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All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. Hurricane Dorian caused significant damage to the region in September 2019, especially Hatteras and Ocracoke Islands. At press time, recovery efforts were underway, but we recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.
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How to Use This Book


Celebrating the 33rd edition of the Insiders’ Guide to North Carolina’s Outer Banks, we’ve updated, changed, and revised our extensive collection of favorite restaurants, shops, attractions, events, getaways, activities, and much more.

Besides introducing you to the area’s fascinating history and hidden treasures, we provide practical information on camping, real estate, vacation rentals, ferry schedules, fishing sites, and other areas of interest. Also discover valuable tips—look for the [image: frn_fig_005]—that you could get only from an insider. We’ve designed the Insiders’ Guide to North Carolina’s Outer Banks as a handy reference for all aspects of life here. Keep it in hand, and let us accompany and guide you along every step of your Outer Banks journey.

We begin with colorful overviews of each area along the barrier islands, from the sand-tail villages of Carova (at the Virginia–North Carolina border) to the windswept shores of Ocracoke Island; after that you’ll find a chapter on the various ways to get to and around the Outer Banks and sections on our history. Comprehensive chapters tailored to meet your personal needs follow If you’re looking for a cozy dinner spot, browse through the Dining chapter. If you want to spend the afternoon in search of a special souvenir, turn to Shopping. If you’ve always wanted to try scuba diving, parasailing, or surfing, all the information you’ll need is in Water Sports.
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We’ve arranged this book so you can read it bit by bit, opening to those particular pages that pique your interest while breezing by those that don’t. But please go back and thumb through any parts you may have skipped at first. We bet you’ll learn something interesting and maybe even discover some new favorite sports or pastimes along the way. To guide you along your adventure, a passel of excellent maps is tucked in at the book’s beginning as well.

Scattered throughout the various chapters are special Insiders’ tips (as noted earlier they’re indicated by an “i”) for quick insights, and Close-ups profiling truly unique aspects of the area’s lifestyle and culture.

You’ll also find listings accompanied by the [image: frn_fig_007.jpg] symbol—these are our top picks for attractions, restaurants, accommodations, and everything in between that you shouldn’t miss while you’re in the area. You want the best this region has to offer? Go with our Insiders’ Choice.

Finally, if you’re moving to the Outer Banks or already live here, be sure to check out pages at the back of the book. There you will find the Living Here appendix that offers sections on relocation and retirement.





WELCOME TO
North Carolina’s Outer Banks

The Outer Banks is a world unto itself, made of islands linked to the rest of civilization only by a few bridges and ferries. This fact lends a separatist character to the Outer Banks. A little bit isolated, this is a place where generations have lived and others residents who are proud to have escaped have come to escape the trappings of the mainland. Here vacationers come to put aside the crush city life and the daily pressure of a job. Days go by in the indescribable realm of “island time,” becoming more surreal the farther south you and life on a sandbar.

Cultural traditions and norms seem to fall by the wayside once one has crossed over onto one of the islands. Whether visiting or living here lifestyle changes inevitably occur. Suddenly it’s perfectly acceptable to go barefoot all day, to wear your bathing suit to the grocery store, to take a book to the beach and never read a word, to spend hours on the porch staring at the water, or to stop to watch the sun set.

The area is a chain of several islands, most little more than sandbars—Roanoke, Colington, Bodie, Hatteras, and Ocracoke. Stretching more than 100 miles along the North Carolina coast, the largest landmass of the Outer Banks, Bodie Island, encompasses the land from the north side of Oregon Inlet through Carova on the Virginia border. Physically it’s connected to Virginia, technically it’s no longer an island, is actually a very long and thin peninsula. However, since the state border is closed to land crossings, Bodie is, in many minds, an island.


AREA OVERVIEW

The Outer Banks extends from the Virginia border through Ocracoke. There are also some wonderful beaches south of Ocracoke and wonderful places to visit. For information about the best spots in those areas check out our Insiders’ Guide to North Carolina’s Central Coast and New Bern and Insiders’ Guide to North Carolina’s Southern Coast and Wilmington..

Bodie, Hatteras, and Ocracoke Islands are barrier islands, separated from the mainland by a system of wide, shallow sounds. The barrier islands are reefs of sand protecting the mainland from the ravages of the Atlantic Ocean. What keeps the barrier islands from washing away in the face of all that power is their ability to shift and move, to go with the flow of nature. There are other forces at work; vegetation plays a huge part in the stabilization of the islands and residents and government have worked to keep the shoreline intact, making them fit for human occupation.

Made up of 3,000 square miles of surface water and 30,000 square miles of watershed, 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 system consists of seven sounds—Albemarle, Pamlico, Currituck, Croatan, Roanoke, Bogue, and Core. The individual sounds are fed by inlets, cuts of water that slice through the skinny islands from the ocean, and by five major rivers. The Albemarle–Pamlico system is one of the most biologically productive estuaries in the United States, supporting a huge variety of wildlife, fish, shellfish, and plants.

Three North Carolina counties lay claim to these barrier islands—Currituck, Dare, and Hyde. Dare is the largest county with 383 square miles of land and almost 1,200 square miles of water. Dare County stretches from Duck on the north end to the tip of Hatteras Island, including Roanoke Island and a mass of mainland. Currituck County encompasses 255 square miles of land, most of it on the mainland and a small portion of barrier island from north of Duck to the Virginia border. Geographically divided, Currituck County has a population of more than 24,000; around 500 reside on Currituck’s northern beaches year-round. Hyde County’s Outer Banks portion is Ocracoke Island, a 9-square-mile island with around 900 residents.

The 37,000 or so year-round residents of the Outer Banks host more than 7 million visitors a year. Due to bridges and air travel, the Outer Banks islands are now more easily accessible than ever, leading to rapid development and a dramatic increase in the availability of goods and services. Residents have all the accoutrements needed for a comfortable way of life, including a thriving economy with low unemployment, affordable housing, retail stores offering almost everything, and an abundance of restaurants, arts and entertainment, medical care, and recreational opportunities. With all this, however, no one will deny that the pulse of life on these barrier islands is still set by wind and water. The weather and the natural world play intimate and demanding roles in the lives of barrier island residents.

Much of what keeps the Outer Banks so special is Cape Hatteras National Seashore, which encompasses more than 75 miles of rugged, undeveloped beaches, dunes, marshes, and flatlands. With commercial and residential development continually increasing on the barrier islands, Cape Hatteras National Seashore—the first national seashore in the nation—is treasured and appreciated more than ever. Three national wildlife refuges further protect portions of the Outer Banks from development.

Whether it’s the sunrise, the sunset, or what goes on between, the Outer Banks offers the most extraordinary of what island life has to offer. “The sunsets here are the prettiest I have ever seen,” Orville Wright wrote to his sister in 1900. “The clouds light up with all colors, in the background, with deep clouds of various shapes fringed with gold before. The moon rises in much the same style, and lights up the pile of sand almost like day.” We have more than just good looks and personality, though: We have history. We have drama. We have lots of good stories to tell.

In this chapter we offer overviews of the areas that make up the Outer Banks, taking you on a north-to-south tour of Corolla and Currituck beaches, Duck, Southern Shores, Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, Colington Island, Nags Head, Roanoke Island, Hatteras Island, and Ocracoke Island.

Hurricane Dorian caused significant damage to the region in September 2019, especially Hatteras and Ocracoke Islands. At press time, recovery efforts were underway, but we recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.


i The US Army Corps of Engineers research pier north of Duck is the only oceanographic research pier of its kind in the world. No tours are available; however, you can view the pier from along the shore.






COROLLA & CURRITUCK BEACHES

Just a little bit remote, the Currituck Outer Banks extend north from the town of Duck to the Virginia state line. The whole area is often called Corolla, but that is not quite correct. Corolla is the area north of the Currituck County line to the end of the paved road. To be very technical, Corolla is only the tiny, old village that sits at the base of the lighthouse. The Currituck Outer Banks has no incorporated towns and consists of several planned developments. From north to south, these are Ocean Hill, Corolla Light, Monterey Shores, Whalehead Beach, Buck Island, Crown Point, Ocean Sands, Ocean Sands South, and Pine Island.

The village of Corolla has retained many of its original buildings. What was once a home to fishermen and hunting guides is now a quaint shopping district perfect for an afternoon stroll.

Away from the village of Corolla there has been a building boom. From these barren dunes harboring a few fishing shacks and a handful of private homes, thousands of upscale houses, including 7,000-square-foot mansions, have sprung up on miles of recently paved subdivision roads. A family-owned convenience store that once supplied the only local goods for fewer than 100 permanent residents has been overshadowed by two chain grocery stores. A lighthouse completed in 1875 has become more important as a landmark for tourists than as a guide for sailors. Dozens of eateries offer a variety of cuisines, and several quality resort shopping plazas are available to serve the hundreds of thousands of visitors who flock to the northernmost Outer Banks each summer.

The tiny community where everyone knew everyone else has undergone enormous change with its transformation into a favorite travel destination, but development has been tasteful and aesthetically pleasing. (Local residents still know almost all of the year-rounders by first name).

North of Sanderling, Palmer’s Island is a 35-acre development with 15 oceanfront 1-acre lots, 8 of which have estates ranging from 6,000 to 10,000 square feet each. The homes are engineered to withstand 120 mph winds. Signature architectural embellishments are scaled to match the grandeur of the natural environment.



How Corolla Got its Name

Nestled at the base of Currituck Beach Lighthouse, the cluster of homes did not have a name until 1895 when the US Postal Service provided one. The Postal Service asked residents what name they wanted. Currituck Beach was rejected because there was already a Currituck post office in the county. Jones Hill, the name of the Coast Guard station at that location was rejected—no one is quite sure why but it was.

Finally someone suggested the name of petals of a flower—corolla—and that name was accepted.








CAROVA, AN ISOLATED OUTPOST

After NC 12 ends north of the Village of Corolla, there are no paved roads to the Virginia border. Although remote and accessible only by 4WD vehicles, the area has undergone a building boom over the past five years. On summer afternoons more than a thousand four-wheel-drive vehicles create their own paths on the beach as they drive into and around a community called Carova—where North Carolina meets Virginia. Note that Carova’s name is a melding of both states.

Where once lonely homes stood watch over the Corolla Wild Horses and the rhythm of waves beating upon the beach, now 24-bedroom event homes dot the landscape. Yet there is still magic here. Much of the land is protected and paved roads are prohibited. The wild horses still wander at will among the homes, stopping from time to time to graze on a tasty morsel of grass. The sea still rolls to the beach, where a common summer sight is a stallion and his harem cooling off in the surf.

It takes a special kind of person to live away from the paved road. There are no stores, no restaurants, no gas stations—just a few hundred homes, open vistas and wild horses. Residents must negotiate tides and the beach in off-road and four-wheel-drive vehicles, often timing trips to “civilization” around storms and abnormally high tides.

Although relatively protected from civilization, the area is patrolled by county, state, and federal officers. A system of dirt roads behind the dune line allows residents access to their homes. Most residents and visitors to Swan Beach, Carova, North Swan Beach, and the Seagull subdivisions drive on the beach above the waterline or on well-trodden tracks at the base of the dune line. The speed limit on the beach is 35 MPH and 15 MPH on all other roads. Citations are issued for exceeding the speed limit.

Without a four-wheel-drive vehicle, you should not drive on the beach. Watch out for tree stumps, though. An ancient forest that historians say grew along the sound more than 800 years ago still thrusts its sea-withered trunks through the waves at an area known as Wash Woods. Local guides gladly show visitors around in off-road vehicles. Guided tours of the area are available (see the Recreation chapter).

Whether you’re staying in one of Currituck Beach’s exclusive rental homes or camping somewhere on the southern Outer Banks, Corolla and the four-wheel-drive area are well worth exploring.


Carova Permits

There is an ordinance requiring permits to drive all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) in Carova. Drivers must prove ownership of property in Currituck to gain a free permit.

Currituck County also requires a daily use permit for the beach in Carova. This permit applies to the Carova area only, and does not apply to any area in the county south of the end of NC12.

Guests renting homes in Carova, should have permits available to them at no additional charge.

The permit is for beach use only. If you are planning on surf fishing or swimming in Carova, a permit is required. If your family is planning on driving a 4WD vehicle in the area in search of wild mustangs, no permit is required.






DUCK

What makes Duck unique is its village-like atmosphere and the incredible water and sunset vistas. Stroll along the town’s mile-long soundside boardwalk and sample gourmet foods for lunch or dinner or stop by the many superb businesses the line the sound.

In this upscale resort community, you’ll find wonderful waterfront boutiques, art galleries, and a variety of fine restaurants and casual eateries within easy strolling distance of one another and within walking or biking distance of many of Duck’s neighborhoods. The village has been working hard to create a pedestrian- and bike-friendly downtown, and the work is paying off. Duck is probably the most pedal- and foot-friendly town on the Outer Banks.

In the busy season Duck teems with visitors, and traffic crawls along the two-lane highway that runs north to Corolla. But even if you’re staying elsewhere, it’s worth a special trip.

Tourism was slow to find Duck. It began to catch hold in the early 1980s, but once it did the town grew rapidly (too rapidly, according to many locals). Two decades ago, T-shirts that read “Stuck in Duck” seemed to speak for a lot of the young people who craved more excitement than could be found in this sleepy town. Today it is affluent, busy, and thriving, and around 450 residents call Duck their year-round home. In the quaint shops nestled throughout this village, you can find some real treasures, authentic and one-of-a-kind items to bring home as souvenirs. Plan to enjoy at least one meal here: Duck boasts many outstanding restaurants, and some offer outdoor tables. Don’t expect to find strings of motels. Almost every visitor to Duck rents a vacation home.

Duck makes an excellent jumping-off point for the full range of water sports. You’ll find places to rent kayaks, canoes, windsurfing equipment, sailboats, Jet Skis, and WaveRunners, and you can launch very close to restaurants and shops. For extra exhilaration try a few hours of stand-up paddleboarding (SUP) followed by lunch or dinner at a soundside table.

The town grew up on one of the most slender strips of sand on the Outer Banks. The ocean and the sound are close enough here so that many cottages offer extraordinary views of both. The neighborhoods in and around Duck are a pleasing mixture of graceful older cottages and luxurious new homes. The gently rolling terrain contrasts with the flatter areas of the Outer Banks. This is the place if you crave a shady, tree-lined escape or a hilltop retreat where you can watch the sun rise and set from two sides of the same home.

Beyond the US Army Corps of Engineers Field Research Facility and the Duck Pier, heading toward Corolla, you’ll find the Duck Volunteer Fire Department, the Dare County Sheriff’s Office northern beach station, and the Duck Recycling Center.

About five miles north of the Village of Duck, Sanderling is the north-ernmost community on Dare County’s beaches—an isolated, exclusive enclave with 300 acres stretching from sound to sea.

The community itself was started in 1978, setting a precedent for excellence among vacation destinations. These neighborhoods, barely visible from the road, approach land planning sensitively, preserving as much natural vegetation as possible and always aiming for architectural excellence. They are well worth searching out.

In 1985 the Sanderling Inn and Restaurant (now known as Sanderling Inn Resort) opened in the restored Caffey’s Inlet Lifesaving Station, built in 1874. With cedar-shake siding, natural wood interiors, and English country antiques, it has the appearance of turn-of-the-20th-century Nags Head resorts and the ambience of a European escape. It’s large and airy, with wide porches offering plenty of room for conversation, drinks, and soaking in the sunrise while rocking in wooden chairs (see the Accommodations and Dining chapters for details).




SOUTHERN SHORES

Stretching from sound to sea, Southern Shores is heralded as one of the most beautiful, well-thought-out developments on the Outer Banks. Interwoven with canals, maritime hardwood forests, dunes, and private beaches, its scenic beauty is hard to match. Real estate agents call Southern Shores property one of the best Outer Banks values for long-term investment.

Southern Shores is south of Duck and north of Kitty Hawk. You can enter this community from the south via NC 12; by South Dogwood Trail, which runs alongside Kitty Hawk School; or by Juniper Trail, which runs perpendicular to the Marketplace shopping center.


A Haven of Solitude

Comprising mostly single-family homes, Southern Shores is predominantly a residential town uncluttered by the commercial aspects of other Outer Banks areas, making it the perfect place to seek solitude.

Founded in 1947 when artist Frank Stick purchased 2,600 acres of beach, marsh and maritime forest, the town was envisioned as a haven for families from the beginning. With his son, David, author of a number of histories of the Outer Banks including Graveyard of the Atlantic, he designed the Southern Shores flat top vacation homes that are considered outstanding examples of “a mid-20th century modernist home.”

Needing to drain the marsh on the sound side of the town, the Sticks also created a network of canals. Residents still enjoy canoeing or kayaking in the canal system that connects interior properties to Jean Guite Bay and Currituck Sound.

The community includes two private marinas, soundside picnic and bathing areas, and ocean beach accesses situated every 600 feet. The accesses are available only to residents and vacationers staying in the area (make sure you display the proper permit), affording every beachgoer enough elbow room to comfortably spread a blanket or throw a Frisbee. A soundside wading beach on North Dogwood Trail is a favorite spot for families because the shallow sound water is a safer place for children to swim than the ocean. In the summer the picnic area has toilet facilities. Paved and unpaved bike trails meander through the town. Anyone can use the facilities, but to park you must belong to the civic association or get a town sticker. In either case, you have to be a property owner or guest to park in Southern Shores.

The golf course at Duck Woods Country Club winds its way through a residential neighborhood of Southern Shores, offering outstanding play in a pristine setting among tall pines, dogwoods, and other foliage. The 18-hole course is the oldest on the Outer Banks and accepts public play year-round (see the Recreation chapter).

The 40 original families who inhabited Southern Shores formed the town’s first civic association. The Southern Shores Civic Association acts like a parks and recreation department. It owns, operates, and maintains the marinas, playgrounds, beach accesses, and crossovers for residents, property owners, and guests. Membership dues cover costs, but most of the physical upkeep is done by volunteers in the community.

Today the population has expanded to more than 2,600 year-round residents, swelling to 10,000 in the summer months. Until recently most residents were retirees, but now Southern Shores has an equal number of young families living within its boundaries.

It’s been more than 70 years since Frank Stick first purchased Southern Shores, but the slow pace of development means there is still real estate available. Raw land on the oceanfront or soundfront is hard to come by these days, but those wanting to purchase property can obtain homes or land in the beach zone, dunes, or woods. Due to careful planning, Southern Shores has land reserved for a future civic center and several plots to be developed for other town needs.

One of the town’s two retail establishments, the Marketplace, includes Food Lion and a multitude of smaller shops (see the Shopping chapter). This complex sits at the edge of Southern Shores, just east of the base of the Wright Memorial Bridge. Southern Shores Crossing, situated behind Southern Shores Realty, offers more small shops, a specialty market, a day spa, and an upscale restaurant.

Southern Shores was incorporated in 1979 and growth has occurred in the development since Frank Stick’s purchase, but the developers’ spirit of conservation is felt with every bike ride, sunset, and tour of the waterways that weave together flora, fauna, and humankind. The town continues to be environmentally conscious and was the first Outer Banks community to offer curbside recycling.






KITTY HAWK

If you access the Outer Banks from North Carolina’s Currituck County mainland, the first town you’ll reach is Kitty Hawk. This beach municipality begins at the eastern end of the Wright Memorial Bridge over the Currituck Sound and stretches sound to sea for about 4 miles. Within its town limits are a maritime forest, a fishing pier, a golf course, condominiums, and a historic, secluded village.

Southern Shores forms the northern boundary of Kitty Hawk, and Kill Devil Hills is to the south. Milepost (MP) markers offer the best means of finding your destination. Most rental cottages, shops, restaurants, attractions, and resorts in this area can be located by green milepost markers along US 158, Croatan Highway (insiders call this the Bypass) and NC 12, Virginia Dare Trail (insiders call this the Beach Road). The first milepost marker (MP 1) is in Kitty Hawk, where the highway splits near the Aycock Brown Welcome Center.


[image: Soft sand and bright sunshine make for a perfect beach day in Kitty Hawk.]
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Much of its 4 miles of beachfront is more developed than any other place on the barrier islands with many of the homes and businesses built in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. Kitty Hawk offers a great vacation getaway with lots of family-oriented activities, a fishing pier, some great eateries, convenient shopping, and all the fun you could want on a clean beach.

Cruising south along the beach, you’ll notice some weather-beaten houses perched on the shoreline. At high tide and in stormy weather, waves crash under the house pilings and wash out truckloads of sand. In the past, ocean played chicken with these beach cottages, and just about every year a cottage would cry uncle and collapse into the surf. However, the Kitty Hawk beach has been nourished, and the result is been a wider, better beach that offers protection to the classic beach cottages.

Kitty Hawk’s name will forever be bound to the history of aviation and the Wright Brothers. It was in the Village of Kitty Hawk that Wilbur first set foot on the Outer Banks. His brother, Orville, joined him 11 days later. They stayed at the home of town’s Postmasters, Bill and Addie Tate, and it was Bill Tate’s letter to an inquiry from the brothers that brought them to his home.

“This in my opinion would be a fine place; our winds are always steady, generally from 10 to 20 miles velocity per hour,” he wrote, adding the Kitty Hawk residents were “…a hospitable people when you come among us.”

The Tate house was on Moor Shore Road. The house no longer exists, but a monument, paid for by the citizens of Kitty Hawk was placed on the site in 1928. The monument is still there.

The brothers flew their experimental kites at Kitty Hawk in 1900, but the following year set up a permanent camp in a series of high dunes out of the town called Kill Devil Hills. At the time it was part of Kitty Hawk, but is now the town of Kill Devil Hills.

By one popular version of the story, Kitty Hawk owes its colorful name to a derivation of local Indians’ references to goose hunting season as “killy honker” or “killy honk.” Eighteenth-century documents record this beach community as “Chickahauk,” a name adopted by the prestigious southeastern section of Southern Shores. Other theories say the name evolved from “skeeter hawk,” mosquito hawks that were prolific in the area, or from ospreys or similar raptors preying on the area’s kitty wren.


The Transition to Vacation Destination

Unlike Nags Head, which has been a thriving summer resort since before the Civil War, Kitty Hawk didn’t become a vacation destination until about 75 years ago. A group of Elizabeth City businessmen bought 7 miles of beach north of Kitty Hawk Village in the late 1920s and formed the Wright Memorial Bridge Company. By 1930 they had built a 3-mile wooden span across the Currituck Sound from Point Harbor to the Outer Banks. Travelers could finally arrive at island beaches by car from the mainland. Kitty Hawk land became popular—and a lot more pricey. Summer visitors streamed across the new bridge, paying $1 per car for the privilege.

With the sudden boom in tourism, development shifted from the protected soundside hammocks to the open, windswept beaches. Small wooden cottages sprung from behind dunes on the oceanfront. As the beach eroded over the years, wind and water had their way with many of the beachfront homes. Houses were swept away during hurricanes and nor’easters, providing newfound ocean frontage for the neighbor cottage across the street. In 2003 Hurricane Isabel took an additional seven homes.

Even the original Kitty Hawk Lifesaving Station had to be jacked up and moved to a more protected site on the west side of the Beach Road to prevent tides from carrying it to a watery grave. The station is now a private residence, but travelers can still recognize the original Outer Banks gabled architecture of this historic structure.

In the western reaches of this community, the maritime forest of Kitty Hawk Woods winds for miles over tall ridges and blackwater swamps. Primarily year-round residents make their homes here on private plots and in new subdivisions. Some lots are much larger than in other central beach communities. The twisting vines, dripping Spanish moss, and abundant tall trees offer seclusion and shelter from the storms not found in the expansive, open oceanfront areas. On summer days locals often ride horses around the shady lanes of old Kitty Hawk Village, reminiscent of the days before bridges.

Although you’ll find some businesses tucked back in the trees of Kitty Hawk Village at the western end of Kitty Hawk Road near the sound, most of this town’s commercial outposts are along the Bypass and the Beach Road. The Shoreside Center near the end of the Wright Memorial Bridge is anchored by a Walmart and Harris Teeter. Other shopping plazas include the Dune’s Shops with its eclectic collection of eateries and Buccaneers Shops anchored on the end by the iconic Captain Franks.

If you’re headed for the beach, you’ll find a public bathhouse at MP 4½. There is also a number of public parking areas for beachgoers throughout the town. The public is also welcome to use the Dare County boat launch at the end of Bob Perry Road, where locals and visitors can set sail on a hot summer day and watch the dolphins frolic in Kitty Hawk Bay.

From fishing, to surfing to kayaking, Kitty Hawk offers exceptional recreational possibilities. With all the water fun rounded out with a fine selection of dining establishments, convenient shopping, and medical services, along with history and natural beauty, it’s obvious why Kitty Hawk is a favorite beach retreat for families, retirees, and college students.






KILL DEVIL HILLS

Even among all the other romantic and striking names of Outer Banks communities, Kill Devil Hills swirls a little longer in the imagination. One legend has it that Kill Devil Hill, the sand dune where the Wright brothers revolutionized transportation, was named after the wretched-tasting kill-devil rum that may have washed up in barrels from shipwrecks in early colonial days. According to another tale these hills were named after a rogue called Devil Ike, who blamed the theft of shipwrecked cargo on the devil, whom he claimed to have chased to the hills and killed. Other local lore tells of an Outer Banker who, atop one of the dunes, tried to kill the devil he had traded his soul to for a bag of gold.

A wonderful attraction away from the beach is the Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve. The parking lot and information center are actually located in Kill Devil Hills, although much of the park crosses into Nags Head. Hikers, birders, and nature lovers delight in this wooded anomaly, where diverse flora and fauna can be enjoyed in stunning silence.

The Outer Banks’ first incorporated and most populous town, Kill Devil Hills is bookended by Kitty Hawk and Nags Head. Spanning the barrier island from sound to sea, this beach community is the geographic center of Dare County, with a little over 7,000 permanent residents. Hundreds of thousands of tourists visit this bustling beach town each summer. Indeed, the intersection of Ocean Bay Boulevard and Colington Road—where the Wright Memorial, a beach bathhouse, the post office, the town municipal center, the county chamber of commerce, the library, a school complex, and the entrance to the only road to Colington Island are grouped—is the busiest junction in the county and possibly the busiest secondary road in North Carolina. Bottlenecks are common in the morning and midafternoon hours.
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Despite the trend toward bigger and more exclusive resort homes and amenities elsewhere on the Outer Banks, Kill Devil Hills remains a family-oriented beach for visitors and a centrally located town of moderately priced housing for the permanent population. Kite flying, surfing, sea kayaking, windsurfing, sunbathing, shopping, restaurants, motels, churches, and schools combine to make this town a top choice for many, as it has been for more than a 60 years.

Condominiums and franchise hotels dot the 5 miles of once-barren dunes. More than 41 miles of paved roads have replaced sandy pathways. Fast food restaurants have sprung up along the five-lane US 158, forming the Outer Banks’ commercial hub, known locally as French Fry Alley.




COLINGTON ISLAND

In 1633, Colington Island became the first land in Carolina to be deeded to an individual. Today this 2-mile-long, 2.5-mile-wide island, although developing rapidly, is one of the last of the Outer Banks communities to experience growth. Around 3,500 people make Colington their year-round home.

The east end of Colington Island lies a mile west of the Wright Brothers National Memorial, linked by a bridge over Colington Creek, which separates the island from Kill Devil Hills and Dare County beaches. Colington’s other borders are surrounded by open water. Kitty Hawk Bay is to the north and Buzzard Bay is to the south. The mouths of four sounds (Currituck, Albemarle, Croatan, and Roanoke) converge on the west side of this family community.

Colington, named after its first proprietor, Sir John Colleton, was originally tilled to grow grapes for a winery shortly after settlers in 1664 founded the first Outer Banks community. The grapes, along with crops of tobacco, fruits, and vegetables, failed after three successive hurricanes, but by the early 1800s, a thriving fishing community had grown on two halves of the island: Great Colenton and Little Colenton, cleaved in 1769 by the Dividing Creek. Fishing, crabbing, and hunting sustained islanders generation after generation. Eventually, years after the rest of the barrier islands, Colington natives got paved roads, telephones, and electric service.

Now they have tourism as well. Just like the four- or five-generation families that live here, Colington Island has its own unique Outer Banks identity. High, uneven dunes meet dank, brackish swamplands. Thick groves of pine, dogwood, live oak, beech, and holly drip Spanish moss over expanses of sandy shoreline. Thin creeks widen to unexpected harbors and bays. In summer months soft-shell crab holding pens illuminate strips of scrubby yard along the sounds at night, the naked light bulbs glaring out of the darkness like a Reno casino. Advertisements for waterfront property in pricey new subdivisions are posted not far from where trailers and campgrounds line the twisting road. Mansions are barely evident, perched on their sandy shelves overlooking Colington Road, the most heavily traveled secondary road in Dare County.

Colington Harbour, the island’s first subdivision, was built in 1965. Since then numerous other subdivisions have been constructed along canals, marsh-lands, and soundfronts and in woodlands throughout Colington Island. After a year of weighing benefits and risks, newcomers and natives hammered out a reasonable zoning plan. Several restaurants, a storage garage, and a go-kart track mingling with crab shedders and fish houses along the road illustrate the conflict and challenges this sheltered community faced over dramatic change. With new development approved every year, residents have accepted the inevitability of growth. The future face of Colington will be determined by the strength of the zoning plan and the people who molded it.




NAGS HEAD

Home of the Outer Banks’ first resort, the community of Nags Head is south of Kill Devil Hills and north of Oregon Inlet. It stretches from the Atlantic Ocean to the Roanoke Sound and has remained a popular vacation destination for almost 200 years. Many first-time vacationers mistakenly refer to the whole middle-Banks area as “Nags Head,” lumping the town together with neighboring Kill Devil Hills and Kitty Hawk. Most likely this is historically based, due to the fact that at one time Nags Head was the only true destination on the middle Banks.

The booming summer scene was once anchored by cottages towering over the shallow sound, elaborate hotels facing the mainland, and calm—water canoeing, crabbing, and conversation. This relaxed style of soundside vacationing has long since been altered by shifting sands and changing values.



The Story Behind the Name

The primary resort destination on these barrier islands for more than a century, Nags Head has been the official name of the area since at least 1738, when it first appeared on maps. Historians say the beach town got its name from the horses that once roamed throughout the islands. The much more colorful legend we insiders prefer is that Nags Head was derived from a custom locals used to lure ships to the shores. Securing a lantern from a Banker pony’s neck, residents would drive the horse up and down the beach, the light swinging with the same motion as a sailboat. The unsuspecting off-shore vessel would steer toward the light and proceed to get grounded on the shoals. The locals would then promptly ransack the hapless ship.






Nags Head Today

Today Nags Head is home around 3,000 residents. Hotels, restaurants, piers, rambling residences, and luxurious vacation cottages line Nags Head’s ocean-front, which remains predominantly vacation oriented. Local residents live in the middle and on the west side of the island, away from the harsh elements of the sea. The sound shores are filled with private cottages, except one portion of lower Nags Head that features water-sports outfitters, go-kart tracks, and mini golf galore. South Nags Head, stretching from MP 17 to MP 21, is an exclusively residential area with no commercial development.

Jockey’s Ridge State Park is Nags Head’s most popular attraction aside from the beach. The best kite flying, hang gliding, and sunset views are found atop this natural phenomenon, which is the largest sand dune on the East Coast. Every summer day the sprawling dune is dotted with hundreds of people who climb to the top for recreation and for the expansive views of sea and sound.

Nags Head is well known for its recreational opportunities. The Outer Banks has expanded its bike and multi-use paths and there are interconnected bike paths from the Currituck County line on the north End of Duck to South Nags Head. A Scottish links–style golf course, Nags Head Golf Links, is one of the area’s most beautiful and challenging courses. It stretches along the Roanoke Sound, offering sound views and the opportunity to see a variety of water-birds and wildlife. Dolphin tours, airboat rides, boat rentals, Jet Ski rentals, kiteboarding lessons, windsurfing, and sailing are all offered on the sound in lower Nags Head, around MP 16 and on the Nags Head–Manteo Causeway. Miniature golf and go-kart tracks also cluster in this area. Nags Head has the YMCA complex and the area’s only bowling alley.

Shoppers flock to Nags Head’s name-brand outlet stores and to its several strip malls and grocery stores. Nags Head is home to many art galleries, including an artists’ enclave known as Gallery Row (see the Arts & Culture chapter). Restaurants and nightspots lure diners and revelers to Nags Head. Owens’ Restaurant has been a Nags Head institution for more than 50 years. Pamlico Jack’s offers some of the best sunset views on the Outer Banks.

Since it’s centrally located on the Outer Banks, Nags Head is a favorite destination of people who want to take day trips to Hatteras Island and Corolla. If you don’t want to get back in the car once you’ve arrived at your vacation destination, you can get everything you want within walking distance of most Nags Head hotels and cottages.

Whether you’re looking to escape the bustle of the beach by taking a quiet hike through the Nature Conservancy’s Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve or dance the night away at a beachside tavern, this Outer Banks town remains one of the area’s most popular resorts.






ROANOKE ISLAND

Nestled between the Outer Banks and the North Carolina mainland, Roanoke Island is one of the most historic places in America. Roanoke Island is the site of England’s first attempt to establish a permanent colony in the New World. Beginning in 1584, Sir Walter Raleigh dispatched a series of voyages carrying courageous souls to settle in the New World. These journeys culminated in a colony of 117 men, women, and children, sent in 1587, only to disappear mysteriously.” The Lost Colony of Roanoke Island remains a puzzle. Theories concerning the colonists’ fate abound, but until archaeologists dig up some real proof, we’ll continue to wonder what really happened to these early settlers.

For those who appreciate concrete links to the past, relics have been retrieved from the waters surrounding Roanoke Island—artifacts that may provide clues to centuries-old puzzles. Numerous locals and archaeologists alike have combed the island for treasures from the Native American culture, earliest English settlements, and Civil War times. Old English coins, a powder horn, a vial of quicksilver, weapons, bottles, iron fragments, pottery, and arrowheads have been discovered here.

Roanoke Island tends to bring out the nature lover in all of us. In the spring, summer, and fall, early mornings and late afternoons find marsh rabbits nibbling roadside grasses. Red-winged blackbirds, looking much like holiday ornaments, adorn the bushes alongside the road. They really stand out in winter, when the leaves have left trees barren. Scan the creeks in the warm months, just before entering Roanoke Island from the west, and you can see turtles lined like soldiers on half-sunken logs and along the banks. Crossing the Washington Baum Bridge from the east, we regularly spot osprey flying overhead, clutching dangling snakes or fish in their claws. A wide variety of fish, such as spot, croaker, pigfish, sea mullet, sheepshead, and stripers, inhabit the surrounding waters. Boats and recreational water vehicles of all sorts share the sounds and bays in fair weather.

By land you can walk back in time at Roanoke Island Festival Park. Docked at the Park is the Elizabeth II, a 69-foot replica of the typical British ship plying the seas in 1584. The Elizabeth II was christened in 1984 to mark the 400th anniversary of the first expedition to Roanoke Island.

You can also examine history at Fort Raleigh. Make sure to explore the park’s nature path, the Thomas Hariot Trail. Hariot, a 16th-century author, wrote the first book about the New World in Elizabethan English. His book is a study of the Native Americans and a survey of the area’s natural resources. Only six copies of his literary treatise are said to exist.


Island Economy & Tourism

At the heart of Roanoke Island life is the inhabitants’ desire to preserve a small-town feeling while finding ways to make a living. Islanders mostly work in tourist- and service-oriented businesses, at fishing-related jobs, as writers and artists, in local government, and in the public school system.

Roanoke Island has history to market. The Attractions chapter describes the island’s top sites: the Elizabethan Gardens, the North Carolina Aquarium, Fort Raleigh National Historic Site, the Outer Banks History Center, Roanoke Island Festival Park, the North Carolina Maritime Museum, and The Lost Colony outdoor drama.

The Outer Banks History Center, housed at Roanoke Island Festival Park (see the Attractions chapter), is a fount of Roanoke Island lore and has old photos and area maps on display.

The main branch of the Dare County Library on US 64, just across from Manteo Elementary School, is another good source for more island information. For overall Outer Banks information, such as maps, brochures, and other local data, stop in at the Outer Banks Visitors Bureau on US 64/264. The staff is friendly and helpful.

Talk with some of our old-timers for some really entertaining inside information. Conversation with lifelong locals is bound to reveal a colorful tale or two. Pick up a copy of Memories of Manteo and Roanoke Island, NC, by Suzanne Tate as told by the late Cora Mae Basnight, if you’re unable to make a personal connection. This oral history, from the mouth of a much-loved native (and late mother of the former president pro tem of the North Carolina Senate, Marc Basnight), is a delightful book accented with interesting photographs. Ms. Basnight, according to Tate’s book, held the record for playing the same role longer than any actor in American theater, that of Agona, a Native American woman, in The Lost Colony. Many consider her the quintessential Agona. Another fantastic, more thorough history of the town and island is Manteo, A Roanoke Island Town, by Angel Ellis Khoury. It’s filled with fascinating stories, anecdotes, and facts about this area.
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Lots of exciting tales revolve around The Lost Colony, the historic outdoor drama that outlines the story of the first English settlement and its disappearance. Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright Paul Green wrote the drama, which debuted in 1937. It has played a major role in the lives of local folk ever since (see the Arts & Culture chapter). The production celebrated its 80th anniversary in 2019.

Generations of families grew up acting in the annual play. From representing the infant Virginia Dare to playing the role of Gov. John White or Chief Manteo, many a Roanoke Island resident nurtured a love of history through the play and a love of theater as a result. Andy Griffith, who played Sir Walter Raleigh in his first acting stint, became a permanent Roanoke Island resident. Among other notable veterans of the play are William Ivey Long, Terrance Mann, Chris Elliott, and Eileen Fulton.

William S. Powell’s Paradise Preserved is the definitive source for the history of the Roanoke Island Historical Association, perpetuators of the historic play. Powell offers an exciting account of the creative endeavors of Mrs. Mabel Evans Jones, the author and producer of local pageants on Roanoke Island that predate Green’s play. Evans Jones, the former superintendent of schools in Dare County, ran a summer arts camp on the island in the early 1920s. As it is with an archaeologist, the more you dig, the more you’re likely to uncover something concerning Roanoke Island’s roots and tales of the people who called the island home.




Boatbuilding

A description of Roanoke Island would be incomplete without a nod to a very special livelihood shared by many native islanders. Boatbuilding was and continues to be a major part of life on Roanoke Island. From the small bateau put together in a backyard shed to the 100-foot yachts constructed at major boat-building operations, Manteo and Wanchese share in this rich heritage.

The North Carolina Maritime Museum operates in the old George Washington Creef Boathouse on the Manteo waterfront. The museum pays tribute to the area’s boatbuilding heritage. Here you can watch old crafts being restored and view a variety of boat exhibits.

George and Benjamin Creef operated the facility as the Manteo Machine Shop and Railways in the 19th century. The shop was built in 1884. Boats were hauled out of the water and serviced there. At this location “Uncle Wash” Creef built the first shad boat, designated the Official State Historic Boat of North Carolina in 1987. One of the most important fishing vessels of its time, its design allowed it to effectively work nets and carry weight yet still ride well in the water.

Boats are still built on Roanoke Island—huge, sleek vessels with their hulls buffed to a sun-splintering shine. Each spring these brand-new, 50-foot-plus boats emerge from private building barns and are tugged slowly down the highway to Wanchese to be put in the water for the first time. On board the boat, members of the construction crew carefully lift power lines as their vessel moves down the road, invariably delaying traffic. Smiles wreathe the faces of the crew: After six to eight months of hammering, sanding, and painting, they are ready to christen the fruit of their labor. It is a tense time, too, for no one really relaxes until everyone sees that the boat sits and moves “just right” in the water.






HATTERAS ISLAND

The sea is a strong tonic that humans often crave at the expense of security. Nowhere is this desire more obvious than on this little stretch of sand that juts precariously out into the Atlantic Ocean just off North Carolina’s coast. Hatteras Island residents accept the stresses of living with a seasonal economy, storm damage, and cultural isolation as part of life in the shifting sand. The decision to live on the threshold of land and sea forges an intimate relationship with nature. Hearty islanders pulled together to rebuild hard hit areas after 2011’s Hurricane Irene wreaked havoc upon northern sections of Hatteras Island.

South of Nags Head and north of Ocracoke Island, Hatteras Island measures 60 miles from Oregon Inlet to Hatteras Inlet and consists of seven small towns with a total year-round population of about 4,000 residents. Running north to south they are Rodanthe, Waves, Salvo, Avon, Buxton, Frisco, and Hatteras Village. You can enter the island from the north by car via NC 12 after crossing the Marc Basnight Bridge or from the south by ferry via Ocracoke Island. As with other townships and islands of the Outer Banks, you can also reach the area by air—setting down on a small airstrip in Frisco—or by boat. (See the Getting Here, Getting Around and Recreation chapters for airfield, marina, and ferry information.)


Island Living, Economy & Tourism

Overall, Hatteras Island’s residents live and work supported mostly by tourism, fishing, real estate, teaching, and government employment. Because of the seasonal economy, weather-related economic setbacks, and lack of corporations and industries that hire mass amounts of people, it’s not unusual for residents to have more than one job. Cleaning rental cottages on the side provides extra money, and you may find that your waiter during the summer months is a professional from another trade altogether. Necessity also provokes creativity, and many locals sell their carvings or paintings in local shops and galleries.

Families thrive despite typical inconveniences to be expected in village living on a remote island. They pattern their living styles accordingly. You won’t find a Walmart on the island, but mail—order companies get their share of business. A sense of community is evident in the packed stands at the Cape Hatteras High School basketball games (even folks with no kids attend).

It’s only been during recent years that Hatteras residents have left the island in large numbers during county-mandated hurricane evacuations. More nonnatives who now live here are less likely to ride out a storm. Storm danger and damage has increased due to development and tighter living quarters.

Weather plays a regular role in Hatteras life. When the island is evacuated during a hurricane warning, local businesses may lose up to a week’s worth of revenue. With their annual income primarily made during the 12 weeks of summer, evacuations cause financial hardship for businesses and their employees.

Despite the imposing hold nature can cast over the barrier island, visitors flock here annually to enjoy its beauty and seclusion. Today there are enough conveniences, restaurants, and diversions within reach to entertain even sophisticated vacationers. The Cape Hatteras School, with help from the Dare County Arts Council and the Bryan Cultural Series brings in cultural events for residents. There are also several noteworthy art galleries on the island (see the Arts & Culture chapter).

History tells us, though, that even without these modern additions, folks would still come to relax Hatteras-style, away from the busier pace of the towns farther up the barrier islands, to do a little crabbing, clamming, fishing, beach walking, bird watching, or chatting with the anglers who relax at the docks. Many a modern-day adult vacationer has been coming to the Outer Banks since childhood. In fact, generations of families can call Hatteras Island their summer home.

The island has two obvious drawing cards: the sea and unique landscape. Some of the best windsurfing, kiteboarding and surfing in North America can be done in the waters along Hatteras Island (see the Attractions and Recreation chapters). Surfers from all over the East Coast come to Hatteras Island to surf the breakers, especially during strong nor’easters. Surfers look forward to hurricane season from June through November, when big northern swells can push wave heights to 8 feet or more.

Hatteras Island is famous as an East Coast fishing hot spot. About 40 miles offshore are the Gulf Stream, a shelf current, and the Deep Western Boundary Current, all of which cross near the continental shelf’s edge. The influence of this convergence is both positive and negative. These crossing currents spawned Diamond Shoals, creating the groundwork for danger but also supplying a rich habitat for sport fish. A wide variety of fish travel up the Gulf Stream, giving this area the reputation for being the “Billfish Capital of the World.” World-record fish have been caught both offshore and in the surf at Cape Hatteras Point, where red drum and many other fish come to feed. Much of the tip of Hatteras is lined with marinas where recreational charter boats take visitors to inshore and offshore waters (see the Recreation chapter). Full-service tackle shops, staffed with knowledgeable insiders, speckle the barrier island.

North of Rodanthe and just south of Oregon Inlet is Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge, where birding is popular and rewarding. A unique maritime forest lies farther south in Buxton, with a nature trail and informative signs (see the Attractions chapter for descriptions of both).

There are three National Park Service campgrounds on Hatteras Island (at Oregon Inlet, Frisco, and Cape Point) offering more laid-back and less expensive camping than the rest of the Outer Banks’ camping facilities. Several private campgrounds also are established in the island communities (see the Accommodations chapter).

If nature hasn’t sold you on Hatteras Island’s wild, raw beauty, check out the Recreation chapter for other amusements that can be enjoyed by the whole family.





The Tri-Villages


Rodanthe is Hatteras Island’s northernmost village, situated about 12 miles from the northern tip of the island. Rodanthe blends seamlessly with Waves and Salvo to form what is sometimes referred to as the Tri-Village area.

Rodanthe and Waves were once one, called Chicamacomico north and south In 1874 the US Postal Service decided the area needed a post office. Concerned that the name Chicamacomico would be too hard to spell or recognize, a different name was selected, and the area became Rodanthe. Although there are no records indicating why the name was chosen, a non-native cactus-like plant, the Rodantha, seems a possible source. Waves was named in 1939 when the Postal Service decided to create a new post office south of Rodanthe. Postmistress Anna Midgette, with an eye toward tourism, suggested Waves.

The story of how Salvo got its name includes a quick journey back to the Civil War. In 1861, Union forces seized forts at Ocracoke and Hatteras Inlet. Confederate forces moved south to contest the loss of the inlets Northern warships were ordered to shell the area. According to USPS records, when the USS Monticello fired one last salvo, “Salvo” was marked on the map where the village is today. In 1901, the post office was officially named Salvo. Before that it was Clark-Betheny.

Rodanthe is home to the restored 1874 Chicamacomico Lifesaving Station, a historic tourist attraction that offers many activities. The village also boasts a popular fishing pier.

It’s hard to know when you actually enter Waves because there are no signs welcoming you. Surfers stole those so many times that the villagers finally gave up installing them. Salvo also has nebulous village boundaries The locals know them, though, and that’s all that matters. Salvo is vacation-oriented, although there aren’t many commercial enterprises. At the south end of the village is a NPS day-use area that’s great for soundside picnicking, swimming, windsurfing, and kitesurfing.

Over the past ten years, the Tri-Villages, Rodanthe and Waves in particular, have seen a significant amount of development. They have managed to retain much of their Outer Banks village feel, but with two kitesurfing resorts, Kitty Hawk Kites in Rodanthe and Real Sports in Waves, a number of businesses have opened to serve the increase in visitors.

There are no supermarkets in the Tri-Villages although there are two well-stocked convenience stores that should be able to take care of most needs. Island Convenience is on the north end of Rodanthe and should have all the basics needed for a vacation stay. It has a very old-time Outer Banks feel to it.

In the St. Waves Plaza in Waves, the Waves Deli Market has killer sandwiches basic groceries and produce.





Avon


Avon is about 10 miles south of Salvo, separated from the northern villages by a long, beautiful stretch of undeveloped NPS property. Originally called Kinakeet, a name that is still used by many old-timers, the name changed when the village got a post office in 1883.

Avon is as close to the middle of Hatteras Island as any town and consequently there is more commercial development, including the island’s only large chain grocery store. The Village also has many shops, restaurants, water-sports rentals, a fishing pier, and a medical facility. One of the best-known windsurfing spots in the world, Canadian Hole, is on the south end of Avon.

Old Avon Village, on the west side of the island, offers a chance to see local life. Turn toward the sound at the stoplight by Sunrise Seafood to see the old cottages, fishing gear, boats, and villagers.




Buxton and Frisco

Buxton is at the widest part of the island, on a point of land that juts into the sea and is known as Cape Point. Hotels, restaurants, shops, and a locally owned supermarket line the highway. Tackle shops are abundant here because fishing at Cape Point is rightly famous, as is surfing.
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The black-and-white candy-striped vertical lines of Cape Hatteras Lighthouse dominate the skyline. Completed in 1870, the 198-foot lighthouse is the tallest brick lighthouse in the country. At its base Buxton Woods, a rare maritime forest, provides protection for the village. When Buxton got its post office in 1873, it was called simply The Cape The name changed in 1882.

Frisco, the next town heading south, is the perfect place to get away from it all, with many vacation rental homes, a couple of art galleries, some shops and restaurants, and a Native American museum. Frisco is also the location of Billy Mitchell Ariport, a 3,000-foot long runway, owned by the National Park Service and maintained by the state.

But mostly it’s the fishing, uncrowded beaches, and solitude which attract people to Frisco.




Hatteras Village

Hatteras Village, at the southernmost end of the island, is a picture-book fishing village and the ferry embarkation point for Ocracoke Island. When people say they’re going to Hatteras, they mean the village, not the lighthouse, the cape, or the inlet.

With its proximity to the Gulf Stream, Hatteras Village has the second largest commercial fishery on the Outer Banks and is a world-class sport fishing locale, especially renowned for its bluefin tuna and marlin fishing in winter Several marinas and charter fishing vessels call Hatteras Village home.

The village has always had a quaint, homespun appeal, with independently run restaurants and shops, small motels geared to anglers, and simple homes In recent years Hatteras Village has seen the addition of upscale oceanfront homes, a fancy shopping complex, and the first chain hotel on the island, a Holiday Inn.

The Graveyard of the Atlantic Museum, at the southernmost point of the village is a must-see part of the Outer Banks experience. Exhibits include the history of sport fishing, information about the USS Monitor and historic boats of the Outer Banks.






OCRACOKE ISLAND

One of the oldest settled areas of the Outer Banks, this quaint homey village was once the gateway to the sounds and interior ports of North Carolina. It was here in 1719 that Blackbeard the Pirate met his fate at the hands of Lt. Robert Maynard of the British Royal Navy.

Insiders generally see Ocracoke as a tourist attraction during the warm months and romantic hideaway during the off-season, but this is a wonderful place to visit any time of the year. There’s just no place like this quaint island with its pristine beaches and homey atmosphere.

Nearly all development on the island surrounds Silver Lake in Ocracoke Village. The island is but a slender strip of sand, geographically much like the other Outer Banks islands At its widest, the 16-mile-long island is only about 2 miles across, narrowing in some sections to a half mile, where sound and sea are both visible from the two-lane road.


Island Economy & Tourism

Vacationers flock to Ocracoke during the warm months. Once a simple fishing village where islanders primarily lived off the sea, Ocracoke now operates as a vacation resort nine months out of the year. Tourism and traffic have changed the pace of this traditional fishing village, but the influx of visitors is necessary to maintain a healthy economy.

While many Ocracokers work at tourist-related businesses, year-round residents also are employed by the National Park Service, in the local school, in the building industry, or as commercial and recreational fishermen. The island’s natural beauty and easy pace act as a magnet for artists, craftspeople, and writers.

You can park your vehicle after arriving on the island and not use it again until you leave. Make sure to stroll through the village, which surrounds Silver Lake Wander the back roads: Specialty shops, galleries, and old island cottages are waiting to be discovered. Casually elegant restaurants and come-as-you-are eateries offer several meal choices, and friendly islanders will make recommendations, pointing you in the right direction (we outline more than a dozen spots in the Dining chapter).

Sailboats moor in the protected cove of Silver Lake, and charter and commercial fishing boats fill the downtown docks You can book half- and full-day fishing excursions year-round. All accommodations—including bed-and-breakfast inns, hotels, rental cottages, and private campgrounds—are close to the island’s activity (see the Shopping, Fishing, and Accommodations chapters for details).

On the oceanside about halfway to the village from the Hatteras ferry dock, tents and camping trailers dot the secondary dunes. This popular NPS campground is open from late spring to early fall and requires advance reservations (see the Accommodations chapter). The Attractions chapter describes the island’s historic sites in detail. Make sure you take in the British Cemetery and the stately Ocracoke Inlet Lighthouse. Come January the flow of visitors subsides, and islanders take a break from long, seven-day workweeks. Off-season tourists still can find accommodations.
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Getting Here, Getting Around

When the original Wright Memorial Bridge opened in 1930, it was the first bridge connecting the Outer Banks with the outside world. A wooden toll road, it barely rose above the waters of the Albemarle Sound and there are numerous accounts of the terror of crossing the bridge during wind events as the waves of the sound splashed across the wooden planks. In 1966 NCDOT opened the new Wright Brother Bridge and built a parallel bridge in 1995.

Before the bridges were built, most visitors reached these barrier islands by ferry from Elizabeth City. Others came from Virginia Beach by driving along the coast. There are now two bridge access points, one in Kitty Hawk, used mostly by travelers from the north, and one from Roanoke Island to Nags Head, used mostly by visitors from the south and west. North Carolina’s Department of Transportation has spent considerable time and money improving state routes, making it increasingly easier to get to the bridges.

Another way to get to the Outer Banks is via long ferry rides from the North Carolina mainland to Ocracoke Island In fact, ferry travel is still the only way to reach Ocracoke Island—outside of private motorboat or private plane—and no change is foreseeable.

Other than the state-run ferries to Ocracoke, there is no public transportation to the Outer Banks. The nearest Amtrak station is in Newport News, Virginia, and the nearest bus stations are in Elizabeth City, North Carolina, and Norfolk, Virginia The nearest commercial airport is in Norfolk. Bus, train, or plane will get you closer, but you must either rent a car and drive to the Outer Banks or hire a private plane or shuttle service.

This chapter outlines the best routes for getting here by land, sea, and sky. Once you arrive, however, know that you will need some form of transportation—a motorcycle, a car, a bicycle, a scooter, or at least enough money for a cab or ride service—if you plan to venture around a bit. Don’t even think of complaining about the lack of public bus transportation. Instead, while you’re still unwinding from your trip, venture on down to the beach. Remove your shoes, take off your socks, and walk in the tideline. Now, are you really concerned about bus transportation? If so, you haven’t walked far enough.



GETTING HERE



By Land

You can’t get to any islands without spanning water, and thankfully we have several bridges. In a state of emergency, such as a hurricane evacuation, bridges are the only way off the island. During such mass exits local officials usually close the bridges to incoming traffic and use all the lanes to expedite evacuation. In peak travel times (summer weekends), the bridges, especially the Wright Memorial Bridge, bottleneck, so drive cautiously.


Arriving from the North: To the Wright Memorial Bridge

Since so many visitors are from Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Washington, DC, we begin this section with directions from Richmond, Virginia, which from the north can be reached on I-95 south. If you’re coming from north of the Outer Banks but south of Richmond, read through the directions and select the route nearest your location.

From Richmond, follow I-64 east to I-664 east at Hampton/Newport News and take the Monitor- Merrimac Bridge/Tunnel across the James River to I-64. The VA 168 Bypass allows you to skirt the traffic lights and congestion on Battlefield Boulevard in Chesapeake, thus easing your drive to and from the Outer Banks. From I-64, take exit 291B to VA 168 south. VA 168 becomes US 158 in North Carolina; don’t worry, both names refer to the same road.

There are two options for traveling on VA 168, but both get you to the same place. The VA 168, linking I-64 in Chesapeake with US 158 to the Outer Banks, is known as the Chesapeake Expressway and is a faster, four-lane option, although there is a toll to use it. The second choice is to take Battlefield Boulevard. Past Chesapeake on VA 168, it’s a straight shot to the Wright Memorial Bridge, which crosses the Currituck Sound to Kitty Hawk on the Outer Banks. The drive from the Virginia/North Carolina border takes about an hour, though you may wish to stop at the many antiques shops, thrift stores, and produce stands. You’ll pass Mel’s Diner, a 1950s-style diner in Grandy that thrives on tourism and has a loyal local following as well. If you just can’t wait for some Carolina barbecue, stop at locally famous Currituck BBQ on 158 in Coinjock where you can dine in their open-air pavilion, indoors, or get take-out.

Another option coming from the north is to take US 17 south from I-64 in Virginia. This span of highway flanks the Intracoastal Waterway through the aptly named Great Dismal Swamp. Follow US 17 south to South Mills, where you take NC 343 to Camden, following signs to US 158 and the Outer Banks.




Arriving from the West: To the Washington Baum Bridge

From I-95 in North Carolina, take US 64 east toward Rocky Mount, passing through Williamston, Jamesville, Plymouth, Creswell, Columbia, over the Alligator River, and through East Lake and Manns Harbor to Roanoke Island.

The bridge over the Alligator River, part of the Intracoastal Waterway, is an old-fashioned drawbridge, opened as needed by an on-site bridge tender If you’re lucky enough to get caught by a bridge opening, get out of the car and enjoy the unique vantage of peering over the railings into the water. Yes, alligators do live in the water here. Generally, Alligator River is the northernmost waterway where these creatures reside.

It is a sparse area with few stops between Plymouth and the Outer Banks, so fuel up, especially if you’re traveling at night. If you have to pull off the road, do so carefully and choose a wide shoulder if possible. Along this route watch for deer, black bears, red wolves, and a wide variety of birds. You’ll spot an occasional blue heron wading in the roadside creeks. The state adorns the byways with colorful poppies and other wildflowers. It’s tempting to pick the lush beauties, but it’s illegal.

Continuing east on US 64, you’ll cross The Virginia Dare Memorial Bridge (known as “the New Bridge” to locals) stretching from the mainland at Manns Harbor to the Nags Head–Manteo Head Causeway, completely bypassing Manteo. This 5.2-mile bridge, the longest in the state, shaves 20 minutes or so from the trip to the beaches because it avoids the two-lane bottleneck through Manteo. An Outer Banks Visitors Bureau welcome center and rest area is located at the bridge’s eastern terminus However, the old Manns Harbor Bridge remains open and can be used if you want to visit the attractions, restaurants, and shops of Roanoke Island and Manteo.

To get to the Old Manns Harbor Bridge, turn left at the flashing warning light just before the Virginia Dare Bridge. Follow old US 64 through the sparsely populated village of Manns Harbor to the William Umstead Bridge. During the summer somewhere around 100,000 purple martins use the bridge as a nesting site and the speed limit on the bridge is reduced to 20 mph to protect birds and drivers.

Old US 64 and the Manteo bypass intersect about a mile west of the Virginia Dare Bridge. If the plan is to go to the fishing village of Wanchese, turn right onto NC 345 if coming from the Virginia Dare Bridge.

However, after a few hours of driving to get to the Outer Banks, most people opt to go straight to their destination For Outer Banks beaches, Cape Hatteras, Nags Head, and points north just keep going straight. Overhead signs make getting lost unlikely, but if you find yourself off your intended route, blame it on the scenery and turn back. You can’t get too lost here on these islands and peninsulas! US 64 will take you across the Nags Head–Manteo Causeway and the Washington Baum Bridge.




Arriving from the West: To the Wright Memorial Bridge

Backtrack to Williamston for an alternate route to the Outer Banks. Instead of traveling on US 64 along the southern route, you can choose to take US 17 to Elizabeth City. Both routes take about the same traveling time. From Elizabeth City follow signs on US 158 to Nags Head and Manteo, and arrive on the island from the north, crossing the Wright Memorial Bridge. US 17 seems to be the route preferred by most visiting Virginians.




Arriving from the South: To the Ocracoke Ferries

From points south, take I-95 north to Rocky Mount, North Carolina, then US 64 east to Williamston, following the directions given earlier for arriving from the west. For an alternate southern route, follow the coastline north to More-head City and Cedar Island, where you board a toll ferry to Ocracoke Island. Another option is to take US 17 north from Wilmington, North Carolina, through Jacksonville and New Bern to Washington. From Washington, take US 264 east to Swan Quarter and follow signs to the Swan Quarter toll ferry, which brings you to Ocracoke Island. The route goes through the Swan Quarter National Wildlife Refuge, with gracious old cedars lining the way. From Ocracoke follow NC 12 to the Ocracoke–Hatteras ferry for passage to Hatteras Island and points north. For ferry schedules and further information, see the Ferries section of this chapter.


i The Bypass (US 158) and the Beach Road (NC 12) are marked by mileposts that originate at the Wright Memorial Bridge in Kitty Hawk and continue through MP 21 in South Nags Head. An address that reads “MP 7, Beach Road, Kill Devil Hills” is located 7 miles south of the Wright Memorial Bridge.






Crossing the Wright Memorial Bridge

No matter which route you choose, the destination is well worth the journey Because the Wright Memorial Bridge is the main thoroughfare to and from the Outer Banks, bear in mind that summer season peak travel time (going to the island) is from noon to 6 p.m. on Saturday and Sunday. This is rush-hour traffic, Outer Banks–style. Peak travel time leaving the island is from about 8 a.m. to noon on the same days. Delays are possible from Memorial Day to Labor Day; for your convenience, travel advisories are posted on a flashing sign at the bridge.

Once you cross the bridge into Kitty Hawk, you can’t miss the bigger-than-life signs that lead you to your destinations. To get to Southern Shores, Duck, Sanderling, Corolla, or Carova, turn left on NC 12 and head north. For destinations Kitty Hawk and south, continue on US 158 to Kill Devil Hills and Nags Head. Just past 16 miles south of the bridge, the road veers right toward Roanoke Island and Manteo and branches left toward Oregon Inlet and the Cape Hatteras National Seashore. Follow NC 12 on Hatteras Island to the communities of Rodanthe, Waves, Salvo, Avon, Buxton, Frisco, and Hatteras. In Hatteras Village a ferry provides free transport to Ocracoke Island.

At the junction of US 158 and NC 12 in Kitty Hawk is the Aycock Brown Welcome Center, which offers a wealth of information to visitors. Another great information stop is the Outer Banks Chamber of Commerce, located on 101 Town Hall Dr. about 1 block west of US 158 in Kill Devil Hills.




Crossing the Washington Baum Bridge

The Washington Baum Bridge from Roanoke Island leads to South Nags Head, where you can choose to travel north toward Nags Head, Kill Devil Hills, Kitty Hawk, Duck, and Corolla or south to Hatteras Island and Ocracoke Island. The Cape Hatteras turnoff is on the right, about a mile from the bridge’s eastern terminus At this intersection—referred to as Whalebone Junction—you bear left onto US 158 in Nags Head or go straight to connect with the Beach Road (NC 12), either of which takes you north from Nags Head through Kitty Hawk. (Note that South Nags Head is accessed in this area via Old Nags Head Road.) A right turn at Whalebone Junction puts you on NC 12 toward Bodie Island, the Oregon Inlet Fishing Center, and points south. If you continue on NC 12 across the Marc Basnight Bridge onto Hatteras Island, the road goes through Rodanthe, Waves, Salvo, Avon, Buxton, Frisco, and Hatteras Village. A ferry in Hatteras Village goes to Ocracoke Island.






By Air


Airports & Airstrips

Note to pilots: Several Outer Banks airstrips are unattended, as explained in this section. Call the state Division of Aviation at (919) 840-0112 for information not covered in the following entries.

BILLY MITCHELL HATTERAS ISLAND AIRSTRIP, NC 12, Frisco. Also known as Hatteras Mitchell Field, this Hatteras Island airport is on National Park Service land. The airport is unattended Billy Mitchell Airstrip’s unlighted runway is approximately 3,000 feet long, and fuel is not available. There is a parking lot A shelter on the premises has a phone and toilets.

DARE COUNTY REGIONAL AIRPORT, Airport Road, Roanoke Island; (252) 475-5570; ncdot.gov/travel/airports. If you’d like to fly your own plane to the Outer Banks, this is the airport to call. Dare County Regional Airport’s two runways measure 3,300 feet and 4,300 feet, and both are lighted. Jet-A and 100 LL fuels are available. Operating hours are 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. daily. This airport is manned, has a terminal VOR, DME, and NDB, plus automated weather updates through AWOS, which you can access at radio frequency 128.275 or by calling (252) 473-2826.

FIRST FLIGHT AIRSTRIP, Wright Brothers National Memorial; US 158, MP 8, Kill Devil Hills; (252) 473-2111. Every pilot visiting the Outer Banks should sign in at least once at this historic location. At First Flight your stay is limited to 24 hours. This unattended 3,000-foot strip is maintained by the National Park Service. Since there are no lights, takeoffs and landings are permitted during daylight hours only. Reservations are not necessary, and a sign-up book is on premises. No fuel is available.

NORFOLK INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, 2200 Norview Ave., Norfolk, VA; (757) 857-3351; norfolkairport.com. Open 24 hours a day, Norfolk International Airport offers air service on American, Continental, Delta, Northwest, United, US Airways, and Southwest Airlines. Major rental car companies have offices at the airport. For main passenger information call the airport. For private charter information see the following entries.

OCRACOKE ISLAND AIRSTRIP, NC 12, Ocracoke Island; (252) 928-9901. Another airstrip maintained by the National Park Service, this unattended facility has a 3,000-foot-long runway and no lights. There is a parking lot and a pay telephone. The runway has brush and 25-foot sand dunes at either end. Listen to the weather radio or call for weather updates.
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