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SSSHENANDOAHHENANDOAHHENANDOAH   
Shenandoah National Park and the Blue Ridge Mountains of Northwestern Virginia 

It’s mid-afternoon on a late Spring day as we load up the 
bikes onto the trailer for the 260 mile 4-1/2 hour drive to Front 
Royal, Virginia near the north entrance to Shenandoah National 
Park.  The drive is uneventful and we arrive as the sky turns 
color with the promise of good riding weather tomorrow.  We 
spend the night at the Quality Inn where there are several 
motorcycles in the parking lot, testimony to the popularity of 
the park and Skyline Drive. 

Shenandoah NP is a long narrow wilderness oasis that runs 
105 miles along the spine of the northern portion of the Blue 
Ridge Mountains with the Shenandoah River Valley to the west 
and the rolling countryside of the Virginia Piedmont to the east.  
Authorized by Congress in 1926 one of the primary drivers for 
creating the park was the desire to have a national park in the 
east.  Up to that time, all of the national parks being created 
were in the western states.  However, since this region of 
Virginia was well populated and established, particularly with 
farmers, the creation of the park was very controversial.  The 
state of Virginia used eminent domain to force over 500 families 
and farmers off their land over the next ten years.  The facilities, 
trails and other structures within the park were developed by 

RATING:  

MILES: 425  

TIME: 3 days 

sunset over the Shenandoah River in Front Royal, VA 
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the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) during the 1930’s and 40’s.   

Skyline Drive bisects the entire length of the park and is a designated 
National Scenic Byway built as a Works Progress Administration (WPA) 
project during the Great Depression from 1931 to 1939.  It has seventy-five 
overlooks and one tunnel along its 105 mile length.  It was the first of the 
magnificent scenic roads and its immediate overwhelming success led to the 
building of the Blue Ridge Parkway and many of the other scenic roads across 
the country. 

Today, over 40% of the park is federally designated Wilderness Area which 
prohibits any development and limits human presence to the hiking trails.  
The park itself has nine significant waterfalls and numerous mountain peaks, 
which are accessed by dozens of trails that spur off Skyline Drive.  The famed 
Appalachian Trail traverses the entire length of the park and crisscrosses 
Skyline Drive several times. 

We get an early start the next morning with great anticipation for a 
beautiful ride.  The morning is cool and the air heavy with dew.  The sun peeks 
through breaks in large cumulous clouds that hang low in the mountains.  As 
we begin our journey along Skyline Drive we find ourselves riding in and out of 
cloud banks that quickly obscure our vision and then abruptly part.  The road 
is beautifully engineered with overlooks that offer panoramic vistas of the 

the low clouds begin to part with the promise of a beautiful day 
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the numerous overlooks offer panoramic vistas of the Shenandoah Valley 

valley below, although several of the overlooks are closed 
for reconstruction.  Our first stop is at the Dickey Ridge 
Visitor Center for the cancellation stamp in our NPS 
Passbook. 

It’s still early in the morning and there are few other 
vehicles on the road.  We can tell it’s going to be a warm 
day, but at the moment the low cloud cover keeps it cool 
and pleasant as we ride along, enjoying the sheer beauty 
of both the road and the mountains. We ride through the 
610 foot long Mary’s Rock Tunnel, the only tunnel on the 
Drive.  The overall elevation climbs as we continue south 
and crest Skyline Drive’s highest point at 3,680 feet.  We 
then reach the Skyland Resort, which was built in 1895 
and originally called Stony Man Camp for the views from 

the camp of the mountain by the same name.  The camp 
was taken over by the National Park Service in 1931 and 
continues to maintain the original buildings and operate 
the lodges, cabins and restaurant.   

We pass the overlook for Hawksbill Mountain, the 
highest peak in the park at 4,051 feet as we reach a plateau 
known as Big Meadows, a large expansive lea, at the 
midpoint of the Drive.  We stop at the Byrd Visitor Center 
for another NPS Cancellation Stamp and peruse the 
visitor center’s museum and exhibits.  There’s also a 
viewing platform along the rear of the center that offers 
terrific views of the Big Meadows. 

It’s time for lunch and we stroll 
over to the restaurant and meet up 
with my cousin Meg and her 
husband Greg who drove in from 
Richmond.  We enjoy a leisurely 
meal and then wander around the 
meadow for a while.  We say our 
good-byes to Meg and Greg, 
remount our bikes and continue our 
trek south.   

The temperature has warmed 
considerably and the humidity has 
risen as well.  We watch as the 
clouds begin to darken and threaten 
rain.  But, it doesn’t detract from 
the wonderful riding as we continue 

morning fog at Big Meadows CCC worker monument at the Byrd Visitor Center 
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south past the Lewis Mountain campgrounds and cabins.  There are 
five campgrounds in the park, but this particular one has a story 
behind it.  When the park was first formed, the state of Virginia had 
active Jim Crow laws and the state legislature attempted to force the 
National Park Service to prohibit “colored guests” from entering the 
park.  The NPS however followed a policy of segregation and refused.  
The Lewis Mountain campground, cabins and picnic area were built 
for use by African Americans only.  Following World War II in 1945 
the NPS mandated that all park concessions and facilities across the 
entire national park system were to be completely desegregated, 
which was completed by 1950. 

We pass through the southern terminus of the Park at Rockfish 
Gap where the Skyline Drive becomes the famed Blue Ridge Parkway, 

a designated All-American Road.  The immediate success of the Skyline Drive and growing popularity of motor cars 
inspired the creation of the parkway with construction beginning in 1935.  Originally titled the Appalachian Scenic 
Highway, the parkway took 52 years to complete its 469 mile length to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park in 
North Carolina.   

We ride along the magnificently engineered parkway stopping at the overlooks to marvel at the views of the valley 
below while we keep an eye on the looming clouds.  In the distance we see rain falling as the sun begins its downward 
slide.  We decide to step up the pace and get to the hotel in Lexington before the sun goes down.  Exiting the parkway 
we revel in the steep twisty downhill ride into Buena Vista and then  into Lexington for the night.   

    We check in at the 
Comfort Suites and realize 
we are in the heart of horse 
country based on the 
impressive statue out front 
and the numerous brochures 
and signs advertising local 
equestrian competitions.   

    After a pleasant dinner at 
an Applebees down the 
street I take a short ride 
along the Maury River as the 
sun begins to set.  The rain 
clouds are starting to 
approach and evening fog is 
beginning to form off the 

Appalachian 

Trail marker— 

we cross the trail 

numerous times 

as we ride along 

Skyline Drive and 

the Blue Ridge 

Parkway 

looming clouds over the Blue Ridge Mountains from the Blue Ridge Parkway 
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storms roll through the valley creating dramatic views 

as the storm ends and the clouds begin to break we are treated to a spectacular sunset 
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river as I crest a small ridgeline and come 
alongside a farm field.  The sun is a blazing 
orange that colors the sky, almost like looking 
through a prism.  It was a quiet reflective 
moment, or as my brother Greg would say a 
“chi moment.” 

The overnight rains break to a beautifully 
clear morning, with the air scrubbed clean and 
clear – almost like someone turned the 
contrast dial up to high.  After taking 
advantage of the hotel’s continental breakfast, 
which included my favorite make-your-own 
Belgian waffles, we fire up the bikes and ride 
through the historic town of Lexington to the 
venerable Virginia Military Institute (VMI) and 
Washington and Lee University.   

Washington & Lee is a private liberal arts 
college founded in 1749 as Augusta Academy.  
In 1796, George Washington gifted $20,000 in 
stock, the largest endowment ever given to an 
educational institution at that time.   The 
school subsequently renamed itself 
Washington College.  The endowment still 
exists and today dividends $1.87 towards the 
tuition of each of the school’s 1,800 students.   

After the Civil War in 1865, Confederate 
General Robert E. Lee became the school’s 
president until his death in 1870, after which it 
was renamed to Washington and Lee 

Comfort Inn 

Virginia Horse Center 
62 Comfort Way 

Lexington, VA  24450 
www.choicehotels.com 

 

The Comfort Inn is just west of the I-64 & I-81 
junction north of Lexington.  Easy access 
with several restaurants and gas stations in 
the area.  The rooms were clean with free 
internet Wi-Fi access, refrigerators, and 
access to laundry facilities.   

A continental breakfast is offered each 
morning with the usual staples of coffee, 
juice, cereal, fruit, etc.  You can also make 
your own Belgian waffles!   

With easy access to the major roads and 
restaurants this is excellent and affordable 
lodging. 

ante-bellum architecture of the 

Washington & Lee campus 

Lee Chapel where Confederate General and former 

president of the university Robert E. Lee is buried 
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University.  The Lee Chapel is where Robert 
E. Lee is buried along with his wife and 
seven children.  Lee also had an interesting 
connection to the school – Lee’s wife was 
the great-granddaughter of George and 
Martha Washington; an ironic twist given 
the role Lee had in the war that almost tore 
apart the country that George Washington 
helped to create. 

We ride through the Washington & Lee 
campus and wander around for a while 
admiring the Lee Chapel, the huge stately 
trees, and the antebellum architecture of 
the academic halls.  We then ride a little 
further to the VMI campus which abuts the 
university where a couple of Civil War era 
cannons guard the entrance. 

VMI was founded in 1839 and is an 
impressive campus that highlights its 
military bearing along with stately 
elegance.  Often referred to as the “West 
Point of the South” the school boasts an 
impressive record of accomplishment and 
distinction.  Future Confederate General 
“Stonewall” Jackson became a member of 
the faculty in 1851 and was instrumental in 

preparing the school to train the future 
leaders of the Confederate Army.  VMI 
cadets participated in 14 battles and many 
of the graduates went on to important 
posts throughout the war, including 15 who 
rose to the rank of general.   

VMI also produced some of the most 
important commanders in World War II, 
the most famous of which was George C. 
Marshall.  General Patton also attended 
VMI for one year before transferring to and 
graduating from West Point.  VMI 
graduates have also served with distinction 
with seven Medal of Honor recipients and 
producing over ninety four-star generals, 
more than any other institution excluding 
the military academies. 

We walk around the campus, which is 
quiet since classes have been dismissed for 
the summer, admiring the buildings and 
the parade ground with its life-sized statue 
of Stonewall Jackson and palisade of 
cannons.   Unfortunately, that also means 
the VMI Museum and its General Marshall 
exhibit is closed.  So, we continue our ride 
south passing through the Virginia 

statue of Stonewall Jackson and Civil War cannons 
on the VMI parade grounds 

Civil War cannon guarding the entrance to VMI 
and the parade grounds 

Virginia Military Institute 
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countryside and rolling farm fields to the Natural Bridge of 
Virginia.  This fascinating geologic formation was carved out 
of a gorge by Cedar Creek, a small tributary of the James 
River.  Its 215 foot height and 90 foot span is more 
reminiscent of the formations you would expect to see out 
west. 

We arrive to a surprisingly large 
and mostly full parking lot.  The sun is 
shining brightly and the day is 
warming up very nicely with low 
humidity.  We timed our arrival well 
because at the moment the ticket line 
is relatively short.  We purchase our 
tickets and walk down the steps set into the side of the hill 
towards the creek.  The trees and vegetation is dense with 
butterflies and dragonflies dancing about.  We reach the 
bottom of the narrow gorge and begin walking along the 
creek.  The natural bridge is only a short distance away and 
reveals itself quite abruptly 
as we walk around a curve.  

The bridge is impressive – 
this is not a slender 
formation like many of the 
arches and bridges out west; 
it conveys an aura of heft and 
substance.  As we walk closer 
we see numerous birds 
flitting around the cavernous 
space in and out of small openings in the cavern walls.  The 
shallow water flows sedately with small fish darting about.  
We stop at a geologic marker embedded in the rock on the 

the Natural Bridge of Virginia 

Washington’s initials 

the Natural Bridge 

is perfect for 

experimenting with 

some of the more 

artistic elements of 

Photoshop 
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floor of the cavern that indicates George Washington 
surveyed the site in 1750 for British Lord Fairfax.  On the far 
wall of the cavern across the creek we can see the initials 
GW carved into the rock.. 

In 1774 Thomas Jefferson became aware of the natural 
bridge from locals and was immediately captivated by “this 
most Sublime of nature’s works.”  He negotiated its 
purchased from King George III for 20 shillings and built a 
two room log cabin, which he used as a retreat.  While 
President he often used it to entertain guests.  Jefferson’s 
heirs expanded the facilities in the early 1800’s and it 
became a very popular tourist destination that continues 
under private ownership today. 

We continue walking along the trail for a mile following 
the creek to Lace Waterfalls where Cedar Creek emerges 
before plunging 50 feet and then continuing under the 
Natural Bridge and ultimately emptying into the James 
River about a mile downstream.  We backtrack under the 
bridge and return to the visitor center where we reward 
ourselves with some ice cream and cold water.   

We head south and east back to the Blue Ridge Parkway, 
rejoining it just south of the Peaks of Otter visitor center.  

Cedar Creek cascades 50 feet over Lace Waterfalls 

on its journey to the James River a mile 

downstream 

the moist humid environment is home to many 

creatures 

3,806’ Sharp Top Mountain from Peaks of Otter 

visitor center on the Blue Ridge Parkway 

This is a particularly beautiful and awe inspiring section of 
the parkway passing over the highest point on the parkway 
in Virginia at 3,950 feet to the parkway’s lowest elevation at 
649 feet just 10 miles further where it crosses over the James 
River.  The overlooks offer terrific views along with more 
cumulus clouds forming into towering afternoon 
thunderheads.   

The Ravens Roost overlook is particularly impressive 
with an exposed ridgeline of rocks we climb around on and 
is a popular cliff climbing location.  We watch the 
thunderheads form into high columns as the sun begins to 
set.  And, true to its name, we spot several ravens flying 
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around and perched upon some exposed branches 
below us. 

As the stormy weather gets closer and the first streaks 
of lightning spark across the clouds we decide it’s time to 
get to lower elevations.  We ride the final ten miles to the 
northern terminus of the parkway and on into the town of 
Staunton.  After checking in at the Sleep Inn we head over 
to the Texas Steakhouse and Saloon for a satisfying and 
juicy steak dinner. 

The overnight storms give way to another beautiful 
clear day.  We reenter Shenandoah NP at the Rockfish 
Gap southern entrance and ride north through the park.  
It’s a beautiful day for a ride – cool, sunny and clear.  The 

the James River from the Blue Ridge Parkway 
the Blue Ridge Parkway is a serene and 
beautifully engineered road 

towering cumulus clouds begin to 
form during the afternoon 

Ravens Roost offered panoramic 
views of the valley and really 

did have roosting ravens! 
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Sleep Inn 
222 Jefferson Highway 
Staunton, VA  24401 

www.choicehotels.com 
 

The Sleep Inn is two miles north of the I-
81 and I-64  junction just east of Staunton. From 
I-81 take exit 222 east onto US-250/Jefferson 
Highway for 0.3 mile.   

Easy access with several restaurants and 
gas stations in the area.  The rooms were clean 
with free internet Wi-Fi access, refrigerators, 
and access to laundry facilities.   

A continental breakfast is offered each 
morning with the usual staples of coffee, juice, 
cereal, fruit, etc.  You can also make your own 
Belgian waffles!   

views from the overlooks are terrific.  It’s early enough 
that there are few cars on the road and we enjoy the 
solitude of the ride.  At Big Meadows we stop for a 
break and stretch our 
legs by hiking down a 
steep mile long trail to 
Dark Hollow Falls, a 70’ 
cascade created by the 
Rose River that flows 
east into the Virginia 
Piedmont. 

As we emerge from 
our hike the temperature 
has risen several degrees 
and some isolated cells 
of clouds have formed 
into typical summer 
showers that we 
encounter a couple of times on our final leg north to 
Front Royal.  We pull into the Quality Inn parking lot 
where we load up the trailer and begin the 260 mile trek 
back home.  It was a wonderful 425 mile ride over three 
days across beautiful mountains and exquisitely 
engineered roads.  We’re already looking forward to a 
return trip in the Fall when the leaves are in full color. 

nothing like a juicy steak after a long 
day of riding—dinner on our last night 
was steaks from the Texas Steakhouse 
& Saloon in Staunton 

Dark Hollow Falls, Shenandoah National Park 

Big Meadows, Shenandoah National Park 
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story and photography by Don Metz 

 

ROADS 

Beautifully engineered and maintained roads throughout the re-

gion.   Twisties and curves abound! 

 

SCENERY 

Spectacular views of the mountains and valleys throughout the 

region from numerous viewpoints.  The peaks and waterfalls are 

magnificent with many opportunities for hiking and other activities. 

 

AMENITIES 

Food, fuel and lodging options are available throughout the region.  

Much of the route is in remote mountainous areas where cell phone 

coverage is spotty and access to amenities are some distance away. 

Ravens Roost 
Blue Ridge Parkway 

Natural Bridge of Virginia 

Virginia Military Institute and 
Washington & Lee University 

Rockfish Gap Entrance 
Shenandoah National Park 

the call of the curves beckons us 
to return soon... 

Greg, I miss you man 


