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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

INTRODUCTION

The vision for the Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail (HGST) encompasses three main purposes: conservation, recreation, and
connection.

The trail corridor will serve as an ecological connection between larger tracts of natural lands protecting wildlife migration and
safeguarding the genetic variability of plant and wildlife populations. Encouraging segment sponsors to remove invasive, non-
native species during routine trail maintenance will further increase the conservation value of this trail. In this way, the Hickory
Nut Gorge State Trail is part of a statewide conservation effort to ensure the future health and beauty of North Carolina’s natural
resources.

At least 50 miles of trail through some of North Carolina’s most scenic landscapes will provide an amazing recreational amenity
for hikers and mountain bicyclists. The trail will provide safe and enjoyable recreation and exercise opportunities. This will
offer local citizens with a convenient and stunning venue to improve their health with more physical activity and serve to attract
visitors throughout the larger region, boosting tourism to the entire area.

Finally, the Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail will provide a connection between Chimney Rock State Park; Lake Lure; Upper Hickory
Nut Gorge including Bearwallow Mountain, Florence Nature Preserve, and Wildcat Rock; and Buffalo Creek Park. Local citizens,
visitors, and even wildlife, will be able to use this connection to access natural lands while protected from vehicular traffic.

g
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

PLANNING AREA

The legislation that created the Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail states: The General Assembly authorizes the Department of
Natural and Cultural Resources to add the Hickory Nut Gorge trail to the State Parks System as a State trail, as provided in G.S.
143B-135.54(b). The Department shall support, promote, encourage, and facilitate the establishment of trail segments on State
park land and on lands of other federal, State, local and private landowners. On segments of the Hickory Nut Gorge trail that cross
property controlled by agencies or owners other than the Department’s Division of Parks and Recreation, the laws, rules, and
policies of those agencies or owners shall govern the use of the property. The requirement of G.S. 143B-135.54(b) that additions
be accompanied by adequate appropriations for land acquisition, development, and operations shall not apply to the authorization
set forth in this section. For purposes of this section, the “Hickory Nut Gorge trail” refers to the trail through the Hickory Nut Gorge
located within Henderson, Rutherford, and Buncombe counties, and
encompasses current and future permanently publicly accessible
recreational trails inside, or within 5 miles of, the physical boundaries
of the Hickory Nut Gorge, Lake Lure, Broad River, or Chimney Rock
State Park.

The Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail will connect with the Wilderness
Gateway Trail near Buffalo Creek Park, and will meander through
Rutherford, Henderson, and Buncombe Counties to connect to
Chimney Rock State Park, Conserving Carolina’s Upper Hickory Nut
Gorge trails, and Town of Lake Lure’s Buffalo Creek Park.

LOCATION
This proposed corridor will traverse through the Hickory Nut Gorge located within Henderson, Rutherford, and Buncombe counties.

Henderson County was formed in 1883 from the southern part of Buncombe county and named after Leonard Henderson, the
Chief Justice the NC Supreme court from 1829 to 1833. The county seat is Hendersonville. The county is 375 square miles and is
in the Blue Ridge Mountains. In 2018, the population was estimated to be 116,748.

Rutherford County was formed in 1779 and named after the Revolutionary War general and member of the North Carolina
Provincial Congress, Griffith Rutherford. The county seat is Rutherfordton. The economy of Rutherford County includes tourism,
Christmas trees, and textiles. The county is 564 square miles and is in the Broad River basin. In 2016 the population was estimated
to be 66,421.
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Town of Lake Lure is a well-known destination due to its beautiful
location in the heart of the Hickory Nut Gorge, with the Rocky
Broad River winding through the valley into Lake Lure. The town is
14.7 square miles and has a population of about 1,214 individuals
according to the 2016 census, but this greatly increases during high
tourism seasons.

Buncombe County was formed in 1791 from parks of Burke and
Rutherford County and named after Edward Buncombe, a colonel
in the American Revolutionary war who was captured at the Battle
of Germantown. The county consists of 660 square miles, with the
French Broad River flowing through portions. In 2019, the population
was estimated to be 259,103.

Chimney Rock State Park features some of North Carolina’s
most dramatic mountain scenery with the signature 315-foot spire
overlooking Hickory Nut Gorge and Lake Lure within its 5,700 acres.
NC State parks acquired Chimney Rock in 2007, but the park has a
rich history starting in 1871, when tourists began making their way
up to the top by donkey.

Weed Patch Mountain Trail is within Buffalo Creek Park and
consists of 8.6 miles of strenuous trail in backcountry terrain. The
trail is designed for hikers and mountain bikers and offers access
to Eagle Rock within Chimney Rock State Park, which is a popular
climbing destination.

NC Division of Parks and Recreation

HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

The southernmost section of the Hickory Nut Gorge
State Trail will connect with Chimney Rock State
Park.

The Town of Lake Lure.
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

RESULTS

Division staff met with stakeholders and volunteers to explain the concept, learn about current plans and constructed trail
that could be incorporated into the HGST, and listen to suggestions, concerns and priorities. Stakeholders included: Town
of Lake Lure, Rumbling Bald Resort, Chimney Rock State Park, Conserving Carolina, Rutherford County, Henderson County,
Carolina Climbers Coalition, Friends of Chimney Rock, Rutherford Outdoor Coalition, and Isothermal Planning and Development
Commission. A crew of volunteer trail builders with Conserving Carolina was also able to participate in the stakeholder
meetings.

Shortly after the stakeholder meetings, COVID-19
prevented any further in person meetings. So,
the public information sessions and surveys were
accomplished online. 508 people participated
in the online survey and 1,278 viewed the
online information session—an unexpectedly
robust number for a trails master plan. With
stakeholders, volunteers and the public response,
there was near universal support for the HGST.
Additionally, the comments indicated support
for a disc golf course to be incorporated into the
trail and strong support for the trail to serve as
access to additional climbing areas. However,
both activities are beyond the scope of a state
trail master plan—or a constructed state trail.
Nevertheless, these comments will be shared
with the stakeholders so that they can consider
them in future planning efforts. The results from
the public survey can be found in Appendix 1.

NC Division of Parks and Recreation 2021
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

SEGMENT 1: Bearwallow Mountain
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

SEGMENT 1: Upper Hickory Nut Gorge Loop

P> iption:
A series of connected trails, planned and constructed by Conserving Carolina, that encircle Bearwallow Mountain.

Support Conserving Carolina as they work to complete gaps.

Projected Timeframe: near-term

. tunities:
e |Public support e | Local planning e |Large landholdings
Funding Stream/river corridors e |Land conservancy support
e |Land acquisition Floodplain/wetlands Private support
Public land Staff resources Sidewalk/bicycle network
Challenges:
Funding Major roadway crossing Lack of local planning
Land acquisition Coordinating easements Floodplain/wetlands
Stream/river crossings Urbanized corridor Local opposition
Needs detailed alignment | o | Topography Long-term management

Segment Details:

Constructed trail:

Trombatore Trail: 2.4 miles

Wildcat Rock Trail: 5 miles

Route thru Florence Nature Preserve: 1.8 miles
Bearwallow Mountain Trail: 1 mile

Total: 10.2 miles

Route alignment: Trail will circle Bearwallow Mountain on conserved land and through permanent easements.
Approximate planned length: 15 miles

Section sponsors: Conserving Carolina

Planning stakeholders: Conserving Carolina, Henderson County, Buncombe County, NC State Parks

Next Steps:

e Determine trail route through Florence Nature Preserve

e Encourage Conserving Carolina to apply for official trail designation for all segments of constructed trail

e Complete Strawberry Gap Trail

e Plan connection between Florence Nature Preserve and Strawberry Gap Trail
e Land acquisition

HORTH CAROLINA

STATE PARKS
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SEGMENT 2: Bearwallow Mountain to Chimney Rock
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

SEGMENT 2: Bearwallow Mountain to Chimney Rock

This segment will connect the loop around Bearwallow Mountain to Lake Lure Loop.

Corridor will need to be protected through land acquisition or permanent easements. Conserving Carolina, with support from NC State Parks, could take lead on land
protection. Must coordinate final route with the Nature Conservancy to avoid disturbing bats protected near Bat Cave.

Projected Timeframe: long-term

. tunities:
e |Public support Local planning Large landholdings
Funding Stream/river corridors e |Land conservancy support
Land acquisition Floodplain/wetlands Private support
Public land Staff resources Sidewalk/bicycle network
Challenges:
e | Funding e | Major roadway crossing | e |Lack of local planning
e | Land acquisition e | Coordinating easements Floodplain/wetlands
Stream/river crossings Urbanized corridor Local opposition
e | Needs detailed alignment | ¢ | Topography e |Long-term management

Segment Details:

Constructed trail: 0 miles

Route alignment: Although dependent on land acquisition, route will probably be north of US 74 ALT.
Approximate planned length: 5 miles

Section sponsors: TBD

Planning stakeholders: Conserving Carolina, NC State Parks, Nature Conservancy, Bat Cave

e Detailed corridor planning to identify best route for trail
e Funding for land acquisition

TH CAROLINA
£ PARKS
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SEGMENT 3: Lake Lure Loop
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

SEGMENT 3: Lake Lure Loop

This segment will circle Lake Lure. Much of the trail will be around the perimeter of Chimney Rock State Park. Weed Patch Mountain Trail, a national award-winning
trail, will be included in this segment. Buffalo Creek Park, Dittmer Watts Park and Chimney Rock State Park will be connected by this segment.

Roughly 60% of this segment is on public lands—Buffalo Creek Park and Chimney Rock State Park. The trail can be designed and constructed on these lands. On the
eastern side of this segment, detailed corridor planning is required before land can be protected for the trail route.

Projected Timeframe: mid-term

. tunities:
e |Public support e | Local planning Large landholdings
Funding Stream/river corridors e |Land conservancy support

Land acquisition Floodplain/wetlands Private support

e |Public land o | Staff resources Sidewalk/bicycle network
Challenges:

e | Funding Major roadway crossing Lack of local planning
e | Land acquisition Coordinating easements Floodplain/wetlands
e | Stream/river crossings Urbanized corridor Local opposition

e | Long-term management

e | Needs detailed alignment | @ | TOpography

Segment Details:

Constructed trail:

Weed Patch Mountain Trail: 8.6 miles
Buffalo Creek Park Loop: 3.5 miles

Youngs Mountain Trail: 2.1 miles
Total: 14.2 miles

Route alignment: The route will be co-located with Weed Patch Mountain and Young’s Mountain Trails and on the perimeter of Chimney Rock State Park. The eastern
portion will be dependent on land acquisition and easements.

Approximate planned length: 30 miles

Section sponsors: NC State Parks, Town of Lake Lure, Conserving Carolina, Rutherford Outdoor Coalition, and Rutherford County
Planning stakeholders: Conserving Carolina, State Parks, Lake Lure, Rutherford County

e Extend Youngs Mountain Trail to provide better public access and parking

e Design and construct trail on Chimney Rock State Park

e Consider and plan trailhead at World’s Edge
e Develop land acquisition plan for eastern side of loop

HORTH CAROLINA
5 KS

NC Division of Parks and Recreation 2021
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

CONCLUSIONS

1. The Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail provides significant natural, cultural, scenic, and recreational value.

2. There is widespread support for the Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail, from both stakeholders and the public.

Responses to our stakeholder meetings and online public information session were universally positive.
Conserving Carolina has already developed an impressive corps of volunteer trail builders and maintainers.
Conserving Carolina, Town of Lake Lure, and North Carolina State Parks will be some of the major segment

sponsors on the HGST.

3. Much of the HGST is in challenging topography.

Sustainable trail design and construction techniques will be vital on this trail to avoid environmental impact and
unsafe conditions for trail users.
Trailhead signage needs to be clear in detailing the difficulty of the trail so that users will be prepared.
Trail design will be dependent on the proposed user group(S) as determined by the segment sponsor.
There is widespread support for the trail to have sections for mountain biking and other sections reserved for only
hiking.
Fortunately, there is minimal and surmountable incompatible features such as roads, intrusive developments, or
large water bodies.

0 Crossing Hwy 74 in Segment 1 will be the major challenge

0 The potential to use the bridge on Buffalo Shoals Rd over the Broad River warrants further investigation

NC Division of Parks and Recreation 2021



HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

4. Completing the trail to connect the loop around Bearwallow Mountain and the loop around Lake Lure will be
the most challenging because of the lack of public land.

o Further planning is needed to refine where the trail will be in Segment 2.
« Ideally, local partners will reach out to private landowners to seek permanent easements for the trail corridor.

o The eastern side of the loop around Lake Lure will pose the same challenges.

5. With their history of commitment to and investment in the HGST, Conserving Carolina should serve as the
primary support organization for the HGST.

HORTH CAROLINA

STATE PARKS

NC Division of Parks and Recreation 2021
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HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

NEXT STEPS

Planning:

1. Chimney Rock State Park Segment: The North Carolina State Parks Trails Program should develop the design for
the trail segment through Chimney Rock State Park, when funding for construction is identified.

2. Access Across Broad River: North Carolina State Parks needs to partner with NCDOT to investigate the potential
of providing bicycle and pedestrian accommodation on Buffalo Shoals Road as well as Highway 9 across the Broad
River.

3. Species Protection: Special care needs to be taken to not disturb vulnerable animal and plant species when
locating the trail in Segment 2.

4. Permanent Trail Easements: Conserving Carolinas and other local partners should begin landowner outreach to
obtain permanent trail easements for the trail corridor in Segments 2 and 3.

Branding:

The Division will develop a branding package for the HGST. This will include logos, blaze design and placement, and
best practices for sign placement.

NC Division of Parks and Recreation 2021



HICKORY NUT GORGE
STATE TRAIL PLAN

Funding:

1. Additional Funding: Additional funding to supplement federal funding would facilitate and expedite completion of
the Hickory Nut Gorge State Trail. The NC Trails Program received twice as many applications for trail funding as the
Recreational Trails Program grant was able to fund.

2. Land Acquisition: Funding for land acquisition and trail easements from willing sellers will be essential to complete
the trail

3. Trail Construction: Once the land or corridor is acquired, segment sponsors will need funding to design and construct
the trail to sustainable standards.

4. Ongoing Maintenance and Management: Ongoing maintenance and management of the trail will be critical to its
long-term success.

Designation of mpl men

A State Trail authorization by the NC General Assembly is very broad in scope. Initial corridor planning and then trail
design determine exactly where the trail will be located. However, constructed trail is not part of the State Trail until it is
designated by the Secretary of Natural and Cultural Resources. The segment sponsor must apply to NC State Parks for
the designation once the trail segment is completely constructed. Criteria for designation include public access, a viable
emergency management plan, detailing facilities available to the public, and inspection by a regional trails specialist or
state trails planner. Once a trail has been designated, it can then post the state trail signage.

NC Division of Parks and Recreation 2021
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