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  Those above and many other people have encouraged me to explore my own potential as I made the backcountry a backdrop for my life. This book celebrates the love we share for wild places.




  Introduction




  North Carolina is one of the United States’ premier places to hoist a pack and hit the trail. Our national forests—from the Nantahala and Pisgah in the west, to the Unwharrie in the middle of the state, and the Croatan on the coast—rank near the top in hiker days of trail activity. Pisgah was the first national forest in the East.




  North Carolina’s national parks, the Great Smoky Mountains and Blue Ridge Parkway (both partially in neighboring states), are, respectively, the nation’s most popular national parks and the most visited units of the national park system—quite an accolade as the National Park Service turned 100 in 2016. Many people haven’t even heard of another North Carolina part of the national park system, Greensboro’s Guilford Courthouse National Military Park. The battle fought there in 1781 saved the American Revolution, and the park’s trails do it justice.




  That’s just the start of North Carolina’s natural and historical outdoor appeal. Its long coastal arc of sand, called the Outer Banks, is as outstanding as any barrier island chain in the continental United States. Two national seashores, national wildlife refuges, even a key Nature Conservancy parcel, preserve the best for walkers. There’s even the sandy streets of a ghost town to wander. And it’s all reached by an atmospheric system of state ferries.




  The people of North Carolina have a remarkable record of activism when it comes to parks and trails. The state park system is full of parks where the people led and preservation followed. That achievement reached a major milestone in 2016, when North Carolina’s state park system celebrates its own centennial. The first state park, Mount Mitchell, was authorized in 1915 by Governor Locke Craig and dedicated in 1916 to save the last virgin forest on eastern America’s highest peak. Since the mid-1990s, the state’s Parks and Recreation Trust fund has added new state natural areas and parks, such as Grandfather Mountain, Elk Knob, Gorges, and more, while funding trail construction and rehabilitation and building new visitor centers and exhibits. Funding has ebbed and even been threatened since the recession due to increasingly polarized state politics. Sadly that means budget cuts for an agency that draws ever more people to parks while state tourism continues to grow, based in large part on North Carolina’s richness in natural resources. But trail proponents are doing their best to preserve the state’s environment and the flow of park revenue—some of which makes its way to counties and cities where trails and greenways are still expanding.




  Increasing numbers of North Carolinians, and even citizens of other states, aim their own private donations and activism at organizations that protect and fund the state’s nationally significant parks. That includes a host of local, regional, and national land trusts that are buying up the state’s beauty spots an acre at a time. If you haven’t joined one of these groups, symbolized so aptly by The Nature Conservancy, now is the time to do it. They range from the Friends of the Great Smoky Mountains (friendsofthesmokies.org) and the Great Smoky Mountains Association (smokiesinformation.org) to the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation (brpfoundation.org) and Friends of the Blue Ridge Parkway (friendsbrp.org). There’s a “friends group” for state parks (ncfsp.org) and even groups for individual parks or groups of parks. Many of these organizations are mentioned in this book.




  [image: In many parts of the mountains, the Appalachian Trail leads hikers to Canada—or at least to the Canadian forest zone.]




  Trail aficionados volunteer all over the state; some are building the Mountains-to-Sea Trail, which will literally link the Smokies to the Outer Banks. The idea for this nationally significant statewide trail got its birth in 1977 through the passion of people like state trail planner Jim Hallsey and Secretary of Natural Resources Howard Lee, who proposed the idea in a now-famous speech. The effort floundered for a while, but that changed in the 1990s when trail pioneer Allen de Hart and others launched the increasingly professional Friends of the Mountains-to-Sea Trail. The route has been designated as a unit of the state park system; today, two-thirds of the trail is in place and urban areas are stepping up to preserve land and encourage a path likely to offer an unparalleled mix of wild settings and trail town experiences that include lodging and dining (ncmst.org).




  Trails aren’t just being built in North Carolina, they’re being invented. In 2013 the Asheville-based Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation received a presidential award for devising the brilliant idea of turning trails all over the state—and the country—into engaging interpretive paths. The group chooses an easy portion of an existing trail, adds signing and interpretive brochures, and lures families into the woods to boost fitness and fun. The TRACK Trail program has exploded in North Carolina (and across the nation), in part because of an Internet component that encourages kids to bag as many trails as they can. That contribution to the state’s trail culture doesn’t even include the millions of dollars the Foundation has generated for the Blue Ridge Parkway itself. Find TRACK Trails listed under many categories in the Trail Finder near the end of this book. Most are just for hiking but others feature boating and biking.




  When you fuse the distinctive appeal of the Southern Appalachians with the sultry beauty of the Piedmont in the middle of the state, then factor in the islands and estuaries that border the Graveyard of the Atlantic, it’s obvious that North Carolina spans a second-to-none, mountains-to-sea spectrum of scenic beauty (now linked by trail!). Here’s your introduction to the great state of hiking in North Carolina.




  The Regions




  




  Like most southeastern states, North Carolina comprises three regions: the mountains, the Piedmont, and the coastal plain.




  Its mountains are a massive, complex jumble of topography. The North Carolina− Tennessee border splits the Great Smoky Mountains, and lesser ridges spill in all directions from that nearly 7,000-foot central spine. South of the Smokies, smaller ranges cover hundreds of square miles. North of them, the Allegheny Front continues along the state’s northern border; eastward, the Blue Ridge Mountains peel off as the front range of the Appalachians. At places such as Grandfather Mountain, this latter group towers nearly a vertical mile over the western Piedmont. North of Asheville, a range called the Black Mountains soars to the East Coast’s highest summits. On these and other lofty peaks, Canadian-zone forests alternate with crag-capped, alpine-like meadows. Much of this mountain land is federally owned.




  The Piedmont of North Carolina—a name that means “at the foot of the mountains”—runs from the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains to the fall line, that drop-off where streams tumble to the coastal plain. Piedmont topography varies: Rippling foothills on the west become noticeably flat on the east. A profusion of flowering shrubs and trees grow in this “flatland” forest where man-made lakes often provide outstanding trail destinations.




  Below the Blue Ridge, trails generally undulate through woodlands, but many Piedmont state parks boast one of the state’s most distinctive and interesting geographical features—monadnocks, or isolated single summits. Crowders Mountain (west of Charlotte) and Pilot Mountain (north of Winston-Salem) are fine examples. (The latter’s field trip educational materials for grades 9–12 cover these “mountains away from the mountains” and how they were formed.)




  There are also modest Piedmont mountain ranges. The tops of the Uwharrie Mountains, northeast of Charlotte, reach heights of just 1,000 feet. Northwest of Charlotte, at nearly 3,000 feet, the South Mountains are the loftiest of the flatland summits. When the summer heat wanes, these Piedmont ranges make it easy for the state’s urbanites to take a hike in the mountains without driving hours west. And they extend the hiking and backpacking season into winter, when the state’s highest peaks are bitterly cold and snowy. Individual entries reveal more.




  The Coast region, or coastal plain, is indeed the flattest part of North Carolina. Its distinctively sandy soils run to the beaches and bays. In Croatan National Forest, the largest federal tract here, trails wander into cypress forests and onto saltwater marshes. Barrier islands may be the best part of far eastern North Carolina. From north to south, paths explore dunescapes and ponds, saltwater marshes and ancient maritime forests. Trails dot private lands all along the coast and wander through resorts or state and national wildlife preserves, as well as Cape Hatteras and Cape Lookout National Seashores.




  The Seasons




  




  North Carolina’s climatic contrasts create a range of options that is nothing short of wonderful. While summer hikers enjoy near-tropical temperatures on the coast and in the Piedmont, mountain-goers find cool walks. In winter it’s possible to enjoy temperate outings at the beach while, on the same day, people are snowshoeing and cross-country skiing in the mountains. The choice is yours. All you need is a close eye to the weather.




  North Carolina’s mountain climate is remarkably diverse due to the varying elevations in the western part of the state. The southern mountains, from Asheville south of the Great Smoky Mountains to the state’s southwestern tip, have a milder climate. Average summer days there will be around 80°F. Summer temperatures (June through August) in southwestern mountain valleys can be hot: up to the low 90s. In the higher northern mountains, which include the high Great Smokies and reach north to the Virginia border, normal summer days fall in the low to mid-70s; the hottest days will reach the mid-80s. Summer nights in the north dip to the mid-50s and mid-60s. On the highest peaks in both areas, summer days can be downright chilly. Misty conditions can drop temperatures to the 50s and 60s. The coolest summer nights can dip to the upper 40s at higher elevations. Part of the cool of North Carolina’s loftiest peaks is due to the fact that they are home to a kind of temperate rain forest. You will encounter sunny periods there, but generally summer is a time for daily thunderstorms and, possibly, sustained periods of wet weather.




  That changes in early fall. In September and October, days become drier, and temperatures cool on the highest peaks. The first light snow often dusts summits in October. Autumn color is best by October 15 in the northern mountains and by October 25 in southwestern sites. Fall color lasts into early November in the lowest valleys, and warm, summerlike spells often delight November hikers. By late November and early December, the area often sees its first snowfall.




  Hikers and skiers looking for snow should visit the mountains in January, February, and early March. Ample snowfall often covers the trails, with temperatures dipping below 15°F at night and, during surges of cold, staying below freezing for days at a time. Extremely high winds, arctic temperatures, and deep snow can make these mountains as challenging as those in New England. But the snow doesn’t stay all winter. Coverage fluctuates with the weather; for a guide, turn to The Weather Channel on TV or the web (weather.com), or newer more local Internet weather sites like Ray’s Weather, which has been accurate in predicting and reporting on mountain microclimates. Also turn to my classic (I’m told) regional ski book, Southern Snow: The Winter Guide to Dixie (due out again in 2017 from the University of North Carolina Press).




  Spring may be the least-appealing season in the mountains. Snow and rain are frequent, as is mud during March and April. When the area dries to warm, clear days, flowers bloom profusely—in early May in the south, by late May in the north. Budding trees don’t reach the highest peaks until early June, and the spectacle of blooming rhododendron explodes across the highest elevations by the third weekend in the month (see Craggy Gardens and Roan Mountain for more).




  In the Piedmont, summer (late May through September) can be very hot and sticky, with daytime temperatures ranging from the mid-80s to low 90s. Thunderstorms are frequent, though not as prevalent or cooling as in the mountains. The northern Piedmont can be as much as 5 degrees cooler, and at times cloudier, than the southern Piedmont.




  Fall (October through November) is wonderful in the midsection of the state. The summer heat is gone, though Indian summer days can still reach the 80s. Autumn color peaks by November 15, but colorful forests and invigorating weather can last late into the month. Piedmont mountain parks, greenways, and lakeshore trails are best at this time of year.




  Winter (December to March) often yields bright, dry, and crisp days. Rain falls here when the mountains receive snow. Very little snow falls on Piedmont trails; when it does, it’s gone in a day or so.




  Spring is another premier time to hike the Piedmont. It can be rainy, but flowers bloom by mid-March. By April, near-summer warmth produces explosive blossoms. May has more of the same, with summer temperatures arriving late in the month.




  [image: Gray’s lily is one of the rare flowers that mountain hikers glimpse on the South’s “bald” summits.]




  The coastal plain and the shore are a world apart. Summer at the coastal parks and on Outer Banks trails is hot and sunny in spades. But like subtropical areas elsewhere, onshore breezes and thundershowers can make the trails (and camping) attractive for acclimatized hikers (but not me!). Those who are least attracted to hot weather should consider the shoulder seasons of spring and fall. My favorite months at the beach are April, May, September, and October. From late September to mid-November, the ocean is warm, and lower humidity days (mid-70s to mid-80s) are perfect for walking, not to mention swimming. Spring is similar, except ocean-water temperatures aren’t inviting until late May.




  On the coast, the north-to-south range in climate is as noticeable as it is in the mountains. Warmer, sunnier days occur earlier and stay later on the southernmost beaches, a pattern reflected in the fact that flora and fauna on those strands is similar to areas much farther south.




  Being Prepared




  




  Given North Carolina’s varied climate and geography, there is no substitute for adequate planning. This section covers the most important elements involved in preparing for a safe, enjoyable outing; hikers should also check the information included in the overviews and details of each trail entry. The following are general tips and hiking advice—an orientation—to FalconGuides and this book.




  Selecting a Trail




  When you are deciding which one of the hikes from Hiking North Carolina to take, your first step is matching the trail with your level of ability. Hikes listed in this book are described as easy, moderate, or strenuous, with “moderately” and “extremely” modifying those terms. Generally, regardless of length, an easy trail has a graded or benched treadway, meaning that the tread has been excavated, like a mini road grade, to permit predictable footing. An easy hike is relatively level, meaning that its grade, or rate of rise, is gradual and consistent. A moderate trail involves a rougher, rockier treadway and fluctuations in the rate of rise, though the climb is usually gradual. Strenuous trails are steep overall or in places, require substantial exertion, and often have uneven footing or necessitate the use of ladders or climbing over rocks. When a trail is said to “slab around a peak,” it means that it avoids a summit, generally keeping to a level grade at one elevation.




  Add these basic terms to the descriptions in the trail entries. For instance, the Nuwati Trail on Grandfather Mountain (rated moderately easy) is considered untaxing because of gradual grades. Nevertheless, the text mentions that the trail has rocky footing, a fact that hikers will need to consider.




  Trail entries often use the terms “loop” or “circuit” to describe a recommended hike. In general a loop is a single trail that leaves a trailhead, splits at some point, then returns the hiker to the initial path and trailhead (often called a “lollipop loop”). A circuit is a hike that originates on one trail but turns onto another trail to return to the same starting point. Either of these hikes resembles a circle of sorts. The entry also often specifies elevation gain.




  Mileages are given for most hikes, often with “about” appended to them. This is done where seemingly reliable data conflicts with other information, such as park brochures or official publications. All mileage information should be considered a best estimate. Certain kinds of terrain make it difficult to measure with certainty exactly how long a trail is. In addition, the varying levels of experience that hikers bring to the trails make mileage information less meaningful. Certainly, you don’t want to set off on a 10-mile hike when a 2-mile hike is what you have in mind; nevertheless, trail descriptions and ratings are often more valuable than simple mileage figures.




  To further inform your trail choices, I’ve included entries that suggest ways for inexperienced or less physically fit hikers to sample longer, more strenuous trails. Most entries, for instance, suggest places to turn around or alternative routes that avoid the most difficult terrain. Still, a person in very poor condition could find an easy-rated trail to be a challenging hike, so the trail descriptions in this book are subjective. If you are considered overweight, do no regular exercise, or are unsure of foot, create your own hike rating system: Expect an easy hike to feel moderately difficult, and a moderate hike to be strenuous. The nice thing is that, with consistent exercise, your rating system will change.




  How to Use the Maps




  The maps in this book that depict a detailed close-up of an area use elevation tints, called hypsometry, to portray relief. Each gray tone represents a range of equal elevation, as shown in the scale key with the map. These maps will give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. The darker tones are lower elevations; the lighter grays are higher elevations. The lighter the tone, the higher the elevation. Narrow bands of different gray tones spaced closely together indicate steep terrain, whereas wider bands indicate areas of more gradual slope.




  Maps that show larger geographic areas use shaded, or shadow, relief. Shadow relief does not represent elevation; it demonstrates slope or relative steepness. This gives an almost 3-D perspective of the physiography of a region and will help you see where ranges and valleys are.




  Don’t Forget High Tech: The Web and GPS




  The first edition of this book was the first North Carolina trail guide to feature web-sites and discuss the value of the Internet for hikers. This edition offers even more focused and useful sites. Today, the nature-loving legion of hikers are among the most likely demographic to be online. Be sure to keep in touch with the exploding trove of information about hiking to be found on the web, especially for the latest on campground rates, new trails, storm closures, and more. I hope this book’s overview makes the overwhelming, and at times unreliable, Internet free-for-all a little more predictable.




  High tech has also taken to the trails with the Global Positioning System, or GPS. The maps in this book are already compatible with the Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) system of coordinates used by GPS units. That is intended to encourage experimentation with GPS units and their capacity to pinpoint your location on the maps in this book or to overlay GPS “waypoints,” or locations on your hike, onto computer-based topographical maps. With one of a number of available computer topo map products, it’s easy to print out great maps before a hike, to record the entire route of your hike on a map when you return, and even to find your way to desired locations.




  That latter capacity has led to the “geocaching” craze. All over the state, GPS enthusiasts have established hidden caches of diverse items, including a log of visitors. Finding them is fun—kind of like a backcountry scavenger hunt. Log onto geocaching.com to find your way into this world. Or try ncgeocachers.org. And be sure to check out FalconGuides on route finding and using GPS.




  What to Carry




  Since the first edition of this book, improvements in outdoor gear have gone from evolution to revolution.




  The leap to lightweight trail gear in the 1970s dropped World War II–era backpacking loads from 60 pounds to 40. Another major morph has just happened. Ultra-light gear means overnight loads can now be as light as 20 pounds. All kinds of high-tech hiking items are part of the trend—a real plus whether you’re a youngster just starting out or a baby boomer getting back to the woods.




  Overnight gear tells the tale. Inflatable Therm-a-Rest sleeping pads, and the adapter that turns them into luxe camp seats, just add about a pound. Stoves, like MSR’s lightest models, have dropped into the realm of mere ounces. Cook kits and utensils are titanium—and virtually weightless.




  For hikers, fabrics are a big part of the story. The newest are extremely lightweight, breathable, and waterproof. Only a single layer is now needed for tents (no fly), packs, and rain jackets (welded seams have eliminated thread holes, and waterproof zippers have done away with the extra weight of zipper flaps).




  Weight isn’t all that’s changed. Many packs have built-in hydration systems that permit you to drink through a tube, doing away with the need to carry a water bottle.




  If you avoid the tendency to carry the kitchen sink, outdoor adventure has never been more accessible. The website backpackinglight.com is a great place to start. And if you can handle the author’s aggressively granola philosophy, check out Ray Jardine’s lightweight hiking books at adventurelore.com.




  The shortest, easiest nature trail in this book requires the hiker to carry nothing more than a camera or binoculars. But hikers who venture more than 1 mile into fields or forests will want to carry a few basics.




  A small backpack or fanny pack holds the essentials: a water bottle (or hydration system), a snack or extra food, spare clothing, and other protective items (sunscreen, insect repellent, sunglasses, a hat, and a rain jacket). Be sure to have a small first-aid kit (bandages, antiseptic, extra-strength aspirin/acetaminophen, moleskin for blisters). Check out adventuremedicalkits.com for a great selection. Take this book (or relevant photocopied pages), the recommended hiking maps, and any trail permits required.




  Clothes




  Choose clothes that are comfortable and protective.




  In summer, anywhere in the state, shorts and T-shirts are a must. But climate, insects, or poisonous plants can intervene. On the coast or in the Piedmont, you may find it necessary to have a hat, long-sleeved T-shirt, and long, loose pants (perhaps with zip-off legs) because of sun, bugs, or vegetation. A heavier version of the same outfit can be worn in the mountains’ cooler conditions. And remember, a high-altitude sun can burn as much as at the beach. The latest trail shorts and T-shirts are virtually weightless, dry fast, have antimicrobial properties that eliminate odor, and are even sun protection formula (SPF) rated.




  When choosing clothing, the best policy is to be prepared for the worst weather the season and place can deliver. This means being flexible and dressing in layers. However lightly clothed you find yourself in summer, be prepared for rain and wind. The best choices are jackets made of new high-tech synthetic fabrics. You’ll have to throw a little money into this effort, but it’s worth it.




  Whether you are reveling in cold salt spray in summer or climbing into a Blue Ridge snowstorm, your waterproof outer layer of clothing (shell jacket and pants) is your first line of defense. Under that, wear layers—how many varies by season. Synthetic fabrics, such as polypropylene, that are warm even when wet, are the best choices. Polypropylene T-shirts, long underwear, and fleece jackets and pants are indispensable for cold weather.




  You’ll need major insulating garments in North Carolina’s winter mountains. The choice for insulation is, again, synthetic fills that won’t lose their insulating value when wet. Nevertheless, waterproof fabrics are bringing down back in vogue.




  Footwear




  On easy trails, a sturdy pair of walking or running shoes will do. But on moderate or more difficult hikes—or even easy hikes with rocky footing—you’ll depend on hiking boots.




  The newest-generation boots are light and relatively inexpensive compared with the heavy, costly leather boots associated with the 1970s backpacking boom. The new boots boast waterproof fabrics and various kinds of nonskid soles. They add comfort, safety, and enjoyment to any hike, making them a worthwhile purchase for even a casual hiker.




  But boots may not be the only kind of shoe a serious hiker or backpacker will need. Winter hikers will need more than a three-season, lightweight boot. Rather than avoid paths that cross streams without bridges, consider carrying a pair of aqua shoes, which slip over bare feet, or sport sandals for wading. The Crocs style of foam slip-on is almost weightless and makes a great camp shoe after a day on the trail.




  The ultimate item you’ll want to carry isn’t in your pack but in your head: knowledge. The information contained in this book is timely and extensive, but no single trail guide can do it all. Prepare yourself by seeking out the variety of resources available to those who enjoy the outdoors, perhaps including courses in CPR and first aid. Read FalconGuides and other books on survival, route finding, mountaineering, backpacking, and additional outdoor topics.




  Weather Dangers




  Owning or carrying the proper clothing isn’t enough. Be sure to don your high-tech garments before you become thoroughly wet or chilled.




  Hypothermia results when lack of food and/or exposure to severe weather prevents the body from maintaining its core temperature. With the dramatic cooling effects of wind and rain, it can occur at any time of year, even at temperatures well above freezing. To prevent exposure, stay dry and protected with the right clothing—especially a hat, since up to 70 percent of lost heat can emanate from your head. Don extra clothing when you stop for a rest, before you get chilled. Drink plenty of fluids (in winter, just breathing robs you of moisture). Adequately fuel yourself with food. Nibble energy foods (such as trail mix, sandwiches, and hot soups). Set up camp earlier to accommodate an inexperienced or less physically fit member of your party. The best way to treat hypothermia is to stop it before it starts, but if you can’t, do not ignore the uncontrollable shivering and, later, the slow and slurred speech, stumbling gait, clumsiness, and seeming disorientation of a hypothermic hiker. Take immediate action to shelter and refuel anyone with these symptoms. If the victim is uncooperative, or unconscious, use a sleeping bag to sandwich the lightly dressed hiker between two similarly dressed helpers.




  [image: Reaching Mount Mitchell’s summit in winter isn’t easy, but for those who do, the peak’s 100-plus inches of annual snowfall offer a very “un-Southern” experience.]




  Frostbite is another danger. Frozen flesh often results from severe cold, and its first sign is reddened skin. Next, the frozen site—often toes, fingers, or portions of the face—will turn white or gray. The best prevention is to stay warm so that your extremities receive the blood flow they need. If you can avoid it, do not venture into extreme conditions or exposed areas where windchill factors are below minus 20°F. In severe conditions, hikers should monitor one another’s faces and suggest shelter when the need arises. Do not rub frozen skin or slap frozen extremities together. When an area with severe frostbite begins to thaw, expect severe pain; use aspirin or acetaminophen on the way to medical assistance.




  In summer, a hiker’s major danger is lightning, especially on exposed mountaintops. Lightning is a complex combination of charges that bounce from cloud to ground and back. Suffice it to say, take shelter at the first sign of lightning. Other lightning safety tips include move off ridgetops; seek shelter in a group of smaller trees rather than under one tall one; rest in a low, dry area (but not a gully or near a pond, where water can conduct the current); avoid overhangs or small caves where ground current might pass through you. In a lightning storm, it’s best to sit in the open below surrounding high points and atop a rock that is detached and thus insulated from the ground. To further insulate yourself, crouch low or kneel on top of your pack or sleeping pad.




  Heat stroke and heat exhaustion are summer equivalents of hypothermia. North Carolina boasts more than its share of hot hikes, so carry and drink plenty of fluids if you’re sweating heavily. Avoid hiking in the hottest part of the day; to cool off, slip into one of the trailside pools so often mentioned in this book’s hike descriptions. If you feel dizzy and drained, heat exhaustion may be the culprit. Relax, drink fluids, and let your body recover. Heat stroke is the more extreme condition: Rather than being damp and drained, you’ll be dry and feverish—dangerous signs that the body has given up its attempts to cool itself down by perspiring. If things get this bad, immediately cool the affected person with cold, wet compresses. Administer water to resume hydration.




  Trailside Pests




  Winter weather largely eradicates North Carolina’s most bothersome bugs, reptiles, and plants. But spring, summer, and fall are different matters.




  In mild and hot weather, wasps, hornets, and bees of various kinds are found across the state. Take every precaution to avoid contact with concentrations of bees. Be cautious when you see a large number of bees around fruit and flowers; be on the lookout for nests hanging from limbs, in hollow trees or logs, or on the ground. If you notice heightened activity and presence of bees, move away. And don’t act like a flower. You can’t avoid sweating, which attracts some bees, but don’t entice them with perfume or scented body-care products.




  Most stings are minor and easily treated. Simply scrape an imbedded stinger out with a knife blade (squeezing it out releases more venom into your bloodstream). A paste made of water and unseasoned meat tenderizer that contains papain (a papaya enzyme) can neutralize bee venom; baking soda paste does not. Some stings are not so simple. When a person is allergic to bee stings or stung enough times, the danger of anaphylactic shock and even death can be great. Around one hundred people die from bee stings each year in the United States. An over-the-counter antihistamine that contains diphenhydramine (such as Benadryl) can help control mild allergic reactions. Serious toxic reactions and anaphylactic shock can set in immediately or after some delay. If you know you are allergic to bee stings, always carry an epinephrine syringe bee sting kit—and be sure your companions know where it is and how to use it.




  Ticks are another source of potentially deadly bites. North Carolina’s hot Piedmont and coastal forests are favorite habitats for ticks, especially in late spring through summer. Hikers on the state’s highest mountains are less likely to encounter ticks, especially where spruce and fir forests prevail. Lyme disease is one serious malady carried by ticks; Rocky Mountain spotted fever is another. North Carolina is infamous for the latter. Both diseases can take up to two weeks to gestate before symptoms develop. Among the signs are arthritis-like joint pain, high fever, and/or a circular rash.




  The best defense against ticks is three-pronged. First, use a tick and insect repellent that contains N, N-diethyl-3-methylbenzamide, more widely known as DEET. Second, whether you use chemicals or not, wear long-sleeved shirts and long pants, and avoid walking through tall grass, brush, or dense woods. Third, frequently check yourself for ticks, especially at night and when you finish a hike. Focus on armpits, ears, scalp, groin, legs, and where clothes, such as socks, constrict the body. It takes a while for ticks to attach and transmit disease, so you have a good shot at preventing infection if you find ticks early.




  If a tick becomes embedded in your skin, use a bit of repellent or rubbing alcohol or a hot, extinguished match to encourage it to back itself out. If you must use tweezers to remove a tick, grasp the head to avoid squeezing toxins into the wound. And don’t hesitate to pull a little bit of your skin out with it so that mouthparts do not remain.




  Flies can also be a problem in many areas of North Carolina. In spring (mid-April to mid-June), hikers on the state’s highest peaks can be troubled by the same tiny blackflies that pester North Country hikers in Minnesota and Maine. More often hikers here see common houseflies and horseflies; the latter seem particularly vicious at the coast. The best defenses are to be sure to carry and use insect repellent, keep food and garbage covered or stored elsewhere when picnicking and camping, and cover your body. Consider wearing a repellent-coated cap or the new Buzz-Off treated garments. The latest garments from L.L.Bean and other brands include this bug-banning technology, the first to get the EPA’s nod for long-lasting effectiveness. These clothes work and diminish the amount of chemicals needed to survive summer.




  Mosquitoes are prevalent in the state, especially on cool mountain evenings and on trails that pass coastal marshlands. In the latter locations, mosquitoes can be voracious. For most comfort, hike the buggiest locations, such as coastal marshes, in fall and winter; at other times, do not fail to carry and use repellent with DEET, because nothing else will do. And keep high-tech clothing with insect-repelling Buzz-Off in mind.




  North Carolina also has plant pests. Poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac are all found here, though the highest peaks are free of these troublesome plants. All produce contact dermatitis—rash and watery blisters that appear from 12 to 48 hours after skin rubs against the plant resin. The outbreak usually runs its course in ten days, but isolated cases can be severe or cause allergic reactions. Learn to identify these plants (remember “leaves of three, let it be”), and be wary of wading through brush in shorts.




  If you realize you just touched one of these poisonous plants, remove and isolate contaminated clothing until it can be washed at home. Flush the affected skin with water but no soap; your skin’s natural oils will temporarily protect you. Cover rash areas with calamine lotion. See a physician if face, genitals, or more than 25 percent of your body is affected.




  Snakes rank high on the list of hiker fears. Indeed, North Carolina’s venomous vipers range from the timber rattlesnake and copperhead (found across the state except for the highest peaks) to the cottonmouth moccasin, usually confined to the warmest, wettest coastal sites east of Raleigh. Luckily, of the 20,000 people a year who are bitten by venomous snakes in the United States, only 6 to 15 die. The low death rate is due to several factors: The venom of these species is relatively slow-acting; almost half of all snakebites do not include the injection of venom; and antivenin is widely available at hospitals.




  All the above kinds of snakes are generally heftier than nonvenomous snakes and have triangular or arrow-shaped heads and vertically slit pupils (versus tube-shaped heads and round pupils on nonvenomous snakes). To avoid snakebites, don’t reach blindly behind logs and rocks, inspect wooded sites where you plan to sit, and watch where you step.




  Snakes play a role in nature, so don’t harm them. Your best bet is to be observant and able to recognize venomous snakes before they can bite. All too often, snakes such as the nonvenomous northern water snake, found widely in the state, are killed in cases of mistaken identity.




  If bitten, be able to report what kind of snake attacked. Observe your wound: The bite of a pit viper includes two or more prominent fang marks, while the bite of a harmless snake usually leaves two rows of indentations and no big holes. If you can, use a commercial snakebite kit within 3 minutes of the bite. Immediately remove all watches and rings, which may cause constriction from swelling, and do not make incisions with a knife or try to suck out the venom. Do not use tour-niquets, cold water, or ice packs, since these heighten the possibility of gangrene. Instead, loosely splint and immobilize the affected limb; with a pen, mark on the victim to record the time and spread of swelling. If you are within 20 minutes of the trailhead, carry the victim (or permit him or her to walk slowly, with frequent rests) to a vehicle for immediate transfer to a hospital. If hiking alone, walk as calmly as possible back to your car for help. Hikers who are far from a trailhead should send a companion for help and wait for emergency personnel to return with antivenin.




  Most other animals in North Carolina are harmless to hikers. The exception is the rarely seen black bear. Most of the time, a backcountry glimpse of one of these reclusive mammals features its rear end sprinting away. If you have a sudden encounter with a nearby bear, especially a mother with cubs, steadily and calmly back away. Leave the area. Do not run or climb a tree, since this may provoke a chase—and you cannot outrun a bear. Stand your ground in a charge: Bears often bluff these.




  The most problematic locations for bear encounters are in popular campsites, where marauding bears forage through garbage. There they can be aggressive, especially if you approach while they are enjoying food. Stay away. The best defense against such encounters with bears—and with skunks and other animals, even mice—is to keep your food away from camp. Safely hang bagged food by tossing a rope over a tree limb, tie on your food container, run it up into midair away from the trunk, and secure the rope’s other end where you can reach it.




  The other animal threat is a microscopic one. The ingestion of waterborne pests can cause a variety of backcountry infections. Perhaps the best known is giardia lamblia, but an E. coli infection can be deadly. Hikers have even contracted Type A hepatitis from drinking untreated water in the “wilderness.” Giardia victims may not feel the effects for days or weeks, but you should see a physician if you develop foul-smelling gas, loss of appetite, bloating, stomach cramps, or nausea. Unfortunately, even pristine-looking streams may contain these and other disease-producing agents. All hikers should carry water from treated sources, including commercially bottled drinks, or treat the water they use.




  Do not disinfect water with Halazone, chlorine, or iodine. Boiling water for at least 5 minutes (before adding food or flavoring) will kill the tiny cysts that cause giardiasis. Do that, and campers can feel safe preparing hot foods with water from streams and springs. Boiling can cause drinking water to taste flat, though, so either pour it back and forth between clean containers to restore its oxygen content or add flavorings.




  All the above water issues make drinking from trailside springs increasingly problematic, so be sure to filter all your drinking water. The best bet is to purchase a portable water pump filter purifier from an outdoor store or travel catalog. The smallest water purifiers weigh only ounces! These devices make it relatively safe to drink from most backcountry water sources.




  Zero-Impact Hiking




  




  Everyone’s heard the dictum “Take only pictures, leave only footprints.” Well, even footprints are a problem in many popular wilderness areas—causing soil compaction and erosion. Nevertheless, damage to the environment can be minimized.




  The basic idea of zero-impact hiking and camping is to minimize any evidence of your presence. That starts with staying on defined trails and restricting your outings to a small party of people. Intelligent strategies for protecting trails, such as not shortcutting switchbacks, also mean you won’t brush directly through poison ivy or step on that snoozing copperhead. It’s bad form to hike into the woods in a group of eight or more, because anywhere you choose to picnic or camp will be overwhelmed. Groups of four to six people are best, in part because they can more easily find campsites and deal with emergencies. Larger groups are noisier; most people prefer quiet or a natural noise level in the backcountry. Whatever the size of your party, try to keep your noise level down, especially when camping in the vicinity of others. Noise travels in the damp after dark. There’s no excuse for loud conversation or rowdy behavior after 9 p.m.




  The other obvious no-no is littering, the number-one trail pollution problem. The motto “Pack it in, pack it out” has become the basic credo of backcountry travel. Too many people still lug food and drink into the woods in heavy containers, then leave the bottles and cans behind when they’re empty. Pack properly, using lightweight plastic, and you won’t be tempted to jettison the refuse. Also, bag refuse immediately to avoid attracting bugs and animals. And consider picking up litter left by others. It sets a good example.




  Everyone generates waste in the woods, so proper disposal is another element of making zero impact. At popular parks and trails, use the restrooms before hitting the trail. While hiking or camping, use proper methods of disposal to keep urine, feces, soap, and garbage out of water sources; these cause the increasing pollution of streams and springs. To make a “cat hole” for body waste, use a tiny trowel to remove a cap of sod (keep it intact) and dig a hole at least 6 inches deep in organic soil (damp but not wet), at least 200 feet from surface water, trails, campsites, or other places people congregate. This is your “toilet.” Use natural toilet paper such as leaves, or pack out toilet paper in a plastic bag. After using your pit, mix soil into the waste to hasten decomposition, then cover with the sod cap. When urinating, avoid hitting plants; instead go into mineral soil or sand. Choose a sunny spot to hasten evaporation.




  Camping impacts the environment in ways that hiking does not. Hikers who intend to camp should read up on clean camping: How to choose a campsite, the safety and environmental benefits of carrying a camp stove, and many other topics are addressed in several fine publications. A touchy topic for campers is how to keep your body and equipment clean without polluting streams and lakes. Some camping purists choose not to bathe in the backcountry; others wouldn’t camp if they couldn’t get clean. The best way to wash and not pollute nearby drinking water is to carry a large pot or bucket of water at least 200 feet from the water source. Lather minimally with biodegradable soap, rinse, and then disperse and dilute any suds on the ground with more water.




  To brush your teeth, go the same distance away and use the smallest amount of paste possible. Disperse it by spitting, and rinse away residue with water. The Leave No Trace organization is the ultimate source for guidelines on clean camping. Visit them at lnt.org.




  Hiking with Dogs




  




  Woodsy forays with Fido are rewarding experiences. There’s nothing like sharing the exercise and camaraderie of the great outdoors with your four-legged friend. But be aware that dogs can be a headache for other hikers and for park managers.




  Sadly, not everyone out there loves dogs (or, at the very least, your dog). It can be a frightening, frustrating experience to see an unleashed animal charging down a trail at you, especially if you’re a parent with children or another pet owner with your dog on a leash. Remember, these hikers have rights too. They’re out there to enjoy the peace and quiet of the wilderness. Irresponsible pet owners can find themselves in instant conflict with others, especially at campsites.




  Some owners see it as part of the fun for their dog to run free. If that’s you, your best bet is to find a field or a dog park. It’s not fair to intimidate or annoy other hikers. Most important, wild areas are too fragile for this kind of recreation.




  Many national parks prohibit dogs because their territorial instincts can complicate life for wildlife populations already trying to survive in shrinking natural areas. While out of sight of their owners, dogs that run free dig up animal dens, even kill wildlife, and leave their scent (not to mention piles of poo) on the trail.




  There are real virtues to using a leash. Many dogs get permanently lost in wild areas, severely injured in encounters with wildlife, or hurt in falls. Keeping your dog on a leash can even enhance your awareness of nearby wildlife.




  If there is a leash law at the park you visit, please obey it. Unleashed dogs increase the possibility that your dog will be banned from your favorite park. Beyond all that, you could be fined.




  Hiking with Kids




  




  Hiking is a wonderful way to instill a love of the outdoors, an enjoyment of physical fitness and exercise, and less-tangible values of environmental and personal responsibility in young people.




  You don’t have to wait until a child is 10 years old to take him or her out into the woods. Many of the easiest hikes in this book are great for kids. Trail descriptions highlight paths suitable for toddlers on their first unaided woods walks, family hikes, beginner backpacking trips, and saunters with the elderly and physically challenged. Sample some of these, but don’t expect to make the entire hike or reach that intended campsite. Be flexible with tiny hikers. Let them set the pace.




  Many parents purchase sophisticated child-carrier packs that include a pouch for kid items. These increase your mobility, but remember to avoid tree limbs and other obstacles. Also, children often fall asleep in these packs, and few have a way to stabilize a sleeping hiker’s head. Be prepared to use a scarf, pillow, or other item to cushion the napping kid. Work this out in advance of a longer hike.




  Cool-weather hiking with children poses more challenges. Since children in backpacks aren’t active, it is easy for them to become cold, especially in winter. Don’t overdo winter hikes and cross-country ski trips. Carry hot drinks or soup in a thermos; nothing is better if a child becomes cold. Be aware that just bundling a child in urban-style outerwear may not keep her or him warm. There is no substitute for effectively layered, high-quality clothing. Foam-lined, heavily insulated boots with polypropylene or wool socks and substantial mittens should also be basic requirements. Children who have a bad experience will not be enthusiastic about hiking in the future.




  Focus on comfort and safety. Items such as sunscreen, hats, insect repellent, and topical anesthetic for bug bites or sunburn are some of the ingredients of a successful family hike.




  Backcountry Etiquette




  




  You can enhance your safety and limit human conflict in the backcountry, just as you can have zero impact on the environment. Backcountry conflict arises in many ways. Hikers have tempers too.




  Camping is a touchy topic. Many serious campers cope with darkness by going to sleep; when nearby tenters build a giant bonfire and party until midnight, the result can be unpleasant. Avoid such conflicts by choosing your site well. Know your preferences. Choose an isolated campsite if you are a wilderness purist; choose a car-accessible campground or other appropriate place if you’re taking the neighborhood kids on their first camping trip. With a little forethought and consideration, you can minimize conflicts among users.




  Trails have their own form of etiquette. Unless it’s unsafe to do so, step aside when other hikers approach, even if you have the right-of-way. Be diplomatic at all times. If the chemistry in a given situation is wrong, be the first to back down and move on. And be a sensitive dog owner (see Hiking with Dogs above).




  Criminal violence is rare on trails, but instances of robbery and rape seem to be increasing. For that reason, be friendly but reasonably wary. Backcountry users have much in common, and the camaraderie of the woods can cause some people to treat everyone they meet as if they were old friends. But it is far better to keep an urban sense of security about you, which means not leaving your pack and other gear unattended and not volunteering valuable information about yourself or your belongings.




  Do not hike alone; if you do, don’t hesitate to say you’re with a group of friends just down the trail. Dress conservatively, don’t flaunt expensive equipment or jewelry, and don’t leave valuables in your vehicle. The number-one crime associated with hiking is the trailhead auto break-in. When your trek begins at an isolated trailhead, consider parking at a nearby business and arranging to be shuttled.




  No matter what, let a responsible party know where you are going, your intended route, and when you plan to return. Religiously comply with hiker registration and user permit systems, which exist at many North Carolina parks and preserves. These function as a safety net and, where fees are collected, support the maintenance and management of the trails you’ve come to enjoy.




  Enjoyment is, after all, what trails are all about. There’s the exercise, the good times you share with those who accompany you, and the scenic views, both vast and intimate. You’ll savor the sound of wind as it rushes over a forest and be astounded by the way dense vegetation suddenly gives way to a dramatic vista. You will discover how sweat and hard work reap rewards. It’s no wonder that Henry David Thoreau and many other soul-searchers have found that walking facilitates the thinking process. Hiking has a way of leading your mind to new insights as surely as it leads you to new settings. May you, and those you hike with, find both.




  Please contact the author of this guidebook, to forward corrections or to explore added content and updates, by visiting randyjohnsonbooks.com.
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1 Appalachian Trail





  




  Each spring, hundreds of people hoist heavy packs onto their backs and strain down a misty trail, intent on accomplishing the most difficult task of their lives: going the length of the Appalachian Mountains. The footpath links a tree-covered mountaintop in Georgia and a rock-capped summit in central Maine. The trail winds for 300 miles across western North Carolina, home to some of its highest elevations and most spectacular scenery. Nearly 70 years old, the Appalachian Trail (AT) was the first organized recreational avenue to wilderness. Today there are many long-distance trails, but none equals the AT.




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  The trail has elevated some isolated mountain burgs into backcountry boom-towns. Hikers bring thousands of dollars into towns lacking mainstream tourist attractions. Hot Springs, North Carolina, is one place swelled by trail traffic. “The Appalachian Trail passes within 5 miles of 105 towns,” says Brian King, Appalachian Trail Conservancy spokesman. “Many of those towns see the trail as their primary tourist attraction. Just the money spent on gas, food, and lodging is a significant transfer of wealth from urban areas to the Appalachians.”
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  Maintenance of the path never wanes and is accomplished through the efforts of thirty-one organizations affiliated with the Appalachian Trail Conservancy. The conservancy boasts 40,000 members and thirty affiliated clubs. Many times each year, volunteers toil long hours in the task of maintaining their portions of the footpath and any of nearly 300 overnight shelters on the route. All told, about 6,000 volunteers work more than 200,000 hours each year on the path.




  Because of such necessary efforts, the heart of the most populous part of the United States is today a forest trail. This premier hiking path is a world-class adventure covering about 2,189 miles. Only 500 or so people a year finish the complete hike over the loftiest mountains in eastern North America. In fact, those who have accomplished the entire feat number fewer than 10,000. Millions of hikers hit the trail annually, for a short stroll, a summit hike, or a multi-night backpacking trip. The Appalachian Trail in North Carolina is a wonderful string of day hikes. The best are presented below.




  The perils of the nearly 2,200-mile trek might be unimaginable to sedentary Americans. If the sheer physical task weren’t arduous enough, equipment and its failures pose other problems. If you’ve ever had a blister from new hiking boots, imagine having boot problems as you walk 10 or more miles daily. Even when a hiker’s boots are comfortable, they wear out or fall apart on the trek, often at the least opportune time. That kind of roulette plagues everything a hiker relies on, from a backpacking stove to a tent to a sleeping bag.




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




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




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




  [image: In many parts of the North Carolina mountains, stone chimneys are all that remain to remind us of early settlers.]




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




  




  How to Use the AT Mileage Log




  




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




  

    

      	N to S



      	S to N



      	

    




    

      	0.0



      	324.2



      	Trailhead on US 19E, between Roan Mountain, TN, and Elk Park, NC

    




    

      	0.6



      	323.6



      	(spring, former Apple House Shelter gone)

    




    

      	3.0



      	321.2



      	Doll Flats (campsites, spring)

    




    

      	5.4



      	318.8



      	Hump Mountain

    




    

      	6.3



      	317.9



      	Bradley Gap

    




    

      	7.8



      	316.6



      	Little Hump Mountain

    




    

      	9.2



      	315.0



      	Yellow Mountain Gap/0.3-mile blue-blazed side trail east to Overmountain Shelter (spring on left of road grade near shelter)

    




    

      	11.3



      	313.1



      	Stan Murray Shelter (old Roan Highlands Shelter)

    




    

      	12.9



      	311.3



      	Grassy Ridge side trail

    




    

      	14.3



      	305.7



      	Round Bald

    




    

      	15.0



      	309.4



      	Carvers Gap, TN 143, NC 261

    


  




  1A Southern Balds




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




  




  General location: Between Bakersville and Elk Park




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




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




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




  Elevation gain: 2,200 feet south to north




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




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




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




  

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




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




    Parking overnight along US 19E is not recommended. Try to arrange for pickup and drop-off. Winter access to the Carvers Gap and Roaring Creek Trailheads can be complicated by deep snow; they are a low priority for plowing.


  




  The Hikes




  




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




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




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




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




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




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




  The trail climbs over Elk Hollow Ridge then descends to Buckeye Gap. Hikers cross a nearly 5,000-foot summit with nice views at 4.8 miles. Bear right off the main ridge. At 5.6 miles the trail drops into Yellow Mountain Gap (4,682 feet). The Overmountain Victory Trail (OVT), a National Historic Trail, crosses the AT here. This is the route of colonists who defeated British colonel Patrick Ferguson’s forces at the 1780 Battle of King’s Mountain in South Carolina, a pivotal step in winning the Revolutionary War. To the right, the road-width colonial trace descends in about 0.7 mile to the Roaring Creek Road (NC 1132). A blue-blazed side trail leads right from just below the gap to a spring and a barn, the Overmountain Shelter, where campers may sleep in the loft and cook downstairs. This is another good starting point for day hikes or an overnighter south to the Stan Murray Shelter. Parking is about 0.7 mile southwest of the gap on Roaring Creek Road via a gated forest road that parallels the OVT.
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Reaching Mount Mitchell’s summit in winter isn’t easy, but for those who do, the peak’s 100-
plus inches of annual snowfall offer a very “un-Southern” experience,
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After humping it up from Yellow Mountain Gap, the view of Hump Mountain is worth a pause.
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outh’s “bald” summits.
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In many parts of the North Caro-
lina mountains, stone chimneys
are all that remain to remind us of
carly settlers
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