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  Susan Corbett has been a journalist for more than 30 years. She is also the author of several novels for young readers, including The Last Newspaper Boy in America and Free Baseball. She lives in Williamsburg, Virginia.







  



  
How to Use This Book





  The Williamsburg area is nothing if not resilient. Two wars were fought and ended here—bringing America its first taste of independence and, nearly a century later, ending the divisive war that nearly split the country in two.




  What’s a little pandemic compared to that?




  Well, a lot it turns out. Like other communities, adjusting to the demands necessitated by the coronavirus stressed the area to its breaking point for a while.




  And yet, what a testament to creativity the Historic Triangle’s response has been. Can’t eat inside? Restaurants moved their tables outside, masked up their servers, converted menus to disposable paper options and reduced hours so more time could be spent keeping their businesses clean. Retail outlets offered curbside pickup. The attractions opened with temperature checks and by temporarily capping the number of visitors allowed inside.




  As a result, there have been some big changes. Certain roads closed to vehicular traffic so they could be used for al fresco dining instead. Many businesses closed altogether, although hopefully not permanently. If you had a favorite buffet-style restaurant, it has likely changed its business model. Free breakfasts at area hotels went into grab-and-go brown bags.




  Nonetheless, Williamsburg still offers a lot to do, even if some of it has to be done for a while with social distancing rules in place. History, roller coasters, an outlet shopping mall that might take two days to get through.




  And there is more to see here than just the sites in Williamsburg. No visit to the Virginia’s Historic Triangle is complete without imagining the end of the Revolutionary War on Yorktown’s battlefields or stepping aboard a replica of the (tiny!) ships that brought Captain John Smith and his crew from England to Jamestown.




  This book lays out the best sites to see, things to do, and places to eat and stay. Recognizing that families are always on the lookout for adventures that will broaden their children’s horizons, we’ve added more activities that can be enjoyed in the great outdoors to our Kidstuff and Parks and Recreation chapters. Likewise, Colonial Williamsburg offers a long list of programs designed to entertain and enlighten the entire family. It’s a selection you can review with your children as you sit down and plan your vacation.




  To help you decide where to rest your weary head, our Accommodations chapter gives you plenty of choices, from familiar chain hotels to unique bed and breakfasts, with an easy pricing key. Entries are organized by category, in alphabetical order. In our Dining chapter, eateries are listed in alphabetical order.




  We’ve included information about the best places in town to shop, grouped by location or type of merchandise.




  Our chapter on Attractions highlights the two major theme parks, Colonial Williamsburg, and lesser-known places, like beautiful plantation houses and historic churches.




  If there’s a duffer in your party, peruse our Parks and Recreation chapter for the lowdown on local courses. Other outdoor pursuits are also explored in that chapter, which directs you to places where you can hike, bike, swim, or drop that hook, line, and sinker in and around the Williamsburg area. Our Day Trips chapter can tell you how to get to points of interest outside the Historic Triangle and what to do once you reach them.




  As in previous editions, we have dedicated considerable attention and space to Newport News and Hampton, adjacent cities on the Virginia Peninsula that are just a short jaunt east of Williamsburg on I-64. This in-depth chapter includes information on attractions, restaurants, accommodations, and shopping. In essence, it’s a microcosm of the information we give you on Williamsburg and shares enough data for planning a separate visit to this area, dubbed the Lower Peninsula.




  Moving to Virginia or already residing here? The Living Here appendix offers information on relocation, retirement, education, health care, and local media.







  

  
WELCOME TO Williamsburg and Virginia’s Historic Triangle





  Williamsburg claims a long and fascinating history. In its three centuries, Virginia’s former capital enjoyed both periods of great fortune and dramatic decline before reinventing itself through an unprecedented restoration process that began in the mid-1920s.




  This successful effort at re-creating Williamsburg’s past in a way that it can be enjoyed in the present is what draws visitors to the 18th-century buildings and brick-paved streets of the city. Most find themselves moved and inspired by seeing this re-creation of early American life spread out in front of them. In town to discuss his documentary on Thomas Jefferson, filmmaker and historian Ken Burns called his visit to Williamsburg “the highlight of my professional life.”




  Speaking at a convention at the College of William & Mary several years ago, Pulitzer Prize–winning historian David McCullough said exploring the past is “an antidote to self-pity” because no matter how bad off we might think ourselves now, “others have had it worse.”




  Of course, we don’t think for one minute that you’re here in Williamsburg to gloat over your forefathers’ misfortunes. We do believe, however, that if you have come to town to seek a little perspective—or maybe just a thrilling loop-de-loop on a roller coaster—you’re in the right place.




  WHY WILLIAMSBURG?




  Did you ever wonder why the early colonists chose Williamsburg as the seat of government for Virginia? Believe it or not, you can thank the lowly mosquito for getting Williamsburg off the ground. When English settlers set foot on New World soil in 1607, they made their homes in Jamestown, which became the center of the Virginia Colony’s government. But Jamestown lay on a low, marshy island that was also home to a well-established (and quite nasty) population of stinging and biting insects. Some settlers, fearing island conditions could lead to epidemics and finding the current site not grand enough for the capital city of America’s largest colony, lobbied for relocation to a place called Middle Plantation, 5 miles inland. This settlement, which had grown up around a 17th-century palisade built as a defense against Indian attack, was a small village composed of stores, mills, a tavern, a church, and an assortment of homes by 1690. In reality, there was nothing grand about it, but it sat on relatively high ground and had access to both the James and York Rivers via navigable creeks.




  For those who advocated moving inland, serendipity struck in the form of fire, when the Jamestown Statehouse burned for the fourth time in 1698. Thus, the basically unformed village of Middle Plantation became the locus for colonists who envisioned a capital city equal to their aspirations. The name Middle Plantation, more rural than regal, was changed to Williamsburg in honor of William III, king of England, and building began.




  The new capital was laid out in a distinctly geometrical fashion, dictated by the colonists’ current ideas about proper urban planning. The Market Square, or town commons, and a main street stretching from the Capitol building to the newly established College of William & Mary were the key structural elements of the plan. The Capitol and the college, along with Bruton Parish Church, represented stability and continuity to early settlers.




  By the mid-18th century, Williamsburg was a thriving center of commerce and government. Close to 2,000 people, half of them slaves, called the city home on the eve of the American Revolution. Tailors, carpenters, bakers, gunsmiths, wheelwrights, merchants, clerks, and slaves all worked to form the support system for the capital city’s growing number of—what else—politicians and lawyers. While the latter two professions wielded power and enjoyed considerable prestige, there are those who would argue that the most important persons in town were the tavern keepers. Taverns were not just for drinking, after all; they were the political, social, and cultural heart of colonial life. If the walls of the Raleigh Tavern could speak, surely they would tell of the clandestine sessions held there by Virginia’s burgesses. They could also tell tales of a more scandalous and less heroic sort. Thomas Jefferson didn’t brand the town “Devilsburg” for no reason.




  The prominent role Williamsburg played in events leading to the Revolutionary War is well known. In 1765 Patrick Henry delivered his rousing (some said treasonous) Stamp Act speech at the House of Burgesses here. The First Continental Congress was called from here in 1774. And, for all intents and purposes, the Revolution ended a dozen miles away, with the surrender of Cornwallis to Washington on the fields of Yorktown in 1781.




  FROM RICHES TO RAGS.




  But as the Revolutionary War wound down, Williamsburg’s days as a center of government were over. In 1780, shortly after Jefferson was elected to succeed Patrick Henry as Virginia’s governor, the capital was moved to Richmond.




  Jefferson had long advocated moving the capital west to reduce traveling distances for officials coming from the far reaches of the colony (then stretching as far west as present-day Illinois). Richmond also was judged a safer site, in terms of both climate and military defense.




  As Richmond moved into the spotlight, Williamsburg suffered through a decline and loss of prestige and vitality. Taverns closed; public buildings fell into ruin. The number of residents dwindled to about 1,400. Shortly after the Revolution, the empty Governor’s Palace and Capitol burned. Only two institutions of note remained: the college, with enrollment greatly diminished, and the Public Hospital for the Insane. (Town wags liked to say that the only difference between the two was that the latter required some proof of improvement before letting you leave.)




  The Civil War did little to enhance Williamsburg’s fortunes. Though most of the 18th-century buildings survived, federal troops occupied the town for three years, and the college was forced to close after the Wren Building burned. In 1862, McClellan’s Union forces battled through in their attempt to reach Richmond, the Confederate capital.




  The arrival of the railroad in 1880 inspired a revival. The C&O’s Fast Flying Virginian, also called the Cannonball Express, ran daily from its southern terminus in Newport News, through Williamsburg and on to Toledo, Ohio. (Dinner in the dining car cost less than a dollar, and that included whiskey.) New houses sprang up near the C&O depot, roads were paved, and William & Mary added dorms, a library, and a gymnasium. But Williamsburg remained a quiet college burg, rather insulated, until the mid-1920s, when a Rockefeller came to town.




  



i In Virginia, if you are looking for the experience of living history, you’ll find nearly every era represented at numerous special events and destinations year-round. For free brochures on African American, Native American, and Hispanic heritage, or for information on Civil War battlefields and sites, call the Virginia tourism hotline at (800) VISITVA (847-4882).







  BACK TO RICHES AGAIN




  Luckily for Williamsburg, Dr. W. A. R. Goodwin, rector of Bruton Parish Church, was a man of vast imagination. He saw past the shabby exteriors of the many old buildings and dreamed of restoring the town’s faded heritage. Goodwin was also a persuasive fellow and was able to interest philanthropist John D. Rockefeller Jr. in his vision of a vibrant Williamsburg. The two men teamed up and, in 1926, work on the restoration of the colonial capital began. Rockefeller not only provided funds but also personally devoted himself to the ambitious project by directing the measurements of buildings and spearheading research efforts.




  



i A number of US presidents have visited the historic Colonial Williamsburg area, including Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton. In October 2012, President Barack Obama spent a weekend in Williamsburg preparing for his upcoming debate against Republican nominee Mitt Romney. Obama made a surprise visit to his Williamsburg campaign office, delighting volunteers.







  Fittingly, the Raleigh Tavern was the first restored building opened to the public, in 1932. Soon the Governor’s Palace and reconstructed Capitol were ready for viewing as well. Colonial Williamsburg, repository of the American past, was well on its way to becoming the re-created village it is today. Tourists arrived in small numbers at first, but after Queen Elizabeth’s visit to the Historic Area in 1957, the public began coming in droves. Hotels, motels, restaurants, and shopping centers sprang up to serve them.




  Benefiting from the ready audience Colonial Williamsburg provided, a number of nearby Historic Triangle attractions decided to put on the ritz. National Park Service properties at Jamestown and Yorktown were improved. Jamestown Settlement, adjacent to Jamestown Island, opened in 1957. Yorktown Victory Center opened in 1976 (and was renamed the American Revolution Museum in 2015 as part of a $50 million renovation). In 2014, paid attendance at the two attractions totaled nearly 550,000.




  Anheuser-Busch arrived in the area, first with a brewery and then with the enormously popular Busch Gardens theme park, which celebrated its 45th anniversary in 2020. The Williamsburg Pottery Factory grew from a roadside stand into a vast and somewhat indescribable retail complex that has drawn millions of shoppers annually. By the time Water Country USA opened its doors in 1984, Williamsburg had reinvented itself again—this time as a vacation destination with something for everyone to enjoy, not just the history buffs.




  ABOUT THE ECONOMY




  Attracting tourists isn’t the only business of the Historic Triangle, though it is the major driver. The other is education, with two world-class institutions, the College of William & Mary and the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, at its core. That said, industry, commerce, and professional services have also grown dramatically. Regionally, the economy has long hosted military and related contractors—shipbuilding historically, but increasingly such high-technology fields as remote sensing and computer-driven simulations.




  In and around Williamsburg proper, the Anheuser-Busch name remains although on properties the St. Louis-based beer company no longer owns. The brewery, bought by the Belgian-based beer conglomerate InBev in 2008 is a major employer, producing millions of barrels of beer a year. The former Busch theme parks—Busch Gardens and Water Country USA—were sold to the private equity group in 2009 and are now operated as units of Seaworld Parks and Entertainment. Busch’s luxury resort, Kingsmill, located adjacent to Busch Gardens and the brewery, was sold to Escalante Golf for $31 million in 2017, which revived the resort’s sponsorship of the Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA) Pure Silk Open, which is held annually on the links at Kingsmill in May. The event is highly popular with fans and draws a competitive field of the sport’s top athletes.




  Other major local employers in and around Williamsburg include hotels and time-share resorts. The majority of the business establishments within the city limits fall into the retail trade or accommodation/food services category. Williamsburg has also become a magnet for medicine. In addition to the oldest mental health facility in the country, Eastern State Hospital, the city and adjacent James City County are home to the campuses of Sentara Williamsburg Regional Medical Center and Riverside Doctor’s Hospital.




  



i When you begin thinking about a trip to Williamsburg and its historic sister cities, check the VisitWilliamsburg.com website, run by the Greater Williamsburg Chamber & Tourism Alliance, for ideas and resources. Got a specific question? Give them a call at (757) 229-6511.







  The region’s population growth has also been a critical economic factor, especially in the areas immediately surrounding the city of Williamsburg. James City County, for example, almost tripled in population between 1990 and 2019, to more than 76,000, and is projected to top 110,000 by 2040. That has meant significant spending and jobs in construction, both of homes and commercial facilities. The region rebounded from the 2008 recession, and until the pandemic, unemployment had remained below the national average, largely because of the cushioning effect of military spending and other government programs.




  



  



  Williamsburg Facts




  Original inhabitants: Powhatan tribe




  Founding of English settlement: 1631




  Original name: Middle Plantation




  Area: 9.2 square miles




  Williamsburg population: 14,954 including nearly 9,000 students at the College of William & Mary (2019)




  Total population of area including Williamsburg, York, and James City Counties: 159,683




  Oldest educational institution: College of William & Mary, founded 1693 (second oldest in the US, behind Harvard)




  Number of alumni who served as US president: 3




  Year first psychiatric hospital in North America was founded in Williamsburg: 1770, original name: Public Hospital for Lunaticks, current name: Eastern State Hospital




  Number of tourists who visit the area per year: 6 to 8 million




  Principal employers: Tourism, education




  Unemployment rate: 4.3 (2020)




  Average rainfall: 48 inches




  Average snowfall: 5 inches




  Average temperature January high: 52°F




  January low: 33°F




  July high: 91°F




  July low: 71°F




  Median home sale price: $355,000




  Percentage of population 25 or older with a bachelor’s degree or higher: 57 percent




  




  




  Those programs stretch far beyond building ships and maintaining military bases. For instance, the region has one of the highest concentrations of scientists and engineers in the country—and they don’t just work at shipyards. They’re also at places like NASA’s Langley Research Center in Hampton, which specializes in aeronautics, and the US Department of Energy’s Jefferson Lab in Newport News, where particle accelerators and high-energy lasers give scientists insight into the basic nature of atoms.




  If you need to know more about the area’s economy, there are a number of useful resources. Both the Virginia Gazette and the Daily Press cover regional economic news. More broadly, the Virginia Economic Commission (virginiaworks.com) maintains economic data for the city and state, and the University of Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service (coopercenter.org) is a one-stop directory for all types of in-depth private and government statistics and trends.
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Getting Here, Getting Around





  One thing to always remember around Williamsburg and most of Virginia: Very few roads run compass straight. The hilly, river-crossed terrain doesn’t lend itself to it. Williamsburg, Jamestown, and Yorktown are small, and roads in the heart of the localities are paved versions of the early paths of the colonists: quaint, sometimes narrow, and often congested. This is a town where the major intersection of the Historic Area is known locally as “Confusion Corner.” Give yourself plenty of time to make it to your destination at the desired hour.




  Before you can hope to find your way around, it’s essential you get a brief geography lesson.




  Williamsburg is the northwesternmost city on the Virginia Peninsula which also includes the cities of Hampton, Newport News, Poquoson, and the counties of James City and York.




  Across the York River to the north is Gloucester County. Across the James River to the south is South Hampton Roads, or Southside—the cities of Norfolk, Portsmouth, Chesapeake, Suffolk, and Virginia Beach. Taken together, the Virginia Peninsula and South Hampton Roads make up a geographic area dubbed Hampton Roads, which is also the name of the harbor at the mouth of the James River around which most of these cities are located.




  With a population of almost 1.8 million, Hampton Roads is the nation’s 37th-largest metropolitan statistical area, about the same size as Charlotte, North Carolina, or Austin, Texas.




  GETTING HERE




  By Automobile




  The Virginia Peninsula is sometimes called the world’s largest cul-de-sac. People driving to the area have a limited number of routes to choose from.




  From the north or south, most visitors arrive via I-64, which connects with I-95 near Richmond. I-64 runs like a spine down the peninsula, then crosses over to the Norfolk area via a tunnel at the wide harbor where the James River meets the Chesapeake Bay.




  If you’re of a mind to ditch the interstates, there are two scenic alternatives: From the Washington, D.C., area, take US 301 to US 17 across Virginia’s Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula. You’ll cross the York River at Gloucester Point (there’s a $2 toll, but it’s collected only from northbound vehicles). You’ll pass right by the historic Yorktown Battlefield and can connect to Williamsburg via the Colonial National Historic Parkway, a three-lane road made of river gravel set in concrete.




  Another alternative from farther north: Ditch I-95 at Philadelphia and use the Delaware Turnpike and US 13 to the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel (touted as an engineering wonder, a series of causeways, bridges, and two tunnels that span more than 17 miles at the mouth of the bay). There’s a $18 ($14 off peak) toll each way—expensive, but often less than the aggravation of grid-lock on the Washington Beltway or I-95.




  From the Richmond area, one scenic alternative to I-64 is US 60, which intersects with I-295 east of Richmond. It’s two lanes in each direction, divided in most places, but with frequent turnoffs and occasional traffic lights. The other choice is VA 5, the old plantation route between Williamsburg and Richmond. Protected as a Scenic Byway, VA 5 is a two—lane road through pretty countryside. It is especially picturesque during autumn and provides a cooler, tree-shaded—if slower—option during the heat of summer.




  Traveling at legal speed on any of these three highways, you are within an hour of Williamsburg from downtown Richmond. One note about speeding: Besides authorities’ usual vigilance, radar detectors are illegal in Virginia. Get caught with one and you’ll get another ticket in addition to the one for speeding.




  From the south—including the Norfolk area and North Carolina’s Outer Banks—the main route to the peninsula is I-64 West through the Hampton Roads Bridge-Tunnel, one of the most frustrating water crossings you’ll find anywhere. It’s free—although the toll it extracts in time can be incalculable. Commuter rush hours (both directions, morning and afternoon, especially in and around the exits to the Naval Station Norfolk) are almost guaranteed to clog. Friday and Sunday afternoons in summer are usually congested, too, as weekend travelers to the Outer Banks add to the flow. But the tunnel can also jam up for no apparent reason at just about any time of day or night—all it takes is for one of the two lanes in either direction to shut down because of a vehicle breakdown, accident, truck turnaround (due to height restrictions), or road maintenance. In 2020, construction began on a $3.9 billion expansion project which will add twin two-lane tunnels west of the existing eastbound tunnel but completion is not expected until late 2025.




  The alternatives: The Monitor-Merrimac Bridge-Tunnel (yes, it runs roughly at the place where the famous ironclad battle occurred) is an extension of I-664, the western leg of the Hampton Roads Beltway. Once on the peninsula, stay on I-664 until it connects with I-64, then continue northwest to Williamsburg.




  The second alternate is the James River Bridge: Hop over to US 17 (either from the beltway, or from US 58 in Suffolk). Once across the bridge, continue up Mercury Boulevard to I-64.




  Perhaps the most leisurely—and memorable—route is the (free) Jamestown-Scotland Ferry from Surry County. Approach Surry on VA 31 until it ends at the James River. Ferries run roughly every half hour during the day and evening, hourly overnight. The trip takes about 15 minutes and deposits you at the foot of Jamestown Road. (The ferry and its fleet of four vessels is an attraction in itself. For more, see our entry in the Day Trips chapter.)




  



i VA 199 helps motorists circumvent traffic in central Williamsburg and make the trip from Busch Gardens, Colonial Williamsburg, or Water Country USA to Premium Outlets or Pierce’s Pitt Bar-B-Que in record time. The northwestern two-thirds is a limited-access highway, so drivers can exit at any number of points en route.







  By Plane




  Three commercial airports and one small, privately owned public-use airport provide service to the area. All offer a choice of major airlines.




  NEWPORT NEWS/WILLIAMSBURG INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, 900 Bland Blvd., Newport News, VA 23602; (757) 877-0221; flyphf.com. The Newport News/Williamsburg International Airport (formerly Patrick Henry Field, hence the airport code “PHF)” is only 17 miles from the heart of Williamsburg.




  Depending on your departure point, this can be a quick, cheap entry point to the area, although the loss of AirTran (after its 2011 merger with Southwest Airlines) has greatly reduced the number of flights into and out of this facility. Service is provided by American Airways (800) 428-4322 and Delta (800) 221-1212. There is direct service to Atlanta, Charlotte, and Philadelphia. All other service is via connections.




  Once you’re on the ground, you can catch a taxi. Fares vary wildly among cab companies so ask ahead. A full list of cab companies and shared shuttle services (advance reservations recommended) can be found on the airport’s web-site (flyphf.com) under “Airport Information/Ground Transportation.”




  Car rental companies at the airport are Avis (800) 331-1212; Budget (800) 527-0700; Enterprise (800) 261-7331; Hertz (800) 654-3131; National (800) 227-7368; and Zipcar (866) 494-7227.




  NORFOLK INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, 2200 Norview Ave. (exit 279 off I-64), Norfolk, VA 23518; (757) 857-3351; norfolkairport.com. Norfolk International Airport lies 40 miles southeast of Williamsburg. Commercial air service is provided by Allegiant (702) 505-8888, American (800) 433-7300, Delta (800) 221-1212, Frontier (801) 401-9000, Southwest (800) 435-9792, and United (800) 241-6522.




  Rental car companies have desks on Level 1 of the arrivals terminal near baggage claim. On-site rental companies are Alamo (800) 462-5266; Avis (800) 831-2847; Budget (800) 527-0700; Dollar (800) 800-4000; Enterprise (800) 736-8227; Hertz (800) 654-3131; National (800) 227-7368; and Thrifty (800) 367-2277.




  Ground transportation is available 24 hours a day by taxi, Lyft, or Uber. See the full list of providers at norfolkairport.com/ground-transportation/taxi-cabs/.




  WILLIAMSBURG JAMESTOWN AIRPORT, 100 Marclay Rd., Williamsburg, VA 23185; (757) 229-9256. This privately owned, public-use general aviation airport celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2020. The airport averages about 17,000 arrivals annually and houses 60 privately owned aircraft. The Williamsburg Flight Center operates on airport property, providing flight training with a fleet of six jet aircraft, plane maintenance, and air tours. A popular restaurant, Charly’s Airport Café, serves lunch Tues through Sun and dinner (Fri night only) in the terminal with a patio and a view of the runway.




  RICHMOND INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, 1 Richard E. Byrd Terminal Dr., Richmond, VA 23250; (804) 226-3000; flyrichmond.com. Richmond International Airport, exit 197A off I-64, is about 45 miles west of Williamsburg and offers nonstop flights to 22 destinations and connecting flights to worldwide destinations.




  Over the past two decades, the airport terminal and parking garages have undergone a $300 million overhaul, adding gates and, as a result, a lot more flying options and lower fares. Airlines operating out of Richmond International include AirTran (800) 247-8726; American (800) 433-7300; Delta (800) 221-1212; JetBlue (800) 538-2583; Southwest (800) 435-9792; United (800) 241-6522; and USAir (800) 428-4322.




  You’ll find the rental car companies adjacent to the baggage claim area. Companies that serve this airport include Alamo (877) 222-9075; Avis (800) 831-2847; Budget (800) 527-0700; Dollar (800) 800-3665; Enterprise (800) 261-7331; Hertz (800) 654-3131; National (800) 227-7368; Payless (800) 729-5377; and Thrifty (800) 367-2277.




  Ground transportation to Williamsburg from the Richmond airport includes several taxi services (located curbside, in the center section of the lower level) and a sedan service provided by James River Transportation, which staffs a customer service counter in the terminal. You can email for specific pricing at sales@jamesrivertrans.com or call (804) 249-1052.
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  The Williamsburg Trolley




  Parking in the Historic Area is tight, and traffic during high season can be very congested. For years, one of the best amenities of staying in Colonial Williamsburg (CW) lodging was being able to leave your car behind for the day and hop on a CW bus, which circulates through and around the Historic Area, stopping at major points of interest. (Ticket holders may board at any stop.)




  In 2009, the city added trolley service to expand the public transportation options outside the Historic Area. The red-and-green trolleys look traditional but have modern features like bicycle racks, air-conditioning, and full wheelchair accessibility.




  Trolleys run from Merchants Square, along Richmond Road to Midtown Row, the new mixed-use development that replaced the old Williamsburg Shopping Center, then west on Monticello Avenue to the New Town area). Service is available from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. every day except Fri, when the trolleys run until 11 p.m.




  A complete loop takes about 30 minutes and costs $1.50 (exact fare only, cash accepted). An all-day pass for unlimited rides is $3 and can be purchased at the WATA ticket window at the Amtrak station, 468 N. Boundary St. Seniors ride for 50 cents. Kids 12 and under ride free with an adult. The trolley does not operate on Thanksgiving, Christmas, or New Year’s Day.




  Look for the round Williamsburg Trolley signs at locations in New Town, High Street, along Richmond Road, and in and around Merchants Square. Or just look for the trolley—it’s hard to miss!




  More information is available online at gowata.org (the Williamsburg Area Transit Authority) or by calling (757) 220-5493.







  By Rail




  AMTRAK, The Williamsburg Transportation Center, 468 N. Boundary St., Williamsburg, VA 23185; (757) 229-8750, (800) 872-7245; amtrak.com. Amtrak’s Northeast Regional service generally halts in Richmond, but two trains a day stretch on to (and depart westward from) Williamsburg. The Amtrak terminal, a charming brick building built in 1935, is just 4 blocks from the Historic Area. The Amtrak offices and waiting room are located on the east side of the building. There is a vending area where travelers can grab a snack or pick up visitor information brochures.




  



  [image: image] Close-up




  Colonial National Historic Parkway




  A visit to the Historic Triangle wouldn’t be complete without a leisurely drive along Colonial National Historic Parkway, a 23-mile corridor specifically built to link the beginning and the end of the British colonial experience in America, with beautiful views of the James and York Rivers, and the rolling, wooded land between them.




  The Colonial Parkway has limited exits and no amenities, commercial advertising, or trucks. But there is wildlife—deer, squirrels, muskrats, and possums may wander across the road. The waterways you encounter are home to fish, crabs, egrets, and waterfowl. Think of it as a “linear park,” shielded from development. The drive is especially enchanting in spring, when the dogwood and redbud are blooming, and in the fall, when the hardwoods’ leaves turn color.




  A warning to the lead-footed: This is a federal road, and the speed limits, which range from 25 mph to 45 mph, are strictly enforced. Getting a ticket means appearing in federal court, where few beat the offense. Moreover, the road is made of river gravel set in concrete. Driving much faster than 45 mph gets noisy.




  Points of interest are marked by numerous turnouts with informative signs. These often give historical information not covered by visits to individual sites, so the drive will complement tours of Jamestown, Williamsburg, or Yorktown. Above all, it demonstrates how history and the prosperity of the Historic Triangle are intertwined with the waterways, from colonial times to today.




  Leaving Jamestown, you’ll pass through woodlands of silver maples, river birches, pine, and spruce. The James River runs along your right. You’ll note dozens of duck blinds in the marshes and creeks. The river is a flyway for many ducks as well as Canada geese.




  Each turnout contains a historical marker. One on the Jamestown end notes the site of an early community called Archer’s Hope. All five inhabitants were among the one-quarter of Virginia’s colonists killed during a massacre on March 22, 1622 A little farther down the road toward Williamsburg, a marker notes the site of an early attempted settlement that actually predated Jamestown. In September 1570 a group of Spanish Jesuits landed along College Creek. They crossed the peninsula to the York River, where they established a mission. But six months later all of them, except one young boy, were wiped out during an attack. The young boy survived in the woods until he was rescued by a relief expedition in 1572.




  The road then turns inland (and the speed limit drops to 35) as you enter Williamsburg. Just beyond a short tunnel (you’ll pass under Duke of Gloucester Street in the heart of the Historic Area), there’s a turnoff to Colonial Williamsburg; to stay on the Colonial Parkway, bear to your right.




  Yorktown is 13 miles away, but there’s plenty to see before you get there. Among the historical markers: the site of a Union Army advance on Williamsburg during the Civil War; Jones Mill Pond, a favorite local fishing hole; and the sites of Ringfield and Bellfield Plantations. Once you pass over King’s Creek, the banks of the majestic York River open up before you. On the left side of the river is Gloucester County, a place full of a history all its own.




  On this side of the river, a long dock stretching into the river is the loading pier of Cheatham Annex, an ammunition supply depot for the Naval Station Norfolk. Nearby a marker points out Werewocomoco, Powhatan’s “chiefest habitation” and the place where Captain John Smith was held captive in 1607.




  The York River, known as the Pamunkey by native inhabitants, flows over the deepest natural channel of any in the Chesapeake Bay tributary. That’s why a little farther downriver you’ll come across another pier. This one is located adjacent to the Yorktown Naval Weapons Station, established in 1918 to support the Atlantic Fleet, homeported in Norfolk. If you pull over into the Bracken’s Pond turnout, you may see large naval ships taking on supplies. If you see armed guards along the parkway, red lights on the pier, or a ship flying a red flag, you’ll know that’s the business at hand.




  Within minutes you’ll come upon a left-hand exit for Yorktown Water-front, the commercial district. Continue straight to reach Yorktown Battle-field, site of the British surrender to the American Continental Army in 1781, when the American Revolution came to a close.




  The best way to enjoy the parkway is to set aside a few hours to explore. Ingredients for a picnic can be gathered at The Cheese Shop in Williamsburg, or the Jamestown Pie Company closer to the road’s southern end. You’ll find plenty of places to pull over and enjoy a waterside vista.







  Taxi service, provided by several companies, is available, but the major car rental companies’ offices are some distance from the station. The closest is a locally owned company, Colonial Rent-A-Car at 4039 Ironbound Rd. Call (757) 220-3399 or (888) 220-9941 for specifics or visit the website at colonialrentacar.co.




  By Bus




  GREYHOUND, The Williamsburg Transportation Center, 468 N. Boundary St., Williamsburg, VA 23185; (800) 231-2222; greyhound.com. Greyhound offers nationwide service to and from the Williamsburg area. Arrivals
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  Pronunciation Guide




  English has been spoken here longer than anywhere else in North America, but visitors may be unfamiliar with some of these popular names, many of which date to the first meetings of Native Americans and the colonials.




  Botetourt: BOT-a-tot. Lord Botetourt was the Virginia Colony’s governor from 1768 to 1770. You’ll see his name on area streets and the occasional room or hall of a public building.




  Chickahominy River: chick-a-HOM-i-nee. This Indian word means “land of much grain.” The river is in New Kent County and meets the James just west of Williamsburg.




  DoG Street: Students and locals use this acronym for Duke of Gloucester Street, Colonial Williamsburg’s central pedestrian thoroughfare.




  Fort Eustis: fort YOU-stess. See our Newport News chapter for more information on this military facility and its transportation museum.




  Gaol: jail At the Public Gaol behind the Capitol on Nicholson Street in Colonial Williamsburg, visitors can see the small, dank cells where 18th-century criminals and debtors were incarcerated. Credit the British with the funny spelling.




  Gloucester: GLOSS-ter This county north of the York River is named after an English city.




  Isle of Wight: ile-of-wite. Named after an English island, this county lies south of the James River.




  Mattaponi River: mat-ta-pa-NI. The name of this York River tributary is derived from an Indian language.




  Norfolk: NAW-fok. Even natives sometimes disagree about the right way to say this city’s name. The best advice probably is to say it quickly.




  Pamunkey: puh-MUN-key. This Indian tribe’s reservation is in King William County.




  Poquoson: puh-KO-sen. Derived from the Indian for “low ground” or “swamp,” this peninsula city (next to York County) is a popular suburb with the scientists and air crew from nearby Langley Air Force base and NASA Langley Research Center.




  Powhatan: POW-a-tan. This famous Indian chief, father of Pocahontas, might be surprised to see his moniker used not only on streets but also as a name for a time-share development.




  Rochambeau: row-sham-BOW. This French general was Washington’s ally at Yorktown during the Revolutionary War.




  Taliaferro: TOL-liv-er. This old Virginia family, originally Italian, had their name Anglicized. General William Booth Taliaferro was a wealthy planter and greatly aided the devastated College of William & Mary after the Civil War.




  Toano: toe-AN-oh. This town in western James City County takes its name from an Indian believed to have been a member of Powhatan’s tribe.




  Wythe: with. George Wythe signed the Declaration of Independence, was William & Mary’s first professor of law, and eventually became chancellor of Virginia. The Wythe House in Colonial Williamsburg was once his property.







  and departures are from the Williamsburg Transportation Center, the same 1930s-era building that houses the Amtrak station but there is no on-site ticket window. Purchase a ticket online in advance.




  Once You’re Here




  Here’s an easy trick: Think of the region as a cross, with Colonial Williamsburg at the center. The Colonial Parkway, the upright portion of the cross, has Yorktown at the top and Jamestown at the bottom. US 60, the crossing arm, has Toano, Lightfoot, and the outlets to the left, and Busch Gardens and Water Country USA to the right.




  



i When asking for directions, don’t even try to figure out the compass directions (most locals don’t bother). Because so few roads run by the compass (and not many more actually stay straight for very long), it’s easier to have a destination in mind when you ask a local for directions: “Is that US 60 toward Premium Outlets (on the western edge of town), or US 60 toward Busch Gardens? (in James City County, on Williamsburg’s eastern border)” or “Are you looking for I-64 toward Richmond or toward Norfolk?”







  For getting around Williamsburg on your own, it might help to orient yourself by thinking of US 60 as the spine of the city. Toward the north and west from downtown Williamsburg, US 60 is named Richmond Road, the major commercial artery. From the William & Mary campus eastward, it travels Francis Street to York Street, where it turns east and is the route to Busch Gardens.




  The fastest way to go around town is the U-shaped VA 199, which will get you from I-64 near Busch Gardens to I-64 near Lightfoot, bypassing the Historic Area altogether. Most of the route is limited access, restricting the number of stoplights.







  

  
History





  COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG




  Williamsburg served as the English colonial capital from 1699 to 1780 and, during that time, grew from a small settlement to a thriving, sophisticated urban center, reflecting the city’s prominent role. By the mid-18th century, the population was nearing 2,000, half of which was enslaved. When court was in session, Williamsburg’s population more than doubled, with citizens from the far reaches of the vast Virginia Colony arriving to participate in the fairs, festivities, and fancy dress balls of “publick times.”




  American ideals of democracy and liberty took root here in the 1700s, as colonists began to question, and finally repudiate, British rule. Patrick Henry inveighed against taxation without representation in the House of Burgesses in 1765. The First Continental Congress was called from Williamsburg in 1774. The Declaration of Rights, soon to become the foundation for the first 10 amendments to the Constitution, was penned here by George Mason. Thousands of Continental Army soldiers were billeted in Williamsburg, which bustled with revolutionary fervor. In 1780, however, Thomas Jefferson (William & Mary, Class of ’62—1762, that is) succeeded in getting the capital moved to Richmond, and Williamsburg, no longer the heart of social, political, and economic life in Virginia, entered an era of sleepy decline. Its population waned, and businesses were forced to close. While it continued to function as the county seat, 19th-century Williamsburg was mostly a market town for area farmers, disturbed only by Union general George McClellan’s 1862 Peninsula Campaign during the Civil War.




  The College of William & Mary and the Publick Hospital remained the only institutions of much size or importance. Some buildings fell into neglect and burned (the Governor’s Palace in 1781), but most of the 18th-century homes and structures continued to be used simply because there was little reason for new construction. While interim uses were at times less than noble (the Prentis Store survived in the early 20th century as a gas station and the Powder Magazine once served as a stable), the structures were saved from destruction.




  Two Men and a Dream




  Williamsburg might still be a sedate spot on the map if not for the actions of two men who conceived of a grander future for the once-great city. The Reverend W. A. R. Goodwin, rector of Bruton Parish Church, dreamed of reviving Virginia’s colonial capital. He was successful in raising enough money to restore his own church, but in 1908 he left Williamsburg to become rector of a church in Rochester, New York. Then in 1923 he returned to become a professor of religion at the College of William & Mary. As luck would have it, the college chose Goodwin as its representative at a 1924 Phi Beta Kappa dinner in New York. Also attending the dinner was John D. Rockefeller Jr., heir to the Standard Oil fortune.




  This meeting led to the Rockefellers’ 1926 visit to Williamsburg, during which negotiations for the restoration of certain 18th-century buildings began. Planning was carried out in a highly secretive manner. Measurements of buildings were taken under cover of darkness. Rockefeller insisted on signing documents pseudonymously as “Mr. David.” Town residents felt understandably apprehensive and mystified as they watched their rector buying up land. Rumors spread, and real estate values took off. Soon it was necessary to reveal to Williamsburg citizens the nature of the restoration plan. Initially, not all were pleased; some balked at the idea of their town being “sold.” Others were skeptical about the practicality of such a scheme. As the restoration process began, however, the economic benefits of the project became clear. Tenancy agreements allowed most residents of 18th-century buildings to occupy their homes for life.




  A Reconstruction Frenzy




  Though Rockefeller at first intended to subsidize the restoration of a small number of structures, his enthusiasm and ambitions grew as research turned up more and more pertinent data. Drawings, maps, and records culled from libraries and museums in Europe and America revealed a trove of historical details. Teams of architects, led by William Graves Perry, restored original 18th-century sites and reconstructed others on original foundations. Hundreds of more modern buildings were razed or removed. Eighteenth-century building and brick-making techniques were painstakingly researched so that restorations and reconstructions would resemble the originals as closely as possible.




  The success of Goodwin’s and Rockefeller’s grand vision is well documented today. More than half a million tour Colonial Williamsburg (CW, for short) each year. The Historic Area contains hundreds of restored public buildings, residences, outbuildings, dependencies, shops, and hostelries, plus acres of formal and informal gardens, pastures, and lanes.




  While in one sense the restoration Goodwin and Rockefeller envisioned is complete, the vision of Colonial Williamsburg Foundation continues to evolve. In recent years, CW has redirected its focus somewhat. Previously, programs concentrated on the lives of an elite group—colonial governors, revolutionary leaders, and prominent citizens. There was critical backlash, perhaps most notably from the scholar Ada Louise Huxtable, whose 1997 book, The Unreal America, condemned historical restorations like Williamsburg as a “prettification of pioneer life.” Today you will find more space given to the messier side of the 18th-century community, including frank acknowledgment of the inhumane treatment of Africans and other slaves, and of the second-class status of women. Slaves, indentured servants, women, tradespeople, and other “middling” folk are increasingly featured in interpretive programs that more accurately reflect the complexities of 18th-century history.




  Modern Realities




  In recent years the winds of change have begun blowing a little more forcefully down the dusty streets of Williamsburg. The bid for tourists’ time and money is a competitive business, and paid admissions, which regularly hit the 1.2 million mark in the 1980s, dipped to 533,700 in 2019, a 50-year low.




  New marketing campaigns, and an emphasis on retooling programs to make them kid-friendly,

are part of the strategy to bring visitors back. Youngsters have more opportunities to see, touch, smell, and hear about the 18th century. Children are able to make stitch books, play hoops, master a colonial ball-and-cup game, polish silver with the silversmiths, and tread mud with the brick makers. Street theater that allows visitors to eavesdrop on the imagined conversations of military leaders, merchants, and other townspeople on the eve of war with England is scheduled throughout the day.




  In 2010, CW opened its first “new” building on Duke of Gloucester Street in more than 50 years, R. Charlton’s Coffeehouse, hoping to capitalize on America’s specialty-coffee addiction. In 2015, CW retooled Chowning’s Tavern as a Colonial-era alehouse, with a brighter decor and beers created by the local craft brewery, Alewerks, using authentic 18th-century recipes. On select dates, Chowning’s hosts “Beers in the ’Burg,” from 4 to 7 p.m., a ticketed ($25) beer tasting event with live music. In 2020, the foundation completed a $42 million “face-lift” of its art museums, which includes a new entrance, parking lot, the addition of an elegant cupola and another 65,000 square feet of exhibition space, and a new restaurant and retail space.




  THE TRIANGLE




  In a sense, America was born twice on this narrow peninsula bordered by the James and York Rivers—once, in 1607, when Captain Christopher Newport and his men stepped ashore on the banks of the river they named for their king and founded James Towne; again, in 1781, when the Continental Army defeated the British at Yorktown in the decisive battle of the American Revolution. That’s a lot of history to pack into one 23-mile stretch. Thanks to forward-thinking preservationists who marked these sites as off-limits to development centuries ago, you can get a real sense of what happened here even if you only have a few days to visit.




  Jamestown marked its quadricentennial in 2007—400 years since English colonists first debarked from their three wooden ships after a four month journey across the Atlantic and struggled, mightily, to establish a life here. Though largely abandoned as a settlement by 1750, this marshy island is thoroughly enmeshed in the American historical imagination, entangled with the legend of Pocahontas and John Smith, two figures who have come to represent the meeting of minds and clash of cultures that followed between the colonists and the Virginia Indians who inhabited this region first.




  To mark the anniversary, both of Jamestown’s major attractions—the Jamestown Settlement, which re-creates life in 17th-century America, and Historic Jamestowne, run by the US Park Service (and using the Old English spelling with the extra e on town), underwent major makeovers. Even Yorktown, where the National Park Service maintains the battlefields, got an overhaul, in anticipation of the surge of visitors. The result is that both areas look better than ever and, though devoted to the past, bring it to life in thoroughly modern ways. In Yorktown, new county administration buildings, including an eye-catching courthouse, have spruced up Ballard Street near the waterfront, which itself has been thoroughly spiffed up and renamed Riverwalk Landing, with a brick-paved path that connects the American Revolution Museum (formerly the Yorktown Victory Center) to the restaurants and shops along Water Street. (See our close-up on Riverwalk Landing.)




  Jamestown and Yorktown—two of the Historic Triangle’s crown jewels—continue to reinvent themselves while making strides to enhance the authenticity of each visitor’s journey back in time. Read on for details about two towns that are such an integral part of American history.




  Jamestown




  Imagine leaving your home with little more than the possessions you could carry in a small chest, boarding a vessel powered only by breezes (or gales for the less fortunate) to cross the wild Atlantic Ocean. Imagine months at sea with no privacy, little fresh food, no heat or comfort of any kind, all to reach a land where previous attempts at settlement had ended in disaster. Who would undertake such a journey?




  But imagine, too, dreaming of fertile land and of being free—from debt, from lack of opportunity, from city squalor, from whatever mistakes or burdens were part of your past. Hold the alternating hopes and forebodings of such an enterprise in your mind and you can begin to fathom the experience of the Jamestown settlement.




  In December 1606 three wooden ships sailed from London for the New World. Southerly winds blew the 144 members of the expedition to the Caribbean. Here they obtained fresh provisions before voyaging again, this time up North America’s eastern coast. Some four months and 6,000 miles after their departure from England, they found a swampy wilderness on the banks of the James River and pronounced it fit for putting down stakes. Thus, began our country.




  The early years were difficult for the settlers of Jamestown, the New World’s first permanent English-speaking colony. The climate proved hot and humid, the land marshy and mosquito ridden. Several of the colonists’ attempts at industry, including glassmaking, failed to create a solid economy. And the large native population, ruled by Chief Powhatan, was understandably distrustful of these invaders from across the seas. The winter of 1609–1610, known as the “starving time,” was especially terrible for the colony. Only about 90 gaunt settlers were still alive when supplies and reinforcements finally arrived. Indeed, more than half of the colonists who came to Virginia in the colony’s first seven years died.




  Ultimately, tobacco cultivation succeeded where all else had failed, ensuring (ironically, in retrospect) survival. More and more settlers arrived, attracted by cash-crop opportunities as well as the desire for a better life than that afforded by the rigidly hierarchical societies of Europe. Soon the Virginia Colony was flourishing; plantation society took firm root in its rich, sandy soils and lush woodlands.




  In recent decades, Spanish documents have been uncovered that discuss the arrival of 20 or so Africans in Virginia in the summer of 1619. These written accounts suggest that the Africans first reached Virginia aboard the Portuguese ship San Juan Bautista, which had sailed from Luanda, Angola, bound for Mexico. Further research suggests that most of the Africans who came to Virginia during the first half of the 17th century hailed from Angola. These men and women more than likely knew how to farm and had been acquainted with both Europeans and Christianity. About a third of these early arrivals and their children were or became free, and some acquired their own land. The number of Africans in Virginia remained relatively small throughout the 17th century, accounting for only 2 to 3 percent of the non-Indian population in 1650, and about 10 percent by the turn of the century.




  On July 30, 1619, the first representative legislative assembly in British America met at Jamestown. The community continued to thrive as the Virginia Colony’s first capital until 1699, when, after fire destroyed the statehouse, the seat of government was moved inland to Williamsburg for reasons that also involved health problems caused by insects in Jamestown’s low-lying marshland location. No longer a political or economic hub, by 1750 Jamestown ceased to exist as an actual community. Fortunately, much of the Jamestown story has been restored. Some genuine remnants of the famous settlement survive, including the bell tower of the church the colonists built and foundations of their simple homes. Archaeological discoveries (the highly acclaimed Jamestown Rediscovery Project, an ongoing archaeological dig, which began in 1994), scholarly research, and a number of organizations’ dedication to understanding our nation’s past have combined to produce the Jamestown historic experience today.
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  A First for the Free Ferry




  Tiny Emmaleigh Cline made her second trip across the James River on the Jamestown-Scotland Ferry when she was just three days old. The first trip, in June 2015, was even more memorable: With the help of four crew members, she became the first baby ever born on the ferry.




  A free service operated by the Virginia Department of Transportation, the ferry is the most picturesque way to cross the river. On the northeast end, the ferry deposits cars onto Jamestown Road for a straight shot to the historic attractions there, or the western terminus of the Colonial Parkway, the scenic route into CW or all the way to its eastern terminus in Yorktown. On the south side, cars arrive in rural Surry County. A 20-mile trip along VA 10 takes you into historic Smithfield, a charming small town of shops and restaurants, best known, of course, for its famous ham. (See more about this in our Day Trips chapter.)




  There are four ferries in operation, departing at least once an hour, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Capacity varies between 28 and 70 cars. (Visitvirginiadot.org/travel/ferry-jamestown.asp for vehicle restrictions and schedules.) Drivers and passengers are allowed to exit their vehicles for the 15-minute trip. It’s a lovely stretch of water—look for the replica ships docked just south of the wharf at Jamestowne Settlement, bald eagles soaring in the sky above, and massive nests built by various species of hawks on pylons in the channels. Those are the more typical sights; a newborn baby is so rare that the four VDOT employees who sped the ferry across the water while arranging for an ambulance to be at the dock upon arrival in Jamestown, were all named honorary godfathers by Emmaleigh’s parents.







  There are two separate experiences for tourists and students in Jamestown: Historic Jamestowne, coadministered by the National Park Service and Preservation Virginia, and Jamestown Settlement, operated by the Jamestown-Yorktown Foundation. While these two attractions operate separately, they are just a mile apart and can be easily visited in the course of the same day.




  After the 1699 fire that devastated Jamestown and forced the colonial capital to move inland to Williamsburg, Jamestown went into a ghostly decline. By 1750, it ceased to exist as a town. It wasn’t until the late 19th century, and Preservation Virginia’s 1889 purchase of a portion of Jamestown Island, that redevelopment—designed to protect the historic site—began in earnest.
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  Jamestown Settlement




  Bobby Talley




  Housing subdivisions line either side of Jamestown Road, which ends at the dock for the Scotland-Jamestown Ferry, a free service that takes cars (and their drivers and passengers) across the James River to Scotland in Surry County. But there is not much commerce in the area. The exceptions are worth noting because once you get to Jamestown proper, the only places to eat or shop are at the two major attractions—the national park site and Jamestown Settlement.




  In our Dining chapter, see our complete descriptions of La Casona and the Jamestown Pie Company. Both of these establishments are located close to the Jamestown attractions. The Jamestown Pie Company is takeout only, although there are a few picnic tables in a stand of shady trees. It’s a good place to stop for picnic fixings if you plan to tour the Colonial Parkway beginning at its western terminus.




  Getting There




  To get to Jamestown from I-64, take exit 242A, VA 199, which brings you to the Colonial National Historic Parkway, where signs will lead you to Jamestown. If you’re coming from Williamsburg, simply take Jamestown Road (VA 31) and follow signs from there. Visitors arriving from the south on VA 31

will cross the James River on the Jamestown-Scotland Ferry, a pleasant (and free) excursion. Jamestown Settlement lies at the intersection of VA 31 and the Colonial Parkway, just up from the ferry docks.




  A note on the Colonial Parkway: This scenic, 23-mile roadway was built specifically to connect Jamestown and Yorktown, marking the beginning and the end of the British colonial experience in America. There are no gas stations or amenities, but leave time to stop at the many roadside historical markers. (See our Close-up in the Getting Here, Getting Around chapter.)




  Yorktown




  For all the historic markers labeled 1600-something, Yorktown’s history dates back even farther. The original settlers along this stretch of the York River were members of the Kiskiack tribe (part of the Powhatan Confederacy), who called the water the “Pamunkey.”




  Captain John Smith explored the area in 1607, but it was nearly 20 years before any large numbers of English settlers began to cultivate the rich land. The town itself was founded in 1691 by the Act for Ports and Towns passed by the Virginia General Assembly for the transport of the colony’s lucrative tobacco crop to Europe via England. This was also, in part, an attempt to force urban growth in the colony and centralize the water traffic among the numerous plantations spreading up the Chesapeake Bay. Taking advantage of the deep channel of the York, British ships could pull far enough upriver for shelter from the storms of the Atlantic Ocean and the Chesapeake Bay. The network of creeks that crisscrosses the Virginia peninsula allowed access from the James River side as well.




  The town takes its name from surrounding York County and the York River, which were renamed around 1643 to honor the Duke of York, later King James II. (Before that, the river was called the Charles in honor of James’s father, the first Duke of York and later King Charles I. He lost his crown—not to mention his head—in the English Civil War.) Fifty acres of land on the plantation belonging to Benjamin Read—including a wharf, ferry, store, and well—were set aside for a county seat that was intended to grow and prosper in commerce. Sheltered by a bluff, with a wide beach to hold the storehouses and other businesses of the sea trade, the site became busy and flourished throughout the colonial period.




  The oldest house in the town is the Sessions House, built in 1692 by Thomas Sessions, which survived the siege of 1781 and later the Civil War. A courthouse has stood on the same site since 1697, and a new church for York Parish was built in the same year. After their construction, the town’s growth accelerated. By the mid-18th century, as many as 50 large trading ships would be in the vicinity of Yorktown at any given time, and the town had grown relatively prosperous.




  In the latter half of the 1700s, however, the tobacco trade had shifted to the inland Piedmont region, and the shipping patterns changed accordingly. A slow process of decline began, and by 1776 the port was less important in commonwealth affairs. The Battle of Yorktown hastened the decline of the




  



  



  Where the World Turned Upside Down




  Every October 19, Yorktown throws a parade and sets off fireworks, all the sorts of things that most places break out for the Fourth of July.




  The reason, of course, is that was the day the Battle of Yorktown was won, the day the Revolutionary Army of George Washington and the French army under Comte de Rochambeau defeated the British, or as Lin-Manuel Miranda phrased it in his musical, Hamilton, the day the “world turned upside down.”




  Of course, in 1781, the locals didn’t celebrate much. Their town had just been almost obliterated by a six-week siege and eight-day bombardment, in which more than 15,000 shells were fired. Moreover, at the time no one really knew the war was over. While the surrender of Cornwallis’s army was a major loss, the British still held New York and several important ports.




  But politically, the British parliament had seen enough. The British had been fighting (and paying for) wars in America off and on since the French and Indian War began in 1754. On the continent and throughout the West Indies, they were skirmishing with the French and Spanish.




  Faced with too many enemies and not enough cash, the British government chose to negotiate peace and grant independence to the colonies (which took almost two more years).




  All that complexity isn’t easily condensed into a fireworks show. The beauty of Yorktown, from a visitor’s perspective, is that you can take in as much as you want—the pomp of simple “victory,” or the minutiae of history, right down to walking the very grounds where that victory was won. Don’t throw away your shot!
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  “Hamilton” Happened Here




  The phrase “Battle of Yorktown” conjures images of climatic pitched combat between closely packed ground troops. There were moments of that at Yorktown, of course—but the confrontation is more accurately described as a siege, stretching out over weeks, conducted by troops largely hidden from each other by giant earthen walls. Some of the most critical moments happened miles away, at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay and at British headquarters in New York.




  The war in the summer of 1781 was at a stalemate. The British held New York and other strategic points in the north, but they had no hope of seizing control of the countryside. In the South, a British army commanded by General Charles Lord Cornwallis had won key victories throughout the Carolinas and Virginia (nearly capturing Virginia governor Thomas Jefferson in the process). But by the late summer, Cornwallis’s troops were badly in need of rest and reinforcements. He marched them toward Yorktown.




  It seemed a perfect stronghold: port facilities on the York River, barely a mile from the Chesapeake Bay, and only 30 miles from the bay’s entrance to the Atlantic. Marshes, creeks, and dense hardwood forests made a close approach to Yorktown difficult. Cornwallis immediately constructed earthen barriers to provide a defensive line for his nearly 10,000 men.




  In reality, however, what Cornwallis built was a perfect trap—for himself.




  His commander, General Henry Clinton, sent word that the British fleet would sail from New York to resupply and replenish Cornwallis’s tired troops. But French spies had spotted Cornwallis’s work and sent word themselves to the Marquis de Lafayette and General George Washington. The French fleet hurried to blockade the Chesapeake; Washington and the Comte de Rocham-beau led their 7,000 troops on a four-week, largely secret, march from their base in Rhode Island to Virginia.




  On September 5, the British fleet arrived at the bay—only to discover the French blockade. The two fleets pounded each other for 3 hours, neither able to win decisively. But the French didn’t need to win—they simply needed to keep the British from reaching Cornwallis. The British, their ships badly damaged, withdrew to New York.




  A week later, Washington and Rochambeau arrived in Williamsburg. Within the month, they were joined by thousands more French, who brought artillery and siege tools. Washington and his allied army, now more than 19,000 strong, headed to Yorktown.




  Cornwallis, still confident that reinforcements were on the way, pulled his troops back from their outer line of defenses so he could concentrate them more tightly to repulse an attack. Washington and Rochambeau didn’t attack directly, though—they seized the British outer defenses and set up to batter and starve the British into submission.




  On October 6, in just a few hours, the allied troops built an earthen siege line—essentially a mile—long trench and berm. It allowed them to bombard the town while being protected from British fire. The cannon and mortar steadily pounded the town and wore down the supplies and morale of the British. Clinton, from New York, promised to arrive soon to break the siege—but Cornwallis was starting to worry that help wouldn’t come in time.




  On October 11, Washington ordered the digging of a second siege line, a quarter of a mile closer. From there, they could dominate the British position with fire from three sides. All that prevented the completion of that line was two forward British strongholds, the earthen forts known as Redoubts 9 and 10.




  On the moonless night of October 14, two groups of French and Americans (commanded by none other than Alexander Hamilton) sneaked toward those forts. They carried their muskets—but left the weapons unloaded, lest an accidental shot alert the British to their approach. (Hamilton fans will recognize this from the lyric, “We cannot let a stray gunshot give us away.”)




  Standing inside Redoubt 9, you can vividly imagine the chaos and carnage of more than 400 men—British, Scots, German mercenaries, French, and Americans—clashing. With little time to reload their guns, the fights devolved to hand combat with bayonets and axes. The defenders were forced to give up in less than a half hour.




  Now the allies could rain down shells at near—point—blank range. On October 16–17, Cornwallis, still hoping for reinforcements, tried a bold counterattack to buy time. It failed. That night, he began to retreat across the York River in a desperate attempt to flee northward. His first flotilla of small boats made it—but when they returned for another load, a sudden squall churned the river so violently that escape was impossible.




  The British fate was sealed. Out of food and suffering terrible casualties, Cornwallis sent out an officer holding a white flag. After a day and a half of negotiations, Cornwallis’s army—fully one-third of the British forces in colonial America—surrendered.




  At the surrender ceremony on October 19, however, Cornwallis was not to be found. Humiliated, he complained of illness and remained in his quarters. His second-in-command led the 8,000 British troops to the place now called Surrender Field.







  



i Cyclists might enjoy seeing the battlefield on two wheels. A 7-mile Battlefield Tour, marked by red arrow signs, begins in the visitor center parking lot. A 9-mile Encampment Tour, marked by yellow arrow signs, begins at Surrender Field.







  community. The intense barrage of cannon fire from the Allied siege line during the battle destroyed more than half of the town, and it never fully recovered.




  Although there is little evidence remaining, the Civil War brought renewed activity to the town. During the Peninsula Campaign of that conflict, Yorktown was one anchor of the Confederate defenses crossing the peninsula to block Union progress toward Williamsburg; the fortifications of the Revolutionary War were renovated for that purpose.




  Celebrations




  Each year Yorktown observes two major celebrations related to its military history. Independence Day is celebrated with the rest of the nation, and crowds of people gather in and about the town to enjoy the traditional Fourth of July parade and the individual observations, entertainments, and celebrations at the museums, homes, and centers. The day culminates in a spectacular fireworks display on the York River, visible for miles around. On October 19 Yorktown again pulls out all the stops with exhibits, reenactments of military life, “tall ship” visits, naval reenactments, music, and other celebrations as Virginians and visitors celebrate Washington’s United States’ victory with appropriate enthusiasm. (For more on yearly events in and around Yorktown, turn to our Annual Events chapter.)




  Yorktown Today




  In many ways, Yorktown today remains as it has been for hundreds of years—a small village oriented toward the river from which it takes its name. The waters are still heavily used by commercial traffic—upstream to the naval weapons station and the paper mill at West Point 30 miles away, or to the Western Refining oil distribution terminal just downstream from the town.




  Downtown Yorktown today makes concessions to the modern world—it’s still the seat of government for York County; largely a suburb of Newport News, Hampton, and even Williamsburg; and home to 68,000. But other than those working in government offices, most of Yorktown is devoted to the area’s history.




  The waterfront is dominated by the results of a $25 million renovation completed in 2005—a riverwalk, improved beach facilities (yes, the river has a beach—a bow in the channel has deposited a deep bank of sand), and a shopping area.




  
[image: Rent a segway to tour the Yorktown Riverwalk. Michael Ventura Photography]





  Rent a segway to tour the Yorktown Riverwalk.




  Michael Ventura Photography




  Getting There




  By far the most scenic way to Yorktown from Williamsburg is along the Colonial Parkway, a 23-mile roadway that bisects the peninsula from Jamestown to Yorktown, figuratively tracing the history of British colonial rule in America. (See our Close-up in the Getting Here, Getting Around chapter.)
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