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  Introduction




  Waterfalls are magical, mysterious wonders of nature. From small cascades to tall, free-falling water, each is stunning, each is unique, and each has a character and beauty of its own. I’ve been entranced by this beauty my entire life. And now, after spending the past thirty years seeking out new falls and revisiting old favorites, I’m sharing that passion with you, in the second edition of this book. Many people have told me that the first edition was their bible for waterfall hunting. Not to be disrespectful, or sacrilegious, but welcome to the New Testament! I have hiked and camped and researched tirelessly to bring you a whole new batch of waterfalls. In this second edition, I’ve added over fifty new waterfalls and thirty-five new hikes. Again, I had one goal in mind—accuracy. I set out with my pups, Mikey and Bandit, and re-hiked every trail in this book, documenting the details along the way. We hiked hundreds of miles and drove thousands more on a quest to find new trails and new adventures to share with you.




  Once I gathered my field notes, I began the laborious task of putting them into writing, making it easy for you to find the falls. With music playing in the background ranging from Deep South blues to Broadway show tunes, I found my muse, tip-tapping away on the keyboard as the words magically flowed onto the computer screen. I do hope you find this book entertaining as well as accurate. Within these pages you’ll find a collection of more than 200 waterfalls—from roadside beauties to those set deep in the forest. Enjoy this user-friendly guide as it leads you to the most magnificent waterfalls in North Carolina. Don your hiking boots and grab your camera—a world of discovery lies ahead.




  How to Use This Guide




  The waterfalls in this guide have been divided into geographic areas. This way, when you plan to visit a certain town or area, you can easily see which waterfalls are nearby. A detailed map of the trails and their surroundings are provided for each area.




  Along with each map you’ll find the hikes shown on that map. Each hike in this guide is presented in the same format, which begins with a brief description of the waterfall, from the author’s perspective.




  Next come the hike “specs”: important information such as waterfall height; my personal beauty rating for each waterfall; trail distance (out and back, unless noted as a loop), difficulty, surface, and blaze color; and approximate hiking time for the entire hike. I have also noted the county in which the waterfall is located, land status (national forest/park, private owner, etc.), trail contacts, and FYI (for your information) for additional information on the area and any other important information.




  Lastly you’ll find the relevant page and coordinates in the DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer (2010, 9th edition) to supplement the maps provided in this guide. I highly recommend getting the DeLorme Atlas & Gazetteer for any state in which you plan to hike. They’ve been of great help to me on my explorations. The National Geographic Trails Illustrated topographic maps are another useful tool and an invaluable resource when navigating through the mountains of the Pisgah and Nantahala National Forests.




  Following the hike specs you’ll see “Finding the trailhead.” Because you can’t enjoy the hike if you can’t find the trailhead, I have provided explicit driving directions, usually from two different points of reference, using either a main intersection or a state line as your starting point. State roads are indicated by “NC,” secondary roads are indicated by “SR,” and forest roads are indicated by “FR.”




  Many of the trailheads are located on USDA Forest Service roads, most of which are unmarked dirt roads, and there may be several of these in a given area. For this reason I have given specific driving distances in mileage rounded to the nearest 0.1 mile. I’ve also tried to give you the best route to the trailhead. So if you see what appears to be a shortcut on the map, chances are there’s a good reason I didn’t send you that way. (Note: When parking near a Forest Service gate, be sure not to block the gate, and try to leave room for others when parking in pull-offs.)




  While I prefer a good old-fashioned map and compass, more and more people are becoming adept at using the Global Positioning System. I therefore have provided GPS coordinates for both the trailheads and waterfalls.




  The Hike is where you’ll find a general description of what to expect along the trail. I’ve also included a brief history for each waterfall, perhaps how the falls got its name, or some interesting information about the area. I personally learned quite a bit while researching this portion of the book and found some of the folklore to be thoroughly entertaining. I hope you do as well.




  The Miles and Directions provide thorough hiking directions. Any questionable turn, every fork, and every T junction has been documented. I’ve given you the distance at which you’ll reach them and also provided left/right directions with corresponding compass direction. If the waterfall can be viewed from the roadside, no Miles and Directions are needed or given.




  I’ve worked very hard to keep you from getting lost, but please remember that trails do change over time, as do the waterfalls. The appearance of a waterfall may change with each rainfall, or lack thereof, and with every season. This is the reason I return to the same waterfalls time and time again—I’m always greeted with a new experience.




  For Your Safety




  Before you hit the trails, there’s some important information you should know to help keep you safe and sound.




  Know your limits. If I say that a trail or portion of trail is for experienced hikers only, I mean it. This means no children either. Some of the trails presented in this book are extremely steep and potentially dangerous. Please heed my warnings and hike within your limits.




  Carry the essentials. Next are the “10 Essential Items” every hiker should carry: map, compass, flashlight, first-aid kit, knife, waterproof matches, candle or fire starter, extra clothing, food, and lots of water. Better to have these things and not need them than to need them and not have them. You’ll find every one of these items (plus some others) in my day pack at all times.
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  Give someone your itinerary. Whether you hike in a group, or especially if you hike by yourself, always tell someone where you’ll be hiking and when you expect to return. If there’s a place to sign in at the trailhead, please do so prior to hiking. And don’t forget to sign out when you return.




  Watch for the blazes. For those of you new to hiking, blazes are colored markers on a tree or other natural surface that indicate where the trail goes. Not all trails have blazes, but for those that do I have listed the blaze color in the hike specs. Be aware that the blazes on some trails may be few and far between. And two blazes together on the same surface indicate that there is a sharp turn in the trail ahead.




  Dress in layers, and always bring rain gear; it can protect you from rain, wind, and cold. Weather conditions can change rapidly and drastically in the mountains, so try to get a weather report prior to hiking. It pays to be prepared.




  Wear the right footwear. It’s so easy to twist an ankle or stub a toe while hiking. Hiking boots are a simple way to prevent this. Wear good hiking boots or trail runners, and break them in prior to hiking—you don’t want to ruin your hike because of blisters.




  Carry a towel in your pack. Some trails call for fording creeks, and you don’t want to hike with cold, wet feet. Not to mention that you may want to take a dip. I swear by chamois-style pack towels, available at local outfitters or REI. They’re lightweight, compact, and dry very quickly.




  Know where you’ve been. Here’s a helpful hint when hiking on unfamiliar trails: Make it a habit to turn around and look at the trail from the other direction after taking a turn at a fork or T. This way, when you’re hiking back out, it will look familiar and you won’t miss any crucial turns.




  Be careful at the brink. Do not play at, around, or near the brink of any waterfall! I cannot stress this enough. Every year several people die at waterfalls, and I guarantee they never thought it would happen to them.




  Do not climb the face of any waterfall. Countless injuries, even deaths, have been attributed to this as well. Always remember that the rocks and terrain around any waterfall are dangerously slippery, regardless of how surefooted you may be.




  Respect the water. Lastly, be aware of how strong the currents can be at both the brink and the base of any waterfall. Never cross at the brink of a waterfall; and if you choose to take a dip at the base, look before you leap. Rocks and trees might lie beneath the surface, and currents may be strong. Choose your swimming holes wisely.




  Taking Care of Mother Nature




  Many creatures make their home in the forest. As you hike, remember that you are a guest on their terrain; respect them and the forest that harbors them. Try to live by the philosophy of “Take nothing but pictures; leave nothing but footprints.” Every stone in the creek, and every wildflower along the trail, has its purpose within the ecosystem. Please do not remove these or any items, except litter, from the forest.




  A camera is an added bonus to your pack. When you see wildflowers in bloom, you can take their beauty home with you on film or a memory card while leaving them for others to appreciate as well.




  Note: Federal law prohibits picking wildflowers; removing stones, feathers, or any other natural artifacts; and harassing wildlife in national parks.




  Practice “pack it in, pack it out” hiking. If you bring food into the forest, also bring a trash bag to carry out the wrappers and remnants, including items such as orange peels. There’s nothing worse than arriving at the base of a stunning waterfall and finding it littered with human debris. I especially ask that you not litter the trails I have shared with you.




  Last but not least, please do not shortcut the trails. If you see a shortcut between switchbacks, I implore you to resist the temptation to take it. Stay on the main trail. Shortcutting not only destroys valuable vegetation and creates erosion but also makes the trails much harder to follow.




  Happy trails!
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1Bull Cove Falls





  Solitary! Almost aloof, Bull Cove Falls stands out in a stately manner, above and different from the rest of the many playful cascades on the creek. Large downed trees rest across the lower portion of the falls, with the bark worn away and the surface smoothed out by the constant flow of the cool creek. Although Bull Cove Falls is located in North Carolina, you must drive through Tate City, Georgia, to access the trailhead.




  Height: 40 feet




  Beauty rating: Good




  Distance: 2.0 miles out and back




  Difficulty: Strenuous




  Trail surface: Hard-packed dirt




  Approximate hiking time: 1 hour, 30 minutes




  Blaze color: Blue




  County: Clay




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Tusquitee Ranger District; (828) 837-5152; www.fs.usda.gov/nfsnc




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, F6




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 76 West and US 441 in Clayton, Georgia, drive west on US 76 for 7.9 miles. Turn right onto Persimmon Road and travel 4.1 miles. Turn left onto Tallulah River Road (FR 70) and travel 1.4 miles to the Tallulah River Campground. Bypass the campground and continue straight on the unpaved road for another 6.4 miles to a parking area on your left.




  From the junction of US 76 and GA 197 near Lake Burton, Georgia, drive east on US 76 for 3.0 miles to a left onto Persimmon Road and follow directions above.




  The trailhead is located on the opposite (east) side of the road and about 50 feet south. GPS: N34 59.895' / W83 33.385'




  The Hike




  Holy smokes, there are some seriously tall trees along this hike, accompanied by the peaceful solitude of the Nantahala National Forest. A colorful array of wildflowers lines the path in springtime, splashing the forest with color, which is a perfect distraction as you pant your way steeply uphill on Beech Creek Trail 378. Cresting the hill at 0.15 mile, you’ll get a breather before heading left and coming down on the other side. As you descend, you can’t help but notice the charred remains of a brush fire that ran through the area in recent years. The descent is not nearly as steep as the climb, and if you see a tree with an arrow pointing right, ignore it and continue following the main path gently down to Beech Creek. After crossing the creek, follow it upstream, and in a tenth of a mile you’ll come to a T at a logging road. Go left; as you hike uphill, the trail transforms into a rocky roadbed. Shortly after the T, you’ll rock- and log-hop across a tributary. At 0.9 mile you’ll hike across Bull Cove Creek; the road-like trail continues straight ahead.
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  Immediately after this crossing, you want to leave the roadbed trail and begin the bushwhack portion of this hike. You may see some rock cairns stacked up to the right, giving an indication of the obscure footpath you can follow into the thickness of the forest. From here, it’s a 0.1-mile upstream trek that entails passing through thickets, and a scramble of bouldering and tree root climbing before you reach the base of Bull Cove Falls. You’ll pass several cascades along the way, but Bull Cove Falls is much larger, more powerful, and unmistakable. The waterfall drops in two tiers, and large logs rest at the base. Cliffs loom overhead to the left, forming quite an impressive setting.




  This area has been known to see some bear activity, so stay alert to your surroundings, and never get between a sow and her cubs. If bears weren’t enough of a concern, the bushwhack portion of this trail is also home to underground yellow jacket nests. My dog Mikey and I were once viciously attacked here by hundreds of the scary stingers. I highly recommend carrying some Benadryl with you. If you have known allergies, an EpiPen is essential as well.




  Traveling to the trailhead, you can’t help but notice Tate City as you pass through it. What really stands out is the barn with SEE TATE CITY painted on it in bold letters and the official road sign that reads TATE CITY—POPULATION 32+/-. This sleepy little town is said to be one of the oldest settled areas in the Southern Appalachians. It was once a thriving community, known for its corundum mines. When the mines dried up, the town became a lumber camp. When the lumber boom ended, Tate City eventually evolved into what you see today.




  Miles and Directions












	0.0

	Follow the dirt path east, steeply uphill and into the woods on a beeline toward a small ridgeline.






	0.15

	When you reach the top of the hill, the trail bends left (northeast).






	0.4

	The trail leads down to Beech Creek. Ford the creek and then head left (east), following it upstream.






	0.5

	Come to a T in the trail at an old logging road. Go left (east-northeast).






	0.57

	Rock- and log-hop across a tributary, and continue north-northeast.






	0.9

	The rocky path leads across the creek one last time. After crossing, the logging road goes straight (north). You want to immediately head right (east) and follow the obscure path upstream.






	1.0

	Arrive at Bull Cove Falls (N35 00.184' / W83 32.561'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	2.0

	Arrive at the trailhead.









  
2Falls on Deep Gap Branch





  Challenging! While it begins easy enough, this hike ends up as a hard-core bushwhack. You’ll arrive at some lovely cascades a mere half a tenth mile into the bushwhack portion of the hike. Keep pushing through the thicket as you follow the creek upstream, and at last you’ll reach the falls. The creek is littered with downed trees and natural debris, detracting from the potential beauty of this one. Although the falls are located in North Carolina, you must drive through Tate City, Georgia, to access the trailhead.




  See map on page xx.




  Height: 40 feet




  Beauty rating: Fair




  Distance: 2.6 miles out and back




  Difficulty: Strenuous




  Trail surface: Gravel and rocky road, hard-packed dirt




  Approximate hiking time: 2 hours




  Blaze color: Blue




 County: Clay




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Tusquitee Ranger District; (828) 837-5152; www.fs.usda.gov/nfsnc




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, F6




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 76 West and US 441 in Clayton, Georgia, drive west on US 76 for 7.9 miles. Turn right onto Persimmon Road and travel 4.1 miles. Turn left onto Tallulah River Road (FR 70) and travel 1.4 miles to the Tallulah River Campground. Bypass the campground and continue straight for another 7.5 miles to where the road ends. (Note: At 7.0 miles you have to drive across a shallow creek.)




  From the junction of US 76 and GA 197 near Lake Burton, Georgia, drive east on US 76 for 3.0 miles. Turn left onto Persimmon Road and follow directions above.




  The trailhead has boulders blocking the trail, and is at the north end of the parking area. GPS: N35 00.834' / W83 33.378'




  The Hike




  The trail begins by going around the boulders and heading uphill. In springtime you’ll find a nice variety of wildflowers lining the road-like trail. Purple, white, yellow, and blue, they form a lovely contrast to the standard green and brown hues of the forest. The trail loosely follows the Tallulah River upstream as you head into the Southern Nantahala Wilderness, and the active river provides a constant soothing sound in the background. Looking up at the mountains around you is truly humbling, and you realize how rugged this wilderness area really is.




  In less than a half mile you’ll come to a fork. Head left as you continue to follow Deep Gap Trail 377. The trail crosses a creek and a wet-weather tributary before bringing you back to the river at 0.7 mile. Do not cross; instead continue following the blue-blazed trail upstream. You’ll find yourself rock-hopping a few more times as you make your way toward the falls, and by 1.1 miles you’ll reach the final crossing. Just after making this last creek crossing, you’ll begin a tough bushwhack as you follow Deep Gap Branch upstream. Splendid cascades greet you as you quickly arrive at the creek once more. Do not cross here; instead head left and continue pushing through on your upstream and uphill bushwhack. In less than 0.2 mile from the cascades, you’ll arrive alongside Falls on Deep Gap Branch.




  Unfortunately the creek is littered with downed trees and natural debris, so it’s not the most picturesque waterfall in the area. Since you’ve come all this way to Tate City, Georgia, to see the falls, I recommend making a day of it and also visit Bull Cove Falls (see hike 1) and Denton Branch Falls (see hike 3) while you’re in the area. Looking at a map, you may notice that Deep Gap also sits geographically near Big Laurel Falls; however, you must drive many miles to access it. I’d reserve that one for another day and couple it with Mooney Falls (see hikes 4 and 5).




  Miles and Directions












	0.0

	Go around the boulders and uphill, hiking north past a trail information sign.






	0.4

	Come to a fork and go left (north), following Deep Gap Trail 377. Cross a creek and the trail bends right (northeast) following the river upstream and uphill.






	0.65

	Rock-hop a wet-weather tributary, continuing generally north.






	0.7

	Arrive at the river, but don’t cross it. Instead head right (east), following it upstream.






	0.8

	Come to another small stream crossing. Rock-hop across and continue northwest.






	1.0

	Rock-hop across another small, wet-weather tributary. Pick up the trail on the other side as it heads to the right (northeast) and uphill.






	1.1

	Cross the creek, immediately head right (north), and bushwhack upstream.






	1.15

	Reach the creek one last time at some cascades. Don’t cross. Instead head left (north-northwest) and continue to bushwhack upstream.






	1.3

	Arrive at Falls on Deep Gap Branch (N35 01.812' / W83 33.096'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	2.6

	Arrive at the trailhead.









  
3Denton Branch Falls (Georgia)





  Splendid! You’ll probably have Denton Branch Falls to yourself, and a splendid experience it should be. While Denton Branch is actually located in Georgia, it’s included in this guide due to its proximity to Bull Cove Falls and Falls on Deep Gap Branch. Denton Branch is tall and smooth, and perhaps the prettiest of the three waterfalls in this area.




  See map on page xx.




  Height: 40 feet




  Beauty rating: Very good




  Distance: 0.6 mile out and back




  Difficulty: Easy




  Trail surface: Rocky, rooty path




  Approximate hiking time: 20 minutes




  Blaze color: No blazes




  County: Rabun (Georgia)




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Chattahoochee National Forest–Blue Ridge Ranger District; (706) 745-6928; www.fs.fed.us




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, F6




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 76 West and US 441 in Clayton, Georgia, drive west on US 76 for 7.9 miles. Turn right onto Persimmon Road and travel 4.1 miles. Turn left onto Tallulah River Road (FR 70) and travel 1.4 miles to the Tallulah River Campground. Bypass the campground and continue straight for another 5.1 miles. Turn right onto Denton Branch Road and travel approximately 0.1 mile to a small pull-out.(Denton Branch Road is the first right turn after Chapple Lane, a short distance past the Valley Community Church.)




  From the junction of US 76 and GA 197 near Lake Burton, Georgia, go east on US 76 for 3.0 miles. Turn left onto Persimmon Road and follow directions above.




  The trailhead is at the end of Denton Branch Road, where the dirt road crosses the creek. GPS: N34 59.030' / W83 33.174'




  The Hike




  Time has not been a friend to Denton Branch Road. It’s now practically impossible to drive all the way in to where the road crosses the creek, which is the trailhead for this hike. You’ll have to improvise a bit. Drive in as far as you can, park without blocking the road, and hike down the bumpy road to reach the creek where the hike officially begins. After crossing the creek, follow the old roadbed uphill. The trail quickly leads to a fork where you’ll head right on a narrow footpath back toward the creek. As you follow Denton Branch uphill and upstream, you’ll pass some beautiful cascades at the 0.25-mile mark. This is not the falls though, so keep hiking upstream and the large and powerful Denton Branch Falls will soon come into view.




  Located within the Southern Nantahala Wilderness, Denton Branch is part of the Tallulah River Basin, meaning that, along with many other creeks in the area, Denton Branch flows into and feeds the mighty Tallulah River. As you drive toward the trailhead, take a moment to pause and appreciate the grand final product of this basin as you pass by. With its plentiful cascades, the river is alive with activity, and this riverside drive is always a pleasure.




  Miles and Directions




  







	0.0

	Head north across the creek. Continue upward on the old roadbed as it bends right (east) and becomes a narrow path.






	0.15

	Come to a fork with an overgrown old roadbed leading up and to the left (north) and a narrow footpath leading to the right (southeast) and toward the creek. Go right (southeast), following the narrow footpath uphill and upstream.






	0.25

	Pass a pretty cascade. Continue east and upstream.






	0.3

	Cross the creek east-southeast to reach an island at Denton Branch Falls (N34 59.136' / W83 32.941'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	0.6

	Arrive at the trailhead.
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4Big Laurel Falls





  Tantalizing! This beauty invites you to bask in the cool waters at the base. An ideal swimming hole awaits those willing to brave the chill. Tucked away in a peaceful little cove, this hike is easily one of my favorites.




  Height: 30 feet




  Beauty rating: Excellent




  Distance: 1.2 miles out and back




  Difficulty: Easy to moderate




  Trail surface: Hard-packed dirt with rooty sections




  Approximate hiking time: 35 minutes




  Blaze color: Blue




  County: Macon




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Nantahala Ranger District; (828) 524-6441; www.fs.fed.us




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, F6




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 64 and Business US 441 in Franklin, drive west on US 64 for 11.8 miles. Turn left onto West Old Murphy Road and travel 1.9 miles to FR 67. Turn right onto FR 67, and travel 6.8 miles to a pull-off on the right. (Note: You’ll have to drive across a shallow creek 4.1 miles along FR 67.)




  From the junction of US 64 and NC 175 near Murphy, drive east on US 64 for 16.2 miles. Turn right onto West Old Murphy Road and follow directions above.




  The trailhead is at the west end of the pull-off. GPS: N35 01.321' / W83 30.217'




  The Hike




  The second you step out of the car, you can hear the creek flowing strong, luring you into the forest. The trail leads down some log steps and across the lively waterway to a T. Go right, following the wide, muddy path downstream. The creek is full of character, with tiny waterfalls, rapids, and cascades to keep you entertained. Moss-covered rocks and downed trees add to the scenery, and you’ll notice that intricate root systems and giant burl formations grace the trees along the trail as well. As the trail bends left, you’ll find you’re now hiking upstream along Big Laurel Creek.




  Keep your eyes peeled for birdlife. It’s plentiful here, but you may not be able to hear them over the sound of rushing water. The terrain is primarily rolling hills, although there are a few quick steep climbs. Just when you think the creek couldn’t get any prettier, you arrive at the base of Big Laurel Falls. You’ll be stunned at how beautiful this little waterfall is, and a deep, golden pool at the base makes an ideal swimming hole.




  The site of a lumber camp in the late 1800s, nearby Standing Indian Campground is named for Standing Indian Mountain. At 5,499 feet, this peak is the highest point in the Southern Nantahala Wilderness. Legend has it that an Indian scout was keeping watch atop the mountain after a small village child was snatched up and taken away in the talons of a great flying beast. In answer to the villagers’ prayers, the Great Spirit sent down thunderbolts to destroy the monster. The lone sentinel was turned to stone where he stood, and to this day he keeps watch over the valleys below.




  Miles and Directions












	0.0

	From the trailhead, hike southeast down the hill. Almost immediately come to a T. Go right (southwest).






	0.05

	Cross a footbridge and come to a T. Left (east) is the Timber Ridge Trail. Go right (northwest) and downstream.






	0.6

	Arrive at Big Laurel Falls (N35 01.098' / W83 30.391'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	1.2

	Arrive at the trailhead.









  
5Mooney Falls





  Intriguing! The mass of downed trees surrounding the falls truly makes you wonder about the storms, and ages, this waterfall has witnessed through the years.




  See map on page 7.




  Height: 30 feet




  Beauty rating: Good




  Distance: 0.2 mile out and back




  Difficulty: Easy




  Trail surface: Hard-packed dirt




  Approximate hiking time: 15 minutes




  Blaze color: No blazes




  County: Macon




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Nantahala Ranger District; (828) 524-6441; www.fs.fed.us




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, F6




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 64 and Business US 441 in Franklin, drive west on US 64 for 11.7 miles. Turn left onto West Old Murphy Road and travel 1.8 miles to a right onto FR 67. Travel 7.5 miles to a small pull-off on the right. (Note: You’ll have to drive across a shallow creek 4.1 miles along FR 67.)




  From the junction of US 64 and NC 175 near Murphy, drive east on US 64 for 16.2 miles. Turn right onto West Old Murphy Road and follow directions above.




  The trailhead is at the south end of the pull-off. GPS: N35 01.758' / W83 29.868'




  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  [image: chpt_fig_001]




  The Hike




  The trail takes you around a trio of switchbacks before leading to Mooney Falls. Although it’s a short hike, it seems a bit longer because of these switchbacks. You can hear the falls from the trailhead, but a dense thicket of rhododendron stands between you and the creek. Dropping over several sections, the falls are actually taller than the 30-foot designation, but that figure represents the portion you can clearly see as you stand alongside the creek. The dark stone face of the falls is accompanied by a collection of downed trees. Each has a tale to tell, and one single live tree bows and bends over the base of the falls, clinging to the bank for dear life. One day it too will give in to gravity or erosion, but in the meantime this tree appears to be on bended knee, paying homage to Mooney Falls.




  The falls were named for James Mooney, an anthropologist who lived among the Cherokee for years. Mooney had applied for employment with the Bureau of American Ethnology in Washington, DC, for three years in a row, being denied each time. So determined was he, however, that in 1885 he made the journey in person, met with the director, and was hired on the spot as an ethnologist for the Smithsonian Institution. Mooney is fondly remembered for how well he chronicled the Cherokee culture and opened, to many, a better understanding of them as a people.




  Miles and Directions




  







	0.0

	Hike southwest, down into the woods.






	0.1

	Arrive at Mooney Falls (N35 01.706' / W83 29.870'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	0.2

	Arrive at the trailhead.









  
6Rufus Morgan Falls





  Poised! Tall, stony-faced Rufus Morgan Falls stands poised above, flowing fully and freely into the creek below. The creek is shallow, but full of life. Downed trees covered in bright green moss, and moss-covered rocks add to the scenery.




  Height: 70 feet




  Beauty rating: Very good




  Distance: 1.0 mile out and back




  Difficulty: Moderate




  Trail surface: Hard-packed dirt with rocky sections




  Approximate hiking time: 40 minutes




  Blaze color: Blue




  County: Macon




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Nantahala Ranger District; (828) 524-6441; www.fs.fed.us




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, E6




  [image: Rufus Morgan Falls]




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 64 and Business US 441 in Franklin, drive west on US 64 for 3.75 miles. Turn right onto Old Murphy Road and travel 0.2 mile. Just before Old Murphy Road bends to the right, turn left onto Wayah Road (SR 1310) and drive 6.4 miles. Turn left onto FR 388 and travel 2.0 miles to a small parking area on the right.




  From the junction of US 64 and NC 175 near Murphy, drive east on US 64 for 24.2 miles. Turn left onto Old Murphy Road and follow directions above.




  The trailhead is at the southeast end of the parking area. GPS: N35 08.798' / W83 32.854'




  The Hike




  Immediately this hike gets your heart rate up, making you climb from the start. It then settles down a bit as you rise and fall on the easily followed path. In general you’ll follow the creek upstream over the length of the hike. Wildflowers bring color to the area in spring and summer, mixed in with an assortment of brilliant green ferns. At 0.4 mile you’ll cross a footbridge, and the trail becomes a very rocky path. It’s almost as though you’re hiking straight up the creek, so be prepared to get your feet damp. You’ll pass a marvelous little rock slide before a spur trail leads to the base of Rufus Morgan Falls.






  THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL


  The Appalachian Trail (AT) stretches more than 2,000 miles, from Springer Mountain in Georgia to Mount Katahdin in Maine. The AT is one of the longest marked continuous hiking trails in North America—second only to the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), which runs 2,650 miles along the western seaboard of the United States from Mexico to Canada.




  While the PCT spans the West Coast, the AT is the king of the East. It traverses 2,175 miles and passes through fourteen states. The trail was first conceived in 1921 by Benton McKaye, who saw the trail as a way to promote wilderness by offering a place for people to seek refuge from the trials and tribulations of daily life. The first Appalachian Trail Conference was held in 1925, and in 1937 the trail was completed and opened to the public.




  Today the AT is officially part of the National Park Service, although it’s privately managed and maintained by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC). The ATC is a volunteer-based, nonprofit organization dedicated to the preservation, protection, and management of the Appalachian Trail.




  Every year, several million people hike portions of the AT, while the annual average for “thru-hikers” (people who hike the entire trail from end to end) currently teeters around 1,000 a year. Just over 19,000 people have completed this task since the trail’s inception. This demanding feat takes several months to complete and also requires very careful planning. From weather concerns to lodging, food, water, and gear, every detail must be addressed before attempting a thru hike. The majority of people who have successfully hiked the AT from end to end have done so in a south to north direction.




  There are about 260 designated shelters along the AT, each about a day’s hike from the next. Of course this trail sees so much traffic that often the shelters are full, and hikers must set up their own camp for the night.




  Whether you thru-hike or just visit a section at a time, you’re in for a treat. Over the distance of the trail, there are more than 2,000 species of rare plants and over 500 different animal species, not to mention the amazing scenic vistas.




  Several informative guides about the AT are available, but I also recommend Bill Bryson’s A Walk in the Woods for its sheer entertainment value. If you’ve ever spent a day on the trail, you should find the book entertaining. It chronicles the author’s very amusing experiences on the AT. For trail maps, trail updates, and everything else AT, visit the ATC’s website at www.appalachiantrail.org.




  With the average pack of a thru-hiker weighing forty pounds, my hat’s off and my utmost respect to every one of you!







  Birdlife is abundant here, and a chorus of birdsong fills the air. Singing and chirping echoes across the valley, while the drum of the woodpecker acts as a bass-like backdrop to this symphony. All in all, it’s a very peaceful hike.




  The falls were named for Reverend Albert Rufus Morgan, a poet, naturalist, minister, and avid hiker. Morgan spent most of his life working to improve miles of trails in this area, including the Appalachian Trail (AT). One of the founding fathers of the Nantahala Hiking Club, he served as a board member for the Appalachian Trail Conservancy for more than twenty years. Also named in his honor is a section of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail and a shelter on the AT.




  Morgan lived to be ninety-seven years old. Perhaps it was all that fresh air.




  Miles and Directions




  







	0.0

	Hike west and uphill.






	0.05

	Come to a T and go right (north).






	0.25

	Rock-hop the creek.






	0.4

	Cross the footbridge and head right, upstream.






	0.42

	Rock-hop the creek near a little sliding rock. Continue upstream.






	0.47

	Come to a T. Left loops back to an alternate trailhead. Go right (west).






	0.5

	Arrive at Rufus Morgan Falls (N35 08.582' / W83 32.869'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	1.0

	Arrive at the trailhead.









  
7Whiteoak Creek Falls





  Joyous! The moment you lay eyes on Whiteoak Creek Falls, your heart will fill with joy. Although it’s pretty from the roadside, the closer you get, the more stunning this waterfall becomes.




  See overview map on page xi.




  Height: 40 feet




  Beauty rating: Excellent




  Distance: Roadside, or 0.2 mile out and back




  Difficulty: Easy




  Trail surface: Rock scramble




  Approximate hiking time: 5 minutes




  Blaze color: No blazes




  County: Macon




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Nantahala Ranger District; (828) 524-6441; www.fs.fed.us




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, C5




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 19 and US 129 North near Andrews, drive north on US 19 for 2.1 miles to a right onto Wayah Road (SR 1310). Travel 4.1 miles to a right onto Old River Road (FR 308, Beachertown Road). Drive less than 0.1 mile, cross the bridge, and park.




  From the junction of US 19 and NC 28 North near Bryson City, drive south on US 19 for 11.9 miles to a left onto Wayah Road (SR 1310) and follow directions above.




  From the junction of US 64 and US 441 Business in Franklin, drive west on US 64 for 3.7 miles to a right onto Old Murphy Road. Drive 0.2 mile (just before Old Murphy Road bends to the right) to a left onto Wayah Road (SR 1310). Travel 23.8 miles to a hard left onto Old River Road (FR 308, Beachertown Road) and follow directions above.




  From the junction of US 64 and NC 175 near Murphy, drive east on US 64 for 24.2 miles to a left onto Old Murphy Road and follow directions above.




  GPS: N35 15.011' / W83 38.432'




  The Hike




  Wow! What an exceptional waterfall! It’s wonderful from the roadside, but if you’re able, I highly recommend following the rocky path upstream to the base of the falls. The little pool at the base and the rocks and greenery surrounding this waterfall create a picture-perfect setting.




  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  [image: chpt_fig_001]




  Several species of oak trees thrive in North Carolina. Among them you’ll find varieties such as scarlet, black, red, and white oak. The white oak has a thick, chunky protective bark as an outer coating. Acorns are the fruit produced by these majestic hardwoods. Graced with tiny caps resembling a French beret, the fruit is edible. Wild-life such as squirrels, turkeys, and deer often eat acorns as a seasonal staple in their diet.




  Miles and Directions












	0.0

	Hike upstream along the left bank of the creek.






	0.1

	Arrive at Whiteoak Creek Falls (N35 15.030' / W83 38.408'). Backtrack to the trailhead.






	0.2

	Arrive at the trailhead.









  
8Camp Branch Falls





  Simplicity! Like an earthenware pitcher in the hands of a handmaid, the flowing waters of Camp Branch Falls feed and cleanse the river.




  See overview map on page xi.




  Height: 200 feet




  Beauty rating: Good




  Distance: Roadside




  County: Macon




  Land status: National forest




  Trail contact: Nantahala National Forest–Nantahala Ranger District; (828) 524-6441; www.fs.fed.us




  Maps: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 51, C5




  Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 19 and US 129 North in Topton, drive north on US 19 for 2.1 miles. Turn right onto Wayah Road (SR 1310) and travel 2.7 miles to a pull-off on your left.




  From the junction of US 19 and NC 28 north near Bryson City, drive south on US 19 for 11.9 miles. Turn left onto Wayah Road (SR 1310) and follow directions above.




  From the junction of US 64 and Old Murphy Road near Franklin, follow Old Murphy Road for 0.2 mile. Turn left onto Wayah Road (SR 1310) and travel 25.2 miles to a pull-off on the right.




  GPS: N35 15.220' / W83 39.200'




  The Hike




  Camp Branch Falls is viewed from the roadside and can be seen on the opposite side of the river, where Camp Branch flows into the Nantahala River. Parts of the river are stocked with trout annually, making this a popular fly-fishing destination.




  Aptly named by the Cherokee, Nantahala means “land of the noonday sun.” Being that the Nantahala gorge is very narrow, with many trees overhead, it seems true that the sun only shines directly upon this river at midday.




  [image: Sassafras Falls, Big and Middle Falls on Snowbird Creek]




  
9Sassafras Falls, Big and Middle Falls on Snowbird Creek





  Scrumptious! This trail leads you to three exceptional waterfalls, but you’re going to have to earn it. Not only is this the longest hike in this book, it’s also a challenging one. But I assure you, the rewards are worth the effort.
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