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Introduction


Whether you have one dog, or ten, whether they are inseparable or independent, they will love getting outdoors and exploring the trails of North Carolina. And within these pages I’ve compiled a collection of sixty of the best dog hikes in the state. Lakes, rivers, creeks, and waterfalls, from mountain views to the coveted coastline—I’ve covered it all. Whether your dogs are experienced hikers or new to the trail, whether you’re looking for an easy stroll or a strenuous trek, there’s a trail for you. And what better way to enjoy the great outdoors than with your best friends, your pampered pups, your canine companions at your side? Spending quality time on the trail together will bring pure joy to you both; it’s a win-win. While you enjoy the scenery, dramatic views, flowing waterfalls, and pristine lakes, they get to explore, taking in the fresh new sights, scents, and sounds of the forest, dipping their paws in a clear mountain creek, or running free on a long sandy beach, happily wagging their tail every step of the way. And even more important … they get to be with you. I haven’t met a dog yet that wasn’t in heaven while hiking. Romping around, sniffing new smells, splashing in the creeks, and making new friends are all part of the journey, and any dog can do it, from toy poodles to Saint Bernards and every breed in between. The key is knowing your dogs, and what they are capable of. It’s up to you to know their limitations. Just like people, you simply need to find the right trail for your dogs.


If your dogs aren’t in fantastic shape, you can still take them on a short hike. To work up to longer hikes, begin by taking brisk walks together every day. Week by week you can increase the length of your walks, and eventually you can build up to longer hikes on the trail. Just as you would for yourself, if your pooches have any medical conditions, check with your vet before taking them out on the trail. It’s important to use common sense with your babies. No matter how trail hardy your dogs are, it’s up to you to know what they can, and cannot, handle. Dogs will go, go, go to a fault to spend the day with their best friend. But you need to know their limitations, and your own, so you can enjoy hike after hike for years to come, with your trusty pups at your side.


How to Use This Guide


Before you begin your endeavor, here’s some important information on how to use this guide.


As you become familiar with it, you’ll see the hikes have been divided into geographic area. This way, when you plan to visit a certain area, you can easily see what hikes are nearby. Each hike has its own coinciding trail map. Every hike in this book follows the same format, which begins with a brief description of the hike. Next you’ll see what’s known as the hike “specs.” This section provides you with important information about the trail such as where the trail starts, the distance you’ll hike (round-trip), the blaze color, the trail’s difficulty, the trailhead’s elevation, the trail’s highest point, the seasons you can visit, the trail’s surface, other trail users you might encounter, whether or not a leash is required for your companion, and the trail’s land status. Along with this vital information, also listed are any required fees or permits. Here is a key to the fees:


$   = $0-$10


$$ = $11-$19


$$$ = $20 or more


Recommended maps, trail contacts, and nearest towns are also listed. As you will notice, DeLorme North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer map page and coordinates are provided to supplement the maps already found in this book. The DeLorme Atlas & Gazetteer is highly recommended for any state you plan to hike. You’ll also find the National Geographic Trails Illustrated topographic map information, if applicable. These maps, too, are an invaluable resource when navigating through the mountain region. Lastly, you’ll find “trail tips.” Here you’ll find pertinent information such as if there are water fountains or trash cans near the trailhead, or whether you should bring a hiking stick or extra drinking water. Following the hike specs, you will see “Finding the trailhead.” Plain and simple, you can’t enjoy the hike if you can’t find the trail-head. This includes explicit driving directions from two different points of reference, either using a main intersection or a state line as your starting point. Many of the trailheads are located on forest service roads (FR), most of which are unmarked dirt roads, and there may be several of these in any given area. For this reason the driving distances are given in mileage rounded to the nearest tenth of a mile, with accuracy as the goal. Also, whenever parking near a forest service gate, do not block the gate. While I prefer a good old-fashioned map and compass, GPS systems are getting better and better and proving to be another useful tool in the navigational toolbox. For this reason, GPS coordinates for the trailhead are included, along with those for any highlights along the way. Next, you will find “The Hike.” This is where you’ll get a general description of the hike, what to expect along the trail, and some entertaining facts about the trail, area, history, and folklore, if applicable.


Now on to the meat and potatoes, the “Miles and Directions.” This is the heart of the matter, the trails themselves, step by step. In this section you’ll find thorough directions, where every fork and every T has been documented. You’ll see the distance from the trailhead at which you reach them, and then left/right directions with corresponding compass directions.


I have made every effort to keep you and your happy hounds from getting lost, but please remember that trails do change over time and with each passing season. This is why I return time and time again to these trails and am always greeted with a new fabulous experience.


After the Miles and Directions, you’ll find a listing of hotels, campgrounds, and restaurants where you and your dogs will be welcomed with open arms.


Last but not least, you’ll see “Puppy paws and golden years.” It’s understandable that not all dogs can hike some of the longer trails in this book, especially the very young and very old. But this doesn’t mean that you have to leave them at home. You can still get these furry friends out to explore. That’s why in this section I’ve provided alternate options. So no matter what age your puppies or senior dogs may be, they will enjoy getting outdoors, breathing in the fresh air, and spending some quality time with their best friend—you.


For You and Your Dog’s Safety


Preparation is the best way to keep you and your four-legged friends safe. Here are a few friendly reminders to help you both enjoy your time on the trail to the fullest.


Weather


The weather in North Carolina can range from hot, hot, hot on the coast in summer to snow on the mountaintops in winter. Do your homework before you head out. Dress in layers; this way you can be prepared for any fluctuations that Mother Nature may throw at you. And always carry rain gear, just in case. Zip-off pants and wool socks are ideal. The pants are great because they’re thin but still keep you warm, and they double as shorts by zipping off the legs. Wool socks retain heat when needed, and dry quickly. Cotton is the worst material you can wear in the woods. Once cotton gets wet, it stays wet, keeping your body temperature dangerously low in cold weather. I recommend wearing quick-dry materials. They’re fantastic for their moisture-wicking ability, keeping you dry so you can comfortably enjoy the hike. While most of the trails are shaded, when necessary, sunscreen is recommended.


Water and Hydration


It’s essential that you bring enough drinking water for both you and your canine compadres. And of course bring a bowl for them to drink from, too. It’s easy to forget you’re actually exercising while taking in such beautiful scenery, but it’s essential to stay hydrated. A good rule of thumb is to drink every fifteen minutes. And, of course, if you drink, have the dogs drink too. I recommend wearing a hydration pack on your back. You can fill it with water, put ice in it to make the water more quenching, and hike hands free. It’s natural for your pups to sip from the cool mountain creeks, but do your best to not let them gulp it down. Keep in mind that even the clearest creek or river still carries tiny bacteria and parasites. Prevention is the best medicine. If you notice your dog is vomiting or has diarrhea after a hike, he or she may have drank from a bad source. If it continues, call your veterinarian. Also, do not let your dogs drink salt water. It will make them sick, and can cause dehydration, which can be a serious condition.


[image: It’s important to bring lots of water and a bowl for your dog.]


Leashes, Collars, and Harnesses


Even if a trail is leash free, it’s important to carry a leash along in your pack. It’s also a great idea to keep an extra leash in the car at all times in case the first one snaps, or a frustrated puppy chews through it. There are disputes over whether or not you should use a retractable leash. Personally, that’s all I use. I like to give the boys a little extra freedom on the trail. If you know how to use it properly, you can reel them in quickly when other hikers approach. Also, you can shorten it to the required six feet as needed. If a trailhead is near a roadway, or the hike is heavily populated, keep the dogs on a leash even if it’s not required—at least until you move away from the road or crowd. Also, despite their innate survival instincts, puppies may not always have common sense. It’s up to you to keep them away from steep drop-offs and to be cautious of swift currents. Leash them as needed, for their own safety.


Collars with tags are essential! God forbid your dogs get lost, but if they do, at least they have a chance of being returned with an up-to-date tag. If your dogs have a microchip, fantastic, but that’s not a substitute for a dog tag. Harnesses are especially good if your dogs are pullers. Clip the harness in the front, and it will help alleviate pulling. But harnesses, as well as dog collars, can get caught up on tree branches and bushes if the dogs wander off the path. Always keep a close eye on your pooches as you would your children. And bring along a copy of their current vaccines, just in case.


Dog Packs


I personally don’t mind extra weight in my pack, but I have had my dogs carry a pack on occasion. If you do put a pack on your pooch, it’s essential that it fits properly. An ill-fitted pack can cause chafing on the armpits and belly. Also, start with an empty pack so the dog can adjust to this strange coat on his or her back. As your dogs adapt, you can add weight, up to 25 percent of their body weight, but no more or they will be prone to injury. Then you’ll be carrying the extra weight—and your poor injured puppy—out of the forest.


Body Language


Knowing your dogs’ body language is key. Are they panting excessively? Limping? Slowing down? Just not acting like themselves? It’s up to you, as a responsible puppy parent, to notice these signals when you take your furry friends on the trail. Remember: Dogs can’t sweat like we do. Their natural way to eliminate excessive heat is to pant. If you’re tired, panting, and working up a sweat, they feel the same way. Overheating is a serious condition for dogs. If you notice your dogs are panting excessively, cool them down immediately. Give them water, cool them down in a creek, pour water over their heads, keep them in the shade, and wait until they cool off before you continue hiking.


[image: If you have the dogs off-leash, make sure they are under voice control at all times.]


Stance


Pay attention to your dogs’ stance, ears, and tail. These are tell-tale signs of what they see, hear, and smell. They may alert you that there’s a beautiful doe up ahead, or a barred owl on a branch up above. Their keen senses can help you spot wildlife and will give you a chance to see it before they spook it off.


Booties


When people hike, foot care is essential. This is just as important to your four-legged friends. Your pups are out to please you, at all costs, so they may push beyond their limits. It’s up to you, as a good dog owner and parent, to know your dogs’ limits. If you see them limping, check their pads and joints. Buffered aspirin may help with pain, but you need to get to the root of the problem. But never give them Advil or Tylenol. If they’ve strained something, call it a day, and apply ice when you’re settled in. Bring a first aid kit for you both. If they’ve injured a pad, you can bandage it up and use booties to keep the bandage in place. Better yet, have them wear booties to prevent problems in the first place, especially on rough or gravel terrain or if your pups are tenderfooted. Booties also protect pooches in winter time, allowing you to take them with you year-round. For trail surfaces where booties are recommended, you will see a Paw Alert! [image: images]


Poison Ivy, Oak, and Sumac


All three of these plant irritants are found in the forests of North Carolina. If you do your homework and know how to identify them, you may save yourself some unpleasant itching. A nice little rule of thumb is “leaves of three, let it be,” since poison ivy and oak both typically have three leaflets to a leaf.


Bugs, Bees, and Ticks


Depending on when and where you hike, you may encounter mosquitoes, horseflies, ticks, or chiggers. Insect repellant with DEET helps keep mosquitoes and horseflies at bay. If you get chiggers, you’ll know it! It’s an experience you’ll never forget. If you think poison ivy itches, multiply that tenfold and you’re still not at the level of chiggers. The solution is clear nail polish and lots of it. Cover the red bumps completely, and reapply often. As for ticks, I highly recommend that before you even hit the trail you give your dog a preventive medicine such as NexGuard. This prevents the problem all together. If you know you’re hiking in an area with ticks, such as the coastal region in summertime, protect yourself as well. Insect repellant may help, but also wear light colors so the ticks are easy to spot. Tuck your shirt in, and tuck your pants into your socks. Most important: Do a thorough tick check on you and your dogs at the end of each hike, especially in summertime.


In late summer bees can inhabit underground nests alongside creeks in the mountain region. These bees can be vicious when provoked. Whether you have an allergy or not, carrying an antihistamine such as Benedryl in your pack is essential. If you have a known allergy, always carry an EpiPen.


Snakes


North Carolina is home to four species of venomous snakes. Treat all snakes, venomous or not, with respect. Again, prevention is the best medicine. Before letting the dogs explore on their own, do a quick snake check on sunny rocks near creeks. If you or your dog get bitten, stay calm and seek medical attention immediately. If you can identify the snake, fantastic, but don’t delay care to try to figure it out. If your dog is romping around in the brush and you hear a yelp, check him or her for fang marks and wounds. It’s quite unlikely, but if you think your dog was bitten by a snake, clean the wound immediately and mark the margins of the bite. If at all possible carry your dog out of the forest. Antivenin is the only treatment for a venomous snake bite, so don’t bother trying to suck the venom out or use a snake bite kit. Do not elevate the limb, and do not apply ice. Call 911.


[image: Keep the dogs clear of all snakes, even the nonvenomous ones.]


Poison


The damp cool creek side is the perfect environment for a variety of mushrooms and fungi to grow. While some are edible, many are poisonous. If your dogs are prone to putting everything and anything in their mouth, keep a close eye on them. This includes choosing the right stick to toss out in the creek for them to fetch. Mountain laurel, rhododendron, and azalea are all common in the mountain region and can be toxic if ingested, so think before you throw. Keep this number in your phone, they’re available 24/7: Poison Control (800) 222-1212.


Blaze Orange


If you’re hiking in areas where hunting is allowed, such as national forests, always wear blaze orange during the season. And of course put some on your dogs to keep them safe, too.


Courtesy


Not everyone loves your cute and cuddly canines as much as you do. Keep this in mind when you encounter others along the trail. If the hike is leash free, this doesn’t mean you let your dogs run amok. You still must keep them close by and under voice control. It’s fun for them to have freedom, but it’s up to you to keep them safe and to be a responsible, courteous dog owner. Just as with children, you are responsible for their behavior. Always yield to other hikers and those on horseback. And always pick up after your dogs, carrying extra waste bags with you just in case. No one wants to step in or smell dog poop while enjoying a pleasant hike in the forest, not even a dog lover.


[image: Always pick up after your pup.]


For Mother Nature’s Safety


Wildlife


When you’re out in the forest, you’re a guest. Many animals make their home here. Some are cute and furry, like otters and beavers, others you may not like so much, such as snakes and spiders. No matter what you encounter, whether it’s a white squirrel, a duck, or a chipmunk, please do not feed the wildlife. Often these cuddly critters cannot digest people food. If you feed them, you may be doing them more harm than good. These wild animals will also begin to associate people with food, and someone may inadvertently get bitten as a result. Please help keep wildlife wild.


[image: Please do not feed any wildlife.]


Leave NO Trace


The last thing I’d like to share with you is the concept known as No Trace hiking. Simply put … when you leave the forest, it should be just as you arrived. “Take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints.” Every stone in the creek and every wildflower along the path has a purpose within the ecosystem it lives. Please do not remove these or any items, except litter, from the forest. Instead, bring a camera, and you can preserve the memory on film while allowing others to appreciate their beauty as well. Another idea is “pack it in, pack it out.” This means everything you bring into the forest, you should also bring out. Leave no trace and no signs that you were ever there. This puts less impact on the environment and allows other hikers to appreciate the natural beauty as well.


Features of a Good Dog Hike


So what is it that makes a great dog hike? Water for one thing. Almost every trail in this book has some sort of natural water source—whether it’s a clear mountain stream, a crisp clean lake, or waves lapping on the sand near the sound. Just about every dog enjoys splashing around, or cooling off, in the water, and there’s plenty to go around. Shade is another key component so your dogs don’t overheat while they hike. Trails that are less populated, or open to foot traffic only, are also more ideal for dog hikes. Encountering fewer people takes the worry off of you, so you and your trusty companion can both enjoy the journey … every step of the way! Fill your pack with water, grab the leash, and load ’em up. It’s time to begin a new adventure, with your four-legged friends at your side.


Other books by Melissa Watson are fantastic companion books, including Hiking Waterfalls in North Carolina and Camping North Carolina. They’ll give you specific details on campgrounds across the state and offer even more hiking opportunities for you and your dogs to explore. And of course Mikey went along every step of the way.


[image: Exploring the shores of Lake Norman, the dogs enjoy beach after beach (hike 21).]




Trail Finder


Author’s Favorites


4. Neusiok


5. Live Oak


7. Hammock Hills


18. Bog Garden


19. Badin Lake 21. Lake Shore


24. Stone Mountain Loop


30. Hunt Fish Falls


34. Paddy’s Creek


37. Max Patch


39. Big Laurel Falls


44. Schoolhouse Falls and Panthertown Valley


45. Courthouse Falls


49. Skinny Dip Hole


55. Andy Cove Nature


57. South Mills River


60. Little Bradley Falls


Lakeside Hikes


11. Boardwalk


15. Lake Lynn


19. Badin Lake


20. Cove


21. Lake Shore


28. Bass Lake Loop


34. Paddy’s Creek


40. Cliffside Lake Loop


Waterfall Hikes


18. Bog Garden


23. Lower Cascades


24. Stone Mountian Loop


25. Widow’s Creek Falls


26. Cascade


27. Glen Burney


29. Boone Fork


30. Hunt Fish Falls


31. Harper Creek Falls


32. Lower Falls of Upper Creek


33. High Shoals Falls Loop


35. Crabtree Falls Loop


36. Roaring Fork Falls


39. Big Laurel Falls


41. Secret Falls


43. Silver Run Falls


44. Schoolhouse Falls and Panthertown Valley


45. Courthouse Falls


46. Dill Falls


Leash Free (Voice Control)


4. Neusiok


19. Badin Lake


30. Hunt Fish Falls


31. Harper Creek Falls


32. Lower Falls of Upper Creek


35. Crabtree Falls Loop


36. Roaring Fork Falls


37. Max Patch


39. Big Laurel Falls


41. Secret Falls


42. Chattooga River


43. Silver Run Falls


44. Schoolhouse Falls and Panthertown Valley


45. Courthouse Falls


46. Dill Falls


47. Flat Laurel Creek


48. Graveyard Fields Loop


49. Skinny Dip Hole


50. Pink Beds Loop


51. Moore Cove Falls


52. Cat Gap Loop


53. Cove Creek Falls


54. Sunwall


57. South Mills River


60. Little Bradley Falls


Easy Hikes


1. Snow’s Cut


2. Sugarloaf Dune


3. Cedar Point Tideland


4. Neusiok


5. Live Oak


6. Goose Creek


7. Hammock Hills


8. Buxton Woods


9. Soundside Nature


11. Boardwalk


14. Woodland Nature—Falls Lake Recreation Area


17. Woodland—Greensboro Arboretum


18. Bog Garden


19. Badin Lake


25. Widow’s Creek


28. Bass Lake Loop


34. Paddy’s Creek


36. Roaring Fork Falls


40. Cliffside Lake Loop


42. Chattooga River


43. Silver Run Falls


50. Pink Beds Loop


58. Hooker Falls


Strenuous and Moderate-to-Strenuous Hikes


12. Spanish Moss


24. Stone Mountain Loop


27. Glen Burney


29. Boone Fork


30. Hunt Fish Falls


32. Lower Falls of Upper Creek


33. High Shoals Falls Loop


35. Crabtree Falls Loop


[image: Moss-covered rocks line the banks en route to Big Laurel Falls (hike 39).]




[image: Map Legend]




Coastal Region


Over a dozen fabulous trails are found within the coastal region of the state, from Wilmington to Winton and everywhere in between. Hike along the expansive Neuse River as you delve into the Croatan National Forest. Let the dogs run free on sandy beach after sandy beach near Snow’s Cut. Climb the largest sand dune or visit the tallest brick lighthouse in the US near Buxton Woods. Take a dip in Phelps Lake, where thousands of white tundra swans gather each winter, or view the Cliffs of the Neuse from the crackled banks of the river. Whether you explore the shores of Pamlico Sound, or those along the Merchants Millpond, you’ll be dazzled and amazed at the diversity this region has to offer. Stand in awe as you watch the wild mustangs of Corolla pass you by, or stop in to see the Wright Brothers monument, paying tribute to Wilbur and Orville, who gave the state bragging rights for “first in flight.” Four-wheel drive on the beach, pitch a tent on the sands of the Atlantic, and enjoy stunning sunrises like no other. Whatever you choose, the opportunities are endless right here on the captivating coast of North Carolina.


[image: Mikey is ready to explore the coast.]






WILMINGTON



1 Snow’s Cut Trail


Within the wonderful confines of Carolina Beach State Park, this easy-to-follow flat mulch path is suitable for dogs of all ages. The trail parallels the waterway for which it’s named and leads out to a small sandy beach alongside Snow’s Cut. Tall sandy banks lined with downed trees add to the scenery. The trail also leads to the park’s campground, but unless you’re staying here, I recommend hiking to the “beach” and back, which shortens the hike to a half-mile round-trip.


Start: Snow’s Cut trailhead at the northeast end of the picnic area behind the restrooms


Distance: 0.6-mile out and back


Hiking time: 20 minutes


Blaze color: Red


Difficulty: Easy


Trailhead elevation: Sea level


Highest point: Sea level


Seasons: Year-round. December-February, 7:00 a.m.-7:00 p.m.; March, April, and October, 7:00 a.m.-9:00 p.m.; May-September, 7:00 a.m.-10:00 p.m.; November, 7:00 a.m.-8:00 p.m. Closed Christmas Day.


Trail surface: Flat mulch path, sandy beach


Other trail users: None


Canine compatibility: Leash required


Land status: North Carolina Department of Natural Resources


Fees and permits: None


Map: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer, page 85, F6


Trail contact: Carolina Beach State Park, 1010 State Park Rd., Carolina Beach; (910) 4588206; www.ncparks.gov/Visit/parks/cabe/main.php


Nearest town: Carolina Beach


Trail tips: Mosquitoes tend to be out in summertime, so bring bug spray. Restrooms and a large picnic area are located near the trailhead. Trail maps available at the visitor’s center.


Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 421 and NC 132 near Wilmington, drive south on US 421 for 6.6 miles and turn right onto Dow Road. Travel for 0.2 mile to a right onto State Park Road. Travel for 0.8 mile to the picnic area and parking lot on your right.


From Southport, take the Southport Ferry to Fort Fisher (approximately 35 minutes). From Fort Fisher, drive north on US 421 for approximately 7.4 miles and turn left onto Dow Road and follow directions above. GPS: N34 03.050’/W77 54.809’





The Hike


Suitable for dogs and people of all ages, this hike is short, flat, and easy to follow. The trail begins within a large picnic area and heads due east into the woods. You immediately pass an outdoor seating area with a lectern, where the park hosts educational programs. Beyond the seating area, the trail parallels Snow’s Cut, the waterway for which it’s named. A small patch of forest separates you from the water, and the sound of boats echoes through the trees while birds tweet and crickets chirp. When you come to a T, the left is a spur trail that leads you north to a delightful little sandy beach along the water’s edge. Tall banks, with downed trees lining the edge, add to the scenery. The dogs enjoy romping about and digging in the sand, or wading out into the water to cool off while you appreciate the stellar views. The T also leads south to the campground where the trail ends. If you’re camping here, you can access your campsite from here, or hike the trail backward from the campground to the sandy beach and picnic area. If you’re not staying here, skip the leg to the campground. This shortens the hike to a half mile. If you’re looking for a longer trail, head over to the Sugarloaf Dune Trail (hike 2). This trail leads you to the top of Sugarloaf Dune, where you’ll enjoy stunning views of the Cape Fear River from the tallest point in the park. Carolina Beach State Park also has a marina, boat ramp, and fishing deck, but there’s no swimming allowed anywhere in the park. Not to fret; The town of Carolina Beach is home to Freeman Park, a public beach where dogs are allowed. They can even be off leash from October 1 to March 31. If you do take the dogs to the beach, bring an umbrella to keep them cool, lots of drinking water, and booties for their pads if the sand is hot. A good rule of thumb: If you need sandals, then they need shoes too. To access Freeman Park, you have two options. You can park and walk to the beach for free, or if you have four-wheel drive you can drive on the beach for a fee. This park even allows tent camping on the beach in designated areas. For more information call (910) 458-2977 or visit www.carolinabeach.org/site_new7pages7freeman_park.html.


[image: The dogs will love playing on the sand near Snow’s Cut.]


[image: Snow’s Cut Trail]


Miles and Directions


0.0 Hike due east on the flat mulch path and immediately pass a seating area with benches lined up to form an outdoor lectern area.


0.2 Arrive at a T. Go left (north) toward the water.


0.23 Arrive at a perfect sandy beach with long-range views of Snow’s Cut. Here the dogs can run and play near and in the water (N34 03.098’/W77-54.594’). Return to the T.


0.26 Arrive back at the T, head the opposite direction (south).


0.3 The trail ends at the campground (N34-03.051’/W77-54.565’). Backtrack to the trailhead.


0.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.


Option: Skip the leg to the campground and return to the trailhead after the dogs play by the water.


Resting up: Beacon House Inn Bed and Breakfast, 715 N. Carolina Beach Ave., Carolina Beach; (910) 458-6244.


Drifters Reef Motel, 701 N. Lake Park Blvd., Carolina Beach; (910) 458-5414; www.driftersreef.com; two dogs any size, pet fee per dog per night.


Camping: Onsite.


Fueling up: Gibbys Dock & Dine, 315 Canal Dr., Carolina Beach; (910) 458-3625. Island Hots, 103A Cape Fear Blvd., Carolina Beach; (910) 274-5875.


Lazy Pirate, 701 N. Lake Park Blvd., Carolina Beach; (910) 458-5299.


[image: A sandpiper takes flight.]







2 Sugarloaf Dune Trail


Carolina Beach State Park has several hiking trails, and the Sugarloaf Trail is the longest of them all. It leads through the center of the park, past the marina, and out to the banks of the Cape Fear River. Here the dogs can get some energy out running and playing in and out of the water on a long sandy beach. Beyond the beach, the trail continues for another three quarters of a mile to the top of the Sugarloaf Dune.


Start: From the Flytrap Trail parking area, begin hiking northwest on the orange-blazed Sugar-loaf Dune Trail.


Distance: 2.5-miles out and back


Hiking time: 1 hour, 15 minutes


Blaze color: Orange


Difficulty: Easy


Trailhead elevation: 8 feet


Highest point: 27 feet


Seasons: Year-round. December-February, 7:00 a.m.-7:00 p.m.; March, April, and October, 7:00 a.m.-9:00 p.m.; May-September, 7:00 a.m.-10:00 p.m.; November, 7:00 a.m.-8:00 p.m. Closed Christmas Day.


Trail surface: Hard-packed dirt, sand, mulch


Other trail users: None


Canine compatibility: Leash required


Land status: North Carolina Department of Natural Resources


Fees and permits: None


Map: DeLorme: North Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer, page 85, F6


Trail contact: Carolina Beach State Park, 1010 State Park Rd., Carolina Beach; (910) 4588206; www.ncparks.gov/Visit/parks/cabe/main.php


Nearest town: Carolina Beach


Trail tips: Restrooms are located at the marina, which you’ll hike past at 0.35 mile. Trail maps are available at the visitor’s center.


Finding the trailhead: From the junction of US 421 and NC132 near Wilmington, drive south on US 421 for 6.6 miles and turn right onto Dow Road. Travel for 0.2 mile to a right onto State Park Road. Travel for 0.4 mile to a left onto Nature Trail Lane. Follow the road for 0.3 mile to the end.


From Southport, take the Southport Ferry to Fort Fisher (approximately 35 minutes). From Fort Fisher, drive north on US 421 for approximately 7.4 miles and turn left onto Dow Road and follow directions above. GPS: N34 02.908’/W77 54.824’





The Hike


The trail begins under the shady cover of a diverse area of forest. Bamboo, oak, and pine trees sit side by side, and birdlife is plentiful. You’ll hear the occasional woodpecker pecking away at the trees, while the rest of the birds peacefully chirp and sing as you hike by. As you pass the marina you could fill your water if need be, and there’s a concession here too. The trail soon becomes sugar sand, and the ground gives way beneath your feet. You’ll catch glimpses of the river between the trees and notice the terrain is quite diverse with marshland to the right and mixed forest to the left. The soft sand makes the trail a bit more challenging, but a gentle steady breeze balances it out. You soon reach a pristine, long, hard-packed sandy beach, which is a highlight for the dogs. Here they can run and play in and out of the water. It’s a perfect opportunity for them to get some energy out, while you enjoy watching them play. Beyond the beach the Sugarloaf Dune Trail merges with the Swamp Trail, and the mulch path gives you a reprieve from the soft sand. You’ll pass through a marshy wetland, but trees offer shade for you and your canine companions. Soon the orange-blazed Sugarloaf Dune Trail forks off to the right and enters a forest of long-leaf pines. The pine trees stand tall, straight, and proud, but they don’t offer much shade, so bring lots of drinking water for you and the pups. You’ll come to another fork, where the blue-blazed Oak Toe Trail leads right to a marsh overlook next to the river. This is a nice side trip, but to reach the dune, go left. The trail meanders through the forest for the remainder of the way, until you come to a fence line at the foot of the dune. Climb the pathway to the left of the fence, and you’ll reach a fork at the top of the hill. Go right and you quickly find yourself standing at the top of Sugarloaf Dune. Stunning views of the Cape Fear River form a backdrop to the dune-scape. At 55 feet this is the highest point in the park. The dune is protected, so please enjoy the view, but don’t let the dogs roam out onto the dune. From the fork at the top of the hill, the Sugarloaf Dune Trail continues for another 1.75 miles. I recommend that you backtrack to the trailhead, rather than hike the entire loop. The remainder of this trail is very hot and doesn’t offer much shade. Plus there’s no water for the dogs either, since the ponds you see on the map are not suitable for dogs to drink. Another perk to backtracking is that the dogs get a second chance to play on the beach. If you want to add mileage, hike the park’s Snow’s Cut Trail (hike 1). It’s an easy stroll that leads to another small sandy beach alongside Snow’s Cut.


[image: The view from atop Sugarloaf Dune is pristine.]


► PUPPY PAWS AND GOLDEN YEARS: The Snow’s Cut Trail (hike 1) is found within the same state park. It’s short and easy and leads from the picnic area to a fantastic sandy beach along Snow’s Cut.


Miles and Directions


0.0 Hike northwest on the orange-blazed Sugarloaf Dune Trail.


0.3 Pass the marina, go left (southwest), and the trail quickly becomes sugar sand.


0.5 Arrive at a pristine sandy beach. After letting your dog frolic in the water, continue hiking southeast into the forest.


0.55 The Sugarloaf Dune Trail merges with the Swamp Trail and follows almost a perfectly straight line east-southeast.


0.65 Cross a footbridge, continue hiking southeast.


0.75 Arrive at a fork where the red-blazed Swamp Trail continues straight ahead (southeast), and the orange-blazed Sugarloaf Dune Trail leads right (southwest). Go right on the Sugar-loaf Trail.


1.0 Arrive at a second fork, the right leads west on the blue-blazed Oak Toe Trail. Go left (southeast) on the Sugarloaf Dune Trail.


[image: Sugarloaf Dune Trail]


1.15 Come to an open sandy five-way intersection. Hike straight across and to the right, following the orange blazes almost due south.


1.2 You’ll see a fence line directly in front of you. Follow the path to the left of the fence as it climbs the dune.


1.25 At the top of the hill, go right and arrive at the Sugarloaf Dune Overlook (N34 02.278’/W77 55.072’). Backtrack to the trailhead.


2.5 Arrive back at the trailhead.


Option: To lengthen the hike, you could do the entire Sugarloaf Dune Loop Trail, but be forewarned: There is no water and hardly any shade. If you take this route, bring lots of water!


Resting up: Beacon House Inn Bed and Breakfast, 715 N. Carolina Beach Ave., Carolina Beach; (910) 458-6244.


Drifters Reef Motel, 701 N. Lake Park Blvd., Carolina Beach; (910) 458-5414; www.driftersreef.com; two dogs any size, pet fee per dog, per night.
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The boys enjoy a break on the soft grass along the paved Woodland Trail (hike 17).
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Always pick up after your pup.
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If you have the dogs off-leash, make sure they are under voice control at all times.
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Please do not feed any wildlife.
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The view from atop Sugarloaf Dune is pristine
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Mikey is ready to explore the coast.
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Keep the dogs clear of all snakes, even the nonvenomous ones.
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R4

It’s important to bring lots of water and
a bowl_for your dog.
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Moss-covered rocks line the banks en route to Big Laurel Falls (hike 39).
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A sandpiper takes flight.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_011.jpg
Exploring the shores of Lake Norman, the dogs enjoy beach after beach (hike 21).
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