at a USFS fee station parking lot.



	18.4
	305.8
	Ash Gap



	21.4
	302.8
	Hughes Gap



	23.6
	300.6
	Little Rock Knob



	24.7
	299.5
	Clyde Smith Shelter





    
    This shelter was named for the late AT trail volunteer Clyde Smith. See Grandfather Mountain and Hi-Balsam Shelter for more about his life and work.

    



	N to S
	S to N
	



	25.8
	298.4
	Campsite



	26.6
	297.6
	Greasy Creek Gap



	29.4
	294.8
	Campsite



	30.9
	293.5
	Iron Mountain Gap, TN 107, NC 226



	33.8
	290.4
	Cherry Gap Shelter



	34.9
	289.3
	Low Gap



	37.1
	287.1
	Unaka Mountain



	38.1
	286.1
	FR 230



	38.7
	285.5
	Deep Gap/ Groundhog Creek Shelter



	39.7
	284.5
	Beauty Spot Gap



	40.2
	284.0
	Beauty Spot



	41.4
	282.8
	FR 230



	42.5
	281.7
	Indian Grave Gap



	46.6
	277.6
	Curley Maple Gap Shelter



	49.5
	274.7
	Jones Branch Road



	50.7
	273.5
	Chestoa Pike



	50.8
	273.4
	Nolichucky River; Chestoa Bridge, Erwin, TN



	54.7
	269.5
	Temple Hill Gap



	57.1
	267.1
	No Business Knob Shelter



	57.3
	266.9
	Spring



	61.4
	262.8
	Ogelsby Branch



	62.0
	262.2
	Spivey Gap, US 19W



	62.5
	261.7
	Campsite



	64.0
	260.2
	High Rocks



	64.3
	259.9
	Whistling Gap



	66.3
	257.9 
	Little Bald



	67.3
	256.9
	Campsite



	67.7
	256.5
	Bald Mountain Shelter



	68.6
	255.6
	Big Stamp



	68.9
	255.3
	Big Bald



	69.7
	254.5
	Spring



	71.7
	252.5
	Low Gap



	73.1
	251.1
	Street Gap and Road



	74.7
	249.5
	Springs



	75.4
	248.8
	Sams Gap, Flag Pond Road, US 23, I-26 (highest interstate highway in eastern America; 3,800 feet)



	77.2
	247.0
	High Rock



	77.8
	246.4
	Hogback Ridge Shelter



	79.0
	245.2
	Rice Gap



	80.0
	244.2
	Big Flat



	80.6
	243.6
	Frozen Knob



	83.4
	240.8
	Rector Laurel Road



	83.9
	240.3
	Devil Fork Gap, NC 212



	85.7
	238.5
	Campsite



	86.6
	237.6
	Flint Mountain Shelter



	89.5
	234.7
	Shelton Graves



	89.8
	234.4
	Spring



	91.1
	233.1
	Big Butt Mountain



	93.0
	231.2
	Jerry Cabin Shelter



	95.5
	228.7
	Big Firescald Knob



	96.5
	227.7
	Blackstack Cliffs



	96.7
	227.5
	White Rock Cliffs



	96.8
	227.4
	Spring



	98.5
	225.7
	Camp Creek Bald, side trail to fire tower



	99.8
	224.4
	Little Laurel Shelter



	103.1
	221.1
	Log Cabin Drive



	104.7
	219.5
	Allen Gap, NC 208, TN 70, water



	106.9
	217.3
	Spring



	108.4
	215.8
	Spring Mountain Shelter



	110.1
	214.1
	Hurricane Gap



	111.2
	213.0
	Rich Mountain Fire Tower side trail



	113.5
	210.7
	Tanyard Gap, US 25/70



	114.5
	209.7
	Campsite



	116.1
	208.1
	Pump Gap



	118.0
	206.2
	Lover’s Leap Rock



	119.4
	204.8
	US 25/70, NC 209; Hot Springs, NC






    [image: Appalachian Trail—Southern Balds (1A)]


    1B HOT SPRINGS AREA


    Hot Springs is an AT “Trail Town” with a choice day hike and overnight backpack trip on the trail. Like Damascus, Virginia, this is a tiny mountain burg with growing popular culture cachet where end-to-enders pick up supply mailings. Hot Springs is a nice place to visit for AT devotees, in part because the town has a rich history as a thermal spa. Hikers can take advantage of the popular “cure” at Hot Springs Resort and Spa, a soak in 100°F water (828-622-7676). The facility has a campground, cabins, spa services, and more (nchotsprings.com).


    The hiking possibilities just east of town are wonderful additions to the AT. To avoid the hike out of downtown, park at the Silvermine Trailhead. To reach it, go east from Hot Springs on US 25/70 across the French Broad River Bridge and immediately go left and under the bridge on SR 1304. Turn left at the first intersection and follow the signs to the trailhead for several circuit hikes. The short, steep hike to Lover’s Leap Rock is a circuit with spectacular views down to the French Broad from a legendary rock ledge. Walk back down the access road to the Nantahala Outdoor Center and follow the AT left along the French Broad River. The AT climbs over steep switchbacks to a spur onto Lover’s Leap viewpoint. Beyond the view, take the orange-blazed Lover’s Leap Trail left, go left again when the trail combines with the Pump Gap Trail, and descend to your car at about 1.6 miles. You could also hike up the combined Pump Gap/Lover’s Leap Trail and go left along the AT to the first crossing of the Pump Gap loop. Going left there and back to your car makes a 4-mile circuit. This is also good in reverse, reaching Lover’s Leap from a less-trafficked direction.


    To cut the crowds, lessen the grade, lengthen the walk, and possibly make an overnighter out of it, start at the Silvermine Trailhead and hike up the orange-blazed Lover’s Leap Trail. Go left on the Pump Gap Trail at the first switchback above the parking lot. The Pump Gap Trail forks; both branches reach the AT. Take the right fork (the “first crossing” mentioned above), the easiest climb to the AT, and take a left. Go left on the other branch of the Pump Gap Trail and back to your car for a 3-mile hike. To completely avoid the AT, do the loop above but cross the AT, descend beyond, then climb back to cross the AT and descend the other side of the loop for a nearly 6-mile loop.




	N to S
	S to N
	



	122.6
	201.6
	Deer Park Mountain Shelter



	126.0
	198.2
	Garenflo Gap (2,500 feet)



	128.5
	195.7
	Big Rock Spring



	130.1
	194.1
	Bluff Mountain (4,686 feet)



	132.5
	191.7
	Walnut Mountain Shelter



	133.8
	190.4
	Lemon Gap, SR 1182, TN 107



	137.4
	186.8
	Roaring Fork Shelter



	139.2
	185.0
	Max Patch Summit (4,629 feet)



	140.0
	184.2
	Max Patch Road, SR 1182





    
     [image: Appalachian Trail—Hot Springs Area (1B)]


    1C MAX PATCH AREA


    Max Patch is one of the state’s most outstanding balds and a perfect day hike. The view from the top (4,629 feet) is noteworthy because Mount Mitchell and high peaks rise on one side and the rippled Smokies bulk massively on the other.


    The purchase of Max Patch by the forest service in September 1982 eliminated a 3.8-mile AT section that followed a dusty public road. A new, scenic portion of the AT was built over the peak in 1984.


    Instead of hiking up and back on the AT, new trails (opened in 1995) permit a 1.4-mile moderate circuit loop over the summit. Leave the lot on the old road grade trail that rises to the left. At the AT, turn right and go over the summit at 0.7 mile. Turn right at 1.1 miles on a gravel road back to the parking area at 1.4 miles. To make this an overnighter at the Roaring Fork Shelter (or at its tent sites—no camping is allowed on the bald), take the hike above but go left on the AT in 0.5 mile. The shelter side trail goes right at 2.1 miles (water is 0.1 mile ahead on the AT). Return from here over the summit for a 5-mile round-trip. There’s also a 2.4 mile circuit over the peak that uses horse trails.


    By far the easiest way to reach the trailhead is to leave I-40 about 39 miles west of Asheville at the Harmon Den exit (exit 7). Turn right onto FR 148, Cold Springs Road. Follow that to the first major junction in about 6 miles and go left (there are signs on the way). Stay left where the next road goes right, and follow NC 1182 for just under 2 miles to the parking area on the right, just beyond where the AT crosses the road at the gap. The preferred map for this hike is the USDA Forest Service Harmon Den Trail Map.




	N to S
	S to N
	



	142.7
	181.5
	Brown Gap



	145.6
	178.6
	Deep Gap, Groundhog Creek Shelter (2,900 feet)





    
    Between Brown and Deep Gaps, in the Harmon Den area, the AT, Rube Rock, and Groundhog Creek Trails form a triangular circuit hike of about 10 miles. This hike lies in the 1920s-logged Cold Springs Creek drainage, the tract to the west as you drive up Max Patch Road. A CCC camp was set up in the area, and much of the current route of the AT between Max Patch and I-40 was built between 1936 and 1938.


    To reach the start of this hike in Brown Gap, leave I-40 about 39 miles west of Asheville at the Harmon Den exit (exit 7). Turn right onto FR 148, Cold Springs Road. In 3 miles make the first left on FR 148A at the Harmon Den parking area; drive to the top of the ridge where the AT crosses the road, about 1.2 miles from the turn (where there’s a parking area and toilets). From Hot Springs go south on NC 209 for 7.2 miles and turn right onto SR 1175. Go 5.3 miles to a right turn onto SR 1181. Follow that to a T junction with SR 1182 and go left. Take the next right, FR 148 (Cold Springs Road). Follow FR 148 to the next right onto FR 148A at the parking area, and drive to the AT at the top of the ridge.


    This is an unusual walk because the hike starts high (on the AT), descends to a low point, climbs back to a high point, and then descends to the trailhead. Follow the AT west out of Brown Gap; at 0.6 mile go left on the Rube Rock Trail. The rugged, steep path descends to the junction with the Groundhog Creek Trail. On the way, the trail joins FR 358A. Turn right on the road (a left goes back to Brown Gap), and after 0.5
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    mile go left on the woods path again. The trail follows Rube Rock Branch. About 1,800 feet below the AT, the Rube Rock Trail turns onto an old railroad grade and parallels I-40 before reaching a T junction with the Groundhog Creek Trail, 5.1 miles from the start of the hike.


    To the left, the Groundhog Creek Trail leads to a unique trailhead: I-40 (where parking is illegal). Turn right and follow the logging grade uphill along Groundhog Creek to the AT, 2.3 miles and 1,000 feet above. The Groundhog Creek Shelter is located at 7.2 miles. The AT is 0.2 mile farther, at 7.4 miles. Turn right on the AT. Brown Gap is 2.9 miles ahead, a round-trip of 10.3 miles.


    A nice out-and-back summit backpack takes the AT south past Deep Gap to a fine campsite 4.9 miles from Brown Gap and 0.5 mile from the summit of Snowbird Mountain and its awesome view of the Smokies (a 10.8-mile round-trip).
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	147.6
	176.6
	Campsite



	148.1
	176.1
	Snowbird Mountain



	149.6
	174.6
	Spanish Oak Gap



	150.5
	173.7
	Painter Branch



	152.8
	171.4
	Green Corner Road



	153.3
	170.9
	I-40 underpass



	153.7
	170.5
	Pigeon River (1,400 feet), Tobes Creek Road, Waterville Road



	153.9
	170.3
	State Line Branch



	155.2
	169.0
	Davenport Gap, NC 284, TN 32; eastern boundary of Great Smoky Mountains National Park






     1D GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK


    Also see the general entry for the Great Smoky Mountains National Park on pages 181 to 197. If you’re camping you’ll need a permit and that section overviews the detailed regulations on pages 181 and 182.


    From the area of Davenport Gap, on the northern side of the park, one of the AT’s best hikes is Mount Cammerer (5,025 feet), site of an old Yosemite-style fire tower, rare in the East, that was built by the CCC in the 1930s. The tower was in jeopardy of being lost to time and weather on this peak until the summer of 1995, when it was repaired and rededicated. Today hikers can use its catwalk to enjoy a panoramic view. This is one of many fire towers being restored and attracting new interest among hikers.


    The strenuous hike can start at the AT trailhead (5.8 miles one way), but the National Park Service recommends starting at nearby Big Creek Ranger Station to avoid auto break-ins and vandalism. Take I-40 West from North Carolina into Tennessee and leave the interstate at exit 451, Waterville. Turn left under the interstate then left again to cross the Pigeon River. Make another left, then a right, on Waterville Road. Stay on Waterville Road for 2 miles to a crossroads in the village of Mount Sterling. Davenport Gap is 1.2 miles or so to the right. Straight across the intersection, it’s 0.2 mile to parking at Big Creek Ranger Station and the start of the Chestnut Branch Trail.
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    Taking the Chestnut Branch Trail, you reach the AT  in 2 miles (the Davenport Gap Shelter is 1 mile to the right). Going left, the Lower Mount Cammerer Trail intersects on the right at 2.9 miles. Just past the Lower Mount Cammerer Trail on the way up, a side trail branches left to a spring at 3.2 miles; another is located on the right at 4.8 miles, just beyond an uphill site used by the CCC. At 5.3 miles the Mount Cammerer Trail leads right 0.6 mile to the tower, built by the CCC, restored in 1996, and one of the country’s classic fire lookouts. This is an 11.8-mile round-trip for day hikers.


    For those who want to camp, the Davenport Gap Shelter is only 3 miles into the hike; the Cosby Knob Shelter is 2.8 miles beyond the side trail to the Cammerer tower, or 8.1 miles from the trailhead.


    The 7.8-mile Lower Mount Cammerer Trail, which links the AT to Cosby Campground in Tennessee, is a wonderful return route for a 21.6-mile circuit backpack trip. To make this circuit, turn right on the Low Gap Trail at 7.5 miles, just beyond Mount Cammerer and before Cosby Knob Shelter. The Low Gap Trail descends in 2.5 miles to the Lower Mount Cammerer Trail. Follow that back to a left on the AT and then go right on the Chestnut Branch Trail back to your car for a three-day backpack trip. If you make the above circuit hike, designated backcountry campsite #35 is a good second-night campsite on the Lower Mount Cammerer Trail.


    Another option is to go left from Low Gap beyond Mount Cammerer. Descend on the Low Gap Trail to backcountry campsite #37, and from there return to the ranger station parking on the Big Creek Trail (this requires a short roadside walk) for an approximately 18-mile backpacking trip.
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	156.1
	168.1
	Davenport Gap Shelter



	157.1
	167.1
	Chestnut Branch Trail



	158.3
	165.9
	Spring



	159.9
	164.3
	Spring



	160.4
	163.8
	Mount Cammerer side trail



	162.5
	161.7
	Low Gap Trail



	163.2
	161.0
	Cosby Knob Shelter



	163.8
	160.4
	Cosby Knob



	167.1
	157.1
	Snake Den Ridge Trail



	169.0
	155.2
	Mount Guyot side trail



	169.1
	155.1
	Guyot Spring



	169.7
	154.5
	Guyot Spur (6,300 feet)



	170.9
	153.3
	Tri-Corner Knob Shelter



	171.9
	152.3
	Mount Chapman



	173.4
	150.8
	Mount Sequoyah



	176.1
	148.1
	Pecks Corner Shelter



	177.4
	146.8
	Bradleys View



	180.7
	143.5
	Porters Gap, the Sawteeth



	182.6
	141.6
	Charlies Bunion



	183.5
	140.7
	Icewater Spring Shelter (thru-hikers only)



	183.8
	140.4
	Boulevard Trail



	186.5
	137.7
	Newfound Gap, US 441






     1E GREAT SMOKIES’ NEWFOUND GAP AREA


    Newfound Gap, though a truly popular place to start a hike, is nevertheless the best way to reach a few of the Smokies’ most spectacular viewpoints. Heading east, strenuous day hikes reach three awesome views: The Jumpoff, Charlies Bunion, and The Sawteeth. Newfound Gap is on US 441, 16 miles south of Gatlinburg, Tennessee, and 20 miles north of Cherokee, North Carolina. Leaving the gap, the trail is impressively graded; it was one of the first built-from-scratch sections of the AT, artfully excavated by the CCC. The trail slides gradually from gap to gap and reaches the Boulevard Trail at 2.7 miles. This is an evergreen ridge that leads 5.3 miles to the summit of Mount LeConte (6,593 feet).


 [image: Catch it on a real “Smokies day” and the Spruce-Fir Nature Trail is an eerie ebb and flow of fog and mist.]

    
    Catch it on a real “Smokies day” and the Spruce-Fir Nature Trail is an eerie ebb and flow of fog and mist.


    The LeConte Lodge, open late March into November, is the closest thing in the South to the alpine huts of Europe—which is why reservations are not easy to get. (See the Great Smokies chapter for more details.) There is also a shelter on Mount LeConte. The summit provides great views of the main ridge of the Smokies along the North Carolina border.


    To reach The Jumpoff (6,100 feet), go left on the Boulevard Trail at 2.7 miles and in 0.1 mile turn right. The trail crosses 6,150-foot Mount Kephart and at 3.2 miles reaches a clifftop view looking down more than 1,000 feet. The round-trip hike is about 6.5 miles.


    One of the most scenic sections of the Smokies is next. Continuing north on the AT past the Boulevard, the trail reaches the start of a fire-denuded ridge crest at 3.6 miles. At 3.8 miles in the heart of this area are the two peaks that make up Charlies Bunion, a great picnic spot for a roughly 8-mile round-trip hike. A trail to the left starts a loop of the two peaks. Extending the hike another 1.9 miles one way creates a nearly 12-mile round-trip that permits a traverse of the Sawteeth, a serrated spine with its own alpine feel.
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	188.2
	136.0
	Indian Gap



	191.0
	133.2
	Mount Collins Shelter



	193.2
	131.0
	Mount Love



	194.4
	129.8
	Clingmans Dome





    
    If you drive to Clingmans Dome, the Spruce-Fir Nature Trail is an easy interpretive hike on the left, 2.6 miles from the turnoff on US 441. The 0.5-mile nature trail (buy a brochure at the trailhead) that once wandered the lush Canadian Zone forest now showcases an ecosystem decimated by a variety of environmental problems (for more information see the Mount Mitchell section). This is a great trail to snowshoe or cross-country ski to when the road is closed December 1 to March 31 (expect deep snow). That harsh climate is another factor impacting the forest.


 [image: The path may be paved, but the hike to Clingmans Dome will have you breathing hard and raving about the view.]

    
    The path may be paved, but the hike to Clingmans Dome will have you breathing hard and raving about the view.


    The easiest hike from the Clingmans Dome parking area (7.6 miles west of Newfound Gap on the Clingmans Dome Road) is the 0.7-mile paved trail to the spiraling, grandiose view tower atop the peak, at 6,643 feet the highest in Great Smoky Mountains National Park. The entire park spreads out before you. Notice the bulk of Mount LeConte. This is the western terminus of North Carolina’s Mountains-to-Sea Trail. There’s an information station at the parking lot.


    A good day hike from the same area is the popular trip to Andrews Bald. Its open meadows are more modest than others in the Smokies and nearby Roan Mountain, but worth the trip nonetheless.


    The trail to Andrews Bald, called the Forney Ridge Trail, leaves the west side of the dome parking area at the start of the paved path to the top. It drops steeply 0.2 mile to a junction on the right with the Clingmans Dome Bypass Trail (it reaches the AT in 0.6 mile). Keep left and pass the Forney Creek Trail on the right at just over 1 mile. Stay left on Forney Ridge Trail through high-elevation forest, ferns, and moss that have been adversely affected by pollution. You’ll emerge onto Andrews Bald, with nice views over the Nantahala National Forest to the south, at about 1.8 miles. The round-trip is about 3.6 miles and rated strenuous, in part for the rockiness of the trail.


    Silers Bald is another good hike from the parking lot at Clingmans Dome. The hike is much longer and more strenuous, but two backpacking shelters permit overnighters. Take the Clingmans Dome Bypass Trail from the parking lot and go left on the AT at
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    about 1 mile. Pass the Double Spring Gap Shelter at 3.5 miles and spectacular views of upcoming Silers Bald from Jenkins Knob at 4 miles (a nice turnaround point for an 8-mile round-trip). Cross the alpine crags of the Narrows and reach Silers Bald at 5.4 miles, the park’s largest, most spectacular meadow-covered peak. Silers Bald Shelter is another 0.2 mile, just past a trail that leads right 100 yards to a spring.
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	197.3
	126.9
	Double Spring Gap Shelter



	198.8
	125.4
	Silers Bald



	199.0
	125.2
	Silers Bald Shelter



	202.0
	122.2
	Buckeye Gap



	204.6
	119.6
	Sams Gap



	204.8
	119.4
	Derrick Knob Shelter



	205.1
	119.1
	Chestnut Bald



	205.9
	118.3
	Sugar Tree Gap



	208.3
	115.9
	Mineral Gap



	209.0
	115.2
	Beechnut Gap



	209.3
	114.9
	Thunderhead (east peak)



	209.9
	114.3
	Rocky Top



	211.1
	113.1
	Spence Field Shelter via Eagle Creek Trail, Bote Mountain Trail



	214.0
	110.2
	Russell Field Shelter



	214.8
	109.4
	Little Abrahams Gap



	216.2
	108.0
	Devils Tater Patch



	216.8
	107.4
	Mollies Ridge Shelter



	218.2
	106.0
	Ekaneetlee Gap



	219.6
	104.6
	Doe Knob



	221.9
	102.3
	Birch Spring Gap Shelter



	223.1
	101.1
	Shuckstack



	226.5
	97.7
	Lakeview Drive West



	227.1
	97.1
	Little Tennessee River, Fontana Dam; southern boundary of Great Smoky Mountains National Park



	227.5
	96.7
	Fontana Dam Visitor Center






  1F STECOAH AREA


    North from Fontana Dam (at 480 feet, the highest dam in the East), the AT offers a strenuous hike to the top of Shuckstack, climbing 2,300 feet in 4.4 miles, for a 8.8-mile day hike. A 14-mile backpacking circuit uses the Lost Cove and Lakeshore Trails. To reach the trailhead, take NC 28 West from Bryson City. About 11 miles past Stecoah, turn right onto NC 1245 (about 2 miles east of Fontana Village). Pass the Fontana Dam Visitor Center (May to November, 9 a.m.–7 p.m. daily), cross the dam, and go right to the AT parking area (GPS: 35.460530 / -83.811118). Just across the dam, a road goes left to a great view of the dam and powerhouse. The road across the dam can be closed when heightened national security alerts are in place. An alternate route follows the road below the dam.


    The trail crosses Little Shuckstack to Shuckstack at 4.4 miles. An old access road rises a short distance to a fire tower with good views of the Smokies’ crest. Backpackers can make a 13-mile circuit by descending to Sassafras Gap at 3.7 miles and going right on the Lost Cove Trail. Pass backcountry campsite #91 at about 5.7 miles to a left on the Lakeshore Trail at about 6.4 miles. Campsite #90 is on the lakeshore in 0.3 mile. Backtracking along the Lakeshore Trail’s 5.2 miles makes a circuit that ends with glimpses of rusting old vehicles along parts of a pre-dam access.
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	227.9
	96.3
	Fontana Dam Shelter



	229.1
	95.1
	NC 28; Fontana Dam



	231.4
	92.8
	Campsite



	231.8
	92.4
	Walker Gap/Yellow Creek Trail



	233.2
	91.0
	Black Gum Gap



	234.6
	89.6
	Cable Gap Shelter



	235.5
	88.7
	Yellow Creek Gap, Yellow Creek Mountain Road (SR 1242)



	237.9
	86.3
	Cody Gap



	238.7
	85.5
	Hogback Gap



	240.5
	83.7
	Brown Fork Gap



	240.7
	83.5
	Brown Fork Gap Shelter



	242.1
	82.1
	Sweetwater Gap



	243.1
	81.1
	Stecoah Gap, Sweetwater Creek Road, NC 143





    
    From Stecoah Gap (GPS: 35.358266 / -83.717873), the AT makes a nice day or overnight hike to Cheoah Bald and the Sassafras Gap Shelter. The strenuous hike has awesome views atop the grassy, 5,062-foot summit, about 5.5 miles. To reach the trailhead, go northeast from Robbinsville about 8.6 miles on NC 143, or go northwest of Franklin on NC 28. Just past Stecoah, turn left on NC 143 and reach the trailhead at about 3 miles.


    Leaving the gap, the trail switchbacks and gains the ridge crest in the first 0.5 mile. It passes through Simp Gap at about 2 miles. At Locust Cove Gap, 3.1 miles, a spring is 500 feet to the right. Hit the summit of the bald and a view trail left at about 5.5 miles from the start. Beyond the peak the trail dips along a sharp ridge and leads to Sassafras Gap at 6.7 miles. A spring and a shelter are off to the right. The great view and shelter make this a worthwhile 13.4-mile overnighter.
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	245.2
	79.0
	Simp Gap



	246.2
	78.0
	Locust Cove Gap



	248.6
	75.6
	Cheoah Bald



	249.8
	74.4
	Sassafras Gap Shelter



	250.7
	73.5
	Swim Bald



	253.6
	70.6
	Grassy Gap



	255.1
	69.1
	Wright Gap



	256.7
	67.5
	US 19, Nantahala River; Wesser, NC, Nantahala Outdoor Center



	257.5
	66.7
	A. Rufus Morgan Shelter



	260.8
	63.4
	Jumpup Lookout



	262.4
	61.8
	Wesser Creek Trail, Wesser Bald Shelter



	262.5
	61.7
	Spring



	263.2
	61.0
	Wesser Bald View tower



	264.6
	59.6
	Tellico Gap, SR 1365





     
    The short, strenuous climb from Tellico Gap to a refurbished fire tower on Wesser Bald is a memorable day hike that can also be an overnight trip. To reach the trailhead, go northeast from Andrews or southwest from Bryson City on US 19/129. Just south of the Nantahala Gorge and the town of Nantahala, turn east along the Nantahala River on SR 1310. At 5 miles turn left onto SR 1365 and park in Tellico Gap at 4.1 miles (GPS: 35.268205 / -83.572312). From Franklin go west on US 64 for 3 miles and turn right at a “Wayah Bald” sign. Take the first left onto Wayah Road (SR 1310). Pass Nantahala Lake and Kyle and turn right at a sign that reads “Tellico Gap.”


    The trail leaves the gap and rises beside a gated gravel road that also reaches the fire tower. The trail attains a crag at the peak (4,627 feet) at 1.4 miles, and a side trail leads to an observation deck on a fire tower (a 2.8-mile round-trip). A campsite is located at 2 miles; 0.1 mile beyond, a trail leads to a spring. At 2.2 miles a short trail leads left to the Wesser Bald Shelter, built in 1994. The shelter, nearby campsites, and a fine spring make this a good overnight backpack trip, especially at off times of the year. From the shelter, a nice view at Jumpup is another 1.6 miles.
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	266.0
	58.2
	Spring



	266.3
	57.9
	Side trail to Rocky Bald Lookout



	267.5
	56.7
	Copper Ridge Bald Lookout



	268.2
	56.0
	Cold Spring Shelter



	269.4
	54.8
	Burningtown Gap, SR 1397



	271.7
	52.5
	Licklog Gap



	273.0
	51.2
	Wayah Shelter



	273.5
	50.7
	Campsite/Bartram Trail



	273.9
	50.3
	Wayah Bald





    
   1G WAYAH BALD/STANDING INDIAN


    Incredible Wayah Bald (5,200 feet) is reached by road and is an easy barrier-free trail. The AT and Bartram Trail meet on its summit. A paved, 0.3-mile trail leads from the parking area to the top of the mountain. To reach the peak, take US 64 West from Franklin. In 3 miles turn right at the “Wayah Bald” sign. Take the first left on Wayah Road (SR 1310). Go 9 miles to Wayah Gap and turn right onto gravel FR 69. The parking area near the Wayah Bald tower is 4.3 miles from there (GPS: 35.178834 / -83.562459). The original summit tower, a CCC-built National Historic Landmark, burned during the record-setting 2016 wildfire season. It was rebuilt with community involvement and is still dedicated to John B. Byrne, a former Nantahala National Forest supervisor who suggested the 81-mile route for the AT through this part of the forest.
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	275.8
	48.4
	Wine Spring/Bartram Trail



	276.3
	47.9
	FR 69






    The AT south from Wayah Gap to Siler Bald is a nice hike. The trail leaves the road just east of the gap and passes the Wayah Crest picnic area. At 1.7 miles, a blue-blazed side trail goes left, the first leg of a loop that passes Siler Bald Shelter (at 0.6 mile) and returns to the AT 0.5 mile farther south. The entire side trail is 1.1 miles. Where the first trail goes left to the shelter, a 0.2-mile spur leads right to expansive views on the summit of Siler Bald (5,216 feet). The entire day hike, including the bald and shelter loop, is 3.7 miles.
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	276.8
	47.4
	Wilson Lick Ranger Station



	278.1
	46.1
	Wayah Gap, SR 1310



	279.8
	44.4
	Siler Bald Shelter



	282.0
	42.4
	Panther Gap



	282.9
	41.3
	Swinging Lick Gap



	283.1
	41.1
	Campsites



	284.0
	40.2
	Winding Stair Gap, US 64; Franklin, NC



	287.1
	37.1
	Wallace Gap, Old US 64



	287.7
	36.5
	Rock Gap, Standing Indian Campground





    
    Standing Indian Campground and the Wayah Ranger District Backcountry Information Center is one of the best hiking destinations in North Carolina’s southwest mountains. It is one of the few places where you can actually make a loop hike on the AT.


    There are short day hikes in the area, including the Big Laurel Falls Trail. This family day hike begins on FR 67, 5 miles past the backcountry information center, and leads 1 mile round-trip to a waterfall. The easy walk follows an old railroad grade. At the split, the right fork leads to the waterfall.


    The best of the more-rugged day hikes is a 5-mile out-and-back from Deep Gap to spectacular views at Standing Indian Peak. There are also circuit hikes, including a 25-mile circle from the backcountry information center. This is one of the best places on the AT to get a multiday feel for the trail and be able to park your car in a safe spot.


    Fantastic scenery ups the appeal of this area. This section is among the most scenic on the entire nearly 2,200-mile route. Many of the hikes lie in the Southern Nantahala Wilderness, a 24,000-acre tract in North Carolina and northern Georgia. The preferred map for hikes in this area is the forest service’s Southern Nantahala Wilderness/Standing Indian Basin trail map.


    The shortest day hike leaves Deep Gap, not the information center. To find the trail-head, turn from US 64 onto FR 71 about 12 miles south of Franklin (less than 0.5 mile south of the Macon and Clay County line). FR 71 reaches Deep Gap (4,341 feet) in 6 miles. This hike is strenuous, but part of it follows an old logging grade. The AT passes Standing Indian Shelter at 0.8 mile. At 2.4 miles a side trail reaches a spring on the left. In another 300 feet, the Lower Ridge Trail crosses, dropping left to Standing Indian Campground in 4.2 miles and leading right in 600 feet to the vista from the 5,499-foot summit of Standing Indian. The round-trip is 5 miles.


    All of the hikes below start at the backcountry information center beside Standing Indian Campground. To reach it, drive 10 miles west of Franklin on US 64 and turn left onto the Wallace Gap Road (Old US 64). In 2 miles turn right onto FR 67 toward Standing Indian Campground to reach the backcountry information center in another 2 miles (GPS: 35.075994 / -83.528509). A perfect overnight backpacking trip climbs from the Kimsey Creek Trail, traverses a portion of the AT over Standing Indian, and returns on the Lower Ridge Trail for a 10.8-mile hike. Leave the information center on the blue-blazed Park Creek Trail and cross the bridge into Standing Indian Campground. Go right on the Park Creek Trail and take the first blue-blazed trail leading left.


    This hike is moderately strenuous, climbing gradually along a trout stream. At 4.2 miles it turns along the AT and at Standing Indian (about 6.7 miles) goes left down the switchbacking Lower Ridge Trail to the information center. This circuit has an elevation gain and loss of about 2,000 feet.


    Another circuit just north of the Kimsey Creek/Lower Ridge hike climbs the Park Creek Trail to Park Gap and descends back to the information center on the Park Ridge Trail for a 10-mile hike. To make this circuit follow the blue-blazed trail away from the information center and go right on the Park Creek Trail after crossing the Nantahala River. The trail follows the river, passing left turns to the Kimsey Creek and Park Ridge Trails. Portions of the trail lie on an old railroad grade used during extensive logging in the 1900s. The trail passes a log dam at about 1 mile and turns left from the river and ascends Park Creek at about 1.5 miles. On the way up the mossy stream, a connector trail goes left to the Park Ridge Trail. A left here shortens the circuit to 5.4 miles. At Park Gap, about 6 miles, go left onto the Park Ridge Trail and descend past the connector and back to the parking area at 10 miles. The elevation gain and loss on the hike, which tops out at 4,200 feet, is about 850 feet.


    The lengthiest hike in the area, and the finest AT experience, starts at the information center and goes east or west. To the east it climbs the 2-mile Long Branch Trail, traverses the AT between Glassmine Gap and Standing Indian, and descends on either the Long Branch or Kimsey Creek Trail. The hike is about 24.2 miles. Using Lower Ridge Trail, the hike is about 21.5 miles. There are many campsites along the way (Beech Gap, Betty Creek Gap, and Mooney Gap), and three shelters (Standing Indian, Carter Gap, and Long Branch Shelter). One of the best views on the entire hike is at Albert Mountain (5,250 feet). An interpretive sign describes the Coweeta Experimental Forest, visible below.
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	287.8
	36.4
	Rock Gap Shelter



	290.3
	33.9
	Glassmine Gap



	291.3
	32.9
	Long Branch Shelter



	293.7
	30.5
	Albert Mountain



	294.0
	30.2
	Bear Pen Trail, FR 67



	294.5
	29.7
	Bear Pen Gap



	295.0
	29.2
	Spring



	295.3
	28.9
	Mooney Gap, FR 83



	296.2
	28.0
	Betty Creek Gap



	298.9
	25.3
	Ridgepole Mountain



	299.9
	24.3
	Carter Gap Shelter



	300.3
	23.9
	Timber Ridge Trail



	301.4
	22.8
	Coleman Gap



	303.1
	21.1
	Beech Gap



	306.0
	18.2
	Lower Ridge Trail, Standing Indian Mountain



	307.5
	16.7
	Standing Indian Shelter



	308.4
	15.8
	Deep Gap, FR 71



	310.5
	13.7
	Wateroak Gap



	311.4
	12.8
	Chunky Gal Trail





    
    The Chunky Gal Trail offers a nice AT-related day hike. The trail leaves the AT heading west, crosses Chunky Gal Mountain, and ends at Tusquitee Bald on the Rim Trail in 22 miles. The best way to hike part of the trail is to start on US 64 (about 17 miles west of Franklin) and hike the 5.5 miles from there to the AT over Chunky Gal Mountain (with nice views at 4.8 miles). The 11-mile hike is strenuous, with plentiful ups and downs between Glade Gap and the AT.


    For a nice overnight backpacking trip from here, hike south on the AT another mile and spend the night at Muskrat Creek Shelter. The round-trip backpack trip is 13 miles. Chunky Gal Mountain got its name from an Indian legend: A chubby girl fell in love with a boy from a different tribe. When he was banished by her parents, she followed the boy into the wilds.
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	311.6
	12.6
	Whiteoak Stamp



	312.4
	11.8
	Muskrat Creek Shelter



	313.3
	10.9
	Sassafras Gap



	314.7
	9.5
	Sharp Top



	315.2
	9.0
	Bly Gap



	315.3
	8.9
	North Carolina–Georgia Line



	317.2
	7.0
	Rich Cove Gap



	317.4
	6.8
	Campsite



	318.4
	5.8
	Blue Ridge Gap



	319.0
	5.2
	As Knob



	319.7
	4.5
	Plumorchard Gap Shelter



	320.9
	3.3
	Bull Gap



	322.4
	1.8
	Cowart Gap



	323.1
	1.1
	Campsite



	324.2
	0.0
	Dicks Creek Gap, US 76
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    2 CUMBERLAND KNOB RECREATION AREA


    Cumberland Knob is where construction of the Blue Ridge Parkway started on September 11, 1935. This is the high road’s first recreation area. At 2,860 feet, Cumberland Knob isn’t a spectacular peak, but the 1,000-acre enclave includes a nice day hike. The primary facilities are a large picnic area and a comfort station.


    A small cemetery reminds visitors that life was hard a century ago in these mountains. A sign tells of a 16-year-old mother-to-be who asked for permission to be buried here under an apple tree. The landowner said OK, thinking her death was far off. Rebecca Smith Moxley died soon after her baby was born.


    The shortest hike here wanders over the top of Cumberland Knob. From the Woodland Trail sign in front of the now-closed information station, go hard right onto the Cumberland Knob Trail past the graveyard and up the paved path along the picnic tables near the parking lot. Emerge at the summit on the right side of an old stone-and-log shelter with a shake roof and fireplace. Turn left across the front of the shelter, descend gradually to the Gully Creek Trail, and go left back to the woodland trail sign (a 0.4-mile loop).


     GULLY CREEK TRAIL


    WHY GO?


    The Gully Creek Trail explores a topographically intriguing watershed.


  
     
      THE RUNDOWN


      General location: Northwest North Carolina near Sparta


      Distance: 2.5-mile loop


      Difficulty: Strenuous


      Maps: USGS Cumberland Knob, VA/NC. Download a parkway handout map of Linville Falls trails at the “Brochures” link on the Blue Ridge Parkway’s website (see below).


      Elevation gain: 820 feet


      Water availability: Picnic area has water May through October. Treat stream water before using.


      For more information: Blue Ridge Parkway, 199 Hemphill Knob Rd., Asheville 28803-8686; (828) 271-4779; (828) 298-0398 (recorded information and mailing requests); nps.gov/blri




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


   [image: image] Exit the Blue Ridge Parkway at milepost 217.5, less than 2 miles south of the Virginia–North Carolina border, to the Cumberland Knob Recreation Area. Park near the old information station in the picnic area (GPS: 36.553924 / -80.907362).


 [image: The Blue Ridge Parkway got its start at Cumberland Knob, and many motorists express their support with North Carolina’s distinctive Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation license plate.]

   
      The Blue Ridge Parkway got its start at Cumberland Knob, and many motorists express their support with North Carolina’s distinctive Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation license plate.


       THE HIKE


      From the vista side of the information station (there’s a nice view of Pilot Mountain), head left at the Woodland Trail sign to start the Gully Creek Trail; as you near the picnic loop, turn right downhill on the paved trail.


      The trail dips off the ridge, and you soon leave the rhododendron on many switchbacks down the dry ridge to Gully Creek. Beyond, the green fields of farms lie 1,000 feet below.


      The trail switchbacks repeatedly on the sunny southeast side of the ridge, a growing stream continually blocking the trail’s route. When Gully Creek tumbles in from the left, cross it for the first time at 0.5 mile on rocks. There’s a bridge, many waterfalls, and more crossings before you finally rise away from the stream at 1.2 miles. Off to the left, pines cap the portal where Gully Creek escapes into the Piedmont.


      The trail rounds the apex of the ridge at 1.4 miles and, bam, the lush and mossy rhododendron and hardwood ecosystem on the wetter, colder, more northerly slope gives way to the dry and sunny southeastern-side forest of mountain laurel and pine. A carpet of needles scents the air.


      The trail makes a steepening climb along the ridge then slides off to the right along the top of a drainage under the bulk of Cumberland Knob. At 2.2 miles, the Cumberland Knob Trail goes left 0.2 mile to the historic picnic shelter atop the knob. Stay right; the trail becomes paved near the parking area.


    [image: Cumberland Knob Recreation Area]


 [image: From the Virginia line to the Great Smokies, the Blue Ridge Parkway is one-stop shopping for great hikes.]

    
  From the Virginia line to the Great Smokies, the Blue Ridge Parkway is one-stop shopping for great hikes.

    
      KEY POINTS


     0.0 Start near the information station.


        0.5 Cross Gully Creek.


      0.9 Small falls at creek crossing.


      1.2 Leave Gully Creek.


      1.4 Dramatic change in vegetation.


  2.2 Left goes to Cumberland Knob; keep right.


    2.4 Another left to Cumberland Knob; keep right.


     2.5 Arrive back at the parking area.


     3 STONE MOUNTAIN STATE PARK


     WHY GO?


      Stone Mountain State Park is a more than 14,000-acre parcel that combines the park’s namesake summit below the Blue Ridge Parkway and a 370-acre satellite tract above the Parkway on Bullhead Mountain (a grandstand on the hawk migration). Spectacular Stone Mountain is a light-gray granite dome that rises 600 feet above the surrounding forests. A variety of similar domes are visible in the park, all part of a 25-square-mile pluton, a large blob of igneous rock formed underground.


      Over the 350 million years since its formation, erosion has exposed sections of the dome. Weathering has pockmarked the summits and cracked and creased the faces. The best example of this is the Great Arch, a huge crack down the mountain’s main face and a favorite climb for rock climbers attracted to this world-class climbing destination. Hikers find great views from the peaks and dramatic cascades on plentiful streams. The biggest is Stone Mountain Falls, a 200-foot drop over—what else?—a dome.


      Trout-fishing is a major attraction, with 20 miles of streams designated high-quality trout waters, including the waters of Bullhead Creek. There are two wheelchair-accessible fishing platforms along the East Prong of Roaring River.


 [image: Besides being a great place to camp, the Widow’s Creek Trail is one of the park’s most scenic paths.]


      Besides being a great place to camp, the Widow’s Creek Trail is one of the park’s most scenic paths.


      Like many other North Carolina state parks, Stone Mountain was preserved through citizen interest and action. Conservation efforts started in the 1960s and included the donation of 418 acres by the North Carolina Granite Corporation, owner of much of the surrounding land. The park was dedicated in 1969, and Stone Mountain was designated as a National Natural Landmark in 1975. Besides having some of North Carolina’s best scenery, there’s interesting history too. The Hutchinson Home-site, with a mid-1800s house, barn, and outbuildings that were wonderfully restored in 1998. A road permits access for the disabled.


      Park facilities expanded in 2006. Just past the park office (with its visitor center exhibits), the campground was greatly enlarged to ninety sites and modernized. It’s open year-round, has hot showers, and sites are reservable on the park’s website or at 877-7-CAMP-NC (722-6762). The steep and dangerous start of the Stone Mountain summit loop trail near Hutchinson Homestead (the “Lower Trailhead parking”) was rebuilt with nice stable steps and switchbacks. A major new trailhead for that hike was also built on the left just past the campground (the “Upper Trailhead parking”). The trail from that new lot also ties into a preexisting loop trail access from a nearby picnic area. That gives hikers three separate places to park and really spreads out hiker traffic, whether you’re making an up-and-down hike to the summit or tackling the entire circuit. That means the busy old main trailhead near Hutchinson Homestead is now best used for hikes to the homestead, loops of Wolf and Cedar Rocks, and the lower waterfalls. The 3-mile Widow’s Creek Trail has six backcountry campsites for backpackers, among the best in any state park.


      
        THE RUNDOWN


        General location: Between the Blue Ridge Parkway and the town of Elkin


        Distance: A loop of the entire Stone Mountain Trail is about 4.5 miles from the recommended Upper Trailhead. From the Lower Trailhead, the two lowest waterfalls are out-and-back walks of 4 miles (and 4.6 miles to the base of Stone Mountain Falls). The best-kept-secret Wolf Rock/Cedar Rock circuit is 2.8 miles. An out-and-back walk to the view of Stone Mountain from the main trailhead is just more than 1 mile. From the picnic area, the summit of Stone Mountain is 2.3 miles (4.6 miles round-trip). The hike is a little less from the new trailhead. The round-trip to the top of Stone Mountain Falls is about 1.6 miles from the picnic area (a bit less from the new trailhead). The round-trip hike to the farthest campsite on the Widow’s Creek backpacking trail is 6 miles. The Mountains-to-Sea Trail runs 6 miles from Widow’s Creek Trail to the Blue Ridge Parkway’s Devil’s Garden Overlook. Widow’s Creek Falls is a stroll from the roadside.


        Difficulty: Strenuous for the Stone Mountain summit from the picnic area or new trailhead, moderate to the top of Stone Mountain Falls. From the Hutchinson Homestead Trailhead, moderately strenuous to the lower waterfalls and for the Wolf Rock circuit. Moderate for the Widow’s Creek Trail. Easy for the short walks to views of Stone Mountain, to Widow’s Creek Falls, and the Hutchison Homestead TRACK Trail.


        Maps: USGS Glade Valley. Download a trail map at the park’s website (see below).


        Elevation gain: 425 feet to Stone Mountain from the picnic area and new trailhead; 2,074 feet to the Parkway on Widow’s Creek Trail/Mountains-to-Sea Trail


        Water availability: Water is available at the park office/visitor center, at the picnic area, and at main trailhead restrooms year-round. Treat water from streams.


        For more information: Stone Mountain State Park, 3042 Frank Pkwy., Roaring Gap 28668; (336) 957-8185; ncparks.gov/Visit/parks/stmo/main.php; e-mail: stone.mountain@ncparks; mountainstoseatrail.org/.



   
 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


   [image: image] The park’s GPS coordinates are 36.3873 / -81.0273. From Elkin, go north from I-77 on US 21. In about 11 miles, turn left onto SR 1002. Trip your odometer, and turn right at 4.6 miles on the John P. Frank Parkway to reach the Stone Mountain State Park entrance at 7 miles and the visitor center just beyond. Before the park entrance, SR 1100 comes in from the right. This is a good access route to or from the Blue Ridge Parkway for hikers on the Mountains-to-Sea Trail. The road leads to US 21 just below the crest of Roaring Gap.


        The park office is on the right at 7.8 miles. Directly across the road on the left is the picnic area (GPS: 36.379094 / -81.029687). Continuing on the park road, the Upper Trailhead is a short distance on the left (GPS: 36.383959 / -81.027974). At 10.3 miles, the Lower Trailhead parking for Hutchinson Homestead and Stone Mountain Loop Trail is also on the left. From there, a spur road leads higher, permitting access for the disabled to the restored pioneer farm and view of the cliffs. Parking areas for Widow’s Creek Falls and Widow’s Creek Trail (GPS: 36.395429 / -81.068407) are 0.9 mile and 1 mile farther on the right.


         THE HIKES


        The easiest starting points for a 4.5-mile round-trip of Stone Mountain are the picnic area and a nearby new Upper Trailhead just beyond the campground. Both trailheads are 400 feet higher than the Hutchinson Homestead’s Lower Trailhead.


 [image: The Stone Mountain summit is covered with a verdant carpet of sedge.]

	
        The Stone Mountain summit is covered with a verdant carpet of sedge.


        Follow the trail signs through the picnic area on the blue-blazed Stone Mountain Connector and descend gradually to cross Big Sandy Creek into open meadows near the junction with the trail from the Upper Trailhead. The trail rises left to a junction by the chimney of a long-gone mountaineer’s cabin at 0.5 mile. Go right on the orange circle–blazed, road-width Stone Mountain Trail on a rocky tread in a spectacular chestnut oak and pine forest with an open, grassy understory. The slight arc of the ridge gives little hint of the drop-offs that surround you. Step off left for the view at the top of the first big dome.


        The trail rises out of the next gap straight up the very steep edge of the dome on the right side of the mountain. (Caution: This heart-pumping climb could be tricky in wet or icy conditions.) Back again in the superb, parklike setting of the summit forest, leftward trails lead to views. At the top of Stone’s biggest dome (about 2.3 miles), dead trees are weathered like driftwood and the elements seem ready to rip the soil layer from its tenuous hold on the rock. The dome gets steeper the farther down you stray. The jingle of rock-climbing gear wafts up from the face. Retrace your steps to your car for a 4.6-mile hike (a little less to the new trailhead).


        On the way back to the picnic area, if you turn right at the chimney, it’s 0.3 mile to the top of 200-foot Stone Mountain Falls (a side trip that adds 0.6 mile to the summit hike). If you just hike from the picnic area to the top of the falls, it’s a 1.6-mile hike (a little less from the Upper Trailhead). Caution: Fatalities have occurred here—stay within the elaborate railings of the upper viewing area. A gargantuan flight of wood steps descends to the base of the falls—but the bottom and two other falls might be a better hike from elsewhere (covered below).


        The Lower Trailhead near the Hutchinson Homestead is another recommended starting point. From this lower parking area, a central path runs up the valley below the towering face of Stone Mountain—the bottom of the Stone Mountain Loop Trail. Leave the parking area beside the restrooms and soon the orange circle–blazed upper Stone Mountain Loop goes left (4.5 miles total in either direction). Continuing, the easy trail crosses a small stream and passes a right turn to the Wolf Rock Trail. Past the disabled parking area at the Hutchinson Homestead, a few trails go left to the wonderfully interpreted early settler site. This easy 0.4 mile hike from the bottom (0.8-mile round-trip) is now the park’s TRACK Trail. One of the four interpretive brochures insightfully contrasts the 1850s Appalachian lifestyle to modern times.


        Just beyond, at about 0.6 mile (1.2 miles round-trip), there’s a meadow with benches and stunning views of the mountain. The Great Arch climbing route soars above (bring your binocs or telescope and watch the climbers). A plaque designates the park as a National Natural Landmark. The climber’s path crosses the meadow to the cliff.


        Continue on the wide main trail for a moderate hike to the park’s lowest cascades, Lower and Middle Falls. The Cedar Rock Trail goes right (more later); the main trail makes four easy stream crossings, passes plentiful ferns, and shrinks to a footpath on the way past huge chunks of rock exfoliated from the domes above. Head right on the blue circle–blazed Middle Falls/Lower Falls Trail at about 1.5 miles and hop the first stream. The trail to Middle Falls goes right to the top of the falls not far beyond. This is the easiest round-trip, at 3.6 miles.


        Back on the main trail, go right to Lower Falls. A wider stream crossing is next, then a road grade descent to the falls. Add a rock hop to the base of the cascade and you might want to bring water shoes. Round-trip with both falls is about 4.2 miles.


        The park’s biggest cascade is just 0.3 mile beyond the turnoff to Lower Falls. Continue and the main trail gets smaller and ascends the boardwalk steps up and then down to the base of Stone Mountain Falls. Round-trip here is 3.6 miles (4.8 miles including Lower Falls). You could head up the huge flight of wood steps and on to the summit of Stone Mountain for a strenuous 3.9-mile hike (7.8 miles round-trip). The picnic area and Upper Trailhead parking areas mentioned above are easier starting points.


 [image: For my money, a hike of the Cedar Rock Trail is the choice for great views of Stone Mountain and more solitude. Note the Great Arch climbing route arcing up the face to left of center.]

	
        For my money, a hike of the Cedar Rock Trail is the choice for great views of Stone Mountain and more solitude. Note the Great Arch climbing route arcing up the face to left of center.


        One of the best-kept-secret hikes at Stone Mountain is the circuit over Wolf and Cedar Rocks. This hike is much less popular than Stone Mountain, but it offers similar spectacular views that include Stone Mountain itself. Just past the Stone Mountain view on the main trail, go right at about 0.6 mile on the gradual, red circle–blazed Cedar Rock Trail. Go right again at 0.6 mile where the white-square blazed Black Jack Ridge Trail goes left (this side trail omits views and lengthens the hike by 1.4 miles). Not far ahead, the first dome offers great views of Stone Mountain. Continue to emerge onto a second dome amid more awesome vistas. Watch the blazes on the rock here—they bear left and down the rock, not to the right, level and across.


        Entering the woods, go right at 1.6 miles on the red-blazed Wolf Rock Trail where the Black Jack Ridge Trail comes back in on the left. The trail climbs past an old farm structure, through grassy woods similar to those atop Stone Mountain. At a junction at 1.8 miles, go left to great views from massive Wolf Rock, where it’s easy to find your own private perch. Back on the main trail, continue past an impressive stone wall on the right. The trail bears right and begins a steep descent that eventually veers left down switchbacks to the main trail at 2.6 miles. A left leads back to your car for a 2.8-mile round-trip hike.


        [image: Stone Mountain State Park]


 [image: In early 2020, new sections of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail in Stone Mountain State Park permitted hikers to traverse the entire park, one section connecting the Window’s Creek Trail and the main Lower Trailhead parking. Hikers see this sign climbing the MST up to the Parkway.]

	
        In early 2020, new sections of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail in Stone Mountain State Park permitted hikers to traverse the entire park, one section connecting the Window’s Creek Trail and the main Lower Trailhead parking. Hikers see this sign climbing the MST up to the Parkway.


        Another less-traveled path that some guidebooks omit is the Widow’s Creek Trail to the park’s six backcountry campsites, one of the best places to backpack in a North Carolina state park. This superb, 3-mile out-and-back hike is peopled mostly by campers (please respect the privacy of their sites). The trail starts flat then climbs up and over a steep ridge to join Widow’s Creek (the popular, short roadside path to the falls is below and off to the right). After that climb, it crosses the stream repeatedly on bridges. Stream-side site A has its own personal waterfall. The trail splits, with the dead-end right branch leading quickly to sites E then F, the latter perfect for streamside silence and solitude. Drier sites B, C, and D are on the steeper left branch. Reaching site D won’t be easy for beginners.


        A portion of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail adds a nice dimension to the park. That path branches from the Widow’s Creek Trail 1 mile from the trailhead and before the back-country campsites. The park says it’s 6 miles to the trailhead at Devil’s Garden Overlook on the Blue Ridge Parkway, or 6.6 miles from the Widow’s Creek Parking area, almost 13 miles round-trip. This trail is a little-traveled round-trip that really lets you take the measure of the Blue Ridge as it rises 2,000 feet to the Parkway. The hike up toward the Parkway would be a nice second-day hike on a three-day stay at the park’s backpack campsites. Another option would be to spot a car in Stone Mountain State Park and hike downhill from the Parkway to your Widow’s Creek Trail campsite. When you drop your car at the park, grab your backcountry campsite permit (best sites—A, E, and F) in advance and head up to the Parkway in a second car. Campsites must be chosen and paid for at the Widow’s Creek Trailhead.


     4 DOUGHTON PARK


        The Blue Ridge Parkway’s Doughton Park rears up to bulging meadows and dramatic headlands. The ridge that carries the Parkway encircles Basin Cove, a watershed more than 2,000 feet deep. This isolated, 6,000-acre backcountry is one of only a handful of places on the Parkway where backpacking is permitted.


        The once-thriving valley community was first settled after the Civil War and abandoned after a flood in 1916. At easy-to-reach Wildcat Rocks, look over the edge into Basin Cove at century-old Caudill Cabin, a tempting hiking destination in the center of the 30-mile trail system. Hikers also encounter old chimneys, foundations, fences, and fields being reclaimed by forest. Backpackers need a free camping permit to use the designated backcountry campsite. At milepost 238.5, don’t miss rustic Brinegar Cabin.


        Doughton has a picnic area and campground. You can reserve sites at Doughton Park Campground (336-372-8877) in advance by using the recreation.gov website or calling (877) 444-6777. Sadly, the park’s concession-operated restaurant and twenty-four-room Bluffs Lodge have been shuttered in recent years. Thanks to the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation and funds from the public, the state, and the Appalachian Regional Commission, interior and exterior renovations are nearing completion on the restaurant which is expected to open as early as 2020.


        FODDER STACK AND WILDCAT ROCKS


	WHY GO?


        An easy paved trail


        
          

          

          

          

          

          

          

          
   


 [image: Even if you don’t hike to Caudill Cabin, a glance from this overlook at the building far below presents an image of Appalachian isolation.]
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 [image: Through much of Doughton Park, the Bluff Mountain Trail is the Mountains-to-Sea Trail as it alternates between meadows and woodsier sections.]

   
 

   [image: Doughton Park]
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 [image: The Caudill family visits “their cabin.” Brothers Larry Caudill (bottom) and Lenny (top) return from doing a little maintenance on their ancestor’s dwelling with Lenny’s son Alex (middle).]

       
   

    THE HIKE


   

   

 [image: Notice this millstone in Basin Creek as the Basin Creek Trail starts its climb to Caudill Cabin.]
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       [image: Mount Jefferson State Natural Area]
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 [image: Flame azalea and rhododendron bloom during the same late-May time frame on the Cascades Trail and at Tompkins Knob.]
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     [image: E. B. Jeffress Park]
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 [image: From Elk Knob, it’s not unusual to look north and see snow dusting Mount Rogers (right) and Whitetop, Virginia’s first and second highest peaks.]
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     [image: Elk Knob State Park]


 [image: The stone masterpiece of Elk Knob’s Summit Trail was a labor of love for countless volunteers.]
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 [image: Gazing from the Boone greenway’s bridges makes you wonder whether there’s really a town nearby.]
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      [image: Boone Greenway]
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    [image: Julian Price Memorial Park]
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 [image: Whether you’re watching from the shoreline path or paddling through the pungent fall scents of campfire smoke, Price Lake’s TRACK Trail is a golden pond autumn experience.]
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 [image: Even beginner cross country skiers can tackle the flat section of the Price Lake Trail south from Lake View Overlook.]
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 [image: In summer, breezy days in Cone Park’s upland meadows come complete with waving grass and flowers.]
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   [image: Moses Cone Memorial Park]
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 [image: Cone Park’s miles of atmospheric carriage roads are especially appealing when an autumn walk adds the rustling crunch of red and yellow leaves.]
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 [image: Moses Cone Park is a popular winter hiking and cross-country skiing spot. This stile links the steeper Mountains-to-Sea Trail from Shull’s Mill Road with Cone Park’s very skiable Rich Mountain Trail.]

       
            

   

   11 BLOWING ROCK

   


   

       


       

    

   

   

          

              

          

          
 

  
 
 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


 

     THE HIKE


  

     

     [image: Blowing Rock]


 [image: Don’t stray beyond the snowy view platform if you hike to Blowing Rock’s Glen Burney Falls in winter.]
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 [image: The third week in June finds “the Roan’s” rhododendron gardens in world-class bloom.]
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    [image: Roan Mountain]


 [image: Carvers Gap, with easy access to the Appalachian Trail and Roan Mountain, is also a welcome to winter for Southerners in search of snow.]
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 [image: Tanawha Trail]

 
      

    15 GRANDFATHER MOUNTAIN STATE PARK AND ATTRACTION


        

 

 [image: It’s a rocky climb up the Cragway Trail, but when you finally get to Top Crag, an all-encompassing view surveys the Boone Fork Bowl (right), Calloway Peak (above left), and the Piedmont far below. COURTESY OF VISIT NC.COM.]
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 [image: Rough Ridge is one of the mountains’ true beauty spots—and very easy to reach, to boot.]
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 [image: Historic Hi-Balsam Shelter has been protecting campers near Calloway Peak for three-quarters of a century.]
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 [image: The jagged ridge of Grandfather Mountain is a challenge, even when you can’t see the Grandfather Trail’s acrophobia-inducing, cliff-climbing ladders. Hiker on MacRae Peak, opposite Attic Window Peak. VISITNC.COM. PHOTO BY SAM DEAN.]

      
      

      

      

      

      

     [image: Grandfather Mountain State Park]
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 [image: Beacon Heights is an idyllic spot to savor Grandfather Mountain’s great scenery with family or friends.]
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     [image: Linville Area]


            

            

            

 [image: Flat Rock is a pretty walk with the rhododendron in bloom, but Grandfather Mountain stands out even more in winter for snowshoers and advanced cross-country skiers.]

	    
            

           KEY POINTS


       

        

       

   

       

    

        17 LOST COVE AREA

	    


            

            

            

            

            

            

            
              

              

              

              

         

    

        

       


         FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


       

              

              

              

              

              

              

              

               THE HIKES


              

              

              

              

 [image: When the high flanks of Grandfather Mountain are bright with fall color, the waterfall-laced rippling ridges of the Harper Creek, Lost Cove, and Wilson Creek area far below are still green. Color down there can last into November.]

	      
              

              

              

              

       [image: Lost Cove Area; Harper Creek Area]
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    [image: The cataract-laced Harper Creek watershed should be a prime target for anyone excited by waterfalls.]
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 [image: You’d be hard pressed to find a rockier ridge to run than the ramparts above the Linville River deep in the Linville Gorge. The route from Shortoff Mountain (immediate right) beyond to Table Rock and distant Hawksbill are wilderness walking at their best. PHOTO BY BILL RUSS.]
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       [image: Linville Gorge Wilderness]
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 [image: From Erwin’s View, hikers can look back to spy other hikers peering down at the falls from Chimney View.]
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 [image: Linville Falls Recreation Area]
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	 [image: In winter when snow closes the Blue Ridge Parkway’s National Park Service access, a nearby, easily reached US Forest Service trailhead leads to views like this.]

	
           

       LINVILLE FALLS TRAIL

	   


           

           
             

             

             

             

             

             

 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


      

              THE HIKE


             

             

             

            KEY POINTS


         

        

       

       

    

        

       21 CRABTREE MEADOWS RECREATION AREA

       


             

             
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




 THE HIKE


  

  

  

  

  

 [image: Some hikers make the rocky traverse to the base of Crabtree Falls to revel in its cascading fan of foam.]

  
  

 [image: Crabtree Meadows Recreation Area]


 [image: Mount Mitchell’s “newish” spiraling view tower is handicapped accessible and offers great views and horizon-spotting interpretive plaques.]
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 [image: It’s easy to point out valley sights from the almost-alpine heights of the Mount Mitchell range. PHOTO BY WORTH H. WELLER]
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 [image: Spring brings electric colors to the crest of the Black Mountains. PHOTO BY WORTH H. WELLER]

      
      

      
        

        

        

        

        

	

        

        

        

 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


   

        

         THE HIKE


        

        

        

        

        

       KEY POINTS


        

       

      

      

      

        

    [image: Mount Mitchell]


 [image: By the time Johnson City, Tennessee, architect D. R. Beeson took this photo in 1915, Mount Mitchell was almost completely logged and Elisha Mitchell’s summit monument had lost its upper obelisk and was riddled with bullet holes. Luckily, a state park would be established the following year, and over the ensuing one hundred years, North Carolina State Parks has cared for his memorial and grown to protect parks across the state. COURTESY ARCHIVES OF APPALACHIA, EAST TENNESSEE STATE UNIVERSITY, D. R. BEESON PAPERS]
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 [image: From Craggy Pinnacle, the Blue Ridge Parkway swerves north through lime green spring buds toward Balsam Gap. Evergreeen-covered Mount Mitchell and the Black Mountains rise above.]

	
        

 [image: The Craggy Flats picnic shelter sits amid open meadows. It was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps.]
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  [image: Craggy Gardens]


 [image: The evergreen-forested crest of Blackstock Knob is one of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail’s best day hikes, seen here from Promontory Rock.]

  
    
  
            

            

            

            

            

 [image: After Craggy Gardens, it’s all downhill to Asheville, and there’s no better vantage point on the Parkway’s plunge than the short hike to Craggy Pinnacle and its rare plants interpretive sign.]

	    
            

            

      24 ASHEVILLE


            

            

            

            

 [image: If you thought the Biltmore Estate wasn’t an outdoorsy destination, think again. These lands became the East’s first national forest—and forestry school. A wealth of trails make America’s “Downton Abbey” a great base for trail types.]
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      [image: Asheville—Downtown Urban Trail]


 [image: Whether you stay in a fancy hotel or the US Forest Service’s shower-equipped Lake Powhatan Campground just 20 minutes from downtown, Asheville is all about the outdoors. From the Inn on Biltmore Estate, the city’s Art-Deco buildings glow below a meadow-traversing trail.]
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 [image: Chimney Rock’s steps and walkways have been modernized with state park ownership, but they still offer the craggy vistas they have since the early 20th century.]
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        [image: Chimney Rock State Park]
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 [image: From Asheville to Cherokee, the Blue Ridge Parkway crests at its highest point, Richland Balsam. Be sure to hike the 1.4-mile loop into the peak’s spruce-fir forest.]

   
        

              

       26 MOUNT PISGAH AREA


              

              

              

       MOUNT PISGAH TRAIL AND PICNIC AREA CONNECTOR

	      


              

              
   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  

    THE HIKE


   

   

   

               KEY POINTS


    

   

  

   

    

   

  SHUT-IN TRAIL/BUCK SPRING TRAIL


   

   

 [image: From many places near Shining Rock, Looking Glass Mountain is easily seen.]
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  [image: Mount Pisgah Area]
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 [image: Shining Rock’s distinctive quartzite outcrop is this wilderness area’s namesake landmark.]
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 [image: From the Art Loeb Trail, Mount Pisgah’s conical peak bisects the high evergreen ridge of the Black Mountains.]

	 
         

 [image: Not all Shining Rock hikes are arduous. Park on FR 816 and the balds of Black Balsam Knob are a less-than 1-mile hike to great views.]
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       [image: Shining Rock Wilderness; Graveyard Fields]
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 [image: Graveyard Fields’ open vistas have made it a popular day hike. The trailhead parking area was dramatically expanded in 2014.]

  
  

  

  

  

 [image: The Mountains-to-Sea Trail figures in a number of hikes at Graveyard Fields, including a side trip to Second Falls.]
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 [image: It’s a quick side trip from the Graveyard Fields Loop to see impressive Second Falls, also called Lower Falls on some trail signs.]
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 [image: As the park service passed 100 in 2016, the Great Smokies attracted more visitors than any other national park in the United States.]
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 [image: A wealth of water is key to the Smokies’ great species diversity]
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 [image: From even partway up Mount Sterling fire tower, there’s a bird’s eye view of Campsite 38]


 
 
	

      

      

	    

 [image: Great Smoky Mountains National Park]
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       [image: Oconaluftee River Trail/Mountain Farm Museum]


 [image: Jewelweed bobbing in an August breeze demands attention along the Oconaluftee River Trail.]
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     [image: Deep Creek Loop]
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   [image: Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest]
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 [image: Pristine Whiterock Gap is one of many inviting swales and summits on the Bartram Trail.]
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 [image: Highlands Area—Bartram Trail]
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 [image: Whiteside Mountain’s gut-wrenching vertical face is a treat for climbers and hikers too. It rivals the face of Cannon Mountain in New Hampshire’s Franconia Notch.]


 

  [image: Whiteside Mountain National Recreation Trail]
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    APPENDIX: TRAIL FINDER

  


   INTERPRETIVE NATURE TRAILS/WHEELCHAIR-ACCESSIBLE TRAILS


   “(H)” indicates accessible for those in wheelchairs.


   The relative interchangeability of these paths reflects the fact that the best interpretive trails are often very level and either paved or otherwise surfaced and passable with wheelchairs.


  
	Balsam Nature Trail, Mount Mitchell State Park, p. 138


	Biltmore Campus Trail, Cradle of Forestry, Pisgah National Forest, p. 167


	Cascades Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 55


	Cedar Point Trail, Croatan National Forest (H), p. 343


	Chestnut Oak Nature Trail, Hanging Rock State Park, p. 215


	Densons Creek Nature Trail, Uwharrie National Forest, pp. 294–95


	Eno Trace Trail, Eno River State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 255


	Fern Trail/Lake Trail, Crowders Mountain State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 320


	Figure Eight Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway (H), p. 73


	Flat Rock Self-Guiding Loop Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 107


	Forest Festival Trail, Cradle of Forestry, Pisgah National Forest, p. 167


	Frances Liles Interpretive Trail, Schenck Forest, Raleigh, p. 273


	Guilford Courthouse National Military Park trails, Greensboro, p. 232


	Hammock Hills Nature Trail, Cape Hatteras National Seashore, pp. 329–31


	Hemlock Nature Trail, South Mountains State Park (trout stream ecosystem) (H), p. 287, 289


	Horne Creek Trail through Horne Creek Farm, Pilot Mountain State Park, p. 213


	Joyce Kilmer Trail, Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest, Nantahala National Forest, p. 198


	Kent Mitchell Nature Trail, Bald Head Island, pp. 350–51


	Mount Mitchell Summit Tower Trail (H), see Balsam Nature Trail, p. 138


	Nags Head Woods ADA Trail, Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve (H), p. 323


	Oak Rock Interpretive Trail, William B. Umstead State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 270


	Patsy Pond Trail, Croatan National Forest, p. 343


	Rhododendron Trail, Mount Jefferson State Natural Area (TRACK Trail), p. 52


	River Trail, South Mountains State Park (TRACK Trail), pp. 291–92


	Roan Mountain Rhododendron Gardens National Recreation Trail (H), p. 13


	Rock Garden Trail, Hanging Rock State Park (H), p. 214


	Salem Lake Trail, Winston-Salem (TRACK Trail / H), p. 225


	Spruce-Fir Nature Trail, Clingmans Dome Road, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, p. 21


	Tanawha Trail to Linn Cove Viaduct, Blue Ridge Parkway at Grandfather Mountain (H), p. 92


	Three Rivers Trail, Morrow Mountain State Park, p. 304


	Wiseman’s View Trail, Linville Gorge, Pisgah National Forest (H), p. 122


	Woods Walk, Grandfather Mountain, p. 102




   WATERFALL HIKES


 
	Cascades Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 55


	Crabtree Falls, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 134


	Bard Falls, Harper Creek area, Pisgah National Forest, p. 117


	Big Laurel Falls Trail, Nantahala National Forest, p. 28


	Boone Fork Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 68


	Elk River Falls Trail, Pisgah National Forest, p. 85


	Glen Burney Trail, Blowing Rock, p. 82


	Graveyard Fields, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 172


	High Shoals Falls Loop, South Mountains State Park, p. 287


	Hunt Fish Falls Trail, Harper Creek area, Pisgah National Forest, p. 111


	Indian Creek Trail, Hanging Rock State Park, p. 218


	Linville Falls Trails, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 122


	Looking Glass Falls, Forest Heritage Scenic Byway (US 276), Pisgah National Forest, p. 167


	Lower Cascades Falls Trail, Hanging Rock State Park, p. 219


	Middle Falls/Lower Falls Trail, via Stone Mountain Trail, Stone Mountain State Park, p. 39


	Mouse Creek Falls, Big Creek Trail, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, p. 189


	North Harper Creek Falls, Harper Creek area, Pisgah National Forest, p. 112


	Sliding Rock, Forest Heritage Scenic Byway (US 276), Pisgah National Forest, p. 161


	South Harper Creek Falls, Harper Creek area, Pisgah National Forest, p. 117


	Stone Mountain Falls, Stone Mountain Trail, Stone Mountain State Park, p. 36


	Tom’s Branch Falls/Indian Creek/Juney Whank Falls, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, p. 195


	Tory’s Den and Falls, Hanging Rock State Park, p. 217


	Upper Cascades Falls Trail, Hanging Rock State Park (H), p. 219


	Upper Creek Falls loop, Harper Creek area, Pisgah National Forest, p. 117


	Widow’s Creek Falls, Stone Mountain State Park, p. 37




   FAMILY / KIDS’ HIKES / KIDS IN PARKS TRACK TRAILS


   Beyond this list, consider interpretive nature trails, especially those with disabled accessibility for the very youngest hikers.


 
	Appalachian Trail from Carvers Gap to Round Bald, near Roan Mountain, p. 9


	Beech Tree Trail, Elk Knob State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 59


	Bethabara Greenway Trail, Winston-Salem, pp. 223–25


	Big Laurel Falls Trail, Nantahala National Forest, p. 28


	Boone Fork, Price Park Picnic Area, Blue Ridge Parkway (TRACK Trail), p. 68


	Cloudland Trail, Roan Mountain, p. 89


	Eno Trace Trail, Eno River State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 255


	Fern Trail/Lake Trail, Crowders Mountain State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 320


	Flat Rock Nature Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 107


	Great Woodland Adventure Trail, Chimney Rock Park at Chimney Rock State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 159


	Hickory Nut Falls Trail, Chimney Rock Park at Chimney Rock State Park, p. 159


	Hutchison Homestead TRACK Trail, Stone Mountain State Park, pp. 36–37


	Lake Daniel Park Greenway, Greensboro (TRACK Trail for hiking and biking), pp. 235–36


	Nat Greene Trail, Greensboro Watershed Trails, p. 231–34


	Natural Garden Trail, North Carolina Arboretum (TRACK Trail), p. 156


	Oak Rock Interpretive Trail, William B. Umstead State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 270


	Pine Hollow Trail, McDowell Nature Preserve, Charlotte (TRACK Trail), p. 312


	Price Lake Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway (TRACK Trail for hikers and paddlers), p. 70


	Profile Trail, Grandfather Mountain State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 103


	Quarry Trail, Morrow Mountain State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 104


	Rhododendron Trail, Mount Jefferson State Natural Area (TRACK Trail), p. 52


	River Trail, South Mountains State Park (TRACK Trail), pp. 291–92


	Salem Lake Trail, Winston-Salem (TRACK Trail for cycling but great for hiking), p. 225


	Tom’s Branch Falls/Indian Creek/Juney Whank Falls, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, p. 195


	Whiteside Mountain National Recreation Trail, p. 203




BEGINNER BACKPACKING TRIPS


  
	Appalachian Trail: Overmountain Victory Trail to Overmountain tent sites, p. 9


   	Crowders Mountain State Park, p. 315


   	Deep Creek Trail, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, p. 195


   	Eno River State Park, Fanny’s Ford Trail campsites, p. 253–54


   	Grassy Gap Fire Road (or other loop routes) to Basin Cove campsite, Doughton Park, Blue Ridge Parkway, p. 47


   	Graveyard Ridge Trail from Graveyard Fields Trail, Blue Ridge Parkway, Shining Rock Wilderness Area, p. 168


   	Morrow Mountain State Park, p. 303


   	Neusiok Trail, Croatan National Forest (Copperhead Landing shelter in winter), pp. 342–43


   	Tanawha Trail to Nuwati Trail, Grandfather Mountain, p. 92


   	Uwharrie/Dutchman’s Creek Trails, Birkhead Mountains Wilderness, and Uwharrie and Woods Run Trails circuit, Uwharrie National Forest, p. 293


   	Widow’s Creek Trail, Stone Mountain State Park (short, steep climb at start), pp. 37–38




  BEST WILDFLOWER WALKS


 
	Appalachian Trail: Yellow Mountain Gap to Hump Mountain, p. 8


 	Craggy Gardens trails, p. 147


 	Lake Trail, Crowders Mountain State Park (TRACK Trail), p. 317


 	Oconaluftee River Trail, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, p. 191


 	Pump Station Trail, Eno River State Park, p. 254


 	Rhododendron Gardens National Recreation Trail, Roan Mountain, p. 87


 	Rhododendron Trail, Mount Jefferson State Natural Area (TRACK Trail), p. 52


 	Shady Hollow and Cove Trails, McDowell Nature Preserve, Charlotte, p. 312


 	Grandfather Mountain area, on Tanawha Trail between Wilson Creek and Rough Ridge parking areas (p. 92), and Profile Trail (p. 101).




  BEST BIRDING HIKES


  
	Bodie Island Lighthouse Trail, Cape Hatteras National Seashore, p. 320


 	Bog Garden, Greensboro, p. 218


 	Buxton Woods Trail, Cape Hatteras National Seashore, pp. 329–31


 	Cedar Point Trail, Croatan National Forest, p. 343


 	Grandfather Trail, Grandfather Mountain (ravens), p. 99


 	Hammock Hills Nature Trail, Cape Hatteras National Seashore, pp. 329–31


 	Kent Mitchell Nature Trail, Bald Head Island, pp. 350–51


 	McDowell Nature Preserve, Charlotte, p. 311


 	Nags Head Woods trails, Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve, p. 323


 	North Pond Wildlife Trail, Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge, pp. 330–31


 	Patsy Pond Trail, Croatan National Forest, p. 343

  



    

    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

  


    Randy Johnson has lived in the Southern Appalachians most of his life and has written widely for national newspapers and ski and travel magazines, often on the topic of North Carolina’s outdoors. He is the author of Southern Snow: The New Guide to Winter Sports from Maryland to the Southern Appalachians, a 2019 second edition of his 1986 “cult classic,” and the award-winning Grandfather Mountain: The History and Guide to an Appalachian Icon. His other books include recent editions of FalconGuides Hiking the Blue Ridge Parkway, Best Easy Day Hikes Blue Ridge Parkway, and Best Easy Day Hikes Great Smoky Mountains National Park. For nearly twenty years he was editor-in-chief of United Airlines’ magazine Hemispheres (“world’s best inflight magazine,” 2007).


[image: Skiing the Appalachian Trail on Roan Mountain. PHOTO BY ROBERT BRANCH]

    
    Skiing the Appalachian Trail on Roan Mountain. PHOTO BY ROBERT BRANCH


    Randy proposed and implemented the trail management program at Grandfather Mountain in 1978 that stabilized public access to the private mountain, reclaimed historic trails, built the Cragway, Nuwati, and Profile trails, and helped lay the groundwork for the mountain’s designation as a United Nations Biosphere Reserve. He was a trail design consultant for the Blue Ridge Parkway’s Tanawha Trail on Grandfather and helped mesh the system of trails found on the mountain today in Grandfather Mountain State Park and on the Parkway. He’s currently the task force leader for the Grandfather Mountain portion of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail and a member of the Grandfather Mountain State Park Advisory Committee.


    Randy has hiked and skied all over the world and is a member of the Society of American Travel Writers, the North American Travel Journalists Association, and the North American Snowsports Journalists Association. Randy invites you to visit his website (randyjohnsonbooks.com) to offer your thoughts and suggestions and to see special features relating to his books.
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