Places in the Mountains of Western North Carolina to See Fall Leaf Colors

This guide provides you with suggestions for places to visit to see fall leaf colors in the mountains of Western North Carolina. I also mention hikes of various levels of difficulty to viewpoints along the Blue Ridge Parkway and other locations. Click on the embedded links for each location to learn more about the amenities, views, and trails.

This document is divided into three sections: The Blue Ridge Parkway; NC State Parks; and Scenic Highways and I provide links to places to see fall leaf colors and other natural amenities.

I color-coded each location to let you know when it experiences peak colors. Remember, colors peak earlier at higher elevations and later at lower ones. Locations with two or more colors indicate the timing of peak color at the overlook (first color) and then for the view from that overlook (second or third colors). This should allow you to schedule trips to see colors at their peak intensity.

Blue means colors peak in late September to first week in October (elev. 4500’ to 6600’)
Purple means colors peak in mid-October between the 10th and 24th (elev 2500’ to 4500’)
Orange means colors peak in late October to first week of November (1200’ to 2500’)

The Blue Ridge Parkway
The 469-mile Blue Ridge Parkway (BRP) starts in Virginia and ends in North Carolina at Great Smoky Mountains National Park. It spans 252 miles in NC and is the most popular road from which to view fall leaf colors, due to its accessibility, elevation, and numerous viewpoints and trails. Here and here are excellent websites covering things to do and see on the BRP. Click HERE for the official NPS map of the BRP. On this site, you can toggle between a regular map or the one from the brochure you get at a visitor center. Click on the “+” sign to enlarge the maps so you can see the details.

Certain sections of the BRP are still being restored after Hurricane Helene and some portions are closed and involve detours. Click HERE to see a list of closures.

To help you decide where to go to see fall leaf colors, I have divided the Parkway into four sections with milepost markers (mp) to help you plan your visit. 



Section 1 (US 421 at mp 276 to the VA border at mp 217; 65 miles)
Cumberland Knob: Parkway construction started here at mp 218 in September of 1935. This location has excellent picnic areas with trails. Fox Hunters Paradise Overlook is 1 mile to the north. 

Stone Mountain State Park: accessible from Roaring Gap road at mp 229.5, and then a 15-mile drive. You can also access it from US 421 in Wilkes County. The Park has numerous trails and a tall waterfall. When you visit, go first to the waterfall and then continue to the summit of the large granite rock outcrop for the best views of fall leaf color. Peaks in late October and early November.

Doughton Park: an outstanding picnic and hiking area comprising nearly 7,000 acres and over 30 miles of trails, many accessible from parking lots. Wildcat Rocks Overlook is highly recommended for the view and is a short, easy walk from the parking lot (from mp 241).

Jeffress Park: a small picnic area with a nice view east at mp 272. There is a 1-mile paved loop trail to a lovely waterfall.

Mount Jefferson State Natural Area: reaches an elevation of 4,683’ and has oak-hicklory forests at the summit, along with American chestnut sprouts. Best access is from US 221 in West Jefferson. You can drive to the top and there are several viewpoints on the way up. At the top there is an easy 1-mile loop trail with additional views.

Section 2 (US 421 at mp 276 to Chestoa Overlook at mp 321; 45 miles). This is probably the most highly traveled section of the Parkway and includes the iconic Linn Cove Viaduct.

Thunderhill Overlook: about 2 miles north of the intersection with US 321 at mp 290. Popular spot for views east and west, plus a short trail to a meadow accessible on the east side of the Parkway.

Moses H. Cone Memorial Park: located at mp 294, and comprising some 3,500 acres on either side of the BRP. You can visit Flat Top manor, a turn of the 20th century home with a craft center on the first floor. The manor was recently restored, and you can tour many of its rooms. There are miles of hiking and horse trails, two lakes, Bass and Trout, and plenty of views. This place can get very crowded, so get there early or at midweek.

Julian Price Memorial Park: picnicking, hiking and camping at mp 297. There are several trails of varying lengths. Just down the Parkway is Price Lake and the campground, and there is an easy 2-mile loop around the lake. Between Price Park and Grandfather Mountain there are many trailheads – consult a trail map if interested.

Rough Ridge Trail: at mp 303 and perhaps the most popular hiking trail on the Parkway. It is 0.3 miles to the boardwalk part of the trail (to protect rare and endangered plants) and then another ½ mile to the top. The trail continues for another 4 miles south to the Linn Cove Viaduct and Visitor Center. There are great views of leaf color to the south and east. Because of its popularity, parking can be difficult during peak color times. Get there early or at midweek to avoid the crowds.

Stack Rock Trail: at mp 305. I’d hike out about a mile and then turn back. There is an interesting rock formation on the trail, hence the name, and some limited long-range views about a mile out.

Linn Cove Viaduct: the most visited portion of the Parkway and the last section built, with a completion date of 1987. It is an engineering marvel, but you are not allowed to walk on it. Just north of the viaduct though, is a pullout and a trail that parallels the Parkway and ends at the viaduct, offering great views along the way. There is also a moderately strenuous trail that leaves the viaduct visitor center parking lot and goes under and then adjacent to the viaduct, eventually taking you north to Rough Ridge, about 4 miles away.

Grandfather Mountain: a non-for-profit private environmental education foundation adjacent to Grandfather Mountain State Park at mp 305. Accessible from Rt. 105 in Linville or from US 221 after exiting the Parkway. The Foundation portion has numerous trails and views, a small wildlife habitat that takes in and cares for injured native animals, a visitor center with a restaurant and a museum. The Swinging Bridge at 5280’ elevation is the highest suspension bridge in the east and the most popular attraction, offering spectacular views of fall colors. Note that you must make reservations ahead of your visit and there is an entrance fee. The state park section, however, has free admission and is accessible off Rt. 105 at Tynecastle. The most popular trail in this part of the park is the Profile Trail. The first mile is easy, but the difficulty increases as you gain elevation. This is one of the most popular tourist destinations in NC.

Beacon Heights: a popular hiking spot at mp 305. A short trail (0.6 miles roundtrip) takes you up to two different and impressive rock outcrops with views to the north, east and south.

Flat Rock: an easy ½ mile loop trail just south of Linville on the parkway at mp 308, with good views to the west and of Grandfather Mountain from the south, plus interesting rock outcrop plants.

Linville Falls: this is perhaps the most popular waterfall on the Parkway at mp 316 and was in the 1992 movie Last of the Mohicans, which was filmed primarily in western NC. It’s an easy hike to the lower falls, but moderately strenuous to several upper views of the falls and of the Linville Wilderness Gorge Area. Camping is also available. You can reach the falls from an unpaved US Forest Service road on the western side (known as the Kistler highway) just outside the small town of Linville Falls. This road also gives you entrance to the Linville Gorge Wilderness Area – but note that it is rough and not for low slung cars. But if you can travel it, a 4-mile drive takes you to Wiseman’s Overlook with unparallelled views of the Gorge. The first viewing point is wheelchair accessible via a paved path from the parking lot.

Table Rock and Hawksbill Mountains: these are favorite hiking and rock-climbing destinations on the east edge of the Linville Gorge Wilderness Area, about a 14-mile drive from Linville Falls on the west side. Table Rock reaches 3940’ and offers excellent fall leaf color viewing. It is about a 7-mile unpaved drive to the trailhead off Rt 181, so a high-clearance car is recommended. The trail is 1.1 miles to the top and there are picnic tables. Alternatively, you could rock-climb up if skilled! The hike to the summit of Hawksbill, which reaches 4009’, is 1.5 miles roundtrip, with a gain of 700’ in elevation, so it should be regarded as strenuous. But it offers great views of the Gorge. You reach the trailhead from the same road you’d take to get to Table Rock.

Chestoa Overlook: at mp 321 four miles south of where the Parkway crosses US 221. A 300’ paved path takes you to an impressive rock overlook with a view of Table Rock, Grandfather Mt and the Linville Gorge Wilderness Area. There is also a longer trail off the parking area (not a loop trail though) which offers a pleasant forest stroll.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Section 3 (from Chestoa Overlook at mp 321 to Parkway Visitor Center at mp 384 in Asheville, NC, 63 miles)

Alta Orchard at Alta Pass: a historic apple orchard, now operated as a non-profit foundation, whose goal is to preserve the cultural and agricultural history of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It is located along the Blue Ridge Parkway at mp 328. You can pick apples, tour the orchard, and listen to music.

Museum of North Carolina Minerals: located at mp 331 near Little Switzerland and devoted to highlighting the mineral diversity of the mountains and its history of mining.

Crabtree Falls: picnic and camping area at mp 340. There is a 2.5-mile loop trail down to a stunning 70’ waterfall, but be aware that the way back is mostly uphill.

Mt. Mitchell State Park: Mt. Mitchell is the highest peak in eastern North America at 6,684’. Entrance to the park is at mp 355 which is about 30 miles northeast of Asheville. You can drive all the way to the top, then walk 300 yds on a paved trail to the viewing platform. There are plenty of hiking trails in the park, picnicking sites and camping also. There is a 1-mile easy loop trail from the top parking lot through a spruce-fir forest.

Craggy Gardens: high elevation viewing (5,500’ and above) at mp 364 (visitor center) with a picnic area just north at mp 367. There is an easy hiking trail to rock overlooks here that offers 360o viewing. It is located about 20 miles northeast of Asheville on the Parkway and is one of the most popular fall color viewing locations.

Folk Art Center: located at mp 382 just northeast of Asheville on the Parkway. Features local artists and crafts people and is managed by the Southern Highland Craft Guild.

Blue Ridge Parkway Visitor Center: located at mp 384 in East Asheville on the Blue Ridge Parkway. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Section 4 (from the Parkway visitor center at mp 384 to its terminus near Cherokee, NC in Great Smoky Mountains National Park at mp 469, 85 miles)

Mt. Pisgah: is located at mp 408 at over 5,000’ elevation and features a 2.3-mile roundtrip trail to the summit for spectacular views of the Asheville region and Cold Mountain (from Charles Fraser’s novel of the same name). The historic Pisgah Inn and Restaurant are there, along with a country store, picnicking and camping. See also this link about this area from the BRP.

Graveyard Fields: located about 35 miles south of Asheville at mp 319 and one of the most popular hiking locations on the Parkway. There is very little parking so get there early or go at midweek. There is a wooden boardwalk to an impressive waterfall.

Looking Glass Mountain: the most popular viewing point for this iconic mountain is the overlook at mp 417. Looking Glass Falls is located off Rt. 276 about 10 miles south of Asheville near Brevard and is accessible right from the road. 

Devil’s Courthouse: located at mp 422, you can take a short 1/2 mile mostly paved trail to the top (somewhat strenuous as it’s straight up the entire way). At the top are excellent views to the south of fall leaf color.

Richland Balsam: at mp 431 this is the highest point on the Blue Ridge Parkway at 6053’. There is a slightly strenuous 1.5-mile loop trail to the summit at ~ 6400’. Note that above 5500’ elevation forests are mostly evergreen and composed of red spruce and Fraser fir, with occasional hardwoods that turn color. Best fall colors are below 5000’.

Waterrock Knob and Visitor Center: this is the highest visitor center on the Parkway and is located at mp 451, with an elevation of 5719’. It has stunning views both east and west. There is a moderately strenuous 1-mile trail to a higher viewpoint, but essentially the same views can be had from the parking lot. This is the last location on the Parkway with hiking trails before you get to Great Smoky Mountains National Park, 14 miles farther south.

Great Smoky Mountains National Park: this is the most popular national park in the country, with between 12-14 million visits each year, and is where the Blue Ridge Parkway ends, near Cherokee, NC. Fall leaf color season is the busiest tourist season for the park, which only has 2 major roads, so traffic jams are common at peak color time. Due to the large elevation range within the Park (2200’ to over 6600’) peak color can start in late September at the highest elevations (Newfound Gap) and continue until early November at the lowest elevations (Cades Cove). There are over 90 miles of trails, plus picnicking and camping sites. While there is no entrance fee, there is a $5 daily charge to park if you stay more than 15 mins at a location.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
North Carolina State Parks
The state of North Carolina has 34 designated state parks and 7 recreational areas or preserves and Our State Magazine has an excellent guide to all these areas. Those in the western mountains and Piedmont can have excellent fall leaf color and you can call those parks to find out how the leaves are doing if you are planning a visit.

Below I highlight six of these parks located in the foothills and mountains that have excellent opportunities to view fall leaf colors. Earlier, I highlighted Stone Mountain and Grandfather Mt. State Parks, since they reside adjacent to the Blue Ridge Parkway.

Elk Knob: located 10 miles north of Boone on Meat Camp Road, it is one of the newest state parks. There is an easy 1.8-mile hike to the summit at 5520’ where you have views in all directions. There is camping too at the Park. There is no entrance fee for day hiking. Elk Knob has some of the best views of fall leaf color you can get in the Blue Ridge Mountains of NC.

Pilot Mountain: located in Surrey and Stokes counties, the iconic stone pillar that comprises its summit sets this park apart from others (and was the inspiration for the town of Mt. Pilot on the Andy Griffith show). There is plenty of hiking and picnicking, camping, and admission is free for day hiking. Leaves in this region reach peak color at the end of October and in early November. Located about 25 miles northwest of Winston-Salem.

Crowders Mountain State Park and Kings Mountain National Military Park: Crowders Mountain State Park is in Gaston County about 30 miles west of Charlotte, with peaks reaching 1700’ in elevation. It has miles of hiking trails and views of the surrounding Piedmont area, making for great fall leaf color viewing in late October and early November. Kings Mountain National Historic Site is adjacent to the Park (but in SC technically) and offers great views also, plus a rich history of the revolutionary war battle fought there in October 1780, and which helped turn the tide of the war in America’s favor. Colors peak in late October and early November. There is no entrance fee for day hiking.

Chimney Rock: located in the foothills of the Hickory Nut Gorge south of Asheville, and accessible via US 74A. See this additional park website for directions to the Park, as Hurricane Helene caused extensive damage to the transportation infrastructure in this area. This Park was also used in the Last of the Mohican movie and fall leaf colors peak in early November due to its low elevation, which ranges from 1100’ at the entrance to 2480’ at the highest point in the Park. There is an entrance fee for this park and due to its popularity, it is recommended that you purchase tickets ahead of your planned visit.

Gorges: this is a large 8000-acre state park located along the escarpment in Transylvania County not far from where NC, GA, and SC meet. There are numerous waterfalls and trails, and elevations range from ~1000’ to over 3,500’. As result, leaf colors can peak anywhere from mid-October to early November. There is no entrance fee for daily use.

Hanging Rock: is located 30 miles north of Winston-Salem and rises to 2579’ in elevation. It has picnicking, camping, and abundant trails and waterfalls. Given its elevation, leaf colors should reach their peak in mid- to late October. There is no entrance fee for day hiking.

New River: is in Ashe County near Jefferson, and as the name implies, the New River flows south to north through the park. There are plenty of trails and opportunities for being out on the river. Its high elevation means that peak leaf color occurs in mid-October. There is no entrance fee for day hiking.

South Mountains: is in Burke County about 70 miles east of Asheville and reaches elevations up to 3000’. It has miles of trails and the beautiful 60’ High Shoals waterfall. It offers great views of fall leaf color, which peaks in mid- to late October. There is no entrance fee for day hiking.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Scenic Highways and Places to Visit During Fall Color Season
Our State Magazine has a list of 8 scenic highways from which to view fall leaf colors. You can access their article HERE.

Mountain Waters Scenic Highway & Waterfall Byway: a 61 mile stretch of scenic highway (Highway 64) with multiple viewpoints and waterfalls. One portion threads its way up from Franklin to Highlands through the Cullasaja Gorge. About 8 miles east of Franklin in a very curvy section of this two-lane road is Cullasaja Falls. There is very limited parking here. Dry Falls and Bridal Veil Falls are a few more miles up this road. At Dry Falls you can actually walk behind the falls. There is a $3 parking fee as this is in the Nantahala National Forest. 

Whiteside Mountain: This is a spectacular mountain with sheer rock cliffs, some of which are over 1000’ high. There is a 2.5 mile loop trail that begins in the parking lot ($3 fee because it is managed by the US Forest Service). There are spectacular overlooks (fenced in for safety) at the top that offer excellent fall color viewing. You can see into GA and SC from the summit. 

 Additional drives can also be found at VisitNC and at FOX TV.
