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  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 welcome your comments 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:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  Introduction




  I can’t tell you how excited I was when I was asked to write this book. Besides hiking and writing, I am a history geek. I love stumbling onto little-known facts about historic events, and my DVR always has several shows recorded from the History Channel, Discovery Channel, or Smithsonian Channel, so writing this book was a true joy.




  My goal was not only to present the more famous aspects of Alabama history but also try to burrow down and present some little-known aspect to each hike and hopefully bring it to you not in a stodgy seventh grade history teacher voice but with the excitement that I experienced as I learned about Alabama’s rich history.




  Of course our travels will take us to the “Big Three” when it comes to Alabama history—Native American, Civil War, and Civil Rights history. Native Americans and Paleo-Americans have inhabited the forests, rock shelters, and rivers of Alabama for over 10,000 years. Sadly their story culminates in their removal in the 1800s during what is known as the “Trail of Tears” (TOT). Several hikes will take us to TOT significant areas, such as the Smokerise Trail in Huntsville, an actual route used during the removal, and the Dismals Canyon where Chickasaw Indians were interned before their removal with 90 percent dying en route.




  Just about every hike has a bit of Civil War history attached to it—none more so than the Confederate Breastworks Trail at Historic Blakeley State Park. The park was the site of the last major battle of the war, concluding just hours after Grant surrendered to Lee in Virginia. And we’ll take a hike with a twist at the Confederate Memorial Park near Verbena, the site of a retirement home and grounds established by a Confederate veteran (later funded by the state) to help wounded veterans who were broke, homeless, or severely injured following the war.




  And no history book about Alabama would be complete without walking the streets of Selma, where in March 1965 brave marchers met billy clubs and tear gas as they crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge on their 80-mile walk to Montgomery, which ended with the signing of the Voting Rights Act that guaranteed the right to vote for all races, sex, and religions.




  And that is only the tip of the iceberg. There is much more included, like hikes to active archaeological sites and giant rock shelters.




  Now I know a lot of you will ask why your favorite rail-trail or city historic walk wasn’t included. I shied away from these as much as possible. This is a book about traditional hiking trails, after all, with three notable exceptions: the Port City Historic Walk through downtown Mobile with 300 years of history, the Selma Historic Walk where “Bloody Sunday” occurred in 1965, and the Vulcan Trail, which played an important part in the mining history of the Birmingham area.




  So there you go. Time to go hiking. Enjoy!




   Flora and Fauna




  Alabama is truly blessed with natural resources, particularly when it comes to the plants and wildlife found here. In fact, scientists recognize the state as being one of the most ecologically diverse areas in the country. Take aquatic wildlife, for example. The state has more species of mussels, snails, turtles, and crawfish than any place in the country. The state’s rivers, streams, and lakes boast 350 species of freshwater fish—that’s one-third of the total species in the entire nation. The Cahaba River alone, in Birmingham, has more species of fish per mile than the entire state of California.




  Yes, Alabama is blessed.




  As you walk down the state’s trails, spend some time taking in the trail “amenities”—our abundant wildflowers. In marshes and streams there are the bright yellow to scarlet colors of trumpet honeysuckle. In late spring the fences and trees are hugged by the vines of Carolina jasmine with its yellow blooms. Bright yellow balls of honeycomb head bloom in late summer in the bogs and savannahs across the state, while a tremendous variety of lily find refuge here, including merry bells with their thin, delicate stems; hay-yellow bells; and the Cahaba lily, which grows in the swift currents of rivers and has a wide, white bloom and long, narrow, fingerlike petals.




  Two-thirds of Alabama remains covered in forest, with southern yellow, loblolly, longleaf, and slash pines dominating in the pine forests. Several varieties of oak thrive here, most notably the water and live oak. You will also most likely see sweet gum and hickory along your journeys. And springtime brings bursts of color with white flowering dogwoods and magnolias filling the forests with their fragrant aroma. On these hikes you will encounter trails littered with leaves from the aptly named bigleaf magnolia, with leathery leaves that are bigger than the size of your hand.
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  In springtime mountain laurel and a wide variety of azaleas line many of the trails, giving life to the forest after a drab gray winter. The fragrance is wonderful as you stroll across a ridgeline.




  Needless to say you will run into the more common species of wildlife as you hike in Alabama, such as white-tailed deer, gray squirrels, and chipmunks. Wild turkeys dart out in front of you from the brush. Black bears have made a huge comeback and can now be found in most regions, though are not readily seen. The Mobile-Tensaw River Delta has the largest concentration of black bears in the state.




  On the wild side the American alligator, one of only two species of alligator in the world, can be found in the South and Gulf Coast regions. Gators are naturally afraid of humans and would rather dart away than confront you. Normally they feed on fish, frogs, snakes, turtles, birds, and small mammals. Having said that, don’t tempt fate. Despite their short, stubby legs and apparent slowness on the ground, they can move very fast out of water for a short distance, and dogs and children frolicking in a lake could be in danger. Just keep your distance.




  From north to south you will have a chance to see a wide variety of birds, the more common being blue herons, egrets, turkey vultures (which many confuse with hawks when soaring above), and red-tailed hawks. You may also spy ospreys, bald eagles, red-cockaded and pileated woodpeckers, and a book full of smaller birds like finches, starlings, wrens, and thrushes.




  Weather




  Alabama has a little bit of everything when it comes to weather, from cold, snowy winters in the north to hot, humid, subtropical weather along the Gulf, and everything in between.




  Many say that the weather in Alabama is perfect for hiking year-round. Well, that’s not quite true. There are a couple of notable exceptions, and they all revolve around the summer months.




  Alabama is in the Deep South, and the heat and humidity of summer can sometimes be brutal, with heat indexes well above 100° F. Along the Gulf the subtropical climate makes things worse with frequent, sudden, and severe pop-up thunderstorms. In fact, the city of Mobile, lucky them, has earned the distinction of being the wettest city in America on numerous occasions.




  The Gulf also has the added disadvantage of the possibility of hurricanes. While Alabama’s footprint on the Gulf is relatively small compared to other states, some devastating hurricanes have made landfall here and did considerable damage, not only on the immediate coast but far inland as well, from flooding and tornadoes.




  In the north average temperatures range from 46° F in January to 80° F in July. Colder temperatures are more frequent in the north, and yes, you may experience significant accumulations of snow.




  Down on the Gulf average temperatures range from 52° F in January to 85° F in July. Cold snaps of below 30° F, even near zero, do occur, but they are few and far between and short lived.




  Restrictions and Regulations




  It should go without saying but still needs to be said: The historical hikes I’ll be taking you to over the next few chapters are fragile, not only their environment but also the artifacts and relics found there. While the managing agencies and cities do an excellent job of protecting them, they can’t do it on their own.




  As you walk these trails, do not touch any artifacts you find, and most certainly do not bring them home with you. In many of the parks, artifacts are federally protected with heavy fines and possible imprisonment for breaking the law. If you find an artifact during one of your hikes, look but don’t touch, note the location, then when you get back to the trailhead, report it to the managing agency as soon as possible for them to investigate.




  Camping is allowed in most of the parks and forests we will visit. Please refer to the “Trail contacts” section of each hike for information on who to contact for reservations, fees, and regulations. As of this writing things were changing, especially in the state parks and state forests where budget restrictions were keeping this information in flux.




  For camping in national forests, there is usually a small fee for campground sites for both primitive and improved (with water and electricity). Backcountry camping is allowed along the trails at no additional cost. Follow the policy of dispersed camping, where campsites are spread far apart and at least 100 feet from the trail. In some areas others have already established campsites close to the trail. If this is the case, rangers suggest using these sites to minimize any further camping impact. And again, contact the “Trail contact” for more information, including restrictions on building campfires or transporting firewood to an area, which can bring disease to a forest.




  Dogs are usually welcomed on the trails, but a leash is required unless otherwise noted. And hunting is allowed in national forests and Forever Wild properties. Contact the national forest, district forest ranger, or the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR) for hunting seasons, which can restrict camping locations and hiking trails. This is noted under “Special considerations” and “Trail contact” for each hike as needed.




  How to Use This Guide




  This guide contains everything you will need to know about each hike and arm you with information to determine if it is a trail that you want to experience or not.




  The guide has been broken down into the four regions identified by the Alabama Department of Tourism: North (Huntsville), Central (Birmingham), South (Montgomery), and Gulf Coast (Mobile and Baldwin County).




  Each hike is broken down for easy reference as follows:




  Summary: Each hike begins 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.




  Start is a brief, single line describing exactly where to begin your hike. For example, the north end of a parking lot or the kiosk next to the bathhouse.




  Distance: The total distance for and type of hike—loop, out and back, etc.
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  Hiking time: This is the time it should take for an average person to hike the trails. I have noted in this section where you might want to add time to your hike, such as if there is a museum of interest along the trail.




  Difficulty: A subjective description because we all have different skill levels, but it will give you a good general idea of how difficult a hike is: Easy (relatively flat trail, shorter distance), Moderate (slight elevation gains, longer distance), or Difficult (steep climbs, long distance, or technical challenges).




  Trail surface: What the path will be like underfoot—dirt, rock, sand, asphalt, etc.




  Best seasons: The time of year when you will get the most enjoyment from the trail described.




  Other trail users: Who you will encounter on the trail, such as joggers, cyclists, etc.




  Canine compatibility: Whether or not dogs are allowed on the trail. Sometimes they are allowed but not recommended. It will be noted here.




  Land status: Who owns or manages the property; for example, state park, national forest, or privately owned.




  Nearest town: The town nearest to the trailhead.




  Fees and permits: Lets you know if admission is charged or if you need a permit.




  Schedule: What days of the week the trails are open and what the hours are, and what the hours are for any ancillary attractions such as museums.




  Maps: Additional maps to refer to that will help you understand the trail route, such as USGS topographic maps, DeLorme Gazetteer pages and grid coordinates, or brochures available at kiosks or park offices.




  Trail contact: Who and how to contact people with additional information about a trail.




  Finding the trailhead: Mile-by-mile descriptions of how to get to a trailhead, including GPS coordinates.




  The Hike: After the lead-in we get to the real nitty gritty: a full description of the hike and the history that will unfold before you.




  Miles and Directions: A full mile-by-mile description of the twists and turns of a trail and where you should see certain features.




  Sidebar: Expanded historical articles of interest that relates in some way to the trail you are reading about.




  Tidbit: Shorter, more concise bits of historical information or trivia that relates in some way to the trail you are reading about.




  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 the type of history it follows, 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, this map should visually lead you to where you need to be for each hike.




  Route Maps




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




  Best Civil War Hikes




  7 Cave Mountain Loop




  22 Confederate Memorial Park Nature Trail




  34 Confederate Breastworks Trail




  39 Fort Morgan Loop




  40 Fort Gaines Loop




  Best Civil Rights Hikes




  27 Selma Historic Walk




  Best Native American Hikes




  5 Cave Trail




  8 Kinlock Shelter




  19 Moundville Archaeological Park




  Best Hikes for Nature Lovers




  2 Monte Sano Nature Preserve Loop




  25 Bartram Trail




  32 Mound Island




  40 Fort Gaines Loop




  Best Hikes for Children




  3 Plateau Loop




  12 Fossil Trail




  37 Village Point Park Preserve Loop




  Best Geology Hikes




  8 Kinlock Shelter




  9 Dismals Historic Gorge




  12 Fossil Trail




  Best Industrial Hikes




  13 Mine Ruins/Crusher Trail




  17 Red Mountain Mine Trail




  18 Tannehill Historical State Park Loop




  Best Hikes for Dogs




  25 Bartram Trail




  29 Nancy’s Mountain




  38 Perdido River
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   NORTH REGION




  This walk through Alabama’s past begins in what is called the North Region, an area ranging roughly from just north of Birmingham to Huntsville and the Alabama/Tennessee state line. Much of the history you will explore in this region comes from Native American folklore, ceremony, and tragedy.




  The folklore is found in sites like Noccalula Falls Historic Gorge. Now a beautiful park operated by the city of Gadsden, the park and the towering waterfall were named for a beautiful Indian princess, Noccalula, who met her demise from the top of the dizzying heights of the gorge that was carved centuries before by the magnificent waterfall.




  Explore Native American ceremony in places like Kinlock Shelter, an amazing tall, deep rock shelter with petroglyphs dating back centuries. Walk in quiet solitude as you retrace the steps of Native Americans who were forced from their homes by the US government in one of the most tragic episodes of American history, the “Trail of Tears.”




  You will also visit plenty of local history, including a walk to a local cemetery that was established deep in the woods along the banks of Lake Guntersville during the late 1800s, and a loop around the top of Monte Sano State Park, where in the 1800s thousands would flock to a swanky hotel to cleanse themselves of yellow fever in the fresh mountain air. This is also where famed rocket scientist Wernher Von Braun established an observatory for local students and scientists to do some star gazing. The observatory is now open to the public so that you, too, can explore the stars.




  

    
1   TVA Nature Walk




  History abounds along the trails at the Tennessee Valley Authority’s Muscle Shoals Reservation. Along this 2.7-mile-long loop you will experience the handiwork of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) from the mid-1930s, pass the site of a town that was once a major Southern shipping hub, and walk a half mile over the Tennessee River on a lovingly repurposed 1840 railroad trestle.




  Start: East side of the TVA Nature Trail parking lot




  Distance: 2.7-mile multi-loop




  Hiking time: About 1.5 hours




  Difficulty: Easy to moderate with some stair climbing




  Trail surface: Dirt footpath, some asphalt, some stone stairs




  Best seasons: Fall–spring




  Other trail users: Joggers and cyclists




  Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




  Land status: Tennessee Valley Authority small wild area




  Nearest town: Florence




  Fees and permits: None




  Schedule: Year-round, daily sunrise to sunset




  Maps: USGS Florence, AL; DeLorme: Alabama Atlas & Gazetteer, page 17, C7




  Trail contact: Tennessee Valley Authority, SB1H, PO Box 1010, Muscle Shoals 35661; (256) 386-2543; tva.gov/river/recreation




  Finding the trailhead: From the intersection of US 72/US 43 and AL 133 in Florence, take AL 133 south 5 miles (you will cross Wilson Dam along the way). Turn right at the TVA Nature Trail sign onto Thunder Road. The parking lot is ahead in 500 feet. The trailhead is on the east side of the parking lot. GPS: N34 46.806' / W87 39.392'




  




  The Hike




  At first glance the 25-acre Tennessee Valley Authority’s Muscle Shoals Reservation doesn’t look like it would be a great hiking destination with its extensive paved jogging trail system and roads that loop around the property, but take a closer look and you will find an amazing place to hike and one that is crammed with history.




  Located high above Pickwick Lake, which was formed by Wilson Dam, the reservation has a total of 11 miles of trails that wind through a beautiful landscape and take you back in time to 1813.




  The dam and surrounding infrastructure was a monumental undertaking by the US War Department’s Army Corps of Engineers. The project was started in 1918 under orders of President Woodrow Wilson. It included the building of a dam to power two new plants that would process nitrates for munitions during the First World War. Your trek begins on a trail called the Old First Quarters Trail, the name this area was given during the construction project and where housing for the crew was located. Along the route you will see a retaining wall and a bridge built during this time period.




  [image: Jutting out 1,500 feet over the Tennessee River, this old railroad bridge has seen its share of history and is now a key element of this hike.]


  

  You will also be treated to some of the handiwork of the Civilian Conservation Corps. As you make your way west on the Rockpile Trail, which was built by the CCC, you will climb sandstone steps that were constructed by the Corps and will give you a good cardio workout. Your reward is a good view of the river from the stone overlook built by these young men in the mid-1930s. Near the overlook you will also see stone foundations, the remnants of the living quarters used by the Corps of Engineers.




  As you make your way around the bluff and head down toward the river, you will be walking in the footsteps of those who used to call this place home back in 1813 in the town of Southport. The Tennessee River was once a major waterway for shipping in the 1800s, and the town of Southport capitalized on this by becoming a major hub for shipping cotton. In fact, the town was recognized as the “greatest cotton town east of Memphis.” The only indication today that the town once stood here is a historical marker.




  Next you come to the highlight of the trip, the old railroad bridge. The state of Alabama authorized the construction of the bridge to span the river and awarded the contract to the Florence Bridge Company. Construction began in 1832, with the grand opening of the new toll bridge held in 1840. The bridge saw many severe storms in its day, two of which severely damaged the structure. The Memphis and Charleston Railroad made repairs to the bridge, which then reopened in 1858 as a double-decker affair with trains using the upper deck.




  The new structure didn’t last long, however; in 1862 Confederate soldiers burned the bridge to deter the advance of Union troops during the Civil War. Five years after the war, the bridge was reborn, with both decks rebuilt and put back into service, but in 1892 a coal train with five cars crashed through the span to the riverbank below. Miraculously no one died in the accident. The bridge was once again rebuilt, with the lower deck used as a toll bridge while trains continued to use the upper deck. The toll bridge closed in 1933; the upper deck shut down in 1988.




  ► Many believe that the old Alabama motto, the “Heart of Dixie,” came directly from the Civil War, since Montgomery was the first capital of the Confederacy. In fact, it was part of a promotional campaign for the state in the late 1940s/ early 1950s to change the previous motto—the “Cotton State.”




  Finally, in 1993 the latest owner of the bridge, Norfolk-Southern Railroad, donated it to the Old Railroad Bridge Company, which in turn restored a half mile of the lower deck, converting it into a walking trail. Today you can walk that span to the middle of the Tennessee River for a wonderful view with the upper deck providing shade.




  The trail is not blazed but is well-worn and easy to follow. There are directional signs at intersections to help navigate the paths. This is a wonderful hike to do in the fall, through the mixed hardwood forest that lights up the trail with fiery orange, yellow, and red colors.




  Miles and Directions


  										    

  0.0 Start on the east side of the parking lot where you can see the entrance to the paved Reservation Road Trail. Walk only a few feet to the east on the road; just before coming to a metal gate, turn left (north) onto the dirt Old First Quarters Trail (a sign shows the way).




  0.1 Cross an impressive bridge built by the CCC and come to a Y intersection. The right fork leads to the CCC Pavilion Trail. Take the left fork to the northeast to continue on the Old First Quarters Trail. A deep runoff or seasonal stream bed parallels the trail on the left. (Option: Take the CCC Pavilion Trail to add 0.6 mile to the hike where it loops back onto the Rockpile Trail.)




  0.3 A retaining wall built by the CCC can be seen on the opposite side of the trail to the left. In 250 feet come to a T intersection with the Rockpile Trail. Turn left (northwest) onto the Rockpile Trail. In a few yards cross a 50-foot bridge over the runoff to the west and come to a Y. The Loop Trail is to the left and leads back to the parking lot. Take the right fork to the north and continue on the Rockpile Trail. In 50 feet Pickwick Lake and the Tennessee River are in front of you. The trail makes a left turn and heads up stairs.




  0.4 Come to the top of the stairs and the overlook. Walk around the left side of the building and pass another short stone structure. In 150 feet come to another Y. Take the right fork to the southwest and continue on the Rockpile Trail, walking along a tall bluff.
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  [image: The telltale stonework of the CCC demarcates a wooden bridge along a section of the TVA Nature Trail.]




  0.5 Climb stairs uphill, with wildflowers lining the trail in season. In 200 feet a trail enters from the left (south). Continue straight (west). This is still the Rockpile Trail (a sign shows the way). There are nice lake views to your right.




  0.6 Enjoy a good view of the lake and the city of Florence as you walk under a power line. The trail is thick grass here with wildflowers. In less than 0.1 mile, climb down stairs (about 100 feet).




  0.7 Come to the paved Reservation Road. Turn right onto the road to the southwest.




  0.8 Pass a bench on the left. The Southport Historical Trail enters the woods to the right of the bench (you’ll return to this point later). Continue south on the paved road.




  0.9 Come to picnic tables on the right. There is a wide cut through the woods that leads uphill. Turn right (west) and follow the cut uphill.




  1.0 Come out at a paved road. Turned right onto the road and head northwest.




  1.1 Come to the old railroad bridge. Follow the bridge out across the lake.




  1.4 Enjoy great views from the middle of the lake. Turn around and head back the way you came.




  1.8 Back at the cut at mile 0.9, turn left and follow the cut back to Reservation Road. When you reach the road, turn left (north) onto the road.




  2.0 Back at mile 0.8, turn right onto the Southport Historical Trail, heading uphill using wooden railroad tie and stone stairs. In 175 feet pass a short wooden fence on the left that keeps you from falling into a shallow ravine. In a few feet come to a Y. Take the left fork to the northeast onto the Gunnery Hill Trail.




  2.1 Come to a Y. Take the right fork.




  2.2 Come to a T intersection with the Southport Historical Trail. Take the left fork and head down more stone steps. After the stairs a seasonal stream is on your right (nice cascades after rain).




  2.5 Pass a large area of kudzu.




  2.6 Come to a T intersection. There are two signs here: Parking Left and Parking Right. Turn right (south) and continue on the Southport Historical Trail.




  2.7 Arrive back at the parking lot.




  

    
2   Monte Sano Nature Preserve Loop




  Relive some of the early history of old Huntsville by hiking the Monte Sano Nature Preserve Loop. Along this 4.9-mile circuit you will see remnants of the early Huntsville water system on the Waterline Trail, visit an early form of refrigeration for residents of the mountain called the “spring house,” and pass an amazing abandoned limestone quarry aptly named Three Caves. Enjoy all of this, of course, within a beautiful northern Alabama landscape.




  Start: Hiker’s parking lot off Bankhead Parkway NE




  Distance: 4.9-mile loop




  Hiking time: 2.5 to 3 hours




  Difficulty: Moderate to difficult due to length and some steeper climbs at the end of the loop




  Trail surface: Dirt and rock footpath




  Best seasons: Late fall to late spring




  Other trail users: None




  Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




  Land status: Land trust property




  Nearest town: Huntsville




  Fees and permits: None; donation requested at trailhead lockbox




  Schedule: Year-round, daily sunrise to sunset




  Maps: USGS Huntsville, AL; DeLorme: Alabama Atlas & Gazetteer, page 19, D8; trail maps available online at the Land Trust of North Alabama website




  Trail contact: Land Trust of North Alabama, 2707 Artie St. SW, Ste. 6, Huntsville 35805; (256) 534-5263; landtrustnal.org




  Special considerations: To help protect the trails from erosion, the land trust asks that you do not hike the trails after rain. It is OK to hike if the ground is frozen, but when the temperatures are above freezing, wait a day or two for the trails to dry out.




  Finding the trailhead: From Huntsville on I-565 at exit 21, head south on Maysville Road NE 1.4 miles and turn left onto Pratt Avenue NE. In 400 feet Pratt Avenue turns into Bankhead Parkway. Travel 1.4 miles. The parking lot and trailhead are on your right and well marked. GPS: N34 44.610' / W86 32.640'




  




  The Hike




  In northern Alabama just south of the Tennessee state line, high atop Monte Sano Mountain and adjacent to the state park of the same name, you will find the largest of the Huntsville Land Trust nature preserves, the aptly named Monte Sano Nature Preserve. Here on this 1,107-acre preserve, you will not only experience some beautiful landscapes but also catch a glimpse of Huntsville history.




  Monte Sano has been the center of that history since the early 1800s, when people would flock to the “Mountain of Health” in the belief that the crisp mountain air could cure them of such maladies as yellow fever and cholera.




  The preserve sits on the rocky western side of the mountain and has twenty-three trails, each with its own unique history. This hike combines six of them—the Bluffline, Annandale, Waterline, Three Caves Loop, Wagon, and Fagen Springs Trails—to form a loop that I call the Monte Sano Nature Preserve Loop. Pretty clever, huh?




  [image: This isn’t your everyday Frigidaire. This is what is known as a “spring house.” Built on top of the head of a spring, the house was used to store food—the flowing water beneath kept it cool.]




  The hike begins on the Bluffline Trail, which meanders beneath a tall limestone bluff, crosses several seasonal streams, and passes a couple of nice little waterfalls. Remember that these are seasonal and in the summer may be small or nonexistent.




  The Bluffline eventually reaches the Annandale Trail, which ends at its intersection with the Waterline Trail at a creek. There is a nice seasonal cascade here after a good rain. From here start heading steeply down the rocky slope using the Waterline Trail, which follows its namesake, the old Huntsville water main that was used during the 1950s.




  According to locals, in 1935 the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) came to the mountain to build Monte Sano State Park. To help the men in their encampment, a water main was constructed that ran from Hermitage Avenue to the top of the mountain. A severe winter soon followed and completely iced up the area’s main water tower on top of the mountain. The weight of the ice caused the structure to collapse, leaving residents completely without water. Fortunately they were allowed to tie into the CCC water tank. That connection remained in place for almost twenty years until the city finally laid this water main in 1956. Sections of the pipe can be seen along this narrow path.




  Continuing on, come to a three-way intersection with the Waterline, Alms House, and Three Caves Loop. Take the short 0.2-mile Three Caves Loop for a look at the limestone quarry, which, not so coincidentally, has three caves.




  The quarry was mined from 1945 to 1955, with the limestone used for steps and foundations, crushed for gravel, and finely crushed for Portland cement. It was the latter that forced the closing of the mine when residents complained of the excessive heavy truck traffic and the thick dust emanating from the operation.




  There are several steel fences that you can stand behind to view the quarry, but heed the warning signs and keep children, and yourself, away from the edges of the steep and deep cliffs. As you walk the loop, you will pass a road that leads directly to the caves. Do not go to the caves! Entry is by permission only.




  From the quarry take the Alms House Trail. Along this route you will pass what remains of an interesting early refrigeration system called a “spring house.” This stone structure was built over a clear, cold spring. The water would cool the meats and vegetables that were stored inside.




  And if all this history isn’t enough, you will be treated to a beautiful tiered, seasonal waterfall near the end of the hike on the Fagen Springs Trail.




  The trails are all very easy to follow since they are well traveled and well worn. They are marked with diamond-shaped markers with HLT (Huntsville Land Trust) and the trail name emblazoned on them. Intersections are clearly marked with signs.




  Miles and Directions


  										    

  0.0 Start from the parking lot on Bankhead Parkway. A sign here indicates where to enter the trail to the northeast. In 100 feet come to a sign that shows the direction of the Bluffline and Old Railroad Bed Trails (the signs are carved wood with red lettering). Turn to the right (southeast). The trail is not blazed at this point, but it is a 2- to 3-foot-wide dirt and rock footpath. The trail has a dense canopy with many pines. In less than 0.1 mile, pass a short side trail to an education pavilion on the right (south).




  0.1 Diamond-shaped HLT Bluffline markers begin, tacked to trees. The Old Railroad Bed Trail comes in from the right (west). Continue straight (east) on the Bluffline Trail.




  0.2 Cross a stream with a nice cascade when it is flowing. The trail widens to a 4-foot-wide clay and dirt path.




  0.3 Cross a power line. There are views of the surrounding mountains and valley (the giant Saturn V that stands at the Space and Rocket Center can be seen in the distance). In less than 0.1 mile, cross a stream (this one is wide and fast after a good rain). There is a bench here. The trail’s namesake bluffs begin on the left.




  0.4 Cross a small creek.




  0.5 Cross an intermittent stream.




  0.7 The trail bed is a mix of rock and dirt and can be deep in mud after rain (see “Special considerations”). There are cedars and pines through here and a swift-flowing stream downhill to the right.




  0.8 Cross a small creek, followed in less than 0.1 mile by a wider, rocky stream crossing.




  1.0 Good view of the bluff on the left.
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  1.1 Cross a creek.




  1.2 A discarded rusty truck is downhill on the right. The bluff continues on the left (southeast). There are some interesting rock formations here, including an outcropping that has been etched by the elements, making it look like the rocks have been stacked.




  1.4 The Wagon Trail comes in from the right (north). Continue straight on the Bluffline Trail (there is a directional sign here). In less than 0.1 mile, come to a Y. The Bluffline Trail heads uphill to the left (southeast). Turn right (southwest) onto the Annandale Trail; the trail is now blazed with diamond-shaped MSSP Annandale Trail markers (MSSP stands for Monte Sano State Park). The trail is mostly dirt and can be very boggy after rain. The forest is enclosed with more hardwoods.




  1.6 Cross a stream.




  1.9 The trail has a deep gully that can fill knee-deep with water after a good rain. In a few hundred yards, pass a whitish gray bluff and outcroppings on the left, with plenty of wild-flowers growing from the tops in the spring. The trail is back in the preserve and out of the state park.




  2.0 Come to a bench and a set of log stairs. At the bottom turn right (southwest) onto the Waterline Trail. The trail is elevated, almost like a railroad bed. The trail bed is narrow (1.5 feet) and mostly rock. There are several areas along the trail that have steep drop-offs to the left (south).




  2.1 The old Huntsville water line can be seen popping out of the ground on the left.




  2.3 The Young Kennedy Trail comes in from the right (north); continue straight on the Waterline Trail. The trail becomes less rocky and is mostly dirt.




  2.6 Pass a sign warning that you are approaching Three Caves, with dangerous bluffs, and to keep your children away from the edge. In a few yards come to a Y at a sign pointing the way to the Three Caves Loop, Waterline Trail, and Alms House Trail. Continue straight (west) on the Three Caves Loop.




  2.8 Come to a gravel parking lot. Walk along the east side of the lot to a kiosk. Next to the kiosk is a set of railroad tie stairs. Head up these stairs to continue the loop to the west. In a few yards cross a gravel road. Do not turn down the road and go to the caves! Special permission is required. Continue straight across the road to the south and continue following the loop.




  3.0 The Cave Loop ends back at the Y at mile 2.6. Continue straight to the north on the Alms House Trail. The trail is very rocky, with several intermittent stream crossings.




  3.2 The trail follows a flat rock bed, then climbs through some rocks.




  3.4 The Alms House–Wagon Trail Connector comes in from the right (east). Continue straight (north) on the Alms House Trail.




  3.6 Cross a creek.




  3.7 Pass the Sink Hole Trail on the left (north). There is a small sinkhole between the two trails. Continue straight (east) on the Alms House Trail. In a few yards pass the spring house foundation on the left (north).




  3.9 Come to the intersection of the Wagon and Alms House Trails. Turn left (northeast) onto the Wagon Trail.




  4.0 Cross a wide stream.




  4.1 Pass the Wildflower Trail. Continue straight on the Wagon Trail. In less than 0.1 mile, cross a wide rocky stream. Just after crossing, start climbing the rocky slope and in a few yards turn right (east) onto the Fagen Springs Trail. The path is not well defined here, so keep your eyes peeled.




  4.2 Cross Fagen Springs over a bridge. A nice waterfall is to the right (south).




  4.3 Cross the spring again over a 20-foot bridge. Come to an intersection. Turn left (east) onto the Fagen Springs/Wildflower Trail. (A sign here points the way to Toll Gate Road, Railroad Bed, and Owens Drive.)




  4.5 Pass a very rocky area of the stream. There is a nice waterfall here. The trail markers are virtually gone through this section. Keep your head up and watch for a green sign with a yellow arrow pointing the way on a tree. In a few yards come to a T intersection with the Alms House Trail. Turn left (northeast) onto the Alms House Trail and in less than 0.1 mile, come to a T intersection with the Railroad Bed Trail. Turn left (northwest), heading toward the falls. (Note: A sign here says to take a right, but it appears to be backwards. Take the left. After the sign cross the stream again.)




  4.7 Cross under the power line. There is a beautiful, fragrant wildflower glade here in the spring. Start a long, steady, rocky uphill climb.




  4.8 A trail comes in on the right (northeast). It looks like the trail that you’re on should go straight, but it doesn’t; it dead-ends. Turn right onto the unmarked trail, which is still the Alms House Trail. (There are some markers in a few yards, but they are for those heading in the opposite direction.) Very steep climb here over rocks.




  4.9 Arrive back at the trailhead.




  

    
3   Plateau Loop




    Enjoy a pleasant hike through history on this circuitous trail around the top of the “Mountain of Health,” Monte Sano. This easy walking path circles the mountain’s ridge and leads you to classic Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) architecture and where the man who helped America land on the moon built an observatory for local schoolchildren that still operates today.




  Start: From the hiker’s parking lot on Nolen Avenue




  Distance: 5.4-mile double loop




  Hiking time: About 2.5 hours




  Difficulty: Easy over level footpaths




  Trail surface: Dirt footpath, minimal asphalt and gravel road




  Best seasons: Year-round




  Other trail users: Cyclists, joggers




  Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




  Land status: State park
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This is what is kenown as a “spring house.” Built on top of
the head of a spring, the house was used to store food—the flowing water beneath kept it cool
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