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he ancient Appala-
chian hills, smoothed
by time's passage,
roll below the pinna-
cle of Sassafras

%  Mountain like ocean waves
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Straddling the border of both Carolinas, Sassafras
Mountain is South Carolina’s highest point

across four states, lost in the

distance only by the hm1tan0ns :

of the human eye.

Until recently, this maJestlc
view from atop South Carolina's
highest peak was obscured. .

For decades, walls of mostly

Mountamtop cleared n plan to transform scenic site

‘hemlock trees surroundednear-

ly every degree of the summit,
msulatmg it from the world and
leaving visitors unsure if they
had actually made it to the top.
- The trees are gone now, the
summit laid bare in an effort to
transform Sassafras into more
than a footnote of trivia in ele-
mentary school textbooks.

The stewards of Sassafras

Mountain had a choice to make

— and they made a bold one that

just a few years ago might have
been thmka le.
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Planned height of

~ the new observa-

tion tower, which is
made of concrete
with a rock facing.

3,653

* Feet abbve sea level

at which the peak
of Sassafras
‘'Mountain towers.

$50K

Amount the De-
partment of Natu-
ral Resources is

~ short in meeting its

funding goal for
the first phase of
the project, which

~ consists mostly of |

building the tower.




Unlike in the past, a plan is
actively in motion, not abstract.
There is money, though not
quite enough of it. The next
step, building an observation
tower to further open the world,
has been scaled down but has
newly tilled, fertile soil to stand
on.

There are still challenges.. |

The money isn’t all there. The
power company’s bright silver
industrial radio tower, secured
within a chain link fence, is even
more conspicuous following the
clearing. The lines powering
the tower are strung across the
vista. d

that have held Sassafras back
for so long have been disentan-
gled.

The vision is manifesting.

A quiet giant

Think of the few mountains
you could say tower over the
Upstate. L

Table Rock and Caesars
Head come to mind.

At 3,553 feet above sea level,
the peak of Sassafras towers
above them all, serves as a bor-
der between the Carolinas and
marks the point of the Eastern
Continental Divide.

Yet the question often arises,
“Where is it?”

The answer: Travel wup
through Pickens, U.S. 178 to the
Rocky Bottom Retreat and Con-
ference Center of The Blind,
turn right onto the F. Van Clay-
ton Memorial Highway and the
road winds up almost to the
very peak of Sassafras.

Progress on the mountain for
long has been held back.

A collection of competing
land interests — landowners,
private industry and govern-
ment— has kept the summitina
state of inertia on either side of
the North Carolina and South
Carolina border that splits the
apex in two. :

The top of Sassafras first be-
came a destination in the 1940s
when the South Carolina Forest-
ry Commission built a fire tow-
er to monitor the hills and val-
leys.

The tower was later aban-
doned, though locals were de-
termined to climb, then it was
torn down.

The mountaintop was utili-
tarian and accessible by car.
Visitors could reach it by driv-
ing past a gate that might or
might not be. open, or pass
through hiking on the 77-mile-
long Foothills Trail.

The future began to turn in
1999 when the state of South
Carolina completed its pur-
chase of land from Duke Ener-

Yet, the competing interests

gy — known then as Duke Pow-
er — as part of the $21 million,
43,500-acre Jocassee Gorges
preservation project. -
The two-acre mountaintop in

| South Carolina wasn't part of

the deal, but five years later,
Duke would sell the land to the
state for $50,000.

A former congressman
owned 4.8 acres of the peak on
the North Carolina side.

In 2010, the congressman
sold the land to the Conserva-
tion Fund as part of a landnrark
8,000-acre conservation sale.
The conservancy then donated
the land to the Department of

Natural Resources, ‘which now

technically owns the land in
North Carolina. bl g

At the same time, for a cost of
less than $3,000 and in just four
days, DNR workers cleared lo-

cust trees and used the wood to |
build a small-observation deck |

onthe western side of the moun-
tain, opening up spectacular

views of lakes Keowee and Jo- |
| Lisa Stryker said.

Cell service can be unreli-

cassee and mountains
Georgia.

The deck would prove to be a
precursor to what Sassafras
could be with a greater vision.

Mountaintop vista

The time has come.

“We're trying to impart in the
general public an understand-
ing of our part in the southern

Appalachian chain,” said Den- |

nis Chastain, a Pickens County
nature historian instrumental
in efforts to transform the
mountain. “There’s nothing that
puts an exclamation mark on
that more than standing up here
and seeing it.”

- Last month, logging trucks
‘were hauled to the top of Sassa-
fras and 3 acres of trees wer
cut down. :

It was a choice made only af-

ter consulting with conserva-
tionists and with the knowledge
that plans for an observation
tower finally could be fulfilled,
said Mark Hall, DNR biologist
and forester in charge of man-
aging the Jocassee Gorges."
. The trees were a mix of big
hemlocks that dominated the
canopy and second-growth
mixed hardwoods.

Many of the hemlocks were
already “stone dead,” Chastain
said, suffering from the spread
of the woolly adelgid, an insect
that infests hemlocks and has
led park managers to warn peo-
ple from hiking for fear of fall-
ing trees. ‘

The logger was hesitant at
first to take on the job, Hall said,
because there was little value in

into .

the wood.
“He said, ‘It’s junk,” Hall

~said. “I said, ‘T know.””

For now, the mountaintop re-
sembles the cleanup after a
windstorm — what’s left of the
dead trees has been plowed
aside.

The freed view now shows
the Balsam Mountain Range,
where the Blue Ridge Parkway
meanders 6,000 feet high.

“If you come up here on a
January morning, with little hu-
midity, you're easily going to
see S0 miles,” Chastain said.

Some obstacles remain.

Rows of trees that block the
view still stand op the steeper
sections of the mountain but
will be cut down later as plans
progress, Hall said.

And then there’s the radio
tower, owned by Duke Energy.

The tower is a two-way radio
repeater, used to communicate
across the service area.

After extensive exploration,

-the company determined that
| Sassafras “was the only suitable

location,” Duke spokeswoman

able, Stryker said, so the com-
pany relies on radio communi-
cation for day-to-day opera-
tions, storm repairs and, indi-
rectly, Oconee Nuclear Station.

Rights to the tower and pow-
er lines were preserved when
Duke sold its two acres to South
Carolina.

The company has stopped
short of committing to move the
tower but, Stryker said, is en-
thusiastic about changes to Sas-
safras.

“We are working on ways to
improve the aesthetics at the
site, such as painting the tower,
moving signage and finding oth-
er ways for it to blend in,” she
said.

Ready to build
The new tower will be a
scaled-down version of designs

The tower’s design was such
that it would require a walkway
a quarter-mile long all'told with
an 8 percent grade, Hall said.

What has resulted are plans

of a smaller scale.

The new tower, made of con-
crete with a rock facing, will
rise to about 25 feet, with a
handicapped-accessible ramp
leading from the lower parking
lot and extending access to the
very top.

The funding is nearly in
place for the first phase, which

for a tower put forth by the
Clemson engineering depart-
ment two years ago, when U.S.
Sen. Lindsey Graham joined a
host of political leaders on a

' rainy day atop the mountain to

pledge support.

The original plans called for
a four._'—story observation tower
reaching 60 feet high and strad-
dling the border of the Caroli-
nas.

The project would cost $1
million,

However, subsequent meet-
ings on the tower’s progress re-
vealed 'that it couldn’t accom-
modate the requirements of the
Americans with Disabilities
Act, Hall said.

; coilsists mostly of building the

tower, Hall said.

Later phases will include

“green” restrooms at the lower
parking lot.
- Duke Energy has pledged
$350,000 as part of its effort to
renew the license for its Keo-'
wee-Toxaway hydro project.

The company had originally
pledged $500,000, but a dispute
with Pickens County reduced
the number, Hall said. £

The county had asked for
nothing as part'of the upcoming
licensing agreement, but that
changed when problems arose
with how it would be allowed to
access drinking water in the fu-
ture.

The Department of Natural
Resources is about $50,000
short.

In two years, DNR has raised
$25,000 from the sale of com-
memorative bricks that will be
placed at the foundation of the
tower. The bricks are $100.

Another $25,000 was donated
through the Harry Hampton
Memorial Wildlife Fund.

The Felburn Foundation
pledged $50,000 and an anony-
mous donor $40,000.
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