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The gateway sign leading into Bryson
City sums it up concisely. 

Welcome to Bryson City: Unspoiled,
Uncrowded, Unhurried and Uncommon.

It’s a claim almost any quaint mountain
town could make. But what separates this
1,200-resident county seat from other towns is
neighboring 12,000-acre Fontana Lake. 

Sandwiched between the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park and Nantahala
National Forest, Fontana Lake is as unique as
they come in the Tar Heel state. 

Unlike most of the state’s largest lakes, its
240 miles of shoreline are almost totally unde-
veloped.  More than 90 percent of the sur-
rounding land is owned by the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park or the U.S. Forest
Service.

And ironically, the peaceful vistas the lake
faithfully bestows were actually spawned from
war.  Its 480-foot dam – the largest east of the
Rockies – was built in the wake of the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, to provide
power for the war effort.

But any vestiges of wartime have vanished,
as Fontana has become a Mecca for outdoor
enthusiasts and a sanctuary for its residents. 

“I really like the solitude and that it’s sur-
rounded by these majestic mountains,” says

Sandy King.  “It’s just so peaceful. It’s really a
totally different world.”

That idyllic serenity is what Mark and Sandy
King were seeking when they began searching
for a lakeside home almost a decade ago. 

The couple, and their two kids Ryan (20) and
Holly (16), had grown accustomed to summer-
ing at Sandy’s parents home on Lake Burton – a
scenic 2,775-acre reservoir in the north Georgia
mountains – until an illness forced her parents to
sell in the early 1990’s.

“It was a very sad thing for me because I
grew up there,” says Sandy, a school administra-
tor.  “I told Mark I wanted something like that
again.”

They were lured to Fontana Lake in 1998
after seeing a classified-sized ad in the Atlanta
Journal Constitution with the headline “unique
mountain property.” And once they set foot on
the expansive, 1,300-acre residential develop-
ment – called Fontana Lakes Estates – the Kings
were hooked.

“It almost seemed to good to be true,” Sandy
recalls.

Fontana Lake Estates emerged from a last-
minute deal between two Alabama developers
and the U.S. Forest Service – which needed rev-
enue for a soon-to-expire option on another
piece of property in the area. However, before
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the first footing was poured or the first nail hammered, the
developers had to construct six miles of access road and pro-
vide other infrastructure on the heavily-canopied shoreline.

At the time, most lakefront lots ranged from $75,000 to
$100,000.  Now, lakefront lots, of which about 40 remain, are
going for $300,000 and $400,000. 

“There was no lakefront houses (prior to this develop-
ment), so at first a lot of people didn’t think this would work
out,” says Fontana Lake Estates Broker Jeremy McKinney.
“But we have been (pleasantly) surprised by the level of
demand.”

Like any boating family worth their salt, the King’s built
their retreat from the water up.  They also rapidly learned
that with unspoiled seclusion comes challenges. 

The first: building a dock that could adapt to the 50-foot
fluctuations in Fontana’s water levels. 

“The lake can drop five or 10 feet a day,” explains Mark,
about the lake’s seasonal flood control schedule. “So, we did-
n’t have the luxury of having a stationary dock.”

Collaborating with a local contractor, Mark – a financial
services executive by day – devised a system that
allows the dock to rise and fall with the water level by
hooking the two-story boathouse to a cable anchored
to a pair of steel beams above.  “The only way we are
impacted is that (in the fall and winter) we have to
climb a few extra steps.”

With their home still in the planning stages, the
Kings put Mark’s design to the test. 

“That first summer, we stayed at a hotel and spent
from sun up to sun down out on the lake,” says Mark.
“We had a grill and cooler out on the dock, so we had
just about everything we needed.”

When they weren’t swimming dockside or hanging
from a nearby rope swing, the Kings would carve the
lake’s placid waters with their 22-foot Supra Pro
Launch.  

Mark says Fontana’s lack of speed boat traffic –
about two-thirds of the boats he encounters are fishing
boats – provides optimum skiing conditions most any
time of day. And the Pro Launch’s 330-horsepower
motor and Bertha Ballast system leaves them well-
armed for wake boarding. 

“The ballast pulls in water, and allows you to get
more air when you’re wake boarding,” Mark explains.
“And the boat can also accommodate up to 10 people.”

They retained local builder Bobby Jenkins to build the
3,600-square-foot abode that would become their base rough-
ly three of every four weekends spring through early fall. 

“We wanted something that was warm and comfortable,”
says Mark. “Because we knew, generally, we or our kids
would have friends there.”

The couple also wanted the design to reflect their love of
wintertime pursuits on the slopes of Colorado and Utah.

“We wanted to have a lodge feel,” says Mark, pointing to
the exposed wood beams, red oak flooring and stacked stone
fireplaces. “But yet we didn’t want the typical log home.”

Their fondness for the High Country is most apparent in
the large walk-out basement, which is replete with mountain-
lodge décor.  From the natural log framed furnishings to the
early 20th century wooden-skis and alpine scene etching in
the mantle, the room conjures visions of hot toddies and
frosty noses.  

But coupled with those rustic elements are a number of
touches, such as marble-based bathrooms and granite kitchen
countertops, which add an upscale flavor to the home. 

One of the Kings’ favorite
rooms is the octagon-shaped,
screened-in porch that offers
unfettered views of the lake. 

“Whether it’s getting up first
thing in the morning with a cup
of coffee or the last thing in the
evening, that’s the area we enjoy
the most,” says Mark. “We just
enjoy the stillness of it.”

Also within eyeshot of the
King’s elevated porch and rearside
deck is the Tsali recreational area,
a frequent destination of many
outdoor enthusiasts.  Part of the
Nantahala National Forest, Tsali
includes 45 miles of hiking,
mountain biking and horseback
riding trails in addition to two
boat ramps. 

“Between the mountain bikers in Tsali and
the kayakers on the Nantahala River, this
place is an outdoorsmen mecca,” says Mark. 

Fontana Lake has also grown into a hub for
anglers.  Walleye, bass and catfish are abun-
dant in the main channel – while rainbow and
brown trout swim the many streams that feed
the lake.  Mark says a large part of the area’s
angling popularity stems from the delayed
harvests on sections of the Tuckasegee and
Nantahala rivers. 

“It’s catch and release only from October 1
through June 1, so there are a lot of big fish.”

Support of Mark’s claim is found mounted
to the King’s living room fireplace – a 22-
inch brown trout Ryan hooked.

The area’s biggest draw for families may
be Fontana Village. Built to house the thou-
sands of workers who labored round the clock
to complete Fontana dam, the unique Village
is now home to the most comprehensive,
year-round resort in the Smokies.  

It boasts lodging ranging from
campsites to a full-service inn,
extensive sports facilities, 30
miles of mountain biking and
horseback trails and a host of
less strenuous endeavors (includ-
ing classes in Appalachian crafts,
music, and clogging). 

Fontana also features five
marinas, several public access
points and a stunning 75- to 100-
foot waterfall tucked amongst
the pines and hardwoods.  

But its remote location – about
an hour west of Asheville – and
undeveloped shoreline has left it
largely undiscovered by the boat-
ing masses. 

“Compared to the other lakes,
it’s amazing how few people you

will see on the lake,” says Mark.
But that’s just fine with the Kings.  After

all that seclusion, which is dwindling on
many lakes, is what steered them to Fontana
in the first place.  And now that they have
found it, they don’t plan on leaving anytime
soon.

“I don’t know if it will be our only home,
but I think it will eventually become our main
home,” says Mark. “We want this place to be
a family legacy. To us, it’s paradise.”
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