Special

summit

f Groups collaborate to recover forgotten Sassafras

The current observation deck provides a view of three states. ken OSEURNSTAFF
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he mname of
South  Caroli-
na's  highest
summit is ubig-
uitous in ele-
mentary school
texthooks, even
if the mountain
itself has for
long amounted
= to little more
than the answer te a trivia question.
Sassafras Mountain. The forgotten
pinnacle of what little there is of tall
South Carolina meuntains,
If you're brave enough to pass
through the open yellow gate that might
close behind you, vou can drive right up
abroken asphalt road to the very apex
of the mountain — remarkable access
for a landmark that simply because of
itsdistinction as the highestpeak draws
a unique set of visitors from across the
country.
What visitors find — if they can find
it, whether by car or by miles of ardu-
ous hiking along the 77-mile Foothills
Trail—has for decadesbeen very little,
with thick forest blocking any majestic

view and a fenced-in, metal contraption
owned by the power company.

However, moves are afoot to change

that —and in a big wav.

Chief g them is a four-story ob-
servation tower, designed by the archi-
tectural minds of Clemson University,
that will offer views of four states.

A series of modest, incremental im-
provements have foreshadowed what
Sassafras could be as a destination, af-
ter years of complicated land deals that
have made one of Sassafras’ peculiar
features — the border between North
and South Carolina splitting its peak in
half — a millstone impeding progress.

Meanwhile, those who have ex-
plored the mountain say there’s so
much more to the trivia question.

Defining geologic feature

Imagine a couple marrying atop Sas-
safras Mountain.

Holding hands — one standing in
?outh Carolina, the other in North Caro-
ina,

But there’s more, Pull out your text-

See MOUNTAIN, Page 3A

WHERE LAND
MEETS SKY
Geta look at the:
beauty and un|gueness
of Sassafras Mountain
as a Clemson University
architecture professor
shares his vision for an
observation tower
atop the peak.

YOU CAN HELP

interested in donating
to the tower project?
Call 864-654-1671 ext.
21 or emall the DNR at
swayng-
hamTednrsc.gov



books.

That same couple
would not only stand to-
gether across two states,
they would be straddling
one of America’s defining
geological features thatin
a matter of turning one
way or another can deter-
mine whether a leaf trav-
elsafew hundred milesor
on for thousands more.

The border between
the two states also repre-
sents the boundary of the
Eastern Continental Di-
vide. In 1813, when the
Carplinas came together
to determine their border,
they attempted to draw it
along the divide {which
accounts for the squiggly
portion of the border seen
On maps).

The divide represents
which way water will
flow, whether it’s into the
Atlantic Ocean in Charles-
ton or Savannah or —
spectacularly — all the
way to New Orleans into
the Guif of Mexico.

“Tt's one of the mostin-
teresting geological fea-
tures in Soputh Carolina”
gaid Dennis Chastain, a
Pickens County naturalist
who has ventured into the
deepest whereabouts of
the mountain and is con-
sidered an expert in the
history of South Caroli-
na’s hills and peaks.

There is a spot along
the trail to Caesars Head,
Chastain said, about 150
yards from the parking lot
just below the summit of
Sassafras, where a person
can stand and throw a
rock into three major wa-
tersheds that drain the
Southeast,

Due east toward Table
Rock, & leaf theoretically
would travel from the
South Saluda River, into
Lake Greenwood, through
the Congaree River in Co-
lumbia and en'to Charles-
tomn,

To the west, a leaf
would make its way into
Lake Jocassee, then Lake
Keowee and on through
the Savannah Riverbasin,

To the north, the jour-
ney would be extraordi-
nary: Into the east fork of
the French Broad River,
through Brevard and
Hendersonville and Ashe-
ville, into Knoxville into
the Teénnessae River, then
to the Ohio River, into the

Mississippi River and on
to the deltas of New Or-
leans.

v

~imaLs reauy an in-
credible thing,” Chastain
said.

And the elevation of
Sassafras — 3,553 feet
above sea level —isnotas
constant as you might
think, ‘even if it's some-
times only a matter of
cenfimeters, Chastain
said.

The highest point on
Sassafras actually stands
in North Carolina, he said,
on a mound of dirt be-
tween two roots of a tree,
rising a mere six centime-
ters above the highest
point in South Carolina.

Y11 that tree ever dies,
it's going to collapse and
we're poing to be back
having the highest point
of Sassafras,” Chastain

| said.

| Future turned on

| Duke purchase
The top of Sassafras
first became a destination
in the 1240s when the
| Sputh. Carolina Forestry
Comimission buflt a fire
tower to monitor the hills
and valleys.

The tower was later
abandoned, and as with
uther fire towers, locals
would find 8 way to climb
it

Ultimately, the tower
was torn down when the
use of airplanes to moni-
tor fire conditions during
fire season became the
norm. A cottage made of
chestnut wood for the
tower worker was burned
to the ground by an unwit-
ting camper in 2008,

The future of Sassa-
fras began to turn when
the state of South Carolina
in 1999 completed its pur-
chase of land from Duke
Energy — known then as
Duke Power — as part of
the $21 million, 43,500-

| acre Jocassee Gorges
preservation project.

The landmark pur-
chase, however, didn't in-
clude the two-acreapex of
Sassafras Mountain.

Duke kept that tract
out of the deal. .

Still, the North Caroli-
na side of the mountaintop
remained in the private
hands of a former con
Eressman.

One of the very fea-
tures that made the top of
Sassafras compelling —
its state border — was

alsp an albatross, said
Emily Cope, deputy direc-
tor of the South Carplina
Department of Natural
Resources wildlife and
freshwater fisheries divi-
sion and among those who
are shaping the peak of
Sasszdlras.

"Saecnfras was always

one of those areas that we

wanted to do something

about and improve,” Cope

said. “We‘saw it as ex-

tremely important be-

| Causeit’s South Carolina’s

highest point, but you

can’t do anything if you

. don’t own the land. The

state line runs across the

mountain, so our hands

were tied as to developing

| B0me type of destinatipn
pointup there ™

Just before Christmas

2004, Pul;eéﬁsuld the two
dcres for 350,000 to So
Carolina, i

The DNR had its land
—but not the whole piece,
The rest was in North Car-
olina, 4.8 acres,

However, the momen-
fum was gathering.

_ In 2010, the Conserva-
tion Fund and others
bought 8,000 acres from
the congressman  with
plans to make it available
to the public. That land in-
cluded the 4.8 acres.

At the same time, the
DNER made a modest im-
provement, but it was one
that revealed a side of
Sassafras not seen before:
and began drawing visi-
tors who could finally see
something,

Workers — for a cost of
less than $3,000 and in
four days — used the
wood of locust frees cut
from the forest to con-
struct a demure, 10 by 10
foot observation deck on
the western side of the
mountain, just steps away
from a parking lot just be-
neath the peak.

Some  trees  were
cleared, and a magnifi- |
cent view of valley and be-
yond opened.

From the deck, the
grandeur of Lake Jacas-
see can be seen as Lake

| Keowee blends on the ho-
rizon mto the clouds.

On a recent rainy day,
the valley obscured by
fog, the visionaries of Sas-
satras nonatheless could
finally see the mountain's
destiny at hand.

In a press conference
highlighted by remarks
from U.S. Sen. Lindsey
Graham, the Conserva-
10 Fund announced its
donation of the 4.8 acres
of the North Carolina side
of the mountaintop to the

- South Carolina DNR,

The state now owns the
mountaintop — and the vi-
slonaries are not looki
baclk. s

Picitens money

paving future

It used to be Sassafras
wag tough to find, often-
tirnes word of mouth be-
ing the most reliable
source, A group of those
who make it a mission to
climb the the highest

| pomts in America — the
Highpointers, they're
called — would come to
Sassafras and leave un.
derwhelmed.

The road to the top of
the mountain, leading
from the center for the
blind off U.5.178in Rocky
Bottom, was in stretches

| perilous, broken, narrow,

Recently, . Pickens
County put forth money to
pave the road and build
shoulders so that two cars
could pass at once, said
County Council Chair-
woman Jennifer Willis,

one of a host of believers
in Sassafras Mountain.

“This is the highest

point in South Carolina,®
says Willis, among a num-
ber of partners in support
of anew observation tow-
er. “We ought to be shout-
;ng about it, not whisper-
ing in the back of the room
saying, ‘If you can find it,
you'd love it,”

The vision for the ob-
servation tower rests in
the hands of the architec-
tural department at Clem-
son University, which cur-
rently is working on im-
proving the overlook,
11":1=¢,‘ta:|,uﬂ1 it u;:ﬂre accessible
or the sically di
abled, g g

This summer, the DNR
asked Clemson architec-
ture professor Dan Har-
ding to design a tower for
Sassafras. A graduate stu-
dent took on the project as
credit for the semester,
and by the end of the sum-

mer, renderings of the
tower were created.

e living in Mon-
tana, Harding was in-
spired by the idea of bor-
ders after taking his twg
young daughters to where
the four corners of Utah,



greenvilleonline.com 3A

Colorado, New Mexico
and Arizona meet,

The youngest mar-
veled at how she could
pour wafer in one state
and watch it drip into ag-

The unique elements!
atop Sassafras — the bor-
der, the divide, the height
— are what the tower will
draw from, Harding said.
The vision for Sassafras
isn’t one of gift stores with
“rubber tomahawks,”
Harding said, but rather
an unmanned vigitor cen-
ter with restrooms and
trail improvements.

“We have a spot that
you can drive torelatively
quickly from all thegse ma-
jor metropolitan areas,”
Harding said. “We have a
lookout that’s very acces-
sible, Yet if you wanted to
exert 4 certain amount of
energy and hike the Foot-
hills Trail, you could do
that.” ;

The tower — reaching

 as high as 60 feet — would

rest with a pair of legs on

either side of the border,

never touching the line,
with winding staircases
offering d60-degree
views from each of four
floors, Harding said.

The mountains of Ten-
nessee would be seen in
the distance.

One obstacle still re-
mains, however.

The metal contraption,
standing within feet of
Where designers have
planned the observation
tower to rest.

In fact, the metal build-

- ing is a communications

tower owned by Duke En-
ergy, a “two-way radio re-
peater,” Duke spokes-
woman Erin Culbert said,

Duke workers use the
lower [0 communicate
across the company’s ser-
vicearea, from North Car-
olina to Oconee Nuclear
Station, particularly when
cell service fails, Culbert

said.

South Carolina’s

hest peak, Sas
let visitors see msﬁbﬁmm&“ﬁs in fo::ﬁ“

When Duke sold its two

‘acres to South Carolina, it

retained the right to keep
its radio tewer and iis
power lines that stretch
down the mountainside,
she said. )

However, Duke is
“flexible” on what to do
with the tower, Culbert

id.
sm“We're very enthusias-

| ——— 3 - e =
Dan Harding, associate professor of architecture at

tie about the observation Clemson University, says Sassafras’ uniqueness lies in its

tower,"

Culbert said. height and its place along both the state barder and the

“Duke Energy is WDMJ Eastern Continental Divide. ken oseursTaFF

now todetermine what
ﬁms.wehai.rﬁ'tu'mﬂlmgﬁ
the important radio capa-
bility while also trying to
“accommodate the expan-
give view that visitors will
have from the observa-
ton tower.” :
“The tower’s cost has
yet to be determined, said
Cope, the DNR deputy di-
rector, but it would be
paid for through a fund-

could start next year,
“Given the interest and
excitement for this pro-
. ject, I really don't expect
it to take very long,” Cope
said. “This is one of those

things that people inher-

ently want to support.”

Mountain, provide
states. KEN OSBURNSTAFF
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5 a majestic view. A new observation tower in the works will



