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	Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


	Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


	Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


	Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.
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sunrise on Corolla beach








WELCOME TO THE North Carolina Coast





5 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


BEST OF THE North Carolina Coast


EAT SEAFOOD LIKE A LOCAL


Outdoor Adventure


Best Beaches


MAKE A SPLASH!


There’s something of a waking lullaby in the saline smell of the sea, in the cry of gulls and the beat of waves on the sand. Just a note or two of that song and we’re lifted out of the moment, transported to our own instances of discovery, left grasping at the memory with all our senses and capturing pieces of it. How much we grab and how long we keep hold is different for each of us, but if we open ourselves, allow ourselves the vulnerability of the experience, let the memory of our first time steal in around the edges like the fingers of dawn reaching above the horizon, we can tap into something that extends beyond ourselves.


The call of songbirds in the marsh grass, lightning in a summer sky, ships’ lights on the dark sea, golden evenings walking among the bent heads of sea oats—these can all take us there; so too can the taste of saltwater on our lips after we dive under that first wave, the heat of afternoon sun on our shoulders, the aroma of jasmine blossoms in the night.


Seeking these experiences is the first step, and wherever you go on the coast of North Carolina, you’ll find them, those things that allow you to see this world with fresh eyes and experience it anew. Take in the salt air; listen for that space of silence between breath and bird and breaker. Then open your eyes and see the world around you—the clouds pinned to the sky, the birds gliding inches above the waves, the sea, the sand, the far-off horizon curving ever away from us—and be awed by it all.


From the waves of the Outer Banks to the lighthouses of the Crystal Coast to the beaches of the Southern Coast, here you can find the time to make yours larger, richer, and changed for the better.
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Cape Hatteras National Seashore










5 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Joining a wild horse tour to meet these majestic North Carolina residents, who roam the beaches in the Outer Banks.
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2 Devouring local seafood across the coast.
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3 Learning the stories behind historic lighthouses and climbing to the top to admire the sweeping views.
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4 Paddling, kayaking, sailing, and canoeing your way to adventure.
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5 Wandering 56 mi (90 km) of coastline along the Cape Lookout National Seashore.













Planning Your Trip









WHERE TO GO









The Outer Banks





This narrow strip of shore is rich with ecological wonders, centuries-old traditions, and historical mysteries. Around Nags Head and the Cape Hatteras National Seashore, surfers, hang gliders, and kiteboarders ride the wind and waves. One of the first English settlements appeared and then disappeared on Roanoke Island, Blackbeard roamed these waters before losing his head near Ocracoke, and the Wright Brothers changed the world in a windswept field in Kill Devil Hills. Along the vast Pamlico and Albemarle Sounds, colonial towns and fishing villages stand along deep, still rivers. The Great Dismal Swamp, an eerie, unforgettable place perfect for kayaking and canoeing, once harbored colonial rebels who birthed our country, and thousands of enslaved people seeking freedom and a life of their own.
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Pamlico Sound











Beaufort and the Crystal Coast





Quaint beach towns line the Crystal Coast. Beaufort and New Bern, two of colonial North Carolina’s most important cities, have some of the South’s most stunning early architecture. Morehead City is a hot spot for scuba diving the offshore wrecks in The Graveyard of the Atlantic, and Cape Lookout National Seashore has 56 mi (90 km) of undeveloped shoreline inhabited only by wild horses, shorebirds, and one of the state’s iconic lighthouses. Inland, New Bern and Tryon Palace dish up the state’s early history with a refreshing side of hospitality.
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Wilmington and Cape Fear





The towns surrounding the mouth of the Cape Fear River are year-round knockouts. The port city of Wilmington, known for its antebellum homes and gardens and the annual Azalea Festival, has a food and craft beer scene to rival almost any other in the state. Topsail Island, Wrightsville Beach, and the Beaches of Brunswick County offer some of the most beautiful stretches of sand in the nation. Inland, the Waccamaw and Lumber Rivers creep through black-water swamps, while the Cape Fear River leads upstream to Fayetteville, a city full of surprises.












WHEN TO GO





Spring debuts in the southeast as early as late February, but reliably by mid-March. As it creeps up along the coast, temperatures are a pretty consistent 60-70 degrees by mid-April.


Summer means great weather and the high season. The beaches are packed, and you’ll find festivals and events throughout the region. The heat can be brutal, especially when combined with humidity, but the coast stays cooler than inland destinations, and ocean breezes offer relief. Temperatures range from the upper 70s to the mid 90s, with water temperatures in the mid 70s to low 80s, making for ideal beach days.


Autumn reaches the coast by early November, after hurricane season has passed. Autumn weather stays in the high-60s-low-70s, punctuated by days that push into the 80s, making it ideal for outdoor activities. Along the coast, the water stays swimmably warm past Halloween most years.


Winter is milder here than in many parts of the country. Daytime temperatures are usually in the 40s and 50s between late December and February, with frequent dips below freezing as the season wears on. The coast only gets one or two snow showers a year. Fall and early winter attract anglers, but many coastal businesses reduce their hours or even close entirely during winter.


During the shoulder seasons—late spring and early fall—rental rates drop, beaches are a little less crowded, and visitors can find bargain getaways (although the eastern Sandhills and areas around Pinehurst and Southern Pines can be quite crowded in the spring and fall, when the weather is most beautiful for golfing).









KNOW BEFORE YOU GO





There are some seasonal events that are so large that entire cities or corners of the state can be heavily booked. April is the cruelest month for making short-notice travel arrangements, especially in Wilmington, where the Azalea Festival draws 100,000 visitors annually. Around the 4th of July, Oak Island, Bald Head Island, and Southport, the epicenter of a massive Independence Day celebration, are jam-packed with visitors enjoying fireworks and celebrations. During festival times like these, it can be difficult to find a motel room, campground, or spot for your RV anywhere near the event. October sees Morehead City packed to the gills for the North Carolina Seafood Festival. If you’ll be visiting the coast in winter, plan ahead for accommodations and dining, as businesses may be closed.


Coastal weather can change dramatically on a whim. Even on hot days, it can be breezy and cool on the water. Bring sun protection no matter when you visit. A water bottle is also handy. In spring and fall, it’s not a bad idea to keep some long sleeves, even if they’re light, on hand; and in winter you’ll want something to break the chill of the ocean breeze.


Cell phone signals are pretty consistent throughout North Carolina, but there are pockets on the coast where cell service and 3G, 4G, and LTE connectivity is spotty.
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BEST OF THE North Carolina Coast





North Carolina’s coast spans some 300 mi (483 km) from Virginia to South Carolina. There’s tons of beach, marsh, history, food, and fun to be had, but you can make it to all the highlights in a week.






Wilmington and Cape Fear









Day 1





Start your journey in Wilmington, the hub of the southeastern coast, easily accessible by road or air and lovely in its own right. Visit Wrightsville Beach for a swim and some beach time. Around lunch, pack up and drive 10 minutes to downtown Wilmington for a taco at Tacobaby, a stroll along the Riverwalk, and shopping at The Cotton Exchange. Stay downtown for dinner. Try PinPoint for a delicious twist on Southern cuisine, or Rx Chicken and Oysters for a spin on burgers you’ll remember, or dine on the river and savor the views. Not ready for bed? Pay a visit to one of the best breweries in town—Waterline, Flying Machine, and Flytrap are all great choices—or a cocktail at manna before retreating to your hotel.









Day 2





Head to the charming fishing village of Southport for a morning of shopping. At lunch, go for Southport’s Yacht Basin Provision Company, or head south to Calabash for a taste of the world-famous style of seafood at Waterfront Seafood Shack.


Backtrack to Southport, take the ferry to Fort Fisher, and walk off lunch at this historic Civil War fort. Next, visit the nearby North Carolina Aquarium for a look at what lies beneath the waves.


Dinner takes you back to Wrightsville Beach, where you can have an omakase sushi feast at Bento Box.











Beaufort and the Crystal Coast









Day 3





Drive north on US 17 and US 70 to Beaufort and Morehead City. Beaufort’s pirate history is on display via a walking tour of downtown, and you can even pay your respects to Blackbeard at the North Carolina Maritime Museum, which contains artifacts recovered from his sunken pirate ship. Have lunch at the humbly-named but sophisticated eatery Beaufort Grocery before heading north on US 70 to New Bern, the second oldest town in the state.


Spend the afternoon exploring art galleries and antique shops in downtown New Bern, and visit the beautiful gardens and home of Tryon Palace. On the way back to your bed and breakfast, drop in at the Birthplace of Pepsi to learn about this iconic Southern drink. Dinner will be waterside at Persimmons Restaurant, where fresh seafood and sophisticated preparations are the norm.









Day 4





Spend your morning at one of the coffee shops and bakeries in New Bern, then walk off your pastry on a tour of the elegant homes in the neighborhoods on the north side of town. Head inland to the famous Skylight Inn, a whole hog barbecue joint that serves barbecue sandwiches, plates, and platters that exemplify the Eastern North Carolina style—smoky, vinegary, delicious.


For the afternoon, head to Kinston for a look at the remains of a Civil War Ironclad at the CSS Neuse Interpretive Center and the full-scale replica of this fearsome ship just a couple of blocks away. Enjoy a beer at Mother Earth Brewing’s tap room, then dinner at Chef & the Farmer. Spend the night in Kinston at Mother Earth Motor Lodge, a boutique motel that’s the exact right amount of retro chic.














The Outer Banks









Day 5





Lovick’s Cafe has breakfast and eye-opening coffee to fuel you for the three-hour push to Roanoke Island on the Outer Banks. Drive northeast to Jamesville and join US 64, which will take you through the rural Inner Banks into Manteo. Along the way, soak up the scenery and stop to stretch your legs at Pettigrew State Park.


You’ll arrive on Roanoke Island around lunchtime. Grab a bite to eat at The Hungry Pelican in Manteo and visit the Elizabethan Gardens and Fort Raleigh National Historic Site before you enjoy the longest-running outdoor drama in the US, The Lost Colony. Spend the night at the Tranquil House Inn and enjoy dinner in-house at 1587.









Day 6





Pack up and head across the sound toward the beach. Grab breakfast at Sam & Omie’s, an Outer Banks classic, in Nags Head, then walk across the street to Jennette’s Pier for some beach time. Drive south on Highway 12 to the Bodie Island Lighthouse and climb to the top for a breathtaking view of the Outer Banks.


Take Highway 12 north toward Duck. Stop at the Wright Brothers National Memorial and see a replica of the brothers’ famed flying machine and the site where those historic first flights took place. Continue north to the village of Duck for lunch at Cravings Steak & Seafood before checking in to luxe accommodations at the oceanfront Sanderling Resort. Spend the afternoon on the beach or relaxing at the spa, or take an excursion to Corolla, the next town up from Duck, to climb the Currituck Beach Lighthouse or take a wild horse tour on the beach to spot some of the famous Banker ponies.


Dinner and drinks tonight are just up the road at The Blue Point, a waterside restaurant that makes the most of local seafood and stunning sunset views.









Day 7





It’s about three hours from Duck to Ocracoke, your last stop before heading home, so strike out early and get breakfast at Duck Donuts, before following Highway 12 south through Cape Hatteras National Seashore. This stretch of beach is wild, and you’ll find just a handful of small towns. Close to the southern tip is the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse with its iconic black and white spiral paint job. Snap a photo or climb to the top. A few miles to the southeast in Hatteras, board the ferry to Ocracoke Island.


On Ocracoke, arrange for a fishing charter or spend the day relaxing on the shell-strewn beach. Take your lunch at SmacNally’s Waterfront Bar and Grill, a harborside restaurant with great seafood. Spend the afternoon in Ocracoke Village, and in the evening, return to the harbor for dinner at The Flying Melon. Spend the night here (taking time for stargazing, which is especially good outside of town) and begin to make your way home in the morning. A three-hour ferry ride puts you back on the Inner Banks near Beaufort, where you’re not far from the airports in Wilmington or Raleigh, as well as I-40 and I-95.










TOP EXPERIENCE












Eat Seafood Like a Local





Fishing villages dot the coast of North Carolina, and many restaurants still use fresh-caught seafood on their menus. To dine like a local, pick restaurants like the favorites listed below, which use local seafood, meat, and produce while paying homage to the culinary traditions that make each coastal culture distinct.






THE OUTER BANKS







	
Sam & Omie’s opened in 1937 to feed hungry fishermen, and the concept stuck. Try a platter of broiled or fried seafood the way the first patrons ate it—hot and fresh.


	Nag’s Head’s Lucky 12 offers 20 beers on tap, another 90 in bottles or cans, a 40-martini drink menu, and an excellent burger.


	On Hatteras Island, Buxton Munch is a surprising little spot, with possibly my favorite fish taco on the Outer Banks.













BEAUFORT AND THE CRYSTAL COAST








	
Black Sheep serves brick-oven pizza, charcuterie and cheese plates, and craft beer and wine, right on the water.


	
Big Oak Drive-In and Bar-B-Q serves shrimpburgers, a Crystal Coast classic, in as informal and lovely a setting as you’ll find.


	
Caribsea Restaurant delivers an upscale experience with fresh seafood, signature cocktails, and a rooftop bar with amazing water views.












WILMINGTON AND CAPE FEAR







	
Catch is all about infusing local seafood with Asian, creole, and even Gullah flavors, and there’s not a dish on the menu that disappoints.


	
Yacht Basin Provision Company puts you dockside for a feast of peel-and-eat shrimp, grouper sandwiches, and as much fresh seafood as you can stand.


	
Waterfront Seafood Shack serves fresh fish, shrimp, and more—purchased from the fishmonger next door—done in the traditional Calabash style.
















[image: image]


















Outdoor Adventure





There’s no shortage of outdoor activities along North Carolina’s coast. Surfers come in droves; kayakers and stand-up paddleboarders rave about the marshes, sounds, rivers, and swamps; divers dig the wrecks and reefs offshore; and hikers and campers find a surprisingly diverse set of environs to explore. Most surprising are the hang gliders who come to Jockey’s Ridge on the Outer Banks. This massive sand dune is the perfect launch and landing point for hang gliders of all skill levels.






Kayaking





I’ve paddled all along the North Carolina coast, and although some prefer to take their kayaks oceanside, I’m happiest on the sounds, marshes, creeks, rivers, and swamps inland and on the back side of the barrier islands. No matter where you are along the coast, outfitters rent kayaks and stand-up paddleboards and quite often lead visitors on tours.


Along the Virginia border, the Great Dismal Swamp offers miles of paddling through what is a beautiful swamp, despite its name. Put ins are plentiful, but outfitters are a little ways away. It’s best to bring your own gear or make arrangements for day-long or longer rentals.


The same holds true for the Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge, where you stand a good chance of seeing an alligator (be careful if you do, and do not approach), black bear, or even the elusive and endangered red wolf. If you take a moonlight paddling tour, listen for the howls of red wolves.


Perhaps the greatest paddle on the coast is exploring the 56 mi (90 km) of shoreline along the sound at Cape Lookout National Seashore, a long island inhabited only by wildlife, including birds, crabs, and wild horses. The ocean side of Cape Lookout is just ocean, but the sound side is rife with marshes and creeks. Paddle over from Harkers Island and spend a night or two to have enough time for discovering this place.


Near Wilmington, Town Creek winds for many miles from Brunswick County’s Green Swamp to the Cape Fear River, ranging from a tight, heavily wooded swamp creek to a wide coastal marsh. The brackish water, stained a rich coffee color by tannins from rotting vegetation, looks like something from Creature From the Black Lagoon. Twists and turns and plenty of wildlife, including circling osprey and the occasional snake, keep trips interesting. On Bald Head Island, the marsh creeks wind around for miles, and the birdwatching—osprey, golden and bald eagles, painted bunting, egret and ibis—is top notch.









Surfing





From powerful storm swells to gentle, easy-to-learn-on beach break, the North Carolina coastline welcomes surfers of all skill levels from all over the world.


The Outer Banks is perpetually popular. The deserted Cape Hatteras National Seashore and the villages of Waves, Buxton, and Salvo are popular basecamps for surf safaris. Bring your boards and drop in along the National Seashore, or head north into the more populated Nags Head and Kill Devil Hills area for good waves closer to numerous surf shops, restaurants, and bars. You won’t just find surfers here; you’ll also see some daredevils kiteboarding. Strapped to a wakeboard and giant kite, they use the winds to propel them and the waves to launch them into the air all along the beaches and sound around Cape Hatteras.


For south-facing beaches known for catching swells, head to Emerald Isle on the Crystal Coast and Oak Island, one of the Brunswick beaches. This pair is especially popular when there are storms offshore.


Wrightsville Beach and Topsail Island, near Wilmington, are hot spots along the Cape Fear coast. At Wrightsville, wide beaches and consistent breaks satisfy experienced and learning surfers. Topsail, a smaller, slightly steeper beach, makes for great sessions for experienced surfers, especially those looking to show off a little.
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surfing at Wrightsville Beach











Hiking





There aren’t mountains along the North Carolina coast, so any hiking you do will be relatively flat. And sandy. You can get a little elevation at Jockey’s Ridge, the largest sand dune on the east coast, which stands more than 100 ft (161 m) high and offers amazing views of the sunrise, sunset, shores, and sounds. Wander through this dune system and watch hang gliders, kite flyers, and sand boarders (think snowboarding on a sand dune, sans parka). Notice the changes in vegetation and wildlife as you near the sound, then go for a swim, or just watch the boats and wind surfers go by. Be prepared for lots of sand in your boots.


From dunes and patches of forest to beach, there’s plenty to explore at Cape Lookout National Seashore. Get up close and personal to the diamond-patterned Cape Lookout Lighthouse, but keep your distance from the wild Banker ponies.


Croatan National Forest on the Inner Banks has more than 40 mi (64 km) of trails, ranging from half a mile to the 20-plus mile Neusiok Trail. Passing through swamp, hummock, and an inland forest, you’ll feel like you’ve been transported into the past.


More than 10 mi (16 km) of trails circle through Ev-Henwood Nature Preserve, a former farm and turpentine supply point that’s now a nature preserve and study center for the University of North Carolina Wilmington. It’s easy to link these trails and explore piney forests, a few stands of hardwoods, and the black headwaters of Town Creek.


The truly adventurous can hike the 11-mi (18-km) spit of land that connects Bald Head Island to the mainland. The long, hot hike from Fort Fisher along the shore and dunes to the island is best made in the shoulder seasons. Bring water, food, sun protection, and a plan for when you reach the end, because Bald Head Island is closed to cars and accessible only by ferry (or hiking). It’s a 5-mi (8-km) trek across the island to the ferry once you arrive, but friendly residents and vacationers offer rides. You may also want to explore the shorter trails that dive into Bald Head Island’s maritime forest.









Camping





You can rent a tent or RV site at plenty of campgrounds, but many of North Carolina’s best spots put you in reach of true wilderness.


Kayak or take a ferry from Harkers Island to Cape Lookout National Seashore and camp there or to the west at Shackleford Banks. Both islands are inhabited by wild horses and are beautiful places for nights under the stars.


In the Croatan National Forest you’ll find several great camping spots, especially along the Neusiok Trail. Select a high and dry spot to camp or you just may wake up wet.


Hammocks Beach State Park on Bear Island offers paddling campers and ferry-takers alike a place to spend a few nights in the wild. Just north of Topsail Island and just south of Emerald Isle, the beaches here are gorgeous, shell-littered things that few visitors see.


Near Wilmington, Carolina Beach State Park is a popular spot to set up your tent. Hiking trails through pine forests and along the Cape Fear River give you plenty to do, but the campground’s close enough to town—just five minutes from a restaurant—to get something to eat or drink in the evenings.


Inland, camp beside one of the strange Carolina Bays at Lake Waccamaw State Park, where you’ll find odd plants like the Venus flytrap and a shallow, circular lake of unknown, possibly cosmic, origin.
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Best Beaches









The Outer Banks









Corolla












BEST FOR WILDLIFE





Visit Corolla to view the Banker ponies, wild horses that have lived along the Outer Banks for hundreds of years.









Duck












BEST FOR SUNBATHING, SUNSETS





The beach at Duck is at a slight incline that provides maximum sun exposure and great ocean views. The wide wash of sound and marsh behind the thin strip of beach makes Duck a favorite for sunsets.









Nags Head and Kill Devil Hills












BEST FOR FAMILY FUN





Family vacations to the Outer Banks include seafood buffets, golf carts, mini golf, sunburns, and the occasional carnival ride. Re-create my childhood at Nags Head and Kill Devil Hills, beaches I haunted as a kid.









Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge












BEST FOR BIRDING





This refuge on Hatteras Island is an incredible spot for watching migratory waterfowl.









Hatteras












BEST FOR BEACHCOMBING, WATER SPORTS





The village of Hatteras on Hatteras Island is a popular surfing destination and also good for shelling.









Other Hatteras Island Beaches












BEST FOR SOLITUDE





The villages of Salvo, Buxton, Rodanthe, Waves, and Avon provide privacy along with modern conveniences.









TOP EXPERIENCE













Make a Splash!





Along the coast, water is part of the fabric of life, and every season of the year sailboats, powerboats, canoes, kayaks, and stand-up paddleboards carry residents and visitors on adventures, explorations, fishing trips, and pleasure cruises.




	
The Outer Banks: Take up the challenge of ocean paddling and even surfing, or leisurely drift through salt marshes and creeks.


	
The Great Dismal Swamp: This vast swamp on the North Carolina-Virginia state line is filled with wildlife.


	
Merchants Millpond State Park: A great spot for canoeing or kayaking through beautiful, if eerie, black-water backwaters, caused by tannins from decaying vegetation.


	
Croatan National Forest: Paddling through the blackwater creeks and waterways of this waterlogged forest will transport you to another age.


	
Saltwater Adventure Trail: This paddle trail is long—nearly 100 mi (161 km)—and takes you through a variety of marsh, river, and sound ecosystems.


	
Cape Lookout National Seashore: Paddle to this long uninhabited strip of land and see what you find in the marshes—which may even include wild horses—then explore Cape Lookout lighthouse; or ferry over, camp, and explore the waters at your leisure.


	
Hammocks Beach State Park: You’ll need to paddle out or take a ferry to this island state park where you can camp, explore the islets and marsh creeks, and escape from the mainland for a while.


	
Bald Head Island: The marsh creeks behind Bald Head Island offer dozens of miles of paddling where you can watch osprey and eagle hunt from the sky and occasionally spot dolphins hunting baitfish deep in the creeks.




















Ocracoke












BEST FOR BEACHCOMBING, SOLITUDE, SUNRISES





Ocracoke Island has the benefits of a vacation town, but you’ll find shell-strewn beaches you have almost all to yourself. Watch the sunrise over what seems like endless miles of ocean.









Beaufort and the Crystal Coast









Cape Lookout National Seashore












BEST FOR LONG WALKS, SOLITUDE, SHELLS





With 56 mi (90 km) of coastline, you can quickly find yourself alone in nature at Cape Lookout National Seashore. It’s hard to beat these unbroken stretches of beach for long walks.









Shackleford Banks












BEST FOR WILDLIFE





Shackleford Banks in Cape Lookout National Seashore is a fantastic place to spot wild Banker ponies.









Atlantic Beach












BEST FOR WATER SPORTS





For great diving, including the chance to explore offshore wrecks in the Graveyard of the Atlantic, go to Atlantic Beach on the Bogue Banks and arrange for a dive charter to pick you up in nearby Morehead City.









Emerald Isle












BEST FOR FAMILY FUN, WATER SPORTS





This Bogue Banks town, popular with surfers for its south-facing beach, is a laid-back, family-friendly getaway.












Wilmington and Cape Fear









Topsail Island












BEST FOR WATER SPORTS





Experienced surfers should head to this island, where the surf is consistent year-round and the wind shapes waves into steep peaks, allowing for aerial maneuvers and sharp cutbacks.









Wrightsville Beach












BEST FOR SUNBATHING, WATER SPORTS





This wide, flat beach has sand that’s not too packed, not too powdery—perfect for catching some sun. It’s also popular with new and experienced surfers.









Carolina Beach












BEST FOR FAMILY FUN





Carolina Beach State Park offers an abundance of hotels, a pier for fishing, a boardwalk crowded with shops and arcades, and a small carnival ground—all great for when kids need a break from sea and sand.









Bald Head Island












BEST FOR LONG WALKS, SUNRISES, WILDLIFE





My favorite spot for long walks is the 14 mi (23 km) of beach on Bald Head Island. On south-facing South Beach and east-facing East Beach, there’s ocean on one side and a high dune ridge or maritime forest on the other. More than 225 species of birds have been spotted here. The sunrise over the tumultuous Frying Pan Shoals, which extend toward the ocean from the island’s easternmost tip, is a sight to behold.









Holden Beach, Ocean Isle, and Sunset Beach












BEST FOR BEACHCOMBING, SUNSETS





These Brunswick beaches are rich with delicate sand dollars. The aptly named Sunset Beach comes to life when the day’s last rays stretch over the marsh.

























The Outer Banks
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Highlights





Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Wright Brothers National Memorial: See where North Carolina earned the slogan “First in Flight” and view a replica of the famed Wright Flyer (click here).


S Wild Horse Tours: See wild horses in the dunes, along the shore, and even swimming in the surf along the northernmost portion of the Outer Banks (click here).
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S Fort Raleigh National Historic Site: See where the Lost Colony, the first English settlement in the New World, mysteriously disappeared in the 1580s (click here).


S Cape Hatteras Lighthouse: Climb to the top of this iconic lighthouse (click here).


S Ocracoke Island: On this remote island, you’ll find a historic village home to one of the country’s most unique communities, along with the waters where Blackbeard met his fate, and one of the oldest lighthouses in the nation (click here).


S Pettigrew State Park: Lake Phelps, the park’s centerpiece, is an attractive enigma, a body of shallow water with a deep history (click here).


S Mattamuskeet National Wildlife Refuge: This dramatic waterscape attracts tens of thousands of migratory birds (click here).








This series of islands traces a path along the northeastern coast some 125 mi (200 km) long. You’ll find lighthouses and pirate lore, wild horses, stretches of untamed shore, and enough beach to go around.


From the Virginia border in the north to Ocracoke Island in the south, the Outer Banks stand guard against the incessant grind of wind and wave and the powerful force of a single storm. As barrier islands, it’s their job to protect the mainland, marshlands, and towns of the Inner Banks from a storm’s brunt. As they do so, a centuries-old inlet may be filled in a night and a new channel opened a hundred yards away. In 2012, Hatteras Island was cut off from the rest of the Outer Banks as Hurricane Sandy washed out Highway 12—the only road to follow the length of the Banks—and damaged bridges, filling roadways with several feet of sand and changing, once more, the face of the Outer Banks.
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Between the Outer Banks and the mainland in the Inner Banks is a collection of sounds known as the Albemarle-Pamlico Estuary. Many travelers ignore the sounds, giving them little more than a glance as they cross on a bridge or a ferry, but they play a crucial role in the region. The Albemarle-Pamlico Estuary is the second-largest estuarine system in the country after Chesapeake Bay to the north, and it includes Albemarle, Pamlico, Core, Croatan, Roanoke, and Currituck Sounds. Covering more than 3,000 sq mi (7,770 sq km), the sounds drain more than 30,000 sq mi (77,700 sq km) and provide diverse marine and terrestrial environments that shelter essential plant and animal life. The vast and beautiful marshlands and wide, shallow sounds protect the mainland from storm surges and the Atlantic Ocean from toxins and sediment, all the while providing nursery grounds to countless fish and bird species.


Sheltered from the Atlantic, the Inner Banks are a much more accommodating (ecologically speaking) and familiar landscape than the Outer Banks. Along the marshes and wetlands, hundreds of thousands of migratory birds shelter and rest on their annual journeys, while pocosins (a kind of bog) and maritime forests have nurtured innumerable generations of animals and people. This is where you’ll find North Carolina’s oldest colonial towns—Bath, New Bern, and Edenton. Settlers established their roots here, and the towns have survived for more than 300 years. In Washington County, a rural expanse of farms and wetlands, 4,000-year-old canoes pulled out of Lake Phelps stand witness to the region’s unplumbed depths of history. Rivers flow from farther inland, with towns like Roanoke Rapids and Halifax that played a vital role in North Carolina’s history and development from colony to state.






PLANNING YOUR TIME





Most visitors plan to come to the coast during late spring and summer, and the reasons are obvious: the beaches, restaurants, and attractions that are only open in season as well as numerous warm-weather festivals and goings-on. However, don’t overlook mid-spring and early fall. During the fall, the water is still warm, most of the restaurants and attractions are still open, and the crowds are smaller. Perhaps surprisingly, winter is picking up in popularity too. To many, the solitude offered by a winter beach is hard to beat.


Agriculture affects eastern North Carolina in a unique way. In fall, the area’s second-busiest season, the tobacco harvest fills the nostrils of visitors. In rural areas, trucks laden with huge yellow-green tobacco leaves head for the curing barns. The smell of curing tobacco, and later the tight bales of golden leaves, is like none other, and once you smell it, you’ll have a taste for fall in this part of the state. Early autumn also brings intermittent clouds of smoke as farmers and backyard-garden hobbyists clear their summer gardens and prepare the ground for cool-weather crops. Beds of lettuce and onions and patches of mustard greens and collards begin to appear alongside houses. Cotton comes in late in the year; as the bolls ripen, the fields appear snow-covered and quite beautiful.


Water sports should also be considered when planning your trip. Spring and fall, and even the occasional winter warm spell, offer many ideal days for exploring eastern North Carolina’s rivers, creeks, and swamps in a kayak, canoe, or stand-up paddleboard. In the fall, mild temperatures are comfortable enough for a day of paddling, and though the foliage is still green, the absence of summer’s leafiness means you can see deeper into the landscape and spy on wildlife from a safe distance. Keep in mind, though, that you can see alligators or even snakes in late fall and throughout the winter.








Pronunciation Primer





North Carolina is full of oddly pronounced place-names, and the far northeast corner is a good place to pause for a lesson in talking like a native. The Outer Banks are a garland of peculiar names as well as names that look straightforward but are in fact pronounced in unexpectedly quirky ways. If you make reference publicly to the town of Corolla and pronounce it like the Toyota, you’ll be recognized right away as someone “from off.” It’s pronounced “ker-AH-luh.” Similarly, Bodie Island, site of the striped lighthouse, is pronounced “body.” That same pattern of pronouncing o as ah is repeated farther down the coast at Chicamacomico, which comes out “chick-uh-muh-CAH-muh-co.” But just to keep you on your toes, the rule doesn’t apply to Ocracoke, which is pronounced like the Southern vegetable and the soft drink: “O-kra-coke.”


Farther south along the banks is the town of Rodanthe, pronounced “ro-DAN-thee.” On Roanoke Island, Manteo might resemble a Spanish word but is in fact front-loaded, like so many Carolina words and names. It’s pronounced “MAN-tee-oh” or “MAN-nee-oh.” Next door is the town of Wanchese, pronounced like a pallid dairy product, “WAN-cheese.” Inland, the Cashie River is pronounced “cuh-SHY,” Bertie County is “ber-TEE,” and Chowan County is “chuh-WAHN.”








While fall can be ideal to visit the coast, remember that autumn is peak hurricane season in North Carolina. Surfers may love the waves before and after storms, but even people with lots of experience avoid hurricanes. These storms can be beautiful in their ferocity and violence, but anyone who’s been through even a weak hurricane will tell you they’re no joke. About a week before a fall visit, check the long-term forecasts and call to confirm the weather where you’re staying. If authorities issue evacuation orders during your visit, don’t hesitate; just pack up and head to safety on the mainland.









INFORMATION AND SERVICES





The Aycock Brown Welcome Center (Milepost 1, Kitty Hawk, 877/629-4386, www.outerbanks.org, 9am-5pm daily, closed Thanksgiving Day and Dec. 25) and the Sarah Owens Welcome Center (1 Visitors Center Circle, Manteo, 252/473-2138 or 877/629-4386, www.outerbanks.org, 9am-5pm daily, closed Thanksgiving Day and Dec. 25) are the main welcome centers in the Outer Banks, with smaller welcome centers at Hatteras and Whalebone Junction (RV drivers take note, there’s a dump station available 24 hours daily at the Sarah Owens Welcome Center).


Major hospitals include The Outer Banks Hospital (Milepost 14, 4800 S. Croatan Hwy., Nags Head, 252/449-4500, www.outerbankshealth.org) in Nags Head, Sentara Albemarle Medical Center (1144 N. Road St., Elizabeth City, 252/335-0531, www.sentara.com) in Elizabeth City, ECU Health Roanoke-Chowan Hospital (500 S. Academy St., Ahoskie, 252/209-3000, www.ecuhealth.org) in Ahoskie, ECU Health Chowan Hospital (211 Virginia Rd., Edenton, 252/482-8451, www.ecuhealth.org) in Edenton, ECU HEALTH Beaufort Hospital (628 E. 12th St., Washington, 252/975-4100, www.ecuhealth.org) in Washington, ECU Health Bertie Hospital (1403 S. King St., Windsor, 252/794-6600, www.ecuhealth.org) in Windsor, and ECU Health North Hospital (250 Smith Church Rd., Roanoke Rapids, 252/535-8011, www.ecuhealth.org) in Roanoke Rapids. On Ocracoke, which is only accessible by air or water, nonemergency medical situations can be addressed by Ocracoke Health Center (305 Back Rd., Ocracoke, 252/928-1511, www.ocracokehealthcenter.org). Note that 911 emergency service is available on Ocracoke, as it is throughout the state.











Nags Head and Vicinity





Coral reefs anchor most barrier islands, lending them a bit of strength and permanence; not so on North Carolina’s Outer Banks. Here, no reef helps shape the islands, and they’re more like enormous sandbars, susceptible to the whims of the wind, the sea, and storms. But that’s part of their beauty. These natural forces shape the land as well as its history and culture.
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Jockey’s Ridge, a 100-ft-high (30-m-high) dune visible far out to sea, has been used as a navigational aide for hundreds of years. Legend has it that Nags Head earned its name because of these dunes and the passing ships. Islanders known as proggers (a shipwreck scavenger or land pirate) would lead a nag or mule along the beach and dune ridge with a lantern hung around its neck, luring ships into the shallows and shoals where they’d wreck, making their cargo easy pickings. Likewise, the shoals, shallows, and currents gave birth to the heroic members of the United States Lifesaving Service, predecessor to the Coast Guard, who braved many storms to save those shipwrecked.


The relentless wind on the Outer Banks lured Orville and Wilbur Wright to Kill Devil Hills, where they became the first people in history to take flight. It also drew Francis Rogallo, a NASA engineer and the inventor of hang gliding. Today, thousands flock to the Wright Brothers Memorial to see where history was made, and even more visit Jockey’s Ridge to watch hang gliders or even to take to the sky themselves. With kite-flying, kiteboarding, skydiving, parasailing, and even paragliding, flight enthusiasts love the Outer Banks. Add to this sailing, diving, surfing, paddling, hiking, bird-watching, and, of course, visits to beaches like Duck, which is lovely at sunset, and Corolla, where you can spot wild ponies, and it’s obvious that the northern Outer Banks are among the most promising areas in North Carolina for outdoor adventure.






ORIENTATION





Highway 12, which many call the “Road to Nowhere,” is the main, and usually the only, route to travel, though in a few places where the barrier islands widen enough to warrant it, you’ll find a beachfront road as well as one skirting the sound. The Outer Banks is divided into several smaller beach towns and communities. From the north the towns are Corolla, Duck, Southern Shores, Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags Head. South of Nags Head you have Whalebone Junction and the Oregon Inlet, then Hatteras Island and its collection of towns. Just west of Nags Head and Whalebone Junction is Roanoke Island, where two towns—Manteo and Wanchese—make up the population centers.


Though these towns abut one another in a seamless transition of beachiness, each has a different character. Corolla is still a little wild, which is fitting, as Highway 12 terminates here (though you can drive to the Virginia border in a 4WD vehicle, provided you have some knowledge of driving in sand and have a plan of what to do once you arrive at our northern neighbor), and a herd of wild horses known as Banker ponies calls the marshes, dunes, and scrubby forests here home. Duck has grown up since my family stayed here, and it has now become a shopping destination. Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags Head have row upon row of homes marching from the sea to the sound; it’s here that you’ll find much of the commercial activity—shops for beach towels, fudge, and taffy; bars and restaurants; and grocery stores.









SIGHTS









Nags Head





My family vacationed on the Outer Banks for years, and Jennette’s Pier (Milepost 16.5, 7223 S. Virginia Dare Trail, Nags Head, 252/255-1501, www.ncaquariums.com, 7am-9pm daily Apr. and Nov., 9am-5pm daily Dec.-Mar., 6am-10pm daily May-Oct., fishing $14 adults, $7 under age 13, sightseers $2 adults, $1 under age 13) was a fixture on each trip. The then-wooden pier, originally built in 1939, was picturesque but fragile; the owners repaired it after each storm until 2003, when the North Carolina Aquariums bought the pier and Hurricane Isabel demolished 540 ft (165 m) of the pier structure. Many thought it was the end of the beachside institution, but a friend of mine—Chip Hemingway of Bowman Murray Hemingway Architects—designed a new 1,000-ft (305-m) concrete pier. The LEED Platinum-certified facility is beautiful and will stand to serve countless vacationing families. The North Carolina Aquarium manages Jennette’s Pier as an educational and recreational platform, and activities in peak season include summer day camps and nighttime seashore expeditions that teach kids and adults about the ecology of the area.


Jockey’s Ridge State Park (Milepost 12, 300 W. Carolista Dr., Nags Head, 252/573-6108, http://ncparks.gov, park 8am-9pm daily May-Sept., 8am-7pm daily Oct., 8am-6pm daily Nov.-Feb., 8am-8pm daily Mar.-Apr., visitor center 9am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct., 9am-4pm daily Nov.-Feb.) contains 420 ac (170 ha) of recreational opportunities in an array of environments. With the big dune, which shifts between 80 and 100 ft (25 and 30 m) high, the smaller dunes surrounding it, the maritime forest, and the sound, you can sand-board (think snowboarding at the beach), fly kites, hike, go for a swim, or even learn to hang glide. Another resource is www.jockeysridgestatepark.com, a site operated by Friends of Jockey’s Ridge State Park, where you’ll find a few additional notices of outings and activities.


Adjacent to Jockey’s Ridge, the Nature Conservancy maintains the 1,111-ac (450-ha) Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve (701 W. Ocean Acres Dr., 1 mi/1.6 km from Milepost 9.5 on US 158, 252/441-2525, www.nature.org, dawn-dusk daily year-round). The landscape includes deciduous maritime forest, dunes, wetlands, and interdune ponds, providing a compact look at the diverse environments found on the Outer Banks. It’s a bird-watcher’s paradise, as more than 50 species nest here in season. Ruby-throated hummingbirds, green herons, and red-shouldered hawks are among the easiest to spot, but don’t just look for winged wildlife; a number of land animals and reptiles and even some unusual plants call this place home. Five mi (8 km) of public trails wind through the property, starting at the visitor center. Dogs are welcome on several trails, provided they are on leash.










S Wright Brothers National Memorial






 GOOGLE MAP


In 1903, Orville and Wilbur Wright changed the world in just 12 seconds. Their first flight was short, but it was the culmination of more than three years of failed designs, tests, and travels between their Dayton, Ohio, home and Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, where they tested their gliders on Kill Devil Hill, then the tallest dune on the Outer Banks. A number of Banker families fed and housed them, built them hangars, and assisted with countless trial runs. On the morning of December 17, 1903, several local people were on hand to help that famous first powered flight get into the air. John Daniels, a lifesaver from a nearby station, took the iconic photo of the airplane lifting off. It was the only photograph he ever took. He was later quoted in a newspaper saying of the flight, “I didn’t think it amounted to much.” Even though he was unimpressed, the feat is honored at the Wright Brothers National Memorial (Milepost 7.5, US 158, 1000 N. Croatan Hwy., Kill Devil Hills, 252/473-2111, www.nps.gov/wrbr, tickets www.recreation.gov, park and visitor center 9am-5pm daily year-round, $10 over age 16, free under age 15). Replica gliders, artifacts from the original flight, and tools the Wright brothers used are on display. In the adjacent field a wooden runner and stone markers show their runway, takeoff point, and the spots where their first four flights landed. Climb nearby Kill Devil Hill to see the 60-ft (18-m) monument honoring their achievement and marking the spot where they launched hundreds of gliders that preceded that first powered flight. At the foot of the hill, a life-size bronze sculpture of the Wright Flyer seconds after liftoff lets you get a sense of the excitement of the moment.









Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve





Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve (trail access from Woods Rd. and Birch Ln., off Treasure St., south of US 158, Kitty Hawk, 252/261-8891, www.deq.nc.gov, dawn-dusk daily year-round), a 1,824-ac (738-ha) nature preserve maintained by the North Carolina Coastal Reserve, contains one of the largest remaining maritime forests in the Outer Banks. Maritime forests help barrier islands absorb the brunt of powerful storms, and Kitty Hawk Woods contains unusual examples of maritime swale ecosystems, swampy forest sheltered between coastal ridges. Hiking and birding opportunities are abundant, and exploring it from the water via canoe, kayak, or stand-up paddleboard is easy thanks to a put-in. Hunting is permitted in Kitty Hawk Woods, so exercise caution while hiking or paddling during the spring and fall hunting seasons.
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Corolla





We’ve come to expect grand, ostentatious beachside homes, but on the shore of Currituck Sound, you’ll find what may be the original one on the Outer Banks: the Whalehead Club (1100 Club Rd., Corolla, 252/453-9040, www.visitcurrituck.com [URL inactive], 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., grounds free, tours $7 ages 13-54, $5 ages 55 and up, military, and ages 6-12, ghost tours from $15, tour dates and times vary). This art deco home was built in the 1920s as a summer cottage for Edward Collings Knight Jr., an industrialist whose wealth was made in railroads and sugar. The beautiful, simple yellow house is the centerpiece of Currituck Heritage Park, where visitors can picnic, wade, launch from the boat ramp, or learn about the ghosts (yes, it’s rumored to be haunted, and it’s no wonder, with so many shipwrecks just offshore).


Next to the Whalehead Club is the Outer Banks Center for Wildlife Education (1160 Village Ln., Corolla, 252/453-0221, www.ncwildlife.org, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri.). Exhibits focus on native birds, fish, and other creatures in Currituck Sound as well as a huge collection of antique decoys. These decoys represent an important folk-art tradition and way of life for many along the Carolina coast. They’re beautiful not just for their design but also for their utility. Naturalists put on a number of nature and art programs throughout the year; check the calendar on the website before you go.


A favorite spot here is the Currituck Beach Lighthouse (1101 Corolla Village Rd., 252/453-4939, www.obcinc.org [URL inactive], 9am-5pm daily mid-Mar.-Nov., open till 8pm Wed.-Thurs. Memorial Day-Labor Day, grounds free, climbing $13 ages 4 and up) and its grounds. Built in 1875, this 158-ft-tall (48-m-tall) redbrick lighthouse is open to ascend much of the year. As you climb the 214 steps to the top, think about the lighthouse keepers, who for years carried pails of lard and then later kerosene to the top to fuel the light. Once at the observation deck, take a moment to catch your breath and take in the scenery (and hold on to your hat; it can be windy). The Currituck light is a twin to the Bodie Island Lighthouse, 32 mi (51 km) south. Upon its completion it lit the last “dark spot” on the North Carolina coast, making for safer navigation.


The Corolla Wild Horse Museum (1130E Corolla Village Rd., Corolla, 252/453-8002, www.corollawildhorses.com, visits by appointment only 11am-3pm Mon.-Fri. Mar.-Dec.) tells the history of the herd of horses that has lived on the Outer Banks from Corolla to Cape Lookout since the 1600s. The Corolla herd now lives in a preserve north of the town, and several guides offer tours to see the horses in their native habitat.












SPORTS AND RECREATION









Beaches





Beaches along the Outer Banks are easily accessible. The beaches can be separated into three categories: wild, sparse, and blanket-to-blanket. Corolla is the wild beach, where you’ll get a real sense of isolation (save the occasional wild horse tour). Along Duck, Southern Shores, and the southern reaches of Nags Head (minus the area around Jennette’s Pier), the crowds are thinner, and you can spread out for a leisurely day on the shore. Starting in Kitty Hawk and running south through Kill Devil Hills to Nags Head, you find the blanket-to-blanket area. The beaches here are significantly more populated than those at Duck, and you’ll find pockets of beachgoers near public access points, piers, and the like. You can simplify your vacation packing by relying on someone like Farmdog Beach Services (2500 S. Virginia Dare Trail, Nags Head, 252/255-2233, http://farmdogsbeachservices.com [URL inactive]) to supply your beach gear. They will set up your beach cabana (from $749/week) or umbrella and chair (from $349/week), and supply you with a cooler ($150/week) and more.









Surfing





North Carolina has a reputation for having some of the best waves on the East Coast, making this a top destination for experienced surfers and those new to the sport.


Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, S. Croatan Hwy./US 158, Nags Head, 252/449-2210, www.kittyhawk.com) provides lessons and board rentals. Corolla Surf Shop (807 Ocean Trail, Corolla, 252/453-9283, www.corollasurfshop.com, lessons from $70, rentals from $69/week) offers surf and paddleboard lessons and rentals, and has a fleet of bikes and an armada of boogie boards to rent.


If you’re a veteran surfer and you’re bringing your own board, several online resources will help you find the best conditions and the perfect breaks. The websites Surfline (www.surfline.com) and SwellInfo (www.swellinfo.com [URL inactive]) describe the best places to suit up and drop in; and at OBX Connection (www.obxconnection.com [URL inactive]) they have an exhaustive list of Outer Banks webcams showing piers, surf, sights, and marinas up and down the Banks.









Kayaking and Stand-Up Paddleboarding





The Outer Banks combines two very different paddle-sport opportunities, kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding (SUP), in two very different environments—the challenge of ocean paddling and even surfing, and the leisurely drifting tours of salt marshes and creeks. Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, 3925 S. Croatan Hwy./US 158, Nags Head, 877/395-8447, www.kittyhawk.com, kayak tours $40-59, SUP tours $69) has 10 locations up and down the Outer Banks offering kayak tours, SUP lessons and rentals, and a range of other recreational activities—like dolphin cruises ($18-37) as well as kayak fishing ($275 for 1 angler, $225 pp for 2, $200 pp for 3, $175 pp for 4; bring your own boat $100 pp) and a crabbing and fishing excursion (from $349 for a 2-hour trip, from $599 for a 6-hour trip), among others—and equipment. National Geographic Adventure magazine called them one of the “best adventure travel companies on earth,” and they have been in business since the early 1990s.


Coastal Kayak Touring Company (Duck Waterfront Shops, 1240 Duck Rd. Unit 116, Duck, 252/441-3393, www.outerbankskayaktours.com, kayak tours $35-70, SUP tours $75) leads groups through some of the beautiful nature reserves on the Outer Banks, namely Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve and the Pine Island Audubon Sanctuary, but one of the coolest they offer is back on the mainland in the Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge; another takes you into the marsh creeks behind the Bodie Island Lighthouse for a seldom-seen view of the icon. Tours range 1.5-3 hours.


Outer Banks Paddleboard (1578 Duck Rd., Duck, 252/371-1661, www.outerbankspaddleboard.com, lessons $65, ecotour $65, night lighted tour $79, rentals from $59/day) helps beginners find their footing and love this sport, and gives practiced paddlers an idea of the ecology and environment around the Outer Banks while you paddle. Their light-up nighttime paddle—where the boards are lit from beneath—is a one-of-a-kind activity.









Hiking





In addition to hiking in Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve, you can wander the dunes at Jockey’s Ridge State Park (Milepost 12, 300 W. Carolista Dr., Nags Head, 252/573-6108, http://ncparks.gov, park 8am-9pm daily May-Sept., 8am-7pm daily Oct., 8am-6pm daily Nov.-Feb., 8am-8pm daily Mar.-Apr., visitor center 9am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct., 9am-4pm daily Nov.-Feb.) or follow a designated trail. The Soundside Nature Trail is about 1 mi (1.6 km) long and takes you through maritime thickets and grassy dunes on a walk through a seldom-seen part of the park. Follow the Tracks in the Sand trail on its 1.5-mi (1-km) course early in the morning to see animal tracks left during the night. Remember, the sand can be downright hot, especially during summer. Bring sunscreen, shoes, and plenty of water if you’re trekking around this park.


TOP EXPERIENCE










S Wild Horse Tours
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You can hike in any park and most of the preserves on the Outer Banks, but nothing compares to seeing the wild horses—affectionately called Banker ponies—in Corolla. The Banker ponies are descended from Spanish mustangs. Legend says those mustangs were shipwrecked here, which makes sense given all the wrecks, but no one really knows. Wild Horse Adventure Tours (610 Currituck Clubhouse Dr., Corolla, 252/489-2020 or 800/460-4136, www.wildhorsetour.com, $74 ages 13 and up, $54 ages 12 and under late May-Aug., $65 ages 13 and up, $45 ages 12 and under mid-Mar.-late May and Sept.-Nov.) will take you out onto the beach in search of these gorgeous creatures, and you’ll ride in style in their custom-built open-top Hummer. For the best chance of spotting the horses, and maybe some dolphins, book the sunrise tour (it’s early, but totally worth it) or the one nearest sunset, when the horses are active in the dunes and maybe even the surf. Another tour operator, Bob’s Corolla Wild Horse Tours (817 B Ocean Trail, Corolla, 252/453-8602, www.corollawildhorsetours.com, $59 adults, $57 ages 65 and up, $45 ages 12 and under, please provide a car seat for your littlest travelers, tours Mon.-Fri. Apr.-Sept.) has been helping folks see the Banker ponies since 1996.









Hang Gliding





With all the wind on the Outer Banks, everyone thinks about flying a kite, but how about flying a hang glider? Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, S. Croatan Hwy./US 158, Nags Head, 877/359-8447, www.kittyhawk.com, $139) offers hang-gliding lessons that will give you a taste of the thrill of flight as you lift off over the face of dunes on Jockey’s Ridge. More than 300,000 people have learned to hang glide here since the company’s Hang Gliding Training Center opened in 1974. You can also up the thrill factor and try a tandem flight (from $199) that will have you and an instructor towed up to a mile high before being released to fly back to earth. If you want to pursue advanced certification through the US Hang Gliding Association, you can do that on the dunes or on a tandem flight; you can even buy a glider and all the accessories you need to get started at the Kitty Hawk Kites retail store across the road from the school.









Fishing





The Outer Banks is home to three classic wooden fishing piers and one stunning concrete pier that’s carrying on the long-held traditions of its wooden brethren. The northernmost pier is Avalon Pier (Milepost 6, Kill Devil Hills, 252/441-7494, www.avalonpier.com, 5am-2am daily summer, 6am-10pm daily fall-spring, 11am-7pm Sun.-Wed., 11am-10pm Thurs. and 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat. winter; fishing day rate $18 adults, $6 under age 18, 3-day pass $45, 7-day pass $75, rental rod $8), a 696-ft (212-m) pier where they carry tackle and bait as well as the usual pier assortment of arcade games, souvenir shorts and shirts, and snacks. Next is Nags Head Fishing Pier (Milepost 11.5, 3335 S. Virginia Dare Trail, Nags Head, 252/441-5141, www.nagsheadpier.com, 5am-midnight daily, day pass $15 adults, $12 under age 13, 3-day pass $42, 7-day pass $95, sightseeing $3, rental rod $15) stretches out 750 ft (229 m) to where folks gather to try to catch the biggest fish; in the pier house they have a tiki bar and restaurant serving sandwiches and such, and a decently outfitted tackle shop.


Next is Jennette’s Pier (Milepost 16.5, 7223 S. Virginia Dare Trail, Nags Head, 252/255-1501, www.ncaquariums.com, 7am-9pm daily Apr. and Nov., 9am-5pm daily Dec.-Mar., 6am-10pm daily May-Oct., fishing $14 adults, $7 under age 13, sightseers $2 adults, $1 under age 13, 3-day pass $36, 7-day pass $80, rod rental $12), a 1,000-ft-long (305-m-long) concrete pier that replaced the wooden version that stood here, until hurricanes rendered it unusable; there’s a North Carolina Aquarium outpost here and their staff offers classes and activities throughout the year in addition to the fishing you can do. Then Outer Banks Fishing Pier (Milepost 18.5, 8901 S. Old Oregon Inlet Rd., Nags Head, 252/441-5740, www.fishingunlimited.net, 24 hours daily, $10 adults, $5 under age 13, 3-day passes $25, 7-day passes $50), which is just about as far south as you can go and still be in Nags Head, reaches 600 ft (183 m) over the Atlantic to give anglers a shot at hooking a big one.









Water Parks





H2OBX Waterpark (8526 Caratoke Hwy., Powells Point, 252/491-3000, www.h2obxwaterpark.com, 10am-7pm daily late May-early Sept., $42 adults, $30 seniors and children under 42 in/1 m tall, discounts for online ticket purchases) is on the mainland just 12 minutes from Kitty Hawk, and it’s packed with more than 30 watery attractions—splash pads, waterslides, a Flowrider, a wave pool, and more—for the daring and those who just want to bob around in the pool. Family rides using giant rafts, lighting-quick racing slides, and even a watery obstacle course deliver a day’s worth of fun.












FESTIVALS AND EVENTS





As food-centered travel has gained momentum, four festivals taking advantage of this trend have emerged on the Outer Banks. Each draws visitors during the shoulder seasons and showcases something different about the area and its cuisine.


In March, Taste of the Beach (www.obxtasteofthebeach.com [URL inactive]) features wine tastings, cooking classes by local chefs, cook-offs, dine-arounds, and more, hosted by more than 50 restaurants, breweries, wine shops, and food purveyors on the Banks. The four-day festival culminates with the OBX Grand Tasting, where restaurants compete for the best overall dish, best local seafood dish, Chefs Award, and People’s Choice Award. Coastal Living magazine named Taste of the Beach one of the top seafood and wine festivals in the country in 2008, and it has been on the list ever since.


The Duck and Wine Festival, a one-day cook-off held in mid-late April, brings foodies together in the town of Duck to sample dishes that local chefs have created using, you guessed it, duck. The town shines again in mid-October for the one-day Duck Jazz Festival (www.townofduck.com [URL inactive]), which features talented national jazz artists and alfresco dining from some of Duck’s best restaurants.


Mid-October is also the time for the Outer Banks Seafood Festival (www.outerbanksseafoodfestival.org). Although oyster roasts, shrimparoos, and other informal seafood celebrations have been the norm on the Outer Banks for more than a century, 2012 was the first year for this formal seafood festival. More than a dozen restaurants participate in the one-day event, and organizers plan to grow the festival into a marquee event.









SHOPPING





Much of the shopping on the Outer Banks is focused on souvenir T-shirts or beach supplies such as towels, boogie boards, and rash guards. These mass-market beachwear clearinghouses are so prolific that they’re easy to find. There are also some boutiques carrying bathing suits, art, and jewelry, though most of the shopping (not of the overly touristy variety) is found in towns like Duck, to the north, and Hatteras, to the south.








Nags Head





Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, 3925 S. Croatan Hwy., 252/449-2210, www.kittyhawk.com, call for hours) carries swimwear and beach supplies as well as kites, toys, and an assortment of beach games and sports equipment; they have 10 shops on the Outer Banks, so you’re never far from one.









Kill Devil Hills





Birthday Suits (Milepost 10, 2000 S. Croatan Hwy., 252/441-5338, http://birthday-suits.com, 10am-6pm daily) has been in the business of outfitting Bankers and visitors in the best bathing suits for more than 25 years. They have two other locations on the Outer Banks: in Duck (1171 Duck Rd., Duck, 252/261-7297) at Scarborough Lane Shops, and in Corolla (801 Ocean Trail, Monterey Plaza, Corolla, 252/453-4862).









Duck





In Duck, The Town of Duck Boardwalk (www.townofduck.com [URL inactive]) follows the Albemarle Sound for nearly a mile, passing countless scenic spots and cool shops. Shops along this stretch run quite a range. You can grab fresh seafood or a ready-to-cook steamer pot at a Dockside ’N Duck Seafood Market (Wee Winks Square, 1216 Duck Rd., 252/261-8687, www.docksidenduckseafood.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), pick up doughnuts at the fantastic Duck Donuts (Osprey Landing Shops, 1190 Duck Rd., 252/480-3304, www.duckdonuts.com, 7am-1pm daily), and buy a handcrafted gift at SeaDragon & Yellowhouse Gallery (Waterfront Shops, 1240 Duck Rd., 252/261-4224 or 250/441-6928, www.seadragonyellowhousegallery.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat., noon-4pm Sun. summer, hours vary in shoulder seasons and winter).


One of those spots on the map is Scarborough Faire (1177 Duck Rd., Duck, 540/272-0975, www.scarboroughfaireinducknc.com [URL inactive], hours vary by store), which has served the boutique shopping needs of visitors and residents for more than 30 years. More than a dozen shops call Scarborough Faire home, including Island Bookstore (252/261-8981, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun. mid-Apr.-mid-June and Sept.-Oct., 9am-9pm daily June-Sept., call for winter hours), which carries a good selection of best-sellers and books for kids and teens; The Island Attic (252/261-8981, www.theislandattic.com, 10:30am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat.), a shop with assorted gifts and goods from around the world; and Treehouse Coffee (252/722-3606, www.treehousecoffeenc.com, 8am-3pm Tues.-Sat., 8am-noon Sun., $7-15), where you’ll get a great coffee drink and a fantastic breakfast (seriously, show up early or you’ll wait for an hour to get your biscuit).


Duck’s Cottage Coffee & Books (Waterfront Shops, 1240 Duck Rd., 252/261-5510, www.duckscottage.com, 7am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-noon Sun.) lives up to its name, as you’ll find both books and coffee in this cute little cottage in Duck. In all seriousness, they serve a fine cup of coffee and have bags of ground and whole-bean (including their sought-after Coconut Crunch) coffee available. And the bookstore has a solid selection that goes beyond beach reads. In the mornings it’s busy with folks out for their first cup and a copy of the paper to peruse.












FOOD





When I first started visiting the Outer Banks, it seemed that every other restaurant was a seafood buffet. Today, buffets still abound, but a number of notable independent restaurants have taken root. The selection varies from gourmet to down-home, including pizza and burgers along with barbecue, fine dining, and a decent representation of international cuisines.






Nags Head





Sam & Omie’s (7728 S. Virginia Dare Trail, 252/441-7366, www.samandomies.net, 7:30am-8:30pm Thurs.-Tues., $4-38) opened in the summer of 1937 to serve breakfast to charter fishing guides and their customers. They still serve a hearty breakfast heavy on the classics—two eggs your way, pancakes, grits, and the like—but take a look at the specialties, such as crab Benedict or the chef’s special. Sam & Omie’s also serves lunch and dinner, and, as you may expect, both menus emphasize seafood. Sure, you can get a burger, steak, or chicken breast, but why would you when you can get a clam dog?
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