Cutting Corners

By Chuck Freeman

For a change of pace and, possibly, a new way to get to Wolf Laurel from down South, you might think about “the old way” – US-23 (the Appalachian Highway), between Gainesville GA and Asheville – instead of the usual “Interstate all the way” up I‑85 to I‑26 in Greenville and then up to Asheville.

It is a pretty straight shot. When you get around Atlanta and start North, look for the signs that mark the turnoff to I-985 (get in the LEFT Lane, it is one of those exits!) and Gainesville. As you turn onto I-985, the speed limit goes up to 70, which is the first good sign. Unfortunately after 25 miles or so, the interstate ends and you seamlessly transition to US‑23/US‑441, which is a 4-lane, semi-restricted access improved roadway with high speed exit and entry lanes. The speed limit drops all the way down to 65, but be prepared for stop lights along the way (usually, caution lights begin to blink along the side of the road in advance of a light that is red or about to turn red. You continue on this road all the way to Franklin NC, through Tallulah Gorge, Clayton, Rabun Gap and Dillard GA. In each of these towns, the speed limit drops briefly and there is a light or two, but not much to impede you. With few exceptions, it is four-lane all the way. As you go along, you get some gorgeous views. Places to stop include: Tallulah Gorge (there is a scenic loop on the right as you enter Tallulah Falls which only takes a couple of minutes, but forces you to stop at a quaint souvenir store to get a good view. Buy a coke and sit in a rocker on the observation deck – take a break.); fast food stops in Clayton (and cheap gas at the Race Trac); really good food at the Dillard House (honored in Southern Living repeatedly!); and even a place on the left past Dillard a little ways that will sell you a chiminea shaped like a fish (I don’t know why you would want one shaped like a fish – Annette just told me to shut up and get the charcoal lit!).

As you come into Franklin from the West, you will go up a long hill and the speed drops to 50. Several gem stores are located along the road in this area, as Franklin is the center of the native jewel/ruby industry in the area. At the top of the hill, look for a right exit that will take you to the US‑23/441 bypass around the town. From here you travel to Dillsboro through some of the prettiest mountains along the southern edge of the national park. When you come into Dillsboro (where you can catch the mountain railroad or drop a bundle in the trendy shops and restaurants), slow down to 35 as you approach the stoplight. Continue straight through the intersection and up the hill, but get into the right lane. At the top of the hill, US‑23 and US‑441 split, with US‑441 going off to the left to parts West. Take the right exit and the speed limit picks up to 60 for a brief period. From here, it is on past Sylva to Waynesville at 55 MPH, again with some pretty scenery. An option is to get on to the Blue Ridge Parkway before Waynesville and travel the last part of the trip to Asheville.

From Waynesville, where the speed limit picks back up to 60, you travel past Clyde to I‑40 and take the East-bound exit toward Asheville. You are now in the home stretch and proceed to the I‑26/I‑40/I‑240 construction junction and you are back on track. The total distance from the turn off at I‑985 to the Smokey Mountain Bridge in Asheville is around 165 miles. With all the improvements, it is a pleasant alternative to the interstate.

