
Things to Do in Emerald Isle, NC 

 

Emerald Isle sits on the western end of Bogue Banks in North Carolina’s Crystal 
Coast, a place known for calm surf, soft sand, and a relaxed, family-first vibe. 
Visitors come for simple pleasures like sunrise beach walks, dolphin sightings, and 
seafood that tastes like it jumped from the boat to your plate. 

Outdoor lovers can kayak the sound, bike a safe island path, and hop ferries to wild 
barrier islands. History fans have Civil War forts nearby. Animal lovers get 
aquariums and sea turtle programs. 

The town moves at an easy pace, yet there is plenty to fill a weekend or a full 
week. This guide packs in the best things to do, smart tips, and handy travel tips to 
plan a stress free tour to Emerald Isle. 

 

 

Quick Facts About Emerald Isle, NC 



●​ Location: Western end of Bogue Banks, part of North Carolina’s Crystal 
Coast 

●​ Vibe: Laid-back beach town with family-friendly services 
●​ Known for: Wide beaches, biking path, fishing, boating, dolphin sightings 
●​ Best time to visit: Late April to early October for warm water and beach 

weather 
●​ Nearest airports: EWN in New Bern, OAJ in Jacksonville, ILM in 

Wilmington 
●​ Getting around: Car and bicycle are ideal; island is compact and easy to 

navigate 

 

25 Best Things to Do in Emerald Isle, NC 

 

Let’s discover the top attractions, activities, and experiences that make Emerald 
Isle, NC a perfect coastal getaway: 

Emerald Isle Beach 



The town’s wide, clean beaches are the main event. Surf typically runs gentler here 
than in many Atlantic spots, which helps beginner swimmers and families with 
small kids. Bring a beach tent for mid-day shade, then settle in with a good book 
while the kids build sand castles. Early mornings are great for shelling and spotting 
dolphin pods cruising just beyond the breakers. Lifeguards are posted at select 
public accesses in peak season. Parking fills fast on holiday weekends, so arrive 
early or plan an evening session when the light gets golden and the temperature 
drops. Beach bonfires are not allowed, so opt for a sunset picnic and a slow 
shoreline walk. 

Bogue Inlet Fishing Pier 

Stretching into the Atlantic, Bogue Inlet Pier is a classic for fishing, photos, and 
sea breezes. Anglers target Spanish mackerel, bluefish, drum, and flounder; the 
pier shop stocks bait, rentals, and basic gear if you are trying it for the first time. 
Even non-anglers enjoy the stroll for salt air, ocean panoramas, and the occasional 
dolphin sighting. Sunrise and sunset glow here, and it is an easy place to teach kids 
the basics of pier etiquette. Check seasonal hours, bring a light jacket on breezy 
days, and consider a day license if you plan to fish beyond basic rentals. 

Emerald Isle Woods Park 

This 41-acre maritime forest park delivers shade, boardwalks, and short trails that 
end at a scenic Bogue Sound overlook. Families love it for easy nature time after a 
hot morning on the sand. The disc golf course adds a playful challenge, and the 
small dock is perfect for launching a kayak on calm days. Birders can spot herons 
and egrets in the marsh, along with ospreys working the channel. Pack water and 
bug spray in warm months, and wear closed-toe shoes to handle sandy roots and 
boardwalk transitions. It is a quiet local gem where you can catch your breath. 

Kayak or Paddleboard on Bogue Sound 

Soundside paddling shows a softer side of Emerald Isle. Marsh creeks, glassy 
water, and gentle wind make it ideal for first timers. Outfitters provide rentals, 
quick instruction, and route suggestions based on tides. Early mornings are serene, 
with wading birds feeding and mullet jumping. Sunset paddles glow pink and gold 



over the grasses. Protect your phone in a dry bag and clip it to the board. 
Sunscreen, a hat, and a hydration bottle are essential. If you are new to tides, ask 
the shop for a beginner-friendly window so you paddle with the current instead of 
fighting it. 

Bike the Emerald Path 

The Emerald Path is a paved multi-use trail that runs roughly 13 miles along the 
island’s spine. Rent cruiser bikes for the family and roll between beach accesses, 
ice cream stops, and parks without hunting for parking at every turn. The path is 
mostly flat, so kids can keep up. Go early to beat summer heat and bring a small 
lock if you plan café breaks. Helmets are smart for everyone. Watch for driveways 
and crosswalks in the busier commercial stretches. The Path makes car-light 
exploring possible and is one of the easiest ways to feel like a local. 

Surf Lessons for Beginners 

Gentle sandbars and typically manageable summer swell make Emerald Isle great 
for first rides. Local surf schools run small-group and private sessions that cover 
ocean safety, paddle technique, pop-ups, and reading waves. Rash guards prevent 
board rub, and reef-safe sunscreen protects your skin and the water. Instructors 
usually choose the most forgiving sandbar on the day. Parents can watch from the 
waterline and grab photos during the triumphs. Lessons often run 60 to 90 minutes, 
which keeps kids fresh before lunch. Afterward, everyone sleeps well. 

The Salty Pirate Water Park 

Families with younger kids love this classic, compact water park. Slides, splash 
zones, and shallow pools give children space to play without long theme-park 
lines. Shaded seating helps adults escape midday sun, and lifeguards keep a close 
eye on activity areas. Bring snacks and water, follow height guidelines, and plan a 
couple of hours of play before or after a quiet beach session. It is a throwback in 
the best way, which is exactly why locals keep going back. 

Fort Macon State Park 



A short drive down the island brings you to a fully restored Civil War fort with 
oceanfront trails and a lifeguarded swim area in season. Kids can walk the 
ramparts, explore casemates, and learn how the coastline was defended. The visitor 
center adds context with exhibits and films. Hikers can wander dunes and maritime 
thickets, and anglers find solid surf casting. It is a rare place where history, beach 
time, and nature share the same stop. Bring water, and expect a breeze on the 
ramparts even on warm days. 

Dolphin Watching Cruises 

Tour boats on the sound and nearshore ocean often locate dolphin pods feeding and 
traveling. Crews share local ecology and point out seabirds and sometimes sea 
turtles. Morning trips offer calm water and bright light for photography, while 
sunset trips deliver full-on sky color. Wear a windbreaker, keep a hand strap on 
your camera, and consider polarized sunglasses to spot fins cutting the surface. 
Kids usually count sightings like a game, which makes this one of the most 
universally loved outings. 

Emerald Forest Mini Golf 

Mini golf after dinner is a beach week tradition. This course adds fun obstacles and 
a leafy setting where kids chirp with excitement every time they sink a long putt. 
Friendly competition keeps everyone engaged, and the course runs quick enough 
that no one melts down in the heat. Bring a small budget for ice cream afterward. 
Late afternoon or evening is ideal once the sun backs off. It is simple, social, and 
surprisingly memorable. 

Eat Fresh Local Seafood 

From fish tacos to shrimp baskets and grilled mahi, Emerald Isle showcases daily 
catch in casual spots and date-night bistros. Ask for local species to taste what is 
running that week. Families on a budget can hit seafood markets for steamer pots 
at home, which turns dinner into an experience without restaurant waits. If you 
love oysters, fall and winter often shine. Add hushpuppies and slaw, then finish 
with key lime pie or a Carolina-style dessert. The food here tastes like the coast. 

Hammocks Beach State Park and Bear Island 



Catch the seasonal ferry from nearby Swansboro or paddle your kayak across the 
sound to Bear Island, an undeveloped barrier beach with dune-backed solitude. 
Lifeguards staff designated areas in peak season, and basic facilities are available 
near the landing. Bring everything you need since concessions are limited. The 
sand is powdery, shells can be excellent after storms, and the horizon feels endless. 
Watch flags and currents, carry a trash bag, and leave no trace. The ferry ride 
becomes part of the fun for kids who love boats. 

Fishing in Bogue Sound 

Soundside waters hold speckled trout, red drum, and flounder. Wade fishing at 
sunrise can be magical, while boat charters dial in seasonal patterns for first timers. 
Light spinning gear covers most situations. Local tackle shops steer you toward the 
right jig heads and soft plastics, or bait rigs if you prefer a classic approach. 
Respect size and creel limits, pinch barbs for kids, and pack polarized sunglasses to 
spot movement on grass edges. Even a short evening session can produce a family 
memory. 

Explore Salter Path 

This small community in the island’s middle section has public beach access, a 
quieter feel, and a couple of low-key seafood spots. Stop for lunch, walk the pier at 
nearby Indian Beach, and watch the surf with fewer people around. Photographers 
get clean horizons and dunes that frame late-day light beautifully. Salter Path feels 
like stepping back to a simpler version of the Crystal Coast. It is a pleasant contrast 
to busier accesses. 

Scenic Boat Tours 

From shelling trips to sunset cruises, local captains tailor outings to your interests. 
Shelling tours visit sandbars that appear only at certain tides, while back-bay 
cruises explore marsh creeks for birds and quiet water. If you want a picnic on a 
remote spit of sand, ask when booking. Bring a soft cooler, sun protection, and 
water shoes, then enjoy an afternoon that moves at coastal speed. Boating here 
turns the map into a real-life playground. 

North Carolina Aquarium at Pine Knoll Shores 



A short drive up the island leads to sea turtle rehab stories, shark tanks, otter antics, 
and touch pools that thrill kids. Exhibits highlight local ecosystems from mountain 
streams to the offshore wrecks that make this region famous among divers. Plan 90 
minutes to two hours, then walk the adjacent nature trail to stretch legs under 
shade. Weekdays and early mornings are calmer in peak season. It is educational 
without feeling like homework, which is why families return on every trip. 

Jet Ski on the Sound 

Bogue Sound is a natural playground for personal watercraft. Rental outfits provide 
safety briefings and no-wake rules before you open the throttle in designated areas. 
Keep a respectful distance from wildlife and fishermen, skip the phone in your 
pocket unless it is sealed and tethered, and wear sunglasses to cut glare. Short 
one-hour rentals are perfect for teens and adults who want a thrill, while pairs can 
ride tandem and swap drivers. 

Western Ocean Regional Access 

This large public access point has parking, dune crossovers, restrooms, and picnic 
spots that make family beach days painless. Arrive early during holidays and peak 
weekends since lots fill quickly. Lifeguards may be on duty seasonally. If you are 
hauling chairs and a cooler, this access simplifies logistics. After the beach, rinse 
off and head to the bike path for an easy cruise to a snack stop or coffee. 

Shelling and Beachcombing 

Emerald Isle produces sea glass and shells after tides and storms, especially early 
morning. Bring a small mesh bag and leave living creatures where they are. Kids 
treat it like a treasure hunt, and adults often get hooked too. Low tide reveals tidal 
pools where hermit crabs scuttle, and ebb tides sometimes uncover sand dollars. 
Photograph the best finds before you pack them, then check local guidelines on 
what can be taken. 

Day Trip to Swansboro 

This historic waterfront town sits across the bridge, filled with boutique shops, 
porch-swing cafés, and a boardwalk that faces sunset. Grab shrimp and grits, 



browse nautical gifts, then watch boats slide by on the White Oak River. Events 
and small festivals pop up throughout the year. Parking is straightforward, and 
everything is walkable. It is an easy half-day trip that pairs well with a Bear Island 
ferry ride. 

Scuba Diving and Snorkeling the Crystal Coast 

The region’s nickname, Graveyard of the Atlantic, hints at the sheer number of 
shipwrecks offshore. Certified divers can join charters to explore wrecks that hold 
sand tiger sharks and schools of amberjack. Visibility can be excellent in the right 
conditions. Beginners can try guided snorkeling around calm inshore areas. Check 
with reputable shops about conditions, bring a snug-fitting mask, and respect 
marine life. Underwater here feels like a different world. 

Cedar Point Tideland Trail 

Across the bridge in Croatan National Forest, this easy loop winds through pine 
flatwoods and marsh with long views of the White Oak River. Boardwalks and 
packed paths make it family friendly. Interpretive signs explain the plants and 
wildlife you are seeing. Arrive in the cooler hours, carry water, and use insect 
repellent during warm months. Photographers catch reflections at high tide and big 
skies at sunset. It is peaceful within minutes of town. 

Shackleford Banks Wild Horses 

Take a ferry to Shackleford Banks, part of Cape Lookout National Seashore, to see 
the famous herd of wild horses that roam the dunes. This is an undeveloped island, 
so plan for no shade, no facilities, and full sun. Bring water, snacks, and respect the 
required distance from the horses. The beaches are jaw dropping, the shells can be 
outstanding, and the quiet feels rare. Pair it with a lighthouse stop at Cape Lookout 
if time allows. 

Parasailing Above the Island 

Views from a parasail harness reveal the long green ribbon of Emerald Isle, Bogue 
Inlet swirling below, and the sound spreading into a patchwork of marsh. Operators 
provide harnesses and safety talks, then winch you up smoothly. Tandem rides let 



siblings or couples fly together. Wear a secure strap for sunglasses, keep pockets 
empty, and bring a towel for the boat ride. It is a gentle thrill and a photography 
dream. 

Sunset at The Point 

The island’s western tip, known as The Point, is a wide arc of sand where the ocean 
meets Bogue Inlet. Tides redraw the shoreline daily, creating tidal pools, sandbars, 
and mirror-like shallows at low tide. Locals gather here for golden hour, anglers 
cast into the inlet, and photographers chase silhouettes against the last light. Park 
legally in nearby residential areas and walk the final stretch on sand. Watch 
currents carefully, especially with kids. It is the spot many visitors remember most. 

 

Travel Tips for Emerald Isle 

 

Here are the expert tips to get a safe and memorable experience to visit Emerald 
Isle: 



●​ Packing: Lightweight clothes, swimsuits, reef-safe sunscreen, hats, 
polarized sunglasses, and a light hoodie for breezy evenings. A soft cooler 
and reusable water bottles keep everyone hydrated. 

●​ Beach Logistics: Bring a pop-up shade tent, sand stakes, and a mesh bag for 
toys and shells. Check rip current forecasts and swim near lifeguards when 
available. 

●​ Biking: Use the Emerald Path for safe family rides. Helmets for all ages are 
smart, and a small lock helps with café stops. 

●​ Weather: Summer is hot and humid. Spring and fall are mild and ideal for 
active days. Keep an eye on tropical forecasts during hurricane season. 

●​ Tides: Many activities feel easier with the tide in your favor. Ask outfitters 
about timing for kayak routes and shelling. 

●​ Dining: Aim for early dinners to avoid waits. Seafood markets let you cook 
at your rental for value and variety. 

●​ Budget Tips: Shoulder season offers lower rates and quieter beaches. Public 
access and parks keep entertainment costs down. 

●​ Day Trips: Build in one off-island day for Fort Macon, the Aquarium, or 
Shackleford Banks. Mix town days and wild-island days for balance. 

●​ Wildlife Respect: Give dolphins, turtles, and wild horses space. Pack out all 
trash and avoid walking on dune grasses. 

●​ Safety: Sand and decks get hot. Water shoes help. Keep a small first-aid kit 
and plenty of water for kids. 

 

The Bottom Line 

Emerald Isle shines for travelers who value simple, high-quality time near the 
water. The beach is wide, the pace is unhurried, and there are enough adventures to 
keep every day fresh. Use this guide to map out your perfect mix of paddling, 
shelling, history, and seafood.​

 



Frequently Asked Questions 

What is the best time to visit Emerald Isle? 

Late spring through early fall brings warm water and beach weather. May, June, 
September, and early October balance the sun with lighter crowds. 

Are Emerald Isle beaches family friendly? 

Yes. The beaches are wide with typically manageable surf in summer. Lifeguards 
staff select accesses in peak season. 

Where can I see dolphins in Emerald Isle? 

Dolphins cruise just beyond the breakers and in Bogue Sound. Boat tours increase 
your chances, especially mornings and evenings. 

Is there good fishing without a boat in Emerald Isle? 

Yes. Try Bogue Inlet Pier, surf fishing at public accesses, and soundside spots. 
Local shops advise on rigs, bait, and regulations. 

Do I need a car on Emerald Isle? 

A car is helpful for groceries, side trips, and flexible beach access. Biking covers 
close-by errands and scenic rides along the Emerald Path. 

Can beginners learn to surf here? 

Yes. Gentle summer waves and sand-bottom breaks suit first timers. Book a lesson 
for ocean safety and faster progress. 

What are the best rainy-day activities in Emerald Isle? 

Visit the NC Aquarium at Pine Knoll Shores, shop and eat in Swansboro, or play 
mini golf if showers are light. 

Are dogs allowed on the Emerald Isle’s beach? 



Leashed dogs are allowed. Bring waste bags and water, and avoid hot sand during 
midday in summer. 

How crowded does it take to get to Emerald Isle in summer? 

Holiday weekends fill quickly. Arrive early for parking, plan dinners before peak 
times, and consider sunset beach sessions. 

Can I take a day trip to Shackleford Banks or Cape Lookout? 

Yes. Ferries run from Beaufort and Harkers Island. Pack water, sun protection, and 
keep a respectful distance from the wild horses. 
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