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HIKING THE BLUE RIDGE PARKWAY








HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


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


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following e-mail address:


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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To past and present Appalachian families—the people who know how much you have to love the mountains to live there.


And to the men and women of the Blue Ridge Parkway—who help the rest of us appreciate why it’s worth the effort.
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Foreword

As the 2016 centennial anniversary of the National Park Service recedes in the rearview mirror, never has the importance of the Blue Ridge Parkway been clearer to me. The 469-mile route is much more than a road. It is one of the most biodiverse places in the temperate world. It is a living-history museum protecting and passing on the stories of Appalachian culture, music, and life. It is a wondrous landscape brimming with outdoor adventures waiting to be experienced.


Still, the Parkway struggles to maintain a delicate balance between beauty and prosperity. In addition to welcoming more visitors than any other national park unit (over 15 million in 2015), the Blue Ridge Parkway is the number one economic engine for the communities that border a route that stretches from Shenandoah National Park to Great Smoky Mountains National Park. In 2015 visitors spent more than $952 million in the region. Add in factors such as jobs provided and the total impact is $1.3 billion.


Behind the economic impact on local communities, the often hidden critical issue is how the National Park Service keeps up with the sheer task of managing the country’s longest linear park and its throngs of annual visitors. The Parkway currently has more than $516 million in deferred maintenance needs. Restaurants and lodging buildings stand shuttered because of shortfalls in funding. Crumbling infrastructure and vacant staff positions can be seen and felt by the visiting public.


As you explore this national treasure, you can’t help but notice the greatness that exists, but also note the greatness that could be. Then act. Through the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation, you can give, volunteer, and become a voice for the protection of this spectacular place.


Randy Johnson’s one-of-a-kind, updated guide Hiking the Blue Ridge Parkway introduces you to many of the destinations you can explore in and around the Parkway. His rich descriptions and vivid color photographs will give you a glimpse of what awaits you out on the trail—and help you plan the perfect Parkway trip.


After experiencing the Blue Ridge Parkway, you’ll go home changed for the better. Let’s all cherish that experience. Better yet, let’s share it with future generations, the people who will care for our public lands into the next one hundred years—if we just show them the path.


—Carolyn W. Ward, PhD
CEO of the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation
Editor, Journal of Interpretive Research








How to Use This Guide

When the first edition of Hiking the Blue Ridge Parkway: The Ultimate Travel Guide to America’s Most Popular Scenic Roadway appeared in 2003, I set out to break the mold of the Blue Ridge Parkway trail guide. The only book on that topic back then ignored great hikes just off the Parkway and contained virtually no maps or photos.


Today, you hold in your hands the thoroughly updated, single-volume solution for the serious Parkway explorer. This book not only features the hikes and facilities of the Parkway, but also the best trails in the national forests and state parks that line the 469-mile scenic road.


This book also includes best-kept-secret suggestions from an award-winning travel writer who has actually lived beside the Parkway for decades. Rich chapters feature each segment of the Parkway, with recommendations for where to stay, eat, and explore. With easy “leg-stretcher” trails everywhere along its length, taking a walk is the perfect Parkway pastime and a big reason why my “expanded hiking guide” concept earns its subtitle as “the Ultimate Travel Guide” to the Parkway. It’s the perfect travel format for every Parkway visitor. It will boost even a casual motorist’s appreciation of the surrounding scenery—and may even entice you off the beaten path.


Instead of featuring one hike in a location (as many FalconGuides do), this unique volume overviews entire trail systems, offering diverse hiking options. But no book can (or likely should) include all the trails on and along the Parkway, so I’ve chosen great hikes and world-class walks for all kinds of people—the experienced and outdoorsy, families, and people with disabilities, too. Unlike competing guides that require readers to patch together hikes from listy, disconnected chapters of trail data, here hikes are recommended in easy-to-follow text that brings all the trails together in one spot.


To get the most out of this book, refer often to the final section, the mile-by-mile Parkway Mileage Log that includes all the overlooks, entrances and exits, interpretive sites, museums, visitor centers, and craft shops along the way—all keyed to numbered mile-posts you’ll see dotting the roadside. The log details everything from the location of picnic tables to the subject of roadside exhibits, with mileages to adjacent towns and attractions.


While the Mileage Log keeps you on track with your trip, it also directs you inside the book for detailed, engaging write-ups on featured hikes. The index and table of contents also guide you inside the book.


But keep in mind, the Mileage Log also includes many roadside or nearby trails that appear only in the log—so don’t forget to scan the log before or during your drive for additional options.
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Since the first edition of Hiking the Blue Ridge Parkway, others have emulated my concept, but none achieve as thorough a reference as this book. This brand-new, thoroughly updated fourth edition is packed with full-color photos and maps—and designed for anyone who visits the Parkway, the most popular unit of the national park system and a premier portal to the southern Appalachian experience.







Introduction


HIKING THE BLUE RIDGE PARKWAY

With the passing of the Blue Ridge Parkway’s eighty-fifth anniversary in 2020, there has never been a better time to explore what travel writers call “America’s most scenic highway.” Stretches of road elsewhere in the United States may indeed be spectacular, but nothing matches this manicured, uniquely uncommercialized half-a-thousand-mile thoroughfare through the lofty heart of America’s first frontier. That makes the Parkway a globally recognized icon of the American road.

Scenery aside, the 2008 completion of the Parkway’s main visitor center in Asheville and the recent finalization of the Blue Ridge Music Center near the Virginia–North Carolina state line are reminders that the experience just keeps getting richer for visitors.

A Parkway vacation—tackling the length of the roadway from the southern end of Shenandoah National Park in Virginia to Great Smoky Mountains National Park in North Carolina—is a singular experience, a dazzling juncture of earth and sky.

Most of the time spent in the Southern mountains—in a car or on foot—involves either going up or coming down. But the Parkway follows almost continuously along the crest—truly a skyline traverse.

At the Parkway’s 45 mph speed limit, the drive could be completed in 11 hours. But the point of this book is that it shouldn’t. With vistas beckoning from hundreds of overlooks, and trails everywhere, this is a motorized wander that surely should be given at least a week.

The Parkway is a place of raw springtime, where deep winter gives way to a season of hoarfrosted trees and rich earth-toned forests full of snow-flattened leaves. You dip down from cloud-shrouded, winter-whitened branches to suddenly open views that stretch for miles into valleys unseen only moments before. The bite in the air takes your breath away.

As spring progresses, your car sails through a lime-green swale lit by a pale beam of sun. Overhead, a cold-shadowed summit towers through the trees. This is when everything bursts into shades of green and pink and one of the world’s most diverse natural environments explodes into bloom. The Parkway becomes the perfect place to play Aaron Copland’s Appalachian Spring on the car audio system.

Summer is a delicious time on the Parkway—a season of golden high-altitude light and refreshing breezes. The sunniest days elicit rich forest aromas, from the fecund pungency of galax spread beneath a grove of lower-elevation oaks to the perfume of spruce and fir warming in a rare still day on the summits. During this short, poignant pause in an otherwise harsh climate, it’s cool enough to induce a summer-colony subculture. Long before the Parkway was built, now century plus–old inns attracted sweltering flatland Southerners to these heights. New resort communities prosper in the same tradition.

Autumn brings brilliant clarity and color, with crystal-clear days alternating with misty highland rains. Winter brings moody fogs that randomly hide and expose eerie, ghostlike forests and sudden vistas. Winter can be stunningly beautiful—when Parkway travel is possible. Snow and ice blast these heights and can force closure of the gates one sees at some road crossings on the Parkway. Before traveling, be sure to visit the Parkway web-site’s maps page to see a real-time road closure map.

Whatever time of year you motor the Parkway, you’ll marvel at ever-changing perspectives. A chasm suddenly yawns in a curve—and then is gone. As you pass an overlook, a father and son stand silhouetted against the sunset.

The Parkway isn’t literally a national park, but it is a unit of the National Park Service—and the nation’s most visited one at that. More than half the population of the United States lives within a day’s drive of the Parkway. Visitation topped 14 million in 2020, but in 1988 25 million toured the road.

Best of all, this national treasure has trails along its entire length, making the Parkway a perfect destination for hikers. Indeed, a drive on this high road is a motorized metaphor for the trail experience itself. The Parkway is an Appalachian Trail for autos. But don’t just settle for looking through the windshield—getting out of the car is a must.

Be on the road early or late and you’ll likely have to stop and sit amazed behind the wheel as a herd of deer gambol across the road. Ravens soar with the air currents above evergreen-covered summits. Peregrine falcons, reintroduced at Parkway-adjacent sites since 1984, now nest and dive all along the road. Flocks of turkeys, also successfully reintroduced, prefer trailside Parkway meadows. Groundhogs munch everywhere; the Parkway’s handcrafted stone walls (some recently restored) seem to be their favorite seats.

There’s culture as well. Since our nation’s earliest westward migrations, the fertile valleys to the east and west of the Blue Ridge Mountains have filled up with farms, towns, and eventually cities. A relative few of those newcomers, Scots-Irish and Germans among them, settled into the very highest elevations of the Blue Ridge and adjacent ranges. Long traditions of music and crafts were practiced in these storied hollows.

Luckily for today’s hikers and motorists, early mountain farms, cabins—even a mill—have been preserved at key places along the Parkway, and they impart a sense of what life on the heights must have been like. These exhibits incorporate some of the Parkway’s shorter, tamer trails, but they’re deeply insightful and worth a walk. Noteworthy stops include the Mountain Farm Trail at Humpback Rocks (Milepost 5), Trail’s Cabin at Smart View Picnic Area (Milepost 154.5), the Johnson Farm at Peaks of Otter (Milepost 85.9), and Mabry Mill (Milepost 176.2).

Handcrafts were essential for survival in this “land of do without.” A rich tradition of crafts comes to life in a variety of places on and adjacent to the Parkway. Don’t miss the Northwest Trading Post (Milepost 258.7), the Parkway Craft Center in Moses Cone Park (Milepost 294), and the Folk Art Center near Asheville, North Carolina (Milepost 382).

The Parkway’s craft centers and mountain lifestyle exhibits are just the beginning. Skilled crafters often demonstrate their skills at the Parkway’s various craft centers. Reen-actors at the lifestyle exhibits depict the kinds of domestic and commercial activities it took to wrest a living from a harsh climate and primitive facilities. If you make time for these programs, an amazing part of America’s past will come to life for you.

The National Park Service also tries to remind Parkway travelers of the past by leasing lands along the road for farming and other traditional activities. And while you surely will see vacation homes perched in plain sight of the road (Who wouldn’t want a perpetual Parkway view?), organizations such as the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation (brp foundation.org) purchase land and scenic easements to preserve the Parkway’s viewshed.

The Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation is the official charitable partner of the Parkway and funds a wealth of special improvement projects. The foundation helps update facilities, visitor centers, and exhibits. Its Volunteer Corps turns out volunteers to maintain Parkway trails and visitor sites. The foundation also runs the Trails & Views Forever program, which anyone reading this book should consider supporting. The effort funds trail maintenance crews, overlook vista clearing, and other projects. If you’re planning to drive the entire Parkway, join the foundation’s End-to-Ender group to share trip stories and earn a rewards package. Please join these efforts. And if you live nearby, sign up for the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation’s Parkway license plates in North Carolina or in Virginia.

You will see Parkway Foundation initiatives and improvements highlighted in relevant spots throughout this book. I do that intentionally to make this book an “Advocacy Trail Guide”—journalism intended to make Parkway first-timers and fanatics alike aware of how desperately needed their stewardship is. Our country is embarrassingly in arrears in protecting America’s “best idea.” I hope this book shows readers how much impact the foundation’s efforts have on their own Parkway experience—and how important it is that we all step up to preserve this national treasure.





LIFE ON THE PARKWAY

With all its attractions, many Parkway visitors slow down and take weeks to tour the road and meet the who’s who of significant Appalachian summits that line the route. That means visitors need places to stay and eat, and there are enticing resort areas and rustic rural destinations not far from the Parkway, but the high road comes through, too.

Most Parkway facilities are open from April to late October. Some are staffed earlier and later than others—there’s a wide range of elevations and weather conditions on this lofty road that affect facilities. Best bet: check the Parkway’s “Operating Hours & Seasons” web page (nps.gov/blri/planyourvisit/hours.htm).

Picnicking is a quintessential Parkway experience. Choose from fifteen formal picnic areas with restrooms and hundreds of picnic tables at dozens of overlooks (each one noted in the Mileage Log). You can also gently park on the grass and spread a blanket on the roadside—just pick a spot that will support your car and be well away from traffic.

Camping is another must-have experience, and the Parkway’s eight campgrounds—an average of one every 59 miles—offer 625 tent sites and 317 RV slips (and all the campfire smoke you can savor). The Parkway’s campgrounds charge a daily rate for “first-come” campers, and you can reserve a campsite in advance for a slightly higher rate at all campgrounds (www.recreation.gov or call toll-free: 877-444-6777). Seniors can buy an NPS park pass and save 50 percent.

At press time Mount Pisgah and Price Park are the only campgrounds with showers thanks to Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation fundraising. Major campgrounds can have camp stores with firewood and basic supplies for sale (charcoal, snacks, flashlights, batteries, ice, canned goods, etc.), but don’t expect a wide selection.

Backpack camping is permitted (and requires a permit) at only three sites on the Parkway (Rocky Knob, Virginia, and Doughton Park and Price Park in North Carolina). Recently, those options have increased with the opening of campsites along the Parkway on the Mountains-to-Sea Trail in North Carolina and existing sites along the Appalachian Trail in Virginia. Luckily many trails in this book connect to national forest and other lands where dispersed camping is permitted.

There are also commercial campgrounds just off the Parkway, as well as nearby campgrounds run by the USDA Forest Service. These are concentrated in the national forests at the northern and southern ends of the Parkway and include Sherando Lake and Cave Mountain Lake in Virginia and Black Mountain, Lake Powhatan, and Davidson River in North Carolina. And North Carolina’s Mount Mitchell State Park offers the East’s highest auto-accessible tent camping.

Like many national parks, the Parkway has overnight lodging options besides camping, but in recent years a number have been shuttered for lack of concessioners willing to invest in and operate the facilities. The Parkway is attempting to address the situation but it may take time, so check the Parkway’s website for the latest. Peaks of Otter Lodge north of Roanoke in Virginia (the only year-round lodge) and Pisgah Inn south of Asheville in North Carolina are successful concession sites. Among other overnight facilities that have been closed in recent years are Rocky Knob cabins (built during the Depression by the Civilian Conservation Corps) in Virginia and Bluffs Lodge in North Carolina.

Peaks of Otter Lodge and Pisgah Inn have full-service restaurants, and there’s a restaurant at Mabry Mill and a snack bar at the Northwest Trading Post, but in a situation similar to some lodging sites, other Parkway eateries have been forced to close. Among them as this book went to press are restaurants at Otter Creek in Virginia and in North Carolina at Crabtree Falls near Mount Mitchell. In another successful effort by the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation, the historic Bluffs Restaurant in North Carolina’s Dough-ton Park was restored and reopened in 2020. Also keep in mind that the just-refurbished restaurant at Mount Mitchell State Park continues to be successful.

The facilities above are referenced in the travel introductions to each section of the Parkway and in the Mileage Log at the end of this book.





THE CLIMATE

A mix of serious seasons reigns on the ridgetops. Dramatically different microclimates emerge with each bend of the road.

Summer on the Parkway comprises June through September. June forests are fully leafed out—except on the very highest summits, where it remains spring till late June. Rhododendron crowns that last stage of spring with a high-altitude bloom of legendary appeal. Target the third week of June for the best bloom at the loftiest elevations.

July is when temperatures peak along the Parkway. That differs from the rest of the South, where August and even September bring the hottest days. By August, temperatures along much of the Parkway are heading down the road to fall.

The hottest summer days at the lowest elevations—principally in Virginia—can be hot, up to the low 90s Fahrenheit. On the higher parts of the road, summer temps climb to the low to mid-70s; the hottest days will reach the low 80s. But those days are rare. On the very highest peaks, summer days can be downright chilly. Add misty conditions, and temperatures can stay in the 60s and even 50s. Summer nights often dip to the mid-50s and mid-60s. The coolest summer nights can drop to the upper 40s at higher elevations.

Expect rain through the summer months. The loftiest peaks are home to a kind of temperate rain forest. You will encounter sunny periods principally after cold fronts that yield refreshing mountain temps, but generally summer is a time for daily late-afternoon thunderstorms and, possibly, sustained periods of wet weather. September usually ushers in a change—by late in the month, the highest areas are drying out and showing the foliage of fall.
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May and October, the months when Parkway facilities routinely open and close, can bring hoarfrosted trees and cold. Even light snowfall is possible, especially at the highest elevations. Normally May sees spring in full bloom, with warm days and chilly nights (consult appendix A for a bloom calendar of plants along the Parkway). October brings peak foliage color—from the 10th to the 15th of the month up high and during the last two weeks of the month in most other places.

April and November—the months before Parkway facilities open and after they close—can be beautifully clear and cool. Expect April to be the rainiest month, but the volatility of late-winter weather often quickly replaces rain with shine. The year’s best long-range views are November’s reward—with low humidity, infrequent rain, and no leaves to block the vistas. A November “Indian summer” can be one of the best times on the Parkway. But April and November are, respectively, the latest and earliest months when snow is expected. Both months have received substantial accumulations at the heights and atmospheric dustings lower down.

March and December are fickle. The Parkway’s heaviest snowfalls can occur in March, when the first of spring’s substantial rains runs into the last of winter’s cold. Outside of that, March is often clear and cold—perfect hiking weather. December is drier, but snow becomes more likely as fall gives way to winter. The highest peaks have a 50-50 chance of a white Christmas.

Winter is the Parkway’s truly quiet time. The peaks are often snow-covered for weeks at a time from January through mid-March—to the delight of cross-country skiers. Even when snowless, trails and waterfalls are often covered in ice. Temperatures can dip well below 15°F at night and stay below freezing during the day. High winds, arctic temperatures, and deep snow can make the Parkway impassable. Expect gates to block Parkway access points during those times (in late fall and spring as well).

Virginia’s Peaks of Otter Lodge (Milepost 85.9) is open and may be one of the region’s best winter holiday bets. The Parkway is plowed in the vicinity of Moses Cone Park and Julian Price Park south of Blowing Rock, North Carolina—a nearly 7-mile section with particularly enticing winter trails for Nordic skiing. Snow doesn’t stay all winter; coverage fluctuates.

Note: The weather described above is what you can expect on the Parkway itself. An easy way to check weather conditions on the high road is to visit the National Weather Service website and choose weather for higher-elevation zip codes along the road (e.g., 28604 near Boone, NC) or delve into the site’s recreation weather details or forecasts for mountain peaks. The Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation is raising funds to build a system of Parkway webcams, and there are high-elevation weather stations to visit online, for example, at Grandfather Mountain and Mount Mitchell State Park in North Carolina. The Parkway’s real-time road closure map is another valuable weather-watching tool.





BEING PREPARED


Practical Cautions on a Lofty Road

It’s refreshing when a road can be a natural experience—but tackle this trip with particular caution. The Parkway is a driving challenge for many “flatlanders”—an unrelenting combination of curves and grades for every one of its 469 miles. Stick to the 45 mph speed limit, and note that it is 35 mph in a handful of places.

Wildlife should be your first concern. Be especially alert at dusk, dawn, and after dark. Driving during daylight hours is best—for views and the safety of the many animals that live along the road. Please slow down.

Sheltered and exposed parts of the Parkway pose their own respective hazards. In warmer months dry pavement can suddenly become wet in a shady curve. That can mean a sudden change to snow or glare ice in colder months, hence the “Beware of Sudden Icing” signs. Parkway fatalities often occur under just these conditions, and signs denote high-collision areas. The popularity of motorcycling combined with dangerously tricky curves on the Parkway have led to many signs that specifically warn bikers. Fog also necessitates slower speeds. You’ll never see it denser than on the Parkway. Such weather hazards explain why signs urge motorists to avoid the Parkway in fog, snow, and ice. In the worst winter weather, motorists have been stranded and even died on the Blue Ridge Parkway.

Taking the above concerns seriously doesn’t mean that you should delay the motorist who shows up on your rear bumper. Bear in mind that some locals drive this road to work every day and know every curve, so just pull over at the next overlook. The almost endless supply of these effortless on-and-off options gives visitors no excuse for blocking traffic. Please be especially conscious of this if you’re driving an RV. Also of interest to RV owners, the Mileage Log includes the minimum height of the Parkway’s more than twenty tunnels. See “Tunnels” in the index.






Selecting a Trail


The uniqueness of the Parkway creates an unusual mission for this guide. A Parkway road trip between Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains National Parks can be a seamless experience of the Southern Appalachians, and this guide is designed to provide that opportunity.

How many times have you crossed a park boundary only to have your trail guide say, “See the guide to ________ National Forest for that hike”? The Parkway is bordered by state parks, national forests, and other wildlands throughout its length. There are countless trail options, and if you miss the best of those options, you haven’t made the most of the Parkway. This guide covers the Parkway as well as the best off-Parkway hikes along the route—often lesser known and less crowded. (However, it’s just not possible to include all the trails near the Parkway.)

When deciding on a Parkway hike, first match the trail to your level of ability. Luckily, the Parkway’s famous leg-stretcher trail philosophy means that many of its trails—dozens, in fact—are easy ambles to a great view or secluded spot. You can just pull off the road and go. Signs tell you which trails are very short; so does the Mileage Log in this guide.

Hikes in this guide are listed—and described—as easy, moderate, or strenuous.

Easy: Generally, regardless of length, an easy trail has a graded or benched treadway, meaning that the tread has been excavated, like a mini road grade, for predictable footing. An easy hike is relatively level, with a grade that’s gradual and consistent.

Moderate: A moderate trail, besides often being a longer hike, may involve a rougher, rockier treadway and fluctuations in the rate of rise, though the climb is usually gradual.

Strenuous: Strenuous trails are longer and steeper overall or, in places, require substantial exertion, and often have uneven footing or involve the use of ladders or climbing over rocks.

When a trail is said to “slab around a peak,” it means that it avoids a summit, generally keeping to a gradual grade at one elevation. For instance, the Nuwati Trail on Grandfather Mountain (rated easy) is considered untaxing because of gradual grades. Nevertheless, the text mentions that the trail has rocky footing, a fact that hikers will need to consider.

Trail entries often use the term “loop” to describe a hike—a route that resembles a circle—but there are at least two different types of loops. A lollipop loop is a single trail that leaves a trailhead, splits some distance away, then returns to the split (forming that circle) and then to the trailhead—a frequent occurrence on the easiest Parkway paths. Others are actually a “circuit” hike—a route that originates on one trail but turns onto different trails on the way back to roughly the same starting point. Many longer hikes on the Parkway and adjacent to it are circuit hikes.

This book suggests lollipop loops and circuits wherever possible. On a high-elevation, linear park like the Blue Ridge Parkway, many possible hikes are out-and-back treks that descend off the ridge and require a slog back up. The most egregious of these are not included here to concentrate on the kinds of hikes people enjoy the most. Also, between the Mountains-to-Sea Trail along the Parkway in North Carolina, and the Appalachian Trail on the northern Parkway in Virginia, it’s often possible to just stroll away from your car on an out-and-back “hike to nowhere.” The Mileage Log at the back of this book is a good reference for these trail crossings. Even if one of these strolls isn’t a great hike, they make it easy to just set off into uncrowded nature to find “social distancing” space, as many have during the recent pandemic.
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Trail entries also specify the elevation gain in a given hike—that, after all, is where most people truly feel the effort. In many places trailheads are the trail’s low point, often where a trail reaches a road. On the Parkway the trail often descends first then climbs back to the trailhead.

Mileages are given for most hikes, often with “about” appended to them. This is done where seemingly reliable data conflicts with the author’s own experience or other information, such as park brochures or official publications. All mileage information should be considered a best estimate. Certain kinds of terrain make it difficult to measure with certainty a trail’s exact length. In addition, the varying levels of experience that hikers bring to a trail can make mileage information less meaningful. Trail descriptions and ratings are often more valuable than simple mileage figures.

I often suggest ways for inexperienced or less physically fit hikers to sample longer, more strenuous trails. Most entries, for instance, suggest places to turn around or alternative routes that avoid the most difficult terrain (or the most crowded trailheads). Still, a person in very poor condition could find an easy-rated trail to be a challenging hike, so the trail descriptions in this book are subjective. If you are overweight, do no regular exercise, or are unsure of foot, expect an easy hike to be moderate and a moderate hike to be strenuous. The nice thing is that with consistent exercise, your personal rating system can match—or exceed—the ratings in this book.

There are a lot of new trails in this book, and the growing network of easy, interpretive TRACK Trails are ones to be on the lookout for. Based on a groundbreaking idea from the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation that won national attention, an exploding number of easy paths on the Parkway and all over the country are being turned into engaging interpretive nature trails. These trails have been outfitted with brochure racks that contain an amazing assortment of intriguing site-specific educational info to help families stay fit, learn about the outdoors, and even win prizes. TRACK Trails are available all along the Parkway, so be sure to check the index under TRACK Trails to find trails near your route. This book often touts the most interesting trail brochures and includes links to download them before your trip. Many brochures are useful on almost any trail. Visit www.kidsinparks.com to explore further.





Don’t Forget the Net

Nature-loving hikers also tend to be people who are comfortable with the Internet. If you’re online, definitely check out the exploding trove of hiking information to be found there. The richness starts with individual home pages for national, state, and private parks; you’ll find information, maps, directions, and even the latest campground rates.

Turn to appendix B for a listing of websites of interest to Parkway travelers.





What to Carry

The shortest, easiest nature trails in this book require that the hiker carry nothing other than a camera or binoculars. But hikers who venture more than a mile into fields or forests will want to carry a few essential items. A small backpack or fanny pack is big enough for the essentials:



	a water bottle or hydration system

	a snack or extra food

	spare clothing and other protective items (raincoat, sunscreen, insect repellent, sunglasses, and a hat)

	a small first-aid kit (bandages, antiseptic, extra-strength aspirin/acetaminophen, moleskin for blisters)

	this guide—or the relevant photocopied or cell phone photographed pages/map

	the recommended hiking maps (some downloadable on the Parkway’s website—see “Maps” under trail entries)

	any trail permits required by managing agencies



The ultimate item you’ll want to carry isn’t in your pack but in your head: knowledge. The information contained here is timely and extensive, but no single trail guide can do it all. Explore the variety of resources available to those who enjoy the outdoors, including FalconGuides and other books on survival, route finding, mountaineering, and backpacking. To be truly prepared, take courses in first aid and CPR.





Maps

Start by downloading the National Park Service strip map of the Parkway. Also available at Parkway headquarters and visitor centers, they’re the perfect main map for your trip. Laminated commercial versions are also now available. That map plus the highly detailed and accurate trail maps in this book should be all you need. The Parkway also publishes its own stylized and less detailed trail maps of many of the major developed recreation areas. These are often referred to in the text as the “handout maps” that are available at the local visitor center, campground, etc. If you want to be sure you can find these, download them before your trip from the Parkway website (nps.gov/blri/index.htm). Choose “Plan Your Visit” < “Things to Do” < “Hiking,” then click pages for trails in Virginia or North Carolina and choose your hike. I’ve also included links for those maps in the book’s text under “Maps” where they’re available. Nevertheless, other maps, notably USGS topo quads and especially US Forest Service maps of backcountry and wilderness areas beside the Parkway, are recommended for many hikes. (See appendix B for additional resources and links to USFS sites that sell the maps.)





Clothing

Choose clothing that is comfortable and protective.

Any summer outdoor activity on the Parkway might seem to call for shorts and T-shirts, but when choosing hiking clothing, the best policy is to be prepared for the worst weather the season and place can deliver. This means being flexible, dressing in layers, and being prepared for rain and wind. Luckily, the latest trail shirts and pants (the latter with zip-off legs) are virtually weightless, dry fast, have antimicrobial or other properties that eliminate odor, repel bugs, and even offer protection from the sun.

The best choices for outer garments are waterproof and breathable jackets and pants made of synthetic fabrics. They’re expensive but highly recommended. In spring, fall, and especially winter, your outer layer is the first line of defense. Under that, wear more layers—how many varies by season. Synthetic fabrics that are warm even when wet are the best choices. Look for polypropylene T-shirts, long underwear, pants, and zip-up or pullover pile jackets.

Major insulating garments are definitely necessary in severe winter weather. The choice for insulation is, again, synthetic materials that won’t lose their insulating value when wet, although waterproof fabrics are bringing down back into vogue.





Footwear

On the Parkway’s easy trails, you’ll need only a sturdy pair of walking or running shoes. But on moderate or more difficult hikes—or even easy hikes with rocky footing—you’ll want a good pair of hiking boots.

The newest-generation boots are lightweight and relatively inexpensive, boasting waterproof fabrics and various kinds of nonskid soles. They add comfort, safety, and enjoyment to any hike and are a worthwhile purchase for even a casual hiker.

Serious winter hikers will need more than a lightweight three-season boot. And those who walk wilderness or primitive trails may need to cross streams without the aid of bridges. Rather than avoid these trails, carry a pair of aqua shoes, which slip over bare feet, or sport sandals for wading. They also make great in-camp wear.





Weather Dangers

It is not enough to own the proper clothing. Be sure to put on your high-tech garments before you become thoroughly wet or chilled.

Hypothermia results when lack of food and/or exposure to severe weather conditions prevent the body from maintaining its core temperature. Hypothermia can occur at any time of year—at temperatures well above freezing—with the dramatic cooling effects of wind and rain. To prevent it, stay dry and protected with the right clothing—especially a hat, since up to 70 percent of heat loss can emanate from your head. Don extra layers when you stop for a rest, before you get chilled. And remove layers before you get sweaty, starting with that hat. Adequately fuel yourself with food and water, drink plenty of fluids (in winter, simply breathing robs you of moisture), and nibble energy foods (such as trail mix, sandwiches, and hot soups). Set up camp early to accommodate any inexperienced or less physically fit members of your party.

The best way to treat hypothermia is to stop it before it starts, but you may not be able to. Do not ignore such symptoms as uncontrollable shivering and, later, slow and slurred speech, stumbling gait or clumsiness, and disorientation. Take immediate action to shelter and refuel anyone with these symptoms—including yourself.

Frostbite. Frozen flesh can result from severe cold, and its first sign is reddened skin. Next, the frozen site—often toes, fingers, or portions of the face—will turn white or gray. The best prevention is to stay warm so that your extremities receive the blood flow they need. If you can avoid it, do not venture into extreme conditions or exposed areas where windchill factors are below –20°F. In severe conditions hikers should monitor one another’s faces and suggest shelter when the need arises. Do not rub frozen skin or slap frozen extremities together. When an area with severe frostbite begins to thaw, expect severe pain; use aspirin or acetaminophen to ease the pain on the way to medical assistance.

Lightning. In summer a hiker’s major danger is lightning, especially on exposed mountaintops—and the Parkway is full of them. At the first rumblings of thunder, move off ridgetops and seek shelter in a group of smaller trees rather than under one tall one. Rest in a low, dry area (but not a gully or near a pond, where water can conduct the current). Avoid overhangs or small caves where ground current might pass through you. In a lightning storm you’re better off sitting in the open below surrounding high points and atop a low-lying rock that is detached and thus insulated from the ground. To further insulate yourself, crouch low or kneel on top of your pack or sleeping pad.

Heat stroke and heat exhaustion are warm-weather equivalents of hypothermia. The Parkway isn’t known for hot hikes, but be sure to carry and drink plenty of fluids, especially if you’re sweating heavily. Avoid hiking in the hottest part of the day, and cool off by slipping into one of the trailside pools often mentioned in this guide’s hike descriptions. (Note: Swimming is prohibited in Parkway waters.) If you feel dizzy and drained, heat exhaustion may be the culprit. Relax, drink fluids, and let your body recover. Heat stroke is a more extreme—and dangerous—condition. Rather than being damp and drained, you’ll be dry and feverish, signs that the body has given up the attempt to cool down by perspiring. Immediately cool the affected person with cold, wet compresses. Administer water, and seek medical attention.





Trailside Pests

Winter weather largely eradicates the Parkway’s most bothersome bugs, reptiles, and plants. But spring, summer, and fall are different matters.

Bees. Do everything you can to avoid contact with concentrations of bees. Be cautious around fruit and flowers, and be on the lookout for nests hanging from limbs, in hollow trees and logs, or on the ground. And don’t act like a flower. You can’t avoid sweating, which attracts some types of bees, but don’t entice them with perfume or scented body-care products.

As long as you’re not allergic, most stings are minor and easily treated. Simply scrape an imbedded stinger out with a knife blade. (Don’t squeeze it out, which releases even more venom into your bloodstream.) A paste made of water and unseasoned meat tenderizer that contains papain (a papaya enzyme) can neutralize bee venom; baking soda paste does not.

Some stings are not so simple. A person who is allergic to bee stings or is stung many times can suffer anaphylactic shock—even death. Around a hundred people a year die from bee stings in the United States. An over-the-counter antihistamine that contains diphenhydramine (such as Benadryl) can help control mild allergic reactions. Serious toxic reactions and anaphylactic shock can either set in immediately or after some delay. If you know you are allergic to bee stings, always carry an epinephrine syringe bee sting kit—and be sure your companions know where it is and how to use it.

Ticks. The Piedmont and coastal forests of Virginia and North Carolina are favorite warm-weather habitats for ticks. Hikers on the Parkway’s highest mountains are less likely to find ticks, especially where spruce and fir forests prevail. Ticks can carry Lyme disease and Rocky Mountain spotted fever—potentially deadly diseases. North Carolina is infamous for the latter. Both diseases can take up to two weeks to gestate before symptoms develop. Among the signs are arthritis-like joint pain, high fever, and/or a circular rash.

The best defense against ticks is three-pronged: First, at the lowest Parkway elevations, use a tick and insect repellent that contains N, N-diethyl-3-methylbenzamide, more commonly known as DEET. Second, whether you use repellents or not, wear long-sleeved shirts and long pants and avoid walking off-trail through tall grass, brush, or dense woods. Third, frequently check yourself for ticks, especially at night and when you finish a hike. Focus on armpits, ears, scalp, groin, legs, and where clothes, such as socks, constrict the body. It takes awhile for ticks to attach and transmit disease, so you have a good shot at preventing infection if you find them early.

If a tick becomes embedded in your skin, use a bit of repellent, rubbing alcohol, or a hot, extinguished match to encourage the tick to back itself out. If you must use tweezers to remove a tick, grasp the head to avoid squeezing toxins into the wound. And don’t hesitate to pull a little bit of your skin out with the tick so that mouthparts do not remain to cause infection.

Flies. In spring (mid-Apr to mid-June), hikers on the Parkway’s higher elevations can be troubled by the same tiny black flies that pester North Country hikers in Minnesota and Maine. More often hikers here see common houseflies and horseflies; the latter are particularly vicious at the coast. The best defenses are to use insect repellent, keep food and garbage covered or stored elsewhere when picnicking and camping, and cover your body. The newest trick is to reduce the use of chemicals and buy and wear the now-popular insect-repelling clothing.

Mosquitoes and gnats are prevalent, especially on cool mountain evenings. Again, bug-repelling garments are effective, or use repellent with DEET.

Poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac are all found everywhere on the Parkway except the highest peaks. All produce contact dermatitis—rash and watery blisters that appear 12 to 48 hours after skin rubs against the plant resin. The outbreak usually runs its course in ten days, but isolated cases can be severe or cause allergic reactions. Learn to identify these plants (“Leaves of three, let it be”), and be wary of wading through brush in shorts.

If you realize that you just touched one of these poisonous plants, remove and isolate contaminated clothing until it can be washed at home. Flush the affected skin with water but no soap—your skin’s natural oils will protect you temporarily. Cover rash areas with calamine lotion. See a physician if face, genitals, or more than 25 percent of your body is affected. Preventive creams you can apply before exposure are also available.

Snakes rank high on the list of hiker fears, but these animals play their role in nature, and only two venomous types are found in the Blue Ridge: timber rattlesnakes and copperheads, neither of which is usually a problem on the Parkway’s higher peaks.

The best way to avoid being bitten is to be observant—and be able to recognize poisonous snakes before they can bite. Rattlesnakes and copperheads are generally heftier than nonvenomous snakes and have triangular or arrow-shaped heads and vertically slit pupils (versus tube-shaped heads and round pupils for nonvenomous snakes). Don’t reach blindly behind logs and rocks, inspect wooded sites before you sit, and watch where you step. Luckily, of the 20,000 people bitten by venomous snakes annually in the United States, fewer than 15 die. The venom of these two species is also relatively slow acting, almost half of all bites don’t transmit venom, and antivenin is widely available in local hospitals.

If bitten, be able to report what kind of snake bit you. Observe your wound: The bite of a pit viper includes two or more prominent fang marks, while a nonvenomous snake-bite usually leaves two rows of indentations and no big holes. If possible, use a commercial snakebite kit within 3 minutes of the bite. Immediately remove all watches and rings that may cause constriction from swelling. Do not make incisions with a knife or try to suck out the venom. Do not use tourniquets, cold water, or ice packs, which increase the possibility of gangrene. Instead, loosely splint and immobilize the affected limb, and mark on the victim with a pen the time and spread of swelling. If you are within 20 minutes of the trailhead, carry the victim (or permit the person to walk slowly, with frequent rests) to a vehicle for immediate transfer to a hospital. If hiking alone—not necessarily a good idea—walk as calmly as possible back to your car for help. Hikers who are far from a trailhead should send a companion for help and wait for emergency personnel to return with antivenin.

Bears. Most animals in the mountain South are harmless to hikers. The exception is the increasingly seen black bear. Most of the time a backcountry glimpse of one of these reclusive mammals includes its rear end sprinting away. If you have a sudden encounter with a nearby bear, especially a mother with cubs, steadily and calmly back away. Leave the area. Do not turn your back on the bear. Do not run or climb a tree, since this may provoke a chase—and you cannot outrun or outclimb a bear. Stand your ground if charged; bears often bluff.
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The most problematic locations for bear encounters are popular campsites, where bears forage through garbage. There they can be aggressive, especially if you approach while they are enjoying food. Stay away. The best defense against such encounters with bears—and with skunks and other animals, even mice—is to keep your food away from camp. Safely hang bagged food by tossing a rope over a tree limb, tying on your food container, running the food into midair away from the trunk, and tying the other end where you can reach it. Bear-proof food canisters are another great way to deter bruins. Generally bears are much more of a problem in Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains National Parks than along the Blue Ridge Parkway. But problems with bears seem to be on the rise at Parkway campgrounds and picnic areas, many of which now provide bear-proof trash receptacles. National forests line the Parkway for miles, and bears can be an issue in places like North Carolina’s Shining Rock Wilderness, where recent policies have prohibited camping at Graveyard Fields and require the use of bear canisters.

Waterborne pests. The other animal threat is a microscopic one. Ingestion of water-borne pests can cause a variety of backcountry infections. Perhaps the best known is giardia lamblia, but an E. coli infection can be deadly. Hikers have even contracted Type A hepatitis from drinking untreated water in the “wilderness.” Unfortunately, even pristine-looking streams may contain these and other disease-producing agents. All hikers should carry water from treated sources, carry commercially bottled drinks, or filter the water they use. Boiling water for at least 5 minutes (before adding food or flavoring) will kill the tiny protozoan that causes giardia, so campers can often prepare hot foods with water from streams and springs. Boiling can cause drinking water to taste flat, so pour boiled water back and forth between clean containers to restore its oxygen content, or add flavorings. Better still, carry a portable backpacker’s water purifier. Do not attempt to disinfect water with halazone, chlorine, or iodine.







LEAVE NO TRACE

Everyone’s heard the dictum “Take only pictures, leave only footprints.” Well, even footprints cause soil compaction and erosion in many of the popular wilderness areas that line the Parkway. However, damage to the environment can be minimized.

Zero-impact hiking and camping starts with an effort to minimize any evidence of your presence. That starts with staying on defined trails and restricting your outings to a small party of people. Intelligent strategies for protecting trails, such as not shortcutting switchbacks, also reduce the likelihood that you’ll brush directly through poison ivy or step on that snoozing copperhead. Groups of four to six hikers can more easily find campsites and deal with emergencies and don’t disturb other hikers’ wilderness experience. Whatever your party’s size, try to keep your noise level down, especially when camping in the vicinity of others. Noise travels far after dark; there’s no excuse for loud conversation or rowdy behavior after 9 p.m. At developed Parkway campgrounds, be sure to notice the signs that specify quiet times and restrict the use of RV generators.

Littering is the number one trail pollution problem. The dictum “Pack it in, pack it out” has become the basic backcountry credo. Too many people lug food and drink into the woods in heavy containers, then leave the bottles and cans behind when they’re empty. Pack properly, using lightweight reusable plastic, and you won’t be tempted to jettison the refuse. Bag trash immediately to avoid attracting bugs and animals, and consider picking up litter left by others.

Everyone generates waste in the woods, so proper disposal is another element of zero impact. Where restrooms are available, use them before hitting the trail. When hiking or camping, use proper methods of disposal to keep urine, feces, soap, and garbage out of water sources. To make a “cat hole” for body waste, use a small trowel to remove a cap of sod (keep it intact), and dig a hole at least 6 inches deep in organic soil (damp but not wet) at least 200 feet from surface water, trails, campsites, or other places where people congregate. This is your “toilet.” Use natural wipes such as leaves, or pack out toilet paper in a plastic bag. After using your pit, mix soil into the waste to hasten decomposition, then cover with the sod cap. When urinating, avoid hitting plants; try to go on mineral soil or sand. Choose a sunny spot to hasten evaporation.

Camping impacts the environment in ways that hiking does not. Hikers who intend to camp should read up on clean camping: How to choose a campsite, the safety and environmental benefits of carrying a camp stove (where allowed), and many other topics are addressed in several fine publications. A touchy topic for campers is how to keep your body and equipment clean without polluting streams and lakes. Some camping purists choose not to bathe in the backcountry; others wouldn’t camp if they couldn’t get clean. The best way to wash and not pollute nearby drinking water is to carry a large pot or bucket of water at least 200 feet from the water source. Lather minimally with biodegradable soap, and rinse; dilute and disperse any suds on the ground with more water. To brush your teeth, go the same distance away and use the smallest amount of paste and water possible. Disperse by spitting, and rinse away residue with water. Visit the Leave No Trace website for more (LNT.org).
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HIKING WITH PETS

Woodsy forays with Fido are fun. There’s nothing like sharing the exercise and camaraderie of the great outdoors with your favorite friend. But be aware that dogs can be a headache for other hikers and for park managers, so restrictions apply. Pets are allowed on Blue Ridge Parkway trails and in campgrounds, but they must be leashed at all times. Believe me, rangers will ticket violators.

Sadly, not everyone out there loves dogs (or, at the very least, your dog). It can be frightening to see an unleashed animal charging down a trail at you, especially if you’re a parent with children or another pet owner with your own dog on a leash. Many national parks actually prohibit dogs because their territorial instincts can complicate life for wildlife populations already trying to survive in shrinking natural areas. While out of sight of their owners, unleashed dogs can trample fragile plants, dig up animal dens, even kill wildlife, and leave their scent (not to mention piles of poop, sometimes on the trail). Always carry plastic poop bags and pick up after your pet. And be prepared to carry it out for proper disposal. Piles of knotted poop bags are an increasing site at Parkway trail junctions.

The leash-averse should realize that many dogs get permanently lost in wild areas, severely injured in encounters with wildlife, or hurt in falls.





HIKING WITH KIDS

Hiking is a wonderful way to teach young people a love of the outdoors, an enjoyment of physical fitness and exercise, and less-tangible values of environmental and personal responsibility.

You don’t have to wait until a child is 10 years old to take him or her out into the woods. Many of the hikes in this guide are great for kids—the leg-stretcher trail philosophy makes the Blue Ridge Parkway particularly well suited to children (hence many Parkway trails becoming TRACK Trails). On the Parkway even a short walk can lead to high adventure.

Trail descriptions highlight paths suitable for toddlers (on their first unaided woods walks), family hikes, beginner backpacking trips, and saunters with the elderly and physically challenged. Sample some of these, but don’t expect to make the entire hike or reach that intended campsite. Be flexible with tiny hikers—let them set the pace.

Many parents purchase sophisticated child-carrier packs that include a pouch for kid items. These increase your mobility, but remember to duck below tree limbs and other obstacles. Also, children often fall asleep in these packs, and few seem to have a foolproof way to stabilize a sleeping tyke’s head. Be prepared to use a scarf, pillow, or other items to cushion a napping child’s head, and be sure to work out the system in advance.
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Cool-weather hiking with children poses more challenges. Since children in carriers aren’t active, it is easy for them to become cold, especially in winter. Don’t overdo winter hikes. Carry hot drinks or soup in a thermos. Be aware that just bundling a child in urban-style outerwear may not keep her or him warm. There is no substitute for effectively layered, high-quality clothing. Foam-lined, heavily insulated boots with polypropylene or wool socks and substantial mittens should also be basic requirements. A word to the wise: Children who have a bad experience will not be enthusiastic about hiking in the future.

Focus on comfort and safety at any time of year. In warm weather such items as sun-screen, hats, insect repellent, topical anesthetic for bug bites or sunburn, and snacks and drinks are the ingredients for a successful family hike.





TRAIL ETIQUETTE

You can enhance your safety and limit human conflict in the outdoors just as you can limit impact on the environment. Conflict between recreationists occurs in many ways.

Camping can be a touchy topic—hence the rule that Parkway campers observe quiet time between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. Serious campers cope with darkness by going to sleep; when nearby tenters build a giant bonfire and party until midnight, the result can be unpleasant.

Avoid such conflict in the backcountry by choosing your sites according to your preferences. Choose an isolated campsite if you are a wilderness purist. A car-accessible campground may be more appropriate if you’re taking the neighborhood kids on their first camping trip. With a little forethought and consideration, you can minimize conflicts between you and other Parkway recreationists.
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