
 
Southern Kentucky Vacations Region Media Page Trip Ideas – McCreary County 

Experience the lake life in this south-central Kentucky region that’s home to pristine lakes, hidden coves, 
miles of shorelines, beautiful beaches and lakeside getaways. Enjoy a lake adventure, escape into nature 
at one of the area’s five state parks or the national recreation area, taste some delicious fresh-caught fish 
and explore historical sites. Below we’ve highlighted a few of the many towns and attractions in the region 
to help you plan your next road trip! 
 
McCreary County 
Discover McCreary County in southern Kentucky – a 640,000-acre timberland that’s a natural paradise 
with over 25 waterfalls and 40 natural arches, pristine forests and whitewater rapids, plus mountains and 
historic coal mining communities. The county has two main towns, Stearns and Whitley City, which is also 
the county seat. Stearns is a Kentucky Trail Town, with easy access to the Big South Fork National River 
and Recreation Area and the Daniel Boone National Forest with hiking, biking, climbing, fishing and 
paddling opportunities. The historic Stearns Depot also serves as the main trailhead to the Sheltowee 
Trace National Recreation Trail before it enters the neighboring state of Tennessee.  
 
Headquartered at the depot, the Big South Fork Scenic Railway is a unique way to see the area. Enjoy 
wide open vistas, roaring rivers, and the history and charm of Appalachia during a train ride. The train 
descends 600 feet into the gorge before stopping at the Blue Heron Coal Mining Community, a National 
Park Service outdoor interpretive site. When you return to the depot, check out the McCreary County 
Museum next door and local shops. There’s also the Barthell Coal Camp, located 7 miles west of 
Stearns, offering guided tours that will take you about 300 feet inside a historic mine.  
 
Big South Fork also offers several areas for you to trail ride with your horses, including the Barren Fork 
Horse Camp, Bell Farm Horse Camp and others. Waterfalls abound in the area, with trails to Yahoo Falls, 
the state’s tallest waterfall at 113 feet, Licking Creek Falls and Princess Falls and Cumberland Falls at the 
eastern edge of the county. The Natural Arch Scenic Area offers a panoramic view of the arch and 
surrounding forest.  
 
Lodging ideas:  

• Barthell Coal Mining Camp 
• Big South Fork Trail Lodge 
• Cumberland Falls State Resort Park 
• FairBridge Inn Express, Whitley City 
• Farm House Inn Bed & Breakfast 
• The Tree Top Round house 

https://mccrearytourism.com/
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recreation/fishing/recarea/?recid=75010&actid=43
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/stearns/outdoors/trail-towns/stearns-trail-town
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/whitley-city/whitley-city
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/explore-kentucky/trail-towns
https://www.nps.gov/biso/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/biso/index.htm
https://www.fs.usda.gov/dbnf/
https://mccrearytourism.com/index.php/riding/
https://www.nps.gov/biso/planyourvisit/climbing.htm
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/rock-creek-fishing
https://mccrearytourism.com/index.php/paddling/
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recarea/?recid=70839
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recarea/?recid=70839
https://www.bsfsry.com/
https://www.nps.gov/biso/learn/historyculture/blueheron.htm
https://mccrearymuseum.com/
https://mccrearymuseum.com/
https://mccrearytourism.com/index.php/shopping/
https://www.barthellcoalcamp.com/
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/outdoors/natural-attractions/big-south-fork
https://www.nps.gov/biso/planyourvisit/horsebackriding.htm
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recreation/horseriding-camping/recarea/?recid=39718&actid=30
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recreation/horseriding-camping/recarea/?recid=39718&actid=30
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recreation/horseriding-camping/recarea/?recid=39720&actid=30
https://mccrearytourism.com/index.php/riding/
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recarea/?recid=39796
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/waterfalls-arches-and-wildlife-hiking-yahoo-falls
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/dbnf/specialplaces/?cid=fsbdev3_032557
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/outdoors/natural-attractions/cumberland-falls
https://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/dbnf/recarea/?recid=39726
http://www.barthellcoalcamp.com/lodging.htm
https://www.hotels.com/ho615781/big-south-fork-trail-lodge-stearns-united-states-of-america/
https://parks.ky.gov/corbin/parks/resort/cumberland-falls-state-resort-park
https://www.fairbridgeinns.com/Booking_Platform/#/fairbridge/new/20180613131656
http://www.farmhouseinnbb.com/
https://kentuckytreetoprental.com/index.html


• Other area lodging facilities 
 
Restaurant Ideas:  

• Dairy Bar – For a true 1950s dining experience, visit this retro restaurant on Main Street in 
Whitley City, complete with burgers, ice cream cones and vintage decor. Enjoy the counter 
service or drive in and a car hop will come take your order.  

• Kristina’s Kitchen – This vegetarian/vegan café and bakery is in downtown Whitley City and open 
during the day, serving premium, fresh dishes, bakery items, coffee and protein shakes.  

• Riverview Restaurant – Located inside Cumberland Falls State Resort Park’s historic Dupont 
Lodge, this restaurant serves traditional American and Southern fare, including fried chicken.  

• The Whistle Stop – A veteran owned and operated casual dining restaurant featuring quality food 
and exceptional service, located inside the train depot in historic downtown Stearns.   

• Other area restaurants 
   
Travel Tip:  
Be sure to check out local artisan shops in the area. The Mountain Craft Art Center near Parkers Lake in 
the northern part of McCreary County is open seven days a week and provides an outlet for crafters, 
artisans and musicians to display their works. Nearby is Junkyard Pottery, with hand thrown pottery 
creations ranging from bowls to vases and more. In Stearns, you’ll find the Kentucky Coal Crafters store 
with hand-carved coal objects.  
 
Trip Extensions: 

• Somerset (~40 minute drive) – Go all in on adventure in this Pulaski County city bordering Lake 
Cumberland. Get out on the lake for boating, fishing, paddling and other water adventures, and 
enjoy the SomerSplash Waterpark during the summer months. Explore arts, local spirits and 
history around town, including the Mill Springs Battlefield National Monument. 

• Wayne County (~40 minute drive) – Known as the “Heart of Lake Cumberland,” this county along 
Lake Cumberland and the Cumberland River is home to the small town of Monticello, Conley 
Bottom Resort and the Wayne County Museum.  

• Liberty (~1 hour 20 minute drive) – This small town in Casey County is home to charming Amish 
and Mennonite communities with handmade furniture, antiques, baked goods and seasonal 
produce. It is known for the “World’s Largest Apple Pie” that’s prepared annually at the Casey 
County Apple Festival each September. 

• Columbia (~1 hour 20 minute drive) – This Kentucky Trail Town in Adair County is perched on the 
banks of the Russell River. It is located between Green River Lake and Lake Cumberland, 
offering a haven for anglers and paddlers. There’s also local shops and barn quilts to discover. 

• Lake Cumberland Area (~1 hour 30 minute drive) – The largest lake in the state, Lake 
Cumberland is also the “Houseboat Capital of the World.” Craft your own water adventure on the 
lake and at the nearby Lake Cumberland State Resort Park in Jamestown, a Kentucky Trail Town 
in Russell County with many outdoor recreation activities including canoeing, kayaking and 
hiking.  

• Dale Hollow Lake Area (~1 hour 30 minute drive) – Dale Hollow Lake in Clinton and Cumberland 
counties straddles the state border with Tennessee and is one of the nation’s premier bass 
fisheries. There’s plenty of marinas and outdoor activities to be found in the area surrounding the 
lake, as well as a local distillery and a local winery.  

• Campbellsville (~1 hour 45 minute drive) – This central Kentucky city in Taylor County is a 
Kentucky Trail Town near Green River Lake and Green River Lake State Park, offering miles of 
trails for bikers, hikers and horseback riders, plus plenty of fun on the water including fishing, 
boating and paddling. There’s also a local Civil War site, historical working farm and a charming 
downtown.  

https://mccrearytourism.com/index.php/lodging/
https://www.facebook.com/Dairy-Bar-120433764682637/
https://www.kristinaskitchen.org/
https://parks.ky.gov/corbin/parks/resort/cumberland-falls-state-resort-park
https://www.thewhistlestoprestaurant.com/
https://mccrearytourism.com/index.php/dining/
https://www.facebook.com/McCreary-Mountain-Craft-Center-408526022561322/
http://www.junkyardpottery.com/
http://www.kycoalcrafters.com/index.html
https://lctourism.com/
https://www.nps.gov/misp/index.htm
https://theheartoflakecumberland.com/
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/outdoors/natural-attractions/lake-cumberland
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/monticello/monticello
https://conleybottom.com/
https://conleybottom.com/
https://www.waynecountymuseum.com/
http://explorelibertyky.com/
http://www.tourismcolumbiaky.com/
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/explore-kentucky/trail-towns
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/campbellsville/water-activities/boating/green-river-lake
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/outdoors/natural-attractions/lake-cumberland
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/insiders-guide-columbia-ky-haven-anglers-and-paddlers
http://www.tourismcolumbiaky.com/artisansunique-shops/4585565830
http://www.tourismcolumbiaky.com/barn-quilts/4585565809
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/outdoors/natural-attractions/lake-cumberland
https://parks.ky.gov/jamestown/parks/resort/lake-cumberland-state-resort-park
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/explore-kentucky/trail-towns
https://lakecumberlandvacation.com/
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/burkesville/natural-attractions/nature-wildlife/dale-hollow-lake
http://www.clintoncoky.com/
http://www.cumberlandcounty.com/
https://campbellsvilleky.com/
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/explore-kentucky/trail-towns
https://www.kentuckytourism.com/campbellsville/water-activities/boating/green-river-lake
https://parks.ky.gov/campbellsville/parks/recreation/green-river-lake-state-park


 
 
Before visiting Kentucky attractions, please check businesses’ websites and 
social media channels for the latest COVID-19 information. 

 


