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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—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear 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!
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Introduction


The astonishing view stretched deep into the gorge. I stood on the sandstone outcrop. Below me flowed the ancient New River, carving an amazing canyon ever deeper. Frothing rapids echoed off the wooded walls that rose from the bottom. The relics of Kaymoor Mine stood across the gorge. The sheer cliff of the Endless Wall stretched to the yon. Diamond Point, but one of many scenic and rewarding destinations in this guide, encapsulated this marvelous parcel of West Virginia. I mentally reflected on other destinations, recounting all the worthwhile hikes at New River Gorge National Park and Preserve.

Established as a national river in 1978, the New River Gorge was rededicated as a national park and preserve in 2020, further cementing its already legendary reputation for beauty and splendor.

To the south, the Bluestone Turnpike led along a designated wild and scenic tributary to a forgotten town. Sandstone Falls brawled its giant river-wide whitewater froth. Gwinn Ridge Trail traversed a lonely ridgetop, where wildlife from bears to deer can be seen. Glade Creek, another tributary of the New River, held towering forests along a trout-rich stream with waterfalls, cascades, and swimming holes. The appropriately named Grandview presented spectacular vistas from the canyon rim and geological formations aplenty. Still other trails led alongside the New River, presenting a serene face in its quiet pools, separated by booming whitewater rapids that drew in kayakers, canoers, and rafters from hundreds of miles. Water accesses were numerous for the gorge hikers, whether on the Stone Cliff Trail, Southside Trail, or others.

Little Beaver was but one of several West Virginia state parks that add quality hikes to this guide. The views from Hawks Nest State Park amazed! The hikes there visited cliffs, boulders, and waterfalls and included a tram ride in season. Babcock State Park contained a hike that started near an interesting gristmill, then climbed to a stone pillar and on to the back of beyond.

And what would the New River Gorge be without coal-mining history? The National Park Service has done a stellar job in preserving this area’s past. Visit the townsite of Red Ash, where you can find evidence of its past amid a forest that has reclaimed the site. The Rend Trail traveled an old railroad grade connecting mining facilities. I could see Brooklyn Mine and the closed shaft and nearby ruins. The entire mine and community of Nuttallburg are on the National Register of Historic Places. It has been preserved and enhanced with interpretive information that brings the past to life as you walk through it. The Kaymoor area near Fayetteville has several hikes detailing not only the past but also natural beauty that can be well appreciated from places like Long Point. Here you can also overlook the famed New River Bridge, the largest suspension bridge in the country. The yell of rafters far below Diamond Point brought me back to the here and now. And yes, not only can you hike the New River Gorge but also raft, kayak, camp, climb, and fish. It is truly a national treasure, deserving of its national park status.

With this book in hand and willing feet, you can explore the New River Gorge. No matter where you go, the trails in this book will enhance your outdoor experience and leave you appreciating the natural splendors of West Virginia. Enjoy.



The Nature of the New River Gorge

The New River Gorge’s hiking grounds range from singletrack wooded tracks along rivers and ridges to well-marked nature trails to strolls on interpretive paths. Hikes in this guide cover the gamut. While by definition a best easy day hike is not strenuous and generally poses little danger to the traveler, knowing a few details about the nature of the New River Gorge will enhance your explorations.




Weather

Southern West Virginia certainly experiences all four seasons. Summer can be warm, with sporadic downright hot spells despite the elevations. Morning hikers can avoid any heat and the common afternoon thunderstorms. Hiking increases when the first northerly fronts of fall sweep cool clear air across the Mountain State. Crisp mornings give way to warm afternoons. Fall is drier than summer. Winter will bring frigid subfreezing days, chilling rains, and significant snow, especially atop the gorge. However, a brisk hiking pace will keep you warm. Each cold month has a few days of mild weather. Make the most of them. Spring will be more variable. A warm day can be followed by a cold snowy one. Extensive spring rains bring regrowth but also keep hikers indoors and flood the New River and its tributaries. But any avid hiker will find more good hiking days than they will have time to hike in spring and every other season.




Critters

New River trail treaders will encounter mostly benign creatures on these trails, such as deer, squirrels, wild turkeys, a variety of songbirds, rabbits, and especially deer. And they can get big here. Don’t be surprised to encounter a black bear in the gorge. If you do, simply stand back and let it go its way. Avoid direct eye contact. Most likely the bear will quickly take off from your presence. Never feed a bear under any circumstances. A fed bear is a dead bear. They become food habituated and will do anything to get more of the elixir known as human food. They ultimately get hit by a vehicle, shot, or euthanized. More rarely seen (during the daylight hours especially) are coyotes, raccoons, and opossums. Deer in some of the state parks are remarkably tame and may linger on or close to the trail as you approach. If you feel uncomfortable when encountering any critter, keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs.





Be Prepared

Hiking in the New River Gorge is generally safe. Still, hikers should be prepared, whether they are out for a short stroll at Fayetteville’s Town Park or venturing into secluded sections of the gorge. Some specific advice:


	Know the basics of first aid, including how to treat bleeding; bites and stings; and fractures, strains, or sprains. Pack a first-aid kit on each excursion.

	Familiarize yourself with the symptoms of heat exhaustion and heat stroke. Heat exhaustion symptoms include heavy sweating, muscle cramps, headache, dizziness, and fainting. Should you or any of your hiking party exhibit any of these symptoms, cool the victim down immediately by rehydrating and getting the person to an air-conditioned location. Cold showers also help reduce body temperature. Heat stroke is much more serious: The victim may lose consciousness, and the skin is hot and dry to the touch. In this event, call 911 immediately.

	
Regardless of the weather, your body needs a lot of water while hiking. A full thirty-two-ounce bottle is the minimum for these short hikes, but more is always better. Bring a full water bottle, whether water is available along the trail or not.

	Don’t drink from streams, rivers, creeks, or lakes without treating or filtering the water first. Waterways and water bodies may host a variety of contaminants, including giardia, which can cause serious intestinal unrest.

	Prepare for extremes of both heat and cold by dressing in layers.

	Carry a backpack in which you can store extra clothing, ample drinking water and food, and whatever extras, such as binoculars, you might want. Consider bringing a GPS with tracking capabilities.

	Cell phone coverage is very limited, but you can never be absolutely sure until you are on location. Atop the Appalachian Plateau near Beckley, Oak Hill, or Fayetteville may yield coverage, but it is almost nonexistent in the gorge depths. Bring your device, but make sure you’ve turned it off or have it on the vibrate setting while hiking. Nothing like a “wake the dead”–loud ring to startle every creature, including fellow hikers.

	Keep children under careful watch. Trails travel along the New River and its tributaries, most of which are not recommended for swimming. Be watchful along the many overlooks and old mine areas. Hazards along some of the trails include poison ivy, uneven footing, and steep drop-offs; make sure children don’t stray from the designated route. Children should carry a plastic whistle; if they become lost, they should stay in one place and blow the whistle to summon help.








Zero Impact

Trails in the greater New River Gorge are well used year-round. We, as trail users, must be especially vigilant to make sure our passage leaves no lasting mark. Here are some basic guidelines for preserving trails in the region. For more information visit www.LNT.org.


	Pack out all your own trash, including biodegradable items, such as orange peels. You might also pack out garbage left by less-considerate hikers.

	Don’t approach or feed any wild creatures—the ground squirrel eyeing your snack food is best able to survive if it remains self-reliant.

	Don’t pick wildflowers or gather rocks, antlers, feathers, and other treasures along the trail, especially mine and settler relics. Removing these items will only take away from the next hiker’s experience and steal a piece of the historic puzzle that is the New River Gorge.

	Avoid damaging trailside soils and plants by remaining on the established route. This is also a good rule of thumb for avoiding poison ivy and other common regional trailside irritants.

	Be courteous by not making loud noises while hiking.

	Many of these trails are multiuse, which means you’ll share them with other hikers, trail runners, mountain bikers, and equestrians. Familiarize yourself with the proper trail etiquette, yielding the trail when appropriate.

	
Use outhouses at trailheads or along the trail.







New River Gorge Area Boundaries and Corridors

For the purposes of this guide, best easy day hikes are confined to a one-hour drive from Beckley, West Virginia.

Two major interstates and a major highway converge around the gorge. Directions to trailheads are given from these interstates and other arteries. They include I-64, I-77, and US 19—the divided highway with marked exits that uses the famed New River Bridge to span the river.




Land Management

The following government organizations manage most of the public lands described in this guide and can provide further information on these hikes and other trails in their service areas.

New River Gorge National Park and Preserve, PO Box 246, 104 Main St., Glen Jean, WV 25846; (304) 465-0508; www.nps.gov/neri

West Virginia State Parks, 324 4th Ave., South Charleston, WV 25303; (304) 558-2764; https://wvstateparks.com




How to Use This Guide


This guide is designed to be simple and easy to use. Each hike is described with a map and summary information that delivers the trail’s vital statistics, including length, difficulty, fees and permits, park hours, canine compatibility, and trail contacts. Directions to the trailhead are also provided, along with a general description of what you’ll see along the way. A detailed route finder (Miles and Directions) sets forth mileages between significant landmarks along the trail.




Hike Selection

This guide describes trails that are accessible to every hiker, whether visiting from out of town or someone lucky enough to live in the New River Gorge area. The hikes are no longer than 6.2 miles round-trip, and most are considerably shorter. They range in difficulty from flat excursions perfect for a family outing to more challenging hilly treks. While these trails are among the best, keep in mind that nearby trails, often in the same park or preserve, may offer options better suited to your needs. I’ve sought to space hikes throughout the greater New River Gorge region, so wherever your starting point, you’ll find a great easy day hike nearby.




Difficulty Ratings

These are all easy hikes, but easy is a relative term. To aid in the selection of a hike that suits particular needs and abilities, each is rated easy, moderate, or more challenging. Bear in mind that even the most challenging routes can be made easy by hiking within your limits and taking rests when you need them.

Easy hikes are generally short and flat, taking no longer than an hour to complete.

Moderate hikes involve increased distance and relatively mild changes in elevation, and will take one to two hours to complete.

More challenging hikes feature some steep stretches, greater distances, and generally take longer than two hours to complete.

These are completely subjective ratings—consider that what you think is easy is entirely dependent on your level of fitness and the adequacy of your gear (primarily shoes). If you are hiking with a group, you should select a hike with a rating that’s appropriate for the least fit and prepared in your party.

Approximate hiking times are based on the assumption that on flat ground, most walkers average 2 miles per hour. Adjust that rate by the steepness of the terrain and your level of fitness (subtract time if you’re an aerobic animal and add time if you’re hiking with kids), and you have a ballpark hiking duration. Be sure to add more time if you plan to picnic or take part in other activities such as bird-watching or photography.
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