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Foreword



There is a definite magic, a sense of wonder and adventure and tradition, about traveling the hidden back roads of America. It is a soothing tonic for the daily stresses and distractions of our high-energy lifestyles. We seek relief and escape along these quiet country roads, while always seeking out an adventure around the next bend.


My home state of West Virginia has history and heritage almost guaranteed to provide travelers with the ultimate off-the-beaten-path experience. Our rugged mountains, wild rivers, lush valleys, and warm, welcoming people are a prescription for “getting away from it all.” With fewer than 1.8 million people living in towns and communities spread across more than 24,000 square miles, the Mountain State has seemingly limitless places to explore and enjoy.


In the pages that follow, you’ll be introduced to scores of overlooked sights, sounds, tastes, and personalities that collectively offer a glimpse into the West Virginia experience. You’ll travel from the hauntingly beautiful hollows of the southern coalfields to the aristocratic colonial pathways of the Eastern Panhandle. You’ll experience the powerful natural magnificence of the New River Gorge and the simple, easy charms of quiet country inns. You’ll hike the backcountry of the pristine Cranberry Wilderness and stroll beneath the gaslight lamps of Victorian Wheeling.


My guess is that you will come away as struck by West Virginia’s wondrous beauty and relaxing pace of life as I did some thirty years ago, when I first came to the state as a VISTA worker.


Naturally, West Virginia has changed a lot in that time. Modern interstate highways, a growing tourism industry, and new economic development attract millions of visitors to our state each year. While we may not be “undiscovered” any longer, there are more hidden natural and cultural gems woven into the Appalachians than you could get to in endless weekends.


I hope you will use West Virginia Off the Beaten Path to lead you to some of the truly rare American riches found within these borders. It will be time well spent and a travel experience far removed from everyday life, restful and soothing and thick with history, hospitality, natural beauty, and adventure.


—Senator Jay Rockefeller


WEST VIRGINIA
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Introduction



While the populace of some parts of the country wax poetic about the notion of “a sense of place,” West Virginians, by comparison, seem to take theirs for granted. West Virginians may chafe to get back to the Mountain State should they take a job in the flatlands, but they are never ones to inflict their “West Virginia-ness” on others. Unenlightened outsiders may argue that West Virginians have to adopt this stance; after all, there isn’t much to romanticize in this impenetrable land of “hillbillies, moonshiners, and bloodletting coal miners.”


West Virginians know perfectly well—as do most visitors who actually get off the interstate—that the tiresome stereotypes are bunk. West Virginians are about the most friendly and most helpful people you’ll find. They live in a state that can claim one of the lowest crime rates in the nation and the lowest cost of living. Their state is not only beautiful, but in many spots it’s awe-inspiringly gorgeous.


In fact, West Virginia may have the most intense sense of place to be found anywhere in the US. Wedged between the bustling megalopolis of the eastern seaboard and the industrial corridors of the Midwest, West Virginia—thanks to a rugged terrain—has remained lightly populated and overwhelmingly pastoral in character. Yes, it’s more rustic than its neighbors, but it’s also greener, more relaxed, and refreshingly more informal. It’s also more festive, with more festivals, celebrations, and fairs per capita than any other state in the nation.


The late CBS television correspondent Charles Kuralt once said he could have spent all his time in West Virginia—there are that many interesting stories here. This book is an attempt to get travelers to those stories—to the little town that still burns Old Man Winter in the Swiss tradition, to the bejeweled Hare Krishna temple and the “haunted” state prison, to road bowling at the Irish Spring Festival, to base jumping at New River Bridge Day.


West Virginia is a small state with distinctive divisions: some historical, some geographical, some cultural, and some social. The Eastern Panhandle, which reaches east to within an hour’s drive of the nation’s capital—and is also closer to five other state capitals than its own—is more aligned with the urban lifestyle of northern Virginia than it is with other parts of West Virginia. On the other hand, residents of the industrialized Northern Panhandle consider themselves northerners, while those in southern and central West Virginia are decidedly southern. In the Ohio Valley, many sound and think like Midwesterners.


West Virginia Off the Beaten Path begins in the Eastern Panhandle. From here, we make a clockwise swirl around the state. Sometimes you have to backtrack to see everything, but it’s well worth the effort.


A word of explanation is needed here about the dining and lodging pricing key used in this book. Prices in these mountains can seem ridiculously inexpensive to an urbanite. In West Virginia, you can still find respectable hotel rooms for $75 a night, bed-and-breakfast stays for $99, and entrees for $8. Sure, you’ll find higher prices in some of the cities and most of the Eastern Panhandle, but in general costs are a little lower than elsewhere.


Our pricing range reflects this. This guide will give you an indication of what you can expect to pay for the average main entree: under $10 is considered budget; $10–$16.99 is inexpensive; $17–$28 is moderate, and more than $28 is expensive.


When it comes to lodging (for a standard double, excluding room tax), anything under $60 is considered budget; $60–$85 is inexpensive; $86–$119 is moderate; $120–$195 is expensive, and anything over $195 is very expensive.


West Virginia at a Glance


Nickname: the Mountain State


Admitted to the Union in 1863 after breaking from Virginia in 1861


Capital: Charleston


Principal cities: Charleston, Huntington, Wheeling, Parkersburg, Morgantown


Population: 1.8 million


Land area: 24,181 square miles


Climate: Average statewide daily minimum temperature: January, 28°F; average daily maximum temperature July, 85°F. Winters can be severe in the Potomac Highlands and Allegheny Plateau, but summers here are free of the humidity that occasionally oppresses the Eastern Panhandle and the Ohio Valley


Major newspapers: Charleston Gazette, Huntington Herald Dispatch, Wheeling Intelligencer, Parkersburg News & Sentinel, Morgantown Dominion Post


Motto: Mountaineers Are Always Free


State bird: cardinal


State fish: brook trout


State flower: rhododendron


State tree: sugar maple


Famous natives: novelist Pearl S. Buck; Confederate general Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson; actor Don Knotts; pilot Chuck Yeager; diplomat Cyrus Vance; Nobel Prize winner John Forbes Nash Jr.


State Division of Tourism: (800) CALL-WVA; wvtourism.com


The Eastern Panhandle, shaped somewhat like the head of a perched eagle, is West Virginia’s easternmost region, and as such bears close association with neighboring Maryland and Virginia and even suburban Washington, DC.


The three-county region is defined by its historic sites, springs and spas, and the Potomac River, which provides the northern border for the area. The far-western portion of the Panhandle (Morgan County) is mountainous and relatively isolated, while the central and eastern sections (Berkeley and Jefferson Counties) roll alongside the tail-end humps and foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains and are dotted with numerous small towns and a wealth of historical and cultural attractions.


Despite the fact that it’s the state’s most widely visited region, the Eastern Panhandle still offers an exhaustive array of hidden and unsung treasures. For first-time visitors to West Virginia, this is a good primer trip and a logical starting point if you’re coming from the east.
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The Shenandoah Valley



The fabled Shenandoah Valley, imprinted on the American psyche through song, stage, and screen, is more synonymous with neighboring Virginia than West Virginia. There’s no doubt about it, though, this historic and fertile valley rolls north into the Mountain State along with its namesake river, claiming all of Jefferson County and part of Berkeley County. Also known as the Valley of Virginia, the Shenandoah is one of several geographic entities that make up the Great Valley, a massive, erosion-carved trench stretching from south-central Pennsylvania to northeastern Tennessee. The Great Valley was a major southern migration route for Pennsylvania’s Scots-Irish and German settlers, brave and industrious pioneers who lived close to the land, tapping its rich soil for crops and dense hardwood forests for shelter, furniture, and farm implements.


West Virginia’s swath of the Shenandoah (an Indigenous term meaning “Daughter of the Skies”) is an important agricultural region and a mecca for artisans, writers, cottage-industry entrepreneurs, retirees, and weekend retreaters from nearby urban areas.


This is a land deeply proud of its colonial history and colorful folklife, evidenced by such huge fetes as the Mountain Heritage Arts and Crafts Festival, held each fall outside Harpers Ferry. The laid-back valley is conducive to relaxation, whether it is a lazy day of floating on the Shenandoah River or unwinding at the Charles Town Races, where Thoroughbred horses have been going neck and neck since 1786.


BEST ANNUAL EVENTSIN THE EASTERN PANHANDLE




International Water Tasting FestivalBerkeley Springs; last weekend in February(304) 258-9147 or (800) 447-8797berkeleyspringswatertasting.com


Mountain Heritage Arts and Crafts FestivalCharles Town; late September(304) 725-2055 mhacfestival.org


Contemporary American Theater FestivalShepherdstown; last three weeks of July681-240-2283 catf.org


Apple Butter FestivalBerkeley Springs; early October(304) 258-3738berkeleysprings.com


Mountain State Apple Harvest FestivalMartinsburg; mid-October(304) 264-8801msahf.com


Christmas in Shepherdstownlast weekend in November, first weekend in December(304) 876-2786shepherdstown.info/events





Above all, this is a land of immense natural beauty. It was on the way back from a trip to Jefferson County that the late John Denver teamed with songwriter Bill Danoff to pen the words to “Country Roads,” an international recording hit that begins with the classic line “Almost heaven, West Virginia.” These men knew the Mountain State.


At 247 feet above sea level, Harpers Ferry is the lowest point in the Mountain State. It’s also West Virginia’s easternmost city, wedged in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains between Maryland and Virginia.


easternpanhandletrivia


The town of Harpers Ferry consistently attracts the greatest number of visitors of any West Virginia attraction each year.


Harpers Ferry’s 300 or so residents live less than an hour’s drive from the suburbs of Washington, DC, a blessing or a curse depending on to whom you talk. With urbanization slowly creeping westward, it seems fitting that this postcard village at the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers is the headquarters of the Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC), a nonprofit conservation group dedicated since 1925 to maintaining and preserving the natural character of the 2,193-mile Appalachian National Scenic Trail. The celebrated foot trail, running from Springer Mountain,Georgia, to Mount Katahdin, Maine, was blazed by the ATC along the crests of the Appalachian Mountains in the 1930s, with help from several federal and state agencies and the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Depression-era organization responsible for developing many of our national parks.


Today about two-thirds of the American population lives within 500 miles of this strip of mountain wildness. Harpers Ferry is situated near the halfway mark on the trail, and as such it is a natural gathering and refueling point for backpack-toting hikers. Much of the ATC’s work is centered on ensuring that there is plenty of green buffer land for the tens of thousands of hikers who take to some part of the trail each year, a mission that’s backed by a major lobbying presence in the nation’s capital. If you’ve ever stepped foot on the Appalachian Trail, or even just thought about it, make sure to pay homage at its headquarters in the cottagelike structure located on Washington Street. Inside you’ll find interesting displays explaining the history and dynamics of the trail; a host of books, maps, posters, shirts, hats, and other hiking accessories; and a hikers’ lounge with a huge relief map of the entire trail on one wall. The headquarters, on 799 Washington St., is open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. Call (304) 535-6331 for more information.


BEST ATTRACTIONSIN THE EASTERN PANHANDLE




Bell Boyd HouseMartinsburg (304) 267-4713 bchs.org


Berkeley Springs State ParkBerkeley Springs (304) 258-2711 wvstateparks.com/park/berkeley-springs-state-park


Charles Town Race TrackCharles Town (800) 795-7001 hollywoodcasinocharlestown.com


Harpers Ferry National Historical ParkHarpers Ferry (304) 535-6029 nps.gov/hafe


John Brown Wax MuseumHarpers Ferry (304) 535-6342 johnbrownwaxmuseum.com


O’Hurley’s General StoreShepherdstown (304) 876-6907 ohurleys.com





From ATC headquarters, you’re maybe a five-minute walk to the center of the restored village, virtually all of which is contained in the Harpers Ferry National Historical Park. This is the single largest tourist draw in West Virginia. Although not exactly off the beaten path, a stroll through the National Park Service area is strongly advised for American history buffs, for it was here in 1859 that abolitionist John Brown raided the federal armory and arsenal in an attempt to seize guns and munitions needed for his planned slave rebellion. The raiders were ultimately apprehended by US Marines under the command of a young Robert E. Lee; nevertheless, the action was an important catalyst in the growing division over slavery—an issue that ultimately split open the nation with the advent of the Civil War. Here too are sites of special interest in African-American history. Storer College held the 1906 meeting of the Niagara Movement that led to the founding of the NAACP.


A good place to begin touring the town (named after an early settler who operated a ferry service) is at the park service’s information center on Shoreline Drive. Rangers answer questions and distribute orientation maps that lead to such sites as the Harpers Ferry Armory fire-engine house, which is at the corner of High and Shenandoah Streets near the main-line tracks of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, and which served as the abolitionists’ fort. Across the street the John Brown Museum chronicles Brown’s raid, capture, trial, and hanging in neighboring Charles Town. Up yet another hill, this one overlooking the Shenandoah, stands St. Peter’s Catholic Church, a gorgeous stone chapel built in 1830 and used continuously until a dwindling congregation prompted its closing as a parish church in 1994. It’s still open for visitors as well as for Sunday-morning Mass. A few steep steps away stands the famous Jefferson Rock, a granite outcropping with a stunning, three-state view of the Blue Ridge Mountains and the merging rivers. Thomas Jefferson, who helped survey the area as a young man, sat upon the rock and wrote “the scene is worth a voyage across the Atlantic.” The National Park Service facilities are open daily year-round (except Christmas and Thanksgiving) from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. There are parking and walk-in fees, payable at the Cavalier Heights Visitor Center on US 340. A free shuttle bus service transports visitors to the park area. For more information, call (304) 535-6029.


Whether you’re meandering through Harpers Ferry’s peaceful hills or crowded streets and alleyways, it’s impossible to escape the presence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers. The Potomac, while on its 400-mile journey to the Chesapeake Bay from its source spring in Tucker County, West Virginia (see next chapter on the Potomac Highlands), takes on a wild and scenic demeanor as it flows through Harpers Ferry, churning up whitewater as it glides over limestone ridges and rocks. The same can be said of the Shenandoah, the northward-flowing river that ends its 150-mile path from Rockingham County, Virginia, with a gentle whitewater display that attracts anglers and rafters in droves.


Fishing, tubing, canoeing, kayaking, and rafting trips can be organized on both rivers through River Riders, located about 2 miles south of Harpers Ferry on Alstadts Hill Road. A best bet for an intermediate-level whitewater experience is to canoe the Shenandoah Staircase, a 6-mile outing with several sets of Class I to III rapids (VI is the most advanced) and a few long stretches of flat water for fishing. The float ends with a dramatic entrance into the Potomac Water Gap at Harpers Ferry. Most float trips, whether by raft, kayak, canoe, stand-up paddleboard, inner tube, or ducky, embark daily from mid-May through October 31. Outfitting fees are moderate; phone reservations should be made by credit card. Call (800) 326-7238 or see riverriders.com for more information on theme weekends with special rates. River Riders also offers zipline canopy tours with lovely views of Harpers Ferry. For an experience, do the evening tour by the light of the moon; visit harpersferryzipline.com for details.


West Virginia contains a treasure trove of offbeat museums, and one of the most unusual is Harpers Ferry Toy Train Museum, located 2 miles west of town on Bakerton Road just off US 340. Be prepared for a nostalgic trip back to childhood as you browse through the museum’s large assortment of antique Lionel standard-gauge and O-gauge trains and accessories, most of them predating 1939. This was the personal collection of the late Robert E. Wallich, who in 1970 decided to share his 60-year avocation with the public. The first Harpers Ferry Toy Train Museum was located in downtown Harpers Ferry and housed in a vintage Western Maryland Railroad baggage car. A few years later Wallich constructed an outdoor miniature railroad on his property in the outlying hills and eventually moved the museum to the same site. Wallich’s son and grandson now run the museum as well as Joy Line Miniature Railroad, a train ride that’s driven by a Cagney steam locomotive and appears to attract as many adults as kids. The museum is open Apr through Oct on Sat, Sun, and major holidays from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. A small admission fee is charged. Special appointments for parties can be made any time of year. Call (304) 535-2521.


A Harpers Ferry Ghost Tour led by storyteller Rick Garland is a must-do if you’re spending any amount of time in Harpers Ferry and want the lowdown on its past. You’ll gain a darker perspective on this quaint town as you wander the streets behind Garland or sit spellbound in his Civil War parlor on High St. Start at the front patio of St. Peter’s Church, then follow him into history. Garland’s tales and explanations give his listeners new insight into the town at the time of John Brown and the Civil War. Ghost tours and history tours are available daily except Sundays and Wednesdays year-round. Tours are by reservation; call (304) 725-8019 or (732) 801-0381.


As you leave Harpers Ferry en route to Charles Town on US 340, about a 5-mile trip, the landscape begins to open up, revealing rolling pastures and low, sloping mountains that form the outline of the Shenandoah Valley. Charles Town, the seat of Jefferson County, sits in the heart of the West Virginia portion of the valley. The city was incorporated in 1787 and named in honor of George Washington’s youngest brother, Charles, a major landowner in the Eastern Panhandle. Charles Washington donated 80 acres to the burgeoning village and was charged with laying out its original streets—George, Samuel, Lawrence, Mildred, and Charles—dutifully named after Washington family members. Not surprisingly, Charles Town’s main thoroughfare is Washington Street. The city’s current population of just over 5,400 is projected to increase as it acclimates to its newfound status as an exurb of metro Washington, DC.


While in town buy a postcard and have it mailed from the Charles Town Post Office, 101 W. Washington St. This is where the Honorary William L. Wilson, Charles Town native and US postmaster general, started the nation’s first rural free delivery, or RFD, in 1896. On this site also stood the town jail where John Brown was imprisoned while awaiting his treason trial. The post office is open Mon through Fri from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sat 9 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Call (304) 725-2421.


To dig more into the turbulent history of Brown and Charles Town, stop by the Jefferson County Museum on the corner of Washington and Samuel Streets. Among the hundreds of fascinating curios here are old black-and-white photographs depicting the county’s agrarian roots, surveying maps, equipment used by George Washington, and the wagon used to transport John Brown to his execution. The museum is open 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Sat, Apr through Nov. Admission is $4 for adults. Call (304) 725-8628 or see jeffcomuseumwv.org for more information.


Strolling among the eclectic blend of businesses in downtown Charles Town, patrons can treat themselves to a facial at Sokel, enjoy a Mexican treat at Ortega’s, check out the hobby and yarn shops, then settle into a corner at Fuzzy Dog Books & Music for some serious browsing. Fuzzy Dog opened at 201 E. Washington Street in 2019 after two years of online-only sales of vintage books and records. Now it’s expanded to several rooms and hosts regular literary and musical events. It doesn’t hurt that the book and music shop has a wealth of comfy chairs and is located steps from Sibling Coffee Roasters.


Although the Eastern Panhandle is one of the most densely populated regions of West Virginia, it still retains a strong rural character underscored by thousands of acres of cattle farms, productive croplands, and apple and peach orchards. The pastoral legacy of the Virginia gentleman farmer lives on in such places as Hillbrook Inn, a stunning English-style country manor house/hotel. Five miles southwest of Charles Town, off Summit Point Road (Route 13), Hill-brook sits amid 17 acres of gardens, lawns, woods, and ponds. Bullskin Run (in Virginia and West Virginia, large brooks and streams are known as “runs”) dissects the property, enhancing its quiet elegance.


Inside the inn, guests might be greeted with the aroma of roasted pheasant from the kitchen or the sound of an oak-wood fire crackling in the tavern. A colorful mix of antiques and contemporary art fills the private rooms, giving the place an aristocratic aura that begs comparison to the manor homes of England’s Cotswolds. Hillbrook’s 6 guest rooms and 4 cottages all have private baths, sitting areas, queen-size beds, and air-conditioning. Two rooms have fireplaces. Lodging rates are equally aristocratic, but they typically include a 4-course meal with wine and a country breakfast. If you plan to come just for lunch or a simpler 3-course dinner, it’s a good idea to make reservations well in advance. A constituency of affluent—and loyal—Washingtonians apparently has already discovered this hidden gem. Hillbrook is open year-round, except Christmas. Check-in is after 3 p.m. and checkout is noon. Call (304) 725-4223 or (800) 304-4223.


Hillbrook’s land, and some 2,200 acres surrounding it, once belonged to the Bullskin, or Rock Hall Tract, the first real estate owned by George Washington. The young man and future president actually surveyed the region in 1750 and took part of his salary to purchase Rock Hall Tract from a Captain Rutherford, an early settler. A state historical marker, located in front of South Jefferson Elementary School on Summit Point Road, signals the site of Washington’s first farm.




Burned Bridges


West Virginians faced conflicting loyalties during the Civil War; neighbor fought neighbor and sons faced off against fathers. In the Eastern Panhandle town of Shepherd-stown, this was especially true.


If you look off the Rumsey Bridge on US 340 near Shepherdstown’s Bavarian Inn, you can spot the piers of several bridges wiped out by flooding in the 20th century. But you won’t see any remains of the first bridge on the spot, a covered bridge burned by Confederate troops in June 1861.


One of the young Confederate soldiers, Henry Kyd Douglas, lived on Ferry Hill Plantation (now C&O Canal Park headquarters), the pillared house directly opposite on the Maryland side of the river. In his memoir, I Rode with Stonewall, Douglas described his turmoil as he gazed over at his home, knowing his father was an owner of the property he was destroying. “I knew I was severing all connection between me and my family and understood the sensation of one who, sitting aloft the limb of a tree, cuts it off between him and the trunk,” he wrote.


Douglas later became the youngest member of General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson’s staff and rose to colonel. When his father died soon after the war ended, Douglas inherited Ferry Hill. He accepted the inheritance but chose never to live there again.





Within earshot of the tiny hamlet of Summit Point, Summit Point Motorsports Park unfolds 3 racing courses featuring a total of 6 miles of technical challenges and high-performance driver training circuits. From early March to early December, the Sports Car Club of America (SCCA)–sanctioned track hosts a variety of professional and amateur auto, motorcycle, and go-kart races. Each May, for example, the Jefferson 500 Vintage Sports Car Race rolls back the clock a bit with a pair of 500-kilometer races—one for cars built before 1965 and another for 1965–1980 models. More for fun than competition, a vintage race might begin with an airplane sweeping down and leading the cars off the starting grid. You don’t need a vintage car to take to the curvy track of Summit Point. The raceway sponsors a series of high-performance driving schools in your own car on occasional Fridays for wannabe Earnhardts—no pit crew required. Driving at high speeds on the 2-mile, 10-turn raceway is a thrill. If a seat in the grandstand isn’t excitement enough, try revving up with a bowl of the track’s famous “100 mph” chili and a cold beer. Paved parking, electric hookups, and shower facilities are available at the trackside paddock. Admission to spectator events is moderate. Call (304) 725-8444 or see summitpoint-raceway.com for event and driving-school information.


easternpanhandletrivia


The 18-hole championship golf course located at Cacapon Resort State Park was created by the legendary golf-course designer Robert Trent Jones.


Before heading north on Route 1 to Shepherdstown, duck down to the nearby Harewood estate, located on Route 51 between Middleway and Charles Town. The Georgian mansion was built in 1770 by Samuel Washington, the next-oldest brother of George Washington and the first in the family to move to the Eastern Panhandle. Like all Washingtons, Samuel was active in public affairs. He was appointed to serve as both county lieutenant and justice of the peace. He died in 1781, and his unmarked grave lies in a family plot on the property. In 1794 Harewood hosted the wedding of James Madison and Dolley Payne Todd, whose sister, Lucy Payne Washington, was the mistress of the estate. The home has been continuously occupied and to this day is owned by a direct descendant. Unfortunately, Harewood is not open to the public, but its exterior and grounds can be viewed from the road.


Claymont Court, just off Route 51, remains the only one of Jefferson County’s Washington homes open to the public. In fact, it’s possible to spend the night in this 1820 mansion built by George Washington’s grandnephew, Bushrod Washington. Claymont is a year-round retreat center run by followers of G. I. Gurdjieff. This estate, on the National Register of Historic Places, includes the magnificent main house, formal gardens, and massive brick stables, which have been adapted as a seminar center. Under the crystal chandeliers of what was always regarded as the grandest of the Washington homes, groups gather to learn more about dance, mindfulness, healing, spirituality, and sometimes scrapbooking. For information about upcoming events at Claymont Court, call (304) 725-4437 or visit claymontseminars.com.


Shepherdstown lies up near the northern tip of Jefferson County, perched beautifully—and sometimes precariously—on the banks of the Potomac River. (The entire northern Potomac Basin is susceptible to dramatic flooding, and for folks living along the river roads, heavy spring rains can turn their homes into islands.)


Laid out by Thomas Shepherd in 1734, Shepherdstown is the oldest burgh in West Virginia, and its painstakingly preserved 18th-century homes and shops have rightfully been deemed a registered district on the National Register of Historic Places. Look for Dickinson & Wait Craft Gallery. Outdoors lovers will want to stop at Kelly’s White Fly Shoppe and Pedal & Paddle.


History seeps out of every nook and cranny here. When General Washington called for more support for the siege of Boston in 1775, Shepherdstown paid heed. The famous Bee Line March of southern volunteers to Massachusetts began at Morgan’s Spring, now part of Morgan’s Grove Park, 1 mile south of town on Route 480. Shepherdstown went on to supply more troops to the Revolutionary War than any city its size in the colonies. At one point Washington even considered making the humble town the nation’s new capital city.


During the Civil War, Shepherdstown was a strategic river crossing into Maryland. Immediately after 1862’s tragic battle of Antietam (just 5 miles away), in which more than 22,000 Americans were casualties of a single day’s fighting, Shepherdstown became one massive hospital. Perhaps because of its empathetic nature, the town was spared major damage during the war.


This is equally fortunate for modern-day residents and tourists, who are blessed with one of the most charming townscapes in West Virginia. Over the years Shepherdstown’s quiet appeal has lured scores of artisans, writers, merchants, musicians, and scholars—folks who’ve helped stamp a distinctive impression on the place. Today about 2,000 full-time residents and some 4,100 Shepherd University students call the town home. One friend commented that Shepherdstown has become “West Virginia’s answer to Woodstock, NY, the village,” a mixture of Norman Rockwellian idyll and bohemian funkiness.


The lifeblood of Shepherdstown has always been Town Run. The springfed brook runs through the town’s alleyways, backyards, and parks and is used as an auxiliary water supply. During the village’s infancy, Town Run powered Thomas Shepherd’s gristmill (midblock of Mill Street), the area’s first industry. (Interestingly, the gristmill, now a private home, still contains its 40-foot-diameter, cast-iron waterwheel, one of the largest of its kind in the world.)


At the Blue Moon Cafe, corner of Princess and High Streets, Town Run brook flows directly through the restaurant on its way downhill to the river. The waterway is covered to keep out pollutants, but the deli is open to hearty eaters, many coming from the nearby campus of Shepherd University. For a delicious meal, you can’t go wrong with a roasted chicken sandwich—a plump, smoked chicken breast covered in roasted corn, avocado, chipotle sauce, and sweet red peppers. Top it off with one of the delicious desserts. In warmer weather, take advantage of the outdoor, streamside seating. Prices are reasonable. The cafe is open Mon through Thurs from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Fri through Sun from noon to 8 p.m. Phone (304) 876-1920 or see bluemoonshepherdstown.com.


Some 20 years before Robert Fulton’s Clermont steamed up the Hudson River, Shepherdstown resident James Rumsey built and successfully demonstrated a working steamboat on the Potomac. A replica of that boat is located across the street from the Blue Moon Cafe at the Rumsey Steamboat Museum (located in the backyard of the Entler Hotel and Shepherdstown Museum). Inside the boathouse/museum you’ll also find displays and sketches outlining Rumsey’s fascinating life and inventions. In the 1780s George Washington appointed the budding engineer and inventor to manage the development of a navigation company on the Potomac. Washington hoped the company would be a key asset in opening up the West through an elaborate canal system. Rumsey, however, was enchanted with the notion of mastering the river’s strong currents by way of a steam-driven piston that created a water-jet propulsion system. On December 3, 1787, Rumsey and a crew of eight Shepherdstown ladies boarded a small test boat appropriately named the Rumseian Experiment and chugged up the Potomac at a formidable 3 knots. With Washington’s encouragement, Rumsey took the knowledge of his technological breakthrough and went to London to secure financial aid to build a larger and commercially viable ship. Unfortunately, Rumsey died on the eve of completing the new improved steamboat, and the project was soon aborted. These and other tales await visitors to the museum.


If you’re lucky enough to be in Shepherdstown in August, the Rumseian Society (the group that runs the museum), under the guidance of Captain Jay Hurley, occasionally takes the steamship replica out onto the river for live demonstrations. The museum, with its colorful outdoor mural depicting the Shepherdstown riverbank as seen through Rumsey’s eyes, is open from Apr through Oct, Saturdays from 12 to 4 p.m. Captain Hurley says individual and group tours also can be arranged in advance any time of year. Call (304) 876-6907 for more information and demonstration schedules. Donations of $4 per adult are suggested. Hurley, incidentally, is the proprietor of O’Hurley’s General Store, a popular stop on most day-trip circuits through Shepherdstown. Stop by on Thursday night for a harmonic blend of dulcimer, harp, and clarinet music. This is the place to find your steam engines, crockery, dinner bells, and much more. While down near the water, be sure to visit the James Rumsey Monument at the end of Mill Street. The tall Ionic column supports a granite globe of the world, a reference to the international reach of Rumsey’s invention.


The post-and-beam chalets and stone manor of the four-diamond Bavarian Inn promise true German fare, and you won’t be disappointed. Located just across US 340 from Shepherd University in Shepherdstown, this establishment envelops you in the warm, winey scent of Bavarian food as soon as you enter the dining room. In the ambience of dark, rich hardwood paneling, you can choose among popular German staples such as red cabbage, potato dump-lings, and jaegerschnitzel (veal smothered in mushrooms and wine sauce). The chef here uses good white wine—not vinegar—in the rich meat dishes, and you’ll notice the subtle difference.


The Bavarian Inn is open daily from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. For more information call (304) 876-2551 or visit bavarianinnwv.com.


Before leaving town, you’ll want to stroll through the bucolic grounds of Shepherd University (shepherd.edu), founded in 1872 as one of the state’s first liberal arts institutions. It was in the building that is now the campus’s McMurran Hall, at the corner of Duke and German Streets, that thousands of wounded soldiers were treated in the aftermath of Antietam. The school is widely recognized for its progressive programs in the natural and social sciences and in the arts and humanities. For the past several years, the college has played host to the Contemporary American Theater Festival, a showcase of new works by some of the country’s most important playwrights. Performances are staged by the state’s only Actors’ Equity theater, a talent pool drawn from Shepherdstown and across the country. Past productions have included such ambitious and poignant works as Black by Joyce Carol Oates and Dream House by Darrah Cloud. The nearly monthlong thespian festival is typically held during July and also includes staged readings, improvisational comedy, and concerts. For more information about the Contemporary American Theater Festival, call (800) 999-2283, or visit catf.org.


Shepherd University anchors the town’s arts scene with its Performing Arts Series, an annual lineup that might host a blues master one month and the Appalachian Heritage Festival the next. During this September fete, energize on the vibes of an old-time string band competition and join in the community square dance. In October, the American Conservation Film Festival brings incredible stories and awareness of important ecological issues to the area in films from around the globe. The festival was born in 2003 at the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service’s National Conservation Training Center in Shepherdstown.


Crossroads


Crossroads is the name we’ve given to the region that sits in the heart of the Eastern Panhandle and contains the historic railroad town of Martinsburg and all of Berkeley County west of US 11, sometimes still referred to as the Valley Pike. In the early 18th century, the region became home to the first settlers in what is now West Virginia and later evolved into a bustling center of wagon, coach, and rail travel to the West. The Valley Pike, now paralleled by I-81, once served as the major north–south artery linking Pennsylvania’s Cumberland Valley to the Valley of Virginia.


The legacy of the earliest settlers lives on in Berkeley County’s more than 2,000 National Register historic sites, the highest concentration in the state. Crossroads’ fruit orchards, cattle ranches, and truck farms, meanwhile, continue to find steady markets in the growing urban corridors of the East, and in recent years they have become the focus of open-space preservation efforts. The gigantic Mountain State Apple Harvest Festival, held the third weekend in October in Martinsburg, salutes one of the region’s most successful agribusinesses.


easternpanhandletrivia


During the Civil War, the Union army occupied Martinsburg for 32 months.


With a population of 17,500—and growing—Martinsburg has long been the Eastern Panhandle’s principal city, an industrial, agricultural, and transportation center that is just beginning to tap its tourism attributes. Because of its strategic importance as the western gateway to the neighboring Shenandoah Valley, Martinsburg was in the thick of the Civil War, once serving as a command center for Confederate general Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, a native West Virginian. Though badly bruised during the war, the city remarkably preserved many of its glorious 18th- and 19th-century buildings.


One such structure is Tuscarora Church, 2335 Tuscarora Pike, about 2 miles west of downtown. Built from native limestone in 1740 by Scots-Irish Presbyterians, the country church was refurbished in 1803 and is still going strong. In election years the church serves as a polling place. Here’s one bit of evidence that even the farthest eastern reaches of West Virginia were once the “Wild West”: On the back walls of the church are the two original gun racks worshippers used to hang their pistols during services. The state’s second oldest Presbyterian church holds Sunday service at 10 a.m. Call (304) 263-4579.


Another Martinsburg historical gem is the General Adam Stephen House, 309 E. John St., a native limestone home built around 1778 by the town’s founder. Construction was prolonged by the Revolutionary War, in which General Stephen served as soldier and surgeon. Like most western Virginia gentlemen, Stephen was more intent on creating a home with a natural aesthetic than a grandiose design. He was also as wily as Br’er Rabbit, building his simple, four-room home over a natural underground tunnel system so that the family could escape American Indians or British raiders. The tunnel leads into a man-made underground room with an arched stone ceiling and exits into the cavern below. House tours include the tunnel system, which is a blessing on steamy summer afternoons.


Next to the home on the same property is the Triple Brick Building, built in 1874 by Phillip Showers, who at the time owned the Stephen House. The 3-story building supposedly got its name because it contained 3 apartment units used by workers rebuilding Martinsburg’s Civil War–torn railroad yards. It’s now used as a local history museum, complete with quilts, period clothes, Civil War memorabilia, and musical instruments. Both the General Adam Stephen House and the Triple Brick Building are open from 2 to 5 p.m. Sat and Sun, May through Oct. Special viewing appointments can be made by calling (304) 267-4434. No admission is charged.




West Virginia Firsts


The nation’s first rural free mail delivery was started in Charles Town on October 6, 1896.


West Virginia was the first state to have a sales tax, effective July 1, 1921.


Bailey Brown, the first Union soldier killed on the battlefield in the Civil War, died on May 22, 1861, at Fetterman in Taylor County, West Virginia.


The first public spa was opened at Berkeley Springs in 1756.


Mrs. Minnie Buckingham Harper became the first African-American woman to become a member of a state or federal legislative body in the US when she was appointed to the West Virginia House of Delegates in 1928.


Parkersburg citizens founded the first free public school for African-American children south of the Mason-Dixon Line in January 1862.


During the Civil War, Martin Robinson Delany of Charles Town became the first African American to receive a regular army commission. He became a major in the Union Army.





Three blocks to the north (200 block of E. Martin Street) and across the tracks of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad stands the Roundhouse, one of the finest examples of 19th-century industrial railroad architecture. Abandoned years ago and recently renovated, the unmistakably round building was the nerve center of passenger and freight activity along the B&O route connecting Martinsburg to Baltimore in 1842. Most of the rail yard was destroyed by Jackson’s troops during the Civil War, but the Roundhouse was rebuilt in 1866, and 11 years later it was the scene of a major rail-worker strike. The Roundhouse is finishing renovations and is open for Saturday tours April through October as well as craft shows, historical events, and celebrations. For information call the office at (304) 260-4141.


In the rolling hills east of the railroad tracks is the Old Green Hill Cemetery on Burke Road. It’s patterned on the Parisian mold with an impressive display of stone-carved art. The expansive views of Martinsburg and its environs from atop the cemetery’s hills are spectacular. Among those buried here are President Lincoln’s bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon; writer-artist David Hunter Strother (aka Porte Crayon) of Harper’s Weekly fame; at least 30 unknown Confederate soldiers; and the parents of Belle Boyd. The grounds are open dawn to dusk.


easternpanhandletrivia


Nineteenth-century Bunker Hill Mill, located near Martinsburg, is the only mill in the state featuring dual waterwheels.


Belle Boyd, you might remember, was a Confederate spy working in cahoots with Stonewall Jackson. She was arrested and imprisoned twice but both times released for lack of evidence. After the war the Martinsburg native married one of her Union captors, went on to become a stage actress in New York and London, and later lectured and wrote a book about her spying exploits. Boyd’s father, Benjamin Reed Boyd, built a 22-room Greek Revival mansion in the center of the city, and in more recent years the Berkeley County Historical Society has restored the Belle Boyd House, 126 E. Race St., turning a portion of it into a Civil War museum and historical archive. The house contains original family heirlooms, journal entries, and wartime artifacts, as well as a room dedicated to President Abraham Lincoln and his local connection: his former law partner and self-appointed bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon. Hours are 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., daily. For more information, call (304) 267-4713.


Children (and inner children of older folks) delight in the weekend shows at Wonderment Puppet Theatre. In a whimsical Victorian house on King Street, art teacher Joe Santoro crafts puppets, sets, and props, presenting six original shows annually as well as specially scripted parties. Visitors are invited to explore rooms filled with puppet curiosities after the show. Shows start at 1 p.m. on Saturdays and Sundays. (304-260-9382; 304-258-4074 or Wonderment Puppet Theater at Facebook.com)


As you wend your way back to I-81, detour to 330 Winchester Ave. and stop in at WSG Gallery. Jody Wright’s whimsical paintings are displayed with husband Carl Wright’s stone sculptures and sleek sculptural furniture. If you see a sculpture you love but can’t afford, consider leasing it. Carl has reasonable rental terms for his works, many of which are on display in sculpture gardens across the nation. Call for an appointment (304) 263-2391, or see wsggallery.com.


If you’re a chocolate lover, DeFluri’s Fine Chocolates is a must-see. The Casabona family has won awards for the truffles and other chocolates they create at their family factory at 130 N. Queen St. A corporate favorite, Dr. DeFluri’s specially packaged 72% Behavior Modification Tablets helps folks get the cooperation they deserve through “doses” of cacao dark chocolate. For more information, call (304) 264-3698 or visit defluris.com.


From Martinsburg jump on the interstate or the slower but more scenic US 11 and head 8 miles south to Bunker Hill, a village known for its apple orchards and antiques shops. Two miles west of town, on Old Mill Road (Route 26), is the rustic cabin home of West Virginia’s first white settler, Colonel Morgan Morgan, a Delaware native who moved his family to this lonely western outpost in the 1730s. Morgan Cabin, now a living-history museum of the Berkeley County Historical Society, was made from local hardwoods and stone in 1734, much of which remains in the restored version that is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Save for a 20th-century farmhouse across the road, little seems to have changed since the 1730s in this rural corner of Berkeley County. Standing in front of the cabin, one can almost imagine a clandestine American Indian gathering taking place beyond the hills a few hundred yards to the south. One of the most violent clashes at Morgan Cabin took place during the Revolutionary War when one of Colonel Morgan’s grandsons, an American soldier, was captured by Tories and executed in front of his family. The pioneering Morgans nevertheless went on to become one of the Eastern Panhandle’s most prominent families. Neighboring Morgan County and Morgantown, in northern West Virginia, were named after them. Morgan Cabin is open 2 to 4 p.m. Sun, June through Oct. Special tours can be arranged year-round by calling (304) 229-8707.


Heading back into Bunker Hill, you’ll pass Christ Church on the left. Built in 1740 and frequented by the Morgan family, it is believed to be West Virginia’s first house of worship, predating Tuscarora Church by a few months. The brick Greek Revival church has been restored three times. Behind the church is the cemetery where Colonel Morgan and his wife are buried. Bunker Hill Antiques Associates, a local landmark, is directly next door at the corner of US 11 and Old Mill Road. The 19th-century mill-turned-emporium houses more than 50 furniture, jewelry, glass, book, and art dealers. It’s open Thurs through Mon from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. For more information, call (304) 229-0709 or see bunkerhillantiques.com.


From Bunker Hill, head back to the I-81 ramp at Inwood, but instead of getting on the freeway, continue west along George Washington Heritage Trail Byway, via Route 51. For about 5 miles, you’ll roll past country stores and green pastures dotted with rust-colored barns before arriving in tiny Gerrardstown. Once this sleepy, historic district town wasn’t so sleepy. Not long after it was laid out in 1784, Gerrardstown became a booming supply center for wagon trains headed west—that is until the westward railroad chose Martinsburg instead. Many of the village’s original buildings from the 18th century remain along the byway—Cool Spring Farm, Gerrard House, Prospect Hill, and Marshy Dell.


Scan a map of West Virginia and you’re bound to find dozens of towns with intriguing names—places like Burnt House, Toll Gate, Hurricane, Mud, Crum, and Nancy Run. In this region, there’s a Shanghai, about 10 miles northwest of Gerrardstown. The name probably came from a local furniture manufacturer, according to Don Wood, director of the Berkeley County Historical Society. Another theory, he suggests, is that several citizens of the village were locked up in jail during a crucial election so they couldn’t vote and thus were “Shanghaied.”


To reach Shanghai, take Route 51 west to Mills Gap and hang a right on Route 45. Continue 3 miles to Glengary, where you’ll take the first right onto the kind of country road John Denver immortalized. In 5 miles, you’ll see Shanghai—a few houses, a store, and a post office. The sense of being in backcountry is the main attraction, a feeling that increases as you head over Sleepy Creek Mountain.


The peace of Back Creek Valley surrounding Shanghai is marinating at Lazy-A Campground. Tucked along a private section of Back Creek, the camp offers tent and RV camping plus rustic cabins with electricity. You can fish, play basketball or pitch horseshoes, but on summer evenings some folks like to plunk their chairs into the creek and zone out to the sound of water spilling over the small dam. For reservations, call (240) 538-3555 or visit lazyacamping.com.


Hedgesville, about 10 miles north of Shanghai on Apple Pie Ridge (next to Potato Hill), has a strong agricultural past. To celebrate this disappearing way of life, farmer L. Norman Dillon left Berkeley County money to start a farm museum. The L. Norman Dillon Farm Museum preserves some of the tools and practices of the trade, including apple graders, horse harnesses, milking machines, and hand plows. A quick look around the grounds reveals larger pieces of machinery, including sawmills, tractors, huskers, and harrows. All of this gear is put into action during the museum’s fall shows. On those occasions, sulfurous smoke and the ringing of metal on metal summon crowds to the blacksmith shop, where a smithy hammers cherry-red scraps of steel into hooks, knives, and latches. Eventually the farmstead will include a farmhouse, authentic West Virginia barn, and milking parlor. The museum, at the intersection of Route 9 and Ridge Road across from Hedgesville High School, is open free of charge on Sunday afternoon April 1 to October 31. Call (304) 582-5707 or 263-0731 for more information.


Once you’ve admired the orchards from Apple Pie Ridge, turn west. The landscape takes a definite turn for the vertical as you head into the Springs and Valley Region, toward Berkeley Springs.



Springs and Spas



There’s always been a certain mystique, a certain magical attraction, to the western edge of the Eastern Panhandle. Maybe it has to do with the legends left behind by the Tuscarora and Shawnee, who, along with other warring Appalachian tribes, regularly visited the region’s “healing waters” in peace. Maybe it stems from the colonial tradition set by George Washington and Thomas Jefferson of “taking to the baths,” the plentiful warm springs that cleansed, soothed, and revitalized the body.


Whatever it is, this land of springs and spas is evolving into one of the East’s leading health resorts, art and antiques centers, and outdoor recreation areas. Morgan County encompasses 231 square miles of mountains and springfed forest. The northern and western borders are formed by the winding Potomac River, and its rugged spine is shaped by the uplift of the Shenandoah Mountains. The scenic beauty of the landscape and the diversity of residents, from urban transplants to seventh-generation farmers, make for an unforgettable blend of sights and attractions.


Berkeley Springs, the area’s largest town, bills itself as “the country’s first spa.” It’s not a hollow claim. Shortly after George Washington’s family and friends drew up a “plat” of 134 lots, named the streets, and incorporated the town of Bath, the community emerged as a haven for seekers of respite from a young and troubled nation. President George and First Lady Martha were such regular visitors during the presidency that historians dubbed Berkeley Springs the first “summer White House.” Today massage therapists outnumber lawyers three to one in the little town. Visitors may soak in the mineral springs and sample more than 20 different bodywork treatments in 6 full-service spas.


The focal point of the town has always been the warm mineral springs found on Washington Street at what is now Berkeley Springs State Park, a 7-acre spring and bathhouse compound. The outdoor springs flow from the base of Warm Springs Ridge at a rate of 1,500 gallons a minute, surfacing at a constant 74°F. The park’s Lord Fairfax public tap is a gathering point for locals and tourists who come to fill their jugs with the sweet-tasting mineral water. But the real stars are the bathhouses, the 1815 Roman Bath House and its private, heated bathing chambers, and the modern Main Bathhouse with its sauna, baths, and massage therapists—female therapists for the women on one side and males for the men on the other. The historic 2-story bathhouse is the oldest public building in Morgan County. On the second floor is the free Museum of the Berkeley Springs, which chronicles the development of the town and its springs through old photographs, sketches, exhibits, and water-bottling memorabilia. There’s an 800-lb local crystal, a light-up model of springs geology and an exhibit of antique bathing wear that brings laughs. The Main Bath House is on the opposite side of the park. The park’s baths are open from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily, until 9 p.m. Fridays, Apr through Oct. Water treatments are relatively inexpensive and popular, so it’s best to reserve a private bath at least two weeks in advance. The museum is open weekends 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. Feb to mid-Nov, daily in summer, and the park swimming pool serves the public daily throughout summer. Top off your day with some toe-tapping at the park’s free summer concerts Saturday nights. The park’s number is (304) 258-2711 and the website is wvstateparks.com/park/Berkeley-springs-state-park.




West Virginia Country Music Hall of Fame


Although he never had a chart-topping song, Jim McCoy, who died at 87 in 2016, has managed to make a lifelong career of the country music business. The Berkeley Springs native recorded for a major Nashville label, put Patsy Cline on the airwaves, and played guitar for Cline on tour. McCoy started his own country nightclub and record company just outside of Berkeley Springs. Named in honor of his friend Ernest Tubb, the “Texas Troubadour,” the restaurant and lounge is still going and still decorated with photos and memorabilia of stars McCoy knew personally. What’s more, Great American Country television network recently named the Troubadour Lounge the top honky-tonk in West Virginia. It’s also been called “best dive bar.”


The Troubadour acts as a shrine to both Cline and Tubb. Life-size cutouts of the two greet guests as they enter McCoy’s country music ranch—a park and amphitheater out back serve up music and barbecue for big Saturday night crowds. Cline—then her name was Virginia Hensley—was just 14 when she was asked him for a chance to sing with his Melody Playboys band on a live radio show in Winchester. “Boy, can she sing,” he used to tell listeners.


McCoy and the band toured with Cline when her career took off. They were close. In fact, he had to call her mother and tell her Patsy had been killed in the 1963 plane crash. For years, Charlie Dick, Patsy’s husband, would come up from Nashville for the Labor Day celebration McCoy put on in memory of Cline, Tubb, and Johnny Triplett, who played steel guitar with McCoy and Cline. As part of the event, Jim would induct new members into his West Virginia Country Music Hall of Fame—a gallery of plaques and photos that takes up a whole room of the Troubadour. Cline, Tubb, US Senator Robert Byrd, Little Jimmie Dickens, Kathy Mattea, Bluefield singer Mel Street, and others share space on the wall.


The Troubadour offers live shows every Saturday night. The restaurant, lounge, and museum are open Wed through Sat, 5 to 9 p.m.; 3 a.m. on weekends. For more information on the Troubadour visit troubadourlounge on Facebook.com or call (304) 258-9381.





Next door to the springs, the stately Country Inn & Spa, One Market St., triples as a hotel, spa, and restaurant. The inn’s signature white-columned facade is draped with the flags of the contiguous states and the District of Columbia. Comfortable rooms, many with brass beds, are available in the main house (more like a mansion), while an adjoining modern brick addition houses more contemporary-style digs. No matter where you bunk, you’re but a few steps to the spa, where a certified staff will lead you through a choice of whirlpool baths, deep-muscle massages, European-style facials, manicures, and pedicures. The Country Inn is open year-round. Lodging, spa, and dining rates range from moderate to expensive. Call (304) 258-2210; thecountryinnwv.com.


There was a time when small-town America had real movie houses—theaters that were destinations in themselves, not just places where films were screened. Berkeley Springs has such a venue in the Star Theatre on Washington Street. The vintage 1930s movie house features a vintage ticket booth, popcorn from a 1940s hot-oil popping machine, and overstuffed love seats in the back. The late Jeanne Mozier and her husband Jack Soronen restored the old theater (formerly a car dealership) with modern sound and air conditioning in 1979 and brought more than 1,500 movies to town. Its current owners, Paul and Trey Johanson, show feature films, family matinees, indies, and classics for classically low prices as well as free Tuesday “movies we all love.” Live music shows mix things up on the last Fridays of the month. For information or to reserve a love seat, call (304) 258-1404.


The Fairfax Coffee House at 23 Fairfax St., across from the park, has become a sort of art center, neighborhood tavern, and respected eatery. A concert or poetry reading is likely to be going on almost every weekend in May through October and every other Saturday night the rest of the year. Newgrass, bluegrass, Celtic, swing, rockabilly, jazz—it’s an eclectic mix. Work by regional artists adorns the walls, changing every few weeks. Serving breakfast, lunch, and light dinners, this Cheers-style pub also offers a wide selection of specialty coffee and tea drinks, as well as fine beers and wines. To check on events there, call (304) 258-8019 or visit fairfaxcoffeehouse.com.


Berkeley Springs is a veritable gold mine for antiques and craft collectors, with nearly a dozen shops, studios, and consignment centers located within the central business district. In fact, American Style magazine voted Berkeley Springs one of the top seven small-town art destinations in America for its galleries, concerts, theater, and artists’ community. These and other outlying boutiques offer two studio tours that let you see firsthand how local artisans create jewelry, pottery, stained glass, and furniture. The tours, offered Memorial Day weekend and in late October, are headquartered at the Ice House Gallery, home of the Morgan Arts Council. The Ice House Gallery is a destination in itself for one-of-a-kind crafts, quilts, pottery, and art. For more information, see macicehouse.org or call (800) 447-8797.


Shops that line the streets include the Fleur de Lis Cheese Shop, Himalayan Handicrafts, Heath Studio Gallery, and Inspired Chaos Gifts. BlackCat Music Shop & Studio on Independence Street carries new, used, and vintage instruments, gives lessons, and hosts weekly jam sessions. Patrons can be recorded or learn sound technology skills in BlackCat’s studio. Its Black-Cat School of Rock helps students of all ages apply their skills performing live on stage at real rock venues and local area shows. The shop is usually open seven days a week, (304) 258-4440; blackcatmusicshop.com.


Tucked away in a historic home (and an adjoining building that used to be a mechanic’s garage), Maria’s Garden and Inn, 201 Independence St, now operates as a full 9-room bed-and-breakfast run by Curtis Perry. Perry’s parents made their mark in Berkeley Springs by running a popular pizza restaurant in the 1970s before becoming a full-service Italian restaurant..


Staying here can be a somewhat spiritual experience—one that extends beyond the food. The rooms are decorated with replicas and paintings of apparitions of the Virgin Mary from around the world. Embedded in the restaurant’s stone-wall entranceway, for example, is a reproduction of the Miraculous Cloth of Our Lady of Guadalupe portrait, which has hung in the Basilica in Mexico City for more than 450 years. A small upstairs chapel is dedicated to the Virgin and makes for a pleasant meditation area or wedding site. The garden too is peopled with Virgin statuary. Maria’s has several guest rooms done up in a country-chic decor. A first-floor suite comes with a second bedroom and kitchenette. Room rates start at $99 for a single and $195 for the suite, breakfast included. The inn is open year-round, but be sure to make advance reservations for the busy spring and fall months. A two-night minimum is required on weekends. For more information, call (304) 258-2021; mariasgarden.com.


On your way out of Berkeley Springs on Route 9 west, you’ll glimpse the stone Berkeley Castle jutting from Warm Springs Ridge. The castle was built in 1885 by Colonel Samuel Suit for his young bride. The road winds up to the 1,000-foot summit of Prospect Peak. A scenic overlook affords a four-state view of the Cacapon and Potomac River Valleys. The vista was described by National Geographic magazine as one of America’s “outstanding beauty spots.”


A few miles south of town, the ridge turns into Cacapon Mountain and a second state park nestles on 6,000 acres of mountain wilderness. Cacapon State Park is a full resort with activities open to both day visitors and guests staying at the park’s cabins and lodge. There is no entry fee to the park. It’s the perfect place to turn your kids loose in nature. The park’s stream-fed lake features a sandy beach, lifeguards and a flotilla of paddle and rowboats. The lake’s swimming area is free to park guests; there are modest fees for day use. Fishing is free, and no license is required for those under 15 years old. The dam on the east side of the well-stocked lake is often dotted with anglers in pursuit of trout and bass.


Over 20 miles of marked hiking and bridle trails along the mountain range from easy to challenging and boast stunning views and odd rock formations. Other park activities range from an 18-hole golf course, clay tennis courts, and skeet shooting to a children’s play area near the lake. Guided horseback rides are offered weekends Apr to Oct as well as Wed through Fri in the summer. For additional information, call Cacapon Resort State Park (304) 258-1022


A fitting final detour in the Eastern Panhandle is to trek west over Great Cacapon Mountain to the little town of Paw Paw, the region’s westernmost point. Like so many towns in the Eastern Panhandle, Paw Paw lies along the Potomac River and was once a vital rail center. It’s named for a tree with a banana-like fruit common to this area. Most of the current 550 residents are direct descendants of the town’s original settlers—folks who tamed the river and harvested timber from the surrounding virgin forests. There’s not a lot of tourism here, save for outstanding river fishing and exploring the Paw Paw Tunnel, a 0.5-mile mountain tunnel carved by engineers in the mid-1800s during the construction of the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal connecting Washington, DC, to Cumberland, Maryland. Although named after the West Virginia village, the tunnel is actually across the river in Maryland. It’s open year-round to hikers and bikers.
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