


1 CHINCOTEAGUE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

Every spring and fall, millions of birds migrate between cold, northern environs and temperate and tropical homes in Central and South America. En route, their needs are simple: an occasional place to rest and food to nourish. Wildlife biologists at Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, on the southern tip of Assateague Island, have engineered a deluxe ornithological wayside for the winged travelers. Entire sections of beach are closed during nesting season for such species as the endangered piping plover and Wilson’s plover. On small, man-made earthen mounds rising in the middle of bayside lagoons, waterfowl perch and feed, protected from predators. As the human hand tinkers with wildlife balance, real drama plays out in the daily life of birds and land animals—and it’s on display for all to see.


Start: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center on Beach Road; Beachfront Backpack: Toms Cove Visitor Center

Distance: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: 7.5-mile loop; Beachfront Backpack: 25.0 miles out and back

Hiking time: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: about 3 hours; Beachfront Backpack: about 10 hours

Difficulty: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop is easy. Beachfront Backpack is moderate due to length. Between May and Sept, mosquitoes, greenhead flies, deerflies, and ticks make exploration of Chincoteague’s interior shrub and maritime forest inadvisable, especially at dawn and dusk. Long-sleeved shirts, pants, and bug netting, plus bug spray, can alleviate this problem.

Trail surface: Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop: A network of paved roads, dirt roads, and sand jeep trails lead hikers to a wide ocean beach, maritime forest of oak and pine, low dunes, and saltwater marsh. Beachfront Backpack: Sand and surf along a wide ocean beach.

Land status: National wildlife refuge and national seashore

Nearest town: Chincoteague, VA

Other trail users: Cyclists, anglers, over-sand vehicles, horseback riders, and hunters (in season)

Accessibility: Fully half of the refuge’s trails are paved, including the Wildlife Loop, Swan Cove Trail, and Black Duck Trail.

Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted, not even in the car

Trail contact: Day hikes: Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, 8231 Beach Rd., Chincoteague; (757) 336-6122; www.fws.gov/refuge/chincoteague. Backcountry: Assateague Island National Seashore, Toms Cove Visitor Center (Virginia Ranger Station), (757) 336-6577, www.nps.gov/asis

Schedule: Chincoteague NWR is open daily, 5 a.m. to 10 p.m. May through Sept; 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Nov through mid-Mar; 6 a.m. to 8 p.m. mid-Mar through Apr and Oct. The Toms Cove Visitor Center (national seashore) is open 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily. Portions of beaches and trails may be closed for bird nesting in spring and summer and for hunting Oct through early Jan. Hunting is prohibited on Sun. Be sure to call ahead for details.

Fees/permits: Entrance fee per vehicle; bicycles and pedestrians free. Backcountry permit required; register at the Toms Cove Visitor Center. Backpackers must depart at least 4 hours before sunset, with enough daylight to hike 12 miles to the State Line or Pope Bay backcountry campsites in Maryland. Visit www.nps.gov/asis for camping rules and regulations.

Facilities/features: Restrooms, educational and visitor centers, lifeguarded beach, kayak launch on the Virginia end of the island. Primitive camping is allowed across the Maryland border only (12 miles one way); there are portable toilets, but all freshwater must be carried in.

NatGeo TOPO! map: Chincoteague East

NatGeo Trails Illustrated map: Delmarva Peninsula

Other maps: Refuge and Park Service maps available at visitor center and online.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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From the new Chincoteague Bridge (VA 175): For the Wildlife Pond/Beach-front Loop, stay straight to go on Maddox Boulevard (VA 2113). Drive 1.2 miles to a traffic circle and follow Maddox Boulevard through the circle. In 1.4 miles, reach the refuge entrance gate, where Maddox Boulevard becomes Beach Road. Enter the refuge and in 0.3 mile, turn left into the parking area for the Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center at 8231 Beach Road. This ecofriendly building serves as the visitor center, with nature exhibits inside. For the Beachfront Backpack, after entering the refuge, continue past the educational center and enter the Assateague Island National Seashore. In 1.5 miles, reach the Toms Cove Visitor Center on the right to obtain a backcountry permit and parking tag. Visitor center GPS: N37 54.544' / W75 21.337'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 63, A5.





THE HIKE

Screams and cries rise off the oceanfront as hungry gulls and terns scavenge for food along the surf. Beyond Assateague Island’s low sand and inland pine, snow geese float restlessly in a freshwater pool. Suddenly, on some silent, unseen signal, a single goose, then two, three—then the entire flock rises in flight. Their whonk-whonk joins with cries of shorebirds in a resounding cacophony.

An explosion of snow geese off the water draws the birder’s eyes skyward. Here, a broad-winged raptor swoops high above the pond. Its brown wings tilt slightly left, then right in a jittery act of balance. The telltale white head and yellow, hooked bill soon come into focus. This bald eagle, its search for a meal frustrated, soars out of sight behind crowns of loblolly pine.

This winter struggle between prey and predator will end when snow geese fly north in spring. Closer to the ocean, a different life struggle begins in spring when piping plover descend upon Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge on the southern tip of Assateague Island. After a brief courtship, breeding pairs build a nest in the sand. Up to four eggs will hatch within a month of being laid. For 5 critical days, the young chick’s life consists of dodging predators and finding enough food to survive. Days turn to weeks, and the handful of chicks that survive face new dangers. Camouflage, the tiny, sand-colored plover’s best defense, leads to unintended consequences: Humans inadvertently step on nests. Off-road vehicles run them over. Gulls harass adult plovers and carry away chicks. Other predators, raccoons and foxes among them, raid nests. Storms send tidal surges crashing over protective dunes—violent weather has destroyed entire nesting seasons at Chincoteague.

Storms routinely overwash the beach parking areas as Assateague Island experiences erosion, sea level rise, and a westward migration. Animals fend for themselves on a daily basis in a never-ending search for an advantage—and a meal. Humans represent an interference in this delicate balance. The side of the scale on which we place our weight makes all the difference. In the case of the Delmarva fox squirrel, farming and homes had, by 1900, destroyed habitat in all but a tiny spot in Maryland. The balance tipped in the squirrel’s favor in 1945, however, when Maryland set aside land for its protection. In 1971 it became illegal to hunt the large fox squirrel, which can weigh up to 3 pounds and measure 30 inches in length. On reserves in Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware, squirrel populations increased. From a population of thirty squirrels in 1970, Chincoteague now keeps its numbers around 350, shipping out squirrels to other suitable habitats if their numbers exceed this level.
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Hike just across the state border into Maryland for legal camping on Assateague Island.



Human intervention, often the cause of ailing animal populations, is just as often the cure. When plover chicks hatch in late May, refuge staff begin a 16-to 18-hour vigil over nesting sites. Nesting areas are signed and roped off, and occasionally beach roads are closed to vehicular traffic. Assateague Island, along with neighboring barrier islands, accounts for the majority of the piping plover’s breeding population in Virginia.

The Chincoteague refuge also played an instrumental role in the recovery of breeding peregrine falcons in Virginia. By the 1960s breeding peregrines had disappeared from the state, suffering from a fate similar to the bald eagles’—contamination from the pesticide DDT. Weakened eggshells broke, and chicks hatched prematurely. DDT was banned in 1972. In the late 1970s scientists began releasing pairs of peregrines in Virginia, both in coastal and mountain regions. In 1982 they hit gold when a pair of peregrine falcons was found nesting on Assateague Island, the first documented breeding pair in the state in nearly a half a century. As of 2010 Virginia supports twenty-three known breeding pairs of peregrine falcons, nearly all within the state’s portion of the Eastern Shore. A delisting of the peregrine from an endangered species to a threatened species reflects national success in reintroducing breeding populations.


KID APPEAL

With rare exceptions, everyone wants to catch a glimpse of the famous Chin-coteague wild ponies, which reside in the refuge and national seashore. The 1.6-mile Woodland Trail leads through a pine forest to an overlook where pony sightings are common. The new Bivalve Trail is a 0.2-mile spur off the Woodland Trail that leads to the shores of Toms Cove with a view of the old Assateague lifesaving station.
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A mother and baby pony at Chincoteague Wildlife Refuge






And yet even in a managed environment, disaster strikes. When several storms inundated the maritime forest of lower Assateague Island—which encompasses the whole of the Chincoteague refuge—volumes of saltwater weakened the resident loblolly pines. The stress caused by a lack of freshwater made the pines susceptible to the southern pine beetle. Recovery from this trauma can be seen today along the Wildlife Loop Trail—where amid low shrubs and grass, pine saplings have made a vigorous comeback.

For years, protection of Assateague Island extended to correcting nature itself. After every major storm, the Park Service rebuilt dunes with the goal of keeping an ocean ecology from slipping away. Littoral drift, the term for a shift in barrier islands westward, moves Assateague, on average, 30 feet every decade. But not everything needs protecting. Park managers have decided against rebuilding dunes and there is a perennial debate over the wisdom of building (and rebuilding) parking lots near the beach. Whatever conditions a storm leaves the barrier island in, staff are now inclined not to tamper with it. Humans, and not the environment, will adapt to conditions. Briefly, balance tips back to Mother Nature.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


Wildlife Pond/Beachfront Loop


	0.0 Start from the parking lot for the Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center. Opposite the visitor center, a boardwalk trail leads away through a pine forest.

	0.3 Merge onto the paved Wildlife Loop Road, which is open to vehicles from 3 p.m. to dusk, and continue straight. Views of Snow Goose Pool, a freshwater impoundment, open up on the left.

	0.7 Continue straight on the Wildlife Loop Road past the Black Duck Trail, which exits to the right and leads 0.5 mile to paved Beach Road.

	1.4 Continue straight, past Swan Cove Trail, which exits to the right and is part of the return leg of this loop.

	2.5 Cross Snow Goose Pool on a dike and turn right onto a gated dirt road, which is closed to public vehicle traffic except between Memorial Day and Labor Day, when sightseeing trams operate. Option: To return to the educational center, turn left at this T junction and follow the paved Wildlife Loop Road.

	3.1 Continue straight on the gravel road past C-Dike. Note: This earthen embankment is closed and may not be used to access the beach.

	3.6 Turn right onto D-Dike and hike 0.3 mile to the oceanfront.

	3.9 Emerge from the dunes onto the beach. Turn right and head south along the beachfront.

	5.5 Turn right and walk through the beach dunes onto Swan Cove Trail. Note: This trail may be closed during periods of high rainfall.
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	6.0 Swan Cove Trail ends at Wildlife Loop. Bear left to return to the educational center.

	7.5 Arrive back at the Herbert H. Bateman Educational Center parking area.






Beachfront Backpack


	0.0 Start from the Toms Cove Visitor Center, where you must obtain a backcountry permit and inquire where to park overnight. Head to the beachfront, turn left, and walk north. Note: To eliminate a couple of miles walking in the sand, ask about parking across from the lighthouse and hiking on the Service Road to the beach.

	2.9 Pass a dune crossover to D-Dike on the left. Continue straight.

	9.4 Pass Old Fields crossover, a route leading left through the dunes to an interior service road. Continue straight.

	11.0 Cross the Maryland state line and enter Assateague Island National Seashore. Continue straight.

	12.5 A tent sign in the dunes to the left indicates State Line campsites, primitive sites with no running water, and chemical toilets. Camping is permitted amid dunes only. Turn around and return to the Toms Cove Visitors Center. Note: If State Line camp is booked, Pope Bay on the bayside of Maryland’s Assateague Island is 0.5 mile north.

	25.0 Hike ends at Toms Cove Visitor Center.








HIKE INFORMATION


Local Information

Chincoteague Chamber of Commerce, (757) 336-6161, www.chincoteaguechamber.com




Local Events/Attractions

Annual Pony Swim and Penning, last week in July, Chincoteague, (757) 336-6161. An event of national renown running for 100 years, Chincoteague ponies are herded off the refuge to swim across a small water passage to Chincoteague Island for an auction to benefit the Chincoteague Volunteer Fire Company. There are also spring and fall round-ups, which are less crowded to attend.




Lodging

The resort town of Chincoteague has a wide array of lodgings, from motels and B&Bs to rental homes. Visit www.chincoteaguechamber.com for listings.

There are several commercial campgrounds in Chincoteague, but backcountry camping is allowed only at Assateague National Seashore in Maryland.




Restaurants

Nearly thirty Chincoteague restaurants serve up fare ranging from seafood to homemade ice cream to the standard burger and fries.




Tours

Refuge staff lead interpretive programs. Call (757) 336-6122 for information.




Organizations

Assateague Island Alliance, www.assateagueislandalliance.org




Other Resources

Eastern Shore of Virginia Tourism, (757) 331-1660, www.visitesva.com











2 FALSE CAPE STATE PARK/BACK BAY WILDLIFE REFUGE

Barrier islands serve as an ecological first line of defense for our shores. Storms batter them, waves wear them down, wind strips them clean. Tucked out of harm’s way behind the islands lie sheltered bays and marshes teeming with grasses, shellfish, birds, and small animals. False Cape State Park and Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge showcase just one of Virginia’s many barrier island and lagoon ecosystems, albeit a critical one. The preserves stand within striking distance of Hampton Roads’ 2 million residents and all the incumbent pressures (pollution, development, overcrowding). Sprawl stops at the park boundaries, and hikers and bird watchers are assured a quiet afternoon with space to walk and think, or watch and listen.


Start: Little Island Park for overnight. Back Bay NWR for day hikes (no overnight parking).

Distance: 14.7-mile lollipop

Hiking time: About 7 hours

Difficulty: Moderate due to length

Trail surface: All aspects of seashore ecology are present, from the beach to dunes to maritime pine and oak forests.

Land status: National wildlife refuge and state park

Nearest town: Virginia Beach, VA

Other trail users: Cyclists, anglers, hunters (in season), and bird watchers

Accessibility: Back Bay NWR has an ADA-compliant visitor center, restrooms, and some boardwalks to wildlife-viewing stations and the beach. The visitor center at False Cape is ADA compliant. The park operates a tram from Back Bay with advance notice. The park’s visitor center has a beach-accessible wheelchair.

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs are permitted in False Cape State Park, but there’s no access allowed through the Back Bay NWR, so they can only arrive by boat. Pets are not permitted in Back Bay NWR at any time.

Trail contacts: False Cape State Park, Virginia Beach, (757) 426-7128 (camping reservations: 800-933-PARK), www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/false-cape. Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Virginia Beach, (757) 301-7329, www.fws.gov/refuge/back_bay

Schedule: False Cape SP and Back Bay NWR are open daily dawn to dusk; East and West Dike Trails may be closed Nov through Mar for wintering waterfowl.

Fees/permits: Parking fee charged at Little Island Park Memorial Day to Labor Day. Entrance fee charged at Back Bay NWR Apr through Oct. Camping fee charged at False Cape State Park. All campers must receive their confirmation letter and information packet via email before camping at this park. You must bring two copies of the confirmation letter, one to display on your vehicle dashboard and the other to clip to your site marker.

Facilities/features: False Cape State Park has primitive camping, pit toilets, flush toilets at Environmental Center, and drinking water in the Barbour Hill area. Back Bay NWR has a visitor center, kayak/canoe launch, restrooms, and day-use parking only.

NatGeo TOPO! maps: North Bay, Knott Island

NatGeo Trails Illustrated map: Delmarva Peninsula

Other maps: A Trail Guide/Map is available at the park and downloadable on its website.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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From Virginia Beach, take the Indian River Road exit 286B off I-64. Proceed east on Indian River Road for 13.4 miles, then turn left onto New Bridge Road. In 1.3 miles, turn right onto Sandbridge Road. After 3.1 miles, turn right onto Sandpiper Road. Drive south on Sandpiper for 3.8 miles to Little Island Park on the left, where overnight parking is permitted. GPS: N36 41.588' / W75 55.473'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 35, C7.




THE HIKE

Barrier islands are a habitat of extremes. The same beach where sunbathers flock for relaxation also harbors some of the earth’s harshest living conditions. Waves beat upon it unceasingly, but those same waves bring ashore food that nourishes microorganisms, shellfish, birds, and small animals. Unfettered wind reduces shrubs and trees to bonsai proportions; wind also spreads beach grass and sea oat seeds, two species that help prevent sand-dune erosion. Then there is sand itself, barren of most nutrients, yet it creates the very reefs and dunes that preserve our coast.

A hiker must adapt to False Cape State Park and Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge (the park and refuge form a 20-mile contiguous stretch of protected coastal habitat between Virginia Beach and the North Carolina border). Forget mountain grandeur. Forget tall hemlocks or yellow poplar trees. Here, wind-lashed holly, oak, and pine eke out a precarious living. Deer, raccoons, opossums, and foxes rustle the shrubby thickets. Migratory birds capture the imagination—shorebirds in the spring, songbirds in spring and fall, and nesting birds in summer; in winter, it’s the ducks and geese. Plant and animal life here have had more time to adapt than humans. Wax myrtle has a coating on its leaves that protects it against the relentless sun and moisture loss from high winds and salt exposure. Salt marsh cordgrass is able to overcome both the presence of saltwater—which would kill less hardy plants—and a severe lack of oxygen in the dense, mushy marsh soil. It solves the problem of saltwater through reverse osmosis, whereby it balances saltwater intrusion with freshwater within its vascular cells. Oxygen, meanwhile, is pulled from the air and transported down the stem to the roots. Look closely at the muddy fringe of a salt marsh at low tide and look for red stains in the otherwise black mud. This is a botanical version of rust, a by-product of oxygen mixing with iron sulfide.

Every dune, especially on the lagoon or wash side, features plants whose progression reveals their place in the ecology of the island. On the fringe grows sea rocket, a member of the mustard family. Higher on the dune, beach grass, native to northern barrier islands, and sea oats, commonly found on dunes from Virginia southward, coexist. In areas flooded daily by the tide, salt marsh cordgrass grows nearest to water, while salt marsh hay and black needlerush occupy higher areas of marsh. In the afternoon, at low tide on a clear day, the sun will glint off oxidized salt particles clinging to tall stems of these grasses, giving the impression of light bouncing off thousands of tiny mirrors. Beneath the grasses and puddles of brackish water, juvenile blue crabs reach maturity and fish spawn.

Plants that seem withered and dead during dry spells spring to life after rain. False heather jumps to life under moist conditions. Looking something like a small cedar, the heather’s yellow flowers coat the ocean side of dunes. Because it grows low to the ground and spreads, heather helps stabilize the sand.

Down on the beach, sanderlings dart hither-and-thither, first chased by a crashing wave, only to turn and pursue it back into the ocean. This small bird pecks at the spongy sand, digging deep for shellfish. During the summer as many as 30 million clam larvae will occupy 1 square meter of surf. There are snails beneath the sand, too, and small crabs and worms. At nighttime, sandhoppers (small crabs) emerge from holes by the thousands to pick food from shells and seaweed coughed up by waves. Luminescent and quick, the sandhopper has startled more than a few nighttime beach strollers. Rest assured, by the time you’ve figured out it’s an animal and not a ghost, the critter is out of harm’s way. It digs a hole in the sand at a speed of 6 feet in 10 minutes, putting it well out of reach of prying eyes and bird beaks.
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Resting on the beach



Given this diversity and complexity, it’s worth considering how the wilds of False Cape and Back Bay might have developed were it not for the park and refuge. A few miles up the beach, Virginia Beach








MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at Little Island Park. Walk to the south end of the parking lot. At a picnic pavilion, turn toward the beach and surf.

	1.5 Hike straight along the beach, past a boardwalk that leads up into the dunes on the right. Note: The boardwalk leads to a Back Bay NWR ranger station and visitor center.

	4.7 Reach the boundary of False Cape State Park. Continue straight on the beach.

	5.0 A beach path leads right up into the dunes toward Barbour Hill primitive campsites and the state park’s contact station, a turnoff marked by a small metal post with a yellow tent. From this junction, it is 0.7 mile across the island to the contact station. Note: If you are continuing farther down the beach, Barbour Hill is your last chance to supply drinking water; it is near the contact station and near the two camping areas there.

	6.7 Turn right onto False Cape Landing Trail. Note: If you’re walking in the surf far below the dune line, keep an eye peeled for a sign reading “False Cape Landing Trail.” There are primitive campsites in dunes after you turn onto the trail.
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	7.1 Turn right onto Sand Ridge Trail, a wide dirt road. The ocean is now on your right, out of sight over the dunes. Back Bay is on your left. Note: Straight on False Cape Landing Trail, there is a boat landing in 0.3 mile, as well as bay-side campsites.

	8.4 Sand Ridge Trail arcs right at a junction with South Inlet Trail. Follow the road right. Note: South Inlet Trail leads left for 0.4 mile to a sheltered reach of water with scenic views.

	9.0 Turn left onto Barbour Hill Beach Trail. There is a ranger station on the right side of the road. Past the ranger station, turn right onto Barbour Hill Interpretive Trail.

	9.6 Pass an observation deck on the right side of the trail.

	9.8 Leave False Cape State Park and enter Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge. Turn left onto the Dike Trail, which is a gravel and dirt road that runs alongside wildlife impoundments, large pools of water that attract waterfowl and migrating birds. This hike follows the western leg of the Dike Trail.

	10.1 Where the trail forks, bear right onto the Dike Trail. Note: The left-bearing trail is a short spur to the bay.

	10.9 Hike straight past a road that turns right and leads between two impoundments.

	11.4 Follow the trail as it jogs left then right and continues its northward route. A road branches right, leading between impoundments. Within 0.2 mile, hike past a third road that branches right.

	13.2 The Dike Trail merges with its eastern leg. Continue on past a pool on the right side of the trail.

	13.4 Reach the Back Bay visitor center and ranger station. At the station, turn right onto the Seaside Trail boardwalk.

	13.5 Descend off the boardwalk and dune and turn left. Head north along the beach.

	14.7 Arrive back at Little Island Park.
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HONORABLE MENTIONS: EASTERN VIRGINIA


A. BELLE ISLE STATE PARK

Bird watchers, hikers, horseback riders, and cyclists in the mood for wide-open spaces find this an ideal destination. Trails trace cornfields, cross tidal marshes, and wind through pine and hardwood filter strips—ribbons of woodland that separate fields from sensitive wetlands. Well-marked and easy to follow, trails feature interpretive boards explaining Chesapeake Bay ecology. (804) 462-5030; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/belle-isle. GPS: N37 46.931' / W76 36.203'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 60, B2.





B. SANDY BOTTOM NATURE PRESERVE

Located off the Hampton Roads Center Parkway at 1255 Big Bethel Rd. in Hampton. From exit 261A off I-64, follow the parkway west to the nature preserve entrance, just past the intersection of Big Bethel Road on the right. There are 12 miles of trails in the 456-acre park. Trillium Trail is the longest at 3.3 miles. Former borrow pits that supplied fill to build nearby I-64 are now lakes. The 10,000-square-foot Nature Center overlooks Sandy Bottom Lake. Boardwalks cross wetland habitat, while graded dirt paths pass through hardwood forest. Fishing, recreational boating, biking, and primitive camping are allowed. There are canoe and kayak rentals, eleven primitive campsites, and four tent cabins. (757) 825-4657; www.hampton.gov/sandybottom. GPS: N37 03.713' / W76 25.998'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 50, D3.





C. BEAVERDAM PARK

Located minutes from Gloucester Court House on Virginia’s Middle Peninsula. From Business US 17 north, turn right onto VA 616/Roaring Springs Road. In 2.4 miles the road dead-ends at the park’s main entrance at 8687 Roaring Springs Rd., Gloucester. There are 9.5 miles of multiuse trails for horses, mountain bikers, and hikers, as well as a 3-mile hiker-only trail. The main hiking trail passes along marshy fringes of the reservoir and through an upland hardwood forest. (804) 693-2107; www.gloucesterva.info. GPS: N37 26.906' / W76 32.040'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 50, A2.





D. HICKORY HOLLOW NATURAL AREA PRESERVE

Located on the Northern Neck near Lancaster Courthouse. From Kilmarnock, follow VA 3 toward Lancaster. Just before you reach Lancaster, turn right onto VA 604. The preserve is on your left. This is a special hike along the wooded bluffs overlooking Western Branch. Spur trails plunge off the hillside into the stream’s marshy backwaters. Lancaster County once considered developing this 254-acre spot into an industrial park; bird watchers and nature lovers fought off the proposal with the aid of the Northern Neck Audubon Society, which now owns it. (804) 225-2303; www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural-heritage/natural-area-preserves/hickory. GPS: N37 46.329' / W76 26.655'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 60, B3.





E. CALEDON STATE PARK

Located in King George County at the top of Virginia’s Northern Neck, 11617 Caledon Rd., King George. From US 301, follow VA 206 to VA 218, then head east on VA 218 for 1.2 miles to the entrance. Created to provide nesting and roosting spots for bald eagles, Caledon has more than a dozen color-coded trails totaling about 15 miles. Several lead to bird-watching spots along the Potomac River. Some trails may be temporarily closed to protect nesting birds. Sandy bluffs in the Horsehead Cliff area are embedded with fossils. Day use only. Many guided activities are scheduled spring through fall. (540) 663-3861; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/caledon. GPS: N38 20.032' / W77 08.594'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 71, B5.








HONORABLE MENTIONS: NORTHERN VIRGINIA


F. MASON NECK WILDLIFE REFUGE/MASON NECK STATE PARK

These two areas, nearly adjacent to each other on VA 242 (exit 163 off I-95), are known for bald eagles and trails that span freshwater marshes and shady woodland. Both the refuge and park have trails leading to marsh overlooks. Both are day use only. The state park offers picnicking and restrooms. Elizabeth Hartwell Mason Neck National Wildlife Refuge, (703) 490-4979, www.fws.gov/refuge/mason_neck. Mason Neck State Park, (703) 339-2385, www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/mason-neck. GPS: N38 38.644' / W77 11.947'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 76, C4.





G. BULL RUN–OCCOQUAN TRAIL

A 17.5-mile point-to-point National Scenic Trail along the Bull Run River and Occoquan Reservoir. The southern trailhead is located in Fountainhead Regional Park off VA 123 near the town of Occoquan. The appreciable length of the trail, combined with stream crossings—some impassable after inclement weather—make this hike a real challenge. The northern trailhead is at Bull Run Regional Park off VA 28, south of I-66 near Manassas. (703) 250-9124, www.novaparks.com/parks/bull-run-occoquan-trail. GPS: Fountainhead Regional Park, N38 43.502' / W77 19.828'; Bull Run Regional Park, N38 48.416' / W77 28.758'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 76, B2, C3.





H. SCOTTS RUN NATURE PRESERVE

The most spectacular feature of this small preserve is a 30-foot multilevel waterfall that breaks just before the stream joins the Potomac River. Once known as the Burling Tract, named for one of its owners, this preserve is now linked with Riverside and Great Falls Parks farther upstream as a link in the Potomac Gorge biological system, a complex of plants and animals—some globally rare and found nowhere else on earth—that eke out a life along the turbulent Potomac River. Contact: River Bend Park, (703) 759-9018, www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks. Trail map can be downloaded from www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks/scotts-run. GPS: N38 57.591' / W77 12.328'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 76, A4.





I. BULL RUN MOUNTAINS NATURAL AREA PRESERVE

Located just 40 miles from Washington, DC, just a stone’s throw off I-66, this reserve combines the beauty of mountainous woodlands with history dating to colonial times. Hike through coves that sheltered settler homes. (540) 422-1309; www.vofonline.org. GPS: N38 49.489' / W77 42.388'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 75, B7.





J. SKY MEADOWS STATE PARK

Located on US 17 in Fauquier County, just south of US 50. At Sky Meadows, the rolling Piedmont meets the Blue Ridge. This former farm has a historic house, hike-in primitive campsites, and wonderful views. (540) 592-3556; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/sky-meadows. GPS: N38 59.527' / W77 57.997'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 75, A5.





K. G. RICHARD THOMPSON WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA

G. Richard Thompson Wildlife Management Area in Fauquier County features a network of trails including a 7-mile section of the Appalachian Trail. There is an abundance of wildflowers—the area harbors one of the largest populations of large-flowered trillium in North America. Virginia’s Native Plant Society lists the Thompson Wildlife Management Area on its register of important native plant sites. (540) 899-4169; www.dgif.virginia.gov/wmas. GPS: Ted Lake Parking Area, N38 56.226' / W78 02.621'; Parking Area 7, N38 57.784' / W78 01.184'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 75, A5.
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G. Richard Thompson Wildlife Management Area










HONORABLE MENTIONS: CENTRAL VIRGINIA


L. BELLE ISLE (RICHMOND)

This 54-acre island is part of the James River Park System, 450 acres of city-owned parks lining the James River, in the heart of downtown Richmond. From Main Street in downtown, follow signs for Belle Isle and the Valentine Museum. There is a parking lot on Tredegar Street past the museum. A footbridge crosses onto the island from the parking lot. A wide 2-mile loop runs past ruins of ironworks and a Civil War prison. Park closes at dusk. (804) 646-8911; www.jamesriverpark.org. GPS: N37 32.053' / W77 27.044'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 58, D2.





M. TWIN LAKES STATE PARK

Located in the heart of Prince Edward–Gallion State Forest, Twin Lakes is accessed via VA 613 off US 360. You can put together a 6-mile hike around both lakes leading from high, forested hills into the marshy flow of the Sandy River at the head of the lake. There’s also an 8-mile multiuse trail for hiking, biking, and horses. There are beaches, camping, and cabins. (434) 392-3435; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/twin-lakes. GPS: N37 10.399' / W78 16.205'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 46, C2.





N. FAIRY STONE STATE PARK

Located in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains northwest of Martinsville on Phil-pott Reservoir. The park entrance is 9 miles west of Bassett on VA 57. Whiskey Run Trail offers a wide view of the parkland and reservoir. Use it to form a 4.7-mile loop with Stuart’s Knob Trail and Iron Mine Trail. The name comes from the staurolite stones that crystallize into a cross-like structure. (276) 930-2424; www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/fairy-stone. GPS: N36 47.547' / W80 07.008'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 26, B2.





O. RIVANNA TRAILS

This 20-mile greenbelt circles the entire city of Charlottesville, with numerous shorter loops possible. A good starting point is at Quarry Park. To get there, take exit 121 off I-64. Turn right onto Monticello Avenue, and take the first left onto Quarry Road. The park is on the left. The Rivanna Trails Foundation has interactive maps and descriptions at www.rivannatrails.org. GPS: N38 0.915' / W78 28.696'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 68, D1.





P. RAGGED MOUNTAIN NATURAL AREA

This 980-acre nature preserve is owned and managed by the City of Charlottesville, which has been adding trails. Seven miles of hiking trails circle Charlottesville Reservoir, rolling up and down the rugged and heavily forested Ragged Mountains. The parking area is at 1730 Reservoir Rd., off Fontaine Avenue, south of Charlottesville. Dogs, bikes, and joggers are not permitted. (434) 970-3260; www.charlottesville.org/raggedmountain. GPS: N38 01.584' / W78 33.345'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 67, D7.









HONORABLE MENTIONS: SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK


Q. OVERALL RUN FALLS

Start at Matthews Arm Campground for a 5-mile loop hike to view the tallest waterfall in Shenandoah National Park, 93 feet to be exact, on the western slope of the Blue Ridge at Overall Run. From the staggering falls, the mountainous panorama unfolds westward over Massanutten’s double ridges, and farther off on the hazy horizon looms Great North Mountain. In dry conditions, water flow may be minimal. The falls are best viewed when there has been plentiful rain. GPS: N38 45.613' / W78 17.860' DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 74, B2.





R. NICHOLSON HOLLOW

Park at Stony Man Overlook at milepost 38.6 on Skyline Drive in the park’s central district. Nicholson Hollow was once a populated area of 400 families. Old home foundations and other evidence of past lives are visible along this 5.8-mile one-way trail. Use Corbin Hollow Trail and Indian Run Trail to make an extended backcountry loop, with primitive campsites and swimming holes. (540) 999-3500; www.nps.gov/shen. GPS: N38 36.769' / W78 21.632'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 74, D2.





S. WHITEOAK CANYON

Parking for the Whiteoak Canyon Trail is at milepost 42.6 on Skyline Drive in the park’s central district. The steep gorge features waterfalls, giant boulders, and quiet pools that make this one of the most popular and beautiful places in the park. The connecting Limberlost Trail is accessible for people with disabilities. There is no backcountry camping. (540) 999-3500; www.nps.gov/shen. GPS: N38 35.174' / W78 22.972'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 74, D2.





T. BIG RUN PORTAL–ROCKYTOP LOOP

Begin this hike at Big Run Overlook at milepost 81.2 on Skyline Drive in the park’s southern district. A classic Shenandoah hike: all downhill to the park boundary, followed by a steep climb back to Skyline Drive. In total, a strenuous 14.6-mile loop. (540) 999-3500; www.nps.gov/shen. GPS: N38 15.229' / W78 41.046'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 67, C6.





U. RIPRAP HOLLOW—APPALACHIAN TRAIL LOOP

The parking area for this 10-mile hike is at milepost 90 on Skyline Drive in the park’s southern district. Chimney Rock, Calvary Rock, and a swimming hole are highlights on this trip. So are the springtime mountain laurel blooms along Riprap Trail as it descends through Cold Spring Hollow. (540) 999-3500; www.nps.gov/shen. GPS: N38 10.649' / W78 45.896'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 67, C5.









HONORABLE MENTIONS: VALLEY & RIDGE


V. FRIDLEY GAP

Squeezed together accordion-like, the long, parallel ridges of First, Second, Third, and Fourth Mountains concentrate a number of different habitats. At the lower elevations, sunlight bathes stream valleys that attract deer to the water’s edge. A half-mile away stands another world: the dry, barren ridgetops where views stretch for miles. Two different worlds, one hike. www.visitharrisonburgva.com/fridley-gap. GPS: N38 27.245' / W78 41.825'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 67, A6.





W. MASSANUTTEN MOUNTAIN WEST/SIGNAL KNOB

From Strasburg, drive east on VA 55 and then south on VA 678 to the Signal Knob Trail parking area on the right. This 17-mile hike climbs Signal Knob, then swings south down the western ridge of Massanutten and provides great views overlooking the Shenandoah Valley. Hike it as an out-and-back, or a point-to-point with a shuttle on VA 653 east of the village of Toms Brook. (540) 984-4101, www.fs.usda.gov/gwj. GPS: N38 56.119' / 78 19.197'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 74, A2.





X. MASSANUTTEN MOUNTAIN EAST/DUNCAN HOLLOW

Begin at Camp Roosevelt on VA 675. (See “Finding the trailhead” for Hike 18: Stephens Trail.) Duncan Hollow is a lesser-used portion of the Massanutten East Trail with great loop options using Peach Orchard Gap and Scothorn Gap. (540) 984-4101, www.fs.usda.gov/gwj. GPS: N38 43.819' / W78 31.073'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 73, C7.





Y. WILD OAK NATIONAL RECREATION TRAIL

This 25.4-mile loop trail begins near the North River Gorge area north of Churchville, off FR 95, 1 mile north of Stokesville. There are views off Little Bald Knob and difficult terrain past Todd Lake Recreation Area, a full-service national forest recreation area with a lake, campsite, and picnic area. The Wild Oak Loop intersects with trails leading into Ramsey’s Draft Wilderness. (540) 432-0187. GPS: N38 20.361' / W79 12.446'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 66, B2.





Z. SHENANDOAH MOUNTAIN TRAIL/SOUTH

A 22-mile point-to-point hike that begins at the Confederate breastworks on VA 250, 17 miles west of Churchville. The southern end is on VA 627 (Scotchtown Draft Road), off VA 629. This difficult, high-ridge hike along the spine of Shenandoah Mountain is best done as a 2-day trip. (540) 885-8028. GPS: N38 18.675' / W79 23.053'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 65, B7.









HONORABLE MENTIONS: BLUE RIDGE PARKWAY


AA. TORRY RIDGE–MILL CREEK LOOP

A long trek that departs from White Oak Campground at Sherando Lake. Reach the lake via the Blue Ridge Parkway, milepost 16. This Blue Ridge hike has it all: mountains and streams, blueberries, rhododendron, and the convenience of a base camp with showers and flush toilets. (828) 348-3400, www.nps.gov/blri. GPS: N37 55.226' / W79 00.382'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 54, A3.





BB. HUMPBACK ROCKS

A challenging day hike off the Blue Ridge Parkway 6 miles south of Rockfish Gap and I-64. Trailhead located at milepost 6. Humpback Rocks is a 3,080-foot outcrop of greenstone with wide views west to the Shenandoah Valley. The hike to the rocks is 1 mile on the Appalachian Trail. Humpback Mountain and more views await another mile down the trail. (828) 348-3400, www.nps.gov/blri. GPS: N37 58.101' / W78 53.781'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 55, A5.





CC. CRABTREE FALLS

Trailhead is 17 miles northeast of Buena Vista on VA 56. This 3-mile trail runs along a creek that has five major cascades, overlooks, and ends at a parking lot on VA 828. The cumulative 1,200-foot drop in elevation along Crabtree Creek makes this one of the highest waterfalls east of the Mississippi. There are steps and railings along the trail to aid with hiking over treacherous terrain. (828) 348-3400, www.nps.gov/blri. GPS: N37 51.071' / W79 04.749'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 54, B3.





DD. APPLE ORCHARD FALLS–CORNELIUS CREEK LOOP TRAIL

Begin at Sunset Field Overlook near mile-post 78 on the Blue Ridge Parkway for this 7.5-mile loop. Two-hundred-foot waterfalls and old-growth forest are the highlights of this National Recreation Trail. (540) 291-2188, www.fs.usda.gov/gwj. GPS: N37 30.458' / W79 31.420'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 53, D6.
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Crabtree Falls EDDIE FORT











HONORABLE MENTIONS: SOUTHWEST HIGHLANDS


EE. STONE MOUNTAIN TRAIL

From Cave Springs Recreation Area and campground, climb 2.5 miles to dramatic rock outcrops and overhangs atop Stone Mountain. A longer option is to follow Stone Mountain Trail one way 12.5 miles down Roaring Run to the town of Appalachia (shuttle required). From High Butte, it’s possible to see the bumpy profile of Kentucky’s Black Mountains to the west, while eastward run Virginia’s narrow ridges and valleys. At approximately the halfway point (7 miles), you can take a 1-mile detour on the blue-blazed Olinger Gap Trail to Lake Keokee for a primitive camping overnight. GPS: N36 53.015' / W82 47.276'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 20, A1.





FF. HUCKLEBERRY LOOP

The 8-mile Huckleberry Loop encircles Locust Knob and Huckleberry Ridge in the Peters Mountain Wilderness Area. The trail down Dismal Branch on the eastern slope of Peters Mountain is as rough as they come, overrun with rhododendron, blocked by blowdowns, and often lost altogether in the streambed. This trail sums up everything a wilderness should be: beautiful, difficult, and, in the end, extremely satisfying. GPS: N37 25.597' / W80 33.331'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 41, A5.





GG. CRAWFISH/CHANNEL ROCK

From the flat bottomland and old fields of Crawfish Valley, Crawfish/Channel Rock Trail ascends Brushy Mountain on steep, narrow footpaths. En route, you’ll cross the Tennessee Valley Divide, where Reed Creek and Bear Creek flow off opposite sides of the ridge. Each enters separate, ever-expanding stream networks that eventually reach the Ohio River, albeit 100 miles distant from one another. Deer and raccoons forage along the stream edges; turkeys and ruffed grouse hunt for acorns on the slopes of Brushy and Walker Mountains. Beavers leave the most lasting impression: a two-stage dam you’ll traverse on Bear Creek. GPS: N36 57.916' / W81 18.916'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 23, A6.





HH. THE RICE FIELDS

From Blacksburg, take VA 460 west to VA 641; make a right onto VA 641 and follow to a parking lot (within 0.5 mile of where the Appalachian Trail [AT] crosses the road). The Rice Fields are beautiful open meadows on top of Peters Mountain accessed via the AT. For 10 miles along this stretch, the AT follows the Virginia–West Virginia border. Where it intersects the Allegheny Trail, the AT descends back into Virginia. This is an out-and-back hike with no loop possibilities. (540) 552-4641. GPS: N37 21.306' / W.80 45.944'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 40, B3.





II. GUEST RIVER GORGE TRAIL

A 5.8-mile point-to-point on a former railroad grade along the Guest River west of St. Paul. Starting at the northern end, this pleasant walk is a gradual and scenic descent into the gorge. The railway hauled the coal and saltpeter mined in the gorge, leaving behind sheer cliffs. The area harbors several threatened and endangered animals and plants. (540) 328-2931, www.dgif.virginia.gov/vbwt/sites/guest-river-gorge-trail. GPS: N36 55.378' / W82 27.053'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 20, A4.
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The author walking beneath the Stone Mountain overhang










HONORABLE MENTIONS: MOUNT ROGERS


JJ. FOUR TRAILS CIRCUIT

Located near Hurricane Campground. Head south of Sugar Grove on VA 16, turn right onto VA 650, and then left onto FR 84 to Hurricane Campground. This moderately difficult 9.6-mile loop uses a portion of the Appalachian Trail (AT) and three other trails. Terrain varies from the dry ridgetop of Iron Mountain to cool waterfalls on Comers Creek. (800) 628-7202. GPS: N36 43.319' / W81 29.243'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 23, C5.





KK. ROWLAND CREEK FALLS CIRCUIT

Located west of Sugar Grove. From VA 16, turn right onto VA 601, which after 3.5 miles turns into VA 670 in Teas. Continue on VA 670 for 4.4 miles and then fork left onto VA 656. (If you pass the Butler Fish Culture Station on the right, you’ve missed this left turn. Go back 1 mile and look for the turnoff.) Stay on VA 656 for 1.7 miles, then turn left onto VA 668, which turns into dirt FR 643. Park at the first trailhead on the right-hand side. After following Jerry’s Creek Trail to Iron Mountain, hikers can return via Rowland Creek or head west and explore Skulls Gap for a total hike of 11.8 miles. Rowland Creek Falls is a highlight of this trip. (800) 628-7202. GPS: N36 43.986' / W81 33.675'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 22, B4.





LL. WHITETOP LAUREL CIRCUIT

From Damascus, take US 58 east and turn right onto VA 728 to Creek Junction parking lot. This 11.5-mile loop uses portions of the Appalachian Trail (AT) and the Virginia Creeper Trail, and includes a number of crossings over the cascading Whitetop Laurel Creek. (800) 628-7202. GPS: N36 38.876' / W81 40/328'. DeLorme: Virginia Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 22, C3.









CONTACT INFORMATION


STATEWIDE

Virginia Tourism Corporation, (800) VISIT-VA, www.virginia.org


Department of Conservation & Recreation (DCR), Division of State Parks, (800) 933-PARK, www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks. Campsite reservations: (800) 933-PARK (7275), www.reservevaparks.com


DCR, Natural Heritage Program, (804) 786-7951, www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural-heritage Department of Wildlife Resources, (804) 367-1000, https://dwr.virginia.gov





NATIONAL FORESTS

Supervisor’s Office, Roanoke, (540) 265-5100, www.fs.usda.gov/main/gwj





RANGER DISTRICTS

Clinch, Norton, (276) 679-8370


Eastern Divide, Blacksburg, (540) 552-4641


Glenwood-Pedlar, Natural Bridge Station, (540) 291-2188


James River and Warm Springs, Hot Springs, (540) 839-2521


Lee, Edinburg, (540) 984-4101


Mount Rogers, (276) 783-5196


North River, (540) 432-0187





NATIONAL PARKS

www.nps.gov


Blue Ridge Parkway, Asheville, NC, (828) 271-4779


George Washington Memorial Parkway, McLean, VA, (703) 289-2500


Great Falls Park, Great Falls, VA, (703) 285-2966


Prince William Forest Park, Triangle, VA, (703) 221-7181


Shenandoah National Park, Luray, VA, (540) 999-3500
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Highest waterfall in Shenandoah National Park
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7. First Aid Kit
Supplies to treat illness or injury are only as
] helpful as your knowledge of how to use

them. Take a class to gain the skills needed to
- administer first aid and CPR.

En

8. Knife or Multi-Tool
With countless uses, a multi-tool can help with
gear repair and first aid.

N
S8
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9. Sun Protection

Sunscreen, sunglasses, and sun-protective
clothing should be used in every season
regardless of temperature or cloud cover.

)
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10. Shelter

Protection from the elements in the event you are
injured or stranded is necessary. A lightweight,
inexpensive space blanket is a great option.

f

Find other helpful resources at AmericanHiking.org/hiking-resources

3

PROTECT THE PLACES YOU LOVE TO HIKE.

Become a member today and take $5 off
an annual membership using the code Falcon5.

AmericanHiking.org/join
AR S

American Hiking Society is the only national nonprofit

organization dedicated to empowering all to enjoy,
share, and preserve the hiking experience.
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@ American Hiking Society recommends you pack the “Ten
Essentials” every time you head out for a hike. Whether you plan

to be gone for a couple of hours or several months, make sure to

pack these items. Become familiar with these items and know how

to use them.

1. Appropriate Footwear

Happy feet make for pleasant hiking. Think about
traction, support, and protection when selecting
well-fitting shoes or boots.

NV ey

QN

2. Navigation

While phones and GPS units are handy, they
aren’t always reliable in the backcountry; consider
carrying a paper map and compass as backups
and know how to use them.

3. Water (and a way to purify it)

As a guideline, plan for half a liter of water per
hour in moderate temperatures/terrain. Carry
enough water for your trip and know where and
how to treat water while you’re out on the trail.

/\

4. Food

Pack calorie-dense foods to help fuel your hike,
and carry an extra portion in case you are out
longer than expected.

5. Rain Gear & Dry-Fast Layers

The weatherman is not always right. Dress in layers
to adjust to changing weather and activity levels.
Wear moisture-wicking clothes and carry a warm hat.

6. Safety Items (light, fire, and a whistle)
Have means to start an emergency fire, signal for
help, and see the trail and your map in the dark.
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