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			Introduction

			The gray boulder on Belle Isle sat perilously close to raucous rapids of the James River. I stood atop the rock looking northward across the water, toward downtown. The outspread landscape contained parts of James River Park, the location of many hikes in this book. My mind soared beyond downtown while mentally recounting all the scenic hikes of greater Richmond. Nearby, Gregory’s Pond lay silent beside the wooded trails of Rockwood Park. To the east the fountain of Dorey Lake greeted hikers. To the north the green oasis of Deep Run Park shaded walking paths used by daily exercisers, while Three Lakes Park contained a watery trailside getaway. To the south stood the large jewel of Pocahontas State Park, where natural beauty overlain with the historic Civilian Conservation Corps past made the trail system a delight, demanding multiple hikes for inclusion in this book. Dutch Gap Conservation Area was laced with miles of alluring trails and a chance to visit a re-created English village from the 1600s. Dodd Park offered bluffside hiking along the Appomattox River and a fascinating boardwalk over Ashton Creek Marsh. The hikes at Petersburg National Battlefield explored Civil War history amid rolling hills divided by quiet streams. Other destinations were developed purely with recreation in mind. Hikers and mountain bikers enjoyed a network of hillside paths. I scanned west to Powhatan and Amelia wildlife management areas, where Richmond residents can enjoy rural walks in large preserved areas, maybe to spot a deer or wild turkey.

			With this book in hand—and willing feet—you can explore the greater Richmond region. No matter where you go, the trails in this book will enhance your outdoor experience and leave you appreciating the natural splendors of the greater capital area. Enjoy.

		

		
			The Nature of Richmond and the Greater Capital Region

			Richmond’s hiking grounds range from single-track wooded trails along bountiful lakes and streams to flat and paved downtown strolls. Hikes in this guide cover the gamut. While by definition a best easy day hike is not strenuous and generally poses little danger to the traveler, knowing a few details about the nature of greater Richmond will enhance your explorations.

			Weather

			Richmond certainly experiences all four seasons. Summer can be warm, with occasional downright hot spells, and is the least popular hiking season. Thunderstorms can pop up in the afternoons. I recommend hiking during the early morning or late in the evening in summer. Hiking increases when the first northerly fronts of fall sweep cool, clear air across central Virginia. Crisp mornings give way to warm afternoons. Fall is drier than summer and is the driest of all seasons. Winter will bring frigid subfreezing days and chilling rains, even snow. However, a brisk hiking pace will keep you warm. Each cold month has several days of mild weather. Spring will be more variable. A warm day can be followed by a cold one. Extensive spring rains bring regrowth but also keep hikers indoors. But any avid hiker will find more good hiking days than they will have time to hike in spring and every other season.

			Critters

			Richmond trail treaders will encounter mostly benign creatures on these trails, such as deer, squirrels, rabbits, wild turkeys, and a variety of songbirds. More rarely seen (during the daylight hours especially) are coyotes, raccoons, and opossums. Deer in some of the parks are remarkably tame and may linger on or close to the trail as you approach. If you feel uncomfortable when encountering any critter, keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs.

		

		
			Be Prepared

			Hiking in greater Richmond is generally safe. Still, hikers should be prepared, whether they are out for a short stroll at James River Park or venturing into the secluded Powhatan Wildlife Management Area. Some specific advice:

			
					Know the basics of first aid, including how to treat bleeding, bites and stings, and fractures, strains, or sprains. Pack a first-aid kit on each excursion.

					Familiarize yourself with the symptoms of heat exhaustion and heat stroke. Heat exhaustion symptoms include heavy sweating, muscle cramps, headache, dizziness, and fainting. Should you or any of your hiking party exhibit any of these symptoms, cool the victim down immediately by rehydrating and getting him or her to an air-conditioned location. Cold showers also help reduce body temperature. Heat stroke is much more serious: The victim may lose consciousness and the skin is hot and dry to the touch. In this event, call 911 immediately.

					Regardless of the weather, your body needs a lot of water while hiking. A full 32-ounce bottle is the minimum for these short hikes, but more is always better. Bring a full water bottle, whether water is available along the trail or not.

					Don’t drink from streams, rivers, creeks, or lakes without treating or filtering the water first. Waterways and water bodies may host a variety of contaminants, including giardia, which can cause serious intestinal unrest.

					Prepare for extremes of both heat and cold by dressing in layers.

					Carry a backpack in which you can store extra clothing, ample drinking water and food, and whatever goodies, like guidebooks, cameras, and binoculars, you might want. Consider bringing a GPS equipped with tracking capabilities.

					Most Richmond trails have cell phone coverage. Bring your device, but make sure you’ve turned it off or got it on the vibrate setting while hiking. Nothing like a “wake the dead”-loud ring to startle every creature, including fellow hikers.

					Keep children under careful watch. Trails travel along many rivers, streams, and lakes, which are not recommended for swimming. Hazards along some of the trails include poison ivy, uneven footing, and steep drop-offs; make sure children don’t stray from the designated route. Children should carry a plastic whistle; if they become lost, they should stay in one place and blow the whistle to summon help.

			

		

		
			Zero Impact

			Trails in Richmond and neighboring communities are well used year-round, especially the trails of James River Park. We, as trail users, must be especially vigilant to make sure our passage leaves no lasting mark. Here are some basic guidelines for preserving trails in the region:

			
					Pack out all your own trash, including biodegradable items like orange peels. You might also pack out garbage left by less considerate hikers.

					Don’t approach or feed any wild creatures—the ground squirrel eyeing your snack food is best able to survive if it remains self-reliant.

					Don’t pick wildflowers or gather rocks, antlers, feathers, and other treasures along the trail. Removing these items will only take away from the next hiker’s experience.

					Avoid damaging trailside soils and plants by remaining on the established route. This is also a good rule of thumb for avoiding poison ivy and stinging nettle, common regional trailside irritants.

					Be courteous by not making loud noises while hiking.

					Many of these trails are multiuse, which means you’ll share them with other hikers, trail runners, mountain bikers, and equestrians. Familiarize yourself with the proper trail etiquette, and be sure to yield the trail when appropriate.

					Use outhouses at trailheads or along the trail.

			

		

		
			Richmond Area Boundaries and Corridors

			For the purposes of this guide, best easy day hikes are confined to a one-hour drive from downtown Richmond. The hikes reach into Petersburg and the counties of Chesterfield, Henrico, Prince George, Amelia, and Powhatan.

			A number of major highways and interstates converge in Richmond. Directions to trailheads are given from these arteries. They include I-95, I-295, I-895, I-64, Powhite Parkway, and Chippenham Parkway.

			Land Management

			The following government organizations manage most of the public lands described in this guide and can provide further information on these hikes and other trails in their service areas.

			
					Virginia State Parks, 203 Governor St., Suite 302, Richmond, VA 23219-2094; (800) 933-PARK; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state_parks/

					Richmond Department of Parks, Recreation and Community Facilities, 900 East Broad St., Richmond, VA 23219; (804) 646-7000; www.richmondgov.com/departments/parks/

					Chesterfield County Parks and Recreation, 9901 Lori Rd., Chesterfield, VA 23832-0040; (804) 748-1623; www.chesterfield.gov

					Henrico County Division of Recreation & Parks, P.O. Box 90775, Henrico, VA 23273-0775; (804) 501-7275; www.co.henrico.va.us/rec/
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