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The Appalachian Trail is the longest hiking-only footpath in the world, inspiring millions to indulge in and test its intimidating beauty. Running continuously for 2,190 miles (3,525 km) from Maine to Georgia, it carves its way through wildflower fields, winds across flowing rivers, and climbs to great peaks. Along the way, it tells some very American stories.


Scientist and conservationist Benton MacKaye conceptualized the Appalachian Trail in 1921 to connect U.S. cities to farms and wilderness. The Palisades Interstate Park Trail Conference created the first section of the trail, which opened in 1923 with a trailhead at the Bear Mountain Bridge in New York.


Since its completion in 1937, the trail has been a testament to our desire to connect to nature. Some people opt to escape their normal lives for months at a time; almost from the trail’s creation, the most daring have attempted to hike its entirety without interruption. Today, some 3,000 people start thru-hikes annually, weathering the elements and pushing their minds and bodies to the very limits.


But in and around the trail, everyday lives are happening in the rural outposts, small towns, and moderately sized cities that exist from Springer up to Katahdin. The people here operate large and small businesses, attend school and work, and some prepare lunch, provide supplies, and offer shelter for weary hikers.


This guide tells much of that story, one that has been unfurling for more than 80 years. Driving and hiking the Appalachian Trail means catching wild America one moment, then stopping for farm-to-table cuisine and a cold beer the next. There are Civil War sights and Civil Rights sights alike, and good-hearted people around many turns.


Each story along the Appalachian Trail is different, and whether you’re chasing it all the way from Georgia to Maine or dropping in for a few hours, you can blaze your own path and write your own tale.



[image: Image]



[image: Image]



PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Regions


Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee


The bustling metropolis of Atlanta, with its museums and eccentric neighborhoods, makes a perfect base for a trip through the lower Appalachian Mountains. This region features the wild Nantahala National Forest, which is home to Appalachian Trail town Franklin, North Carolina, plus the popular Great Smoky Mountains National Park, where millions annually visit to summit Clingmans Dome, the highest point on the Appalachian Trail. Bluegrass, beer, awesome eats, and art reign in exciting and young Asheville, North Carolina.


Virginia and West Virginia


The Appalachian Trail ambles along a constant ridge in Virginia and West Virginia, primarily through the Blue Ridge Mountains and Shenandoah National Park. Stopover cities and towns include Damascus, the self-proclaimed Trail Town U.S.A.; Waynesboro, with its laid-back outdoorsy vibe; Front Royal and its Civil War history; and Roanoke, where a neon star rises high above the skyline and beckons lovers of all stripes. Nearby is iconic McAfee Knob, a necessary photo op, and every trail hiker should stop in Harpers Ferry, a historic community that’s also home to the Appalachian Trail Conservancy.
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Maryland and Pennsylvania



There isn’t much of the Appalachian Trail in Maryland, but respites are welcome in Hagerstown and Frederick, the latter an artsy hub with fun dining and drinking spots. The Keystone State is known as Rocksylvania, as the trail cuts through tenuous terrain. Hikers will find great backpacking opportunities at Pine Grove Furnace State Park, home to the Appalachian Trail Museum. In Harrisburg, visit the National Civil War Museum and dine at one of several fine restaurants. Trail towns Duncannon and Delaware Water Gap are not to be missed.


New Jersey, New York, and Connecticut


Visitors to Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area can find marvelous waterfalls and the view from Mount Tammany. The High Point Monument towers above northern New Jersey, while in New York, hikers descend to the lowest point on the Appalachian Trail at the Bear Mountain Bridge. Stopover cities Beacon and Poughkeepsie offer artistic and gastronomical opportunities, and in Connecticut, the charming Kent and quaint Salisbury make excellent day-tripping destinations.


Massachusetts and Vermont


The Appalachian Trail climbs into the New England woods toward Mount Greylock, while along US-7, tourists enjoy the weekender charms of Great Barrington, Stockbridge, and Lenox, home to high-end shopping and bistro dining. North Adams and MASS MoCA are necessary stops for art lovers, as are locations celebrating Grandma Moses, Norman Rockwell, and Robert Frost. In Vermont, scale the impressive Mount Equinox and daunting Killington Peak before visiting quintessential New England communities Manchester Center and Woodstock.


New Hampshire and Maine


Cooler with the chance of serious precipitation throughout most of the year, northern New England includes the alpine climate zones of White Mountain National Forest, anchored by the impressive Mount Washington. The trail is rugged and sometimes dangerous out here, especially through Maine’s 100-Mile Wilderness. Still, iconic moments can be stolen at Height of Land in quaint Rangeley, in the final-frontier trail town of Monson, and atop the great Katahdin inside Baxter State Park.
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a sign for the Appalachian Trail
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ceiling of the Appalachian Trail Café in Millinocket, Maine
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James River Foot Bridge





When to Go


Those who thru-hike the Appalachian Trail generally pack it March-October, which is when you’re best off, as well. Spring can be wonderful south of Pennsylvania, when waterfalls are active and bugs aren’t yet teeming, but north of the Mason-Dixon Line you’re more likely to encounter snow or torrential rain through April. Summer is a fine time to visit the New England section of the trail, though mud is common in Vermont and bugs will attack throughout the season. If you want to hike parts of Great Smoky Mountains National Park and Shenandoah National Park, consider that traffic will be highest in summer and during fall weekends.


Speaking of fall: It gets busy everywhere. The leaves burst bright oranges, yellows, and reds starting in September in Maine and New Hampshire, and the color moves south through October. Early and mid-October are prime times for leaf-peeping in Connecticut, New York, and New Jersey, and the trail area will be packed. Fall colors reach the Virginias and southern Appalachians by late October, a fine time to visit the national parks because traffic is somewhat lighter.


November-February, several roads are subject to closure, including Skyline Drive in Shenandoah, the Blue Ridge Parkway, Mount Washington Auto Road in the White Mountains, and local roads at high elevations. Closures sometimes continue into March and April.


Know Before You Go


Weather


Considering the Appalachian Trail traverses nearly the entire Eastern Seaboard, weather can vary wildly from one location to the next. Areas south of Pennsylvania generally enjoy comfortable conditions April-October, though there’s always the threat of snow in higher elevations in March and April, and even in October. In the summer average temperatures are 78-83°F (25-28°C), though conditions are cooler at higher elevations. Winter can be somewhat comfortable in the southern Appalachians, with temperatures in the 40s and 50s, but wind, rain, and snow are always possible.


North of the Mason-Dixon Line is another story. Between Connecticut and Pennsylvania, the summers are hot and humid, while up in New England you can enjoy 70-80°F (21-27°C) days regularly June-September. Spring and fall can bring a range of outcomes, with temperatures typically anywhere between 30 and 65°F (minus 1-18°F) with chances of torrential wind, rain, and snow. Only serious travelers enjoy tripping the north during winter, when temperatures routinely fall below freezing, and snow and ice are always possible.


Reservations and Passes


You’ll need permits to camp at both Great Smoky Mountains National Park ($20) and Shenandoah National Park (free). Reservations are required to stay overnight in the Smokies, while all backcountry travelers need a permit at Shenandoah. Reservations are also required inside Baxter State Park in Maine, which has a quota for the number of permits it allots to long-distance hikers to climb Katahdin. If you’re day-hiking Katahdin, you don’t need a permit, but you’ll need to follow day-use trails, and it’s advisable to make a parking reservation in advance. Also, only thru-hikers are permitted to camp overnight inside Pennsylvania state game lands. If you’re planning on overnight camping at a campground, call ahead to make a reservation.


Camping


If hiking on or near the Appalachian Trail, you’ll likely be close to either shelters or campgrounds. There are hundreds of man-made lean-tos (three-sided structures) along the trail, which are available to all hikers. Lean-tos can fit as many as a dozen campers, though no two lean-tos are the same. Hikers are asked to share lean-tos with others; if the structures are filled to capacity, typically you can camp nearby, or you may have to hike to the next lean-to.


Tent camping is also allowed along much of the Appalachian Trail, though there are some regulations and exclusions in specific areas. When camping, always follow leave no trace practices by taking all waste and trash with you, sealed in a bag in your pack. Black bears are common in the backcountry and are attracted to scent. National parks and other designated areas will have bear-proof disposal containers; always keep waste and trash with you until you’re able to dispose of it safely in one of these containers.


Campfires are allowed throughout much of the trail, but there are exceptions depending on state or park regulations. Generally, campfires should be kept small and must always be extinguished before retiring for the night.




Best Festivals


From bluegrass to mountain biking to the AT itself, there’s a great variety of festivals along the route.


[image: image] Dahlonega Trailfest, Dahlonega, GA: Breweries, wineries, craft vendors, and more set up booths at this southern AT stop in September.


[image: image] Hot Springs Trailfest, Hot Springs, NC: For a full weekend in late April, Hot Springs celebrates the AT with music, games, and more.


[image: image] Damascus Trail Days, Damascus, VA: The quintessential trail town celebrates the great outdoors with a May festival of speakers, live music, and a popular hiker parade.
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the popular hiker parade at Damascus Trail Days





[image: image] Flip-Flop Festival, Harpers Ferry, WV: This unique festival in April celebrates flip-flop AT hikers with live music, food, and workshops.


[image: image] Mason-Dixon Appalachian Trail Outdoor Festival, Rouzerville, PA: Meet hikers at this small but festive June event that also includes music and a silent auction.


[image: image] Duncannon Appalachian Trail Festival, Duncannon, PA: Thru-hikers hit Duncannon around June; Duncannon celebrates with a morning hike, live music, crafts, and face painting for the kids.


[image: image] FreshGrass, North Adams, MA: Hang out at MASS MoCA for this annual September celebration of bluegrass and folk music.


[image: image] Skowhegan State Fair, Skowhegan, ME: Enjoy a slice of country in August at this old-fashioned agricultural fair.







The Appalachian Trail Symbol


You may notice, both in this guide and out on your travels, the simple logo of what looks like a pine tree, or maybe an A-frame house atop a stick. This is the Appalachian Trail logo. A masterful piece of design, it symbolizes nature, forward motion, and, of course, the common shorthand for the trail, “AT.”


In this book, the AT logo denotes the trail in our maps, and we use it to signify listed hikes whose routes include the Appalachian Trail. Out in the world, anytime you find the AT logo, that means you’re either on the AT or close by.





What to Pack


At the bare minimum, hikers should wear breathable clothing and sturdy shoes—preferably boots with good traction—and bring plenty of water. For day hikes of up to 10-12 miles (16-19.3 km), at least two liters of water is typically necessary. Backpacks that include bladders tend to work well for long-distance hikes, while experienced campers may bring water filters, which can be used to collect water. If collecting water in the backcountry, be sure to filter or boil it. Either way, anyone who hikes should pack water.


Hiking poles are useful in rocky areas, on steep hikes, and in potentially muddy or leaf-strewn areas that may be slippery. Most trails are well marked by blazes (the Appalachian Trail follows single white blazes, and spur trails that lead to sights and campgrounds follow single blue blazes), but bringing a compass and/or a GPS device is a good idea. Long-distance hikers should always leave contact information and hiking plans with friends and family members.


You should pack food, even if you’re trekking a short distance. Granola is popular, as is small fruit (oranges, berries, grapes), dried meat (jerky) and cheese sticks, and tidy sandwiches (think peanut butter and jelly or standard meat and cheese on bread). In the backcountry, one of the finest pleasures in life just might be a single (lower-ABV) beer while hanging out at the summit of a mountain. Always bring a plastic bag for food waste and trash, and store that bag in a backpack, taking it with you.


Long-distance and overnight hikers will pack equipment including but not limited to hammocks, tents, sleeping pads, blankets, skillets, pots, a camp stove, plates, silverware, cups, a utility knife, and dry foods such as rice and pasta. An extra pair of clothing is always a good idea when hiking, even for short distances, and dressing in layers that can be removed when warm is recommended. For areas where elevations can exceed 3,000 feet (915 m), keeping skin covered is a necessity—think gloves, hats, facial stockings, headbands, and jackets.


Driving Guide


Getting There and Back


The most convenient airport at the southern end of the route, especially for those wanting to visit or start a trek at Springer Mountain, Georgia, is Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport (ATL, 800/897-1910, www.atl.com), the world’s busiest airport by passenger traffic. Maine’s Bangor International Airport (BGR, 207/992-4600, www.flybangor.com) is most convenient for those in the northern end of the route. Halfway through, Harrisburg International Airport (MDT, 717/948-3900, www.flyhia.com) in Pennsylvania provides a wealth of connections to the East and Midwest.


Because the Appalachian Trail is a ribbon through America’s eastern wilderness, there are more than a few places where you’ll have to rely on state and county roads to get from one place to another. The most convenient interstate highways for travelers looking for quicker routes include I-75, which connects Atlanta travelers to the Blue Ridge; I-81, which runs alongside the Blue Ridge up through Pennsylvania; I-84, which cuts across New Jersey and New York to New England; and I-91, which runs up the middle of New England to US-2, the final stretch through Maine.


Rental Cars


Your best bet for rental cars is at nearby airports, as you’ll be hard-pressed to find agencies in the more remote areas along the route. Note that much of the route is at higher elevations and has frequent twists and turns, sometimes-dangerous curves, and poor road conditions (especially in New Hampshire and Maine). That’s to say, be careful with your rental.


Driving Tips


The Appalachian Trail brings city dwellers into wild countryside where forests thrive, wildlife roams, and GPS devices may not always work. Be sure to exercise caution when driving this route, handling curves at low speeds and observing all speed limits. While a black bear is unlikely to walk out onto the road (but it’s happened to me!), squirrels, raccoons, and skunks are seen far more often. Still, the biggest wildlife threat to your car is the white-tailed deer, which is common to the eastern United States. Deer pose the highest risk around sunrise and sunset, and at night when visibility is low. Honk your horn if approaching deer by the road, brake slowly, and never swerve to avoid hitting one.


Finally, while in New Hampshire and Maine—especially on state and local roads—be on the lookout for moose. The highest collision risk is during late summer and early fall, during the fall breeding season, and at dusk or night. Drive slowly and use high beams whenever necessary.


As for GPS, you’re bound to lose a connection with it (and your smartphone) at some point, especially if you’re driving in the woods. Plan each day’s meal and rest stops ahead of time. Also, pack multiple charging devices and cords to ensure your devices don’t lose their charge. If you can’t charge a device in the car, bring the USB cord into the restaurant or bar and ask if you can use an outlet.


Road Conditions


At higher elevations, roads can freeze or be heavily snow-packed, especially between November and April. These mountain roads are also subject to wind and rain damage. Sections of the Blue Ridge Parkway, plus Skyline Drive in Shenandoah National Park, and roads inside protected lands will close when conditions are unsafe for driving. Before setting out on your trip, inquire about road conditions with the appropriate parks and sites.


High-elevation roads may become extremely narrow and challenging to navigate. If you feel any trepidation about driving on a road, don’t attempt it. When driving on a narrow road where traffic moves in both directions, proceed slowly and take note of areas where you can pull off to let oncoming traffic pass.


Mileposts


You’ll only need to observe mileposts on the Blue Ridge Parkway and on Skyline Drive in Shenandoah National Park. The Blue Ridge Parkway counts down south to north, starting at Mile 469.1 at Great Smoky Mountains National Park and ending at Mile 0 at Shenandoah. Skyline Drive then begins at Mile 105 at the park’s southern entrance, counting down to Mile 0 at the northern entrance in Front Royal.


Fueling Up


As a general rule, fill up the tank before starting a daily drive, or whenever you’re below a half-tank and you’ve reached a town or city with at least one gas station. You’ll encounter the greatest challenge in the area between Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest in Georgia and Asheville, North Carolina, where stops include Hiawassee, Franklin, and Hot Springs; on the Blue Ridge Parkway and Skyline Drive, where nearby gas stations might be up to 30 miles east or west of an exit; and in Maine, where, north of US-2, most towns—which are typically 20-30 miles apart—have one gas station at maximum.


If you’re pinching pennies, avoid filling up too much in Pennsylvania and Connecticut, where gas prices are historically well higher than the national average. Tennessee and Virginia tend to have lower gas prices than the national average.



HIT THE ROAD



This road trip follows the traditional thru-hiker’s journey, which starts in Georgia and runs north to Maine. It begins in Atlanta, a major transportation hub, then follows U.S. 19 north to meet up with the Appalachian Trail as it weaves through wild Georgia, Tennessee, and North Carolina. From there, it follows a series of state routes, avoiding interstate highways to mirror the trail’s purpose of connecting visitors to the countryside. At the northern portion of the route in Maine, it leaves the trail and extends to Bangor, the closest transportation hub to the end of the trail at Mount Katahdin.


While the route generally parallels the Appalachian Trail, in areas where accommodations near the trail are less frequent (such as parts of the Tennessee/North Carolina border, southern Pennsylvania, and western/central Maine), the route separates from the trail and crosses small towns and cities such as Asheville, North Carolina, and Hershey, Pennsylvania.


Popular roads marked as part of the route include the Blue Ridge Parkway and Skyline Drive in Virginia, NY-9 following the Hudson River in New York, and U.S. 7, which crosses many towns in Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Vermont. These roads typically feature plenty of nearby hikes and outstanding vistas.


21 Days on the Appalachian Trail


Day 1


ATLANTA


Spend a day learning about a couple of American legacies at the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum and the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historical Park. Spend your evening with the hip kids in Cabbagetown and Reynoldstown.


Day 2


ATLANTA TO CHEROKEE


161 miles/259 km, 3 hours


Leave early and take I-85 and US-23 north for two hours to reach Nantahala National Forest, a rather unheralded region of challenging peaks and wild trails. Hike Wayah Bald (8.5 mi/13.7 km, 4.5 hours), then stop in Franklin for a beer and a bite at Lazy Hiker Brewing Co. before spending the night in Cherokee.


Day 3


GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK


108 miles/174 km, 3.75 hours


Start your day with breakfast at Peter’s Pancakes and Waffles and a visit to the Museum of the Cherokee Indian. You’ll spend the rest of the day inside Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the most visited national park in America. Drive up Newfound Gap Road to Clingmans Dome, the highest point along the Appalachian Trail. For a nice late-afternoon challenge, try Abrams Falls Trail (5 mi/8 km, 2.5-3 hours). After your drive or hike, continue on to Gatlinburg for dinner and to spend the night.




[image: image]

the Smokies as seen from an overlook on Newfound Gap Road
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entrance to Shenandoah National Park
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downtown Atlanta





Day 4


GATLINBURG TO ASHEVILLE


81 miles/130 km, 1.75 hours


Wake up and head to Asheville via US-321 north and I-40 east. Mosey around downtown for a bit and visit the Biltmore Estate. Then check out the River Arts District, where you can peruse plenty of cool local art, before visiting Wedge Brewing Company. Be sure not to miss Burial Beer Co. while in the city. Finish the night with a nice meal at The Admiral or, if you can book a reservation, Cúrate.



Day 5



ASHEVILLE TO ELIZABETHTON


100 miles/161 km, 2.5 hours


Fuel up with gravy-drenched biscuits at Biscuit Head before making the 40-minute trek via US-25 to Hot Springs. Hike Lover’s Leap Trail (1.8 mi/2.9 km, 1 hour) and relax in the water at Hot Springs Resort and Spa. Then drive a little over an hour on US-208 and I-26 to Johnson City. Reward yourself with a beer at Yee-Haw Brewing Company. Before the day ends, drive the extra 10 miles (16 km) on US-321 to Elizabethton. Cool off in Blue Hole Falls and prepare for a heavenly plate at Big Dan’s BBQ.


Day 6


ELIZABETHTON TO ROANOKE


180 miles/290 km, 3.5 hours


Start this trip by driving TN-91 north to the classic trail town of Damascus. After an hour, you’ll want to stretch your legs at the Virginia Creeper Trail. Stock up on supplies at Mt. Rogers Outfitters. After another hour of driving on I-81 north, stop in Wytheville to honor Appalachia’s first lady at the Edith Bolling Wilson Birthplace and Museum. Continue for another hour up I-81 to Christiansburg for an old-fashioned Southern-style lunch at Fatback Soul Shack. Continue for another 45 minutes to reach Roanoke by evening. Hang out at Center in the Square and grab a bite at Jack Brown’s Beer and Burger Joint, then finish the night overlooking the city from the Roanoke Star.


Day 7


ROANOKE TO WAYNESBORO


137 miles/221 km, 3 hours


Wake early to hike McAfee Knob (8.8 mi/14.2 km, 4-5 hours)—at sunrise, if you can—then take the Blue Ridge Parkway to notable spots like Peaks of Otter and Apple Orchard Falls. Spend a night in Waynesboro, where you can feel like a thru-hiker on a much-needed zero day by grabbing a beer at Basic City Beer Co.
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mountain trails in downtown Front Royal, Virginia
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High Point Monument in New Jersey
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Abbott Lake and Peaks of Otter on the Blue Ridge Parkway





Day 8


WAYNESBORO TO BIG MEADOWS


60 miles/97 km, 2 hours


Be sure to spend this full day breathing in the air at Shenandoah National Park. If you’re looking for a big hike, test the Riprap-Wildcat Ridge Loop (9.8 mi/15.8 km, 6 hours). If you’d rather take a shorter hike, visit Blackrock Summit (5.3 mi/8.5 km, 2.5-3 hours). Grab some picnic fare at Loft Mountain Wayside before ending the day on an easy but pretty note at Dark Hollow Falls (1.3 mi/2.1 km, 45 minutes). Set up camp just in time to watch the stars at Big Meadows.


Day 9


SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK


43 miles/69 km, 1.75 hours


Start with a real challenge by hiking the most popular trail in the park, Old Rag (9.1 mi/14.6 km, 7 hours, $1), or go for the shorter but beautiful Pinnacles Overlook trail (2 mi/3.2 km, 1 hour), which is on the AT. Take US-211 west to Luray to grab a big lunch at Triple Crown BBQ before mingling with tourists at Luray Caverns. Spend the night in Luray.


Day 10


BIG MEADOWS TO FRONT ROYAL


53 miles/85 km, 1.5 hours


A Shenandoah experience isn’t complete without a hike on Hogback Mountain (7 mi/11.3 km, 4 hours). After your hike, head to Front Royal; make a stop at Rappahannock Cellars and cool off with a drink. If you’re so inclined, take a detour to Skyline Caverns before your wine. Eat dinner at Blue Wing Frog and stay the night at Mountain Home, just 120 steps from the Appalachian Trail itself.


Day 11


FRONT ROYAL TO FREDERICK


65 miles/105 km, 1.5 hours


Drive an hour north on US-522 and US-340, because for anyone with even a passing interest in the Appalachian Trail, Harpers Ferry is a necessary stop. Visit the Appalachian Trail Conservancy Headquarters and pay respects at Jefferson Rock. Then make the quick jaunt to the lookout at Maryland Heights, which provides a premium view of Harpers Ferry. Continue on to Frederick, where you’ll spend the night; be sure to walk downtown and glimpse the Community Bridge Mural.




Best Views


From high summits to neon perches, these are some of the coolest places to check out fall colors, cityscapes, and long sunsets.


[image: image] Rocky Top, TN, is not only a Tennessee landmark, but also a place to catch outstanding views of the Southern Appalachians.


[image: image] Mount Rogers, VA, stands at 5,728 feet (1,746 m) above sea level and gives hikers fantastic views of the Virginia highlands.


[image: image] Roanoke Star, VA, built with more than 2,000 feet (610 m) of neon tubing, offers a pretty nighttime view of Roanoke.


[image: image] Maryland Heights, MD, lets visitors peer down into iconic Harpers Ferry. This is a must-do photo op.


[image: image] The Pinnacle, PA, offers an impressive view of central Pennsylvania valleys, but only after a tough hike through Rocksylvania terrain.


[image: image] High Point, NJ, is not only a monument at the tip of New Jersey, it’s also a slightly terrifying walk up a staircase. The views are nice, though.


[image: image] Bear Mountain, CT, is a worthy peak capped by an impressive rock pile. Sit atop and stare for a while.




[image: image]


view of Hudson Valley and Fort Montgomery, New York, from Bear Mountain





[image: image] Mount Greylock, MA, stands at 3,491 feet (1,064 m), providing views of the Berkshires and the tiny towns below—for those who make it to the top.


[image: image] Mount Moosilauke, NH, is a challenging summit, but at the top you’ll gaze upon the White Mountains and Adirondacks.


[image: image] Height of Land, ME, sits atop Spruce Mountain, offering an unbelievable view of wild Maine and New Hampshire forests, lakes, and mountains.







Best Breweries


There is nothing better after a long hike than a cold beer (or three). Keep the following breweries in mind when you’re planning your trip, because these are the ones that’ll provide the quickest and coolest refreshment.


[image: image] Lazy Hiker Brewing Co., Franklin, NC: Hey, it’s made for hikers, with an outdoor space for kicking back. Great after hiking Wayah Bald.


[image: image] Hi-Wire Brewing, Asheville, NC: Need a big beer or two, and want to chill out with a game, after hiking Max Patch? Head to this Asheville haunt.


[image: image] Damascus Brewery, Damascus, VA: All Appalachian Trail hikers should stop in Damascus, and this brewery is a prime spot for relaxing with a cold one. Head there after hiking Mount Rogers.


[image: image] Basic City Beer Co., Waynesboro, VA: Hikers can find a friend at this busy Waynesboro spot that has live music and food truck grub. Perfect after a Humpback Rocks hike.


[image: image] Zeroday Brewing Co., Harrisburg, PA: Named for that very important rest day for thru-hikers the world over, this hangout has big Belgians and a great sense of humor. Hit it up after hiking to Hawk Rock Overlook over in Duncannon.


[image: image] Hudson Valley Brewery, Beacon, NY: A short hike from Breakneck Ridge, this innovative brewery is a bit off the trail but completely worth it.


[image: image] Long Trail Brewing Co., Bridgewater Corners, VT: After taking on Killington Peak, book it to this brewing mecca and spend some time at its family friendly taproom.


[image: image] Schilling Beer Co., Littleton, NH: Northwest of White Mountain National Forest is this exceptional facility specializing in delicious European-inspired ales and lagers.




[image: image]


a pint at Schilling Beer Co. in Littleton, New Hampshire





[image: image] Bissell Brothers Brewery, Milo, ME: This popular Maine-based brewery delivers with friendly service and great brews.






Day 12



FREDERICK TO HARRISBURG


96 miles/155 km, 2 hours


Grab breakfast in Frederick, then drive to Pine Grove Furnace State Park to see the true halfway point of the trail at the Appalachian Trail Museum. Get to Harrisburg in time to visit the National Civil War Museum, then spend the evening walking its historic streets and enjoying a nice dinner at Home 231.


Day 13


HARRISBURG TO JIM THORPE


90 miles/145 km, 2 hours


After breakfast in Harrisburg, drive through the towns of Pennsylvania coal country via I-81 and US-209. Stop to stretch your legs in the old mining city of Pottsville, taking a tour of D. G. Yuengling & Son Brewery and grabbing lunch at the cheese-centric Wheel. Continue for another hour to the cozy town of Jim Thorpe. Visit the Old Jail Museum and, if you have time, hike inside Lehigh Gorge State Park. Enjoy dinner at Moya.


Day 14


JIM THORPE TO BLAIRSTOWN


55 miles/89 km, 1.5 hours


Head east on US-209 to East Stroudsburg. Grab breakfast at The Cure Café. Next, visit Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area and hike the Tumbling Waters Trail (3 mi/4.8 km, 1.5-2 hours) or Mount Tammany via the Loop Trail (3.5 mi/5.6 km, 2-2.5 hours). Honor Friday the 13th with a meal at the Blairstown Diner and take a walk downtown by Blair Academy.


Day 15


BLAIRSTOWN TO BEACON


120 miles/193 km, 3 hours


You’ll want to stop the car numerous times to view the scenic beauty of the rolling Hudson Valley on this trek. Drive CR-519 and NJ-23 north and stop to hike High Point Trail (4 mi/6.4 km, 2-2.5 hours) in High Point State Park. Continue onto Warwick for lunch at Eddie’s Roadhouse and ice cream at Bellvale Farms Creamery. You’ll end the day on another high note with a sunset hike to the top of Bear Mountain (4 mi/6.4 km, 3 hours), where the Appalachian Trail was born. Spend the night in Beacon.


Day 16


BEACON TO SALISBURY


97 miles/156 km, 2.75 hours


Drive 45 minutes to the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library & Museum, then head toward Connecticut and visit Kent for lunch at Kingsley Tavern. Be sure to see Bull’s Bridge while you’re there. Caleb’s Peak & St. John’s Ledges (4 mi/6.4 km, 2.5-3 hours) makes a great late-afternoon hike, before spending the evening in Salisbury. Dine at White Hart Restaurant & Inn; maybe get a room there, too.


Day 17


SALISBURY TO PITTSFIELD


40 miles/64 km, 1 hour


Spend a leisurely day in Massachusetts, starting with a light hike on Bash Bish Falls Trail (1 mile/1.6 km, 30 minutes). Visit Great Barrington for a late breakfast at Fuel Coffee Shop. Then go bigger with a hike of Monument Mountain. Have a late lunch in Stockbridge, grabbing something quickly at Elm Street Market, before visiting the Berkshire Botanical Garden. Spend the evening in Lenox, maybe taking in a show at Tanglewood Music Center. Whatever you do, have a drink at Brava and stay overnight in Pittsfield.




Trail Magic


Hiking the Appalachian Trail is a lot easier when there’s some help out there. Thus enters “trail magic,” in which a person helps a hiker out by leaving a care package at a key spot, giving out some free beer, or offering up a place for the night. You can do your part by volunteering officially or stopping by a trail town, where you can buy a thru-hiker a beer or drop off supplies at a shelter.


Volunteer Opportunities


[image: image] Mount Rogers A.T. Club (www.mratc.pbworks.com): Find out about opportunities to keep the trail clean and navigable in the Virginia highlands


[image: image] New York-New Jersey Trail Conference (www.nynjtc.org [URL inactive]): Work to keep the northern portion of the AT in good shape.


[image: image] AMC-Berkshire (www.amcberkshire.org): Help crews work on the Appalachian Trail in western Massachusetts.


[image: image] Appalachian Trail Conservancy (www.appalachiantrail.org): Volunteer with the ATC to paint blazes, fix shelters, or clear trees.


Trail Communities


[image: image] Hiawassee, GA: This is an early stop for many thru-hikers for its modest food options and gear shop.


[image: image] Franklin, NC: This town in Nantahala National Forest has a must-stop brewery and an accommodating lodging community.


[image: image] Hot Springs, NC: The AT threads right through this small outpost, which has an AT festival in April.


[image: image] Damascus, VA: “Trail Town USA” has multiple trail crossings, a huge festival every May, several gear shops, and a very hospitable brewery.


[image: image] Waynesboro, VA: Hikers love the Chinese buffet and brewery at this stop between the Blue Ridge and Shenandoah National Park.


[image: image] Duncannon, PA: Duncannon has a few inexpensive places for hikers to stay and a festival every June.


[image: image] Delaware Water Gap, PA: This hidden trail town has decent food and plenty of rest opportunities for tired feet.


[image: image] Kent, CT: In addition to shops, restaurants, and inexpensive accommodations, Kent also has showers in the middle of town specifically for thru-hikers.


[image: image] Hanover, NH: The AT runs through this college town with popular diners.


[image: image] Monson, ME: The last refuge before the 100-Mile Wilderness is a necessary stop for hikers.






Day 18



PITTSFIELD TO WOODSTOCK


120 miles/193 km, 2.5 hours


Drive scenic US-7 north toward Rutland, stopping along the way in North Adams, maybe to visit MASS MoCA. Manchester Center has plenty of lunch options. After Rutland, turn east on US-4. For a quick hike, Thundering Brook Falls (1 mile/1.6 km, 30 minutes) gets the legs moving, and Long Trail Brewing Co. has the necessary provisions.


Day 19


WOODSTOCK TO LINCOLN


94 miles/151 km, 2.5 hours


On this day, drive on US-4 into Hanover and check out Dartmouth College and the Hood Museum of Art. Then run up US-5 to Littleton and White Mountain National Forest. Enjoy a late lunch and a lager at Schilling Beer Co. before visiting the Old Man of the Mountain. Hike Arethusa Falls (3 mi/4.8 km, 2 hours) and settle in for dinner in Lincoln at Pemi Public House.


Day 20


LINCOLN TO RANGELEY


160 miles/258 km, 4 hours


Watch for moose on this trip. Start the day by driving up the Mount Washington Auto Road to the summit of Mount Washington. Then head east on US-2 to Bethel and grab some pub grub at Steam Mill Brewing. Take US-2 to ME-17 and enjoy the wild drive north to Rangeley. Be sure to stop at Height of Land and hike Bald Mountain (2.5 mi/4 km, 1.5 hours) before dusk. Stay the night in Rangeley and dine at the Portage Tap House.


Day 21


RANGELEY TO BAXTER STATE PARK


185 miles/298 km, 4 hours


On this final day, your legs will get a workout from hitting the gas pedal. Start with breakfast at Classic Provisions, then drive ME-149, US-201, and ME-16 toward Monson. Visit the Appalachian Trail Visitor Center, eat at Spring Creek Bar-B-Q, and continue on ME-6, then ME-11, past the 100-Mile Wilderness to Millinocket and Baxter State Park. Enjoy Katahdin, the northern end of the Appalachian Trail, whether you hike it or admire from a distance (OK, you’ll need a 22nd day for this). From Katahdin, Bangor is 90 miles (144.8 km) and 2 hours away, primarily on I-95.


Weekend Getaways


So, you may not have 21 days to drive the entirety of the Appalachian Trail from Georgia to Maine. But, if you find yourself in a nearby city, you can always breathe it in for a weekend. Heck, that was Benton MacKaye’s original purpose for the trail!


From Atlanta


Atlanta residents can escape the city by heading two hours north on US-19 and GA-75 into Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest. Brasstown Bald is a great day hike, especially if you begin from the Jacks Gap parking area. After the hike, drive into Hiawassee for an evening of buffet-style grub and cool breezes. The next morning, take on High Shoals Falls, then reward yourself with some hush puppies and a beer at The Happy Hawg. Stroll it off at Hamilton Rhododendron Gardens. Take in one last view atop Bell Mountain before heading home.




[image: image]

homes and shops in Jim Thorpe, Pennsylvania







[image: image]

view from Bellvale, New York, into the Warwick Valley










[image: image]


the road to Brasstown Bald





From Charlotte


Drive west on US-74 and I-26 for about three hours to Hot Springs, the perfect miniature vacation for Charlotte residents. Hike nearby Big Bald in Tennessee for a real Appalachian Trail test, then rest your legs with a soak at Hot Springs Resort and Spa. Dine at Iron Horse Station before calling it a night. The next day, spend a morning at Lover’s Leap Trail. Fill up after the workout at the Smoky Mountain Diner.




Small-Town Charm


Regardless of where you end up along the Appalachian Trail, you’re bound to find yourself in a unique town that simply takes you by surprise. In addition to embracing the outdoors, these fun communities have great food and drink, modern art and music, and great people.


[image: image] Dahlonega, GA: The first major stop for thru-hikers, there’s a museum (about gold!) and plenty of good food in this walkable downtown.


[image: image] Asheville, NC: One of the coolest small cities in America is home to breweries and restaurants galore, plus the historic Biltmore Estate.


[image: image] Roanoke, VA: Great breweries and bars, plus an iconic neon landmark, make this an underappreciated city.


[image: image] Waynesboro, VA: For hikers, Waynesboro is hard to beat. An awesome outdoor shop, good breweries, and decent food options score this town high.


[image: image] Frederick, MD: A burgeoning arts scene, great restaurants, historic sites, and a cool little collegiate feel make this city a fun weekend trip.


[image: image] Jim Thorpe, PA: For families, this rail and coal town with a storied past has plenty to offer. Good bars, too.


[image: image] Warwick, NY: There’s a great little food culture brewing in this hip town. Plenty of accessible hiking nearby, too.


[image: image] Beacon, NY: A renowned art museum, galleries, stores, delicious beer, cool dinner spots, and a mountain viewable from Main Street: What more can you want?


[image: image] Great Barrington, MA: This hip enclave has coffee shops, a historic theater, and nearby hiking trails.


[image: image] North Adams, MA: With festivals, a major art museum, funky restaurants and bars, and plenty of outdoor accessibility, this is a popular hangout.


[image: image] Littleton, NH: A walkable Main Street, some outstanding places to sit and have a beer, and easy access to White Mountain National Forest make this a winner.


[image: image] Rangeley, ME: The incredible beauty of Maine is on full display here. Take in the fresh air while dining at a cool small-town restaurant.





From Washington DC


Beltway residents are lucky to be pretty close to the Appalachian Trail. For instance, drive just one hour on I-270 north to Frederick for a fantastic day in a historic city. Hike to Annapolis Rock, visit Everedy Square & Shab Row, and reward yourself with a beer at one of the city’s breweries. Get up early the next day for a hike of the Big Red Trail at Greenbrier State Park in Boonsboro, just 30 minutes away. Fuel up at Dan’s Restaurant & Tap House. Finally, drive another 15 minutes west to visit Antietam National Battlefield before heading back.


From Philadelphia


It’s a mere 1.5 hours along I-476 north to Jim Thorpe, a fantastic home base for an overnight that includes a hike of The Pinnacle. While in Jim Thorpe, stop at the Old Jail Museum and shop the Old Mauch Chunk Historic District. Make it a full weekend with a hike to Bake Oven Knob and a beer at Union Publick House, plus a trip on the Lehigh River with Jim Thorpe River Adventures.


From New York City


There are plenty of easy escapes to the AT from New York, from East Stroudsburg to Warwick to Bear Mountain State Park. But my recommendation is to head two hours up I-87 and I-684 north to Kent. Spend some time shopping and dining, checking out Bull’s Bridge, then hiking the Macedonia Ridge, which provides great views of nearby mountains. For a weekend, visit Kent Falls State Park with a picnic, then head north a bit to West Cornwall. See the West Cornwall Covered Bridge and score a table at RSVP.


From Boston


Drive MA-2 west three hours to North Adams, a perfect base camp for a hike of legendary Mount Greylock, a five-hour journey to one of the most famous summits along the AT. After your hike, grab a much-deserved meal at Public Eat+Drink. The following day, hit up Renee’s Diner for breakfast before visiting MASS MoCA. Stop at Natural Bridge State Park to see the only natural white-marble arch in North America before heading home.


Best Hikes


Ready to get out and hit the dirt? Here are some of the best hikes along the Appalachian Trail, which offer a little bit of something for everyone.


Fall Foliage


SAM’S GAP TO BIG BALD


13 miles/21 km, 6-7 hours


Pisgah National Forest, North Carolina: This long ridge hike near Mars Hill and about 20 miles north of Asheville gives you all those Smoky Mountain views—without the carloads of tourists.


MCAFEE KNOB


8.8 miles/14.2 km, 4-5 hours


Salem, Virginia: With its iconic perch and widescreen views, McAfee Knob has everything you want for an October hike.


BEAR MOUNTAIN


6.7 miles/10.8 km, 3-4 hours


Mount Riga State Park, Connecticut: This fantastic hike through woods and dwarf pines reaches a large rock pile where you can view fall colors for days.




[image: image]

Bear Mountain Bridge and Bear Mountain in New York
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panoramic view from Brasstown Bald in Georgia
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McAfee Knob in Virginia





MOUNT GREYLOCK


6.2 miles/10 km, 4-5 hours


New Ashford, Massachusetts: Summit this iconic peak in October and you’ll be rewarded with especially dazzling views.


History


SPRINGER MOUNTAIN LOOP


4.7 miles/7.6 km, 2.5 hours


Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest, Georgia: The southern terminus of the AT is an emotional beginning (or end), and it’s a doable climb for most.



BEAR MOUNTAIN



4 miles/6.4 km, 3 hours


Bear Mountain State Park, New York: This is where the Appalachian Trail was born. The views aren’t bad either—you can see New York City on a clear day.


MOUNT GREYLOCK


6.2 miles/10 km, 4-5 hours


New Ashford, Massachusetts: This hike has great views and a rich history, having been summited by literary greats like Henry David Thoreau and Herman Melville.


KATAHDIN


9.5 miles/15.3 km, 5-7 hours


Baxter State Park, Maine: The northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail is a great American peak with equal parts danger and excitement.


Waterfalls


TUMBLING WATERS TRAIL


3 miles/4.8 km, 1.5-2 hours


Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, Pennsylvania: This easy hike down steps leads to two simply beautiful falls.


BUTTERMILK FALLS TRAIL


2.8 miles/4.5 km, 2 hours


Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, New Jersey: Check out the tallest falls in New Jersey while ascending about 1,000 feet/305 m.


RACE BROOK FALLS


4.8 miles/7.7 km, 4-5 hours


Sheffield, Massachusetts: Climbing up these falls until you reach the summit of Mount Everett is quite the challenge.


THUNDERING BROOK FALLS


1 mile/1.6 km, 30 minutes


Killington, Vermont: Take a stroll on a boardwalk to a pretty waterfall tucked away in busy Killington.


Off the AT


BRASSTOWN BALD


6.5 miles/10.5 km, 3.5-4 hours


Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest, Georgia: Start from Jack’s Gap and make your way to this iconic lookout, the highest peak in Georgia.


MARYLAND HEIGHTS TRAIL


4.5 miles/7.2 km, 3 hours


Sandy Hook, Maryland: Outstanding views of Harpers Ferry and Civil War history await hikers on this strenuous climb.


MOUNT EQUINOX


7 miles/11.3 km, 3.5-4.5 hours


Manchester, Vermont: You’ll test yourself up this heavy ascent, but the payoff is worth it: incredible views of Vermont, Massachusetts, and New York.




Historic Stopovers


History runs through much of the trail’s surrounding area, with museums, sites, and other historical landmarks sprinkled throughout the region. With special focus on the Civil War, the Gilded Age, and the American Civil Rights Movement, here are sites you’ll want to visit while on and around the Appalachian Trail.


Civil War


[image: image] Antietam National Battlefield, Sharpsburg, MD: The single bloodiest battleground of the Civil War stands as a historic site and an enduring history lesson.




[image: image]


Antietam National Battlefield in Maryland





[image: image] National Civil War Museum, Harrisburg, PA: Spend hours learning the history of the war at this definitive museum.


[image: image] Battle Monument, West Point, NY: A Tuscan column dedicated to the men whose lives were lost for the Union is part of Trophy Point at West Point.


The Gilded Age


[image: image] Biltmore Estate, Asheville, NC: Built for the son of the wealthiest man in America, a Vanderbilt, this “little mountain escape” is a 179,000-square-foot mansion with its own village and winery.


[image: image] Vanderbilt Mansion, Hyde Park, NY: This Hudson River mansion with 54 rooms and Italianate gardens houses the other members of the Vanderbilt family. Bring a picnic!


[image: image] Naumkeag, Stockbridge, MA: Home to rapturous gardens that include the Blue Steps, this 44-room mansion symbolizes Berkshire elegance.


Civil Rights


[image: image] Center for Civil and Human Rights, Atlanta, GA: Spend at least a half day at this museum and educational center. Stand in a re-created segregation-era lunch counter, and learn more about human rights leaders across the world.


[image: image] Mast General Store, Asheville, NC: This general store was once a lunch counter that was the site of a sit-in during the American Civil Rights Movement.


[image: image] W.E.B. DuBois National Historic Site, Great Barrington, MA: Pay tribute to one of the pioneers of the Civil Rights Movement at his birthplace. Nearby is the DuBois Center, which keeps documents written by the leader.
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Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee
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[image: Image] GA-52: Springer Mountain
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[image: Image] NC-63/209: Max Patch
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[image: Image] US-25/70: Hot Springs
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Highlights


S Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historical Park: Start your journey at this monument to the U.S. Civil Rights Movement (click here).


S Springer Mountain Loop: Take on the southern terminus of the Appalachian Trail, the ultimate trailhead at 3,780 feet (click here).


[image: Image]


S Museum of the Cherokee Indian: Learn about the history of the Cherokee people through intense and immersive exhibits that include life-size models (click here).


S Wheels Through Time: You’ll get lost checking out the goods at this Maggie Valley motorcycle museum (click here).


S Clingmans Dome: The highest point on the Appalachian Trail offers 360-degree views of Great Smoky Mountains National Park (click here).


S Rocky Top Trail: Spend a day on this classic hike in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, summiting an unusual peak and taking in views of the North Carolina Blue Ridge (click here).


S Biltmore Estate: America’s largest home is more than a Gilded Age wonder. Visitors can marvel at art, walk trails, and sip wine at this Asheville institution (click here).


S Blue Hole Falls: You’ll be shocked by the color of this beautiful waterfall and swimming hole in Elizabethton (click here).







Best Restaurants


S Poor Hendrix, Atlanta: It’s as casual as can be with yummy pub grub, well-curated wines, and a rhythm all its own (click here).


S The Happy Hawg, Hiawassee, Georgia: Barbecue, beer, and good views make this the pick among visitors to this little city (click here).


S Little House of Pancakes, Gatlinburg, Tennessee: Of all the pancake houses in the Smokies, this flips the most lids (click here).


S Buxton Hall Barbecue, Asheville, North Carolina: This is your stop for whole-hog Eastern Carolina barbecue. It also makes a heck of a sandwich (click here).


S Cúrate, Asheville, North Carolina: Welcome to flavor central, where Spanish tapas sing and reservations are necessary (click here).


S Smoky Mountain Diner, Hot Springs, North Carolina: If it’s greasy spoon you want, you’re gonna get it at this classic pit stop for hungry hikers (click here).





Just as the story of the Appalachian Trail begins with Springer Mountain in Georgia, the story of Southern Appalachia begins with the rolling Blue Ridge Mountains that crawl up this wild and wonderful region.


The first great frontier in America, Southern Appalachia is defined by the Blue Ridge, which begins in northern Georgia and continues north along the North Carolina-Tennessee border. It’s here where self-sufficient Americans settled to live in mountain tranquility, and where an enterprising spirit and appreciation for nature’s gifts are still celebrated today.


Before entering the mountains, you’ll begin this trip in Atlanta, a major transportation hub and typical entry point for folks hoping to begin an Appalachian Trail trek. The city provides a fitting gateway to Appalachia: North of Atlanta, the roads climb into the Blue Ridge, and the trail snakes through untamed forest, scaling high peaks that climax with Clingmans Dome in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the highest point on the AT.


Great Smoky Mountains National Park is the country’s most popular national park, and its gateway towns of Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge are teeming with tourists. You’ll also find tourists east of the mountains in Asheville, a city in the midst of a major arts, music, and foodie renaissance. In this region you’ll be reminded of the very first settlers of the area, the Cherokee Indians of North Carolina and Tennessee. They clashed frequently with European settlers through the early 19th century and still wield strong influence over this expanse of rolling hills and deep rhododendron forest.


Planning Your Time


The Southern Appalachia section of the trail covers a little more than 260 miles (418 km), so you’ll need at least a full week for this area. You’ll want to spend at least two days, if not three, in either Atlanta or Asheville, and the amazing national parks and forests here will take up the rest of your time.


Atlanta is a perfect starting point because of its outstanding access to all major American cities. It takes a bit longer to drive to the AT from Atlanta, but the city’s convenient airport makes it worth it. If you’re doing the whole region, note that Hiawassee, Asheville, Gatlinburg, and Johnson City have plentiful overnight options.




Best Accommodations


S Peach House Bed & Breakfast, Atlanta: The rooms at this pleasant little house call to mind Atlanta’s history and culture with a dash of whimsy (click here).


S Barefoot Hills, Dahlonega, Georgia: This spot appeals to thru-hikers and vacationers alike, with eco-friendly cabins and trailhead shuttles (click here).


S Hostel Around the Bend, Hiawassee, Georgia: This is a perfect place for hikers to rest, meet some new friends, and gear up for the trek ahead (click here).


S Dancing Bear Lodge, Townsend, Tennessee: These timber-built accommodations in an underrated town close to Great Smoky Mountains National Park provide a fine getaway (click here).


S Bon Paul & Sharky’s Hostel, Asheville, North Carolina: This welcoming, funky hostel is perfect for those planning to spend on booze and food rather than lodging (click here).


S Marshall House Inn, Marshall, North Carolina: This boutique hotel near Weaverville is a rare find for the mountains, bringing a dash of New York style to Appalachia (click here).


S Laughing Heart Lodge, Hot Springs, North Carolina: A home for all hikers, this lodge doubles as a place to re-center yourself (click here).





If you don’t have time to do the entire region, pick Atlanta or Asheville as a base and spend a few days in either area. In Atlanta, spend a day or two exploring the city, one day hiking Springer Mountain, and maybe another day taking a side trip to Dahlonega or Hiawassee. If staying in Asheville, spend some time in the city and then branch off to hike at Great Smoky Mountains National Park or Pisgah National Forest.


If you’re planning on visiting this area after October, be aware that some roads in Great Smoky Mountains National Park close for the winter. It gets cold in high elevations, even in the Southeast.


Getting There


This region covers about 260 miles (418 km), so there’s a lot of driving, and much of it is in higher elevations on winding state routes. You’ll start in Atlanta, Georgia (at 1,050 ft/320 m) and end in Shady Valley, Tennessee (at 2,785 ft/850 m).


Car


From Atlanta the route starts on US-19 north toward Dahlonega and the Chattahoochee National Forest. Then it connects with US-76, GA-69, and then US-64 east through Nantahala National Forest. Through the forest the route runs into US-19 again, which will continue east, though there’s a lollipop on US-441 into Great Smoky Mountains National Park. US-19 runs into I-40, which hits Asheville. Then it’s up I-26 through the suburbs and across the border into Tennessee. At Johnson City the route changes onto US-321 into Elizabethton, and then takes TN-91 up to Shady Valley toward Virginia.


All of this route switching is necessary because interstate highways tend to avoid mountains, a common theme you’ll find throughout this road trip. Also, the state and federal routes are pretty fun and run into small towns that epitomize the region quite well. If you want a highway respite, I-75 bypasses the north Georgia forest, and, in Chattanooga, runs north alongside the Blue Ridge Mountains. After Knoxville it meets I-81, which runs beside the western end of the mountains. On the east side, I-85 and I-77 parallel the mountains. Both I-40 and I-26 cut through the Blue Ridge and meet up in Asheville.




Best AT Hikes


The first few hundred miles of the Appalachian Trail can be strenuous thanks to high elevations and rolling climbs. But many of the best day hikes in the Southern Appalachians can be done in just a few hours.


[image: image] Springer Mountain Loop (4.7 mi/7.6 km, Chattahoochee National Forest): Get to the trailhead of the AT and pay homage to the father of the trail with this sweet, even emotional hike (click here).


[image: image] Neels Gap to Blood Mountain (4.3 mi/6.9 km, Blairsville): A great hike for people looking to take a step up from intermediate, it includes switchbacks, scrambling, and an awesome AT shelter (click here).


[image: image] Wayah Bald (8.5 mi/13.7 km, Nantahala National Forest): The hike to Wayah Bald Tower gives you an opportunity to delight in rhododendrons, while the payoff includes 360-degree views of multiple mountain ranges (click here).


[image: image] Max Patch (1.5 mi/2.4 km, Pisgah National Forest): Short, sweet, and necessary, Max Patch delivers everything a first-time Southern Appalachian hiker could want, including beautiful wildflowers and a grand overlook (click here).


[image: image] Sam’s Gap to Big Bald (13 mi/21 km, Pisgah National Forest): It’ll take some time to complete this classic ridge hike, but it’s worth the trip thanks to Big Bald’s terrific Smoky Mountain views (click here).





Air


Ten miles (16 km) south of downtown Atlanta, Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport (ATL, 600 N. Terminal Pkwy., 800/897-1910, www.atl.com) is a hub for Delta Airlines and a focus city for Frontier Airlines, Southwest Airlines, and Spirit Airlines. It also services Alaska Airlines, American Airlines, Boutique Airlines, JetBlue Airways, and United Airlines, plus several international carriers. Hartsfield-Jackson connects to Atlanta’s MARTA public transportation system, with trains leaving every 10-15 minutes. For those seeking a rental car (a good idea if you’re heading to the AT), the ATL SkyTrain takes passengers from the domestic terminal to the rental car center.


Asheville Regional Airport (AVL, 61 Terminal Dr., #1, Fletcher, NC, 828/684-2226, https://flyavl.com) is served by Allegiant, American Airlines, Delta, JetBlue, Sun Country, and United. Nonstop destinations include Atlanta, Charlotte, Chicago, Dallas, Houston, Newark/New York, and Washington DC, plus multiple Florida cities. The airport is about 15 miles (24 km) south of downtown Asheville, and the S3 bus on Asheville’s ART system connects the airport and downtown. Most major rental car companies have booths at the airport, right near baggage claim.


Tri-Cities Regional Airport (TRI, 2525 TN-75, Blountville, TN, 423/325-6000, www.triflight.com) is a 17-mile (27-km) drive north of Johnson City and services the Tri-Cities area. Its carriers include Allegiant, American Airlines, and Delta. Destinations serviced include Atlanta, Charlotte, and Dallas. Rental car counters are inside the terminal near baggage claim.


Train


The small Peachtree Station (1688 Peachtree St. NW, 800/872-7245) is the main train station in Atlanta, serviced by Amtrak (800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com) via its Crescent line, which connects New Orleans to New York City.


Bus


The main Greyhound station in Atlanta is downtown (232 Forsyth St. SW, 404/584-1728, www.greyhound.com, noon-midnight daily), from where buses take off on more than 20 routes daily. There’s a second Greyhound station at the Hartsfield-Jackson airport (6000 N. Terminal Pkwy., 404/765-9598, www.greyhound.com, 8am-1:30pm Mon.-Fri.) with just one route, which heads to downtown Atlanta from Savannah on the east coast of the state.


There’s a Greyhound station in Asheville (605 Swannanoa River Rd., 850/584-7084, www.greyhound.com, 24 hours daily), located at a Shell gas station and connecting riders to Washington DC, Atlanta, and other locations. Tickets are only available online. And there’s a Greyhound station in Johnson City (137 W. Market St., 423/926-6181, 7:30am-3:30pm and 8am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 7:30am-9:30am, 1:30pm-3:30pm, and 8pm-10pm Sat.-Sun.), with connections to Atlanta, Nashville, and other regional destinations.


Fuel and Services


Before driving into the mountains, make sure you have a full tank. There are a number of cities with multiple service stations. If you’re doing the whole trip, fill up first in Atlanta, then Dahlonega, Franklin, Cherokee or Gatlinburg, Asheville, and Erwin. Prices are generally below the national average in these areas.


For reports on road conditions when in Georgia, dial 511. In Tennessee, dial 511 or 877/244-0065 when out of state. In North Carolina, dial 511 or 877/511-4662 when out of state. For emergency assistance, call 911.


Atlanta


Atlanta (pop. 498,715) hasn’t always been the sprawling metropolis that it is today. In the early 1800s the city was primarily a settlement for the Creek Indians, who largely stayed near the Chattahoochee River, the major (and nearly only) body of water in the city limits. European settlers forced the Creek Indians out of the area by the 1820s, kick-starting the city’s first growth period. Atlanta became a rail hub connecting points on the Atlantic coast with the interior. The rails proved vital for the Confederate armies during the Civil War, but after a Union siege of the city in 1864, Confederate general John Bell Hood decided to retreat and called for the burning of all public buildings. After the war a rebuilt Atlanta, driven by its rail power, became the center of technology, commerce, and culture in the Southeast.



[image: Image]



Since the turn of the 20th century, Atlanta has been a major hub of activity. It was the birthplace and childhood home of Martin Luther King Jr. and has been a key player in the fight for African American civil rights. It became a center for international commerce and conventions thanks to the 1976 opening of the Georgia World Congress Center, part of a large district of convention centers, sporting arenas, and museums. In 1996, the city hosted the Summer Olympics, and artifacts from that event can still be found throughout the city.


Atlanta is a tourist city in many ways, home to a number of museums celebrating everything from soft drinks to civil rights. But monuments to Dr. King and President Jimmy Carter seem to get lost in the city’s gray sprawl: Atlanta’s many wide avenues and highways cut through neighborhoods, separating cultures and experiences.


Still, the neighborhood scene is interesting and vital. Young professionals who’ve been coming to the city in droves are settled in gentrified communities like Cabbagetown and Reynoldstown, while Little Five Points mixes a sharp edge with a dash of tourism. A good example of the city’s evolution—and its attempts to improve quality of life and walkability—is the mixed-use BeltLine, a former rail line that is turning into a community connector.


Because it’s a major hub, Atlanta serves as a destination for Appalachian Trail hikers looking to visit Springer Mountain, which is about 100 miles (160 km) north in Chattahoochee National Forest. Thru-hikers, especially, may fly into the city and take a day or two to rest before beginning their hike. There’s plenty to do in Atlanta for everyone.


Getting There and Around


Air


Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport (ATL, 600 N. Terminal Pkwy., 800/897-1910, www.atl.com) is a hub for Delta Airlines and a focus city for Frontier Airlines, Southwest Airlines, and Spirit Airlines. It also services Alaska Airlines, American Airlines, Boutique Airlines, JetBlue Airways, and United Airlines, plus several international carriers. Hartsfield-Jackson connects to Atlanta’s MARTA public transportation system, with trains leaving every 10-15 minutes. For those seeking a rental car (a good idea if you’re heading to the AT), the ATL SkyTrain takes passengers from the domestic terminal to the rental car center. All major rental car carriers have booths here.


There’s taxi service from the airport; if you plan on taking a cab from the airport to another zone (downtown, midtown), plan on paying at least $40. By and large, cab companies claim that cars are sanitized and drivers are screened to ensure cleanliness and safety. Uber and Lyft have ports at the airport; an Uber from Hartsfield-Jackson to downtown starts at $15, while a Lyft starts around $18 for the same ride.


Car


Because attractions are spread out a bit in Atlanta, you’re likely going to need a car. Be aware that Atlanta has a lot of traffic; factor in extra driving time when planning your time.


I-285 loops around the city, connecting with every major highway that branches out from the metro area, starting with the north-south I-75, which continues northwest to Chattanooga, Tennessee, before straddling the western edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains and on toward Lexington, Kentucky, and Cincinnati, Ohio. I-75 leaves the city to the southeast, heading toward Tampa and Miami. Its mirror image is I-85, which heads northeast to Charlotte, North Carolina, and Richmond, Virginia, and leaves the city heading southwest to Montgomery, Alabama. The combination of I-75 and I-85 cuts through the center of the city. The major west-east arterial is I-20, which goes west to Birmingham, Alabama, and all the way to Dallas, Texas, and east into South Carolina.


Train


The small Peachtree Station (1688 Peachtree St. NW, 800/872-7245) is the main train station in the city, servicing Amtrak (800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com) via its Crescent line, which connects New Orleans to New York City.


Take public transportation via MARTA (404/848-5000, www.itsmarta.com), which has four lines primarily inside the city’s loop. All lines intersect at Five Points (30 Alabama St. SW); the north-south Red and Gold lines head to the airport and, going north, break off into the suburbs. The Green and Blue lines run west-east and provide connections to tourist attractions like the King Center, CNN Center, and Phillips Arena. The system generally operates 5am-1am weekdays and 6am-1am weekends; you can expect trains to arrive every 12-20 minutes.




One Day in Atlanta


Morning


Wake up early and head to Home Grown for the best breakfast you’re likely to have in a long time. After filling up, read up on our 38th president with an early-morning visit to the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum. Spend two hours or so at the Carter museum, or opt for a visit to the Center for Puppetry Arts. Spend about two hours hanging out with the Muppets at this phenomenal facility.


Afternoon


Grab a light bar snack at The Porter Beer Bar before visiting the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historical Park. Spend time in the visitors center learning about the ongoing struggle for equality, then visit King’s birthplace and final resting place. Take a break after visiting this insightful place, either with a quick nap at the hotel or with a drink nearby. Wait out rush hour traffic.


Evening


Dinner is at The Optimist, but don’t fill up on booze. Your next stop is The EARL to take in some local music. After the show, take the party to The Righteous Room, pound for pound the best bar in the city.





You need to purchase a Breeze Card at a MARTA station vending machine. The card itself is $2, and it’s an additional $2.50 for each fare.


Bus


The main Greyhound station in Atlanta is downtown (232 Forsyth St. SW, 404/584-1728, www.greyhound.com, noon-midnight daily), from where buses take off on more than 20 routes daily. There’s a second Greyhound station at the Hartsfield-Jackson airport (6000 N. Terminal Pkwy., 404/765-9598, www.greyhound.com, 8am-1:30pm Mon.-Fri.) with one route, which heads to downtown Atlanta from Savannah on the east side of the state.


MARTA (https://itsmarta.com) has more than 100 routes around the city. Breeze Cards are recommended if you’re riding a MARTA bus, but you can also insert coins or cash (up to $5) in the fare box.


Bicycle


Atlanta is spread out, but you could manage the city by bicycle if you plan on staying downtown or near neighborhoods like Cabbagetown, Reynoldstown, or Little Five Points. Relay Bike Share (www.gohopr.com/atlanta, $3.50 per 30 minutes) offers around 500 bikes that you can pick up at designated charging stations and hubs.


Sights


Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum


On 35 acres of a bubble relatively isolated from Atlanta’s busy streets, the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum (441 John Lewis Freedom Pkwy. NE, 404/865-7100, www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., $12 adults, $10 seniors, military, and students, free under age 17) immerses you in the life and times of the 38th president, with special attention paid to his major presidential accomplishments and his post-presidential civil rights leadership.


Visitors can enter a replica of Carter’s Oval Office, which includes artifacts like the chair, globe, and flag, and follow Carter through a day of his presidency. You can also view Carter’s 2002 Nobel Peace Prize. Surrounding the center are landscaped gardens open to the public. The center also hosts concerts, workshops, and special author events.


Center for Puppetry Arts


After just three minutes in the Jim Henson Collection Gallery at the Center for Puppetry Arts (1404 Spring St. NW, 404/873-3391, www.puppet.org [URL inactive], 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $15 museum ticket), I had to stop and clear my eyes. Anyone who’s ever been affected by puppetry—whether through Sesame Street and Henson’s Muppets or through puppets of all kinds across the world—should put this under-the-radar museum, theater, and workshop center on their list.


The center, devised by Atlanta businessman and puppeteer Vincent Anthony, runs constant educational programming where toddlers and big kids can learn puppetry and be wowed by the art form. It also hosts screenings of puppet-centric films and theatrical performances for all ages. It’s also home to the Worlds of Puppetry Museum, which features the largest collection anywhere of Henson’s puppets. The Henson exhibit takes visitors through his career, from producing commercials to singlehandedly changing children’s entertainment. Real Muppets are displayed at the center, including Miss Piggy, Gonzo, Big Bird, and Kermit the Frog. You can view Henson’s early ideas scribbled on paper and sing along with videos presented as part of the exhibit.


The museum’s Global Collection exhibit showcases puppets from across the world, some dating back several centuries. A special exhibit space changes annually, with the focus on Henson one year and the focus on international puppetry the next year.



S Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historical Park



The Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historical Park (www.nps.gov/malu) spreads itself out over numerous city blocks, covering the enormous impact of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. as an agent of global change. Here you’ll find King’s birthplace and final resting place, plus structures and exhibits that reveal his many accomplishments.
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World of Coca-Cola





The site encompasses an L-shaped area of the historically Black Sweet Auburn neighborhood. Start at the visitors center (450 Auburn Ave., 404/331-5190, ext. 5046, 9am-5pm daily), the departure point for free tours (10am daily, every 30 minutes) that go inside King’s childhood home. Exhibits at the visitors center include Courage To Lead, which details King’s journey from Atlanta to national prominence, along with the evolution of the U.S. Civil Rights Movement.


Across the street from the visitors center is the King Center (449 Auburn Ave., 404/526-8900, www.thekingcenter.org, 9am-6pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, 9am-5pm daily Sept.-May, free), which serves as a living memorial and holds nearly one million documents associated with King. It’s also the home of King’s Tomb, where both King and Coretta Scott King are buried. An eternal flame burns at the site.


Neighboring the King Center is Historic Ebenezer Baptist Church (407-413 Auburn Ave., 770/435-2535), which was built between 1914 and 1922 and was King’s childhood parish.


Cross Boulevard to visit King’s Birth House (501 Auburn Ave.), where King spent the first 12 years of life. The Historic Fire Station No. 6 (39 Boulevard), which served Sweet Auburn and illustrates King’s impact in desegregating public institutions throughout Atlanta, is also part of the site. Visitors can take self-guided tours of the fire station.


The operating hours of individual buildings may vary, so call ahead to verify that the sites you want to visit are open.


World of Coca-Cola


If you’re a soda lover, your Graceland may just be World of Coca-Cola (121 Baker St. NW, 404/676-5151, www.worldofcoca-cola.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-7pm Fri., 10am-9pm Sat.-Sun., $18 adults, $16 seniors, $14 ages 3-12). Celebrating America’s preeminent soft drink, World of Coca-Cola runs through the history of the brand and blasts visitors with the full Coke experience through exhibits, movies, and interactive features. The Milestones of Refreshment exhibit is the history lesson, including items like a circa 1880s soda foundation and 1939 Argentine delivery truck. The Coca-Cola Theater is home to an extended commercial that might make you want to teach the world to sing. Then there’s Vault of the Secret Formula, an entire exhibit devoted to the closely guarded formula for original Coca-Cola. Visitors can create their own soft drink formulas and put them up against “The Real Thing.”


Center for Civil and Human Rights


It’s recommended you spend up to two hours at the Center for Civil and Human Rights (100 Ivan Allen Jr. Blvd. NW, 679/999-8990, www.civilandhumanrights.org, noon-5pm Sun. and Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat., $20 adults, $18 seniors and students, $16 ages 7-12), but that may not be enough. The interactive experience at the facility includes a re-creation of a segregation-era lunch counter and an interactive glimpse into the lives of the Freedom Riders via oral histories and a short film. Also check out the Spark of Conviction exhibit, a gallery that showcases human rights leaders and efforts throughout the world.


Recreation


Ponce City Market


Close your eyes and imagine a large-scale, multi-zone playground for millennials devised and developed by advertising and marketing teams. Nearly every major city has one, and in Atlanta it’s Ponce City Market (675 Ponce de Leon Ave. NE, 404/900-7900, www.poncecitymarket.com, 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun.), a repurposed complex of upscale residential properties, curated food and drink spots, hangout areas like a rooftop park, a connection to a beltway, and copious shopping options. If you’re in a rush and don’t want to ask a local for a cool place to go, or if you just want the whole experience in one nifty package, preferably with a frozen cocktail, Ponce City Market will do.


The old Sears, Roebuck & Co. building, once the largest building in the South, opened as the market in 2014. It features a dizzying array of mid-level chains across two levels, plus plenty of specialty options: a hat shop, a stationery store, and a Casper mattress store. There’s a gourmet food court on the 1st floor, and on the 3rd floor, a connection to the Northeast Hiking Trail, part of the BeltLine (www.beltline.org). A weekly farmers market (BeltLine Shed, 4pm-8pm Wed. Apr.-Nov.) takes place in this area, while the market also hosts a number of daily events, from informational sessions with political leaders to artist talks and blood drives.


Arguably the biggest draw at Ponce City Market is The Roof (www.poncecityroof.com), an entertainment complex headlined by Skyline Park (www.skylineparkatlanta.com, 3pm-10pm Mon.-Wed., 3pm-11pm Thurs., 3pm-midnight Fri., 11am-midnight Sat., 11am-10pm Sun., $15 adults, $7 under age 13, games and golf extra), designed to mimic an old-school carnival with midway games and mini-golf. The Roof also includes Nine Mile Station (770/999-1532, www.9milestation.com, 5pm-10pm Mon.-Wed., 5pm-11pm Thurs., 5pm-midnight Fri., 11am-midnight Sat., 11am-10pm Sun., under $80 dinner, under $35 brunch), a beer garden-and-shareable plate hot spot, and Rooftop Terrace (www.rooftopterraceatl.com), an event space.


Parks


Piedmont Park (1320 Monroe Dr. NE, www.piedmontpark.org, 6am-11pm daily) was forestland before it was purchased in 1834 and turned into farmland. In 1904 it was sold to the city, which turned it into a civic gathering place. The 189-acre park provides a refreshing wealth of green space where residents and visitors enjoy picnic areas, ballfields, Lake Clara Meer, and a variety of annual festivals. Piedmont is home to the Atlanta Botanical Garden (1345 Piedmont Ave. NE, 404/876-5859, www.atlantabg.org, 9am-6pm Tues.-Sun., $23 adults, $20 ages 3-12), whose grounds allow for a peaceful walk through an orchid house, an edible garden, a children’s garden, and a popular Japanese garden with maples and rare bamboo.


Numerous parks are sprinkled throughout downtown Atlanta. The big one is Centennial Olympic Park (265 W. Park Ave. NW), which was created as a gathering place for visitors to the 1996 Summer Olympics; it was also the site of the July 27 bombing during those Olympics. These days it’s a sweeping stretch of green space between the midtown skyline and the landmarks that dot the park’s west end. Check out the Fountain of Rings, which has an interactive fountain synchronized to music, or take a ride on SkyView Atlanta (168 Luckie St. NW, 4pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-midnight Fri., 10am-midnight Sat., 10am-10pm Sun., $15 adults, $13 seniors, military, and students, $10 ages 3-11), a 20-story Ferris wheel that provides some high-quality views of the city.


Woodruff Park (91 Peachtree St. NW, 6am-11pm daily) is fully outfitted for the modern park lover. Amenities include a bocce ball court, table tennis, a children’s play area, and plenty of green space on which to lay out a blanket. There’s also a Relay Bike Share pickup and drop-off area here. At the north end of the park is the International Peace Fountain (Auburn Ave. and Peachtree St.), an impressive water display built before the 1996 Olympics to honor Atlanta’s place in the Civil Rights Movement. It’s a good place for a photo op. The park hosts meditation and yoga, plus a few festivals.


Spectator Sports


Atlanta is first and foremost a football city. Professionally, that means the Atlanta Falcons, who play at Mercedes-Benz Stadium (1414 Andrew Young International Blvd. NW, 470/341-5000, www.atlantafalcons.com), a space-age retractable-roof mega-stadium that opened in 2017. It’s a Super Bowl venue, and it’s also home to college football events like the Chick-fil-A Peach Bowl and, every so often, the College Football Playoff National Championship game.


Speaking of college football, the Georgia Tech Yellow Jackets (or the “Ramblin’ Wreck”) play at Bobby Dodd Stadium (177 North Ave. NW, www.ramblinwreck.com). Georgia Tech is part of the Atlantic Coast Conference. Sun Belt Conference members the Georgia State Panthers have taken over the Atlanta Braves’ former Turner Field, now called Center Parc Credit Union Stadium (755 Hank Aaron Dr. SE, www.stadium.gsu.edu [URL inactive]). It’s an enjoyable venue, even if seeing the right-field stands towering overhead is a bit jarring.


As for the Braves, the local baseball team and 2021 World Series champions now takes up residence well north of the city. Truist Park (755 Battery Ave. SE, www.braves.com) opened in 2017 and seats 41,000 for Braves home games. The park is attractive but pretty similar to other small, all-outdoor ballparks opened since 2000.


Back downtown, State Farm Arena (1 State Farm Dr., 404/878-3000, www.nba.com/hawks) is the home of the National Basketball Association’s Atlanta Hawks. State Farm Arena also hosts the large touring concerts that come through Atlanta, from country music stars to the likes of Billie Eilish and Elton John. The Women’s National Basketball Association’s Atlanta Dream also play their home games at State Farm Arena.


If you’re looking for college hoops, the Georgia Tech men’s and women’s basketball teams play at McCamish Pavilion (965 Fowler St. NW, 404/894-5400, www.ramblinwreck.com), which is also known as the “Thrillerdome.”


Entertainment and Events


Bars and Clubs


Midtown and West Midtown


Next to the Plaza Theater, The Righteous Room (1051 Ponce de Leon Ave. NE, 404/874-0939, www.stayrighteous.com, 2pm-2am Mon.-Fri., noon-2am Sat., noon-midnight Sun.) may be the perfect bar. The staff is friendly, the digs strike the perfect balance between stylish and dive, and the beer runs the gamut from Miller High Life to locals like SweetWater. Plus there’s a beautiful jukebox, a brick-and-red-wallpaper motif that just sings, and awesome local art and photos on the walls. Add a menu of traditional and unusual pub grub (chili cheese wedges, fish-and-chips, salmon quesadilla), and I’d actually move to the neighborhood to make this my local haunt.


A legend in its own right, Manuel’s Tavern (602 N. Highland Ave. NE, 404/525-3447, www.manuelstavern.com, 11am-midnight Mon., 11am-1am Tues.-Fri., 9:30am-1am Sat., 9:30am-midnight Sun.) has played host to just about anyone with clout in Atlanta. In place since 1956, the tavern serves the city with a robust collection of liquor and a solid menu that includes sandwiches, burgers, and hot dogs, including its famous hot dogs and Brunswick stew.


Monday Night Brewing (670 Trabert Ave. NW, 404/352-7703, www.mondaynightbrewing.com, 4pm-9pm Mon.-Wed., 4pm-10pm Thurs., noon-midnight Fri.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) is named for the owners’ original brew nights. You’ll find indoor and outdoor space here, plus a variety of beers—with a decent share of IPAs. Food trucks stop by regularly. They also own the Monday Night Brewing Garage (933 Lee St. SW, 4pm-9pm Mon.-Wed., 4pm-10pm Thurs., noon-midnight Fri.-Sat., noon-8pm Sun.) in the West End, which features barrel-aged and sour beers. This is a clean, hip space with high ceilings and a relaxed vibe.


Downtown


Some people have absolutely had the greatest nights of their lives at Sister Louisa’s Church of the Living Room & Ping Pong Emporium (466 Edgewood Ave. SE, 404/522-8276, www.sisterlouisaschurch.com, 5pm-3am Mon.-Sat., 5pm-midnight Sun., under $25). The combination church, art gallery, bar, and Ping-Pong hangout may offend the religious, as the bar has plenty of artwork and other goodies that range from lightly blasphemous to code red. It’s worth a trip if you want to spend a cheap beer or two taking in neon-tinged sarcastic spirituality.


Drink some beer, or even a cocktail, while playing Street Fighter or Mario Kart. Joystick Gamebar (427 Edgewood Ave., 404/525-3002, www.joystickgamebar.com, 4pm-2:30am Mon.-Fri., noon-2:30am Sat., noon-midnight Sun., under $15) is an enjoyable arcade with a knowingly nerdy side and 1990s aesthetic. Board games are free to take to your table. It serves cheap cans of lager along with house cocktails and alcoholic slushie drinks.


Little Five Points


Scour a book to find the beer of your choice at The Porter Beer Bar (1156 Euclid Ave. NE, 404/223-0393, www.theporterbeerbar.com, 4pm-midnight Mon.-Thurs., noon-midnight Fri.-Sat., noon-10pm Sun., under $25). In a cool, dimly lit bar with accommodating servers and bartenders, you’ll get lost trying to find the perfect beer to accompany your corned beef Reuben or salt-and-vinegar popcorn.


Fun as heck, the Euclid Avenue Yacht Club (1136 Euclid Ave. NE, 404/688-2582, www.yachtclubatlanta.com, 4pm-midnight Mon., noon-3am Tues.-Sat., noon-midnight Sun., under $20) has been around for more than three decades and never disappoints. Let the name fool you, because it has the air of a yacht club with wood finishings and pastoral pictures. But beyond that it’s a fun bar with tons of cheap and crazy drinks, a relaxed vibe, and fun events like a burlesque trivia night. Food includes sandwiches, burgers, and bites like loaded tater tots, cracklings, and pierogies.


While Wrecking Bar Brewpub (292 Moreland Ave. NE, 404/221-2600, www.wreckingbarbrewpub.com, 5pm-9pm Sun. and Tues.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Fri., noon-10pm Sat., under $25) is set in a Victorian mansion, its offerings are very much here and now. Inside, the building has been preserved with stone walls and hardwood floors, and outside there’s a wonderful little patio. The brewpub makes its own tasty beer, and there’s a deep whiskey list to boot. Food includes sandwiches, indulgent entrées like duck breast and risotto, and cheesy and briny shareables.


Cabbagetown and Reynoldstown


97 Estoria (727 Wylie St. SE, 678/974-7919, noon-midnight daily, under $20) is half hipster hangout, half good ol’ dive bar with lots of stickers on the wood panels and graffiti in the bathroom. There are extremely cheap canned beer specials and a nice list of local micros, a cozy wood interior, and low-fi DJ nights. There’s also an outdoor patio area.


With its classic light wood bar area and brick interior, Milltown Arms Tavern (180 Carroll St., 404/827-0434, www.milltownarmstavern.com, 4pm-midnight Mon., 4pm-1am Tues.-Wed., 4pm-2am Thurs., 4pm-3am Fri., 11:30am-3am Sat., noon-midnight Sun., under $25) looks old-school, but you’d be surprised to learn it opened in 2005. Milltown Arms earns high marks for its friendly atmosphere, leaning Irish and soccer-mad, but welcoming to all with a menu of burgers and pub food.


East Point


Over in East Point, Chairs Upstairs Bar and Restaurant (2783 Main St., 404/768-0007, noon-2am Mon.-Sat., noon-midnight Sun., under $25) has a little of everything. Order a cocktail or a local beer at the long bar, or play billiards, foosball, or arcade games in the narrow seating area. Hungry? Chairs prides itself in its brisket, which comes in a number of offerings (get the brisket queso). There’s outdoor seating, too. Chairs looks modern and hip, but it’s very much a local haunt that doesn’t take itself seriously.


Close to East Point is College Park, whose main drag is home to Brake Pad (3403 Main St., College Park, 404/766-1515, www.brakepadatlanta.com [URL inactive], 11am-10pm daily, under $25), part local bar, part snack bar, and fully a former auto garage. Food includes burgers, a mean brisket sandwich, and wings. The overhang allows for outdoor seating, so come on by for day drinking in your vintage Callahan Auto Parts T-shirt.


Live Music


Atlanta is bursting with live music venues. Young and hungry local bands vie for success at 529 Bar (529 Flat Shoals Ave. SE, 404/228-6769, www.529atlanta.com, 2pm-midnight Mon.-Wed., 2pm-2:30am Thurs.-Sat., tickets under $20). Warm up with some jazz, R&B, blues, comedy, and world music at Apache XLR (393 Marietta St. NW, 404/490-2410, www.apachexlr.com, 8pm-midnight Tues., 9pm-1am Wed.-Thurs., 10am-3pm and 9pm-1am Fri.-Sat., 10am-3pm and 8pm-midnight Sun., tickets under $40). Down in the southwest corner of the city, St. James, Live! (3220 Butner Rd., Ste. 240, 404/254-3561, www.stjamesliveatl.com, 7pm-11pm Wed.-Thurs., 6pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., 2pm-5pm Sun., tickets up to $60) is a jazzy, dimly lit venue with a Mediterranean vibe decorated in warm tones. The EARL (488 Flat Shoals Ave. SE, 404/522-3950, www.badearl.com, 11:30am-2:30am Mon.-Sat., 11:30am-midnight Sun., tickets under $40) features both rising local acts and well-established hitmakers while serving up burgers and snacks inside its intimate space.


Regional and national acts swing by City Winery (2718, 650 North Ave. NE, Ste. 201, 404/946-3791, 11am-10pm Sun.-Wed., 11am-11pm Thurs.-Sat., tickets up to $100), which is located inside Ponce City Market. A former iron smelting room inside an old plow factory, Terminal West (887 W. Marietta St. NW, Studio C, 404/876-5566, www.terminalwestatl.com, tickets up to $40) pulls in plenty of national acts with a focus on indie. There’s typically a greater range of show types, naturally, at the Variety Playhouse (1099 Euclid Ave. NE, 404/524-7354, www.variety-playhouse.com, tickets up to $100), which one night will feature Americana and the next a Beatles tribute band. Center Stage (1374 W. Peachtree St., 404/885-1365, www.centerstage-atlanta.com) has three venues where it presents live concerts, comedy shows, and special events. The art deco Buckhead Theatre (3110 Roswell Rd. NE, 404/843-2825, www.thebuckheadtheatre.com, tickets up to $50) is a slightly larger concert venue that can hold 1,800, cycling in national acts and local favorites.


Over in Northwest Atlanta, the famed Northside Tavern (1058 Howell Mill Rd. NW, 404/874-8745, www.northsidetavern.com, noon-2:30am Mon.-Sat., noon-midnight Sun., $10 weekends) is a dive writ large. It looks ratty from the outside, there are stickers everywhere, it smells like old beer and eroded wood, and the beer is cold and inexpensive. All worth it. But the Northside gets its acclaim for being an old-school blues and rock bar. Every night there’s music, from weekday jam sessions and regulars to weekend events where you gotta pay at the door. Make your pilgrimage.


Performing Arts


The Fox Theatre (660 Peachtree St. NE, 855/285-8499, www.foxtheatre.org) opened in 1929 with an extravagant proscenium influenced by ancient Egyptian design. The former movie house glimmers and is one of Atlanta’s theater landmarks; today it hosts live theater, major comedy shows, and the occasional national touring band. Alliance Theatre (1280 Peachtree St. NE, 404/733-4650, www.alliancetheatre.org) produces and presents dynamic plays inside the gorgeous new Coca-Cola Stage. It also hosts kids’ shows, workshops, and other special events.


Festivals and Events


No festival in Atlanta is quite like the Atlanta Dogwood Festival (Piedmont Park, 1320 Monroe Dr. NE, Apr., www.dogwood.org, free). When the pretty white dogwoods begin to bloom, the city gathers at Piedmont Park to celebrate spring with live music, rides and games, food, a 5K run, and artisans and crafters. Music Midtown (Piedmont Park, 1320 Monroe Dr. NE, Sept., www.musicmidtown.com, under $150) is the big, two-day aural festival in the city, which in the past has featured acts like Mumford & Sons and Bruno Mars. Also at Piedmont, the Atlanta Jazz Festival (Piedmont Park, 1320 Monroe Dr. NE, Memorial Day weekend, www.atlantafestivals.com, free) brings a host of local and notable musicians to the city. Finally, jam out to roots, Americana, and experimental rock at SweetWater Brewing Company’s 420 Fest (Centennial Olympic Park, 265 W. Park Ave. NW, Apr., https://sweetwater420fest.com). The brewery says it named it 420 Fest to honor Earth Day, but come on: Previous headlining artists include Trey Anastasio (cofounder of Phish), 311, and Snoop Dogg.


Shopping


Part of the growing trend of all-in-one communities where high-end shopping mixes with high-end residential and dining, Atlantic Station (1380 Atlantic Dr. NW, www.atlanticstation.com) is an enticing open-air, walkable shopping area featuring national chains like IKEA and Nike.


One step up from Atlantic Station is Westside Provisions District (1198 Howell Mill Rd., 404/872-7538, www.westsideprovisions.com); the chains here include upscale shops like CB2. Its stores are spread out in brick buildings that once housed a meatpacking plant.


For those needing some hiking gear before hitting the trail, there’s small chain Mountain High Outfitters (1248 W. Paces Ferry Rd. NW, 404/343-1764, www.mountainhighoutfitters.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.) in Northwest Atlanta. It sells all the essentials plus Yeti coolers and glamping items, and you can rent backpacks, tents and paddleboards.


Food


Downtown


Get your New York-style pie at Rosa’s Pizza (62 Broad St. NW, 404/521-2596, 11am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sat., under $25), a classic pizza joint with tile floors and little else. There’s a few oddball toppings, but stalwarts like ground beef and mushroom can’t be ignored. Calzones are available, too.


You’ll get superb diner fare with a twist at Atlanta Breakfast Club (249 Ivan Allen Jr. Blvd. NW, 470/428-3825, www.atlantabreakfastclub.com [URL inactive], 6:30am-3pm daily, under $20). For breakfast there’s shrimp and grits, chicken and waffles, and peach cobbler French toast, while lunch includes a fried chicken sandwich and a shrimp po’boy.


Little Five Points


You’ll need two hands and potentially an extra jaw to handle the burgers at The Vortex (438 Moreland Ave., 404/688-1828, https://thevortexatl.com, 11am-10:30pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11:30pm Fri.-Sat., under $30). The specialty here is the Quadruple Coronary Bypass Burger, which features eight slices of Texas toast, 32 ounces of sirloin, 28 slices of cheese, 4 fried eggs, 27 strips of bacon, and 12 ounces of mayonnaise. The Vortex is a bar first, and an over-21 joint, so minors won’t be allowed in.


It’s a good idea to make reservations for Babette’s Café (573 N. Highland Ave. NE, 404/523-9121, www.babettescafe.com, 5pm-9pm Wed.-Sun., under $70), which was inspired by the film Babette’s Feast and showcases French and Italian cooking, with a sprinkling of Spanish. You’ll want to pair a good bottle of wine with your dinner here.


Cabbagetown and Reynoldstown


Home Grown (968 Memorial Dr. SE, 404/222-0455, www.homegrownga.com, 8am-2pm Wed.-Sun., under $20 breakfast and brunch, under $25 lunch) has no target demographic, only people who want good food. The happy, community-centric Home Grown serves up casual Southern comfort food in a sunny diner. Breakfast is served all day, highlighted by the Comfy Chicken Biscuit (open-faced in sausage gravy), while lunch includes homemade pimento and fried green tomatoes (Grant’s Stack) and a killer fried bologna sandwich on Texas toast. Music here darts from trap to Todd Rundgren, and the employees all seem to absolutely love the place.


Share southwestern tapas at the warm Agave Restaurant (242 Boulevard SE, 404/588-0006, www.agaverestaurant.com, 4pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 4pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., under $50). Agave specializes in soups, enchiladas, tostadas, and a famous dish of cayenne fried chicken. You may not want to share that last one.


Other Areas


Go deep into the Gulf coast without having to pop on a swimsuit at The Optimist (914 Howell Mill Rd., 404/477-6260, www.theoptimistrestaurant.com, 5pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., under $50), located in the Georgia Tech area. With a raw bar, gumbo, mussels, and redfish, the Optimist serves happy, hungry folks in a postindustrial dining room with rustic woods, clean blue-and-white linens, and subway tile.


Inside Ponce City Market is the delish Root Baking Co. (2nd floor, 675 Ponce De Leon Ave. NE, 470/639-8046, www.rootbakingco.com [URL inactive], 9am-2pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-4pm Fri.-Sun., under $20). This one is simple: Get bread or pastries. For breakfast, Root has build-your-own breakfast sandwiches. The spacious dining room encourages folks to sit and enjoy.


The Busy Bee Café (810 Martin Luther King Jr. Dr. NW, 404/525-9212, www.thebusybeecafe.com, 11am-7pm daily, under $30), sitting in an area close to Clark Atlanta University, Morehouse College, and Spelman College, is certainly busy—its website lets you know the likely wait time. Come to this iconic, James Beard-winning soul-food spot and order everything from fried chicken to fried fish, ham hocks, and black-eyed peas. If your belly somehow isn’t full, then get back in line.


The menu at East Lake hangout S Poor Hendrix (2371 Hosea L. Williams Dr. SE, #2, 404/549-8756, www.poorhendrix.com, 4pm-10pm Thurs.-Mon., under $40) is a grab bag. One night it’s spaghetti and meatballs and the next it’s salmon tartare. With a cool little wine list and plenty of outdoor seating, it’s a great spot for lingering over a couple good hours.


Accommodations


$150-250


Built in 1901, S Peach House Bed & Breakfast (88 Spruce St. NE, 404/908-0788, www.thepeach.house, $150-250) is a ridiculously cute peach-colored house with six ridiculously cute rooms. The Peach Blossom Suite is a lovely Victorian without the frilly additions, while the Sweet Auburn Room pays homage to the 1960s South; its green-yellow walls, mid-century furniture, and colorful bedding make it a stunning stay. The house has a front porch, workout equipment, and a seasonal hut tub.


Centrally located to museums, hot food and drink spots, and highways, the Artmore Hotel (1302 W. Peachtree St. NW, 404/876-6100, www.artmorehotel.com [URL inactive], $140-250) has queen and king rooms, plus relatively affordable studios and suites. The studios have kitchens, while the suites have living rooms and wet bars.


Downtown, The Ellis Hotel (176 Peachtree St. NW, 404/523-5155, www.ellishotel.com, $140-200) is a high-rise boutique with 127 rooms and suites. Accommodations are simple and clean, and the hotel has a women’s-only floor, a dog-friendly floor, and a fresh-air floor, where each room has a 24-hour air-filtering machine plus sealed mattresses and pillows.


Over $250


The Hotel Clermont (789 Ponce De Leon Ave., 470/485-0485, www.hotelclermont.com, $330-500) has more than 90 rooms and suites plus a rooftop bar and restaurant. Standard rooms have king or queen beds, plus tiled bathrooms and lounge chairs. The Clermont also has hostel-style bunks that house up to four people; these rooms go for as much as $300 per night. For entertainment, you can simply go to the basement: Yes, that’s the iconic Clermont Lounge occupying the building’s bottom floor.


Information and Services


For travel and tourism information, visit the Atlanta Convention & Visitors Bureau (233 Peachtree St. NW, Ste. 1400, 404/521-6600, www.discoveratlanta.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.).


Dahlonega


Take US-19 65 miles (105 km) north from Atlanta to reach the largest city close to the Appalachian trailhead. Dahlonega (pop. 6,437) gives hikers a golden opportunity to rest and relax before taking on the trail. And I really mean “golden”—in 1828 Dahlonega was the site of the first great gold discovery in America. Dahlonega is also an official Appalachian Trail community, with the Dahlonega Trailfest (www.dahlonegatrailfest.org) taking place in September.


Gold Museum Historic Site


All the action in Dahlonega focuses on the town’s public square, home to the Dahlonega Gold Museum Historic Site (1 Public Square N., 706/864-2257, 9am-4:45pm daily, $8.50 adults, $8 seniors, $6 ages 7-17, free under age 7). Set inside a historic 1836 courthouse building, the museum tells the story of America’s first great gold rush. Visitors can see coins produced at the U.S. Mint branch that existed in the city and gold nuggets from the 19th century, plus get a full tour of the old courthouse, including the judge’s chambers. Note: The 2nd floor of the museum isn’t reachable by wheelchair.
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Dahlonega Gold Museum Historic Site
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Blood Mountain Shelter near Neels Gap
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Brasstown Bald






Dahlonega Trailfest



Toward the end of the hiking season, the city comes together at Dahlonega Trailfest (Sept., Public Square and Hancock Park, www.dahlonegatrailfest.org). The city was named an Appalachian Trail community in 2011, and the festival honors its essential presence as a pre-hike (or post-hike, for you southbound hikers) destination. Local craft vendors, hiking suppliers, brewers, winemakers, and restaurateurs all make it a point to be at this three-day event.


Food and Nightlife


One of the more fortunate gold discoverers was Capt. Frank Hall, and he practically fell into the stuff. According to legend, he was building his new residence in the late 1800s in Dahlonega when he struck gold. More than 100 years later, when the home was the Smith House Inn & Restaurant (84 S. Chestatee St., 706/867-7000, www.smithhouse.com, 11am-3pm Tues.-Thurs., 11am-7:30pm Fri.-Sun., under $25), a worker accidentally punched a hole that uncovered a mine shaft. That changed the entire direction of the inn, which today allows visitors to check out the 20-foot chute while enjoying country meals like fried chicken and baked ham.


Like they say in the film Super Troopers, Shenanigans (87 N. Chestatee St., 706/482-0114, www.theshenaniganspub.com, 11am-9pm Sun. and Wed.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., under $30) is the place with all the goofy stuff on the walls and the chicken fingers. This Irish haunt is extremely popular with locals, and the inexpensive food includes Irish fare, burgers, pizza, and nachos. And yes, it does have chicken fingers.


Prost! Get the full German experience at Reens’ Bratzeit & Biergarten (77 Memorial Dr., #A, 706/867-7741, 11:30am-7pm Thurs., 11:30am-8pm Fri.-Sat., noon-3pm Sun., under $25). Offerings include veal bratwurst, currywurst, potato pancakes, and schnitzel. German beer is on tap, and an outdoor patio opens for warm weather and Oktoberfest celebrations.


They call the chicken fingers “gold fingers” at Foothill Grill (995 Morrison Moore Pkwy. W., 706/864-0863, www.foothillgrill.com, 7am-3pm Tues.-Sun., under $20). Some sandwiches, like a BLT with onion, are served with two sides. Breakfast is served all day at this straightforward diner with booths, barstools, and laminated tables.


Grab a beer and fill up for the night at Gold City Growlers (10 Chestatee St., 706/864-4677, www.goldcitygrowlers.com, 11am-7pm Tues.-Wed., 11am-8pm Thurs., 11am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 1pm-6pm Sun., under $15). There are 20 taps and a small bar space for those hoping to try out some of the newest brews in northern Georgia. While drinking, you can also shop Gold City Growlers’ extensive collection of vinyl records and other gifts.


Locals love to cavort at Spirits Tavern (19 E. Main St., Ste. D, 706/482-0580, www.spirits-tavern.com, 11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., under $20). Enjoy solid cocktails with juicy burgers, chicken sandwiches, and fresh salads. The chicken comes from Springer Mountain Farms up in northeast Georgia.


Dahlonega is in the heart of a miniature wine country, with multiple wineries within 10 miles (16 km) of the city center. The best include Cavender Creek Vineyards (3610 Cavender Creek Rd., 706/451-9084, www.cavendercreekvineyards.com, 12:30pm-6:30pm Sun-Thurs., 12:30pm-7pm Fri., 11am-7pm Sat., under $40), which features frequent live music at a laid-back farm; Wolf Mountain Vineyards (180 Wolf Mountain Trail, 706/867-9862, www.wolfmountainvineyards.com, 11am-5pm Fri. and Sun., 11am-4pm Sat., under $40), where visitors can gather around a cedar-and-stone bar that recalls a beautiful mountain lodge; and Three Sisters Vineyards & Winery (439 Vineyard Way, 706/865-9463, www.threesistersvineyards.com, 11am-5pm Thurs.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., under $35), which grows a variety of grapes at its small but friendly farm.


Etowah Meadery (3003 Morrison Moore Pkwy. E., 706/864-6323, www.etowahmeadery.com, 2pm-7pm Wed., 2pm-9pm Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun., under $25) has a rotating selection of honey wine. It shares its space with Dahlonega Brewery (3003 Morrison Moore Pkwy. E., 706/864-6323, www.thedahlonegabrewery.com, 2pm-7pm Wed., 2pm-9pm Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun., under $25). The city’s first craft brewery serves up an always-changing roster of beers, from IPAs to dark stuff, inside a sweet tasting room with sturdy wood tables, welcoming lighting, and outside seating.


Accommodations


The Smith House Inn & Restaurant (84 S. Chestatee St., 706/867-7000, www.smithhouse.com, $140-215) has fried chicken and a gold mine, but more importantly, it accommodates visitors across multiple buildings: the main historic inn, a lodge, villas, and cottages. The sweet, unassuming rooms painted in earth tones are extremely comfortable, and the price is affordable for this tourist city.


Smack in the middle of the city is the Dahlonega Square Hotel & Villas (135 N. Chestatee St., 706/426-5275, www.dahlonegasquarevilla.com, $140-210), which offers six king rooms and six double-queen rooms, plus a separate suite. There’s also a separate villa for one group at a time, and another off-site house with four separate spaces. The spacious rooms are a cut above standard chain rooms, with some including 19th-century-style furniture. The hotel also features tastings of wines from the local Kaya Vineyard & Winery (5400 Town Creek Rd., 706/219-3514, www.kayavineyards.com, 11am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 12:30pm-5pm Sun., under $35). Kaya also rents out four polished farmhouse-style cottages ($400-450).


27 on Park (27 S. Park St., 706/864-0021, www.27onpark.com, $130-250) is clearly the class of the city, featuring well-dressed farmhouse-chic guest rooms with hardwood floors, dark woods, and ample outdoor sitting space. Rooms are a little pricier than expected, but there’s a lot of care in this unpretentious venue.


For an experience with plenty of options, there’s S Barefoot Hills (7693 US-19, 770/312-7342, www.barefoothills.com, $100-300). Typical guest rooms are pleasing to the eye and have their own bathrooms, Wi-Fi, and television, but there’s also a lodge suite with full kitchen, multiple eco-friendly cabins, and a hiker hostel ($35). Barefoot Hills also has a thru-hiking special ($210), in which those about to begin a thru-hike can get a full-service room and shuttle to Springer Mountain.
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Welcome to the Appalachian Trail. From the trailhead, which is 1 mile (1.6 km) from the summit of Springer Mountain, you have nearly 2,200 miles (3,540 km) of trail ahead of you, finishing at Katahdin in Maine. Hundreds of thousands of dreams take flight at this very spot, part of Chattahoochee National Forest. While not everyone hikes it all the way through, every Appalachian Trail hiker contributes to the trail’s special, shared journey.


Getting There and Around


Getting to Springer Mountain can take some work. The trailhead (Ellijay, 34.626648, -84.193993) is 96.9 miles (156 km) north of Atlanta by way of I-85, US-19, GA-136, and GA-52, and 20.5 miles (33 km) west of Dahlonega by way of GA-9 and GA-52. Near the Springer summit is a parking lot (34.637452, -84.195753). The Appalachian Trail Conservancy suggests that hikers park and start their hikes to Springer at Amicalola Falls State Park, where an 8.5-mile (13.7-km) approach trail (Ellijay, 34.599611, -84.223765) preludes the official AT trailhead. Why? It gets busy, especially in March and April when thru-hikers descend on Springer to begin their massive hikes.


You can drive to the Springer lot by turning right onto Nimblewill Church Road from GA-52. This uphill, at times rocky drive can be taxing for cars that aren’t equipped to handle the terrain. It’s a 10.7-mile (17.2-km) drive that typically takes 40-45 minutes. Thru-hikers will often call a shuttle that can pick them up from either Hartsfield-Jackson airport or the MARTA North Springs station in Atlanta. Most of these shuttles are driven by residents with personal cell numbers and email addresses. More official shuttle operators include Survivor Dave (www.atsurvivordave.com), who travels between North Springs and other locations. Also, the Barefoot Hills (470/788-8043, www.barefoothills.com/hikerhostel) hostel in Dahlonega operates shuttles to and from Atlanta and its facility.


Hiking


You don’t have to be a thru-hiker to do Springer. The following loop hike includes the summit and part of the AT. If you can, try to go either in midsummer or late in the year when the trail will be less crowded.



S Springer Mountain Loop [image: Image]



Distance: 4.7 miles (7.6 km)


Duration: 2.5 hours


Elevation gain: 680 feet (207 m)


Difficulty: Moderate


Trailhead: Springer Mountain summit parking lot (34.637452, -84.195753)
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Take the AT from the parking lot, going south toward the summit. Continue to the summit while passing the trailhead for the Benton MacKaye Trail, honoring the father of the AT. You’ll ascend about half the climb on this mile-long (1.6-km) trek over relatively rocky terrain, after which you’ll reach the summit, which provides views of the very Southern Appalachians, bursting vividly during the fall. If you’re there in the cool spring of April or likely colder November, you might catch some thru-hikers.


After taking in the summit, turn around and take the AT back until you connect again with the MacKaye Trail, identified by white diamond blazes. Turn right and take the MacKaye down the mountain and around to Ball Mountain. Near the Ball summit a spur trail with double white-diamond blazes leads to a scenic overlook of the area of Amicalola Falls State Park. There’s also a memorial to MacKaye on the MacKaye Trail, plus stream crossings and abundant rhododendron, a regular sight in the Southern Appalachians. The MacKaye will run back into the AT after about 4 miles (6.4 km); turn left to take the AT back to the parking lot.


Accommodations


The closest place to Springer to stay is Amicalola Falls Lodge (418 Amicalola Falls Rd., Dawsonville, 800/573-9656, www.amicalolafallslodge.com, lodge rooms $200-300), which has options for all kinds of travelers. For those keeping it light, there are 24 campsites ($30-35), most with power and water, fire rings, and grills. Want to feel like an influencer? You can try a glamping tent ($169) that has room for children, too. There are also 14 rooms inside the main lodge ($200-300); many have mountain views.


Information and Services


For more information about Springer Mountain, call Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest (770/297-3000).


Neels Gap


From Dahlonega, take the winding US-19 north through the forest 31.2 miles (50 km) until you reach Neels Gap, an intersection with the Appalachian Trail. Here day hikers have an opportunity to taste the Southern Appalachian wilderness atop a pretty north Georgia summit.


Hiking


Neels Gap to Blood Mountain [image: Image]


Distance: 4.3 miles (6.9 km)


Duration: 2-2.5 hours


Elevation gain: 1,470 feet (448 m)


Difficulty: Moderate


Trailhead: Parking lot at Mountain Crossings at Walasi-yi (12471 Gainesville Hwy., Blairsville, 34.735098, -83.918053)


From the parking lot you’ll cross US-19. Use caution: It’s a curvy road where cars may be coming quickly. On the other side of US-19, follow the white blazes of the Appalachian Trail southbound. Within 0.9 mile (1.4 km) you’ll reach a junction with the Byron Reece Memorial Trail; continue on the AT as it opens to some neat views. You’ll begin to feel the climb at this point, as the trail begins ascending switchbacks. After 0.5 mile (0.8 km) it levels out, but then you’ll meet up with boulders, necessitating some work from the hands. After another 0.5 mile (0.8 km) you’ll reach a pine forest, indicating you’re close to the summit. It won’t be long before you’ve reached the 4,460-foot (1,360-m) peak. At the summit is the Blood Mountain Shelter (34.739922, -83.937051), a stone building constructed in 1937. When finished, head back the way you came.


For an alternate option (4.4 mi/7.1 km round-trip) where the only difference is the approach to the AT, park about a mile (1.6 km) north of Neels Gap at the Byron Reece trailhead (34.741051, -83.920537). You’ll enter the woods via the blue-blazed Bryon Reece Memorial Trail and take that until you reach the AT crossing. At that point, turn right to go southbound and toward Blood Mountain’s summit.


Shopping and Accommodations


At the parking lot at Neels Gap is Mountain Crossings at Neel Gap (12471 Gainesville Hwy., Blairsville, 706/745-6095, www.mountaincrossings.com, 9am-5pm daily), an outfitter/hostel on the trail where you can stock up on gear, food (pizza, ice cream), and AT gifts. This historic stone building has been around since the trail opened, and it marks the only covered portion of the trail. The hiker’s hostel ($20) is first-come, first-served.


Brasstown Bald


To get here from Neels Gap, turn off US-19 at GA-180 and take that to Jacks Gap, about a 16-mile (26-km) drive.


It seems unfair that Brasstown Bald (2941 Hwy. 180 Spur, Hiawassee), the highest point in all of Georgia at 4,784 feet (1,458 m), is just a couple of cheap miles off the Appalachian Trail. Why not let AT hikers have the pleasure of 360-degree views of the Hiawassee Ridge, the Blue Ridge peaks to the north, and—on the clearest of days—the Atlanta skyline?


Brasstown Bald, and much of the area in this southern part of the Appalachian Trail, was originally Cherokee land. The Cherokees settled throughout modern-day Appalachia well before the 1600s, expanding into various sub-tribes while making deep connections with their surroundings. The Brasstown Bald area was known as Itse’yi, meaning “place of fresh green,” but early English settlers who traded with the Cherokee tribe misinterpreted the word as Untsaiyi, which means “brass.” The settlement was called Brasstown by the English. The mountain was called Etonah by the Cherokee, a name that sticks today, though Brasstown Bald is the popular moniker.


The bald itself is also popular, as evidenced by a gigantic parking lot that can hold a few hundred vehicles. You can drive to the lot ($5) and hike the rest of the way, or you can hike one of a few trails that connect to the summit. At the summit is the T. S. Candler Memorial (Mar.-Oct.), a massive stone monument to a former Georgia Supreme Court judge who was an early supporter of Brasstown tourism. The memorial includes a visitors center, a theater showing a 15-minute movie on regional history and ecology, a viewing tower ($3 ages 16 and older), and plenty of viewing opportunities. On a clear day you can see downtown Atlanta, plus miles of rolling mountains. During the off-season you can walk about the memorial deck. There’s also a picnic area at the summit.


There’s the cheater’s way to reach the summit (starting from the parking lot), or there are longer routes that start near the mountain’s base. To be fair, the cheater’s way is a good hike for all levels, with a decent 500-foot (152-m) ascent on paved road marked by placards revealing information about local flora, fauna, and history. For families, it’s perfect.


Jacks Gap to Brasstown Bald


Distance: 6.5 miles (10.5 km)


Duration: 3.5-4 hours


Elevation gain: 1,900 feet (579 m)


Difficulty: Strenuous


Trailhead: Jacks Gap parking area at GA-180 (34.848279, -83.798707)


If you’re hiking instead of driving to Brasstown Bald, you have two options. If you’re really adventurous and have a full day, take the 10-mile (16-km) round-trip Arkaquah Trail, which starts at a crossing with Trackrock Gap Road. To reach the crossing, take GA-180 southwest, turn right on Town Creek School Road, turn right on Track Rock Church Road, and turn right again on Trackrock Gap and go 0.7 mile (1.1 km).


If you have less time but want exercise, start at the Jacks Gap parking area. When at Jacks Gap, if you crossed GA-180 and continued south on the Jack’s Knob Trail, you’d reach the Appalachian Trail in 2 miles (3.2 km), but for this hike you’re staying on the Jack’s Knob Trail north. Follow the blue blazes up on a relatively challenging stretch of incline totaling 1,400 feet (427 m) over 1.7 miles (2.8 km); there are switchbacks, which give you some time to rest. Keep an eye out for snakes, but also keep an eye out for quality views of surrounding Blue Ridge peaks.


When you feel about ready to give up, you’ll find yourself at picnic tables, signaling your arrival at the large parking area. Head toward the information center, where the trail continues on paved road to Brasstown Bald. Climb the 0.5-mile (0.8-km) summit access trail, reading about the local environment along the way, until getting to the enormous stone monument. Take in the views of the Blue Ridge, Georgia valleys, and maybe even Atlanta, before heading back on the summit access trail and Jack’s Knob Trail. Pace yourself so your knees don’t give out on the way down.


Hiawassee


From Jacks Gap, drive up GA-180 north to GA-75 north. That’ll take you into Hiawassee (pop. 880), a small city with a big job: It’s one of the first stops for Appalachian Trail hikers hoping for a little rest, a comfortable bed, and a lot of food. The trail intersects with US-76 about 10.5 miles (16.9 km) east of Hiawassee, which provides an opportunity to shuttle into town. There you’ll find a few everyday restaurants and a lot of Southern charm. People here are extra courteous and happy to help hikers.
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