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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 the following address:
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  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction





  Welcome to the second edition of this hiking guide. The capital region of North Carolina, well known as the Research Triangle, or simply the Triangle, is blessed with a range of hikes that explore North Carolina’s biodiversity. It all started with area residents acknowledging and preserving central North Carolina’s scenic splendor. The citizenry could see that the special places would remain special if they were held by the public for the public to use and enjoy. North Carolina state parks were formed first, such as Umstead State Park. Other city and county parks and preserves were expanded or created, from Historic Yates Mill County Park to Wilkerson Nature Park.




With their backdrop the rolling Piedmont of central North Carolina, Triangle hikers can immerse themselves in the capital region’s forests, hills, lakeshores, and river valleys laced with hiking trails. Occoneechee Mountain, west of Durham, has far-reaching views, while the Historic Occoneechee Speedway presents one of the most unusual and scenic hikes anywhere, as trail trekkers trace a track from the inaugural 1949 NASCAR race season. Farther east the New Hope Creek watershed has several trail-laden nature preserves and parks within its bounds, from Duke Forest properties to state game lands. Duke Forest presents a disparate yet collectively large parcel of land offering still more green space and trails—and some superlative scenery blending the hills and hollows of the Piedmont. North Carolina State is represented with a hike at Schenck Memorial Forest, one of their properties memorializing one of the first scientific foresters in the United States.




Big Jordan Lake is peppered with trail-laden recreation areas such as Ebenezer Church and Poe Ridge, where you can enjoy gorgeous shoreline vistas as well as glimpse the area’s past. Other area outdoor sanctuaries, such as Horton Grove Nature Preserve, offer other hiking destinations.




Metro Raleigh, the biggest city of the Triangle and the state capital of North Carolina, has an ever-growing greenway system linking city parks. Within the park system are paved greenways and natural surface trails, both of which primarily follow the tributaries of the Neuse River, flowing just north and east of the city. Still other hikes encircle watershed impoundments, such as Lake Johnson and Lake Crabtree. Part of the Neuse is dammed as Falls Lake, a huge impoundment laced with more pathways along its shores, as well as developed parks with paths of their own. Hemlock Bluffs Nature Preserve in Cary harbors an outpost of evergreens and other plants rare for central North Carolina. Bond Park presents a mix of stream and lakeside hiking on its interconnected trail network.




Chapel Hill has a mix of wooded trail parks, greenways, and nature preserves. I applaud Triangle residents with the foresight to establish these natural gems, such as Johnston Mill Nature Preserve, with its rocky rapids, old mill sites, and richly wooded hills.




And then there are the North Carolina state parks within the Triangle, such as Eno River State Park with its history predating the Revolutionary War, milldam relics, settler homesites, and miles of trails coursing through wetlands, woodlands, high hills, and steep-sided creeks. The establishment of Umstead State Park extends back to the Great Depression of the 1930s, when the Civilian Conservation Corps came in and built campgrounds, picnic shelters, and other facilities to enhance the already verdant beauty. Of course, they built hiking trails to explore hills and valleys, vistas, and rapids. Now both Eno River and Umstead are virtually enveloped in civilization, and have thus become preserves that are even more important. Clemmons Educational State Forest presents an informative venue to hike. Hikers today benefit from a cornucopia of parkland throughout the capital region. It all adds up to an impressive array of hiking destinations!
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  The view from Occoneechee Mountain (hike 24)




The hikes in this book are found in Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill, along with the greater capital region. After having the privilege of researching potential routes for this book—hiking the hikes, taking photographs, finding the ones that made the grade (and the ones that didn’t), exploring the parks beyond the trails, mapping the hikes, then actually writing and completing this compendium—I couldn’t help but reflect on the wealth of places found within the scope of this guide. I recalled time spent on the Laurel Bluffs Trail. It presents an ideal mix of land and water, hills and bottoms, where the human history of the Triangle’s past mixes with the natural history and the flora and fauna that make hiking in the Triangle a singular experience.




From Gebel Rock on the Laurel Bluffs Trail, I reflected on other destinations, recounting all the scenic hikes of the Triangle. I thought of the Eagle Spur Trail, a forgotten rail line cutting deep into bottomlands near Jordan Lake. Speaking of rail trails, the long American Tobacco Trail comes to mind, with its many miles of trails connecting the Triangle from one end to the other. The hike at Cox Mountain provides vertical variation, wildflowers, and a cool swinging bridge over the Eno River. The Peninsula Trail on Harris Lake provides another aquatic trailside venue, settler history, and everywhere-you-look beauty.




I recalled the ingenious way trail builders constructed a path around the entirety of Lake Crabtree, using boardwalks, sewer line right-of-ways, pedestrian bridges, even the top of the dam holding the lake back. The trails circling Lake Lynn use extensive boardwalks that offer first-rate still water walking. The path around the waters of Eno Quarry is all-natural.




I came again to the scene at hand, the Eno River and Gebel Rock, and considered the preserved stream valley where generations past lived in mill-centered communities. Those that came after them helped establish Eno River State Park, where generations present and future hike through nature. I hope the trails offered in this book will help you explore, understand, and appreciate the natural and human history of the Triangle. Enjoy.




 Weather


 

  


  

  The Triangle experiences all four seasons in their entirety. Summer is usually warm, with occasional downright hot spells. Morning hikers can avoid the heat and the common afternoon thunderstorms. Electronic devices equipped with Internet access allow hikers to monitor storms as they arise. Hikers increase in numbers when the first northerly fronts of fall sweep cool, clear air across the Piedmont. Crisp mornings, great for vigorous treks, give way to warm afternoons, more conducive to family strolls. Fall is drier than summer. Winter brings frigid, subfreezing days and chilling rains, even occasional snow, and fewer hours of daylight. However, a brisk hiking pace and wise time management will keep you warm and walking. Each cold month has a few days of mild weather. Make the most of them. Spring is more variable. A warm day can be followed by a cold one. Extensive spring rains bring regrowth, but also keep hikers indoors. However, any avid hiker will find more good hiking days than they will have time to hike in spring and every other season. A good way to plan your hiking is to check monthly averages of high and low temperatures and average rainfall for each month in Raleigh. Below is a table showing each month’s averages. This will give you a good idea of what to expect each month.









	
Temperature Chart







	Month

	Average High (°F)

	Average Low (°F)

	Precipitation






	January

	49°

	29º

	3.5"






	February

	53º

	31º

	3.2"






	March

	62º

	39º

	4.1"






	April

	72º

	46º

	2.9"






	May

	78º

	55º

	3.3"






	June

	85º

	64º

	3.5"






	July

	88º

	68º

	4.7"






	August

	87º

	68º

	4.3"






	September

	81º

	61º

	4.3"






	October

	72º

	48º

	3.2"






	November

	63º

	39º

	3.1"






	December

	52º

	34º

	3.1"









  

 Flora and Fauna


 

  


  

  The landscape of the Triangle varies from hilly terrain west of Durham to the river valleys of the Eno River, Neuse River, and New Hope Creek. Parts of the streams are dammed as lakes, and their shores contain hiking trails aplenty. A wide variety of wildlife calls these landscapes home. Deer is the land animal you most likely will see while hiking Triangle trails. They can be found throughout the capital region. Deer in some of the parks are remarkably tame and may linger on or close to the trail as you approach. A quiet hiker may also witness turkeys, raccoons, or even a coyote. Do not be surprised if you observe beavers, muskrats, or a playful otter along streams and lakes. When encountering any critter, keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs. Be thoughtful when pulling out your phone to photograph wildlife, not harassing them just to get a shot.




 [image: Mountain laurel blooms in scads during May along the Eno River (hike 26).]




  Mountain laurel blooms in scads during May along the Eno River (hike 26).




Overhead, many raptors ply the skies for food, including hawks, falcons, and owls. Depending upon where you are, other birds you may spot range from kingfishers to woodpeckers. Look for waterfowl in lakes. Songbirds are abundant no matter the habitat.




The flora offers just as much variety. Along the trails you’ll find verdant hardwood forests rich with maple, oak, and hickory. Pines and cedars are the primary evergreens. In moister areas sycamores and beech predominate, thriving along nearly every stream in the Triangle. Wildflowers can be found in spring, summer, and fall along watercourses and in drier, site-specific situations. Wetlands provide unique habitats and occur naturally and with a little help from park personnel.




 Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations


 

  


  

  Hiking in the greater Research Triangle is done primarily in city, county, and state parks and also nature preserves and US Army Corps of Engineers land. Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill each have fine park systems. They are well-run, well-maintained facilities with a little bit of everything for everyone, from hiking to team sports to golfing. Entrance is free, and visitor guidelines keep the parks in the best shape possible.




North Carolina state parks offer natural getaways with an emphasis on recreation. They also protect special areas such as the nature preserves within them. Area state parks—Falls Lake State Recreation Area, for example—are often centered on a reservoir built by the US Army Corps of Engineers. These man-made lakes were built primarily for flood control and water storage. The recreational aspect of the lakes is an important but secondary function. Trails are laid upon the shoreline of the reservoirs. Entrance to state parks and their trails are free part of the year and carry a charge at other times, but you will have to pay to camp, golf, or overnight in a cabin. As a whole, the state park trail systems are in good shape.




Then there are the nature preserves. North Carolina has a special program designating state natural areas, whereby land is set aside for protection. These lands usually have unique ecological characteristics that deem them worthy of saving. The preserves are the most restricted in terms of usage. Luckily for us, hiking is considered passive recreation. Camping is generally not allowed on these lands. Other preserves are privately held and also emphasize passive recreation, which includes hiking.




 Getting Around


 

  


  

  Area Codes




The greater Triangle area codes are 919 and 984.




Roads




For the purposes of this guide, the best hikes near Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill are confined to a 1-hour drive from the greater metro region. Northerly, this stretches to Falls Lake, northwest to Hillsborough, southeast to Clayton, southwest to the Cape Fear River, and west to the west shore of Jordan Lake. The entire hiking area is considered the Research Triangle, or simply the Triangle, in the Piedmont heart of central North Carolina.




A number of major interstates converge in the greater capital region. Directions to trailheads are given from these arteries. They include I-40, I-85, I-540, and I-440—the main loop around Raleigh.




By Air




Raleigh-Durham International Airport (RDU) is 6 miles northwest of downtown Raleigh, off I-540 and I-40.




To book reservations online, check out your favorite airline’s website or search your favorite travel site for the best price.




By Bus




Capital Area Transit (known as “CAT”) operates bus service throughout Raleigh and its suburbs. Visit www.raleighnc.gov or call (919) 485-RIDE. In addition to CAT, Durham, Chapel Hill, Cary, and Wake Counties also have public transit lines. Greyhound serves many towns in the region; visit www.greyhound.com for more information.




 Visitor Information


 

  


  

  For general information on the Research Triangle, visit North Carolina’s official website of the area, www.visitnc.com/raleigh-durham-the-triangle, or call (800) VISITNC (800-847-4862). This site links you to the various Triangle community tourism sites.













  
How to Use This Guide





Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill, and the rest of the Triangle. Stuffed with useful central North Carolina–area information, Best Hikes Near Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill features forty mapped and cued hikes. The hikes are grouped into three units that neatly fit within the three primary urban areas that comprise the Triangle. “Greater Raleigh and Jordan Lake Area” covers paths in the capital city area and around Jordan Lake. “Greater Durham, Chapel Hill, and Hillsborough Area” details hikes around the home of the University of North Carolina, the home of Duke University, and history-laden Hillsborough. “Wake Forest and Falls Lake Area” harbors hikes in the vicinity of the big impoundment of the Neuse River and the Wake Forest zone. These sections give you an idea of where in the Triangle the hikes are situated.




Here’s an outline of the book’s major components: Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer. Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




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




Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.




Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness.






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




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




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





Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.




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




Other trail users: Horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc.




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




Land status: Metro park, county park, state nature preserve, etc.




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




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




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




The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have. Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. Green Tips are included to help you help the environment we all share. A sidebar is included with some hikes. This is simply interesting information about the area or trail that doesn’t necessarily pertain to the specific hike but gives you some human or natural tidbit that may pique your interest to explore beyond the simple mechanics of the trek. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.






  How to Use the Maps


  


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




Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.









   


  
[image: Transportation Interstate Highway US Highway State Highway County/Forest Road Local Road Trails Featured Trail Water Features Body of Water Marsh River or Creek Intermittent Stream Waterfall Land Management Forest/Park/Preserve/Game Lands Symbols Boardwalk Boat Ramp/Launch Bridge Building/Point of Interest Campground Campsite Capital City/Town Dam Gate Mountain/Peak Overlook/Viewpoint Parking Picnic Shelter Ranger Station Restroom Tower Trailhead Tunnel Visitor/Information]












  
Trail Finder





To get you started on the hikes that best suit your interests and abilities, this simple trail finder indicates the best features for each hike in the book. Hikes may fall under more than one category. Choose the categories that are most appropriate for your area of interest.




 
[image: Hike # Hike Name Best Hikes for Waterfalls Best Hikes for Great Views Best Hikes for Children 1 Clemmons Educational State Forest • 2 Historic Yates Mill County Park • 3 Swift Creek Bluffs Preserve • 4 Lake Johnson Loop • 5 Hemlock Bluffs Nature Preserve • 6 Peninsula Trail • 7 Poe Ridge • • 8 New Hope Lakeside Loop 9 Ebenezer Church Walk • 10 American Tobacco Trail • • 11 Bond Park Hike • 12 Lake Crabtree County Park • 13 Schenck Memorial Forest • 14 Loblolly Trail 15 Company Mill Loop 16 Sycamore Trail 17 Sals Branch Loop • 18 Shelley Lake Loop • • 19 Lake Lynn Loop Best Hikes for Dogs Best Hikes for Stream Lovers Best Hikes for Lake Lovers Best Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Hikes for History Lovers • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •]



 

 
[image: Hike # Hike Name Best Hikes for Waterfalls Best Hikes for Great Views Best Hikes for Children 20 Eagle Spur Trail • 21 Rhododendron Bluff Hike 22 Piney Mountain Double Loop 23 Johnston Mill Nature Preserve • 24 Occoneechee Mountain State Natural Area • 25 Historic Occoneechee Speedway Hike • 26 Cox Mountain Hike • 27 Holden Mill Circuit 28 Eno Quarry Hike • • 29 Cole Mill Loop 30 Laurel Bluffs Trail • 31 Eagle Trail • • 32 Little River Regional Park Hike 33 Horton Grove Nature Preserve 34 Pennys Bend Nature Preserve • 35 Falls Lake Trail at Rollingview • • 36 Falls Lake Trail from Boyce Mill 37 Blue Jay Point County Park • • 38 Falls Lake Trail at Falls Lake Dam • • 39 Wilkerson Nature Park • 40 Durant Nature Preserve Best Hikes for Dogs Best Hikes for Stream Lovers Best Hikes for Lake Lovers Best Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Hikes for History Lovers • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •]
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Autumn comes to Sals Branch (hike 17).






    
Greater Raleigh and Jordan Lake Area



 

 

 [image: The Forest Demonstration Trail at Clemmons Educational State Forest is bordered by spring greenery (hike 1).]




  The Forest Demonstration Trail at Clemmons Educational State Forest is bordered by spring greenery (hike 1).









1 Clemmons Educational State Forest










The destination not only has great trails, but also fine facilities for hands- on learning about forestry and the Piedmont environment. Plan to spend extra time enjoying the facilities, in addition to hiking around the forest pond and along one of the streams coursing through the forest. The last part of the hike takes the Talking Rock Trail, which explains the stony underpinnings of the land.









Start: Parking lot near the forest pond




Distance: 4.6-mile triple loop




Hiking time: 2.5–3.0 hours




Difficulty: Moderate




Trail surface: Natural




Best season: Spring through fall




Other trail users: None




Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed




Land status: State forest




Fees and permits: No fees or permits required




Schedule: Open Mar 1–Nov 30, closed Mon, open Tues–Fri 9 a.m.–5 p.m., Sat–Sun 11 a.m.–5 p.m. EST, 11 a.m.–8 p.m. Daylight Savings Time




Maps: Clemmons Educational State Forest




Trail contacts: Clemmons Educational State Forest, 2411 Old US 70 W., Clayton, NC 27617; (919) 553-5651; www.ncesf.org




Finding the trailhead: From exit 306 on I-40, southeast of downtown Raleigh, take US 70 Business East toward Clayton for 1 mile to a traffic light. Turn left on Auburn Knightdale and follow it for 0.3 mile to Garner Road/Old US 70. Turn right on Garner Road and follow it for 3.7 miles to the forest, on your left. Follow the main forest road to the trailhead. Trailhead GPS: N35 41.247', W78 29.174'




  


 




The Hike









The greater Raleigh area is fortunate to have North Carolina’s first state educational forest in its midst. Although Clemmons is primarily geared toward informing students about the Tar Heel State’s forests, the property, trails, and learning opportunities are open to the public. This includes hiking trails with specific educational themes, such as the Talking Tree Trail, whereby visitors learn about the types of trees growing in the area, and the Talking Rock Trail, which explores the geological aspects of the land. My favorite, the Forest Demonstration Trail, presents information about forestry practices and management.




Clemmons Educational State Forest began as a 1930s Civilian Conservation Corps work project. First the federal government purchased around 800 acres of eroded farmland and built a tree nursery. Young men lived in camps on the forest and not only propagated trees for planting elsewhere but also built an infrastructure to manage the nursery. Later the nursery was turned over to the North Carolina Division of Forest Resources, which continued to manage Clemmons as a nursery.
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  Looking over the state forest pond




Things changed in 1976 when the state tree nursery was moved to Goldsboro. The Division of Forest Resources decided to establish the state’s first educational forest at Clemmons. The land was close to Raleigh and thus would be convenient for area school kids to learn about natural resources management. Clemmons Educational State Forest was born. Resource management includes not only timber, which you would expect on a state forest, but also water that is affected by forestry practices. The cleanest water flows out of forested lands, so when logging is done here, a wooded buffer is retained along the streams to keep the water unpolluted. Soil is another component of forest management. When this land was farmed, it was done in an irresponsible manner, causing extensive erosion. Today forest personnel take steps to prevent runoff because keeping soil in place helps grow better trees.




Wildlife enhancement is another important component of forest management; therefore practices shown to improve habitat for deer, turkeys, and even songbirds are part of the forest mission. Finally, forest managers are also continuing flora restoration on parts of the terrain. After being historically used as farmland and a tree nursery, the once vast longleaf pine savannas are being reestablished, using a combination of planting and prescribed fires.




These are the things you can learn about when visiting Clemmons Educational State Forest. Your exploratory hike takes you first by the forest pond, where songbirds can be heard. The serene pond adds a scenic component to the area. You then join the Forest Demonstration Trail, passing by planted tree plantations for harvest, small open fields known as food plots where special grasses and vegetation are raised for wildlife, large pieces of equipment used to control wildfire, and other aspects of forest management. Informational signs add to your understanding of what forestry management is all about.




GREEN TIP:




Load PDFs of trail maps onto your smartphone, eliminating the necessity of a paper map. If you do use paper maps, please return them to where they were obtained originally so they can be reused by others hiking the same trails as you. This saves taxpayer dollars and trees.




Next you join the Watershed Extension Loop, a circuit trail that traverses the “back 40” of the forest. This trail travels along Beddingfield Creek and its tributaries and is a lesser-visited part of the forest. An unbridged creek crossing makes the loop an unappealing high-water option, but the flowery bottoms, wooded wetlands, and forested hills make the Watershed Extension Loop a bonus trail and an additional opportunity to see wildlife. The hike then rejoins the Forest Demonstration Trail, where you enjoy more interpretive information while making your way back to the forest pond to appreciate a little more aquatic beauty.




Finally, walk the Talking Rock Trail, with its numerous interpretive stops that head up a small spring branch feeding the lake. The final part of the trek takes you through the mini-maze of walkways, educational buildings, and forestry exhibits near the trailhead. This is a fine area to end your hike, as a picnic shelter, restrooms, and interpretive information will keep you lingering. The Talking Tree Trail, not included on this hike, is another option should you want to extend your walk and/or learn more about the specific trees that grow in this slice of Carolina.




Before you leave, climb the old North Carolina Division of Forest Resources fire tower. The tower has been cut off and is much shorter, but it is still fun to walk up and imagine watching for forest fires up here, as they did in the old days.




Miles and Directions









0.0 As you face the picnic area and facilities entrance to the state forest, leave right, away from the facilities entrance, to pass around a pole gate on a closed doubletrack. Descend to come alongside the forest pond, only a few acres in size, ringed with birdhouses and a mix of environments for wildlife. Cross the pond dam, stay left, then turn right, away from the water.




0.2 Reach a four-way intersection. Turn right here, joining the Forest Demonstration Trail. Walk northerly on a doubletrack path, passing some firefighting vehicles and behind the outdoor amphitheater. Bisect an unmarked fire management road and come near a wildlife food plot.




0.6 Drop off a hill to come alongside Beddingfield Creek. Turn left, upstream. Come near the remains of an old bridge that once spanned the stream.




0.8 Come to a trail intersection. Head right here, joining the Watershed Extension Loop. Continue up Beddingfield Creek. Step over clear, spring-fed, sandy branches.
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  Spring comes alive at Clemmons State Forest.




1.0 Rise to the edge of a fast-disappearing clearing, populated in youngish trees. Begin the loop portion of the Watershed Extension Loop by heading right. Cruise along the edge of the former field next to trees.




1.2 Span Beddingfield Creek via a culvert bridge. Curve west in rich bird habitat on the edge of the forest.




1.7 Open onto a gas line clearing. Cross Beddingfield Creek on a bridge. Soon reenter pine-dominant woods.




2.1 Curve back east in pines.




2.2 Cross back through the gas line clearing. Meander through a piney ridge separating Beddingfield Creek from Mikes Creek.




2.6 Make an unbridged crossing of Mikes Creek—easily doable at normal water flows.




2.8 Curve away from the bottomland then drop to cross Eloras Branch.




3.3 Complete the loop portion of the Watershed Extension Loop. Backtrack.




3.5 Turn right here, back on the Forest Demonstration Trail. Climb south on a hill. Absorb more interpretive information. Top out in rocky woods.




3.9 Reach another intersection. Head left on the Forest Demonstration Trail shortcut toward the forest pond. Descend.




4.0 Come to the forest pond and head right along the water.




4.1 Join the Talking Rock Trail. Make a loop, enjoying interpretive geological information. Circle a spring branch.




4.4 Complete the Talking Rock Trail. Head toward the trailhead and the Forestry Exhibit Center.




4.5 Reach an intersection. The Talking Tree Trail heads right and offers 0.8 mile of additional interpretive path. You head left, weaving through the mini maze of walking paths connecting the facilities, trails, and pond. The state forest has numerous displays and information in this locale.




4.6 Return to the trailhead after passing through the picnic area, completing the hike. Make sure to climb the fire tower, just for fun, if you have eno ugh energy.









2 Historic Yates Mill County Park










This hike not only explores historic and photogenic Yates Mill and its adjacent pond, but also nearby wetlands, tributaries, and hills on well-marked and maintained foot trails. The nature center here is worth a visit too.









Start: Nature center parking lot




 Distance: 3.5-mile loop with spurs




Hiking time: 2.0–2.5 hours




Difficulty: Easy




Trail surface: Natural




Best season: Year-round




Other trail users: None




Canine compatibility: Pets not allowed




Land status: Wake County park




Fees and permits: No fees or permits required




Schedule: 8 a.m. to sunset




Maps: Yates Mill County Park; USGS Lake Wheeler




Trail contacts: Historic Yates Mill County Park, 4620 Lake Wheeler Rd., Raleigh, NC 27603; (919) 856-6675; wakegov.com/parks/yatesmill




Finding the trailhead: From exit 297 on I-40, south of downtown Raleigh, take Lake Wheeler Road south for 3 miles to the park on your right. Official address: 4620 Lake Wheeler Road. Trailhead GPS: N35 43.229', W78 41.258'




  


 




The Hike









Yates Mill County Park truly deserves the “Historic” moniker at the beginning of its name, for it is the only operating mill left in Wake County of the seventy that were once scattered throughout the district. A mill, dam, and pond were first located here at Steep Hill Creek back in the mid-1700s, when North Carolina was still a British colony. As with other mills, nearby residents would gather to grind their corn and wheat into meal and flour, visit with the neighbors, and maybe do a little business as well. In other words the mill served as a combination trading post, community center, and communication location.




A dam held back the creek to ensure a regular flow of water—thus power—to the mill, creating the pond behind it. The impoundment was popular for fishing, swimming, and family picnicking. Located at a crossroads, Yates Mill was a regular gathering place and an integral part of the fabric of Wake County for two centuries.




The original owner and mill builder, Samuel Pearson, passed it on to his son Simon Pearson in the opening days of the 1800s. However, the younger Pearson was a poor money manager and lost the mill to debt. He was forced to sell the mill at a sheriff’s auction. A man named William Boylan, a banker and newspaper owner, then purchased Yates Mill. It sounds like an inside job since Mr. Boylan was the director of the bank that held Simon Pearson’s loan. Whether he obtained the mill by hook or crook, Mr. Boylan expanded the mill, adding a sawmill to the meal-grinding operation.
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  This log cabin stands next to the dam at Yates Mill.




After Mr. Boylan’s day, a partnership of prominent Raleigh businessmen purchased the mill, operating it during the days before the Civil War and into the conflict between North and South. Interestingly, one partner, Thomas Briggs, started a business operation that continues to this day as Briggs Hardware in Raleigh, the oldest hardware store in the Triangle. The key to Mr. Briggs’s business success was his converting Confederate currency into silver before the South lost the war and the rebel money became worthless.




Phares Yates bought the mill in March 1863, as well as 94 acres around it. It was during his forty-year operation of the mill that the name as we know it today finally stuck. Phares’s son, Robert E. Lee Yates, inherited the mill in 1902 and owned it for thirty-five more years before his passing.




Times were changing, and by the 1930s local residents were purchasing their own bread or not getting meal ground on a regular basis. Sawmills were using gas-powered engines, and electric power was spreading throughout the land, eliminating the need for small-scale mill-driven power. Yates Mill finally closed in the 1950s for lack of business, and the grounds became a company retreat. In 1963 North Carolina State University bought the mill and a thousand adjacent acres as an experimental farm. The mill building sat empty and slowly deteriorated right before the eyes of passing locals. It was then that area residents rallied to form the Yates Mill Association. Eventually the mill, now on the National Register of Historic Places, was restored and a park established by Wake County. The preserve was opened in 2006 and is once again a gathering place for area residents to enjoy the millpond, the trails, the Finley Center, and the history of this special spot in the Triangle.
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  Yates Mill Dam




Make your first stop the Finley Center, where the history of Yates Mill comes to life, and where you can also learn about the nature of the 157-acre park. There is over 2,200 square feet of exhibition space filled with fascinating information and displays explaining the park’s past existence. To this day the pond remains a popular fishing locale, especially the Pond Boardwalk, which stretches over the impoundment.




You start your hike by bridging Yates Mill Pond on the Pond Boardwalk then crossing ecologically important wetlands while heading up the valley of Steep Hill Creek. After your return trip, walk the shoreline of Yates Mill Pond then visit the mill itself. Inside tours are available on weekends; otherwise you can simply admire the mill building, the dam, and the historical nature of the location, as well as a nearby log cabin. The final part of the hike loops through adjacent hills on the High Ridge Trail and back to the start. After your visit you will become yet one more fan of the beauty and history of Yates Mill.




Miles and Directions









0.0 From the north side of the Finley Center parking lot, pick up the trail leading to and across the Pond Boardwalk. This wide boardwalk is a popular fishing area, so you may see anglers vying for bream and bass.




0.1 Reach a trail intersection after crossing Yates Mill Pond. Turn right here on the Creekside Trail, as the Mill Pond Trail goes left.
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0.2 Intersect the High Ridge Trail. Save that path for later. For now, keep straight on the Creekside Trail, crossing the Wetlands Boardwalk over Steep Hill Creek. Look for beavers and other wildlife in the wetland. After reaching the far side of Steep Hill Creek, pass a spur road going right to an adjacent farm. Stay with the narrow Creekside Trail as it meanders through sloping woods with open farmland to the right and the stream to the left.




0.8 Reach the loop portion of the Creekside Trail. Head left. Numerous boardwalks and plank bridges span wetter sections of the rocky forest. Intermittent channels cut across the trail, flowing toward Steep Hill Creek.




1.1 Begin turning back toward Yates Mill Pond in pines.




1.4 Complete the loop portion of the Creekside Trail. Backtrack toward Yates Mill Pond.




1.9 Return to the High Ridge Trail after passing back over the wetlands of Steep Hill Creek. Keep straight on the Creekside Trail, reentering woodlands, heading toward Yates Mill Pond.




2.0 Return to the Mill Pond Trail after passing the High Ridge Trail. The Pond Boardwalk is to your left. Keep straight on the natural surface path and begin walking the shoreline of Yates Mill Pond. An accompanying brochure identifies twenty different types of trees along the trail here. Gaze across the shoreline at the mill and the Finley Center.




2.2 Pass a spur trail going right to the field classroom. School groups frequently use the park for environmental education.




2.3 Meet the south end of the High Ridge Trail. You will return here later. For now, continue straight on the Mill Pond Trail, heading toward Yates Mill. Come very close to Yates Mill Pond Road as you pass through a small picnic area.




2.5 Reach Yates Mill. This is a favorable angle for photographing the historic building, water-wheel, and dam. Take the stone steps down to the stream and cross the wooden footbridge that lies under Lake Wheeler Road (the footbridge will be closed if water is flowing over it). Climb away from Steep Hill Creek and you are at the mill. This is a good place to walk around and view the buildings and the pond itself. From here a trail leads through a picnic area and back to the Finley Center. However, our hike backtracks to the High Ridge Trail.




2.7 Head left on the High Ridge Trail. The ambitiously named path does climb a moderate hill cloaked in hardwoods and winds across intermittent drainages flowing toward Yates Mill Pond. Cross a park maintenance road accessing the field classroom. Toward the end you will be straddling the ridgeline separating Steep Hill Creek from Yates Mill Pond.




3.3 Meet the Creekside Trail and Mill Pond Trail yet again. Turn right, heading toward the Pond Boardwalk.




3.4 Turn left on the Pond Boardwalk, walking amid anglers one more time. Look for waterfowl in the pond.




3.5 Reach the trailhead, completing the hike.




   

    
3 Swift Creek Bluffs Preserve





    




    Check out huge old-growth beech trees overlooking scenic Swift Creek on this relatively short but biologically diverse hike in a small preserve. First you reconnoiter bottomlands and Swift Creek then come alongside Beech Bluff, where the old trees—and wildflowers—grow. Next, climb the bluff to view Swift Creek from above, then loop back to drop off the bluff and explore Overcup Oak Swamp.









Start: Holly Springs Road parking area




Distance: 1.8-mile triple loop




Hiking time: 1.0–1.5 hours




Difficulty: Easy, but has steep sections




Trail surface: Natural




Best season: Spring for wildflowers




Other trail users: None




Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed




Land status: Nature preserve




Fees and permits: No fees or permits required




Schedule: Sunrise to sunset




Maps: Swift Creek Bluffs Trail Map; USGS Apex




Trail contacts: Triangle Land Conservancy, 514 S. Duke St., Durham, NC 27701; (919) 908-8809; www.triangleland.org




Finding the trailhead: From exit 295 on I-40, southwest of downtown Raleigh, take Gorman Street south just a short distance to reach Tryon Road. Turn right on Tryon Road and follow it west for 2.2 miles to turn left on Walnut Street, which becomes Holly Springs Road. Reach the preserve parking lot on the right after 2.1 miles, just after the bridge over Swift Creek. Address: 7800 Holly Springs Rd., Raleigh, NC 27606. Trailhead GPS: N35 43.061', W78 45.188'




  


 





The Hike 









Swift Creek Bluffs Preserve packs a lot of punch in its 23 acres. Held by the Triangle Land Conservancy, the preserve is bordered by Lochmere Golf Course, Holly Springs Road, a water pumping station, and a neighborhood. Yet you will be surprised by the beauty contained within it—the bottomlands along Swift Creek, the stream itself as it courses beneath bluffs, the steep bluffs, the swamp, and the stars of the show, the massive old-growth beech trees upwards of 200 years old.




The precipitous bluffs and swampy terrain were part of what protected the land in the first place—the tract was not easy to develop. The smallish parcel was off the radar as a park development for local governments, but was right up the alley for the mission of the Triangle Land Conservancy, which is to improve our lives through conservation by safeguarding clean water, protecting natural habitats, and connecting people with nature.




Since the trail mileage is relatively short, take your time to appreciate the efforts of the Triangle Land Conservancy, for there is much to see, especially the wildflowers in spring—from spring beauties to trout lilies to jack-in-the-pulpits. A series of mini loops take you through the multiple environments. First, leave the trailhead and work your way through forested bottomland to come alongside aptly named Swift Creek. Swift Creek drains 66 square miles of the Triangle area, flowing southeasterly from Apex and Cary. Here the tributary of the Neuse River flows easterly in alternating shoals and pools, bordered by sand and mud bars, meeting the Neuse near Smithfield, after being dammed as the well-known Triangle impoundments of Lake Wheeler and Lake Benson.








   THE TRIANGLE LAND CONSERVANCY




Swift Creek Bluffs Preserve is just one nature preserve held by the Triangle Land Conservancy. The organization also holds primitive conservation lands that have no developed trails or obvious recreation opportunities on them, but are simply protecting the flora and fauna within them. The group has collaborated with state, county, and local parks in acquiring and managing lands in six counties of the greater Raleigh area. It all started back in the early 1980s when a group of citizens foresaw the future explosive growth that was to take place in the Triangle. They believed that some places should be preserved for nature. A land trust was formed, and by 1987 the first tract, White Pines Nature Preserve, was purchased. Since then they have identified and preserved nine other nature preserves, all with high ecological or natural value. Johnston Mill Nature Preserve, another Triangle Land Conservancy parcel, is detailed in this guide too.
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