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  Introduction




  Mary and I relish this opportunity to share with you our favorite hikes in metro Washington, D.C., the Blue Ridge, and the Coastal Plain with Best Hikes Near Washington, D.C. Although we’ve been hiking Virginia and Maryland for more than two decades, it was with fresh eyes that we explored freshwater marshes along the Patuxent River at Jug Bay and felt the rough sandstone beneath our hands and knees on Catoctin Mountain Park. We absorbed the majesty of a 96-foot free-falling waterfall in Shenandoah National Park and enjoyed the discovery of new places like the American Chestnut Land Trust Preserve.




  We also savored the quiet scenes: hiking through the muggy morning mist the day after a heavy rain, our ears ringing with the shrill call of spring peepers; studying wildflowers; enjoying the company of trail friends; learning how locals find the treasured morel mushrooms. All these experiences and more helped us press on in discovering and presenting to you the very best day hiking in and around Washington, D.C.




  The diversity of terrain, climate, culture, and environment encompassed in this compact region is mind-boggling. The Chesapeake Bay laps at your feet at Calvert Cliffs State Park in Maryland. (These high cliffs glistened with such intensity on a June day in 1608 that they served as a beacon for Capt. John Smith and his crew of fifteen men circumnavigating the Chesapeake Bay.) Barely 30 miles west as the crow flies, you land in the Zekiah Swamp in Charles County, Maryland, whose wet, mysterious woodlands briefly sheltered fugitive John Wilkes Booth, a man shunned after he assassinated President Abraham Lincoln in 1865.




  

    WASHINGTON, D.C. AREA HIKING CLUBS




    The Northern Virginia area (popularly known as NoVa) has several very active hiking clubs that schedule regular hikes not only in the NoVa region of Virginia, Maryland, and D.C., but also in nearby Shenandoah National Park. Some even provide transportation to the hike.




    Capital Hiking Club, www.capitalhikingclub.org. Hikes and trips in Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania.




    Center Hiking Club, (301) 468-1896, www.centerhikingclub.org. Hikes and trips in Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania.




    Potomac Appalachian Trail Club (PATC), Vienna, (703) 242-0315, www.patc.net.




    Wanderbirds Hiking Club, www.wanderbirds.org. Hikes in Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania.




    Washington Women Outdoors, Germantown, MD, (301) 864-3070, www.washingtonwomenoutdoors.org. Outdoor adventures for women, including hiking, kayaking, rock climbing, and biking.
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  Continue west another 30 miles, across the Potomac River separating Maryland and Virginia, to find Prince William Forest Park in Prince William County, Virginia. Here, the Quantico and South Fork Quantico Creeks cascade over the “fall line,” the geologic cleft that demarks the Coastal Plain from the Piedmont. Waterfalls cascade over one another on these creeks, as they do at places along the fall line north and south, at Great Falls of the Potomac and elsewhere.




  Another 30 miles west finds the hiker in the foothills of the Blue Ridge. Small “hills” of resistant quartzite bedrock have withstood the weathering of time. Bull Run Mountains near Thoroughfare Gap and Wildcat Mountain near Warrensburg foreshadow more rugged mountain terrain that awaits just another 30 miles west in the Blue Ridge and Catoctin Mountain regions.
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  By straight line, our trip of 120 miles spans the Bay to the Blue Ridge. In between, we’ve left no stone unturned to document only the very best of the hikes found here.




  Weather




  




  Befitting its geographic diversity, weather in metro Washington, D.C., and outlying areas varies to the extremes. On a mild winter day along the Patuxent River in Calvert County, it may be snowing in Shenandoah National Park. Temperatures fluctuate throughout the year from midsummer highs of 90°F or more to winter low temperatures in the teens. Generally speaking, hikers will find coastal areas are tempered by Chesapeake Bay breezes, while higher elevations west and north swing from extreme high to extreme low temperatures depending on the season. It’s not an exaggeration to state that in a matter of an hour, you can drive from shorts weather in the Piedmont to sweater weather in the Blue Ridge.




  The best months for comfortable hiking temperatures are the “shoulder” seasons of spring and fall. Summertime becomes extremely humid; in spring and summer, fast-moving and often violent storms can alter your hiking plans within minutes. In Prince William Forest Park, a springtime storm altered the course of the Quantico River and its South Branch to such an extent that floodplains, once lush with grass, small shrubs, and skinny trees, were scoured clean by water that rose several feet in a matter of an hour. Tree trunks as thick as a bridge piling were tossed about like toothpicks. One need not have witnessed it in person, but only walk the trails in its aftermath, to gain a new appreciation for weather’s powerful impact on the environment.




  Many try to escape the height of city heat by heading to higher elevations or by seeking out coastal breezes. Or, you can pass up the hot sun and concrete of the capital by slipping into Rock Creek Park or its neighboring stream valley parks around Georgetown. Winter hiking on a cloudless blue day brings the reward of uncrowded trails and unobstructed views through a leafless forest. Summer thunderstorms with dangerous lightning are quick moving and dramatic, while fall might bring a tropical storm. Flash flooding may occur on some trails and along streambeds. Always check the NOAA weather reports on a weather-band radio or online before heading out.




  Flora and Fauna




  




  Mid-Atlantic forests are primarily broadleaf, deciduous trees. 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. Evidence of its work 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.




  The Appalachian oak-hickory forest rises to dominance with the Blue Ridge. Hickory is the successor of the American chestnut. In the early twentieth 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.




  Virginia’s Piedmont has traditionally supported agriculture. By the twentieth century, generations of farming left large swaths of barren land. Where forest returned, they are primarily bland white oak and Virginia and loblolly pine. In Virginia state and national forests, oak and poplar are managed for harvest. Willow oak, river birch, hickory, and ash grow as well. Turkey, fox, deer, raccoon, and squirrel populate these pockets of rejuvenated woodlands.




  [image: White-tailed deer are common sightings on woodland trails.]
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  Grasses, saltmeadow hay, and hearty shrubs such as wax myrtle populate coastal fringes. 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.




  The forest understory provides the hiker with a seasonal palette of color. White dogwood and delicate pink redbud come before trees leaf out in early spring. Thousands of cherry trees bloom pale pink on the National Mall in April. Throughout the forest, the ubiquitous mountain laurel blooms in May, and its cousin the rhododendron in July.




  Don’t forget to look down: Wildflowers are profuse throughout the region in spring, from common purple violets, spring beauties, and white toothwort to the rarer Turks cap lily. G. Richard Thompson Wildlife Management Area is thought to hold the largest North American population of large-flowered trillium, a white tripetal flower. Beginning in late winter/early spring, look for naturalized daffodils around old homesteads. Since they don’t grow naturally, wherever you see these cheerful harbingers of spring, you’ll undoubtedly find the remains of a home foundation, a rock wall, a fence, or a well nearby.




  Deer have rebounded from overhunting and habitat destruction of a century ago to rank as almost a nuisance in some areas. Black bear are found in the Blue Ridge and are quite common sightings in Shenandoah National Park. A hiker’s footsteps may flush turkey or grouse. Raccoon are primarily nocturnal animals and are scavengers, so be mindful of dropping any trash or food crumbs. Bobcat and coyote are found throughout the region, but generally in larger areas of preserved forest.




  The river systems host a wide range of life from the common brook trout to the endangered freshwater mussel. Salamander and crayfish can be seen in streams by the quiet observer. Wild trout streams, stocked ponds and lakes, and seasonal Chesapeake Bay runs of rockfish and croaker provide variety for anglers.




  The region’s wildlife has witnessed many successes under the federal Endangered Species Act, perhaps none as stirring as the return of a viable bald eagle population. Places like Mason Neck Wildlife Refuge and other preserves along the lower Potomac are renowned nesting and viewing sites. How apropos that sightings of our national bird, virtually extinct fifty years ago, are becoming more and more common around our nation’s capital.
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  Jogger on the Mount Vernon Trail (Hike 14)
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  The author pauses at the Jefferson Memorial (Hike 27).




  Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations




  




  Public lands in the region fall into four broad categories: national parks and refuges; state parks, forests, and natural areas; private conservancy lands that are open to public use; and municipal parks.




  [image: Signing in to the trail register at Cedarville State Forest (Hike 4)]




  Each entity has its own set of regulations. What’s more, this book covers portions of three states and the District of Columbia, each with its own rules and operating procedures covering everything from pets to refuse (e.g., Maryland state parks are trash-free, requiring you to pack it out with you). But as you take advantage of this spectacular region, remember that our planet is very dear, very special, and very fragile. All of us should do everything we can to keep it clean, beautiful, and healthy, including following the Green Tips you’ll find throughout this book.




  You’ll find varying degrees of public use among these designations. For example, hunting is allowed in some forests and parks, while wild-life refuges exist for the benefit of animals, not humans. Sections may be closed off to the pub lic during breeding seasons. Conversely, federal, state, and municipal parks exist for humans, a fact reflected in their sometimes crowded conditions.




  In the following chapters, we’ve strived to give you the most accurate, thorough, and up-to-date information on regulations and public use. When in doubt, we give you contact information so you can call ahead.




  Getting Around




  




  AREA CODES




  The Washington, D.C., area code is 202. Northern Virginia area codes are 703, 571, and 540. Area codes for Maryland areas covered in this book are 301 and 240. The area code for all of West Virginia is 304.




  ROADS




  For current information on Washington, D.C., road conditions, weather, and closures, contact the District Department of Transportation at (202) 727-1000, or visit http://ddot.dc.gov, where you can sign up for automatic road updates by e-mail. For Virginia conditions contact the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) twenty-four-hour Highway Helpline at (800) 367-7623 or visit www.vdot.state.va.us. For Maryland conditions contact the Maryland State Highway Administration at (410) 545-0300 or visit www.sha.state.md.us. For West Virginia’s current road conditions, call (877) WVA-ROAD or visit www.wvdot.com.




  BY AIR




  Dulles International Airport (IAD) is 23 miles northwest of downtown Washington, D.C. Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport (DCA) is located in Arlington, Virginia, just across the Potomac River from D.C. The Web site for both is www.mwaa.com. Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport (BWI) is located between the two cities. The Web site is www.bwiairport.com.




  To book reservations online, check out your favorite airline’s Web site or search one of the following travel sites for the best price: www.cheaptickets.com, www.expedia.com, www.previewtravel.com, www.orbitz.com, www.priceline.com, http://travel.yahoo.com, www.travelocity.com, or www.trip.com—just to name a few.




  BY RAIL




  Washington, D.C., is served by AMTRAK. Schedules and pricing are at www.amtrak.com or by calling (800) 872-7245. Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (known as “the Metro”) operates rail and bus service throughout D.C. and suburbs in Maryland and Virginia. Visit www.wmata.com or call (202) 637-7000. Virginia Railway Express (VRE) operates commuter rail service weekdays to Fredericksburg and Manassas. For more information visit www.vre.org or call (800) RIDE- VRE. Maryland Rail Commuter (MARC) operates commuter rail service weekdays along the Potomac River in Maryland with an important stop for hikers in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. For more information visit www.mtamaryland.com or call (800) 543-9809.




  BY BUS




  In addition to Metrobus (see By Rail), Greyhound serves many towns in the region; call (800) 231-2222 or visit www.greyhound.com for more information.




  VISITOR INFORMATION




  For general information on Virginia, visit the Web site of the Virginia Tourism Corporation, www.virginia.org, or call (800) 321-3244. For general information on Maryland, visit the Web site of the Maryland Office of Tourism, www.visitmaryland.org, or call (866) 639-3526. For information on visiting Washington, D.C., visit the Web site of Destination DC, www.washington.org, or call (800) 422-8644. For general information on West Virginia, visit the Web site of the West Virginia Division of Tourism, www.wvtourism.com, or call (800) 225-5982.




  How to Use This Guide




  Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Washington, D.C. Stuffed with useful D.C.—area information, Best Hikes Washington, D.C. features twenty-eight mapped and cued hikes. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components:




  Each section begins with an introduction to the region, in which you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike then starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer. Many chapters also include a Kid Appeal recommendation that provides parents with a quick reference for keeping their youngster engaged.




  Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one-way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.




  Approximate hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.
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  Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness.




  Easy—Five miles or less total trip distance in one day, with minimal elevation gain, and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail.




  Moderate—Up to 10 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain.




  Difficult—More than 10 miles total trip distance in one day, strenuous elevation gains, and rough and/or rocky terrain.




  Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.




  Seasons: General information on the best time of year to hike.




  Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc.




  Handicapped accessibility: When available we describe the features that make a park or a trail accessible to people with disabilities.




  Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on several trails in this book.




  Land status: National forest, county open space, national park wilderness, etc.




  Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.




  Schedule: Information on when the hike area is open.




  Facilities: Amenities available at the trailhead or along the route.




  Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.




  Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and Web site URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.




  Other: Other information that will enhance your hike.




  Special considerations: This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, like a lack of water or hunting seasons.




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have. The Hike Information section provides information on local events and attractions, restaurants, hiking tours, and hiking organizations.




  Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways to begin this is to just turn the map upside down and hike any route 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 route directions onto a small sheet of paper 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.




  [image: A hand-held GPS unit and a digital voice recorder are the authors’ tools of the trade.]




  How to Use the Maps




  




  Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.




  Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.
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  Bird watching at the American Chestnut Land Trust (Hike 1)
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  Marsh overlook at Jug Bay Natural Area (Hike 8)




  Maryland




  Walk with us for a moment through Maryland. We begin at the water’s edge, the riverine and bay environments where land and water mingle, where the purple-blossoming pickerelweed and broad-leafed arrow arum define an amazingly productive environment rich with frogs, snakes, and small mammals.




  Walk west where the land shifts from flat coastal to a hilly Piedmont. It’s a subtle transition all but obliterated by the region’s dense population, yet dramatically underscored by the Great Falls of the Potomac. Look around the forests, too. The loblolly pines and sweet gum and holly that characterized the upland forest of the coastal plain are now oaks and hickory trees typical of the Piedmont.




  Beyond Frederick, a long rampart of folded and faulted rock visible from and parallel to Route 15 marks the start of Maryland’s mountain region. These are the Catoctin Mountains, part of the Blue Ridge complex that extends north into Pennsylvania and south into Tennessee.




  In this broad sweep, from Chesapeake Bay shoreline to Blue Ridge rock out-crops, wildly different environments make every outdoor excursion a discovery. The coastal marshes attract wildfowl and shorebirds by the thousands in every season. The Potomac Gorge’s micro-habitats with their attendant plants and insects have scientists declaring this region one of the most biologically diverse areas in the world. Stream valley parks follow the winding routes of streams like Seneca Creek, where flat bottomland forests and steep streamside hills make for sometimes—and surprisingly—rugged terrain.




  In the cool mountain preserves amid the Catoctin Mountains, Maryland’s tallest waterfall pours off the mountain side at McAfee Falls. The car- and house-size boulders of Cat Rock are a geologic monument to the powerful forces that shaped the mountains millions of years ago. And at Maryland Heights, near Harpers Ferry, you can witness the merging of two great rivers, the Shenandoah flowing from Virginia and the Potomac coming out of the West Virginia highlands.




  [image: Trailhead in Rosaryville State Park (Hike 10)]




  Human history is inseparable from the natural history here, and the physical character of each region helped shape customs and lifestyles. The coastal area was primarily agriculture, first with tobacco and later farm crops. The rivers were the highways, marked by wharfs and small towns. Speculators panned for gold in the hills outside Washington D.C. Expansionist dreams were embodied in construction of the C&O Canal. Mountain dwellers eked out a living marked by subsistence farming and charcoal production.




  By and large, these habits and manners have all but faded in the day-to-day bustle and spread of suburbia. To all, that is, except the hiker. It is our happy lot to find the remains of old mills along the stream valley parks, like Black Rock Mill on the Great Seneca Creek. We can appreciate the backbreaking labor to build a charcoal pit or walk through the dark swamps that hid presidential assassin John Wilkes Booth in 1865.




  We’ve walked only 100 miles or so from the water’s edge to the mountains. A small region packed with so much to see.




  

    
1 American Chestnut Land Trust





    




    Parkers Creek is the centerpiece of the American Chestnut Land Trust’s 958-acre holdings in Calvert County. The creek’s tidal salt marshes, upland forest of oak and hickory, and its many tributaries are billed as the last undeveloped watershed on the Chesapeake Bay’s western shore. Of the described routes here, only those departing from Double Oak Farm (north tract) offer hikers glimpses of the stream. The south tract, covering old family farms, cemeteries, and a burgeoning beaver community, has its own special character as you explore muddy footpaths along Gravatt Stream and Jett Stream.




    




    

      NORTH TRACT




      Start: From the American Chestnut Land Trust’s Double Oak Farm trailhead




      Distance: Option 1: Horse Swamp Trail, 3.0-mile out-and-back; Option 2: Parkers Creek Loop, 4.1 miles




      Approximate hiking time: 2 hours




      Difficulty: Easy due to well-marked paths and only moderate elevation loss and gain. Of either hike, Horse Swamp Trail features terrain




      SOUTH TRACT




      Start: From the American Chestnut Land Trust’s Scientists Cliffs Road trailhead




      Distance: Option 3: 4.7-mile loop




      Approximate hiking time: 2 to 3 hours




      Difficulty: Easy due to the short distance, minimum elevation gain, and wide, easy-to-follow paths




      Trail surface: Old dirt farm roads characterize the upland paths. In the stream valleys, along Gravatt Stream and the Jett Stream, narrow footpaths have a woodsy and scenic character.




      Seasons: Best in spring or autumn, seasons that coincide with the height of bird and beaver activity




      Other trail users: Horseback riders, joggers, cross-country skiers, hunters




      Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




      Land status: Private land trust that is steeper—but even these are of short duration.




      Trail surface: Both routes begin as mowed field paths but quickly adopt the character of the woodland that surrounds their namesake streams. Upland trails are old farm roads, while stream valley paths are single-track dirt paths that span low elevation and wetland via footbridges and boardwalks.




      Fees and permits: No fees required. Groups of more than 10 people are encouraged to apply for a group permit.




      Schedule: Open dawn to dusk, 365 days a year.




      Facilities: Picnic tables and a chemical toilet both trailheads.




      Maps: DeLorme Maryland/Delaware Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 38 D3. USGS 7.5 minute series: Prince Frederick, MD. Trail maps are free and available at trail registers.




      Trail contacts: American Chestnut Land Trust, Double Oak Road, Prince Frederick, MD 20678; (410) 414-3400; www.acltweb.org




      Special considerations: The land trust requests that all visitors sign in at trail registers located at both parking areas. Groups are limited to 10 people or fewer. The land trust holds a special Deer Harvest Program each fall.




      Finding the trailhead: Distance from Washington, D.C.: 49 miles




      Double Oak Farm from the junction of MD 4 and MD 2 in Sunderland: Drive south on combined MD 2/4 (Solomons Island Road) for 8 miles. In Prince Frederick, turn left (east) on MD 402 (Dares Beach Road). In 2.4 miles, turn right (south) onto Double Oak Road. Follow this road for another 1.0 miles, and then veer left onto a gravel road. There is a metal gate (open during park hours) and signs for American Chestnut Land Trust property. Enter a gravel parking area adjacent to an equipment shed. Access to both Horse Swamp and the Parkers Creek Loop begins at a trailboard sign next to the equipment shed. Trailhead GPS: N38 32.821' / W76 31.982'




      Scientists Cliffs from Prince Frederick: Continue south on MD 2/4 through Prince Frederick. Approaching the town of Port Republic, look for brown signs indicating the American Chestnut Land Trust. 5 miles from Prince Frederick, turn left (east) on Parkers Creek Road. Immediately cross over MD 765 (Old Solomons Island Road). Go 0.4 mile and turn right (south) on Scientists Cliffs Road. In another 0.8 mile, turn left (east) into the American Chestnut Land Trust parking lot. There is an equipment shed with a porch near the field. Gravatt Lane/Swamp Trail begins at a cable across a farm road near the entrance to the parking lot. Trailhead GPS: N38 30.752' / W76 31.112'


    


  




  The Hike




  




  The American Chestnut Land Trust (ACLT) is named for a tree that succumbed to the chestnut blight, a disease introduced to the United States in 1904. Within forty years, the blight had traveled down the Appalachian chain, destroying a climax forest that had stood for thousands of years. In mountain areas, American chestnut trees are often the standing white trunks, bare of any bark, ghostly white, like tree skeletons amid an otherwise healthy forest.




  A note at the southern tract trailhead for the ACLT states simply: Losing this tree is a sad reminder that all things in Nature must be enjoyed and protected while they are here.




  The same could be said for land that is owned or managed by the land trust. Upland farms on both sides of Parkers Creek protect what the trust describes as the “only pristine marsh on the western shore of the Chesapeake Bay.” Although in its history this area has seen tobacco farms and related settlements, it is absent these activities today. Old fields are now thick forests of Virginia pine or the succession hardwood forest of maples, oaks, hickories, and black walnuts.




  Choosing which tract to explore—the northern trails leave from Double Oak Farm, headquarters for the land trust; southern trails leave from an unattended trail-head on Scientists Cliff Road—is a choice between experiencing Parkers Creek first-hand or exploring a dynamic farms-to-woodland habitat. And thanks to the new 2.2 mile North-South Trail—and a raft to cross Parkers Creek—hikers can join these two environments into a single experience.




  Both the Horse Swamp Trail and the Parkers Creek Loop, accessed via the northern tract, are easy routes that descend to overlooks over the stream. In the fall, the marsh grass is golden brown. Come springtime, it shows a fresh green tint. At the junction of Old Parkers Creek Road, where a bridge once spanned the creek, it is possible to sit, in the closing hours of the day, and wait for the loud slap sound of a beaver tail. A hand-pulled raft lets hikers cross the creek here and continue their exploration of the watershed. The forest floor bursts with mayapple in spring and large specimens of jack-in-the-pulpit. The handful of small tributaries crossed on Parkers Creek Trail show the broad leaves of three typical freshwater marshes: arrow arum, spatterdock, and pickerelweed. The last shows characteristic purple flowers in spring. All three plants are valuable food sources for wood ducks and other waterfowl, including migratory shorebirds like the sorrel and black rail.




  [image: Remains of an ancient American Chestnut]




  

    ACLT’s southern tract harbored Maryland’s largest American chestnut tree. The specimen finally succumbed to the blight that has virtually wiped out the tree from East Coast forests, although its ancient, decayed trunk and root system still sends up young shoots. GPS: N38 30.969' / W76 31.139'


  




  [image: American Chestnut Land Trust—Trails 1 & 2]




  From the southern tract trailhead on Scientists Cliff Road, Gravatt Lane offers the quickest access to what’s interesting. Splitting from it onto Swamp Trail, you descend to follow a small tributary. At the cutoff for the chestnut tree memorial, continue walking to visit the marshy backwaters of another Parkers Creek tributary. By late spring, the mayapple leaves have taken on a yellowish hue, adding a new color to the brown- and tan-tinged understory thick with fallen leaves.




  The marsh boardwalk extends out for several hundred feet over ground that is knee-high in water in spring but considerably less wet come late summer and fall. A morning chorus of bullfrogs—a descending, bowlike note—and songbirds keep up at a steady pace. Scarlet tanagers, red-eyed vireos, and wood thrushes are present. The wood thrush is especially present as evening falls, its multi-pitched, multi-syllable call filtering down from the darkening woods.




  Miles and Directions




  




  Trail 1: Horse Swamp




  0.0 START from a trailboard map at the Double Oak Farm trailhead parking lot. Follow Horse Swamp Trail, a mowed path, through a field, passing the trailhead for Turkey Trail en route. At the far side of the field, follow the yellow-blazed trail into the woods and descend on a wide dirt path. (Note: Turkey Trail is the first leg of the Parkers Creek Loop.)




  0.5 Veer right at a junction with the return leg of Horse Swamp Trail.




  0.6 Stay straight, cross Horse Swamp on a footbridge.




  1.5 Reach a fork in the trail. Both spurs, to the right and left, lead to overlooks of Parkers Creek. (FYI: Views from both overlooks are limited in summertime due to the trees and leaves blocking them.)




  1.7 After exploring both spurs and overlooks, retrace your path by hiking north on Horse Swamp Trail.




  2.4 Cross Horse Swamp on a footbridge and turn right (north). Cross a 30-foot-long board-walk, and then start climbing the hillside.




  2.5 Turn right onto the northern leg of the loop.




  2.6 Bear right (south) as the Horse Swamp Trail finishes its loop.




  3.0 HIKE ENDS at the Double Oak Farm trailhead parking lot.




  Trail 2: Parkers Creek




  0.0 START from the junction of Horse Swamp Trail and Turkey Trail, 60 feet east of the Double Oak Farm trailhead parking lot. Turn right (south) on Turkey Trail. (FYI: A number of signs alongside this trail help interpret the natural surroundings and the historic Scales/Simmons home site.)




  0.5 The trail levels briefly at the site of an old homestead, then continues its descent to Parkers Creek.




  0.6 Stay straight (south) at the junction with Parkers Creek Trail and merge onto Turkey Spur, an out-and-back trail that descends to the marshy fringes of Parkers Creek.




  0.9 Spur trail ends. Turn around and return to Parkers Creek Trail.




  1.2 Turn left (west) onto Parkers Creek Trail.




  1.6 Descend into a gully and cross a tributary of Parkers Creek. Ahead, another footbridge and corduroys (hewn logs laid side by side) help you navigate over low, wet sections of trail.




  2.2 Stay straight (west) on Parkers Creek Trail at a junction with Double Oak Road Trail on the right.




  2.4 Turn right (north) onto Old Parkers Creek Road Trail. (Side trip: Turn left and descend to the creek. A small four-person raft allows you to cross Parkers Creek, max capacity 500 lbs, where a 2.2 mile trail heads south and links hikers with trails in the south tract of ACLT. This trail is described as “challenging” with steep climbs and six stream crossings.)




  3.7 Emerge from woods onto Double Oak Road. Turn left (north) and walk up the paved road.




  3.8 Turn right onto the gravel driveway that leads to the Double Oak Farm headquarters.




  4.1 HIKE ENDS at the Double Oak Farm trailhead parking lot.




  Trail 3: South Trails




  0.0 START from the Scientists Cliffs Road trailhead, at the south end of the parking area. Gravatt Lane/Swamp Trail is blocked to traffic by a cable. Follow Gravatt Lane straight (north) down a tree-shaded farm road that divides fields on your left and right. (Note: Avoid trailheads for Bloodroot and Flint Trails, which veer left [west] and cross the field to the woodland beyond.)




  0.2 Turn right (east) and pass a wooden outhouse on your right. (Note: Wallace Lane continues straight to a junction with Bloodroot Trail in 0.1 miles.)




  0.3 Veer right (east) on Swamp Trail at a fork. 0.7 Stay straight (north) on Swamp Trail at a junction with the Chestnut Trail on the left. (FYI: Signs here indicate the trail ahead is closed at the Beaver Dam.)




  1.0 Stay straight (north) on Swamp Trail past an unmarked trail that branches left.
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  1.05 Stay straight (north) on Swamp Trail as an unmarked trail branches right. (Note: This is the access trail to Cemetery Lane.)




  1.1 Reach the end of the boardwalk, turn around, and return to the Cemetery Lane access trail.




  1.15 Turn left on the Cemetery Lane access trail and climb to the top of a small ridge.




  1.2 Turn right on Cemetery Lane.




  1.5 Reach the Hance-Chesley Cemetery. Explore, then retrace your steps to the Swamp Trail.




  1.8 Turn left (south) on the Swamp Trail.




  2.3 Turn right (west) on the Chestnut Trail. The landmark chestnut tree is marked on the left side of the trail as you climb. (It succumbed to the chestnut blight that affects all American chestnut trees; suckers, or shoots, now stem from the rotted trunk.)




  2.4 Turn right (north) on Gravatt Lane.




  2.9 Cross Gravatt Stream on a footbridge, then turn right (north) on the Flint Trail. Ahead, the trail crosses small streams three times on footbridges.




  3.3 Bear right on Flint Trail to cross a boardwalk over a wetland. Avoid an unmarked, less-defined trail that forks left and climbs the hillside.




  3.6 Turn right (south) on Bloodroot Trail.




  3.7 Reach a Y junction and turn right (west) on Laurel Loop Trail.




  4.0 Cross a stream on a footbridge and begin climbing the hillside opposite.




  4.6 Turn right (east) on Bloodroot Trail. Descend to a field and cross diagonally right, heading toward the road.




  4.7 HIKE ENDS at the Gravatt Lane/Swamp Trail trailhead.




  Hike Information




  




  Local information: Calvert County Tourism, 175 Main St., Prince Frederick; (410) 535-3825; www.choosecalvert.com




  Chesapeake Bay Gateways Network, Annapolis, MD; www.findyourchesapeake.com. This is an initiative of the National Park Service Chesapeake Bay Program Office, including more than 150 parks, wildlife refuges, museums, and hiking, biking, paddling, and driving trails that promote the Chesapeake Bay’s natural and cultural history.




  Local events/attractions: Double Oak Farm, trailhead for Horse Swamp and Parkers Creek hikes, features an education garden demonstrating natural home gardening, historical and Native American farming techniques. Farm produce is donated to a local food pantry and volunteer gardeners are welcome.




  Good eats: Jerry’s Place Restaurant, 1541 Solomon’s Island Road, Prince Frederick; (410) 535-3242; www.jerrys-place.com




  Hike tours: Volunteers and staff members lead guided nature hikes and canoe trips seasonally.




  GREEN TIP




  All Maryland State Parks and State Forests are “trash free.” That means there are no garbage pails or waste containers provided for visitors. Whatever trash you bring in or find, you must take away.




  

    
2 Calvert Cliffs State Park





    




    A shallow sea once covered all of southern Maryland. When it receded ten to twenty million years ago, the steep shoreline now known as Calvert Cliffs was exposed and began to erode. The cliffs are still eroding today (making them dangerous to walk on), continually revealing the East Coast’s largest assemblage of fossils—over 600 species of sharks, whales, rays, and seabirds that were the size of small airplanes!




    




    

      Start: From the Red Trail parking area at the edge of a small pond




      Distance: 4.6-mile loop




      Approximate hiking time: 3 hours




      Difficulty: Easy due to a minimum of elevation gain; well-marked, graded trails; and easy terrain




      Trail surface: A combination of boardwalk and sandy roads mark the main stem of the trail network. Dirt footpaths alternate between low streamside terrain and upland forests.




      Seasons: June through Sept, when a hot hike out to the bay is relieved with a little bit of wading along the shoreline




      Other trail users: Bikers, hunters, cross-country skiers, runners, horseback riders, anglers




      Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted




      Land status: State park




      Fees and permits: Per-vehicle entrance fee




      Schedule: Sunrise to sunset daily. During summer weekends and holidays when the park reaches maximum capacity, it closes to new visitors for the day.




      Facilities: Restrooms, picnic areas, playground




      Maps: DeLorme Maryland/Delaware Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 31 B4. USGS: Cove Point, MD. Calvert Cliffs State Park Trail Guide is available as a download on the park’s web page; for purchase online at www.shopdnr.com/southernmarylandtrailguides.aspx; or by mail from the Maryland Department of Natural Resources, Maryland Park Service, Attn: Trail Guides, 580 Taylor Ave., Annapolis, MD 21401.




      Trail contacts: Calvert Cliffs State Park, c/o Smallwood State Park, 2750 Sweden Point Rd., Marbury, MD 20658, (301) 743-7613; physical location of Calvert Cliffs: 10540 H. G. Trueman Parkway, Lusby, MD; http://dnr.maryland.gov/publiclands/Pages/southern/calvertcliffs.aspx




      Finding the trailhead: Distance from Washington, D.C.: 56 miles




      From Prince Frederick: Drive south on MD 2/4. In 14 miles, turn left onto H.G. Trueman Parkway and immediately enter the state park and follow the one-way road to the pay station. Continue past a maintenance shed and bathroom on the right, and descend to a parking area at the edge of a pond. Trailhead GPS: N38 23.695' / W76 26.091'


    


  




  The Hike




  




  In the annals of great North American explorations, many are familiar with the exploits of Lewis and Clark, who explored land from the Mississippi to the Pacific from 1804 to 1806. But nearly 200 years earlier, Capt. John Smith led a crew of fourteen men out into the Chesapeake Bay in the summer of 1608. Using a small boat peake Bay. Their journey touched on the eastern shore of Virginia and Maryland, and the western shore from the top of the Bay to Hampton Roads in the south. The reaches of great rivers like the Patuxent, Potomac, Rappahannock, and other smaller streams were explored as far as the flat water would allow.




  [image: Calvert beach]




  Smith’s goals were derived from a charter from the London Company, which financed the Jamestown project. One was to locate a “northwest passage” to India. Another was to explore and document as much land, creeks, and bays as possible, and to claim those lands for the English crown. As a result, Smith compiled most of the information known about Native Americans and the ecology of the Chesapeake Bay region in the 1600s.




  

    It’s all about the shark’s tooth. A short stretch of Bay shoreline is open to the public, and it attracts kids of all ages searching for the elusive prehistoric prize: a shark’s tooth. Stick to the Red Trail for the most direct route to and from the water. Best collecting is usually after a storm, when the supply of shells and other fossils is replenished. Low tide, when more beach is exposed, is the best time to look for fossils.


  




  So it is with Calvert Cliffs. After exploring the Nanticoke River, Smith abandoned further exploration of the Eastern Shore and struck west to cross the Bay. He used as a landmark a set of tall cliffs that were lit up by the morning sun on the day of the crossing.




  “Finding this eastern shore shallow broken isles, and for the most part without fresh water, we passed by the straits of Limbo for the western shore. So broad is the Bay here we could scarce perceive the great high cliffs on the other side. By them we anchored that night and called them Rickard’s Cliffs.” (Capt. John Smith’s journal)




  Smith named locations for local Native American tribes but also for men on his voyage. So it is that what is known today as Tangier Island was originally named Russell Isles for the doctor who accompanied them. The source of Rickard’s Cliffs is thought to be Smith’s mother (who was not on the trip), who came from “Rickards, at the Great Heck, in Yorkshire” (England).




  The cliffs that line the Maryland shore are a geologic phenomenon. They were formed between ten and twenty million years ago and contain some of the largest Miocene fossil deposits in the world. The Red Trail is the “superhighway” for fossil seekers at Calvert Cliffs State Park. Access to the cliff line of these 130-foot-high banks is blocked because of erosion problems; walking the base of the cliff line is prohibited as well due to landslides.
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A hand-held GPS unit and a digital voice recorder are the authors’ tools of the trade.
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White-tailed deer are common sightings on woodland trails.
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Author Bill Burnham with nephew Gregory Nardacci, the next generation
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