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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, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We appreciate hearing 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




  Thanks for your input!
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Introduction





  What’s more fun, reading or canoeing? OK, we have to agree with you. We wrote this book for several reasons. One of those reasons is that any experience is almost always more fun and interesting when you have some relevant background and know-how, which we hope you will obtain by reading this book. Heck, it was fun writing the book for the knowledge we gained (all right, and the fact that it required lots of canoeing). We’ve gained a real appreciation for nature and for the range of feelings invoked by being part of it. Floating some of the tranquil waters of Alabama elicits calm, a feeling that is not easy to come by these days. Many times on the same trip, and within minutes, you can go from cascading down 3-foot falls and bubbly shoals to a spot where the water slows, even stops, and you can just lie back and take in the wonder... priceless.




  And talk about quality family time! Bring along the kids, and you’ll instill the love of nature in them early. Too often these days our children (and we adults, too) find it easy to relax by plopping down in front of the TV or video game for hours on end. Before long our very lives become virtual reality.




  We already know that there will be critics out there whining about “their” river not being included in the book. Heck! We hear it at our day jobs now: “When are you doing the Mobile River?” “Why aren’t you paddling Chickasabogue Creek?”




  The main goal of this book is to present the diverse paddling adventures in Alabama. We tried to include something for everyone. If you’re a beginning white water, sea-kayak, or canoe paddler in general or an expert, we have it in here for you. We’ve also tried to give a balance to the state to show some of the best trips in the different regions and to not focus on one particular area.




  We have also tried to cover rivers that have easy access. There is nothing more frustrating than trying to find a shuttle when you’re out in the wilderness. We have tried to keep the trips to areas where you can either rent a shuttle or it’s easy for two vehicles to access.




  Keep in mind that the thirty rivers we cover in this book are only the tip of the iceberg. There are hundreds of other opportunities waiting for you. Talk with the locals. Contact area canoe clubs (see Appendix A). They’re all eager to tell you about other adventures awaiting you on Alabama’s rivers. So get outdoors, get paddling, and enjoy!




  Alabama the Beautiful




  Here are some interesting river statistics provided by Alabama Rivers Alliance:




  	
•Alabama ranks seventh in the United States for its number of stream miles—77,242 miles of river and stream channels.





  	
•Alabama has 3,627,600 acres of wetland and 563,000 acres of ponds, lakes, and reservoirs.





  	
•There are 33.5 trillion gallons of water withdrawn annually from streams, rivers, and reservoirs to supply drinking water to 56 percent of the population in Alabama.





  	
•There are sixteen hydroelectric power dams and sixteen navigational dams (five of which are also hydroelectric) in Alabama.





  	
•The southeastern United States has the world’s greatest diversity of temperate freshwater fishes. Alabama has 332 freshwater species of fish, 27 percent of all fish species in North America.





  	
•Alabama’s rivers are amongst the most biologically diverse waterways in the world. Among the natives of Alabama’s rivers are 27 percent of North America’s fish species, 57 percent of its freshwater turtle species, and almost two-thirds of the continent’s freshwater mussel species.





  	
•There are more species of fish in the Cahaba River alone than in the entire state of California!





  	
•Consider the economic value of clean waters. The Alabama Fisheries Association estimates that Alabama’s water-based recreation industry brings more than $1 billion per year into the state’s economy.








  Weather




  Weather in Alabama varies, of course, but is perfect almost any time of the year for paddling in one form or another. In the northern regions temperatures average around forty-six degrees F in January to eighty degrees in July. Of course colder temperatures can occur in the north with significant snowfall accumulations possible.




  To the south temperatures average fifty-two degrees F in January to eighty-five degrees in July. Combined with the high humidity, the climate is best described as being subtropical. Don’t get us wrong. Cold snaps of below thirty degrees, even below zero, do occur in the southern regions, but they are few and far between and only last a day or two.




  The southeast United States is prone to heavy late-summer rains. The warm, moist gulf air causes afternoon rainstorms to pop up unexpectedly and with ferocity. The storms are short in duration, but rainfall amounts can be significant. Severe lightning usually accompanies these storms. And don’t forget about the high humidity of late summer in the South, which can make outdoor activity of any kind impossible.




  The best white water runs in the state can be found in the north and central regions. Anywhere from a Class I to VI run can be found, but these rivers tend to dry up in the summer. The best times to visit these rivers would be in the winter and spring.




  This is not to say that doing some white water in the northern half of the state is out of the question during the summer. As mentioned, the South is prone to sudden and severe summer thunderstorms. Keep an eye on the USGS (United States Geological Survey), TVA (Tennessee Valley Authority), and American White Water flow gauges for spikes in flows for some excellent summertime trips. Several rivers (see the individual trips for more information) are controlled by dams by the TVA or U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, who release flows during the summer to provide plenty of recreational white water.




  In the Gulf Coast and southeastern regions, the subtropical climate is perfect weather for taking on a nice float trip down one of the blackwater rivers in the region. These are long, lazy rivers with beautiful white sandbars and plenty of pools to swim in. Or check out the many sea-kayaking opportunities in Mobile and Baldwin Counties in the Gulf of Mexico and Mobile Bay. There is a nice Class I rapid along the Sepulga River in the southeastern region of the state. The beauty of any trip in these regions is that the summer heat doesn’t bother the flow terribly, and you can float them year-round.




  Of course, some precautions are necessary when dealing with the weather. Summertime thunderstorms are severe and pop up out of nowhere. This is especially dangerous if you are kayaking the gulf or the Tensaw River Delta. Watch the weather forecast before heading out.




  Don’t forget that May through November is hurricane season. Although Alabama has only a small amount of real estate directly on the Gulf Coast, some very severe storms have wreaked havoc in the state—not only on the coast, but as far north as Huntsville as they moved inland. During this time of year, check the weather before you head out for any tropical disturbances. If there are any reported, keep an eye on their progress to determine if venturing out is a good idea at that time or not.




  Flora and Fauna




  Alabama is truly blessed with outdoor beauty. Botanists tell us that more than two-thirds of Alabama is covered in forest. While you float down the many rivers of the state, you are apt to see southern yellow, red, white, loblolly, and slash pine forests, with a good smattering of deciduous trees as well, including hickory, sweet gum, and several varieties of oaks. Time and again your senses will be filled with the fragrant aroma of flowering trees that line the rivers including magnolia and dogwood.




  When it comes to wildflowers, Alabama is second to none in varieties, and most can be seen along the paddling excursions we cover in this book. Some of the unique varieties include merry bells, which bloom in the spring throughout the state. These flowers are part of the lily family and bloom from April to June. The plant has very thin and delicate stems topped with hay-yellow bells.




  You are likely to see cardinal flower blooming into bright scarlet colors in late summer along the riverbanks. In early March the vines of the Carolina jessamine will be found clinging to fences and trees. These vines with their yellow flowers can be found throughout the state.




  A common wildflower is the yellow orchid, which blooms in late summer through early fall and can be found just about anywhere in the state. From late July through September, the yellow-fringed orchid can be found in bogs along the river ways.




  Alabama has a varied wildlife population as well. Although you are more apt to find white-tailed deer than anything else, the state plays home to many different species of animals. Black bear can be found from one end of the state to the other, with the largest population being found in the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta of the Gulf Coast (refer to the Hurricane Creek and Rice Creek/Mound Island trips in the Gulf Coast Region section). Bobcat or lynx are also quite common throughout the state, again many in the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta, but these are nocturnal animals and are only rarely seen in the day.




  The American alligator, one of only two species of alligators in the world, also calls Alabama home and will be found in the trips in the southeast and Gulf Coast regions. It is important to remember that alligators feed on fish, frogs, snakes, turtles, birds, and mammals and are naturally afraid of humans, but feeding them or harassing them in any manner changes the rules. Sometimes you really have to look to find them. They tend to hide behind logs or other obstructions and just sit back and keep an eye on what you’re doing.




  In 1967 the American alligator was declared an endangered species as a result of overhunting, but the species has made a strong comeback, and some states—including Alabama—have once again established alligator hunting seasons.




  Several other endangered species of wildlife can be found in Alabama, including some you may encounter in your water excursions. If you sea kayak around south Baldwin County, you will be in prime nesting areas for the loggerhead sea turtle. And throughout the southeast and Gulf Coast regions, you will see the brown pelican skimming only inches above the surface looking for its next meal. It’s quite a spectacular sight to see them spot their prey, climb high into the sky, then nosedive into the water to catch their meal..




  Because of the number of lakes, rivers, and wetlands in the state, Alabama is a popular stop for migratory birds, especially ducks and geese. And when it comes to birds, hundreds of species will be found dispersed throughout the state, too many to name here. Please refer to Appendix A for some excellent resources that describe the wildlife and plant life to be found in Alabama.




  Blazing New Trails: The Alabama Scenic River Trail




  While we describe some pretty neat day paddles in the state, there is a relatively new adventure that has paddlers from all across the country trekking to Alabama—the Alabama Scenic River Trail or ASRT.




  ASRT began as a nonprofit organization when a group of paddlers began studying maps and tracing the multitude of waterways across the state. After looking at these watery paths, they realized that there was actually a route that people could paddle nonstop all the way from the Georgia state line in the mountains of northeast Alabama to the Gulf of Mexico. This route is a 631-mile float literally from mountain to sea and is recognized by the National Park Service as being the longest river trail in a single state.




  A serious paddler can make the trek in around forty-eight days. Of course, that’s depending on currents, how fast you paddle, and how many stops you make along the journey, and there are many stops you will want to make. Along the route, you will encounter incredible history like several Native American sites and Civil War battle-fields. You will even paddle beneath the iconic emblem of the country’s Civil Rights battle, the Edmund Pettis Bridge in Selma.




  This long-distance journey is made more enjoyable with over one hundred access and egress points, over one hundred campsites, and plenty of outdoor outfitters and restaurants along the way. With all of this going for it, the folks at ASRT have made it easy for you to comfortably “section paddle” the trail, giving you the option to do a day, overnight, or week-long float.




  The trail uses two main “core” rivers—the Coosa and Alabama—to make its way to the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta and the Gulf of Mexico, but it also has numerous offshoots and tributaries that invite exploring.




  The 631-mile core trip begins three miles from the Georgia state line in the town of Cedar Bluff at the Riverside Campground and Motel on the Coosa River. From here, the river meanders past rock bluffs and through wide, expansive lakes with miles of backwaters to explore.




  The Central Section takes you across several lakes that are formed by dams that are maintained and manned by the Alabama Power Company. The trip can be tricky at these dams where you have to portage around each one.




  Sailing into the River Heritage Region in the Montgomery area, the river offers up a taste of history and a little whitewater with a series of fast-running shoals that are followed by the famous Moccasin Gap in Wetumpka. During normal times, the Gap is a Class II/III rapid, but in the summer, the power company opens the flow from Jordan Dam, amping it up to a Class IV.




  It is here that the Coosa merges with the Tallapoosa River to form the Alabama River. It is in this area that you will find historic Fort Toulouse-Fort Jackson. The original fort was established by the French in 1717 and marks the spot where the treaty that ended the Creek Indian War was signed in 1814.




  As you head into Montgomery, you can dock your boat along the Riverwalk to check out the restaurants, shops, and nightlife before sailing into Selma and the site of “Bloody Sunday” in 1965, the Edmund Pettis Bridge.




  The trail finally turns southward as it heads into the delta and finally into the Gulf.




  Find out more about this incredible journey of history and nature by contacting ASRT. Their contact information can be found in Appendix A: Resources and Information.




  Alabama’s Watery Crown Jewel, America’s Amazon—The Mobile-Tensaw River Delta




  Statistics cannot do the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta justice, but they are necessary to put its significance into perspective. In all the delta encompasses more than 400 square miles—that’s 300,000 acres—of wilderness that ranges from swampland to river bottom to marshes. This makes it the second largest delta in the country, after the Mississippi River Delta. It is also one of the largest intact wetland ecosystems left in the United States. These statistics led Congress to declare the delta a National Natural Landmark and today, the delta is known as “America’s Amazon.”




  The history, sights, and sounds of the delta create a spectacular story. Early Native Americans called the delta home as far back as 1500 BC. On Mound Island (see the Rice Creek/Mound Island trip), eighteen separate mounds have been discovered that are believed to have been the home of the aristocracy of the Mississippian Period Indians. Many state names came from the tribes who eventually called the delta region home, including the Alabamous, Maubila, and Tensaw.




  Europeans arrived in the region in 1559, calling the river the “River of the Holy Spirit.” It wasn’t until 1778 that botanist to the Queen William Bartram made the first detailed expedition through the delta and uncovered its vast wealth of wildlife and plant life.




  Amazingly what Bartram found in 1778 for the most part still exists in the delta today. Fed by dozens of freshwater rivers, creeks, and streams from what is called the Mobile Drainage Basin (the largest such basin in the world, with runoff from four states), and mixed with tidal flows of salty gulf water, the ecosystem of the delta is truly astounding, with multitudes of rare and exotic plant life and wildlife to be found.




  Trees to be found within the delta include bald cypress, tupelo, sweet gum, swamp privets, and American elm, to name only a few. Of course Spanish moss hangs thick among the branches of most of the trees in the delta, and trumpet creeper flowers along branches. Rare plants that call the delta home include the greenfly orchid and the buckthorn, which blooms in the fall with a beautiful aromatic smell.




  As for wildlife, the delta plays host to more than 300 species of birds, 70 percent of all of Alabama’s reptiles, and 40 species of mammals. In the bird department the delta is the home of many formerly endangered species, including brown pelicans, osprey, and bald eagles.




  In the reptile category, eighteen different species of turtles can be found here, ranging from common box turtles to gopher tortoise. There are also forty types of snakes, and the American alligator is prevalent throughout the bayous and feeders of the delta.




  As you float through the delta, you may come across Florida black bear. At one time, the delta was the last refuge in the state for the bear, but through the efforts of such organizations as the Alabama Black Bear Alliance, the bear is making a comeback across the state. There are also beaver, marsh rabbits, and so many other mammals that we couldn’t possibly name them all here.




  Of course, the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta provides plenty of outdoor activities as well, the chief one being fishing. National tournaments are becoming big business along the river. And since our last edition, the state has established the Bartram Canoe Trail to give paddlers easy access to this incredible wilderness complete with camping experiences. We’ll explore two of the canoe trail’s paths with paddle #4 (Rice Creek/Mound Island), and paddle #5 (Dead Lake Island Overnight).




  For canoe and kayakers looking for adventure and a true wilderness experience, there is none better than the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta, one of the last great untouched wildernesses of the South.




  So Who Really Owns the Rivers?




  The days are long gone when a person can get out on a river in their canoe on a Friday afternoon and paddle its distance over the course of a weekend, picking and choosing camping spots along the way. As a matter of fact, in this book, with few exceptions, you will notice we don’t even mention camping on the river.




  Development in Alabama—and in every other state in the country, for that matter—along the waterways has taken away the freedom to paddle and camp. That’s understandable. After all, many of the river’s banks are private property. But what about the river itself? Just because someone owns land on both sides of a river, does that mean the property owner owns the river?




  This very subject was presented to various state supreme courts around the country and even to the U.S. Supreme Court. Each case was to decide who had rights to use a river. In nearly every decision the courts stated that the use of a river is for everyone; that is, a river is held in trust by each state for the public, and if a river is navigable, it can be used by anyone. The only limitation was that the river could be used up to its natural high-water mark.




  Right off the bat, property owners interpreted these decisions as meaning that if you can use motorboats on the river, then it is navigable; otherwise, it belongs to the property owners. Wrong again. The courts ruled that even canoes and kayaks could be used in determining if a river is navigable, and if you can maneuver down a river in any fashion, it is a public river.




  Then the issue of waterfalls and rapids came up, with property owners saying that they make the river unnavigable. Again, the court ruled against property owners, saying that for the most part, falls and rapids are still runnable by kayaks and canoes. The National Organization for Rivers cites Niagara Falls as an example. Although it is the largest series of falls in the country, and no one in their right mind would paddle over them, it is still a viable river for commercial use, using the tour boat Maid of the Mist as an example.




  Put-ins and takeouts are another story altogether. Many times these are located adjacent to bridges where private property butts right up against the perfect access point. In this case, the property owner has the right to boot you out if you use it. But talking with the owners and carefully using the property goes a long way to providing access to the waterways. Unfortunately carelessness and some strong-willed property owners can cause problems in this area. Take Hurricane Creek in Tuscaloosa, for example. This wonderful white water trip has been continually shrinking in length of runnable water because of property owners cutting off access. According to the Stroker’s Paddling Club, the lower takeout is currently in jeopardy of being lost, and the entire run may no longer be available to float because you just can’t get to it.




  We have never had an experience with irate landowners for using nearby property as a takeout or for floating past (as a matter of fact, everyone we have met in these journeys was quite happy to help us), but that is not to say that there aren’t some who would just as soon take a shot at a passing canoe. While the law is on your side when it comes to paddling any river in the United States, be a neighborly paddler and help change the landowner’s perception of canoers and kayakers. Minimize the impact of your visit by carrying out all of your trash and maybe picking up some extra you might find in the area and taking it with you. Be friendly and courteous to everyone, and in the long run, the relationship between paddlers and property owners will be much better.









  
How to Use This Guide





  What’s Covered




  First and foremost, we have tried to include something for everyone. Alabama has an unbelievable number of paddling opportunities. We have tried our best to include trips that beginners through expert paddlers would enjoy, as well as the entire family. Our main goal is to present a look at the wide variety of paddling opportunities available in the state. In the southern regions you will find long, lazy float trips along beautiful blackwater rivers with white sandbars and plenty of swimming holes. In the Gulf Coast region, you can venture out and do some sea kayaking in the gulf or along the shores of Mobile Bay. For the more adventurous, an outing in the 300,000-acre Mobile-Tensaw River Delta on the Bartram Canoe Trail would be in order.




  Moving inland to the central and northern regions, white water is the fare. Everything from Class I to Class III rapids are covered in this book. Most of the Class I and II trips are easy enough for beginners through intermediate paddlers. Class III trips may be a bit daunting. If you feel the least bit squeamish about trying them, there are usually easy portage areas around the rapid. Of course every river and situation is different, so make sure you read the trip information completely before heading out.




  The Trips




  We have broken down the trips more or less into the four regions identified by the Alabama Bureau of Travel and Tourism. These include the Gulf Coast, southeast, central, and northern regions. We have covered thirty trips in this book, but don’t get the impression that this is all there is to paddling in Alabama. We encourage you to get out and explore the regions. Talk with the locals. You will find most of them more than happy to talk with you about other trips. Use the references in Appendix A and scattered throughout the book to make contacts. And, of course, you can e-mail us!




  As we said, we tried to include trips for folks with a wide range of abilities and interests. But besides writing a guide to the flatways of the state, we have also tried to write a travel guide of sorts to the regions so you can discover the magic of Alabama for yourself.




  The following is an overview of what you can expect for each trip:




  River Specs




  The River Specs section gives a quick at-a-glance overview of the trip, including the following information:




  County: The name of the county(s) the trip flows through.




  Start/End: A general description of where the trip begins and ends (details on how to get there can be found in the Put-In/Takeout Information section).




  Distance: The total length of the trip in miles.




  Float time: The approximate time to paddle the trip. We say “approximate” because everyone’s abilities are different, plus there are lots of views, play spots, and swimming holes to explore.




  Difficulty rating: We try to give you an idea of the level of difficulty involved in paddling a trip. Our ratings are Easy, Moderate, and Difficult. Remember, this is a subjective rating. Consider all aspects of the trip (i.e., miles, class rapids, etc.), as well as this rating to determine your ability to paddle the trip.




  Rapids: We use the internationally recognized white water classifications (their definitions follow). Remember, if there is a + or -sign after the rapid, it means that the rapid is either just slightly above or below the class (i.e., II-is a light Class II rapid). Don’t forget that the flow also affects the classification of a river.




  	
•Class I: Easy, small waves, little, if any, maneuvering. Few obstructions.





  	
•Class II: Medium, a few more obstructions and more maneuvering. Faster flow.





  	
•Class III: Difficult, numerous waves with large irregular rocks, eddies, and drops. Passage is generally through narrow chutes between rocks and obstacles, requiring maneuvering.





  	
•Class IV: Very difficult, has long rapids, powerful waves, irregular and potentially dangerous rocks, boiling eddies. Requires considerable experience.





  	
•Class V: Extremely difficult, long and violent rapids are present without interruption. Large drops, violent current, steep grade. Paddlers must have extensive experience and training before attempting.





  	
•Class VI: Un-runnable. Need we say more? Portage is mandatory!






  River/lake type: There are three specific river types covered in this book: white water (which includes rapids and shoals), float (usually long wide rivers perfect for just floating or tubing), and sea kayak.




  Current: We give a general idea of a river’s flow, from none to swift to fast. Don’t forget that rain plays an important part in revising the current rating given here.




  Minimum level: The minimum level of the river to be floatable. If this category isn’t listed, then you can assume the river is runnable all year (see Season under Trip Information). Generally, the rivers in the north and central regions tend to dry up in the summer months. This category—along with the Other Resources section, which tells you where to go online for hourly river flow reports from the USGS—can help you plan your trips and determine if the river is runnable. Even though a river may be low, heavy summer thunderstorms can spike the flow, and you can catch some great summertime paddling. The information given is either feet (stage) or cfs (cubic feet per second).




  Environment: An overview of the landscape around the trip, such as the type of trees and plants you will encounter and the geology.




  River gradient: The total elevation drop from beginning to end of the trip.




  Land status: Describes the land around the trip, whether it’s private property, national forest, state park, or unincorporated.




  Nearest town (or city): This is given to provide you with a reference so that you can easily locate the river on maps and make other arrangements for your visit.




  Other users: If other people use the river, we will point it out here. Other uses include motorboats, jet skis, and fishing.




  Put-in/Takeout Information




  This section is a detailed description of how to get to and from the put-ins and takeouts. We describe road directions from the nearest city to the takeout or shuttle point, and from there to the put-in. We also describe the condition of the put-in and takeout so you know what to expect when you get there.




  Paddle Summary




  This section provides you with a short description of the trip and what you can expect.




  The Paddle




  This is the heart of the matter—the complete description of the trip with some interesting history and tidbits thrown in for good measure.




  Trip Information




  This section gives you pertinent information about a trip so that you can visit the area and experience all that it has to offer. In this section you will find the following information.




  Contacts/Outfitters: Who to contact for information about the trip.




  Season: The best times to run the trip.




  Fees/permits: Special permits or fees required.
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