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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


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


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


Falcon Guides


Reader Response/Editorial Department


246 Goose Lane, Suite 200


Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction

What is it about a waterfall? What pleasure receptors in the brain light up in the presence of a mountain stream cascading over a granite ledge into a deep pool? I may not be qualified to answer that question, but after spending the past year researching and writing this book, I know it is irrefutably true that waterfalls exert a powerful, mysterious hold on us.


Think of the last time you hiked to a waterfall near you. Maybe you started off at the trailhead where you couldn’t even see the waterway that would eventually produce the falls. Maybe you heard it first as you hiked, then came up alongside it. As you kept walking in the shade of the forest, more side streams entered and the creek grew. Soon you could hear the falls in the distance. Do you remember the sense of anticipation at that instant? For me, that moment is almost as magical as reaching the falls itself: It’s out there! You keep hiking, almost skipping down the trail, until you reach the falls. Maybe it comes with a view of the valley below. Maybe it’s a classic woodland falls, with mosses growing on the rocks nearby. Maybe it’s a sheer drop, with an undercut rock behind it that begs to be explored.



[image: Continue past Big Rock Falls in Shenandoah National Park and find President Herbert Hoover’s trout fishing camp. History and scenery on one relatively easy hike (hike 5).]
Continue past Big Rock Falls in Shenandoah National Park and find President Herbert Hoover’s trout fishing camp. History and scenery on one relatively easy hike (hike 5).






[image: Comers Creek Falls is a lovely woodland cataract in southwest Virginia a short hike from the parking lot (hike 8).]
Comers Creek Falls is a lovely woodland cataract in southwest Virginia a short hike from the parking lot (hike 8).




One of the great things about Virginia waterfalls is their variety. Many have commonalities, but no two are alike. Shenandoah National Park has the greatest concentration of falls in the state. Many are very close together, but there isn’t a single one that you can skip because it’s so much like another. That’s true in Shenandoah and throughout the state. Falling Spring Falls is a travertine falls, but so is the Waterfall at Falls Ridge, and they look very different. The hikes to South River Falls and Lewis Falls both end with views of the falls and sweeping panoramas of the valleys below them. But the hikes have very little in common, despite being just a few miles apart. At times I’ll compare one cascade to another, but each is unique, like a snowflake or fingerprint. And each will affect you in a different way.


This book is an invitation to explore. I hope through my own explorations and detailed note taking, I’ve taken the labor and stress out of finding and hiking to these falls. Just open the book to a page, any page, and see if that falls catches your eye. Or check the Trail Finder feature to see hikes sorted by difficulty and those I consider my favorites. If you’re limited to a certain geographical area, this book makes it easy to find waterfalls near you as well.


My number-one goal in writing this book was accuracy. There’s nothing worse than getting lost, whether on the trail or on the way to the trail. But I also hope it entertains. Choosing waterfall hikes—as opposed to summit hikes or any other kind of hike—is a great way to see the mountainous parts of Virginia (and a few other places as well). It means there’s always a payoff at the end, one both obvious and mysterious. So, get out there and explore—and don’t forget your camera!



[image: The hike to Overall Run Falls offers this lovely mountain view as well as a view of the falls (hike 31).]
The hike to Overall Run Falls offers this lovely mountain view as well as a view of the falls (hike 31).










How to Use This Guide

Because Virginia’s waterfalls are spread out across (almost) all of the state’s physio-graphic regions, the first thing you’ll notice when you page through the listings is that the waterfalls are separated by geography. Makes sense, right? If you’re spending some time hiking around Abingdon, Virginia, you’ll want to know which waterfalls are nearby. What good would an alphabetical listing be?


For each waterfall hike (some hikes feature multiple waterfalls), my goal is to give you absolutely all the information you’ll need to find the trail, navigate it safely, reach the waterfall, and enjoy yourself along the way. You’ll find a map of the trail and falls; a short introduction, to give you a taste of what you’re about to experience; then the hike specs: essentials like the height of the falls, the length of the hike (round-trip), a difficulty rating, a trail surface description, and more.


You’ll notice I also include the DeLorme Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer page number and coordinates for each hike. If you intend to become a Virginia waterfall hound, the second purchase you should make is that atlas (the first, of course, is the book you currently hold in your hands!). My DeLorme atlas is shredded, dog-eared, and written on, and it’s my second copy. Don’t leave home on a waterfall journey without one.


After the hike specs you’ll see the “Finding the Trailhead” section. My intention here is to get you from the nearest major road (often, but not always, an interstate) to the trailhead. For many of the hikes, this is not a difficult task. Just follow directions and you’re there. For others, you’ll drive on gravel roads that can be rutted and generally rough going (especially after rains or in the winter). But take heart: The vast majority of even the fire roads and country roads in Virginia are marked well enough to get you where you need to go. I won’t lead you astray. But if all else fails, I’ve also included the GPS coordinates for the trailhead in this section.


Next comes “The Hike,” where I detail what to expect when the hiking boots are on, the backpack is laden with water, trail mix, and a camera, and you set off in search of that hard-to-describe experience that only waterfalls offer. Here you’ll find history, geology, and flora and fauna to look for and any other tidbits that might make your journey more context-rich and enjoyable.


Finally, there’s the “Miles and Directions” section, where I’ve detailed thorough hiking directions down to the tenth of a mile. “0.0 Miles—Look for the information kiosk at the parking lot, and follow yellow blazes onto Little Stony Trail…. 0.2 Cross Little Stony Creek just upstream of the top of upper falls…. 0.4 Continue on the trail to a bridge over middle falls, then alongside of it….” You get the idea. If it’s a roadside hike, there is no “Miles and Directions” section.


A Word about Private Property

If I had included every waterfall on private property, there would probably be at least another fifty entries in this book (and I’d be in jail for trespassing!). But, of course, I can’t do that. There are several private property waterfalls included in this book, but if you follow my directions—which I recommend—you will view them from public locations. Some you can see from the roadside, some are places, like the Nature Conservancy preserves, that want you to come experience their waterfall. It’s worth stressing, however, that private property boundaries are to be respected at all times.


A Word about Definitions

What exactly is a waterfall? When you have to make decisions like I did for this book, that question enters your mind a lot. How high does a waterfall have to be to qualify? How wide? How much water needs to be flowing over it?


Many Virginia falls don’t compare to Colorado falls, say, in height. There are likely more 12-footers in this book than the Colorado one. But what many lack in height, they more than make up for in other qualities. Big Rock Falls on Whitetop Laurel Creek near Damascus won’t blow you away with its height, but it’s along the Virginia Creeper Trail in the shadow of Mount Rogers and is surrounded by absolutely gorgeous hemlock forests and rock walls. It’s worth the trip.


On the other hand, there were a number of falls that were on the cusp of being separate entries that didn’t make the cut. I like to think I applied a consistent rationale for these decisions, but sometimes it came down to a gut feeling. “Would I make a separate trip for this single falls?” I’d ask myself. “Would I tell a friend to make this trip?” There may be a falls or two that you know of that didn’t make this book. Chances are I knew about it, but it just didn’t make the cut. Blame my gut.


I also made a rule early on that I would not recommend waterfalls that people have to bushwhack to. Virginia has its share of falls deep in the woods with no real trail to them, but rest assured, any waterfall in the state of Virginia that you have to bushwhack to probably isn’t worth bushwhacking to. That’s the thing about waterfalls—their power is so great, people seek them out. They always have. And when people seek something out over the course of generations, even centuries, there’s (almost) always a record of those people. In the forest that record is a trail.


Weather

The Blue Ridge and Appalachian Mountains in Virginia don’t generally have wild weather swings like some ranges out west, but weather certainly isn’t the same here as it is in Washington, DC, or Richmond or Virginia Beach. I once went to Grayson Highlands State Park, next to Mount Rogers, Virginia’s tallest peak at 5,729 feet, in April. It was 70°F that day, but the park ranger told me that two days earlier the high was in the 30s and they received a couple of inches of snow.


Generally speaking, and not surprisingly, you’ll find most of these waterfalls in Virginia’s mountains, and Virginia’s mountains are cooler than the countryside below. Since none of the hikes in this book are multiday hikes, it shouldn’t be a big deal to throw in a warmer jacket or rain gear. You just never know how the day will change from when you set out from home to when you set out on the trail.


Safety

Most of the safety points I’ll make here will be obvious to the experienced hiker. But a little refresher never hurt.


Share your plan. Whether you’re heading out into the national forest or looking for a roadside falls, tell someone about it. You never know what can happen out there.


Gear up. Hiking boots and layered clothes that are seasonally appropriate are key. So is a good backpack that spreads out the load. Always bring water, no matter how short the hike.


Prepare for the worst. If you want to make one of these hikes into a longer, multiday affair, carry the essentials, like a flashlight, first-aid kit, map, compass, fire starter, and extra clothing. It’s worth having a little bit of extra weight in the pack if things go south and you have to change plans in a hurry.


Bring a towel. Who knows, the mood to swim might just strike you, and there are lots of good swimming holes associated with these waterfalls. And a few of these hikes call for fording creeks. It’s better to take off your boots and socks, dry off, and then put them back on, than to hike with cold, wet feet.


Watch the ledge! These are waterfalls we’re talking about, after all, many with high, sheer drops. Some, like Crabtree Falls, have signs warning hikers about deaths that have occurred there in the past. Use good judgment and stay away from edges, especially if you’re bringing dogs or children with you.


Respecting Our Mother

That’s Mother Nature, of course. These hikes will take you through some of the most beautiful places in the state, but from time to time, you’ll see that not everyone who’s come before you respects that beauty as much as they should. It’s just not that hard: If you pack something in, pack it out. I made it my mission to pick up at least one piece of someone else’s litter on every hike.


Similarly, depending on the time of year you hike, you’ll pass gorgeous wildflowers, blooming rhododendrons, and incredible geologic formations. All you need is a camera to take them home with you.







Trail Finder

To get our readers started on the hikes that best suit their interests and abilities, we include this simple trail finder that categorizes each of the hikes in the book into a helpful list. Your hikes can fall under more than one category.

Roadside

3 Tank Hollow Falls

4 Three Falls on Tumbling Creek

9 Fox Creek Falls

10 Waterfall on Garrett Creek

15 Falling Spring Falls

19 Falls on Tributary to Middle River

20 Cypress Falls

26 Statons Creek Falls

Easy

1 Three Falls on the Little Stony

8 Comers Creek Falls

11 Falls of Dismal

12 Waterfall at Falls Ridge

25 Wigwam Falls

27 Panther Falls

44 Forest Hill Park Dam

46 Falls of the Nottoway

48 Great Falls

Easy/Moderate

2 Big Falls

5 Big Rock Falls

14 Roaring Run Falls

21 Lace Falls

29 Fallingwater Cascades

30 Bent Mountain Falls

31 Lands Run Falls

39 Big Rock Falls (SNP)

45 Waterfall at Maymont

47 Scott’s Run Falls

Moderate

6 Waterfall on Wilson Creek

7 Two Falls on Cabin Creek

16 Stony Run Falls

17 Blue Suck Falls

18 Hone Quarry Falls

23 White Rock Falls

32 Overall Run Falls

36 Rose River Falls

37 Dark Hollow Falls

41 Two Waterfalls on Doyles River

Moderate/Strenuous

13 The Cascades

28 Apple Orchard Falls

33 Hazel Falls

38 Lewis Falls

40 South River Falls

42 Jones Run Falls

43 Waterfall on Big Branch

Strenuous

22 St. Mary’s Falls

24 Crabtree Falls

34 Six Falls of Whiteoak Canyon

35 Four Falls on Cedar Run

Author’s Favorites

1 Three Falls on the Little Stony

11 Falls of Dismal

13 The Cascades

22 St. Mary’s Falls

24 Crabtree Falls

27 Panther Falls

28 Apple Orchard Falls


33 Hazel Falls

35 Four Falls on Cedar Run

40 South River Falls

Best Swimming Holes

11 Falls of Dismal

13 The Cascades

14 Roaring Run Falls

19 Falls on Tributary to Middle River

22 St. Mary’s Falls

27 Panther Falls

33 Hazel Falls

34 Six Falls of Whiteoak Canyon

35 Four Falls on Cedar Run

46 Falls of the Nottoway
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	Local/County Road
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	Gravel Road
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	Intermittent Streams
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	Picnic Area
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	Scenic View
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Southwest Virginia

This region of the state is rugged and gorgeous and often alien to the average Virginian. Many people from the DC suburbs or the Norfolk area, if they’ve been out to southwest Virginia at all, have done so on the way through on I-81. Maybe that’s due to the quirky nature of Virginia’s geography. Most of southwest Virginia is simply a long drive from the state’s population centers. The three falls on the Little Stony River, one of the most stunning natural places I’ve ever been, are closer to six other state capitals—Raleigh, North Carolina; Nashville, Tennessee; Charleston, West Virginia; Columbus, Ohio; Frankfort, Kentucky; and Columbia, South Carolina—than they are to Richmond. That’s amazing.

But for waterfall lovers, southwest Virginia is a must-see part of the state. You simply cannot miss the spectacular setting of the falls on the Little Stony or the stair-step beauty of the Falls of Dismal or the mountain scenery of falls in the Mount Rogers area. Not only are the cataracts in this region worth the drives to reach them, but the region itself is beautiful, full of empty country roads, tiny towns, and much elevation change.

Keep in mind that a number of the waterfalls I include in this region are, geologically speaking, in the Valley and Ridge. I divided these up more by proximity than by geology. Could the Falls of Dismal go in the Valley and Ridge section? Sure, but it’s closer to most of these falls than the falls in the Valley and Ridge. This division should make for more efficient waterfall hunting.








1 Three Falls on the Little Stony


Three falls that are all very different—and all gorgeous in their own right—await on this easy, 1-mile round-trip hike. The Falls of the Little Stony are three of my favorites and an absolute must-see Virginia waterfall destination.




Height: Upper falls: 25-foot vertical drop; middle falls: 10–15-foot cascade; lower falls: 35-foot cascade

Start: The Little Stony National Recreation Trail begins at the obvious trailhead in the gravel lot.

Distance: 1.0 mile out and back

Difficulty: Easy

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed off-leash in the Jefferson National Forest

Trail surface: Wide and sometimes a bit rocky and rooty. Not steep.

Hiking time: About 30 minutes

Blaze color: Yellow

County: Scott

Land status: National Forest

Trail contact: Jefferson National Forest, (888) 265-0019; www.fs.usda.gov/gwj; Forest Supervisor’s Office, 5162 Valleypointe Parkway, Roanoke 24019

Maps: DeLorme, Virginia Atlas and Gazetteer: page 20, A4

Finding the trailhead: From the town of Dungannon, head north on SR 72. Turn left onto CR 664, heading west, and drive just over 1 mile. Turn left onto FR 700, a gravel road. Drive 1.25 miles and turn left again onto FR 701, another gravel/dirt road. Continue just under a mile to the parking area on the left. This area is well marked. You’ll feel like you’re in the middle of nowhere, but it would be very hard to get lost here. GPS: N36 52.179' / W82 27.813'




[image: A trailside observation area offers a lovely elevated view of the lower falls on the Little Stony.]
A trailside observation area offers a lovely elevated view of the lower falls on the Little Stony.






The Hike

Where should I begin with the three waterfalls on the Little Stony? This gem of a hike has something for almost everyone. The only people who won’t fall in love with these falls are those who might have wanted a grueling workout. For everyone else the Little Stony has it all: three falls, all gorgeous and all different, all within a half mile of one another on a trail any able-bodied waterfall hound could hike in his or her sleep.

There are swimming holes, geologic wonders, thick rhododendrons, and towering eastern hemlocks. Simply put, this is a must-see for Virginia waterfall lovers.



[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]



The top falls might be the most impressive. After just 300 yards of hiking gently downhill, you’ll cross a bridge just upstream of the lip of the falls. Keep going until you see the 20-yard spur trail down to the base of the beauty. There you’ll find that Little Stony Creek pours over an overhanging ledge into a deep, green pool. With the cave behind the splashdown zone easily accessible, you’ll feel like you’re on a movie set here.

A few hundred yards down the trail, you’ll find the middle falls. It’s not as high as its bookend sisters, but it’s a worthy 10-to-15-foot waterfall in its own right. There’s a small trail that allows hikers to scramble right to its base.

Four-tenths of a mile into your hike, the trail gets slightly steeper and more rooty. That means you’re nearing the highest of the Little Stony’s falls—the lower falls. This one is your classic stair-step cascade of about 25 feet, maybe 30. The trail is up above the top of the falls here, but a short scramble will bring you to the base easily enough, and another swimming area awaits if the weather permits. But remember, this is mountain water. It’s cold all year round!


[image: The middle falls of the Little Stony may be the least impressive of the three but that doesn’t mean it’s unimpressive. This waterfall would stand out quite nicely if it wasn’t sandwiched between two even more gorgeous falls.]
The middle falls of the Little Stony may be the least impressive of the three but that doesn’t mean it’s unimpressive. This waterfall would stand out quite nicely if it wasn’t sandwiched between two even more gorgeous falls.






[image: The upper falls on the Little Stony might be my favorite waterfall in Virginia. Need I say more?]
The upper falls on the Little Stony might be my favorite waterfall in Virginia. Need I say more?






Miles and Directions


	
0.0 Look for the information kiosk at the parking lot, and follow yellow blazes onto the Little Stony National Recreation Trail.

	
0.2 Cross Little Stony Creek just upstream of the top of the upper falls (GPS: N36 52.268' / W82 27.707').

	
0.4 Continue on the trail to the bridge over the middle falls, then alongside the top of the waterfall itself. (GPS: N36 52.364' / W82 27.754').

	
0.5 Arrive at the observation area for the lower falls, then retrace your steps to the trailhead. (Option: Scamper down to the base of the falls.) (GPS: N36 52.506' / W82 27.781')

	
1.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.












2 Big Falls


This is an easy, beautiful hike in state-owned Pinnacle Natural Area Preserve protected for its singular geologic formation and many rare plant species.




Height: About 10 feet

Start: If you can’t cross the river in your car, park in the upper lot and start your hike at the trailhead at the base of the suspension bridge.

Distance: 2.8 miles out and back if parking in upper lot

Difficulty: Easy/moderate

Canine compatibility: Dogs must be on a 6-foot leash in all Natural Area Preserves.

Trail surface: Wide gravel path

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Blaze color: None

County: Russell

Land status: Virginia Natural Area Preserve

Trail contact: Pinnacle NAP, dcr.virginia.gov/natural_heritage/natural_area_preserves/pinnacle.shtml; Department of Conservation and Recreation, Division of Natural Heritage, 217 Governor Street, Richmond 23219. Claiborne Woodall, Southwest Region Steward, (276) 676-5673

Maps: DeLorme, Virginia Atlas and Gazetteer: page 21, A7

Finding the trailhead: From Business US 19 in Lebanon, drive north on SR 82. After just over a mile, turn right on CR 640 and go just over 4 miles before turning left on CR 721. Follow this hard-packed gravel road to the parking area of Pinnacle Natural Area Preserve. If the water is low, you can follow the road right at Big Cedar Creek, then across the creek down to the lower lot. GPS: N36 38.644' / W81 44.401'




The Hike

Pinnacle is one of just a few of Virginia’s Natural Area Preserves that offer facilities for visitors. Some are off-limits entirely because they protect rare and delicate natural communities. At others you must schedule a visit with the Department of Conservation and Recreation employee who’s in charge of that NAP.

Luckily, Pinnacle is open to the public, and it operates a lot like a state park: It’s got parking lots, trash cans, trail signage, and a picnic table or two. But note: Part or all of the preserve may be periodically closed for resource protection or prescribed burning activities. Be sure to check the website before going.

When I went in the middle of winter, Big Cedar Creek was swollen after a recent rain. Fording the creek and driving down to the lower lot was out of the question. So I parked at the first lot I came to and started hiking.

It wasn’t bad having the extra distance, because the gravel road—aka Big Cedar Creek Trail—is flat and runs right along the river. And it was fun to bounce on the suspension bridge right there by the upper trailhead. Eventually you reach the lower lot, and from there you can easily follow the signs for the remaining 0.3 mile to get to the falls.

Big Falls won’t blow you away with its drop, but it sits at a beautiful stretch of the river. Here the Big Cedar widens and makes a hard right a few hundred yards before
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[image: Big Falls is located in one of the few state-owned Natural Area Preserves open to the public.]
Big Falls is located in one of the few state-owned Natural Area Preserves open to the public.




entering the Clinch River. Just below the falls there’s an island that you could probably rock-hop to in low water.




Miles and Directions


	
0.0 Start at the upper parking area due to high flow on the Big Cedar. There’s a trail map there, before you cross the suspension bridge. (Option: If the river level permits, park at and leave from the lower parking area for a 0.6-mile, 20-minute hike to the falls.)

	
0.1 After crossing the suspension bridge, turn right and follow the Big Cedar Creek Trail downstream.

	
1.0 Arrive at the lower parking area. Follow signs and stay on Big Cedar Creek Trail.

	
1.4 Arrive at Big Falls (GPS: N36 38.057' / W81 44.941'), then retrace your steps to the parking area.

	
2.8 Arrive back at the upper parking area.





PINNACLE NATURAL AREA PRESERVE

If you hike to Big Falls in Russell County, you may wonder why the place you’re hiking through, a state-owned Natural Area Preserve, is called “Pinnacle.” Well, once you make it to Big Falls, keep on going along Big Cedar Creek and you’ll see why.

The Pinnacle is a sheer spire of dolomite (a kind of limestone) that towers 400 feet above the Big Cedar and Clinch Rivers below. According to the state Department of Conservation and Recreation:


The Pinnacle was created by the dissolving action of groundwater in combination with down-cutting of the gorge by Big Cedar Creek. Big Falls is formed where the creek passes over several layers of erosion-resistant sandstone.

The geological diversity here has led to extraordinary biological diversity and created conditions suitable for several rare species. Growing in cracks and ledges along steep limestone cliffs are two globally rare plant species, Canby’s mountain-lover (Paxistima canbyi) and Carolina saxifrage (Saxifraga caroliniana), and one state rarity, American harebell (Campanula rotundifolia).

Another rare plant species, glade spurge (Euphorbia purpurea) is found along creek banks within the preserve. The Big Cedar Creek millipede (Brachoria falcifera) is known to exist only here and in a few other sites nearby.



The hike to Big Falls is relatively flat and not overly taxing. Why not throw in a little extra distance to find the geological oddity that gave the preserve its name?
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