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Introduction

North Carolina is a state with incredible variety. It stretches across hundreds of miles of country, from rugged mountains in the west to sandy beaches in the east. It is blessed with plentiful rain; lush forests and rich farmland cover everything but urban areas and the sandy barrier islands of the coast.


Superlatives abound. People who don’t believe the eastern United States has high mountains haven’t been to western North Carolina. Mount Mitchell reaches an elevation of 6,684 feet, the highest point in the United States east of the Black Hills of South Dakota. It receives an average of 104 inches of snow a year and has had a record low temperature of minus 34°F, not exactly what you would expect in a southern state. Mount Mitchell isn’t the only high mountain getting snow; there are enough others that ski areas have developed in several areas.


The rugged Appalachian Mountains harbor Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the nation’s most popular national park and one of the largest in the eastern half of the country. The Appalachian Trail, the longest hiking trail in the United States, winds its way along the spine of the Appalachians in North Carolina. Many large waterfalls splash their way down rocky mountain cliffs, drawing admirers from far away. Tucked away in these mountains are rare virgin groves of trees with hemlocks and tulip poplars that tower more than 100 feet into the sky. Over the years prospectors have unearthed troves of rock from the mountains that contain valuable gemstones, such as rubies and sapphires.


East of the mountains, the land becomes more gentle, forming the Piedmont. The rolling country supports farms, woodland, small towns, and the state’s largest cities. Old tobacco farms vie with high-tech manufacturing as part of the state’s economy. Gently flowing rivers snake their way toward the ocean, slowed here and there by dams creating large reservoirs.


The Piedmont slowly gives way to the coastal plain as you move farther east. The land flattens and large farms mix with vast sprawling pine forests. Marshes and swamps cover much of the land near the shore. People once thought of these wetlands as worthless, and drained many for farmland. Today scientists have discovered these lands’ importance as breeding grounds for many ocean creatures, such as fish, shrimp, and shellfish. The areas are also important for land creatures, such as ducks, geese, bears, and red wolves. The marshes lead into the many sounds of the North Carolina coast, some of the largest estuarine areas in the eastern United States.



Lying off the coast are a series of islands that protect the mainland and the sounds behind them from the ocean’s fury during storms. These islands, the Outer Banks and others, are built of sand and change constantly under the ceaseless assault of wind and wave. Their long, sandy beaches draw an ever increasing number of people to the coast.


In addition to great natural beauty, North Carolina has a tremendous human history, beginning with the many Indian tribes that predated European settlement. The first English settlement in the New World occurred here on Roanoke Island in 1585. Although the colonists disappeared without a trace, they set the stage for successful English settlements in succeeding years. Like the lost colony of Roanoke Island, another event in the state affected human history across the world. On the sandy island flats of Kitty Hawk and Kill Devil Hills, Wilbur and Orville Wright conquered the skies with the world’s first powered, controlled airplane flight.


Throughout its long history, North Carolina has seen its share of warfare and tragic bloodshed. Pirates such as Blackbeard sailed the state’s coastal waters in the early 1700s, preying upon shipping. As many people know, numerous battles and events of the Civil War played out in North Carolina. However, most people tend to think of the American Revolution as being associated largely with northern cities such as Boston and Philadelphia, even though crucial battles of the war for independence were fought here in North Carolina. Many Americans believe that Pearl Harbor in Hawaii was the only place the country was directly attacked by enemy forces during World War II. However, during the dark days of early 1942, German U-boats sank American ships with impunity just off the Outer Banks. Recovering bodies from beaches was often a grisly daily chore for coastal residents.


The drives in this guide visit many of the natural and historical wonders of North Carolina. However, like any guidebook, there is often room to hit only the highlights. Use this guide as an introduction. After you have seen the sights along a given route, take off on your own. Something interesting awaits around every turn of the road. You could use up a lifetime and not visit every place worth seeing in North Carolina.








Using This Guide

Scenic Driving North Carolina describes 30 drives scattered widely across the state. The map at the start of this book indicates their locations. With a current state highway map, a GPS map program, and the directions given in the descriptions, you should have no trouble locating the start of each drive listed here. Using the guidebook’s maps in conjunction with the written directions should make following any of the drives easy. Be sure to carry this guide with you along with paper maps. Particularly in the mountains of western North Carolina, cell service is often weak or nonexistent, making cell phone mapping apps unusable.


Please note that not all of the roads within some drives are shown on standard highway maps or in common mapping apps. A more detailed mapbook of the state, such as the widely available North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer, published by DeLorme Mapping, will help you follow the more remote routes and plan side excursions. Other useful maps are the detailed maps of the national parks and forests through which some of these drives pass. They show additional information that could not be squeezed onto the maps in this guide, such as hiking trails and small side roads. The maps are usually available at park or forest offices and at many outdoors shops in the larger towns.


Generally, the federal highways (both interstates and other federal highways) are the largest and busiest roads. This book uses “US” to designate federal highways, and “I” for interstate highways. North Carolina has a two-tiered system of state highways. The primary highways are paved and well-traveled; we use the abbreviation “NC” followed by the route number to designate these. The secondary North Carolina routes are designated by the abbreviation “SR,” for State Road. These routes are usually paved, but some have gravel surfaces. They are often narrower and less traveled than the primary state highways. Look for SR route numbers on the posts of stop signs and other official highway signs at intersections. For national forest roads, I use the abbreviation “FR” for Forest Road. They are usually unpaved and lightly traveled. Their route numbers are marked with thin, short, brown, fiberglass posts.


Unless the drive described is a loop, the length specified is the one-way distance. Distances were measured using several different car odometers. Realize that the figures may not be exact, since different cars vary slightly in their measurements. GPS units also vary in accuracy when measuring distances. Even the same car will read slightly differently depending on tire wear or uphill and downhill travel. Be sure to keep an eye open for the specific signs, junctions, and landmarks mentioned in this book’s directions, not just the mileage. By watching both signs and mileage, drivers can also do the routes in the reverse direction of how they are described.


The travel season specified for a drive is the optimum or ideal season to visit that route. Except in the mountains, snow rarely closes North Carolina drives for long. Generally, the drives are at their best from spring through fall. Summers can be quite hot and humid on the Piedmont and on the coast. Weather, especially in the mountains, can be quite changeable, so be prepared. Watch weather forecasts and pack adequate clothing along with snacks and drinks.


Most of the drives in this guide follow paved roads and all are passable with an ordinary passenger car. A few, as noted, may be difficult for large recreational vehicles or trailers because of their narrowness and sharp turns. Remember that these drives have all the traffic hazards of any road anywhere. Use normal caution and drive defensively, particularly on some of the narrow, winding routes. The terrain these highways pass through is beautiful, but be sure to keep a close eye on the road. Watch out for blind curves and water crossings. Never drive into a flooded stream crossing. Pull well off the road if you stop to sightsee. Watch out for deer and other animals on the road, especially at night (I have had an unfortunate and expensive experience with a deer). Also be aware of stray livestock.


Before setting out, be sure that your car is in good condition. It’s always good to top off your gas tank. Though North Carolina isn’t the Wild West with vast tracts of wilderness, many of these drives pass through only small towns. It can be difficult to find an open gas station or restaurant late in the day on some of the back roads. It never hurts to carry extra food and water in case you have car trouble or can’t find an open restaurant. Snacks will also be useful if you decide to take a hike somewhere along the way. Each write-up notes the availability of food, gas, and lodging along a drive route, but the status can change with time. Before you drive remote and unpaved routes, call the relevant government agency (listed in each description) for current road conditions.


Although crime is unlikely on these rural roads, it never hurts to take precautions. Don’t leave valuables in your car when hiking a trail or touring a museum. If you have no choice, lock them out of sight in the trunk—and don’t let anyone see you put them in there. If a situation seems unsafe for any reason, just leave.


Many parks, museums, campgrounds, tourist-oriented businesses, and other attractions have seasonal schedules. Days and hours of business tend to be most extensive in summer. Many places have long hours then, with more limited hours in the fall, and restricted or nonexistent hours in winter and early spring. Campgrounds, in particular, tend to be closed in winter and early spring. If you plan to travel in the off-season, call ahead before counting on a given attraction being open.



Please do your part to protect the scenic country through which you pass. Be careful with fire; be sure that you thoroughly put out campfires and cigarettes. Don’t litter. Don’t disturb historic sites. Stay on designated roads, since the land is fragile. Though many of the drives in this book pass through federal or state land where access is allowed, others pass through private land. In areas of private ownership, respect the landowners and stay within the highway right-of-way.


Use this guide as an introduction to this marvelous state. Follow the intriguing side road that disappears into the pines. Stop in a national forest and hike to a waterfall or fish a rushing stream. Climb to the top of a lighthouse or look for birds in a national wildlife refuge. Browse through a small-town antiques shop or pull into a roadside cafe and sink your teeth into some real southern food. Stay at a bed and breakfast and meet the hosts and other guests. Above all, take your time as you discover all that North Carolina has to offer.







1

Blue Ridge Parkway

Virginia State Line to Blowing Rock

General description: A 75-mile section of the paved recreational Blue Ridge Parkway, which follows the scenic crest of the Blue Ridge Mountains from the Virginia state line to Blowing Rock.

Special attractions: Cumberland Knob, Brinegar Cabin, Doughton Park, Northwest Trading Post, E. B. Jeffress Park, Boone’s Trace, Blowing Rock, hiking, scenic views, fall colors.

Location: Northwest North Carolina. The drive starts where the Blue Ridge Parkway enters the state about 17 miles west of Mount Airy.

Drive route name: Blue Ridge Parkway.

Travel season: The best season is April through October, but the route is scenic any time of year. Snow and ice can make travel difficult in winter.

Camping: The National Park Service maintains a campground at Doughton Park and at Julian Price Memorial Park a short distance south of Blowing Rock on the parkway. Nearby Stone Mountain State Park also has a campground.

Services: Gas and food are located on the parkway itself at Doughton Park. Towns near the parkway, such as Sparta, Blowing Rock, and Boone, all have visitor services.

Nearby attractions: Stone Mountain State Park, New River State Park, Mount Jefferson State Park, ski areas near Boone, Tweetsie Railroad, sections of the parkway to the north and south.

For more information: Blue Ridge Parkway (National Park Service), Mount Jefferson State Natural Area, Stone Mountain State Park, Blowing Rock Tourism and Development Authority, and Explore Boone. See appendix for addresses and phone numbers.


The Drive

This drive follows the northern section of the Blue Ridge Parkway within North Carolina from the Virginia state line to Blowing Rock. The well-known scenic route was designed as a recreational road along the crest of the Blue Ridge and other mountains of the Appalachian chain. Hence there is little commercial truck traffic and few business establishments along the parkway itself. The road passes through a seemingly endless array of deep forests, pastoral fields, and breathtaking views. Historic sites, hiking trails, and numerous overlooks break up the trip. Though the parkway is hardly undiscovered, it is still one of the premier touring routes of the eastern United States.

The Blue Ridge Parkway got its start in the 1930s, when the nation was in the depths of the Great Depression. To boost morale, President Franklin Delano
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Fall color lines the Blue Ridge Parkway north of Blowing Rock.



Roosevelt visited Civilian Conservation Corps facilities at Shenandoah National Park in Virginia. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was established to provide jobs to unemployed young men in difficult economic times. During his visit, Roosevelt particularly enjoyed the scenery and views along Skyline Drive. When Virginia senator Harry Byrd proposed building a scenic drive along the crest of the Appalachians between Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains National Parks, the idea fell on receptive ears. It would not only create a long scenic drive, but would offer new employment opportunities.

The states of North Carolina and Virginia purchased rights-of-way and donated them to the project. In 1936, Congress approved legislation, creating the parkway and placing it under the National Park Service’s authority. Construction was soon underway, but completing the route took many years. The last segment, near Grandfather Mountain, was not finished until the 1980s. As you follow the parkway, notice the excellent stonework on its bridges and embankments.

The drive starts in rolling, wooded country at the North Carolina border just a few miles south of Galax, Virginia. It immediately passes a junction with NC 18. The Cumberland Knob Recreation Area is on the left, only a mile into the drive. The first of many recreation sites built along the parkway, it’s also the first of many worthwhile stops. The recreation area was built by the CCC in 1937 in a rustic style, using durable native materials. From here, a short paved trail leads to the top of 2,885-foot Cumberland Knob; other longer trails wind through the area, some offering southeast views of the valleys below. Picnic tables entice hungry visitors to eat lunch here on nice days.

A short distance farther down the parkway lies Fox Hunter’s Paradise, an overlook on the left. The overlook and the next 0.5 mile or so of road offer great views southeast down to the Piedmont, the area of rolling country between the mountains and the coastal plain. The site’s quaint name comes from a nearby knoll, which was a favorite gathering place of local fox hunters in earlier days. The hunters sat around a campfire here after a day of listening to the barks and howls of their dogs pursuing a fox.

The parkway crosses US 21 about 13 miles from the state line at Roaring Gap, a small pass in the ridge. A very worthwhile side trip on US 21 leads to nearby Stone Mountain State Park, a large granite mass rising 600 feet from its base. Stone Mountain is part of an igneous intrusion that formed when molten rock hardened here, deep underground, about 350 million years ago. Erosion of softer overlying rock layers later exposed the granite. Not surprisingly, Stone Mountain is popular with rock climbers and hikers. The large state park includes granite faces, waterfalls, a campground, trout fishing, and other attractions.

Just past the US 21 junction is Little Glade Pond, which offers a picnic area and fishing opportunities. About 2.5 miles farther down the road is an overlook with a good view of Stone Mountain. Soon other views begin to appear on the right (west) side of the parkway. The country on the east side of the ridge is generally much lower than that on the west because it slowly slopes down to the Atlantic.

The road gains altitude for the next few miles. The ridge it follows is narrow in the vicinity of Air Bellows Overlook, with views on both sides of the drive. Just beyond the overlook is Air Bellows Gap, named for the fierce winds that blow here in winter. Brinegar Cabin lies about 1.5 miles beyond Air Bellows Gap on the left side of the road. This historic cabin displays weaving exhibits and has a million-dollar view.

The site was settled by Martin and Caroline Brinegar in about 1880. With their family, they cleared fields, raised crops, and tended livestock to support themselves. In about 1885, they began building the present cabin and outbuildings. A reliable spring supplied them with clear, cold water. To get cash to purchase the few things they could not raise or build themselves, Caroline and the children collected herbs and sold them to local druggists, while Martin earned money as a cobbler.

A staunch Baptist, Martin looked down on drinking, dancing, and even the playing of musical instruments during church services. Since stills and bootlegging were rampant here during Prohibition, Martin was probably one of the few people
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Widow’s Creek Falls tumble over rocky ledges, reached after a short hike at Stone Mountain State Park near the Blue Ridge Parkway.



in the area to get along with revenue officers. Martin Brinegar died in 1925, leaving the property to his wife. She continued to live in the cabin until the land was purchased by the government for the parkway in the late 1930s. She lived her last few years with her daughter Rene in nearby Pine Swamp Valley and died in 1943.

When you reach the cabin, the parkway has entered Doughton Park, a recreation area of about 6,000 acres. The park was named for Robert Lee Doughton, a longtime North Carolina congressman and supporter of the Blue Ridge Parkway. The park flanks the next 6 miles of parkway. You will reach the campground first, followed by Low Notch, a pass over the mountains. “Notch” is a term used more commonly in New England for a mountain pass; in this part of the South, the term “gap” is generally used. About a mile farther, you will come across a large complex with gas, food, and picnic sites. Trails lead from parking areas at Alligator Back and Wildcat Rocks through forest and clearings to great views.

You’ll get even more views as you continue southwest along the parkway, with frequent overlooks. In a few miles the parkway drops into the small Meadow Fork Valley and crosses NC 18. (Yes, this is the same NC 18 you crossed near the start of the drive; it’s not a particularly straight highway.) Meadow Fork Creek flows into the New River, and its waters eventually spill into the Gulf of Mexico. The divide between the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico watersheds follows the Blue Ridge here.

The Northwest Trading Post lies on the right about 10 miles from the junction with NC 18. The store sells many old crafts and products made by people in the northwestern eleven counties of North Carolina, plus some food. Although these items are not cheap, they are often very attractive and well made. Two miles past the trading post is Jumpin’ Off Rocks, where a short 0.5-mile trail leads to a rock outcropping and a view almost worth jumpin’ off for.

Just beyond Jumpin’ Off Rocks, drivers come to the junction with NC 16 at Horse Gap. Unlike most sites on the parkway, the gap’s name is not especially historic. Locals had never heard of the name until the state government put up a sign here in the 1930s after moving NC 16 to its present route. Views start improving beyond the gap as the parkway ridge gets higher. The Lump, a large rounded hill, offers sweeping views about 3 miles from the gap.

Mount Jefferson Overlook, a short distance down the road, offers a great view north to the mountain that was renamed for Thomas Jefferson in 1952. Jefferson’s father, Peter, was a member of the party that surveyed the nearby Virginia–North Carolina boundary in 1749. The mountain’s original name, Negro Mountain, dates to the 1700s. The name may have come after an escaped slave was captured there during the American Revolution. Alternately, the name may have originated from the mountain’s dark appearance at sunset. Before and during the Civil War, runaway slaves sometimes hid on the mountain on their way north, giving it a reputation as a stop on the underground railroad.

The mountain’s 4,683-foot summit looms over the small town of Jefferson, where a small state park offers views and hiking trails. The peak lies on the divide between the two main forks of the New River, which is thought to be the oldest river in North America (its name is slightly off the mark!). Geologists believe that this waterway predates the uplift of the mountains. It has followed roughly its present course for millions of years.
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The bare granite of Stone Mountain attracts hikers and rock climbers to Stone Mountain State Park near the Blue Ridge Parkway.



E. B. Jeffress Park lies about 5 miles from the Mount Jefferson Overlook, farther southwest along the parkway. The 600-acre park was named for the state highway commission chairman who persuaded the federal government to build the parkway in its present location. The park has picnic tables and a short nature trail leading to cascades on Fall Creek, ample reasons for a rest stop. Another trail within the park leads to the old Cool Spring Baptist Church and Jesse Brown Cabin.

The parkway crosses US 421 at Deep Gap, a few miles past Jeffress Park. In the last days of the Civil War, Union troops occupied this gap and raided nearby towns. In another 4 miles, an access road leads to US 421 (which roughly parallels the parkway here) and US 221. US 421 leads to nearby Boone, the largest town in the area. Home to a university, ski areas, and other attractions, Boone is more fully described under this guide’s Drive #5, Elk Falls.

A pullout on the left about 4 miles down the road marks Boone’s Trace, the route believed to have been used by frontiersman Daniel Boone on his westward treks. Boone settled on the North Carolina Piedmont in 1751, but he wasn’t much suited to the farming life. He soon left his family for frequent hunting and exploration trips as far west as Tennessee and Kentucky. He became an excellent woodsman during his years of travel. He is probably most noted for guiding settlers through Cumberland Gap into Kentucky, one of the first steps toward opening the American West.

This drive ends about 7 miles past Boone’s Trace at the junction of US 221/321 at the edge of the town of Blowing Rock, an attractive tourist town. For more details about the town, see Drive #4. Visitors could spend several days exploring Boone and Blowing Rock and the surrounding area.
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The Jesse Brown Cabin is one of many historic sites along the Blue Ridge Parkway.
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Blue Ridge Parkway

Blowing Rock to Asheville

General description: A 90-mile paved segment of the Blue Ridge Parkway, the famous scenic drive that connects Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains National Parks.

Special attractions: Blue Ridge Parkway, Blowing Rock, Moses H. Cone Memorial Park, Julian Price Memorial Park, Linn Cove Viaduct, Grandfather Mountain, Linville Falls, Museum of North Carolina Minerals, Crabtree Falls Recreation Area, Mount Mitchell State Park, Craggy Gardens, Folk Art Center, hiking, views, fall colors, fishing, rockhounding.

Location: Western North Carolina. The drive starts on the Blue Ridge Parkway at its intersection with US 321/221 in Blowing Rock, just a few miles south of Boone.

Drive route name: Blue Ridge Parkway.

Travel season: The best season is from April through October. Although the route is scenic all year, snow and ice can make travel treacherous in winter.

Camping: Campgrounds are located along the parkway at Julian Price Memorial Park, Linville Falls, and Crabtree Falls. Other public campgrounds are located in Mount Mitchell State Park (tent only) and the Pisgah National Forest.

Services: Full services are available nearby in the towns of Boone, Blowing Rock, Linville, Spruce Pine, and Asheville. Other smaller towns sometimes have at least some visitor services.

Nearby attractions: Sections of the Blue Ridge Parkway to the north and south, Pisgah National Forest, Biltmore Estate, Roan Mountain, Linville Caverns.

For more information: Blue Ridge Parkway (National Park Service), Pisgah National Forest (Grandfather Ranger District), Mount Mitchell State Park, Grandfather Mountain, and chambers of commerce or visitor bureaus in Blowing Rock, Boone, Mitchell County (Spruce Pine), Avery County (Banner Elk), and Asheville. See appendix for addresses and phone numbers.


The Drive

The Blue Ridge Parkway is one of the most scenic routes in the eastern United States. It follows a 469-mile route along the crest of the Blue Ridge and other mountain ranges between Shenandoah National Park in Virginia and Great Smoky Mountains National Park in North Carolina. The road was designed as a recreational route and is remarkably free of commercial establishments, subdivisions, and truck traffic. Its roots lie in the Depression of the 1930s; see Drive #1 for details of its history. Although visitors can travel this scenic section of the parkway in a day, its many attractions can fill two or three days.
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The drive starts in Blowing Rock, an attractive resort town described fully in Drive #4. From town the drive climbs into 3,500-acre Moses H. Cone Memorial Park. It winds its way through the park for almost 2.5 miles. Activity centers on Flat Top Manor, an imposing twenty-room home built by Moses Cone in the middle of this large property.

Moses Cone was born in 1857 in Jonesboro, Tennessee, to German immigrants. Thirteen years later the Cone family moved to Baltimore, Maryland, and built a thriving wholesale grocery business. Moses and his brother Ceasar went to work as salesmen for the business, taking trips into textile communities in the Carolinas and elsewhere. As the years went by, the brothers became more involved in the textile business and in 1891 became selling agents for the southern mills. In 1895, the brothers built their own mill in North Carolina. Initially they produced heavy-duty blue denim, leading to Moses’s informal reputation as the “Denim King.” Later the company branched into other fabrics. In time, it operated more than 30 plants, producing many items.

By 1897, Moses was prosperous enough to create an estate of his own design. Since the southern Appalachians were becoming a popular place to escape the summer heat and mosquito-borne diseases of the lowlands, Moses began to buy land near Blowing Rock. He allowed tenant farmers there to stay on. He added three lakes to the property and stocked them with fish. He planted apple orchards and pines. In the center of his land he created the elaborate Flat Top Manor, reached by a network of carriage roads. During his life here, Moses contributed money to local schools and helped found what would become Appalachian State University in Boone. He died relatively young and childless, in 1908, and was outlived by his wife, Bertha. When she died in 1947, she left the intact estate to the Cone Memorial Hospital in Greensboro. The hospital donated it to the US government three years later.

Today the mansion has a shop that sells informational books on the parkway and surrounding area, plus an impressive collection of high-quality Appalachian handicrafts. Visitors can purchase everything from handmade quilts and weavings to jewelry to hardwood kitchen utensils. When you tire of shopping, take a walk on the miles of carriage paths and enjoy the cool mountain air, lush woods, and broad views. There is an access point to US 221 only 0.5 mile beyond Flat Top Manor.

Beyond Cone Park, the Blue Ridge Parkway enters Julian Price Memorial Park. The park is slowly reverting to forested wilderness after being heavily logged from 1912 to 1930 by lumber magnate William Whiting. Before it was logged, the area was noted for its virgin forest of huge tulip poplars, hemlocks, American chestnuts, and other trees. Although the poplar and hemlock are recovering, the formerly dominant chestnut is not. Once important for its nuts and decay-resistant wood, the chestnut is now virtually extinct. A blight imported from Asia swept through the tree’s entire range, killing every standing example. Chestnut trees still sprout occasionally from old roots or stumps, but the blight usually strikes before the trees get much larger than saplings. Many of the picturesque split-rail fences that you see along the parkway were made of chestnut wood, which split easily and resisted rotting. With the tree’s demise, the fences are getting more and more difficult for the National Park Service to repair and replace.
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A rainbow forms during a thunderstorm near Mount Mitchell along the Blue Ridge Parkway.



Julian Price acquired the Price Park property in the late 1930s and early 1940s to create a vacation retreat for employees of Jefferson Standard Life Insurance Company. After he died an untimely death in 1946, the company donated the land to the National Park Service. Within the park, Sims Pond offers hiking and fishing right alongside the parkway. A half mile or so past the pond is another picnic area, followed by trout fishing at Price Lake and the campground. Drivers can access US 221 about 2 miles past Price Lake.

Several overlooks in the next few miles along the parkway have hiking trails that connect to the Tanawha Trail, a 13.5-mile path that winds along the slopes of Grandfather Mountain and parallels about 7 miles of the parkway to Beacon Heights. The trail is spectacular, with tremendous views of the valley below and the Linn Cove Viaduct, an engineering marvel that comes farther down this drive.

The road slowly climbs from Price Park onto the slopes of Grandfather Mountain. About 3 miles beyond Price Lake, look for views of Calloway Peak. At 5,964 feet, it is not only the highest point on the long, rocky ridge of Grandfather Mountain, but is also the highest point on the entire Blue Ridge. As the parkway climbs, it offers increasingly impressive views to the southeast at several overlooks.

You’ll soon drive onto the S-shaped bridge of the Linn Cove Viaduct. This impressive feat of engineering was one of the last parts of the parkway to be completed, in 1983. Here engineering becomes art. Rather than blast road cuts and build straight bridges across the steep, rocky mountain face, the parkway builders decided to design a viaduct that curved with the mountain slope, allowing a large section of delicate mountainside to remain unscarred.

The 0.25-mile long viaduct was built with precast concrete segments on seven vertical piers spaced 180 feet apart. Other than drilling and pouring concrete for each pier base, the builders carried out all construction from above. One by one, each custom segment was attached to the end of the preceding segment, starting at the south end of the bridge. When the segments extended outward 90 feet, a temporary support pier was installed. More segments were then added, reaching to 180 feet. Then the permanent support pier was constructed with workers lowering sections to the base. Be sure to stop at the Linn Cove Viaduct Visitor Center and parking area on the left, at the viaduct’s south end, to view the result. A short paved trail and the longer Tanawha Trail lead from the visitor center to great views of the viaduct and the valley below.

A junction with US 221 lies about a mile past the viaduct visitor center. To get to Grandfather Mountain, a worthwhile side trip, turn here and follow US 221 a short distance west to the entrance. Forty-two endangered and rare species live on this mountain preserve. Designated an International Biosphere Reserve by the United Nations, Grandfather Mountain is the only privately owned site so honored. After paying an entry fee, visitors follow an access road as it snakes up to a nature museum, picnic area, and restaurant. To guarantee admission, visitors must book and pay online in advance at https://grandfather.com. Many visitors like to walk across the pedestrian suspension bridge connecting two rocky crags, although acrophobic folks will avoid it. Covered by miles of hiking trails, Grandfather Mountain offers some of the most impressive views in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

Back on the Blue Ridge Parkway, drivers soon come to the Beacon Heights parking area. Here a trail leads a short distance to a rocky viewpoint overlooking Beacon Heights, the Tanawha Trail, and other routes. Another mile or so of parkway leads visitors to a good view of Grandfather Mountain at its namesake overlook. About 2 miles past this point, a sign marks the boundary of Pisgah National Forest. Much of the terrain along the parkway between Blowing Rock and Asheville lies within the national forest. A trail at the Flat Rock parking area, on the right, leads to another rocky outcrop with views.

The parkway crosses NC 181 a few more miles down the road. About 4 miles past this junction, be sure to stop at Linville Falls Recreation Area. This rugged 440-acre area was given to the National Park Service by John D. Rockefeller. Its visitor center, picnic area, and campground are all along a short spur road. The big attraction here is the trail system, which leads to overlooks of the Linville River where it roars over a cliff into a deep plunge pool. The easy trail on the south side of the river leads to several dramatic overlooks of the falls and downstream views. A more difficult trail on the north side of the river descends to the base of the falls. In late spring, prolific rhododendrons bloom here, adding splashes of color. Because of the rough terrain, much of the area was never logged. Virgin hemlocks and white pines tower into the sky in both the recreation area and nearby Linville Gorge Wilderness Area, which is described in more detail in Drive #6.

A mile past the Linville Falls spur, the Blue Ridge Parkway crosses US 221 again. For the next few miles, various overlooks line the route. A sign at Heffner Gap Overlook describes the importance of apple trees to early settlers. Untended apple trees in fields and forests often mark the site of abandoned homesteads. A viewpoint about 2.5 miles past the Heffner Gap Overlook looks down on the Loops, large curves on the Clinchfield Railroad line where it climbs over the Blue Ridge and crosses the road. Years of struggle, first to raise the capital and then to build the tracks, culminated in these steel rails. Completed in 1909, the line required eighteen tunnels and 31.5 miles of track to ascend the Blue Ridge. In 1915, the tracks were tied into rail systems in the Piedmont and Midwest. Even today, the Clinchfield Railroad is the only line to cut a path across the southern Appalachians.

In another 2 miles, the parkway crosses NC 226 at Gillespie Gap. The town of Spruce Pine lies just off the parkway on NC 226. Spruce Pine is the center of North Carolina’s mining industry. Prospectors have dug into the rocky, wooded hills here in search of riches since before the American Revolution. Some of the country’s first gold rushes occurred in this area, and for many years North Carolina was the nation’s leading gold producer. (See Drive #7 for more area mining history.) If mining intrigues you, be sure to stop at the Museum of North Carolina Minerals at the NC 226 junction. The museum describes North Carolina mining activity and exhibits native minerals, showcasing everything from rubies to tungsten to gold nuggets.
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Morning mist hangs over fields and split-rail fences along the Blue Ridge Parkway.
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A short hike leads to impressive Crabtree Falls along the Blue Ridge Parkway.



The first of many tunnels on the remainder of this drive appears about 2.5 miles from the NC 226 junction. A short distance past the tunnel, NC 226A leads to Little Switzerland. This settlement got its name when a person who had recently visited Switzerland suggested that the area resembled the Swiss Jura Mountains. The Wildacres Tunnel follows in about 3 more miles.

Next comes Crabtree Falls Recreation Area, which has a campground and picnic area. Several families once lived here, raising crops, tending livestock, and grinding corn at a mill built by Billy Bradshaw. As standards of living improved early in the 1900s, people slowly drifted away from the hard mountain life. Once you fill your stomach with a picnic, stretch your legs on a 0.9-mile hike down to 70-foot-high Crabtree Falls, one of the most scenic waterfalls in the area. The trail starts from the parking area just inside the Crabtree Meadows campground.

Farther down the road, the Black Mountains Overlook is particularly interesting. There is no mistaking the looming crest of the Black Mountains, the highest range east of the Mississippi River. Its green mantle of cool Fraser firs and red spruces appears very dark from a distance, giving the range its name. The average elevation of the mountains exceeds 6,000 feet, very high by eastern standards. From the overlook, visitors can see the eastern section of the J-shaped range. It includes Mount Mitchell, the highest point and center of a state park that you will visit later in this drive.

The parkway crosses NC 80 in Buck Creek Gap about 2 miles past the Black Mountains Overlook. It then passes through two more tunnels, generally climbing as it travels southwest toward the Black Mountains. After going through another tunnel, it passes more overlooks with impressive views. Near mile marker 354, the Blue Ridge Parkway leaves the Blue Ridge and crosses to the Black Mountains. For more than 200 miles, the parkway has roughly followed the divide between the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic watersheds along the crest of the Blue Ridge. Here, it finally leaves it. A nearby summit, the Pinnacle, is the second highest point in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

NC 128 turns right just after Black Mountain Gap, climbing into Mount Mitchell State Park. This 4.8-mile side trip is well worth the time. The highway climbs steadily, passing a seasonal restaurant and a small tent campground on its way to the summit parking lot. There, a short trail climbs to the observation deck on the 6,684-foot summit. Bring a jacket, since summit temperatures are almost always cool, even in summer. The record high here is only 81°F; the record low is -34°F, a bit chilly for a southern state. Winds in excess of 100 miles per hour are common here, where the average annual snowfall is 104 inches. Altogether it’s a hostile climate, explaining the spruce-fir forest that blankets the mountain’s upper slopes; the forest type is more common in cooler places such as Canada.

Unfortunately, Mount Mitchell’s conifer forest is not healthy. A tiny imported aphid called the balsam woolly adelgid is the main culprit. The aphid kills off Fraser firs by injecting a substance into the trees that eventually blocks the flow of nutrients and water through the trees’ vascular systems. The red spruce here also have been growing much more slowly in recent decades, and have a higher mortality rate, due to acid rain created by sulfur dioxide emissions from power plants and nitrous oxides emitted by vehicles. What with the adelgid, chestnut blight, Dutch elm disease, the imported emerald ash borer, and various hemlock pests, visitors have to wonder how much forest will eventually be left in the East.

Elisha Mitchell, the mountain’s namesake, is buried on the summit below the observation deck. Mitchell began his long career as a teacher at the University of North Carolina in 1824. He first visited the Black Mountains in 1835. Using a barometer to measure atmospheric pressure, he calculated the height of several peaks and concluded that the range was higher than Mount Washington in New Hampshire. Enlisting the aid of local guide Big Tom Wilson, he came back in 1844 and measured the mountains’ elevations more precisely.

That same year, a North Carolina congressman and senator, Thomas Cling-man, also visited the range and calculated the height of several of the peaks. He asserted that he had found a peak higher than that of Mitchell, opening a dispute between the two men. To settle the matter, Mitchell made another trip to the mountains in 1857. Sadly, he fell to his death over a waterfall when traveling alone to Big Tom Wilson’s house. For days searchers combed the mountain looking for him. Finally Wilson found the body, which later was buried on the summit of the range.

After his death, people sided with Mitchell and the mountain was officially named in his honor. Remarkably, Mitchell’s measurement was only 12 feet off from the actual height, when measured with modern scientific instruments. In time, Clingman also found his place in history. Clingman’s Dome is the highest point in the Smokies and one of the highest peaks in the East. Another high peak in the Black Mountains is named for Big Tom.

As loggers approached the crest of the Black Mountains at the turn of the twentieth century, people in the area agitated for its protection. North Carolina’s first state park was established near Mount Mitchell in 1915, through the efforts of Governor Locke Craig, Theodore Roosevelt, and others. If you enjoy the high elevations of Mount Mitchell, consider hiking some of the other trails in the state park and adjacent Pisgah National Forest.

From the turnoff to Mount Mitchell State Park, continue to drive toward Asheville on the parkway. For several miles, the road passes through high spruce-fir woodland to Balsam Gap, the dividing point between the Black Mountains and the Great Craggy Mountains. From here the parkway follows a sharp ridge to Craggy Gardens in the Great Craggies. Stop to look at Glassmine Falls, a very high seasonal waterfall, at an overlook soon after Balsam Gap.

Just past another tunnel is the Craggy Gardens Visitor Center, where great views open up on both sides of the ridge. The Craggy Gardens are a large heath bald, an area of thick shrubs rather than trees. One of most common plants here is the rhododendron, with colorful blooms that open in mid-June. One theory of the balds’ evolution postulates that Native Americans burned the area long ago to create openings for game. Grass grew back first, followed by brush. Several hiking trails start in the gardens and lead through this fragile terrain. All have tremendous views. Stay on the trails, which lead to many possible destinations, including the summit of Craggy Pinnacle and 70-foot Douglas Falls.

Back on the parkway, drivers go through yet another tunnel to reach a picnic area with hiking trails that go back to the Craggy Gardens Visitor Center and other destinations. From here, the road steadily descends toward Asheville. Several more overlooks offer views as you drop off the Craggy Mountains.

The Folk Art Center of the Southern Highlands Craft Guild lies on the right in about 17 miles. This spacious center, opened in 1980, has a large museum with changing displays of guild members’ work and traveling exhibits, plus an elaborate shop with a broad array of excellent local crafts. If you didn’t find enough crafts to satisfy you at Moses H. Cone Memorial Park, you’ll find them here. Hardwood fan pulls, silver dogwood jewelry, quilts, creative cutting boards—the Folk Art Center has it all. There is also a bookstore with titles relevant to the area.

Just past the Folk Art Center is the parkway’s junction with US 70 at the edge of Asheville, marking the end of this drive. The next segment of the parkway, from Asheville to the Great Smokies, is described in Drive #3. For now, relax and enjoy the plentiful restaurants and lodging facilities in Asheville, the largest city in western North Carolina. If the drive hasn’t worn you out, consider a tour of the Biltmore Estate. The estate started when George Vanderbilt began buying land in the area, eventually amassing 125,000 acres (a large portion of which later became part of the Pisgah National Forest). Vanderbilt’s massive 255-room home was modeled after French chateaux and took hundreds of workers five years to construct. The house is huge—it’s the largest private residence in the world—and lavishly furnished. Tours visit “only” 50 of the rooms. You also can explore the estate’s elaborate gardens designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the winery, or nearby Biltmore Village before you collapse in your Asheville motel room. Or, alternatively, eat in one of Biltmore’s restaurants and stay in one of its lodging choices on the property.
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