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Whitewater enthusiasts from 
across the country come to 

Appalachia’s rivers for their aquatic 
adrenaline rushes. Sportsmen often 
drift in canoes or open kayaks for fish-
ing excursions. A long weekend of canoe 
camping on a river trip is a perfect getaway 
for many outdoors aficionados. Or perhaps 
a tranquil kayak jaunt around the lake is just 
what you need to refresh your batteries.

With so many great places to paddle, 
it’s tough to narrow down any list of top 
spots, but below we offer a list of perfect 
paddling places in Appalachia. Just narrow-
ing the list is tough enough, so truly ranking 
them seemed impossible. Our list is not in 
any particular order. If you don’t see your 
favorite paddling destination on the list, 
let us know. We’d love to hear about your 
favorite places to paddle in Appalachia.

Gauley River
West Virginia

Home of the Gauley Festival, this river 
is one of the preeminent whitewater rivers 
in the country. The Upper Gauley offers 
Class V paddling and should only be ac-
cessed by experts. The Lower Gauley is 
slightly tamer, but its Class III and IV waters 
can still create quite the adrenaline rush.

The Gauley Festival began in 1983 
and has become a showcase for American 
Whitewater, which is a national non-profit 
organization with a mission “to conserve 
and restore America’s whitewater resourc-
es and to enhance opportunities to enjoy 
them safely.” The dates for this year’s 
festival are Sept. 18-20.

New River
North Carolina-Virginia-West Virginia 

The beautiful New, ironically, is 
quite old. Many geologists consider the 
New to be one of the oldest rivers in the 
world. Forming in Ashe County, N.C., it 
runs north through southwest Virginia 
and to West Virginia where it eventually 
merges with the Gauley and becomes the 
Kanawha River.

The New offers many sections to 
paddle and lots of outfitters can help you 
plan a trip all along the river’s span. Most 
of the river is fairly placid, with just a few 
Class II and III rapids in Virginia, but the 
best-known part of the river to paddlers 
is in the area of the New River Gorge in 
West Virginia where you can sometimes 
find Class IV+ rapids.

Nolichucky River
North Carolina and Tennessee

The Nolichucky flows through a beau-
tiful and deep mountain gorge in eastern 
Tennessee and western North Carolina. 
It offers a variety of paddling from Class 
I rapids around the Nolichucky Gorge 
Campground to the Class IV rapid called 
Quarter Mile. Playboaters will enjoy some 
time in Jaws and Maggie’s Rock.

Ocoee River
Tennessee

The Ocoee has long been a renowned 
river for Southeastern paddlers, but the 
waterway gained worldwide notoriety as 
host of whitewater events in the 1996 At-
lanta Olympics. The Class III and IV rapids 
that attract many paddlers begin just west 
of Ducktown, Tenn. The primary put-in 
is the Ocoee Whitewater Center, which is 
a federally operated put-in used by com-
mercial companies and individuals.

The Middle Ocoee offers continuous 
action with mostly Class III rapids, and, 
if the water is high, some Class IV runs. 

Occasional Class II rapids along the way 
provide a chance to catch your breath.

Youghiogheny River
Maryland-Pennsylvania-West Virginia

Commonly known as the Yough, this 
is a tributary of the Monongahela River. 
Various sections of the Yough offer an array 
of paddling options, but probably the most 
noted section of the river flows through 
Ohiopyle State Park in Pennsylvania.

Continued on next page

With tumbling rivers and cool 

mountain lakes, Appalachia is a 

paddler’s paradise. We offer a 

list of eight great destinations.

Story by Tim W. Jackson

The Appalachian region is home to numerous 
whitewater paddling opportunities for 
intermediate and expert level kayaking. 
Photo by Carl Galie
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The Lower Yough begins after the 
Ohiopyle Falls and flows downstream to 
the Bruner Run take-out. Numerous Class 
III and IV rapids offer thrills generally 
to be run only by experienced paddlers. 
Beginning and intermediate paddlers can 
enjoy the Middle Yough, which starts at the 
Ramcat put-in near Confluence, and ends 
near the town of Ohiopyle. This section 
generally consists of Class I and II waters.

Chattahoochee River
Georgia

North Georgia’s Chattahoochee River 
has long been a play place for Atlanta-area 
paddlers. Typical paddling runs are from 
Buford Dam at the lower end of Lake 
Lanier down to either Settles Bridge or 
Abbotts Bridge, but you can also run the 
river closer to Atlanta. If you don’t have 
your own gear, several outfitters in the 
area will be happy to assist you.

Typically, the Chattahoochee is a 
Class I or II waterway and is traversed by 

whitewater kayakers and rafters as well as 
canoeists. Occasionally upon dam releases 
or after heavy rains the river can offer a few 
more thrills and spills, but it’s typically a 
good float even for beginners.

Lake Guntersville
Alabama

Tucked away in northeast Alabama, 
Lake Guntersville is a great recreational 
lake. The primary access point is Lake 
Guntersville State Park, which offers cabins, 
chalets, hotel rooms and camping facilities 
in addition to boat launching areas.

As is the case with most lakes of this 
nature, traffic from motorboats can be an-
noying, especially on holiday weekends, but 
during off times the 69,000-acre reservoir can 
be quite scenic and tranquil. Those who en-
joy fishing from a canoe or kayak will enjoy 
a day — or more — on Lake Guntersville.

Allegheny Reservoir
Pennsylvania and New York

In the northern end of Appalachia 
lies a body of water that is fantastic for 
canoeists and kayakers. The Allegheny 

Reservoir spans the border between Penn-
sylvania and New York. In Pennsylvania, 
the reservoir is surrounded by the Allegh-
eny National Forest. In New York it’s sur-
rounded by Allegany State Park and the 
Allegany Indian Reservation of the Seneca 
Nation. With lots of put-ins and spots to 
camp, the Allegheny Reservoir is perfect 

for someone who might want to spend a 
long weekend — or even a week — pad-
dling and experiencing the outdoors.

Tim W. Jackson is former Editor of Canoe & 
Kayak magazine and is currently the editor 
of newrivervoice.com.

Reservoirs and lakes provide excellent nature-watching opportunities and are perfect locations for beginners to familiarize themselves to a kayak. Photo by Kent Kessinger
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Story by Joe Tennis
Easing along the Piney River, 

the Virginia Blue Ridge Railway 
Trail chugs along a historical path, 
crisscrossing the Amherst-Nelson 
county line. This easy to moderate 
rail trail, at five miles in length, 
was once the path of the Virginia 
Blue Ridge Railway.

Trains stopped rolling in 
1981, and that’s when Popie Mar-
tin and her husband, Steve, feared 
the worst. They had heard the 
old rail line might be bought by 
various kinds of clubs. 
The Martins became 
especially interested, 
considering a big chunk 
of this line rolled within 
eyesight of their home. 
“So we bought the right-
of-way,” Popie said, “be-
cause it was right across 
our farm.”

   That was the mid-
1980s. Over the next few 
years, the couple learned 
of other successful rail-to-trail projects in Vir-
ginia, most notably the New River Trail State 
Park, linking Pulaski to Galax and Fries in 
southwest Virginia. They figured they could 
do the same with this old line.

“It’s just such a logical thing to have these 
old railroad beds and turn them into trails,” 
Popie said, smiling. “And this is such a beauti-
ful, easy trail for families. People come every 
single day and walk every day.”

Dating back to 1915, the Virginia Blue 
Ridge Railway was used to haul chestnut logs 
from the Blue Ridge, about the time blight 
had settled on the fabled tree. Both steam and 
diesel engines pushed cars on this railway, 
which claimed to be “The Nation’s Longest 
Operating Short Line,” passing places called 
Roses Mill and Woodson. In 1997, long after 
the trains stopped running, a volunteer group 
formed to turn the rail into a trail.

Supported by both Amherst and Nelson 
counties, this project has received more than 
$1 million in funding from Transportation 
Enhancement Act grants from the Virginia 
Department of Transportation. Another 
$100,000 has come from the Virginia Depart-
ment of Conservation and Recreation, while 
more help has poured in from the fundraising 

and in-kind volunteer 
work of the Virginia 
Blue Ridge Railway 
Foundation.

Along the way, the 
Martins won BikeWalk 
Virginia’s “Community 
Champion” award in 
2005, given for their 
foresight in buying the 

railroad right-of-way, do-
nating it to the Virginia Blue Ridge Railway 
Foundation and then continuing work to 
make this a trail for everyone.

 Originating at the old depot at Piney 
River, this trail lays easy along the often-flat 
waters of the river. It is particularly well-
groomed, with a smooth surface of white stone 
dust, suited for strolling, horseback riding or 
mountain biking. Along the trail, benches are 
scattered every few hundred yards.

Eventually, Popie said, the old Piney 
River Depot at the trailhead could be turned 
into a museum, showcasing both art and 
history.

There’s a good chance you’ll spy wild-
life, like white-tailed deer, great blue heron 
and red-tailed hawks, hanging out along the 
path. You can also wet a fishing line where 
the trail edges close enough to the Piney 
River to provide public access.

After two miles, the trail reaches reach 
the old settlement of Roses Mill, another 
stop with a parking area. From here, the trail 
continues for about three miles through open 
fields along the river.

For now, the trail makes a dead end on 
the farm of the couple that saved the path, 
but plans call for continuing the trek to even-

tually reach the Tye River 
on an already-rebuilt trestle. 
Continuing to push forward 
and complete all seven miles 

of this rail trail is also a pos-
sibility for this trail, said Emily Harper, the 
Director of Recreation for Nelson County.

In recent years, several old bridges have 

been rebuilt, and Harper hopes to have a new 
section open by Fall 2009. She’s especially 
anxious to show the public the big bridge 
overlooking the confluence of the Piney and 
Tye rivers. Popie, meanwhile, sounded ever 
hopeful, saying, “We’re really ready to roll 
on that last little bit.”

Rail-trail leads along Piney River near Virginia’s Blue Ridge

Hiking the Highlands
Joe Tennis is the author of “Beach to Bluegrass: Places to 
Brake on Virginia’s Longest Road” (Overmountain Press).

HIKING LENGTH: About five miles (one-way)

WHERE TO START: The main trailhead at the Piney River Depot is off Route 151. 
From US-29, between Amherst and Lovingston, follow VA-151 north (towards 
Clifford) for seven miles to the depot, on the right. From here, the trail goes 
about two miles to another parking area at Roses Mill (or about five miles to 
its current dead-end on the Martin Farm).

PARKING: No fee required.

DURATION: Half-day stroll (10-mile roundtrip) or two hours (roundtrip) by bike

INFO: Nelson County Parks & Rec, (800) 282-8223

Virginia Blue Ridge Railway Trail

The easy Virginia Blue 
Ridge Railway Trail follows 

along the Piney River.




