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  INTRODUCTION


  . . . It’s that time when the pull of the blue highway is strongest, when the open road is a beckoning, a strangeness, a place where a man can lose himself.


  William Least Heat Moon

  Blue Highways


  As a child, my travels were pretty much limited to visiting relatives in the Tidewater or Hampton Roads area of Virginia and annual trips to Miami Beach, Florida.


  When we weren’t heading to one of those places, mother and I would drive around the Metropolitan Washington area and “get lost.” Long before GPS (they would probably take all the fun away for her), mother and I would just go for a drive and enjoy the countryside. She was totally confident that she’d find her way back, and who was I to dispute that? I thought of it as exploring or unexpected sightseeing, but never as being lost—misplaced, not lost.


  Whether it’s nurture or nature, I’m sure those drives sparked my wanderlust. I still treasure the days when I’m exploring.


  Fortunately, Virginia is one of the most spectacular states to explore. Yes, there are 1,118 miles of interstate highway crisscrossing in the state. However, there are more than 8,000 miles of primary state highways and more than 48,000 miles of secondary roads. There are plenty of places to discover. Several roads have been designated as Scenic Byways. They go through the Shenandoah Valley with mountains cradling you within their gentle slopes or stretch out over flat country on the Eastern Shore (the other side of Chesapeake Bay). They are defined by history and natural growth. From Cumberland Gap in the southwest corner to Cape Charles on the southern tip of the Eastern Shore, you’re sure to find something to fascinate you.


  The plethora of route classifications can be confusing, but only if you let it.


  There are:


  National Scenic Byways: This is a road recognized by the US Department of Transportation because it has archaeological, cultural, historic, natural, recreational, and/or scenic qualities. The US Congress established this program in 1991 to help promote tourism and protect these often less-travel roads. Some of these routes are designated All-American Roads if they have at least two of those qualities and the road is unique and important. Within Virginia, the Blue Ridge Parkway, the Colonial Parkway, and the George Washington Memorial Parkway are All-American Roads, and Skyline Drive is a National Scenic Byway.
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  Virginia welcome sign located along the state line

  ©KATHERINE WELLES/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM


  Virginia Scenic Byways: According to the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT), there are “nearly 3,000 miles of special roads that offer something for everyone.” These byways offer an uncommon view of the state and lead to places of natural beauty and historical and social significance.


  The VDOT website, virginiadot.org, provides links to major construction sites, travel advisories, lane closures, traffic cameras, E-ZPass details, hurricane and tornado warnings, maps, truck restrictions, and a wealth of other information.


  Virginia extends 200 miles north to south and about 500 miles east to west. Its varied topography and geography range from coastal estuaries and beaches in the east to mountains more than 5,000 feet high in the south and west. Scenic routes cover all portions of the state and were selected to display the most interesting scenic, historical, and unique features. Many routes extend into two or more sections. From east to west, geologists divide the state into the sections shown below, under which are listed the routes that pass through each.


  Tidewater and Coastal Plain: Virginia’s Coastal Plain includes the land areas adjacent to the Atlantic coastline, both shores of Chesapeake Bay, and the tidal reaches of the Potomac, James, Rappahannock, and other rivers. An area of low relief, it is underlain by unconsolidated, sandy sediments and encompasses the bays, estuaries, offshore islands, and saltwater marshes along the coast.
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  Shenandoah National Park, Green Tunnel Section

  ©ZACK FRANK/SHUTTERSTOCK.COM


  Virginia’s Coastal Plain was the site of some of the first European settlements in North America, and it played a vital role in the birth and early years of the US. Today it includes the thriving cities of Williamsburg, Newport News, Norfolk, and Virginia Beach, and surrounding areas, including the beaches and bird-watching areas of the Eastern Shore and the Northern Neck. Routes 3, 11, 12, 13, 14, 17, and 18 lead to scenic, historic, and natural points of interest on Virginia’s Coastal Plain.


  Piedmont: The Tidewater ends at the Fall Line where the sediments of the Coastal Plain overlap the older crystalline rocks of the Piedmont. Because the rocks of the Piedmont are much harder than the soft, unconsolidated sediments of the Coastal Plain, they do not erode as easily, so rapids have formed in rivers as they cross this boundary. The Fall Zone marks the head of navigation on the rivers, where many of the major cities, such as Washington, DC, Fredericksburg, and Richmond, were built. The Fall Zone is less prominent south of Petersburg.


  The Piedmont stretches westward from the Fall Zone to the foothills of the Blue Ridge, covering a broad area of the state. The rocks here are deeply eroded with thick soil and rich farmlands. The northern Piedmont has rolling hills, flattening out in the southern part of the state. This is the breadbasket of the state with acres and acres dedicated to growing apples, corn, cotton, grains, melons, peanuts, pecans, soybeans, sweet potatoes, tobacco, and wine grapes. Hanover tomatoes were bred to be ripe in time for Fourth of July picnics. Halifax cantaloupes are unique and the center of a major annual festival. Livestock, including bison, cattle, and poultry are also raised here, and great swaths are known as horse country. Routes 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 11, and 17 pass through at least part of the Piedmont.


  Blue Ridge: The Blue Ridge is Virginia’s easternmost range of mountains, including several peaks exceeding 4,000 feet in elevation. The Blue Ridge extends in an almost unbroken span the length of the state in a northeast-southwest line from the Potomac River in northern Loudoun County to the North Carolina and Tennessee border. The rocks of the Blue Ridge are mainly Precambrian metamorphosed sediments and lava flows. It’s a long story and it happened a long time ago, but there were no volcanoes in Virginia and there still aren’t.


  Some of the most outstanding scenery and scenic routes in Virginia lie along the Blue Ridge and its ridgeline, including Skyline Drive and the Blue Ridge Parkway, routes 5, 6, 9, and 10.


  Valley and Ridge: The Valley and Ridge section consists of the broad valleys and long, even ridgelines west of the Blue Ridge. It is made up of folded, faulted, and eroded Paleozoic sedimentary rocks. The ridges are underlain by sandstone, which is resistant to erosion; less resistant limestone and shale make up the valleys. The folding has in places resulted in five or six parallel ridgelines and adjacent valleys.


  Immediately to the west of the Blue Ridge in the northern part of the state is the wide Shenandoah Valley, which has a continuation farther south in the Great Valley. These limestone valleys are known for their numerous caves, many of which can be seen on guided tours. In the northern half of the state the Valley and Ridge region extends into West Virginia; farther south it is bordered on the west by the Appalachian Plateau. The George Washington and Jefferson National Forest covers much of the area, particularly the heavily wooded ridges.


  For convenience, Mount Rogers is considered part of the Valley and Ridge section, although its enigmatic, Precambrian geology puzzles earth scientists; some think it belongs in a province of its own. Scenic routes in the Valley and Ridge are routes 1, 15, 19, 20, and 24. Note that the Shenandoah River travels south to north, so you’ll head south if you’re going upriver and north downriver.


  Southwest Virginia: This area is mostly part of the Appalachian Plateau, a region of high cliffs and thick, horizontal beds of sandstone with numerous seams of coal. The boundary between the Valley and Ridge and southwest Virginia is hard to distinguish in places:


  The difference is that while the rocks of the Valley and Ridge were folded, those of the Appalachian Plateau formed from thrust faults. The rocks remained relatively flat and slid over on top of each other like a spread-out deck of cards. Routes 21, 22, 23, and 25 pass through southwest Virginia.


  Virginia’s climate east of the Blue Ridge is moderate and variable. In non-mountainous areas you can expect warm to hot summers and mild to cold winters. The hottest region of the state is the southern Piedmont. In the Tidewater and Eastern Shore areas the climate is moderated by the waters of and breezes off of Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. Most parts of the state, particularly in the northern half, get a few snowstorms each winter, averaging about 16 inches. There may be no measurable snow for a year or two and then a blizzard the next.


  The climate in the mountains of the western and southwestern areas of the state depends on the altitude. Summer temperatures in the high mountains can be several degrees lower than in nearby lowlands. At higher elevations winter can be severe with heavy snows that cause mountain roads to close to vehicular traffic. The most severe weather is in the high country around Mount Rogers, where an average of more than 70 inches of snow falls each winter.


  In addition, the weather—both summer and winter—can vary with changes in elevation, from summer-like conditions in the valleys to wintry conditions a few thousand feet higher. That means you can snow ski and play golf on the same day at the Wintergreen Resort. Summer thunderstorms are common. Because many of the mountain routes go rapidly up and down, you should be prepared for cooler weather at higher elevations.


  With its varied habitats, Virginia also has diverse bird, animal, and plant life. Some 400 species of birds are known in the state. Migrating shore and wading birds follow the marshes and estuaries of the Eastern Shore; hawks, falcons, and passerine birds ride the thermals along the windswept ridges of the Blue Ridge on their spring and fall journeys. Bald eagles, one of the largest populations in the East, inhabit the estuaries of the Potomac, Rappahannock, and other rivers, and are also found in some mountain areas.


  The state also supports a rich mammal population. Two species of deer—the common Virginia white-tailed deer and Chincoteague’s sika elk—plus raccoon, possum, skunk, a growing black bear population, and many smaller animals call Virginia home.


  The forests have thick growths of hardwoods and softwoods. Wildflowers bloom from early spring to late fall. Spring is especially beautiful when the majority of the wildflowers bloom, and the slopes are covered with rhododendron, redbud, and mountain laurel blossoms.


  The Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation manages about 35 state parks and related sites throughout the state. Many parks are along or close to the routes and many are mentioned as points of interest. Some parks are free; others charge a modest day-use fee in season. Additional fees are levied for camping and lodging or for special use, such as the chairlift at Natural Tunnel State Park. For information on fees or to make reservations, call toll-free (800) 933-PARK.
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  Skyline Drive as the leaves start their annual fall fashion show.

  PHOTO COURTESY OF NATIONAL PARK SERVICE


  The George Washington and Jefferson National Forest (now operated under a single administration) covers 2 million acres of public land in western Virginia. Many routes pass through or around the forest. The Forest Service maintains numerous recreation areas and campsites, of which only a few are mentioned here. For detailed maps or other information, call the Forest Supervisor at (540) 265-5100.


  The National Park Service administers numerous sites in Virginia, both historic and scenic, including such diverse areas as George Washington Birthplace National Monument and Shenandoah National Park. Phone numbers for additional information on these sites are given in the Appendix.


  Virginia is steeped in history, from Jamestown to the Civil War to the terrorist attack on the Pentagon. The Civil War permeates the state, with 70 percent of the battles fought here. Twenty-six major battles and more than 400 smaller engagements took place on Virginia soil. Two routes cover specific campaigns and battles of that war, and many other routes mention Civil War sites along the way.


  The routes are described from a starting point to an end point, or from a starting point in a loop back to the beginning. However, if your time is limited, you can begin most routes at many places in the middle.


  Information for each route starts with a “General description,” which gives a one-paragraph summary of the route. “Special attractions” point to key features. “Location” ties the route to a nearby large town or general area within the state, and “Route numbers” tell you the highways covered on the drive. “Travel season” gives you the time of year when the route looks especially attractive, such as during spring blossoming or autumn leaf changing. “Camping” points you to any private and public campgrounds along or near the route. “Services” tell you where to get gas for the car and food and lodging for the motorists. Except for a few routes, these services are readily available at several places. Many points of interest are located off the main route; “Nearby attractions” will help you decide if you want to visit them. “For more information” offers a quick list of reference numbers, although the Appendix also lists phone numbers and addresses of visitor information centers and some local points of interest. It is arranged numerically by route for convenience.


  Getting to scenic routes is made easy by Virginia’s excellent interstate highways. I-81 and I-95 cover the state from north to south, while I-64, I-66, and I-77 provide access east to west. And some portions of the interstates themselves are scenic: Mountainous I-77 is part of Route 195.


  . . . Where has nature spread so rich a mantle under the eye? Mountains, forests, rocks, rivers. With what majesty do we there ride above the storms!


  1


  Shenandoah Valley Loop


  Winchester-Luray-Strasburg-New Market


  General description: This 143-mile loop tours much of the northern Shenandoah Valley from the valley floor to the ridgeline of surrounding mountains. This tour provides you with varied, sweeping views alternately looking up at the mountains and down at the valleys. The route goes past small towns, both branches of the Shenandoah River, Civil War battle sites, and several caverns with guided tours.


  Special attractions: The Shenandoah Valley and the Blue Ridge Mountains are the trip’s star. Features include a stretch along the ridgeline of Massanutten Mountain, the opportunity to visit some of the Shenandoah Valley’s world-famous caverns, a route through a covered bridge, and several Civil War battlefields.


  Location: The trip begins and ends at Winchester in the northwest corner of the state off exit 313 of I-81, about 10 miles from the West Virginia line.


  Route numbers: US 522, 340, 211, and 11; VA 600, 55, 678, 675, and 720.


  Travel season: The trip can be made at any time. Heavy snows in winter may temporarily close some mountain roads. Some facilities may be closed in winter.


  Camping: Camping and trailer facilities are available at the Elizabeth Furnace Recreation Area in the George Washington and Jefferson National Forest, at several areas in Shenandoah National Park, and at Jellystone Park in Luray.


  Services: Gasoline, motels, hotels, and restaurants are available in all towns along the route.


  Nearby attractions: Shenandoah National Park and Skyline Drive (see Route 5), various caverns, and Shenandoah Valley Music Festival.


  For more information: Winchester Frederick County Convention & Visitors Bureau, (540) 542-1326 or (877) 871-1326, visitwinchesterva.com; Shenandoah County Tourism, (540) 459-6227, shenandoahtravel.org; Virginia’s Heritage Migration Route or the Wilderness Road, virginia.org/wildernessroad; Strasburg Virginia Chamber of Commerce, (540) 465-3187, viststrasburg.com; Museum of the Shenandoah Valley, (888) 556-5799 or (540) 662-1473, themsv.org; Old Court House Civil War Museum, (540) 542-1145, civilwarmuseum.org; Stonewall Jackson’s Headquarters Museum, (540) 662-6550, winchesterhistory.org; Kernstown Battlefield, (540) 869-2896, kernstownbattle.org; Shenandoah Valley Discovery Museum, (540) 722-2020, discoverymuseum.net; Rock Harbor Golf Course (540) 722-7111, rockharborgolf.com; Rocking S Ranch, (540) 678-8501, therockingsranch.com; Blandy Farm/State Arboretum of Virginia, (540) 837-1758, virginia.edu/blandy; Luray Caverns, (540) 743-6551, luraycaverns.com; Endless Caverns, (540) 896-2283, endlesscaverns.com; Shenandoah Caverns, (540) 477-3115 or (888) 422-8376, shenandoahcaverns.com; Belle Grove Plantation, (540) 869-2028, bellgrove.org; Cedar Creek & Belle Grove National Historic Park, (540) 868-0176, nps.gov/cebe.
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  The Route


  The Shenandoah Valley of Virginia stretches for about 200 miles in a northeast-southwest line from the West Virginia panhandle to Roanoke. Europeans started settling in the valley in the early 1700s, and they adopted the Indian name “Shenandoah,” which means “daughter of the stars.” It soon became a major farming area and corridor for westward expansion.


  The valley lies between the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east and the Alleghenies to the west. Its rich, limestone soils continue to support Virginia’s extensive apple orchards, cornfields, soybeans, other crops, and poultry farms. The long ridge of Massanutten Mountain dominates the northern Shenandoah Valley The South Fork of the Shenandoah River drains the southeastern section; the North Fork of the Shenandoah River drains the northwestern. The two forks unite to become the Shenandoah River at Front Royal, which flows to Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, to join the Potomac River.


  Below the valley floor several thousand caverns have formed in the limestone and dolomite carbonate rocks; the biggest and most interesting caverns provide guided, lighted tours.


  Because the valley was such an important farming area and was used as a thoroughfare for both Union and Confederate troops during the Civil War, several major battles and numerous skirmishes and encounters took place here. Today the valley is traversed by high-speed I-81, used by several million vehicles each year, and roughly parallels its predecessor, US 11. This surface route winds its way through the various towns and offers a great respite from the mind-numbing traffic speeding along the interstate. It’s part of Virginia’s Heritage Migration Route or the Wilderness Road; 43 million people can trace their heritage to families that migrated from Europe to this area of Virginia.


  The route begins in the historic town of Winchester and follows back roads to Strasburg, “the Antique Capital of the Blue Ridge,” with 50,000 square feet of antiques. You then cross the North Fork of the Shenandoah River and enter the George Washington National Forest. After traversing a short canyon you cross the twin ridges of Massanutten Mountain. As you descend the mountain, you have superb views of the South Fork of the Shenandoah and the fertile Shenandoah Valley.


  The route then joins US 211, passes by Luray Caverns, and crosses Massanutten Mountain again to New Market. You then head north on old US 11 with magnificent views of the Blue Ridge, past some of the Civil War’s bloodiest battlefields, and return to Winchester where the route ends. The total distance is about 143 miles, and the trip can be made in one day. Schedule more time if you’re going to visit a cavern, a battlefield, a historic site, or browse through the antiques.
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  Meem’s Bottom Bridge is the only covered bridge on Virginia public lands that you can drive a car through.


  The town of Winchester has been rich in history since colonial days. The oldest building in town, known as Abram’s Delight, has been restored to its original 1754 splendor and is open to the public, including an herb garden and formal boxwood garden. You can also visit George Washington’s Office Museum, used by the young officer as both a surveying office and later as headquarters during the French and Indian Wars.


  More than 100 years later, the town, strategically located at the head of the Shenandoah Valley, was a pivotal spot during the Civil War. The valley provided a north/south transportation corridor, and its rich farmlands of food crops and—farther south—tobacco, were coveted by both sides. Winchester’s importance is shown by the fact that the town changed hands some 72 times during the 4-year conflict, more than any other town in the country.


  Winchester to Strasburg


  Your logical first stop is the Winchester–Frederick County Visitors Center with a staff of travel counselors who will help you plan your tours. Also at the center, you can view the exhibits at the area’s Civil War Orientation Center and take away local and state maps, brochures, and souvenirs, Then, stroll along the 2-block pedestrian mall in Old Town with restaurants, specialty shops, and boutiques. Old Town Winchester was one of the state’s first designated Main Street Communities, and the pedestrian mall was one of the first in the state.


  To better understand the valley’s arts, history, and culture, visit the Museum of the Shenandoah Valley. The 4 galleries, 6 acres of gardens, a house built in 1794, a cafe and a museum store provide a fascinating interpretation of our ancestors’ lifestyle.


  Area Civil War attractions include the Old Court House Civil War Museum, used as a prison and a hospital during the war and located in the antebellum Frederick County Courthouse; Stonewall Jackson’s Headquarters Museum, used by the Confederate general while he planned his famous Valley Campaign in 1861–62; Stonewall Cemetery, the resting place for more than 2,500 Confederate soldiers; Winchester National Cemetery, the final resting place for Union soldiers; Kernstown Battlefield, 315 acres of green space; and the Third Battle of Winchester Path, a 5-mile walking/mountain bike trail on battlefield land.


  Other attractions are a Korean War Memorial and a POW/MIA Memorial in the Jim Barnett Park, a statue of polar explorer Rear Admiral Richard E. Byrd, Abram’s Delight Museum, Shenandoah Arts Council Gallery, Dinosaur Land, Shenandoah Valley Discovery Museum, and numerous fruit orchards and farmers’ markets throughout Frederick County. Popular outdoor activities include Rock Harbor Golf Course, Rocking S Ranch, and Blandy Farm/State Arboretum of Virginia.


  To begin the actual route, head northwest out of Winchester on US 522. Once out of town, this 4-lane highway with its gentle curves and grades winds through several road cuts where the folded limestones, dolomites, shales, and mudstones that make up the valley floor are exposed.


  At Gainesboro, about 10 miles from Winchester, the route turns left onto 2-lane VA 600 which winds through town and heads into the open country. This narrow road passes farms growing corn and hay and numerous herds of both dairy and beef cattle.


  The level valley floor ends in hardwood ridges that parallel both sides of the road; most farms are maintained as open fields up to the steeper part of the ridge. These ridges, like most of the higher points in the Shenandoah Valley, are made up of sandstone rocks folded into an anticline, or arch. Because the sandstone does not erode as easily as the limestones, shales, and mudstones that underlie most of the valley, the sandstone forms resistant ridges.


  Four miles from Gainesboro, VA 600 crosses 4-lane US 50. Continue on VA 600 past the stop sign and several other stop signs farther along. Virginia 600 ends at VA 55 in about 13 miles. Turn left on VA 55, a broad 2-lane road. The ridgeline you see ahead on the horizon stretching to the right is Massanutten Mountain. The prominent high point at the left-hand end is Signal Knob, a Civil War observation and message station.


  Cross I-81 and enter the town of Strasburg. The town calls itself “the Antique Capital of the Blue Ridge,” with almost 100 antiques dealers in the Strasburg Emporium on VA 55. (Yes, purists, that probably should be “antiques” capital. Just appreciate that you’ll find a lot of antiques and collectibles here.) Although they are busiest in the warmer months, most dealers are open year-round. On Main Street are the Strasburg Museum and the elegant Hotel Strasburg, furnished to restore its 1890 Victorian splendor.


  Strasburg to Luray


  Follow VA 55 through town. For a few blocks the road parallels US 11 which you will use on the return end of the driving loop. VA 55 soon leaves town and crosses the North Fork of the Shenandoah River. You are now at the base of Signal Knob whose steep slopes have been visible for many miles. The road curves gently around the mountain’s wooded base.


  At the other side of the mountain, about 5 miles past Strasburg, turn right on VA 678. VA 55 continues straight ahead to Front Royal, starting point for Skyline Drive (Route 5). Continue on VA 678, which enters George Washington National Forest.


  The forest name may confuse you. Originally there were two national forests in Virginia: George Washington National Forest, primarily in the northwestern part of the state and neighboring West Virginia, and Jefferson National Forest in southwest Virginia and nearby parts of West Virginia. They have since been consolidated into one mouthful of an entity: George Washington and Jefferson National Forest. However, the northern section is still known as the George Washington section, and the southern section continues to be known as . . . right, you get the idea. Most maps and most people still refer to the original names.


  At any rate, you enter thick woods in the national forest, and the road begins to climb. A road to the left leads to a fish hatchery. Many open views through the hardwood trees show conical peaks and cliffs to the left. VA678 follows the small wooded canyon of Passage Creek with several unmarked parking areas and turn-offs for swimming, fishing, and picnicking. The creek flows over steeply dipping beds of sandstone, forming small rapids in places.


  Winchester’s native son Rear Admiral Richard E. Byrd

  PHOTO COURTESY WINCHESTER–FREDERICK COUNTY CONVENTION & VISITORS BUREAU
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  About 3.5 miles from VA 55, you pass the parking area and trailhead on the right for a 10-mile circuit hike to Signal Knob. Just past the trailhead, a road leads left to the Elizabeth Furnace Recreation Area, a hiking, camping, and picnic area; a trail here leads to the ridgeline of Massanutten Mountain.


  After several miles the road leaves the creek bed and the grade steepens. You level off and emerge from the woods in a small valley with ridgelines to the left and right. This is the eroded axis, or center, of the anticline; the sandstone has been worn away here, like a truncated McDonald’s archway. Most of the land here is privately owned although surrounded by the national forest. Lush farms alternate with woods.


  About 10 miles from VA 55, go left on VA 675. The road narrows and climbs steeply with many bends up a wooded ridge. At the crest of the ridge, park at the side of the road and cross the road for an outstanding view of the fields and farmlands of the Shenandoah Valley east of Massanutten Mountain. The view includes the South Fork of the Shenandoah River, the town of Luray, and on clear days, the distant peaks of the Blue Ridge and Shenandoah National Park.


  Past the viewpoint, VA 675 quickly descends to the valley floor. Turn left at the stop sign at the T-intersection at the edge of the South Fork of the Shenandoah River. You will see a bridge that crosses the river. Turn right over the bridge, still following VA 675.


  Follow VA 675 into Luray, crossing over US 211 and following VA 675 through the outskirts of town to the stop sign at US 340. Turn left (north) on US 340. (Turn right to visit the town of Luray.) You will see US 211 a quarter of a mile ahead. Turn left on US 211 (west, toward New Market). (In the other direction, to the east, US 211 twists and climbs the Blue Ridge to Shenandoah National Park and Skyline Drive, intersecting Route 5 in the middle; it then descends to the Piedmont at Sperryville in the middle of Route 4.)


  Luray to New Market


  US 211 is a 4-lane divided highway that will seem like a speedway after the narrow mountain roads. You
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