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River House Inn
After more than 20 years in New York City, a 10th-generation  

Ashe County native came home to slow down — but only a little bit.
W R I T T E N  B y  jodi helmer

T
here was a traffic jam on 
the way to River House 
Inn. A cow had escaped 
its pasture, stopping in 
the middle of the gravel 

road to look around — a good reminder 
that the pace is slower in Grassy Creek.

For innkeeper Gayle Winston, the 
occasional bovine roadblock is part of 
the charm of living in a pastoral com-
munity — and a sharp contrast to the 
honking horns and blaring sirens that 

made up the soundtrack of her life in 
New York City.

Winston, a 10th-generation Ashe 
County native, moved to New York in 
her 20s to work for TIME magazine. 
Through a colleague who was a play-
wright, she began producing plays, 
including several that opened to criti-
cal acclaim. At 23, she was the youngest 
producer on Broadway. 

Now 88, Winston has been back in 
Grassy Creek for more than four decades 

after leaving the city to get back to her 
rural roots. She purchased 43 acres 
of her great-grandfather’s farm in the 
early 1970s, and over the next decade, 
she raised cattle, grew tobacco, and 
owned multiple restaurants and inns, 
including the storied Old Salem Tavern 
in Winston-Salem. She later purchased 
and renovated River House, turn-
ing it into the home of The American 
Playwrights Project, a creative retreat 
for playwrights, actors, and directors 
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Neighbors and guests 
gather on a wide front 
porch to enjoy the peace 
and quiet that is Gayle 
Winston’s River House Inn.
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that coexisted with the inn for 10 years. 
“I haven’t done it all,” Winston says, 

“but if I live long enough, I’d like to try.” 

River House is not quite in the mid-
dle of nowhere: Located close to the 
North Carolina-Virginia border, it’s less 
than 20 miles to West Jefferson and 
a short, picturesque drive to the Blue 
Ridge Parkway. The 12-room inn offers 
guest rooms in the 1870 farmhouse and 
several of the original farm buildings. 
The Weigh Station, once used to weigh 
cattle being sent to market, is a cozy 
retreat complete with vintage quilts and 
a fireplace. The Chicken House, once 
home to hundreds of hens, is the inn’s 
most popular nesting spot. As a nod to 
its pastoral past, the room has a coffee 
table fashioned from a chicken coop and 
a mantel made of nesting boxes.

In the evenings, the dining room 
comes to life as Winston buzzes 
between her cast of characters, refilling 
wine glasses and introducing guests to 
neighbors who treat River House like 
the local watering hole. One neighbor, 
whose home overlooks the inn, con-
fesses that she and her husband stop in 
several times a week for cocktails and 
conversation. It’s Winston’s never-met-
a-stranger demeanor that keeps people 
coming back, the neighbor says.

“When we sit outside at night, I hear 
the screen door slamming and guests 
calling to Gayle, ‘See you in the morn-
ing!’ ” she says. “It’s the soundtrack of 
this place.” 

Jodi Helmer is a freelance writer based 
in Charlotte.

River House Inn & Restaurant
1896 Old Field Creek Road
Grassy Creek, NC 28631
(336) 982-2109
riverhousenc.com

 Grassy Creek

56    O u r  S t a t e  |  September 2017


