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Luxury Mountain Retreat in Western North Carolina

At 5,000 feet elevation, The Swag sits on a ridgeline
along the eastern boundary of  Great Smoky
Mountains National Park. Tucked between two knobs
in a “swag” (as in a horse’s back), the intimate inn faces
out toward Mount Mitchell and other peaks of  the
Blue Ridge Mountains. For most guests, it’s all about
the unsurpassed views, but the overall experience of
staying at The Swag tends to clinch that top-of-the-
world feeling.

Beyond the splendid setting and fresh mountain
air, The Swag is known for offering true hospitality
and world-class service in aptly described “haute”
rustic style. The Swag, which celebrates its thirtieth
season this year, was included on Condé Nast
Traveler’s 2009 Gold List and is “one of  the best
places to stay in the world.”

Owners Dan and Deener Matthews built the
original mountain house in 1971 as a family and
church retreat. (Dan is an Episcopal clergyman and
Rector Emeritus of  Trinity Church on Wall Street in
New York City.) A decade later, the Matthews opened
the house to guests and built additional lodging in the
same style, featuring historic hand-hewn logs and local
field stone. The 14-room inn includes the main
house and adjoining suites and cabins, in which
casual comfort complements modern convenience
and in-room amenities including WiFi, a wet bar

On a High at The Swag
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The long, steep ascent to the Swag Country Inn in Waynesville, North Carolina, gives a hint that
you’re headed for a unique experience. The inn’s graveled drive climbs through dense woods
and thickets of rhododendron and mountain laurel, one switchback after another, to the highest
country inn east of the Mississippi.



and steam showers.
Rooms are equipped for relaxing, and

I easily fell under the spell of  the fluffy
chenille robe and balcony chaise, along
with the XM satellite radio and crackling
wood fire. It seems that Deener and her
attentive staff  anticipate every desire as if
they were hosting friends, from fresh
flowers and artisan chocolates, to a
candlelit bath, and morning delivery of
New York Times Digest.

Throughout the 250-acre property,
the Matthews have built secluded
hideaways and places to explore—a
nature trail, tree house, and garden
gazebos, as well as croquet and
badminton courts. The Swag is a place
to revel in the outdoors and also to slow
your pace, whether enjoying a
whirlpool under the stars or watching
the constant swirl of  hummingbirds
feeding on a shady porch.



The Swag boasts excellent hiking
and provides each guest with a
personalized hiking stick and trail
maps. With one mile of  frontage along
the national park boundary, the inn
offers a variety of  hikes from short
walks to loop trails in the park. Our
hands-down favorite for panoramic
views is the hike to Hemphill Bald, the
highest point on the Cataloochee
Divide. On a moderately steep trail or
ascent through open meadow, it takes
about an hour to reach the grassy bald
where we could see Roan Mountain,
Mount Mitchell, Cold Mountain,
and numerous other peaks identified
on a stone picnic table. Under the
shade of  a big buckeye tree, it’s an
ideal spot for lunch.

Even The Swag’s Nature Trail
provides a little leg burn from a few
hills. The short loop heads toward the
grassy-knolled Gooseberry Knob, a
grand spot to take in valley views from
well-placed Adirondack chairs. The
trail descends through woods where
plaques identify trees and wildflowers,
and continues past a water wheel, lily
pond, and swinging bridge that is
terrifically wobbly and fun.

During special weeks, The Swag
hosts guided walks and guest
lecturers on the nature, wildflowers,
and cultural history of  the Smokies.
Highlighting the inn’s thirtieth
anniversary, Deener says, “We have
events scheduled almost every week
with informative programs that
appeal to folks of  all ages. Renowned
storytellers Donald Davis, Charles
Maynard, and Bill Harley are among
those who have been here many years,
and new programs this year include
nature photographer David Morris,
who leads hikes and conducts nature
photography workshops.”

Gourmet cuisine is a hallmark of
The Swag experience. The award-
winning restaurant serves hearty
breakfasts, sumptuous picnic lunches,
and multi-course dinners. All meals
are included, prepared by executive
chef  Matthew Miner, who is new to
The Swag this year. Hailing from the
Adirondacks, he is already wowing
guests with his creativity and artisanal
flair, preparing extraordinary entrees
such as the antelope tenderloin with
port olive sauce, zucchini, and truffled
mash, as well as a pepita-crusted sable

32 DeSoto



fish with ragout of  potatoes, crab,
peppers, tomatoes, and buerre blanc.
Dining is open to guests not staying at
the inn, and the Wednesday Cookout,
Thursday Barbeque, and Sunday
Brunch are draws for visitors from
Asheville and nearby communities.

In the evenings before dinner, guests
gather for hors d’oeuvres and lively
conversation. (Bring your own spirits;
The Swag is in a dry county.) Deener
sets place cards for seating at large and
small tables and joins guests for dinner.
We met folks who return year after
year—guests from Texas on their ninth
visit during the storytelling event each
year, a California couple wild about
the Smokies, and others celebrating
anniversaries. One couple stays in a
different room each time, saying, “It’s
our way to try something new without
missing out on being here.”

Reflecting on thirty years of
innkeeping, Deener says, “We continue
to upgrade every year, and try to make

the experience even better for our
returning guests. But we hold on to the
same ideals that are part of  our
tradition.”

Guests become part of  that
tradition, too, through the inn’s simple
pleasures. Whether its watching the
sunrise from Gooseberry Knob or
taking a so-called “polar bear plunge”
before breakfast in the spring-fed
pond, Deener fully champions these
simple pleasures.

Whatever the inspiration that
soothes the soul, as one “swagger”
eloquently notes, “Up here, the busy
world is hushed and the fever of  life
is distant.”

And it’s likely to be that way for a
long time.

The Swag is open from mid-April
through November. 

Visit www.theswag.com for a schedule
of  hikes and programs led by well-known
authors, storytellers, naturalists, and
photographers. 


