

[image: image]




HIKING VIRGINIA




[image: image]


HIKING
VIRGINIA


A GUIDE TO THE AREA’S GREATEST HIKING ADVENTURES


FOURTH EDITION


Bill and Mary Burnham


[image: image]


GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT




Between us, we have nearly twenty nieces and nephews, most of whom we have dragged hiking and camping at some point through the past twenty-five years. Several are featured in this edition as models, photographers, and subject matter. This fourth edition is dedicated to them, their future adventures, and to the memory of our nephew, Josh.
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MEET YOUR GUIDES





We began backpacking together more than 25 years ago. Our first trip as a couple was in Shenandoah National Park (we can attest to the state slogan: Virginia truly is for Lovers!). Hiking Virginia was our very first book, the first edition published in 2001. Since then we’ve written numerous travel articles and several books about our state, the Old Dominion.


[image: Bill and Mary Burnham hiking Overall Run, Shenandoah National Park]


With this fourth edition, we crossed a major milestone: 25 years exploring and writing about Virginia. We are grateful you have trusted us to take you down the many and varied trails and backroads, blueways, and byways of Virginia.


In the last decade, we’ve added outdoor outfitting to our efforts, guiding people to our favorite places: winter kayak expeditions in the Florida Keys and Everglades from the pages of our Florida Keys Paddling Atlas, paddling and hiking in Virginia spring through fall.


We call home the Eastern Shore of Virginia, within easy reach of both sources of inspiration: ocean and mountains.


You can reach us and follow our adventures at www.burnhamguides.com or on Facebook. We’d love to hear about your adventures!


Falcon Guides by Bill and Mary Burnham:


Hiking Virginia


Best Hikes Near Washington, D.C.


Florida Keys Paddling Atlas


Kayaking for Everyone


Car Camping for Everyone






HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE





Take a close enough look and you’ll find that this little guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike in Virginia. We’ve done everything but load your pack and tie up your bootlaces. Stuffed with useful Virginia-specific information, Hiking Virginia features 40 mapped and cued hikes, 38 honorable mentions, 36 unique day hikes along the Appalachian Trail, and everything from advice on getting into shape to tips on getting the most out of hiking with your children or your dog. We’ve added accessible trails for people with disabilities, GPS coordinates for trailheads, and new color photographs. And you get the easy-to-understand color trail maps. With so much information, the only question you may have is: How do I sift through it all? Well, we answer that, too.


We’ve designed our guidebook to be highly visual, for quick reference and ease of use. What this means is that the most pertinent information rises quickly to the top, so you don’t have to waste time poring through bulky hike descriptions to get mileage cues. They’re set aside for you. Yet Hiking Virginia doesn’t read like a laundry list. Take the time to dive into a hike description, and you’ll realize that this guide is not just a good source of information—it’s a good read. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components.


To aid in quick decision making, we start each hike chapter with a short Why Go? summary to give you a taste of the hiking adventure to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises the route has to offer. If your interest is piqued, read on; if it isn’t, skip to the next hike.


The hike specifications that follow are fairly self-explanatory. Here you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located, hike distance, approximate hiking time, difficulty rating, type of trail terrain, land status, the nearest town, what other trail users you may encounter, if there’s any accessibility for people with disabilities, whether it’s pet-friendly, trail contacts (for updates on trail conditions), trail schedules, whether fees or permits are required, and available maps. Finding the trailhead provides dependable directions from a nearby city right down to where you’ll want to park, with GPS coordinates.


The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s our carefully researched impression of the trail. While it’s impossible to cover everything, you can rest assured that we won’t miss what’s important. The Miles and Directions sections provide mileage cues to identify turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. The Hike Information section at the end of each hike is a hodgepodge of information. Here we’ll tell you where to stay, what to eat, and what else to see while you’re hiking in the area.


The Honorable Mentions for each section detail hikes that didn’t make the cut. In many cases it’s not because they aren’t great hikes, but because we simply did not have the room. Be sure to read through these. A jewel might be lurking among them.


[image: A handheld GPS]


We don’t want anyone to feel restricted to just the routes and trails that are mapped here. We hope you’ll have an adventurous spirit and use this guide as a platform to dive into Virginia’s backcountry and discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways is to just turn the map upside down and hike the course in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite different. With this in mind, it’ll be like getting two distinctly different hikes on each map.


For your own purposes, you may wish to copy the directions for the course onto a small sheet to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it all with you. Enjoy your time in the outdoors, and remember to pack out what you pack in. For more information about enjoying the outdoors responsibly, visit the Leave No Trace website at https://lnt.org/.






Map Legend


NOTES ON MAPS


Topographic maps are essential companions to the activities in this guide. Falcon has partnered with National Geographic to provide the best mapping resources. Each activity is accompanied by a detailed map and the name of the National Geographic TOPO! map (USGS), which can be downloaded for free from natgeomaps.com.


If the activity takes place on a National Geographic Trails Illustrated map, it will be noted. Continually setting the standard for accuracy, each Trails Illustrated topographic map is crafted in conjunction with local land managers and undergoes rigorous review and enhancement before being printed on waterproof, tear-resistant material. Trails Illustrated maps and information about their digital versions, which can be used on mobile GPS applications, can be found at natgeomaps.com.
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BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL





STATE OVERVIEW


Welcome to the fourth edition of Hiking Virginia, a book we first researched and hiked in the late 1990s before we had a GPS or a digital camera. Over 25 years of hiking, we’ve added new color photographs, GPS coordinates for the trailheads, and information for people with disabilities.


In our travels, we subscribe to the theory Richard Nelson eloquently expressed in The Island Within: “What makes a place special is the way it buries itself in the heart, not whether it is flat or rugged, rich or austere, wet or arid, gentle or harsh, warm or cold, wild or tame”


[image: Hiking in Virginia ranges from sea level to mountaintop.]


[image: The authors, Mary and Bill Burnham, and Coco near mile-high Mount Rogers, the highest point in Virginia]


Our book is about more than destinations. It is about experiences set amid Virginia’s natural beauty. More and more, people seek out culture and history where they travel. Walking, whether up a mountain or down a quaint city street, offers a traveler no better way of achieving this (admittedly, we’re biased—we love hiking). A walk slows the world so sights, smells, and sounds may leave a mental imprint. Hiking Virginia is a trail of breadcrumbs you can use time and time again to enjoy Virginia’s beautiful landscapes, rich history, and kind people.


Virginia lends itself to the foot traveler. Higher mountains and larger expanses of preserved land may be found elsewhere, but in Virginia, the best parts of many worlds exist. Flat, low-lying coastal areas enjoy temperate ocean breezes. The Piedmont unfolds westward, one gentle hill after another, up to the steep flank of the Blue Ridge, an ancient mountain range of billion-year-old granite and prehistoric lava flows. Beyond the Blue Ridge and great valley lies the Allegheny chain of mountains, with distinct valleys and ridges tending northeast-southwest. In the state’s far southwest corner, the land rises to its highest peaks of nearly 6,000 feet.


In Virginia, hikers find endless possibilities. They might walk beneath the broad sky of a high-altitude meadow, inhale the spruce scents of a remnant boreal forest, delight in the natural richness of an Appalachian cove forest, walk along tidal marshes, or play in the ocean surf. The sun rises over an Atlantic barrier island, while hundreds of miles inland in a mountain valley, sunlight creeps, inch by inch, down a forested ridge until it alights on the deepest, coolest parts of the earth. From coast to mountain, Virginia beckons. Answer her call, find your place, and make it special.


Thank you for purchasing the fourth edition of Hiking Virginia.


VIRGINIA WEATHER


Virginia’s climate is a seasonal mixed bag. In winter, storms arrive from the west. In fall, tropical weather arrives from the Atlantic or, occasionally, from the Gulf of Mexico. When severe enough, these tropical storms become hurricanes. During summer, warm air settles over the state, resulting in hot days punctured by thunderstorms. Late fall and winter are wet-weather seasons, while summer and early fall are generally dry.


Along the coast—the state’s warmest region—the Atlantic winds exert a moderating influence on temperatures, making highs and lows less extreme. Back Bay Wildlife Refuge, a coastal barrier island, averages 86 degrees F in July. By contrast, the southern Piedmont city of Danville experiences an average temperature of 90 degrees F in July. Likewise, in winter, temperatures on the coast average above freezing. Inland, on the Piedmont, temperature averages dip to the mid-20s.


Virginia’s mountains and valleys produce wildly fluctuant temperatures and levels of precipitation. Virtually every state record—high and low temperature, high and low rainfall and snowfall—has occurred in the Blue Ridge Mountains and points west. Summer temperatures range from the mid 80s into the 90s. In winter, temperatures dip into the teens. Snow is common in the mountains, with average accumulations between 6 and 7 inches December through February.


When storms arrive from the west, the Allegheny Mountains cast a rain shadow over eastern mountain slopes and the Shenandoah Valley. When storms originate from the east, the Blue Ridge reverse the pattern, wringing moisture out on eastern slopes, leaving the western slopes and valleys dry As a result, the Shenandoah Valley is the driest region of the state, averaging only 33 inches of rain annually. To the east, across the Blue Ridge, the city of Charlottesville averages 47 inches. And in far southwest Virginia, annual rainfall totals more than 60 inches.


[image: Fog settles into the Blue Ridge Mountains.]
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Tropical storms and hurricanes deserve special mention in Virginia. They occur August through October and bring with them threats of high winds and flooding. A hurricane is defined as a storm with sustained wind gusts of 74 mph, but a tropical storm can be as harrowing an experience. Hurricanes are often thought of as coastal weather events, but Virginia’s worst 20th-century storm, Hurricane Camille in 1969, devastated Nelson County in the eastern Blue Ridge region.


VIRGINIA FLORA AND FAUNA


Virginia’s forests are comprised primarily of broadleaf, deciduous trees. Under this forest blanket exist plant communities specially adapted to the state’s varying climates.


Grasses, salt meadow hay, and hearty shrubs such as wax myrtle populate coastal fringes of Virginia. These are some of the most resilient plants in the world, able to withstand harsh winds and saltwater conditions. Inland from the beaches and dunes, lagoons mix a daily tidal wash with mainland runoff. Fish spawn here and crustaceans such as fiddler crab live out early years on a nutrient-rich diet. On the mainland, forests of pines and oak typify the flat coastal region. In swampy areas, bald cypress and live oak are often draped with Spanish moss.


Besides cushioning a daily onslaught of waves and wind, the Atlantic barrier islands of Virginia support breeding and migratory birds. From Assateague to False Cape, the arrival and breeding of songbirds, raptors, shorebirds, and wading birds of all shapes and sizes mark every season. As many as 400,000 birds of prey, representing twelve species, have been observed at Kiptopeke State Park on the Eastern Shore during a single fall count.


Virginia’s Piedmont has traditionally supported agriculture. By the 20th century, generations of farming left large swaths of barren land. Where forests returned, they are primarily black and white oak and Virginia and loblolly pine. In Virginia’s state forests, oak and poplar are managed for harvest. Willow oak, river birch, hickory, and ash grow as well. Cumberland State Forest near Farmville marks the extreme western reach of the loblolly pine in Virginia. Turkey, fox, deer, raccoon, and squirrel populate these pockets of rejuvenated woodlands. Hunting has long been permitted, but state forests are a popular spot for hikers, horseback riders, mountain bikers, and campers as well.


[image: The flowering dogwood is Virginia’s state tree and flower.]


The Appalachian oak-hickory forest rises to dominance within the Blue Ridge. Hickory is the successor of the American chestnut. In the early 20th century, it was estimated one of every four trees in the Appalachians was a chestnut. Today, few grow taller than 6 feet before succumbing to the chestnut blight. In the absence of chestnuts, oaks have assumed primacy in Virginia’s western regions. Chestnut oaks are found on dry, rocky ridges, while white and red oak populate mountain slopes. In the forest understory, scrub oak and chinquapins grow.


In moist pockets below 4,500 feet elevation, the Appalachian cove forest holds more than twenty species of trees—beech, sugar, maple, and yellow poplar noticeable among these. Stands of eastern hemlock once made for impressive viewing. However, damage from the invasive woolly adelgid is now widespread in Virginia. Evidence of its handiwork is especially striking in Shenandoah National Park, where entire stands of hemlock are defoliated and dying. Even so, quiet, cool pockets of this venerable evergreen may still be found along isolated mountain streams.


[image: Mountain laurel are common throughout Virginia’s woodlands.]
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In the forest understory, dogwood and redbud bring colorful spring blossoms. Mountain laurel and rhododendron seem omnipresent on both dry, rocky ridges and in wet stream valleys. Wildflowers are profuse, from the common purple violets and white toothworts to the infrequently spotted Turk’s cap lily. G. R. Thompson Wildlife Management Area, on the eastern slope of the northern Blue Ridge, is thought to hold the largest population of trillium wildflowers in North America. At Mount Rogers and Laurel Fork, the state’s highest elevations, spruce and fir trees indicate a remnant boreal forest more typical of Canada.


Deer have rebounded from overhunting and the habitat destruction of 100 years ago to rank as almost a nuisance throughout Virginia. Black bears are found primarily in the western regions of the state, but may be spotted in the Great Dismal Swamp in southeast Virginia. Otherwise, Virginia’s forests support small-game wildlife. A hiker’s footsteps may flush turkey or grouse from the woods. Raccoon and other nocturnal animals make hanging food a necessary part of any camping trip. Bobcats and coyotes are found statewide, but generally in larger areas of preserved forest.


The river systems of Virginia host a wide range of life, from the common brook trout to endangered freshwater mussels. The Clinch and Powell Rivers, flowing southwest to the Tennessee River, support a variety of the hard-shelled animals, many threatened or endangered due to sediment buildup and past toxic chemical spills. Salamanders and crayfish are present in Virginia’s mountain streams.
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Throughout Virginia, there are 210 species of freshwater fish. Wild trout streams range from Big and Little Wilson Creeks in Mount Rogers National Recreation Area to North Fork Moormans River in Shenandoah National Park. In the coastal regions, crabs, clams, and other crustaceans inhabit muddy flats in the James, York, Rappahannock, and Potomac Rivers. Seasonal runs of rockfish, sea bass, croaker, and other fish have made sport fishing a popular pastime in the Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean.


Virginia has witnessed many successes under the federal Endangered Species Act, perhaps none as stirring as the return of a viable bald eagle population. Mason Neck Wildlife Refuge, Caledon State Park, and other preserves along the lower Potomac River are renowned nesting and viewing areas for this bird of prey. Likewise, on the James River between Richmond and Isle of Wight County, more than 300 bald eagles have been counted in summer months. Best viewing times in any location are June through August and November through January.


VIRGINIA WILDERNESS RESTRICTIONS/REGULATIONS


In northern and southeast Virginia, public lands fall under three broad categories: federal parks, forests, and refuges; state parks and forests; and municipal parks. Keep in mind that wildlife refuges exist for the benefit of animals, not humans. Sections may be closed off to the public during breeding seasons. Conversely, federal, state, and municipal parks exist for humans, a fact reflected in their sometimes crowded conditions.


Virginia’s two national forests cover 1.8 million acres of mountain forestland. The George Washington National Forest stretches from north of Winchester to just south of Lexington and Covington. The adjacent Jefferson National Forest continues southwest to the Virginia-Tennessee border. Both are managed out of a single forest headquarters in Roanoke. While it is tempting to think the forests exist for hikers’ enjoyment, they are in fact multiuse, with trails for horseback riders, cyclists, and all-terrain vehicles. Developed campgrounds and recreation areas are suitable for tents or motor homes. Hunting is permitted in season, and timber harvests are conducted regularly.


[image: A National Forest Wilderness sign indicates the restrictions in these fragile areas.]


Virginia’s national forests are divided into eight ranger districts, and each district is responsible for fire prevention, maintenance, and ecology within its boundary. Rangers and their assistants make excellent resources for hikers and can provide information on trails and weather. Contact information can be found here: www.fs.usda.gov/gwj. Mount Rogers National Recreation Area, which covers 117,000 acres of high mountain country in southwest Virginia, is a specially managed component of the national forest and was created in 1965 to serve the recreational needs of East Coast urban dwellers. Within it are 95 miles of trails for hikers, horseback riders, and cyclists.


Contained in Virginia’s two national forests are twenty-four wilderness areas, which is an increase of seven since we wrote the first edition. The intent of wilderness is to allow land to return to a primitive state without interference from people. Motorized traffic and tools are not allowed, and trails may be unblazed and unmaintained. There are exceptions to every rule, however. In cases of emergencies, the Forest Service or local emergency company may use vehicles, helicopters, chainsaws, and other mechanical apparatus when responding in a wilderness area. Surprisingly, the wilderness designation does not automatically translate to remote. St. Mary’s Wilderness Area, south of Staunton and Charlottesville, is blessed with an abundance of beautiful waterfalls; yet, because it’s so easily accessed from I-81, it’s more heavily used than some nonwilderness areas. That said, just as many of these areas feel truly remote. Many hikers have never heard of Beartown Wilderness, on the edge of Burke’s Garden near Tazewell, or Kimberling Creek Wilderness, near Wytheville. For details, visit www.wilderness.net.
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Shenandoah National Park is Virginia’s—and one of the nation’s—most visited parks. There is an entrance fee; annual passes are available. Most visitors simply cruise Skyline Drive, a beautiful highway with scenic views that traces the ridgeline of the Blue Ridge. (South of the park, the road continues as the Blue Ridge Parkway, a scenic highway that ends in Great Smoky Mountains National Park in Tennessee.) It is said that a majority of travelers on Skyline Drive stray no more than a half-mile from parking areas and pull-offs. Still, Shenandoah’s backcountry receives a healthy number of visitors. Every hiker should be aware of the park’s backcountry regulations, which govern issues from pets to fires to how to dispose of waste.


GETTING AROUND VIRGINIA


AREA CODES


Virginia currently has seven area codes: 276 serves southwest Virginia; 434 serves Charlottesville, Lynchburg, and central Virginia; 540 covers Roanoke and western and northern Virginia, excluding Arlington; 571 and 703 cover northern Virginia (Washington, DC’s area code is 202); 757 serves Hampton Roads and the Eastern Shore; and 804 covers Richmond east to the Williamsburg area.


ROADS


For current information on statewide weather and road conditions and closures, call the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) 24-hour Highway Helpline at (800) 367-7623 (TTY users, dial 711) or visit www.virginiadot.org/travel.


[image: Always hike with a topographic map.]


BY AIR


Major airports serving Virginia: Washington Dulles Airport (IAD) is 23 miles northwest of downtown Washington, DC. Ronald Reagan National Airport (DCA) is in nearby Alexandria, and Baltimore Washington International (BWI) is also convenient to northern Virginia. Richmond International Airport (RIC) is located 7 miles east of downtown Richmond. Norfolk International (ORF) and Newport News/Williamsburg International serve Hampton Roads.


Regional airports include Charlottesville, Roanoke, Lynchburg, Martinsville (Blue Ridge Airport), and Shenandoah Valley Airport (midway between Staunton and Harrisonburg).


BY TRAIN


Virginia is served by Amtrak. For information and/or reservations, visit them online at www.amtrak.com or call (800) 872-7245.


Virginia Railway Express (VRE) operates commuter rail service weekdays along two lines from Fredericksburg and Manassas to Union Station in Washington, DC. For more information, call (800) RIDE-VRE or visit www.vre.org. Washington Metro has bus and train service in the northern Virginia area: www.wmata.com.


BY BUS


Greyhound serves most larger towns and cities in Virginia along with Dulles Airport. For information and/or reservations, visit www.greyhound.com or call (800) 231-2222.


VISITOR INFORMATION


For visitor information or a travel guide, call the Virginia Tourism Corporation at (800) VISIT VA or visit their website at www.virginia.org.


[image: The authors on a Virginia beach in the early days!]
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EASTERN VIRGINIA





Water, not the land, defines Virginia’s eastern region. It washes up onto Atlantic barrier islands and rolls into the Chesapeake Bay, forming and shaping the coastline. It runs along a vast network of upland streams, molding river bluffs and carving small inlets and bays. It pours forth from western regions of the state, bursting into the estuarine lower reaches of the James, York, Rappahannock, and Potomac Rivers, giving shape to three large peninsulas that jut out into the Chesapeake Bay.


Water also redefines the landscape, as dramatically evidenced by Hurricane Isabelle in September 2003. One of the state’s worst all-time storms in terms of damage inflicted, Isabelle hit state and city parks particularly hard, none more so than York River State Park. There an 8-foot storm surge destroyed footpaths and boardwalks and forced the closure of trails. Elsewhere, in Newport News Park and on the Eastern Shore’s Chincoteague Wildlife Refuge, trails remained closed 6 months after the storm.


Over the long reach of geologic time, the influx and regress of water—sometimes gradual, sometimes dramatic—has been eastern Virginia’s legacy. The Chesapeake Bay itself is the drowned mouth of the Susquehanna River. In glacial times, when the ocean levels dropped some 400 feet, what we know today as the Chesapeake Bay was a wide river valley. The coastline stood 60 miles out into the present-day ocean. The sand beaches and brackish lagoons of today were, millions of years ago, forests and freshwater ponds.


[image: Rappahannock River shoreline at Belle Isle State Park]


Images of colonial Virginia ring out in accounts written by early explorers. The English, seeking permanent settlement of North America, came ashore in Virginia Beach, present-day Cape Henry. After months at sea, they were awestruck by an abundance of trees, plants, and animals. They saw dense swamps with sheets of Spanish moss dangling from trees standing in knee-deep black water. Discarded oyster shells littered the beaches. Fish were abundant. Inland, the Algonquin Indians had cleared only a fraction of the forest for their crops. Trees were tall and thickly trunked, and sheltered an abundance of wildlife.


Eastern Virginia today harbors bits and pieces of this once-resplendent nature. Rare migratory birds winter over in the Dismal Swamp. Endangered turtles live in the swamps of First Landing State Park. In the harsh beach and dune environments, piping plovers struggle against predators large and small. Behind barrier islands, marshes perform the critical job of filtering land runoff while supporting a nursery of fish and shellfish. In hidden, secluded spots, rare orchids bloom and old-growth trees spread their branches, inviting you to rest in their shade. Bald eagles nest and roost on stretches of the James River between Richmond and Isle of Wight County.


Wherever you choose to explore, bring a pair of waterproof boots. Because no matter where you hike in eastern Virginia, you’re bound to hit water.


THE HIKES


1. Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge


2. False Cape State Park/Back Bay Wildlife Refuge


3. First Landing State Park


4. York River State Park


5. Belle Isle State Park


6. Newport News Park


HONORABLE MENTIONS


A. Great Dismal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge


B. Sandy Bottom Nature Preserve


C. Beaverdam Park


D. Hickory Hollow Natural Area Preserve


E. Caledon State Park




1. CHINCOTEAGUE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE



WHY GO?


Every spring and fall, millions of birds migrate between cold, northern environs and temperate and tropical homes in Central and South America. En route, their needs are simple: an occasional place to rest and food to nourish. Wildlife biologists at Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, on the southern tip of Assateague Island, have engineered a deluxe ornithological wayside for the winged travelers. Entire sections of beach are closed during nesting season for such species as the endangered piping plover and Wilson’s plover. On small, man-made earthen mounds rising in the middle of bayside lagoons, waterfowl perch and feed, protected from predators. As the human hand tinkers with wildlife balance, real drama plays out in the daily life of birds and land animals–and it’s on display for all to see.




THE RUNDOWN


Start: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center on Beach Road; Beachfront Backpack: Toms Cove Visitor Center


Distance: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: 7.5-mile loop; Beachfront Backpack: 25.0 miles out and back


Hiking time: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: about 3 hours; Beachfront Backpack: about 10 hours


Difficulty: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop is easy. Beachfront Backpack is moderate due to length. Between May and Sept, mosquitoes, greenhead flies, deerflies, and ticks make exploration of Chincoteague’s interior shrub and maritime forest inadvisable, especially at dawn and dusk. Long-sleeved shirts, pants, and bug netting, plus bug spray, can alleviate this problem.


Trail surface: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: A network of paved roads, dirt roads, and sand jeep trails lead hikers to a wide ocean beach, maritime forest of oak and pine, low dunes, and saltwater marsh. Beachfront Backpack: Sand and surf along a wide ocean beach.


Land status: National wildlife refuge and national seashore


Nearest town: Chincoteague, VA


Other trail users: Cyclists, anglers, over-sand vehicles, horseback riders, and hunters (in season)


Accessibility: Fully half of the refuge’s trails are paved, including the Wildlife Loop, Swan Cove Trail, and Black Duck Trail.


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted, not even in the car


Trail contact: Day hikes: Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, 8231 Beach Rd., Chincoteague; (757) 336-6122; www.fws.gov/refuge/chincoteague. Backcountry: Assateague Island National Seashore, Toms Cove Visitor Center (Virginia Ranger Station); (757) 336-6577; www.nps.gov/asis


Schedule: Chincoteague NWR is open daily, 5 a.m. to 10 p.m. May through Sept; 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Nov through Mar; 6 a.m. to 8 p.m. Apr and Oct. The Toms Cove Visitor Center (National Seashore) is open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. Portions of beaches and trails may be closed for bird nesting in spring and summer and for hunting in Oct, Dec, and Jan. Be sure to call ahead for details.


Fees/permits: Entrance fee per vehicle; bicycles and pedestrians free. Backcountry permit required; register at the Toms Cove Visitor Center. Backpackers must depart at least 4 hours before sunset, with enough daylight to hike 12 miles to the State Line or Pope Bay backcountry campsites in Maryland. Visit www.nps.gov/asis for camping rules and regulations.


Facilities/features: Restrooms, educational and visitor centers, lifeguarded beach, kayak launch on the Virginia end of the island. Primitive camping is allowed across the Maryland border only; there are portable toilets, but all freshwater must be carried in.


NatGeo TOPO! map: Chincoteague East


NatGeo Trails Illustrated map: Delmarva Peninsula


Other maps: Refuge and Park Service maps available at visitor center and online.





FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


[image: image]From the new Chincoteague Bridge (VA 175): For the Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop, stay straight to go on Maddox Boulevard (VA 2113). Drive 1.2 miles to a traffic circle and follow Maddox Boulevard through the circle. In 1.4 miles, reach the refuge entrance gate, where Maddox Boulevard becomes Beach Road. Enter the refuge and in 0.3 mile, turn left into the parking area for the Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center at 8231 Beach Road. This ecofriendly building serves as the visitor center, with nature exhibits inside. For the Beachfront Backpack, after entering the refuge, continue past the educational center and enter the Assateague Island National Seashore. In 1.5 miles, reach the Toms Cove Visitor Center on the right to obtain a backcountry permit and parking tag. Visitor center GPS: N37 54.544’ / W75 21.337’. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 63, A5.


THE HIKE


Screams and cries rise off the oceanfront as hungry gulls and terns scavenge for food along the surf. Beyond Assateague Island’s low sand and inland pine, snow geese float restlessly in a freshwater pool. Suddenly, on some silent, unseen signal, a single goose, then two, three—then the entire flock rises in flight. Their whonk-whonk joins with cries of shorebirds in a resounding cacophony.


An explosion of snow geese off the water draws the birder’s eyes skyward. Here, a broad-winged raptor swoops high above the pond. Its brown wings tilt slightly left, then right in a jittery act of balance. The telltale white head and yellow, hooked bill soon come into focus. This bald eagle, its search for a meal frustrated, soars out of sight behind crowns of loblolly pine.


This winter struggle between prey and predator will end when snow geese fly north in spring. Closer to the ocean, a different life struggle begins in spring when piping plover descend upon Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge on the southern tip of Assateague Island. After a brief courtship, breeding pairs build a nest in the sand. Up to four eggs will hatch within a month of being laid. For 5 critical days, the young chick’s life consists of dodging predators and finding enough food to survive. Days turn to weeks, and the handful of chicks that survive face new dangers. Camouflage, the tiny, sand-colored plover’s best defense, leads to unintended consequences: Humans inadvertently step on nests. Off-road vehicles run them over. Gulls harass adult plovers and carry away chicks. Other predators, raccoons and foxes among them, raid nests. Storms send tidal surges crashing over protective dunes—violent weather has destroyed entire nesting seasons at Chincoteague.


[image: The Sika Deer, actually a Japanese Elk, inhabit Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge.]


Animals fend for themselves on a daily basis in a never-ending search for an advantage—and a meal. Humans represent an interference in this delicate balance. The side of the scale on which we place our weight makes all the difference. In the case of the Delmarva fox squirrel, farming and homes had, by 1900, destroyed habitat in all but a tiny spot in Maryland. The balance tipped in the squirrel’s favor in 1945, however, when Maryland set aside land for its protection. In 1971 it became illegal to hunt the large fox squirrel, which can weigh up to 3 pounds and measure 30 inches in length. On reserves in Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware, squirrel populations increased. From a population of thirty squirrels in 1970, Chincoteague now keeps its numbers around 350, shipping out squirrels to other suitable habitats if their numbers exceed this level.


Human intervention, often the cause of ailing animal populations, is just as often the cure. When plover chicks hatch in late May, refuge staff begin a 16- to 18-hour vigil over nesting sites. Nesting areas are signed and roped off, and occasionally beach roads are closed to vehicular traffic. In 2007 eighty plover chicks fledged, or were able to fly, on refuge islands, according to a shorebird productivity report. Assateague Island, along with neighboring barrier islands, accounts for the majority of the piping plover’s breeding population in Virginia.




HEADS UP


Storms routinely over-wash the beach parking areas as Assateague Island experiences erosion, sea level rise, and a westward migration. Plans are to relocate parking lots 1.5 miles farther north, and facilities farther away from the beach.





The Chincoteague refuge also played an instrumental role in the recovery of breeding peregrine falcons in Virginia. By the 1960s breeding peregrines had disappeared from the state, suffering from a fate similar to the bald eagles’—contamination from the pesticide DDT. Weakened eggshells broke, and chicks hatched prematurely. DDT was banned in 1972. In the late 1970s scientists began releasing pairs of peregrines in Virginia, both in coastal and mountain regions. In 1982 they hit gold when a pair of peregrine falcons was found nesting on Assateague Island, the first documented breeding pair in the state in nearly a half a century. As of 2010 Virginia supports twenty-three known breeding pairs of peregrine falcons, nearly all within the state’s portion of the Eastern Shore. A delisting of the peregrine from an endangered species to a threatened species reflects national success in reintroducing breeding populations.


[image: A mother and baby pony at Chincoteague Wildlife Refuge]


And yet even in a managed environment, disaster strikes. When several storms inundated the maritime forest of lower Assateague Island—which encompasses the whole of the Chincoteague refuge—volumes of saltwater weakened the resident loblolly pines. The stress caused by a lack of freshwater made the pines susceptible to the southern pine beetle. Recovery from this trauma can be seen today along the Wildlife Loop Trail—where amid low shrubs and grass, pine saplings have made a vigorous comeback.




KID APPEAL


With rare exceptions, everyone wants to catch a glimpse of the famous Chincoteague wild ponies, which reside in the refuge and national seashore. The 1.6-mile Woodland Trail leads through a pine forest to an overlook where pony sightings are common. The new Bivalve Trail is a 0.2-mile spur off the Woodland Trail that leads to the shores of Toms Cove with a view of the old Assateague life-saving station.





For years, protection of Assateague Island extended to correcting nature itself. After every major storm, the Park Service rebuilt dunes with the goal of keeping an ocean ecology from slipping away. Littoral drift, the term for a shift in barrier islands westward, moves Assateague, on average, 30 feet every decade. But not everything needs protecting. Park managers have decided against rebuilding dunes and are now questioning the wisdom of building (and rebuilding) parking lots near the beach. Whatever conditions a storm leaves the barrier island in, staff are now inclined not to tamper with it. Humans, and not the environment, will adapt to conditions. Briefly, balance tips back to Mother Nature.


[image: CHINCOTEAGUE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE]




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


WILDLIFE POND/BEACHFRONT LOOP


0.0Start from the parking lot for the Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center. Opposite the visitor center, a boardwalk trail leads away through a pine forest.


0.3Merge onto the paved Wildlife Loop road, which is open to vehicles from 3 p.m. to dusk, and continue straight. Views of Snow Goose Pool, a freshwater impoundment, open up on the left.


0.7Continue straight on the Wildlife Loop road past the Black Duck Trail, which exits to the right and leads 0.5 mile to paved Beach Road.


1.4Continue straight, past Swan Cove Trail, which exits to the right and is part of the return leg of this loop.


2.5Cross Snow Goose Pool on a dike and turn right onto a gated dirt road, which is closed to public vehicle traffic except between Memorial Day and Labor Day, when sightseeing trams operate. Option: To return to the educational center, turn left at this T junction and follow the paved Wildlife Loop Road.


3.1Continue straight on the gravel road past C-Dike. Note: This earthen embankment is closed and may not be used to access the beach.


3.6Turn right onto D-Dike and hike 0.3 mile to the oceanfront.


3.9Emerge from the dunes onto the beach. Turn right and head south along the beachfront.


5.5Turn right and walk through the beach dunes onto Swan Cove Trail. Note: This trail may be closed during periods of high rainfall.


6.0Swan Cove Trail ends at Wildlife Loop. Bear left to return to the educational center.


7.5Arrive back at the Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center parking area.


BEACHFRONT BACKPACK


0.0Start from the Toms Cove Visitor Center, where you must obtain a backcountry permit and inquire where to park overnight. Head to the beachfront, turn left, and walk north. Note: To eliminate a couple of miles walking in the sand, ask about parking across from the lighthouse and hiking on the Service Road to the beach.


2.9Pass a dune crossover to D-Dyke on the left. Continue straight.


9.4Pass Old Fields crossover, a route leading left through the dunes to an interior service road. Continue straight.


11.0Cross the Maryland state line and enter Assateague Island National Seashore. Continue straight.


12.5A tent sign in the dunes to the left indicates State Line campsites, primitive sites with no running water, and chemical toilets. Camping is permitted amid dunes only. Turn around and return to the Toms Cove Visitors Center. Note: If State Line camp is booked, Pope Bay on the bayside of Maryland’s Assateague Island is 0.5 mile north.


25.0Hike ends at Toms Cove Visitor Center.





[image: image]


HIKE INFORMATION


LOCAL INFORMATION


Chincoteague Chamber of Commerce, (757) 336-6161, www.chincoteaguechamber.com


LOCAL EVENTS/ATTRACTIONS


Annual Pony Swim and Penning, last week in July, Chincoteague, (757) 336-6161. An event of national renown, wild Chincoteague ponies are driven off the refuge across a small water passage and penned on Chincoteague Island for auction.


International Migratory Bird Celebration in spring, National Wildlife Refuge Week in Oct, Waterfowl Week in Nov, Christmas Bird Count, all at Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, (757) 336-6122


LODGING


The resort town of Chincoteague has a wide array of lodgings, from motels and B&Bs to rental homes. Visit www.chincoteaguechamber.com for listings.


There are several commercial campgrounds in Chincoteague, but backcountry camping is allowed only at Assateague National Seashore in Maryland.


RESTAURANTS


Nearly thirty Chincoteague restaurants serve up fare ranging from seafood to homemade ice cream to the standard burger and fries.


TOURS


Refuge staff lead interpretive programs. Call (757) 336-6122 for information.


ORGANIZATIONS


Assateague Island Alliance, www.assateagueislandalliance.org


OTHER RESOURCES


Eastern Shore of Virginia Tourism, (757) 331-1660, www.esvatourism.org




2. FALSE CAPE STATE PARK/BACK BAY WILDLIFE REFUGE



WHY GO?


Barrier islands serve as an ecological first line of defense for our shores. Storms batter them, waves wear them down, wind strips them clean. Tucked out of harm’s way behind the islands lie sheltered bays and marshes teeming with grasses, shellfish, birds, and small animals. False Cape State Park and Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge showcase just one of Virginia’s many barrier island and lagoon ecosystems, albeit a critical one. The preserves stand within striking distance of Hampton Roads’ 2 million residents and all the incumbent pressures (pollution, development, overcrowding). Sprawl stops at the park boundaries, and hikers and bird-watchers are assured a quiet afternoon with space to walk and think, or watch and listen.




THE RUNDOWN


Start: Little Island Park for overnight. Back Bay NWR for day hikes (no overnight parking).


Distance: 14.7-mile lollipop


Hiking time: About 7 hours


Difficulty: Moderate due to length


Trail surface: All aspects of seashore ecology are present, from the beach to dunes to maritime pine and oak forests. Between the barrier islands and mainland lie salt marshes and shallow bays replete with waterfowl.


Land status: National wildlife refuge and state park


Nearest town: Virginia Beach, VA


Other trail users: Cyclists, anglers, hunters (in season), and bird watchers


Accessibility: Back Bay NWR has an ADA-compliant visitor center, restrooms, and some boardwalks to wildlife-viewing stations and the beach. Due to its remote and primitive nature, there are no ADA facilities at False Cape State Park and the trails are all sand. In spring and summer, there is a tram to the park, accessible with advance notice.


Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs are permitted in False Cape State Park, but there’s no access allowed through the Back Bay NWR, so they can only arrive by boat. Pets are not permitted in Back Bay NWR at any time.


Trail contacts: False Cape State Park, Virginia Beach, (757) 426-7128 (camping reservations: 800-933-PARK), www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/false-cape. Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Virginia Beach, (757) 301-7329, www.fws.gov/refuge/back_bay


Schedule: Back Bay NWR open daily dawn to dusk; East and West Dike trails are closed Nov through Mar for wintering waterfowl. One of these trails is open Apr through Oct. False Cape State Park and Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge are closed from the first Sat through the second Sat in Oct each year for the Game Management Program (Hunt).


Fees/permits: Parking fee charged at Little Island Park Memorial Day to Labor Day. Entrance fee charged at Back Bay NWR Apr through Oct. Camping fee charge at False Cape State Park.


Facilities/features: False Cape State Park has primitive camping, pit toilets, flush toilets at Environmental Center, drinking water at sites 1-6. Back Bay NWR has a visitor center, kayak/canoe launch, restrooms, and day use parking only.


NatGeo TOPO! maps: North Bay, Knott Island


NatGeo Trails Illustrated map: Delmarva Peninsula


Other maps: A Trail Guide/Map is available at the park and downloadable on its website.





FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


[image: image]From Virginia Beach, take the Indian River Road exit 286B off I-64. Proceed east on Indian River Road for 13.4 miles, then turn left onto New Bridge Road. In 1.3 miles, turn right onto Sandbridge Road. After 3.1 miles, turn right onto Sandpiper Road. Drive south on Sandpiper for 3.8 miles to Little Island Park on the left, where overnight parking is permitted. GPS: N36 41.588′ / W75 55.473′. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 35, C7.


THE HIKE


Barrier islands are a habitat of extremes. The same beach where sunbathers flock for relaxation also harbors some of the earth’s harshest living conditions. Waves beat upon it unceasingly, but those same waves bring ashore food that nourishes microorganisms, shellfish, birds, and small animals. Unfettered wind reduces shrubs and trees to bonsai proportions; wind also spreads beach grass and sea oat seeds, two species that help prevent sand-dune erosion. Then there is sand itself, barren of most nutrients, yet it creates the very reefs and dunes that preserve our coast.


A hiker must adapt to False Cape State Park and Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge (the park and refuge form a 20-mile contiguous stretch of protected coastal habitat between Virginia Beach and the North Carolina border). Forget mountain grandeur. Forget tall hemlocks or yellow poplar trees. Here, wind-lashed holly, oak, and pine eke out a precarious living. Deer, raccoons, opossums, and foxes rustle the shrubby thickets. Migratory birds capture the imagination—shorebirds in the spring, songbirds in spring and fall, and nesting birds in summer; in winter, it’s the ducks and geese. Plant and animal life here have had more time to adapt than humans. Wax myrtle has a coating on its leaves that protects it against the relentless sun and moisture loss from high winds and salt exposure. Salt marsh cordgrass is able to overcome both the presence of saltwater—which would kill less hardy plants—and a severe lack of oxygen in the dense, mushy marsh soil. It solves the problem of saltwater through reverse osmosis, whereby it balances saltwater intrusion with freshwater within its vascular cells. Oxygen, meanwhile, is pulled from the air and transported down the stem to the roots. Look closely at the muddy fringe of a salt marsh at low tide and look for red stains in the otherwise black mud. This is a botanical version of rust, a by-product of oxygen mixing with iron sulfide.


Every dune, especially on the lagoon or wash side, features plants whose progression reveals their place in the ecology of the island. On the fringe grows sea rocket, a member of the mustard family. Higher on the dune, beach grass, native to northern barrier islands, and sea oats, commonly found on dunes from Virginia southward, coexist. In areas flooded daily by the tide, salt marsh cordgrass grows nearest to water, while salt marsh hay and black needlerush occupy higher areas of marsh. In the afternoon, at low tide on a clear day, the sun will glint off oxidized salt particles clinging to tall stems of these grasses, giving the impression of light bouncing off thousands of tiny mirrors. Beneath the grasses and puddles of brackish water, juvenile blue crabs reach maturity and fish spawn.


[image: Hikers must walk through Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge to reach False Cape State Park. VTC/BILL CRABTREE JR.]


Plants that seem withered and dead during dry spells spring to life after rain. False heather jumps to life under moist conditions. Looking something like a small cedar, the heather’s yellow flowers coat the ocean side of dunes. Because it grows low to the ground and spreads, heather helps stabilize the sand.


Down on the beach, sanderlings dart hither-and-thither, first chased by a crashing wave, only to turn and pursue it back into the ocean. This small bird pecks at the spongy sand, digging deep for shellfish. During the summer as many as 30 million clam larvae will occupy 1 square meter of surf. There are snails beneath the sand, too, and small crabs and worms. At nighttime, sandhoppers (small crabs) emerge from holes by the thousands to pick food from shells and seaweed coughed up by waves. Luminescent and quick, the sandhopper has startled more than a few nighttime beach strollers. Rest assured, by the time you’ve figured out it’s an animal and not a ghost, the critter is out of harm’s way. It digs a hole in the sand at a speed of 6 feet in 10 minutes, putting it well out of reach of prying eyes and bird beaks.


Given this diversity and complexity, it’s worth considering how the wilds of False Cape and Back Bay might have developed were it not for the park and refuge. A few miles up the beach, Virginia Beach’s boardwalk teems with humans on hot summer days. Sun-bathers, surfers, and beach strollers crowd miles of white Atlantic beach. The city spends millions to preserve this, fighting nature with “beach replenishment projects,” a process of pumping sand from offshore back onto shore.


The process they’re fighting is the gradual drift of barrier islands (and our eastern coast, generally) to the south and west. Left to its own devices, the white sands of Virginia Beach would, in a couple hundred years, move, shifting south along the coast in the fashion of all barrier islands. Scientists call this littoral drift. Each wave picks up sand and transports it down the shoreline. A calm day or two will see tons of sand displaced. A hurricane or nor’easter will move those same tons in a few hours. The inlet below Ocean City, Maryland, which separates that resort town from Assateague Island, was carved by a single hurricane in 1933.


There was no dramatic event responsible for Back Bay and False Cape. In the 1800s some 300 people lived in the Wash Woods, a section of False Cape State Park. They fished for a living, and a few raised livestock and farmed. (Interestingly, Wash Woods settlers were survivors of a shipwreck off the coast; their first homes and church were built from what they could salvage from the ship.) Like the island itself, they lived at the mercy of the ocean. Over hundreds of years, farmland turned to marsh. Sand replaced fertile soil. Soon, sportsmen outnumbered inhabitants, and hotels and sporting clubs sprang up. Four-legged game was slim pickings. The waterfowl, on the other hand, were plentiful.


It can be taken as a sign of progress, then, that over time Virginia has moved from hunting wildfowl on this small barrier island to protecting them. Like other barrier islands up and down the East Coast, this island hosts neotropical birds migrating to Central and South America. Waterfowl nest here. In September, vireos, yellowthroats, and warblers arrive. By October, yellow-rumped warblers have alighted to spend winter. In all, bird spotters have recorded 288 bird species in the Back Bay refuge. (This is typical of barrier islands lining the East Coast; Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge on Virginia’s Eastern Shore lists 300 bird species spotted.)


On these slivers of sand, the equivalent of an interstate highway rest stop, birds find the amenities they need: nesting spots, food, and, quite frankly, a spot to rest weary wings. And they seem to be more than willing to share it with hikers.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


0.0Start at Little Island Park. Walk to the south end of the parking lot. At a picnic pavilion, turn toward the beach and surf.


1.5Hike straight along the beach, past a boardwalk that leads up into the dunes on the right. Note: The boardwalk leads to a Back Bay NWR ranger station and visitor center.


4.7Reach the boundary of False Cape State Park. Continue straight on the beach.


5.0A beach path leads right up into the dunes toward Barbour Hill primitive campsites and the state park’s contact station, a turnoff marked by a small metal post with a yellow tent. From this junction, it is 0.7 mile across the island to the contact station. Note: If you are continuing farther down the beach, Barbour Hill is your last chance to supply drinking water; it is near the contact station and near the two camping areas there.


6.7Turn right onto False Cape Landing Trail. Note: If you’re walking in the surf far below the dune line, keep an eye peeled for a sign reading False Cape Landing Trail. There are primitive campsites in dunes after you turn onto the trail.


7.1Turn right onto Sand Ridge Trail, a wide dirt road. The ocean is now on your right, out of sight over the dunes. Back Bay is on your left. Note: Straight on False Cape Landing Trail, there is a boat landing in 0.3 mile, as well as bay-side campsites.


8.4Sand Ridge Trail arcs right at a junction with South Inlet Trail. Follow the road right. Note: South Inlet Trail leads left for 0.4 mile to a sheltered reach of water with scenic views.


[image: image]


9.0Turn left onto Barbour Hill Beach Trail. There is a ranger station on the right side of the road. Past the ranger station, turn right onto Barbour Hill Interpretive Trail.


9.6Pass an observation deck on the right side of the trail.


9.8Leave False Cape State Park and enter Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge. Turn left onto the Dike Trail, which is a gravel and dirt road that runs alongside wildlife impoundments, large pools of water that attract waterfowl and migrating birds. This hike follows the western leg of the Dike Trail.


10.1Where the trail forks, bear right onto the Dike Trail. Note: The left-bearing trail is a short spur to the bay.


10.9Hike straight past a road that turns right and leads between two impoundments.


11.4Follow the trail as it jogs left then right and continues its northward route. A road branches right, leading between impoundments. Within 0.2 mile, hike past a third road that branches right.


13.2The Dike Trail merges with its eastern leg. Continue on past a pool on the right side of the trail.


13.4Reach the Back Bay visitor center and ranger station. At the station, turn right onto the Seaside Trail boardwalk.


13.5Descend off the boardwalk and dune and turn left. Head north along the beach.


14.7Arrive back at Little Island Park.





HIKE INFORMATION


LOCAL INFORMATION


Virginia Beach Convention & Visitors Bureau, (800)VA-BEACH (822-3224), www.visitvirginiabeach.com


LOCAL EVENTS/ATTRACTIONS


Winter Wildlife Festival, Jan, Back Bay NWR, False Cape State Park, and other locations throughout Virginia Beach, www.vbgov.com/winterwildlife


The Friends of False Cape State Park, beach cleanups throughout the year. Call (757) 426-7128 to sign up.


The Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center, Virginia Beach, (757) 385-FISH, www.virginiaaquarium.com. More than 800,000 gallons of aquariums with sharks, sea turtles, and dolphins.


[image: image]


LODGING


There are twelve backcountry campsites in False Cape State Park holding between four and six people each. The closest is a 6.9-mile walk from Little Island Park, where campers must park. Campsites have pit toilets; there are flush toilets at the kayak shed and Environmental Education Center. Drinking water at sites 1–6; bring containers to carry water to sites 7–12. Open fires are not permitted. Reservations by phone are required at least 1 day in advance: (800) 933-PARK.


RESTAURANTS


Virginia Beach has literally hundreds of restaurants. For a unique locals spot on Back Bay, check out Blue Petes, 1400 N. Muddy Creek Road, Pungo; (757) 426-2278; www.bluepetespungo.com.


TOURS


False Cape State Park conducts tram, canoe, hiking, birding, and astronomy tours; call (757) 426-7128.


ORGANIZATIONS


Friends of False Cape State Park, www.falsecapefriends.org


Tidewater Appalachian Trail Club maintains some trails in False Cape, www.tidewateratc.com.


[image: Crossing the dune boardwalk at False Cape State Park]




3. FIRST LANDING STATE PARK



WHY GO?


The ultimate surf-and-turf park, First Landing State Park is great for a tan–and far less crowded than the Atlantic beaches a few miles south. The “surf” is the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, where it flows into the Atlantic Ocean; the “turf” is a landward trail network through an ecosystem that mixes southern plants with northern, temperate species. Spend an afternoon here among bald cypress swamps decked with Spanish moss, towering loblolly pines, and salt marsh. High, forested dunes offer great views of the water. Boardwalks take you safely through blackwater swamps, but at high tide be prepared to get your feet wet and muddy on more remote trails.




THE RUNDOWN


Start: Visitor center off Shore Drive


Distance: 6.5-mile loop


Hiking time: 2-3 hours


Difficulty: Easy due to flat terrain and a well-marked trail, with some difficult stretches along eroded trails and wet riverside routes


Trail surface: Dune trails, gravel roads, and boardwalks lead through marsh, beach, cypress swamp, and forested dunes with views of the bay


Land status: State park


Nearest town: Virginia Beach, VA


Other trail users: Cyclists, bird watchers, and joggers


Accessibility: The Chesapeake Bay Center and Trail Center are accessible, with accessible restrooms. The first loop of the Bald Cypress Trail has accessible boardwalks and bridges. There are paved walkways to the beach, and a beach wheelchair is available.


Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted (leashes no longer than 6 feet)


Trail contact: First Landing State Park, 2500 Shore Dr., Virginia Beach; (757) 412-2300; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/first-landing. For camping reservations, call (800) 933-PARK or visit www.reserveamerica.com.


Schedule: Open year-round, 8 a.m. to dusk. The campground is open 24 hours a day.


Fees/permits: Admission is free, but there is a parking fee.


Facilities/features: Environmental educational and trail centers, full-service campground and cabins, laundry, concessions at the Bay Store, beach (no lifeguards), picnic shelters, and boat launch.


NatGeo TOPO! map: Cape Henry


NatGeo Trails Illustrated map: Delmarva Peninsula


Other maps: A Trail Guide/Map is available at the park and downloadable on its website.





FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


[image: image]From Norfolk, take exit 282 (Northampton Boulevard/US 13) off I-64 and drive 4.5 miles north on US 13. Follow signs for US 60 East (Shore Drive) and drive 4.5 miles on US 60 to the park entrance. At the traffic light at the park entrance, turn right into the park and follow the main park road straight into the parking lot for the Trail Center, where you can get information on park trails and what you can expect to see. Turn left at the light to reach the park office, camping, cabins, and the Chesapeake Bay Visitor Center. GPS: N36 54.916′ / W75 02.485′. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 35, A6.


THE HIKE


The 6th and 20th of April, about four o’clock in the morning, we described the land of Virginia . . . There we landed and discovered a little way, but we could find nothing worth the speaking of, but fair meadows and goodly tall trees, with such fresh waters running through the woods as I almost ravished at the first sight thereof.


So wrote George Percy, a Jamestown settler, recounting his first steps on North American soil in 1607. After a rough few days at sea, terra firma no doubt thrilled Percy’s group, even if the landscape did not. They would name this point Cape Henry, christening forever present-day Virginia Beach’s northernmost tip, where the Chesapeake Bay meets the Atlantic Ocean. Today the land inland from Cape Henry Lighthouse and Fort Story is called First Landing State Park, in their honor. Here hikers will find riches Percy and company found commonplace: maritime forest and southern swamp and beach ecology, all preserved for a walker’s enjoyment.


By Percy’s account, the landing at Cape Henry was rough. Native Americans attacked and two men were injured, one fatally. It was an inauspicious welcome that might have chased lesser men back to the Caribbean. There, at least, they had enjoyed hot spring baths, fish, and fowl to their satisfaction.


But these privateers, commissioned by the England-based Virginia Company, had other plans. Explorations by foot carried them inland from Cape Henry, through land entangled in vines as thick as a man’s thigh. They chased Native Americans off a pile of oysters roasting in a fire, and tasted a delicacy that would someday make the Chesapeake Bay famous around the world. By boat, they continued into the lower Chesapeake Bay and traveled to Hampton, Virginia, which they dubbed Point Comfort, met up with Kecoughtan Indians, and, instead of fighting, exchanged gifts.


When it came time to leave, the explorers staked a small cross to mark Cape Henry. Left behind were the “fair meadows and goodly tall trees,” and for one reason or another, this coastal area never saw permanent settlement (save the military reservation occupying land around the lighthouse). As colonial Virginia grew in the 1600s, fishermen claimed it as common ground, launched boats, built small shelters, and laid out nets. In 1936 the state created Seashore State Park here. It was renamed First Landing in 1996.




HEADS UP


In warm months be prepared for ticks, mosquitoes, and snakes. During high tide, portions of the Osprey Trail may be messy, or even impassable. Be sure to stay on the trails, and ignore the bushwhacked side trails.





What has been preserved? An ecology that mixes subtropical and temperate-zone plants for a species diversity one would normally find farther south. Loblolly, eastern, and pitch pines tower 100 feet and higher. Broad bald cypress stand in oily blackwater swamps, their small knees poking through primordial-like ooze. White sand dunes are topped with clingy grasses—and bones. Archaeologists unearthed remains of twenty-six Chesapean Indians here, predecessors of the Kecoughtan tribe that attacked Percy’s group. The Smithsonian Institute housed the artifacts until 1998, when they were returned and reburied in a ceremonial mound near the park’s visitor center.


You can start on an incredibly diverse hike at the Trail Center parking lot. The Bald Cypress/Long Creek/Osprey Trail loop takes you from cypress swamp through tidal marsh, bayside beach, dune forest, and back to swamp. Bring your binoculars. In one afternoon you’re likely to see osprey nests, snowy egrets, and great blue herons.


[image: Boardwalks lead hikers through a magical bald cypress swamp. VIRGINIA STATE PARKS]


On Bald Cypress Trail, Spanish moss hangs from the cypress. (This is the northernmost reach of the moss, a parasitic plant.) Larger specimens of this tree may date from 500 years ago. Around it, water lilies float on still water that reflects rainbow patterns—not from pollution, but from oils secreted by trees. It’s possible, park interpreters say, that Captain John Smith and others replenished their casks of water here for a long return trip to England. The water, which colonists say tasted like strong iced tea, was so tannic, it could last 6 to 8 weeks at sea.


Long Creek Trail takes you to the edge of Broad Bay and a view of large homes on the opposite bank—reminders of development this park escaped. Virginia Beach is the state’s most populated city; First Landing is the state park system’s most visited, attracting more than 1 million visitors annually. Yet it can handle the load. Solid trails built by Civilian Conservation Corps crews are well maintained, a considerable feat given the constant erosion. It helps that most people hike short interpretive trails near the visitor center, or hike and bike the wide Cape Henry Trail.
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The authors on a Virginia beach in the early days!
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Bill and Mary Burnham hiking Overall Run,
Shenandoah National Park
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The authors, Mary and Bill Burnham,
and Coco near mile-high Mount Rogers,
the highest point in Virginia
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Hiking in Virginia ranges from
sea level to mountaintop.
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Hikers must walk through Back Bay National
Wildlife Refuge to reach False Cape State Park.
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Rappahannock River shoreline at Belle Isle State Park
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Crossing the dune boardwalk
at False Cape State Park
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Photographing a turtle on the trail VANESSA KUBICK
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The flowering dogwood is Virginia’s
state tree and flower.
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Mbﬁtain laurel are common throughout Virginia’s woodlands.
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A mother and baby pony at Chincoteague Wildlife Refuge
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TheiSika Deer, actually

a Japanese Elk, inhabit
~ Chincoteague National

Wildlife Refuge. -






