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ESCAPE TO THE NORTH
CAROLINA MOUNTAINS

travel

BY JENNIFER KORNEGAY

The story of Highlands, North Carolina, says that more
than a century ago, an “X” was drawn on a map, its
four termini touching New York City, Chicago, New
Orleans, and Savannah, with its center pin-pointing the
highest crest of the Western North Carolina plateau
in the Southern Appalachians. That locale, at 4,100
feet, is where Highlands sits today. That lofty elevation
contributes to the town’s cool, comfortable summers and
vibrant fall foliage, but it also creates a serene sensibility
that’s been attracting people since its founders marked
their special spot in 1875. This mountain escape beckons
visitors from near and far by offering plenty to see and
do in one getaway package: high-end shopping, a diverse
culinary scene, world-class accommodations, abundant
outdoor activities, and awe-inspiring views.
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Whiteside
Mountain

HIGHLANDS’
do STUNNING
MOUNTAIN
SCENERY IS
A MAJOR PART OF ITS
APPEAL, AND EXPLORING IT
SHOULD TOP YOUR VACATION
TO-DO LIST. SURROUNDED
BY THE NANTAHALA NATIONAL
FOREST AND CLASSIFIED AS
TEMPERATE RAINFOREST,
IT’S ONE OF THE MOST
BIO-DIVERSE LOCATIONS
IN THE COUNTRY.
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Start your nature immersion
at The Highlands Botanical
Gardens, where flat walking paths
and boardwalks lead through 12
acres of shaded glens and wetland
areas, with many of the more than
500 species of flora identified.
It takes a good bit more effort
to hike the Whiteside trail, a twomile, steep loop that leads to the
summit of Whiteside Mountain,
a peak with a sheer rock face (one
of the highest in the Eastern
United States) that tops out at
4,931 feet. But you’ll quickly
forget your sore calves when you
exit the woods and gaze across

Highlands
Aerial Park

the wide valley formed by the
transition from the Blue Ridge
Mountains to the Piedmont of
South Carolina. The jaw-dropping scene gets more majestic if
you’re lucky enough to have an
eye-level sighting of the endangered peregrine falcons that nest
on one section of the cliff and
often float mere feet from some of
the overlook spots.
The descent from the mountain’s great heights means the
area’s many rivers, streams, and
creeks tumble over boulders and
cliffs, creating hundreds of waterfalls along the way, including

several large cascades. A short,
downhill hike leads to a glimpse
of glittering Glenn Falls peeking
through laurel branches. Keep
going to see the full falls; just
remember, what goes down must
hike back up.
A picture-perfect view of Dry
Falls is easier to achieve—and
don’t let the name deter you. Dry
Falls is anything but; torrents of
white water are continually hurled
over a jagged ledge. The name
comes from the undercut outcrop,
allowing you to walk behind the
milky curtain without getting wet.
The most magnificent
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Dry Falls
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Main Street
Spa at Old
Edwards Inn

Spa at Old
Edwards Inn
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waterfall in the area, and the highest
east of the Rockies, is Whitewater Falls, roaring and rolling in a
411-foot plunge. A paved walkway
leads to a good look, but if you’re up
for the long, and sometimes tricky,
trip to the bottom of the falls, you
can marvel at its size from a more
humbling perspective.
Thanks to Highlands Aerial Park,
you don’t have to walk more than
a few feet to get a bird’s eye view
of the area’s scenic splendor. This
zip-line features the highest zips in
the Southeast, and expert guides
will have you feeling safe and secure
as you soar through and above oldgrowth forest. The longest zip, the
Squealing Mare, combines dizzying
height, intense speed, and unmatched views for an unforgettable
ride. The Brave Indian zip course
lets kids get in on the fun, too.
When you’ve gotten your fill of
fresh mountain air, it’s time to check
out the town. Most everything
can be found downtown, a quaint,
compact area that’s easily walkable,
and a stroll along Main Street and
its offshoots offers an array of shopping. You’ll find antique dealers, art
galleries, gift shops, and upscale ladies’ and men’s boutiques. Make sure
to stop in Kilwin’s, a confectionary
full of sweets, like fresh-made fudge,
as well as innovative treats, like dark
chocolate squares sprinkled with
ghost-chili infused sea salt.
If all the hiking and shopping
makes your muscles ache, unwind
at the Spa at Old Edwards Inn.
This 25,000-square-foot tribute
to tranquility consistently garners
praise from guests and national
media and embraces its surroundings, taking advantage of the
area’s rejuvenating powers with
treatments like Sweet Mountain
Metamorphosis, which uses locally
grown herbs in a body scrub followed by a full-body massage.
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Short rib at
Wolfgang’s

One is Wolfgang’s Restaurant & Wine Bistro on Main Street, which serves hearty but
upscale American fare in an atmosphere of
rustic sophistication. The braised beef short
ribs are fork-tender and perfect partners for
fluffy garlic mashed potatoes.
Lakeside Restaurant, in a colorful little
house cozied up to the banks of little Harris
Lake, is ideal for an intimate evening. The
menu features a focus on seafood, usually
including a few fresh trout dishes.
Madison’s, housed in Old Edwards Inn,
is a standout due to its dishes highlighting
ingredients fresh from its own farm, as well
as items sourced from other area purveyors.
They’re all served in an environment that's
luxurious—without being pretentious. The
menu changes often, but every meal starts
with a serving of house-made pimento
cheese for smearing on delicate buttermilk crackers. Some version of the velvety
sweet-onion chowder is almost always
available and is a must-try.
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IT’S NOT HARD TO
UP AN APPETITE
eat WORK
IN HIGHLANDS, AND
THE OPTIONS FOR
SATIATING IT ARE MANY AND VARIED,
INCLUDING A FEW FINE-DINING
RESTAURANTS BOASTING WINE
SPECTATOR -AWARDED LISTS.
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Madison’s
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Old Edward’s Inn
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Bacon wrapped
quail at Madison’s
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Fish and vegetables
at Madison’s

In a candle-lit dining room with a literal
wall of wine, Paoletti's Ristorante serves a
little romance alongside its thoughtful interpretations of traditional Italian cuisine.
Pair your pasta (try the creamy penne alla
vodka) with a bottle from its Wine
Spectator-lauded list.
Fuel up for outdoor excursions with
lunch at Mountain Fresh Grocery on Main
Street. The shop stocks basics but also
houses a nice wine selection, espresso bar,
deli, wood-fired pizza ovens, and bakery.
Order some hefty sandwiches on housemade bread to take on a hike.
Or snag an outdoor table at Wild
Thyme for a more leisurely midday meal,
and munch on dishes that blend and
balance Asian flavors with American
classics to create popular menu items like
wasabi-pea encrusted salmon and sesame
chicken salad.
At the end of a packed day or evening
(or just whenever), slake your thirst for
fun with a visit to Ugly Dog Pub, a locals’
favorite watering hole serving North Carolina brews on tap alongside familiar, but
perfectly executed, pub grub.
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Old Edwards Inn
Guest room at
Half-Mile Farm

The casually chic 200 Main,
also owned by the Old Edwards
group, is a delight—and a great
deal. Recent renovations brought
to the rooms wood flooring,
all-marble bathrooms (with heated floors), original art on walls,
and high-end linens.
The newest addition to the
hospitality group’s roster, HalfMile Farm, is just minutes from
town, but, cocooned in peace
and quiet, this upscale country
inn seems a world away. Refined,
yet cozy, rooms, many with
fireplaces, include in their rate a
gourmet breakfast and complimentary happy hour with wine
and appetizers, both prepared by
the property’s own chef, as well
as access to Old Edwards Inn
amenities, like its golf course and
fitness center.
Guest room at
Half-Mile Farm
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WHEN
stay DECIDING
WHERE TO LAY
YOUR HEAD IN
HIGHLANDS, CONSIDER ONE
OF THE OFFERINGS OF THE
OLD EDWARDS HOSPITALITY
GROUP, WHICH OWNS THREE
ACCOMMODATION OPTIONS,
INCLUDING ITS FLAGSHIP,
THE HISTORIC OLD EDWARDS
INN AND SPA, AN ELEGANT
FOUR-DIAMOND PROPERTY
ANCHORING ONE CORNER OF
MAIN STREET AND KNOWN
FOR ITS STELLAR SERVICE.
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Dining room at
Half-Mile Farm

Lobby at
Half-Mile Farm
The Culinary
Weekend
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when to go

EACH FALL, HIGHLANDS
CELEBRATES ITS FOOD AND
WINE CULTURE WITH THE
CULINARY WEEKEND, AND
THIS YEAR’S, THE 10TH
ANNUAL, TAKES PLACE
NOVEMBER 10 THROUGH
13. WINE DINNERS, SIPAND-STROLL EVENTS, AND
THE OLD EDWARDS INN
FARM HARVEST DINNER
AND BARN DANCE ALWAYS
MAKE FOR A DELICIOUS FEW
DAYS IN THE MOUNTAINS.
(HIGHLANDSFOODANWINE.
COM)
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