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wine barrels at Raffaldini Vineyards and Winery
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the Elizabethan Gardens on Roanoke Island
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sunset at Pamlico Sound





Stay here long enough and North Carolina will start to color everything you see. It won’t take more than a minute or two, but somewhere between a sip of sweet tea and a bite of barbecue sandwich, you’ll see blue everywhere. The sky, more often than not, is Tarheel Blue. The Atlantic Ocean: turquoise near shore but growing to a deeper sapphire as it approaches the horizon, a line invisible in the evenings when the sky and sea seem as one. On maps, blue veins of rivers and creeks draw the unseen contours of the land. And west, where the mountains rise high and rugged, you can see their crenellations grow blue with distance.
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azaleas
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hang gliding at Jockey’s Ridge State Park
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North Carolina marshland





We’re bracketed by blue here—surrounded by it. Inside, it’s a paint-by-numbers picture of geography, history, culture, and personalities. The palette changes by the season, but it’s always vivid and it’s always up to you just how to color it in. Red clay and the bright and tiny fire of flame azaleas in bloom. White sands on the shore and winter’s snowy cap topping the tallest mountains. Half a hundred shades of autumn jeweling the mountainsides and half a hundred more in spring’s wildflower bloom. The pink of a salamander’s belly and the coral sunset over Pamlico Sound. The green of leaf—oak, pecan, longleaf pine—and the green of the envy you feel when a friend says, “We’re headed to North Carolina for the weekend.”


Don’t get too jealous, though. You can come to North Carolina any time. There’s a map of the state waiting for you to fill it in with your colored pencils. We’ve gone ahead and colored in the borders, defined our edges with gradations of blue; the rest is up to you. A visit during every season is enjoyable, all you need to bring is a sense of adventure—how else will you explore our trails and tracks, rivers and rapids, cities and country roads? How else will you find a favorite bite to eat, a new beer to crave, a new town to fill your daydreams?
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the Nantahala River near Bryson City
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along Cade Cove Loop in Great Smoky Mountains National Park
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downtown New Bern









8 TOP EXPERIENCES





[image: image]


1 Hike Great Smoky Mountains National Park: The best way to explore the woods, peaks, and waterfalls in this beautiful park is by foot.
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2 Take a Scenic Drive: Get your camera ready—there are some lovely drives in North Carolina. The Blue Ridge Parkway may even be the best scenic drive in America.
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3 Escape to the Outer Banks: This gorgeous stretch of coast has wild horses, historic lighthouses, and remote islands that feel worlds away. Enjoy all three at Cape Lookout National Seashore.
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4 Make a Splash: Kayak around Kitty Hawk or the blackwater rivers of Merchant’s Millpond State Park. For even more excitement, go whitewater rafting in the wild Nantahala River Gorge or at the U.S. National Whitewater Center.
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5 Get Your ‘Cue On: North Carolina has two distinct barbecue styles and hundreds of places claiming to be the best. Better come hungry.
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6 Sip on Craft Brews: You can’t go far without passing a brewery in North Carolina. Don’t miss the brews around Wilmington and Cape Fear, High Country, and Asheville.
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7 Jam to Local Music: However you get your kicks—whether bluegrass twang or electronic beats—you’ll find great music across the state.
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8 Get Away to Cool Towns: Spend a weekend enjoying both the natural beauty and cosmopolitan flare of these hip towns.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


The Outer Banks


This ribbon of shore is rich with ecological wonders, centuries-old traditions, and historical mysteries. Around Nags Head and the Cape Hatteras National Seashore, surfers, hang gliders, and kite boarders ride the wind and waves. One of the first English settlements appeared and then disappeared on Roanoke Island, and Blackbeard roamed these waters before losing his head near Ocracoke. Along the vast Pamlico and Albemarle Sounds, colonial towns and fishing villages stand along deep, still rivers. The Great Dismal Swamp, an eerie, unforgettable place perfect for kayaking and canoeing, once harbored slaves seeking their freedom and colonial warfighters.


Beaufort and the Crystal Coast


Quaint beach towns line the Crystal Coast. Beaufort and New Bern, two of early North Carolina’s most important cities, have some of the South’s most stunning early architecture. Morehead City is a hot spot for scuba diving the offshore wrecks in the Graveyard of Atlantic, and Cape Lookout National Seashore has 56 miles of undeveloped shoreline inhabited only by wild horses and shorebirds.


Wilmington and the Cape Fear Region


The towns surrounding the mouth of the Cape Fear River are year-round knockouts. The port city of Wilmington, known for its antebellum homes and gardens as well as lively shops and restaurants, has a food scene to watch. Topsail Island, Wrightsville Beach, and the Beaches of Brunswick County offer some of the most beautiful stretches of sand in the nation. Inland, the Waccamaw and Lumber Rivers creep through blackwater swamps, while the Cape Fear River leads upstream to Fayetteville.
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Wilmington’s Riverfront Walk
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Raleigh and the Triangle


College towns Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill share a creative verve and intellectual vibe and a richness that comes from a diverse student and faculty population. Visitors enjoy rich music and literary scenes and volcanically exciting college sports. Come hungry and thirsty—fantastic restaurants, bars, and breweries await.


Winston-Salem and Central Carolina


Few visitors experience North Carolina’s Piedmont in all its glory, but more should. At the southeastern edge, the Sandhills are a golfing mecca, with the famed Pinehurst Resort and one of the best-known courses in the world, and the nearby town of Seagrove is renowned for its pottery. The ancient, creepy Uwharrie Mountains shelter deep forests and mountain lakes. Greensboro and Winston-Salem house great galleries, museums, and restaurants. Old Salem preserves the village built by 18th-century religious pilgrims, and the Yadkin Valley, the heart of North Carolina’s wine country, is nearby.


Charlotte and Racing Country


The Old South, New South, and Global South come together to make Charlotte unmatched in its cultural vitality. The diverse restaurants alone show this: you’ll find everything from fried chicken to phô to enchiladas. There’s plenty to do here: south of Charlotte is the amusement park Carrowinds and the U.S. National Whitewater Center; north of Charlotte is the epicenter of NASCAR at the Charlotte Motor Speedway. The surrounding towns are filled with fun shops and historic sites.


Northern Blue Ridge and Foothills


The Blue Ridge Parkway winds through the South’s stunning mountain scenery, ranging from rolling hills near the Virginia border to the tall, rough mountains on our border with Tennessee. Friendly foothills towns like Mount Airy and Wilkesboro are rich with mountain music. Blowing Rock retains the feel of an elite mountain retreat from 100 years ago, while nearby college town Boone is progressive and eclectic. Yadkin Valley wineries wait for tasters, and outdoor recreation—hiking, skiing, and whitewater rafting—is abundant.




If You Have . . .


• A Weekend: Nature calls. Pick a natural wonder to explore: the Outer Banks, beaches near Wilmington, the Blue Ridge Parkway, or the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.


• 5 Days: Add a nearby city—Charlotte, the Triangle, Asheville, Winston-Salem, and Wilmington have fantastic food, drink, and cultural sites to discover.


• A Week: Add a festival—check out www.visitnc.com or www.ncfestivals.com to find out what’s happening during your visit—concert or can’t-miss happening.


• 10 Days: Go camping—across the state, North Carolina’s parks preserve some spectacular natural environments, great hiking trails, and boating spots, and they’re rife with wildlife-watching opportunities.





Asheville and the Southern Blue Ridge


Asheville’s a town chock-full of creative types; artists, chefs, brewers, and musicians find inspiration here. A top beer destination and one of the South’s premier food cities, Asheville is filled with galleries, boutiques, and the general weirdness you expect from bigger cities. Its location between the Blue Ridge and Smokies gives easy access to the mountains, especially the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, where recreation opportunities abound.


Great Smoky Mountains


Straddling the border with Tennessee, the Great Smoky Mountains National Park is a land of ridges, rocky rivers, virgin forests, and tumbling waterfalls. Visit appealing little towns like Dillsboro, Waynesville, and Sylva, as well as the tribal seat of the Eastern band of the Cherokee, a casino, and the first (and only) fly-fishing trail in the United States.


Know Before You Go


Spring debuts in the southeast as early as late February, then creeps into central North Carolina and up the coast, reaching the mountains a little later. Temperatures are a pretty consistent 60-70 degrees by mid-April. The weather’s nice, but some regional events are so large that entire cities or corners of the state may be booked. April is the most challenging month, with Wilmington’s Azalea Festival, Durham’s Full Frame Documentary Festival and MoogFest, and North Wilkesboro’s MerleFest.


Summer is the high season: beaches are jam-packed, traffic is slow in the mountains, and across the state you’ll find festivals and events. Heat and humidity can be brutal, and the cooler mountains and coast draw the most visitors for this reason.


Autumn begins in the mountains and spreads across the state. Fall foliage accounts for the mountains’ second high season, running from late September through early November; it’s busiest in October, when cooler weather offers relief after sweltering September. Near the coast, fall doesn’t begin until after hurricane season has passed, in early November. Water along the coast stays swimmably warm past Halloween most years. It’s also time for barbecue and bluegrass, both of which you’ll find in Raleigh at the Wide Open Bluegrass fan festival in early October; for more modern music try the city’s Hopscotch Music Festival in September.
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autumn foliage along the Blue Ridge Parkway





Winter is milder here than in many parts of the country, but many businesses in the mountains and along the coast reduce their hours or close entirely. West of I-95, the Piedmont gets a few snow showers, and the coast gets one or two every couple of years. In the mountains, temperatures are much colder, and snow falls a few times a year. You’ll hear no complaints from skiers hitting the slopes at Appalachian Ski Mountain, Beech Mountain, and Sugar Mountain. If you plan to visit the beach or the deep mountains in January, book accommodations in advance.


Weather can change on a whim. It pays to layer, as temperatures in the 80s can drop into the 60s at night. Pack for chilly weather in the mountains, even in the summer. On the coast, it can be breezy and cool on the water even on warm days, and you may want a light long-sleeved layer to protect you from the sun.


Cell phone signals are consistent, but there are rural pockets on the extreme coast or in the deep mountains where cell service and 3G, 4G, and LET connectivity is spotty.



The Best of North Carolina



From the mountains to the sea, North Carolina sweeps across some 560 miles of wildlands, woodlands, and wetlands. Explore towns and cities, shores and summits, Sandhills and Blue Ridge foothills, eating, drinking, and playing your way into nearly every corner of the state.


This day-by-day route takes you from the Great Smoky Mountains in the west to pristine beaches in the east, crossing through rural and metropolitan North Carolina along the way. You could easily reverse the route or start in Charlotte, Raleigh, or Winston-Salem. You need at least two weeks for this epic road trip, but each region stands as its own two- to five-day getaway, allowing you to discover the state on your own terms.


Adventure in the Smokies


Hiking, rafting, waterfalls, fly-fishing, sightseeing trains, and the western end of the North Carolina Barbecue Trail are just some of the attractions waiting around the next mountain curve.


DAY 1


Begin your journey in the southwestern corner of the state in Murphy, a town surrounded by towering mountains. Stroll the Murphy River Walk and browse the antiques stores on your way to lunch at Herb’s Pit Bar-B-Que, the western terminus of the North Carolina Barbecue Trail. Then, travel northeast to Robbinsville, about an hour away, and hop on the Cherohala Skyway, a 43-mile scenic highway that winds through the Smoky Mountains. Popular with sports-car and motorcycle enthusiasts, the curves and views are thrilling.


An hour east is the quaint railroad town of Bryson City. Take a half-day train excursion on the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad and check in to a mountain cabin for the night.
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Great Smoky Mountains Railroad in Bryson City







TOP EXPERIENCE


Get Your ‘Cue On


In North Carolina, barbecue can be as divisive a topic, yet it always brings people back together. There are two primary styles within the state and hundreds of regional and family recipe variations on seasonings, sauce, and sides, but let’s keep it simple and say that in North Carolina, barbecue is either Eastern-style or Lexington-style.


True barbecue is cooked the traditional way—low and slow over a pile of wood coals—in fancy pits with computer temperature monitoring, or right out back in a low cinderblock pit covered with a piece of tin. Eastern-style barbecue uses whole hogs that, once cooked over oak wood coals (sometimes as long as overnight) are chopped or pulled apart, seasoned with a dash or splash of thin sauce made from vinegar and peppers, then served on sandwiches and platters. You’ll find the highest concentration of Eastern-style ’cue restaurants east of I-95. Lexington-style barbecue uses shoulders and butts, cooks them over a hickory-dominant blend of woods, and is chopped coarsely before being served on platters and sandwiches. The sauce builds off the vinegar and pepper from the East and adds something thick and sweet—sometimes tomato paste, other times brown sugar, and still other times molasses—to give it body. You’ll hear friendly, even borderline heated, discussions on the merits of each style and how sides like slaw, hush puppies, or potato salad should be prepared, but despite all the bluster and all the declarations of this style’s superiority, you’ll never find someone turning down a plate of ’cue.


I’m a fan of barbecue. I make my own sauce, have cooked a few whole hogs, know how I like my cornbread and collards, and toss a butt or 10 on the smoker throughout the year. But I always love trying a new barbecue restaurant. Here are a few of the best barbecue joints you’ll find. They represent traditional approaches and chef-driven takes on one of the state’s favorite foods.


• Skylight Inn, one of the oldest and most lauded barbecue joints in the state, uses the whole hog all the time. Dishes are served with dense, fried cornbread and slaw.


• Sam Jones BBQ serves a fantastic pulled pork sandwich. Sam, the son of the Skylight Inn family, has put his twist on barbecue traditions.
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the sign outside Sam Jones BBQ





• Southern Smoke BBQ is the next generation of North Carolina barbecue. There’s traditional ’cue and sides taken from granny’s cookbook with a twist.


• Clyde Cooper’s Barbeque is a Raleigh institution that has been serving barbecue since the 1930s. They’re always busy—which is a good thing.


• Lexington No. 1 is the pinnacle of Lexington-style barbecue. Order a plate of coarse chopped brown—the crispy, barky bit on the outside of the meat—and you’ll be hooked.


• Stamey’s Old Fashioned Barbecue is family-run, and they’ve been running for a long time, so you know their barbecue game is strong. Traditional, rootsy, and delicious, Stamey’s is a must.


• Buxton Hall Barbecue is an Asheville joint that cooks whole hogs with a high-concept twist to the sides. Intent on honoring the barbecue traditions coming from both of the Carolinas, the sauces and sides tell a story about history and culture.


• Luella’s Bar-B-Que puts a new spin on barbecue—you’ll find plenty of pork here, but also barbecued tempeh and veggie (even vegan) friendly sides.






DAY 2



Start your day in Bryson City white-water rafting the Nantahala River, then enjoy a riverside lunch at the Nantahala Outdoor Center. Take U.S. 74 southeast to Sylva for prime trout fishing on the Western North Carolina Fly Fishing Trail, or continue past Sylva on to Highway 107 for about an hour to view several waterfalls near the town of Cashiers. Sliding Rock, Silver Run Falls, and Whitewater Falls are beautiful year-round, but stunning in the fall. Reverse course, make the hour’s trip northwest to Cherokee, and spend the night at Harrah’s Cherokee Casino and Hotel.


DAY 3


Book a massage at Harrah’s Mandara Spa or spend a few hours at the gaming tables. Next, admire Native American art at the Qualla Arts and Crafts Mutual, and visit the Museum of the Cherokee Indian across the street and the Oconaluftee Indian Village, just up the hill. During the summer months, catch an evening performance of Unto These Hills.


Great Smoky Mountains National Park is just a few minutes’ drive from the town of Cherokee. Reserve a campsite, spend the night in the great outdoors, and prepare for hiking the next day.


DAY 4


Take the 30-mile Newfound Gap Road through the park into Gatlinburg, Tennessee, eat lunch, and head back to North Carolina. You’re as likely to see a bear as a deer on this stunning scenic road, and you’ll also pass a number of trailheads. Trails range from short jaunts to overnight hikes leading deep into the forest. The trails in Cades Cove and around Clingmans Dome—the highest point in the Smokies—are popular. The Appalachian Trail crosses Clingmans Dome, so take a stroll here if for no other reason than to say you’ve hiked on the AT. Beat a retreat back to your campsite or Harrah’s and rest up; tomorrow, you’re heading to Asheville.
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Clingmans Dome






Art and Beauty: Asheville and the Blue Ridge



In Asheville, you’ll find streets lined with galleries, one of the nation’s largest collections of art deco architecture, and a growing array of chefs, brewers, and mixologists. Farther north, around Boone and Blowing Rock, winter sports abound, but there’s plenty to do year-round.
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Asheville





DAY 1


If you’re leaving Cherokee, hop on the Blue Ridge Parkway. The first section takes about 30 minutes before you traverse unforgettable mountain passes en route to U.S. 19. From here, it’s a 45-minute drive east to Asheville, not counting an essential stop for breakfast at Maggie Valley’s lauded Joey’s Pancake House.


In Asheville, head directly to the Biltmore Estate. Tour the Biltmore Winery, watch the blacksmith at Antler Hill Village make music with the anvil, and find lunch at Cedric’s Tavern. Head downtown and check into ASIA Bed and Breakfast Spa, freshen up, and get ready to roam.


Dine downtown at Cucina 24 or at Rhubarb, then head to nearby Orange Peel for live music. Make one last stop at The Imperial Life for a nightcap.


DAY 2


A few blocks away on Wall Street, breakfast awaits at Early Girl Eatery. Window shop at Malaprop’s bookstore and Woolworth Walk art gallery, and don’t sweat lunch: a food tour with Eating Asheville will fill you up and point you in a direction for dinner. Walk off your food tour at the Asheville Art Museum while you debate whether to dine at The Admiral, Cúrate, or Table.


DAY 3


Eat breakfast at West Asheville’s Sunny Point Café before hitting the road. Travel east on I-40 for one hour until you reach Morganton. Check out the gorgeous pottery at Hamilton Williams Gallery, then grab lunch at Root and Vine before heading north on Highway 181 until you reach the Blue Ridge Parkway (about 45 minutes). Slow your pace and follow the parkway past Grandfather Mountain and across the precariously perched Linn Cove Viaduct until you come to the town of Blowing Rock, about a 40 minute drive if you don’t stop to take pictures.


In Blowing Rock, tour the antiques shops and galleries downtown, making your way to the Blowing Rock Art and History Museum, also home to the Blowing Rock Visitors Center. Sleep in a bed-and-breakfast in the heart of downtown.


DAY 4


Visit the namesake Blowing Rock before taking a short drive to Boone. Eat a late breakfast at Sunrise Grill and walk next door to River and Earth Adventures to schedule a guided hike, rafting trip, or caving expedition, then spend the afternoon exploring. Clean up at your bed-and-breakfast, and then revisit Boone for dinner at Lost Province.


Racing Around Charlotte


In addition to its storied racing sights, Charlotte offers outstanding art museums, first-class dining, and professional sports galore. It’s no wonder that its status as a must-visit Southern city seems to be written in stone.


DAY 1


If you’re leaving Blowing Rock, drive two hours south along U.S. 321 through Hickory and some beautiful North Carolina countryside until you connect with I-85 outside Gastonia. Once you arrive in Charlotte, take a break from your windshield time at the NASCAR Hall of Fame in the heart of downtown. Great restaurants are located within a few blocks, or you can check into The Dunhill Hotel and explore nearby eateries like gourmet burger joint Cowbell Burger & Bar. After lunch, visit the Mint Museum’s uptown location at the Levine Center for the Arts. Here you’ll also find the Bechtler Museum of Modern Art, the Harvey B. Gantt Center for African-American Arts + Culture, and the John S. and James L. Knight Theatre, where you might catch a ballet or concert. Dinner at The Asbury will leave you speechless.


DAY 2


Northeast of Charlotte in nearby Concord is the Charlotte Motor Speedway, a mecca for racing fans. Take a ride-along in a stock car or even take one for a spin yourself. After visiting the track, head across the street to the Concord Mills Mall or visit one of the many golf courses around town. The upscale Ballantyne Hotel Golf Club and affordable Charlotte Golf Links are good choices. Of course, if you’re in Charlotte during sports season, take in a Panthers or Hornets game.


DAY 3


Carowinds, a few minutes south of downtown Charlotte, straddles the South Carolina state line and is home to an impressive collection of roller coasters, including the Dale Earnhardt-themed Intimidator. Get your thrills here, or spend the morning shopping in the elegant South Park neighborhood, home to the state’s only Neiman Marcus. At the SouthPark Mall, keep an eye out for film stars or some of Charlotte’s elite athletes. After shopping, enjoy a leisurely meal at Upstream.


Wining and Dining in Winston-Salem


The Quaker village of Salem and the industry town of Winston merged to form one hardworking town that honors its past as it evolves into a city known for food, arts, and innovation. It’s also the gateway to the Yadkin Valley Wine Trail, so come thirsty.


DAY 1


From Charlotte, drive an hour northeast on I-85 to Lexington, home of a tremendous Barbecue Festival each October. Take a tour of the wine-making process at Childress Vineyards and taste to your heart’s content, then enjoy a meal on site. Continue north on U.S. 52 for 30 minutes and check in to one of Winston-Salem’s beautiful inns, like the luxurious Graylyn or the possibly haunted Brookstown Inn. For dinner, try internationally inspired Southern dishes at Spring House Restaurant, Kitchen & Bar.




Calling All Adrenaline Junkies!


If you want to get your adrenaline flowing or keep things on the milder side, there’s plenty to experience in North Carolina, no matter where your visit takes you.


MOUNTAINS


Go big on a monster zip line that goes as fast as a car at Navitat, or try one of the longest zip courses in the state at The Gorge. There are hundreds of miles of hiking trails in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, or you can hike to a number of waterfalls in the DuPont State Forest near Brevard. White-water rafting with Nantahala Outdoor Center gives big thrills, or you can calm it down with a river tube float in Asheville, Todd, and Deep Creek.


PIEDMONT


In Greensboro, SKYWILD offers up one of the most challenging high ropes and challenge courses you’ll find in North Carolina. It’s adjacent to the aquarium, if you get pooped. The North Carolina Zoo in Asheboro and the Carolina Tiger Rescue in Pittsboro will give you a look at some exotic wildlife. Around Charlotte, Carowinds delivers those roller coaster thrills, or you can face some world-class rapids at the U.S. National Whitewater Center; you can also hop in a race car for a NASCAR Ride Along at the Charlotte Motor Speedway.
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one of the many challenges at SKYWILD





COAST


On the Outer Banks, go hang gliding not far from where the Wright Brothers first flew. If you like it, go higher and try a tandem hang glide over the coast. Get close to nature with a wild horse tour and see the Banker ponies in Corolla and on the Crystal Coast. For a real thrill, and the best coastal views you’ll find, try skydiving. And, of course, there’s a day of deep-sea fishing and the excitement of reeling in the big one. If watersports are to your taste, a guided kayak or paddleboard tour may be to your liking, or even a dive off one of hundreds of shipwrecks.





DAY 2


After breakfast at Mary’s Gourmet Diner, hit the Yadkin Valley Wine Trail. Head west on U.S. 421 North for 45 minutes to Raffaldini Vineyards and Winery. Make a meal of their gourmet snack selection, then go to your next winery—Medaloni Cellars, Westbend Vineyards and Brewhouse, and Shelton Vineyards are all good options—working your way back east to Winston-Salem. Dinner at Mozelle’s Fresh Southern Bistro and a bottle of wine from your tastings make a great end to the day.



DAY 3



After a day of decadence, enjoy some quiet in the colonial Quaker village of Old Salem. Take a self-guided tour through cobblestone streets and colonial homes before visiting the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts. Lunch at The Tavern in Old Salem features chicken pie, a recipe based on a dish eaten by the original inhabitants. Visit the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art, then contrast the pieces there with those at the Reynolda House Museum of American Art. After a day of art and history, relax with a beer and pub food at Foothills Brewing Company downtown.


DAY 4


Travel east on I-40 to Greensboro to see one of the most important sites in civil rights history: the Woolworth’s Lunch Counter, where a peaceful sit-in ignited the civil rights movement in North Carolina. The International Civil Rights Center and Museum is housed in the former F. W. Woolworth building where the protest took place. After exploring the museum, stop by Natty Greene’s Pub to sample ales and IPAs and grab a bite to eat. Spend the afternoon exploring galleries and gardens, then eat dinner at Table 16.


College Town Antics in Raleigh and the Triangle


The Triangle—Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill—is a hotbed of intellectual activity and home a number of major universities. It’s a lively international scene with many ethnic and ethnic-fusion restaurants and a trio of fantastic museums in Raleigh, the state capital.


DAY 1


Chapel Hill, about an hour east of Greensboro, is home to the University of North Carolina. This progressive little college town is great to walk in and filled with fun eateries. Walk around campus, cruise the streets, and pop into vintage shops, galleries, and boutiques. Thirsty? Point yourself toward The Crunkleton to sample an impressive selection of bourbon. Retire to The Carolina Inn, where you’ll find dinner and a bed for the night.
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the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill







TOP EXPERIENCE


North Carolina’s Coolest Towns


If you’re trying to figure out where to base yourself for a weekend getaway, look no further than these sweet spots. These neat towns feature great recreation and natural beauty as well as urban pursuits like live music venues and great breweries.


ASHEVILLE


The heartbeat of North Carolina’s culinary and brewery scene, Asheville’s cool for the food and drink alone, but the arts, culture, and natural beauty make it one of the best. Drive the Blue Ridge Parkway, explore the architecture and gardens of the Biltmore Estate, visit countless art galleries and studios, then take in a concert—from a big-name act or an unbelievable busker—and you’ll get it.
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downtown Asheville





WILMINGTON


Three beaches within a 15-minute drive; hundreds of miles of rivers, waterways, and marsh creeks to explore by boat; a fantastic (and growing) brewery scene with heavy hitters like Flytrap and New Anthem; restaurants like Pinpoint, Savorez, Benny’s Big Time Pizzeria, and Catch showing off on the plate; spring’s Azalea Festival and a bevy of outdoor concerts throughout summer puts this on the list of coolest towns.


OCRACOKE


This isolated, artsy island was once home to Blackbeard, but now it’s beautiful beaches you’ll have to yourself, art galleries, fresh seafood restaurants, sailing and fishing the days away, and stargazing at night. Unexpected and surprising, Ocracoke’s the epitome of low-key cool.


BOONE


With a pair of great breweries (both of which serve great pizza); a chic boutique hotel; miles of hiking and mountain biking trails, ski runs, and the Blue Ridge Parkway nearby; plus the energy of a college town, it’s beautiful in every season and cool to the core.


RALEIGH


The state capitol is packed with history and architecture, home to a fabulous art museum and a greeway that will deliver you right to its door. Dine on Laotian cuisne at Bida Manda or souther fare at Poole’s Diner or modern American at Crawford and Son, and slake your thirst at Raleigh Beer Garden or one of the dozen breweries in town. In fall, college football, music festivals, and the state fair make the city even more lively.


SOUTHERN PINES AND PINEHURST


These two neighboring towns complement one another so well, they could be one. Golf courses to write home about, horseback riding, a mix of shopping that includes high-end boutiques and local specialty shops, and some fine restaurants show the charm of the Sandhills.


DURHAM


Home of the Durham Bulls, that fabled AAA Baseball team, this town’s got it all: great breweries (looking at you Fullsteam and Ponysaurus) and cocktail lounges (like Bar Virgile), restaurants that run the gamut from sushi to reimagined tapas to southern cuisine, Duke University’s vibrant art and music scene, off-broadway performances at DPAC, festivals like Moogfest and the Art of Cool, and the town’s creative reuse of old tobacco factory architecture. Spend a weekend in Durham and you’ll be ready to come back for a week.


CHARLOTTE


Can a city this big be a cool town? Absolutely. Each neighborhood feels distinct, there are loads of breweries, and dining options like Heirloom Restaurant showcase what’s great about Charlotte food. Throw in NBA and NFL franchises, an amusement park, the U.S. National Whitewater Center, and a light rail system that will carry you to just about every corner of the city, and you see Charlotte’s got a lot.






DAY 2



Raleigh, a short drive east from Chapel Hill, is home to the North Carolina Museum of History, North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences, and North Carolina Museum of Art. The history and natural sciences museums are right across from the capitol downtown, perfect for a morning visit. Head to the Museum of Art, not far from downtown, for lunch at Iris, the museum’s top-notch restaurant. Splurge and spend the night at The Umstead Luxury Hotel and Spa, a few minutes northwest of downtown Raleigh. Dine there or at one of the great restaurants downtown, like Beasley’s Chicken + Honey or The Fiction Kitchen. Then make your way to Raleigh Beer Garden for an astounding array of beer.


DAY 3


Wake up early to hike or bike the miles of trails in William B. Umstead State Park, just outside the bustle of Raleigh. Drive 20 minutes northwest to Durham and take in some baseball, if the Durham Bulls are playing. Downtown, stroll the storied Duke University campus or shop the markets and boutiques before heading to Fullsteam Brewery to find distinctly Southern beers. Dinner downtown at Mateo Bar de Tapas, Basan, or Bull City Burger and Brewery is in order.


DAY 4


Travel 1.5 hours northeast along U.S. 64 and I-95 to the historic town of Halifax, birthplace of the documents that inspired the Declaration of Independence. Visit the museum and Colonial sites, then head south and east to the Sylvan Heights Bird Park in Scotland Neck. Continue south along U.S. 258 to U.S. 64 east, which you’ll follow through wetlands and swamps until you reach the Croatan Sound and Roanoke Island, the gateway to the Outer Banks and North Carolina’s coast. Check into a beachfront motel and get ready to put your toes in the sand.


Cruise the Coast


North Carolina has more than 300 miles of coastline stretching from Virginia to South Carolina. You’ll find storied lighthouses, pristine beaches, pirate havens, and places you won’t want to leave.


DAY 1


In Nags Head, grab breakfast at Sam & Omie’s, an Outer Banks institution, and head to the beach for a brisk morning walk. Brush the sand off your feet, then start traveling north, past the huge sand dune known as Jockey’s Ridge and the Wright Brothers National Memorial. Stop in the village of Duck to shop at beach boutiques and enjoy lunch on the sound at Aqua Restaurant and Spa. Check in to Sanderling Resort and Spa before continuing north to Corolla for a wild horse tour and a glimpse at some of the Outer Banks’ oldest residents: a herd of wild mustangs known as the Banker ponies. Farther north, climb to the top of Currituck Beach Lighthouse, then head back to the Sanderling for a dip in the ocean and dinner at Kimball’s Kitchen.


DAY 2


Head south to visit the Wright Brothers National Memorial. Make a first flight of your own with a hang-gliding lesson at Jockey’s Ridge State Park, or walk out on the dunes and watch others take to the sky. Head back across the sound to the north end of Roanoke Island and tour the Elizabethan Gardens, or catch a performance of The Lost Colony, a seasonal outdoor drama. Continue south to Manteo to dine on the waterfront and claim a room at one of Manteo’s quaint bed-and-breakfasts.


DAY 3


Cross back onto the mainland and take U.S. 264 south along the Pamlico Sound and through haunting marshlands. Passing through small towns and the Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge, you’ll be in a desolate but verdant landscape. As you near civilization, follow Highways 102 and 11 south and west to Kinston. Tour Kinston’s Mother Earth Brewing and consider a meal at Chef & the Farmer. From here, you’re only 1.5 hours from Wrightsville Beach, your next stop. Take Highway 41 to I-40, then head south to Wilmington and Wrightsville Beach. Check in at a beachfront hotel, but dine downtown at manna.


DAY 4


Soak up some morning sun at sandy Wrightsville Beach before heading to downtown Wilmington. Try lunch at Copper Penny or Front Street Brewery before browsing River to Sea Gallery or Barouke, shops housed in former shipping warehouses. Grab a craft beer at Cape Fear Wine and Beer or a glass of wine and some appetizers at The Fortunate Glass. For dinner Aubrianas offers fine dining, while Nikki’s Restaurant and Sushi Bar caters to a college crowd.


DAY 5


Travel south along U.S. 17 to the southern end of Brunswick County, an hour from Wilmington, to find the Big Cats, a collection of five golf courses. After your round, head to the sea town of Calabash, home of the eponymous and world-famous style of fried seafood. Ella’s of Calabash uses original recipes and serves up heaping platters of golden flounder, scallops, and clams.



Best Scenic Drives



TOP EXPERIENCE


Down East on U.S. 70


U.S. 70 runs almost the entire length of North Carolina, from Asheville to Core Sound. The farthest-east section, a dogleg through Craven, Jones, and Carteret Counties, gives you a taste of life Down East. This is a great drive to take if you’re staying in New Bern because you can pick up U.S. 70 there. Drive southeast through the Croatan National Forest, then east through seafood central—Morehead City. When you cross the bridge into the colonial port of Beaufort, leave U.S. 70 for a few blocks by turning right onto a side street. This takes you into historic downtown Beaufort and down to the waterfront along Front Street, where most of the attractions and 18th-century architecture are found.


From Beaufort, U.S. 70 winds up along Core Sound through fishing communities and marshes full of herons and egrets. Just past Stacy, you can either backtrack on U.S. 70 or proceed to the Cedar Island National Wildlife Refuge at the end of the peninsula and catch the Ocracoke Ferry at Cedar Island.


This drive is just over 70 miles. Driving quickly, it could be done in about 1.5 hours. But the point is to dawdle and enjoy the scenery and small towns, so it’s more fun to set aside a whole day. It’s an attractive drive any time of year, but old coastal cities like New Bern and Beaufort are most gorgeous in spring, especially late March and early April when the azaleas are in bloom.


Cherohala Skyway


On the opposite end of the state, the Cherohala Skyway was built for beauty. For 43 miles between Robbinsville and the town of Tellico Plains, Tennessee, the road winds along the top of the Smoky Mountains, sometimes at elevations well over 5,000 feet. The vistas are incredible, and the road is legendary for motorcyclists and pleasure trippers. Avoid the route in wintry weather, and fill your gas tank and stomach before leaving; there are no facilities other than restrooms along the way. You’ll feel like you’re in the wilderness on top of the world.




Best Wildlife Spots


North Carolina is a big state with a varied geography. From the shores and swamps in the east to the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains and the cloud-veiled Smoky Mountains in the west, it’s possible to find a patch of nature so teeming with wildlife that you’ll think you’re the first human to set foot there.


So, what can you see here? Wild horses, salamanders so big they seem surreal, elk, black bear, white squirrels, birds galore, lemurs and lions, sharks, sea turtles, and even red wolves.


WHERE TO SEE WILDLIFE


• Great Smoky Mountains National Park is where you can see elk at the Oconolufte Visitors Center and in Cataloochee Valley, spot bears along Newfound Gap Road and in Cades Cove, and watch the streams for hellbenders—salamanders of an unreal size.
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Elk graze in Great Smoky Mountains National Park.





• Cape Lookout National Seashore is home to one herd of the famed Banker ponies—wild horses believed to have been shipwrecked here centuries ago that still roam the islands and marshes just offshore.


• Bald Head Island hosts spectacular year-round birding. It’s also a great place to watch loggerhead sea turtles nest and even see a turtle nest hatch.


• Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge, a wild patch of coastal marsh and woods, is home to black bears, red wolves, and—you guessed it—alligators.


• Pettigrew State Park is where thousands of migratory waterfowl roost in the trees and crowd the waters, making for an astonishing sight.


WHERE TO GET EDUCATED


• North Carolina Aquariums on the Outer Banks, Crystal Coast, and Wilmington are filled with tanks of sharks, alligators, salt and freshwater fish, and touch tanks where you can get a feel for some of the wildlife.


• Duke Lemur Center at Duke University studies lemurs, and you can see several types and even interact with them here.


• Carolina Tiger Rescue, a rescue and rehab facility just outside of Raleigh, is a great place to learn more about big cats.


• Karen Beasley Sea Turtle Rescue and Rehabilitation Center is where injured turtles come to get patched up and released. You can visit them while they convalesce, and, if the timing is right, see them returned into the wild.


• North Carolina Zoo, in the Piedmont is a zoo that distinguishes itself in one big way: It’s the world’s largest natural habitat zoo, which means animals have plenty of room to explore.





The prettiest times for this drive are summer and fall, but the road is often extremely crowded during leaf season. The Cherohala Skyway website (www.cherohala.com) lists current road conditions.


Blue Ridge Parkway


Running more than 450 miles between Shenandoah National Park in Virginia and Great Smoky Mountains National Park in North Carolina, the Blue Ridge Parkway is the mother of all scenic roads. It covers more than 200 miles in North Carolina, from Lowgap at the state line to Cherokee in the Smokies, and passes by many major destinations in western North Carolina, including Linville Falls, Mount Mitchell, and the Biltmore Estate. There are great places to stay on and near the parkway.
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the Blue Ridge Parkway





Traveling the parkway from the North Carolina line to Great Smoky Mountains National Park in one day requires a pretty rigorous schedule. Plan at least two days to enjoy sights along the way. Traffic on the parkway is always slow—the maximum speed limit never exceeds 45 mph, and along many stretches driving that fast would be reckless. Traffic can be congested in summer, particularly on weekends, and during leaf season. In any season, drive slowly and be ready to hit the brakes. The twisty road can get incredibly foggy, and you never know when a deer or other beast will leap out of the trees.


Sections of the parkway sometimes close due to weather or other conditions. Snow and ice are considerations three seasons of the year; rockslides are also possible. To find out about current closures, visit www.nps.gov/blri or call 828/298-0398.


Highway 12: A Serene Seascape


Highway 12 traces the Outer Banks from the mainland onto the barrier islands and all the way up to the Virginia border. It’s a 160-mile trip that shows you nearly every square inch of the Banks.


Start at sea level (technically on U.S. 70, but a great place to start a beachside drive) and connect with Highway 12. Take the ferry at Cedar Island across to Ocracoke, home to one of the state’s oldest lighthouses, and the place where the pirate Blackbeard held an epic party before losing his head, literally, in a nearby inlet. Continue through scenery that’s surreally beautiful and serene. Another ferry takes you to the village of Hatteras at the southern end of Hatteras Island, part of the Cape Hatteras National Seashore. This landscape is desolate and beautiful, although you’ll find tiny villages along with a legion of surfers and kite-surfers. Crossing Oregon Inlet, you’re approaching the touristed section of the Outer Banks and stellar options for food and lodging. You’ll travel from Whalebone Junction into Nags Head and the dunes of Jockey’s Ridge, then on to Kill Devil Hills, where the Wright Brothers took their first flight, and the towns of Duck and Corolla, where the paved highway ends. If you’re adventurous and have a four-wheel-drive vehicle and beach driving experience, head north a few miles toward the Virginia border. A herd of wild horses (and not much else) lives here.
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wild horses on the beach in Corolla
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Jennette’s Pier in Nags Head







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Wright Brothers National Memorial: See where North Carolina earned the slogan “First in Flight” and view a replica of the famed Wright Flyer (click here).


S Wild Horse Tours: See wild horses in the dunes, along the shore, and even swimming in the surf along the northernmost portion of the Outer Banks (click here).
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S Fort Raleigh National Historic Site: See where the Lost Colony, the first English settlement in the New World, mysteriously disappeared in the 1580s (click here).


S Cape Hatteras Lighthouse: Climb to the top of this iconic lighthouse (click here).


S Ocracoke Island: On this remote island, you’ll find a historic village home to one of the country’s most unique communities, along with the waters where Blackbeard met his fate and one of the oldest lighthouses in the nation (click here).


S Somerset Place Historic Site: The graceful architecture and exotic setting of this early plantation contrast with the tragic history of its involvement in slavery (click here).


S Pettigrew State Park: Lake Phelps, the park’s centerpiece, is an attractive enigma, a body of shallow water with a deep history (click here).


S Mattamuskeet National Wildlife Refuge: This dramatic waterscape that attracts tens of thousands of migratory birds (click here).
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kayaks along the Outer Banks
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Bodie Island Lighthouse.








This series of islands traces a path along the northeastern coast some 125 miles long. You’ll find lighthouses and pirate lore, wild horses, stretches of untamed shore, and enough beach to go around.


From the Virginia border in the north to Ocracoke Island in the south, The Outer Banks stand guard against the incessant grind of wind and wave and the powerful force of a single storm. As barrier islands, it’s their job to protect the mainland, marshlands, and towns of the Inner Banks from a storm’s brunt. As they do so, a centuries-old inlet may be filled in a night and a new channel opened a hundred yards away. In 2012, Hatteras Island was cut off from the rest of the Outer Banks as Hurricane Sandy washed out Highway 12—the only road to follow the length of the Banks—and damaged bridges, filling roadways with several feet of sand and changing, once more, the face of the Outer Banks.
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Between the Outer Banks and the mainland in the Inner Banks is a collection of sounds known as the Albemarle-Pamlico Estuary. Many travelers ignore the sounds, giving them little more than a glance as they cross on a bridge or a ferry, but they play a crucial role in the region. The Albemarle-Pamlico Estuary is the second-largest estuarine system in the country after Chesapeake Bay to the north, and it includes Albemarle, Pamlico, Core, Croatan, Roanoke, and Currituck Sounds. Covering more than 3,000 square miles, the sounds drain more than 30,000 square miles and provide diverse marine and terrestrial environments that shelter essential plant and animal life. The vast and beautiful marshlands and wide, shallow sounds protect the mainland from storm surges and the Atlantic Ocean from toxins and sediment, all the while providing nursery grounds to countless fish and bird species.


Sheltered from the Atlantic, the Inner Banks are a much more accommodating (ecologically speaking) and familiar landscape than the Outer Banks. Along the marshes and wetlands, hundreds of thousands of migratory birds shelter and rest on their annual journeys, while pocosins (a kind of bog) and maritime forests have nurtured innumerable generations of animals and people. This is where you’ll find North Carolina’s oldest towns—Bath, New Bern, and Edenton. Settlers established their roots here, and the towns have survived for more than 300 years. In Washington County, a rural expanse of farms and wetlands, 4,000-year-old canoes pulled out of Lake Phelps stand witness to the region’s unplumbed depths of history. Rivers flow from farther inland, with towns like Roanoke Rapids and Halifax that played a vital role in North Carolina’s history and development from colony to state.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Most visitors plan to come to the coast during late spring and summer, and the reasons are obvious: the beaches, restaurants and attractions that are only open in season, as well as numerous warm-weather festivals and goings-on. However, don’t overlook mid-spring and early fall. During the fall, the water is still warm, most of the restaurants and attractions are still open, and the crowds are smaller. Perhaps surprisingly, winter is picking up in popularity, too. To many, the solitude offered by a winter beach is hard to beat.


Agriculture affects eastern North Carolina in a unique way. In fall, the area’s second-busiest season, the tobacco harvest fills the nostrils of visitors. In rural areas, trucks laden with huge yellow-green tobacco leaves head for the curing barns. The smell of curing tobacco, and later the tight bales of golden leaves, is like none other, and once you smell it, you’ll have a taste for fall in this part of the state. Early autumn also brings intermittent clouds of smoke as farmers and backyard-garden hobbyists clear their summer gardens and prepare the ground for cool-weather crops. Beds of lettuce and onions and patches of mustard greens and collards begin to appear alongside houses. Cotton comes in late in the year; as the bolls ripen, the fields appear snow-covered and quite beautiful.


Water sports should also be considered when planning your trip. Spring and fall, and even the occasional winter warm spell, offer many ideal days for exploring eastern North Carolina’s rivers, creeks, and swamps in a kayak, canoe, or stand-up paddleboard. In the fall, mild temperatures are comfortable enough for a day of paddling, and though the foliage is still green, the absence of summer’s leafiness means you can see deeper into the landscape and spy on wildlife from a safe distance. Keep in mind, though, that you can see alligators or even snakes in late fall and throughout the winter.




Pronunciation Primer


North Carolina is full of oddly pronounced place-names, and the far northeast corner is a good place to pause for a lesson in talking like a native. The Outer Banks are a garland of peculiar names as well as names that look straightforward but are in fact pronounced in unexpectedly quirky ways. If you make reference publicly to the town of Corolla and pronounce it like the Toyota, you’ll be recognized right away as someone “from off.” It’s pronounced “ker-AH-luh.” Similarly, Bodie Island, site of the striped lighthouse, is pronounced “body.” That same pattern of pronouncing o as ah is repeated farther down the coast at Chicamacomico, which comes out “chick-uh-muh-CAH-muh-co.” But just to keep you on your toes, the rule doesn’t apply to Ocracoke, which is pronounced like the Southern vegetable and the soft drink: “O-kra-coke.”


Farther south along the banks is the town of Rodanthe, pronounced “ro-DAN-thee.” On Roanoke Island, Manteo might resemble a Spanish word but is in fact front-loaded, like so many Carolina words and names. It’s pronounced “MAN-tee-oh” or “MAN-nee-oh.” Next door is the town of Wanchese, pronounced like a pallid dairy product, “WAN-cheese.” Inland, the Cashie River is pronounced “cuh-SHY,” Bertie County is “ber-TEE,” and Chowan County is “chuh-WAHN.”





While fall can be ideal to visit the coast, remember that autumn is peak hurricane season in North Carolina. Surfers may love the waves before and after storms, but even people with lots of experience avoid hurricanes. These storms can be beautiful in their ferocity and violence, but anyone who’s been through even a weak hurricane will tell you they’re no joke. About a week before a fall visit, check the long-term forecasts and call to confirm the weather where you’re staying. If authorities issue evacuation orders during your visit, don’t hesitate; just pack up and head to safety on the mainland.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


The Aycock Brown Welcome Center (Milepost 1, Kitty Hawk, 877/629-4386, www.outerbanks.org, 9am-5pm daily Nov.-Feb., 9am-5:30pm Mar.-Oct., closed Thanksgiving and Dec. 25) at Kitty Hawk and the Outer Banks Welcome Center on Roanoke Island (1 Visitors Center Circle, Manteo, 252/473-2138 or 877/629-4386, www.outerbanks.org, 9am-5pm daily Nov.-Feb., 9am-5:30pm Mar.-Oct., closed Thanksgiving and Dec. 25) are the main welcome centers in the Outer Banks, with smaller welcome centers at Hatteras and Whalebone Junction.


Major hospitals include The Outer Banks Hospital (4800 S. Croatan Hwy., Milepost 14, Nags Head, 252/449-4500, www.theouterbankshospital.com) in Nags Head, Sentara Albemarle Medical Center (1144 North Road St., Elizabeth City, 252/335-0531, www.sentara.com) in Elizabeth City, Vidant Roanoke-Chowan Hospital (500 S. Academy St., Ahoskie, 252/209-3000, www.vidanthealth.com) in Ahoskie, Vidant Chowan Hospital (211 Virginia Rd., Edenton, 252/482-8451, www.vidanthealth.com) in Edenton, Vidant Beaufort Hospital (628 E. 12th St., Washington, 252/975-4100, www.vidanthealth.com) in Washington, Vidant Bertie Hospital (1403 S. King St., Windsor, 252/794-6600, www.vidanthealth.com) in Windsor, and Halifax Regional Hospital (250 Smith Church Rd., Roanoke Rapids, 252/535-8011, www.halifaxmedicalcenter.org) in Roanoke Rapids. On Ocracoke, which is only accessible by air or water, nonemergency medical situations can be addressed by Ocracoke Health Center (305 Back Rd., 252/928-1511, after hours 252/928-7425, www.ocracokeisland.com). Note that 911 emergency service is available on Ocracoke, as it is throughout the state.


Nags Head and Vicinity


Coral reefs anchor most barrier islands, lending them a bit of strength and permanence; not so on North Carolina’s Outer Banks. Here, no reef helps shape the islands, and they’re more like enormous sandbars, susceptible to the whims of the wind, the sea, and storms. But that’s part of their beauty. These natural forces shape the land as well as its history and culture.
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Jockey’s Ridge, a 100-foot-high dune visible far out to sea, has been used as a navigational aide for hundreds of years. Legend has it that Nags Head earned its name because of these dunes and the passing ships. Islanders known as proggers (a shipwreck scavenger or land pirate) would lead a nag or mule along the beach and dune ridge with a lantern hung around its neck, luring ships into the shallows and shoals where they’d wreck, making their cargo easy pickings. Likewise, the shoals, shallows, and currents gave birth to the heroic members of the United States Lifesaving Service, predecessor to the Coast Guard, who braved many storms to save those shipwrecked.


The relentless wind on the Outer Banks lured Orville and Wilbur Wright to Kill Devil Hills, where they became the first people in history to take flight. It also drew Francis Rogallo, a NASA engineer and inventor of hang gliding. Today, thousands flock to the Wright Brothers Memorial to see where history was made, and even more visit Jockey’s Ridge to watch hang gliders or even to take to the sky themselves. With kite-flying, kite-boarding, skydiving, parasailing, and even paragliding, flight enthusiasts love the Outer Banks. Add to this sailing, diving, surfing, paddling, hiking, bird-watching, and, of course, visits to beaches like Duck, which is lovely at sunset, and Corolla, where you can spot wild ponies, and it’s obvious that the northern Outer Banks are among the most promising areas in North Carolina for outdoor adventure.


SIGHTS



S Wright Brothers National Memorial



In 1903, Orville and Wilbur Wright changed the world in just 12 seconds. Their first flight was short, but it was the culmination of more than three years of failed designs, tests, and travels between their Dayton, Ohio, home and Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, where they tested their gliders on Kill Devil Hill, then the tallest dune on the Outer Banks. A number of Banker families fed and housed them, built them hangars, and assisted with countless trial runs. On the morning of December 17, 1903, several local people were on hand to help that famous first powered flight get into the air. John Daniels, a lifesaver from a nearby station, took the iconic photo of the airplane lifting off. It was the only photograph he ever took. He was later quoted in a newspaper saying of the flight, “I didn’t think it amounted to much.” Even though he was unimpressed, the feat is honored at the Wright Brothers National Memorial (Milepost 7.5, U.S. 158, 1000 N. Croatan Hwy, Kill Devil Hills, 252/473-2111, www.nps.gov, park and visitors center 9am-5pm daily year-round, $10 adults 16 and up, free 15 and under). Replica gliders, artifacts from the original flight, and tools the Wright brothers used are on display. In the adjacent field a wooden runner and stone markers show their runway, takeoff point, and the spots where their first four flights landed. Climb nearby Kill Devil Hill to see the 60-foot monument honoring their achievement and marking the spot where they launched hundreds of gliders that preceded that first powered flight. At the foot of the hill, a life-size bronze sculpture of the Wright Flyer seconds after liftoff lets you get a sense of the excitement of the moment.



Jockey’s Ridge State Park



Jockey’s Ridge State Park (Milepost 12, U.S. 158, 300 W. Carolista Dr., Nags Head, 252/441-7132, http://ncparks.gov, park 8am-6pm daily Nov.-Feb., 8am-8pm daily Mar., Apr., and Oct., 8am-9pm daily May-Sept., visitors center 9am-5pm daily Nov.-Feb., 9am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct.), contains 420 acres of recreational opportunities in an array of environments. With the big dune, which shifts between 80 and 100 feet high, the smaller dunes surrounding it, the maritime forest, and the sound, you can sand-board (think snowboarding at the beach), fly kites, hike, go for a swim, or even learn to hang glide. Another resource is www.jockeysridgestatepark.com, a site operated by Friends of Jockey’s Ridge State Park, where you’ll find a few additional notices of outings and activities.


Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve


Adjacent to Jockey’s Ridge, the Nature Conservancy maintains the 1,111-acre Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve (701 W. Ocean Acres Dr., 1 mile from Milepost 9.5 on U.S. 158, 252/441-2525, www.nature.org, dawn-dusk daily year-round). The landscape includes deciduous maritime forest, dunes, wetlands, and inter-dune ponds, providing a compact look at the diverse environments found on the Outer Banks. It’s a bird-watcher’s paradise, as more than 50 species nest here in season. Ruby-throated hummingbirds, green herons, and red-shouldered hawks are among the easiest to spot, but don’t just look for winged wildlife; a number of land animals and reptiles, and even some unusual plants call this place home. Five miles of public trails wind through the property, starting at the visitors center. Dogs are welcome on several trails, provided they are on leash.


Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve


Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve (trail access from Woods Rd. and Birch Lane, off Treasure St., south of U.S. 158, Kitty Hawk, 252/261-8891, http://nccoastalreserve.net, dawn-dusk daily year-round), a 1,824-acre nature preserve maintained by the North Carolina Coastal Reserve, contains one of the largest remaining maritime forests in the Outer Banks. Maritime forests help barrier islands absorb the brunt of powerful storms, and Kitty Hawk Woods contains unusual examples of maritime swale ecosystems, swampy forest sheltered between coastal ridges. Hiking and birding opportunities are abundant, and exploring it from the water via canoe, kayak, or stand-up paddleboard is easy thanks to a put-in. Hunting is permitted in Kitty Hawk Woods, so exercise caution while hiking or paddling during the spring and fall hunting seasons.
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Jennette’s Pier


My family vacationed on the Outer Banks for years, and Jennette’s Pier (Milepost 16.5, 7223 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 252/255-1501, www.ncaquariums.com, 9am-5pm daily Dec.-Mar., 7am-9pm Apr. and Nov., 6am-midnight May-Oct., fishing $14 adults, $7 child, walk on, $2 adult, $1 child 12 and under) was a fixture on each trip. The then-wooden pier, originally built in 1939, was picturesque but fragile; the owners repaired it after each storm until 2003, when the North Carolina Aquariums bought the pier and Hurricane Isabel demolished 540 feet of the pier structure. Many thought it was the end of the beachside institution, but a friend of mine—Chip Hemingway of Bowman Murray Hemingway Architects—designed a new 1,000-foot concrete pier. The LEED Platinum-certified facility is beautiful and will stand to serve countless vacationing families. The North Carolina Aquarium manages Jennette’s Pier as an educational and recreational platform, and activities in peak season include summer day camps and nighttime seashore expeditions that teach kids and adults about the ecology of the area.


Currituck Heritage Park


We’ve come to expect grand, ostentatious beachside homes, but on the shore of Currituck Sound, you’ll find what may be the original one on the Outer Banks: the Whalehead Club (1100 Club Rd., Corolla, 252/453-9040, www.whaleheadclub.org, tours 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat. year-round, $7 adults, $5 seniors and children ages 6-12, free under age 5). This art deco home was built in the 1920s as a summer cottage for Edward Collings Knight Jr., an industrialist whose wealth was made in railroads and sugar. The beautiful, simple yellow house is the centerpiece of Currituck Heritage Park, where visitors can picnic, wade, launch from the boat ramp, or learn about the ghosts (yes, it’s rumored to be haunted, and it’s no wonder, with so many shipwrecks just off shore).


Next to the Whalehead Club is the Outer Banks Center for Wildlife Education (1160 Village Lane, Corolla, 252/453-0221, www.ncwildlife.org, 9am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat., Apr.-Oct., 9am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri. Nov.-Mar.). Exhibits focus on native birds, fish, and other creatures in Currituck Sound as well as a huge collection of antique decoys. These decoys represent an important folk-art tradition and way of life for many along the Carolina coast. They’re beautiful not just for their design but also for their utility. Naturalists put on a number of nature and art programs throughout the year; check the calendar on the website before you go.


A favorite spot here is the Currituck Beach Lighthouse (1101 Corolla Village Rd., 252/453-4939, www.currituckbeachlight.com, 9am-5pm daily Mar.-Nov., 9am-8pm Wed. and Thurs. Memorial Day-Labor Day, $10, under age 8 free) and its grounds. Built in 1875, this 158-foot-tall redbrick lighthouse is open to ascend much of the year. As you climb the 214 steps to the top, think about the lighthouse keepers, who for years carried pails of lard and then later kerosene to the top to fuel the light. Once at the observation deck, take a moment to catch your breath and take in the scenery (and hold on to your hat; it can be windy). The Currituck light is a twin to the Bodie Island Lighthouse, 32 miles south. Upon its completion it lit the last “dark spot” on the North Carolina coast, making for safer navigation.


Corolla Wild Horse Museum


In the town of Corolla you’ll find a museum dedicated to some of the more unexpected residents of the Outer Banks. The Corolla Wild Horse Museum (520 B Old Stoney Rd., Corolla, 252/453-8002, www.corollawildhorses.com, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri. and 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun.) tells the history of the herd of horses that has lived on the Outer Banks from Corolla to Cape Lookout since the 1600s. The Corolla herd now lives in a preserve north of the town, and several guides offer tours to see the horses in their native habitat.


SPORTS AND RECREATION


Beaches


Beaches along the Outer Banks are easily accessible. Highway 12, which many call the “Road to Nowhere,” is the main, and usually the only, route to travel, though in a few places where the barrier islands widen enough to warrant it, you’ll find a beachfront road as well as one skirting the sound. The Outer Banks is divided up into several smaller beach towns and communities. From the north the towns are Corolla, Duck, Southern Shores, Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags Head. South of Nags Head you have Whalebone Junction and the Oregon Inlet, then Hatteras Island and its collection of towns. Just west of Nags Head and Whalebone Junction is Roanoke Island, where two towns—Manteo and Wanchese—make up the population centers.


Though these towns abut one another in a seamless transition of beachiness, each has a different character. Corolla is still a little wild, which is fitting as Highway 12 terminates here (though you can drive to the Virginia border in a four-wheel-drive vehicle, provided you have some knowledge of driving in sand and have a plan of what to do once you arrive at our northern neighbor), and a herd of wild horses known as Banker ponies calls the marshes, dunes, and scrubby forests here home. Duck’s grown up since my family stayed here, and now it’s become a shopping destination. Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags Head have row upon row of homes marching from the sea to the sound; it’s here that you’ll find much of the commercial activity—shops for beach towels, fudge, and taffy; bars and restaurants; and grocery stores.


The beaches can be separated into three categories: wild, sparse, and blanket-to-blanket. Corolla’s the wild beach where you’ll get a real sense of isolation (save the occasional wild horse tour). Along Duck, Southern Shores, and the southern reaches of Nags Head (minus the area around Jennette’s Pier), the crowds are thinner, and you can spread out for a leisurely day on the shore. Starting in Kitty Hawk and running south through Kill Devil Hills to Nags Head, you find the blanket-to-blanket area. The beaches here are significantly more populated than those at Duck, and you’ll find pockets of beachgoers near public access points, piers, and the like.


TOP EXPERIENCE


Kayaking and Stand-Up Paddleboarding


The Outer Banks combines two very different paddle-sport opportunities, kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding (SUP), in two very different environments—the challenge of ocean paddling and even surfing, and the leisurely drifting tours of salt marshes and creeks. Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, 3925 S. Croatan Hwy./U.S. 158, Nags Head, 877/395-8447, www.kittyhawk.com, kayak tours $35-55, SUP lessons $59) has 10 locations up and down the Outer Banks offering kayak tours, SUP lessons and rentals, and a range of other recreational activities—like mermaid school ($59), as well as water-powered flyboard ($85) and JetPak lessons ($150) lessons—and equipment. National Geographic Adventure magazine called them one of the “best adventure travel companies on earth,” and they have been in business since the early 1990s.


Kitty Hawk Kayak & Surf School (Milepost 1, 6150 N. Croatan Hwy./U.S. 158, Kitty Hawk, 252/261-0145, www.khkss.com, tours $40-60, kayak rentals from $69/week, SUP rentals from $150/week) teaches kayaking and SUP, rents equipment for paddling and surfing, and leads group and private tours, including overnighters. Many of the tours take you to seldom-seen marsh habitats and gorgeous creeks, or even back to the mainland to explore the waterways of the Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge.


Coastal Kayak Touring Company (reservations at North Beach Outfitters, 1240 Duck Rd., Duck, 252/441-3393, www.outerbankskayaktours.com, kayak tours $40-70, SUP tours $75) leads groups through some of the beautiful nature reserves on the Outer Banks, namely Kitty Hawk Woods Coastal Reserve and the Pine Island Audubon Sanctuary. Tours range 1.5 to 3 hours.


Outer Banks Stand-Up Paddle (1446 Duck Rd., Duck, 252/305-3639, www.outerbankssup.com, lessons from $75, rentals from $120/week) teaches SUP techniques. Introductory lessons on the sound give first-timers a feel for the board in shallow, wave-free water, where they can build confidence to try ocean-side SUPing on their own with a rented board or with an advanced lesson. The most advanced paddlers will definitely want to take advantage of the SUP surfing lessons.


Hiking and Tours


At Jockey’s Ridge State Park (Milepost 12, U.S. 158, 252/441-7132, http://ncparks.gov, park 8am-6pm Nov.-Feb., 8am-8pm Mar.-Apr. and Sept., 8am-7pm Oct., 8am-9pm May-Aug., visitors center 9am-5pm daily Nov.-Feb., 9am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct.), explore the dunes freely or follow one of the trails. The Soundside Nature Trail is about one mile long and takes you through maritime thickets and grassy dunes on a walk through a seldom-seen part of the park. Follow the Tracks in the Sand trail on its 1.5-mile course early in the morning to see animal tracks left during the night. Remember, the sand can be downright hot, especially during the summer. Bring sunscreen, shoes, and plenty of water if you’re trekking around this park.
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1: trail at Jockey’s Ridge State Park; 2: the Currituck Beach Lighthouse in Corolla; 3: hang gliding off Jockey’s Ridge; 4: Sanderling Resort and Spa





The Currituck Banks National Estuarine Preserve (N.C. 12, 877/623-6748, www.nccoastalreserve.net) protects some 1,000 acres of woods and water, extending far out into Currituck Sound. A short boardwalk runs from the parking lot to the sound, and a primitive trail runs 1.5 miles through the maritime forest.



S WILD HORSE TOURS



TOP EXPERIENCE


You can hike in any park and most of the preserves on the Outer Banks, but nothing compares to seeing the wild horses in Corolla. The Corolla Wild Horse Fund (1129 Corolla Village Rd., Corolla, 252/453-8002, www.corollawildhorses.com, $45, $20 children) is a nonprofit group dedicated to preserving the herd and its environment, and they lead tours (3 times daily Mon.-Sat.). You’ll ride along with herd managers and conservationists and get a glimpse into how they help keep the horses and their environment safe and healthy.


Back Country Outfitters and Guides (1159 Austin St., Corolla, 252/453-0877, http://outerbankstours.com, 8am-8pm daily year-round, wild horse tours $51, $31 ages 3-12, $20 ages 2 and younger, Segway safari $149 age 13 and up, Segway history tours $64 age 13 and up) leads wild horse tours as well as backcountry Segway tours, kayak trips, and other off-road tours. One cool offering is combined nature tours, where you kayak and explore in a 4x4 ($84 ages 13 and up, $51 ages 5-12); these tours are small, and they take you back into some interesting, and often unseen, spots on the Outer Banks.


Surfing


North Carolina has a reputation for having some of the best waves on the East Coast, making this a top destination for experienced surfers and those new to the sport.


Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, S. Croatan Hwy./U.S. 158, Nags Head, 252/449-2210, www.kittyhawk.com) provides lessons and board rentals. At Island Revolution (1159 Austin St., Corolla, 252/453-9484, www.islandrevolution.com, group lessons $75, private lessons $120), you can take private or group surf lessons, and more experienced surfers can opt to join the Surf Safari ($135), where local surfers teach the finer points of reading local waves and breaks and show you some of the best surf spots on the island. They also offer stand-up paddleboarding lessons and tours (lessons from $80, tour $65). Farmdog Surf School (2500 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 252/255-2233, http://farmdogsurfschool.com, lessons from $65, surfboard and paddleboard rentals from $15/day) and Corolla Surf Shop (807 Ocean Tr., Corolla, 252/453-9283, www.corollasurfshop.com, lessons from $68, rentals from $25/day) also offer lessons, rentals, and advice.


If you’re a veteran surfer and you’re bringing your own board, several online resources will help you find the best conditions and the perfect breaks. The websites of OBXLiveSurf (www.obxlivesurf.com), OBXSurfInfo (www.obxsurfinfo.com), Surfline (www.surfline.com), and SwellInfo (www.swellinfo.com) describe the best places to suit up and drop in.


Hang Gliding


With all the wind on the Outer Banks, everyone thinks about flying a kite, but how about flying a hang glider? Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, S. Croatan Hwy./U.S. 158, Nags Head, 252/449-2210, www.kittyhawk.com, $99) offers hang gliding lessons that will give you a taste of the thrill of flight as you lift off over the face of dunes on Jockey’s Ridge. More than 300,000 people have learned to hang glide here since the company’s Hang Gliding Training Center opened in 1974. You can also up the thrill factor and try a tandem flight that will have you and an instructor towed up to a mile high before being released to fly back to earth. If you want to pursue advanced certification through the United States Hang Gliding Association, you can do that on the dunes or on a tandem flight; you can even buy a glider and all the accessories you need to get started at the Kitty Hawk Kites retail store across the road from the school.


Golf


There are plenty of mini golf courses on the Outer Banks, but for the full-scale experience, only a handful of courses are open to the public. Sea Scape Golf Links (300 Eckner St., Kitty Hawk, 252/261-2158, www.seascapegolf.com, greens fees $50-105) offers 18-hole, par-70 links-style play only a block from the ocean. The wind can be a major factor when you play here; keep your ball low. At another links-style course, the 18-hole, par-71 Nags Head Golf Links (5615 S. Seachase Dr., Nags Head, 252/441-8073, www.clubcorp.com, greens fees $59-129), the wind is definitely in play; in fact, Golf Digest once said this course was “the longest 6,126 yards you’ll ever play.”



Water Park



H2OBX Waterpark (8526 Caratoke Hwy., Powells Point, 252/491-3000, www.hwobxwaterpark.com, 10am-7pm daily, late-May-early-Sept., $42 adults, $30 seniors and children under 42 inches tall, discounts for online ticket purchases) is on the mainland just 12 minutes from Kitty Hawk, and it’s packed with more than 30 watery attractions—splash pads, water slides, a Flowrider, wave pool, and more—for the daring and those who just want to bob around in the pool. Family rides using giant rafts, lighting-quick racing slides, even a watery obstacle course deliver a day’s worth of fun.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


My favorite spot for wine and beer on the Outer Banks is Trio (Milepost 4.5, 3708 N. Croatan Hwy., 252/261-0277, www.triowinebeercheese.com, 10am-11pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-11pm Sun., $6-25), a name which refers to wine, beer, and cheese, the passions of the four owners. The selection here encompasses a wide range of wine and beer styles, nations and regions, and grape varietals. Tastings include the Trio Passport (focusing on wine from different nations) as well as varietal- and style-specific tastings. Nearly two dozen beers are on tap, and self-serve wine vending stations give you the chance to try tasting-size samples or even full glasses of expensive, hard-to-find, or interesting wines. Trio serves a selection of small plates, including paninis, salads, cheese plates, and other nibbles that go well with a glass of whatever you’re drinking.


Chip’s Wine and Beer Market (Milepost 6, U.S. 158, 2200 N. Croatan Hwy., Kill Devil Hills, 252/449-8229, www.chipswinemarket.com, 10am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun.) is exactly what its name says. More than 450 craft beers from regional, national, and international breweries along with 2,000-plus wines line the shelves—but don’t worry, the knowledgeable staff can find a brew or a bottle that suits your taste. Chip’s is also home of the Outer Banks Wine University, offering everything from beginner classes to private tastings.


Food Festivals


As food-centered travel has gained momentum, four festivals taking advantage of this trend have emerged on the Outer Banks. Each draws visitors during the shoulder seasons and showcases something different about the area and its cuisine.


In March, Taste of the Beach (www.obxtasteofthebeach.com) features wine tastings, cooking classes by local chefs, cook-offs, dine-arounds, and more, hosted by more than 50 restaurants, breweries, wine shops, and food purveyors on the Banks. The four-day festival culminates with the OBX Grand Tasting, where restaurants compete for the best overall dish, best local seafood dish, Chefs Award, and People’s Choice Award. Coastal Living magazine named Taste of the Beach one of the top seafood and wine festivals in the country in 2008, and it has been on the list ever since.


The Duck and Wine Festival (www.duckandwine.com), a one-day cook-off held in mid-late April, brings foodies together in the town of Duck to sample dishes that local chefs have created using, you guessed it, duck. The town shines again in mid-October for the one-day Duck Jazz Festival (www.townofduck.com), which features talented national jazz artists and alfresco dining from some of Duck’s best restaurants.


Mid-October is also the time for the Outer Banks Seafood Festival (www.outerbanksseafoodfestival.org). Although oyster roasts, shrimparoos, and other informal seafood celebrations have been the norm on the Outer Banks for more than a century, 2012 was the first year for this formal seafood festival. More than a dozen restaurants participate in the one-day event, and organizers plan to grow the festival into a marquee event.



Nightlife



Part beach dive bar, part sports bar, Lucky 12 (Milepost 12, 3308 S. Virginia Dare Tr./N.C. 12, Nags Head, 252/255-5825, www.lucky12tavern.com, 11:30am-2am daily) is a hit with locals and visitors alike. With 20 beers on tap, another 90 in bottles or cans, a staggering 40-martini drink menu, and more than a dozen TVs, it’s perfect to watch a game, hang out with friends, and order a pizza (served until 2am).


Fish Heads Bar & Grill (Milepost 18.5, 8901 S. Old Oregon Inlet Rd., Nags Head, 252/441-5740, www.fishheadsobx.com, open 24 hours, breakfast $3-5, lunch and dinner $4-12) never closes and since it’s at the Outer Banks Fishing Pier, it makes sense, after all, a snack and a cold beer go well with all-night fishing. They have a small food menu—sandwiches, tacos, a few salads, some good appetizers—and an incredible beer selection of around 30 brews, many from North Carolina. Throw in live music just about every night during summer and most nights in the off season, the crash of waves and a pier to explore and you’ve got a recipe for a fun evening.


Ocean Boulevard Bistro & Martini Bar (Milepost 2.5, 4700 N. Virginia Dare Tr., Kitty Hawk, 252/261-2546, www.obbistro.com, 5pm-late daily, entrées $21-32), an upscale but casual martini bar and bistro, features live music on Friday and Saturday during the season, and with the impressive drink menu, it’s easy to see why the place is popular with locals and visitors. If you’re looking for an excellent spot to stop by after a late round of golf, this is it.


A weird in the best way place to grab a drink and listen to some music is Bonzer Shack Bar & Grill (1200 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Kill Devil Hills, 252/480-1010, www.bonzershack.com, 11:30am-2am daily, lunch $7-12, dinner $9-17). They call themselves a surf shack hangout and that’s just about right. Music nearly every night (two shows: afternoon and late night), a decent beer selection, and some boozy cocktails add to the atmosphere, but it’s the people—a collection of characters you’ll tell stories about later—that make it special.


At The Comedy Club (1601 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Kill Devil Hills, 252/207-9950, www.comedyclubobx.com), local, up-and-coming, and established comedians perform three to four nights a week in summer. The venue may be small, but they regularly have a good slate of comedians.


SHOPPING


Much of the shopping on the Outer Banks is focused on souvenir T-shirts or beach supplies such as towels, boogie boards, and rash guards. These mass-market beachwear clearing houses are so prolific that they’re easy to find. There are also some boutiques carrying bathing suits, art, and jewelry, though most of the shopping (not of the overly touristy variety) is found in towns like Duck, to the north, and Hatteras, to the south.


Birthday Suits (Milepost 10, 2000 S. Croatan Hwy., Kill Devil Hills, 252/441-5338, http://birthday-suits.com, 10am-9pm daily summer, 10am-6pm daily spring, 10am-5pm daily fall) has been in the business of outfitting Bankers and visitors in the best bathing suits for more than 25 years. They have two other locations on the Outer Banks: in Duck (1171 Duck Rd., Duck, 252/261-7297) at Scarborough Lane Shops, and in Corolla (801 Ocean Trail, Monterey Plaza, Corolla, 252/453-4862). Kitty Hawk Kites (Milepost 12.5, 3925 S. Croatan Hwy./U.S. 158, Nags Head, 252/449-2210, www.kittyhawk.com, call for hours) carries swimwear and beach supplies as well as kites, toys, and an assortment of beach games and sports equipment.


In Duck, The Town of Duck Boardwalk (www.townofduck.com) follows the Albemarle Sound for nearly a mile, passing countless scenic spots and cool shops. At www.DoDuckNC.com you’ll find a map and list of shops provided by the Duck Merchants Association. Shops along this stretch run quite a range. You can grab your fresh seafood at a Dockside ’N Duck Seafood Market (1216 Duck Rd., in Wee Winks Square, 252/261-8687, www.docksidenduckseafood.com, 10am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.), pick up donuts at the fantastic Duck Donuts (1190 Duck Rd., in the Osprey Landing Shops, 252/480-3304, www.duckdonuts.com, 6:30am-9pm daily), and pick up a hand-crafted gift at SeaDragon Gallery (1240 Duck Rd., in the Waterfront Shops, 252/261-4224, www.seadragongallery.com, 10am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat., 10am-5pm Sun in summer, hours vary in shoulder seasons and winter).


One of those spots on the map is Scarborough Faire (1177 Duck Rd., Duck, 540/272-0975, www.scarboroughfaireinducknc.com, hours vary, generally from 10am daily), which has served the boutique shopping needs of visitors and residents for more than 30 years. More than a dozen shops call Scarborough Faire home, including Island Bookstore (252/261-8981, www.islandbooksobx.com, 9am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun.), which carries a decent selection of best-sellers and books for kids and teens; a Corolla Wild Horse Store (252/453-8002, www.corollawildhorses.com); and Ruff Haus (Suite 14), a canine outfitter where you’ll get everything from treats to beach toys.


Next door is Scarborough Lane (1171 Duck Rd., 757/222-9411, www.scarboroughlaneshoppesucknc.com, hours vary by store), a collection of shops and eateries including Flip Flop Shops (252/441-1757, www.flipflopshops.com, 11am-5pm Sun. and Tues., 10am-6pm Wed.-Sat.), which sells summer footwear; Outer Barks (252/261-6279, www.outerbarks.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.), with dog clothes (for them and you), toys, and even Yappy Hour for the canine crowds; The Mystic Jewel (252/255-5515, http://themysticjewel.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.), a jewelry store specializing in unusual stones and limited-edition jewelry pieces by artists from around the world (prices range $20 to around $400); and Duck Pizza Company (252/255-0099, www.duckpizza.com, 11:30am-8pm Mon.-Sat., noon-8pm Sun., $9-22), which sells pizzas, calzones, and other crowd pleasers.


FOOD


When I first started visiting the Outer Banks, it seemed that every other restaurant was a seafood buffet. Today, buffets still abound, but a number of notable independent restaurants have taken root. The selection varies from gourmet to down-home, including pizza and burgers along with barbecue, fine dining, and a decent representation of international cuisines.


Sam & Omie’s (7728 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 252/441-7366, www.samandomies.net, 7am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-4pm Sun., breakfast $2-8, dinner $6-26) opened in the summer of 1937 as a place for charter fishing customers and guides to catch breakfast before heading out to sea. They still serve a hearty breakfast heavy on the classics—two eggs your way, pancakes, grits, and the like—but take a look at the specialties, such as crab Benedict or the chef’s special. Sam & Omie’s also serves lunch and dinner, and, as you may expect, both menus emphasize seafood. Sure, you can get a burger, steak, or chicken breast, but why would you when you can get a clam dog, fried oysters, or the massive Whale of a Seafood Platter (which really is more food than one person should eat)?


The S Outer Banks Brewing Station (Milepost 8.5, 600 S. Croatan Hwy., Kill Devil Hills, 252/449-2739, www.obbrewing.com, 11:30am-2am Mon.-Fri., 11am-2pm Sat., 11am-midnight Sun.., entrées $15-31) is an innovative and interesting spot to eat, not just because the food presses beyond expected seafood dishes (you’ll find seared tuna with Asian-inspired hoppin’ john, tuna tartare towers, and spicy crab claws) and the beers are adventurous, but because they’re wind-powered. A group of friends who met in the Peace Corps combined their love of food, beer, and sustainability to create a hot spot on the Outer Banks’ dining and nightlife scenes.


Pigman’s Bar-B-Que (Milepost 9.5, 1606 S. Croatan Hwy., Kill Devil Hills, 252/441-6803, www.pigman.com, 11am-8:30pm daily, $5-25) is the spot for barbecue on the Outer Banks. Done right—over wood coals, low and slow—the barbecue here is succulent even without sauce, but add a dash of the house-made sauce to it and a sandwich, plate, platter or ribs are that much better. Not in the mood for pork? No problem; there’s fried shrimp, a tuna-que sandwich, smoked turkey, and more.


AQUA Restaurant and Spa (1174 Duck Rd., Duck, 252/261-9700, www.aquaobx.com, 11:30am-9pm daily, $18-32) has an interesting concept, with a day spa upstairs and an excellent restaurant downstairs, creating flavorful food using community-sourced organic ingredients that will, as the owner puts it, “nourish your body and spirit.” Grab a table by the windows or on the deck (weather permitting) and enjoy views of the sound while you dine. The food is a fusion of regional dishes and international flavors and techniques. Their fruits de mer pasta is Italian in nature but uses all fresh and local seafood. Their seared duck breast uses local ducks (when possible) and seasonal produce. Dishes like the fish-and-chips, shrimp or fish tacos, and crab cakes are—you guessed it—caught in the waters nearby. AQUA also has an exceptionally well-curated wine menu and knowledgeable staff able to steer you toward a glass or bottle that will complement your meal perfectly.


In the Waterfront Shops in Duck you’ll find The Blue Point (1240 Duck Rd., 252/261-8090, www.thebluepoint.com, 11:30am-2:30pm Tues.-Fri. and Sun., 5pm-9:30pm daily, lunch $7-17, dinner $25-40). This isn’t the restaurant you’d expect to find in a collection of waterside shops in a tourist town; it’s fine food at its finest. The location is ideal—the dining room sits looking out over the Currituck Sound—and the menu more so. Blue Point is a hit with Outer Banks foodies because the menu makes the best of locally caught seafood and incredible produce in every dish. Make a reservation or expect to wait for a while.


Colington Café (1029 Colington Rd., Kill Devil Hills, 252/480-1123, www.colingtoncafe.com, 5pm-9pm daily, $17-32), tucked back in the maritime forest in Kill Devil Hills and nestled under the live oak trees, feels like a secret spot. The restaurant was formerly someone’s home, so the dining rooms are a little tight, but the food more than makes up for any lack of space. Steaks here are melt-in-your-mouth good, and the seafood is nearly flawless. Whether you dine from the land or sea portion of the menu, you can’t go wrong.


Dune Burger (Milepost 16.5, 7304 S. Virginia Dare Tr., 252/441-2441, $2.50-7.50) may just be the oldest drive-up burger place on the Outer Banks. That throwback charm, plus a burger that’s so good it’s destined to become a tradition, is why you come here. Grab a couple of burgers and an order of onion rings, then head over to the beach and enjoy, it’s right across the street from Jennette’s Pier.


Pizza Stop (5385 N. Virginia Dare Tr., Southern Shores, 252/261-7867, www.pizzastopobx.com, 11am-9pm Wed.-Sun.) specializes in New York-style pizza by the slice ($2) and the pie ($11-20). Pizzas are of the standard “cheese plus toppings” variety and they have a half-dozen specialty pies from which to choose. You can also get salads, pastas, and hot sandwiches ($6-11), if that’s your thing. They deliver, but not to everywhere on the Outer Banks, so inquire before you get your heart set on pizza arriving at your door.


Mama Kwan’s Grill and Tiki Bar (1701 S. Croatan Hwy., Kill Devil Hills, 252/441-7889, www.mamakwans.com, 11:30am-10pm Tues.-Sun., lunch $9-13, dinner $10-22) serves killer fish tacos (especially the jerk-seasoned ones), but their sashimi tuna appetizer is fantastic. A little divey, always delicious, Mama Kwan’s is a fun spot to stop for a bite.


Basnight’s Lone Cedar Café (7623 S. Virginia Dare Tr. on the Nags Head-Manteo Causeway, 252/441-5405, www.lonecedarcafe.com, dinner from 4:30pm-9pm daily, brunch 11am-3pm Sun., dinner $14-32, brunch $8-14) is a water-view bistro that specializes in local food—oysters from Hyde and Dare Counties, fresh-caught local fish, and North Carolina chicken, pork, and vegetables. It’s one of the most popular restaurants on the Outer Banks, and they don’t take reservations, so be sure to arrive early. The full bar is open until midnight.


To satisfy your sweet tooth, visit one of the many locations of Duck Donuts (1190 Duck Rd., in the Osprey Landing Shops, 252/480-3304, www.duckdonuts.com, 6:30am-9pm daily). My friend who lives on the Outer Banks calls eating them “a rite of passage,” and I have to agree; these things are tasty, like carnival fritters, but made more delicious by the salt air. If you want something cold and sweet, try Surfin’ Spoon (2408 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 252/441-7873, www.surfinspoon.com, noon-11pm Mon.-Sat.), a frozen yogurt bar where you fill a bowl with your chosen flavor and then pile it high with toppings (cookies, candy, sprinkles, fruit, gummy bears—you get the picture). The owners—pro surfer Jesse Hines and his wife, Whitney—go out of their way to make Surfin’ Spoon an experience through surf movies, a game room, and tons of surf photos on the walls.


ACCOMMODATIONS


The S First Colony Inn (6715 S. Croatan Hwy., Nags Head, 855/207-2262, www.firstcolonyinn.com, $99-279) is a beautiful little 1932 beachfront hotel. This regional landmark has won historic preservation and landscaping awards for its 1988 renovation, which involved moving the entire building, in three pieces, three miles south of its original location. Of the 27 rooms here, all are exceedingly comfortable and give guests a taste of luxury accommodations at an affordable rate.


In Duck, the S Sanderling Resort and Spa (1461 Duck Rd., Duck, 855/412-7866, www.sanderling-resort.com, $299-729) is a mainstay for luxury travel on the Outer Banks. A 2013 renovation—totaling more than $6 million—added more guest rooms and an adults-only pool, upgraded public spaces, and gave the resort’s dining options a real boost. In 2015, they continued their quest for the ultimate guest experience and added 28 new rooms ranging from suites with unobstructed ocean and sound views to queen rooms with ocean views. Sanderling has a renowned spa and one of the best restaurants on the Outer Banks, S Kimball’s Kitchen (entrées $24-40). Kimball’s serves a menu centered around local seafood and grass-fed steaks, but the view of the sound from the dining room is unparalleled. The view, when combined with the food and level of service, makes Kimball’s Kitchen a spectacular dining experience.


There are many bed-and-breakfasts, including the Cypress Moon Inn (1206 Harbor Court, Kitty Hawk, 252/262-2731, www.cypressmooninn.com, no children, $135-210), a small but beautiful sound-side home featuring three guest rooms. The owners also have three cottages nearby that are perfect for secluded getaways.


The Cypress House Inn (Milepost 8, Beach Rd., 500 N. Virginia Dare Tr., Kill Devil Hills, 252/441-6127, www.cypresshouseinn.com, $99-219) is only 125 yards from the ocean, and that, combined with its central location and undeniable charm, makes it a desirable B&B. Guests staying in each of the six guest rooms at the 1940s-style inn are treated to complimentary beach chairs and towels. The Atlantic Street Inn (Milepost 9.5, Kill Devil Hills, 252/305-0246, www.atlanticstreetinn.com, $69-159) offers similar treatment, with bicycles available for guest use; reserve its six guest rooms individually or, if you book far enough ahead, reserve the entire inn or the nearby beach house. One thing you’ll find at Atlantic Street that most other accommodations are lacking: a lawn. Their backyard is a lovely spot to relax and spend some time outside, but in the shade.


The Colington Creek Inn (1293 Colington Rd., Kill Devil Hills, 252/449-4124, www.colingtoncreekinn.com, no children or pets, $178-298) has four guest rooms with water views of the sound and its namesake creek, along with porches perfect for morning coffee or an evening drink.


Throughout Kitty Hawk and Nags Head, you’ll find a number of motels, ranging from chains to classic 1950s mom-and-pops. The Surf Side Hotel (6701 Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 800/552-7873, www.surfsideobx.com, $79-299) has simple, comfortable, standard guest rooms and efficiencies in a location that is only steps from the beach. At the Blue Heron (6811 Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 252/441-7447, www.blueheronnc.com, $60-166), every guest room faces the ocean, and for rainy days or off-season visits there is an indoor heated pool.


At the Nags Head Beach Inn (303 E. Admiral St., Nags Head, 866/316-1843, www.keeshotels.com, $194-300), a converted beach club dating to the 1930s that’s only steps from the beach, all the accoutrements that guests need—chairs, bicycles, body boards, and the like—are available for use. Quaint and comfortable, the Nags Head Beach Inn is one of several cottages known as the “Unpainted Aristocracy.” Some of these cottages date back to the 1830s, but they all have common features—weatherworn shake siding and a yesteryear charm.
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If you’re looking for that classic beach-motel feel, three spots come to mind. The wood-paneled walls at Outer Banks Motor Lodge (1509 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Milepost 9.5, Kill Devil Hills, 877/625-6343, www.obxmotorlodge.com, $53-249) are tacky enough to add to the place’s appeal. Beach Haven Motel (4104 N. Virginia Dare Tr., Kitty Hawk, 252/261-4785, www.beachhavenmotel.com, $105-199) offers a little kitsch in the accommodations and even a grill and outdoor picnic area where you can cook your own fresh catch. The bargain Sea Foam Motel (7111 S. Virginia Dare Tr., Nags Head, 252/441-7320, www.seafoam.com, $68-149) is a no-frills motel with a lot of wood paneling and a lot of retro charm.


Vacation Rentals


Many groups—families, bridal parties, bachelor parties, anglers, surfers—who need a place with plenty of space turn to rental homes, and on the Outer Banks there are a number of rental agencies to choose from. Seaside Vacations (3620 N. Croatan Hwy., Kitty Hawk, 866/884-0267, www.outerbanksvacations.com) rents houses in every little town from Corolla to Nags Head and has a large selection of sizes, styles, locations (oceanfront, ocean view, soundside), and prices in their catalog of homes. Sun Realty (888/853-7770, www.sunrealtync.com) has a huge selection of homes, many with amenities—pools, hot tubs, game rooms, theater rooms—travelers are seeking. Outer Banks Rentals by Southern Shores Realty (5 Ocean Blvd., Southern Shores, 800/334-1000, www.southernshores.com) has more than 700 units in their rental catalogue, and they’ve been helping visitors find the perfect beach house since 1974, so you know they know the Outer Banks.


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


The closest major airport is Norfolk International Airport (ORF, 2200 Norview Ave., Norfolk, VA, 757/857-3351, www.norfolkairport.com), approximately an hour from the northern Outer Banks. Raleigh-Durham International Airport (RDU, 2600 W. Terminal Blvd., Morrisville, 919/840-2123, www.rdu.com) is three to five hours’ drive from most Outer Banks destinations.


Only two bridges exist between the mainland and the northern Outer Banks. U.S. 64/264 crosses over Roanoke Island to Whalebone, just south of Nags Head. Not too far north of there, U.S. 158 crosses from Point Harbor to Southern Shores. Highway 12 is the main road all along the Outer Banks.


Roanoke Island


In the 1580s, the first nonnative residents of the Outer Banks, and perhaps their most famous denizens, moved in. These intrepid English colonists found Roanoke Island—protected from the brunt of storms by the Albemarle, Roanoke, and Croatan Sounds and the mass of Bodie Island—a fine place to call home. They established Fort Raleigh, and there, Virginia Dare, the first European born on the new continent, came into the world. Shortly thereafter, the community vanished, earning the name many now know them by: The Lost Colony. Where they went and the specifics of how and when they met their collective fate is unknown to this day, but one that’s explored in the aptly named outdoor drama, The Lost Colony.
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Visitors to Roanoke Island today will find what the colonists found: a beautiful, welcoming island ripe for exploration. The relative abundance of bed-and-breakfasts, restaurants, and shops make staying on Roanoke Island much easier than it was four centuries ago. At the northern end of Roanoke Island, Fort Raleigh National Historic Site marks the last known location of the Lost Colony, and the nearby town of Manteo offers a day or two of dining and distractions. Most of the island’s offerings for visitors are concentrated here. It’s a short drive across the causeway in Nags Head to Manteo—only 15 minutes—and beautiful.



S FORT RALEIGH NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE



Fort Raleigh National Historic Site (1401 National Park Dr., Manteo, 252/473-2111, www.nps.gov, 9am-5pm daily, closed Dec. 25, free) includes much of the original site of the first English settlement in the New World. Archaeologists still conduct digs here, regularly unearthing new artifacts and assembling clues about the Lost Colony’s fate, but sections of the earthworks associated with the original 1580s fort remain and have been preserved, making it easy to imagine the site as a working fort on the frontier of an unknown land. In the visitors center, artifacts and interactive displays tell the story of the fort, the missing colonists, and the freedman’s colony—a colony of freed and displaced slaves established on the island during the Civil War. Two nature trails in the park allow you to explore the natural landscape and the site of a Civil War battle.


Within the National Historic Site, two of Manteo’s most famous attractions operate autonomously. Nearly 60 years ago, Elizabethan Gardens (1411 National Park Dr., Manteo, 252/473-3234, http://elizabethangardens.org, 10am-3pm Jan., 9am-5pm March. and Oct., 9am-6pm Apr.-Sept., 9am-4pm Nov.-Dec., closed Feb., $9, $6 ages 6-17, $2 ages 5 and under, $3 pets) was conceived by the Garden Club of North Carolina as a permanent memorial to the settlers of Roanoke Island. As a tribute, they planted the types of gardens and plants that would have been common in the colonists’ native England in the 16th century. There are many corners to explore in this 10.5-acre garden and many treasures, both natural and artificial, to discover: an ancient live oak so huge that many believe it has been standing since the colonists’ days; a sunken garden containing Renaissance-era statuary; an impressive display of camellias and azaleas; and a 19th-century statue of Virginia Dare. The statue was underwater off the coast of Spain for two years, was salvaged, and made it to Massachusetts, where it was nearly lost in a fire. It finally arrived in North Carolina in the 1920s, where modest residents, shocked by the statue’s nudity, passed it around the state for years until it found a permanent home in Elizabethan Gardens.


Also within the park is the Waterside Theatre. North Carolina has a long history of outdoor performances celebrating regional heritage and history, and the best-known of these is Roanoke Island’s The Lost Colony (1409 National Park Dr., Manteo, 252/473-6000, http://thelostcolony.org, from $20 adults, from $18 ages 13-18, from $10 ages 6-12, free ages 5 and under). Playwright Paul Green was commissioned to write a drama about the colony in 1937 to celebrate the 350th anniversary of the birth of Virginia Dare. What he thought would be a single-season production has turned into a fixture, with performances every year since, except when extraordinary circumstances, like German U-boats prowling off the coast during World War II, interrupted the production schedule. An impressive list of actors has performed in the play, including Andy Griffith and current director Ira David Woods.


OTHER SIGHTS


The Roanoke Island Maritime Museum (104 Fernando St., Manteo, 252/475-1750, www.townofmanteo.com, hours vary, free) is a unique working boat shop and repository for artifacts that offers a look at local and regional maritime heritage. Traditional boat builders offer classes in boat building and handling at the George Washington Creef Boathouse, but visitors not enrolled in the classes are still welcome to come and observe. Also on the grounds is the Roanoke Marshes Lighthouse. The large lighthouses protecting the outer Atlantic coast are well known, but a number of smaller river and marsh lighthouses also once dotted the coast. This structure is a reconstruction of the square cottage-style lighthouse that was decommissioned in 1955.


Both the Maritime Museum and the Marshes Lighthouse are part of Roanoke Island Festival Park (1 Festival Park, Manteo, 252/475-1500, www.roanokeisland.com, 9am-5pm daily March-Dec., $10 adults, $7 ages 6-17, free ages 5 and under, tickets good for two days), which has a lot to offer. There are plays and puppet shows for kids (call or check the website for performances and dates, tickets $5, free ages 5 and under) at an indoor theatre, the occasional concert, and the Roanoke Adventure Museum, where kids can don 16th-century costumes and learn a bit about life on the Outer Banks from the time of the Lost Colony on. The highlight for many is the Elizabeth II, a ship built to represent one of the seven English merchant vessels from the voyage of 1585. A staff of sailors is onboard in costume to show visitors a bit about living and working on such a ship.


Island Farm (1140 U.S. 64, Manteo, 252/473-6500, www.theislandfarm.com, 10am-4pm Tues.-Fri. Apr.-late-Nov., closed Thanksgiving Day, $8 adults, free under age 5) is a living-history site that transports you back to a Roanoke Island farm circa 1850. Reproduction outbuildings include the smokehouse, cookhouse, and slave house alongside the original farmhouse, built between 1845 and 1850. Period interpreters lead tours and talks that focus on gardening, cooking, and other day-to-day doings on a farm in the pre-Civil War Outer Banks.


The North Carolina Aquarium on Roanoke Island (374 Airport Rd., Manteo, 252/475-2300, www.ncaquariums.com, 9am-5pm daily year-round, closed Thanksgiving Day and Dec. 25, $13 adults, $12 seniors and military, $11 ages 3-12, free under age 3) is one of three state aquariums on the North Carolina coast. A great place for kids, the aquarium is home to all sorts of marine fauna and tells the aquatic story of North Carolina from the deep sea to freshwater tributaries. See river otters, alligators, freshwater fish, sharks, and more in traditional and touch-tank aquariums. Don’t miss the daily dive shows in the huge 285,000-gallon Graveyard of the Atlantic tank. Displays in the aquarium detail the U.S. Lifesaving Service, and outside is the grave of Richard Etheridge, the first African American to captain a Lifesaving Station on Pea Island, just south of the Bodie Island Lighthouse.


SPORTS AND RECREATION


Roanoke Island Outfitters and Dive Center (627 US Hwy. 64, Manteo, 252/473-1356 or 252/423-1257, www.roanokeislandoutfittersanddivecenter.com, 9am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-3pm Sat., call for Sun. hours) offers scuba diving classes (from $100), spearfishing and freediving classes (from $150), charters to wreck dives ($130) as well as beach dives ($40) and spearfishing excursions ($130). All levels of divers are welcome.


Spearfishing is just one way to catch a big one on the Outer Banks. On Roanoke Island it’s easy to catch fish with a rod and a reel, thanks to a number of inshore and offshore charters that are available year-round. The Outer Banks Visitors Bureau (www.outerbanks.org) has a comprehensive list of charter operators and rates.


Daring travelers can take in the sights of Roanoke Island and the Outer Banks from 9,000 feet with Skydive OBX (410 Airport Rd., Manteo, 252/678-5867, www.skydiveobx.com, $249). Each tandem jump provides 30 seconds of free fall at 120 mph and plenty of time to admire the view. Discounts are offered on same-day second jumps.


TOURS


The Downeast Rover (sails from Manteo waterfront, 252/473-4866, www.downeastrover.com, daytime cruises $35 adults, $32 seniors and military, $25 ages 2-12, sunset cruises $45) is a 55-foot reproduction of a 19th-century schooner. Cruises last two hours and depart three times daily at 1:15pm, 3:45pm, and sunset. OBX Air Charters (410 Airport Rd., Manteo, 252/256-2322, www.outerbanksaircharters.com, $250 for up to 5 people, custom tours $465/hour up to 5 passengers) will take you on a standard or custom sightseeing flight tour, but they also arrange charter flights from a number of regional and east-coast airports. Charters range from $500-4,200 and they serve airports as near as Norfolk, Virginia, and as far away as Teterboro, New York.


The gardens and quaint waterfronts on Roanoke Island are charming for adult visitors, but not so much for kids; thankfully, two tours fulfill the fun quotient for the young ones. On Captain Johnny’s Outer Banks Dolphin Tours (Manteo Waterfront, 252/473-1475, www.outerbankscruises.com, from $30 adults, $20 ages 2-12, $10 under 18 months, tours at 10am, 1pm and sunset\), you’ll get up close to bottlenose dolphins in their native habitat and watch as they swim, leap, and sometimes even inspect the boat on each two-hour tour. Kids get the chance to transform themselves into pirates with Pirate Adventures of the Outer Banks (408 Queen Elizabeth Ave., Manteo, 252/473-2007, www.pirateadventuresobx.com, tours 9:30am, 11am, 12:30pm, 2pm, 3:30pm, and 5pm daily, $25 ages 3 and up, $12 ages 2 and younger). Aboard the Sea Gypsy, a 40-foot pirate ship replete with a water cannon and a costumed pirate crew, kids get the chance to dress like pirates, hunt down an enemy pirate, engage in a water-cannon battle, find sunken treasure, and have a pirate party. These 1.25-hour tours sail six times daily, seven days a week, giving parents opportunities to take an hour to explore the Manteo waterfront.


If you don’t mind a scare, take a 90-minute stroll through Manteo with Ghost Tours of the OBX (399 Queen Elizabeth Ave. and Budleigh St., Manteo, 252/573-1450, www.ghosttoursoftheobx.com, $13, $8 ages 10 and under). Visit the village cemetery, look for the ghosts of pirates and lost sailors along the shore and waterfront, and learn about supernatural creatures in the surrounding woods on one of three chilling, but kid-friendly, tours.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


Roanoke Island is a pretty tame place, with most of the events and activities of a family-oriented nature. To that end, on the first Friday of the month from April to November, the town of Manteo celebrates First Friday, a free downtown festival that brings locals and visitors out for live music, street performers and more. In addition to live music on the streets, many restaurants and shops feature their own musical acts, sales, and refreshments. The Dare County Arts Council Gallery (300 Queen Elizabeth Ave., Manteo, 252/473-5558, www.darearts.org, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-8pm first Fri., noon-6pm Sat. May-Sept., 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri. and noon-4pm Sat. Oct.-Apr.) has lovely exhibits by local artists and hosts a reception during First Friday that showcases a new exhibit by a local or regional artist.
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1: statue of Virginia Dare in Elizabethan Gardens; 2: Island Farm





Poor Richard’s Sandwich Shop (303 Queen Elizabeth St., Manteo, 252/473-3333, www.poorrichardsmanteo.com, 11am-3pm Mon.-Sat., bar 5pm-2am Mon.-Sat., $4-8) is more than a great place to eat (and it is—their burgers and sandwiches are legendary around here). During the summer season they have trivia on Wednesdays and live entertainment in the bar most other nights.


In May, the Outer Banks Bluegrass Island Festival (www.bluegrassisland.com, single day tickets $45, three-day pass $125) sees Roanoke Island Festival Park transformed into a bluegrass bonanza. Three days of music from acts like Rhonda Vincent & the Rage, Seldom Scene, and The SteelDrivers as well as a fantastic location have made this into a premier event on the Outer Banks.


SHOPPING


Roanoke Island is a haven for artists, with many calling Manteo home. Downtown are several studios and galleries featuring local artists’ paintings, drawings, pottery, and jewelry. A favorite is the pottery studio of Nancy Huse, Nancyware Pottery (402 Queen Elizabeth Ave., Manteo, 252/473-9400, www.nancywareobx.com, call for hours), where she shapes, glazes, and fires beautiful and functional pots, trivets, decorative pieces, ornaments, and earrings. At Silver Bonsai Jewelry & Art Gallery (905 Hwy. 64, Manteo, 252/475-1413, www.silverbonsai.com, call for hours) has a gorgeous selection of jewelry and a great collection of fine and functional artwork.


The Phoenix Shops (Budleigh St. and Queen Elizabeth Ave., 252/473-2133) are home to an eclectic mix of boutiques, galleries, and home-goods stores. Downtown Books (105 Sir Walter Raleigh St., Manteo, 252/473-1056, www.duckscottage.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Thurs. and Sat., 10am-8pm Fri. and 11am-3pm Sun. summer, 11am-4pm daily Jan.-Mar.) is a small but well-stocked bookstore, with more than just the best-sellers; there is quite a selection of books by local and regional authors. The staff are friendly and knowledgeable and can point out easy summer reads.


FOOD


Located in the Tranquil House Inn with a great view of Shallowbag Bay, S 1587 (405 Queen Elizabeth Ave., 252/473-1587, www.1587.com, days and hours vary by season, dinner $17-42) is widely regarded as one of the best restaurants in this part of the state. The menu has hearty chops and seafood, with local and seasonal ingredients; a full vegetarian menu is available, and the wine list is a mile long. Surprises include curries, the buttermilk crab hush puppies, and their seasonal salad (especially when it’s topped with Pamlico Sound shrimp).


The Lost Colony Brewery & Cafe (208 Queen Elizabeth St., 252/473-6666, www.lostcolonybrewery.com, 11am-9pm daily, $10-30) dishes up crab cakes, fish and chips, fried oysters, and a fried seafood platter that you may need a friend to help you eat. In addition, they have burgers, po’ boys and barbecue sandwiches. Their beers—they brew eight—include an imperial stout, a red ale and an IPA; order a flight and find your favorite.


Blue Water Grill & Raw Bar (2000 Sailfish Dr., Manteo, 252/473-1955, www.bluewatergrillobx.com, 11:30am-10pm daily, lunch $11-15, dinner $11-28) has the selection of cooked and raw seafood you’d expect, but they go the extra mile and will cook your catch if you bring it in (cleaned and ready to go) and give them an hour.


Shaddai Peruvian & Mexican Grill (112 Hwy. 64, Manteo, 252/423-3013, 11am-9pm Mon.-Sat., $9-22) is a departure from the seafood-rich menus at restaurants around, and that’s one of the reasons it’s so popular with locals. The Peruvian half of their menu is a taste of Lima on the Outer Banks, and if you doubt it one bite of their lomo saltado (Peruvian stir-fry) or their pollo a la brasa (rotisserie chicken) served with Inca Kola will convince you. There is seafood here in the form of ceviche (Peruvians invented the dish, so it’s fitting) and the jalea mixta (a South American spin on the fried fish you find along the North Carolina coast).


ACCOMMODATIONS


The S White Doe Inn (319 Sir Walter Raleigh St., Manteo, 252/489-2453, www.whitedoeinn.com, from $225 off-season, $250 summer) is one of North Carolina’s premier inns. The 1910 Queen Anne is the largest house on the island and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Guest rooms are exquisitely furnished in turn-of-the-20th-century finery. Guests enjoy a four-course breakfast, evening sherry, espresso and cappuccino anytime, and a 24-hour wine cellar. Spa services are available on site, and you need only step out to the lawn to play croquet or bocce.


The Roanoke Island Inn (305 Fernando St., 252/473-5511, www.roanokeislandinn.com, $228-380) has been in the owner’s family since the 1860s. It’s a beautiful old place, with a big porch that overlooks the marsh. They also rent out a single cottage on a private island, five minutes away by boat, and a nice cypress-shingled bungalow in town. Another top hotel in Manteo is the Tranquil House Inn (405 Queen Elizabeth Ave., 800/458-7069, www.tranquilhouseinn.com, from $109 off-season, from $219 summer). It’s in a beautiful location, and downstairs is 1587 one of the best restaurants on the Outer Banks. Burrus House Inn (509 Hwy. 64-264, 252/475-1636, www.burrushouse.com, $175-250) has direct waterfront access, which, surprisingly, makes it a rare find in Outer Banks B&Bs; the waterfront suites feature double showers and soaking tubs as well as private decks.


The Cameron House Inn (300 Budleigh St., Manteo, 800/279-8178, http://cameronhouseinn.com, from $225/night) is a cozy 1919 arts and crafts-style bungalow. All of the indoor guest rooms are furnished in a lovely and understated craftsman style, but the nicest guest room in the house is the porch, which has an outdoor fireplace, fans, and flowery trellises.


The Wanchese Inn (85 Jovers Lane, Wanchese, 252/475-1166, www.wancheseinn.com, from $89 off-season, from $139 summer) is a simple and inexpensive bed-and-breakfast in a nice Victorian house with modern guest rooms. There’s a boat slip and on-site parking for a boat and trailer. The Island House (104 Old Wharf Rd., 888/255-7561 or 252/473-5619, www.islandhouse-bb.com, $140-1785) was built in the early 1900s for a local coast guardsman with wood cut from the property and nails forged on site. It’s very comfortable and quiet, and a big country breakfast is served every day.


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


Coming from the mainland, you first reach the town of Mann’s Harbor on the inland side of the Croatan Sound; from there you have two choices to cross to Roanoke Island. If you take U.S. 64/264 to the north (left), you’ll cross the sound to the north, arriving in Manteo. If you drive straight ahead at Mann’s Harbor, you’ll be on the U.S. 64/264 Bypass, which crosses to the middle of the island, south of Manteo. Proceed until you get to the main intersection with Highway 345, where you can turn left onto U.S. 64/264 to go to Manteo, or right onto Highway 345 to Wanchese.


To reach Roanoke Island from the Outer Banks, take U.S. 158 or Highway 12 to Whalebone Junction, south of Nags Head, and cross Roanoke Sound on the U.S. 64/264 bridge.



Cape Hatteras National Seashore



Cape Hatteras stretches farther south and east than any other part of the United States, jutting out into the Atlantic and brushing the warm waters of the Gulf Stream. Hatteras draws surfers, anglers, divers, and beach-loving vacationers by the thousands. It’s also a haven to migratory birds, home to important inshore and offshore fisheries, making it popular for bird-watching. In Hatteras Village, Waves, Salvo, and Avon, museums and historic sites tell the history of the Outer Banks as well as the story of the birth of the Coast Guard. In these towns, there are also galleries packed with the work of local artists and fish markets with trays and coolers full of today’s catch.


Due to Hatteras’ position so close to the strong currents of the Gulf Stream, a shifting set of sandbars called Diamond Shoals extends from the cape’s pristine beaches far out into the Atlantic. While the lighthouses at Cape Hatteras and Bodie Island provide guidance for ships, in years past, many ran afoul of the shoals, sinking outright or beaching on the sandbars. These ships are part of what’s called the Graveyard of the Atlantic, an incredible number of shipwrecks that line the coast of North Carolina but congregate here. Ships range from colonial sailboats to Civil War blockade runners to German U-Boats sent to harass supply and troop ships in World War II. Hundreds of species of fish are drawn to the wrecks, as are divers and anglers.


BODIE ISLAND


Bodie Island hasn’t been a true island in decades, but the name stuck around. Today Bodie Island sits at the southern tip of the thin peninsula, which constitutes the most recognizable (and populous) portion of the Outer Banks, just north of Oregon Inlet and Hatteras Island. It is the northern end of the Cape Hatteras National Seashore, which runs the length of the islands from Whalebone Junction, where U.S. 64/264 joins N.C. 12, to Hatteras Inlet and separates Hatteras and Ocracoke Islands.


You’ll spot the horizontal black-and-white stripes of the 170-foot Bodie Island Lighthouse (6 miles south of Whalebone Junction, 252/473-2111, www.nps.gov/caha, visitors center 9am-5pm daily, $8 adults, $4 seniors and age 11 and under) from several miles away. The Bodie Light’s huge Fresnel lens first beamed in 1872, but this is the third lighthouse on this location. The first iteration of the Bodie Light (pronounced “body”) was built in the 1830s, but due to engineering errors and shifting sand it leaned like the Tower of Pisa and didn’t last too long. The next one stood straight but proved such a tempting target for the Yankee Navy during the Civil War that the Confederates blew it up themselves. The third light still stands, although a flock of geese nearly put it out of commission soon after its first lighting when they collided with and damaged the lens.


The Bodie Island Lighthouse opened to the public for climbs in 2013 and remains popular. Self-guided tours (daily late Apr.-early Oct.) take you on a strenuous climb up the lighthouse, but it is worth it for the view. Solid shoes are required to climb the lighthouse, so no heels, flip-flops, or bare feet.


The nearby Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage serves as a visitors center, and it is also the trailhead for self-guided nature trails to Roanoke Sound. These trails wind through beautiful marsh on the sound side of Bodie Island.


The Oregon Inlet Campground (12001 N.C. 12, reservations 877/444-6777, campground information 252/441-6246, open late April through Columbus Day, www.recreation.gov, $28), operated by the National Park Service, offers tent and RV camping behind the sand dunes, with cold-water showers, potable water, and restrooms.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Historic Lighthouses


Centuries of mariners have plied the waters off North Carolina’s coast, harvesting its aquatic beasts, protecting or prowling the shore, and skirting or foundering on its dangerous shoals. As beautiful as North Carolina’s lighthouses are, they were built to perform a service of life-and-death importance. Today, the historic lights—some still in operation—are popular destinations for visitors. Most are open for climbing and offer fantastic views. The following are some of North Carolina’s favorites.


• Visitors willing to climb the 214 spiral steps to the top of Currituck Beach Lighthouse are treated to a dazzling view of Currituck Sound.


• Climb to the top of Bodie Island Lighthouse, which overlooks Lighthouse Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. This striking structure has been sending its signal out to sea since 1872 but was closed to the public until 2013.


• Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, the tallest brick lighthouse in the United States, has a black-and-white spiral exterior that makes it visible from miles away. Pay a small admission price to climb all the way to the top.
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Cape Hatteras Lighthouse





• Whale oil originally powered the beam of Ocracoke Lighthouse, the second-oldest working lighthouse in the United States. Because it’s still on duty, visitors can’t go inside, but there are lovely places to walk on the grounds.


• The black-and-white diamond-spangled Cape Lookout Lighthouse, one of the most iconic symbols of North Carolina, has stood watch since 1859. The nearby keeper’s quarters give an intriguing glimpse into the isolated and meditative life of the light keeper. While you’re there, explore Cape Lookout’s 56 miles of unspoiled beach, where you may have a close encounter with one of the Outer Banks’ famous wild horses.


• Commissioned by Thomas Jefferson and built in 1817, Old Baldy Lighthouse is North Carolina’s oldest lighthouse. From its strategic point on the southern coast of Bald Head Island, Old Baldy has seen has seen nearly two centuries of commerce, war, and peace.






Getting There



To get to the Bodie Island Lighthouse from the northern Outer Banks towns of Corolla, Duck, Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags Head, go south along U.S. 158 or N.C. 12; it’s a trip of 70 minutes from Corolla or 20 minutes from Nags Head without traffic, or considerably longer with traffic. From any of the Hatteras Island towns south of Bodie Island, head north along N.C. 12; it’s a 25-minute drive from Rodanthe, the northernmost Hatteras Island town.


HATTERAS ISLAND


As Cape Hatteras arches dramatically along the North Carolina coast, it shelters Pamlico Sound from the ocean like a giant cradling arm. The cape itself is the point of the elbow, an exposed and vulnerable spit of land that’s nearly irresistible to passing hurricanes. Most of the island is included in Cape Hatteras National Seashore, the first of its kind in the country, although a handful of small towns—Rodanthe, Waves, Salvo, Avon, Buxton, Frisco, and the village of Hatteras—dot the coastline. For the most part Hatteras Island isn’t much wider than the dune line and Highway 12, which makes for a great deal of dramatic scenery on all sides.


One of the first things you’ll notice about Hatteras Island is its wildness. Since most of the island is part of the Cape Hatteras National Seashore, there’s little permanent human habitation here, save the seven communities of Rodanthe, Waves, Salvo, Avon, Buxton, Frisco, and Hatteras Village. This makes it a favorite spot for those seeking a little solitude, especially surfers and kiteboarders hoping to take advantage of wind and wave without worrying about knocking into beachgoers, beachcombers, nature lovers, and anglers.


Rodanthe, a town made notable by North Carolina author Nicholas Sparks’ novel Nights in Rodanthe and the Richard Gere film of the same name (based on the book) is the first community on Hatteras Island as you travel south on N.C. 12 from Nags Head. It’s a small, attractive beach town, home to the Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station (the first such established along the North Carolina coast) and a lovely stretch of beach where fans of the namesake novel and film still come to visit.


Waves and Salvo are similarly small, though Salvo has an interesting story behind its name. It’s said that during the Civil War, a Union Ship spied the town (then known as Clarksville or Clarks, depending on the map), couldn’t identify it on his map, ordered his gunners to “Give it a salvo anyway,” then jotted “Salvo” on his map and the name just stuck. Life in Salvo is geared a little more toward crabbing and fishing, and this is the spot where many tourists will pull off the road to take a few pictures of colorful crab pots stacked and piled on docks just a few feet from the road.


Avon, about halfway down Hatteras Island, is known for being a surf fishing destination. The beaches are stunning here, and in the sound on the west side of town you’ll see kiteboarders galore.


Buxton is home to the famous Cape Hatteras Lighthouse and an immensely popular surf fishing spot called Cape Point. Hatteras Island begins to make a turn to the west and south here, growing a little fatter and sporting a bit of maritime forest. Frisco, just south of Buxton on the edge of Buxton Woods, is a quiet little town with two identities: seaside retreat and maritime forest escape.


Hatteras Village, on the southernmost tip of the island, is a little bigger than the other towns, but not by much. Here you’ll find the Ocracoke Ferry and a decent sized charter fishing fleet. There are a few showy rental homes in the Village, but more often than not, visitors stay in condos or motels when they come here.


Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station


Life-saving operations are an important part of North Carolina’s maritime heritage. Corps of brave men occupied remote stations along the coast, ready at a moment’s notice to risk their lives to save foundering sailors in the relentlessly dangerous waters off the Outer Banks. In Rodanthe, the Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station (Milepost 39.5, N.C. 12, Rodanthe, 252/987-1552, www.chicamacomico.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri. and 11am-4pm Sat. Apr.-Nov., $8 adults, $7 ages 65 and up and students, $6 ages 4-17, free 3 and under) preserves the original station, a handsome gray-shingled 1874 building, the 1911 building that replaced it and now houses a museum of fascinating artifacts from maritime rescue operations, and a complex of other buildings and exhibits depicting the lives of lifesavers and their families. The antique lifesaving drill demonstrations (2pm Thurs., Memorial Day-Labor Day) are fascinating to see; try to stop by and check it out.



S Cape Hatteras Lighthouse



At 208 feet tall, Cape Hatteras Lighthouse (near Buxton, 252/473-2111, www.nps.gov/caha, 9am-5pm daily, $8, $4 children and seniors, children under 42 inches tall not permitted) is the tallest brick lighthouse in the United States, and its distinctive black-and-white spiral paint job makes it easy to see from miles away on land or sea. Built in 1870, it is open for climbing today during the warm months. If you have a healthy heart, lungs, and knees and are not claustrophobic, get your ticket and start climbing. Tickets are sold on the premises beginning at 9am, and climbing tours run every 10 minutes starting at 9am. Winds at the top can be ferocious, at times strong enough to delay or cancel climbs, so hold onto your hats, cameras, phones, and anything else you don’t want to fly away.


Sports and Recreation


Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge (N.C. 12, 10 miles south of Nags Head, 252/987-2394, www.fws.gov) occupies the northern reach of Hatteras Island. Much of the island is covered by ponds, making this an exceptional place for watching migratory waterfowl. Two nature trails link some of the best bird-watching spots, including the 0.5-mile, fully wheelchair-accessible North Pond Wildlife Trail. Viewing and photography blinds are scattered along the trails for extended observation. Throughout the year, guided bird walks, canoe trips, and walking lectures on the wildlife of Pea Island take place.


The Outer Banks owe their existence to the volatile action of the tides, and the same forces that created this habitable sandbar also make it an incredible place for water sports. Canadian Hole, a spot in the sound between Avon and Buxton, is one of the most famous windsurfing and kiteboarding places in the world (and, of course, it’s perfect for flying kites). The island is extraordinarily narrow at Canadian Hole, so it’s easy to tote your board from the sound side over to the ocean for a change of scene.


Hatteras Island is a major East Coast destination for kiteboarders and surfers, and at REAL Watersports (25706 N.C. 12, Waves, 866/732-5548, www.realwatersports.com), the largest kite-surfing school in the world, they offer lessons (from $350), camps (from $1,495); you can also rent kiteboarding gear (from $150/day for a full kit). If kiteboarding isn’t your thing, the watermen (and waterwomen) at REAL also offer surfing lessons (from $350), and rentals (from $25/half day). They also offer stand-up paddleboarding camps, lessons, and rentals ($20/half day, $50/day, $125/week).


Among the ways to tour Hatteras, Equine Adventures (52173 Piney Ridge Rd., Frisco, 252/995-4897, www.equineadventures.com) leads two-hour horseback tours through the maritime forests and along the beaches of Cape Hatteras (rides $100 Sept. 10-May 21, $125 May 21-Sept. 19). With Hatteras Parasail (Oden’s Dock, 57878 N.C. 12, Hatteras, 252/986-2627, www.hatterasparasail.com, $70 parasail ride, $90 WaveRunner rental, boat rental from $300/day) you can ride 400 feet in the air over the coast.


Hatteras Watersports (Milepost 42.5, 27130 N.C. 12, Salvo, 252/987-2306, www.hatteraswatersports.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat., closed Sun.) offers sailboat ($75/two hours), Jet Ski ($89), stand-up paddleboards (from $25/hour or $55/day), and kayak rentals (from $15/hour or $35/day) as well as guided and self-guided kayak tours (prices vary). Their location on shallow Pamlico Sound is a perfect spot to head out in any of their watercraft, even for novices.


Shopping


In a place this beautiful and inspiring, it’s no surprise that you’ll find a number of galleries and boutiques showcasing the works of local and regional artists. The Pea Island Art Gallery (27766 N.C. 12, Salvo, 252/987-2879, www.peaislandartgallery.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat.) has works from more than 100 artists in a range of media in a gallery that’s a replica of a 19th-century Life-Saving Station. SeaWorthy Gallery (58401 N.C. 12, Hatteras, 252/986-6510, www.seaworthygallery.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat.) carries pieces ranging from fun, cartoonish folk art representations of area wildlife to painstaking paintings of area landmarks, seascapes, and landscapes. Blue Pelican Gallery (57762 N.C. 12, Hatteras, 252/986-2244, www.bluepelicangallery.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat.) carries jewelry from local glassblowers, lockets filled with objects found on and inspired by the shore, jewelry, and a beautiful selection of yarn and supplies for knitting and other needle arts. Someday, by the sea (24267 N.C. 12, Rodanthe, 252/305-2352, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-2pm Sun.) carries art and gifts from Outer Banks artists; plus plenty of jewelry, beach glass ornaments and home goods.
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1: the Bodie Lighthouse; 2: Cape Hatteras Lighthouse stairs; 3: the entrance to Cape Hatteras Lighthouse; 4: great egret on a wetland beach in Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge





The indie Buxton Village Books (47918 N.C. 12, Buxton, 252/995-4240, www.buxtonvillagebooks.com, 10am-6pm daily) carries a large selection of books about the Outer Banks and by regional authors, along with the latest in contemporary and Southern fiction. The staff is knowledgeable and can point you to beach reads or something deeper.


Food


Dining options are limited on Hatteras Island, but there are plenty of places to eat. Café Pamlico at the Inn on Pamlico Sound (49684 N.C. 12, Buxton, 866/726-5426, www.innonpamlicosound.com, 5pm-9pm daily, $23-33) caters to guests of the inn, but if you call in advance, you may be able to get a reservation for dinner, even if you’re staying elsewhere. The chef likes to use fresh-caught seafood, sometimes brought in by the guests themselves earlier in the day. Vegetarian fare and other special requests are available.


For breakfast, try the Gingerbread House (52715 N.C. 12, Frisco, 252/995-5204, http://gbhbakery.com, breakfast 7am-11:30am, dinner 4:30pm-9pm Mon.-Sat. Mar.-late Nov., breakfast $1.50-9, dinner $13-24), which serves great baked goods made on the premises. In the evenings, try pan and hand-tossed pizza made using fresh dough; in addition to the usual toppings, they offer a whole-wheat crust and a number of specialty pies topped with local shrimp, clams, crab, or barbecued chicken. You should also try the apple uglies—monstrous apple fritters—from Orange Blossom Bakery (47206 N.C. 12, www.orangeblossombakery.com, 6:30am-11am daily), they’ll set your day off to a great start.


Watermen’s Bar & Grill (25706 N.C. 12, Waves, 252/987-2000, www.watermensbarandgrill.com, 9am-9pm daily, breakfast $7, lunch $9-21, dinner $15-26) offers smoothies in the morning, sandwiches and wraps for lunch (try the grilled mahi mahi wrap or the blackened tuna sandwich, both with fish caught locally), and a short list of tasty dinner entrées. They run specials every night of the week; BBQ Rib Thursday is especially popular.


If you’re in the mood to cook your own dinner, try stopping by Harbor House Seafood Market (58129 N.C. 12, Hatteras, 252/986-2039, www.harborhouseseafoodmarket.com, 10am-7pm daily, $4-27) in Hatteras Village. This is a killer seafood market, and the owners and employees know their fish. They also know the fishing boats, some excellent fishing spots, and more ways than you or I will ever know for preparing what you catch or buy. Best of all, if you just don’t have the energy to cook a full meal after a day in the sun, they have several oven-ready appetizers, salads, and entrées that you just buy, heat as instructed, and feast.


Accommodations


Among the lodging choices on Hatteras Island is the very fine S Inn on Pamlico Sound (49684 N.C 12, Buxton, 866/726-5426, www.innonpamlicosound.com, $85-350). The inn is right on the sound, with a private dock and easy waterfront access. The dozen suites are sumptuous and relaxing, many with their own decks or private porches. Small gardens throughout the property provide ingredients to the Inn’s kitchen, where you can—actually, should—dine as it’s exceptional.


Another good choice is the Cape Hatteras Bed and Breakfast (49643 Old Lighthouse Rd., Buxton, 252/995-6004, www.capehatterasbandb.com, Apr.-late Nov., $189-210), which is only a few hundred feet from the ocean. Rooms are simple but lovely, and guests rave about the breakfast.


For a more luxurious stay, consider Watermen’s Retreat (25682 N.C. 12, Waves, 252/987-6060, www.watermensretreat.com, $250-450, three-night minimum in season) is a 14-room condo and single cottage in Waves. Accommodations are quite nice, especially if you plan to partake in any lessons or excursions offered by REAL Watersports, right next door.


Breakwater Inn (57896 N.C. 12, Hatteras, 252/986-2565, www.unwind.breakwaterhatteras.com, $104-189) is in the heart of Hatteras, next to the marina. It’s convenient, spacious and affordable, and anglers or surfers headed to the area should definitely take note: it’s close to some great breaks and fishing holes. On site there’s also Breakwater Restaurant (252/986-2733, www.breakwaterhatteras.com, 5pm-9pm daily, $18-30), where the seafood is outstanding and dishes like the potato-crusted crab cakes are a crowd pleaser.


Simpler motel accommodations include the clean, comfortable, and pet-friendly Cape Pines Motel (47497 N.C. 12, Buxton, 252/995-5666, www.capepinesmotel.com, $135-150).


Koru Village Resort and Spa (40920 N.C. 12, Avon, 252/995-3125, www.koruvillage.com, $175-240/night, three-night minimum in summer) is an oceanfront resort focused on health and wellness, and as such, they have a yoga studio, a killer fitness center, and a series of programs (think everything from beachfront yoga to fire dancing) to keep you fit and feeling fine. Their 15-acre campus includes the Avon Fishing Pier (252/995-5480, www.avonfishingpier.com, 6am-midnight Summer, 6am-10pm Spring and Fall, closed Winter), a 665-foot pier that’s the only one remaining in operation along the Cape Hatteras National Seashore; a Spa (252/995-3125, treatments $55-155); and Pangea Tavern (252-995-3800, www.pangeatavern.com, 11:30am-9pm Tues.-Sat., $8-14 lunch, $17-24 dinner), where the menu is seafood-centric and dishes like the fish tacos, seafood and chips (a mix of fish and shrimp), and sesame-seared tuna stand out as favorites.


CAMPING


Rodanthe Watersports and Campground (24170 N.C. 12, 252/987-1431, www.rodanthewatersports.com, $26 for 2 people, $7/additional adult or dog, $5 for children, add $5-7 for electrical hookup) has a campground on the sound for tents and RVs under 25 feet, with water and electrical hookups and hot showers.


The National Park Service operates two campgrounds in this stretch of the National Seashore: Frisco Campground (53415 Billy Mitchell Rd., Frisco, reservations 877/444-6777, campground information 252/995-5101, late Apr.-mid-Oct., $28), where you actually camp in the dunes, and Cape Point Campground (46700 Lighthouse Rd., Buxton, reservations 877/444-6777, campground information 252/465-9602, late-May-Aug., $20), with level campsites located behind the dunes. Both have cold showers, restrooms, and potable water. Frisco Woods Campground (53124 N.C. 12, Frisco, 252/995-5208, www.thefriscowoodscampground.com, $32-71) has a full spectrum of camping options, including no-utilities tent sites, RV sites with partial or full hookups, and one- and two-bedroom cabins ($55-95). The campground has wireless internet access, hot showers, and a coin laundry.


Cape Hatteras KOA (2509 N.C. 12, Rodanthe, 252/987-2307 or 800/562-5268, www.koa.com, from $85) offers campsites, RV sites, and small cabins along with a pool, a play area for kids, a small commissary, and direct beach access.


VACATION RENTAL HOMES


Surf or Sound Realty (40974 N.C. 12, Avon, 252/995-5801 or 800/237-1138, www.surforsound.com) has been renting homes to families, anglers, surfers, weddings, and groups of all sorts since 1978, and their portfolio of homes ranges from the simple to the elegant. Looking for pet friendly? Pool? Hot tub? Elevator? Check, check, check, and check. And if you’re looking to have your wedding on Hatteras Island, they have an event coordinator who can help direct you to the perfect home (or homes) for a beach wedding.


Getting There


Hatteras Island can be reached by car, following N.C. 12 17 miles south from Nags Head, but it’s another 50 miles to get to Hatteras Village at the south end of the island. Along Highway 12 you’ll go through the towns of Rodanthe, Waves, Salvo, and Avon and then around the tip of the cape to Buxton, Frisco, and Hatteras, where the highway ends. From here, you have two choices: backtrack or take a ferry to Ocracoke (free, 60 minutes), which runs hourly from 5am-midnight in the off season and three times hourly during peak season.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S OCRACOKE ISLAND



Ocracoke Island, one of the most geographically isolated places in the state, is the southernmost part of the Cape Hatteras National Seashore. Accessible only by water and air, this 16-mile-long island seems charmingly anchored in the past. Regular ferry service didn’t start until 1960, as most residents were content to stay on their island, separate from the rest of the state, and they didn’t have a paved highway until 1963. The natural beauty of the island is mostly intact, and some areas look much like they did in 1585 when the first English colonists ran aground. It may have been during their time on Ocracoke (called Wococon at the time) that the ancestors of today’s wild ponies first set hoof on the Outer Banks. Theirs was not the last shipwreck at Ocracoke, nor was it the first; Spanish explorers reportedly ran aground here, too, and it’s possible the now-feral Banker ponies came from their ships. As on the northern stretches of the Outer Banks, Ocracokers subsisted partially on the flotsam and goods that would wash up after shipwrecks, so wherever the wild horses came from, like other gifts from the sea, they have become part of the island’s history and lifestyle.


[image: image]


In some ways, Ocracoke is a little creepy. Its isolation has something to do with that, but so do its legends and ghosts. During the early 18th century, Ocracoke was a favorite haunt of the pirate Edward Teach, better known as Blackbeard. He lived here from time to time, married his 14th wife here, and died here. He met his fate in Teach’s Hole, a spot just off the island, when a band of privateers (pirate hunters) hired by Virginia’s Governor Spottswood finally cornered and killed him. According to legend, he didn’t go down without a fight; it took five musket shots, more than 20 stab wounds, and a near beheading before his fight was over. Afterward, Spottswood’s privateers took Blackbeard’s head as a trophy and dumped his body overboard where, legend says, it swam around the ship seven times before going under.
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