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INTRODUCTION


Georgia has everything to delight the hiker. The largest state east of the Mississippi has more than 1,000 miles of hiking trails. Those paths run along wild mountain streams, through rolling foothills, among the towering pines of the Coastal Plain, and on pristine beaches of the Atlantic Coast barrier islands. Hundreds of species of animals and thousands of species of plants can be discovered and enjoyed along the trails of Georgia.

Hikes vary in length and difficulty, from easy walks along quiet nature trails in state parks to an 80-mile trek on the Appalachian Trail from strolls along sandy beaches on undeveloped islands to treks amid sheer sandstone cliffs in the mountains.

All of the more than 500 miles of trails discussed in this guide are on public land. Although most are in the mountains and hills of North Georgia, there also are interesting and challenging hikes in Central and South Georgia.

Whatever your interests, there is probably a trail on Georgia public lands that will help you experience them.

PHYSIOGRAPHIC REGIONS AND NATURAL HISTORY

Five major physiographic provinces span Georgia from south to north: Coastal Plain, Piedmont, Blue Ridge, Ridge and Valley, and Cumberland Plateau. The Coastal Plain is the most extensive. It extends from numerous subtropical barrier islands of the Atlantic Coast north to the very irregular “fall line,” which crosses the state from Augusta through Milledgeville and Macon to Columbus.

Lying north of the ancient seashore of the fall line is the Piedmont Plateau. The region’s rolling foothills rise gradually from 500 to about 1,700 feet in elevation, before abutting the mountains about 50 miles north of Atlanta.

Three smaller regions lie north of the Piedmont: the Cumberland Plateau, the Ridge and Valley, and the Blue Ridge. The Blue Ridge region in Georgia’s northeast is part of the Appalachian Mountain system, considered to be among the oldest mountains in the world. The mountains here rise to the greatest height in Georgia—4,783 feet at Brasstown Bald.

The Cumberland Plateau is in the extreme northwest corner of the state. Part of the Allegheny Mountain system, it is represented by Lookout and Sand Mountains, which reach to 2,364 feet.

Between those two regions lies the Ridge and Valley, which extends from the Georgia-Tennessee line southwest 75 miles toward Cedartown.

Georgia has outstanding plant and animal diversity. More than 150 species of trees and 400 species of shrubs and vines grow in the state. Add an almost countless number of flowering herbaceous plants, ferns, mosses, liverworts, lichens, and mushrooms to the list, and the sum equals a plant community as diverse as anywhere in the country. Also known to occur in Georgia are more than 65 species of mammals, 75 species of snakes and lizards, and 120 species of salamanders, toads, frogs, and turtles.


[image: frn_fig_007.jpg]


ZERO IMPACT HIKING

Reward the thousands of volunteers who create and help maintain the trails and allow those who follow your footsteps to enjoy their own wilderness experience by leaving an area as pristine as you found it—or better. The following guidelines can help ensure enjoyable hiking experiences for years to come:


	Pack it in; pack it out. Few things are more irritating than finding aluminum cans, candy wrappers, and other litter along the trail. Pack out what you pack in—and carry an extra garbage bag on hikes for carting out litter left behind by others.

	Stay on the trail. Designated paths limit the impact on natural areas. Taking shortcuts or straying off the blazed trail can cause damage to sensitive areas that can take years to heal.

	Respect other trail users. If you are on a multiuse trail that allows horses, remember that they have the right-of-way. Step aside quietly, off the trail if necessary, and let horse and rider pass. Although hikers generally have right-of-way on trails shared with mountain bikers, it’s probably best to yield for safety’s sake—especially on narrow or steep trail sections.



To learn more about leaving no trace, visit LNT.org.

BE PREPARED

Should I Drink from That Stream?

In Georgia the answer is no—unless the water has been treated by boiling, filtered with a reliable filter/purifier, or treated with an effective chemical purifier.

From the mountains to the sea, there is no real shortage of water in Georgia. However, water quality can be a problem. Day hikers should bring sufficient water for drinking unless potable water is known to be available. All Georgia state parks and most USDA Forest Service campgrounds and recreation areas have potable running water. Only occasionally will you find yourself several miles from surface water from a spring, stream, or lake. On long trails like the Appalachian Trail, water sources are marked both by signs and on trail maps. Again, this water must be treated before it is considered safe to drink.

Do not drink water directly from streams, no matter how remote they are or how clean and pure they seem to be.


First Aid

A first-aid kit should be part of every hiker’s backpack, whether you’re on a day hike or a longer trek. There are many good lightweight, compact kits on the market. Be especially prepared to take care of hike-spoiling blisters by carrying moleskin, gauze, and tape or adhesive bandages.

Dangers

Wear sunscreen (SPF 15 or higher), protective clothing, a wide-brimmed hat, and sunglasses when you are hiking. If you get sunburn, treat the area with aloe vera gel and protect the area from further sun exposure. Don’t let overcast skies fool you into thinking you’re safe—you can burn even when you cannot see the sun.

Bear encounters are extremely rare, except at campsites where garbage has been allowed to accumulate. At some shelters along the Appalachian Trail, where hundreds of campers a year spend the night, bears may become night visitors looking for food. You will seldom, if ever, see black bears while walking trails. They will usually run before you get close enough to see them.

Stinging insects represent the greatest and most frequently encountered danger on Georgia’s trails. Wasps build nests on bridge handrails or under benches. Running a hand against a wasp nest or brushing against a nest hanging on low vegetation can cause stings that are fortunately only temporarily painful for most people. However, for those few who are allergic to bee and wasp stings, the problem can be life threatening. Know your sensitivity—or the sensitivity of anyone in your hiking party—and prepare for it. Know what to do in the event of a sting, and carry the appropriate antihistamines or other medication in your first-aid kit to use immediately if stung.

Chiggers (red bugs), mosquitoes, biting flies, and gnats are common throughout the state. They are most annoying during the warmer months and during twilight and nighttime hours. In parts of southern Georgia and in the coastal counties, mosquitoes can be very annoying during the day. Be sure to use an effective all-around repellent. The most effective repellents contain at least 30 percent DEET. Other repellents are available for those who are sensitive to DEET, including young children.

Ticks are another problem in Georgia. These bugs can transmit diseases including Lyme disease and Rocky Mountain spotted fever. Lyme disease occurs throughout Georgia but is most prevalent in the southern two-thirds of the state. It is transmitted by the tiny deer tick. The larger wood tick can transmit spotted fever. A few spotted fever cases are reported each year, while Lyme disease has become much more prevalent.

The best way to avoid ticks on the trail is to use an effective repellent before you head out. DEET is effective against ticks. Another highly effective repellent, which also kills ticks, is Permanone. It should not be applied directly to the skin but is very effective when applied to clothes and footwear before going into tick-infested areas. Wear a long-sleeved shirt and long pants tucked into your footwear. Examine yourself carefully immediately after a day hike and once a day or more on longer hikes. The tiny deer tick nymphs, the most active carrier of the Lyme disease spirochete, may be picked up even during mild winter months in Central and South Georgia.

Removing an attached tick in the first 8 to 10 hours is important. To remove the tick, use forceps or tweezers to grasp the tick as close to the skin as possible, then gently but firmly pull the tick away, trying not to leave its mouthparts in the skin. Squeezing the tick’s body can act like a syringe, forcing the tick’s body fluids into your body and increasing the potential for Lyme disease. In about half the cases of Lyme disease, redness occurs around the bite and may take on a bull’s-eye appearance. This should be reported to a doctor as soon as possible. Treated early, Lyme disease is quickly cured.

Venomous snakes in Georgia run from the small, secretive coral snake to the eastern diamondback rattlesnake, our largest North American snake. The coral snake occurs in both dry and moist sandy-loam areas of the southern third of Georgia. The timber rattlesnake occurs throughout the state from the mountains through the Coastal Plain. It may be called the canebrake rattlesnake in the southern part of the state. Coral snakes and rattlesnakes are rarely seen.

Both the northern and southern copperheads occur in Georgia. The larger southern copperhead is found throughout the Piedmont, along the fall line, and in the Coastal Plain. The northern copperhead is generally found in the Piedmont and all the mountain regions.

The cottonmouth, or water moccasin, is found from the fall line south throughout the Coastal Plain along streams, river swamps, and marshes.

Many new hikers in Georgia seem to fear snakes more than other hazards along the trail, carrying snakebite kits with little knowledge of how to use them. Most of these kits have blades to cut the fang puncture, a tourniquet, disinfectant, and other things—none of which are practical first aid for a venomous snakebite. The best first aid for a venomous snakebite is to get to medical help as soon as possible.

To reduce your risk of snakebite, don’t put your foot or hand anywhere without looking first. Be cautious stepping over logs. Keep your hands and feet out of cavities around boulders. Since many snakes are nocturnal, carry and use a flashlight if you need to walk on trails at night during warm weather. Even nonvenomous snakebites can be painful and prone to infection.

Poison ivy is present on many trails in Georgia. It is most obvious in late spring and throughout the summer months. Learn to recognize it and avoid it: “Leaves of three, let it be.” Washing exposed skin with soap and water as soon as possible after contact is the best way to prevent irritation.

Hypothermia has been called the number one killer out of all outdoor injuries. The lowering of internal body temperature from exposure to cold, wind, rain, or immersion in cold water, hypothermia can occur even when outdoor temperatures are not very cold. Learn to recognize the symptoms, and know that injuries increase the risk of hypothermia. First signs include shivering, followed by no shivering, disorientation, and confusion. Later the person may appear apathetic and moody. As hypothermia becomes more advanced, the victim may lapse into a coma.

The first step in treatment of hypothermia, after making all possible arrangements to get the person to expert medical attention, is to reduce heat loss. Get the victim out of the wind and into dry clothes and/or a windproof shell like a poncho or space blanket (a good addition to your first-aid kit). Pay special attention to covering the head and back of the neck with a cap, hat, or anything windproof and warm. Next try to produce heat in the body core. If the victim can drink, give him or her warm, sweet fluids—not alcohol.

After applying dry clothing and a windproof outer covering, get the victim walking, with support if necessary. Exercise is the best way to improve internal organ heat. If you are alone and recognize hypothermia, drink hot fluids like sweet hot chocolate, get into dry clothes, protect yourself from the wind, and keep moving. Movement is crucial. Obviously, it’s important to be able to recognize the condition before you become dis-oriented or confused.

PLANNING YOUR TRIP

For safety’s sake, always leave your hike itinerary with someone before you head out. It should include where you will be hiking, where you will park, your estimated time of completing the trip, and whom to contact if necessary. “Trail Contacts” for each trail description list phone numbers and websites that can be used to contact park personnel should emergencies arise.

There are registers on the Appalachian Trail (AT) at the Springer Mountain trailhead (hike 16) and at many of the shelters. It is a good idea to leave pertinent information at these points. For the AT and some other trails, you must register with the appropriate land-managing agencies.

The Coosa Backcountry Trail, which originates at Vogel State Park (hike 20); Tallulah Gorge State Park, Stoneplace Trail (hike 37); and the Pine Mountain Trail at F. D. Roosevelt State Park (hike 44) are other trails requiring registration to obtain a free permit to hike or camp along these paths. Advance reservations for ferry passage and camping are needed at Cumberland Island National Seashore (hike 76).

Comfortable clothing and footwear will do more to make a hike pleasant than almost anything else. The great variety of hiking and walking situations makes it impossible to cover all personal needs, but two important ones are to dress in layers and dress for safety in hunting season. The first allows you to remove or add layers to suit the weather. The second involves wearing blaze orange to make you visible to hunters in the area.

Everyone seems to have a different idea about what type of footwear to wear for hiking. Footwear boils down to personal preference, but it should be sturdy and supportive. Many people still wear good leather boots for serious hiking; others prefer lighter-weight boots with breathable, water-resistant fabrics. The best advice for the beginner is to visit a good outdoor outfitter and try on several styles before finally deciding.

There are many types and styles of backpacks. For day hiking, the smaller daypack type is all you need. It should fit and have padded shoulder and hip pads. Make sure they are wide enough to be comfortable. The pack should have external pockets for easy access to items like a camera, water, and maps. External straps are handy to lash things like a jacket or poncho. The main bag should be large enough for lunch or other bulky things. Don’t burden yourself with a daypack that is too large. You may find that a fanny pack or a photo vest will carry all you want or need.
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Hiking in Georgia is a year-round activity, with many good hiking days in winter. Wintertime snow and cold or freezing rain in the mountains and spring and summer showers and thunderstorms throughout the state are about the only weather conditions that hamper your comfort on the trail. Fall weather is best, and September through November is the most popular time to hike.

Be aware of changing weather conditions. If thunderstorms are in the forecast, recognize that lightning in forest cover can be dangerous. Do not hike along ridgetops and on mountain crests with large exposed rock formations during electrical storms, especially with metal-frame backpacks.

Wintertime hikes can be especially beautiful in the limited snow that falls in the Georgia mountains. Plans for snow hiking should include adequate footwear and clothing to tolerate the cold, wet conditions in case an emergency occurs. Being wet and cold invites hypothermia, a potentially life-threatening condition.

NAVIGATION

Maps

US Geological Survey (USGS) 7.5-minute series topographic quadrangles, scale 1:24,000, referred to in the text for each hike, are the best and most dependable maps for long hikes and wilderness backpack trip planning. Learn how to read them, and then learn to rely on them for keeping oriented on the trail. This is especially important for any cross-country hikes requiring good orienteering techniques. These USGS quadrangles are available at most outdoor shops that cater to hikers’ needs. They can be purchased from the USGS National Mapping Division at USGS.gov/pubprod/.

Color pamphlet-sized maps of the trails in most of the state parks can be obtained free of charge from the respective parks or downloaded from gastateparks.org. These maps may not be to scale, but they will keep you oriented. They also can help you take advantage of all the special natural and historical points of interest along the way.

The Georgia Appalachian Trail Club offers a small-scale map with helpful hints for hiking the AT. The Appalachian Trail Guide to North Carolina–Georgia contains maps, trail mileages, water and shelter locations, and side trails; it can be purchased at hiking and backpacking outfitters and stores or from the Appalachian Trail Conservancy at atctrail store.org.

The comprehensive website of the Benton MacKaye Trail Association (bmta.org) contains excellent information on this long trail’s section in Georgia and other trails throughout the mountains of northeast Georgia.

Compass

The compass is probably the most valuable tool you can have to stay properly oriented in unfamiliar terrain. Some characteristics to look for in a compass are a rectangular base with detailed scales, a liquid-filled protective housing, a sighting line on the mirror, and luminous arrows. Learn to use the compass so well that you don’t even think about disbelieving it.

Our tendency to rely on cell phones is a great convenience, which tends at times to lull us into complacency. Finding yourself off the trail with no cell signal is a situation that makes knowledge of compass use an important part of heading outdoors.


Global Positioning System (GPS)

This is possibly the most useful navigation gadget to come along for the serious hiker. As with all such tools, you must learn how to use a GPS accurately. Most brands are sold with good instructions that anyone with computer experience should be able to master. Practice with your GPS until you are comfortable with it before you go into the backcountry on an extended hike. If you use a mapping program, you can come home from a hike and download the GPS data into your computer for a permanent record of your hike.

All GPS products use the same satellite support base. The real difference among products is in the quality of satellite reception. All are limited when in mountainous terrain with deep valleys and under dense deciduous tree cover. (Deciduous tree leaves are notorious for diffusing radio signals.) Of course, as time passes, technology is catching up with those problems

The trail tracks used to create the maps in this volume were made with Garmin GPSMAP 62stc or touch-screen Garmin RINO 665t units. In more than 500 miles of trekking, the units lost satellite contact only once. That occurred in the bottom of a deep, solid-rock grotto in Cloudland Canyon State Park. The trailhead coordinates also match up to those found on Google Maps.

HIKING WITH CHILDREN

Children learn by example. Hiking trips are excellent opportunities to teach young ones to tread lightly and minimize their imprint on the environment. Many state parks have nature trails ideal for beginning hikers and offer interpretive programs for children and adults conducted by park naturalists and program specialists.

Kids can enjoy the backcountry as much as their parents, but they see the world from a different perspective. It’s the little things adults barely notice that are so special to children. Bugs scampering across the trail, spiderwebs dripping with morning dew, lizards doing push-ups on a trailside boulder, skipping rocks on a lake, watching sticks run the rapids of a mountain stream, exploring animal tracks in the sand—these are but a few of the natural wonders kids will enjoy while hiking backcountry trails.

To make the trip fun for the kids, let the young ones set the pace. Until they get older and are able to keep up with you, forget about that 30-mile trek to your favorite back-country campsite. Instead, plan a destination that is only a mile or two from the trailhead. Kids tire quickly and become easily sidetracked, so don’t be surprised if you don’t make it to your destination.

HIKERS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

State and federal land management agencies in Georgia are putting a great deal of effort into making their facilities accessible to visitors with special needs. A number of parks and other areas covered in the following chapters have wheelchair-accessible paths or trails. These are highlighted where relevant.


VOLUNTEERING

Georgia is home to several hiking clubs and conservation organizations that are involved in hiking. Some devote a large amount of their time to trail maintenance. The Georgia Appalachian Trail Club, Benton MacKaye Trail Club, and the Pine Mountain Trail Association plan regular outings to work on these trails. The Georgia DNR, USDA Forest Service, NPS, and USFWS also welcome volunteers who are willing to help maintain and mark trails. The forest service’s “Adopt-A-Trail” program is especially suited to volunteer efforts. See the Trail contacts for each chapter for details on reaching out to those groups and organizations.

USING THIS GUIDE

Hiking Georgia is divided into six sections: Northwest Georgia, Northeast Georgia, Central Georgia, Metro Atlanta, Southwest Georgia, and Southeast Georgia. All the trails are on public land, including national forest, national park, Georgia State Park & Historic Sites Division and Wildlife Resources Division lands, and other political groupings. As much as possible they are listed in these areas from west to east.

Degrees of difficulty are based on the grade or incline of the trail. A flat trail with very little elevation change is designated easy whether it is 0.5 mile or 5.0 miles long. A moderate hike will have a moderately steep grade for extended distances. A strenuous trail may have steep grades for 0.5 mile or more. Degree of difficulty may be expressed with two or three ratings, as easy to moderate or moderate with strenuous stretches. Where a trail is uneven and footing is more difficult because of boulders or other obstacles, this will be discussed in the description of the hike.

All but a very few trails described in this guide are marked in some fashion. A paint mark (blaze) on a tree is the most frequent trail marker. One trail will be marked or blazed throughout with one color paint. In a state park with several different trails, a different color may be used for each trail. A few trails are marked with a white 3- to 4-inch diamond-shaped piece of metal nailed to trees and posts along the trail instead of paint blazes. The Chattooga National Wild and Scenic River Trail (hike 38) is marked this way. Carsonite stakes—flat fiberglass posts about 4 inches wide and 4 to 5 feet tall—are being used to mark some trailheads and occasionally along some trails. These are less vulnerable to vandalism and are marked with decals designating trail use and activities not permitted on the trail.

It has become standard to mark sudden changes in direction of a trail with two blaze marks, one above the other on the same tree. Most trails are marked so that you should not travel more than 0.25 mile without seeing a blaze. Because of dense vegetation, state park and many USDA Forest Service trails are marked with paint blazes much more frequently. Where two trails occasionally join for a distance, two colors or types of blazes are used until the trails separate again.


TRAIL FINDER





	
	BACKPACKER
	WATERFALL



	NORTHWEST GEORGIA



	1. Cloudland Canyon State Park, West Rim Trail
	
	



	2. Cloudland Canyon State Park, Waterfalls/Sitton Gulch Trails
	
	•



	3. Crockford-Pigeon Mountain Wildlife Management Area Trails
	•
	



	4. James H. (Sloppy) Floyd State Park Trails
	
	•



	5. Chickamauga Creek Trail
	
	



	6. Johns Mountain Wildlife Management Area Trails
	
	



	7. Arrowhead Wildlife Interpretive Trail
	
	



	8. Fort Mountain State Park, Old Fort Loop
	
	



	9. Fort Mountain State Park, Gahuti Trail
	•
	



	10. Lake Conasauga Recreation Area Trails
	
	



	11. Emery Creek Trail
	
	•



	12. Pinhoti Trail
	•
	



	13. Benton MacKaye Trail
	•
	



	NORTHEAST GEORGIA



	14. Amicalola State Park, Appalachian Approach Trail
	•
	•



	15. Amicalola State Park, Len Foote Hike Inn Trail
	
	•



	16. Appalachian Trail in Georgia
	•
	



	17. Cooper Creek Wildlife Management Area Trails
	•
	



	18. Lake Winfield Scott Recreation Area Trails
	•
	



	19. DeSoto Falls Scenic Area Trails
	
	•



	20. Vogel State Park Trails
	•
	



	21. Raven Cliffs Trail
	
	•



	22. Brasstown Bald, Arkaquah Trail
	
	



	23. Brasstown Bald, Jacks Knob Trail
	•
	



	24. Brasstown Bald, Wagon Train Trail
	
	



	25. Dukes Creek Falls Trail
	
	•



	26. Smithgall Woods State Park Trails
	
	



	27. Andrews Cove Recreation Area Trail
	
	



	28. High Shoals Scenic Area Trail
	•
	•



	29. Anna Ruby Falls Recreation Area Trails
	
	•



	30. Unicoi State Park Trails
	
	



	31. Moccasin Creek Trails
	
	•



	32. Lake Rabun Beach Recreation Area Trail
	
	•



	33. Lake Russell Recreation Area Trails
	
	•



	34. Panther Creek Trail
	•
	•



	35. Lake Russell Wildlife Management Area Trail
	
	



	36. Black Rock Mountain State Park Trails
	•
	•
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	BACKPACKER
	WATERFALL



	37. Tallulah Gorge State Park Trails
	•
	•



	38. Chattooga National Wild and Scenic River Trail
	•
	•



	39. Bartram National Recreation Trail
	•
	



	40. Victoria Bryant State Park Trails
	
	



	41. Three Forks Trail
	•
	•



	42. Ellicott Rock Wilderness Trail
	•
	•



	CENTRAL GEORGIA



	43. Chattahoochee Bend State Park Trails
	
	



	44. F. D. Roosevelt State Park, Pine Mountain Trail
	•
	



	45. F. D. Roosevelt State Park, Dowdell Knob Loop
	•
	



	46. Red Top Mountain State Park Trails
	
	



	47. High Falls State Park Trails
	
	•



	48. Charlie Elliott Wildlife Center Trails
	
	



	49. Piedmont National Wildlife Refuge Trails
	
	



	50. Hard Labor Creek State Park Trails
	
	



	51. Watson Mill Bridge State Park Trails
	
	



	52 Rock Hawk Effigy Trails
	
	



	53. Hamburg State Park Trails
	
	



	54. Richard B. Russell State Park Trails
	
	



	55. Mistletoe State Park Trails
	•
	



	56. Augusta Canal National Heritage Area Trail
	•
	



	METRO ATLANTA



	57. Sweetwater Creek State Park Trails
	
	•



	58 Kennesaw Mountain National Battlefield Park Trails
	
	



	59. West Palisades Trails
	
	



	60. East Palisades Trails
	
	



	61. Island Ford Trails
	
	



	62. Panola Mountain State Park Trails
	
	



	63. Davidson-Arabia Mountain Nature Preserve Trails
	
	



	64. Fort Yargo State Park Trails
	
	



	SOUTHWEST GEORGIA



	65. Providence Canyon State Park Trails
	•
	



	66. Kolomoki Mounds State Historic Park Trails
	
	



	67. Seminole State Park Trails
	
	



	68. Sprewell Bluff Park Trails
	
	



	69. Reed Bingham State Park Trails
	
	












	GEOLOGY
	GREAT VIEWS
	LAKE LOVER
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	BACKPACKER
	WATERFALL



	SOUTHEAST GEORGIA



	70. Little Ocmulgee State Park Trails
	
	



	71. General Coffee State Park Trails
	
	



	72. Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge Trails
	
	



	73. George L. Smith State Park Trails
	
	



	74. Magnolia Springs State Park Trails
	
	



	75. Crooked River State Park Trails
	
	



	76. Cumberland Island National Seashore Trails
	•
	



	77. Hofwyl-Broadfield Plantation State Historic Site Trails
	
	



	78. Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge Trails
	
	



	79. Skidaway Island State Park Trails
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[image: Hemlock Falls is the larger of the two cascades on Daniel Creek (hike 2).]
Hemlock Falls is the larger of the two cascades on Daniel Creek (hike 2).







1 CLOUDLAND CANYON STATE PARK, WEST RIM TRAIL

Because so little of the Cumberland Plateau touches the state, Cloud-land Canyon State Park’s 3,488 acres have a unique geological feature in Georgia. The flatter tops of the plateau provide sharp contrast to the sheer canyon walls, all softened by an almost complete cover of trees and shrubs that adds color to the ancient sandstone cliffs. The myriad shades of green as the different species of trees begin to leaf out in spring is just as striking as the multicolor display when the same trees take on their autumn hues. In winter the leafless trees expose the cliffs for a fresh and different look.

The park contains five trails offering almost 17 miles of hikes. The featured West Rim Trail provides a hike along the top of the Cloud-land plateau offering great views of Sitton Gulf.


Start: On the paved walkway leading from the parking lot at the East Rim Overlook day-use area

Distance: 4.9-mile lollipop

Hiking time: About 2.5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate with a few short, steep, rocky places

Trail surface: Mostly earthen, with some exposed stone; metal and stone stairway to waterfalls

Best season: Year-round

Other trail users: Hikers only

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Land status: Georgia DNR, State Parks & Historic Sites Division

Nearest town: Trenton

Fees and permits: Daily parking fee

Schedule: Park hours 7 a.m.–10 p.m. year-round; trails close at sunset

Maps: USGS Durham; pamphlet-size map available in the park office or from the website

Trail contacts: Cloudland Canyon State Park, 122 Cloudland Canyon Park Rd., Rising Fawn 30738; (706) 657–4050; gastateparks.org

Special considerations: You are cautioned to stay on the trail and not climb on rocks or around the waterfalls. The rocks can be very slippery and dangerous.

Caution is also advised for people with heart problems and those in poor physical condition using the waterfalls stairway. From the bottom of the canyon back to the rim, there are 587 metal or stone steps. That’s not counting the ones on the 2 side trails to the waterfalls.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

From Trenton on I-59, take exit 11 and go east 6.3 miles on SR 136 to the park entrance. Continue 1.2 miles to the East Rim Overlook day-use area. The trail-head is at the overlook parking lot. Trailhead GPS: N34 83.473' / W85 48.042'




THE HIKE

The West Rim Trail runs west from the trailhead at the parking lot at the East Rim Overlook; it has yellow blazes. It goes behind several cabins and begins the descent to Daniel Creek, which forms the waterfalls. The trail passes the junction with Waterfalls Trail, which descends on metal steps to the right. The West Rim Trail continues, reaching a picturesque footbridge over fast-flowing and cascading Daniel Creek.



[image: The overlook on the West Rim Trail.]
The overlook on the West Rim Trail.



Catawba rhododendron and mountain laurel thickets interspersed with sourwood, dogwood, and larger oaks, hickories, hemlocks, and maples shade the trail.

After crossing the bridge, which is only about 30 or 40 yards above the highest falls, you begin climbing up to the plateau top. Mosses, ferns, and many wildflowers line the trail in spring and summer.

Traveling through switchbacks in an area of large sandstone boulders, the path passes a pair of rock overhangs that form natural shelters. The first is the largest, and the second



[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]


is smaller and cave-like. Once on the plateau top, you reach the first of the six designated overlooks on the rim of the gulf, or canyon.

Soon the trail leaves the canyon rim and comes to a fork in the trail beside the bridge over Whiteoak Spring. The return loop crosses this span to rejoin the trail. Continuing to the left, in a clockwise direction, the hike goes upstream along Whiteoak Spring through the oak-hickory forest of the Cumberland Plateau. There is a steady rise in elevation for the next mile. Blueberries, dogwood, and sourwood grow under the larger trees. Dwarf iris, pipsissewa, spring beauty, phlox, and bird’s-foot violets grow in the well-drained sandy soil and along the small stream drainages.

Shortly the white-blazed trail to the Walk-in Camp intersects from the left. You next cross the paved park road and reach the junction with a trail from the West Rim Access parking area entering from the left. The parking lot is 0.1 mile down that path.

From here the path provides a view of the eastern side of the Lookout Mountain escarpment. The town of Trenton in Lookout Valley is visible more than 1,200 feet below. The trail continues north along this rim to stone steps and a spectacular rocky point overlook. On a clear day you can see to the Tennessee River, where it forms Moccasin Bend at Chattanooga, Tennessee.

Climb back up the rocky steps and continue to the left along the western rim of Sitton Gulf. The path leads to several beautiful overlooks along the way.

Almost anytime during the day you will see hawks or vultures soaring on the wind currents along the steep escarpments. You will pass several spur paths on the right that lead to cabins.

Leaving the canyon bluff, you come to Whiteoak Spring; cross the bridge and turn left to return to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start from the trailhead at the parking area.

	
0.2 Pass the junction with the Waterfalls Trail; follow the yellow blazes to the left.

	
0.4 Cross a footbridge over Daniel Creek.

	
0.5 Pass a rock shelter on the hillside.

	
0.6 Reach a second smaller, cave-like rock shelter.

	
1.0 Enjoy the first of six overlooks of the canyon from the west rim.

	
1.2 At the fork in the trail, take the left path along the creek bank.

	
1.5 The trail to the Walk-in Camp enters from the left.

	
2.1 Cross the paved park road.

	
2.2 The trail from the West Rim Overlook parking lot enters from the left.

	
2.4 Arrive at a grand overlook to the north toward Chattanooga, Tennessee.

	
3.7 Cross the bridge over Whiteoak Springs to close the loop and turn left.

	
4.9 Arrive back at the parking area.









2 CLOUDLAND CANYON STATE PARK, WATERFALLS/SITTON GULCH TRAIL

While the West Rim Trail meanders along the brink of Sitton Gulf, the Waterfalls/Sitton Gulch Trail provides an adventure down in the chasm. The descent and hike through the gulf offers a close look at the structure of this Cumberland Plateau geophysical region. Hiking this trail presents a steadily changing variety of flora and fauna.

The featured hike is a combination of the Waterfalls Trail and the longer Sitton Gulch Trail. The Waterfalls Trail climbs down the rocky cliffs of the gulf, then the Sitton Gulch Trail follows the course of Daniels and Sitton Gulch Creeks to the lower end of the gulf.


See map on page 4.

Start: On the paved walkway leading from the parking lot at the East Rim Overlook day-use area

Distance: Waterfalls Trail, 0.8 mile one way to the second falls; Sitton Gulch Trail, 2.8-mile one-way trail to the lower trailhead or 5.0 miles out and back using the side loop

Hiking time: About 1.25 hours one way or 2.25 hours out and back

Difficulty: Easy to moderate, but strenuous on the climb on the stairs section

Trail surface: Mostly earthen, with some exposed stone; metal and stone stairway to waterfalls

Best season: Year-round

Other trail users: Hikers only

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Land status: Georgia DNR, State Parks & Historic Sites Division

Nearest town: Trenton

Fees and permits: Daily parking fee

Schedule: Park hours 7 a.m.–10 p.m., year-round; trails close at sunset

Maps: USGS Durham; pamphlet-size map available in the park office or from the website

Trail contacts: Cloudland Canyon State Park, 122 Cloudland Canyon Park Rd., Rising Fawn 30738; (706) 657–4050; gastateparks.org

Special considerations: You are cautioned to stay on the trail and not climb on rocks or around the waterfalls. The rocks can be very slippery and dangerous.

Caution is also advised for people with heart problems and those in poor physical condition using the waterfalls stairway. From the bottom of the canyon back to the rim, there are 587 metal or stone steps. That’s not counting the ones on the 2 side trails to the waterfalls.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

On I-59 from Trenton, take exit 11 and go east 6.3 miles on SR 136 to the park entrance. Continue 1.2 miles to East Rim Overlook day-use area. The trailhead is at the overlook parking lot. Trailhead GPS: N34 83.473' / W85 48.042'

For the lower trailhead of the Sitton Gulch Trail, go 4.5 miles west of the park entrance on SR 136. Turn right on Canyon Park Road and travel 0.3 mile to Canyon Park Drive. Turn right and go 0.1 mile to the entrance drive for the lot. Trailhead GPS: N34 85.992' / W85 48.477





THE HIKE

The Waterfalls/Sitton Gulch Trail can be separated into two parts, but we recommend you tackle the entire route. This hike begins by sharing the path with the West Rim Trail. At the point it forks off to the right, the trail descends on a series of metal and stone steps.

The flowers growing on the steep canyon face are outstanding. Jack-in-the-pulpit, windflower, hydrangea, foamflower, Solomon’s seal, long-spurred violet, dwarf crested iris, bellwort, and great patches of trilliums bloom in the spring. Several species of ferns, including maidenhair and marginal, grow among the other lush vegetation. Magnificent yellow poplars, hemlocks, and buckeyes thrive on the lower levels of the gulch.

Side trails to the upper Cherokee Falls and lower Hemlock Falls on Daniel Creek are encountered to the left along the descent. The quantity of water over the falls varies greatly from season to season. The water falls into large splash pools and then continues to cascade down over the boulder-strewn streambed during wet weather. In periods of normal rainfall, the falls and creek can have just a trickle of water.

A strenuous climb back up the stairs from the lower falls provides a 1.6-mile total hike on the Waterfall Trail.


[image: The Waterfalls Trail passes directly below a huge boulder.]
The Waterfalls Trail passes directly below a huge boulder.



At the intersection with the lower falls side trail, the blue-blazed Sitton Gulch Trail continues over a bridge across Daniel Creek. Just downstream from the bridge, Whiteoak Spring tumbles down the canyon wall after heavy rains, forming a set of falls that are more than 500 feet high. In drier periods, these falls can be completely dry.


[image: The Daniel Creek bridge on the Sitton Gulch Trail.]
The Daniel Creek bridge on the Sitton Gulch Trail.



The path then meanders through a veritable rock garden of sandstone boulders beneath the forest canopy. Mountain laurel is prevalent along the stream course, with Christmas ferns at trailside.

Shortly, Bear Creek joins Daniel Creek from the east to form Sitton Gulch Creek. The stream then continues beside the path, either tumbling over the boulders after rains, or meandering around them in drier times. Through this stretch the trail is moderate as it descends and drops over bluffs along the creek.

As the trail reaches more level ground, Lunch Table Rock appears on the right. This flat outcrop of sandstone juts over the creek and is a favorite rest and picnic spot for hikers.

At normal water levels, just before reaching Lunch Table, the creek forms a couple of deep pools called “blue holes.” The creek then goes completely dry. The only time the rest of the streambed has a flow is after heavy downpours.

The remaining portion of the trail is relatively flat and easy as it runs along an old roadbed through a mixed oak, hickory, poplar, sweetgum, and maple forest. Along here a side trail splits off to the left. Following it creates a clockwise loop that rejoins the main trail. Using this loop and then heading back upstream creates a strenuous hike that totals 5 miles.

Halfway around the loop you encounter a sign announcing a Georgia Department of Natural Resources Special Permit Area. Looking up the rock cliff to the left, the entrance to a cave with a metal grating over it is visible. That cave, along with others in the area, is home to several species of bats.

If you chose to make the hike a one-way venture, when the loop rejoins the main trail, turn left and continue to the lower trailhead and parking lot.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start from the trailhead at the parking area.

	
0.2 Turn right on the Waterfalls Trail into the canyon.

	
0.3 Pass through the large rock shelter and reach the side trail to Cherokee Falls.

	
0.7 Take the side trail to Hemlock Falls to the left, or follow the blue blazes across the Daniel Creek bridge for the Sitton Gulch Trail.

	
0.9 Cross the bed of Whiteoak Spring at the foot of the seasonal waterfalls.

	
1.1 Reach the junction of Daniel and Bear Creeks at the head of Sitton Gulch Creek.

	
2.0 Pass Lunch Table Rock.

	
2.2 The loop trail splits off to the left.

	
2.3 The loop trail rejoins the main path.

	
2.8 Reach the lower trailhead.






OPTIONS

The 2-Mile Backcountry Trail is a loop beginning at a parking area for the group lodge and tennis courts. This red-blazed trail is designed for backpacking and camping. Eleven primitive campsites are situated along the trail. The trailhead for the 2-Mile Backcountry Trail is 0.3 mile past the tennis courts at the end of the road.

The Bear Creek Backcountry Trail is the newest in the park. It is a permit-only, 9-mile lollipop trail that crosses the Bear Creek valley to the ridge to the north. In the process it traverses some private land between sections of the park. This path is moderate to strenuous. To reach the trail, walk 0.5 mile in a clockwise direction on the 2-Mile Backcountry Trail. Then take the orange-blazed trail to the left.

The Overlook Trail runs east 0.3 mile from the East Rim Overlook parking area. This path to the overlook is paved and wheelchair accessible.




LOCAL INFORMATION


ACCOMMODATIONS

Cloudland Canyon State Park has 72 regular campsites, 30 walk-in campsites, 13 back-country campsites, 10 yurts, and 16 rental cottages. For information and reservations go to gastateparks.org or call (800) 864–7275.









3 CROCKFORD–PIGEON MOUNTAIN WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA TRAILS

Most of Pigeon Mountain is in the 19,951-acre Crockford–Pigeon Mountain Wildlife Management Area (WMA) under the supervision of the Department of Natural Resources’ (DNR) Wildlife Resources Division. The name comes from the now-extinct passenger pigeon, which once roosted here in great numbers, and the late Jack Crock-ford, former director of the Wildlife Resources Division.

The mountain is noted for its many extensive caves that honeycomb the limestone formations under the plateau. The best known of those is Ellison Cave, with exceptionally deep pits. Be aware, however, that spelunking is by permit only.

This area has a dozen marked trails stretching well over 40 miles. Many are rated for hiking, biking, and equestrian use. The longest is the West Brow Trail at more than 11 miles, and the shortest is the Shirley Miller Wildflower Trail, composed of an 800-foot, wheelchair-accessible boardwalk.

The Pocket Loop Trail is featured because it provides a microcosm of what Pigeon Mountain has to offer hikers.


Start: At the parking area at the end of Pocket Road

Distance: 9.6-mile loop

Hiking time: About 5.5–6 hours

Difficulty: Moderate to strenuous

Trail surface: Gravel, sandy loam, and exposed rocky areas

Best season: Mar–Dec

Other trail users: Equestrians; hunters in season

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Land status: Georgia DNR, Wildlife Resources Division (WRD)

Nearest town: Lafayette

Fees and permits: All users must have a regular state hunting or fishing license or a WRD Land Pass.

Schedule: All trails are closed to equestrians and bicycles during firearms deer season and before 10 a.m. during archery, deer, and turkey seasons (for current hunting seasons: gohuntgeorgia.com).

Maps: USGS Cedar Grove and Lafayette; page-size map of the management area available at the check station or from the Department of Natural Resources

Trail contacts: Office of Regional Supervisor, Department of Natural Resources, Wildlife Resources Division, 2592 Floyd Springs Rd., Armuchee 30105; (706) 295–6041; gohuntgeorgia.com




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

For the Pocket Loop Trail go west for 8.9 miles from Lafayette on SR 193 from its junction with SR 136. Turn south on Hogjowl Road, drive 2.7 miles to Pocket Road, and turn left.

Pocket Road soon changes to gravel and reaches the parking area on the left where the road dead ends, just after fording Pocket Branch. The trailheads are at the gate on the gravel road. Trailhead GPS: N34 71.247' / W85 37.989'



[image: The view looking off High Point at the top of Pigeon Mountain.]
The view looking off High Point at the top of Pigeon Mountain.






THE HIKE

The Pocket Loop Trail begins at 890 feet elevation and climbs to 2,293 feet. It traverses an excellent wildlife and birding area with fine scenery, especially in winter.

The trail begins with a walk up a service road paralleling Pocket Branch to a grassy wildlife clearing. Along the way the left side is lined with layered sedimentary rock that hints of its origins on the floor of a prehistoric sea. The trail also passes, on the right, what would be an impressive 50-foot waterfall, except that it is dry for most of the year. Usually, Pocket Branch bubbles up out of the rocks at its foot.

In the clearing the trail forks into a loop. Turn to the right to walk the trail counterclockwise.



[image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]


The blue-blazed trail crosses Pocket Branch to pass through a hardwood forest of oaks, hickories, red cedars, yellow poplars, buckeyes, and mulberries. The undergrowth is dogwoods, redbuds, sourwoods, mountain laurel, sweet shrub, wild hydrangea, spicebush, blueberry, and azalea.

The path climbs for the next 3.2 miles to High Point, which is the crest of Pigeon Mountain. There are no long, steep grades, and switchbacks keep the climb moderate, although you gain more than 1,400 feet of elevation.

At the top of the first short climb the trail passes beneath a black walnut tree on the left, with a very deep erosion gully on the right. A bit later the path goes through the first of several dry streambeds. This one is framed by huge boulders above and below the trail. You also pass a small sinkhole opening on the left of the trail, confirming the porous nature of the substratum on the mountain.

At the top of the ridge, the path intersects the West Brow Trail, marked with white blazes. Turn left to continue up the combined trails to High Point. This portion of the walk passes stunted Virginia pines and abundant blueberry bushes. Just before getting to that crest there is a rocky overlook facing west that offers a great year-round view.

Passing through a wildlife clearing at High Point, the trail then skirts the edge of the massif on the west side of Pigeon Mountain for the next 2.7 miles. Along the way it passes the junction with the Atwood Trail, which joins from the right.

Once the trail turns down off the ridge, it follows a long rock wall on the left. Many boulders have broken loose from this face, forming unique and interesting shapes. The rock face ends where the trail crosses Pocket Branch high in its dry headwater region. The path then turns steeply downhill along the branch.

Once it levels out, the trail crosses the branch again and passes through a large, grassy clearing. Just beyond that field a small pond appears on the right of the trail. Entering a second clearing, the path closes the loop. Continue straight ahead at this point to follow the service road back to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start from the parking area. Step around the bar gate in the service road.

	
0.4 Pass the dry waterfall and start the loop, going to the right out of the clearing and crossing Pocket Branch.

	
0.6 Climb past the walnut tree and erosion gully.

	
1.1 Pass through the dry streambed with huge boulders.

	
1.5 Reach the small sinkhole on the left of the path.

	
3.1 Intersect the West Brow Trail and turn left.

	
3.7 The year-round overlook is on the left.

	
3.8 Cross the peak of High Point.

	
4.9 The Atwood Trail enters from the right.

	
5.9 Enter a wildlife clearing.

	
6.0 The West Brow Trail splits off to the right at the far end of the clearing. Continue to the left.

	
6.5 The trail begins to descend off the mountain.

	
7.3 The rock face appears on the left side of the trail.

	
8.2 Reach the end of the rock face.

	
8.3 Cross Pocket Branch.

	
8.8 Recross Pocket Branch and enter a wildlife clearing.

	
8.9 Pass the pond on the right and enter the second clearing.

	
9.1 Close the loop and continue down the service road.

	
9.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.






OPTIONS

The Rock Town Trail is a 2.2-mile out-and-back hike over a flat, easy course. The main attraction of the path is the collection of huge brownish-red rock formations known as Rock Town that sits at its end. The trailhead is on top of Pigeon Mountain at the end of Rock Town Road.

The Shirley Miller Wildflower Trail is an 800-foot boardwalk through a small mixed hardwood cove. Eleven plants found almost nowhere else in the state are present along the route.

The Estelle Mines Trail covers 4.8 miles, extending from the trailhead on SR 193 at the north end of the WMA to the parking area for the Pocket Loop Trail. Old tunnels from iron mining in the early twentieth century are located along this orange-blazed trail.

The West Brow Trail has white blazes and runs for 11.8 miles from the Estelle Mines trailhead to Rape Gap in the southern portion of the WMA. The first 3.3 miles of the path is also called the Cane Trail as it climbs Pigeon Mountain. Once on the top, the trail continues along the western edge of the massif.

The Chamberlain Trail starts at a trailhead on Chamberlain Road, climbing the eastern side of the mountain. Blazed red, the pathway runs for 2.7 miles.

At 10.7 miles in length, the Atwood Trail is the second longest on the tract. Its southern trailhead is in Rape Gap. The path runs up the central portion of the mountain crest, connecting to the Chamberlain and West Brow Trails. This trail is marked with orange blazes.

The Hogjowl Trail climbs 2.5 miles up the western side of Pigeon Mountain from its trailhead on Hogjowl Road. The path has red blazes. It intersects the West Brow Trail and ends at the Sawmill Lake camping area.

The Hood Loop Trail spans 6.2 miles beginning at the Hood Overlook. This overlook is a popular launch point for hang gliders and parasailers. The trail runs concurrent with a portion of the Atwood Trail and then curls to the east to form a loop in the upper Allen Creek watershed.
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