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HIKING ALABAMA







HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

Globe Pequot

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane, Suite 200

Guilford, CT 06437

Or you may e-mail us at:

editorial@GlobePequot.com

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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The spectacular view from atop the state’s tallest mountain, Cheaha
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MEET YOUR GUIDE

Growing up on a mountainside in New Jersey sparked Joe’s lifelong passion for the outdoors. Moving to the Alabama Gulf Coast almost forty years ago, Joe became one of those Yankees—one who fell in love with Alabama’s rich biodiversity and landscapes and never went home.

The former radio broadcaster turned author and freelance writer continued his love of hiking, putting in many boot miles to visit the state’s stunning waterfalls, breathtaking views, its dark and mysterious bayous, and historic beaches. In 2000, he combined his love of hiking and writing to pen his first book, Hike America Alabama, which was later renamed Hiking Alabama and is now in its fifth edition.

In 2006, Joe became the president of the Gulf Coast Chapter of the Alabama Hiking Trail Society (AHTS), a volunteer organization dedicated to building and maintaining hiking trails across the state. During this time, Joe was awarded the American Hiking Society Southern Region Volunteer of the Year award. He became the state president of AHTS two years later.
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Joe has written five additional outdoor recreation guides for Falcon Guides, including Hiking the Gulf Coast, Hiking through History Alabama, Best Dog Hikes Alabama, Hiking Waterfalls Alabama, and Paddling Alabama, as well as Best Tent Camping Alabama for Menasha Ridge Press.

Joe has also penned three historical books: Baseball in Mobile and Hidden History of Mobile for History Press and Space Oddities: Forgotten Tales of Mankind’s Exploration of Space for Prometheus Books. He also writes print articles and web content for several sites and publications on a wide variety of subjects. Falling back on his radio career, he has produced a number of podcasts that can be heard on his website, www.joe-cuhaj.com.






INTRODUCTION

Since the first edition of Hiking Alabama twenty years ago, the state has truly become a hiking destination for people from around the country and even the world. Through the efforts of the Alabama Forever Wild program, the Alabama Trails Commission, and the emergence of more volunteer trail-building organizations, the number of trails that are available to hike in Alabama has grown exponentially, so much so that it was really tough putting this edition together. As always, every weekend I would have a schedule of new trails that I wanted to hike for the book and those I wanted to revisit, and inevitably I would discover a new one that I wanted to hike and include. I had to make some tough decisions, but that’s a good problem to have—which trail to hike.

If this is your first outing on the trails of Alabama or if you are unfamiliar with the topography of the state, you’re in for a surprise. There is literally something for everyone when it comes to hiking here.

The state is divided into four distinct regions. To the extreme north is the Highland Rim, what we call the North Region. Thousands of years ago the entire region was covered by a shallow ocean. As the waters receded and the land began to rise, ancient shell banks and coral reefs dried out and died, forming the limestone bedrock that makes up the mountains of north and northwest Alabama. Over the years the action of the elements and streams and creeks on the soft rock created huge crags, cliffs, and caves. Areas such as Cane Creek Canyon Nature Preserve (Hike 49), Lost Sink (Hike 45), and Stone Cuts (Hike 44) provide excellent opportunities to explore these tall outcroppings and rock shelters; many come equipped with spectacular waterfalls.

Just as the receding ocean created the Highland Rim, so, too, did it unveil the Piedmont Plateau. For the purposes of this book, we call it the Central Region. As the land thrust upward, forming the southernmost end of the Appalachian mountain chain, it created the highest peaks in the state. It’s in this region that you’ll find Alabama’s highest point, Cheaha Mountain, which stands just over 2,400 feet above sea level. You can hike on the difficult and rugged Lake Trail (aka Rock Garden Trail, Hike 27) for breathtaking views and view spectacular water features in the Talladega National Forest on the Chin-nabee Silent Trail (Hike 25) and the Nubbin Creek Trail (24).

The fertile Black Belt, the land from Montgomery to just above the Gulf Coast (South Region), has gently rolling hills and notoriously rich soil that makes this region prime agricultural territory. Here rivers flow and create sanctuary for a multitude of birds and wildlife. You’ll experience this landscape and wildlife on the twin trails at Chewacla State Park (Hikes 18 and 19).

And finally, there is the Coastal Plain or Gulf Coast Region. This region has some of the most pristine white beaches to be found along the Gulf of Mexico, as well as the second-largest river delta in the country. The Tensaw River Delta is one of the largest protected areas for wildlife in the state, with many endangered species calling the area home. We’ll take a unique hike/kayak trip in the delta to visit the ancient Mound Island (Hike 11) and visit the lower delta as we hike the site of the last major battle of the Civil War at Historic Blakeley State Park (Hike 9). We’ll also visit the incredible Gulf Coast maritime environments on trails of the Bon Secour National Wildlife Refuge (Hikes 2, 3, and 4) and the Audubon Bird Sanctuary (Hike 1).
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The history of the state is just as remarkable, and we will visit only a small part of it as we hike to the ancient Native American rock shelter known as Kinlock (Hike 48) where petroglyphs can be found. We’ll explore the iron and steel history of Birmingham at Tannehill State Historic Park (Hike 34), Red Mountain Park (Hike 31), and Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve (Hike 33).

And that’s just the start.

Since the first edition, I have been asked many questions about the book. One is why I chose to include some trails and leave others out. There are many fantastic hiking experiences available across the state, and it would be impossible to include them all. The goal of this book is to spur your interest and encourage you to explore and discover the other fantastic trails across the state.

Another is, why do you only cover day hikes? Most of the hikes in the state are day hikes. However, I have included the 17-mile Skyway Loop, which I have reintroduced into this edition from the first edition. It’s a great loop overnight in the Talladega National Forest. Wherever possible, I also try to provide additional information on how you can connect two or three trails to create an overnight backpacking trip.

Another question is why rail-trails were left out. These trails are great and offer a new way to get out and enjoy the Alabama scenery and history, but they are beyond the scope of this book. Maybe one day there will be a separate title.

Finally, a question I know many of you will be asking (I see you out there on the blogs and Facebook right now): why some trails were removed from the previous edition. There were so many great new trails that I wanted to include that I moved some of the previously covered hikes to the Bonus Hikes section.

OK, enough of that. It’s time to hit the trail and explore Alabama the Beautiful!



FLORA AND FAUNA

More than two-thirds of Alabama is covered in forest. On the whole, these forests are southern yellow, red, white, loblolly, longleaf, and slash pine forests, though red cedar is also prevalent. Of the deciduous trees, you’ll likely encounter hickory, sweet gum, and several varieties of oak, including live oak. Favorite aromatic and blooming trees in the state include the magnolia and dogwood.

Alabama is blessed with a wide variety of wildflowers along its trails and roadways. Some of the more interesting varieties include bellwort, also known as merry bells. These flowers are part of the lily family and bloom from April to June throughout the state. The plant has very thin and delicate stems topped with hay-yellow bells.

Along the marshes and streams, the trumpet honeysuckle blooms into bright scarlet from late spring to late summer. In early March, the vines of the Carolina jasmine will be found clinging to fences and trees. These vines with yellow flowers can be found throughout the state.
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Another common wildflower is the yellow orchid, which blooms late summer through early fall and can be found along just about any trail. From late July through September, the yellow fringed orchid can be found in roadside ditches, bogs, woods, and fields. And keep your eyes peeled for white-topped pitcher plants, a carnivorous plant with its long tubular stem and white flap on top as you hike the trails in longleaf pine forests.

Mountain laurel and a variety of azaleas line most of the trails throughout the state, adding bright colors and fragrances to the hikes in springtime.

Alabama has a varied wildlife population. Although the hiker is more apt to find white-tailed deer and gray squirrels along the trail, the state hosts many other species. Black bears roam from one end of the state to the other, with the largest concentration found in the Tensaw River Delta of the Gulf Coast. Bobcats (or lynx) are also quite common throughout the state but are rarely seen.

From north to south, wild turkeys scurry along the trails. The turkey population was once on a dangerous decline but made an astounding recovery in the middle of the twentieth century. (Farmers used the eastern wild turkey to develop all current domestic varieties of turkeys.) Armadillos can frequently be seen foraging through the leaves along trails.

The American alligator, one of only two species of alligator in the world, can be found in the South and Gulf Coast Regions. Alligators feed on fish, frogs, snakes, turtles, birds, and small mammals. Luckily, they tend to be wary of humans, but feeding or harassing them in any manner changes the rules. The alligator was declared an endangered species in 1967 due to overhunting, but the species has made a strong comeback, and some states, including Alabama, have reinstated alligator hunting seasons.

Several species of wildlife that are currently considered endangered have found sanctuary within the state, including the Alabama beach mouse, the loggerhead sea turtle, and the brown pelican. The American bald eagle has also found a new refuge in Alabama.




WEATHER

The range of weather in Alabama is striking—from its subtropical climate in the south to the cold and snowy winters of the north. In general, the weather for hiking Alabama is near perfect, except maybe for the dead of summer, when you’d better be near a lake, river, stream, or the Gulf to cool off.

In the central and northern parts of the state in the higher elevations, winters are generally short-lived, with frequent springlike days scattered throughout January and February. Average daytime temperatures range from 46 degrees with nighttime temps often hitting freezing or below in January to 80 degrees in July. And, yes, significant accumulations of snow can occur, though it is short-lived.

In the southern and Gulf regions, average daytime temperatures range from 52 degrees in January to 85 degrees in July. Cold snaps of below 30 degrees, even in the teens, do occur, but they are very rare and only last a day or two.

Though the weather in Alabama is generally ideal for hiking, there are exceptions. The mix of heat and the 100 percent humidity of summer can make a deadly combination, with heat indexes that frequently soar well into the hundreds. On these days, outdoor activity of any kind is discouraged by the weather service and state health department.

Also during the summer, extremely strong late-afternoon thunderstorms can pop up without warning. Although they are widely scattered and short in duration, the large amount of rain and dangerous lightning can make outdoor travel a challenge.

Finally, June through November is hurricane season. The years 2005 and 2020 were particularly bad for the Gulf Coast. The last storm, Sally in 2020, was a Category 2 with winds of 105 mph at landfall that caused $3 billion in damages. Although a hurricane will only make landfall along a relatively small area of the coast, areas hundreds of miles inland will also feel the effects of a storm. In fact, most injuries and deaths resulting from hurricanes come from flash flooding inland, and tornadoes often accompany the storms as they push northward.

When hiking during hurricane season, especially in September, when most of the storms in the Atlantic Ocean make their way into the Gulf of Mexico, check the weather and be alert for any tropical disturbances before heading out. If there are any storms reported, keep tabs on their progress to determine if hiking is a good idea at that time. There is typically plenty of advance warning to react to a storm, so don’t let hurricane season discourage you from taking a hike.




RESTRICTIONS AND REGULATIONS

Alabama has twenty-six state parks, five national forests, and nine national monuments, historic trails, and preserves. These protected lands offer a wide range of hiking experiences from short, easy walks along the beaches and wetlands of the Gulf to true wilderness hiking.

Alabama’s state parks provide an ideal setting for families looking for a quick and safe getaway to the great outdoors. Several parks now allow trailside or “backcountry” camping. Those that do are noted in the trail descriptions in this book. All state parks have primitive camping areas for tents and what are called “improved campsites” that have their own water spigot and electrical outlets. Reservations are not required for primitive campsites but are for improved sites and are accepted up to twelve months in advance. Generally, up to eight people are allowed per site. Fees and additional regulations may apply, so be sure to check with the trail contact listed for each hike.

Within the state’s national forests, camping is permitted along the trails at no cost unless otherwise noted in the trail description, but there are special rules you must follow. See the Dispersal Camping in Our National Forests section for details.

No matter where you hike in Alabama, you will always be within a stone’s throw of a lake, river, or ocean, and you may want to try your hand at fishing. Visit www.outdooralabama.com for fishing license information.

Dogs are usually welcomed on the trails, but a leash is required unless otherwise noted. Also keep in mind that hunting is allowed in national forests and on Forever Wild properties. Again, check with the trail contact listed for each hike for dates and any restrictions or trail closures to expect during that time.








BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL

This little guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike in Alabama. To assist in your hiking choices, the state has been divided into four regions based on the current Alabama Department of Tourism and Travel regions: Gulf Coast, South, Central, and North.

To aid in quick decision making, we start each hike chapter with a short summary to give you a taste of the hiking adventure to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises the route has to offer. If your interest is piqued, read on; if it isn’t, skip to the next hike.

The hike specifications that follow are self-explanatory. Here you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where to start the hike from, the elevation gain, total distance of the hike, the time that it would take an average hiker (walking at around 2.5 miles per hour) to complete the hike, the best season to hike the trail and the times it is open, any fees to pay or permits needed, if you can bring your dog, the trail contact, trail surface, nearest town, if there are other trail users, water availability, other maps to help you with your trek, and a “Finding the trailhead” section that provides dependable directions from a nearby city right down to where you’ll want to park complete with GPS coordinates to the trailhead.

For the “Season/schedule” section of each hike, all trails listed are open year-round. If I mention seasons, “Fall–late winter” for example, that indicates the best time of year to hike the trail. And while we tell you about water availability along the trails, remember that you should always filter all water sources before drinking.

“The Hike” section is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s my carefully researched impression of the trail. While it’s impossible to cover everything, you can rest assured that we won’t miss what’s important. “Miles and Directions” provide mileage cues to identify turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.

Finally, at the end of the book there are the Bonus Hikes. These are hikes that didn’t make the cut for one reason or another. Be sure to read through them. A jewel might be lurking among them.



HOW TO USE THE MAPS


OVERVIEW MAP

This map shows the location of all hikes described in this book, so you can choose a hike based on geography or see which hikes are nearby. You can find your way to the start of the hike from the nearest sizable town or city. Coupled with the detailed directions provided in the “Finding the trailhead” entries, these maps should visually lead you to where you need to be for each hike.
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ROUTE MAP

This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, towns, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.










TRAIL FINDER


BEST HIKES FOR BACKPACKING

8. Perdido River Trail

15. Five Runs Loop

16. North Loop

26. Skyway Loop




BEST HIKES FOR BEACH LOVERS

1. Audubon Bird Sanctuary

2. Pine Beach Trail

8. Perdido River Trail




BEST HIKES FOR BIRDING

1. Audubon Bird Sanctuary

4. Gator Lake Trail

17. Bartram Trail

20. Wood Duck Trail

23. Perry Lake Loop




BEST HIKES TO CAVES AND ROCK SHELTERS

39. Cave Mountain Loop

44. Stone Cuts

48. Kinlock Shelter

49. Cane Creek Canyon Nature Preserve




BEST HIKES FOR FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN

1. Audubon Bird Sanctuary

4. Gator Lake Trail

6. Muddy Creek Interpretive Trail

13. Little River State Forest

18. Chewacla State Park

29. Maggie’s Glen Loop

32. Moss Rock Preserve

43. Plateau Loop




BEST HIKES FOR GEOLOGY LOVERS

40. Neversink Pit

44. Stone Cuts

45. Lost Sink




BEST HIKES FOR HISTORY BUFFS

7. Village Point Park Preserve

9. Historic Blakeley State Park

10. Cemetery Loop

11. Mound Island

14. St. Stephens Historical Park

17. Bartram Trail

31. Red Mountain Park

33. Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve

34. Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park

42. Monte Sano Nature Preserve Loop

48. Kinlock Shelter




BEST HIKES FOR SWIMMING SPOTS

8. Perdido River Trail

25. Chinnabee Silent Trail




BEST HIKES FOR VIEWS

22. Little Smith Mountain Loop

26. Skyway Loop

27. Rock Garden

43. Plateau Loop




BEST HIKES FOR WATERFALLS

19. Natural Falls

24. Nubbin Creek Trail

28. Little Hillabee Falls

30. Peavine Falls Loop

35. Falling Rock Falls

36. DeSoto Scout Trail

37. Falls Loop

38. DeSoto Falls

40. Neversink Pit

41. Walls of Jericho

46. Bethel Spring

47. Trail 209 / Trail 202

49. Cane Creek Canyon Nature Preserve




BEST HIKES FOR WILDFLOWERS

3. Jeff Friend / Centennial Trail

5. Graham Creek Nature Preserve

12. George W. Folkerts Bog Trail

33. Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve

49. Cane Creek Canyon Nature Preserve

50. Shoal Creek Nature Preserve








MAP LEGEND
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GULF COAST REGION

The GULF COAST REGION of Alabama supports not only a wide variety of endangered wildlife but also countless perches from which to view them.

Traveling by foot in this region is rarely strenuous. Elevations range from sea level to around 100 feet. It’s in this region that the Mobile and Tensaw Rivers converge to form the Tensaw River Delta and ultimately empty into the Gulf of Mexico. The Tensaw River Delta has the distinction of being the second-largest river delta in the country—second only to the Mississippi Delta. The American alligator calls this area home, as does the largest population of black bear in the state and the once-endangered brown pelican. You’ll have a chance to explore “America’s Amazon” on the Mound Island hike (Hike 11).

This region is also home to the white sand beaches of Gulf Shores and Orange Beach. The Pine Beach Trail (Hike 2) in the Bon Secour National Wildlife Refuge takes hikers through a spectacular transitional maritime wetland and forest and leads directly to the beach. The refuge protects such endangered species as the beach mouse and the loggerhead sea turtle.

History abounds in this region as well. The Battle of Mobile Bay was fought here during the Civil War. It was in this battle that Union admiral David Farragut reportedly uttered the immortal words, “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!” The battle occurred at Fort Morgan just west of the Bon Secour National Wildlife Refuge and across Mobile Bay on Dauphin Island at Fort Gaines, which we’ll visit on the Audubon Bird Sanctuary hike (Hike 1), also a great family hike and a perfect destination for bird-ers. Just north along the Mobile River in Spanish Fort is Historic Blakeley State Park (Hike 9), the site of the Battle of Blakeley, which is recognized as the last major battle of the Civil War.

And that’s only the start of your adventures along the Alabama Gulf Coast, affectionately known as L.A. (Lower Alabama).

The weather in the region is subtropical. Late summer heat is accentuated by high humidity that often hits 90 percent, making outdoor activity a bit uncomfortable and sometimes dangerous. The warm air and Mobile’s location on the Gulf of Mexico mean that sudden and very heavy rainfall can be expected without warning. The storms are short, but the rain is plentiful. In fact, Mobile has held the National Weather Service title of “wettest city in America” several times.

The Gulf Coast has seen its share of disasters over the past ten years. Nature has made her presence felt with several major hurricanes making landfall in or near the area, including Ivan, Dennis, Katrina, and more recently, Sally, which made a direct hit on these beaches in 2020. But the Gulf is resilient, and so are its people.
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The intersection of the Gator Lake and Pine Beach Trails on Alabama’s Gulf Coast



Fall and winter along the Gulf Coast are wonderful, to say the least. Most of the time, moderate temperatures, averaging in the low-to mid-70s, last well into fall. During this time, the humidity is quite low, making hiking a real pleasure. Temperatures in January average around 52 degrees. Now don’t get me wrong, it does get cold in the Deep South. Temperatures have dropped to single digits on several occasions, but those days are few and usually short-lived.






1 AUDUBON BIRD SANCTUARY

A little bit of history and a whole lot of nature are packed into this 3.4-mile hike through the Audubon Bird Sanctuary on the state’s barrier island, Dauphin Island. Stroll through a magnificent maritime forest, relax and reflect next to shimmering lakes, pass a reptile-loaded swamp, and take in the beautiful view from the beaches of the Gulf of Mexico. An extension to this hike lets you walk the beach to the historic stone fort, Fort Gaines.


Start: From the trailhead on the south side of the parking lot

Elevation gain: 15 feet

Distance: 3.4-mile scorpion loop

Difficulty: Easy

Hiking time: About 2.5 hours

Season/schedule: Year-round, sunrise-sunset; Fort Gaines open daily 9 a.m.-5 p.m., closed Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve, and Christmas Day

Fees and permits: None

Trail contact: Dauphin Island Park and Beach Board, 109 Bienville Blvd., Dauphin Island, AL 36528; (251) 861-5092; https://dauphinisland.org/audubon-bird-sanctuary/

Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted; leash required

Trail surface: Dirt, grass, sand, asphalt

Land status: City managed

Nearest town: Dauphin Island

Other trail users: Sunbathers and fishermen on the beach section

Maps: USGS Fort Morgan, Little Dauphin Island, AL; DeLorme: Alabama Atlas & Gazetteer, page 64 B4

Water availability: None

Special considerations: Alligators have been known to live in the ponds and swamps. Use caution if swimming in the Gulf-there are no lifeguards, and watch for warning flags.

Amenities: Wildlife / Gulf observation platform

Trail conditions: Walking on the fine beach sand can be difficult for some.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_005.png] From the intersection of I-10 at exit 17 and Rangeline Road /AL 193 in Theodore, take AL 193 south 6.8 miles. Turn left (east) to continue on AL 193 South. Travel 0.8 mile and turn right (south) to continue on AL 193 South. Continue to travel south on AL 193 17.9 miles. Turn left (east) onto Bienville Boulevard. In 1.6 miles come to the Audubon Bird Sanctuary on the right. The trailhead will be on the south side of the parking lot next to the large kiosk. GPS: N30 15.028' / W88 05.238'




THE HIKE

The Gulf of Mexico from Florida to Texas is ringed with a set of barrier islands that protect the mainland from erosion and damage brought on by tropical storms and hurricanes. Alabama’s island in the chain is called Dauphin Island, a popular retreat for “snowbirds” (retirees who flee the harsh winters of the North to spend time on the sunny beaches) and for tourists who flock to its beaches in the summer, changing it from a sleepy little seaside town to a bustling summertime destination.
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The island is known as “America’s Birdiest Town,” and for good reason. It has been recognized by the Audubon Society as being one of the top four locations for bird-watching in the world, a “globally important location for [bird] migration.”

While the island is your typical seaside town dotted with brightly colored beach houses, the town has set aside a portion of the island to protect its fragile environment. It’s called the Audubon Bird Sanctuary, a 137-acre greenspace that protects migratory birds and allows researchers to monitor their movements.

The preserve has 4.3 miles of interconnected trails that weave their way through this secluded coastal forest oasis. Yaupon, wax myrtle, longleaf and slash pines, southern magnolias, and saw palmetto line the paths that play host to over one hundred species of birds that either live here year-round or migrate in every year.

The path I’m taking you down uses sections of all the preserve’s trails: Lake Loop, Swamp Overlook, Upper Woodlands, and Dune Edge. This loop highlights the best of the sanctuary—tranquil walks through the forest, a shimmering lake, reptile-full pond and swamp, and a walk down that incredible beach. The paths aren’t blazed but are well maintained, and you will have to try hard to get lost.

Heading south from the trailhead you will pass several opportunities to view the beautiful Gaillard Lake along the Lake Loop Trail, where wildflowers bloom in season and the brilliant Southern blue sky reflects down on its water. If you bring your dog or have small children with you, keep in mind that alligators have been known to live here. Keep them out of the water and close at hand.

As you near the beach, you will pass an osprey nest at the Beach Overlook before walking through a short section of trail lined with distorted sand live oaks. On the beach walk portion of this hike, you’ll have a view of the historic Mobile Bay Lighthouse on the horizon.

At the 1-mile mark, we’ll take a short detour and continue straight on the beach to visit historic Fort Gaines. Sure, you can drive to the fort down Bienville Boulevard, but it’s a much more enjoyable visit when you hike along the Gulf and Mobile Bay.

Fort Gaines was built in 1821 as a twin to Fort Morgan, which is located directly across the mouth of Mobile Bay to the east. The two forts played key roles in the famous Battle of Mobile Bay during the Civil War in which Union admiral David Farragut pushed his fleet forward and, after seeing one of his ironclads sunk by a mine, uttered those immortal words, “Damn the torpedoes! Full speed ahead!” His fleet took over the forts and sailed up the bay, eventually taking the last Confederate port city—Mobile.

After visiting the fort, retrace your steps back along the beach and return to the pavilion from mile 1.0 and turn right (north) to begin the trip back to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start from the trailhead on the south side of the parking lot. The trail begins to the right of the large Audubon Bird Sanctuary sign. The trail starts out on a long board-walk over a wetland.

	
0.2 Pass a section of the boardwalk that veers off to the right and ends at a dirt path. We’ll come back to this in a moment; right now continue straight to the south. In about 50 feet come to an observation deck with a great view of Gaillard Lake. When done, turn around and retrace your steps to where the dirt path veered off from the boardwalk.

	
0.3 Turn left (west) onto the wide dirt and grass path called the Pond View Trail. (Option: Continue straight on the boardwalk for more views of the wetland and lake. The boardwalk will lead you to the Sand Dune Edge Trail, where you can turn to the left [west] and pick up the trail described here at mile 0.6.) Continuing on the main trail, in less than 0.1 mile come to a Y with a bench in the middle of the fork. Take the left fork to the west.







JUST THE FACTS … ABOUT ALABAMA


	
Nickname: Heart of Dixie

	
Motto: Audemus Jura Nostra Defendere (We Dare Maintain Our Rights)

	
Entered the Union: December 14, 1819, as the twenty-second state

	
Capital: Montgomery

	
Population: 4,903,185

	Area: 51,718 square miles (twenty-ninth in the United States), including 956 square miles of water surface

	Highest elevation: Cheaha Mountain (2,407 feet)

	Lowest elevation: Sea level along the Gulf of Mexico

	
Temperature-extreme averages:

	Huntsville—January: High 51°, Low 32°; July: High 91°, Low 71°

	Mobile—January: High 61°, Low 40°; July: High 91°, Low 73°

	Annual rainfall averages: Huntsville—54.33 inches; Mobile—66.22 inches
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0.4 A short 50-foot side trail on the left (east) leads to a bench and a great view of Alligator Lake. In less than 0.1 mile pass a bench on the right and a sign about the birds of prey you may see along the trail. In less than 0.1 mile, a trail comes in from the right (west). Continue straight to the south.

	
0.5 Pass a short side trail on the left that leads to another bench and view of the lake. The path begins to turn a bit sandier.

	
0.6 Come to a Y. The left fork is the Dune Edge Trail. Take the right fork to the south, climbing a sand dune over a boardwalk. The path is lined with beautiful green fragrant sand rosemary bushes. At the top of the hill there is a small observation deck with a bench that overlooks the Gulf of Mexico and an osprey nesting pole. Continue straight to the south on the boardwalk until you arrive on the shores of the Gulf itself. In less than 0.1 mile arrive at the beach. The Sand Island Lighthouse can be seen on the horizon. Turn left (east) onto the beach.

	
1.0 Pass a small pavilion on the left (north). This will be where you will turn on the way back from the fort. Right now, continue straight to the east. Notice the foundations of houses that did not survive past hurricanes on your left.

	
1.3 Pass the Dauphin Island Sea Lab on the left. In less than 0.1 mile arrive at Bienville Boulevard. Turn right (east) onto the paved road. As you circle around the eastern tip of the island, you will see Fort Morgan on your right across the mouth of Mobile Bay, and Fort Gaines will soon be on your left.

	
1.7 Turn left (south) and head toward the fort’s main entrance passing the remains of a nineteenth-century ship on the way.

	
1.8 Come to the entrance of the fort. Pay your entry fee and explore the fort. After visiting, retrace your steps back to the pavilion on the beach at mile 1.0. (Option: If you want to shorten the trip, as you leave the fort, turn left onto Bienville Boulevard and follow it back to the trailhead, a walk of 0.7 mile.)

	
2.7 Arrive back at the pavilion you passed at mile 1.0. Turn right (north) onto a board-walk. Please stay off the sand dunes! Immediately after the turn there is a bench. The trail is lined with saw palmetto and scrub pine. Look up and see how past hurricanes snapped many of the pine trees like twigs.

	
2.8 Come to an exit point off the boardwalk in front of you. Turn left (northwest) to continue on the boardwalk and in a few feet the boardwalk ends and becomes a sandy path with little to no canopy.

	
2.9 Cross a short boardwalk over a wetland. In less than 0.1 mile come to a nice platform that overlooks Oleander Pond.

	
3.0 The trail is a wide dirt and grass path once again. Come to a Y. The campground is to the right. Take the left fork to the northwest. In less than 0.1 mile pass a small trail coming in from the right. Continue straight to the northwest. Once again there is a good canopy to shade you.

	
3.1 Come to an intersection with a 10-foot-wide grass path. A sign here points the way to the Dune Edge Trail (the way you came), campground to the right, parking straight ahead. Turn left (west) onto the path. In less than 0.1 mile pass a bench on the right.

	
3.2 A side trail comes in from the right (north) with a sign that has an arrow pointing to the left that reads “Lake and Parking” and another sign that points to the right and reads “Parking.” Turn right (north) onto the narrow dirt and pine straw–covered trail.

	
3.3 Pass a bench on the right and some large magnolia trees. In less than 0.1 mile pass a bench on the left and in just a few more feet come to an intersection with another dirt trail. If you turn left (southwest), you will return to Alligator Lake. Turn right (northwest) onto the dirt trail.

	
3.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.








2  PINE BEACH TRAIL

The Pine Beach Trail at the Bon Secour National Wildlife Refuge will lead you to all that makes the refuge spectacular. Along the trail you will experience beautiful ancient oak trees draped in Spanish moss, maritime wetlands and forests, many species of birds and wildlife, and the pristine—and secluded—white beaches of the Gulf of Mexico, a prime habitat for nesting loggerhead sea turtles.


Start: Pine Beach Trailhead located on south end of parking lot

Elevation gain: 0 feet

Distance: 3.4-mile out-and-back

Difficulty: Moderate

Hiking time: About 2.5 hours

Season/schedule: Year-round, dawn-dusk

Fees and permits: None

Trail contact: US Fish and Wildlife Service, AL 180, Gulf Shores, AL 36542; (251) 540-7720; www.fws.gov/bonsecour

Canine compatibility: Dogs prohibited

Trail surface: Dirt and gravel road; fine, deep sand

Land status: National wildlife refuge

Nearest town: Gulf Shores

Other trail users: None

Maps: USGS Pine Beach, AL; DeLorme: Alabama Atlas & Gazetteer, page 64 F1; brochures available at trailhead kiosk

Water availability: None

Special considerations: Alligators are known to live in Gator Lake; removal of any wildflowers, driftwood, etc., is prohibited; stay on the path and do not walk on sand dunes.

Amenities: Restrooms at mile 0.7, wildlife-viewing platform at mile 0.8

Trail conditions: Walking on fine beach sand makes this a moderate hike.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_005.png] From the intersection of US 59 and AL 180 west (Fort Morgan Road in Gulf Shores), turn right onto AL 180 west. Travel 8.8 miles, passing the Jeff Friend Trailhead (Hike 3) along the way. The Pine Beach trailhead will be on the left at the corner of Mobile Street and AL 180.




THE HIKE

Along Alabama’s Gulf Coast, smack dab in the middle of a narrow strip of land known as the Fort Morgan Peninsula, there is an area over 7,000 acres in size called the Bon Secour National Wildlife Refuge. The refuge was established by Congress on June 9, 1980, and is one of the last undisturbed areas of coastal barrier remaining in the state.

The refuge is aptly named. Bon secour is a French term that means “safe harbor” and it is just that, a safe harbor for a wide range of wildlife. Within the confines of the refuge, you will see hundreds of species of waterfowl and migratory birds like ospreys, great blue herons, brown pelicans, cattle egrets, and peregrines. Wildlife includes your everyday variety like squirrels, rabbits, and raccoons, but you’ll also find armadillos, American alligators, and bobcats.

Bon Secour also plays host to a few endangered species of wildlife, including the Alabama beach mouse, which lives in the dunes; the piping plover, a shorebird that nests on beaches; and the loggerhead sea turtle.



[image: Hikers make their way over the dunes on the Pine Beach Trail.]
Hikers make their way over the dunes on the Pine Beach Trail.



The best way to experience all the wildlife and beautiful landscapes of Bon Secour is on the Pine Beach Trail. Starting at the trailhead you will see huge Spanish moss–laden live oak trees. From there the wide dirt footpath meanders through a maritime forest of magnolia, red cedar, wild olive trees, and saw palmetto. You will also pass blueberry and huckleberry bushes, but don’t pick them. They are protected in the refuge because they are food sources for the wildlife. Be sure to pick up the “Pine Beach Trail Guide” brochure at the kiosk before you head out to help you identify the many trees you’ll see. The trail is not blazed but is easy to follow over an old dirt and gravel road.

Just over halfway through the hike, you’ll pass the junction with the Centennial Trail and, soon after, arrive at an impressive, elevated wildlife-viewing platform that is a perfect place to stop, have a snack or lunch, and take in the view of Gator Lake and Little Lagoon.

After you pass the platform, the trail begins to change. The path follows the wide sand and gravel road between Little Lagoon, a saltwater lagoon, to your left (east) and Gator Lake.

After the lakes, you will begin walking among the white sand dunes of the Alabama Gulf Coast. Sea oats wave in the breeze as you make your way to the Gulf. The trail through here is plainly marked with metal hiker signs mounted on T-posts. Please stay on the trail! The dunes are sensitive habitats for plants and wildlife and as such are federally protected. Some areas are roped off, a “subtle” reminder of the rules.



[image: A ghost crab blends into the scenery along the Pine Beach Trail.]
A ghost crab blends into the scenery along the Pine Beach Trail.



Along this section of the trail, you will pass the foundations of two houses. These were once beach houses that unfortunately met their match—Hurricane Frederick—in 1979.

Finally, the trail heads over the last large frontal dune and you are treated to an amazing expansive view of the Gulf of Mexico. This is one of the most secluded areas of Gulf beach you will find, with not a soul to be seen for miles.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start at the Pine Beach Trailhead, located at the south end of the parking area.

	
0.3 Pass through a beautiful wetland. The water is dotted with water lily.

	
0.5 Pass a sign on the left describing how the US Fish and Wildlife Service performs prescribed burns to enhance the habitat for wildlife. Behind the sign you will see the results of the burns.

	
0.7 Come to a very spacious and clean portable toilet. The facility has a solar-powered fan for ventilation. In about 100 feet you will come to the intersection of the Jeff Friend / Centennial Trail to the left (east). Continue straight (south).





[image: chpt_fig_010.png]



	
0.8 Arrive at the wildlife-viewing platform. When you’re ready, continue straight (south) on the trail, crossing a single-lane wooden bridge over a small bayou. The trail now travels between the two bodies of water and gradually becomes a sand path.

	
1.2 The Gator Lake Trail enters from the right (west) and is marked with a sign. The sign also indicates the direction to the beach and back to the trailhead. Continue straight (south).

	
1.3 Come to a Y in the trail. Take the right fork (south). A sign here points the direction. The left fork is private property. You now begin walking on beautiful, fine white sand dunes. The walking becomes tougher from here to the Gulf in the deep sand. The trail is now marked with 4-by-5-inch hiker signs mounted on 4-by-4-inch posts. (FYI: Make sure you stay on the path! The dunes are federally protected habitats.)

	
1.4 Pass the foundation of a house to the right (west) destroyed by Hurricane Frederick. 1.5 Come to another Y in the trail. Take the right fork to the south. The left fork is closed to hikers. In a few yards you will come to another house foundation.

	
1.6 Climb over sand dunes to get your first glimpse of the Gulf of Mexico. The trail is lined with ropes to keep hikers off the dunes.

	
1.7 Arrive at the Gulf of Mexico. Feel free to walk the beach, explore, collect some shells, and enjoy the serenity that the Pine Beach Trail offers. When you’re ready, turn around and retrace your steps to the trailhead.

	
3.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.
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