Cape Charles

A Beachfront Treasure on the
Eastern Shore of Virginia

Story by Bonna L. Nelson. Photography by Bonna Nelson and Angie Myers.
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Have you ever wondered what's cookin’ at the end
of the roads off of Route 13 on the Eastern Shore
of Virginia--that narrow peninsula surrounded by
the great Chesapeake Bay on one side and the
mighty Atlantic Ocean on the other? Whenever
we travel to or from the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-
Tunnel, | always wish that we had more time to
explore that area, expecting to find quaint towns,
wonderful beaches and delicious seafood.

My wish came true when we recently had
the opportunity to explore one of those towns
off of Rt. 13 - historic Cape Charles, VA, on the
southern tip of the Delmarva Peninsula, and
it did not disappoint. Cape Charles is a warm,
welcoming, small town on the open waters of
the lower eastern Chesapeake Bay, 75 minutes
south of the Maryland/Virginia border and
ten minutes north of the Bridge-Tunnel. And,
yes, as | anticipated, the town is quaint, offers
pristine sandy beaches, great seafood, and an
abundance of southern hospitality.

“The harbor is in demand from
commercial, recreational and even
live-on boaters. There is a

waiting list for our boat slips,

so we are building 50 more slips...”

Our introduction to Cape Charles began after
a Friday morning drive south on Route 13 past
farm fields, little towns, and a scattering of
restaurants and businesses. Route 184, Stone
Road, took us into town, past the unique water
tower disguised as a lighthouse and the Cape
Charles Museum to our “home” for the weekend,
Cape Charles House Bed and Breakfast (B &
B). My husband found the Trip Advisor, five star-
rated B & B on the internet, and the rating was
right on the mark. Cape Charles House has been
featured on HGTV and in several magazines and
won the Governor’s Hospitality Award.

Innkeepers Bruce and Carol Evans welcomed
us like we were friends, took us for a tour through
their 1912 Colonial Revival yellow frame house
filled with antiques and collectibles and showed
us to our room, named after Cape Charles
founder and railroad executive, William L. Scott.
After we settled in, Carol, a County Chamber of
Commerce executive, gave us a list of the Cape

~ Bruce Evans

Opening Spread: Villas at Bay Creek
Marina and Village.

Top Left: AQUA Restaurant
overlooking the Bay.

Center Top: A view of the Bay and
beach at Bay Creek Resort.

Center Left: Bruce and Carol Evens
serve up a wonderful brunch at Cape
Charles House Bed and Breakfast.

Center Right: Kelly’s Gingernut Pub.
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Right: Historic Downtown
Cape Charles.

Charles sites to visit over the long weekend and
directed us to lunch and dinner spots. The Evans
reminded us to be back around 5 o’clock for wine
and cheese, served daily to B & B guests, and
to be at the town marina by 5:30 for the annual
Blessing of the Fleet ceremony.

For lunch we enjoyed crab cakes, steamed
clams and draft beer in Kelly’'s Gingernut Pub
(in an old converted bank building). The Pub is
on Mason Avenue, the town’s main commercial
street, lined with shops, galleries and restaurants
paralleling the old railroad tracks and harbor
and ending at the town pier and beach on the
Chesapeake Bay. We dined in a cozy booth in
the “Vault,” a great spot for a casual, relaxing
lunch.

Next, we took a driving tour of Cape Charles
starting on Bay Avenue along the sand
dunes of the public beach, a curving, creamy
sandy shoreline with great views of the broad
Chesapeake Bay on the west side of town. We
cruised up and down the streets of one of the
earliest planned communities as described by
Kirk Mariner in “Off 13, The Eastern Shore of
Virginia Guidebook:” In Cape Charles, streets
cross each other at perfect right angles to form
regular city blocks, and houses stand close
together as if transported from some more urban
setting. Cape Charles City, as it was once called,
was in its time the largest and busiest place on
the Eastern Shore of Virginia, the other end of a
railroad line that began in Manhattan...”

Accordingtothe Cape Charles Historical Society,
the town was designed in a perfect square by
William L. Scott, Pennsylvania Congressman and
multi-millionaire, in 1884. He fancifully named the
north to south streets after Virginia fruits, such as
“Nectarine” and “Apricot” and the east to west
avenues after famous Virginia statesmen such as
“Washington” and “Jefferson.” The town became
the lucrative southernmost terminus of the New
York, Philadelphia & Norfolk Railroad and a
transfer point from trains to barges and steamers
traveling to Norfolk. Four trains a day kept the
town busy until the 1950s when the steamer
service ceased, and later the passenger train
service ended.

We traveled the “fruit and statesmen” avenues
past one of the largest concentrations of
Victorian, Colonial Revival, Craftsman, Neo-
Classical and other turn-of-the century buildings
on the East Coast with most built between the
town’s inception in 1886 until the mid-1940s. We
were delighted by the historic homes, many with
wrap-around porches and lovely gardens.

These historical and architectural beauties
and the history of the town contributed to Cape
Charles being designated a Historic District on
the Virginia Landmarks Register and earned the
town a place on the National Register of Historic

Places. Visitors can easily bike the town, take
a walking tour or use one of the locals’ favorite
modes of transportation -- a golf cart, legal on
main streets and like bikes, CONTINUED...
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But lest you think that Cape Charles is all
about history let me tell you about the Bay Creek
Resorts. After touring the historic district we drove
north to Bay Creek Marina and Village, situated
on the Chesapeake Bay and King’s Creek. There
we found large, pastel-colored, Key West-type
villas, condos, a marina, and enticing shops and
restaurants all situated on a beautiful expanse of
quiet, private Bay beach, riverfront and ponds.
There are new homes for sale and to be built in
this upscale community attractive to yachters
and folks just wanting to get away from it all.

Bay Creek Golf Resort.

Back at the B & B we enjoyed the wine and
cheese that Carol left for us on a silver tray.
Then we joined the crowd at the harbor for the
fourth annual Cape Charles Harbor Blessing of
the Fleet. Drizzling rain and a bit of wind did not
stop the ceremony conducted by state and local
politicians and clergy, backed by the harbor filled
with watermen’s boats and coast guard vessels.
By then the skies opened and the drizzle became
a downpour. The Fire Department’s fundraising
dinner and music were moved inside the Fire
Hall.

We feasted on delicious fried clams, clam
chowder and hush puppies. We met the mayor,
the town planner, and other town officials and
residents and had the pleasure of seeing our B
& B host, Bruce, win the night’s raffle of a bushel
basket selection of the largest “Jimmy” crabs
to be caught the following day from each of the
watermen’s boats. The watermen would compete
for $100 for the largest crab caught.

At the fundraiser we learned more about Cape
Charles. “About 900 residents live in Cape
Charles, and the population doubles in the
summer, “Mayor Dora Sullivan said. “The town is

undergoing a renaissance, renewal and growth.
We are inspired by our past and optimistic about
the future.

“Like many small towns on the Shore and
beyond we have had our ups and downs with
industries coming and going, housing booms
and busts, and tourism running hot and cold.
Now Cape Charles is hot with the new Bay Creek
Resorts on the north and south sides of town;
buying and renovating activities on residential
and commercial properties in the historic district;
and new work at the harbor.”

“When people visit Cape Charles they
usually want to stay,” added Bruce, who in
addition to being our innkeeper is a member
of the town council. “The harbor is in demand
from commercial, recreational and even live-
on boaters. There is a waiting list for our boat
slips, so we are building 50 more slips, a Harbor
Masters office and guest facilities with showers
to entice more visitors to stop by.”

The “natives,” “comers,” “stayers,” and, as
Bruce puts it, the “came, stayed, loved it and
will never leave it,” guests at the Fire Hall feast
couldn't have been more friendly. A sailboat
captain told us about his romantic cruises to
watch the sun rise on the ocean and set on the
bay. Town Planner Tom Bonadeo and his wife,
Kathy, talked to us about the broadband cable
offering high speed internet to the town; the 20
computers in the town library; and the benefits
of small town living. Tom and my husband, John,
discussed the many fishing options in the Bay,
ocean, and Barrier Islands.

On Saturday, we spent the morning with other
Cape Charles house guests (a young couple
planning a Cape Charles beach wedding; the
president of the Virginia Watermen'’s Association;
and some expert scuba divers). We enjoyed
one of Carol’s famous breakfasts including fresh
coffee, juice and fruit, homemade raisin and
pecan bran muffins, and egg quesadillas with
sausage before heading out for more exploring.
Before we left, the Evans invited us to join them
that night to feast on the jumbo crabs that Bruce
won. We didn’t turn them down.

After hanging out at the public harbor watching
the boating activity, we headed out to discover
what the Bay Creek Golf Resort on the south side
of town had to offer. The Golf Resort is a gated,
private residential area with homes and condos
grouped in villages. Several of our friends have
raved about the golfing at the Arnold Palmer
and Jack Nicklaus Signature Golf Courses
arranged around ponds, on the Bay and along
Old Plantation Creek. Bay Creek also offers the
Coach House Tavern for dining, the CONTINUED...
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We provide the foundation for your child’s success.

—COB-I{II:ZI'RY An independent coeducational K through 8th grade day
SCHOOL school, now accepting 2011-2012 applications for all grades.
FOUNDED 1934 Kindergarten applications to future years also accepted.

716 Goldsborough Street
Easton, MD 21601
Tel 410-822-1935 for a personal introduction to The Country School:

Contact Kim Balderson, Director of Admissions,

countryschool.org admissions@countryschool.org
Facebook.com/CountrySchool
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Scenic views are plentiful in Cape Charles.

CONTINUED... Old Plantation Flats Light House
Station replica (which we climbed) and beautiful
Bay and Creek beaches.

We drove back out to Bay Creek Marina for a
gourmet lunch at the resort’s highly-rated AQUA
restaurant including fried oysters, Thai fried
shrimp, and an apple and grilled Brie spinach
salad at a table overlooking the Bay beach. We
browsed the shops offering glamorous resort
clothing, housewares, food, wine and marina
provisions.

We had a little time for more shopping before
the crab feast so we headed to Mason Avenue
to browse the shops and galleries. | picked up
some cute costume jewelry at Bad Girlz and
admired sea glass jewelry in several shops. The
antique shops and art galleries were a treat. We
strolled out on the Cape Charles Jetty Pier to see
peaceful views of the town, beach, harbor and
Bay.

The jumbo steamed crabs, fresh from the
watermen’s boats, were spicy, sweet, plump
and juicy. While we ate, Carol and Bruce’s
friends shared stories about themselves, the
Cape Charles houses that they had bought and
renovated, and the town and residents past,
present and future.

After another fabulous breakfast on Sunday
morning, we combed the beach for colorful
sea glass and pottery shards. The water was
clear and calm, the beach clean, peaceful and
quiet. Carol suggested filling a glass jar with our

collection of many colors to remind us of our visit.
We realized that we would not have time to visit
other town sites and the nearby Eastern Shore
Wildlife Refuge, the Kiptopeke State Park, the
Barrier Islands, the wineries, the other historic
Virginia Eastern Shore towns and estate homes,
or to fish, kayak, or sail.

We have much to see on future explorations of
the Eastern Shore of Virginia!

To learn more about Cape Charles visit www.
capecharles.org . For information about Cape
Charles House B & B and Cape Charles history
and sites visit www.capecharleshouse.com . For
homes, golfing, or boating at Bay Creek Resort
check www.baycreekresort.com.

Events: In addition to the Blessing of the Fleet
Weekend in April there is a Garden Tour, an
Easter Egg Hunt, and a Shrimp Feast. In May, a
Pirate and Wenches Ball; in July, Independence
Day Celebrations; in September, a Fall Festival;
and in November, a Historic Home and Garden
Tour. Check the Websites listed above for more
details.

Writer and photographer Bonna L. Nelson loves
to explore the nooks and crannies of Delmarva
with her husband John. They plan to return to
Cape Charles to visit with their friends and hope
to enjoy another crab feast!

90



