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From drinking to agriculture to 
bathing to recreation, water is the 

most critical element to our existence. 
So why aren’t we treating it that way?
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Story by Joe Tennis
Ask any fan of “The Andy Griffith 

Show” what mountain they remember 
hearing about most, and they’ll say 
Mount Pilot.

Why, Andy Taylor and Barney Fife 
talked about going to Mount Pilot prac-
tically all the time. But where is it?

Well, if we assume that Andy Grif-
fith’s hometown of Mount Airy, N.C., 
is actually “Mayberry,” and that its 
businesses such as the real-life Snappy 
Lunch served as inspiration for TV 
scripts, then maybe we can also assume 
that a nearby peak - Pilot Mountain - 
was the source of similar inspiration for 
TV’s Mount Pilot.

It is certainly plausible, said Matt 
Windsor, the superintendent at Pilot 
Mountain State Park.

What’s more, it makes a good market-
ing hook. Businesses in the nearby town 
of Pilot Mountain use such names as Aunt 
Bea’s, Mount Pilot Soda Fountain and 
Mayberry Shazzam! Go-Karts and Games. 
Yet other town landmarks include Dr. Flip-
pin’s Bed & Breakfast, housed in an 1896 
mansion overlooking Pilot Mountain’s 
Main Street. Here, owners Charlotte and 
Gary York cater to visitors wanting to 
explore the wine country of the Yadkin 
Valley - or simply rest after hiking the 
highlands of Pilot Mountain State Park.

Centuries ago, when the Saura Indi-
ans inhabited this area, they called Pilot 
Mountain such names as “Jomeokee,” 
“The Pilot” or “Great Guide.” 

In 1751, surveyors Joshua Fry and Peter 
Jefferson mapped the mountain. More than 
two centuries later, Pilot Mountain became 

North Carolina’s 14th state park - after years 
of being a commercial tourist attraction.

It was saved in the 1960s thanks to 
the Pilot Mountain Preservation and Park 
Committee, which had proposed turning 
the place into a park in order to protect 
it and the surrounding area from further 
commercial development. Over the years, 
several acres have been added, ultimately 
bringing the total protected acreage to 
more than 3,500. 

Now this park not only protects a natu-
ral landmark, it doubles as a monument to 
show what people can do when they work 
together to save a place they love.

Windsor considers Pilot Mountain 
among the most recognizable landmarks 
of North Carolina. Though only having 
an elevation of 2,420 feet, Pilot Mountain 
rises about 1,400 feet above the rolling 
countryside of the Piedmont plateau.

Like the rocky escarpments of nearby 
Hanging Rock State Park, Pilot Mountain 
is a remnant of the ancient Sauratown 
Mountains. Specifically, it’s a quartzite 

monadnock - a rugged 
mountain rock that has 
survived millions of years while every-
thing else around it has withered away.

The Sauratown Mountains are, by 
far, not the easternmost peaks of North 
Carolina. Over 150 miles due east you run 
into Medoc Mountain State Park in Halifax 
County. At 325 feet above sea level, Mer-
doc is hardly what you call a mountain, 
but it is the core of what was once a mighty 
range of mountains east of Raleigh.

Pilot Mountain, located in both Surry 
and Yadkin counties, consists of two 
prominent pinnacles. The one you can see 
from so many other surrounding peaks - 
the “Big Pinnacle” - is connected to the 
“Little Pinnacle” by a narrow saddle.

Trails at Pilot Mountain State Park 
range from the five-mile-long stroll of the 
Yadkin Islands, along the Yadkin River, to 
the two-mile Grindstone Trail, ranked as 
moderate to strenuous.

Practically anyone could skip and 
hop among the park’s scruffy pitch pines 

to reach the Little Pinnacle Overlook: You 
simply follow an easy trail measuring 
barely one-tenth of a mile. This short trek 
gives you a classic view of Pilot Mountain 
plus Hanging Rock State Park, deep in the 
distance, looking east.

Another easy outing, starting at the 
main parking lot of the park’s mountain 
section, is the half-mile-long Sassafras 
Trail.

Still, the big must-see must be the 
Big Pinnacle. This can be reached by the 
nearly mile-long Jomeokee Trail, which 
wraps itself in a circle around the base of 
the actual peak still commonly called The 
Pilot. On this moderate path, hikers can 
get an up-close view of the sheer cliffs of 
Pilot Mountain.

Or you could just relax and sit a spell 
on a boulder bluff, studying the bark of a 
pine tree. 

One caveat: Climbing on the Big Pin-
nacle is not allowed.

On Pilot Mountain

Hiking the Highlands
Joe Tennis is the author of “Sullivan County, Tennessee: Images 
of America” (Arcadia Publishing), which explores the history 
of the Cherokee National Forest, South Holston Reservoir and 
Kingsport’s Bays Mountain Park.
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Matt Windsor, park superintendent 
of Pilot Mountain State Park, stands 
at Little Pinnacle Overlook, with the Big 
Pinnacle rising in the background.

HIKING LENGTH: Jomeokee Trail (1 mile); Grassy Ridge (2 miles); Ledge 
Spring (2 miles); Yadkin Islands (5 miles); and Sassafras (half-mile)

DURATION: One hour, including time for photographs and wildlife study, 
and exploration of the must-see Little Pinnacle Overlook

TO GET THERE: Pilot Mountain State Park (1792 Pilot Knob Park Rd., 
Pinnacle, N.C.) is located along U.S. 52, about 24 miles north of 
Winston-Salem, N.C., and 14 miles south of Mount Airy, N.C.

PARKING: No fee required.

INFO: (336) 325-2355

Pilot Mountain State Park
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Hiking the Highlands
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Saving the Places We Love

Join us on Saturday, September 12th as we celebrate the Blue Ridge Parkway 
Foundation, Friends of Great Smoky Mountains National Park, and Friends of the 
Reedy River. A percentage of sales on that day will be donated to these organizations 

that are preserving and protecting the places we love.

Proud local sponsor of The National Parks: America’s Best Idea,
a fi lm series by Ken Burns. Sept. 27 thru Oct. 2    8 pm    PBS




