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It has not always been easy 

to get to Rabun County. 

Bounded by fast-flowing  

rivers and high mountains, 

this area was remote, rug-

ged, and virtually inaccessi-

ble. It was, however, a main 

route for Cherokee travel 

from their settlements near 

Franklin, North Carolina to 

their settlements west of 

Hiawassee.  

Andrew J. Ritchie, who pub-

lished Rabun County’s first 

history in 1948, says the 

first road of any kind in what 

is now Rabun County must 

have paralleled Warwoman 

Creek. As early as 1760   

during the French and Indian 

Wars, a combined British-

American army of 1,600 

men moved from Charleston, South 

Carolina up this creek and through 

Rabun Gap on the way to forts on the 

Little Tennessee River. At least three 

expeditions were led over this same 

route before the end of the Revolu-

tionary War. Some sort of road would 

have been necessary to move these 

men and their supplies. It probably 

followed the route of old Indian    

trading trails. 

U.S. Highway 23-441 

In 1827, the Georgia Legislature 

appropriated money to construct a 

north-south road in Rabun County. 

The road was to go from Crane’s 

Ford on the Tallulah River north 

through Clayton to a point marked 

by a locust stake on the North   

Carolina state line. It was a rough 

wagon trail with many twists and 

turns that made any travel a long 

ordeal. When the weather 

was poor, getting anywhere 

was nearly impossible. 

Some years after the Tallu-

lah Falls Railroad was   

completed from Cornelia to 

Tallulah Falls, W.T. York, 

owner of the York House, 

placed an ad in the Tallulah 

Falls newspaper in 1897 

promoting his establish-

ment in Rabun Gap. He  

declared that it was only a 

five-hour drive from Tallu-

lah Falls. Anyone traveling 

from Tallulah Falls to      

Rabun Gap at that time 

would have to ford every 

stream and go around   

every steep mountain! 

The old joke about putting 

up a gate at Tallulah Falls 

to keep out traffic, is very 

close to historical truth. The 

main north-south highway 

was once a toll road, some-

times called a turnpike. In 

the nineteenth century,  

there were toll gates at the bridge 

across the Tallulah River and at the 

North Carolina state line. The road 

belonged to the county, but tolls 

were collected by individuals who 

were then responsible for maintain-

ing the road in a somewhat passa-

ble condition. Until 1890, the bridge 

at Tallulah Falls was privately 

owned and collected twenty-five 

cents from every conveyance. 
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Main Street paving in Clayton, 1920s 

The single lane road across the dam at Tallulah 

Falls before the bridge was built. 
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of the bypass, particularly in Clayton, where it would 

take heavy traffic out of the city. The proponents pre-

vailed and the route was set.  

In the past, families had spent extensive time in the 

mountains in the summer, because it was too difficult 

to go back home. With the advent of the highway,     

visitors could more easily make short weekend visits.  

When the new highway was completed, the look of 

downtown Clayton changed dramatically. Main Street 

once had hotels, service stations and car dealerships. 

Those businesses no longer exist, though many of the 

buildings have been repur-

posed. The first fast food res-

taurant to open on the new 

road was the Dairy Queen. The 

first hotel was the Heart of   

Rabun, now the Days Inn.  

The latest improvement was 

the multi-year widening of  

Highway 441 from Tallulah 

Falls to Clayton that was com-

pleted in 2008. Completion of 

the widening to the North Caro-

lina state line has also been 

controversial and has been  

delayed numerous times, but 

when it is completed, it will be a much safer and more 

functional road. 
 

In 1927 J.E. Harvey of Tallulah Falls and R.L. Moss of 

Athens deeded rights of way to facilitate relocating the 

road to cross the river on a single lane across the     

Tallulah Falls dam. At that time the road was surfaced 

with crushed stone. A new bridge over the gorge next to 

the dam was completed in 1940.  

The road was improved in increments over the years. 

However, by the 1950s when automobiles had become 

faster, less expensive and more prevalent, Highway 23-

441 was in dire need of upgrading. The Atlanta Consti-

tution, in April of 1954,  described the road as “old, 

crooked, narrow and rough.” 

The route was scenic, but trou-

blesome. In fact, motor clubs 

were routing tourists away 

from the road. Travelers called 

for improvements “in keeping 

with the scenery.” Officials  

began planning  for a new road 

in the 1950s that would revo-

lutionize travel and tourism in 

Rabun. 

New Highway 441 arrived in 

the 1960s, but not without 

opposition. The new highway 

was proposed to bypass the 

towns of Clayton, Tiger, Wiley and Lakemont. Oppo-

nents of the new route said businesses in those towns 

would dry up. Backers, on the other hand, were in favor 

There once was a hill at the east end of Savannah Street, which ended at the turn to Chechero Road. The 

Bleckley House Hotel sat on top of that hill. The hotel was moved and the hill was graded down to create a 

connector to the new highway.  

This scene was in Mountain City in the 1980s 

when US 441 was widened between Mountain 

City and the North Carolina line to include inter-

mittent left turn lanes. 
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Other Roads 

Local secondary roads were another matter entirely; 

progress was much slower. Much of the work was hard 

manual labor with mules providing the muscle. Convicts 

were used to build some roads before 1931, when 

chain gang labor was abolished in Rabun. The Civilian 

Conservation Corps (CCC) built and improved many 

roads in the county during the 1930s.  

By 1953, the largest single expense in the county  

budget was funds spent on new roads and road mainte-

nance. Many roads, including Bridge Creek and       

Wolffork, were paved in the 1950s. 

Clayton City Streets 

There was so much mud on the streets, in the stores, in 

the homes and elsewhere during rainy periods that a 

Clayton Tribune article in January 1949 encouraged city 

officials and the public to work together to manage the 

cost of paving. The article further stated that paved 

streets and sidewalks would improve property value. In 

the summer of that year, over five miles of local streets 

were paved.  

New roads are still being built and road improvements 

are always evolving. However, what once were Indian 

trails and rutted mud tracks now efficiently move    

thousands of vehicles daily.  

U.S. Highway 76 

The east-west highway was also constructed and      

improved in increments over many years. The road from 

Clayton to Hiawassee, called “a bad piece of mud,” was 

surfaced with crushed gravel in 1931. Prior to 1950, 

the pavement ended seven miles west of Clayton, but in 

the summer of 1950, paving was completed to the 

Towns County line. The road was widened and resur-

faced in 1963, and in 1976 a two-lane bridge replaced 

the one-lane bridge over Lake Burton. The most recent 

improvement was completed in 2006, when the road 

was widened between Charlie Mountain and the Burton 

bridge, and several S-curves were straightened.  

 

On the east side, in 1894, the first iron bridge across 

the Chattooga River was opened, which facilitated the 

movement of people and trade from South Carolina. 

Chechero Road was graded and paved in 1935 one 

mile to the west past the Tallulah Falls Railroad depot. 

The entire road was improved in 1940 to change it from 

175 curves to an easier to drive 25 curves. A concrete 

and steel bridge was constructed over the Chattooga 

River in 1948 to replace the 1894 bridge. The highway 

was then paved to the South Carolina line in 1950. The 

Chattooga River bridge was upgraded again in 2007. 

 

Grading the road to Black Rock Mountain in 1931  

The old one-lane bridge across Lake Burton,  

prior to 1976 
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 Please visit our       

museum and research 

library on Mondays 

and Fridays from 

10:00 until 2:00. 

 Group tours by        
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The main north-south highway in front of Rabun Gap-Nacoochee School in  

April 1928 with the Tallulah Falls Railroad tracks on the left 

http://www.facebook.com/rabuncountyhistory

