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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!











[image: frn_fig_001a]






VIRGINIA SUMMITS


40 BEST MOUNTAIN HIKES FROM THE SHENANDOAH VALLEY TO SOUTHWEST VIRGINIA





Erin Gifford


FALCON GUIDES


ESSEX, CONNECTICUT









For Dirk, Clare, Max, Molly, and Paul









[image: frn_fig_003a.png]


An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of


The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200


Lanham, MD 20706


www.rowman.com


Falcon and FalconGuides are registered trademarks and Make Adventure Your Story is a trademark of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


Copyright © 2023 The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


Photos by Erin Gifford unless otherwise noted


Maps by Melissa Baker and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Gifford, Erin, 1973– author.


Title: Virginia summits : 40 best mountain hikes from the Shenandoah Valley to Southwest Virginia / Erin Gifford.


Description: Essex, Connecticut : Falcon Guides, [2023]


Identifiers: LCCN 2022046165 (print) | LCCN 2022046166 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493069491 (paperback) | ISBN 9781493069507 (epub)


Subjects: LCSH: Hiking—Virginia—Guidebooks. | Trails—Virginia—Guidebooks. | Virginia—Guidebooks.


Classification: LCC GV199.42.V8 G54 2023 (print) | LCC GV199.42.V8 (ebook) | DDC 796.5109755—dc23/eng/20221013


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022046165


LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022046166


[image: frn_fig_004a.png] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


The author and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc. assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.











[image: frn_fig_005]












ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



I want to thank my husband, Dirk. I am grateful for your unwavering support and help with the kids as I crisscrossed Virginia to evaluate hikes for this book. To our kids, Clare, Max, Molly, and Paul, thank you for keeping your grades up and helping Dad make dinner while I was on the trails.


A big thank-you to my editor, Mason Gadd with FalconGuides, for seeing this guidebook to completion. I still can’t believe this is my third book with FalconGuides. It’s been an adventure for which I am so incredibly grateful.


To Ann Payes, the best-ever hiking partner. I cherish all the photos I have of you up ahead on the hiking trail, and appreciate that you are a quick study. Yes, I’m taking another photo. Yes, you can keep moving because I want an action shot on the trail. Also, you are still and will always be witty. To Matt Payes, I will always accept your on-point roast beef sandwiches. Keep ’em coming.


Thank you to the hiker friends I’ve made on the trails, including Jacqueline Poore Holzman (aka RVA Hiker Girl) and Jessica Bowser, podcaster extraordinaire with theVirginia Outdoor Adventures Podcast, as well as to those I met along the way on MeetUp hikes, like Pam, Doris, Claudine, and Patty. One final shout-out to my parents, in-laws, friends, and siblings—thank you for your love and support.










MEET YOUR GUIDE



Erin Gifford has been writing about travel and outdoor recreation for more than fifteen years. She has written magazine, newspaper, and online articles for such media outlets as the Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Family Circle, Parents, CNN.com, Health, Northern Virginia Magazine, AFAR.com, and AAA World. She is the founder of GoHikeVirginia.com, a website she created in April 2020 to introduce fellow outdoor lovers to the hiking trails of Virginia. In her spare time, Erin enjoys family road trips, exploring national parks, running half-marathons, and, of course, hiking. She is currently working toward completing a half-marathon in every US state. She lives in northern Virginia with her husband, four children, and one quirky dog.







[image: frn_fig_003]



High Knob Tower View
















INTRODUCTION



For those who want to climb the highest mountains, this book’s for you. At least if you’re eager to tackle the peaks of Virginia. We’ve got some good ones, too. We may not have 14ers like in Colorado—you know, summits that top 14,000 feet—but we do have some mighty impressive mountains in the Old Dominion. Virginia is home to eight mountain ranges, including the Blue Ridge Mountains and Appalachian Mountains. Virginia also has five peaks that stand at more than 5,000 feet above sea level. The highest peak is Mount Rogers, a rugged 5,729-foot-tall mountain located at Mount Rogers National Recreation Area in Southwest Virginia.


Virginia’s mountain ranges cut diagonally across the west side of the state, from the Shenandoah Valley all the way to the far southwest tip of the state that touches Tennessee and Kentucky. The 196,000-acre Shenandoah National Park has ninety-three named peaks, including Hawksbill Mountain, the tallest mountain in the park, which tops out at 4,050 feet. You’ll also find the Appalachian Trail in Virginia. Nearly 550 miles of this iconic hiking trail meander across the state—up, over, and around scenic mountains, like The Priest in Tyro and Tinker Mountain in Catawba.


Rocky overlooks and outcrops are plentiful across the jagged mountains of Virginia, rewarding determined hikers with sensational panoramas as far as the eye can see. Some peaks are challenging to reach, requiring arduous treks and rock scrambles, but not all big views require big effort. Some summit hikes, like those ushering hikers to the top of High Knob near Harrisonburg and Buffalo Mountain near Floyd, are short, sweet, and satisfying.


The hikes in this guidebook run on the moderate to strenuous side, though you will find a sprinkling of easy summit hikes. The longest hike is nearly 15 miles, but most hikes are in the more manageable range of 4 to 6 miles. All hikes have been tested and have earned a spot in this guidebook for their well-maintained trails, delightful flora and fauna, and spectacular views that will leave you breathlessly ready to take on your next summit hike.


THE HIKING REGIONS


Virginia is a sizable state, so this guidebook is divided into three regions to help you pinpoint the location of each hike and, importantly, the driving distance from your location.


Shenandoah Valley. Shenandoah National Park is the most well-known and trafficked section of the 200-mile-long Shenandoah Valley, which is home to the lion’s share of peak hikes in this book. Nine of these hikes are within the 105-mile-long stretch of Shenandoah National Park. These hikes feature jagged ridges, tumbling waterfalls, boulder scrambles, and flowing rivers. That’s in addition to the far-reaching vistas that are part and parcel of a good summit hike. Several hikes boast 360-degree views. Get ready to feel on top of the world.


Southwest Virginia. This rugged section of Virginia is the least-explored region of the state, but it may also be the most beautiful thanks to its valleys, ridges, grassy balds, and highlands. The landscapes are mesmerizing, whether you’re taking it all in from a high-elevation pond or a rocky outcrop that doles out views for miles and miles. Interestingly, the high peaks in Southwest Virginia have more to offer beyond, well, peak views. Ogle a curiously large sand cave on the way to White Rocks in Ewing, and a sandstone labyrinth of deep crevices atop Middle Knob near Saltville. Free-roaming wild ponies frequent the trails near the state’s highpoint, Mount Rogers.


Virginia Mountains. This mountainous region is well known as a mecca for outdoor enthusiasts eager to hike, bike, and paddle, even fish and boat on the area’s lakes, like Smith Mountain Lake, the state’s second-largest lake. The Appalachian Trail and the Blue Ridge Parkway crisscross the southern section of the Virginia Mountains region. In the north, the Appalachian Mountains and George Washington and Jefferson National Forest captivate peak-bagging hikers of all levels. The area is home to two hiking trifectas that top many bucket lists, including Virginia’s Triple Crown in Catawba (McAfee Knob, Tinker Cliffs, and Dragon’s Tooth) and the Peaks of Otter in Bedford (Sharp Top, Flat Top, and Harkening Hill). All six trophy hikes brim with wildly inspiring views that will leave even the most avid hikers at a loss for words.


WEATHER


Virginia is a four-season state. Expect snow, rain, ice, warm sun, hot sun, lightning storms, and hailstorms. You can also expect plenty of clear blue-sky days. Virginia is not prone to extreme weather or weather events, such as avalanches, earthquakes, tornados, or hurricanes.


WINTER


Snowfall can vary wildly from year to year. However, more snow tends to fall in the mountains. You may not see a flake when you buckle up in the car, then find a snow-covered trail on arrival at the trailhead. Consider traction spikes, like Kahtoola MICROspikes, and hiking poles for stability and balance if you plan to hike in snow.


Some hikes are just not safe in winter or on snow or ice, like Old Rag and Bearfence Mountain. Rock scrambles become slick, unmanageable, and dangerous. That’s not to say that these hikes are not good in winter. They can be wonderful in winter, when the air is crisp and the fair-weather hikers are bundled up at home. However, it’s wise not to attempt hikes with rock scrambles when conditions are unsafe. Avoid a winter rescue on the hiking trail.


SPRING


Rain is a given in spring in Virginia. Toss waterproof pants and a jacket in your daypack if rain is in the forecast. Any day is a great day to get outside, even in the rain, which tends not to be especially cold. In spring, rain leads to gushing waterfalls. Several summit hikes in this book are worth saving for spring when water is more plentiful, like Three Ridges. This hike guides hikers alongside tumbling waterfalls nearly the entire way up the Mau-Har Trail.
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Apple Orchard Mountain, Appalachian Trail








Meantime, the rivers along the Bear Church Rock and Terrapin Mountain hikes can be dramatic when the water is really flowing after a solid rain. Take heed, as water crossings can become treacherous during and after a rainstorm. Some waterways can turn from gentle streams to raging rivers, so stay aware and make good choices. If water is deeper than your ankles, turn around and complete the hike another day. Some especially fierce water crossings have required emergency rescues.


SUMMER


Summer is a wonderful time to hike to high peaks, but it’s also a time when everyone wants to get outdoors on the trails. The weather is nice, especially in early summer before it gets humid and steamy, and we all want to escape to the mountains. Temperatures can be ten degrees cooler in the mountains than in the valleys down below. Ah, refreshing.


Bugs are also a part of summer hiking. Mosquitoes, blackflies, ticks, and gnats are the most common (and hated) flying pests on the trails in Virginia. However, a good breeze at a mountain summit can often be enough to blow the bugs away. Slather or spray on insect repellent before you hit the trail. One to try is Sawyer’s picaridin-based insect repellent, given its effectiveness as an alternative to DEET-based repellents.


Choose an EPA-approved insect repellent that is friendly to the environment. For extra protection, wear barrier clothing, like long sleeves, pants, and ankle gaiters. Widebrim hats are good too and should be treated with a clothing treatment, like permethrin, before wearing.
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Terrapin Mountain Waterfall








FALL


Virginia is known for striking fall colors, including leaves of amber, gold, and bronze. The 105-mile Skyline Drive that runs north to south along the length of Shenandoah National Park can get bumper-to-bumper busy in late fall, as can the winding Blue Ridge Parkway.


In fall the weather is rather mild. Typically, a light jacket or sweater is all you need to enjoy the beautiful weather and colorful foliage. Leaf peepers, note that peak fall colors occur earlier at higher elevations in the mountains.


Fall foliage season is easily the most popular time of year to be on the trails, especially at Shenandoah National Park. Parking lots fill up very early, and trails can become unbearably crowded, as can panoramic summits. If you can, get an early start or go on weekdays.


FLORA AND FAUNA


Virginia is home to a diverse array of plants and animals. Across the state it’s not unusual to see such wildlife as black bears, white-tailed deer, red foxes, eastern cottontail rabbits, and yellow-bellied slider turtles. There are also bobcats, copperheads, and even rattlesnakes in Virginia.


There are two primary landscapes in Virginia, depending on which side of the fall line you are on. The fall line essentially runs north to south along I-95. On the west side, which is home to the state’s peaks, you’ll find largely deciduous forest with oak, maple, elm, and birch trees. You’ll also find more than a few coniferous varieties, like white pines, red pines, and red spruce trees, particularly at higher elevations.


In the late spring, trillium and mountain laurel are abundant, especially in the western mountains. Bluebells that range in color from lilac to cobalt can be found at lower elevations in early to mid-spring. Flowering tulips, daffodils, crocuses, rhododendrons, and hyacinths are also native to Virginia and are easy to find blooming in spring.


FEES AND PERMITS


There is typically no fee to enter and hike in national forests, regional parks, and local parks in Virginia. However, entry into Shenandoah National Park, as well as parking at nearly all state parks, requires a fee year-round, even if there is no attending ranger at the entrance station.


For Shenandoah National Park, there are several fee options. Many visitors purchase an annual pass for entry for one calendar year. You can purchase an annual pass specific to Shenandoah National Park or an America the Beautiful pass that’s good at all national park service units. Both can be purchased online or at the entrance station when you arrive at the park.


Almost every state park requires an entry fee, too. In the off-season, when there is no attendant, look for a yellow envelope to place cash into and deposit in the on-site repository. Before you do, tear off the receipt to place on your dashboard as proof of payment.


Note that several US Forest Service–managed units, including Cascades Day Use Area and Raccoon Branch Campground, also require a parking fee by way of cash payment in an envelope to deposit on-site. Both accept the annual national parks pass. If you have one, simply scribble your passholder number on the envelope and deposit in the repository.


Fees can change from year to year, so in this guidebook, we identify fees by way of a scale:








	$ = $1–$5

	$$$ = $16–$25






	$$ = $6–$15

	$$$$ = $25+









LEAVE NO TRACE PRINCIPLES


If you take away only one thing from this guidebook, we hope it will be the seven Leave No Trace principles. Being a first-time or newbie hiker is no excuse not to abide by any of these guiding principles in order to preserve and protect nature for current and future generations.


We’ve been on too many hikes where we’ve seen one or more of the following:


• Visitors getting way too close to—even stalking—wildlife in their natural habitat


• Trash left behind, including dirty diapers, fast-food containers, soda cans, and empty chip bags


• Initials carved into trees with pocketknives


• Stacks of rocks (i.e., rock cairns) not created by park rangers or trail stewards


• Destroying the tranquility of nature with loud noises, including music and words
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Mary’s Rock Summit Views








The ultimate goal of the Leave No Trace principles is to minimize human impact on the outdoors. Here is what you can do to reduce your footprint in the wild:


1. Plan ahead and prepare. Do not put yourself and others at risk by wearing improper footwear, not carrying enough water, wearing inappropriate clothing, and not adequately illuminating your hike (if setting off before sunrise or returning after sunset). Poor preparation can lead to resource damage, particularly when a rescue is required.


2. Travel and camp on durable surfaces. For the most part, this means stay on the trails. Do not go off trail to get close to a river, to visit with wildlife, or to reach an unmarked viewpoint. By staying on designated hiking trails, you reduce the creation of multiple routes that damage the landscape. Do not take shortcuts on switchback trails or camp on vegetation.


3. Dispose of waste properly. The forest is not your trash can or dumpster. If you pack it in, pack it out. That means leave with what you brought in, including single-use water bottles and snack wrappers, even toilet paper if you must squat in a hole outdoors. Do not bury anything that will not naturally decompose.


4. Leave what you find. Enjoy the sights on a hike, including wildflowers, tree leaves, mushrooms, and pine cones, but leave them be. Do not bring them home. Avoid harming live plants or trees (carving your initials on a tree is obviously a no-no). Unless specifically allowed and noted, do not bring home any natural or cultural objects as souvenirs.


5. Minimize campfire impacts. If you must build a fire, use a camping stove or a fire ring specifically created for campfires. Consider the severity of the fire danger for the time of year and location. Also, make certain that a fire is allowed, and contemplate the potential damage to the forested region. If you build a fire, know how to properly extinguish it.


6. Respect wildlife. Do not feed the bears, or any wildlife for that matter. Do not approach wild animals—whether mild-mannered deer or photo-worthy black bears. Observe all wildlife from a safe and respectful distance. Sudden movements and loud noises can cause wildlife undue stress. You are in their home. Stay back, and let them go about their daily lives.


7. Be considerate of other visitors. We all need to share the trails and respect fellow hikers. Do not play loud music, do not scream or make loud noises, and do not let your off-leash dog run way up the trail. Control your volume and your pet to allow everyone to be awed and inspired by the surrounding nature.
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House Mountain Table Rock
















BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL



There are many exquisite views to behold from the tops of mountains across Virginia. You may have trouble determining where to begin. We get it. Honestly, every summit vista in this book is so completely Instagram-worthy. Decisions, decisions. Thankfully, every hike in this guidebook will impress and inspire even your most critical followers. Translation:You can’t go wrong with any hike in this book. Every single one is chock-full of photogenic landscapes and overlooks.


With this guide in hand—or at the very least, on your night table—you’re prepared to shout, sing, maybe yodel, from more than a few mountaintops in Virginia. Every hike features directions to the trailhead, a topo map, color photos, and step-by-step directions once you reach the trailhead. Grab your daypack, fill your water bottle, and slather on sunblock—it’s time for a hike.


As you read the hike descriptions, note that each one includes distance and difficulty. Nearly every hike in this book is moderate or strenuous. That’s just the nature of a hike to a high peak. You’ve got to go up. Along the same lines, you’ll find maximum grade, which essentially tells you the elevation of the trail. The higher the number, the steeper the hiking trail. You’ll be hard-pressed to find many hikes with less than 25 percent, but even then, it’s not for a long stretch. Rarely will you be on a long, unrelenting slog up a hill to the summit. As for distance, most hikes are 4 to 6 miles but can be as many as 15 miles. Hikes typically have an elevation gain of at least 500 feet over the course of the hike, though some can be close to 4,000 feet. All this means it’s important that you bring lots of water and high-energy snacks to refuel on the way up and down.


The hiking time is how long a hike may take you from start to finish, including time spent savoring views or splashing in swimming holes. Your mileage may vary, of course. You may take more or less time. It’s your hike. No need to rush. The hiking time is a rough baseline to give you a general idea of what to expect in terms of time spent on the hiking trail.


For best seasons, most hikes in this book are good year-round. Even a summit hike can be good in winter, but bring extra layers, because it can sometimes be surprisingly windy and cold at the top (often much colder than at the trailhead). Pay attention to hikes that list rock scrambles in the trail surface section. These hikes can become slick and treacherous when covered in rain, ice, and snow. Save these summit hikes for a precipitation-free day.


For maps, many of the trails can be found on a corresponding National Geographic Trails Illustrated topographic map for the region. You can also find nearly every trail and park listed in this guidebook online, too. This leads us to cell service. This is important, so important that every hike includes the strength of cell service—from nonexistent to reliable (as evaluated on an AT&T iPhone). Nearly every hike allows for at least one bar of service from the summit, but not all hikes are in locations where cell service is available from the parking area. This can be critical for trail mapping and driving directions, so keep this in mind.


Not every park or trail offers visitor-friendly amenities, like restrooms and picnic tables. Some hikes in this book have no amenities at all, but we listed the amenities we noticed while hiking the trails and visiting the parks to give you an idea of what to expect, or at the very least give you an indication that you’ll need to find a restroom before you reach the trailhead.


The Climb section leads with an overview of the park or nature preserve where the trail is located, including any must-see geological or historical features you won’t want to miss. As the section continues, you will learn more about what you will see and at what mileage point, including turns on the trail, connections with other trails, and changes in terrain, as well as benches, picnic tables, and good spots to stop for a snack or to simply savor the views.


Each hike ends with a section of Miles and Directions, which features trail junctions, landmarks, and notable surface changes to help ensure you stay on the trail until the end of the hike. As a companion, you’ll see a map clearly indicating the route, parking area, local roads, and must-see spots, like overlooks and hikers’ shelters. GPS coordinates lead to the parking lot, so you know exactly where to go to park for your summit hike. No need to waste time circling the parking lot, trying to figure out if you are in the right place and the location of the trailhead.


To maximize use of this guide, we suggest you keep it on your night table so that it’s the last thing you see at night and the first thing you see when you wake up. These fantastic summit hikes will always be on your mind, as will the need to flip through to find the perfect hike for your next escape to the glorious mountains of Virginia.


ACKNOWLEDGING INDIGENOUS LANDS


This book is intended to support your exploration. Readers will come away with a deeper knowledge of the area, and the opportunity to connect more closely and experience more fully the wonders these lands offer. We respectfully acknowledge that this book covers the traditional land of Indigenous peoples.
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Old Rag Scramble
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Tinker Mountain Views
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