

[image: frn_fig_001]




Best Easy Day Hikes Blue Ridge Parkway




Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date
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Introduction

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 continually 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’s what 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 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—truly 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. Shenandoah’s Skyline Drive adds another 100 miles.

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 continually 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 could, and surely should, be given at least a week.

The Parkway isn’t literally a national park, but it’s 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 wild turkeys, also successfully reintroduced, prefer trailside Parkway meadows.

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, among them Scots-Irish and Germans, settled into the very highest elevations of the Blue Ridge and adjacent ranges. Long traditions of music and crafts were thus preserved in these storied hollows.

Luckily for today’s hikers and motorists, early mountain farms and 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 wander. Noteworthy stops include the Mountain Farm Trail at Humpback Rocks (Milepost 5.8), the Johnson Farm at Peaks of Otter (Milepost 85.9), Trails Cabin at Smart View Picnic Area (Milepost 154.5), and Mountain Industry Trail at Mabry Mill (Milepost 176.2).

Handcrafts were essential for survival in this “land of do without.” That rich tradition of crafts comes to life in a variety of places on and adjacent to the Parkway. In North Carolina don’t miss the Northwest Trading Post (Milepost 258.7), the Parkway Craft Center in Moses H. Cone Memorial Park (Milepost 294.0), and the Folk Art Center near Asheville (Milepost 382.0).

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. Reenactors 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 (brpfoundation.org) and various land trusts purchase land and scenic easements to preserve the Parkway’s viewshed and update visitor centers and other facilities. The Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation funds a wealth of special improvement projects—some noted throughout this book so readers realize how effective and important it is to support this work. The foundation’s Volunteer Corps turns out volunteers to maintain facilities, and the new Trails & Views Forever program rebuilds trails and clears overlooks. The foundation also runs a fun program to document your “End-to-Ender” drive of the Parkway, share trip stories, and earn a rewards package. Do join this group, and if you live nearby, sign up for the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation’s Parkway license plates in North Carolina or Virginia.

And of course, the Parkway offers fifteen formal picnic areas and dozens of roadside tables at overlooks. There are also eight formal campgrounds. You can reserve sites ahead of time (recreation.gov or toll-free at 877-444-6777). There are also three backpack sites that require permits (Rocky Knob in VA, and Doughton Park and Price Park in NC). Be aware that, as this book went to press, additional backcountry campsites are being planned along the Parkway on the Mountains-to-Sea Trail in northwest North Carolina. The Parkway also offers two lodges (Peaks of Otter Lodge and Pisgah Inn) and a number of restaurants. Be aware that in recent years some of these dining and lodging facilities have been closed. More details on these facilities are provided in the introductions to each section of the Parkway, and the Blue Ridge Parkway website (nps.gov/blri/planyourvisit/eatingsleeping.htm) offers extensive up-to-date information about overnight facilities. Other pages offer PDFs of trail maps and visitor brochures also found at visitor centers.

A downloadable National Park Service strip map of the Parkway, also available at Parkway headquarters and visitor centers, provides 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, and so on. 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 on the pages for trails in Virginia or North Carolina, choose your hike, and click the hot link for hikes with downloadable maps. I’ve also included links for those maps in the text under the locations where they’re available.




How to Use This Guide

What Is a Best Easy Day Hike?

This hiking guide is an abridged version of Hiking the Blue Ridge Parkway. This guide is designed for anyone who uses the Parkway (America’s longest and most popular national parkway), to allow readers to choose hikes best suited to their abilities and time available. Most of the hikes are Parkway “leg-stretchers” that are an accessible part of a Parkway trip. All the hikes are on well-marked trails that are easy to follow. Most are suitable for novice hikers, families with children, and seniors, and most are accessible right from the Parkway itself. Indeed, many of the easiest Parkway trails have become TRACK Trails. Based on an idea from the Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation, these paths have been outfitted with brochure racks containing a broad assortment of general and site-specific educational materials intended to help families stay fit while learning about the outdoors. Many TRACK Trails are available along the Parkway, including one for paddlers at Price Lake, where boats are for rent. Visit the kidsin parks.com website for more information and to track your hikes online to win prizes. The text below includes links to download TRACK Trail maps and brochures.

How This Guide Is Organized

The hikes in this book are organized from north to south, following the Parkway’s numbered roadside mileposts from its northernmost point on Afton Mountain near Waynesboro,Virginia, to its southern terminus in Cherokee, North Carolina—nearly 470 miles away.

Leave No Trace

Visiting a National Park Service area such as the Blue Ridge Parkway is like going to a famous art museum. Obviously you don’t want to leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If every visitor to the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would quickly be destroyed. The same goes for a natural area such as the Blue Ridge, which is as magnificent and as valuable as any masterpiece by any artist.

A wilderness can accommodate plenty of human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for everybody who follows. The need for good manners applies to all visitors, not just hikers.

Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the parks and forests. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at your campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also pick up any trash that others have left behind.

Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail. In the mountains some terrain is very fragile, so stay on the trail if possible. Don’t pick up souvenirs, such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers.

Avoid making loud noises that may disturb others. Remember, sound travels easily along the ridges and through the hollows, especially at dusk and dawn. Be courteous.

Consider visiting a Parkway restroom before your hike. In the woods, bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep and pack out used toilet paper. This is a good reason to carry a lightweight trowel (especially for backpackers). Keep waste at least 300 feet away from any water source.

Finally, a point that bears repeating: If you carry something onto the trail, consume it or carry it out.

Three “Leave No Trace” Principles


	Leave with everything you brought in.

	Leave no sign of your visit.

	Leave the landscape as you found it.






Ranking the Hikes

Easiest to Most Challenging




	12
	High Piney Spur (Milepost 218.6)



	22
	Linn Cove Viaduct (Milepost 304.4)



	13
	Wildcat Rocks (Milepost 241.1)



	11
	Mountain Industry Trail at Mabry Mill (Milepost 176.2) (TRACK Trail)



	1 
	Mountain Farm Trail (Milepost 5.8)



	3 
	Crabtree Falls–Lowest Viewpoint (Milepost 27.2)



	4 
	Yankee Horse Overlook Trail (Milepost 34.4)



	6 
	James River Trail/Trail of Trees (Milepost 63.6) (TRACK Trail)



	25
	Duggers Creek Trail (Milepost 316.4)



	2 
	Greenstone Self-Guiding Trail (Milepost 8.8)



	16
	Figure Eight Trail (Milepost 294.0)



	15
	Tompkins Knob Trail (Milepost 272.5)



	8 
	Elk Run Loop Trail (Milepost 85.9)



	27
	Balsam Nature Trail (Milepost 355.3)



	9 
	Rock Castle Gorge Day Hike (Milepost 165.3)



	18
	Trout Lake Loop (Milepost 294.6) (TRACK Trail)



	14
	Cascades Trail (Milepost 271.9)



	12
	Cumberland Knob Trail (Milepost 217.5)



	17
	Bass Lake Loop (Milepost 294.6)



	24
	Flat Rock Self-Guiding Loop Trail (Milepost 308.3)



	30
	Buck Spring Trail (Mileposts 407.7–411.8)



	7 
	Abbott Lake Trail (Milepost 85.6) (TRACK Trail)



	29
	Craggy Gardens Trail (Milepost 364.5)



	23
	Beacon Heights Trail (Milepost 305.2)



	26
	Linville Falls Trail (Milepost 316.4)



	28
	Craggy Pinnacle Trail (Milepost 364.1)



	5 
	Otter Creek Trail (TRACK Trail) and Otter Lake Loop (Mileposts 60.8–63.6)



	25
	Linville Gorge and Plunge Basin Overlook Trails (Milepost 316.4)



	10
	Rocky Knob Day Hike (Milepost 168.0)



	18
	Rich Mountain Carriage Road (Milepost 294.6)



	13
	Fodder Stack (Milepost 241.1)



	20
	Tanawha Trail Hikes near Holloway Mountain Road (Milepost 298.6)



	19
	Price Lake Trail (Milepost 297.2) (TRACK Trail)



	33
	Waterrock Knob Trail (Milepost 451.2)



	21
	Tanawha Trail to Rough Ridge (Milepost 302.8)



	32
	Richland Balsam Self-Guiding Trail (Milepost 431.0



	3 
	Crabtree Falls—Highest Viewpoints (Milepost 27.2)



	8 
	Johnson Farm (TRACK Trail) and Harkening Hill Trails (Milepost 85.9)



	31
	Graveyard Fields Trails and Black Balsam Knob (Mileposts 418.8 and 420.2)
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The North-Central Blue Ridge

Mileposts 0.0 (I-64 at Shenandoah National Park, Virginia) to 121.4 (US 220 at Roanoke, Virginia)

The northernmost 120 miles of the Parkway is the perfect introduction to the Blue Ridge. This is the Blue Ridge at its most definitive—the Appalachians, rearing sharply above the Piedmont to the east and the Shenandoah Valley to the west.

Indeed, the ridge seems sharper here than it does in Shenandoah National Park, just north of the Parkway. The 100 miles of Shenandoah’s Skyline Drive is a nice prelude that turns the Parkway’s 469 miles into a nearly 600-mile mountain experience.

From Rockfish Gap (Milepost 0.0) to US 220 in Roanoke, Virginia (Milepost 121.4), the dramatically spinelike ridge offers what some other sections of the high road don’t: views from towering forested peaks into valleys checkerboarded with farms. These summits are largely unsettled; national forests wrap the Parkway corridor in multi-hundred-thousand-acre woodlands. In the evening these dark shapes bulk mysteriously against the twinkling of valley towns far below.

The ridge is high and airy until Otter Creek (Mileposts 55–64), where the Parkway dips through intimate forests to its lowest point, the James River, at 650 feet. Then up it climbs again, past the James River Face Wilderness and the high road’s northern high point—3,950 feet—near Apple Orchard Mountain. Next are the Peaks of Otter’s famous summits. From there it’s a long scenic slide into the Roanoke Valley.

The Parkway’s homage to the culture and history of the Southern highlands includes wayside exhibits and visitor centers. It starts
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