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Appalachian Adventure Unguided Tour #3 
(95.3 mi, approximately 2 hr. 30 min driving time) 

This must-see 2-stop tour provides for a leisurely scenic drive to the Maple Springs Observation Point and along the 
Nantahala River Gorge.  Food can be obtained along the route at The Tapoco Lodge (Tapoco River Grill) or the 

Nantahala Outdoors Center (Rivers End or Big Wesser BBQ & Grill) and gasoline can be purchased in Robbinsville.  

 
Modified map image from America Rides Map 

 Maple Springs Observation Point is located in the Cheoah Ranger District at a height of 3340 feet and the observation 
deck can be reached via a short paved trail.  The 4.5-mile paved road winds its way up the mountain and is well maintained.  
On a clear day, there are impressive views of Lake Santeetlah, much of the Ranger District, and the some of the Great Smoky 
Mountains.  Although it is an isolated spot with impressive views it is quite popular with locals and tourists.  There are no 
restroom or picnic facilities at this site but we highly recommend a short visit to this highly scenic viewing area.  During the 
early part of this route you will pass the Tapoco Lodge on the right side of the road, which is just past the Cheoah Dam.  
Although there is limited parking at the lodge the restaurant has good food and outside seating along a fast-flowing stream.   

The Nantahala River is within the Nantahala National Forest, and near the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Two-
lane U.S. Highway 19/74, once part of the Trail of Tears, runs along the river with picnic areas dotting the route.  The River 
rises near the border of Georgia and North Carolina, close to the Southern Nantahala Wilderness and the Appalachian Trail. It 
empties into the Little Tennessee River at Fontana Lake.  The word Nantahala is Cherokee and means "Land of the Noonday 
Sun". The river runs through a narrow and steep gorge where in some areas the sun reaches the ground only when it is 
directly overhead during the middle of the day. Before the arrival of European settlers, the region was part of the homeland of 
the Cherokees. Frontiers people began settling the land in the 18th and early 19th centuries. In 1830 President Andrew 
Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act, beginning the process that eventually resulted in the forced removal of all Indian 
tribes east of the Mississippi River to what is now Oklahoma.  As white settlers arrived, logging grew as a major industry in the 
mountains, and a rail line, the Little River Railroad, was constructed in the late-19th century to haul timber out of the remote 
regions of the area. Cut-and-run-style clear-cutting was destroying the natural beauty of the area, so visitors and locals 
banded together to raise money for preservation of the land. The U.S. National Park Service wanted a park in the eastern 
United States, but did not have much money to establish one. Though Congress had authorized the park in 1926, there was 
no nucleus of federally owned land around which to build a park. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., contributed $5 million, the U.S. 
government added $2 million, and private citizens from Tennessee and North Carolina pitched in to assemble the land for the 
park, piece by piece. Slowly, mountain homesteaders, miners, and loggers were evicted from the land. Farms and timbering 
operations were abolished to establish the protected areas of the park.  It was also a site for filming of parts of Disney's hit 
1950s TV series, Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier. (Taken from Wikipedia) 

The Nantahala Outdoors Center is a popular kayaking and rafting destination where the Appalachian Trail crosses the 
Nantahala River just above Wesser Falls.  At this pleasant stopping point food or a light snack can be had while viewing 
activity on the river.   
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Total	
miles	 Turn		 Directions	

	Leg	
Miles	

0.0	 ↰ Turn left and Head northwest on NC-28 N  9.0	
9.0	 ↰ Turn left onto US-129 S 2.6	
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Total	
miles	 Turn		 Directions	

	Leg	
Miles	

11.7	 STOP Tapoco Lodge (Tapoco River Grill) on right if stopping for food 0.2	

	
11.9	 ↑ Continue on US-129 S to Joyce Kilmer Rd 7.2	
19.1	 ↱ Turn right onto Joyce Kilmer Rd 0.7	
19.8	 ↱ Turn right to stay on Joyce Kilmer Rd 5.5	
25.3	 ↱ Turn right at stop sign 4.7	
30.0	 STOP Maple Springs Observation Point-Dead end road with loop 0.0	
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Total	
miles	 Turn		 Directions	

	Leg	
Miles	

30.0	 ↑ Head south back to NC-143 E 6.9	
36.9	 ↰ Turn left onto NC-143 E 6.9	
43.8	 ↑ Continue straight onto Snowbird Rd (see map below) 2.6	
46.4	 ↱ Turn right onto Junaluska Rd 0.3	
46.7	 ↰ Turn left onto S Main St 0.1	
46.8	 ↱ Turn right onto E Main St 0.3	
47.1	 ↱ Turn right onto US-129 S 11.3	
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Total	
miles	 Turn		 Directions	

	Leg	
Miles	

58.4	 ↰ Turn left onto US-19 N/US-74 E 10.0	
68.4	  Stop Turn left over bridge and parking is on the left 0.1	

	
We can recommend the River’s End for food and enjoyable views of the river. 

	
68.5	 ↰ Turn left onto US-19 N/US-74 E 4.3	
72.8	 ↰ Turn	left	onto	NC-28	N	 22.5	
95.3	 END	 Fontana	Village	on	left	side	of	road.	 		

 


