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Introduction

To say that camping is a popular pastime in Georgia would be a great understatement. Simply put, the state is located in a region where folks spend a lot of time enjoying the outdoors. Setting up a tent or heading out in an RV provides an excellent way to put you right in the midst of all the scenery and recreational opportunities the Peach State offers.


In the case of the many developed campgrounds, during the peak vacation months of summer and changing of the leaves in fall, finding a vacant site may be a chore. Even many of the more primitive campgrounds are also busy. Planning ahead is always a good idea, whenever possible.


In traveling throughout the state of Georgia, despite having spent my entire life here, I am still constantly struck by the great diversity of terrain, flora, and fauna encountered. Sidney Lanier, Georgia’s most famed 19th-century poet, described the variety offered by the state in his poem Song of the Chattahoochee, describing that river’s course southward through the regions of Georgia. Additionally, his Marshes of Glynn highlighted the picturesque vistas of the coastal area.


The Blue Ridge Mountains of northeast Georgia range up to elevations of more than 4,000 feet, topped off by the peak of Brasstown Bald at 4,784 feet. This is an area of rushing mountain streams tumbling down to river valleys.


The Ridge and Valley Region of northwest Georgia, though still elevated, is much more akin to the limestone area of the Cumberland Plateau. Pigeon Mountain, named for its once abundant population of the now extinct passenger pigeons that inhabited it, and the dramatic rock formations of Cloudland Canyon, sculpted by erosion of the softer stone found there, are major features of the area.


Georgia’s Piedmont Region spans the area covering the foothills of the mountains just north of the capital city of Atlanta, down to the vicinity of Macon in the mid-state. It also stretches from the Alabama border just north of Columbus, across to South Carolina at Augusta. This is a region of rolling terrain with rich soils and abundant wildlife. Much of that fauna is congregated along the number of river valleys that lead to both the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico.


You enter the Upper Coastal Plain as you drop over the Fall Line that stretches from Augusta on the South Carolina border down to Columbus at the Alabama line. This feature marks an ancient seacoast and creates long shoal areas where the rivers rush over it. This also separates the Piedmont’s fertile terrain from the sandy soils of the long-gone seabed.


Finally reaching the Lower Coastal Plain puts you in subtropical clime, along a saltwater shore fringed by vast flooded prairies of Spartina grass, broken up by a maze of tidal creeks, rivers, and sounds. A string of barrier islands lies beyond the marshes, facing the Atlantic Ocean. These isles range from wilderness areas to others hosting quaint coastal villages with long histories or beachfront family vacation playgrounds.
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Weather: Georgia obviously has some varied weather patterns due to its more than 400-mile span from north to south and varied elevations. Thus, it is possible to face sweltering South Georgia heat, while atop Brasstown Bald the conditions are much the same as found in Massachusetts. Picking the best time to enjoy pleasant weather for a camping trip very much depends on where in the state you are headed.


The Ridge and Valley and Blue Ridge Mountain areas present the best conditions in the months of April through November. In the spring months of April and May, average temperatures range from the mid-40-degree level up to the high 70s. During June through September the temperatures rise to the low 60s to mid-80s, with the fall temperatures in October and November falling back to match those of the spring. Rainfall on average also is at its lowest levels in April and May and October through November.


These mountainous regions range in temperature on average from the low 30s to mid-60s in winter, which also is a wetter portion of the year. That precipitation can present snow conditions as well. As a result, many public campgrounds in these areas are seasonal, generally closing from late October to mid-March.


Georgia’s mid-state Piedmont Region presents some differing conditions. Here the camping season is year-round, with a caveat. Temperatures range from the mid-70s to more than 90 degrees in June through September, which also receives the most precipitation. Rain falls an average of 29 days during this period and humidity often rises to uncomfortable levels. The only campgrounds that are crowded at this time are located on a river or large reservoir.


Piedmont temperatures in March through May and October through November range from the mid-40s to low 80s. Winter temperatures are in the mid-30- to mid-60-degree range.


Both Coastal Plain regions of the Peach State fairly closely mirror the weather of the Piedmont. With regard to temperatures, the only difference is it generally warms up by early March in the spring, and winter does not arrive in full force until mid-December. Also, expect the humidity to seem unbearable at times. Again, campgrounds on lakes and rivers are most comfortable in the summer, along with those on the seacoast that benefit from ocean breezes.


Flora and fauna: In the mountainous north of the state, trout streams flow down the valleys of this region beneath canopies of hickory, oak, white pine, and hemlock trees, while the top of the food chain is dominated by a strong population of black bears.


In the mid-state region, the terrain is of the Piedmont Plateau variety, offering verdant mixed hardwood and pine forests and fertile river valleys. Expect to see lots of pastureland, interspersed with vast stands of loblolly pines, both of which have replaced the small family farms of a bygone era. This is a land of plenty for wildlife, where white-tailed deer and wild turkeys have made amazing comebacks from the brink of extinction in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, to now provide regular sightings when you visit the woodlands. Above the lakes and rivers of this part of Georgia, sightings of osprey and bald eagles are frequent.


Once into the Upper Coastal Plain, the flora of this region was once dominated by longleaf pines with an understory of wiregrass. Efforts are ongoing to revive that greatly reduced ecosystem. Meanwhile, huge stands of loblolly pines, broken up by agricultural fields, stretch for miles. Here again, deer and turkey are abundant, and it’s a region where the call of the bobwhite quail still echoes over the fields.


Along the Lower Coastal Plain white-tailed deer are abundant, though stunted in size, due to the lack of fertility in the soil. Here myriad seabirds inhabit the marshes and beaches, while summertime sightings of dolphins and manatees occur in the waters.


Recreation: Recreational activities for campers across Georgia are dependent on these weather conditions just discussed. In the Blue Ridge Mountain highlands, the most dependable year-round activity is hiking the many trails of the region. With the exception of the periods of snowfall, access to the trailheads remains available in winter, while the lack of leaves on the trees provides impressive vistas of the mountains.


The trail system in the mountain counties runs the gamut from short wildflower walks in the spring to multiday adventures on the 80 miles of the Appalachian Trail in the state. Other popular long hikes are found on the Benton McKaye or Bartram Trails. Some of the most popular short trails lead to the many waterfalls scattered across the region. You can totally get away from civilization by taking to the Jacks River or Conasauga River Trails in northwest Georgia. These paths and their connector trails snake their way for a total of more than 30 miles through the 42,000 acres of a federally mandated roadless tract in the Cohutta Wilderness Area.


Campers also take advantage of water sports and fishing on nine major reservoirs spanning from Carters Lake in the west to Hartwell Lake on the Savannah River at the South Carolina border. If you prefer trout fishing in moving water, this region offers more than 4,000 miles of streams and rivers, many of which are regularly stocked in the warmer months. Additionally, included in that stream total are 1,500 miles of water that hold wild, reproducing populations of rainbow, brown, or brook trout. Some of those rivers, such as the upper Chattahoochee and Chattooga also provide paddlers with challenging whitewater canoe, kayak, and rafting adventures.


For lovers of history, the North Georgia mountains have several sites of interest. These include the Foxfire Museum in Mountain City with exhibits of pioneer living in the highlands; the Dahlonega Gold Museum that details the area’s gold rush of the 1830s; the Byron Herbert Reece Farm and Heritage Center near Blairsville that celebrates the life and work of the writer the state legislature named as Georgia’s Appalachian Poet/Novelist in 2005; and the Civilian Conservation Corps Museum in Vogel State Park that tells the story of that Depression Era organization that did the original construction on many of the state’s public campgrounds. All of these sites are located in close proximity to state park campgrounds.


Several natural wonders in this region that should not be missed are Georgia’s highest point atop Brasstown Bald, with its view of four states: the raging rapids of the Chattooga River on the South Carolina border, where the bulk of the classic movie Deliverance was filmed in the 1970s; and 2-mile-long, 1,000-foot-deep Tallulah Gorge that has attracted tourists since the Victorian Era.


While offering some unique features, the Ridge and Valley Region of northwest Georgia also matches many of the recreational activities found in the mountain region. The similar options are long hikes on Georgia’s portion of the multistate Pinhoti Trail, shorter walks on the heights of Pigeon Mountain or into the depths of Cloudland Canyon State Park’s 1,000-foot-deep Sitton Gulf to view its twin waterfalls along the way. The state park also offers spelunking adventures in its cave system. For water sports in this region, campgrounds on the shores of the US Army Corps of Engineers’ Carters Lake provide access to boating, swimming, fishing, and other activities. The 3,200-acre lake formed by the highest earthen dam east of the Mississippi River is the deepest in Georgia, as it plunges to depths of more than 400 feet.


If you are a history buff, the Ridge and Valley area offers plenty of attractions. The Civil War battlefields of Chickamauga and Resaca lie along General William Sherman’s 1864 march toward Atlanta. Even earlier this section of Georgia was part of the Cherokee Nation. Their last tribal capital in the southeast was located at New Echota and is now open for tours as a state historic site. Another state historic site near Chatsworth, the Chief Vann House also is open for tours. The house was built by James Vann and occupied by him and later by his son Joseph, who were both tribal leaders. The structure was the first brick house erected in the Cherokee Nation.


The Peach State Piedmont’s main attractions for campers are its numerous major reservoirs. Many campgrounds on these large bodies of water provide swimming beaches as well as headquarters for some great angling for largemouth bass, crappie, or catfish. These lakes also offer plenty of room for sailing, powerboating, or personal watercraft action, along with canoeing, kayaking, or paddleboard ventures.


Located in this area is the Kennesaw Mountain National Battlefield, with more than 17 miles of hiking trails along the best-preserved system of original trenches and earthen fortifications in the nation. The region offers whitewater paddling adventures on the Chattahoochee River near Atlanta and in downtown Columbus. In the eastern part of the Piedmont, paddlers can challenge the rapids on the Savannah River or enjoy a lazy ride down the antebellum era Augusta Canal that bypasses the shoals.


In the Peach State’s Coastal Plains Regions, from west to east, the most dramatic natural wonders are Providence Canyon near the Alabama border that has walls festooned with multicolored clay strata. Near Waycross, the 438,000 acres of the Land of the Trembling Earth in the Okefenokee Swamp National Wildlife Refuge beckon you into a subtropical landscape that is home to black bears and alligators. The Cumberland Island National Seashore borders the Atlantic Ocean. You can board the daily ferry from the historic seaport village of St. Marys to explore the island’s history that centered around the Carnegie family or venture into the 9,800 acres of federally protected wilderness area.


The bottom line is, regardless of the region of Georgia in which you plan a camping trip, you will find plenty of activities, wonders, and attractions to keep you entertained.








How to Use This Guide

With any tool or piece of machinery, to take full advantage of it you need an instruction manual explaining its function. This guide is no different. The following sections will walk you through the process of getting the most value from the information provided.


To begin with, let’s explore what the book offers and how it is arranged to deliver on that promise. Georgia is the largest state east of the Mississippi River. The state covers a total of 37 million acres of land and water. Of that total, more than 67 percent is composed of forests, thus it provides plenty of room to explore and enjoy the outdoors.


The more than 200 public campgrounds in the Peach State provide excellent headquarters and jumping-off points for exploring this vast state. These facilities range from well-maintained and well-operated RV parks to very rustic primitive areas that offer only sparse to nonexistent amenities. Those are operated by a host of local, state, and federal agencies and governmental departments.


To make navigating this maze of information possible, we are breaking Georgia into the five geophysical regions recognized in the state. Those are the Blue Ridge Mountain Region in the northeast, the Ridge and Valley Region of the northwest, the Piedmont Region that spans the mid-state area, the Upper Coastal Plain Region of southwest and south-central Georgia, and the Lower Coastal Plain Region in the southeast. Each of these regions offers differing flora, fauna, elevations, and ecosystems, which in turn make visiting each of the campgrounds a unique experience.


As we delve into these regions, you will find several standardized points discussed. A map of the region will be provided, followed by a table broken down by the agencies managing the campgrounds. The table also will offer information on the amenities and activities found at each site. Next will be a brief overview of the region, then in separate sections, short overviews of the individual campgrounds in the region.


About cell service: The question of whether cell phone service is available in specific campgrounds is not dealt with individually. In more remote mountain areas, it tends to be nonexistent. In most other areas, campgrounds are designed to get you away from the populated areas where such service is readily available. In many state and county parks, there may be service, but that usually depends on which carrier supplies your service. The bottom line is, you are best served to call ahead to your destination for that information if cell service is important during your venture.


Maps: The regional maps will indicate the locations of all campgrounds in that portion of the state. These have key numbers that match up with numbers found on the descriptions of each campground found later in the text.


While these maps are not drawn to scale and the site of each facility is only an approximation, they will give you a general idea of the position of the campground within the region. That information, combined with “Finding the campground” details provided with the individual descriptions of the campgrounds, will make locating the sites easy.


Be aware also that having some other maps may be useful. It is best not to be too dependent on your cell phone or the GPS unit in your vehicle. Not all Forest Service (FS) roads show up on those electronic devices. For old-school backup, the DeLorme Atlas & Gazetteer for Georgia can be a very useful tool to have available.


Overview: This section is another that can help you home in on where you want to camp. It provides some detail on points of interest and a lay-of-the-land for each region. This will be information such as, if you want to go whitewater paddling, where are the mountain areas that offer the rushing rivers needed for the sport.


Campgrounds-at-a-glance chart: Regional charts provide a list of the campgrounds in the region broken down by the agencies that manage them, along with details on the most important information you need to pick an appropriate destination for your camping trip. When you have a specific activity in mind, these details are quite helpful in picking an appropriate camping site for your venture, whether it involves cycling, boating, hiking, or any of the other outdoor activities.


Campground descriptions: Here you find each campground described, along with a number corresponding to the site’s location on the map. You also get the following information on each campground:


Location: The name of a close-by town or city is provided, along with the general direction for traveling to the site and driving miles.


Season: The dates the various campgrounds are open are listed here. Particularly in the North Georgia mountains and around major reservoirs, many of the campgrounds are not open in the winter months. The dates they are open are provided as a range of months. The specific day on which they open or close changes from year to year. Additionally, some sites remain open in winter, but the water supply and flush toilets are turned off.


Total sites: Here the total number of campsites available is provided, along with the hookups available. Be aware that these may vary slightly from published information from the managing agencies because some sites may be reserved for the use of volunteer hosts. Also, remodeling and expansions are ongoing, particularly in state parks, so the number of sites and hookups may have changed.


Group sites: The total number of group (usually described as pioneer) sites provided. These ordinarily are primitive tent camping areas offering drinking water and vault toilets, but in the case of state parks, may be more developed facilities.


Hookup sites: The number of sites providing hookups, including the type of hookups offered.


Maximum RV length: The maximum length of RV the campground can accommodate. Be aware that in some cases only one or two sites may offer that maximum size.


Facilities: This section provides a list of facilities and amenities found in the campground or in close proximity in the park or recreation area. Some items listed are the presence of restrooms, showers, laundries, drinking water, and recreational activities.


Fees: List of fees per night for staying in the campground as an approximate dollar amount is provided. Also, whether there is a daily parking fee.


Reservations: Can you make reservations for camping? Y = Yes or N = No.


Finding the campground: Here you will find detailed directions and mileages for finding the campgrounds. These will originate at nearby towns or, in the case of more rural areas, at major highway intersections that are easily located.


GPS coordinates: These are provided for fans of electronics.


About the campground: This section provides the important details on each of the campgrounds covered. Here will be described any natural or man-made features that make this a desirable destination for a visit, such as lakes, waterfalls, or historic sites. Other information includes the topography, condition of roads and sites within the campground, the availability of shade, and whether the sites are in an open communal setting or have understory vegetation that make them more private.


Campgrounds At-A-Glance Chart Key

Hookups: W = Water, E= Electricity, S = Sewer, N = None


Maximum RV length: Given in feet, N = Any length, NA = Not applicable


Dump Station: Y = Yes, N = None


Toilets: F = Flush toilets, V = Vault toilets, C = Chemical flush toilets, N = No toilets


Showers: Y = Yes, N = None


Drinking Water: Y = Yes, N = None


ADA compliant: Y = Some sites available, N= No


Fee Range:






	$
	$1–$10



	$$
	$11–$20



	$$$
	$21–$30



	$$$$
	$31–$40



	$$$$$
	more than $40







Reservations: Y = Yes, N = No







Camping in Georgia

Wilderness restrictions/regulations: Georgia has seven entities that manage public camping areas. At the federal level, the USDA Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the US Army Corps of Engineers oversee lands in which camping are permitted. Two divisions within the Georgia Department of Natural Resources are in control at the state level. Those are the Wildlife Resources Division and the State Parks and Historic Sites Division. The Georgia Power Company also provides campgrounds on the shores of the major reservoirs it operates. Additionally, some public campgrounds are maintained by either county or city governments.


 As would be expected, rules and regulations for camping vary, depending on the agency setting them. Some regulations are rather standard, being utilized by all the agencies, though they may vary a bit in application. These cover such things as lengths of stay, restrictions on alcoholic beverages, tent placement, quiet hours, and some other details. These will be covered in depth as the actual camping areas are discussed in later chapters.


In the case of local management by cities and counties, there are no “wilderness” regulations, since these sites tend to be in civilized, urban to suburban areas.


With regard to areas under state park management, camping is only allowed in designated campsites. These range from developed RV parks with full amenities to backcountry walk-in and backpacking sites. While these latter sites are quite primitive, with minimal to no facilities, they are designated areas. These backcountry sites often require obtaining a permit prior to venturing to the sites. The purpose is to allow you to experience the natural areas, but to reduce as much as possible the impact on the flora and fauna within the parks.


In the case of the state’s Wildlife Management Areas maintained by the Wildlife Resource Division, camping rules are a bit more lenient. The state oversees more than 100 WMAs throughout Georgia, with over 100,000 acres of land available for hunting, hiking, and camping. The general rule that applies is you may camp anywhere except in designated no camping areas. You are, however, encouraged to utilize sites that obviously have been used previously by campers. This is to lessen the impact on the natural areas.


Throughout the WMA system there are some spots that are specifically designated for camping, but these are described as dispersed camping areas. Generally, that means a clearing in the forest, some of which may have a fire ring or vault toilet, but in most cases have no facilities at all. Since there are literally hundreds of these clearings, they are not covered in this guide.


In the public campgrounds regulated by the Georgia Power Company, that corporation sets the rules. Here the regulations are much the same as for other developed camping areas, but there are some variations. These will be covered in later chapters as well.


At the federal level you find some of the most stringent regulations for camping, but that depends on the agency overseeing the sites. Georgia has no national parks within its borders, but the National Park Service does administer some national battlefield parks, historic sites, and recreation areas. None of those, however, maintain campgrounds.


On the other hand, the National Forest Service has a large number of sites spread across the more than 700,000 acres of the Chattahoochee and Oconee National Forests in North and Middle Georgia. These range from areas with quite liberal regulations on where you can camp to others requiring you to camp only in designated areas. Additionally, in the agency’s official Wilderness Areas, only foot or horseback access is allowed, so usage is limited to only backpack camping.


The US Fish and Wildlife Service does maintain some campgrounds in several National Wildlife Refuges, including the 438,000 acres of the Okefenokee Swamp in South Georgia. Additionally, the National Park Service administers the campsites in the Cumberland Island National Seashore on the Peach State coast. Generally, these camping areas are rather primitive, offering minimal amenities.


The US Army Corps of Engineers oversees campgrounds situated on the shores of the major reservoirs it maintains in Georgia. These range from full-service RV parks to primitive locations.


All these federal campgrounds will be covered in detail in the following chapters.


Be prepared: Being well supplied for a camping adventure is essential to make it an enjoyable experience. Having the wrong clothing, footwear, or sleeping setup can make for uncomfortable days and long, sleepless nights. Also, expect your appetites to be keen when outdoors. Being constantly hungry or thirsty is an additional annoyance to avoid.


If you are venturing out in an RV, your chore is simplified. You likely have enough storage to bring along most of the amenities you enjoy at home. But, whether in a trailer or tent, your attire matters.


Layering of clothing is important in Georgia anytime and anywhere, with the exception of South Georgia in the summer months of June through August. From the mountains down to oceanfront, the temperature can change quickly in fall, winter, and spring. You also want good walking or hiking footwear to comfortably take advantage of all the trails available around the campgrounds.


As for sleeping gear, especially in tents, if you opt for an inflatable mattress, go ahead and spend the money to get a heavy-duty one. Saving money can mean waking in the night to find yourself sleeping on a “flat tire.” The other option is to go with a solid foam sleeping pad or even a cot.


As noted, be sure to have plenty of food and water with you. When in the primitive campgrounds, you won’t have a camp store available and primitive probably means being in an area where any stores are scarce. Additionally, some campgrounds don’t even have water supplies. As for cooking, you are best advised to have a fuel-fired camp stove with you. Having electric outlets available or easily accessible is not guaranteed when camping.
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