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         If you’ve never explored the beaches  
of these amazing islands, it’s high time.        
             Follow our guide to one of the  
       South’s most dramatic coastlines.   
                          by valerie fraser luesse

Kites of every size 
and description 
take flight off 
Jockey’s Ridge in 
Nags Head.

            photographs peter frank edwards
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ust off the coast of North Carolina lies a crescent 
of barrier islands that looks like a bowstring 
plucked from the mainland, leaving Currituck, 
Roanoke, and Pamlico Sounds in its wake. These 
are the Outer Banks, known to long-ago mariners 

as “the graveyard of the Atlantic,” where stormy 
seas and treacherous shoals sank countless ships. 

Even pirates could get religion as they approached the 
Outer Banks. Today, these islands are a magnet for surfers 
and sailors, artists and adventurers, summer vacationers 
and a small population of self-reliant, independent locals 
who not only face but embrace the elements year-round. 
They aren’t here for nightlife and amusement parks. 
They’re here for the islands themselves.  

For first-time visitors, the Outer Banks require a little 
interpretation, in part because most Southerners have 
never seen this incredible razor-thin line of sand drawn 
in the Atlantic. Bisected by a two-lane thread of asphalt, 
State 12, these islands are home to the Cape Hatteras 
National Seashore, 75 miles of protected coastline.  
But because it’s easier to reach the Outer Banks from  
the north than the south, most of us who live below  
Virginia, North Carolina, and the D.C. area might feel  
a little at sea here, so to speak. Don’t let that stop you. 
Here’s what you need to know to plan a great trip.

GET THE LAY  
OF THE LAND— 
EVERY LITTLE  
SLIVER OF IT. 

The Outer Banks begin on the 
Carolina-Virginia border. Where 
they end is a matter of debate, 
though Cape Lookout generally 
garners the most votes. While 
locals consider Roanoke Island 
part of the Outer Banks, they 
often distinguish it from the 
“Sand Banks,” which have 
beaches fronting the Atlantic 
Ocean. In a typical four- to  
seven-day vacation, you can 
easily visit Bodie (BOD-ee), 
Hatteras, and Ocracoke, with 
time for a day trip to Manteo, a 
beautiful waterfront town on 
Roanoke. No matter how much 
you plan to see, you’ll enjoy your 
trip more if you book most of 
your stay on the island best 
suited to your travel personality. 

The Ocracoke  
Lighthouse is the  
oldest operating one 
in North Carolina. 
OPPOSITE: Families 
have made memories 
in  Nags Head for  
generations.
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OCRACOKE ISLAND, accessible 
only by air or water, wants to be 
that sleepy fishing village of 
yesteryear, where the arrival of 
the mail boat was big doin’s and 
locals spoke a brogue that 
turned “high tide” into “hoi toid.” 
Too many travelers have  
discovered it for that to be  
true anymore, but Ocracoke 
still has a quirky island charm. 
Leaving the ferry dock, you’ll 
find yourself in a beehive of 
overnight vacationers and  
day-trippers pouring into the 
restaurants, shops, and inns 
ringing Silver Lake Marina. “I 
love the people and the village 
and the harbor," says Joyce 
Reynolds, former pastor of 
Ocracoke United Methodist 
Church. "The people who live 
here are like the people you 
meet on a mountain trail— 
rugged and self-sufficient.” 
Beyond the village lies a pristine 
13-mile stretch of the Cape 
Hatteras National Seashore, 
one of the few spots in the South 
where you can experience sand, 
surf, and sky in total solitude.

CHOOSE YOUR ISLAND.

HATTERAS ISLAND 
Cape Point is the 

last Southern spot 
touched by the Gulf 

Stream before it 
heads north.

OCRACOKE ISLAND 
Miles of unspoiled 
natural beauty are 
protected here.

BODIE ISLAND 
Corolla’s wild 

horses descended 
from Spanish 

mustangs.

HATTERAS ISLAND is a starkly 
beautiful place. It’s also an 
adventurer’s paradise—high 
winds, big waves, and soaring 
dunes. Hatteras takes hurricanes 
on the chin, as Cape Point juts 
out into the Atlantic, almost to 
the edge of the continental 
shelf, daring the surf to take it 
under. This island has a relaxed, 
just-use-common-sense attitude. 
Surfers and kiteboarders come 
here to test their mettle, but 
Hatteras also draws families 
who like digging in for a week 
with nothing but the beach on 
their agenda. By day, they stock 
their SUVs with food, drink, 
fishing rods, and beach toys and 
line Cape Point for what has to 
be one of the biggest tailgates 
in the South. At night, their 
bonfires cast a glow on the 
sand as families relax together 
in the moonlight, toasting 
marshmallows and listening  
to the surf wash peacefully 
against the shore. 

BODIE ISLAND, the northern-
most of the three, is actually a 
peninsula. It’s attached to the 
mainland at its northern tip, 
where you can rent a vacation 
home on the “off-road 
beaches”—no stores, restaurants, 
hotels, or even pavement. Here, 
the beach is main street, and 
100 or so wild horses roam the 
dunes. On southern Bodie, 
however, are Nags Head, Kitty 
Hawk, and Kill Devil Hills, some 
of the biggest tourist draws on 
the Outer Banks. Between 
these extremes are upscale 
Corolla and Duck, two of the 
prettiest villages on the islands. 
First-timers should seriously 
consider Corolla. It’s drop-dead 
gorgeous, with easy access to 
almost everything you’d want 
to do. In general, if you like a  
lot of variety and traditional 
creature comforts, such as 
chain hotels, book on Bodie.  
A day trip to Roanoke Island  
is an easy drive from here  
(no ferry required).
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THINK OUTSIDE 
THE HOTEL ROOM.

There are 12,000 rental houses 
on the Outer Banks, by far the 
most popular lodging option for 
those who frequent the islands. 
Houses generally rent by the 
week. “Most other coasts have 
three-day beaches,” says guide 
Nik Hise of Wild Horse Adventure 
Tours in Corolla, referring to the 
typical three-day condo rentals 
elsewhere. “That makes people 
hurry to squeeze in everything 
they want to do. But we slow 
things down for you.” Rental 
houses can accommodate 
groups of about any size—some 
have more than 20 bedrooms—
with amenities from private 
pools to elevators to in-home 

theaters. If you need a shorter 
stay—or just prefer hotels and 
inns—try beautiful beachside 
Hampton Inn at Corolla, the 
Comfort Inn on Hatteras, or the 
chains in Nags Head, Kitty Hawk, 
and Kill Devil Hills. Beyond that, 
most lodging is locally owned 
and older construction, so don’t 
expect flat-panel TVs and WiFi. 
(See our lodging picks, page 93.)

SURF (THE WEB) 
BEFORE YOU GO.

The National Park Service closes 
certain beaches on the Cape 
Hatteras National Seashore  
during wildlife nesting seasons. 
To make sure your beach of 
choice will be open during your 
scheduled vacation, visit  

From Jockey's 
Ridge, you can 

get a view of both 
sound and sea.

nps.gov/caha; click “News” from 
the left-hand menu, then “News 
Releases.” Some restaurants 
and guided tours close in late 
fall, when the weather turns 
cold and the number of visitors 
naturally gets smaller, so make a 
list of your picks and give them  
a quick call before you go. You'll 
find plenty to do, even in the  
off-season, but you'll have a lot 
more fun if you know what your 
options are in advance.

MAKE THE FERRY 
PART OF THE FUN. 

A current ferry schedule is 
essential on the Outer Banks 
(ncdot.org/ferry). Moving north 
to south, you can drive from the 
mainland to Bodie and from 

Bodie to Hatteras via bridges. 
But you’ll need a ferry to cross 
from Hatteras to Ocracoke  
(a free 45-minute ride) or from 
Ocracoke to the mainland  
(2 hours, 20 minutes; $15 advance 
reservation recommended). 
Ignore the people who tell you 
to avoid the longer ferry ride. 
Churning across beautiful 
Pamlico Sound is a relaxing, 
wonderful way to begin or end 
your trip, especially if you pack 
some snacks and cold soft drinks. 
(FYI to wheelchair travelers: 
You’ll find the ferry staff very 
accommodating, so before they 
park you, let them know you 
have a chair; also, you might 
need assistance with the tall 
threshold at the entrance to the 
ferry's air-conditioned lounge.)

GO OFF-ROAD. 

You can drive on many Outer 
Banks beaches without endan-
gering wildlife, and there's 
nothing quite like a windblown 
cruise along the Atlantic to get 
you into the adventurous spirit 
of the place. Bring your own 
4X4 or rent one from Island 
Cruisers, whose tiny Geo 
Trackers can show you a whole 
day of fun for a thimbleful of 
gas. They’re cheaper to rent 
than a Jet Ski (about $160 for 
eight hours). Owners Eric and 
Valerie Stump will outfit you 
with everything you need, 
including a tire-pressure 
gauge, maps, and the all-
important number to call if you 
get stuck. “So many people 

have never even seen this 
beach, let alone driven on it,” 
Valerie says. “We really want to 
let them make that memory.” 
(See page 93 for contact info.)

FIND OUT WHAT 
THE LOCALS SEE 
THAT YOU DON’T. 

There’s a reason why walking 
tours of Ocracoke point you to 
things that used to be there.  
“A great number of people who 
fish here, boat here, and surf 
here have an unusual sense of 
the history and heritage of the 
Outer Banks,” says author and 
documentary filmmaker Kevin 
Duffus. “It sounds odd to say it, 
but a lot of the people who 
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PLAN YOUR VISIT
vacation home
rentals
Twiddy & 
Company
Amazing variety.
twiddy.com; 
800/489-4339

hotels & inns
best all 
around:
Hampton Inn 
Corolla
outerbanks. 
hamptoninn.com;
252/453-6565

soundside 
view with  
local charm: 
The Inn at 
Corolla 
Lighthouse
corolla-inn.com; 
252/453-3340

luxe stay:  
The Sanderling 
Resort &  
Spa, Duck
thesanderling 
.com; 
800/701-4111

affordable: 
Comfort Inn 
Hatteras Island
outerbanks 
comfortinn.com; 
252/995-6100

charming inn 
with pool & spa: 
The Castle on 
Silver Lake, 
Ocracoke
thecastlebb.com; 
800/471-8848

comfortable 
with a view and 
a good price: 
The Ocracoke 
Harbor Inn
ocracoke 
harborinn.com;
888/456-1998 
(no pool)

The Anchorage 
Inn & Marina, 
Ocracoke
theanchorageinn 
.com; 252/928-1101

outdoor
adventure
Wild Horse 
Adventure 
Tours, Corolla
See descendants 
of Spanish mus-
tangs that came 
to the islands 
centuries ago.
wildhorse 
tour.com;  
252/489-2020

Island Cruisers, 
Salvo on 
Hatteras Island
Beach and high-
way rentals.
islandcruisers 
inc.com; 
252/987-2097

Kitty Hawk 
Kites
Hang-gliding 
school, surfing, 
kiteboarding, 
and more.
kittyhawk.com; 
877/359-8447

Jockey's Ridge 
State Park
Climb the largest 
sand dune on 
the East Coast.
jockeysridge 
statepark.com;
252/441-7132

Coastal 
Explorations
Offers kayaking, 
boating, and 
camps for the 
kids.coastal 
explorations.com; 
252/453-9872

lighthouses
You can visit five 
lighthouses on 
the Outer Banks. 
Some are open 
for climbing/
touring.  
outerbanks.org/
attractions/ 
lighthouses

travel
resources
•	visitnc.com
•	outerbanks.org
•	visitcurrituck.com
•	hatteras 
 guide.com
•	ocracoke 
	 village.com
•	roanoke-island 
 .com
•	elizabethan 
 gardens.org
•	thelostcolony.org
•	whalehead 
 club.org 

was here in January,” says Bill 
Birkemeier, a coastal engineer 
with the US Army Corps of 
Engineers’ Field Research 
Facility in Duck. The FRF studies 
this coast and the extreme  
conditions that shape it.

Locals on the Outer Banks 
have a healthy respect for the 
weather—and for the island 
environment. Robert Perry, 
who directs the Albemarle 
Ecological Field Site for the 
University of North Carolina  
at Chapel Hill, teaches his  
students to get to know and 
understand local communities 
before launching any new  
environmental programs. 

“This is a very popular area, 
and the population is booming,” 
he said. “Development brings 
new environmental challenges. 
And if you can engage the  
community instead of trying  
to impose your ideas on them, 
you’ll go a long way in getting 
the result you want.” 

As they explore the islands, 
he said, many of his students 
fall in love with them and 
decide to call them home.  
“Sea, air, and sky all meet here 
in dynamic ways,” he says. 
“That’s what makes it such a 
special place.” ❋

come here come for things  
you can’t see.” 

Kevin’s documentary War 
Zone explores Germany’s 
attacks on the U.S. merchant 
trade during World War II, and 
you can still encounter people 
here who remember those  
difficult days. “What happened 
off the East Coast was a disas-
ter twice as costly as what  
happened at Pearl Harbor,” 
Kevin explains. “More than 
5,000 people were killed.”

In the 1920s, he said, you 
could see a shipwreck every 
hundred yards or so on the 
beaches here. Burned or buried 
in the sand, they aren’t visible 
anymore, but people who love 
these islands know the stories 
they have to tell—and the  
courage and sacrifice they  
can demand. 

EMBRACE THE 
NATURE OF  
THE BANKS.

No one can predict whether the 
beaches will be wide or narrow, 
hard or soft, when you get to 
the Outer Banks. Wind and 
tides make that decision. “The 
beach that visitors see in the 
summer is not the beach that 

MEET THE LOCALS: (Clockwise, from upper left) Joyce Reynolds; Robert Perry 
and students; the Stump family; merchants Nina Pignato and Carole Thompson

The beautiful 
Whalehead Club at 
Currituck Heritage 

Club in Corolla


