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Introduction

I was lost—again—somewhere around Raleigh, but nowhere near the place I wanted to be. I’d already pulled into the entrance of a large industrial park, where an executive stopped on his way out to ask if he could help me. I’d already walked along the red brick sidewalks in front of North Carolina State University, where a professor leaving campus gave me detailed instructions on getting out of the city in the direction I wanted to go. And I was pretty sure I was going to get it right, if I could just find the beltway. Seeing that the car in the next lane had both windows down as we waited for a light to turn, I called across to the driver, “Is this road going to take me to the beltway?”


“Where do you want to go?” he yelled back. I told him. “Follow me,” he shouted, and when the light changed, he took off in a cloud of exhaust. I followed him nearly 10 miles. At the proper entrance onto the beltway, he blinked his turn signal and also pointed emphatically with his left hand, just in case I missed the signal. I turned. He was already gone, leaving me with a grin and a wave.


And that’s how people in North Carolina are.


I have seen many changes since I moved here in 1983. North Carolina is one of the 10 fastest-growing states in the country, with a population that has now topped 11 million. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to find places to get off the beaten path. But sometimes that’s OK. What does not change is the friendliness of the people who live in the state, always ready with a smile and a greeting, even if they’ve never seen you before, and quick to lend a hand if you seem to need help.


A North Carolina saying has it that if you don’t like the weather, wait a minute. But while it does change year to year and day to day, the sky inevitably turns that clear, bright color known here as Carolina blue. Quite apart from the sky, we have a lot to be proud of here, a lot for visitors to enjoy.



Barbecue, Pottery, Wine & Beer

Take the barbecue, for instance. Two authors writing an article on Southern barbecue for Cook’s magazine traveled through several states looking for the best barbecue restaurants, but they were not able to get to North Carolina. They apologized in their article, because, they said, in comparison, nothing else is barbecue at all. North Carolina barbecue is always pork, either a whole pig or shoulder, cooked over a wood fire, never prepared in a sauce, and usually served with slaw, hush puppies, and sauce on the side. There is debate about whether the best sauce comes from the eastern or western part of the state.


Then there’s the pottery. This state has scores and scores of potters, working in the historic old production styles and in contemporary studio modes, producing such a variety of work that a personal collection could easily crowd everything else from a room. There are more than 100 working potteries in and around the town of Seagrove alone.


Wineries have caught on, too, more opening every year, with vineyards thriving in the sunny climate. In fact, before Prohibition, North Carolina was a successful wine-producing state, and it’s returning to that heritage all across the state. North Carolina has 500 vineyards and 250 wineries as of this writing. For a current list and map, check ncwine.org.


Craft brewing is the newbie by comparison. Cities of all sizes have their own breweries and brewpubs. The mountain town of Asheville, with 50 breweries, was once voted “Beer City USA” in a newspaper survey, but since then many towns have opened local beer breweries. It drives an economic impact of almost $1 billion. The state’s largest city, Charlotte, by comparison has 40 breweries. Hard cider, also produced in the state (North Carolina is the seventh-largest apple-producing state), has a growing fan base too.



Good Sense About Driving in North Carolina



	North Carolina law requires drivers to move over to the next lane or reduce speed for stopped emergency vehicles, including those with amber lights, on the shoulder of the highway.

	If you have a fender-bender accident with no injuries where both cars are able to be driven, move over to the shoulder of the road. Not doing so could result in a $250 fine plus court costs.

	It is illegal to text while driving in North Carolina.

	Take the speed limits seriously. State troopers are vigilant on interstates, but you’re even more likely to get busted for exceeding speed limits in small towns. If the sign says 35 miles per hour, believe it. A local sheriff may be waiting in any open space along the road. (Ask me how I know.)

	Toll roads are becoming more commonplace in North Carolina with some especially helpful turnpikes located in and around the Charlotte and Raleigh areas. The NC Quick Pass offers discounts for using these roads and is available at ncquickpass.com. Otherwise you’ll get a bill in the mail when you’ve used them.

	Watch out for critters. The deer population continues to grow, and especially in the evening and early morning, they may leap from any grassy area along the road, both on rural roads and interstates. Squirrels, raccoons, opossums, skunks, and the occasional cow or horse may wander onto the road. In eastern North Carolina, bears are frequently spotted beside or on the road.









Rich History


Historically important, North Carolina, one of the 13 original colonies, played key roles in the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, and World Wars I and II. The area is rich in Native American history; Blacks made many early significant advances here; and the Moravians created a historic settlement at Old Salem. The Wright brothers first accomplished powered flight in North Carolina, on a site that is popular today with hang gliders more interested in adventure than in setting records.





The Shape of the Land

As for topography, North Carolina has some of the oldest mountains in the world, the largest natural sand dune on the East Coast, the second-longest river in the world, a share of the most-visited national parks in the country, and some of the most unspoiled beaches and islands in the country. The rich soil of the Piedmont and foothills grows blackberries, apples, vegetables, Christmas trees, cotton, and tobacco, a problematic crop with much historic significance.


Each of the three major geographic areas of the state—the mountains, the Piedmont, and the coastal plain—differs radically from the others. It’s almost like traveling through three smaller states. The nature of each region influenced the kinds of commerce that flourished historically and that continue to flourish, and also left a mark on the people. As you travel, you’ll hear fascinating changes in the music of the accents of people native to each region.


The mountains make up the smallest part of the state, but they compensate in interest and beauty for what they lack in area. Some of the highest mountains in the Appalachians are here. As anyone who drives in the mountains knows, transportation is difficult. In earlier times it was nearly impossible; hence the development of small pockets of civilization separated by stretches of wilderness, creating those tough, independent, resourceful, self-sufficient folks—mountain people. This kind of early self-sufficiency and distance from major metropolitan areas made the growth of all kinds of crafts almost inevitable. The mountains are still the richest source of handcrafts in the state. In 2024, the unprecedented Hurricane Helene plowed into North Carolina from the south, devastating much of the area in and around Asheville, destroying homes, farms, businesses, and lives. It closed major roads, including I-40, bridges, and more. But at this writing, that same resilient spirit of those mountain people is emerging triumphant in rebuilding their home.


In the Piedmont, which makes up almost two-fifths of the state, you’ll find mostly rolling hills and red clay. Although the clay is harder to work than the sandy soil of the coast, it seems to have held its fertility better against some pretty bad early farming habits. (Wherever they are grown, cotton and tobacco are notorious for wearing out the soil.) Since the Piedmont doesn’t have many large stretches of flat land, it didn’t invite the huge plantations that used to be worked with many enslaved people. Smaller family farms were often worked by the people who owned them, perhaps with some hired help. The historians Hugh Talmage Lefler and Albert Ray Newsome point out in their classic The History of a Southern State: North Carolina that the narrow, swift streams of the Piedmont, which weren’t worth much for transportation, were great for generating power. And that, along with the presence of hardwoods and other resources, accounts for the great number of manufacturing activities, especially cotton mills, that used to flourish in the Piedmont before most of it went offshore. Probably because of the past concentration of moneyed manufacturers and merchants, you’ll also find rich lodes of cultural attractions and arts here.


The coastal plain accounts for about another two-fifths of the state’s area. The North Carolina coast has been considered dangerous since the first settlers tried to cope with its ever-changing beaches, currents, and waterways. There was no guarantee that just because you had safely sailed into a particular port once, you would find it safe, or even open, the next time you tried. That’s at least one reason why English colonization shifted up toward the Chesapeake and why North Carolina was settled more sparsely and slowly than some other colonies were. Even today you’ll find areas that are remarkably sparsely settled compared to most states’ coastal regions. For vacationers the main activities and sightseeing highlights are related to the same activities that have long supported the area economically—fishing, boating, and beach going.


Although tourism and technology have homogenized somewhat the state’s regional populations, you can still find lots of those tall, thin, rangy people. It remains a pretty good joke in the Piedmont for a young woman marrying outside the area to claim she’s found herself a mountain man.





Recreation & Travel

As a place to play, the state offers hiking, kayaking in fresh or saltwater, as well as whitewater rafting, waterskiing and snow skiing, freshwater and saltwater fishing and boating, athletics, auto racing, horseback riding, and golf on some of the most famous courses in the country.


Face it—you’re not going to be able to do it all or see it all in one trip, or even in 10 trips. Don’t try to squeeze too much into a single trip, or you’ll end up driving a lot and not doing much else. But the driving you do shouldn’t be unpleasant if you avoid the interstates around major cities at rush hour and accept the fact that the two-lane roads tend to be well maintained but slow, since there are few good places for passing slow drivers, tractor trailers, or even the occasional horse and buggy (we’ll explain later). To understand the roads and decide when to travel on a major highway and when to get onto secondary roads, you’ll definitely need a state map. The best one is the North Carolina transportation map, issued by the North Carolina Department of Transportation and the Division of Travel and Tourism (800-847-4862). You may pick one up free at a welcome center, request it online at visitnc.com, or by calling (800) 841-4862. You could also download it and various insets at ncdot.gov. There you will also find routes for biking, hiking, and paddling.


NORTH CAROLINA GENERAL WEBSITES


North Carolina Division of Tourism
visitnc.com


African-American Heritage
aahc.nc.gov


Golf in North Carolina
visitnc.com/golf


Native American Culture
americanindiancenter.unc.edu


North Carolina Association of Festivals and Events
ncfestivals.com


North Carolina Travel Information
ncdot.gov/travel-maps




If you or those traveling with you are in any way physically challenged, you should also request a copy of the book Access North Carolina: A Guide to Travel Site Accessibility. This is a remarkably good book published by the North Carolina Department of Human Resources, the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation Services, and the Division of Travel and Tourism. It briefly describes historic sites, state and national parks and forests, and general-interest attractions, focusing on their accessibility of parking, entrance, interior rooms, exterior areas, and restrooms. The book is free. Call the aforementioned tourism number, or check the website: ncdhhs.gov.


Lastly, if you’re going to fully commit yourself to traveling off the beaten path, find a copy of the DeLorme North Carolina Atlas and Gazetteer. This includes detailed topographic maps, backroads, trailheads, and more details about the state. It’s available at amazon.com or wherever maps are sold.





More Stuff to Read

A state with so many resources inevitably becomes the subject of many books. Depending on your interests, you may find several of them useful along with this guide. The University of North Carolina Press publishes Turners and Burners: The Folk Potters of North Carolina, by Charles G. Zug III, the most complete explication of the subject available. The press also publishes many books about North Carolina history. For further information, write University of North Carolina Press, PO Box 2288, Chapel Hill 27514, info@uncpress.org.

If you are a devotee of back roads, you may enjoy Earl Thollander’s Back Roads of the Carolinas, devoted entirely to “nonhighway” drives along roads that often aren’t on regular maps. Published in 1985, it’s still remarkably useful. Thollander designed the book, lettered the text in calligraphy, and drew the maps and wash illustrations himself. Often Thollander suggests a dirt road or other obscure route from one historic point to another, which you could use as a much, much slower alternative to the routes I suggest. It is published by Clark-son N. Potter. Finally, the North Carolina publisher John F. Blair offers several books about the history and ecology of the North Carolina coast. It’s especially fun to read such books ahead of time and then carry them with you to consult, because the material comes alive as you see the subject matter firsthand.





Good People

NORTH CAROLINA WELCOME CENTERS


North Carolina Welcome Centers

nccommerce.com/contact/view/north-carolina-welcome-centers

(800) 847-4862

This is strictly a call center, not a place to visit; it’s actually located at the North Carolina Correctional Institute for Women. But by calling ahead you can ask for maps and other information to be sent to you. It typically takes a couple of weeks for the packet to arrive.

I-26 East

Columbus

(828) 894-2120

I-26 West

Mars Hill

(828) 689-4257

I-40 West

Waynesville

(828) 627-6206

I-77 North

Dobson

(336) 320-2181

I-77 South

Charlotte

(704) 588-2660

I-85 North

Norlina

(252) 456-3236

I-85 South

Kings Mountain

(704) 937-7861

I-95 North

Roanoke Rapids

(252) 537-3365

I-95 South

Rowland

(910) 422-8314



With or without the books, though, North Carolina comes alive when you travel here because of its people. Significant history, appealing countryside, not to mention great food can be part of any well-planned trip. Adding helpful, friendly, almost uniformly cheerful people changes the mix from plain cake to an angel food celebration. In the years I’ve been traveling almost continuously around the state, I’ve not had a single unpleasant experience with a North Carolinian. Unless you carry a chip the size of one of Mount Mitchell’s ancient trees on your shoulder, you won’t either. And if you’re in that bad a mood, don’t come. If you can’t have fun in North Carolina, you can’t enjoy yourself anywhere. Might as well stay home.




Rapid Growth

Maybe I shouldn’t have talked so loud. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so enthusiastic. Maybe I shot myself in the foot, big time, because North Carolina has been discovered. It happened fast. Not long ago the state was pretty much all off the beaten path, except for development around Raleigh and Durham, Greensboro, and, more recently, Charlotte. But in recent years North Carolina has been among the fastest-growing states in the country, attracting people from the colder areas of the Northeast as well as many people who’ve decided they don’t like life in Florida anymore. Housing developments and shopping malls circle not only the major cities but many of the smaller towns as well. Suddenly there’s a Subway restaurant, a Dollar General, and a gas station at every intersection. Ever-widening highways cover great expanses that used to be woods or farmland or fishing holes with concrete and macadam. Let’s face it, we’re talking about sprawl here, just as it’s happened, for instance, in places like parts of California; around Atlanta, Georgia; and in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania. That’s the bad news.

But it’s the good news, too, because with the rush of growth, some people are getting worried about losing what makes this place special, and they’re acting decisively to preserve some of it. Two examples come to mind at once: the little town of Hillsborough, up near the Virginia border, and the city of Salisbury at the center of the state. In places like these and in other communities, residents are emphasizing historic preservation and reimagining their downtowns to keep them vital.




A Changing Population

Along with this development, another new dimension has changed North Carolina—the immigration of Hispanic and Asian people as well as people from European countries, a result of the evolving global economy. Many Hispanics have come to find jobs better than those at home. They’ve often started out in the jobs nobody else seemed willing to do, like the hot, heavy work of making bricks and quarrying granite and cleaning shopping malls. But as their hard work pays off and their children move up in school, the Hispanic population is becoming a force in the state. Mexican restaurants and stores selling the kinds of ingredients with which Hispanics cook dot most communities, while supermarkets try to keep up with the new customers, too. Similarly, Asian immigrants have brought their influence, reflected in Thai, Vietnamese, Korean, and Chinese restaurants, even in smaller towns. Add to that the influence of transplanted Yankees with their demands for bagels and Philly cheesesteaks, Italians who like their prosciutto and salami, and vegetarian Muslims, and you’ve got the core of a surprisingly sophisticated population in an area that once consisted almost entirely of down-home Southerners. Their shops and restaurants have become part of the state and worthy of off-the-beaten-path status.

What this means is that even if you’ve been here before, visiting North Carolina now is a whole new experience.




State Parks

North Carolina has state parks and recreation areas that are visited by millions every year. Many have camping, fishing, and hiking. Some offer special educational programs. Some are developed, while others remain wild. There are several accesses, some in different towns, for the parks in the following listing. For full details, check the website: ncparks.gov.


North Carolina State Parks

IN THE MOUNTAINS

Banner Elk

Grandfather Mountain State Park

(828) 963-9522

Burnsville

Mount Mitchell

(828) 867-4000

Chimney Rock

Chimney Rock State Park

(828) 625-1823

Connelly Springs

South Mountains

(828) 433-4772

Jefferson

Mount Jefferson State Natural Area

(336) 246-9653

Nebo

Lake James

(828) 544-6800

Piney Creek

New River

(336) 982-2587

Purlear

Rendezvous Mountain

(336) 667-5072

Roaring Gap

Stone Mountain

(336) 957-8185

Sapphire

Gorges

(828) 966-9099

Todd

Elk Knob State Park

(828) 297-7261



IN THE PIEDMONT & SANDHILLS

Albemarle

Morrow Mountain

(704) 982-4402

Apex

Jordan Lake State Recreation Area

(919) 362-0586

Danbury

Hanging Rock

(336) 593-8480

Durham

Eno River

(919) 383-1686

Greensboro

Haw River

(336) 342-6163

Henderson

Kerr Lake State Recreation Area

(252) 438-7791

Hillsborough

Occoneechee Mountain

(919) 383-1686

Hollister

Medoc Mountain

(252) 586-6588

Kings Mountain

Crowders Mountain

(704) 853-5375

Lillington

Raven Rock

(910) 893-4888

Mayodan

Mayo River State Park

(336) 427-2530

Orrum

Lumber River

(910) 628-4564

Pinnacle

Pilot Mountain

(336) 444-5100

Raleigh

William B. Umstead State Park Crabtree Creek

(984) 967-8240

Seven Springs

Cliffs of the Neuse

(919) 778-6234

Southern Pines

Weymouth Woods

(910) 692-2167

Spring Creek

Carvers Creek State Park

(910) 436-4681

Troutman

Lake Norman

(704) 528-6350

Wake Forest

Falls Lake State Recreation Area

(984) 867-8000

AT THE COAST

Atlantic Beach

Fort Macon

(252) 726-3775

Carolina Beach

Carolina Beach

(910) 458-7770

Creswell

Pettigrew

(252) 797-4475

Elizabethtown

Jones Lake

(910) 588-4550

Gatesville

Merchants Millpond

(252) 357-1191

Kelly

Singletary Lake

(910) 669-2928

Kure Beach

Fort Fisher State Recreation Area

(910) 458-5798

Lake Waccamaw

Lake Waccamaw

(910) 646-4748

Nags Head

Jockey’s Ridge

(252) 573-6108

Pine Knoll Shores

Theodore Roosevelt Natural Area

(252) 247-4003

South Mills

Dismal Swamp State Park

(252) 771-6593

Swansboro

Hammocks Beach

(910) 326-4881

Washington

Goose Creek

(252) 923-2191






Wineries

The wine industry in North Carolina has taken off. Every year more wineries open across the state, often in remote places, as grapes replaced tobacco as a crop, and cotton mills as businesses. By 2025 the number of North Carolina wineries had topped 250. Many of the wines produced are sweet, from scuppernong and other Muscadine grapes, which have historically done well here. But growers and vintners are also beginning to make such dry wines as cabernet sauvignon and pinot grigio, as well as such specialties as blueberry wine. Some of the wines are available in grocery stores and wine shops; others are sold mainly or exclusively out of the winery’s shop, often at the vineyard. Wine tours and tastings have become an increasingly popular activity. For the most current offerings, check visitnc.com/wine as you travel.




The Ben Long Frescoes

Benjamin F. Long IV has become one of North Carolina’s best-known artists. Born in 1945, he grew up in Statesville, studied at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, went on to the Art Students League in New York, and later lived in Florence, Italy, as an apprentice under the fresco master Pietro Annigoni. The fresco technique was the method Michelangelo used to paint the Sistine Chapel. In five decades working with frescoes, including commissions in France and Italy, Ben Long has created 11 of these large works in North Carolina, beginning with Mary Great with Child for St. Mary’s Episcopal Church in West Jefferson. The Blue Ridge National Heritage Area has sponsored a program to create a map and illustrated trail providing information about each site as well as the fresco process for students and tourists. For greater detail about the process, see pages 51–52 and 55 or go to benlongfineart.com.




FRESCO TRAIL ARRANGED CHRONOLOGICALLY

St. Mary’s Episcopal Church, West Jefferson; (336) 982-3076

Mary Great with Child, 1974

John the Baptist, 1976

The Mystery of Faith, 1977

Holy Trinity Episcopal Church, Glendale Springs; (336) 982-3076

The Last Supper, 1980

Bank of America Corporate Center, Charlotte; (800) 231-4636

Untitled Space, 1992

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Law Enforcement Center, Charlotte; (704) 353-1000

Untitled, 1996

Transamerica Square, Charlotte; (704) 388-8230

Continuum, 1997

Montreat College Chapel of the Prodigal, Montreat; (828) 669-8012

Return of the Prodigal, 1998

First Presbyterian Church, Charlotte; (704) 331-5123

The Good Samaritan, 2001

Statesville Civic Center, Statesville; (704) 878-3493

Images at the Crossroads, 2002

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Wilkesboro; (336) 667-4231

St. Paul’s Conversion, 2002

St. Paul Writing His Epistles, 2002

City of Morganton Municipal Auditorium (CoMMA), Morganton; (800) 939-7469

The Sacred Dance & the Muses, 2004

The Crossnore School, Crossnore; (828) 733-4035

Suffer the Little Children, 2006




A Word About Prices

They change, usually going up, but not always. Here are some guidelines for notations in the places to stay and places to eat listed at the end of each chapter.

Restaurants—the price of one entree excluding beverages, dessert, tax, or tip





	Inexpensive
	less than $10



	Moderate
	$10 to $20



	Expensive
	more than $20







Accommodations—the rate of a one-night stay in a standard room excluding tax during high season





	Inexpensive
	less than $100



	Moderate
	$100 to $200



	Expensive
	more than $200







However, it is important to know that accommodation rates may vary with the season, day, week, or occasional special event. They may go up when demand is greater in the area and be reduced as “unsold inventory” as a weekend approaches with many rooms still not taken. This is especially true of larger chains.








The Mountains


The Western Mountains

Whenever you plan to travel in the North Carolina mountains, allow about twice as much travel time as usual. Narrow roads wind through woodland and countryside, up hills so steep you sometimes feel as though your car will peel off the road backward, from hairpin turns into switchbacks followed by more curves. The squiggles don’t all show up on the maps, and the maps can’t allow for the time it takes if you get behind a big truck with no place to pass for 50 miles. Decide ahead of time not to hurry; relax and absorb the peerless scenery.

One way to enjoy the panoramic views of mountains and valleys is by driving some part of the Blue Ridge Parkway. It stretches from Shenandoah National Park in Virginia along the Blue Ridge Mountains into the southern part of the Black Mountains, through the Craggies, the Pisgahs, the Balsams, and into the Great Smokies, a total of 469 miles. The maximum speed limit along the parkway is 45 miles per hour, but in reality, traffic is often slower. It doesn’t take much arithmetic to figure that it would take a long time to cover the entire length of the parkway at 30 or 40 miles per hour. The best way to plan





[image: fig_2_1.jpg]



a trip is to alternate stretches of the parkway with drives on the roads you can reach by turning off along the way. Crossovers from the parkway are marked with mileposts that are numbered and named.

ANNUAL EVENTS IN THE MOUNTAINS


ASHEVILLE
Annual Spring Herb Festival

(early May)

(828) 301-8968

ashevilleherbfestival.org

BANNER ELK
Woolly Worm Festival

(third full weekend in October)

(828) 898-5605

woollyworm.com

BLACK MOUNTAIN
Black Mountain Sourwood Festival

(Second weekend in August)

(828) 669-2300

exploreblackmountain.com

BLOWING ROCK
Blowing Rock Independence Day Festival

(July 4—the Saturday closest to July 4)

(828) 295-4636

blowingrock.com

DILLSBORO
Dillsboro NC Easter Hat Parade

(last Saturday before Easter)

(800) 962-1911

dillsboronc.org

Western North Carolina Pottery Festival

(first Saturday in November)

(800) 962-1911

wncpotteryfestival.com

GRANDFATHER MOUNTAIN
Scottish Highland Games

(second weekend in July)

(800) 468-7325

gmhg.org

VALLE CRUCIS
Valle Country Fair (Annual Apple Festival)

(third full weekend in October)

(828) 963-4609

vallecountryfair.org



To take in some of the rugged mountain scenery without driving the winding roads, you might board the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad (800-872-4681; gsmr.com) at the depot on Depot Street in Bryson City. The tracks were first laid in the 1890s, and rail transport made it possible to establish a vigorous logging industry in the mountains. Eventually highways replaced trains, and by 1988 the state of North Carolina had taken over the tracks in this region and leased a 53-mile stretch to the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad, which runs a variety of excursion trips through the mountains. The Smoky Mountain Trains Museum (100 Greenlee St., Bryson City), next to the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad Depot, honors the area’s railroading history with a 24-by-45-foot model layout, with more than a mile of track on three levels over which six trains run at once. The layout has a working roundtable with roundhouse and a 5-foot waterfall. The model includes a freight yard with at least 400 cars, a dozen animated scenes, and more than 60 buildings made by hand, not assembled from packages. This collection has 7,000 Lionel engines, cars, and accessories. A plus for true enthusiasts is that some of the displays have switches allowing the viewer to start the action. A retail store is attached to the museum, as well as an activity center for children. Days and hours of operation change seasonally. Admission is free to purchasers of a Great Smoky Mountains Railroad trip and there is a moderate admission fee for others.



The Wolf Chooses You

Among the most popular excursions on the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad are the gourmet dinner train rides, which include full meals with wine and formal service. On one trip a couple celebrating their anniversary requested boxes to pack up the remains of generous servings of duck they were too full to finish. The woman said she would take it home to feed her wolves. She kept a dozen in a fenced field behind the house, she said. These were wolves that had sprung from dog-wolf unions. As other guests in the car began contributing their leftovers to Operation Wolf Feed, the woman went on to explain that she didn’t go out to acquire wolves, they came to her house. “You don’t choose the wolf,” she said. “The wolf chooses you.”



From Bryson City, drive 14 miles southwest on US 19 to Nantahala Outdoor Center (866-366-1037; noc.com) at the Nantahala Gorge. The website gives full details about all the restaurants and programs, and you can make reservations there, too. The outdoor center attracts the outdoors crowd, especially rafters, hikers, and bike riders. But even for the novice this is a congenial place to book a trip complete with guide and all the equipment you need for a whitewater rafting adventure down the Nantahala River. It’s also great for fishing, picnicking, and hiking or walking. Part of the fun is watching the serious rafters, who, as one observer put it, seem to have a continuing contest to see who can show up in the most worn, mismatched, clothes-don’t-matter outfit. The River’s End Restaurant (13077 Hwy. 17 West; 828-488-7172) right by the river has been a popular eating place with hikers and rafters for years. Some of the most popular recipes have been bound into a cookbook, River Runners Special, with each recipe listed for difficulty (Class I, II, III, and so on) like the rapids on the river. Vegetarian lentil mushroom soup is Class II; amaretto cream pie is Class IV. First published in 1985, the latest edition of the cookbook celebrates the center’s fiftieth anniversary. At River’s End you’ll feel perfectly comfortable in your mismatched hiking clothes and down vest, sitting at a rustic table looking out over the river while you gobble down full-of-energy-and-protein Hikers Bites or the Best Dam Chicken Sandwich.


It Was Inevitable

In his younger years a good friend of mine spent most of his free time at the Nantahala Outdoor Center (they call it NOC). Several of his brothers were river guides over the years, and they finally convinced their mother, a good-natured Pittsburgh lady, to venture onto the river on a raft. She listened to the lecture about keeping her feet pointed downstream if she fell off, but she didn’t take it very seriously. And she buckled into her life vest without protest but didn’t take it very seriously either. She listened to the paddling instructions without getting especially serious. But she did know what to do if the raft dumped her off.

It did. And that nice lady ended up floating rapidly in icy water, with her feet pointed downstream, buoyed by her flotation vest, shouting to her sons at the top of her lungs, “I’ll never forgive you for this.”



Also located on center’s grounds is the Big Wesser Riverside Pub (13077 W. Hwy. 19; 888-905-7238) where you can grab a quick bite of Southern fare, enjoy live tunes, and drink a cold pint brewed nearby.

Staff members of the Nantahala Outdoor Center, from guides to cooks, tend to return year after year, as do visitors. The Appalachian Trail, crossing right through the center, brings many serious outdoor enthusiasts, but the staff is consistently congenial and helpful to the novice as well. It is special. The center, its lodging, restaurants, and programs operate from roughly mid-March to November 1, depending on the weather. For information about operating hours when you plan to be there, check the website or call the toll-free number.


The Cherokee People

Picking up the Blue Ridge Parkway at Cherokee brings you to some decisions about the kind of tourist you mean to be. The town, in the Qualla Boundary Cherokee Indian Reservation, where US 441 and US 19 meet, maintains several features dedicated to preserving and explaining the history of the Cherokee Nation, which was nearly wiped out by the infamous Trail of Tears forced walk in 1838, when the US government tried to relocate all Native Americans west of the Mississippi River. Some of the Cherokees escaped the march by hiding in these hills.

Eventually the Cherokee people were able to return to this area, where they were once the powerful Cherokee Nation. Their story is told in Unto These Hills, an outdoor drama played by a cast of 130 people, beginning between 8 and 9 p.m. nightly, except Sunday, from June through late August, in an outdoor theater that seats 2,800 people. The program is presented by the Cherokee Historical Association with support from the Theatre Arts Section of the North Carolina Arts Council and funds appropriated by the North Carolina General Assembly. The story has been presented here since 1950. It begins with Spanish explorer Hernando DeSoto’s arrival in 1540 and climaxes with the Trail of Tears exodus. The script was also updated in recent years with a conclusion in modern times. Many of the players are descendants of the Cherokee who lived the story. Moderately high admission fee. The story and performances are frankly moving; it’s not uncommon to see people in the audience cry (828-497-9195; visitcherokeenc.com).

AUTHOR’S FAVORITE PLACES IN THE MOUNTAINS
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While there are a number of authentic experiences that reflect the history of the Cherokee people here, unfortunately, activities of this caliber are surrounded by the tourist-tacky, pseudo-Indian concessions that seem to plague the areas around similar populations across the country. The matter is further complicated by the addition of Harrah’s Cherokee Casino (800-427-7247; harrahs.com.). The massive casino complex, which has 150,000 square feet of gambling space with more than 3,000 live and computer games, a dozen restaurants, and a 3,000-seat theater, attracts people by the busload. The area now has at least 100 motels, hotels, cabins, and campgrounds, all pretty much one right next to another. Harrah’s is a lucrative enterprise of the Cherokee tribe, so trying to sort out the authentic from the merely exploitative can be confusing. You can count on authenticity at the Oconaluftee Indian Village, sponsored by the Cherokee Historical Association. The village is on the Cherokee Indian Reservation. It is a living replica of a 1750s Cherokee village and demonstrates Indigenous practices of historical crafts in basket making, pottery, canoe building, food preparation, and weaponry (check out the blowgun demo) and, perhaps even more important, explains the culture within which these activities proceeded. Tours begin every 15 minutes, but you are not locked into them, and there is plenty of time for exploring, photographing, and questioning. Open daily from 9 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., May through Oct. Moderately high admission charge (828-497-2111; visit cherokee nc.com).

Qualla Arts and Crafts Mutual, Inc., the most successful Native American–owned and –operated craft cooperative east of the Mississippi, representing 350 Cherokee crafters, at the entrance of the Unto These Hills theater at 645 Tsali Boulevard, offers you an opportunity to buy genuine Cherokee beadwork, baskets, wood carvings, pots, masks, and the like. Cherokee work is displayed in separate rooms from that of other tribes. Open daily 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. with extended hours in the summer. These hours may vary. It’s a good idea to call ahead (828-497-3103; quallaartsandcrafts.org).

Finally, the Museum of the Cherokee People displays traditional arts and crafts and offers a video on the history of the nation, along with displays of tools and various accounts of the Trail of Tears journey. Computer-generated images and holographic imaging bring scenes to life. There’s also an education and research wing that’s open to the public for various programs. Open daily from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., later during the summer. Moderate admission charged. Closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. For full information about attractions, call (828) 497-3481; visitcherokeenc.com/museum.

The Cherokee Visitor Center on the reservation is a good source of information about the village, crafts co-op, and museum (800-438-1601; visit cherokee nc.com). There are a variety of opportunities to get even further off the beaten path in Cherokee. With 800 miles of hiking trails, more than 200 species of birds, and numerous waterfalls and streams for wading or fly fishing, you’ll quickly learn how important nature is to the soul of the Cherokee.

Cherokee is considered the gateway to the Great Smoky Mountains, and it seems important to mention, however briefly, the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, established in 1934 partly with money donated by John D. Rockefeller. The park merits a full book in itself: Elevations climb as you move along the northeast; plant life, wildlife, and scenery invite superlatives; the bears and the weather are unpredictable. Keep food tightly packed, dispose of it properly, and keep a raincoat close at hand. Mountain rain showers can pop up unexpectedly but they don’t necessarily spoil a good time. About half the park falls in Tennessee, but North Carolinians, figuring there’s plenty for all, forgive that. Staying on the North Carolina side, you’ll find enough hiking, fishing, and camping to last most of your life without being repetitious. There are several visitor centers in the park. For information, call (865) 436-1200 or check the website: nps.gov/grsm. The park has attracted more people than any other US national park with more than 13 million visitors annually, mostly in the summer, although with about 500,000 acres to explore, there’d seem to be enough room for everyone. Admission is free. Your visit probably will seem more off the beaten path if you avoid the peak summer season.


Mountain Greenery

Jackson County Green Energy Park is getting art from a former landfill: works produced by using methane gas. The Blacksmith Village, in Dillsboro, has three forges, the only ones in the United States fired using methane gas from a landfill. Blacksmithing courses and studio spaces are offered for blacksmiths of all experience levels. Similarly, Green Energy Park operates glassblowing studios and kilns using the same renewable resource. For more information, call (828) 631-0271 or visit jcgep. org.

For the artisans living and working by a landfill at the base of the Black Mountain Range in western North Carolina, the methane is free energy. Energy Xchange, a nonprofit corporation formed in 1999, supports craft studios, greenhouses, cold frames, and a public gallery in Burnsville with methane gas trapped rather than released into the environment as the energy source. Potters, glassblowers, and artists using recycled and reclaimed objects are among the artists working here. The facility is open to the public Wed through Fri 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. (100 Green Energy Park Rd.; 828-675-5541).



Southeast of Cherokee and Bryson City, where US 23/74 and US 441 come together, the little town of Dillsboro stretches along the banks of the Tuck-asegee River. Culturally, this area is influenced by the river, which is popular for trout fishing, rafting, kayaking, and canoeing and has the advantage of being gentle enough, at least in areas, to be appropriate for young children and beginners who’d like to try rafting. The main fish in the river are rainbow and brown trout, which are stocked, as well as catfish and smallmouth bass near the dam at Dillsboro.

In addition to its natural resources, Dillsboro, with a population of only a couple hundred residents, is working actively to develop awareness of its history and to offer visitors local arts and crafts. More than 50 shops sell pottery, handmade jewelry, unusual gifts with a regional theme, wood carvings, metalworks, and paintings. In the off-season, some of the businesses won’t be open, but your experience will be much more off the beaten path. While little of the aesthetics of this tourist town have changed since the first visitors rode in on the railway in the late 19th century, some of the merchants come and go. One cooperative in town, however, provides consistent variety. Dogwood Crafters (90 Webster St.; 828-586-2248; dogwoodcrafters.com) represents some 60 artisans in a quaint log cabin. It’s open 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Mon through Sat and 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sun, March through December; closed in January and open 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Other shops include the Carolina Southern Peddler (73 Webster St.; carolinasouthernpeddler.carrd.co/); the Corn Crib (124 Front St.; 828-361-0016); and the Dillsboro Chocolate Factory (28 Church St.; 828-361-0156; dillsborochocolate.com.)

The Dillsboro Inn (146 N. River Rd.; 828-586-3898 or toll-free 866-586-3898; dillsboroinn.com) is just a short walk from the historic Dillsboro craft shops and studios, but the star of the place here is the Tuckasegee River. There are seven suites on the waterfront, from which you can hear the river. It’s taken innkeepers T. J. and Terry Walker decades to build and renovate the Dillsboro Inn to their satisfaction. The Walkers came to North Carolina via Florida and New York. T. J. says, “It’s my experiences as a little kid at summer camp that brought me back here.” But summer camp was never like this, except for the rustic location and nightly campfires with marshmallows. The suites are spacious, furnished with a hint of luxury and an emphasis on privacy. It’s a good place to get away and rest, not a gather-round-the-breakfast-table hostelry. “We’re not a bed-and-breakfast,” T. J. says. The continental breakfast is delivered to the suites. All suites have private baths with hair dryers, kitchenettes with microwave and refrigerator, Wi-Fi, cable TV, and heat if the weather gets cold. The spacious yoga room, designed to be especially peaceful, has a deck with a view of the river. The best way to spend time here, the Walkers say, is quietly, letting troubles float downstream. Two rooms are pet friendly and there’s a playground in the adjoining park where kids can wear off extra energy. The inn also has a six-person outdoor hot tub, which seems a bit out of character for a place emphasizing privacy and calm. Hiking is an obvious activity in the area, and the Tuckasegee is recognized as a first-class river for fishing. A special feature of the Dillsboro Inn is that you make reservations either by telephone or e-mail, not an online reservation service, giving the innkeepers a chance to learn a little about you, including whether or not your visit will be to mark a special occasion.


Western North Carolina Fly-Fishing Trail

Some fly-fishing enthusiasts in Jackson County have put together a listing and map of 15 of the best fly-fishing waters in North Carolina, with a variety of options for catching brook, brown, and rainbow trout. The map describes streams by category: hatchery supported, wild trout, delayed harvest, wild trout with natural bait, and catch and release with a single hook and artificial lure. The map also tells you how to find each site. Fishers are asked to take the trail pledge, promising not to litter, trespass, or intrude on the rights of property owners, and to leave streams in better condition than when they found them. The map is available in a convenient, water-resistant paper version as well as online at flyfishingtrail.com. There you will also find information on NC fishing licenses and a link to the NC Department of Wildlife Resources Commission where you can purchase the appropriate one.



Another nearby lodging with an alternative approach is Outland (285 Lone Oak Dr.; 828-586-0251; stayoutland.com), a few miles west of Dillsboro on US 74/441 in Whittier. Built as a private homestead a century ago, the property was reenvisioned by George and Hanneke Ware as an Alpine chalet on 22 acres of wooded mountainside, overlooking Clingman’s Dome and surrounded by perennial gardens, streams, a waterfall, and a pond. The grassy areas are groomed for lawn games, and you can follow hiking trails of varying difficulty through the woods. After opening the inn in 1993 and renovating an existing building, the Wares continued to improve the gardens and trails on the property until they sold it to Outland Hospitality, which operates unique places to stay such as this across the country. While much of the property remains as it was when Outland bought it, the chalet is leased as a seven-bedroom rental and the additional building houses luxury suites. With attention to sustainable practices, international travelers should like the Outland because its European style feels familiar. Each room has its own balcony and is angled for privacy. The inn is between Bryson City, Dillsboro, and Cherokee, about 15 minutes away from the beginning of the Blue Ridge Parkway, the Nantahala River Gorge, and Great Smoky Mountains National Park.

For more than a century people would go to The Jarrett House (100 Haywood St.; 828-586-0265; jarretthouse.com) to eat, but the old inn with 18 guest rooms, each with private bath, took a big pause in 2021. Jarrett House became famous for its food, which included a variety of entrees accompanied by unlimited amounts of old Southern classics—green beans, slaw, pickled beets, baked apples, potatoes—and heaps of little light biscuits. The vegetables were served family style. Jarrett House, standing on the corner in the center of town, has been an inn since back in the 1800s. It opened as the Mount Beulah Hotel in 1884 and was a stopping place for trains of the Western North Carolina Railroad traveling between Asheville and Murphy. The inn’s name came from Frank Jarrett, who bought the place in 1894, when tourists began coming to the area to get away from summer heat in the lowlands. The building has always been kept fastidiously clean, white on the outside, with such antiques as old sewing machines and oak pieces inside in the halls upstairs. Whittier native Chris Ellsworth bought the Jarrett House, now on the National Register of Historic Places, in 2021 with the hope of completely renovating it and reopening in two years. Ellsworth began opening part of the renovated inn, including the restaurant, in late 2025 with hope of opening guest rooms in 2026.

Just 15 or 20 minutes farther east via US 23/74, the town of Sylva, which once would’ve been only a quick stop on the way to other attractions, has become the kind of community where people wish they could live, and it’s full of quirky and interesting spots, beginning with the historic downtown area, which has been in the process of revitalization since about 1998. On Main Street a variety of thriving shops—outfitters, bookstores, music stores, and specialty shops—attract both local and tourist traffic. When you get into the downtown area, park. Traffic tends to be slow because the streets are narrow, and you can walk the town easily, to see more with less aggravation.

Two old structures hold special interest, and you’ll have no trouble seeing either one. First is the Hooper House (773 W. Main St.; 828-586-2155; moun tain lovers.com), where offices of the Jackson County Chamber of Commerce, the Jackson County Travel and Tourism Authority, and the Jackson County Museum are headquartered. The building is open Mon through Sat from 9:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. and Sun from 1 to 4 p.m. This Queen Anne Victorian structure was designed from plans that came from Sears, Roebuck & Company. Completed in 1906, the building became the home of Dr. Delos Dexter Hooper, one of the first medical doctors in Jackson County.

It had fallen into disrepair and was scheduled for demolition when a group of local citizens in 1999 began a drive to raise money for its restoration, which cost more than $347,000. Much of the passion for the project came from Julie Spiro, the chamber’s director and a great-niece of the doctor. She not only worked on fund raising but also did much of the physical work on the building herself. Renovation involved scraping away 14 layers of old paint, analyzing and duplicating the colors of the original coats, and removing more than 800 nails from the walls.

On a hill above Main Street, the Jackson County Courthouse attracts photographers and fitness nuts. It’s a 1913 neoclassic revival building that sits so high above the town it appears on a foggy day to be floating. If you want to climb from the street to the entrance, you’ve got 107 steps to negotiate. Locals say this is the most photographed courthouse in North Carolina. It’s no longer being used as a courthouse. In 2011 Jackson County’s main library was moved from its Main Street location to an addition built onto the renovated old courthouse building. Whether you go into the library or not, the building is still a good photo op.

Likely the quirkiest spot in Sylva is the American Museum of the House Cat (4704 Hwy. 441; 828-476-9376; wnccatmuseum.org), the late Dr. Harold Sims’s homage to his best friend. The museum is a collection, 30 years in the making, all related to house cats. Here you’ll find fine art, modern art, folk art, advertising, posters, vintage and antique toys, and all manner of items related to cats. You will even find an Egyptian cat mummy. The museum operates to support a no-kill cat shelter Sims and his wife, Kay, opened in Cullowhee in 1996. The cat museum is open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat, and noon to 5 p.m. Sun. Leashed cats and small dogs are welcome to visit as well. A small admission fee charged.


Waste Not, Want Not

The folks at Lulu’s Cafe are earnest about supporting local farms and recycling and repurposing whatever goods they can. Chef Devin McCardle emphasizes farm-to-fork ingredients in his offerings. The artwork by his wife, Lindsay, prominently displayed throughout the restaurant, is painted with recycled paints on repurposed skids and pallets. The results are stunning. Centerpieces are made with repurposed Mason jars. Old cooking oil is sent to Jackson County Green Energy Park where it is used to fire pottery kilns.



Should all the climbing steps and walking along Main Street work up your appetite, Sylva has a number of good places to eat. Lulu’s Cafe (678 W. Main St.; 828-586-8989; lulusonmain.com) has attracted not only local diners but also those from nearby towns with an offbeat menu the owners call “eclectic.” Named “our favorite restaurant in the region” by Southern Living Magazine, Lulu’s operated about a block from its current location for almost 30 years. They emphasize fresh ingredients and typically offer a seafood dish, a chicken dish, and a vegetarian dish. The restaurant caters to vegans, too. A good example of the eclectic cuisine is Chef Devin McCardle’s take on the Southern classic fried green tomatoes. His version is topped with crabmeat and creole remoulade. The restaurant’s offerings include dishes with a variety of ethnic influences—Indian, Asian, Italian, Greek, even down-home Southern. Lulu’s maintains an extensive wine and beer list. The restaurant serves lunch and dinner Monday through Saturday, beginning at 11:30 a.m. By the way, there’s no Lulu. Never was.


The Usual

“He’s coming now,” a Coffee Shop waitress called to a cook behind the counter. The cook began frying a couple of eggs, sunny-side up, poured a mug of coffee, popped two slices of bread into the toaster, and spooned applesauce into a side dish. By the time an elderly man in a plaid flannel shirt got inside the door, his breakfast was set up for him in front of the end stool at the counter.



In contrast to the relative sophistication of Lulu’s, the Coffee Shop (385 W. Main St.; 828-586-2013), almost at the edge of town, is one of those places where working people and retirees eat, day after day. Men meet in small groups early in the morning or at lunch for a little gossip to break up the workday, and old-timers come in knowing a waitress has started getting their regular order ready as soon as she sees them park. The restaurant has been in operation since 1927 and probably doesn’t look much different now than it did then, with red booth seating and round stools at the counter, which stands in front of the grill and stove burners. This is a meat-and-three place, specializing in such meals as meat loaf with green beans, mashed potatoes, and slaw. You can also get a sandwich here, a burger that was made by hand, and a slice of homemade pie. The restaurant serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner from 6 a.m. to 8 p.m. Mon through Fri, and until 4 p.m. Sat. Closed Sun.

In addition to a number of standard motels, travelers will also find a nice handful of B&Bs and other locally operated places to stay in Sylva. One of those is a Sweet Stay in the Mountains (247 Shallotte Ridge; 828-507-2356; sweet-stayinthemountains.com), opened in 2022 as an inn by Clint and Hannah Menacof after raising their family here. It’s a perfect place to unplug and recharge nestled in between the Blue Ridge and Great Smoky Mountains and all each of them have to offer. Comfortable reading nooks and bookshelves with plenty of selections are strategically located in private and public spaces throughout the home. Covered porches, sunny decks, and patios provide a breath of fresh air and seemingly unending vistas of the surrounding mountainside. An aboveground pool is open seasonally. The nightly cost is in the moderate range.

Just south of Sylva, on NC 107, Western Carolina University is another significant influence on the area. For visitors a stop at Mountain Heritage Center (176 Central Dr.), on the university’s campus, provides a detailed and graphic glimpse of the region’s history. A permanent exhibit depicts the migration of the Scottish and English migrants whose descendants came from Northern Ireland to settle in western North Carolina. Other exhibits are built around such themes as early mountain skills and culture, mountain trout, and Appalachian handicrafts. A collection of thousands of western North Carolina artifacts from mountain families illustrates old mountain life. The center also publishes books, tapes, and shorter printed material about mountain culture based on academic research. On the last Saturday in September, some 35,000 visitors congregate in Cullowhee for Mountain Heritage Day, a celebration of music, storytelling, food, and crafts. The center is open, free of charge, Mon through Fri 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., except when open to 7 p.m. Thurs from June through Oct. The center operates on the university’s holiday schedule, which means it is closed when the university is not in session. Call (828) 227-7129 for specifics; wcu.edu.

Don’t let the word “cabin” mislead you. There’s nothing rough or rustic about Tuckaseigee Valley Vacation Cabins (897 Roy Tritt Rd.; (828) 507-1201; tuckcabins.com), overlooking the Tuckasegee (the contemporary spelling) River. Built in the late 1990s by Wanda Herren and renovated since then, each is seasonally decorated with antiques and collectibles in a different theme—Tiny House on the Tuck, Red Roof Cabin, and Speckled Trout on the Tuck. Surrounding the cabins are hiking trails, a regularly stocked pond, and a fishing pier on the river. It sits on bucolic surroundings with old fruit trees and mountains rising all around. Although current spelling of the river is “Tuck-asegee,” the Herrens keep the old family spelling, “Tuckaseigee,” in the title.


A Mystery Carved in Stone

Lying in a grassy field about 7 miles from Cullowhee, a big gray soapstone boulder known as the Judaculla Rock mystifies locals and visitors alike. It is covered with markings that people have variously identified as stick figures, pictographs, and hieroglyphics. The rock is named after a giant Cherokee monster, and one popular legend is that he made the marks when he jumped off a mountain. Others speculate that the rock marks the location of a hidden treasure, that it is a space alien’s map, or that it was an ancient community bulletin board. To find the rock, drive about 4 miles south from Cullowhee on NC 107. Turn left at NC 1737, Caney Fork Road, and follow the signs about 3 miles more, through a farm where the rock is protected by an open shed. A wooden observation deck is in place as well (828-586-2155).



Heading toward Waynesville, you come to the little community of Balsam, which isn’t much more than a dot on the map. Here Moonshine Creek Campground (2486 Dark Ridge Rd.; 828-586-6666; moonshinecreekcampground.com) offers RV sites, tent sites, and camping cabins. The RV sites have water, electricity, and sewer. Tent sites have water and electricity. The first thing you notice is how quiet everything is. Moonshine Creek Campground is tucked into a wooded cove off a rural road that winds up and down several hills and around curves from US 441, between Sylva and Waynesville. The facility includes a sparkling clean bathhouse and laundry facilities, as well as a children’s playground, camp store, and walking trails. The sites are level and well maintained, with woodland growth providing an unusual degree of privacy between sites. The tent sites are clustered in a grassy creek-side area a bit apart from the RV sites. One RV site, more secluded than the others, sits on a rise next to a waterfall with its stream running down to the creek, so you hear the continuous sound of flowing water. It’s a perfect place for yoga, so the owners have recently built three yoga studios. The creek is good for fishing. The camping cabins are simple wood shelters with doors, windows, and beds, but no other facilities inside. The campground also offers a few furnished rentals with bathrooms and kitchens. It is open Apr 1 to Nov 1.

From this area it’s a drive of approximately 30 miles down NC 107 to Cashiers, a community of fewer than 2,000 people at an elevation of nearly 3,500 feet. The drive will seem longer because the road is narrow, steep, and twisting. But it’s also beautiful, as is Cashiers itself, with scenic views of even higher mountains, the Blue Ridge Parkway, waterfalls, and multifingered Lake Glenville. This is the home of many waterfalls, including Whitewater Falls, which has a total drop of 800 feet. Kevin Adams, author of North Carolina Waterfalls—Where to Find Them, How to Photograph Them, calls Whitewater Falls “the most spectacular cascade east of the Rockies.” The Whitewater Falls Scenic Area turns off NC 281 about 20 minutes south, dipping into South Carolina and back into the Old North State. Cashiers is also home of the smallest US post office, still standing on Whiteside Cove Road. It was in operation from 1903 to 1953.

On NC 107 South the Zachary-Tolbert House, built by Mordecai Zachary in the mid-1800s as a gift for his bride and virtually unchanged today, is a great opportunity to see a little truth in history. Zachary built the house on land that had been Cherokee hunting grounds until the Trail of Tears forced them away. The house had eight rooms, with no electricity, plumbing, central heat, or paint on the inside walls. Mordecai Zachary also built the home’s furnishings, using lumber from trees cut on the property for both the house and its furniture. He married Elvira Keener, daughter of a Methodist minister who lived among the Cherokee. They moved into the new home and ultimately had 13 children, who were taught to speak Cherokee. Only three other families ever lived here.

sayitthisway


You don’t pronounce “Cashiers” the way it looks. Proper pronunciation is CASHers. Local wisdom says the difference was the result of an early misspelling by a mapmaker.



Robert Tolbert bought the house in 1909, and until 1997 Tolbert used the place as a summer home before selling it to people who listed it on the National Register of Historic Places and donated it, along with everything in it, to the Cashiers Historical Society. Much of the original furniture built by Mordecai Zachary remains in the house, along with basic household goods. According to the Cashiers Historical Society, this may be “the world’s largest collection of Southern Plain Style furniture made by a single identifiable furniture maker.” The historical society has compiled a detailed and fascinating history of the property and its families. They offer guided tours beginning at 11 a.m. Fri and Sat, late May through late Oct. Tours take about 45 minutes, and the last one begins at 2 p.m. Call the historical society or check their website for more details (828-743-7710;  cashiershistoricalsociety.org).

Just north of Cashiers, off NC 107, you’ll find a bed-and-breakfast as different from standard motels as it could be, and as unlikely for the area as well. Innisfree Boutique Inn by the Lake (50 Innisfree Dr.; 828-743-2946; innisfreeinn.com) has five rooms in the main house and five luxury suites in the Garden House, each with private bath, some with Jacuzzi or garden tubs for two, some with a fireplace. The Garden House rooms have a wet bar.

This is not a place where you expect to find an old Victorian structure. In fact, although Innisfree is the perfect representation of old Victorian mansions, it is actually a new building. Henry Hoche bought the land in 1981, had the inn built there, and opened it for guests in 1990.

Innisfree is not at all about the comforts of home. Home was never like this. Adult-only Innisfree is a place of luxury, romance, and exotic furnishings, a special-occasion place. Depending on your room, you have window or veranda views of the mountains and valleys, elaborate bed and window treatments, fine art, and Victorian-period furnishings. In the Garden House you can look out over the green landscape from the showers and tubs. All these rooms carry the names of Victorian writers, and their books are included in each room, so that, for instance, you can lounge in Lord Tennyson’s suite and read his work. Breakfast at the inn is served by candlelight, on fine china, accented by antique silver pieces in the room. The inn’s common rooms are filled with collections of crystal, silver, and Victorian-esque decor. Innisfree overlooks Lake Glenville, in the Blue Ridge Mountains—the highest lake east of the Rockies. The place seems isolated but is close to the attractions of Cashiers, as well as places for hiking, horseback riding, waterfalls, and boating. The landscape in this area is filled with Christmas tree farms, which have replaced the many fields of cabbage that used to be grown here. This is a good place to visit if you like a party, too, because there’s almost always something fun going on—seasonal parties, hospitality hour on the patio with music, and champagne cruises on Lake Glenville, for instance.

noshadesofgray


Watch for the Belgian white squirrels scampering up trees and across roofs around town. This area is noted for these squirrels, which are not albinos—they have normal eyes—and don’t seem interested in other kinds of squirrels. They aren’t native to North Carolina. It’s believed the white squirrels came from an overturned carnival truck in 1949 and they are protected by a city ordinance.



Even though it is away from major highways, in a remote mountain setting, Cashiers has its share of local crafts and specialty shops and tourist attractions. During the peak season, May through Oct, the area is very, very popular, which means lots of people.

From here you can drive to Brevard on US 64 or north on 281 if you made your way there. The town’s big claims to fame are its proximity to the Pisgah National Forest, the many waterfalls in the area, and the Brevard Music Center. Brevard Music Center (349 Andante Ln.; 828-862-2100; brevardmusic.org) holds a festival each summer from late June through mid-August during which almost nightly concerts, from opera to chamber music to jazz, are offered. At the center, which has been operating since 1936, 400 students, ages 14 to post-college, study and play with professional musicians each summer. The main auditorium, Whittington-Pfohl Auditorium, is an open structure that seats 1,800 people, with additional seating on the lawn on both sides of the building. In good weather audience members are invited to bring a bottle of wine and a picnic basket to enjoy on the lawn. Concerts are also held in several smaller auditoriums on the grounds.

On Main Street, Brevard’s center, you’ll find a variety of specialty shops, an antiques mall, eating places, and a fine arts co-op. Transylvania County Arts Council (349 S. Caldwell St.; 828-884-2787; tcarts.org) offers the work of the artisans, including pottery, jewelry, wood, and fabrics, often reflecting a western North Carolina mountain influence at its gallery open Tues through Fri 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sat 1-4 p.m.

Rocky’s Grill and Soda Shop (50 S. Broad St.; rockysbrevard.com; 828-877-5375) claims to be Brevard’s original lunch counter, dating back to 1942, with little change since then except finding new owners in recent years. They still serve up soups, sandwiches, shakes, sundaes, and homemade ice cream, but the favorites are the hot dogs and the grilled pimiento-cheese sandwiches. Rocky’s is open daily 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. The restaurant is next to D. D. Bull-winkel’s General Store (828-862-4700; ddbullwinkels.com), which bills itself as “reminiscent of an old-fashioned mercantile store,” complete with Amish rockers (for sitting and for sale) on the front porch, outdoor clothing and foot-wear, North Carolina jams and jellies, regional crafts, and gift items. There’s also a taproom, called The Maproom, in Bullwinkel’s in case you work up a thirst for a local craft brew doing all that shopping. Open Mon through Sat 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., Sun noon to 5 p.m.

You’ll have an entirely different kind of experience at O.P. Taylor’s Coolest Toy Store on the Planet (2 S. Broad St.; 800-500-8697; optaylors.com). John Taylor opened this shop back in the 1980s, and his toys fill 6,000 square feet. John likes fun! His daily costume includes a beanie with a spinning whirl-igig on top. You know you’re going into an unusual place even before you see him, though, because you walk past life-size wooden soldiers to get in. After that, it’s everything from card tricks and Erector sets to science kits and model trains. You really don’t have to have a kid in tow to go in and play. This isn’t the only O.P. Taylor store in North Carolina; it is the original one of three stores and probably the one that most reflects John Taylor’s personality. Incidentally, if the store name calls to mind Mayberry of old television fame, it’s meant to. You may recall the role of Opie Taylor played by Ron Howard. The store is open Mon through Sat 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., Sun noon to 5 p.m.

One place in the area that isn’t selling anything (although they do take donations) is the Transylvania Heritage Museum at 189 W. Main St. (828-884-2347; transylvaniaheritage.org). The museum features some permanent exhibits about area history as well as temporary, changing displays. The exhibits include old photographs and artifacts as well as some unique, seasonal exhibits. The most uncommon of these is the Aluminum Tree & Aesthetically Challenged Seasonal Ornament Museum and Research Center donated by Steven Jackson. In 1991 a friend jokingly gave Steven Jackson, a local home designer, a beat-up aluminum Christmas tree found in a garbage heap. It reminded Jackson of a silver tree in his home when he was a boy. Getting into the spirit of the thing, Jackson had a party and invited guests to bring the “most aesthetically challenged” ornaments they could find. Then a few years later, someone gave Steven a second tree picked up at a yard sale and by 1998 Jackson owned seven. Over the years friends continued finding trees to pass on. Some of them were themed trees like the Marilyn Monroe tree, complete with a little fan that blows her skirt up as she plays paddleball. Another was an Elvis tree. After about 10 years Jackson decided “it was just too many trees to fit in my house” and donated the collection to the museum. In earlier years, when the collection didn’t have a permanent home, Jackson called it the “vagabond museum.” The current exhibit features over two dozen trees and Jackson calls himself the “curator emeritus.” The trees are on exhibit each year from mid-Nov to mid-Dec. It’s open noon to 4 p.m. Thurs through Sat.
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