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On the A.T. on NC/TN border - There are few places on the Appalachian Trail where a hiker can actually see the horizon - much less with a 360 degree view.   Here, on the trail about 20 miles south of Hot Springs, NC, there is an exception.  And what an exception!!   On a clear day (as in the song), you cannot see “forever”, but you can see the Smoky Mountains 20 miles to the southwest and many of the distant ranges of the Appalachians, including the Unakas and the Great Balsams to the east.  I can also attest that on a foggy day, you see nothing – or maybe your hand about 3 feet in front of you.
The location is Max Patch Mountain..  It can be reached by hiking the Appalachian Trail from Hot Springs, but those 21 miles of trail are somewhat challenging, and mostly uphill with a total elevation gain of 3300 feet.  A more comfortable, and considerably faster, alternative is to take your vehicle on NC Route 209 south and then turn onto some dirt back roads to the west to reach a parking area near Max Patch.  From there it is a rather steep, but not difficult, quarter mile hike up a grassy slope to an equally grassy knob on top of the mountain.
I had the good fortune to visit the top four times over a four day period, three times during daylight and once at night.  My first two daytime visits were idyllic – warm sunny days with unlimited visibility.  Families were picnicking in several locations with blankets spread among the yellow wildflowers.  One fellow had forgotten his “church key” to open a bottle of beer, and I was able to assist with my Leatherman combo tool.  A group of four Mennonite women were celebrating the one of their birthdays by flying a kite in the strong southwesterly breeze.  

My other visit was on an absolutely clear early evening.  I had the good fortune to catch a magnificent sunset and decided to stay for the planets and stars to make their appearance.  If you have not been at night to a location far from man-made lights, let me assure you that you will barely recognize the heavens above when in this type of isolation.  Venus was shining brightly, almost as a substitute for the waning moon which had not yet made an appearance.  Countless (and, in this case, this is the correct word) stars began to flicker overhead as the darkness deepened.  It is an unforgettable experience. I had little difficulty hiking back down the hill in the darkness and was soon inside my tent for the night.  

My last visit to Max Patch took place several days later after some hiking on the Appalachian Trail, which crosses the summit of the mountain.  This time it was around noon following a heavy overnight rain.  The A.T. had been quite foggy, but the mist on top of Max Patch was almost impenetrable.   Because there are no trees on which to paint the white blazes which mark the A.T., there are vertical white posts every 30 yards or so.  I could not see any of these until they were maybe 6 feet in front.  What a contrast from my earlier visits when the horizon was the only limit to viewing our world about us!
Apparently, Max Patch was not always “bald.”  The 350 acres on top of this mountain  were cleared by settlers in the early 1800’s for grazing.  In the 1920’s barnstorming aviators actually used it for an airstrip to bring in tourists (rather daring tourists).  Folklore has it that the name came from a horse named Maximilian who used to wander away from his owner on a frequent basis, but could always be found eating grass on the knob.  The farmers started to refer to this spot as Max’s Patch (of grass), and hence the name Max Patch Mountain.

If you do visit, be aware of the weather.  There is an unsubstantiated story that a fellow brought his girlfriend here to propose marriage on top, but she was struck and killed by lightning before he could offer her a ring.  I can attest that the temperature is usually at least 10 degrees cooler than in the parking lot below, and there is almost always a very brisk wind present.

So, unless you have a romantic getaway in mind on a stormy day, do plan to include Max Patch as one of your next adventures.  And bring your camera! 
I thought that you might like to know.
E-R

