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The mountains of  western North Carolina have long 
provided a difficult to penetrate barrier of  thick forests 
and steep slopes that prevented easy access. During the 

early days the region was only penetrated by Native Americans 
and hardiest of  white settlers. This isolation began to be 
breached in the early nineteenth century with the completion in 
1828 of  a turnpike that stretched from Greenville, South 
Carolina, to Greenville, Tennessee. The North Carolina portion 
of  this road, called the Buncombe Turnpike, was 75 miles in 
length and passed from the South Carolina state line through 
Asheville, Flat Rock, Warm Springs and other towns before it 
reached the Tennessee state line. The original purpose 
of  this road was to make it easier for farmers in 
western North Carolina and from lands further west 
to transport their livestock to markets in South 
Carolina and Georgia. It has been estimated that 
approximately 200,000 hogs passed through the area 
on this road during a typical summer in addition to a 
variety of  other livestock. This commerce provided 
one of  the earliest opportunities for area residents to 
earn hard cash that could be used to purchase 
manufactured goods brought north on the turnpike. 
This road also allowed the first tourists to reach the 
area by buggy and stagecoach. Typically these visitors 
were wealthy merchants and planters from Georgia 
or South Carolina who wanted to escape the heat and 
diseases of  southern cities in the summer. Many of  
these visitors soon began to build summer estates, 
with Flat Rock being one of  the most popular 
locations. In order to serve this new population and 
increased commerce a post office was opened in Flat 
Rock in March 1838. An example of  an early cover 
passing through Flat Rock is shown in Figure 1. The 
letter, dated October 22, 1838 was mailed from New 
Brunswick, New Jersey, where it was rated at 25 
cents, to Flat Rock. Apparently, the intended recipient 
had already left Flat Rock for Charleston, South 
Carolina, when the letter arrived. The letter was forwarded 
from Flat Rock on November 6, 1838 and was charged an 
additional 18 ¾ cents in postage. 
 With the success of  the Buncombe Turnpike and growing 
stagecoach traffic, new roads were built through the region 
including the Western Turnpike, begun in 1849, bringing 
visitors from western most railroad terminus in the state 
located in Salisbury. This road allowed tourists to ride the 
railroad to Salisbury and then complete their journey by 
traveling three days by stagecoach to Asheville and other 

nearby locations. At the same time the Western Turnpike was 
being constructed, the first plans to extend the railroad 
westward from Salisbury into the mountains began to be 
developed. Some construction on the railroad began in 1851, 
with an extension reaching Charlotte from Goldsboro in 1856. 
Unfortunately, with the coming of  the Civil War railroad 
construction came to a halt and the existing railroads often 
were damaged by Union troops. The Civil War however did not 
stop the flow of  visitors to western North Carolina. Many of  
the wealthy summer residents in the Flat Rock area retreated to 
the mountains to escape the assaults of  Union troops. One of  

the most famous of  these families, from the perspective of  
North Carolina Civil War postal history, was the Middleton 
family of  Charleston, South Carolina, who spent their summers 
in Flat Rock. Two covers originating from Flat Rock and mailed 
to Charleston are shown in Figure 2. These two stampless 
covers, one rated at 5 cents and the other at 10 cents, each show 
Confederate handstamp paid markings applied at Flat Rock.
 Finally in 1866, efforts were resumed by the Western North 
Carolina Railroad to build a railroad line westward from 
Salisbury. After a financial scandal and several engineering 

Figure 1. ▲
An early letter passing through Flat Rock (Henderson County). Dated 

October 22, 1838, and mailed from New Brunswick, New Jersey, the let-
ter was forwarded from Flat Rock to Charleston, South Carolina, on 

November 6, 1838. The letter was charged 25¢ from New Brunswick to 
Flat Rock and an additional 18¾¢ from Flat Rock to Charleston.
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difficulties the rail line finally reached Asheville in 
1880. Figure 3 shows a postal card postmarked on 
the Western North Carolina Railroad in 1875. The 
25 mm marking in black ink reads 
WEST.N.C.R.R./D.A.RAMSAY.RT.AGT., the date-
stamp of  Route Agent D.A Ramsay.
 Connection to the railroad system allowed many 
new vacationers to flood into western North 
Carolina. They were able to visit locations such as 
Warm Springs, where a natural hot springs, well 
known for its curative powers, attracted many 
visitors since the beginning of  tourism in the area. 
Figure 4 illustrates a cover mailed from Warm 
Springs to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, circa 1880. This 
cover bears a Type I Warm Springs circular date 
stamp with a separate killer used to cancel the 
embossed envelope. Tourists arriving in western 
North Carolina were able to stay in a number of  
newly built hotels that catered to every clientele 
from the more moderate income vacationer to 
wealthy visitors staying in one of  the new luxury 
hotels in the area. One of  the best known of  the 
luxury resort hotels was the Battery Park Hotel in 
Asheville, which was opened in 1886. The Battery Park Hotel 
attracted wealthy visitors to western North Carolina and was 
considered to be the most modern hotel in North Carolina at 
the time as well as the third finest resort hotel in the South 

Eastern United States. The hotel boasted a 
hydraulic elevator and had such luxuries as a 
fireplace, radiator, and an electric light bulb in 
each room. Figure 5 shows the Battery Park 
Hotel as depicted on an early 20th century post 
card. 
 Among this flood of  new vacationers was 
George Vanderbilt, who arrived in Asheville for 
a vacation in 1887, and stayed at the Battery Park 
Hotel. Vanderbilt had inherited a fifty-million 

dollar fortune, which had been accumulated by his father and 
grandfather in the railroad and shipping industries. He was so 
taken with the area during his summer long stay that in 1889 he 
began buying land to the south of  Asheville, eventually 

Figures 2a and b. ▼ ►
Two Civil War era stampless covers from Flat 

Rock. Both covers are part of the Middleton cor-
respondence from Flat Rock to Charleston, 
South Carolina. Both covers bear Flat Rock 

Confed-erate handstamp paid markings. The 
cover to the right, rated at 5 cents, has an encir-

cled PAID 5 while the lower cover, rated at 10 
cents, has a straight-line PAID with a 10 below.

Figure 3. ▲
Western North Carolina Railroad postmark on a November 2, 1875 postal 
card showing the stamp of Route Agent D.A. Ramsay. The Western North 

Carolina Railroad line from Salisbury to Asheville, begun in 1851, finally 
reached Asheville in 1880.
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amassing 130,000 acres. In 1890 Vanderbilt began building a 
house on this land. The 250 room house, built 
in the French Chateau style, was completed in 
1895. Figure 6 shows the Biltmore House 
depicted on a post card mailed in 1913. 

 In the 1880s and the 1890s the railroads 
expanded from Asheville into areas further west 
in North Carolina. With this improved access to 

the area and the increased popularity of  tourism 
among the middle class the tourist industry expanded 
out of  Asheville and into neighboring counties. To 
accommodate these visitors, people began to build 
new hotels throughout the region. One such hotel 
was the Hotel Wheeler, located in Hendersonville. 
Figure 7 shows the Hotel Wheeler as depicted on a 
post card mailed in 1907. 

 One of  the visitors to western North Carolina 
during the 1890s was the Reverend John C. 
Collins who was a Congregational minister from 
Connecticut. Rev. Collins and a group of  other 
religious leaders wanted to create a mountain 
retreat where Christians could gather together. 
Rev. Collins started to bring his goal to reality in 

◄ Figure 4.  Cover mailed from Warm Springs 
(Madison County) to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 
circa 1880, with a Type I, Warm Springs circular 
datestamp. The connection of western North 
Carolina to the nation’s railroad system allowed 
more tourists to visit locations such as Warm 
Springs.

Figures 5 ►
A post card mailed in 1913, showing The Battery 

Park Hotel, which opened in 1886. The hotel was 
located in Asheville and was considered to be the 

finest hotel in North Carolina at the time. The 
post card was published by J. M. Law of 

Asheville.

◄ Figure 6.  A post card mailed in 1913 illus-
trates The Biltmore House, a 250 room house 
built by George Vanderbilt that was completed 
in 1895. Vanderbilt had spent the summer of 
1887 at The Battery Park Hotel before deciding 
to make his home in western North Carolina. 
The post card was published by H. Taylor 
Rogers of Asheville.
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1897 when he purchased 4,500 acres of  land in Buncombe 
County. In 1897 Rev. Collins used this land to host the first 
Christian assembly in what would become the town of  
Montreat. Attendees at this first assembly stayed in tents 
but shortly afterwards a campaign was begun to raise funds 

for building construction. This building effort was successful 
and Montreat still serves today as a retreat and conference 

center for the Presbyterian Church. The post 
office in Montreat, which got its name from a 
contracted form of  mountain retreat, was 
opened in 1898. Figure 8 shows a cover mailed 
to Victor, Iowa, from Montreat in 1900. This 
cover bears a black circular date stamp and a 
black bull’s eye cancel. On the reverse of  the 

envelope is a circular datestamp struck as it passed 
through Black Mountain, North Carolina and a black 
circular datestamp when it was received in Victor, 
Iowa. 

  At the turn of  the century, tourism continued to expand 
into new areas within western North Carolina. Many of  these 

◄ Figure 7.  1907 post card showing the 
Hotel Wheeler, which was located in 
Hendersonville (Henderson County). As the 
railroads were extended to areas outside of 
Asheville there was a need for hotels to 
accommodate visitors to these areas. The 
post card was published by Hackney & 
Moale in Asheville.

Figures 8 ►
A cover mailed September 19, 1900, from 

Montreat (Buncombe County) to Victor, Iowa. The 
Montreat post office was opened in December 
1898 to provide postal service to visitors at the 

retreat center that was being developed.

◄ Figure 9.  An envelope mailed September 
13, 1904, from Sapphire (Jackson County) to 
Greenville, South Carolina. The front of the 
cover has a Sapphire datestamp and the reverse 
shows a logo from the Sapphire Inn (inset, lower 
left), which was built in 1890 to accommodate 
visitors and workers at the Headquarters of the 
Sapphire Mining Company. The Inn was remod-
eled to accommodate tourists in 1899.



Page 7 WINTER 2010-2011NCPHS Postal Historian

new visitors had an interest in fishing and 
hunting in the area. Figure 9 shows a cover 
mailed from Sapphire, located in Jackson 
County, to Greenville, South Carolina, in 1904. 
The cover bears a black circular date stamp and 
a bull’s eye cancel. The reverse of  the cover has 
a receiving cancel of  Greenville and the printed 
name of  the Sapphire Inn. The post office at 
Sapphire was opened 1892, shortly after the 
Sapphire Inn was built in 1890 as part of  the headquarters 
town of  the Sapphire Mining Company. The Inn was remodeled 

in 1899 to be able to accommodate tourists to the area. 
Unfortunately in 1906, the Inn was destroyed by fire. 
 Another new hotel at the turn of  the century was the 
Balsam Inn, which opened in 1908, and was also located in 
Jackson County. Figure 10 illustrates a post card mailed in 1908 
from Balsam. This post card bears a black Type 2-1 Doane 
cancel and is also marked with a hotel stamp in magenta ink 
from the Balsam Inn. Through the early twentieth century, 
western North Carolina continued to attract a wide cross 
section of  visitors from the wealthy and famous to the middle 
class. Figure 11 shows a post card mailed on the Asheville & 
Murphy line of  the Southern Railway in 1913. This card to 
Atlantic City, New Jersey, bears a circular date stamp with a 
duplex RMS (Railway Mail Service) cancel. 

 Western North Carolina continued to attract both well-
known and wealthy visitors. One of  the most famous visitors 
to the area during this time was three-time presidential 

candidate William Jennings Bryan, who 
eventually purchased a summer home in 

Asheville. One of  the wealthiest visitors to 
western North Carolina during this time was 
Dr. E.W. Grove. Dr. Grove had made a 
fortune in the patent medicine business and 
had come to the North Carolina Mountains 
from St. Louis hoping the environment might 

improve his wife’s health. While in the area, Dr. Grove decided 
that Asheville would be a good place to invest some of  his 
fortune in development. As part of  his development campaign 
Dr. Grove built the Grove Park Inn, which opened for business 
in 1913. From the time of  its opening to the present day, the 
Grove Park Inn has hosted a wide variety of  wealthy and 
famous guests such as presidents, writers, and other notables. 
A post card, mailed in 1915, showing the Grove Park Inn is 
shown in Figure 12.
 In order to accommodate visitors beginning to arrive by 
automobile rather than train, as well as locals who had 
purchased cars, roads in the area began to be improved to 
accommodate automobiles. The first Good Roads Association 
in the state was started in Asheville in 1899, but the movement 

Figures 10 ►
A post card mailed August 20, 1908, from Balsam 

(Jackson County) to Atlanta, Georgia, with a 
black Type 2-1 Doane cancel and a hotel stamp 

from the Balsam Inn in magenta ink. The post 
card was published by Hackney & Moale in 

Asheville.

◄ Figure 11.  A post card mailed November 
8, 1913, along the Asheville and Murphy line, 
which was part of the Southern Railway. This 
card bears a circular datestamp of the railroad 
line with a duplex RMS cancel. The post card 
was published by J. H. Law in Asheville.
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soon spread to other towns and counties in the 
area. However, improvements in the road 
system were often slow due to a lack of  
funding. 
 In 1923 efforts were begun to create a 
national park on the North Carolina and 
Tennessee border, which would eventually 
become the most visited national park in the 

United States. Efforts to buy land for the 
establishment of  the Great Smoky Mountains 
National park began in 1929. However, in the 
1930s with the Great Depression, tourism to 
western North Carolina began to suffer. In an 
attempt to boost tourism in the area a number of  
efforts were begun to bring in visitors. One effort 
was a decision in 1930 of  the Vanderbilt heirs, in 

conjunction with the town of  
Asheville, to open the Biltmore 
House for public tours. The house 
remains open today and is still a 
large draw for tourists in the area. 
To provide postal service to 
visitors at this new attraction the 
Asheville Post Office opened the 
Biltmore Station office. A post 
card mailed from Biltmore Station 
in 1932 is shown in Figure 13, 
which bears a Type 1 Biltmore 
Station cancel.
  Efforts to build the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park 
continued during the Great 
Depression with the first park 
rangers reporting for duty in 1931. 

◄ Figure 12.  A 1915 post card showing the 
Grove Park Inn, which was located in Asheville. 
The Inn was built by Dr. E.W. Grove and 
opened for business in 1913. The post card 
was published by Roy A. Bagby in Louisville, 
North Kentucky.

Figures 13 ►
A post card mailed January 22, 1932, from the 

Asheville Biltmore Station post office with a 
Type 1 Biltmore Station cancel. The post card 
was published by the E. C. Kropp Company in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

▲ Figure 14.  A souvenir envelope from the 1937 convention of the Society of Philatelic 
Americans, which took place in Asheville. The cover, postmarked at the convention station, is 
franked with Scott No. 797.
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The new national park was featured on two 
stamps during this period. The first was Scott # 
749 released in 1934 and the second was Scott # 
797 released in 1937 for a convention of  the 

Society of  Philatelic Americans in Asheville. Figure 14 shows a 
souvenir cover from the convention that was franked with a 
Scott #797. This cover was mailed to Brooklyn, New York, in 
1937 and postmarked at the convention station.
 Because the Great Smoky Mountains National Park was 
carved out of  portions of  several counties, it sometimes 
incorporated existing communities. One such community was 
Smokemont, located in Swain County, which was originally a 
lumber town. However, it was eventually bought and 
incorporated into the national park. A post card mailed from 
Smokemont in 1939 is shown in Figure 15. This post card bears 
a black circular date stamp with a four bar cancel.
 Finally in 1940 the Great Smoky Mountains National Park 
was officially dedicated. While the national park brought an 
end to some communities, it provided new opportunities for 
others. For example, Cherokee, which is located on the 
Cherokee Indian Reservation, is a primary entrance into the 
National Park from North Carolina. This location in conjunction 
with its association with the Indian Reservation allowed the 
town to transform itself  into a thriving tourist town, which still 
has many visitors today. Figure 16 shows an undated but circa 

1940s real photo post card showing the Cherokee, 
North Carolina post office. From the end of  
World War II to today, tourism continued to 
grow in western North Carolina. Even today it is 
a major contributor to the economy of  western 
North Carolina and visitors continue to come to 
the area from all over the world. ■
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Figures 15 ►
A post card mailed May 25, 1939, from 

Smokemont (Swain County) to Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, with a black circular date stamp and 
a four bar cancel. The post card was published 

by Cline Studios in Chattanooga, Tennessee.

◄ Figure 16.  A undated real photo post card 
showing the Cherokee post office circa 1940s. 
The post card was published by the W. M. 
Cline Company in Chattanooga, Tennessee.


