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FIVE 
ADVENTUROUS 
ESCAPES 
FROM ATLANTA
Drivable jaunts that will take your next 
vacation to a whole new level
By Jennifer Bradley

W
e all need a little adventure in 
our lives, but sometimes it’s 
tough to allocate more than 

a couple of  days to feed our need for 
adrenaline. Here are five trips within 
five short hours of  Atlanta, all offering a 
respite from the frantic pace of  the city.

Canyoneering—Saluda, N.C.
Perfect for the Adrenaline Junkie

If  scaling rock walls, squeezing through narrow stone crevasses, 
jumping through flowing streams and shimmying up huge boul-
ders with little more than a rope keeping you from a very uncom-
fortable landing sounds like a fun weekend trip, then canyoneering 
is the mini-vacation for you.

According to Joe Moerschbaecher, owner and head guide of  
Pura Vida Adventures, canyoneering in the Southeast evolved 
from the sport’s incarnation out West, with enthusiasts adapting 
it to fit our terrain. North Carolina doesn’t have canyons that go 
deep into the earth (like the Grand Canyon), but it does boast 
steep gorges in between mountains, and both canyons and gorges 
require a similar skill set to navigate. Pura Vida offers daylong can-
yoneering adventures for groups of  up to six participants that in-
clude bouldering, climbing, rock hopping, rappelling and maneu-
vering through pools of  water (it’s $150 per person for about seven 
hours). Moerschbaecher likens the experience to spelunking, but 
above ground, with participants making their way through tight 
spaces, oftentimes with little to no rigging. This type of  outing is 
particularly great for individuals training for an adventure race. 

Canyons have class designations, much like whitewater rapids. 
So, Big Bradley Gorge, where Pura Vida explores, is considered 
a 3/B/III/PG Canyon. Ac-
cording to Moerschbaecher, 
this means that it “requires 
rappelling and technical 
travel in a wet environment 
with large pools of  water, 
but no serious rapids.” Ob-
viously, thrill seekers have to 
be in good physical condi-
tion. The other prerequisite: 
not being afraid of  heights! 

Getting There
Cost: $$$ 
Play: Pura Vida Adventures LLC 
pvadventures.com, 772-579-0005
Stay: Morningside Farm Bed & 
Breakfast 
morningsidefarm.net, 828-577-2413
Eat: The Hob Nob Restaurant 
hobnobrestaurant.com, 828-966-4662

Pricing Key 
(adventure, 
accommodations and 
dinner for two guests) 
$—under $200 
$$—$200-$300 
$$$—$300-$500 
$$$$—more than $500
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Whitewater Rafting—Ocoee River, Ducktown, Tenn. 
Perfect for the Aquatic Thrill Seeker

Wildwater Ltd. Rafting offers a six-hour expedition down 
the Class III and IV Ocoee River, through the kayaking 
course from the 1996 Olympic Games. It’s the only river in 
the world where you can raft on an Olympic course. 

Erin McKergow, a former river guide with the company 
(now their group sales coordinator), says that part of  what 
makes the Ocoee River so enjoyable is that it’s a continuous-
flow river, meaning that “the rapids are stacked back to back 
with very little recovery time in between.” And because it’s 
a controlled-release river, the Ocoee has terrific flow (read: 
excitement for rafters), regardless of  rainfall. 

With areas along the river dubbed “Moon Shoot,” “Dia-
mond Splitter,” “Broken Nose” and “Power House,” you’re 
practically guaranteed a screaming good time. Guests can 
choose to raft the whole course (an all-day affair for $99 per 

person) or choose 
from either the 
Middle or the Up-
per Ocoee for $49. 
If  you’re making a 
whole weekend of  
the trip, there are 
plenty of  great sites 
for mountain biking, 
kayaking and hiking. 

Getting There
Cost: $$$
Play: Wildwater Ltd. Rafting 
wildwaterrafting.com, 877-247-5535
Stay: The White House Bed & Breakfast 
bbonline.com/tn/whitehouse, 800-775-4166
Eat: Toccoa Riverside Restaurant 
toccoariverside.com, 706-632-7891

Len Foote Hike Inn—Amicalola 
Falls State Park, Georgia
Perfect for the Eternal Wanderer

Imagine a weekend with no cars, no 
mobile phones and no television. If  this 
sounds like heaven, then a trip to Len 
Foote Hike Inn in Amicalola Falls State 
Park is your vacation nirvana. The only 
way to access the Inn is by a five-mile 
hike, amid gorgeous scenery and past 
splashing falls. While this isn’t a ho-
tel (guests stay in “bunk rooms” rather 
than individual rooms at an average 
price of  $70 per person), it’s a perfect 
way for non-campers to experience the 
beauty of  a night in nature—but with 
hot showers and home-
cooked meals. 

Many guests who call 
the inn their home base 
for more than one night 
strike out and explore 
other demanding trails 
nearby, such as Three 
Forks, Benton MacKaye 
or Springer Mountain, which leads to 
the southern terminus of  the Appalachian Trail, about four and a 
half  miles from the inn. Who knows? Perhaps standing at the start 
of  that famous trail will inspire you to brave the 2,178 miles to the 
northern tip in Maine!

Conservation and sustainability are overarching themes at the inn 
and are woven into the whole experience. Manager Stan Krajeski 
explains that a game is played at dinner each night in which the staff  
makes a waste goal for the entire meal—mere ounces is typically the 
objective. It brings a whole new meaning to the “clean plate club.” 

Getting There
Cost: $
Play, Stay and Eat: 
Len Foote Hike Inn 
hike-inn.com, 800-581-8032
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Kiteboarding—Jacksonville Beach, Fla. 
Perfect for the Wannabe Acrobat

Kiteboarding may look like effortless flying, but it 
requires skill to harness the wind and make it carry 
you. Thomas Dillon, instructor and owner of  Dillon 
Kite Sports in Jacksonville, Fla., can show you how. 
“You can cruise on top of  the water and experience 
the most enjoyable ride of  your life,” says Dillon, “or 
take it to the extreme and catch jumps upwards of  40 
feet into the air.” Kiteboarding is a hybrid of  surfing 
and flying a kite, and the wind is the energy that car-
ries you above the waves. 

An eight-hour session with Dillon is $400, including 
all the equipment (except a wetsuit, though Florida’s 
balmy weather makes one optional most of  the year), 
and can be done in one day or spread out over several. 
He jokes, “You get your money’s worth in the first hour 
and the rest is free.” As Dillon points out, kiteboard-
ing is an extreme sport and practice is a key element. 
Then, when your muscles rebel, enjoy a day lounging 
at the beach and recovering. 

Sea Kayaking—Charleston, S.C.
Perfect for the Active Explorer 

A short five hours northeast of  Atlanta, 
Charleston, S.C., offers stunning coastal lands 
and unparalleled nature preserves. There is no 
better way to experience its raw beauty than a 
sea kayaking expedition. Sea Kayak Carolina 
Manager William Seabrook recom-
mends taking a custom trip to De-
veaux Bank (starting at $90 per per-
son) for guests who are in good shape 
and want a bit of  an adventure. 
While kayaking experience isn’t ab-
solutely essential, it helps, as the sea 
swell can reach up to eight feet, and 
on some routes you’ll contend with 
motorized vessels in the water.

Paddlers navigate down a creek 
into the Northeastern River and cross at the mouth of  the Atlantic 
Ocean. The reward for a day of  hard paddling? You’ll gaze at a 
stunning array of  terns, pelicans, skimmers and other shore birds 
in their natural habitat at the protected bird sanctuary. The round 
trip to Deveaux Bank takes between five and seven hours, includ-
ing an hour to break for lunch and beachcomb. 

Getting There
Cost: $$$
Play: Sea Kayak Carolina 
seakayakcarolina.com, 843-225-7969
Stay: Water’s Edge Bed & Breakfast 
innatfollybeach.com, 843-588-9800
Eat: Blu Restaurant & Bar 
blufollybeach.com, 843-588-6658 

Getting There
Cost: $$$$
Play: Dillon Kite Sports 
dillonkitesports.com, 904-545-1766
Stay: One Ocean Hotel, Atlan-
tic Beach 
oneoceanresort.com, 904-249-7402
Eat: Eleven South Restaurant, 
Jacksonville Beach 
elevensouth.com, 904-241-1112Ph
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Seabrook thinks the Charleston area’s beauty stems from its va-
riety of  terrain and wildlife. He says, “It’s one of  the most diverse 
areas in the world. We’ve got salt marshes, protected wetlands 
with no buildings, dolphins, shore birds, tiny three-foot-wide 
creeks, the Atlantic Ocean and everything in between.” What 
more do you need? 
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