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Introduction





  For 12,000 years, people have been exploring the region that is now called Northern Virginia. Many Native American tribes lived here, with its streams and forests abundant with food and rivers to navigate for trade. Captain John Smith set out to map the region in 1608, and since then it has grown steadily into farmland, cities, and now a giant metropolis outside the nation’s capital. It is remarkable that in such a tightly developed area, there are still spaces to breathe fresh air, listen to birds and frogs, and see fields of wildflowers.




  Northern Virginia, by most definitions, encompasses the counties of Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, and Prince William; and the cities of Alexandria, Fairfax, Falls Church, and Manassas. In 1736, this land was part of a deed given to Lord Fairfax, a name seen all over this region. Lord Fairfax lived with his brother in Belvoir, now Fort Belvoir, until he built a lodge, named Greenway, near what is now the city of Winchester. It was here he met a young man named George Washington and hired him to begin surveying the western part of his land. When the Declaration of Independence was signed, Lord Fairfax was in his 80s, and he remained neutral during the Revolutionary War. He died shortly after the Battle of Yorktown and the end of the war.




  The Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route crosses the area. This was a 680-mile series of trails taken by the Continental Army from New England to Yorktown, Virginia, where the British were defeated in 1781. The route travels over the Occoquan River and through what is now Prince William Park.




  After independence, the design for a federal city was drawn up that originally included parts of Maryland and Virginia. Boundary stones dating back to this time can still be seen in Arlington and Alexandria. A problem arose when citizens on the Virginia side were unhappy with the idea of lack of representation if they were part of a federal city and that the federal city abolished slavery. The Virginia portion of the land that became Washington, D.C., was never incorporated as part of the capital city and was given back by Congress in 1846.




  Tensions continued throughout the nineteenth century between Northern and Southern states culminating in the American Civil War, which broke out in April 1861. Virginia seceded and joined the Confederate States, but Maryland, also a slave-holding state, remained with the Union. The proximity of the two capitals—Washington, D.C., and Richmond—led to this region being the site of several critical battles. Skirmishes along the Potomac River and several battles around Manassas represent some of the Civil War history of Northern Virginia featured in several hikes in this book. Today they provide a history lesson along with a chance to hike and reflect on all that was sacrificed.




  As the nation moved into the twentieth century, Northern Virginia grew as companies were established to support the federal government, technology advanced, and suburbs bloomed as people wanted to have more room to raise their families. New housing areas led to new commercial areas, such as the planned town of Reston, Tysons Corners, and the Dulles Corridor. The area is a sprawling mixture of residential, industrial, and commercial communities, but, fortunately, a lot of effort has been made to preserve historic and natural areas.




  You can’t walk very far anywhere in Northern Virginia without coming across a historic spot. Historical markers are found everywhere, from trails to inner city streets to suburban parking lots. The natural beauty of the region is highlighted in the mountains, streams, and wetlands, and has created fascinating places to learn and to appreciate the local flora and fauna. More than half of the hikes in this book focus on natural preservation and education. Many streams in the area are referred to as “runs.” There is a lot of debate about the word, but basically, it’s just a local reference for stream or creek.




  A booming industry in Northern Virginia is the wine and beer business. Many of the hikes are near local wineries and breweries, perfect places to chill out after some time on the trail. Wineries can be searched at www.virginiawine.org and breweries at www.virginia.org/beertrails. In addition, some hikes are close to charming towns like Leesburg, Manassas, Occoquan, and Alexandria. All are delightful places to grab a bite to eat or shop. Others are near famous landmarks, such as historic houses. Each hike description includes nearby places to visit.




  There is a lot to see and do in Northern Virginia, so make a plan and head outside!




  Weather




  Northern Virginia is in the mid-Atlantic region, which has a humid climate. The area is known for its hot and sticky summers and milder winters with a few snowfalls without a lot of accumulation. Every hike in this book can certainly be done any time of the year. Spring and fall usually have comfortable temperatures and are the ideal seasons for hiking. In summer try to walk in the morning or evening. Winter days can be clear and crisp in this region, so a hike is a great idea to get some fresh air. Choose trails that have more open spaces to take advantage of the winter sun; while the area is not known for a lot of snow, some of these trails are great for snowshoeing, particularly on fresh snow.




  It’s best to dress in layers regardless of the season. In winter, even if it’s freezing out, you will warm up once you get moving. In summer, lighter clothes perhaps with long sleeves and pants work best when out where ticks and other bugs are around. In spring and fall, the temps in the early morning can be chilly but warm up considerably after the sun is overhead.




  Trails, especially those that include a waterway, can get buggy, so bring some repellent. The sun can be strong, too, even in winter; consequently, wear sunscreen and a hat, especially on trails that are out in the open.




  Traffic




  Traffic in this region is manageable with some planning. Morning rush hour runs from 6 to 9 a.m. and evening from 3 to 7 p.m. However, many of these hikes are far enough away from the city to be too badly affected. Using your GPS, check the best route and maybe plan a little extra time to get around. The directions given with each hike, in particular the major roads used, are guidelines, as there are usually several ways to reach a destination.




  Also, some roads have strict rush-hour restrictions on weekdays, except major holidays, particularly I-66, where there is a high-occupancy vehicle (HOV) lane; only cars with two or more people are permitted to use this lane. On I-495, the Capital Beltway, there are express lanes that require an E-ZPass and charge different rates, which are posted, depending on time of day and traffic.




  Every hike in this book has nearby parking, almost always for free. Public transportation isn’t readily available to these areas.




  
Zero Impact





  Most of the trails in this book are maintained by governmental or private organizations and are well-conserved. Please take care when you visit to preserve the areas for others.




  	Stay on the designated trails. Many off-trail areas are not safe, or they may be in the location of regeneration projects.




  	Don’t leave anything behind; pack your trash and discard it in a trash receptacle, if available, or take it with you when you leave the park.




  	Be careful of wild animals and don’t feed them.




  	Leave flowers, rocks, and other “souvenirs” behind. Take only pictures and memories.




  	Be mindful of other users of the trails. Some trails are also used by cyclists, runners, and horseback riders.




  	Keep your noise level at a minimum. Shouting can be startling to wildlife and other humans.




  	Dogs are permitted on many of the trails. They must be on leashes no longer than 6 feet, and please pick up after them.




  	Please do not smoke on the trails. It’s not expressly prohibited, but it can mar the enjoyment of other trail users.





  Safety




  The trails featured here are short and often near populated areas where help is readily available. However, should anything happen, cell service is accessible from most of the trails. Carry a phone with you in case of any emergency, but keep it on vibrate or a low ring so others aren’t disturbed.




  Always carry, and drink, water. It’s easy to get dehydrated quickly throughout any season, but especially so on the hot days of the summer. Carry a basic first-aid kit that includes antiseptic and bandages for scrapes.




  Watch out for poison ivy. It grows well in this area and is often seen along the trails. The plant has three pointy leaves; the largest is in the middle. The leaves are usually a bit shiny and range in color from red in the spring to green in summer and yellow in fall. If you stay on the trails, you should be able to avoid it.




  Any information about hiking in the mid-Atlantic needs to address the prevalence of ticks. The chances of encountering ticks in this region are highest during spring and summer and in open fields, but it’s always a good idea to check yourself after hiking anywhere, any time of the year. If you’re on a hike through an open field, try to walk in the center of the trail to stay away from the longer grasses. Use insect repellent with DEET and wear long pants and shirtsleeves if it’s not too hot. Check for ticks as soon as you return home. Also check your canine pals! Ticks can be carefully removed with tweezers; pull it up straight to make sure it’s all out. If you find a tick and are concerned about what kind it is, the Fairfax County Health Department will identify them. More information can be found at www.fairfaxcounty.gov/health/fightthebite/tick-identification.
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