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Things to do in Hilton Head

Landmarks & Monuments

Hilton Head trades skyscrapers for lighthouses and live oaks — its landmarks lean toward maritime history, Gullah
heritage, and the antebellum plantations the island was carved from.

Must See
Harbour Town Lighthouse
45 minutes No Booking Needed

The island's most photographed landmark — a candy-striped, 90-foot lighthouse built in 1970 overlooking Calibogue Sound. Climb
114 steps for a rooftop view over Harbour Town Marina and the Harbour Town Golf Links 18th hole.

Must See
Historic Mitchelville Freedom Park

1 hour No Booking Needed

The site of the first self-governed town of formerly enslaved African Americans in the United States, founded in 1862.
Interpretive trails and a reconstructed cabin tell the origin story of Hilton Head's Gullah community.

Notable
Sea Pines Shell Ring

30 minutes No Booking Needed

A 4,000-year-old Native American shell midden tucked inside Sea Pines Forest Preserve — one of the best-preserved ceremonial
shell rings on the Atlantic coast, reachable via a short forest trail.

Notable
Stoney-Baynard Ruins

20 minutes No Booking Needed

Tabby-and-brick ruins of an early-1800s plantation house and slave quarters, standing quietly among the pines of Sea Pines Forest
Preserve as a reminder of the island's antebellum cotton economy.

Tips for Landmarks & Monuments

e Harbour Town Lighthouse charges a small climb fee, cash or card at the base.
e Combine Mitchelville with a Gullah heritage tour for deeper historical context.
e Sea Pines requires a gate pass for non-resident vehicles — budget extra time at the entrance.
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Museums & Galleries

Small-scale and focused, Hilton Head's museums and galleries cover natural history, coastal ecology, and a lively local art
scene rather than sprawling collections.

Must See
Coastal Discovery Museum at Honey Horn

1.5-2 hours No Booking Needed

Set on a 68-acre historic land grant, this museum blends natural history exhibits with guided walks through gardens, marshland,
and live-oak allees — the island's best single introduction to its ecology and history.

Notable

Self Family Arts Center

‘ 1 hour No Booking Needed

Home to the Arts Center of Coastal Carolina, staging theater, concerts, and rotating visual art exhibitions in a modern venue near
Shelter Cove.

Optional
Society of Bluffton Artists Gallery
30-45 minutes No Booking Needed

A cooperative gallery in nearby Old Town Bluffton showcasing local painters, potters, and photographers — an easy add-on to a
Bluffton day trip.

Tips for Museums & Galleries

e Coastal Discovery Museum's guided tram tours of the grounds fill up — reserve a spot in high season.
e Check the Arts Center calendar in advance, as most shows are ticketed.
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Parks & Gardens

Hilton Head is a barrier island built around its maritime forest and marshland — nature preserves here rival the beaches
as the top reason to visit.

Must See
Pinckney Island National Wildlife Refuge
1.5-3 hours No Booking Needed

Over 4,000 acres of marsh, forest, and lagoons just across the bridge onto the island, laced with 14 miles of trails and one of the
largest wading-bird rookeries on the East Coast — alligators are a near-guarantee.

Top Pick
Sea Pines Forest Preserve
1-2 hours No Booking Needed

A 605-acre protected maritime forest inside Sea Pines Plantation, with quiet trails past lagoons, the shell ring, and plantation ruins
— a genuinely wild pocket in the middle of a resort community.

Optional
Audubon-Newhall Preserve
45 minutes No Booking Needed

A compact 50-acre native plant sanctuary with a self-guided nature trail through pine flatwoods and freshwater ponds, maintained
by the Hilton Head Audubon Society.

Tips for Parks & Gardens

e Bring insect repellent — marsh trails get buggy at dawn and dusk.
e Pinckney Island has no restrooms or water fountains; come prepared.
¢ Visit Sea Pines Forest Preserve early morning for the best wildlife sightings.
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Beaches & Coastal Areas

Twelve uninterrupted miles of hard-packed sand make Hilton Head's beaches wide enough for biking and firm enough that
they double as the island's most scenic bike path.

Must See
——mmenn  COligny Beach Park
.ﬂ Ll Halfday  No Booking Needed

The island's liveliest public beach, with a boardwalk, showers, playground, and the Coligny Plaza shops and restaurants steps away
— the default choice for first-time visitors.

Top Pick
Driessen Beach Park

= =
?‘ Half day No Booking Needed

A quieter, family-favored beach with wide dunes, a playground, and picnic shelters, popular with locals precisely because it sits
off the main resort strip.

Notable
Folly Field Beach Park
Half day No Booking Needed

A low-key stretch of sand near mid-island resorts, known for gentle surf good for beginner surfers and easy parking compared to
the busier southern beaches.

Tips for Beaches & Coastal Areas

e Beach parking lots fill by mid-morning in summer — arrive early or bike in.
e The hard-packed sand at low tide is firm enough for beach cruisers and even road bikes.
o Lifeguards are seasonal; check flag warnings for rip currents.
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Tours & Activities

Hilton Head's flat terrain and marsh-front geography make it a hub for biking, boating, and heritage tours rather than
conventional sightseeing.

Must See Book Ahead
Gullah Heritage Trail Tours
1.5-2 hours Book Ahead

A guided minibus tour through the island's historic Gullah neighborhoods, led by descendants of the original Gullah community,
covering land history, church sites, and cultural traditions rarely visible to passing tourists.

Top Pick Book Ahead
Dolphin & Sunset Cruise from Shelter Cove Harbour
1.5-2 hours Book Ahead

Boat tours out of Shelter Cove that reliably spot the resident bottlenose dolphin population in Calibogue Sound, with evening
departures timed for Lowcountry sunsets over the marsh.

Top Pick
Island Bike Path Network
Half day No Booking Needed

_

Over 50 miles of paved, mostly car-free bike paths link beaches, preserves, and shopping villages across the island — renting a
bike is close to the default way to get around.

0

“n ro Notable
% Harbour Town Golf Links
4-5 hours Book Ahead

@

KOTIT

Home to the PGA Tour's RBC Heritage tournament, this Pete Dye-designed course's lighthouse-framed 18th hole is one of the most
recognizable images in professional golf.

Notable
Kayaking Broad Creek
1.5-2 hours No Booking Needed

Guided or self-guided kayak trips through tidal marsh creeks, good for spotting herons, oyster beds, and fiddler crabs at low tide,
with outfitters renting by the hour.

Tips for Tours & Activities

e Book Gullah Heritage Trail Tours a few days ahead — minibuses run limited daily departures.
e Bike rental shops deliver to most resorts and villas island-wide.
o RBC Heritage week (mid-April) brings crowds and higher rates near Harbour Town.
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Day Trips & Excursions

Hilton Head sits within easy reach of Lowcountry towns and a barrier island reachable only by boat, making for varied day
trips beyond the resort strip.

Must See

A 20-minute drive off-island to a walkable historic riverfront district of live oaks, art galleries, and Southern cooking — the low-
key counterpoint to Hilton Head's resort pace.

Must See
Savannah, Georgia
Full day No Booking Needed

About 45 minutes south, Savannah's squares, Spanish-moss oaks, and historic riverfront make it the most popular full-day
excursion from Hilton Head.

Top Pick Book Ahead
Daufuskie Island

Half day Book Ahead

A ferry-only barrier island with no bridge, few cars, and deep Gullah roots — golf cart tours cover old praise houses, the First
Union African Baptist Church, and quiet beaches.

Notable
Beaufort, South Carolina
Half day No Booking Needed

An hour north, Beaufort's antebellum waterfront mansions and film-famous historic district (Forrest Gump, The Big Chill) make for
an easy, scenic loop.

Tips for Day Trips & Excursions

o Daufuskie Island requires a ferry booking — no bridge access and few walk-up options.
e Savannah parking is tight; consider a guided day-trip shuttle instead of driving in.
e Combine Bluffton and Beaufort for a full Lowcountry towns day.
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Christmas Market

Hilton Head Island skips the European-style Christmas market scene in favor of lowcountry traditions: a lighthouse tree
lighting, a small-town holiday parade, and harbor-side light displays that run from late November through New Year's.

Travelers craving a full market atmosphere with stalls, mulled cider, and crafts typically make the roughly one-hour drive
to Savannah, whose historic squares and riverfront dress up for the season.

Must See
Harbour Town Lighthouse Tree Lighting
2-3 hours No Booking Needed

The signature Hilton Head holiday tradition happens at the base of the candy-striped Harbour Town Lighthouse in Sea Pines, where
a towering Christmas tree is lit each year around Thanksgiving weekend and stays illuminated through early January. The evening
ceremony typically features carolers, hot cocoa, and Santa arriving dramatically by boat across the harbor to greet children. In
December 2026 expect the tree to remain lit nightly, with the main lighting event falling on the Friday or Saturday after Thanksgiving
(around November 27-28, 2026). Even outside the ceremony date, the lit lighthouse and marina make for one of the most
photographed spots on the island during the season. Shops and restaurants around the harbor stay open late with holiday displays,
and its a popular stop for an evening stroll with the whole family.

Top Pick
Hilton Head Island Holiday Parade
1-1.5 hours No Booking Needed

Hilton Head's community Christmas parade brings marching bands, decorated floats, local dance troupes, and fire trucks with Santa
aboard down the islands main corridors, drawing families who line the route with lawn chairs. The parade is usually held on a Saturday
morning in early December, with a likely 2026 date around December 5-6, though exact scheduling is confirmed closer to the season
by the Town of Hilton Head Island. Its a distinctly small-town, low-key affair compared to big-city holiday parades, running about an
hour and free to watch from the sidewalk. Arrive early for a good curbside spot, especially near the main viewing stretch, and pair it
with breakfast at a nearby cafe. Its a good option for visitors wanting a slice of local holiday culture rather than a commercial market.

Top Pick
Shelter Cove Harbourwalk Holiday Lights

8 1-2 hours No Booking Needed

Shelter Cove Harbourwalk strings its marina, shops, and waterfront green space with holiday lights each winter, creating a relaxed
spot for an evening walk with views of docked yachts against the illuminated backdrop. The harbor has also hosted a lighted boat
parade in past holiday seasons, with local vessels decked out in lights cruising past the boardwalk to music and cheering crowds;
check the Shelter Cove Harbour and Marina calendar closer to December 2026 for that years exact date and any added events like
tree lighting or Santa photo sessions. Restaurants along the boardwalk, including waterfront seafood spots, keep patio seating open on
mild lowcountry December evenings. Its free to walk the harbourwalk, making it an easy, low-cost addition to a holiday-season
evening on the island.
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Notable

Day Trip to Savannahs Holiday Market Season
'I&_ Full day No Booking Needed

For travelers who want an actual Christmas market experience, historic Savannah, Georgia is about an hour northwest of Hilton
Head and transforms each December with lit squares, wreathed fountains, and riverfront holiday vendor markets along River Street
selling ornaments, crafts, and roasted nuts. Forsyth Park and City Market host seasonal pop-up stalls and occasional tree-lighting
events, and horse-drawn carriage tours take on a festive theme through the historic district. December 2026 vendor markets are
expected to run on select weekends throughout the month; confirm current dates through Visit Savannah closer to your trip. Combine
the visit with Savannahs famous squares and architecture for a full day out, and consider staying past sunset to see the string lights
come on along the riverfront.

Tips for Christmas Market

e Hilton Head has no standalone Christmas market; combine island light displays with a Savannah or Charleston day
trip if a true market experience is the goal

e Book Harbour Town-area dining in advance for tree lighting weekend, as restaurants fill up quickly

o December evenings can still be chilly by lowcountry standards, so bring a light jacket for harbor walks after dark

o Confirm exact 2026 parade and lighting dates with the Town of Hilton Head Island or Sea Pines closer to the
season, as schedules shift year to year
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Nightlife & Entertainment

Hilton Head's after-dark scene skews low-key and breezy rather than rowdy, with live music spilling out of open-air bars,
tiki-style hideaways, and dockside lounges along the marinas.

Expect beach cover bands, laid-back jazz, and sunset-driven happy hours more than dance clubs, making the island's
nightlife feel like an extension of its resort atmosphere.

T

Must See
Salty Dog Cafe
2-3 hours No Booking Needed

Part waterfront restaurant, part island institution, Salty Dog Cafe at South Beach Marina is where Hilton Head's evenings come alive
with cover bands, string lights, and a shop selling the brand's famous logo gear. Live acoustic and rock acts play most nights in season
on an outdoor stage overlooking the docked boats.

The crowd is casual and family-friendly early in the evening, shifting toward a lively bar scene as the night goes on, with rum-based
cocktails and cold beer flowing freely. Sunset here is a nightly event in itself, with the marina lights reflecting off the water as the band
tunes up. It is unpretentious, loud in the best way, and a rite of passage for repeat visitors to the island.

Top Pick Book Ahead

= The Jazz Corner
2-3 hours Book Ahead
Tucked into The Village at Wexford, The Jazz Corner has been the island's premier venue for live jazz, blues, and swing for decades.

The intimate, dimly lit room features professional touring and resident musicians nightly, with a supper-club vibe that draws a mix of
locals and visitors dressed up for a proper evening out.

A full dinner menu and craft cocktail list accompany the sets, and reservations are strongly recommended on weekends since tables
fill quickly around the small stage. There is no dance floor here; it is built for listening, with candlelit tables and attentive service. For
travelers wanting a sophisticated night out away from the beach bars, this is the island's most consistent live-music draw, especially
for fans of vocal jazz standards and smooth improvisation.

Top Pick
Quarterdeck Topside Bar
1-2 hours No Booking Needed

Perched above the marina at Harbour Town, Quarterdeck Topside Bar is the go-to spot for watching boats glide in at dusk while a
guitarist or duo works through beach-friendly covers on the outdoor deck. The elevated position gives sweeping views over the harbor
without the crowds of the plaza below.

Drinks lean toward frozen cocktails and cold draft beer, and the bar fills up steadily as the sun drops, with many guests timing their
visit to catch golden hour over the water. Seating is first-come, so arriving before the music starts is wise in peak season. It pairs
naturally with an evening stroll through the surrounding shops and makes for an easy, scenic wind-down after a day at the beach.
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Notable
The Big Bamboo Cafe & Emporium
2 hours No Booking Needed

A short walk from Coligny Plaza, The Big Bamboo Cafe & Emporium channels a 1940s South Pacific officers-club theme, complete
with vintage propellers, bamboo furnishings, and a lively upstairs bar that hosts island and classic rock bands several nights a week.
The atmosphere is playful and tropical rather than upscale.

Downstairs serves casual pub fare and rum punch, while the upstairs stage draws a dance-happy crowd once the band gets going,
especially on weekend nights. The kitschy decor and tiki-bar energy make it a favorite for groups looking to let loose rather than sit
quietly. It is one of the few spots on the island where things get genuinely rowdy after 10 PM, with a devoted local following alongside
the tourist crowd.

Tips for Nightlife & Entertainment

e Most live music runs seasonally with reduced schedules in winter, so check ahead if visiting outside summer.
e Arrive before sunset at waterfront bars like Quarterdeck or Salty Dog Cafe to snag outdoor seating.

e The Jazz Corner is the most formal venue on this list; reservations and smart-casual attire are recommended.
e Rideshare or a designated driver is wise since venues are spread across different ends of the island.
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With Kids

Hilton Head keeps young visitors just as entertained as adults, with splash pads, pony rides, hands-on museums and water
slides scattered across the island. These family-friendly stops mix indoor fun for rainy afternoons with playgrounds perfect
for burning off energy after a day at the beach.

Must See
The Sandbox Children's Museum of Hilton Head
1-2 hours No Booking Needed

Tucked inside Pineland Station, this bright, hands-on museum is built entirely around imaginative play. Kids can captain a shrimp
boat, stock shelves in a mini grocery store, dig for pretend fossils, or splash around a water-play table, all while parents relax on
nearby benches. Exhibits rotate seasonally, so repeat visits rarely feel stale, and staff run scheduled activities like story time or craft
sessions throughout the day. The museum is geared toward children roughly ten and under, with toddlers and preschoolers getting the
most mileage out of the soft-play zones and dress-up corners. It is an easy rainy-day fallback, and the indoor, air-conditioned setting is
a welcome break from summer heat. A small gift shop near the exit sells inexpensive souvenirs. Strollers fit through the halls, and
there is a nursing area for parents with infants.

Must See Book Ahead
Lawton Stables
30-60 minutes Book Ahead

Set among mossy oaks inside Sea Pines Plantation, Lawton Stables is a working horse farm that welcomes kids to meet ponies,
goats, rabbits and other farm animals up close. Pony rides are the main draw for younger children, led slowly around a fenced
ring by staff, while older kids and beginners can book a guided horseback trail ride through the surrounding forest. The petting zoo
area is free to wander and gives toddlers a chance to feed and pet gentle animals without any riding involved. It is a low-key, shaded
stop that pairs nicely with a morning at the nearby beach or a bike ride down the plantation's trails. Riding sessions are typically short,
geared toward comfort rather than skill-building, so no experience is necessary. Closed-toe shoes are recommended for anyone
getting near the animals or stables.

Top Pick
Adventure Cove at Shipyard Plantation
2-3 hours No Booking Needed

This tropical-themed mini golf and water park combo is one of the island's most reliable ways to keep kids entertained for an entire
afternoon. The eighteen-hole course winds past waterfalls and caves, while an adjoining water play area adds slides, a lazy river and
splash features for cooling off between holes. Younger children gravitate toward the shallow water zones and gentler slides, while
older kids and teens head for the taller slides and more challenging putting greens. Snack stands on site mean there is no need to
leave for food, and shaded seating areas give parents a spot to watch from. It works well as a midday break from the beach, especially
in peak summer heat, and tickets can often be bought for golf, water park access, or a combined pass. Lockers are available for
storing dry clothes and valuables.
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Top Pick
Islanders Beach Park
1-3 hours No Booking Needed

Smaller and quieter than the island's main beach parks, Islanders Beach Park is built with families in mind. A shaded playground sits
just steps from the sand, letting kids bounce between swings and slides and building sandcastles without a long walk in between.
Restrooms, outdoor showers and a handful of picnic tables make it easy to settle in for a few hours, and the beach itself tends to be
less crowded than the busier public access points further south. Lifeguards are on duty during peak season, and the gently sloping
shoreline is generally calm enough for young swimmers under supervision. Free parking is available on site, which is a rarity on Hilton
Head's beachfront. It is a good pick for families who want beach time and playground time in a single stop, without needing to plan a
separate outing for each.

Notable
Jarvis Creek Park
1-2 hours No Booking Needed

Away from the beach crowds, Jarvis Creek Park gives kids room to run across open lawns, a playground, and a splash pad that turns on
during the warmer months. Paved paths loop around a scenic lagoon and connect to the island's wider bike trail network, making it an
easy spot to combine a family bike ride with playtime. A disc golf course and open fields add options for older kids and teens who want
something more active than swings and slides. Picnic shelters and restrooms make it comfortable to stay for a few hours, and the park
rarely feels overcrowded even on busy weekends. Shade from mature trees keeps much of the park comfortable even in midsummer
heat. It is a favorite with local families, and its inland location makes it a handy alternative on windy or overcast days when the beach
is less appealing.

Tips for With Kids

e Pack swimsuits and towels even on beach days, since splash pads and water parks are easy add-ons.

e Book pony rides at Lawton Stables in advance during summer, as morning slots fill quickly.

e Combine Jarvis Creek Park or Islanders Beach Park with a bike ride, since both connect to the island's paved trail
network.

¢ Visit the Sandbox Children's Museum on a rainy day or during peak afternoon heat.
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Events Calendar

Hilton Head Island's calendar runs on a steady rhythm of golf tournaments, music festivals, art walks, and holiday
gatherings that reflect its laid-back Lowcountry character. From spring wine weekends to summer concerts on the beach
and a festive New Year celebration, these recurring happenings give visitors a reason to plan a trip around more than just
sun and sand. Dates below are planning estimates for 2026 and typically get confirmed a few months ahead by local
organizers.

Must See Book Ahead
RBC Heritage Golf Tournament

4 days (single-day visits typical) Book Ahead

Each spring, Harbour Town Golf Links hosts the RBC Heritage, a PGA Tour stop known for its plaid jacket trophy and postcard-perfect
setting beside the candy-striped Harbour Town Lighthouse. In 2026, the tournament is expected to run from around April 16 to April
19, drawing top professional golfers and thousands of spectators to the Sea Pines Resort. Beyond the golf, the week brings a lively fan
village, live music, and a festive atmosphere across the island. Restaurants and shops extend hours, and waterfront viewing spots
along Calibogue Sound fill up early. It is one of the most anticipated weeks of the year for Hilton Head, blending world-class sport with
the island's relaxed coastal charm. Advance lodging bookings are strongly recommended.

Top Pick Book Ahead
. Hilton Head Island Wine and Food Festival

3-5 hours per event Book Ahead

Held annually in early spring, this festival gathers renowned chefs, sommeliers, and wineries for a multi-day celebration of Lowcountry
cuisine. For 2026, festivities are anticipated between March 4 and March 8, featuring grand tastings, vineyard dinners, and cooking
demonstrations across island venues. Guests can sample dishes from top regional restaurants paired with wines from around the
world, all while enjoying views of the Atlantic coastline. The event supports local culinary scholarships, giving it a community-minded
backbone alongside the indulgence. Sessions range from casual outdoor tastings to formal seated dinners, so there is something for
both relaxed and refined palates. Tickets for individual events sell separately, and popular tastings often sell out weeks in advance, so
early planning pays off for anyone hoping to attend the marquee tasting evenings.

Top Pick
Concerts on the Green Summer Series

2 hours per concert No Booking Needed

Through the warmer months, Hilton Head hosts free outdoor concerts on lawns and plazas across the island, bringing together local
bands, tribute acts, and beach music favorites. The 2026 season is expected to run weekly from late May through early September,
with evening shows typically starting around sunset. Families bring blankets and folding chairs, food trucks line the perimeter, and the
mood stays casual and kid-friendly throughout. It is a favorite for both residents and vacationing families looking for an easy, no-ticket-
needed evening out. Genres rotate week to week, spanning classic rock, beach music, and jazz, so repeat visits rarely feel repetitive.
Many locations are within walking distance of restaurants, making it simple to turn the concert into a full evening. Checking the
current week's lineup and venue is worthwhile since locations can shift seasonally.
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Top Pick
Harbour Town New Year's Eve Celebration
3-4 hours No Booking Needed

To close out the year, Sea Pines' Harbour Town hosts a family-oriented New Year's Eve celebration built around its famous lighthouse.
On December 31, 2026, the evening typically includes live music, fireworks over the marina, and a festive countdown, with an early
fireworks show around 8pm for younger children followed by a midnight display for those staying later. Shops and restaurants around
the harbor stay open late, and the marina fills with boats decorated for the occasion. It is a lower-key alternative to big-city New Year's
events, with a scenic backdrop of docked yachts and the striped lighthouse lit up for the night. Crowds gather along the harbor walk
well before the fireworks begin, so arriving early secures a good vantage point. Warm layers are worth packing, since coastal evenings
can turn cool even in the South.

Notable
" Hilton Head Island Seafood Festival
‘__N- 3-4 hours  No Booking Needed

Celebrating the island's fishing heritage, this autumn gathering fills a waterfront park with steamed shrimp, oysters, she-crab soup,
and other Lowcountry seafood staples. In 2026, the festival is expected to take place over a weekend in mid-October, alongside craft
vendors, live music, and activities for children. Local seafood purveyors and restaurants set up booths, giving visitors a chance to
sample a wide range of regional dishes in one place. The relaxed, family-friendly setting makes it an easy stop for travelers extending
a beach trip into the shoulder season. Cooler autumn temperatures make it comfortable to spend an entire afternoon browsing stalls
and enjoying the harbor views. Arriving early on Saturday tends to mean shorter lines at the most popular seafood vendors before the
crowds build later in the day.

Tips for Events Calendar

o Confirm exact dates each year, as festival organizers typically finalize schedules a few months in advance
e Book accommodations early for RBC Heritage week in April, when the island's lodging fills up fast

e Free events like the summer concert series draw big crowds, so arrive early for good seating or parking

e Check festival websites for ticket packages, since popular tastings and vineyard dinners often sell out
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Hidden Gems

Beyond the resort gates and postcard beaches, Hilton Head hides a quieter side: forgotten cemeteries, alligator-laced
ponds, and a working rum distillery tucked between strip malls. These spots reward travelers willing to slow down and skip
the crowds clustered around the island's famous lighthouse and beaches.

e,

Must See
Zion Chapel of Ease Cemetery

15 minutes No Booking Needed

Hidden behind a stand of live oaks off William Hilton Parkway, this small fenced cemetery is easy to drive past without noticing. It
contains graves connected to an 18th-century Episcopal chapel that once served island planters, along with later burials tied to Hilton
Head's freedmen community, making it a rare physical link between the island's plantation era and its post-Civil War Gullah history.
There are no ticket booths or gift shops, just weathered headstones, moss-draped trees, and a small historical marker explaining the
site's layered past. It pairs naturally with a visit to the nearby Mitchelville area for travelers piecing together the island's lesser-told
history. Visit respectfully and quietly, as it remains an active historic burial ground rather than a tourist attraction. Ten minutes is
enough to take it in, but the context lingers longer.

Top Pick
Fish Haul Creek Park (Mitchelville Beach)
1 hour No Booking Needed

Locals know this small waterfront park as one of the island's most peaceful spots, but almost no visitors make the detour. It sits on the
site of an ancient shell midden left by Native Americans centuries before European contact, and the beach here faces Port Royal
Sound rather than the open Atlantic, so the water stays calm and shallow. There is a short boardwalk trail through maritime forest, a
small dock popular with local crabbers, and views across to Parris Island. Because it borders the historic Mitchelville settlement area,
early morning visitors often have the entire shoreline to themselves. Bring a blanket and binoculars rather than a cooler and umbrella;
this is a spot for quiet observation, not a beach day. Sunrise here is dramatically underrated compared to the island's ocean-facing
beaches.

Top Pick
Whooping Crane Pond Nature Trail
45 minutes No Booking Needed

Tucked inside the Palmetto Dunes resort area, this short loop trail circles a freshwater lagoon that most guests drive right past on their
way to the beach. A wooden boardwalk and packed-dirt path wind through subtropical vegetation, and it is one of the most reliable
places on the island to spot American alligators basking along the banks, along with herons, egrets, and the occasional otter. The
trail is flat, shaded, and takes well under an hour, making it an easy add-on for families staying nearby who want a genuine wildlife
encounter without booking a tour. There is no fee and no crowd management, just a quiet pond and a footpath. Go in the /ate
afternoon when gators are often sunning themselves closest to the trail edge, and keep a respectful distance at all times.
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Top Pick Book Ahead
Lawton Stables
1-1.5 hours Book Ahead

Buried deep in the forest of Sea Pines, this working horse stable is easy to miss amid the resort's golf courses and beach access
points. Visitors can book a trail ride through maritime woodland, take a pony ride for younger kids, or simply wander the small on-site
petting zoo with goats, rabbits, and other farm animals for a modest admission fee. It has operated for decades as a low-key
alternative to the island's more commercial attractions, and the horseback trails wind past lagoons and under Spanish-moss canopies
without another tourist in sight. No riding experience is necessary for the guided walking trail rides, though advance booking is
recommended in peak season. It is a genuinely local outfit, not a franchise operation, and feels like it. Weekday mornings tend to be
quietest for a ride.

Notable
Hilton Head Distillery
45-60 minutes Book Ahead

Set in an unassuming industrial park space, this small-batch rum and spirits distillery is the kind of place travelers stumble onto rather
than plan around. Guided tastings walk through the production process using locally sourced ingredients, and the tasting room has a
relaxed, unpolished feel that is a world away from the island's resort bars. It is one of very few working distilleries in the Lowcountry
open for public tours, and bottles here are not widely distributed off the island, making a visit the only practical way to try some
releases. Tours run on a set schedule and are worth calling ahead to confirm. It makes a good rainy-day or late-afternoon stop for
travelers who have already covered the beaches. Tastings are casual and unhurried, with staff happy to talk through the process in
detail.

Tips for Hidden Gems

e Most of these spots have little to no signage, so save the map links before heading out

e Fish Haul Creek Park and the Whooping Crane trail are both free and take under an hour, easy to pair in one outing

o Call ahead for Lawton Stables and Hilton Head Distillery, as hours shift seasonally and both can sell out in high
season

e Treat the Zion Chapel of Ease Cemetery as a historic site, not a photo backdrop

Practical Information

Spring (March-May) and fall (September-November) are the sweet spot — warm enough to swim, mild enough to
bike all day, and without the peak-summer crowds or humidity. Summer (June-August) is hottest and busiest, with the RBC
Heritage golf tournament in mid-April drawing extra visitors. Winter is mild by Northern standards (50-60°F) but too cool
for most beachgoers, and many restaurants trim hours off-season.

Hilton Head has no public transit system — a rental car is standard, though the island's flat layout and 50+ miles of
paved bike paths make bikes a genuinely practical way to get around once settled in. Savannah/Hilton Head International
Airport (SAV) in Savannah, GA is the nearest major airport, about 45 minutes away; Hilton Head Airport (HXD) handles
small regional flights. Ride-share (Uber/Lyft) coverage is thinner than in major cities, especially late at night.

Coligny Plaza and Shelter Cove Towne Centre cover beach gear, souvenirs, and casual dining. Tanger Outlets (two
locations off-island toward Bluffton) draw day-trippers for discount fashion and homeware. For local craft, the Gullah
community sells sweetgrass baskets at roadside stands and at the Coastal Discovery Museum gift shop — a genuine
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Lowcountry souvenir with centuries of tradition behind it.

o RBC Heritage (mid-April) — PGA Tour stop at Harbour Town Golf Links, the island's biggest annual event.
Hilton Head Island Wine & Food Festival (March) — tastings and chef events across the island.

¢ Gullah Celebration (February) — month-long series of Gullah cultural events, food, and art.

o Hilton Head Concours d'Elegance (November) — classic and vintage car showcase.

Day 1 — Beach & Harbour Town

Morning at Coligny Beach Park, lunch in Coligny Plaza, afternoon strolling Harbour Town and climbing the lighthouse,
sunset drinks overlooking the marina.

Day 2 — Nature & Wildlife

Morning at Pinckney Island National Wildlife Refuge, afternoon at Coastal Discovery Museum at Honey Horn, evening
dolphin cruise from Shelter Cove.

Day 3 — Gullah Heritage

Morning Gullah Heritage Trail Tour, afternoon at Historic Mitchelville Freedom Park, dinner featuring Lowcountry/Gullah
cuisine.

Day 4 — Active Day

Bike the island's paths from Sea Pines to Folly Field, kayak Broad Creek in the afternoon, or play a round at Harbour Town
Golf Links.

Day 5 — Off-Island Excursion

Full day in Savannah, GA (squares, riverfront, historic district) or a half-day loop through Old Town Bluffton and Beaufort.

e« Harbour Town Lighthouse — the classic postcard shot, best at golden hour with the marina below.

e Sea Pines Forest Preserve boardwalks — moss-draped live oaks over still lagoons, best mid-morning light.
e Coligny Beach boardwalk — sunrise over the Atlantic with the dune walkway in frame.

¢ Pinckney Island causeway — marsh grass and egrets, especially at low tide.

Standard US electrical system: 120V, 60Hz, Type A/B two- and three-prong flat-pin outlets. International visitors need a
plug adapter (and voltage converter for 220-240V devices without dual-voltage support).

Hilton Head sits in the heart of Lowcountry cuisine: she-crab soup, shrimp and grits, boiled peanuts, and frogmore stew
(a one-pot boil of shrimp, sausage, corn, and potatoes). Gullah cooking adds red rice, okra soup, and benne (sesame)
wafers. Fresh local shrimp and oysters show up on nearly every waterfront menu, and low-key seafood shacks near Broad
Creek and Skull Creek tend to outshine the resort restaurants on value.

Tourist Passes
Sea Pines Resort Day Pass

A gate entry fee for non-guests/non-residents driving into Sea Pines Plantation, covering access to Harbour Town, its
lighthouse, and Sea Pines Forest Preserve for the day.

e
=

www.seapines.com
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Where to Stay in Hilton Head

Hilton Head does not have a single defined downtown, so where you stay comes down to which stretch of the island fits
your plans and how close you want to be to the beach.

 Near the main beachfront resorts: The oceanfront plantation communities cluster the island's big resorts, golf
courses, and family pools, making this the easiest choice for families and first-time visitors who want a resort-
style base with everything on site.

¢ Near the marina and harbor area: Staying close to the harbor puts you within walking distance of restaurants,
live music, boat tours, and evening entertainment, which suits travelers looking for nightlife and a lively evening
scene.

¢ Near the south end of the island: This area has a wider mix of independent hotels, villas, and vacation rentals
at more varied price points, a good option for budget travelers who still want beach access without paying top
resort rates.

o Near the main gateway roads into the island: Hotels along the main entry corridor tend to be more affordable
and offer easy car access to meeting venues and conference facilities, which works well for business travelers
who need convenience over beachfront views.

Hilton Head Travel Budget

Hilton Head Island runs pricier than the average US beach town, with villa rentals and resort fees pushing costs up in peak
season (June-August). Daily estimates below are per person, based on double occupancy, in US dollars.

e Budget ($120-$180/day): Off-island motel or shared vacation rental (from $70-$100/night pp), groceries plus
casual counter-service seafood ($30-$40), bike rental instead of a car ($15-$20/day), free public beach access and
self-guided trail rides.

e Mid-range ($220-$350/day): Mid-tier villa or 3-star resort near the beach ($150-$220/night pp), a mix of casual
dining and one sit-down dinner ($60-$80), rental car or trolley pass ($40-$50), paid activities like a dolphin cruise
or bike and kayak rentals ($40-$60).

o Luxury ($450-$700+/day): Oceanfront resort or upscale villa ($300-$450/night pp), fine dining with steak or
seafood tasting menus ($120-$160), private golf cart or chauffeured transport ($60-$90), premium excursions such
as a private charter, spa treatment, or round at a signature golf course ($100-$200+).

Tip: Shoulder-season visits (April-May, September-October) can trim accommodation costs by 20-30 percent while keeping
warm, swimmable weather.

Is Hilton Head Worth Visiting?

Yes — few East Coast destinations combine wide, walkable beach and low-key nature quite like this Lowcountry barrier
island.

e Beach and bike access: 12 miles of hard-packed Atlantic sand plus over 50 miles of paved multi-use paths make
it easy to move between beach, marsh, and village without a car.

o Gullah heritage: Living history through Gullah-Geechee culture, storytelling, and cuisine gives the island a
cultural depth beyond typical beach-resort towns.

¢ Golf and resorts: Championship courses and long-established resort communities suit travelers who want a
polished, well-organized trip in 2026.

It works best for beach lovers, cyclists, golfers, and families wanting a relaxed, nature-framed island; it is /ess suited to
travelers chasing nightlife or dense urban attractions.
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