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  Coastal North Carolina



  INTRODUCTION

  

  Coastal North Carolina: Its Enchanting Islands, Towns, and Communities is divided into three sections, like our coast: Outer Banks, Upper “Crystal” Coast, and Lower “Cape Fear” Coast. What is the book about? It explains how the North Carolina islands and coastal towns evolved from Native American hunting grounds to the summer retreats of colonial planters escaping the “deadly fever,” to private playgrounds for the rich and elusive, and to vacation spots sought after by millions of tourists every year. The book details the history of each major community in coastal North Carolina, including sites and attractions. For each section, it lists unique opportunities for recreational, sports, and outdoor activities. As you read on, you will also learn about the lore and traditional events of these communities, and you will find quizzes and other fun ways to learn and test your knowledge.

  Who might be interested in this book? Anyone who wants to learn more about these coastal communities and their unique histories and attractions. It is a useful resource for nature lovers, extreme sports zealots (think hang gliding and kite surfing), lighthouse enthusiasts, anglers, ghost hunters, pirates-at-heart, bird-watchers, sun worshippers, history buffs, and those who like quirky festivals (think underwater bicycle races on top of a sunken ship and impressive holiday flotillas).

  You should know that this is not a guidebook. Coastal North Carolina doesn’t offer exhaustive lists of restaurants and accommodations, since you can get the most current information easily from tourism bureaus or visitors centers—and you can always ask the locals if you want to know who serves the best seafood. This is meant to be an educational tool, souvenir or gift book, as well as a handy reference for students, vacationers, and those looking to relocate or retire to some of these remarkable islands and towns.

  I wrote this book for two simple reasons. The main reason was to share North Carolina’s coastal history and reveal the true character of each of these coastal hamlets. Can you believe that big incentives and dirt-cheap prices were once offered to encourage people to move to many of our islands and beaches? Did you know that we have the only seaside ghost town in the United States, or that America’s tallest lighthouse is at the Outer Banks, or that the first airplane flight occurred here?

  The second reason I wrote this book was that, as part of my research, I had to spend a lot of time at the coast taking scenic ferry rides over to lovely islands, hiking through picturesque maritime forests, exploring incredible historical sites, visiting nifty museums and other tourist attractions, strolling along pretty boardwalks and wooden piers, and checking out numerous beaches. There are more unique activities, interesting festivals, and good old-fashioned seafood celebrations here than you can possibly imagine. So all my research for this book was “hard work,” but I did it for you—and I would gladly do it all over again! I hope you enjoy Coastal North Carolina as much as I did.
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  The Outer Banks

  1

  Outer Banks

  

  More than seven million visitors frequent the Outer Banks every year. That’s a lot of people descending on a relatively small area. The Outer Banks is made up of three counties: Currituck (northern Outer Banks), Dare (central Outer Banks), and Hyde (lower Outer Banks). Dare is the largest of the three counties with 391 square miles of land and over 36,000 residents. Currituck County encompasses 255 square miles of land, most of it on the mainland, and has a population of 25,000. Hyde County extends 634 square miles, but its population of 5,200, comprised mostly of Ocracoke Island’s 700–800 inhabitants, is relatively small.

  The Outer Banks is a cluster of islands comprised of narrow ribbons of sand connected to the mainland by private boats, state-operated ferries, and man-made bridges. The only exception is Bodie Island, which is a 72-mile barrier peninsula that extends into Virginia. It was created when the inlet (to the north near Nags Head) that separated it from Currituck Banks closed. Roanoke Island and Colington Island are floating in the sound west of the barrier islands.

  There has long been great debate as to which islands make up the Outer Banks. Everyone knows the Outer Banks ends at the Virginia border, but the confusing issue is where it begins. Some suggest the Outer Banks begins at Ocracoke Island. Others claim the “Southern” Outer Banks starts at Beaufort and Bogue Banks. Still others believe the area becomes the Outer Banks somewhere between Beaufort and Ocracoke Island.

  The Albemarle-Pamlico Sounds system that separates the Outer Banks from the mainland is the second largest estuary in the United States, second only to the Chesapeake Bay. The sounds are made up of three thousand square miles of surface water and thirty thousand square miles of watershed. The Albemarle-Pamlico Sounds system is comprised of Albemarle, Pamlico, Currituck, Croatan, Roanoke, Bogue, and Core Sounds, which get their origins from inlets and rivers. This system is very important because of the fish, plant life, shellfish, and wildlife that reside in it. It is one of the most fertile estuaries in the U.S.

  North Carolina has used ferries to link island communities to the mainland since the 1920s. The ferries were privately owned until 1934 when the state began funding them. In 1947, the Department of Transportation established the North Carolina Ferry Division. Our ferry system has grown to become one of the largest in the U.S. More than 2.5 million people use it every year.

  The 1930s brought three big changes to the Outer Banks. First, bridges were built to link the isolated barrier islands to the mainland. Second, the federal government created the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). Many CCC workers were sent to the Outer Banks to perform tasks such as planting vegetation and rebuilding dunes to thwart coastal erosion. Third, the plan to develop national seashores was hatched, which brought about Cape Hatteras National Seashore and Cape Lookout National Seashore.

  The Outer Banks provide many things to see and do for all ages and interests, and tourists are fully appreciative. In fact, tourism nudges out commercial fishing as the single most important industry.

  FAST FACTS



  OUTER BANKS

This string of barrier islands is comprised of Currituck, Dare, and Hyde Counties. The residents of these communities are known as “bankers.” The Outer Banks are 827 miles from Toronto, Ontario; 607 miles from Atlanta, Georgia; 359 miles from Charlotte, North Carolina; and 169 miles from Richmond, Virginia. The place to learn all about the history and heritage of the Outer Banks is the Graveyard of the Atlantic Museum on Hatteras Island. www.graveyardoftheatlantic.com

TOURIST SEASON

  Officially runs from Easter to Thanksgiving. However, many attractions, accommodations, restaurants, and souvenir shops are closed or have limited hours except during the summer.

  BEST VIEW

  From the top of America’s tallest beacon, Cape Hatteras Lighthouse (Cape Hatteras National Seashore, www.nps.gov/caha), or atop the tallest dune system along the eastern seaboard, Jockey’s Ridge (Nags Head, www.jockeysridgestatepark.com).

  MOST POPULAR ATTRACTION

  Cape Hatteras National Seashore is a 30,000-acre preserve full of beaches and marshes, which can simply be enjoyed or explored at length. Coquina Beach offers swimming, bathing, and picnic facilities, as well as the Laura A. Barnes shipwreck display. Lifeguards are on duty at Coquina Beach during the summer. Birdwatchers will delight in the abundance of birds and waterfowl. Most of Hatteras, Ocracoke, and Bodie Islands, including their lighthouses, are part of the seashore, which became America’s first designated National Seashore in 1953. The National Park Service offers many interesting programs during the summer such as guided nature walks and fishing trips. Camping is permitted in the seashore but not on the beach. However, Jet Skis and Wave Runners are not allowed. www.nps.gov/caha

  MOST UNIQUE ANNUAL EVENT

  There are many exceptional events held in and around the Outer Banks every year, but the most unique has to be Swan Days. This is a two-day celebration held at Lake Mattamuskeet National Wildlife Refuge every December in honor of the annual homecoming of thousands of Lake Mattamuskeet swans. There is a 10K walk, arts and crafts booths, concessions, in-depth presentations, and guided tours of the refuge where participants may see bears, geese, deer, and other wildlife. The refuge is about one hour from the Outer Banks. 38 Mattamuskeet Road, Swan Quarter (Hyde County mainland). www.mattamuskeet.fws.gov

 MOST IMPORTANT INDUSTRIES

  Tourism and commercial fishing.

  MOST IMPORTANT HISTORICAL EVENT

  The Wright Brothers made the first successful flight on December 17, 1903, in Kitty Hawk. The Wright Brothers National Memorial is located in Kill Devil Hills. www.nps.gov/wrbr

  ISLANDS & TOWNS



  1. KNOTTS AND MACKAY ISLANDS

  History

  KNOTTS ISLAND

  The first Outer Banks post office was established on Knotts Island in 1833. Most inhabitants were seamen operating out of Currituck Inlet. There was a tavern on the south side of Knotts Island that reportedly was a hangout for rogues and pirates
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Knotts Island as seen across Currituck Sound 1956

  In the early 1900s, many residents of Knotts Island made their money guiding and chaperoning wealthy men on hunting and fishing trips. Fishing, raising livestock, and growing gardens was a way of life for all island inhabitants. The livestock were allowed to roam the island freely, foraging for food. Wealthy part-time residents such as Joseph Knapp did not like the animals grazing on their land. They claimed the animals caused significant destruction to their property. The islanders, already resentful of their affluent neighbors, relied heavily on these animals for food and disregarded their claims. Fences were erected, but holes were cut in them and the hogs and cows went where they pleased. There was a great deal of hostility on both sides, but in the end it was resolved by allowing the livestock to continue to roam while their owners paid a nominal fee for grazing privileges. In 1938, a main road to the island was built. A few years later electricity was extended to the island.

     [image: There is a road onto Hatteras on the Virginia side but North Carolina visitors arrive by scenic ferry ride.]

There is a road onto Hatteras on the Virginia side but North Carolina visitors arrive by scenic ferry ride.

  There are no historic sites on Knotts Island, but there are a few vineyards and roadside fruit stands. These are all easy to find and there is no danger of getting lost because the main road loops around the heart of the island and signs are posted to direct you where to turn off to area attractions. Fishing is good on the island, especially for big-striped bass. A permit is needed, which can be obtained at Knotts Island Market (near the ferry).

  MACKAY ISLAND

  Mackay Island National Wildlife Refuge, just south of the Virginia state line, was established in 1960 as a protected place for migratory birds. Nature lovers and bird watchers may use the canal system, which extends nearly twenty miles. In addition to boating, canoeing and kayaking, fishing is permitted. There is a public boat ramp. Walking, hiking, and bicycling can be done along the Kuralt Trail and the Marsh Loop Trail, which run through a small part of the 8,646-acre refuge. Located on the north side of Currituck Sound along the Atlantic Flyway, the refuge accommodates ducks, geese, tundra swans, raptors, shorebirds, and wading birds, as well as many species of reptiles and amphibians.

  This uninhabited island got its name from former owner, John Mackie, who bought it in 1761. Before Mackie purchased the land, it was known as “Orphan’s Island.” Upon Mackie’s death in 1823, the property changed ownership many times. Thomas Dixon, author of The Birth of a Nation, owned the island from 1916–1918. He sold it to wealthy publisher and wildlife conservationist, Joseph P. Knapp, who built a mansion, swimming pool, large boat house, and golf course. They have all been destroyed over the years. Knapp founded Ducks Unlimited, Inc., which is a nationally recognized waterfowl conservation organization. The land was later sold to the state with the understanding that it would remain a wildlife refuge.

     [image: A heron on Mackay Island]

A heron on Mackay Island

  Mackay Island was once part of Knotts Island, formerly known as Knots and Mackeys Islands. Today, they are separate entities. The separation occurred in 1728 when the boundary line dividing Virginia and North Carolina was determined. The lower part of Knotts Island was put in North Carolina, while the northeast tip of the island and most of Mackay Island became part of Virginia.

  Knotts Island is five miles from Currituck and can be reached by car using Hwy. 158/168 or by ferry. To reach the ferry terminal, take Hwy. 158/168 and watch for ferry signs around the town of Currituck. Once on the island, look for well-posted signs to the wildlife refuge or vineyards.

  
  KNOTTS ISLAND MARKET As you disembark the ferry, you’ll see long-time island icon Knotts Island Market. It has a little bit of everything, including gasoline pumps, an ATM, fish bait, hardware, movie rentals, groceries, a pizzeria, and a deli. The folks who work here know everything that’s going on, so ask them if you need directions or advice. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are served here. You can also pick up some deli sandwiches and picnic fixings.



  Sites and Attractions–Knotts & Mackay Islands

     Mackay Island National Wildlife Refuge (Currituck County) extends more than 8,000 acres of marsh and forest. Wildlife includes peregrine falcons, American bald eages, raptors, and much more. www.fws.gov/mackayisland

  Charles Kuralt Trail and Marsh Loop Trail are suitable for walking, hiking, canoeing, and picnicking.

  Wings Over Water (November) is a popular annual tradition. Visitors have an opportunity to go birding, paddling, hiking, and boating in seldom seen areas. There are roughly 100 field trips to choose from, www.wingsoverwater.org

  Peach Festival (July) is a long-standing tradition dating back nearly twenty years. In addition to lots of great food, there is live entertainment, rides, and vendors. www.festivals.com
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Atlantic sunrise in North Carolina



  2. NORTHERN BEACH COMMUNITIES (CURRITUCK BANKS)

  History

  Long before the colonists arrived, the Poteskeet were using Currituck Banks for hunting and fishing. However, the early settlers wanted to raise cattle and did not want the Native Americans coming to hunt. Citing ownership of the land, some of the residents refused to let the Native Americans on it. The Poteskeet appealed to the North Carolina Council, who ruled in their favor on March 10, 1715.

  During the 1700s, captains were supposed to sign in with the Port Currituck collector, but most ignored this law since there was no collector’s office! Currituck Banks residents had great difficulty with the British during the Revolutionary War. British privateers repeatedly attacked them and a local militia had to be formed. Proud Bankers called this the “Currituck Liberty Plains” during the war.

  The area from old Currituck Inlet and the Virginia line to Bodie Island was once collectively called Currituck Banks. Some still refer to it this way. Over the years, some of the Currituck Banks communities have disappeared and new ones have evolved. The Banks extend across two counties, Currituck and Dare, because of the way the county lines have been drawn.


  GETTING THERE Although Currituck County’s Outer Banks are open to the public, it is a bit tricky for those coming from the north to access them because there is no way to get there from Virginia, except by boat. Many years ago, Virginia and North Carolina considered building a road to extend from Sandbridge, Virginia to Corolla, North Carolina. However, it was decided not to pursue this transportation method. So, only longtime property owners with special permits can drive through the gated, protected lands that lie between Carova Beach and Sandbridge. Everyone else must take NC 12, which joins with US 158 at Kitty Hawk, 1.5 miles east of the Wright Memorial Bridge. It is a 10-minute drive from Kitty Hawk through Southern Shores to Duck, except during the summer when you should anticipate it taking up to 30 minutes. It is 10 miles from Kitty Hawk to the Currituck County border, and then 11 miles to where the road ends at Corolla.

  Kitty Hawk is just across the Wright Memorial Bridge. To its south is Kill Devil Hills and to the north lies Southern Shores. The four-mile town made famous by Wilbur and Orville Wright is packed full of tourist amenities such as golf courses, a fishing pier, maritime forest, restaurants, and lodging. These places are denoted by mile markers (not street addresses) because most can be found along US 158 and NC 12. However, locals have dubbed US 158 “The Bypass” and NC 12 “Beach Road,” so beware of this when asking for directions or distances. The first mile marker (MM) or milepost (MP) is close to the Kitty Hawk Aycock Brown Welcome Center.



  
CAROVA AND SWAN BEACH


  Carova, Swan Beach, and North Swan Beach have been described as “the last frontier” of Currituck County. The two small communities are situated between Currituck Sound and the Atlantic Ocean, extending due north of Corolla to Virginia. They are in the northernmost part of Currituck County. The area was once untamed territory, inhabited only by some wild horses and fishing encampments from the late 1600s to the mid 1900s. After much debate, the land was surveyed in 1728 to determine what land belonged to North Carolina and what land was part of Virginia.

  Development began in Carova in 1967 and extended to Swan Beach and North Swan Beach. Carova remains the largest development. While many vacation homes and rental properties have been built here, development is limited because there are no paved roads, only a system of dirt roads that run well behind the dunes. Since NC 12 ends just north of Corolla, the only way to get to Carova or Swan Beach is with a four-wheel drive vehicle. Only a few dozen families reside here year-round, although an exact number of permanent residents is difficult to determine. Records indicate there are seventy-five registered voters in Swan Beach and Carova.

  Another factor that prevents excessive development is that the Nature Conservancy owns almost seven thousand acres in Currituck County, including a substantial tract of land in this area. Because the Currituck Wildlife Refuge and Currituck Banks Estuarine Reserve are located here, it is doubtful that a paved road will ever connect these communities to the rest of the northern beaches. What’s more, the Virginia border is due north of Carova and a state line fence extends from the sound to the ocean. Just on the other side of the border lies Back Bay Wildlife Refuge and False Cape State Park.

  Part of the beach area is called Wash Woods because of all the ancient tree stumps that protrude haphazardly from the sand. They are all that remains of Soundside, a barrier island that was once filled with a maritime forest. As the islands shifted to the west, the forest was alternately under water and above sea level. The result is a “wash woods.” A life-saving station was put into operation at Wash Woods during the nineteenth century. The former station is now a Swan Beach vacation property. Wash Woods is due south of Swan Beach.

  COROLLA

  Corolla was once the largest community on the Outer Banks. Still, it was nothing more than a sleepy fishing village. The only so-called development was when Currituck Lifesaving Station, formerly known as Jones Hill and Whalehead, was built in 1874. The following year, Currituck Lighthouse was erected and the village was officially named Corolla. Several names were bantered around before choosing “corolla,” which describes the inner petals of a flower. It seemed fitting to name the idyllic hamlet after the best, and least known, part of a flower. A post office was built near the lighthouse to serve Corolla area residents. Hunters came from near and far to pursue the waterfowl attracted to Currituck Sound.
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Currituck Beach

  By the turn of the century, Corolla’s population had reached about two hundred. Grid electricity was the only option for area residents until the 1950s. One telephone was used by everyone—and only outgoing calls could be made! Currituck County residents placed grocery orders every week with the postmaster, who operated a general store out of his house. As recently as 1973, Currituck’s twenty-three miles of beautiful beaches was still considered a “no man’s land,” the longest stretch of prime, undeveloped coastal land on the eastern seaboard.

    
[image: The Currituck Lighthouse was built in 1875 and stands 162 feet tall.]


The Currituck Lighthouse was built in 1875 and stands 162 feet tall.

  This all came to an end when Winston-Salem developer, Earl Slick, bought 636 acres for $2 million. He purchased the land from Texas oil tycoon, Walter B. Davis. Within two years, Slick had a guardhouse constructed on the only road, which kept everyone except Currituck County residents from entering the area. Lawsuits were filed against this action and were ultimately heard by the North Carolina Supreme Court. Slick eventually lost the court case and the state took possession of the road on November 1, 1984. The first order of business was to destroy the guardhouse, once again opening Currituck beaches to the public. This led to extensive development. When the road and beaches opened up to public access, there were only 171 permanent residents and 4,271 tourists per year. Just ten years later, the permanent population had catapulted to 620 and tourism had increased to 19,370 area visitors and daytrippers per year. However, the permanent population of Corolla has leveled off to about five hundred. There are more than one hundred businesses and several residential communities in Currituck County, which remain unincorporated. In these Currituck County communities, the average house can accommodate a dozen people and has more than three thousand square feet of living space. Many of these homes are rented out during the summer months.

  SANDERLING

  Sanderling is located five miles north of Duck. This three-hundred-acre private community was established in 1978, although Caffey’s Inlet Lifesaving Station was erected in Sanderling as early as 1874. Since 1985, the historic lifesaving station houses the Sanderling Inn’s restaurant. The inn is considered one of the premier lodging options along the Outer Banks with afternoon tea, conference facilities, and soundside racquet and swim club.

  Immediately past Sanderling is another exclusive and private development, Palmer’s Island Club. This thirty-five-acre subdivision has nearly two dozen estate homes situated on huge lots. Since the Outer Banks is particularly vulnerable to nor’easters and hurricanes, the five-thousand- to ten-thousand-square-foot homes are designed to easily endure winds of 120 miles per hour. One can only imagine the insurance premiums on the mandatory homeowner, hurricane, and flood policies!

  DUCK

  Duck, as you may gather, is named after the many ducks that come here. It is also a migratory stop for many kinds of waterfowl, ranging from loons to swans. Duck was primarily a hunter’s paradise and fishing village until the early 1990s. While it wasn’t officially incorporated until 2002, it has long been a vibrant, coastal community. As in many towns along the upper Outer Banks, there is in Duck a mix of cozy, wooden beach cottages and brand new brick mansions.
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Fishing the Outer Banks 1909

  The landscape of this former fishing village used to present a very different view. It was heavily sprinkled with small gardens and livestock, grown and raised to supplement the sporadic fishing incomes of its inhabitants. During the Depression, Outer Banks families began harvesting blue crabs and eels. Fishermen would go out early in the morning to trap them using crab pots and eel crates. These sea creatures, especially blue crabs, remain the source of a profitable livelihood.

  The first post office opened in 1909 but closed down in 1950. Development began in the 1970s, tourism began to flourish in the late 1980s, and by the 1990s, many shops and restaurants had opened. The biggest development is Barrier Island Station, a timeshare resort. If you look just beyond these commercial and residential dwellings, you’ll note the Atlantic Ocean to one side of the road and Currituck Sound on the other side. In between, is a constricted strip of sand that accommodates the two-lane highway and all development.


  Mosquitoes are a common problem in the islands, especially during the summer. The best remedies for mosquito bites are toothpaste, Vicks VapoRub©, witch hazel, and baking soda mixed with water to create a paste. Apply a small amount directly to the wound(s) and the itching will soon subside.



  SOUTHERN SHORES

  Southern Shores is ideally located north of Kitty Hawk and south of Duck. It is one of the premier Outer Banks addresses. Southern Shores was the first planned community on the upper Outer Banks. Frank Stick and his son, David, who were developers, avid outdoorsmen, artists, and historians, bought these four square miles of land in 1947 for $30,000. It was named by Frank Stick, who thought “southern shores” would hold great appeal to northerners. It is now valued at more than $430 million, so it seems he was right.

  Stick spent eight years developing Southern Shores, which includes single-family homes, two marinas, and a golf course. His goal was to provide a satisfactory respite for both people and nature. Most feel he more than achieved his objective. Perhaps, if you have the opportunity to witness the dogwoods in full bloom during spring or catch a glimpse of singing mockingbirds and red-breasted cardinals, you’ll agree. Southern Shores was officially incorporated in 1979.

  KITTY HAWK

  The most popular (if dubious) theory about Kitty Hawk is that it was originally called “Killy Honk” or “Killy Honker” by area Native Americans who came here hunting goose. Documents dating back to the eighteenth century state that this area was called Chickahauk, a name that was later adopted by the town located between Southern Shores and Kitty Hawk. Others believe the town got its name from the area raptors that preyed on kitty wren.

  Whatever its name origin, Kitty Hawk was clearly a fishing village. As in most of Currituck’s Outer Banks, fishing families here earned their living by farming and raising livestock. This bustling tourist town was more agricultural during the 1800s and up to the mid-1900s than one might imagine. Kitty Hawk Lifesaving Station was erected in 1874 and the U.S. Weather Bureau opened a satellite station here in 1875. That’s what drew the Wright Brothers to this part of North Carolina. The nearby weather station provided them with essential information about weather conditions, including local wind patterns. This weather facility operated until 1904. Good thing this was one year after the Wright Brothers’ first successful flight!

  Being so isolated, Outer Banks families at the beginning of the twentieth century had to be able to successfully complete many tasks, ranging from farming to boat building. If you want to imagine just how cut off this area was at that time, think about what Wilbur Wright went through to reach Kitty Hawk in 1900. He came by train from Dayton, Ohio, to Elizabeth City, North Carolina. In Elizabeth City, he used a boat service to reach the Outer Banks. The boat trip alone took two days! Orville Wright joined his brother several weeks later and they set up camp in Kitty Hawk Village to begin their aviation experiments in neighboring Kill Devil Hills.

  The post office opening a station is always a good indicator of progress. The first Kitty Hawk post office opened in November 1878. A second station was established in 1905 to serve the fast-growing community. In 1993, the biggest Outer Banks postal facility was built in Kitty Hawk.

  In 1924, the first Kitty Hawk school was constructed thanks to the passing of a bond referendum. This one school accommodated elementary and high school students until a central high school was built in Manteo. Middle school students were bussed to Kill Devil Hills. Elementary students in the Outer Banks continue to go to school in Kitty Hawk. It is a long commute to Manteo for high school students, but such is the trade-off for life here at the Outer Banks.

  During the early 1920s, the first bridge linking Kitty Hawk to the mainland was constructed. Several Elizabeth City businessmen formed the Wright Memorial Bridge Company and bought seven miles of beach just north of the village of Kitty Hawk. Several years later, a three-mile wooden bridge jutted out from the mainland over Currituck Sound to Kitty Hawk. This changed everything. Tourists could now easily reach the beach community by paying a per-car fee. A fee is no longer charged to cross this bridge.

  It’s hard to get lost in Kitty Hawk for two reasons. First, it’s only four miles from sound to sea. Second, mile-post markers (MP) indicate where things can be found; for example, the Aycock Brown Welcome Center is located at MP 1 1/2. When asking for directions, it is worth knowing that most locals refer to NC 12 as Beach Road and to U.S. 158 as the Bypass. Also, roads here are named after the first families of Kitty Hawk, for example, the Herbert Perry Road and Elijah Baum Road.

  Storm and erosion damage has been extensive in the Outer Banks. Kitty Hawk beaches are the narrowest in the area thanks to these factors. The lifesaving station, now a private home, had top be moved to the other side of the road to safeguard it. Many homes have succumbed to the damaging effects of Mother Nature. Sadly, Kitty Hawk loses an average of one home per year to severe storms and erosion loss. This is because federal law does not allow owners to rebuild closer than 60 feet from a beach’s first line of vegetation.

  KILL DEVIL HILLS

  There are many legends about how Kill Devil Hills got its name. One legend has it that it was named after Devil Ike, a local man who claimed to chase the devil into these hills to retrieve his stolen shipwrecked cargo, the lethal rum. He also claimed he had to kill the devil to regain possession of his goods. Some say that mariners thought that navigating the area’s shallow waters were “to kill the devil to navigate.” Another legend has it that the three hills were named after a nearly lethal kill-devil rum that washed ashore from a shipwreck. Some say that a visiting Virginian, William Byrd, claimed he drank rum that was strong enough to kill the devil himself. Yet another legend is about a banker who traded his soul to the devil for a bag of gold; regretful of his decision, he climbed to the top of one of the hills and tried unsuccessfully to kill the devil.
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The Wright Brothers National Memorial was built in 1932 as a tribute to the Wright Brothers’ contribution to aeronautics.

  Whatever its name’s origin, Kill Devil Hills was the most desirable spot on the Outer Banks for the Wright Brothers’ aviation experiments. They resided in Kitty Hawk but came here to conduct their flight trials. This five-mile municipality is where the magnificent “First in Flight” Wright Brothers Memorial Monument is located. Kill Devil Hills, just south of Kitty Hawk and due north of Nags Head, was also the first incorporated community of the Outer Banks, becoming so on March 6, 1953. However, considerable tax increases over the following two years caused citizens to repeal the decision through the state judicial system. The North Carolina Supreme Court ruled against the citizen petition in 1956, so Kill Devil Hills remained incorporated. Kill Devil Hills still has one of the highest property tax rates in Dare County.

  The Kill Devil Hills Lifesaving Station was established in 1879. Until the 1930s, most of the population were the men serving at the lifesaving station and local fishermen. The town’s growth accelerated when bridges were completed in the 1930s, thereby adjoining the mainland to the coastal communities. Prior to this, there was no way for cars to reach the area, nor was there passenger ferry service to Kill Devil Hills. Thus, the Wright Brothers’s historic flight on December 17, 1903, was witnessed by only a few school-children and local fishermen and their families.

  Slowly, things changed. A post office was built in 1938, and from the late 1950s to the 1970s there was a big real estate boom. It started with developers setting up “offices” under colorful beach umbrellas perched atop folding tables. They would sell each lot for roughly $250. How times have changed! There’s been so much development here that a stretch along U.S. 158 has been dubbed “French Fry Alley” because of all the fast food franchises. The first franchise was McDonald’s, which opened in 1978.
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Aerial View of Wright Brothers National Memorial, Kill Devil Hills 1963

  Kill Devil Hills has been home to the Dare County Reverse Osmosis Water Treatment Plant since 1986. This vital facility provides water for the county’s northern communities.

  COLINGTON ISLAND

The eastern tip of the small Colington Island is one mile west of the Wright Brothers Memorial. It is connected to Kill Devil Hills by a bridge that extends over Colington Creek. To its west lie four sounds: Currituck, Albemarle, Croatan, and Roanoke. To the north is Kitty Hawk Bay and to the south is Buzzard Bay.

  Sir John Colleton obtained a land grant from the British government for this two-mile-long and 2.5-mile-wide island in 1633. Colleton had ambitious plans for his land. He partnered with three other men to establish a colony and grow tobacco and corn, raise livestock, and plant grapes for a winery. But a wicked nor’easter storm or hurricane on August 27, 1667, destroyed the crops and buildings on Colleton Island. The next few years saw similar disasters; there was either insufficient rainfall or it was too rainy, and more nor’easters and hurricanes plagued the area.

  Thomas Pendleton bought the land in 1750. Before he could do anything with it, he died, leaving it to his heirs. By the 1800s, people realized that this area was best suited for fishing. The fishing communities of Great Colenton and Little Colenton emerged on both ends of the island, which became separated by Dividing Creek in 1769. A post office, tiny school, and general store opened in 1889. Later, a second store opened on the other side of the island. A steamer would come through once a week, delivering supplies to the eighty island residents. Inhabitants could feed themselves and make a living hunting deer, rabbit, and waterfowl, as well as by fishing, trapping eels and crabs, and raking oysters. Most had vegetable gardens, and the two island stores sold baking supplies, clothing, and other essentials that couldn’t be farmed or trapped. Locals guided Northerners on fishing trips and sold muskrat pelts to buyers who came down from New York stores.

  Big Colington and Little Colington, as the island communities are now called, are linked to the mainland by bridges. The island’s curvy main road is paved and extends the length of the four-mile island. Bridges link Little Colington and Big Colington. A Washington, D.C., developer bought 550 acres on the north side of Colington Island in the early 1960s. His intent was to build a residential community, but due to financial difficulty, the land was auctioned off to American Central Corporation of New York in 1965.

  The first subdivision, Colington Harbour, was established that same year. This development houses more than two thousand people in a gated community. Many other developments have occurred since that time, but most didn’t happen until the late 1980s and early 1990s, and none are as large as this one. The shame of it is that along the way developers destroyed most of the island’s maritime forest, filled in wetlands, and made canals and boat basins as they pleased. Long-time residents are struggling to accept all the changes that have occurred, such as increased traffic and yuppie eateries.

  NAGS HEAD

Local legend has it that Nags Head got its name because inhabitants used to tie a lantern to a Banker pony’s neck (also known as a nag’s head) and then ride the animal back and forth along the beach. Ships would think this light belonged to another vessel, so they would head in that direction. Of course, they would be wrecked on the shoals and then the local inhabitants would pillage the ship’s cargo.
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Nags Head bicycle path

  In the 1830s, a Perquimans County planter bought two hundred acres for one hundred dollars and built the first Nags Head summer home to escape the deadly fever. In 1838, the first hotel, which could comfortably accommodate two hundred guests, was erected. The Nags Head Hotel built a boardwalk extending to the steamship dock, where guests arrived. Later, they laid a rail system so that mule-pulled carts could spare patrons the mile-long walk from the pier to the hotel. The two-story edifice housed a bowling alley, ballroom, big porches, and pier. The Nags Head Hotel eventually was “consumed” by a natural phenomenon, Jockey’s Ridge. Near the end, the hotel gave patrons a discounted rate if they were willing to shovel some sand to reach their rooms!

  By the mid-1850s, nearly six hundred people resided year-round at Nags Head. A post office was established in 1884. By the 1900s, hundreds of homes had been built in Nags Head, including many right on the beach. These were built on log foundations so the dwellings could be rolled back, if need be. Because the Outer Banks is a narrow ribbon of shifting sand, erosion and tide patterns could merit a home being moved further back two or three times during a homeowner’s life. Today, houses are no longer built on logs but are relocated by raising the home off the ground, loading it onto a flatbed truck, and transporting it to the new destination—usually just a few feet or yards away.
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Sand Skiing at Jockey’s Ridge, Nags Head by the Elizabeth City Majorettes 1960

  Nags Head became an incorporated town in 1961. It boasts a few impressive developments, such as South Ridge and The Village at Nags Head. It remains a very popular spot for summer vacationers for a couple of reasons. One is that Nags Head is the southernmost of the northern beach communities, making it centrally located to both the northern and southern Outer Banks. Daytrippers appreciate this convenience. Additionally, there is good fishing and excellent hang-gliding here, as well as a lovely beach and old-style beach cottages.

  Nags Head Beach Cottage Row Historic District consists of wooden cottages with wraparound porches, gabled roofs, and painted shutters. These privately owned residences are all that is left of a bygone era.


   According to a recent article in the News & Record (Greensboro, North Carolina), our barrier islands are in greater jeopardy than most of us imagine. Stan Riggs, an East Carolina University geologist, informed the North Carolina Coastal Resources Commission that beach renourishment efforts will be to no avail in the long run. Riggs predicts that in the next 50–150 years there will be no more barrier islands because of hurricanes and higher sea levels. The geologist even goes so far as to say that one category five storm or ten years of steady storms would wipe out low-lying islands.



  Sites and Attractions–Northern Beach Communities

  The Northern Banks has a lot to offer. In addition to historic sites and cultural attractions, visitors can choose from Jet boat dolphin tours, parasailing, wild horse safaris, airplane tours, surfing lessons, pier fishing, crabbing, kayaking, bicycling, shelling, canoeing, hang gliding, sightseeing tours, and kite flying at Jockey’s Ridge State Park, as well as state park programs. For more options, see ‘Adventure Sports’ on page 67.

  Currituck Lighthouse was the last beacon built on the Outer Banks. It was lit on December 1, 1875. Requiring one and a half years to build and several appropriations totaling $178,000, the beacon stands 162 feet tall, has 214 steps, and a 50,000-candlepower lamp that can be seen for up to 18 nautical miles. It is one of four beacons placed at intervals from Cape Henry, Virginia, to Cape Hatteras. Currituck Lighthouse is located thirty-four miles south of Cape Henry, and thirty-two and a half miles north-northwest of Bodie Island Lighthouse.

  Because Currituck Sound was (and is) very shallow, the big vessels that brought in the bricks and other building supplies had to anchor as far as eight miles out. Shallow-bottomed boats carried the materials the rest of the way to the dock. From the dock, the one million bricks and other supplies were carried by a cart on the tramway, which extended from the wharf to the lighthouse site.
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