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Introduction 

It had been one of those years. We were in our thirties and trying to cope with all the pressures of supporting a young family. Work seemed a constant series of deadlines and demands to do more and more in less and less time. We had young daughters, born within forty-four months of one another, whom we adored with all our hearts, but who required our constant care. Stress and sleep deprivation were the normal state of our lives. There was only one ray of hope—the time for our annual weeklong vacation at the beach had finally come.

A few years earlier, we’d started spending our vacations on Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, about eight hours from our home in East Tennessee. We’d fallen in love with its broad beaches, warm waters, and safe, family feel. We planned a trip to start on the traditional kick off to the summer travel season—Memorial Day weekend. When that Saturday finally arrived, we feverishly stuffed the van with a portable play pen, a beach umbrella, beach chairs, beach toys, beach towels, swimsuits, shorts, sunscreens, and a closetful of clothes. We hit the road, speeding hundreds of miles over the mountains of western North Carolina and down into the South Carolina Lowcountry. Hours passed before we finally saw the sign for the Hilton Head exit off I-95. Almost out of gas because we were so anxious to get to the beach that we refused to make more than one refueling and bathroom stop, we pulled off the highway and into a gas station about thirty minutes from our final destination.

Then it hit us, with all the excitement of packing and anticipation of the beach, we forgot to double check the date of our reservations. When were our reservations for? Wasn’t there something different about this trip as compared to the one the year before when we stayed at the same place? What exactly is today’s date anyway?

We pulled out our reservations confirmation. There in black-and-white was the terrible truth. We were a day early. Our week at the beach was scheduled to run from Sunday to Sunday, not Saturday to Saturday. If we showed up at our condo now, there would likely be some other family staying there, enjoying the last day of their holiday. We had no place to stay for the night during one of the most heavily booked travel weekends of the year.

Now we look back on it and laugh at how we could have been so absent minded. We only relate it to you now to show you how much the beach means to our family. It goes beyond mere sand, sun, and sea. It is a state of mind. The beach represents a complete escape from all the problems and pressures of real life. It is an excuse to wear nothing but t-shirts, shorts, and flip flops; to let your beard grow to a scraggly stubble; to gorge yourself on fried clams or fresh oysters; to waste time bobbing in the water doing absolutely nothing productive; to prove to your kids that Mom and Dad aren’t always right on the verge of cracking up.

There are, of course, great beaches everywhere around the country. When we want to get away to the beach, though, we most often choose the Carolina coast. The stretch of shore running from the Outer Banks in the north to the Lowcountry in the south offers an amazing array of travel experiences, not just spots to sun on the sand, but wonderful places to stay, places to eat, adventures, and attractions.

As you travel the coast, you see the contrast between the two states. The North Carolina shore has more of a nautical feel, a slightly rawer quality exemplified by locals representing seafaring families that have lived on the edge of America for generations. To us, South Carolina has a more steamy South atmosphere, a sometimes tropical “it-can-wait-until-tomorrow” attitude. Lying just off the most heavily traveled interstate in the country, I-95, both areas are magnets for millions of vacationers annually. The high season tends to shift by geography and climate—the Outer Banks crowds concentrate between the fourth of July and Labor Day, whereas South Carolina has pleasant “shoulder seasons” in the spring and fall. We’ve even been to the Hilton Head area at Christmas time and been able to ride bikes in 60-degree temperatures.

There are many well-known vacation spots along the Carolina shore, but there are also more than a few relatively undiscovered destinations that you don’t want to miss. That’s why we wrote 100 Secrets of the Carolina Coast, the second book in the 100 Secrets series, along with 100 Secrets of the Smokies. (Thanks to all of you who bought it and made it such a success.) We’ve scoured the North and South Carolina shores looking for the best lesser-known, off-the-beaten-path travel experiences. We’ve tried to include something for everyone by featuring a wide variety of secrets—from down-home shrimp shacks to gourmet bistros; from primitive campgrounds to luxury bed-and-breakfasts; from spectacularly scenic wilderness areas to fascinating historic towns. While there are plenty of places featured that are within view of the water, we’ve also headed inland to show off spots an hour or two away from the shore. These make great day trips when you’re sunburned or want to broaden your vacation beyond the beach—not even water dogs like our kids can spend every day in the surf.

What makes something a secret? It’s true that none of the places in this book are completely unknown, and some are already featured elsewhere. Our definition of a secret, though, is summed up in our motto: “It’s a secret if it’s new to you.” If you look through the book and find something to do on your vacation that you might not have done otherwise, then we’ve done our job. And even if you’ve heard about a place already, we’ve tried to tell the story behind it and give inside information that should help you decide whether it’s worth your time and money to go there.

To help you better navigate 100 Secrets to the Carolina Coast, we’ve designated each suggestion as falling into one of the following six categories:

• Places to eat

• Places to stay

• Adventures

• Attractions

• Getting around

• FYI

Each secret is identified with an icon for its category so you can easily find the perfect place to take a hike or have dinner. Under the heading Secret Information for each item, we give the appropriate details about the secret (location, address, phone, hours, and so on). For each secret, we’ve also included a Top Secret, which is an extra bit of inside information that will help you get even more out of the recommended place or activity.

In researching and writing 100 Secrets of the Carolina Coast, we’ve attempted to include only high-quality travel suggestions. We’ve picked experiences that we think pass the “Fussy Friend or Family Member Test.” We feel comfortable guiding a close friend or relative— someone from whom we’d never hear the end of it if he or she had a rotten time— to the places in this book.

No travel guide can be perfect in describing an experience and, between the time we wrote this book and the time you are reading it, circumstances can change. Places may go out of business; change products, services, or prices; or simply not measure up to your expectations. Despite our best efforts to be accurate, mistakes may have crept their way into the book as well. Therefore, before you take off to a place we recommend, always call first to confirm location, hours, prices, and other information (this is particularly true outside prime tourist season).

If a recommendation we’ve made turns out to be disappointing— say, the fried clams give you food poisoning—please remember that the people who run and own the places are responsibile for the quality of their products and services, not us. By featuring these secrets, we are not guaranteeing them. We do, though, apologize in advance if something doesn’t live up to our description or your expectations. We urge you to e-mail us at Carolinas@100Secrets.com with any corrections or comments, so that we can update information on our Web site (www.100Secrets.com) and in any future editions of the book.

Just to tie up the story of our mistaken vacation, after going from hotel to hotel we finally found a place to stay on Hilton Head during the Memorial Day weekend. In fact, the error we made got us an extra day of beach time, so it all worked out in the end. We had a great family getaway, let the stress melt away, and returned home with a whole new attitude about life. We hope this book will help you enjoy your vacation and bring back great memories from the beach.

—RANDALL H. DUCKETT AND MARYELLEN KENNEDY DUCKETT






To help you better navigate 100 Secrets of the Carolina Coast, we’ve organized our suggestions into the following categories (the icons identify into which category each secret falls). See the maps for North Carolina on pages 2 thru 5 and the maps for South Carolina on pages 158 thru 161 to find the approximate location of each secret along the Carolina coast.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0015_001]PLACES TO EAT—great spots for everything from a quick snack to a gourmet dinner.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0015_002]PLACES TO STAY—the best places to find not only a bed (or campsite) but also to have a special experience.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0015_003]ADVENTURES—outdoor recreation and other activities that answer the age-old vacation question, “What do you want to do today?”

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0015_004]ATTRACTIONS—sights, shops, and amusements that answer the next question, “I dunno, what do you want to do?”

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0015_005]LAY OF THE LAND—overviews of selected areas that give you a sense of where you are and where you.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0015_006]FYI—bits of background and other information to help you get the most out of your vacation on the Carolina coast.




North 
Carolina 
Secrets



[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0017_001]



Overview Map: North Carolina



[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0018_001]
Locator Map: Outer Banks Area
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Locator Map: Crystal Coast Area
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Locator Map: Cape Fear Area
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Charles Kuralt Trail
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On the Refuge Road

Every profession has its heroes. Basketball players emulate Michael Jordan, computer programmers Bill Gates, salespeople Zig Ziglar. Even travel writers such as ourselves have our heroes. At the top of our list is Charles Kuralt—the bald, rotund television journalist who spent decades discovering out-of-the-way places and unsung people and telling their stories with charm and wit. His On the Road reports that aired on CBS, for which he traveled to all fifty states in a motor home and logged more than a million miles, in no small way inspired our search for secret spots and things to do to reveal to readers like you.

It’s fitting, then, to kick off this book with a secret that celebrates the memory of America’s most famous roving reporter. He passed away at age sixty-two on the Fourth of July, 1997, after a forty-year career as a correspondent covering everything from wars to the world’s largest ball of string. Among his passions, Kuralt loved the outdoors and during the years he hosted CBS Sunday Morning, he always closed the show with an unnarrated video of the sights and sounds of nature. In particular, he treasured the wild places of his home state of North Carolina, where he grew up and started his reporting career.

To celebrate its native son, several of the state’s wildlife refuges dedicated the Charles Kuralt Trail: On the Refuge Road in the fall of 1999. A driving tour of natural wonders stretching along the coast, it includes eleven refuges and a fish hatchery, offering the public the chance to take a fantastic journey through the flora and fauna of the Tar Heel State. The idea came about when Kuralt’s brother, Wallace, went to a ceremony to accept a posthumous award for Charles from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Some awardees Wallace met were Marvin and Lee Cook, who had been creating signs and exhibits for wildlife areas for years. Because of the meeting the Cooks came up with a way to memorialize the On the Road reporter. They began working with Bonnie Strawser of the Alligator River Wildlife Refuge and, within two years, the Charles Kuralt Trail was a reality.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0022_001]
The Charles Kuralt Trail of wildlife refuges was dedicated in late 1999. (COURTESY OF ALLIGATOR RIVER NATIONALWILDLIFE REFUGE)

Each site along the way has designated Charles Kuralt Trail areas, with wilderness to explore and scenery to soak up. The refuges have been previously open to travelers but haven’t been well known because their primary purpose is to be a safe haven for everything from endangered red wolves to migrating Canada geese. Collecting them into a driving tour is, in part, a way to showcase the attractions each has to offer and to invite visitors to stop by. As part of the project, the organizers have produced a colorful guide that tells about the trail, as well as an extremely helpful companion audio documentary. The seventy-four-minute program (available on both cassette and CD) is not a site-by-site description of what you’ll see but a collection of information, stories, and music that serves as a sort of soundtrack for car trips to each site. Wallace Kuralt, who sounds a lot like Charles, provides the narration, but the recording also includes snippets from his famous brother. There is no set route between sites and no set amount of time to spend at each location.

We think Charles Kuralt would gaze graciously over his bifocals and flash that familiar knowing grin in pleasure at the news of this beautiful tribute to him. We greatly admired his spirit of exploration and appreciation for natural beauty and would like to thank him for inspiring us to go on the road, too.

Secret Information

Location: The Charles Kuralt Trail includes National Wildlife Refuges at Mackey Island, Poconsin Lakes, Alligator River, Pea Island, Mattamuskeet, Roanoke River, and the Edenton National Fish Hatchery in North Carolina and the Great Dismal Swamp and Back Bay refuges just north of the Virginia border. Three other North Carolina refuges— Currituck, Swan River, and Cedar Island—are developing Charles Kuralt Trail areas to be opened in the future.

Address: For information about the Kuralt Trail, write to the Coastal Wildlife Refuge Society, P.O. Box 1808, Manteo, NC 27954.

Phone: Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge: 252-473-1131 ext. 19.

Fax: Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge: 252-473-1668.

E-mail: pea-island@outer-banks.com.

Web site: www.fws.gov/r4all.

Price: FREE.

Details: Charles Kuralt Trail Guides and admission to sites are free; cassette tapes are $5.95 and CDs are $6.95; guides and brochures are available at refuges, some visitor’s centers, by phone, or by Internet.

Top Secret

Among the areas that make up the Charles Kuralt Trail, the Edenton National Fish Hatchery is unique. While the others are undeveloped habitats set aside to protect plants and animals, the hatchery is in the business of raising millions of striped bass and American shad each year to restock the coastal areas of the mid-Atlantic. The site was first used as a hatchery in 1899; the current hatchery was started in 1957. The public is welcome to walk the hatchery’s boardwalk trail, which is especially beautiful during the fall foliage season, and to roam among its thirty-six ponds, covering twenty-five acres. Spring is the best time to see the fish since there’s lots of activity cleaning the ponds and doing other work. There’s also a newly renovated visitor’s center featuring three aquariums of native fish, a display of live alligators, and other exhibits. Call ahead (252-482-4118) if you want a tour led by the park ranger. Large groups may also arrange fishing lessons and other educational activities.
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Howard’s Pub and Raw Bar 
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Always Open

Buffy Warner doesn’t scare easily. In the ten-plus years that he and his wife Ann have owned Howard’s Pub and Raw Bar Restaurant on Ocracoke Island, North Carolina, no hurricane or power outage has ever caused him to close his doors.

“Howard’s Pub is the only restaurant on the entire Outer Banks that can honestly boast to being open 365 days a year for more than nine years,” says Warner, a former West Virginia state senator who proposed to Ann and suggested moving to Ocracoke in the same sentence. (She accepted both offers; Warner adds, however, that her friends claim she never heard the marriage proposal, only the invitation to move to the island.) “People have come to know that no matter what is going on and no matter what time of the year, Howard’s Pub is going to be here and open for business. We have a 125-kilowatt generator to provide power during the many power outages, and, in fact, we sell power back to the electric company when they need it. Next storm, we’re going to order an evacuation of the mainland and bring ’em out to the Pub where they’ll be safe.”

On the few days Warner can’t be at the Pub, his staff takes charge and ensures that Buffy and Ann’s original vision is maintained. “Our staff is the best anywhere and they are the reason we have been able to live up to our original goal of providing for locals and tourists alike through whatever obstacles life on the Outer Banks might include. We couldn’t do it without them,” Warner praises.

Life on Ocracoke—“if the world came to an end, we wouldn’t find out for three days” says the sign at Howard’s—operates at a pace one step above a nap. Cars are allowed on the island, but once people pull off the ferry, it’s safer and smarter to find a parking spot and forget how to drive. People stroll, ride bikes, and roller blade in the street as well as on the sidewalks. The most popular pastime is sitting in a rocker on a front porch enjoying being cut off from the world on this quirky little island. There are also sixteen miles of undeveloped beach, and anyone looking for a little more action goes to Buffy and Ann Warner’s place.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0025_001]
Howard’s Pub prides itself on staying open on remote Ocracoke no matter what the weather.

The restaurant (which has been through seven major construction projects since 1989) is the first place after disembarking from the ferry from Hatteras where you can grab a brew and a burger. Don’t worry about trying to find the place. The cars parked on the grass along NC Highway 12 offer a telltale clue that this is the place to be on Ocracoke.

If you’re having a bad day or are grumpy about the long ferry ride, Howard’s Pub is the kind of place that can induce an immediate attitude adjustment. There are more than two hundred domestic, imported, and microbrewed beers available; live music on many nights; games and coloring books for the kids; and someone is always up for a good game of darts. It has the island’s only pool table and seven televisions to meet the viewing needs of its eclectic customer base—seniors, families, boaters, fishermen, locals, college kids, couples, and anyone else who knows a good time when they see it. The roof-top porch is the island’s only ocean-view “skydeck” and provides the perfect vantage point for people-watching, stargazing, sunbathing, or “if you’re lucky,” adds Warner, “to slip into the total bliss of an ‘Ocracoma.’”

Along with all the noise and friendly atmosphere there’s actually some pretty fine food being served at Howard’s Pub. The menu includes the island’s only raw bar, fresh local seafood, pizzas, soups, salads, and juicy burgers. The French fries are hand cut and the salsa, chili, and chowder (from the Pub’s secret recipes) are made several times each day to ensure freshness and an ample supply. All this homemade food means it takes a bit longer to get your order than the place with the golden arches, but take our word for it, it’s worth the wait. Besides, you’re sitting on an island forty minutes by ferry from civilization. What’s your hurry?

Secret Information:

Location: On U.S. Highway 12 on Ocracoke Island, North Carolina.

Address: P.O. Box 670, Ocracoke Island, NC 27960.

Phone: 252-928-4441.

Fax: 252-928-6003.

E-mail: info@howardspub.com.

Web site: www.howardspub.com.

Hours: 11 A.M. to 2 A.M.

Price: Lunch $6 to $12, Dinner $8 to $14, lobster $12.95 per pound.

Reservations: Not required except for special events or a very large group.

Credit cards: Diners Club, Discover, MasterCard, Visa.

Top Secret

In the summer of 1999, the owners of Howard’s Pub added Ocracoke’s Blackbeard’s Lodge, which Buffy Warner calls the island’s “oldest and most famous, if not infamous, hotel,” to their real estate holdings. The lodge, originally The Wahab Village Inn, was built in 1936 by a well-known developer named Stanley Wahab. According to Warner, it offered “rooms for hire” at least twenty years before any other building on the island. In the early years, the hotel housed Ocracoke’s only movie theater and roller skating rink, and affluent guests were known to taxi their planes right up to the front door to unload their luggage. Lifelong Ocracoke residents all have tales to tell about the place, including legends of ghosts, and now the Warners are ready to write their own chapter of the Blackbeard’s Lodge story. Dr. Bob Martin, a retired dentist from Virginia Beach who owned the hotel since 1983, gave the Warners the first crack at buying the place when he was ready to sell. Apparently he liked what the couple had done with Howard’s Pub and knew his hotel would be in good hands. When the Warners got the call from Martin in January 1999, Buffy says, “it was a foregone conclusion that we had to take it.” The Warners plan an eight- to ten-year, section-by-section renovation project to restore the hotel to its original prominence. The lodge is just down the road from Howard’s Pub, so stop by when you’re on the island to see how construction is going or call 252-928-3421 for information or 800-892-5314 to book a room.
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Rogallo Kite Flying Festival 
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Go Fly a Kite

And the category is: Stuff You Learned in School That’s Completely Wrong. The question: Where did Orville and Wilbur Wright fly the first airplane? Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, you say? Wrong. The Wright Brothers did indeed live and conduct experiments in Kitty Hawk while working to take wing. However, boundaries between towns were less defined back then than they are today. It turns out, the actual first foray into the air occurred just down the road in Kill Devil Hills.

The Outer Banks was the perfect place for the Wright Brothers to try to violate the laws of nature because of the combination of stories-high sand dunes from which to launch and the whipping winds that helped keep their invention aloft. Today, the brothers are honored by a monument on the spot of their first flight, yes, in Kill Devil Hills. They aren’t the only high-flying inventors who are celebrated on the Outer Banks, however. Though less famous than Orville and Wilbur, Francis Rogallo also made aviation history. In 1948 he flew a craft with the first flexible wing. He and his wife, Gertrude, developed the flexible flyer using a homemade wind tunnel in their house in Kitty Hawk, and they made it from their kitchen curtains. That technological leap led to hang gliding, ultralight airplanes, modern parachutes, and high-tech stunt kites. Though the NASA scientist and his wife don’t have a huge stone monument on the Outer Banks like the Wright Brothers, they are recognized every year with a colorful celebration: the Rogallo Kite Festival.

The high-flying fete is held the first weekend of June at Jockey’s Ridge State Park, home to the largest natural living sand dune on the East Coast. The 420 square-acre sand box rises up to 140 feet high, but it’s always reshaping itself with the near-constant winds, making it the ideal place for you to go fly a kite.

The festival includes colorful competitions and demonstrations of kites from around the world as well as a range of activities for kids and adults, including a kite auction. Now in his nineties, Rogallo attends the awards ceremony on the afternoon of the second day (if his health permits), and hang-gliding groupies and kite-flying fanatics line up to meet their hero. The event is sponsored by Kitty Hawk Kites, which has one of its several Outer Banks stores across the street from Jockey’s Ridge, and is worth a visit anytime. It is the place to go to buy a kite of your own—as essential to an Outer Banks vacation as a beach chair and Nerf football. The Rogallo festival is just one of several kite-flying events that Kitty Hawk Kites organizes, so check with them about other events if you’re visiting the area at other times of the year.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0028_001]
Anytime of year, families flock to fly kites and savor the spectacular scenery at Jockey’s Ridge State Park, site of the largest living sand dune on the East Coast. (COURTESY OF JOCKEY’S RIDGE)

If you are interested in taking wing yourself, Kitty Hawk Kites also operates the largest hang gliding school in the world. Most lessons are held at Jockey’s Ridge, where the easy takeoffs and soft sand make it safe for nervous beginners to get a taste of the sport. The flight school offers everything from an inexpensive, three-flight introduction to multi-day packages that prepare students to earn United States Hang Gliding Association ratings. Some individuals or families spend their whole vacations mastering the ups and downs of working the wind.

For that opportunity, and the spectacle of seeing a sky full of kites at the Rogallo Kite Flying Festival each year, we have “The Father of Hang Gliding” to thank. The Wright Brothers may have invented the airplane, but Francis Rogallo’s lifework to “give everyone the opportunity to experience flight first hand” took flying to new heights.

[image: 00_01_100_Secrets_CarolinaCoast_0029_001]
Francis Rogallo invented the flexible wing and inspired the cool kites flown at the festival honoring him. (COURTESY OF JOCKEY’S RIDGE)

Secret Information 

Location: Jockey’s Ridge State Park in Nags Head, North Carolina.

Address: Jockey’s Ridge State Park, P.O. Box 592, Nags Head, NC 27959.

Phone: Jockey’s Ridge State Park: 252-441-7132; Kitty Hawk Kites: 800-334-4777 or 252-441-4124.

Fax: Jockey’s Ridge State Park: 252-441-8416; Kitty Hawk Kites: 252-441-7597.

E-mail: Jockey’s Ridge State Park: ncs1180@interpath.com; Kitty Hawk Kites: mail@kittyhawk.com.

Web site: www.kittyhawk.com.

Dates: First weekend in June.

Price: Admission free, but there may be a charge for some activities and events.

Top Secret

December 17, 2003, marks a century since the Wright Brothers took their twelve-second, 120-foot flight into history. To commemorate the occasion, First Flight Centennial is organizing celebrations around North Carolina, the U.S., and the world over the next few years, culminating with a big bash at the Wright Brothers National Memorial in Kill Devil Hills on the day of the hundredth anniversary of the high-flying feat. For information about events celebrating a century of aviation, contact the First Flight Centennial Commission at 919-715-8958 or visit www.firstflight.com.
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Historic Edenton
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Past Perfect

When most of us imagine the first European settlers coming to America, we picture the pilgrims of New England, who arrived on the Mayflower in 1620 and gave us such traditions as Thanksgiving and witch-hunts. In reality the first pilgrims to America settled further south in the mid-Atlantic area. Coastal North Carolina, in fact, was home to the first English settlement in the New World. A group of brave souls arrived on Roanoke Island, between Pamlico and Albemarle sounds in 1585, then, perhaps thinking better of the whole idea, turned around and left in 1586. A second set of settlers showed up in the same spot a year later, and shortly after, the first European baby, Virginia Dare, was born in America. This history would probably be more familiar had the settlers remained. However, by the time the next ships arrived in 1591, it was found that the entire colony was missing. In a sixteenth-century version of Unsolved Mysteries, Virginia and her neighbors were never heard from again and became known as the Lost Colony.

Those early explorers began four centuries of rich history that can be found throughout the Albemarle Sound region. It’s most concentrated in the small town of Edenton, North Carolina, which was founded in 1712, making it the state’s third oldest community. “History is evident everywhere,” says Linda Jordan Eure, manager of Historic Edenton, which is a state historic site. “We’ve got a lot to offer for a little town. We are known for our historic district being compressed into a small area so a person can walk through it and see a variety of architectural styles—Georgian, Federal, Greek Revival, Victorian, and so on. Historic Edenton is the name of the specific site where we operate and where our organization is located, but history is so much a part of the community that people tend to call the whole town Historic Edenton. It’s like using ‘Xerox’ to refer to photocopying. We’re losing our identity.”

The name Edenton aptly captures the idyllic, small-town atmosphere that permeates the place. With so many tiny communities being swallowed up by urban sprawl, it’s nice to know that outposts of simpler times, like this community of about six thousand people, still exist. The town’s several eighteenth- and nineteenth-century buildings were largely spared from the destruction the Civil War caused elsewhere. The streets of Edenton are particularly pleasant to stroll in the late summer when trees shade the narrow streets and crepe myrtle bloom everywhere.

The best way to see the town is through the Historic Edenton Visitor Center’s walking tours, which vary from one-tenth of a mile to 1.2 miles. There are also forty-five-minute trolley tours for those with tender feet. The walking tours show off such sites as the 1767 Chowan County Courthouse, the oldest courthouse in the state (it’s been undergoing renovation, so check on whether it’s open to tour), and the 1758 Cupola House, so named for the hat-like room topping its Jacobean architecture. You’ll hear stories about the town’s history, such as the Edenton Tea Party. In 1774, about fifty women got together to protest English rule of the colonies by pledging to boycott “East India tea”—a year after the more famous Boston Tea Party.

If you want to stay overnight in Edenton, call the Beechtree Inn (252-426-7815). It shares a site with fourteen buildings built before 1840, three of which have been restored as guest houses. Or call the Trestle House Inn (252-482-2282), which lies on six acres next to a wildlife refuge and is surrounded on the other three sides by water. For a bite to eat, check out Waterman’s Grille (252-482-7733) for seafood and the Lovin’ Onion (252-482-7465), a bakery specializing in gingerbread.

“Edenton offers a blend of scenic beauty and history,” says Eure, summarizing the appeal of her hometown. “Our little town has a lot to offer—the waterfront park, playgrounds, piers, relaxing bed-and-breakfasts, antique stores. It’s a place for people who want to get away from it all.”

Secret Information 

Location: Edenton, North Carolina, about two hours west of the northern Outer Banks.

Address: Visitor center, 108 N. Broad Street, Edenton, NC 27932.

Phone: 252-482-2637.

Fax: 252-482-3499.

E-mail: edentonshs@inteliport.com.

Web site: www.edenton.com.

Hours: 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. Monday through Saturday and 1 P.M. to 5 P.M. Sunday April through October; 10 A.M. to 4 P.M. Tuesday through Saturday and 1 P.M. to 4 P.M. Sunday November through March.

Price: Walking tours range from $3 to $7, and the trolley tour is $5.

Reservations: Not required, except for groups of ten or more.

Credit cards: Cash and checks only for tours; the visitor’s center accepts MasterCard and Visa for merchandise purchases.

Details: Call or stop by to check tour times.

Top Secret

Edenton is part of the Historic Albemarle Tour—a group of nineteen sites and attractions that form a terrific trek for history lovers. The self-guided tour includes such spots as Somerset Place, one of the few slave-supported plantations in upper North Carolina and now a center of African-American history; the Aurora Fossil Museum, which features bones, teeth, shells, and coral from millions of years ago; and the Museum of the Albemarle, which documents the region’s history starting with the time of the Native Americans. For a brochure and map of all the sites, contact Historic Albemarle Tour, Inc., P.O. Box 1604, Washington, NC 27889, 888-TRAVL NC (888-872-8562).
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Corolla Outback Adventures 
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Outback in the Outer Banks

When Jay Bender’s family moved to the Outer Banks forty years ago or so, you could still get directly from Virginia to North Carolina via the beach. “People would pack up supplies and drive along the sand from Virginia Beach to places like Corolla, Duck, and Nags Head,” he says. “It was a day-long journey and if you got caught at high tide, a real ordeal. As people started building homes at the end of Virginia Beach, they figured development would continue southward and they started buying up land just over the border in North Carolina. In the ’70s, though, the Department of the Interior decided to create an estuary reserve and the Currituck Wildlife Refuge, which cut off access from Virginia and meant basically that all those people who had bought lots couldn’t get to them. It was a blessing in disguise because it kept the area from being developed. Our family was one of only fifteen who were given permits to continue to travel across the border at the coast.”

Although just in his thirties, Bender has built a business showing tourists how the primitive Outer Banks looked. As the owner of Corolla Outback Adventures in Corolla, North Carolina, he prides himself on learning from the old timers the history of the area in which he grew up. During guided All Terrain Vehicle (ATV) excursions into the area at the northernmost end of the Outer Banks, which is gated at the end of NC Highway 12 and off limits to the public, he passes along the stories of old.

He says he fell into the business naturally. In the ’60s his father was an avid outdoorsman and owner of Bender’s Beach Service that offered guided sightseeing and fishing excursions in the area. After graduating from college with a degree in environmental science, the younger Bender tried his hand at real estate, hated it, and got involved with local water sports outfitters. In the early ’90s, his father came up with the idea of offering ATV trips, and Jay says he “took the ball and ran with it.”

The excursions start at Corolla Outback Adventures headquarters in the heart of Corolla, which Bender points out is pronounced Care-o-la, not Core-o-la like the Toyota. Adventurers are shuttled to the beach where up to two people per vehicle get on the big-tired cycles and start caravaning along the beach. The trip is not for wild four-wheeling in the water or dune jumping. It is for those who want to soak up the scenery and speeds are kept to fifteen to twenty miles an hour. Up the beach a few miles, the tour turns inland toward the area roamed by the famous Corolla wild horses. The population has dwindled, so you’re likely to see only a couple at a time. Along the way, Bender will make three or more stops to point out landmarks, such as houses swallowed by the shifting sand, and tell stories about his home area, including his having to travel fifty-two miles to and from school when he was a kid. The whole adventure covers about twenty miles and takes about two hours.

“More than anything else, people are taken by being able to see the Outer Banks still relatively the same as it was a hundred years ago,” says Bender of the appeal of the tour. “In essence you are kind of stepping back in time.”

Bender also started a business offering ATV excursions to Portsmouth Island (Secret 36), but sold it to a friend who met his wife while guiding her on a trip in Corolla. Though his business is successful and draws raves from visitors, Bender says he has little interest in expansion because it might cut down on the quality of what he has created on his home turf. “We’re not trying to grow,” he says. “Even though we get busier each season, we have had the same number of vehicles—eight or nine—for five years. We are the oldest guide service in the area because over the last decade as eco-tourism has taken off, we’ve decided to stay with our niche. We are confident we give our customers the best possible tour and experience because it’s our own backyard.”

Secret Information 

Location: Corolla, North Carolina, on the northern end of the Outer Banks.

Address: P.O. Box 244, Corolla, NC 27927.

Phone: 252-453-4484.

Fax: 252-261-2262.

E-mail: jay@corollaoutback.com.

Web site: www.corollaoutback.com.

Hours: 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. daily during season.

Season: Memorial Day to Labor Day; call for hours at other times of the year.

Price: $95 per ATV, which can hold two people; off-season rates lower.

Reservations: Recommended.

Credit cards: Discover, MasterCard, Visa.

Details: ATV driver must have a driver’s license; children may ride as passengers.

Top Secret

Besides their basic two-hour ATV tours, Corolla Outback Adventures offers some special trips. Early morning shelling treks take ATV riders along deserted beaches to hunt for conch, angel wings, razor clams, and scallops. Kayaking trips combine exploring on an ATV with about an hour and a half of peacefully paddling out-of-the-way tidal waters. And for folks who don’t want to ride an ATV, there’s also a “Wild Horse Safari,” which covers the same ground as the ATV trip in a Chevy Suburban but includes more time to tell stories about the Outer Banks back country.
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Colington Cafe 
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Pursuing Perfection

“I’m like a Jewish mother, I love to feed people, and when people come to my house I’m not happy unless they eat something,” says Carlen Pearl, who with her husband, Kenneth, owns the Colington Cafe in Kill Devil Hills, North Carolina. “It’s a pleasure feeding them and giving them a good time. It’s a matter of personal pride. It’s what I want on vacation.”

Pearl’s pursuit of perfection has a downside. Though she does nothing to advertise the cafe, which is housed in a French Victorian home amid the woods on the Outer Banks, word has gotten out, and she’s forced to turn away about two hundred diners a day for lack of space—the cafe seats just sixty-four people in four little rooms. She feels terrible about not being able to serve everyone, but she’s unwilling to sacrifice the quality of the food and level of service for more business. “Everyone always mentions when they come to the restaurant that they feel like they are in Carlen and Ken’s home,” she reports. “Nothing ever goes out of the kitchen that I wouldn’t put out at a dinner party. In ten years in business we’ve only had two people who weren’t happy with their meals—one person said the steak was overdone and the other didn’t really like salmon.”

Pearl started honing her culinary craft as a child under the guidance of her mother, who was French. “We didn’t like it, but every Christmas we would have to miss school for two to three days and bake,” she recalls. “We would make twenty-five different pastries for people who would stop by to visit. Now I’m glad, because from age nine or ten we would bake and bake.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, Pearl went to work in the restaurant industry when she was fourteen, became a teacher for awhile, but eventually returned to her first love—cooking. Part of the reason she started a restaurant on the coast was because of all the great local ingredients. “I went to Paris and thought I would be so intimidated by the quality of the food,” she says. “But I came back with an appreciation of the Outer Banks. We get the best crab meat, the best shrimp, the best scallops, the best tuna, the best soft-shell crabs—all caught right here. All of our wonderful produce is right from Currituck— beautiful corn and fresh tomatoes. I drive about an hour and forty-five minutes each direction to pick up crab meat because it’s the best way to get what I want. ‘I am not picky,’ I tell the salesmen, ‘just give me the best you have,’ and they laugh.”
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The Colington Cafe is in a Victorian house in an out-of-the-way spot on the Outer Banks. (COURTESY OF CARLEN PEARL)

After a couple of years at another location in the early ’90s, she and her husband moved the Colington Cafe to its current home. The out-of-the-way spot was owned by the previous family for 150 years; it includes one of the oldest oaks on the island. The twenty-two-year-old house is a beautiful Victorian replica. “It is different for the Outer Banks because it’s on a hill amid oak trees. People love the upstairs room because it was a little girl’s bedroom before the renovations. It still has white lace curtains and about twenty windows.”

Recently the Pearls hired a chef, Jeff Lane, to help with the cooking because a few years ago Carlen broke her back and now can’t endure ten hour days at the stove. She still keeps a keen eye on each and every dish served. She describes the menu as having a “Continental flair with local ingredients.” One of the most popular dishes is “the Tuna with Shrimp in a Mediterranean sauce with olives and artichokes, tomatoes, fresh garlic, and sweet peppers. That’s always a big one for us,” exclaims Pearl. They also feature award-winning crab cakes that are so acclaimed because of all the crabmeat. Need we add that all the desserts—white truffle key lime pie, white and dark chocolate cheesecake with raspberry sauce, and sundried cherry bread pudding, for example—are homemade?

Given all the attention to quality, prices at the Colington Cafe are surprisingly affordable. But that just further reflects the Pearls’ dedication to pleasing their guests. “My heart and soul is in the restaurant,” says Carlen. “Our philosophy is to give people really good food at a really good price. When it rains here, in fact, I tell the staff to give the guests extra big portions so at least their stomachs will be happy.”

Secret Information 

Location: On Colington Road, west of Kill Devil Hills, North Carolina.

Address: 1029 Colington Road, Kill Devil Hills, NC 27948.

Phone: 252-480-1123.

Hours: 5 P.M. to 10 P.M.

Season: Dinner only; open every day from April through Thanksgiving; open Thursday through Sunday from mid-February through April.

Price: Around $15 per entree.

Reservations: Recommended; accepted up to three days in advance.

Credit cards: Diners Club, MasterCard, Visa.

Top Secret

Spring is the season when the crabs that populate the Carolina shore shed their old shells and are temporarily soft enough to clean and cook in a variety of ways from Calabash- to Cajun-style, and to eat legs, claws, shells, and all. There’s no better spot to get them than the small island town of Colington, up the road from the Colington Cafe. “It is a beautiful little community and is the soft-shell crab capital of the world,” says the cafe’s co-owner Carlen Pearl, who’s sure to have them on the menu in season.
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Hatteras Lighthouse 
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Moving Motif

The Cape Hatteras Lighthouse—the most recognizable symbol of the Outer Banks—is gone from the site upon which it stood since 1870. The United States’ tallest lighthouse, at 208 feet, was built primarily to warn boaters about Diamond Shoals—a treacherous stretch of sandbars where many a sailor, pirate, and pleasure boater have run aground over the centuries. But its secondary role as a monumental magnet for tourists is what made the lighthouse beloved by locals and visitors alike.

All that history and the “ca-ching” of cash registers from tourist interest was about to come crashing into the sea. The lighthouse stood strong, but the beach around it had receded. By 1999, the mighty tower, which was built sixteen hundred feet from the ocean in the 1800s, was a mere 120 feet from being swallowed by the sea. For most of the twentieth century, the government and concerned locals threw millions of dollars and thousands of sandbags into the effort to stop the beach erosion and save the lighthouse. But by the ’80s it was apparent that the sea was winning and would soon claim the tower. In response, Congress approved $9.8 million to move the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse to higher ground.

In the summer of 1999, in an unbelievable engineering feat, the forty-eight hundred-ton structure was picked up and moved more than half a mile from its original home. It was relit the following November and scheduled to open again to visitors on Memorial Day 2000. The monumental task of painstakingly relocating the lighthouse inland along a twenty-nine hundred-foot path fell to International Chimney Corp. (ICC) of Buffalo, New York, and Expert House Movers of Maryland. Although Buffalo is on a lake, not an ocean, the ICC is considered the national expert on lighthouse moves. Before Hatteras, there were three lighthouse relocations in the U.S., all successfully completed by International Chimney Corp.

First, workers separated the tower from the granite foundation, which turned out to be a lot more sturdy than they’d anticipated. Then, a grid of beams, hydraulic jacks, and steel rollers were constructed under the lighthouse to form its new, temporary base. While crews worked on the lighthouse excavation and new base, other workers cleared and graded the path through the dunes that the tower would follow. Fifteen-ton vibrating rollers compacted the sand, which was covered with twenty-four inches of gravel topped by ten-inch steel-beam mats.
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One hundred jacks cushioned the lighthouse’s ride while hydraulic rams slowly rolled it over the top of a track of forty-foot beams. There were three lengths of track in all, totaling 120 feet, so when the lighthouse moved off of one section, crews picked the track up and moved it around to the front. The twelve-hour days seemed even longer because the hydraulic jacking system, which was custom built to elevate and push the lighthouse, operated on a biodegradable vegetable-based oil, which attracted swarms of pesky gnats. The move took twenty-three days—from June 17 to July 9, 1999—at a pace of about 1.5 inches a minute. Not one of the nearly 1.2 million bricks used to build the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse was lost.

Why go to all this trouble? Park service spokesperson Bob Woody, who led efforts to keep the public updated on the move, notes the historic and architectural value of the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse but says the reason for preventing it from being swallowed by the sea runs deeper. “It serves as an icon for what’s best about the American character,” he observes. “It represents all the positive traits of the light keepers who kept it going—commitment, concern, caring. They took care of people they didn’t even know, people over the horizon whom they couldn’t see but who could see them in the dark from out in the ocean. They didn’t get anything out of it, but they did their duty and made sure people had a safe trip. The Cape Hatteras Lighthouse represents the light in the American character.”

The Cape Hatteras Lighthouse was lifted off its old foundation and moved 1,600 feet to save it from being swallowed by the sea.

Secret Information 

Location: Hatteras, North Carolina.

Address: Cape Hatteras National Seashore, Route 1, P.O. Box 675, Manteo, North Carolina 27954.

Phone: 252-995-4474.

Fax: 252-473-2595.

Web site: www.nps.gov/caha/capehatteras.htm.

Hours: Hours vary by season; call ahead.

Price: At the time of publication, they hadn’t decided whether to charge a minimal fee or not.

Top Secret

The coast of North Carolina has seven lighthouses, positioned in such a way as to always be in view of ships traveling fifteen to twenty miles offshore through what came to be called the Graveyard of the Atlantic. The unique paint job for each tower allowed sailors to identify them from miles away in the daylight, telling them where they were in the days before Global Positioning Systems. The Cape Hatteras Lighthouse boasts two black and two white spiral stripes, each of which circles the tower one time—a tough paint job that no one’s quite sure how the original designers got right. If you’d like to get an in-depth view of how the massive lighthouse was moved, order the video documentary The Cape Light: Away from the Edge, or the companion CD-ROM. Both were produced by television station WRAL in Raleigh, North Carolina, which had cameras and reporters on site during the entire time it took to lift the lighthouse up and haul it to its new home. The video is $15 and the CD-ROM is $12 plus $3.95 shipping and handling; to order visit the station’s Web site at www.wral-television.com or call 800-217-6161.
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Sanderling Restaurant and Bar 
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Lifesaving Lunch

Everyone has places that they’ve heard about, read about, and would love to see one day—even if they can’t afford to actually stay there. For many coastal Carolina visitors, the elegant, oceanfront Sanderling Inn Resort, just north of downtown Duck, North Carolina, tops that list. With the soundside first floor rooms in the North Inn starting at $214 a night (okay, so a complimentary newspaper and continental breakfast are included), the Sanderling would bust the vacation budget of most mainstream American minivan families. But there is a way to experience the Sanderling without mortgaging your house if you’re willing to swap some beach time for a sumptuous lunch.

Although the Sanderling Inn itself only sprang from the dunes in the early 1980s, the building housing the resort’s restaurant is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. It’s the original Caffey’s Inlet Life-Saving Station (located just north of the Currituck County Line), which was built in 1899 as part of a chain of life-saving stations plopped down on the sand every seven miles along the coasts of North Carolina and Virginia. Many of the stations remain; a few have been turned into restaurants, and the jewel of them all (thanks to extensive historical renovation and reconstruction by the Sanderling folks back in 1985) is the Sanderling Restaurant and Bar.

When you drive up NC Highway 12 from Kitty Hawk the road starts to narrow down to practically nothing as you approach the village of Sanderling. Actually, Sanderling isn’t even a village; it’s a resort development located five miles north of the once sleepy fishing village of Duck. The inn and its accompanying facilities encompass enough land on this sliver of sand, however, that most folks staying there feel like they’re in a village all their own. The first building you see on your right, all white and bright with an American flag flapping in the breeze out front, is the life-saving station turned restaurant, and your ticket to the Sanderling experience.
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Step inside the restored life-saving station that houses the Sanderling Inn Restaurant for a taste of coastal history and some of the best crab cakes and chowder on the Outer Banks.

The Sanderling Restaurant is open for breakfast, dinner, and Sunday brunch all year round (“as long as we have power,” says the concierge), but the best time to go is for lunch. Although there isn’t a posted dress code, the Sanderling Restaurant is not a board shorts and flip-flops kind of place. You should take a shower, put on the least rumpled of your vacation clothes, and comb the kids’ hair before you go there. Requiring this minimal amount of sophistication keeps the dedicated beach bums and water dogs away during the day, making lunch at the Sanderling less crowded. It also happens to be less expensive than the more popular dinner hour, which is the main reason for sampling the Sanderling at midday.

They have a kid’s menu featuring the ever-popular chicken fingers and burgers, plus plenty of grown-up fare for Mom and Dad: Plump crab cake sandwiches; rich homemade chowder with shrimp, corn, and crabmeat; risotto with seared scallops; and Caesar salad with chicken, to name a few. Whatever was caught that morning appears on the menu, and the restaurant’s pastry chef specializes in everything chocolate.

Although the food is superb, it’s the setting that makes the meal. Massive windows—filling the space where the station’s doors once stood—let in the sun, blue sky, and views of the resort. The gleaming wood-paneled walls and floors preserve the authenticity of the lifesaving station and make you feel like you’re on a grand sailing ship. There are priceless nautical antiques everywhere—high enough to escape the clutches of curious fingers. Some of the more unusual items include a lyle gun used to fire a line across the bow of ship to rescue travelers and an odd-looking contraption called a breeches buoy that was also used for rescue. The restaurant staff is most proud of the original gold U.S. Lifesaving Medal of Honor awarded to local hero Rasmus Midgett in 1899 for lifesaving service beyond the call of duty. In a hurricane in August 1899, the barquentine Priscilla broke up on the shoal. Rasmus swam out ten times to bring the ten men to safety. Only about twenty-six of these medals were awarded along the North Carolina coast. There are also signal lamps, lantern buoys, and dozens of other little pieces of equipment related to lifesaving and the sea.

But that’s not the total Sanderling lunch experience. Since you’ve driven all the way up there and maybe even taken a shower, you owe it to yourself to stroll over to the main inn and look around. The Sanderling bills itself as “A Far From Ordinary Place Not Far Off The Carolina Mainland.” Not a bad line and right on the mark from what we’ve seen. The resort is bordered on the west by Currituck Sound and on the east by the Atlantic Ocean. In between are light gray and white buildings of traditional Outer Banks design elegantly aged by the salt air, sun, and fierce winds. Everything from the simple wooden Sanderling sign to the white picket fences is classically understated and charming. Walk up the stairs to the main inn and step inside where antiques and artwork fill the gathering rooms and hallways. Audubon prints, Boehm birds, and intricate bird carvings by world-renowned artist Grainger McCoy create a peaceful, natural, and yes, pricey air (you’ll be glad you didn’t wear those flip-flops) but the staff is welcoming and helpful to the curious day-trippers.

Secret Information 

Location: North of Duck, North Carolina.

Address: 1461 Duck Road, Duck, North Carolina 27949.

Phone: 800-701-4111 or 252-261-4111.

Fax: 252-261-1638.

Web site: www.hotelroom.com/ncarolina/ngsander/sandeco.html.

Hours: 8 A.M. to 10:30 A.M. for breakfast; 11:30 A.M. to 4 P.M. for lunch; 4 P.M. to 9:30 P.M. for dinner.

Price: Around $10 a plate.

Reservations: Accepted.

Credit cards: American Express, Discover, MasterCard, Visa.

Top Secret

The Sanderling Inn Restaurant and Bar is only one slice of the huge Sanderling Inn pie you can sample without actually staying at the resort. Another adventure is the Sanderling Inn Eco-Center, which is located on the soundside of the resort. The Eco-Center is a North Beach sailing watersport facility that offers Kayak Eco-Tours. These two-and-a-half-hour, guided paddling tours of the Pine Island Audubon Nature Preserve and the islands of the Currituck Sound focus on the unique flora and fauna of the area. They cost $39 per person and spaces fill up quickly in season, so call to make a reservation when you arrive on the Outer Banks. The Eco-Center also has kayak, canoe, bike, and paddleboat rentals. The emphasis at the center is on sharing and preserving the fragile historic, and cultural characteristics of the Currituck Sound while having a bunch of fun, of course. The Eco-Center is open 8 A.M. until 8 P.M. May 24 through September 12. For information on current programs and to make reservations, call the Sanderling Inn Resort and Fitness Center at 252-449-6656.
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