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Brushy Mountain Hike, Montreat, NC 

 

Trail Overview: 

This route is a seven mile, strenuous hike designed to visit a number of Carolina hemlock stands. The 
hike involves a significant amount of elevation change and occasionally difficult footing or wet trail 
conditions. The route changes trails fairly often, so each trail junction is marked on the map with a black 
letter in a white circle. Written instructions are provided below for each junction. The Appalachian Way 
trail can serve as a shorter alternative to reach the Brushy Mountain stand of Carolina hemlocks. 

The main gravel parking lot and the trailhead are on the right side of the road immediately after the 
entrance gate to Montreat. Additional paved parking can be found just across Assembly Drive to the left 
of the entrance gate. The gravel lot and start of the trail are surrounded by healthy eastern hemlock 
trees. The trail starts at a footbridge on the north end of the parking lot just past the interpretive sign. 
Just before the footbridge is a sign with the map of the Montreat Wilderness trail system and rules and 
regulations for hiking in the Wilderness. A paper copy of the map is available for free at the Nature 
Center and a topographic map of the area is available for purchase at the 10,000 Villages store in the 
Moore Center next to the Nature Center. 

 
Montreat’s Hemlock Treatment History: 

The first chemical hemlock treatments in Montreat occurred on a private residence in 2002, but it was in 
2006 when former Montreat resident, John Johnson, hired Appalachian Arborists to treat the trees on 
his property that he was warned his neighbors should treat their trees or they would likely die. John 
Johnson, who was a member of the Landcare Committee, took heed and started spreading the word and 
raising money through the Cottagers Association and private donations to create a “Save Our Hemlocks” 
campaign. His successful campaign provided funds for 550 of the town’s hemlocks to be chemically 
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protected in 2010-2011. Additional hemlocks were treated in 2015, thanks in part to a $5,000 award 
Montreat received from the Hemlock Restoration Initiative to support the town’s continued hemlock 
conservation efforts. 
 
This hike will lead you to a few of the hemlock stands that were part of that conservation effort at the 
Lookout Mountain Trailhead, Brushy Mountain, and on the slopes of Rainbow Mountain and Lookout 
Mountain.   
 
Trail Directions and Points of Interest: 
(Note: Letters represent trail directions; numbers represent points of interest.) 
 

     

The gravel parking lot and start of the trail are surrounded by healthy eastern hemlock trees. These 
hemlock trees have a history of being chemically protected and maintained by the Town of Montreat. 
The cool, shady nature of the habitat hemlocks provide is especially noticeable in the summer, but the 
shade they provide is also important for keeping stream temperatures stable during winter months as 
well. If you visit this area in the winter, compare how much sun Flat Creek receives compared to streams 
surrounded by deciduous trees. 

A. After crossing the foot bridge, take a right on the gravel road to the maintenance area and look for 
the start of Rainbow Mountain Trail on the left at the far edge of an open gravel lot, near the black 
plastic culverts. 

1. As you begin to climb away from the creek, you’ll notice that the hemlocks are quickly replaced by 
hardwoods such as white oak, maples, and magnolias. Another dominant woody species that you’ll see 
here is rhododendron. Historical disturbances to the natural state of hardwood forests such as logging, 
fire suppression, and loss of the American chestnut due to chestnut blight have led to the expansion of 
rhododendron. Hemlock mortality has also allowed rhododendron to take over acidic cove ecosystems 
which are typically dominated by hemlocks in the canopy and have soils too acidic for other tree species 
to compete. When growing in dense stands rhododendron can alter the soil chemistry and shade out 
tree seedlings restricting the ability of canopy trees to regenerate. 

2. On the right side of the trail here, you can first see an eastern hemlock, then a Carolina hemlock 
seedling growing near each other. Typically the two species are found in distinctly different habitat 
types, but they can co-occur and this provides a great opportunity to learn how to tell them apart. The 
eastern hemlock has needles that grow on either side of the twig, similar to a feather, with the 
occasional upside-down needle lying flat along the top of the twig. Carolina hemlock needles grow in a 
whorl around the twig giving them a bottle brush appearance. Mature eastern hemlock trees can grow 
up to 175 feet tall, produce small cones, and are usually found along riparian areas in wet, cool cove 
habitats. As you’ll see on this hike, Carolina hemlocks usually grow in dry bluffs and ridges, grow to 
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around 60 feet tall, and produce cones much larger than eastern hemlocks do. Both species have a 
characteristic droopy leader (the very top of the tree), are very shade tolerant, and have dense foliage 
that provides shelter for many animal species. 

   

                       

Just up the trail from these seedlings is a larger dead hemlock - the first obvious casualty of the hemlock 
woolly adelgid (HWA) that you’ll see on this trail. Larger trees tend to be the first to die from HWA in a 
landscape because they are more likely to be infested first and are more vulnerable to drought, as 
compared to seedlings. While hemlock trees are vulnerable to HWA at all life stages, small hemlocks 
tend to look healthier in comparison to larger trees due to compounding stresses on large trees. 

3. Climbing up the mountain to this point, you’ve probably felt the canopy open up and the environment 
get drier. The drier habitat will shift the plant community to feature more chestnut oaks, scarlet oaks, 
and pines along with mountain laurel in the understory.  

4. This is also our first look at a mature Carolina hemlock on the right side of the trail. Carolina hemlocks 
favor these drier environments and are often growing in isolated clusters in rocky, hard-to-reach places. 
Endemic to the S. Appalachians, their populations worldwide are restricted almost exclusively to 
western NC, which makes the ability to see them up close and walk amongst and beneath them a unique 
and special experience. 

If you look on the lower branches of this hemlock, you may see some dead twigs at the end of branches. 
These fine twigs don’t stay on the tree for long after they have died and are the result of recent HWA 
activity. You can imagine that the needles have just dropped off of the twig and soon the twigs and 
branches will break off as well. Dying from the bottom up is characteristic of trees infested by HWA. Fine 
twig structure without needles signals recent impacts, but the decline of an infested tree can be 
monitored by estimating the amount of live crown (how high up the lowest living branch is) left on the 
tree and the density of the foliage. 
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B. The first fork in the trail is easy to miss. The right side of the fork is clearly visible and climbs to 
Rainbow Road. The left side of the fork continues along the same elevation and is marked by an arrow 
carved into a maple tree. Take the left fork to continue on this route. Once you see the Carolina hemlock 
at interest point 4, be on the lookout for the first fork in the trail. 

 5. On the left side of the trail here you’ll see a few Carolina hemlocks near the trail and more farther 
down the slope if it is winter. This is one site where Laricobius nigrinus beetles were released - a biological 
control agent native to the Pacific Northwest that feeds on the HWA. Thanks to a fundraising campaign 
initiated by John Johnson, a former Montreat resident and member of the Landcare Committee, and 
additional support from HRI and Buncombe County’s “Bringing Beetles to Buncombe” program, close to 
5,000 Laricobius nigrinus beetles were released in Montreat between 2015 and 2018 to supplement 
ongoing chemical treatments. Unfortunately, “Lari” beetles alone aren’t enough to save hemlocks, as 
evidenced by the dead twigs on some of these hemlocks. HWA has two reproductive generations a year 
and Lari only feeds on them during the winter generation. However, it is possible Lari will reduce the 
impacts of HWA on lightly infested, otherwise healthy trees by keeping the population from growing as 
rapidly as it would without any predators, but to save the hemlocks, additional control strategies, 
including the release of additional species of HWA predators, will be needed to keep HWA at bay. 
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C. - The next trail junction is a wide clay trail. Take a left here. 

 6. Nearing this point, you’ll notice the environment becomes wet again and the understory opens up to 
allow more herbaceous plants to flourish. The canopy of oaks, maples, poplars, and magnolias still keep 
the forest floor shaded. On the left you may see a few young hemlocks growing in this shaded 
understory. Hemlocks are very shade tolerant and can bide their time in shaded environments, taking 
advantage of small amounts of sunlight and light gaps to grow. While shade itself isn’t a big stressor for 
hemlocks, it does compound the stress that the adelgid exerts on the tree. Research conducted by the 
USDA Forest Service Southern Research Station suggests that sunlight negatively impacts HWA resulting 
in lower infestation levels on sunlit trees compared to shaded trees. This may be why Carolina hemlocks, 
often growing in locations that are more exposed to sunlight, are mistakenly believed to be more 
resistant to HWA. 

7. The small valley at this point contains a stand of hemlocks recently killed by the invasive HWA. You 
can imagine here how much more shaded this area was when these dead snags were full of foliage. 
Since they are so shade tolerant, hemlocks typically don’t shed their lower branches in the same way 
that hardwoods and pines do. This dense foliage helps keep habitats shaded year round, especially in 
the winter when deciduous trees have dropped their leaves. The devastation of this small hemlock stand 
is a familiar image around much of North Carolina. Thankfully, there are many people working to protect 
living hemlock stands. The town of Montreat took early action to chemically protect over 550 eastern 
and Carolina hemlocks spread throughout the town and wilderness area. You’ll encounter a few of these 
stands on this hike, including in the parking area at the start of the trail. 

D. - This is the parking lot for Lookout Mountain Trail. Take a right up to the next parking area, head 
toward the trailhead sign, then continue up the well-developed trail. 

E. - At the four way trail junction, take a left onto Trestle trail. 

8. The subject of this interest point is easy to spot off the right side of the trail. This small waterfall is 
one of the reasons this trail is named Old Trestle Road trail. In the early 1900’s, a series of railroad 
trestles spanned the creeks in this area running between Black Mountain and Mount Mitchell.  

                      

9. During the work to protect the stand at Brushy Mountain (described in point #12), the team treating 
those hemlocks unexpectedly found an unmarked stand of trees here on the slopes of Lookout 
Mountain and voluntarily elected to stretch available funds to ensure that the new stand was treated as 
well. This stand is far off trail and may only be visible during the winter when there is no foliage in the 
way. Remember that hemlock trees are evergreens, so they are easier to spot in the forest during the 
winter. 

10. The trail approaching this point travels through dry and wet habitats where you might expect to see 
Carolina or eastern hemlocks. Just before the trail reaches the shelter near Buck Gap, both species can 
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be found growing together near the trail. You can see mature hemlock trees on the left side of the trail 
along with two large dead hemlocks.  

              

F. - At the shelter, take a right onto the trail behind and upslope from the shelter onto Buck Gap trail. 

G. - At the top of Buck Gap trail, stay to the left through a series of forks to hike north on East Ridge 
Trail. 

11. Starting from Buck Gap, the ecosystem transitions from hardwood forest with oaks, beeches, 
maples, and hickories to an pine-oak-heath community with stunted scarlet and chestnut oaks 
dominating the sparse canopy alongside pines with mountain laurels in the understory. Pine-oak-heath 
ecosystems like this one are typically maintained by regular fires. When fires are suppressed in these 
ecosystems, pine regeneration falls and chestnut and scarlet oaks grow unchecked and shade out pines 
causing the ecosystem to change into a hardwood forest. Healthy pine-oak-heath habitat or especially 
dry areas are prime Carolina hemlock habitat, so keep an eye out as you approach the peak. 

12. The peak of Brushy Mountain is surrounded by a stand of Carolina hemlocks that were treated in 
2015, using award funding from HRI. This stand is a great example of the hemlock conservation areas 
that have been established by HRI and other groups working to maintain hemlock trees within the 
landscape. Hemlock conservation efforts not only aim to preserve the ecosystem services the trees 
provide, but also to maintain the genetic diversity of the species. Brushy Mountain’s summit contains a 
number of Carolina hemlocks clustered together, but the stand continues down either side of the 
summit. As you descend along the trail, you’ll continue to encounter Carolina hemlocks until you leave 
the dry ecosystem behind.  
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H. - At the trail junction, take a sharp right to head south on the Old Toll Road to make the hike into a 
loop. If you’ve staged a shuttle at the Appalachian Way trailhead, take a left onto Appalachian Way trail 
to the parking lot. 

13. The Old Toll Road trail passes by a large dead hemlock that signals your reentry to the Brushy 
Mountain stand of Carolina hemlocks. This gives you a feel for the extent of the stand at this site, which 
may be more readily apparent in the winter when these evergreens stand out. The Old Toll Road trail 
used to be a toll road that was used in the early 1900’s by tourists to access Mount Mitchell. The road 
ran from Black Mountain to the peak of Mount Mitchell, filling the niche the tourist train from Black 
Mountain had carved out before it failed. The toll road was subsequently closed in the late 1930’s when 
the Blue Ridge Parkway was built. As you hike down the toll road, you can see an old rusted out car 
downslope of the trail. 

          

G. - You’re back at a familiar intersection. Take a right off the Old Toll Road and then a left onto East 
Ridge Trail heading south. 

I. - Keep right to stay on East Ridge toward Lookout Overlook. 

14. Hiking along the East Ridge trail to the Lookout Mountain Overlook, you will pass through some 
ecosystems dominated by white oaks, chestnut oaks, and other hardwoods with little to no shrubs in the 
understory. Depending on the season, the understory may be dominated by ferns and a larger diversity 
of herbaceous plants than you’ve seen in the wetter cove or drier ridgetop habitats that you’ve passed 
through. 

At the Lookout Mountain Overlook you can see the entire Montreat Wilderness area. In 2004, the Town 
of Montreat placed this 2,460-acre area under a conservation easement held by the Southern 
Appalachian Highlands Conservancy to protect it from development. Those efforts were later supported 
by the Montreat Landcare Committee, a group of organizations and volunteers dedicated to 
conservation projects in the wilderness area and around the town. The protection status and the hard 
work by volunteers have been critical to the continued health of hemlocks that you have seen on this 
hike and the hemlocks that are “behind the scenes.”  

E. - Another familiar intersection. Take a left to head west toward Rainbow Road. Continuing straight 
downslope will take you to the Lookout Trail parking lot. 

J. - Take a slight left onto Rainbow Road. The right side of the fork is an alternate loop that rejoins the 
trail in 0.2 miles. 

15. Here you can see again a Carolina and eastern hemlock seedling growing near each other. This 
habitat may not strike you as being the ideal habitat for Carolina hemlocks like the summit of Brushy 
Mountain, or for eastern hemlocks like the area around Flat Creek. Since hemlock seeds are wind 
dispersed, they can travel long distances and try to grow in any habitat. Wind dispersal combined with 
their shade tolerance means that hemlock seedlings this size may show up and persist in habitats that 
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they aren’t ideally suited for. As they grow larger, competition for other resources such as water or 
disturbances like fire may prevent either of these species from reaching maturity and establishing a new 
stand here. 

K. - This trail junction forms a clearing in the canopy. Take a left onto Rainbow Mountain Trail. 

 B. – This is the first junction on the Rainbow Mountain Trail. Keep left here to close the loop and 
continue back to the trailhead. 

As the trail descends back down toward Flat Creek, you’ll notice again the transition from the drier 
environments that characterize Carolina hemlock habitats to the wetter cove ecosystems that eastern 
hemlocks thrive in. While this hike does not feature any large stands of eastern hemlocks, there are 
several healthy eastern hemlocks along  Flat Creek. The town of Montreat and the Montreat Landcare 
Committee have treated over 150 eastern hemlock trees along the creek, maintaining both the health of 
the trees and their ecosystem function. Take the opportunity to walk through the hemlock grove in the 
Memorial Garden at the north end of the gravel parking lot, or come back to hike the mile long Gate 
Trail that runs along the creek to visit some of these majestic trees and learn more about their 
important role in riparian ecosystems. 
 


