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PREFACE


Welcome to Hampton Roads, the nation’s 33rd largest metropolitan area, a place where nature and industry rub shoulders with the military and summer vacationers.


Here you can watch the sun rise over the Atlantic and set behind Back Bay, all within the borders of Virginia Beach, the state’s most populous city. You can paddle a canoe along the pristine Northwest River in Chesapeake or practice your archery in a municipal park in Newport News.


Feeling a little more urban? Explore Norfolk’s resurgent downtown, with its bustling night scene. Enjoy gawking at the restored Colonial homes in Portsmouth’s Olde Towne, catch an art flick at the Naro Expanded Cinema, or an aria at the Harrison Opera House.


Hampton Roads is a place with deep historic roots. The first English settlers landed at Cape Henry in 1607, on their way to establish the Jamestown settlement and a relationship with Pocahontas. An obscure skirmish at the Great Bridge bridge (one local columnist used to call it the great, Great Bridge, bridge battle) chased the British out of Hampton Roads and eventually led to the Revolutionary War’s end at nearby Yorktown. It was in full view of locals that the future of naval warfare took root when the ironclads Monitor and Merrimack pounded each other into a Civil War standoff. And it was from here that millions of Americans shipped out to fight for freedom in World Wars I and II.


Seven of Virginia’s top 10 cities are located here—and the military population would form another if split out. Some 3 million tourists flock to the region every year, swelling the population not only in summer but also in what are now known as the shoulder seasons of late spring and early fall.


There was a time when Norfolk’s downtown was notorious for tattoo parlors and the boozy joints that preyed on sailors. But all that is gone now, replaced by family-friendly restaurants, a waterfront marketplace, and an upscale mall dropped right into the heart of the city.


I came to Hampton Roads in 1980 looking to enrich my newspaper resume and move on. I fell in love with the area and with its diversity of activities and wound up staying at that same newspaper for nearly 30 years. I’m no longer working for the newspaper, but I am still enjoying the area, and most importantly, the people who call it home.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK [image: images]



When I was about 13, you could get a new volume of an encyclopedia every week or so at the local supermarket until you had accumulated a complete “standard reference” set. I’d wait anxiously for my mother to come home from shopping, grab the latest book, and start devouring it from cover to cover.


I think of this Insiders’ Guide in much the same way as those Funk & Wagnalls. You can certainly read it from front to back. And if you do, I hope you get as much joy in the journey as I did moving from Aachen (a city in Germany) to Zyrian (a Finno-Ugrian tribe also known as Syryenian) in my still-cherished 25-volume set.


But it’s also designed for skimming and cherry picking.


Like an encyclopedia, I crafted this book also to be a quick reference, a place to look things up, to plan the next trip, to see what’s nearby and what might be worth a longer journey.


In just minutes, you can tap my 30-plus years living, working, and reporting in Hampton Roads. And explore with me some of the new treasures I discovered while researching and writing this guide.


I think it will be pretty self-evident as you go along, but here’s how I have organized this book.


Since this community is divided into two regions, and within them eight individual cities, I break up the chapters that way wherever it makes sense. So if you are thinking about a meal, you’ll find that chapter divided by locality since you probably want to know what’s closest as well as the overall best.


On the other hand, if you are considering a museum, watching a game, or exploring a wetlands, it’s more about the destination’s charms than the neighborhood. So in chapters like the one on our wildly varied parks, I just roll out the biggest guns and what you’ll find there. Even in that chapter, though, when I look at dog parks, I break that up by location, since you probably don’t want to drive halfway to Richmond with a panting puppy on your neck.


That drive and any others will be easier if you check out the tips in the Getting Here, Getting Around chapter. As a newspaper reporter, I spent countless days in strange cities, often stuck in traffic. I’d tune into the radio and be completely lost when the announcer listed the snarls. The names and shortcuts locals used didn’t make it to my map, I found. Here, I’ll let you in on what that helicopter reporter actually calls the highway you’re on when he doesn’t refer to it by its official numbers. And if you have to take a train out of town, I’ll show you how to find the area’s single stealth station, which seems to have been planned by a military expert in camouflage.


Every chapter has a number of Insiders’ tips, things you just won’t find anywhere else. And there’s usually a Close-up that focuses on something extra special. Everywhere, you’ll find context.


One thing about a place like Hampton Roads, with its constant influx of new residents and tourists, is it’s so easy to lose track of the area’s history and the things that gave it shape. The History and Area Overview chapters will fill in those blanks and help you understand why things are, even when it doesn’t make obvious sense.


You can’t consider moving to or exploring Hampton Roads without examining the military. I’ve given it a separate chapter. The military is more than an economic machine, the factory in this factory town. It has helped the area grow from a sleepy farm community into a sophisticated urban center. Soldiers and sailors from far and wide have augmented the region’s Southern charm with an influx of Midwestern simplicity and New England frugality.


The military’s impact is everywhere. They are your Girl Scout leaders. Their spouses teach in the local schools, and their children are your kids’ best friends. Once-exotic cuisine has become our takeout dinners. In many areas of Hampton Roads, it’s easier to find a good bagel for breakfast than grits and red-eye gravy. We may be 100 miles from the Capital of the Confederacy, but without such a military presence, Richmond remains several states and at least a century more Southern.


Take a look at the performing arts scene or even the radio dial here. There’s a diversity of offerings that few similar sized localities can claim. In fact, the only area where we lag is in professional sports. Hampton Roads is the largest metropolitan area without a major league team. Perhaps it’s because those sailors and soldiers who come here and settle still root for their hometown heroes.


Still, there’s plenty to do and see. Check out the chapter on the Performing Arts, and the ones on Parks and Recreation and Spectator Sports. Maybe we just don’t have the time or energy left to commit our souls to a major league team.


You can spend years just exploring our many museums, with offerings that range from one of the world’s finest collections of art glass to the turret of the mighty ironclad Monitor. I’ll give you the Cliff’s Notes in the Museums chapter.


If you have children, we have stuff to keep them busy as well as educated. Check out the Kidstuff chapter for the inside scoop on everything from playgrounds to major attractions.


The Shopping chapter will show you the best Insider flea markets and thrift shops, boutiques, and specialists selling everything from fashion to high end audio and kayaks.


If you have a limited time to spend in Hampton Roads, this book points out the stuff you shouldn’t miss in the Attractions chapter.


And if you are lucky enough to be moving here, either as part of a military transfer or because so many media lists rank the area so highly, be sure to check out the blue-tabbed pages at the back of the book, where you will find the Living Here appendix. This section gives you a feel for the various neighborhoods you might consider, the school systems, the health care options, and even the real estate agents and builders you might want to explore.


Even a book of this size can only touch on the best. Keep an open mind and open eyes. I’ve been here for more than half my life and I am still finding new favorites. I hope I always will.


Also, businesses come and go, sometimes very quickly. There’s a phone number attached to every location in this book. I’ve tried to focus on the perennial bests, those with staying power and a reputation earned over time. But even the most cherished places sometimes call it quits. So phone and confirm before you head out. Prices are also always in flux. In some chapters we give a range, while in others, such as the one on golf, there are actual fees. Those were accurate up to publication. And even if they change, they still serve as a guide to the relative breakdown between various courses. Still, you’ll want to ask about the cost when you call to reserve your tee time.


If you discover something has changed or find something you think should be included in updates of this book, let us know. Your feedback will help us improve the next edition. Write to Insiders’ Guide to Hampton Roads, GPP, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT, 06437-0480 or by e-mail to editorial@globepequot.com.


Enjoy your explorations of Hampton Roads. If you’re lucky, you might wind up calling it home the way I did.




AREA OVERVIEW [image: images]





Hampton Roads, once known as Tidewater, Virginia, is actually two distinct regions divided by the broad mouth of the James River. Locals refer to them as the South-side and the Peninsula.


Once kept apart by ferries and tolls, they have grown increasingly isolated as the area’s population swells and traffic congestion on interstate bridges and tunnels again makes the river a regular choke point.


Seven of the state’s largest 10 cities are located here, and the region’s 1.6 million population is 20 percent of Virginia as a whole. There’s a third distinct but dispersed community—the military. Hampton Roads has the nation’s largest concentration of uniform personnel at its numerous Navy, Air Force, and Army installations. Those service members and their families, if singled out, would form another top-10 Virginia city. If you add the military members who have retired in this area, the impact gets even more impressive. The Navy alone counts 84,000 active duty members in Hampton Roads with another 97,000 family members and 44,000 retirees and surviving spouses.





CLIMATE


The weather in Hampton Roads isn’t perfect. For that you’d need to live in Tahiti or Hawaii. But it can often come close.


Winter blizzards usually track to the north, perhaps steered away by the moderating effects of the Atlantic Ocean and Chesapeake Bay. Hurricanes usually stay to the south, and when they do threaten, it is generally the nearby Outer Banks of North Carolina that take it on their jutting chin.


This region is officially regarded as humid subtropical. What that means is you will experience all four seasons here but generally without extremes. Winters tend to be sunny, and the average high temperature in January, the coldest month, is a bearable 48 degrees. Extended cold snaps are almost as rare as snowfalls. You can go years without seeing any flakes stick. And when they do, the winter wonderland effect doesn’t usually outlast its charm.


Summers can get sticky. That humid moniker isn’t misleading. July is the sultriest month, with an average high of 85. But spring comes early here, with glorious warming snaps even in January and February. And fall lingers with shirtsleeve days often right up to Christmas. In short, you’ll need a coat here, but rarely earmuffs, and for most of the year you’ll be comfortable in T-shirts and sandals.


GEOGRAPHY


The first thing you need to know about this area is there are no counties until you get out in the boonies. Virginia has an unusual governance system in which cities can exist without being part of a corresponding county. And in the 1960s, those cities were in a feeding frenzy, annexing outlying land at a rate that alarmed their surrounding communities. So several of those counties decided to incorporate into their own independent suburban cities, setting the stage for decades of decline in the now-hemmed-in urban centers and creating some enormous land masses that are cities only in name.


As a result, today there is no All-American central core here surrounded by suburbs, which is reflected in the Census Bureau’s decision last decade to no longer identify this as the Norfolk Metropolitan Statistical area.


Virginia Beach is now the state’s biggest city, with nearly double Norfolk’s population, and Chesapeake is closing in as well. So the government now refers to us as the Virginia Beach, Norfolk-Newport News, VA-NC Metropolitan Statistical area. Quite a mouthful, and it still leaves a ton of large cities out of the title.


The diffusion of power and influence left a dismal legacy. State funding doesn’t begin to match the population or financial impact of the region, and Hampton Roads remains the largest metropolitan area in the country without a major league sports franchise. Our last near miss was an attempt to woo the Expos before MLB settled on Washington, D.C. It has also stranded the state’s largest population centers without a decent passenger rail link to the East Coast corridor. (See the Getting Here, Getting Around chapter.)


Here’s a thumbnail sketch of the major cities and counties in the region:


Norfolk


With a population of 235,092, Norfolk remains the cultural and commercial center of the region and seems to be getting a second wind as people and restaurants move back to its downtown. Norfolk is home to the world-ranked Chrysler Museum; the Virginia Opera; the Virginia Symphony; the Norfolk Tides, a AAA baseball affiliate of the Baltimore Orioles, and the Norfolk Admirals, the Tampa Bay Lightning’s top minor league hockey affiliate. Its waterfront bustles with coal terminals, commercial shipyards. and international port facilities.


History abounds here, from the cannonball that remains lodged in the brick wall at St. Paul’s Church, the only structure to survive the destruction of the city ordered by Lord Dunmore on New Year’s Day in 1776, to the tomb of that old soldier who promised to return and then was forced to fade away, Gen. Douglas MacArthur.


Norfolk is host to Old Dominion and Norfolk State universities and Virginia Wesleyan College, as well as the Eastern Virginia Medical School with its history making invitro fertilization center. It boasts the region’s small financial district and the world’s largest Navy base, with piers bristling with warships of every type.


In recent years, redevelopment on large sections that had lain fallow since the Urban Renewal demolitions of the 1960s was finally finished, resulting in a number of vibrant downtown neighborhoods, an upscale pedestrian-friendly mall, a festival marketplace, and a riverfront park that hosts cruise lines and annual tall ship gatherings. Downtown is also home to fine restaurants, new condos, and apartments that offer a chic urban living experience.


Norfolk Southern railroad is the only Fortune 500 Company based here, but Norfolk is also known as the headquarters of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, which has forged an international reputation by flamboyant campaigns against wearing fur and eating meat.


Virginia Beach


Now the state’s most populous city, with 431,451 residents in 2009, it was born in the 1960s as America embraced suburbia. The Beach is much more than the resort area that provided its name in the 1963 merger of the little town and what was once Princess Anne County. There are 35 miles of Atlantic and Chesapeake Bay beaches in this vacation destination, but when it began, the new city was mostly farmland and small towns. Over the decades, though, the open acres have sprouted suburban developments.


Once, those who didn’t work at the Navy’s Oceana Master Jet Base probably commuted to defense-related jobs in Norfolk or Portsmouth. But a skyline and employment hub has grown at Town Center. The woods and fields that once formed the geographic center of this city have given way to office towers and a dining and shopping Mecca. A civic center and city hall was built in the southern farmlands, which residents complained was equally inconvenient to all population centers. Strip malls and communities were being built so quickly throughout the city in the 1980s that civic leaders drew a Green Line in the sandy soil designed to preserve the bucolic charm of the southern half of the city.


Even so, pressure persisted, and developments now ring Oceana. The encroachment of housing just outside the fences nearly cost the city the vital base and all of its jobs. The city won a reprieve by promising the Navy it would limit any new development around the air station and remove any deemed too close for safety. Another innovative program pays farmers not to sell their acreage for development, thereby preserving green space while allowing the landowners to be compensated for the potential value they have volunteered to forfeit.


Amerigroup, the health insurance giant, is a Fortune 500 company based in Virginia Beach. So is the Christian Broadcasting Network, which pioneering televangelist Pat Robertson grew from a low-powered UHF station in Portsmouth to a cable giant with international reach and its own university, Regent, complete with law school.


Chesapeake


Not long ago, Chesapeake was struggling to cope with being one of the fastest-growing communities in America. The latest estimate put the population at 216,622, but like Virginia Beach a decade earlier, Chesapeake was failing to keep pace with the influx of newcomers and the demands they placed on roads and schools. The boom slowed as civic leaders installed tighter development guidelines and builders moved on to the open land of adjacent Suffolk. Chesapeake also was born in 1963 with the merger of South Norfolk and Norfolk County. The result is a city with an unusual shape, wrapping its arms around Norfolk and Portsmouth. It is a city with no downtown, but two distinct population centers. The Great Bridge/Green-brier corridor is home to the civic center and the bulk of the population. Western Branch, which closes the loop around Portsmouth, is the other suburban center. Each has its own large indoor mall and surrounding concentration of shops and restaurants.


Chesapeake shares the Great Dismal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge, which a young George Washington helped survey, with its western neighbor, Suffolk. Chesapeake also has one of the area’s most unusual city parks, Northwest River, a vast wooded stretch along that waterway that offers camping and canoeing, star gazing, and an equestrian center.


Dollar Tree Inc. got its start here and is the city’s only Fortune 500 Company.


Portsmouth


This city along the Elizabeth River grew in step with the nation’s first Naval Shipyard, ironically called the Norfolk Naval Shipyard although it is entirely in the city of Portsmouth. Portsmouth residents, a proud breed, have always been miffed by this slight, but it’s not likely to be changed any time soon. There is already a Portsmouth Naval Shipyard. It’s in Kittery, Maine, across the harbor from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, which makes just about as much sense to the slighted residents in Kittery. A correction, however, is no simple mission. It would involve millions of defense dollars in just sign and letterhead changes, let alone a lot of industrial confusion, so the Navy prefers to keep it all historically, if not geographically, pure.


Portsmouth is a city that struggles to pay its bills. It’s not just that the suburban revolt cost any chance at expansion and caused an exodus of the most affluent residents. More than half of Portsmouth’s potential real estate tax revenue is off limits to the community because the lucrative land is owned by federal and state facilities or tax-exempt churches.


Still, there has been a renaissance underway along the downtown riverfront, with a new hotel/convention center, outdoor amphitheater, and fashionable people returning to live in Olde Towne and Park Place. When a Walmart opened in Midtown, on land where the old Mid-City Shopping Center once thrived, it signaled the business community was ready to bet again on Portsmouth.


There is lots of history in Portsmouth. Olde Towne boasts the largest collection of historic homes between Alexandria and Charleston. The Cradock community near the Norfolk Naval Shipyard is one of the first planned developments in the nation, put up by the government, like many other Portsmouth neighborhoods, to house workers rushing to answer the nation’s need for shipbuilding. This one was built in 1918 for World War I and included schools, shopping, and homes all within walking distance, with a streetcar line right to the gates of the yard.


That shipyard was the focus of the city’s occupation by the British and the Union armies, but before being taken by the Yanks, it built the ironclad Merrimack, which the Confederate Navy renamed the Virginia, and which fought the Union’s Monitor to a stalemate in the Battle of Hampton Roads, ushering out the era of wooden warships.


Portsmouth is home to the Coast Guard’s Atlantic Command, responsible for all Coast Guard operations on the eastern half of the world, from the Rocky Mountains to the Arabian Gulf. That involves more than search and rescue these days, since the Coast Guard is now a military force under the Department of Homeland Security.


Suffolk


The largest city in land area in Virginia, Suffolk sprawls over 430 square miles. It is also one of the nation’s fastest growing communities, with defense-oriented technology and simulation companies thriving in the northern area while agriculture still dominates in the south. Suffolk, too, is the creation of a merger, in 1974 between the city of the same name and Nansemond County. There is a small downtown, with restaurants and a new Culture Center that books national acts.


Suffolk is the place Italian immigrant Amedeo Obici settled and where he turned his Planters Peanuts into a food giant. There are still peanut farms here, their tubers growing under sandy mounds, and Suffolk remains a major peanut processing center with an annual Peanut Festival to celebrate its heritage. There are a few cotton fields to be found as well. But Suffolk is on its way to its suburban future.


The city is home to the wide Nansemond River and a bevy of lakes, including Lake Drummond in the Great Dismal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge. It is one of only two natural lakes in all of Virginia. The other, Mountain Lake, is in the Appalachians far to the west. The rest of the lakes here and in the state are man-made reservoirs.


The main public road to the Great Dismal Swamp refuge is on the Suffolk side, and its trails are open for hiking and biking during daylight hours. Walk where Washington trod and take a look at the swamp, which was part of the Underground Railroad for escaping slaves who hid in its dense woods and used the marsh and water to throw dogs off their trails.


Newport News


Another urban city with its history and fortunes tied to the water, Newport News stretches, far and narrow, like Chile, along the western spine of the Peninsula. It is 23 miles long and just 3 miles wide. All that frontage along the James River led to a history of shipbuilding and commerce. Northrop Grumman Newport News, once known as Newport News Shipbuilding, is the largest shipyard, and it’s the only place in the nation that can build and refuel nuclear aircraft carriers. The city also has a marine terminal and a busy port in its downtown.


Newport News was first settled by English colonists in 1622, and the name is thought to come from Capt. Christopher Newport, who brought news and supplies to the settlers up river at Jamestown. It became an independent city in 1896 and merged with Warwick County in 1958.


Hilton Village was begun in 1918, the prototype for approximately 100 wartime government housing communities. Like in Portsmouth’s Cradock and Truxtun neighborhoods, there were paved streets, curbs, gutters, and streetlights. The planned community also featured four churches and several stores. It was bought from the government by the chairman of the shipyard. Eventually, the shipyard sold the homes, turning it into a privately owned neighborhood. It’s on the National Register of Historic Places and has a state-empowered village architectural review board that works to maintain its character.


Newport News has a great museum district just north of Hilton Village along the river, including the Mariners’ Museum and USS Monitor Center, designated by Congress as America’s national maritime museum. The museum is a treasure of nautical memorabilia, including paintings, artifacts, figureheads, ship models, and small craft from around the world. The Monitor Center features the turret of this unique ship and a full-scale replica of the ironclad where visitors can walk the decks.


The Virginia Living Museum and Peninsula Fine Arts center round out the offerings on Avenue of the Arts.


Farther north and a world away from the city’s tough East Side neighborhoods lies Newport News Park, the second largest municipal park in America, where you can camp, canoe, fish, and even practice archery on a wooded course. There are 30 miles of hiking and biking trails, an arboretum, and two public golf courses.


Newport News is also home to the Thomas Jefferson National Accelerator Facility, exploring atomic physics at the quark level, and Fort Eustis, the Army’s component of the newly minted Joint Base Langley-Eustis. Eustis is the headquarters of the Army’s Transportation Corps and the service’s Transportation School. The base also hosts the U.S. Army Transportation Museum where you can see the history of military vehicles and other memorabilia.


Hampton


Capt. John Smith first set foot on Hampton’s soil in 1607 when he and fellow members of the Jamestown settlement stopped in the Kecoughtan Indian village for several days. The English built a fort at Old Point Comfort two years later, establishing the roots of the city at this strategic bay overlook.


Hampton is home to Langley Air Force Base, that service’s component of Joint Base Langley-Eustis. It also can claim a hand in the exploration of space. The initial astronaut group trained at NASA’s Langley facility, and the center is still in the forefront of research that ranges from space flights to improving the fuel economy and safety of passenger airliners.


It’s also the location of Hampton University, a privately endowed, historically black school that was founded just after the Civil War, and Fort Monroe, the last fortification at Old Point Comfort and the final American military base with a moat. It is in the process of being returned to civilian use.


The Casement Museum on the fort tells the story of runaway slaves who sought sanctuary behind its walls and of a young soldier, Edgar Allan Poe, who was stationed there. The fort also was the prison of former Confederate President Jefferson Davis.


Downtown Hampton has seen a resurgence since the opening of the Virginia Air and Space Center, which combined the visitors centers for the NASA Langley Research Center and the Langley Air Force Base. It has hands-on exhibits and an IMAX theater. Nearby you can ride an antique outdoor carousel, one of only 200 in the country.


Poquoson


The smallest city in Hampton Roads, Poquoson is often overlooked or assumed to be a neighborhood in Hampton. But Poquoson is its own entity, a bedroom community on the eastern tip of the Peninsula. Surrounded by water and wetlands, the city boasts 84 miles of shoreline. In fact, more than 80 percent of the city’s surface is covered by water.


A 20-square-mile peninsula forms the heart of the city with the Poquoson River on the north, the Back River and Wythe Creek on the south, and the Chesapeake Bay on the East.




GETTING HERE,GETTING AROUND [image: images]





There are countless ways to get into Hampton Roads. But the most breathtaking has to be via the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel. Billed as an engineering wonder, the 18-mile span is the world’s longest bridge-tunnel complex, crossing the point where the Atlantic meets the Bay. You can look over the guardrails as you cruise a few feet over the swells and watch fleets of sports fishermen, scads of sailboats, and an ever-present parade of freighters. If you get really lucky, you might catch the eerie specter of a submarine beginning one of its secret missions, the dark conning tower seeming to float above fog-socked seas as it spends its final few minutes on the surface. Keep an even sharper eye out in the summer for pods of porpoises, which will occasionally parallel your car for miles, their backs arching in and out of the water as they frolic.


When you finally get to Virginia Beach, Shore Drive is the link to the resort strand, and it’s one of the most beautiful approaches to any vacation destination. Thick woods, some laced with Spanish moss, line both sides of the roadway for miles, providing a lush counterpoint to the half hour you just spent over the bounding main. You’ll pass the wooded entrances to First Landing State Park and historic Fort Story before, suddenly, you emerge at the Oceanfront’s North End, home to luxurious beach “bungalows” tucked just behind the dunes.


Atlantic Avenue gets progressively more commercial as you head south along the strand, and when you pass the stately Cavalier Hotel you enter the tourist zone, where hotels in a steady line tower over fine sandy beaches.


Arriving by air has its own rewards. On a clear day—and this area tends to be clear and sunny even in the midst of winter’s grip—you’ll likely bank over the Navy piers as you fly into Norfolk International. The array of aircraft carriers, destroyers, frigates, and amphibious assault ships that stretch out below give testimony to the might of the Atlantic Fleet that calls this world’s largest Navy base home. Some of those piers will always be empty, their ships off protecting the peace in far-away lands.





BY CAR


Like Philadelphia and New York City, Hampton Roads sits at the southeastern-most corner of its state, essentially at the end of the road. It was once dubbed “Tollwater,” a play on its former Tidewater moniker that mocked the tolls needed to cross the bridges and tunnels that connected it to the rest of Virginia. Those booths are gone now, but there’s lots of talk about new public-private partnerships being needed to relieve congestion and provide another hurricane evacuation route, with the return of tolls a necessary evil.


Hampton Roads has a public transit system, but it can be difficult to master, especially if you are traveling between cities or from Southside to the Peninsula. So most residents commute by car. That creates a lot of congestion, especially at bridge and tunnel choke points. And there are lots of bridges and tunnels. In fact, the region is a world leader in using tunnels to span waterways (see Close-up). And the rush hour here tends to be earlier—and longer—than in most metropolitan areas. That’s the result of the military, which reports to work at what they term “zero dark thirty” and leaves its bases early as well. The industries that rely on defense work tend to mirror their customers’ hours. Then, just when the roads seem ready to clear of uniformed drivers, the non-military employers empty out, extending the commuter crunch. In short, there is often a lot of traffic on a road network that is handicapped by all the region’s rivers and wetlands and which developed haphazardly over the years, as each city stubbornly took an independent path.


Since there is no simple grid here, a GPS unit can really help, especially when you bore down into suburban neighborhoods with all their cul-de-sacs, circles, and sound-alike addresses. And a good street map, with a detailed index, is a must if you’ll be here long.


iEven if you intend to stay in downtown Norfolk or Portsmouth, you’ll probably want to rent a car. This is a vast area, with a wide range of cities and a lot of ground between civic centers and attractions.


iThe Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel Commission now has mp3 tours you can download that provide 20-minute narrations to the trip. The tour includes a history of the facility, facts about how it was engineered, and points of interest along the way. It’s available for free at www.cbbt.com/ipodtour.html.


The roads


There are several main thoroughfares connecting and traversing the region. Most are adjuncts to I-64 that connects Hampton Roads to the rest of Virginia, and their names reflect that.


Interstates 664, 464 and 264 feed off of I-64, and together they reach into all sections of the area, completing at the Monitor-Merrimack Bridge-Tunnel what is tantamount to a beltway around the region.


I-64: This road stretches nearly 300 miles across the center of the state, from the West Virginia line down through Charlottesville, Richmond, Williamsburg, and then Newport News and Hampton before crossing the mouth of the James River at the Hampton Roads Bridge-Tunnel to the Southside. It passes through each of the area’s seven main cities, forming the backbone of the highway network, although it doesn’t actually pass through any of the Southside’s downtowns.


The section of I-64 in Hampton, connecting to the then-new Hampton Roads Bridge-Tunnel, was the initial segment, opening in 1957 as a toll road. The first tunnel tube, by the way, was the first underwater link ever built between man-made islands. The highway remains the main connector between Southside and Peninsula, and is routinely clogged, especially on weekend getaways—often leading to miles-long traffic jams on either side of the tunnel and again up where the road abruptly narrows to two lanes near the Newport News/Williamsburg International Airport exit. Morning and evening commutes can be a bear here too. The Monitor-Merrimack tunnel on I-664 is an alternate route that may add miles to the trip, but can be shorter in time and much less stressful—unless there is an accident there.


iBe careful when navigating on I-64. Like many names in the area, the locations can be confusing. For example, South Norfolk is actually in Chesapeake, while Port Norfolk and West Norfolk are in Portsmouth. And Chesapeake is the only city without a sniff of that historic bay. So it probably makes some twisted sense that in much of Hampton Roads, what used to be signed as I-64 East actually heads in different compass directions, including due west. It’s the result of the road not simply continuing to the Oceanfront when it was built in 1958. To be fair, when it was designed, there was no city of Virginia Beach, just a quaint resort village. So once it crossed the Hampton Roads-Bridge Tunnel, I-64 spun off in a 35-mile arc, sort of a semi-beltway through Norfolk, what would eventually become Virginia Beach, and Chesapeake, finally ending in Suffolk.


I-264: This is the highway that connects Virginia Beach to Norfolk and then over the Berkley Bridge and through the Downtown Tunnel to Portsmouth and on to Chesapeake. Part of it was once a toll road known as the Virginia Beach-Norfolk Expressway. And the tunnel also had its toll collectors. Now they are all free, and since it is the main route between two of the most populous cities in Virginia, it is often crowded, especially at rush hours. It does have HOV lanes in some of the most congested stretches, and like all Hampton Roads HOV lanes, they only require two people to be in the car. There are parallel roads, such as Virginia Beach Boulevard, that can be quicker during rush hours, despite the stoplights and slower speed limits. And the Midtown Tunnel provides an alternative link between Norfolk and Portsmouth, although it is often more crowded, holding the distinction of being the busiest two lane road east of the Mississippi, with more than a million motorists funneling through every month.


I-464: This road spins off the Berkley Bridge in Norfolk and into Chesapeake, eventually connecting with the last toll road in the region, the Chesapeake Expressway, a 10-mile route opened in 2001 to get Outer Banks-bound cars through this southern stretch of Virginia without jamming up local roads. As Chesapeake has grown as a bedroom community, traffic has increased on 464. Where once it only slowed across the bridge, thanks to cars waiting to get into the adjacent Downtown Tunnel into Portsmouth, it now can be pretty crowded at rush hours all the way through the city. Still, it always seems to move once you clear the bridge area, barring an accident.


I-664: This is the last leg of the spur roads, connecting Suffolk and Portsmouth through the Monitor-Merrimack Bridge-Tunnel to Newport News and Hampton. It completes the Hampton Roads Beltway and is usually a good alternate route to the much busier Hampton Road Bridge-Tunnel, with only half the three million vehicles per month of its older sibling.




Traffic Alerts


There’s a traffic advisory radio station on AM-610 that is a must check for those attempting a crossing and is a wise option for scoping out other potential snarls. The highway department also offers Web cams of area choke points at VirginiaDOT.org, if you have Internet access, or you can dial 511 for a telephone rundown of local traffic problems. As in most areas, media traffic alerts will use local names that often don’t appear on maps. So here’s a short rundown of the area’s drawbridges: The Gilmerton Bridge crosses the Southern Branch of the Elizabeth River on Rte. 13, known as Military Highway in Chesapeake. Just up the river from it is what is known as the High Rise Bridge, carrying I-64 traffic. Also in Chesapeake is something called the Steel Bridge, a narrow swing draw that routinely stops traffic on Dominion Boulevard. The Berkley Bridge is in Norfolk connecting the downtown and Berkley’s shipyard areas. It’s a busy connector on the I-64, I-464 path. And just a bit downriver is the Campostella Bridge, a much less traveled roadway between Norfolk and Chesapeake that insiders often use when the Berkley is jammed.





U s. route 13, referred to on traffic updates as Military Highway: This historic road begins in Philadelphia and runs south, bisecting the Delmarva Peninsula, and over the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel into Virginia Beach where it then crosses over into Norfolk near the airport and on through Chesapeake and Suffolk before heading into North Carolina. It’s one of those belly-of-a-region roads, with strip shopping centers, industrial parks, junkyards, and other blue-collar attractions along its Hampton Roads path. It’s a route with plenty of red lights and a couple red light districts, as well. But it often offers a less congested north-south or east-west path than the interstates.


U.S. Route 17: This road winds through Newport News as Jefferson Avenue and Mercury Boulevard, over the James River Bridge into Isle of Wight County and then through northern Suffolk as Bridge Road and as High Street through the Church-land area of Portsmouth, changing over to Frederick Boulevard as it heads into the city’s downtown. In Chesapeake, it becomes Dominion Boulevard where it crosses the often-clogged two-lane Steel Bridge and tracks beside the Dismal Swamp Canal into North Carolina. There it widens into a major highway that runs to Elizabeth City. In Virginia, it’s another blue-collar highway that handles a lot of overflow traffic. The bridges along the way are often bottlenecks, though.


VA Route 168: This road begins in Norfolk near the Chesapeake Bay and runs south along Tidewater Drive to the Campostella Bridge, crossing into Chesapeake and eventually becoming Battlefield Boulevard. It continues as the Chesapeake Expressway into North Carolina, where it meets NC Route 168 and heads on to the Outer Banks. Battlefield Boulevard also heads to North Carolina as Route 168-Business. Since there is no toll on Battlefield, most locals use it and leave the tolled expressway to out-of-towners who don’t know better.
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Some Other Streets to Know


Norfolk: Granby Street runs the entire length of the city, the historic heart of town. Here is where the famous World War II red light district that gave Norfolk its rough-and-ready reputation was once located. All that’s gone now. And recent years have seen a rebirth of the street in downtown, with loads of restaurants and clubs and an upscale urban mall making it a popular destination again. Virginia Beach Boulevard and Princess Anne Road go east-west. Ocean View Avenue serves the bay beaches.


Virginia Beach: Atlantic Avenue is the tourist strip with the requisite souvenir stores, pancake houses, hotels, and motels. It’s a busy parade on a summer evening of families looking for fun and teenagers on the prowl. Parking is pretty much limited to city and private lots, but Beach residents get a break in municipal lots if they want to visit the Oceanfront their taxes support. Other busy thoroughfares include Kempsville Road, Lynnhaven Parkway, and Laskin Road, all homes to shopping centers.


Portsmouth: High Street bisects this town, and it is a broad avenue that was designed to impress when plotted by the city’s founding father, Col. William Crawford. There are shops and restaurants downtown and museums galore near the end where the street meets the Elizabeth River. But the truly amazing discoveries are located in the small streets of Olde Towne off High near Court, where residents still live in homes in which Washington, Benedict Arnold, and Lord Cornwallis are said to have slept. Check out the graveyard at Trinity Episcopal Church at Court and High for some historic markers.


Suffolk: Main Street is the main street here, but most traffic sweeps by downtown on the Route 58 bypass. The busy and growing Northern suburbs are served by Routes 10 and 17.


Newport News: Warwick Boulevard is an industrial route that runs by the giant Northrop Grumman Newport News Shipyard and is paralleled by Jefferson Avenue as the major north-south routes. Mercury Boulevard runs east-west.


Hampton: Mercury Boulevard is a main thoroughfare heading from the James River in Newport News all the way to Fort Monroe on the mouth of the bay. And Settlers Landing Road winds past Hampton University, the Virginia Air and Space Center, and all sorts of downtown attractions.








Parking


This varies by city. Urban areas usually have a very limited on-street parking, and they respond with meters and aggressive ticket patrols. So pack a tube of quarters if you think you might get lucky. All areas have plenty of public parking lots, and some shops will validate your parking slip, so ask. In the more suburban cities, even monsters like Virginia Beach, parking tends to be free, downtown included. But if you are heading for the Oceanfront, be prepared to pay or be ticketed. In downtown Hampton, you also might need to feed a meter. Daily rates in parking garages here are nothing like those in big cities. Norfolk municipal lots average about $1 per hour with a maximum of $12 a day. Virginia Beach public lots on the Oceanfront run between $5 and $7 a day for non-residents.


BY AIR


Hampton Roads is a busy aviation destination. With the largest concentration of uniformed service men and women in the country, there are always people flying in and out, and they need to get here from all necks of the nation and world. There are two commercial airports serving the region. The largest, by far, is Norfolk International. Although there are currently no scheduled international flights out of either airport, Norfolk has a separate international terminal ready with customs and immigration services for charters. The Peninsula is served by Newport News/Williamsburg International, which largely hosts economy carriers. Chambers Field on the Norfolk Naval Station is another bustling airport, with an ongoing array of passenger and cargo flights strictly for supporting military missions.


Norfolk International Airport


Norfolk International Airport, designated ORF, is served by six major airlines and their half dozen regional carriers. It hosts 340 arrivals and departures daily and is open around the clock, although no airlines currently schedule flights after midnight.


The airport is located on the Norfolk–Virginia Beach line, just south of the Little Creek Amphibious Base on the Chesapeake Bay and adjacent to the historic Norfolk Botanical Gardens. The airport is a mile east of I-64 off the Norview Avenue exit. That makes it an easy drive from any of the area’s cities. It’s about 11 miles by interstate from downtown Norfolk, 18 miles from the Oceanfront in Virginia Beach, 30 miles from downtown Suffolk, 17 miles from Chesapeake City Hall, 10 miles from Olde Towne Portsmouth, 15 miles from downtown Hampton, and 21 miles from Newport News City Hall. Of course, travel times will all depend on traffic and whether tunnels and bridges are flowing or at a standstill.


Norfolk International has two concourses in the main terminal, with 24 gates. It was recently modernized with new parking garages and baggage pickup areas and a pedestrian bridge with a moving sidewalk to connect the ground terminal to the main arrival and departure areas. To serve the military, there is a USO/Armed Services YMCA lounge.


The airport has 10 restaurants and lounges on site, mostly your typical travel fare, but there is a Phillips Seafood Restaurant in the main lobby, an offshoot of the famous Baltimore Inner Harbor eatery, and a Wolfgang Puck To-Go offering gourmet sandwiches and salads in each of the concourses.


The airport also boasts a currency exchange, a military and visitors’ information center, and a barbershop/shoeshine parlor in the departures terminal. There’s even a Kids Works interactive play area and toy store to keep the children occupied.


The airport has seven rental car companies on site and conference rooms available for those who would prefer never to leave the facility.


A shuttle service, Carey VIP Airport Connection–Norfolk, is located outside baggage claim at the booth marked Airport Connection. The price for a single rider to get to downtown Norfolk is $23 and to the Virginia Beach Oceanfront it’s $40.


For information or to make a reservation, call (757) 963-0433 or toll free at (866) 823-4626.




Serving ORF
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Newport News/Williamsburg International Airport


Newport News/Williamsburg International Airport, designation PHF, is located in northern Newport News and is served by four budget airlines: USAirways, Delta, AirTran, and Frontier. It was once known as Patrick Henry Field, hence that puzzling luggage tag code, and has been growing steadily over the years as people from both sides of the water drive the extra distance for its relaxed atmosphere, cheap extended parking, and low fares. There’s one terminal with eight gates, although for some reason they skip gates 7 and 8 and go straight to 9 and 10. Most of the direct flights head to East Coast destinations such as Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Orlando, Jacksonville, New York City, and Charlotte. Frontier joined the party in 2010 with non-stops to Denver and connecting flights to other western destinations including LA, Phoenix, and Las Vegas. The downside to this airport’s quaint charm is there is very little to do in the single terminal building. One restaurant, the Blue Sky Cafe, and the adjacent TK’s Pub offer deli menu items, and Hudson News has a shop that sells its typical array of magazines and gifts in the terminal atrium. Taxis park in a holding area at the west end of the terminal near the AirTran Airways ticket counter.




Serving PHF
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BY TRAIN & BUS (OR BOTH)


Amtrak


There is an Amtrak station in Hampton Roads, but only the most persistent will be able to find it. It’s a small ticket counter and waiting room located next to a ground level track in Newport News at 9304 Warwick Blvd. There’s a tiny blue and white Amtrak sign on the Warwick road, and the low brick station is set back behind some trees and a small parking lot at the end of a long driveway that’s very easy to miss, even when you’ve been here before. This is no Grand Central. It’s basically a spur line with just a couple of departures and arrivals a day. You can make it work, but if you need to get to or from Norfolk or Virginia Beach instead of this fairly desolate section of Newport News, you will actually begin and finish your trip by charter bus. The good news is: if you drive, you can park for free. But the station closes at 8 p.m. so you might not want to leave anything expensive in plain view.


If you’d like to give it a go, or just want to explore the arcane art of reading a railroad schedule, drop by www.amtrak.com and look around. It’s far from user friendly, though. The station is coded NPN, which will help when you try to find a train or a fare. A train ride to Philadelphia from Newport News runs $83 in the morning and $58 if you can wait until afternoon or evenings. Most folks are probably on their way to D.C., a $60 morning route, and $42 in afternoons or evenings. From there, you can switch trains and head just about anywhere.


By the way, the “train station” Amtrak lists in Virginia Beach is a bus stop at 19th Street and Pacific Avenue and in Norfolk you can hear your “All aboard” in the Bus Shelter at Monticello Avenue and Virginia Beach Boulevard. There’s no ticket window at either location, of course, so you need to reserve your seat ahead of time online or by phone, at (800) USA-RAIL.


Greyhound


The bus giant has stations in Norfolk, at 701 Monticello Ave., and Virginia Beach, at 1017 Laskin Rd. (which is nearly a mile from the surf,) and stops in Hampton at C More Travel Corp, 2 West Pembroke Ave., and in Suffolk at the Red Apple Restaurant, 1139 Carolina Rd. For schedule information, call (800) 231-2222 or go to www.greyhound.com.


There are a bunch of charter bus companies in Hampton Roads that offer Saturday excursions to visit the casinos in Atlantic City, and Apex Bus, (202) 449-9758, www.apexbus.com, offers cheap fares on regular red-eye runs between Norfolk and New York City’s Chinatown.


Public Transit


Hampton Roads Transit was formed in 1999 by the merger of Pentran and Tidewater Rapid Transit, the first voluntary marriage of two transit agencies in the country. The resulting agency serves the seven large Hampton Roads communities, but not all are equal partners. The agency explains that each city determines how much service is to be provided in its area. There are 70 fixed regular routes, and pickup services are available for those with disabilities. HRT also operates a free shuttle service in downtown Norfolk and a $2 all-day Virginia Beach resort area fare.


The best bargain, though, is HRT’s paddlewheel ferry between downtown Norfolk and Portsmouth. It’s a pedestrian ferry that gets you out on the water for a 15-minute crossing of the Elizabeth River that doubles as a short sight-seeing trip. The ferry costs $1.50 and lets you sail past all those cars stuck on the Berkley Bridge waiting to get through the Downtown Tunnel. HRT also has a network of Park-and-Ride lots and helps put potential ride sharers together.
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Driving Underwater


It’s an impressive list of underwater highways: Four tubes form a pair of tunnels connecting Virginia Beach to the Eastern Shore Peninsula at the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel. Another two tubes span the mouth of the James River between Norfolk and Hampton at the Hampton Roads Bridge-Tunnel. A pair crosses the Southern Branch of the Elizabeth River from Norfolk to Portsmouth at the Downtown Tunnel, and another tube does the same farther up the river at the Midtown Tunnel. Then there’s the newest of the links, the two tubes of the Monitor-Merrimack Bridge-Tunnel linking Portsmouth and Newport News. That’s a lot of very expensive submarine road surface.


As you sit in tunnel traffic waiting for another breakdown to be cleared, you might wonder why there are so many of these engineered choke points around Hampton Roads. It’s a matter of national defense.


Look at where those tunnels are located: The Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel crosses the mouth of the estuary, the point where the bay joins the Atlantic Ocean. Every one of the Atlantic Fleet’s Norfolk-based ships is berthed behind that potential barrier. Had the Navy allowed the cheaper and easier construction of bridges across the bay, a few well-placed bombs might be all it would take to trap the fleet in port, where it would be useless and pretty much sitting ducks.


The other tunnels were demanded for exactly the same reason: to ensure that vital maritime traffic is never interrupted across the mouth of Hampton Roads or in the Elizabeth and James Rivers where there are coal piers and shipyards essential to our national interests.


The Navy also keeps a fleet of minesweepers around to make sure those above-tunnel channels aren’t booby trapped, and during World Wars I and II, when German submarines and U-boats roamed along the Atlantic Coast sinking ships, special steel submarine nets were erected to keep the marauders out of the harbor.


The busiest local tunnel is the Hampton Roads Bridge-Tunnel, which carries nearly three million vehicles a month and in the tourist season can see more than 100,000 a day. How does that compare? The world’s busiest vehicular tunnel is New York’s Lincoln Tunnel, with an average of 3.5 million vehicles each month—or a mere 20,000 more per day. And the Lincoln has three tubes to handle its crunch, the world’s only three-tube tunnel.


Other local tunnels are also crammed. The Downtown Tunnel also carries about three million vehicles a month but doesn’t suffer from the same tourist surge. The Monitor-Merrimack Tunnel carries 1.5 million vehicles each month, and the Midtown Tunnel does 1 million vehicles per month through its single tube.








For information on routes or fares, call HRT at (757) 222-6100 or visit www.gohrt.com.
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How many Virginians does it take to change a light bulb?


Six, a twist on the old joke goes. One screws the new one in, and the other five sit around and reminisce about how great the old bulb was.


There’s a lot of truth to this bit of humor. The Old Dominion worships its heritage, and Hampton Roads is the place it all started. If you enjoy putting context to the contemporary, take some time and explore the many places here that gave our country its start. Here’s a primer to put you in the mood.





PREHISTORY


The history of Hampton Roads didn’t begin on April 26, 1607, when the first English settlers set foot on Cape Henry in Virginia Beach. There were thousands of Native Americans already living, fishing, hunting, and farming in the region. In fact, Powhatan, the famous father of Pocahontas, ruled over an empire of 30 tribes and some 10,000 indigenous people. Unfortunately, these first Virginians didn’t leave any written records.


What largely survives are the colorful place names that dot the area. Some, such as Chesapean, Kecoughtan, Nansemond, or Croatan, recall tribes that were here long before the first Europeans arrived.


The natives lived in a host of villages located along the area’s waters, which served as the supermarkets and superhighways of their time. Archeologists are still learning details about the cultures and histories of these people. Eleven of the tribes that survived European extermination efforts, punishing race laws, and punitive census policies aimed at wiping out their heritage have earned state recognition. No Virginia tribe has the federal recognition that in other states has permitted Indian gaming casinos, partly because of those state census tricks that arbitrarily reclassified Indians as “coloreds.” Two tribes, the Pamunkey and Mattaponi, still show up in Richmond every November to pay an annual tax tribute of fish or game called for in a treaty that predates American independence.


iYou can explore living tableaus of a Powhatan Indian Village at the Historic Villages at Cape Henry, or take a day trip to the Jamestown Settlement and see how the natives went about their daily lives and how they helped the English survive their first years in Virginia.


EUROPEANS COME


Old World sailors had visited the Chesapeake Bay long before the Jamestown Settlers arrived to exploit area resources. Spaniards explored the area nearly a century earlier, calling it Bahia de Santa Maria. They even brought a local chief’s son, Paquiquino, back to Spain in 1561 in hopes he would help them convert his people. He learned their language and religion and returned with an expedition that established a settlement on the York River. But Paquiquino abandoned the Spaniards and later led an attack that killed all but one child. The Spanish came back to rescue the boy, but would never again try to settle this far north. The French also had sailed into the area before the English, but they, too, didn’t stay.


Thus, the modern history of Hampton Roads harkens to those persistent Jamestown settlers. The first bunch arrived in 1607 on three ships, the Susan Constant, the Godspeed, and the Discovery. The Virginia Company, a group of London entrepreneurs who hoped to settle Virginia, find gold, and seek a water route to the Orient, funded the expedition.


Although the English first landed at Cape Henry, they had been instructed to sail on and settle in more protected waters. So they claimed a beach bluff in the name of the king, ate oysters that had been left roasting by some surprised natives, and eventually beat back a small hostile band that crept up on them in the evening, bows in mouths.


Although the English planted a cross in thanks at Cape Henry, they didn’t linger in Hampton Roads. Sailing up the James River to what would become Jamestown, they passed forests and fields off the Lynnhaven and Elizabeth Rivers that had been the domain of the Chesapean or Chesapeakes. The tribe had either been eradicated by Powhatan’s forces before the English arrived or were reduced to that small band that were the first to attack the settlers. In either case, the Chesapeakes were soon gone, their villages, including a large one on the Elizabeth River where Norfolk now stands, abandoned.


The English also showed no interest in Southside Hampton Roads for another couple decades. They had enough trouble upriver.


Jamestown


After the ships dropped them off, almost half of the 104 initial colonists died within four months. Their settlement was set in a swamp, with water that became brackish and unhealthy in the summer. It was infested with disease-carrying mosquitoes and surrounded by natives who attacked often enough that the English hunkered down behind wooden fortifications. There were periods of peace and cooperation. In fact, the first shared Thanksgiving feast in the New World probably happened in Jamestown, not Plymouth Rock. Peace, however, would always be tenuous.


Powhatan captured Capt. John Smith, a military man who soon took command of the settlement, when he was exploring the James River in 1607. According to the story Smith later told, that’s when the chief’s 10-year-old daughter, Pocahontas, saved him from being executed. Most historians now believe it was just a tale, or that Smith misread an initiation ceremony. But Smith was set free and allowed to return to a starving Jamestown.


Relations with Powhatan’s tribes waxed and waned, but improved after tobacco entrepreneur John Rolfe married a then-teenage Pocahontas in 1614. The English never found their gold or that elusive passage to Asia. But Rolfe’s work with tobacco would set the foundation for Virginia’s economy and Hampton Roads future. The colonists were struggling to find an export commodity until Rolfe produced a plant that could compete with the preferred Spanish-grown tobacco in Europe.


Over the years, more English settlers arrived, establishing plantations where they could grow tobacco, which became the basis for the entire economy. Fines were levied in pounds of tobacco, debts paid and brides purchased by the same measure.


Rolfe exported his first crop of improved tobacco in 1612. By 1629 the colony was sending 1.5 million pounds to market in England. Tobacco wore out the land, so new fields were always being tilled. And it required a lot of labor, leading to the import of slaves from Africa and the West Indies.


Hampton Roads


The first European settlement to take root in Hampton Roads proper was in what is now Hampton. In 1610, some of the English settlers moved 35 miles south to the prosperous Indian village of Kecoughtan, which had a panoramic view of the bay where supply ships or Spanish marauders could be spotted. Their settlement was named Port Comfort and later Old Port Comfort.


The first African slaves arrived at Port Comfort in 1619 on a privateer that traded them for provisions. It’s unclear if they were considered slaves in the colony at the time, or just indentured servants able to earn their freedom through work. By 1640, the colony had slaves who could be bought and sold and had no right to work off their servitude. By 1700, Virginia was importing huge numbers of African slaves for the tobacco fields.


All that commerce required vessels, and a shipping village known as Hampton sprouted around Port Comfort. Coastal Virginia was full of old timber, perfect for shipbuilding and repairs. So yards were founded. Other settlements sprang up along local waterways where plantation owners could load their crops on shallow draft tobacco boats to be taken to port for export. Eventually, a real town emerged in Norfolk, which also had deepwater access and was more convenient for the planters shipping from the Southside. Across the Elizabeth River from Norfolk, a shipyard was built in Gosport, and the town of Portsmouth developed along with it.


A REGION SHAPED BY WAR


In Boston, they had a Tea Party. In Virginia, the anger was over more than just the tax on their favorite beverage. All Colonial tobacco had to be shipped to England, where it was resold, at a profit the planters never saw.


It was a Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, who penned the Declaration of Independence and another, George Washington, who led the Colonial Army. But Norfolk, by now the largest town in Hampton Roads, still had many Royalists among its trading families. They wanted to keep their prosperity by maintaining their biggest market.


In June, 1775, Virginia’s Royal Governor, Lord Dunmore, was forced to flee the capital in Williamsburg, then a revolutionary hotbed, and took refuge on the British frigate Otter on the Elizabeth River. A day’s march to the south, an obscure trestle would prove a pivot in the American Revolution.


The small wooden bridge over the Southern Branch of the Elizabeth River gave the village of Great Bridge its name. Swamps flanked the road here, and this bridge was the choke point through which any Colonial army had to march to free Norfolk. Dunmore built a fortification on the north and stationed about 100 men there.


When the advance guard of the Colonial forces arrived, they threw up breastworks on their side of the river and waited for reinforcements from North Carolina. Dunmore underestimated their numbers, mustered his troops, and launched an attack. The colonists not only held, but their fierce fusillade forced the British to retreat. The actual battle, on Dec. 9, 1775, lasted less than 30 minutes. The British lost 40 men, while the colonists suffered one small hand wound. The incident emboldened the colonists and shook the British.


With the bridge lost, Dunmore didn’t try to hold Norfolk. His forces retreated to their ships. After warning that women and children should be evacuated from the city, the British fleet began bombarding the city about 4 p.m. on New Year’s Day, 1776, and British shore parties set fire to the wharves. But their efforts were nothing compared to the devastation wrought by Colonists, angry at the Royalist sentiments of Norfolk and eager to leave nothing to support the British should they return. More than 800 buildings were burnt that day, and a city of chimneys was all that remained from what had been a bustling town. Nearly all trace of the pre-Revolutionary Norfolk was gone.


One of Dunmore’s cannonballs struck the brick wall of Old Saint Paul Church. In 1848, a cannonball was discovered covered by dirt beneath a hole in that wall, which, unlike the church itself, had survived the shelling and burning. In 1901, the ball was cemented back into its hole, and it remains there today, the namesake of the city’s self-guided walking tour.


The British would return to occupy Portsmouth and make it their headquarters. But the Battle of Great Bridge, known at the time as the 2nd Bunker Hill, effectively ended royal authority in Virginia. Six months later, Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence would ring out across a new nation convinced by the wholesale destruction of Norfolk, now blamed exclusively on the British, that there could be no compromise with the king.


iNorfolk’s Cannonball Trail takes you on a stroll through its four centuries of history. Call (757) 664-6620 for info. And Portsmouth offers its own Path of History walking tour that includes 45 sites in its historic district. You can also enjoy an Olde Towne Lantern Tour in Portsmouth with a guide in period attire, Tues and Sat from June through Sept. Information is available at (757) 393-5111.
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Airlines:

American/American Eagle (800) 433-7300  www.aa.com
Continental/Continental

Express (800) 525-0280  www.continental.com
Delta/Delta Connection (800) 221-1212  www.delta.com
Southwest (800) 435-9792  www.southwest.com
United Express (800) 241-6522  www.united.com

US Airways/US Airways

Express (800) 428-4322  www.usairways.com

Rental Car Companies:

Alamo (800) 462-5266  www.alamo.com

Avis (800) 831-2847  www.avis.com

Budget (800) 527-0700  www.drivebudget
.com

Dollar (800) 800-4000  www.dollar.com

Enterprise (800) 736-8227  www.enterprise.com

Hertz (800) 654-3131  www.hertz.com

National (800) 227-7368  www.nationalcar.com

Thrifty (800) 367-2277  www.thrifty.com

Taxis:

Andy’s Cab Co. (757) 461-8880,  www.andystaxigroup

(866) 840-6573  .com

Black and White Cabs (757) 855-4444 www.norfolkblackand
whitecabs.com

City Wide Cabs (757) 622-2227

Duke Cab Co. (757) 583-4079

East Side Cabs (757) 718-0937

Eden Cab Co. (757) 235-3333

Waterside Taxi Co. Inc. (757) 328-1250

Norfolk Checker (757) 855-3333  www.norfolkchecker
taxi.com

Oceanside Executive (757) 455-5996

Southside Cab Co. (757) 423-0154
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Atrlines:

US Airways (800) 428-4322
Delta (800) 221-1212
AirTran (800) 247-8726
Frontier (800) 432-1359

Rental Car Companies:
Avis (800) 331-1212

Enterprise (800) 261-7331
Budget (757) 874-579
National (800) 227-7368
Hertz (800) 654-3131
Taxis:

Associated Cabs (757) 887-3412
Yellow Cab (757) 855-1111

North End Cab
Independent Cab (757) 245-8378
Orange Cab Co. (757) 369-8977
Hops Cabs (757) 245-3005
All City Taxi (757) 380-8300

(757) 244-4000

www.usairways.com
www.delta.com
www.airtran.com
www.frontierairlines.com

www.avis.com
www.enterprise.com
www. drivebudget.com
www.nationalcar.com
www.hertz.com

www.yellowcabofnewportnews
.com
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