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DISCOVER The Blue Ridge Parkway



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


PLANNING YOUR TRIP


FABULOUS FALL FOLIAGE


HIT THE ROAD


BEST HIKES


FRUITS OF THE LAND


VIEWS FROM THE TOP


WHERE TO SPOT WILDLIFE


GO CHASING WATERFALLS


For the 15 minutes it took the sun to hide behind the mountains, we were silent. A crowd of strangers, we’d gathered car by car at Waterrock Knob at Milepost 451 because something in the shape of the clouds hinted at a sunset we shouldn’t miss.


Summer was in full swing and the mountains seemed 80 shades of green, but when the sun’s crepuscular rays shone through gaps in the clouds, they rinsed all color away, then washed the landscape in gold. It was the kind of light that had texture, like the finest silk draped over the mountains.


The birds quieted and the crickets ceased their call. The valleys darkened. The ridges gleamed like blades. The evening mist began to rise from the deepest and most secret hollows and coves.


This sunset was singular—a moment that, once it passed, would be gone from the world. So we watched. We held our breath. We waited until the last possible moment to break the spell with the click of a camera shutter, the soft glow of a cell phone screen.


Then it was gone. One minute the mountains around Cherokee, North Carolina, were bathed in golden light; the next they were dark as night. Birds called—doves roosting, an owl preparing to take wing—and the insects returned. First came the quiet fireflies, blinking their coded messages to one another, then the crickets filling in the silence.


That wasn’t the first sunset I’d seen from the Blue Ridge Parkway, but it was the one that left the deepest mark. Yours is waiting. Your sunset. Your sunrise, when the mountains go from predawn blue to the faintest green. Your moonlit night. Your shooting star. Your moment of nature—so pure and true your throat catches when you try to describe it later.


Go find it. Get in the car and drive the Blue Ridge Parkway. Because somewhere along these ridges there are a thousand moments like this. All you have to do is find them.
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10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Watching the Sun Rise or Set: The only things that can improve these breathtaking vistas are the colors of the daybreak or nightfall.
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2 Lacing Up Your Hiking Boots: Hundred-mile views, hidden coves, and private waterfalls await just down the trail.
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3 Spotting Wildlife: Keep an eye out for deer-packed meadows, raptor-studded skies, and evenings lit by synchronous fireflies.
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4 Putting on Your Dancing Shoes: Bluegrass music was born in the Blue Ridge. Whatever your taste in music, this high lonesome sound will get your feet moving and stir your soul. Check out the Friday Night Jamboree in Floyd, MerleFest near Boone, or the music scene in Knoxville.
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5 Tasting the Fruits of the Land: Apple orchards, wineries, and farmers markets flank the Parkway. Stop to pick a bushel, sample a new vintage, or plan your next meal.
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6 Falling in Love: In autumn, overlooks fill with leaf peepers and landscape photographers focused on the spectacle of color. Avoiding the crowds is easier when you know where to go.
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7 Chasing Waterfalls: You’re never far from waterfalls in these mountains. You have your pick of both roadside wonders and hiking destinations.
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8 Connect with Cherokee Culture: On the Qualla Boundary, experience history, art, and cosmology at the Museum of the Cherokee Indian, the Qualla Arts and Crafts Mutual, and the Oconaluftee Indian Village.
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9 Go Forest Bathing and Stargazing: Shenandoah National Park encourages you to flood your senses with nature’s wonder on purposeful hikes or with evenings spent taking in the night sky.
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10 Hit the Town: The urban charms of the Parkway may surprise you. Stroll the tree-lined mall in Charlottesville, browse the open-air market in Roanoke, or grab a craft beer in Asheville.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


The Shenandoah Valley


Shenandoah National Park and Skyline Drive form the northern cap to this monumental mountaintop ride. Wide valleys and rivers give the landscape here an interesting character. Hike a leg of the storied Appalachian Trail or discover the interesting character of the region underground at Luray Caverns. Nearby, the monuments, museums, and vibrant culture of Washington DC beckon.


Virginia Blue Ridge


This stretch of the Parkway is the easiest to drive. As the Blue Ridge Mountains give way to plains, the views are long, with many a rolling hill, pasture, and bucolic farmhouse or church in the distance. Small towns such as Floyd offer big attractions, like the unforgettable Friday Night Jamboree. Orchards and wineries dot the hills around Roanoke.


North Carolina High Country


As you enter North Carolina, you begin to climb and the mountains take center stage. The summit of Grandfather Mountain—just a few miles down the road from Mount Mitchell, the highest peak east of the Mississippi—looms high over the Blue Ridge Parkway, and places like Blowing Rock, a stunning outcrop where snow sometimes falls upside down, add to the magic of the region. The spectacular Linn Cove Viaduct, which seems to float off the mountainside, is part of the commute, and countless waterfalls are just a short hike away.


Asheville and the Southern Blue Ridge


Between Asheville and Cherokee is the highest and most crooked part of the drive. Here, the mountains are tall and steep, making for dramatic views from hikes and overlooks. Many small towns here remained relatively isolated until the early 20th century and are rich with history and culture. Asheville is home to the lauded Biltmore Estate and some of the best restaurants in the South. Cherokee, where the Blue Ridge Parkway ends, is the ancestral home of the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Nation.


[image: Image]


Great Smoky Mountains


Great Smoky Mountains National Park is the most visited national park in the country. The scenery and wildlife—rounded peaks and jagged mountaintops, crystal-clear trout streams and white-water rivers, elk and bear, morning mist and evening firefly shows—explain why. The tourist towns of Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge welcome millions of visitors who flock to Dollywood and the park. Knoxville, one of the nation’s top outdoor towns, is fun in any season.


When to Go


The season to visit the Blue Ridge Parkway is autumn. Leaves blaze with color from the end of September through October. The timing for peak color varies by region, but you’re just about guaranteed a great color show anywhere October 5-20—when you’re also sure to encounter lots of traffic (which is fine because that just means more time to soak up the scenery). Expect mild weather, with warm days and chilly evenings (you’ll be fine in long sleeves and a vest or jacket).


Winter along the Parkway is tricky because the high elevations and exposed ridgelines are especially susceptible to snow and ice. Only a few sections of the Parkway (the ones that also double as public roadways) are plowed and salted during winter, so long stretches and point-to-point segments are closed from November through spring. The Blue Ridge Parkway maintains a live link of road closures at www.nps.gov/blri (select “Road and Facility Closures”).


Spring is lovely, though trails can be muddy. There’s a great payoff to spring rains: wildflowers and waterfalls. It’s also the time you may see young animals trailing their mothers across the road or along the forest’s edge.


Summer draws big numbers of visitors taking advantage of warm weather and vacation days. The elevation keeps the Parkway cooler than the flatlands, and the overlooks are rich with the deep green of summer leaves.


Before You Go


If you’re visiting from outside driving distance, you’ll likely fly into one of the airports in Washington DC, Baltimore, or Knoxville. Pack your hiking boots for the miles of trails along the drive. Swimsuits are recommended for enjoying the waterfalls and mountain streams, and rain gear and binoculars are a good idea. A tripod and zoom lens are handy for photography. Reservations are recommended (and sometimes required) at campgrounds in national parks, along the Blue Ridge Parkway, and in private campgrounds, especially during the peak seasons of summer and fall. Reservations for hotels and B&Bs along the route are recommended during peak times as well.


The Blue Ridge Parkway and Great Smoky Mountains National Park are free to visit and use. An entrance fee ($30 per vehicle, $25 per motorcycle, $15 per pedestrian or bicyclist; admission good for one week) is required for Shenandoah National Park, payable at any of the four entrances to the park along Skyline Drive; similarly, Great Smoky Mountains National Park has a parking fee ($5 daily, $15 weekly, or $40 annually) payable at any of the visitors center and available online (www.nps.gov/grsm).


Weather can be a factor along this route. In any season you may face thick fog and sudden storms, though most rain is of the springtime or summer thunderstorm variety. Hail is not unheard of, especially at higher elevations, which are also vulnerable to snow and ice during late fall, winter, and early spring. Sections of the Blue Ridge Parkway and Skyline Drive are apt to be closed or restricted due to weather in any season; check road conditions at www.nps.gov/blri (select “Road and Facility Closures”). In North Carolina, Ray’s Weather (www.raysweather.com) offers highly localized weather reporting and forecasting, often including color reports in the autumn.




Fabulous Fall Foliage


As you cruise along Skyline Drive and the Blue Ridge Parkway during October, the height of autumn color, be prepared for two things: a slower pace and a feast for the eyes. You can pull over at any overlook for a frame-worthy photo, but check out the list below for the best lookouts, hikes, and vantage points for fall color on the rolling and wrinkled hills of the Blue Ridge and Smoky Mountains.


Skyline Drive


• Range View Overlook (MP 17.1): From here, look down a long stretch of the Blue Ridge with Stony Man Mountain at the far end, and see why the valley adjacent was once called “the Great Wagon Road”.


• Big Run Overlook (MP 81.2): It’s an iconic view for a reason: scenic, breathtaking, and with horizon-to-horizon leaves in fall. On the best days, you’ll see veins of quartz twinkling on Rocky Top Ridge across the valley.


• Crimora Lake Overlook (MP 92.6): Crimora Lake shines from the middle of a sea of fall colors, a gorgeous reminder of what was once a manganese mining operation.


Blue Ridge Parkway


• Rockfish Valley Overlook (MP 2): Start your trip down the Parkway with a stop looking over the Rockfish River.


• James River Visitor Center (MP 63.6): The lowest point on the Parkway showcases fall leaves reflected in the wide, placid James River and makes a lovely place for a picnic.


• Peaks of Otter (MP 85.9): Abbott Lake reflects Flat Top and Sharp Top, the Peaks of Otter, near Bedford.


• Mabry Mill (MP 176.1): See for yourself why this millhouse and waterwheel is one of the most photographed places on the Parkway.


• Chestoa View (MP 320.8): The sweeping views of Linville Gorge are just a short walk from the parking area.


• Looking Glass Rock Overlook (MP 417): The slick stone face of Looking Glass Rock makes quite the contrast to the green, red, and yellow ridges around it.


• Graveyard Fields (MP 418.8): The view is lovely from the overlook, but it’s even better on the hike to Lower Falls or through the color-studded fields.


• Devil’s Courthouse (MP 422.4): A great view from the overlook only improves when you take the short, steep hike to the knob of rock that is Devil’s Courthouse.


• Waterrock Knob (MP 451.2): At 5,800 feet the highest overlook on the Parkway offers unparalleled views of the Smoky and Blue Ridge Mountains.





Note that cell phone reception can be very spotty, especially as the route ventures away from more populated areas.
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experience fall foliage while hiking
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wildflowers along the trail in the spring










[image: Image]


the water wheel at Mabry Mill






Driving Tips



Both the Blue Ridge Parkway and Skyline Drive are organized by mileposts. Markers, signs, and pillars note each mile, and waypoints include directions like “Blue Ridge Parkway Milepost 52.6.” This system makes it easy to anticipate where the next sight, visitors center, or hike may be. On Skyline Drive, you’ll travel from mile 0 in Front Royal, Virginia, to mile 105.5 at Rockfish Gap, near Waynesboro, Virginia. At Rockfish Gap, the Blue Ridge Parkway begins with mile 0, then carries on down the mountain chain to Cherokee, North Carolina, and mile 469.


You can drive your own car the 740-mile length of the Skyline Drive-Blue Ridge Parkway-Great Smoky Mountains National Park route, or you can pick up a rental car at or near the airport or train station where you begin your journey. Do check that you will have a place to turn in the car at the other end if you plan on taking a one-way trip, and note that some companies levy hefty fees for this service.


Gasoline is available at only one place along Skyline Drive (Big Meadows Wayside at MP 51) and nowhere on the Blue Ridge Parkway. You’ll need to fuel up at the towns, cities, and waysides off the Parkway. Fuel availability is noted at the beginning of relevant chapters in this guidebook, but as a rule, you’ll find a gas station near any town or major route that crosses the Parkway.


Electric vehicles will find a pair of charging stations in Shenandoah National Park at the Skyland Lodge (MP 41.7) and Byrd Visitor Center (MP 51) but none along the Blue Ridge Parkway. You’ll need to rely on an electric vehicle charging index like PlugShare (www.plugshare.com).


The speed limit on the Parkway is 45 miles per hour, though it slows to 35 or even 25 in certain areas. Along Skyline Drive, the speed limit is 35 miles per hour. You’ll encounter a great deal of wildlife along the drive. At any faster than the speed limit, you pose a threat to animals and yourself, as you may not have adequate time to stop if you encounter an animal. It comes as a surprise to some, but the National Park Service can pull you over and issue tickets (and you’re not going to talk your way out of this one), so keep your speed appropriate to the traffic and weather. Traffic slows considerably during peak seasons. During autumn, you may never reach the speed limit.


Many locals choose to travel a segment of the Parkway, then return home via interstates to reduce travel time. If you fly into one of the travel hubs in this guidebook, you’ll likely travel one way, north or south, along the route and depart from an airport on the other end. Otherwise, you may do like the locals, traveling the Parkway one direction and taking a faster route on the return trip.



HIT THE ROAD



The 14-Day Blue Ridge Parkway Road Trip


Tracing the ridges and hillsides of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the Blue Ridge Parkway hosts millions of visitors every year, lured by the hum of tires on the road and the whisper of mountain winds through the trees. In just two weeks, you can drive the 716 miles from Washington DC to Knoxville, via one of the greatest scenic roads in the nation. You can also easily reverse this route by beginning in Knoxville and ending in DC.


Day 1


ARRIVE IN WASHINGTON DC


Settle in to your hotel, then spend the rest of the day at museums of your choice. The museums of the Smithsonian Institution, including the National Museum of the American Indian, National Portrait Gallery, and National Air and Space Museum are fascinating, as are the galleries at The Phillips Collection. Try dinner at Anju or Jaleo, for Korean or Spanish, respectively, before catching a jazz concert at Green Island Jazz Cafe or sampling rare whiskeys at Jack Rose Dining Saloon.


Day 2


EXPLORE WASHINGTON DC


Go to the moving and enlightening National Museum of African American History and Culture, then cross the river to Mount Vernon, George Washington’s home, or Arlington National Cemetery, or both. For dinner, head to nuVegan Café or Chaia Tacos, which will transform the way you think about plant-forward cuisine.


Day 3


WASHINGTON DC TO SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK


70 miles; 1.5 hours


Head to the National Mall, a grand, grassy avenue featuring the museums of the Smithsonian Institution, the city’s most iconic monuments—the Washington Monument, Lincoln Memorial, and Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial—and, of course, views of the United States Capitol and White House. Have lunch at Ben's Chili Bowl, a DC institution, or hit the road and dine in Front Royal, at the entrance to Skyline Drive and Shenandoah National Park. Along Skyline, 75 overlooks in the park give a sense of the vast wilderness that once blanketed the countryside. Hike to Dark Hollow Falls, then spend the night inside the park at Big Meadows Lodge or Skyland Resort.


Day 4


SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK TO WAYNESBORO AND CHARLOTTESVILLE


160 miles; 4.5 hours


Head outside the park to the spectacular Luray Caverns, one of the best cave systems in the nation. When you’re finished, drive down to Waynesboro, near the end of Skyline Drive and the start of the Blue Ridge Parkway, and check in at Iris Inn. Then take I-64 east for 24 miles to Charlottesville. Tour Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s home, only a few miles from downtown, and then walk the grounds of the University of Virginia, which was founded by Jefferson and bears his architectural mark. If you have time, a wine tour will take you to some of the region’s best wineries. Try dinner at Wayside Ole’ Virginia Fried Chicken or Tavola, or eat at The River Burger Bar in Waynesboro and prepare for the Parkway on the morrow.


Day 5


WAYNESBORO TO ROANOKE


132 miles; 4 hours


Have breakfast at Iris Inn, then start your journey south along the Blue Ridge Parkway. Make your first stop the Humpback Rocks (MP 5.9) and take the one-mile trail to the eponymous rocks. Stop at the James River Visitor Center (MP 63.6), the lowest point on the Parkway, and stretch your legs on one of the short walks that detail the history of the river or the diverse plant life here.
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Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial by sculptor Lei Yixin
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along the Blue Ridge Parkway you’ll pass several viticultural areas
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from Humpback Rocks and other vistas you’ll have huge views of the countryside







Best Hikes


Skyline Drive


• Mary’s Rock Trail (MP 33.5): Views from Mary’s Rock are some of the best along Skyline Drive, with full panoramas of the mountain chain stretching off into the distance.


• Dark Hollow Falls (MP 50.7): This short but taxing trail in Shenandoah National Park leads to a beautiful 70-foot waterfall.


Blue Ridge Parkway


• Linville Falls Trail (MP 316.3): Take in three views of one of the most beautiful waterfalls in what’s called the “Grand Canyon of the East”.


• Craggy Gardens Trail (MP 364.6): Venture out on this moderate hike through rhododendron tunnels reminiscent of a fairy-tale forest.


Great Smoky Mountains National Park


• Andrews Bald: Wildflowers abound in this bald, a high meadow in Great Smoky Mountains National Park.


• Alum Cave Bluff to Mount LeConte: This strenuous hike has a huge payoff as you take in the views from the top.


• Hen Wallow Falls Trail: A short trail leads you to a photogenic 90-foot waterfall that starts out only 2 feet wide but spreads to 20 feet at the base.
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Hen Wallow Falls








At Milepost 86, detour off the Parkway for lunch in Bedford. You can spend the afternoon in Bedford, taking a docent-led tour of the National D-Day Memorial followed by fruit-picking at a nearby apple orchard, or head to the Peaks of Otter (MP 85.9) for a quick but strenuous hike to the peak of Sharp Top (2.5-3 hours). Afterward, continue south to Roanoke. Enter the city via the Mill Mountain Parkway at Milepost 120 and pass by the famous Roanoke Star, then rest up at one of the B&Bs in town before heading to Fortunato for an Italian feast and a nightcap next door at Stellina.


Day 6


ROANOKE TO FLOYD


56 miles; 1.5 hours


It’s a short day today, so you have time to explore Roanoke. Have a biscuit at Scratch Biscuit Company or an egg sandwich from Texas Tavern, then wander over to the Market Square, where the farmers market will be in full swing any day of the week. Look in at the Taubman Museum of Art or shop at the downtown boutiques before heading for Floyd. Check in to Ambrosia Farm Bed & Breakfast, then head out to explore: Chateau Morrisette Winery, one of Virginia’s oldest, is just down the road. Time your visit to coincide with Floyd’s weekly Friday Night Jamboree, and have a traditional country dinner at Bootleg BBQ before you hit the Jamboree for an evening of dancing.


Day 7


FLOYD TO STONE MOUNTAIN STATE PARK


85 miles; 2.5 hours


The drive from Floyd to the North Carolina state line is one of the most beautiful on the Parkway. Stop at Mabry Mill (MP 176.1) for legendary buckwheat pancakes and a look at a working waterwheel-powered gristmill and sawmill. At Groundhog Mountain (MP 188.1), enjoy spectacular views from the observation tower. Learn how country and bluegrass music originated in these very hills at the Blue Ridge Music Center at the state line. Camp at Stone Mountain State Park and squeeze in a quick hike to the top of the namesake bald granite dome. Head into nearby Elkin for dinner, drinks, and sonker at Southern on Main (just be back before the state park is locked for the night).


Day 8


STONE MOUNTAIN TO BLOWING ROCK


75 miles; 2.5 hours


North Carolina’s High Country is no joke. The mountains are steep, and the road grows aggressively curvy, making for unworldly views as you round corners with nothing but space and the Blue Ridge Mountains in front of you. Stretch your legs on the 30 miles of trails in Doughton Park (MP 238.5), which also has a picnic area, or hike the Cascade Falls Trail at E. B. Jeffress Park (MP 272). Stop at the Moses H. Cone Memorial Park (MP 294) for a look at a turn-of-the-20th-century manor house that’s home to the gift shop of the Southern Highland Craft Guild. Boone is just a few miles away, and so are your accommodations at The Horton Hotel, as well as wood-fired pizza and house-brewed beer at Lost Province Brewing Company.



Day 9



BLOWING ROCK TO ASHEVILLE


93 miles; 3 hours


Before heading to Asheville, check out the Blowing Rock, where you’ll have sweeping views of peaks, including Grandfather Mountain. Back on the Parkway, prepare yourself for one of the road’s most striking stretches: the Linn Cove Viaduct (MP 304.4). Just past the viaduct, drive to the top of Grandfather Mountain and take the Mile High Swinging Bridge to one of the mountain’s lower peaks for 360-degree views of the Blue Ridge. Have lunch here, then continue down the road. Just off the Parkway at Milepost 316.3 is the entrance to Linville Falls. This waterfall requires a short hike to see and a slightly longer one for postcard views, but it’s worth the effort. At Milepost 364.6, stop at Craggy Gardens to take in the summertime blooms of rhododendrons and flame azaleas, then continue to the Folk Art Center (MP 382), just outside Asheville.


In Asheville, spend the night in the mountains at the Sourwood Inn or downtown at the swank AC Hotel by Marriott Asheville Downtown. Dinner can be fancy or affordable; there’s no shortage of places to eat in this town. Spend a late night downtown checking out the breweries and bars and listening to a little music.


Day 10


EXPLORE ASHEVILLE


Start the day in Asheville with breakfast downtown, then head over to the Biltmore Estate. Tour the home, walk the gardens, take lunch in the former stable, and then head to the estate’s winery and wine-tasting room (it’s the most visited one in the nation). Sample some wine and head back to your accommodations to freshen up before hitting town again for excellent barbecue at Buxton Hall Barbecue and late-night cocktails and snacks at Sovereign Remedies.


Day 11


ASHEVILLE TO CHEROKEE


137 miles; 4 hours


The winding section of the Parkway between Asheville and the southern terminus in Cherokee is quite beautiful. Before you hit the road, stop by Grind Coffee or Biscuit Head for breakfast. Continue down the Parkway and take in the view of Mount Pisgah (MP 408.6) and hike to Devil’s Courthouse (MP 422.4)—a short hike that’s not as fearsome as it sounds and has a view you won’t want to leave. Richland Balsam Overlook (MP 431.4) is the highest point on the Blue Ridge Parkway, so stop here and mark your trip with a selfie. Stop at the Waterrock Knob Visitor Center (MP 451.2) for a four-state view and panorama of the Great Smoky Mountains. At Milepost 461.9, you’ll reach Big Witch Overlook, the last overlook before the Parkway terminates at Milepost 469.1. Take one last long look before heading into Cherokee for the night. Spend the night at Harrah’s Cherokee Casino Resort, where you can gamble, visit the spa, and grab a bite in one of the casino’s restaurants.


Day 12


CHEROKEE TO GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK


43 miles; 1.5 hours


Today you’ll drive Newfound Gap Road through Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Before you start your drive, visit the Qualla Arts and Crafts Mutual in Cherokee. Stop at the Oconaluftee Visitor Center for a park map and to check out the Mountain Farm Museum. The twisting Newfound Gap Road is popular with motorcyclists and is stunning in fall; along the way, you’ll likely see black bears and white-tailed deer. Stop along the way at any of the overlooks—in a landscape this stunning, there are no bad views. Before you leave the park, drive out to Cades Cove, a onetime mountain community, where you might spy bears lounging in the remnants of an apple orchard. Check in to a hotel in Gatlinburg, then take a walk down the main drag of this tourist haven. Grab some moonshine at Sugarlands Distilling Company and dinner at Smith & Son Corner Kitchen, or make your way to Pigeon Forge for dinner at Puckett’s Grocery & Restaurant before ending the night with a round of mini golf.




Fruits of the Land


The Blue Ridge Mountains might not seem like great farmland, but at a number of places along the Parkway you’ll see blocks of grapevines, rows of apple trees, and family-run farms. Taste all the land has to offer at wineries, you-pick orchards, and farmers markets.


Wineries


• With more than 40 wineries in the area, Charlottesville and Waynesboro are an oenophile’s dream. Blenheim Vineyards, Afton Mountain Vineyards, and Pippin Hill Farm and Vineyards are just a few. Visit in October for Virginia’s Wine Month, a real treat.


• Six wineries within a short drive of Bedford make up the Bedford Wine Trail. You experience some beautiful countryside as you learn about Virginia’s wine.


• Chateau Morrisette offers wine and a seasonal music series, but the views from this mountaintop winery are what make it truly exceptional.


• Detour off the Parkway to Elkin, where JOLO Winery and Vineyards, Shelton Vineyards, and Jones von Drehle Vineyards & Winery will serve as a good starting point to the dozens of wineries across the Yadkin Valley.


• Biltmore Estate’s winery is the most visited in America, and one taste of its estate-grown vintages and other wines will show you why.


Orchards


• Near Charlottesville, you can pick your own apples or peaches (depending on the season) at Carter Mountain Apple Orchard. Celebrate big with their festivals in May and July.


• Near Bedford, you’ll find two family-owned orchards, Johnson’s Orchard and Gross’ Orchard, that offer homemade treats and the chance to pick your own fruit.


• The top place for apples on the Parkway has to be the Orchard at Altapass at Milepost 328.3. They offer all sorts of programs celebrating the nature, history, and culture of the area.


Farmers Markets


• A fixture in DC since 1873, Eastern Market has everything. On weekdays it’s more gourmet, while weekends bring music, craftspeople, and even more farmers and food purveyors.


• In Roanoke, head to Market Square and peruse the long row of permanent stalls that make up the Historic Roanoke City Market. It’s the oldest continuously operating open-air market in Virginia.


• From May through mid-October, the Blowing Rock Farmers Market takes over Park Avenue, bringing baked goods, artisanal cheeses, and an abundance of fruit and veggies.






Day 13



GATLINBURG TO KNOXVILLE


30 miles; 45 minutes


Head straight from your Gatlinburg hotel to Dollywood, where mountain music, mountain crafts, mountain food, and mountain folks are interspersed with roller coasters. Spend the day here, then head to Knoxville (45 minutes away) for the night. Walk the World’s Fair Park and climb to the top of the Sunsphere for the best view in town. Then, take in a concert at the historic Tennessee Theatre. Dinner at A Dopo Sourdough Pizza will have you chowing down on what might be the best pizza pie you’ll ever eat.


Day 14


KNOXVILLE BACK TO WASHINGTON DC


487 miles; 7 hours


You’ll definitely want to make better travel time on the return drive to Washington DC. Take I-81 north through Tennessee and Virginia to I-66 east, which will carry you right into DC. This route is doable in a day, rather than two or three at Parkway speeds.


Four Days from Washington DC


Get a taste of Washington DC’s history and culture, hit the trail in Shenandoah National Park, spend a night under the stars, and see the homes of two former presidents, all in one mini-expedition.


Day 1


WASHINGTON DC TO SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK


70 miles; 1.5 hours


Begin your trip in DC at one of the most recognizable structures in town: the Lincoln Memorial. Step out to the landing where Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech. Then take the short walk to the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial and continue your walk along the Mall toward the Capitol.


Grab an early lunch at Duke’s Grocery before heading west to Manassas National Battlefield Park, site of the First and Second Battles of Bull Run. From Manassas, continue west to the town of Front Royal, where you can grab lunch if you didn’t do so in DC. Downtown Front Royal is only about a mile from Shenandoah National Park and the start of the incredibly scenic 105-mile Skyline Drive, which bisects the park and will be your route for the next couple of days. Camp at Mathews Arm Campground, the first campground in the park as you travel south, or Big Meadows Campground, or stay at one of the park’s two famous lodges, Skyland Resort or Big Meadows Lodge. Get dinner at either lodge, then sit back and watch the sunset.


Day 2


SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK TO WAYNESBORO


110 miles; 3 hours


Cook yourself a camp breakfast or dine at your lodge of choice, then head out on Skyline Drive. Your first stop is Dark Hollow Falls, a short hike to a 70-foot waterfall that spills over a ferny cliff, with a steep ascent on the way back. Afterward, if you’re hoping for a hiking reprieve, make the easy jaunt to Blackrock Summit, 30 miles south, for enormous views of the countryside. If you’re in the mood for more trail time, hike the South River Falls Trail, which leads to an 83-foot waterfall, one of the largest in the park.


Continue south to Waynesboro and your room or cabin at the mountaintop Iris Inn. Have dinner in town at The Green Leaf Grill or The Fishin’ Pig.


Day 3


WAYNESBORO TO CHARLOTTESVILLE


28 miles; 30 minutes


After yesterday’s day on the trail, it’s time for a day in the city. Just a few miles east is Charlottesville, home of the University of Virginia and site of Monticello. After touring Jefferson’s home, stop by a few of the nearby wineries to sample some of Virginia’s best and a have bite to eat.




Views from the Top


Skyline Drive


• Hogback Mountain Overlook (MP 20.7): The longest overlook on Skyline Drive gives you expansive views of mountains and valley.


• Crimora Lake Overlook (MP 92.6): Expect big views centered on Crimora Lake, a remnant of a manganese mining operation.


Blue Ridge Parkway


• Peaks of Otter (MP 85.9): Get to the summit of Sharp Top via either a strenuous hike on the Sharp Top Trail or an easy shuttle ride, then enjoy views of the Parkway, the lights of Bedford, and Abbott Lake.


• Mabry Mill (MP 176.1): This picturesque millhouse with waterwheel is one of the most photographed on the Parkway.
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Mabry Mill in autumn





• Groundhog Mountain (MP 188.1): The view of the observation tower is lovely but nothing compared to the view from it.


• Beacon Heights (MP 305.2): Whether you stay at the car and admire the view of Grandfather Mountain or take the short hike to a rocky bluff with massive views, you won’t be disappointed.


• Richland Balsam Overlook (MP 431.4): The highest point on the Parkway offers great views of several mountain ranges.


Spectacular Sunrise and Sunset Spots


To bookend the day with beautiful views, try these spots:


• Apple Orchard Mountain (MP 76.5): From the highest point on Virginia’s Blue Ridge Parkway you’ll see the sun burn off the morning fog lying in the valleys below.


• Craggy Gardens (MP 364): In midsummer, come for the sunset and the wildflowers.


• Waterrock Knob (MP 451.2): This is the perfect vantage point for taking in the sunset and star-filled sky.


• Clingmans Dome (GSMNP): This is one of the most popular places to take in the sunrise and sunset; both are amazing here.





Check in at Graduate Charlottesville in the heart of town, and make reservations at Tavola, or try Siren for some unexpected flavors.


Day 4


CHARLOTTESVILLE TO MOUNT VERNON AND DC


131 miles; 3 hours


On the way back to DC, avoid the congestion of the interstate and take US-29 through the countryside until you get back to Manassas National Battlefield Park. From here, head east to Mount Vernon, the riverside home of our first president, just a couple of miles south of Alexandria and only 15 miles from DC. Tour Mount Vernon and have lunch alfresco at one of the many charming restaurants and cafés in Old Town Alexandria. Then return to DC. For a relaxed dinner, opt for Israeli at Shouk or try some Korean fare at Anju.


Five Days from Knoxville


With just five days, you can explore Knoxville, traipse into Dollywood, log some quality trail time, explore Great Smoky Mountains National Park, catch an amazing firefly display, ride a steam train, and drive a short but beautiful section of the Blue Ridge Parkway.


Day 1


KNOXVILLE TO DOLLYWOOD


43 miles; 1 hour


Grab a tasty breakfast at OliBea in Knoxville, then head over to the Sunsphere for a selfie in front of the city’s golden-crowned monument. Get a feel for the people and culture of East Tennessee and the Smoky Mountains at the East Tennessee History Center downtown, then hit the road, following US-441 south toward the mountain towns of Pigeon Forge and Gatlinburg. Spend the day at Dollywood, where you can grab lunch and a few roller coaster rides, before freshening up at Dollywood’s DreamMore Resort and heading out for dinner at Local Goat and riding go-karts at SpeedZone Fun Park.


Day 2


DOLLYWOOD TO GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK


44 miles; 2 hours


Have breakfast at Crockett’s Breakfast Camp in Gatlinburg, then follow US-441 south two miles into Great Smoky Mountains National Park, stopping at the Sugarlands Visitor Center to pick up maps and park tips. Set up camp in the Elkmont Campground. Here, for a two-week window in the summer, one of only four colonies of synchronous fireflies in the United States puts on a dazzling show, so reserve your site early. Drive a loop around Cades Cove, which was once home to a mountain community. You can stop and hike at the various buildings throughout the community, so pick up a map at the visitors center, select a couple of hikes, and hit the trail. Wildlife viewing is awesome here, with massive herds of deer and families of black bears playing in the boughs of apple trees. Good dinner options include Smith & Son Corner Kitchen in Gatlinburg and a country feast at Mama’s Farmhouse in Pigeon Forge.


Day 3


GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK TO CHEROKEE


47 miles; 1.5 hours


After breakfast, begin your cross-park drive via Newfound Gap Road. You’ll find trailheads all along this twisting mountain road, but for a hike with impressive views, save yourself for Clingmans Dome, the highest peak in Tennessee and GSMNP. You’ll see signs for Clingmans Dome as Newfound Gap Road crests the Smokies. Head down this spur road to “climb” to the top (the summit is accessible via a walkway and concrete observation platform, not much of a climb) for jaw-dropping views. From here, a 1.75-mile trail leads to Andrews Bald, the highest such meadow in the park. In summer, the trail is adorned with flame azalea and rhododendron.


After hiking to Andrews Bald, get back to Newfound Gap Road and descend into North Carolina and the town of Cherokee. Browse the Qualla Arts and Crafts Mutual, then stop in at the Museum of the Cherokee Indian across the street or Oconaluftee Indian Village just up the hill. Spend the night at Harrah’s Cherokee Casino Resort or opt for a cabin at Panther Creek Cabins.


Day 4


CHEROKEE TO BRYSON CITY AND CATALOOCHEE


69 miles; 2 hours


Try your hand at the nickel slots on your way out of Harrah’s (you never know) before stopping at Peter’s Pancakes for a flapjack feast. Your next stop is the nearby town of Bryson City for a mountainside ride aboard the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad. Pair your train ride with a little white-water rafting or zip-lining, or keep it tame and simply enjoy the scenery.


Backtrack to Cherokee and hop on the Blue Ridge Parkway. Today, you’ll traverse 25 miles of the Parkway, including some of the road’s most rugged mountains and impressive overlooks. After following the Parkway for a short ways, exit onto the Great Smoky Mountains Expressway (US-441) and head north toward Waynesville, where you can grab lunch before connecting with I-40 and making your way to the beautiful Cataloochee Campground on the North Carolina side of GSMNP. Cataloochee is another former mountain community, but this one has a few residents: elk. Cataloochee is a prime spot to see them. Be sure to bring in something to cook; it’s a bit of a drive back out for dinner.


Day 5


CATALOOCHEE TO KNOXVILLE


96 miles; 2 hours


If you missed the elk last night, get up early and watch the tree line at the edge of the fields. You’ll see them eating their way around the perimeter. Take a little time this morning to check out the haunting and picturesque old church and hike among the other structures in Cataloochee.


When it’s time to leave, I-40 will carry you right back into Knoxville in time to get lunch at Yassin’s Falafel House, Nick & J’s Cafe, or one of the food trucks at Central Filling Station or The Cave Food Truck Park.


Music of the Blue Ridge


Music plays a major role in defining the culture of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Country music was born in these hills, and bluegrass found its way down from these mountains. Today, musicians perform old-time, gospel, bluegrass, and country music, but you’ll also find a vibrant community of progressive musicians and college rock. For some of the best live music, stop in and discover something new.


Washington DC and Charlottesville


Washington DC’s legendary 9:30 Club hosts some of the best acts in the nation. From free shows featuring up-and-coming DC musicians to concerts by the opera and symphony, the Kennedy Center is an American icon in performance. And at the historic Jefferson Theatre, you can catch some of Charlottesville’s biggest college bands as well as national alternative and rock acts.




Where to Spot Wildlife


All along Skyline Drive and the Blue Ridge Parkway and in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, you’ll have the chance for some spectacular wildlife viewing (if you keep your eyes peeled).


• Hawksbill Mountain: From this peak in Shenandoah National Park you can see a number of raptors—hawks, falcons, eagles, and the like—riding thermals and hunting the hillsides.


• Big Meadows: The largest meadow along Skyline Drive is visited by dozens of white-tailed deer each morning and evening.


• Grandfather Mountain: On Grandfather Mountain you’ll find a small zoo with native animals (including a cougar and pair of bald eagles), but at the Mile High Swinging Bridge you’ll see a number of raptors and vultures riding thermals, and, if you’re lucky, a raven or two playing on the wind, flying upside down or holding on to one another as they soar overhead.


• Cataloochee: The Blue Ridge Mountains were home to elk until the species was hunted out. Today you can see reintroduced herds of elk at Cataloochee Valley, a lovely spot on the north end of Great Smoky Mountains National Park.


• Elkmont: At Elkmont you’ll see one of the rarest sights in the world: synchronous fireflies. In a meadow here for approximately two weeks each summer, swarms of fireflies blink in unison at groups on the ground, who blink back.


• Cades Cove: Deer graze the fields and bears laze in the remnants of the apple orchards in this onetime mountain community in Tennessee’s Smoky Mountains.
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Go Chasing Waterfalls


Waterfalls and mountains go hand in hand, and all along the Blue Ridge Parkway, Skyline Drive, and throughout Great Smoky Mountains National Park there are more waterfalls than you can visit in one trip. Here are some of the best.


Skyline Drive


• Whiteoak Canyon Trail (MP 31.5): A half-dozen waterfalls make this strenuous trail not so tough.


• Dark Hollow Falls (MP 50.7): This 70-foot waterfall is the most popular in Shenandoah National Park.
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Dark Hollow Falls





• South River Falls (MP 62.8): A two-mile trail leads you to this 87-foot waterfall, the third highest in Shenandoah National Park.


Blue Ridge Parkway


• Apple Orchard Falls (MP 78.4): A short, pleasant hike leads you to this 150-foot fall.


• Crabtree Falls (MP 27.2): In spring this 70-foot cascade is surrounded by wildflowers.


• Linville Falls (MP 316.3): This magnificent triple fall impresses year-round.


• Looking Glass Falls (Pisgah Forest): This easy-to-reach, wheelchair-accessible waterfall is a perfect quick excursion.


Great Smoky Mountains National Park


• Deep Creek: An easy trail leads you to a trio of waterfalls and a great creek where you can cool off.


• Roaring Fork Motor Nature Trail: Rainbow, Grotto, and Baskins Falls bring waterfall lovers from far and wide.






Virginia Blue Ridge



Every Friday night in the small town of Floyd, The Floyd Country Store transforms from mercantile to bluegrass concert and dance hall for the Friday Night Jamboree. FloydFest, held every summer, is a weekend celebration of music, life, and the mountains. Every August in Galax, listen to that high lonesome sound of bluegrass and old-time music at the Old Fiddler’s Convention, a weeklong gathering of musicians, dancers, and string bands.


Free concerts and interactive displays document the history of country and bluegrass music at the Blue Ridge Music Center near the Blue Ridge Parkway. Along the Crooked Road Music Trail, explore the roots of bluegrass, country, and old-time music via concerts at storied venues, recordings of influential musicians, and waysides that reveal the history of American music.


North Carolina High Country


MerleFest brings together some fabulous roots, Americana, old-time, bluegrass, country, folk, and rock acts.


Asheville


One of the best venues for live music in North Carolina, Asheville’s Orange Peel Social Aid and Pleasure Club brings in the very best musicians in every genre, and other spots in town like Rabbit Rabbit draw big acts, too. A huge drum circle forms every Friday night in Pritchard Park.


Knoxville and Vicinity


You’d expect to hear some great music at Dolly Parton’s theme park, and hear it you will. Parton herself performs at Dollywood from time to time, but the shows by house bands and local and national acts are the true stars. Knoxville’s legendary Tennessee Theatre has been hosting acts since 1928. Bands, Broadway tunes, and symphony concerts are just some of what you’ll hear.
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Highlights


S National Museum of African American History and Culture: This cultural destination has exhibits as moving as they are enlightening (click here).


S United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: This memorial affectingly illustrates the atrocities perpetrated by Nazi Germany upon Europe’s Jewish population and other ethnic and social groups during World War II (click here).
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S Arlington National Cemetery: The second-oldest national cemetery contains the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and the gravesite of JFK among its monuments to patriotic sacrifice (click here).


S National Cherry Blossom Festival: Celebrating spring and the relationship between the United States and Japan, this festival showcases thousands of cherry blossoms along the Tidal Basin (click here).


S Hogback Mountain Overlook: From here you can spot 11 bends of the Shenandoah River and mountains as far as you can see (click here).


S Old Rag Mountain Trail: The iconic trail leading to the boulder-filled summit of Old Rag Mountain is a rite of passage for many hikers (click here).


S Luray Caverns: Just west of Skyline Drive, these caverns were rediscovered in the 1870s and found to contain human bone fragments embedded in a stalagmite (click here).


S Mary’s Rock Trail: This moderate trail leads to a beautiful rock outcrop with sweeping views of the countryside (click here).


S Dark Hollow Falls Trail: This short trail (with a steep return climb) leads you to a beautiful 70-foot waterfall just off Skyline Drive (click here).


S Monticello: Thomas Jefferson designed his plantation and primary residence just outside Charlottesville. Today you can visit his home and learn about his life, as well as about the lives of the people he enslaved (click here).





Bordered to the west by the sharp peaks of the Allegheny Mountains and to the east by the gentle crest of the Blue Ridge, the Shenandoah Valley cuts a slash along Virginia’s western border. The Shenandoah Valley wore the moniker “the Great Wagon Road” for nearly a century, as the United States emerged from colonial rebellion and began to form a nation unto itself. Early settlers found it to be an easier route into the unknown interior of the fledgling states than direct routes west.


Hikers on the storied Appalachian Trail experience these seemingly endless ridgelines firsthand (or firstfoot, as it were), much like the early settlers. Traveling stunning Skyline Drive, which runs the length of Shenandoah National Park, gives you a taste of the mountains, and you can even follow the Appalachian Trail for a ways. Hiking in Shenandoah National Park reveals the true wild nature of this place: secluded waterfalls, overlooks with hundred-mile views, caves of unplumbed depths, black bears and white-tailed deer, the hush and hum of nature.


Just 75 miles to the east of Shenandoah National Park’s entrance is Washington DC, our nation’s capital. Here, museums like those of the Smithsonian Institution are repositories for much of what the United States holds dear and significant in our nation’s history, and monuments honor George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Martin Luther King Jr. But museums and monuments are only part of the DC experience. Thanks to the influence of diplomats, immigrants, and international visitors, Washington DC has amazing international cuisine and a vibrant culture. You can always find some sort of visual or performing arts to watch, listen to, or take part in yourself.


Washington DC is also a great place to start your 700-mile road trip south along Skyline Drive, the Blue Ridge Parkway, and on to Great Smoky Mountains National Park. On this segment of your journey, from Washington to Front Royal and on to Charlottesville near the start of the Blue Ridge Parkway, you’ll pass by the homes of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson as well as Revolutionary and Civil War battlefields. As you travel Skyline Drive through Shenandoah National Park, look out over the countryside. With a little imagination, you can picture this view through the eyes of those settlers, patriots, or Civil War soldiers who marched into battle on their home soil. It’s beautiful, wild, and steeped in history.


Planning Your Time


You could spend as little as two days or as much as a week on this stretch of your drive. Washington DC alone is worth a week’s stay, and it would be no problem to spend two or three days exploring Shenandoah National Park and then another two or three in Charlottesville.


For the quickest route, spend a day in Washington seeing the monuments and touring your museum of choice, then jump on the road to Front Royal and drive south along Skyline Drive until you reach your campground or room at Big Meadows Lodge or Skyland Resort. The next morning, get in a quick hike and drive through to the end of Skyline Drive, then head to the busy college town of Charlottesville (30 minutes east) or laid-back Waynesboro (5 minutes west) for dinner and to spend the night before starting the Blue Ridge Parkway on the morrow.


Hikers will want to spend more time in Shenandoah National Park, logging some trail miles and enjoying the waterfalls, peaks, and wide views. Wine lovers will want to linger around Charlottesville and tour the wineries there. Monuments, historic sites, and stories line every mile of this route. History buffs will want to slow down and soak them in.


Seasons in this region are gentle. In summer, temperatures sometimes rise into the 90s, though heat like this is uncommon in all but the densest urban areas. Thunderstorms may pop up from time to time, and higher elevations may experience hail and lightning. Watch the weather forecast and plan around oncoming storms.




Best Restaurants


S Florida Avenue Grill, Washington DC: A DC soul food institution that’s the oldest restaurant of its type in the city (click here).


S Anju, Washington DC: Wow-worthy Korean serving one of the best chicken dishes you’ll ever have (click here).


S Centrolina, Washington DC: James Beard Award-nominated chef Amy Brandwein elevates Italian cuisine (click here).


S Jaleo, Washington DC: Find Spanish dishes from chef Jose Andrés in tapas and tasting menu form (click here).


S Chaia Tacos, Washington DC: These vegetarian tacos fly in the face of tradition and deliver delicious results (click here).


S Hamiltons’ at First & Main, Charlottesville: Feast on cuisine that draws upon regional flavors and Virginia ingredients as well as takes inspiration from abroad (click here).


S Wayside Ole’ Virginia Fried Chicken, Charlottesville: Perfectly fried chicken is served hot and fast at this community institution (click here).


S Tavola, Charlottesville: Fine-dining Italian so good you’ll be surprised you don’t need a passport to eat here (click here).





Driving Considerations


In winter, the region receives snow, but blizzards are scarce and shutdowns of major roads or even surface streets are rare in the cities and towns of the region. The exception is Skyline Drive, which, unlike the Blue Ridge Parkway, remains open all winter, except when snow accumulation outpaces the park’s ability to maintain roadways. Along Skyline Drive, fog can pop up in any season. If it does, slow down or stop if you need to.


Gasoline is readily and plentifully available along this leg of the route; however, the Big Meadows Wayside (MP 51.2) is the only place to fuel up on Skyline Drive. For electric vehicles you’ll find charging stations plentiful in the DC metro area but fewer as you venture further afield. There are two EV charging stations in Shenandoah National Park: at Skyland Lodge (MP 41) and the Byrd Visitor Center (MP 51). You’ll find more charging stations at www.plugshare.com.


Getting There


If you’re following the full 740-mile route prescribed in this guide, you’ll begin in Washington DC, the major travel hub on the northern end of your monumental road trip. From here, you’ll travel west for 70 miles along I-66 to Front Royal, Virginia. Skyline Drive originates here, meaning that Front Royal is the true start of your journey through the federal parkland.


Skyline Drive heads south through Shenandoah National Park for 105.5 miles, ending in Rockfish Gap where the Blue Ridge Parkway begins.


The nearest major travel hubs to this region are Washington DC; Richmond, Virginia; and Charlottesville, Virginia.




Best Accommodations


S Motto by Hilton, Washington DC: Priced right and situated in the heart of DC’s tourist district, it’s easy to reach anywhere in the city from here and even easier to get a good night’s sleep (click here).


S Hamilton Hotel, Washington DC: Stay in cozy rooms in a convenient location, with interesting neighborhoods in walking distance and easy access to the Metro (click here).


S Morrison-Clark Historic Inn & Restaurant, Washington DC: This Civil War-era Victorian mansion is conveniently located for sightseeing (click here).


S Iris Inn, Waynesboro: Enjoy gorgeous views from your mountaintop room, cabin, or cottage (click here).


S The Draftsman, Charlottesville: Adjacent to the UVA campus and with a notable restaurant, it’s the type of place that’s the perfect base camp for city exploration (click here).


S Arcady Vineyard Bed & Breakfast, Charlottesville: Wine tour and massage packages make this an ideal home base for a getaway (click here).





Car


To get to Washington DC from Richmond, Virginia, it’s a 110-mile, two-hour drive north on I-95. To get directly to Front Royal from Richmond, take I-95 north and I-66 west for a total of 130 miles (2.5 hours).


To get to DC from Charlottesville, Virginia, take VA-20 north and I-95 north for a total of 120 miles (2.5 hours). To go straight to Front Royal from Charlottesville, take US-29 north, VA-231 north, and US-522 north for a total of 75 miles (1 hour, 45 minutes).


Several major interstates—I-95, I-81, I-64, I-270, I-66—serve as vehicular arteries for the region, with most roads (excepting I-81 and I-64) leading to Washington DC.


You’ll find the offices of most car rental agencies in any of the airports or at Union Station in DC. Available agencies include Alamo (844/357-5138, www.alamo.com), Enterprise (855/266-9565, www.enterprise.com), Hertz (800/654-3131, www.hertz.com), National (844/393-9989, www.nationalcar.com), and Thrifty (800/334-1705, www.thrifty.com).


Air


A quartet of major airports serves the region: Washington Dulles International Airport (IAD, 1 Saarinen Circle, Dulles, Virginia, 703/572-2700, www.flydulles.com) and Reagan National Airport (DCA, 2401 S. Smith Blvd., Arlington, Virginia, 703/417-8000, www.flyreagan.com) near Washington DC, Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport (BWI, 7050 Friendship Rd., Baltimore, Maryland, 410/859-7111, www.bwiairport.com [URL inactive]) in Baltimore, and Charlottesville Albemarle Airport (CHO, 100 Bowen Loop, Charlottesville, Virginia, 434/973-8342, www.gocho.com). Richmond International Airport (RIC, 1 Richard E. Byrd Terminal Dr., Richmond, Virginia, 804/226-3000, www.flyrichmond.com) is another option, as it’s only 116 miles south of DC and is served by American Airlines, Delta, Jet Blue, Southwest, and United.


Taxis are readily available at each airport. Fares vary according to traffic and time. Trips to DC generally cost around $18 from Reagan, $70 from Dulles, and close to $100 from Baltimore.


Train and Bus


Amtrak (800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com) pulls into DC’s Union Station (50 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 202/289-1908, 24 hours daily), with trains arriving and departing from destinations all over the Eastern Seaboard. Amtrak services include the Acela Express, Northeast Regional, Silver Service/Palmetto, Cardinal/Hoosier State, Crescent, Vermonter, Capitol Limited, and Carolinian/Piedmont. Via Amtrak, you’re 3.75 hours from New York City, 2.25 hours from Philadelphia, 1.25 hours from Baltimore, and 3.25 hours from Richmond.


The Amtrak line connects directly to the Maryland Area Rail Commuter (MARC) system (410/539-5000 or 866/743-3682, www.mta.maryland.gov), a Monday-Friday commuter service with dozens of trains linking the Baltimore-Washington corridor, southern Maryland counties, and northeastern West Virginia. It also connects to Virginia Railway Express (800/743-3873, www.vre.org), which runs to Manassas and Fredericksburg.


At Charlottesville’s Amtrak station (CVS, 810 W. Main St., 800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com, 7:45am-9:45pm daily), the Cardinal/Hoosier State, Crescent, and Northeast Regional lines pass through daily.


Greyhound Bus Lines (www.greyhound.com) serves Washington DC, arriving and departing from Union Station (50 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 202/289-5141, 24 hours daily). The Charlottesville Greyhound station (310 W. Main St., 434/295-5131, 8am-10pm daily) is just a few blocks from the Amtrak station.


Washington DC


Despite all the partisan bickering that goes on in the capital of the United States, there’s one thing every political party can agree upon: This city is one of the best in the world. There’s great food from far-flung foreign cuisines to Texas barbecue, shopping both vintage and haute couture, and more museums and monuments than you can count. Washington DC is a treasure trove of culture, history, art, and architecture.


At any time of day, the city has beautiful sights to behold: rowing crews slicing down the Potomac at dawn, food vendors undertaking morning rituals at markets across the city, crowds visiting museums and coming out more enlightened for it, monuments lit at night. Casual sightseers will find most of what they came for around the National Mall. Explorers looking for the neighborhood treats and DC-only surprises will find what they seek on the side streets away from the busy center of town. The mix of immigrants and emissaries, congressional staffers and corporate lobbyists, and residents and visitors is the glue that holds the city together.


Getting Around


Most of the major sightseeing highlights in central DC—the National Mall, White House, a bevy of monuments and memorials, the Smithsonian museums, and the Holocaust Memorial Museum—are within walking distance of one another. Other sights, like Arlington National Cemetery and neighborhood-specific destinations, are simple to get to, thanks to an easy-to-use and efficient rail and bus system. Since so much of what visitors clamor to see is located on or within a block or so of the National Mall, many opt for bike tours or to work their way from sight to sight on foot.


You can drive around the city, but if you’re not familiar with the odd diagonal streets, the circles, and a secret place to park near your destination, you’re better off with public transportation or a cab. Once you get your bearings and can identify a few landmarks around you, navigating the city is pretty simple.




One Day in Washington DC


Even if you’re eager to start your drive, you need to give DC at least a day.


Morning


Start your day by visiting the National Mall, where the majority of the Smithsonian’s museums line the perimeter. Pick one and do a deep dive. The National Museum of African American History and Culture and National Museum of the American Indian reveal important chapters in the story of the United States. If space and flight are your things, the National Air and Space Museum is the obvious choice. And if you’re an art lover, the presidential portraits at the National Portrait Gallery are a must-see.


Afternoon


When it’s time for lunch, walk east on the Mall toward the Capitol where you can snap a few shots of our seat of government on the way to We the Pizza.


Spend the afternoon on the self-guided African American Heritage Trail walking tour or one of the many other tours offered by Cultural Tourism DC. While you’re out and about, keep an eye open for the farmers markets and craft markets that pop up across the city, and be sure to stop in whichever boutiques catch your eye.


Evening


Catch a free concert at the Kennedy Center, watch the Washington Nationals take the field, or take a nighttime bike tour of the monuments on the mall with Bike and Roll. When it’s time for dinner, go for Korean at Anju, Spanish tapas at Jaleo, or a plant-based bite at Chaia Tacos. Have a nightcap at ChurchKey and, if late nights are your thing, catch a concert or comedy show at a venue like the 9:30 Club or Green Island Jazz Café.





Metro


The Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA) operates the DC subway system, known as the Metrorail (202/673-7000, www.wmata.com, 5am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 5am-1am Fri., 7am-1am Sat., 7am-midnight Sun.) or simply “the Metro.” It covers the downtown area and the suburbs, and expansion is almost constant. Metro stations are identified by a large letter “M” atop a black pylon. For as chaotic as DC can get, the Metro system is surprisingly fast, clean, and efficient.


Fares range $2-6 depending on the distance you’re traveling and whether you’re traveling during peak commute times. There are trains every 5-6 minutes during peak times and every 10-15 minutes at other times. One-day passes are $13, three-day passes are $28 (and let you ride Metrorail and Metrobuses), and seven-day passes are $38 (Short Trip Pass) or $58 (Unlimited Pass). Make sure you get on the correct side of the tracks for your destination: Look at the maps located by the fare machines and at the digital displays on the various platforms, showing which trains are coming and how soon.


Bus


Metrobuses, run by WMATA, connect with Metrorail stations for travel to outlying areas. Fares are $2-4.25 per trip; transfers from the Metrorail are free. One-week passes are $12. Buses run on roughly the same schedule as trains. Rail-to-bus and bus-to-bus transfers are possible—simply hand your bus-transfer pass, which you must purchase for each transfer, to the driver of the second bus.


The DC Circulator (202/671-2020, www.dccirculator.com) bus system runs six loops:


• Dupont Circle to Georgetown to Rosslyn (6am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 6am-3am Fri., 7am-3am Sat., 7am-midnight Sun.)


• Congress Heights to Union Station (6am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-9pm Sat.-Sun.)


• Eastern Market to L’Enfant Plaza (6am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-9pm Sat.-Sun.)


• Georgetown to Union Station (6am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 6am-3am Fri., 7am-3am Sat., 7am-midnight Sun.)


• National Mall Route (7am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-8pm Sat.-Sun.)


• Woodley Park to Adams Morgan to McPherson Square (6am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 6am-3:30am Fri., 7am-3:30am Sat., 7am-midnight Sun.)


Buses pass every 10 minutes, and tickets are $1.


Taxis and Ride-Hailing Services


Taxicabs in DC operate on time- and distance-based meters. Fares start at $3.50 plus $0.27 for each one-eighth of a mile, with wait time costing $25 per hour (counted fractionally and charged when cab is stopped or slowed to less than 10 miles per hour for more than one minute). There are other fees as well: a $0.25 passenger surcharge; $1 for each additional passenger; $2 for telephone dispatch; $15 for a declared snow emergency. It can add up, especially in the oft-heinous traffic here. Top cab companies include Yellow Cab (202/544-1212, www.dcyellowcab.com) and, if you’re traveling to and from Virginia, Red Top Cab of Arlington (703/522-3333, www.redtopcab.com). You can also try Taxi Transportation (202/398-0500, www.dctaxionline.com, or download their app for your phone or tablet), a cab service with a network of more than 19 cab companies on call in the area.


Ride-hailing services Uber (www.uber.com) and Lyft (www.lyft.com) have become staples of transportation in DC, and are especially handy for visitors who may be unfamiliar with the Metro or find themselves on a search for some of the District’s best sips and bites.


Sights


National Mall


In the midst of the hard urban landscape of downtown Washington DC is a green space to end all green spaces: the National Mall (www.nps.gov/nama). When Pierre L’Enfant began planning the future city of Washington DC, his designs included a mile-long, garden-lined boulevard stretching away from the Capitol building. He never knew that this lawn would be the gathering place for Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech, protests against the Vietnam War, the site where the AIDS quilt was first displayed, and many other historic events.
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Activism notwithstanding, the National Mall is a popular spot for visitors and residents of the greater DC area. On sunny days, congressional staffers, FBI types, families, college kids, young professionals, and people from all walks of DC life gather to eat lunch and take in the fresh air, peeling off shoes and socks to feel a little grass between their toes. More than 25 million people visit the National Mall each year. Considering that it’s the site of some of the most iconic monuments and memorials—the Washington Monument, reflecting pool, Lincoln Memorial, and Vietnam Veterans Memorial—and the museums of the Smithsonian Institution, which form its outer border, it’s a wonder that number isn’t larger.


The National Mall stretches west nearly two miles from the Capitol to the Lincoln Memorial; the Washington Monument stands sentinel in between. At its widest, the Mall is nearly 1,600 feet side to side; at its most narrow, it’s still twice the size of a football field. There are a number of free attractions on the Mall. For more information, you can stop a ranger during your visit, or contact the park superintendent’s office (900 Ohio Dr. SW, 202/426-6841 or 202/485-9880).


Lincoln Memorial


The Lincoln Memorial (2 Lincoln Memorial Circle NW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/linc, 24 hours daily, free), completed in 1922, stands at the west end of the National Mall. Consisting of three iconic parts—the reflecting pool between this memorial and the Washington Monument, the Colorado Yule marble exterior resembling a Greek temple, and the 19-foot-tall statue of a seated Abraham Lincoln inside—the Lincoln Memorial is a presence. Part of that palpability comes from Lincoln himself (savior of the Union, breaker of the shackles of slavery in the United States, assassinated in office) and part from its deep significance to the civil rights movement. Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his famous 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech to a crowd of 250,000 from these steps, and, on that same day, internationally renowned contralto Marian Anderson performed for the second time in this important spot. Her first performance marked another milestone in civil rights history, though one lesser known. In 1939 she was to perform in nearby Constitution Hall, but the Daughters of the American Revolution, who owned the hall, refused to allow a woman of color to take the stage. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and a cadre of like-minded women resigned from the organization in protest, and Roosevelt took it a step further: She arranged an Easter Sunday performance featuring Anderson on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Anderson sang that day to a nationwide radio audience and live crowd of 70,000 gathered at the foot of the steps and around the reflecting pool.


Vietnam Veterans Memorial


The evocative Vietnam Veterans Memorial (5 Henry Bacon Dr. NW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/vive, 24 hours daily, free) is a simple but revolutionary structure, described by designer Maya Lin as “a rift in the earth.” Rather than trumpeting the glory of struggle or the legacy of some lauded general, the memorial lists the names of more than 58,000 service members who died in the Vietnam War. At the time of the memorial’s completion in 1982, the war was nearly a decade gone, but still fresh in the American psyche. The names, inscribed on a 492-foot-long wall of polished black granite, are listed chronologically in order of death. As you read the names, you can see your face reflected back. At the foot of the wall are flowers, flags, tokens, mementos, letters, photographs, and offerings left for the dead. To witness a Vietnam veteran visit the wall, rest his hand against a name, and bow his head in grief or prayer is crushing. It’s an important reminder of the power of war, and also of the power that art and monuments can hold. Registers at either end of the wall list the names alphabetically and provide a key to their location for those who are looking for a specific one.



Washington Monument



According to federal law, no structure in the capital can be built higher than the 555-foot tapered shaft of the Washington Monument (2 15th St. NW, 877/444-6777 or 877/559-6777 for tickets, www.nps.gov/wamo, 9am-5pm daily, free but tickets are required, tickets $1 online). In 1783, the Continental Congress first suggested a monument honoring the nation’s inaugural president, but more than a century passed before the idea became reality; from cornerstone to completion took 40 years. During one embarrassing interlude from 1854 to 1876, the obelisk languished as an unsightly stump of 150 feet, described by Mark Twain as “a factory chimney with the top broken off.”
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cherry blossoms framing the Washington Monument
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Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial, by sculptor Lei Yixin
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the courtyard at the National Portrait Gallery





When work began again, the marble originally drawn from a Maryland quarry had been exhausted; thus the noticeable change in shade of the remaining 400 feet. The monument finally opened in 1888, with women and children dutifully trudging up the 898 steps (the elevator was considered patently dangerous, braved only by men). Today everyone rides the elevator, ascending to 360-degree views of the capital’s historic heart through narrow windows.


Tickets (877/559-6777, www.recreation.gov) to visit the Washington Monument are free, available each day from the kiosk at 15th Street and Madison Drive on a first-come, first-served basis. Since they tend to go quickly, get there early—as in 7am—or just reserve them for a small fee ($1) by phone or online. The monument is prone to closures due to weather, safety concerns, and other circumstances; if your tour is canceled, you’ll need to make another reservation.


Jefferson Memorial


A little ways off the Mall proper, the Jefferson Memorial (16 E. Basin Dr. SW, next to the Tidal Basin, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/thje, 24 hours daily, free) has an iconic look similar to the Lincoln Memorial, but it lacks the weight, both visually and in its impact. Though Jefferson was immeasurably important to the foundation of the nation, the interior of his memorial lacks the emotional punch you find in Lincoln’s. Inscriptions on the walls are long passages from the Declaration of Independence, bills he authored, and letters he penned. They’re stuffy and lackluster unless you have the proper historical context. Jefferson was a minister to France, secretary of state, vice president, president, negotiator of the Louisiana Purchase, writer, architect, and inventor. Complicating his legacy, the founding father was also an enslaver. Try to visit the memorial when park rangers and staff are offering interpretive tours (9:30am-10pm daily). This memorial, which opened on April 13, 1943, on the 200th anniversary of Jefferson’s birth, is jaw-droppingly beautiful in the spring when the cherry trees that line the Tidal Basin in front of it are in full bloom.


Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial


Not far from where he delivered his impassioned “I Have a Dream” speech, Martin Luther King Jr. stands memorialized in stone. The Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial (1850 W. Basin Dr. SW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/mlkm, 24 hours daily, free) opened in 2011, 48 years to the week after that famous speech. The memorial’s entrance is a monstrous granite slab, cleaved in two as a symbol for the despair felt by African Americans under segregation and Jim Crow laws. Inside the memorial, curved walls inscribed with quotes from King surround you, and a 28-foot-tall statue of King himself emerges from a rough-hewn rock known as the Stone of Hope. It’s a fascinating monument and increasingly relevant.


National Gallery of Art


One of the finest collections in the world, the National Gallery of Art (6th Ave. and Constitution Ave. NW, 202/737-4215, www.nga.gov, 10am-5pm daily, free) is housed in two separate facilities. In the 1930s, the museum’s west wing sprang full-grown from the wallet of rapacious banker Andrew Mellon, who wisely declined to append his name to the edifice. I. M. Pei designed the angular east wing, which was built in 1978 and boasts one of the sharpest corners you’ll ever see on a building. Both wings are constructed of pink Tennessee marble, but there the similarity ends: the east displays 20th- and 21st-century works by the likes of Miró, Magritte, and Matisse, while the homier, more crowded west wing is the domain of classic art by the likes of Raphael, Rembrandt, and Renoir.


Historians of the presidency are invariably drawn to the west wing, which sits over the bones of the old B&P Railroad Station where, in 1881, President James A. Garfield was shot twice in the back by Charles Guiteau. Across 7th Street from the west wing is a pleasant sculpture garden (7th St. and Constitution Ave. NW, entrances at 7th St., Constitution Ave., and Madison Ave., 10am-5pm daily, free) full of whimsical works.


The Gallery Shops at the National Gallery of Art have an extensive collection of art books that range from pricey coffee-table books to nonfiction books about artists, and a great selection of children’s books and art activities. Some great, affordable takeaways are unframed prints, postcard books, calendars, magnets, stationery, and select jewelry pieces.


Smithsonian Institution


When English chemist James Smithson passed away in 1829, he willed to the United States 105 bags of gold sovereigns to found “at Washington, under the name of the Smithsonian Institution, an establishment for the increase and diffusion of knowledge.” This was no small sum of money: in fact, it was his entire estate, totaling around $500,000, which at the time was one-sixty-sixth of the total budget for the United States. After several long conversations, Congress accepted the gift in 1836, but it wasn’t until 1846 that President James K. Polk signed an act of Congress to establish the Smithsonian Institution. The resulting museums are some of the most important in the world, holding troves of artifacts and relics relevant not only to U.S. history but also to the development of human culture as a whole.


Nineteen museums, galleries, gardens, and zoos in DC operate under the Smithsonian Institution (administrative offices at 1000 Jefferson Dr. SW, 202/633-1000, www.si.edu). Most of them are on the National Mall or within a few blocks of it. The hours of individual museums differ, but generally museums are open 10am-5:30pm daily (except Dec. 25); check before you visit. Best of all, they’re free, meaning anyone can bask in the “increase and diffusion of knowledge” Smithson envisioned.


The National Museum of Natural History and National Air and Space Museum are two of the most popular Smithsonian museums. Others include the Smithsonian Castle (1000 Jefferson Dr. SW, 202/633-1000, www.si.edu, 8:30am-5:30pm daily, free), National Museum of American History (14th St. and Constitution Ave. NW, 202/633-1000, http://americanhistory.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, free), American Art Museum (8th St. and G St. NW, 202/633-7970, http://americanart.si.edu, 11:30am-7pm daily, free), National Museum of African Art (950 Independence Ave. SW, 202/633-4600, http://africa.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, free), the National Museum of the American Indian (4th St. and Independence Ave. SW, 202/392-2238, http://americanindian.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, free), the National Zoo (3001 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202/633-4888, http://nationalzoo.si.edu, 8am-6pm daily July 1-Sept. 30, 8am-4pm daily Oct. 1-June 30, free), the National Museum of Asian Art (1050 Independence Ave. SW, 202/633-1000, http://asia.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, free), and the National Portrait Gallery (8th St. and G St. NW, 202/633-8300, http://npg.si.edu, 11:30am-7pm daily, free), among others.


National Museum of Natural History


The National Museum of Natural History (10th St. and Constitution Ave., 202/633-1000, http://naturalhistory.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, open late select dates, free) is just one small part of a larger set of facilities around the United States (and in a few foreign locales) that collect, analyze, and exhibit items that tell the story of our world, inside and out. The museum’s holdings are impressive—126 million specimens and artifacts, including 30 million insects, 7 million fish, 4.5 million plants, and 2 million cultural artifacts from around the globe.


Only a small portion of the awesome and extensive collection is on display, but what is shown at the National Museum of Natural History is a wonder. Take a look at the Hope Diamond, a 45.52-carat diamond (it’s the size of a walnut) with a long and twisting history that includes a possible curse; it’s just one part of a spectacular display of gems. There are also displays on ocean life (including a living coral reef), a butterfly pavilion, mummies from ancient Egypt (including a mummified cat), and rotating displays and exhibits that often include some of the best wildlife and cultural photography from every corner of the globe.


National Air and Space Museum


From the moment you walk through the door of the National Air and Space Museum (Independence Ave. and 6th St. SW, 202/633-2214, http://airandspace.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, open late select dates, timed reservations required through 2025, free), you’re immersed in the technology and boldness that allowed humankind to take to the sky and explore outer space. Rockets, satellites, and spy planes hang from the ceiling. In each of the 20 or so exhibition halls, you’ll find everything from the Wright Flyer to space suits to a moon rock you can touch. There’s the Apollo 11 Command Module, Sputnik, and a collection of WWI and WWII aircraft. This is the most popular museum in the United States, seeing more than eight million visitors a year here and at the Steven F Udvar-Hazy Center (14390 Air and Space Museum Pkwy., Chantilly, Virginia, 703/572-4118, http://airandspace.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, free, parking $15), so expect company no matter when you visit.



S National Museum of African American History and Culture



The National Museum of African American History and Culture (1400 Constitution Ave. NW, 844/750-3012, http://nmaahc.si.edu, 10am-5:30pm daily, free) cuts a striking figure, simultaneously boxlike and organic. Look closely at the building’s facade and you’ll see a design built into it that was inspired by ironworks made by enslaved Africans.
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Smithsonian Institution
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Museum of Natural History
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National Museum of African American History and Culture





The exterior is only part of the story. More is told inside, some of it through architecture. The first exhibit hall is three floors underground, and as you move through eras of African American history, the exhibit halls get larger, more open, and lighter. As you move to the top floor, you’re finally in the sun. Gripping displays explore African American contributions to literature and art, music, sports, and culture, and thousands of artifacts and photographs tell the stories of African Americans from enslavement through the civil rights movement to today. Stepping into a segregated railcar or taking a seat at the interactive lunch counter exhibit, where the vitriol of unwelcoming segregationists is just as palpable as the bravery of those who dared sit where they wanted, will make your heart catch in your throat.


The museum’s Sweet Home Café (202/633-6174, 11am-3pm daily, $8-18), the last stop for many visitors, puts a stamp on the experience by revealing the broad influence African Americans have had on the nation’s culinary development. With four dining stations telling the distinct food stories of the Agricultural South (with Gullah-style dishes), the Creole Coast (think po’boys and shrimp and grits), North States (smoked turkey, pepper pot), and the Western Range (pan-roasted trout, beef brisket), it’s one more way to measure the breadth and depth of African Americans’ influence on the development of American culture.


In general the Smithsonian museums are popular and crowded, this museum especially so. As a result, tickets can be difficult to come by if you’re visiting DC when the city’s packed with people there for events, marches, rallies, or just because the kids are out of school and the weather is good. Tickets are timed so a steady flow of visitors can experience the fullness of the museum. Reserve your timed entry ticket online up to 30 days prior to your visit. Same-day tickets are available, but it’s a gamble, and if this is your plan you might miss the museum. If you’re visiting with a group, be aware that individuals may reserve up to six tickets; if you have a group of 10 or more group tickets are available (follow the “Plan Your Visit” link on the museum’s website).



S United States Holocaust Memorial Museum



Nothing prepares you for a visit to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (100 Raoul Wallenberg Pl. SW and Independence Ave., 202/488-0400, www.ushmm.org, 10am-5:30pm daily except Yom Kippur and Dec. 25, free at ticket counter, $1 online), and in truth, it’s hard to comprehend this historical black mark either before or after a visit. But it’s a required sight if for no other reason than the adage “those who don’t know history are destined to repeat it” holds more truth than we may like to admit.
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United States Holocaust Memorial Museum





The building’s exterior was designed to resemble the high brick ovens used to dispose of the bodies of millions of Jewish people. Inside, exhibits methodically trace the rise of Nazi Germany and the systematic implementation of its policy of genocide. Visitors witness many depictions of horrific atrocities, but perhaps the most affecting items are the heaps of personal effects the Nazis collected from those they murdered, including piles of shoes, brushes, and hair.


From March to August you’ll need a timed pass to visit the permanent collection. A limited number are distributed at the museum each morning; otherwise, you can order passes and make reservations for your tour for a nominal fee (www.ushmm.org, $1). Allow at least 3-4 hours to visit. The permanent exhibition is not recommended for children under age 11.


The White House


First occupied by John Adams, the mansion at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW was known as the President’s House until it was whitewashed to cover smoke damage from the 1814 British burning of the city. It’s not nearly as accessible today as it was during Jefferson’s time, when the president examined mastodon fossils in the East Room and enthusiastic dairymen would bustle in to deposit huge cheeses. Nevertheless, it’s the only chief executive’s abode in the world that is open to tourists. When visiting the White House (1600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, 202/456-7041, www.whitehouse.gov, by invitation or tour only), don’t step across the boundary ropes or make other foolish moves—those friendly folks patrolling the halls can turn serious quickly.


Tours (8am-12:30pm Tues.-Sat., free) are available, though on a very restricted schedule. For tickets to the self-guided tour, contact your member of Congress; foreign citizens must submit tour requests through their Washington DC embassy. Requests for tickets can be submitted up to six months in advance and no less than 21 days before your visit. Submit your request early as this is a very popular tour. Also, it is the White House, so tours can be canceled on a moment’s notice.


United States Capitol


Any first-time visitor to DC should take advantage of the opportunity to peek into the Capitol (east end of the National Mall, 202/226-8000, www.visitthecapitol.gov [URL inactive], by tour only) and see our elected officials at work. The small but well-appointed Senate chamber offers each senator a private desk separate from the rest, whereas House representatives are jammed together in long, curved pews. The rest of the building presents its own peculiar charms: niches and rotundas stuffed with statues, long marble halls, paintings and frescoes everywhere. A word of warning: Much of the Capitol is off-limits to visitors, and you must heed the guidance of Capitol police.


Visiting the Capitol on a guided tour (free) is much easier than securing a ticket for a White House tour. You still need to schedule a tour in advance, through your senator or representative, or online, though there are some same-day tour passes available. There is also a Visitor Center (9am-3:30pm Mon.-Fri., closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s Day, and Inauguration Day) at the Capitol. If you’re interested in observing the Senate or House of Representatives when they’re in session, you can get a pass from your senator or representative that will allow you access to the balcony galleries in their respective chambers.


Sightseeing Tours


One of the best ways to see the monuments and museums on the National Mall is by bicycle. Though most of DC’s surface streets lack bike lanes (and what city-biking novice wants to negotiate that traffic?), around the Mall you’ll find biking easy. Bike and Roll (955 L’Enfant Plaza SW, 202/842-2453, http://bikeandrolldc.com, tours daily, bike tours $44-49 adults, $34-39 children, e-bike and Segway tours $64-79 adults only, call for age and height requirements) leads a number of guided excursions to see the sights and hear tidbits of DC trivia on the Mall via bike, e-bike, or Segway.


Outside the Mall


The Phillips Collection


The Phillips Collection (1600 21st St. NW, 202/387-2151, www.phillipscollection.org, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun., pay-what-you-want for the first timed entry of the day, otherwise $16 adults, $12 seniors ages 62 and up, $10 students, free ages 18 and under), America’s first museum of modern art, opened in 1921. Housed in a beautiful 1897 Georgian Revival house in the Dupont Circle neighborhood, the Phillips Collection contains some remarkable pieces by Vincent van Gogh, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Henri Matisse, Paul Cézanne, Winslow Homer, Paul Klee, Mark Rothko, Willem de Kooning, and Jackson Pollock. The Phillips Collection uses timed entry for their tickets, and the first ticket of the day doesn’t have a fixed price; rather, it’s “pay-what-you-want.” The goal is to allow visitors with the means to dig deep and support the collection and its mission while still providing access to visitors and art lovers who many not have the funds. It’s a unique way to operate an art gallery but it’s working for the Phillips Collection.


International Spy Museum


Live out your secret agent fantasies at the International Spy Museum (700 L’Enfant Plaza SW, 202/393-7798, www.spymuseum.org, 9am-6pm Sun.-Mon., 10am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-7pm Sat., $24-27 adults, $22-24 seniors, military and law enforcement, $16-17 ages 7-12, free ages 6 and under), where interactive exhibits include the tools used by spies the world over, information on tradecraft, famous spy capers and incidents, and a series of stations where you, under cover as a spy with an assumed name and backstory, have to use what you’ve learned to evade capture by counterintelligence agents. The Spy Museum Store (www.spymuseumstore.org, museum admission not required) has a ton of fun toys, games, and spy gadgets.


National Portrait Gallery


The National Portrait Gallery (8th and G Sts. NW, 202/633-8300, http://npg.si.edu, 11:30am-7pm daily, free) tells the country’s story through the individuals who helped shape its history and culture. Exhibitions of portraits, sculptures, and busts include representations dedicated to key figures and events 1600-1900, 20th-century Americans, performing artists, sports figures, pop-culture icons, and first ladies and presidents; particularly popular portraits include the President and Mrs. Obama by Kehinde Wiley and Amy Sherald, respectively, the first official portraits commissioned by the gallery of a president or first lady by Black artists.


The National Portrait Gallery is connected to the Smithsonian American Art Museum (8th and G Sts. NW, 202/633-7970, http://americanart.si.edu, 11:30am-7pm daily, free), where you can see some absolutely astounding pieces of fine and folk art. Big names include Georgia O’Keeffe and Edward Hopper. Other significant artists in the collection include Minnie Evans, a self-taught African American artist (from my hometown of Wilmington, North Carolina) who draws her surreal visions and dreams, and Nam Jun Paik, considered the founder of video art. Between the two buildings is the lovely Kogod Courtyard, where you’ll find free Wi-Fi and decent coffee.


Sightseeing Tours


Cultural Tourism DC (700 12th St. NW Suite 700, 202/355-4280, www.culturaltourismdc.org) offers free and self-guided (unless otherwise noted) walking tours throughout DC. There are maps available in the office and online. The African American Heritage Trail is particularly good because DC is and has always been a city with a vibrant Black community, but over time that story’s been minimized, ignored, and otherwise overlooked. There are more than 200 stops and sites along the trail, most marked with plaques. You’ll be directed to places like the steps of the Lincoln Memorial where Dr. King delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech; the Vermont Avenue Baptist Church, founded in 1866 by formerly enslaved people; Engine Company Number 4, the district’s first all-Black fire company; the Duke Ellington Residence; the African American Civil War Memorial and Museum; Franklin Square, the site of the first Emancipation Day parade; and other places illustrating the stories, struggles, and triumphs of the Black community. Other walking tours offered include 18 Neighborhood Heritage Trails (Adams Morgan, Brightwood, Mount Pleasant, Shaw, and Greater U Street, among others), a War of 1812 tour, and trails focused on Little Japan and Little Mexico. There are also several programs throughout the year: PorchFest in October, Passport DC in May, and the annual Embassy Chef Challenge.




Washington DC’s Complicated Racial Legacy


From its inception, the United States has struggled to fully realize the promise of its Declaration of Independence’s proclamation that “all men are created equal.” Inequality—and specifically racial inequality—undergirded the very formation of the nation’s capital.


Founding Washington DC


Washington DC wasn’t always the capital of the United States; New York City and Philadelphia were among the cities that once served as the seat of power. Under President George Washington, the time came to decide upon a permanent capital. In 1790, his secretary of state, as well as author of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, met with Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton and Virginia congressman James Madison to determine what it would be. Both Southerners and enslavers, Madison and Jefferson were concerned that if a city in the North—such as New York or Philadelphia, or another location along Pennsylvania’s Susquehanna River—became the capital, Southern power would erode and the institution of slavery would be endangered. They pushed instead for a location along the Potomac River, sandwiched between Maryland and Virginia—two states with significant populations of enslaved people. A deal was made for such a location, the then-unnamed patch of marshland that would become Washington DC.


In an effort to minimize labor costs, enslaved African Americans were put to work on the project, draining swamps and marshes and constructing buildings across the District, including the U.S. Capitol and White House. The city’s commissioners—also enslavers—further reduced labor costs by “leasing” enslaved men and women from regional owners.


The 1800s and Emancipation


But in some ways Washington DC in later years led the nation in African American civil rights. Nine months before President Lincoln issued the federal Emancipation Proclamation, in April 1862, Congress passed the District of Columbia Emancipation Act, granting freedom to all enslaved persons. The District also granted Black men the right to vote in 1867, three years before this right was extended at the federal level with the ratification of the 15th Amendment; elected the first Black American to hold municipal office in 1868; and passed a law in 1872 that made segregation in public housing illegal. Milestones were made in education, from the 1867 founding of Howard University, a historically Black university, to the 1870 founding of the city’s first public high school, the Preparatory High School for Colored Youth, today called Dunbar High School.


DC Today


There is still much work to be done. The quest for racial justice continues, from the civil rights and Black Power movements to the Million Man March to today’s Black Lives Matter activism. We have miles to go, and while we cannot erase the fact that the literal foundations of the nation’s capital were built upon the backs of enslaved Black people, we must acknowledge it and begin to reckon with this history.


Visitors interested in learning more should pay a visit to the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial and the National Museum of African American History and Culture. Less-obvious opportunities to take in this history also exist across the District. Destination DC (www.washington.org) has an index of African American cultural and historic sites, and Cultural Tourism DC (www.culturaltourismdc.org) offers a self-guided African American Heritage Trail and a Greater U Street Heritage Trail.





There’s a lot to learn about DC’s Black history, and Capital Buddy Tours (1101 Howard Rd. SE, 202/340-2017, https://capitalbuddytours.com) shines more light on the story and the Black experience in the District with their walking and driving tours. DC Black History Night Tour ($80 adults, $60 seniors, $70 kids) visits Black Lives Matter Plaza and a number of known and lesser-known monuments, memorials, and significant sites. The DC Black Museum Hop-on/Hop-off Tour ($30/one-day shuttle pass, $50/two-day shuttle pass) makes it easy to see museums and sites (you’ll still need entry tickets as required by the individual museums) around town. Their DC Chocolate City Day Tour ($80 adults, $60 seniors, $70 kids) visits Howard University, the MLK Memorial, Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, and other sites. Check to see if their DC Underground Railroad Tour ($79 adults, $60 seniors, $69 kids) is available; this daylong tour takes you behind the scenes in cemeteries and historic churches that helped freedom seekers flee enslavement in the South. It also includes stops at Howard University, Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, and more than a dozen other important sites, including a lunch break at one of the city’s soul food restaurants.


Old Town Trolley Tours (Union Station, 50 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 844/356-2603, www.trolleytours.com, $45-62 adults, $30 ages 4-12, free ages 3 and under) offers hop-on, hop-off sightseeing that takes you all around the city, making 20 stops along the way. Stops include Arlington National Cemetery, the National Cathedral, Georgetown, the National Mall, and a ton of monuments.


Several tour operators send boats out onto the Potomac to cruise the DC-Virginia-Maryland waterfront, employing sleek yachts, World War II-era boats, and several styles between. City Experiences by Hornblower (866/302-2469, www.cityexperiences.com)—formerly Potomac Riverboat Company—has the most options. Take a Monuments Tour (one-way tickets $21 adults, $19 veterans and ages 62 and up, $15 ages 3-11, free ages 2 and under; round-trip tickets $34 adults, $32 veterans and ages 62 and up, $22 ages 3-11, free ages 2 and under), a Lunch Cruise ($75-90 adults, $60 ages 3-12, free ages 2 and under) with sightseeing, or a Dinner Cruise ($118-143 adults, $118 ages 3-12, free ages 2 and under). They also have a water taxi (from $17 one-way) between the Wharf, Georgetown, Old Town Alexandria, and National Harbor, Maryland. The water taxi runs daily; check the website for the current schedule. Book your tours and cruises in advance because they can sell out.



S Arlington National Cemetery



The country’s second-oldest national cemetery, Arlington National Cemetery (across Memorial Bridge from the Lincoln Memorial, Arlington, Virginia, 877/907-8585, www.arlingtoncemetery.mil, 8am-5pm daily, free, parking $3/hour), spreads over 624 acres of rolling hills across the Potomac from DC. The resting place for more than 400,000 active-duty service members, veterans, their families, heads of state, and others whose service to our country is unheralded, Arlington is a beautiful and somber place to visit. The gravesite of John F. Kennedy and the elaborate Changing of the Guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier attract visitors wishing to pay their respects to the sacrifices made by the individuals interred here.



History



Arlington National Cemetery began as a thousand-acre plantation owned by George Washington Parke Custis, grandson of Martha Washington and adopted son of George Washington. The centerpiece was Arlington House, built as a memorial to our first president. In 1857, the property came into the hands of Custis’s daughter, Mary, and her husband, Robert E. Lee. When Lee accepted command of Virginia’s army at the onset of the Civil War, he resigned his commission with the U.S. Army and left, never to return to Arlington House. After a brief occupation by Virginia militiamen, the house and estate were taken and held by Union forces.


Enslaved people lived and worked on the plantation, but when Lee and his family abandoned the land, they abandoned the people there, too. By 1862, after Congress passed legislation emancipating all those enslaved within DC, the city was growing crowded with temporary freedman camps. With President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, the housing problem in DC was compounded. Officials began to look beyond the city limits for where to house these individuals and families, and their collective eye fell on Arlington. Occupied by Union forces since 1861, near the city, and full of symbolism, Arlington was the natural choice. Within a week, 100 formerly enslaved people lived here. By the following year, there were more than 1,500 people, and a hospital, schoolhouse, community kitchen and dining hall, laundry, and even an “old people’s home” had been established. The freedmen’s village was not without its problems—How temporary was this housing? How much was rent and who collects it? Who is responsible for doing and paying for maintenance?—and by 1900 it had been closed by the government. The freedmen’s village was located a half mile south of Arlington House, around Sections 11 and 3.


In 1864, after the federal government had been using the property for several years, the estate was officially confiscated when Mary couldn’t appear in person to pay the property taxes. Quartermaster General Montgomery Meigs, a Georgian who had remained loyal to the Union, considered Lee the worst kind of traitor and came up with a scathing revenge: the burial of Union dead in Lee’s literal backyard. Meigs crossed the Potomac to personally oversee the interment of the first Union soldiers in Mary’s rose garden, now Section 27 on the northeastern edge of the cemetery. Eventually, 16,000 Civil War soldiers and some 1,500 U.S. Colored Troops and 3,800 formerly enslaved people were buried in the fields around Arlington House.


After the war, Lee’s grandson, George Washington Custis Lee, sued the U.S. government for possession of the estate and won after taking the case to the Supreme Court. In 1883, he sold it back to the government for $150,000 (more than $3 million in today’s dollars). Two hundred surrounding acres were set aside to start the cemetery.


Visiting the Cemetery


Your first stop should be the Welcome Center (by the cemetery entrance, 877/907-8585, www.arlingtoncemetery.mil, 8am-5pm daily), where you can view displays detailing the history of the cemetery and, more importantly, grab a map. You’ll need it, as the cemetery can be confusing, and it’s a hike between commonly visited sites—namely the Kennedy graves and the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. The cemetery also offers free shuttle service for individuals to visit a specific gravesite. If it’s hot, you’re tired, or you’re traveling with little ones or seniors, the Arlington National Cemetery Official Tour Company (866/754-9014, www.arlingtontours.com, 8am-5pm daily, $18 adults, $14 ages 65 and over, $10 ages 4-12, free ages 3 and under, $8 veterans, free in uniform) takes a small bus to the major spots in the cemetery.


The most visited spot in the cemetery is the Kennedy graves. Situated on a knoll with magnificent views of the National Mall across the Potomac are the graves of President John F. Kennedy, his wife Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, and their two infant children, with an Eternal Flame burning at their heads. Nearby are the graves of Senators Robert Kennedy and Ted Kennedy.


On the hilltop above the Kennedys sits Arlington House (703/235-1530, www.nps.gov/arho, 9am-4pm daily Apr.-Sept., 9:30am-4pm daily Oct.-Mar., free), the Greek Revival mansion that was home to Robert E. Lee.


Look for the white marble Memorial Amphitheater and pass behind it to reach the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. This tomb holds the remains of unidentified soldiers from World War I, World War II, and the Korean War. Dating back to 1926, the tomb was built from more than 50 tons of white Yule marble from Colorado. Guards from the U.S. Army’s 3rd Infantry, known as the Old Guard, keep a constant vigil. These tomb sentinels march 21 unerring steps back and forth, snapping their heels and executing a “shoulder-arms” movement at every turn. Crowds gather for the changing of the guard (every 30 minutes daily Apr.-Sept., every hour daily Oct.-Mar.) and watch in awed silence as the on-duty officer inspects and gives orders to the sentinel going on duty and the one coming off. For a moment, they march in unison, looking like reflections of each other. The tomb also held the remains of an unknown Vietnam War veteran until 1998, when DNA evidence revealed his identity as Lt. Michael Blassie, an air force pilot shot down in 1972. Blassie was disinterred and reburied closer to home.
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