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  HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE




  Every effort has been made by the authors 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, and so on.




  We would 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 authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:
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  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200
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  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  Introduction




  Atlanta has long been touted as “the city of trees,” and despite explosive population growth (as of 2017 the population of metropolitan Atlanta was nearly six million), both within the city and its surrounding suburbs, Atlanta still offers many easily accessible woodlands, parks, and green spaces suitable for family outings or more rigorous treks. Wherever you are in Atlanta, there are destinations to suit your interest, from mountaintop vistas and paths along rushing streams to urban parkways great for a jog or bicycle ride and historic sites linking us to those who came before.




  Atlanta is also blessed with a new generation of civic leaders and environmental advocates who continue to preserve green spaces and create new parks across the region. A growing number of these, like the BeltLine, Silver Comet, Suwanee Creek, and Big Creek Greenway Trails, are linear parks that meander through developed areas, offering residents and visitors opportunities for outdoor recreation close to work or home.




  [image: Old Grist Mill on Cherokee Trail by Stone Mountain Lake. See Hike 33.]




  For us, a walk in the woods has always been a way to escape the hectic pace of urban living and to recalibrate our lives to be more in synch with nature’s rhythms. Because of its climate, vibrant city life, and its easy access to mountains, woodlands, and waterways, Atlanta has long been considered one of America’s most livable cities. We hope that this guide may be a small contribution to sustaining that reputation into the future.




  As Atlanta continues to grow and expand, its parks and trails will become increasingly important resources for urban residents and visitors seeking to reconnect with a natural world close to home.




  Atlanta’s Natural and Human History




  Atlanta and the surrounding area are in the heart of the Southern Piedmont (“piedmont” means “foot of the mountain”), one of four distinct geological regions of Georgia. The others are the Ridge and Valley of northwestern Georgia, the Blue Ridge in northeastern Georgia, and the Coastal Plain, stretching southward to the Atlantic Ocean from the Fall Line that marks the boundary between the piedmont and the plain.




  The piedmont is crisscrossed by a network of streams and rivers, most with their headwaters in the mountains, flowing toward the Atlantic or the Gulf of Mexico. For more than 10,000 years, these waterways and surrounding valleys served as migration and trade routes for ancient peoples moving southeastward and, more recently, for Euro-American settlers traveling from the coast into the interior. The result is a landscape that is both geologically complex and rich in human history.




  Natural History




  The Southern Piedmont, stretching northeast from Alabama through the Carolinas, is part of the larger Piedmont region that follows the eastern slopes of the Appalachian Mountains as far north as New York. In Georgia the piedmont landscape is characterized by low mountains and foothills in the north that gradually descend in elevation to the Fall Line, a distinctive geological boundary separating the harder crystalline rocks of the piedmont from the softer soils of the Coastal Plain. The Fall Line cities of Augusta, Macon, and Columbus were established at the navigational heads of the Savannah, Ocmulgee, and Chattahoochee Rivers, where they descended on cataracts from the piedmont hills.




  The rocks underlying the piedmont are among the oldest and most tortured on earth. Created more than a billion years ago, the Precambrian Era stone, laid down as sediments, was later altered by heat and pressure into harder metamorphic rock. Over many hundreds of millions of years, this stone was faulted, folded, and uplifted during several periods of mountain building caused by drifting continents and dramatic climate changes. During the Ordovician Period (488 to 444 million years ago), the area was marked by extensive volcanic activity. Eruptions deposited massive amounts of ash that weathered to bentonite, the iron-rich, reddish clay soil that underlies much of northern Georgia.




  A subsequent mountain-building era during the Pennsylvanian and Permian Periods (318 to 248 million years ago) was caused by the collision of the African, European, and North American continents to form the supercontinent of Pangaea. These collisions uplifted the ancient Appalachian Mountain Range to elevations higher than the current Himalayas. Under tremendous heat and pressure, some of the meta-morphosed rocks far below the surface melted into large bodies of granite magma.




  After Pangaea broke apart and the continents began to drift to their current locations, weathering dramatically altered the land. Over many millions of years, the rugged mountains eroded to the now familiar heavily wooded Appalachian Range that parallels the eastern coastline of North America. In Georgia the weathered metamorphic stone descended southeast toward the ancient Coastal Plain and the Atlantic Ocean, forming the foothills and river valleys of the present-day Piedmont Plateau. This process also exposed the domes of harder granite magma that we now know as Stone, Arabia, and Panola Mountains.




  For thousands of years, the piedmont hills and valleys were notable for nearly unbroken forests of loblolly pines and deciduous trees, primarily red and white oaks, hickories, red maples, and flowering dogwoods. In earlier times, natives cleared small patches of forest for hunting and farming, but settlement, beginning in the 1830s, severely disturbed the land. In the Southern Piedmont, cotton farmers cleared huge areas of forest for agriculture that led to dramatic erosion and eventual abandonment. The Piedmont National Wildlife Refuge is an excellent example of forest restoration of such worn-out lands. To the north, small subsistence farms dominated on the nutrient-poor clay soils, and many settlers turned to logging to eke out a hardscrabble existence. Today, a hike in the piedmont woodlands around Atlanta reveals evidence of a century and a half of disturbance. In the increasingly urbanized environment, small pockets of woodland left relatively untouched may be highlighted by stands of mature hardwoods, while forests dominated by pines and grasses suggest a terrain that has been farmed or logged within the past century.




  The hikes profiled in this book trace these diverse landscapes: the Southern Piedmont on peaks such as Kennesaw, Red Top, Pine, and Sawnee Mountains; along granite outcrops in the Stone, Arabia, and Panola Mountains; across river and stream valleys found along the Chattahoochee, Etowah, and Oconee Rivers, as well as Sweetwater, Little Mulberry, and Pine Log Creeks; and through the rolling, wooded hills at Laurel Ridge, Elachee, Charlie Elliott Wildlife Center, and Dauset Trails, each lush with pines, oaks, hickories, dogwoods, and a wide variety of native plants.




  Two excellent sources for readers interested in learning more about the area’s rich geological history are the award-winning New Georgia Encyclopedia (www.georgiaencyclopedia.org), and the popular guidebook Roadside Geology of Georgia (Mountainside Press, 2013).




  Human History




  The Atlanta area’s human history may be traced back more than 10,000 years to when the first migrants, journeying south and east to escape the bitter conditions of the Ice Age, crossed the unbroken forests of the Piedmont Plateau in search of game. These early nomadic peoples traveled in small bands and left behind only faint traces of their passing.




  Over many generations, bands grew larger and less nomadic, settling in small villages along major waterways such as the Etowah, Chattahoochee, and Ocmulgee Rivers. Natives of the Woodland Period (1000 BCE–800 CE) were well adapted to life in the piedmont forests and along the coast. Arrows replaced spears, allowing hunters to range farther in search of game, while agriculture advanced with abundant crops of corn and beans. The late Woodland and early Mississippian Periods (800–1540 CE) were marked by dramatic, and occasionally mysterious, ceremonial structures. Among these are the serpentine rock walls atop Fort Mountain, large ceremonial mounds erected on the Etowah River near Cartersville and above the Ocmulgee River north of Macon, and stacked stone cairns found at Little Mulberry Park near Auburn. The sixteenth-century arrival in Georgia of the first European explorers, Hernando De Soto and the Spanish conquistadores, led to inevitable clashes and decimation of the native people through war and disease.




  Eventually the survivors coalesced into two nations, the Creek and the Cherokee. In 1821 leaders from both groups met near the home of Creek Chief William McIntosh (now the McIntosh Reserve) to set the Chattahoochee River as a rough boundary between the two peoples, with the Creek to the south and the Cherokee to the north. Four years later McIntosh, under enormous pressure from the government, signed the Treaty of Indian Springs, ceding nearly all Creek land in Georgia to the state. (He would be assassinated at his home a few months later by treaty opponents.) The Cherokee would also be forced out following the 1828 discovery of gold on their lands in northern Georgia near present-day Dahlonega. Within a decade, they were sent west to Oklahoma on the infamous “Trail of Tears.” By the 1840s, nearly all the natives had been expelled from Georgia, opening lands in the fertile coastal plain and lower piedmont to large-scale, slavery-based cotton agriculture. The industrial and transportation centers of Augusta, Macon, and Columbus grew along the Fall Line, where cascading waters provided power for mills and factories.




  The Cherokee removal opened northern Georgia for settlement, but it took the introduction of a new technology, the railroad, to spur the founding and growth of Atlanta. The city came into existence in 1837 as a construction camp called “Terminus” near the site where railroad surveyor Stephen H. Long drove a “zero mile post” marking the intersecting point of three railroads, the Western and Atlantic linking with Chattanooga, the Central of Georgia north from Savannah, and the Georgia Railroad expanding westward from Augusta.




  Five years later, the rough-and-tumble village changed its name to “Marthasville,” honoring the daughter of Governor Wilson Lumpkin, a strong railway advocate. On Christmas Day 1842, the first train (hauled from Madison, Georgia, by oxen) departed from the depot for a 22-mile excursion to Marietta. In 1845 the growing town’s civic leaders renamed it “Atlanta,” a coined word foretelling its future as a link between the Atlantic Ocean and America’s interior.




  [image: Pumpkinvine Creek beside the trail, Pickett’s Mill State Historic Site. See Hike 14.]




  During the Civil War, Atlanta was the major transportation center for the Deep South and a strategic target for General William Tecumseh Sherman’s invading Union Army. Fierce fighting took place in the spring and summer of 1864 as Yanks and Rebels battled at New Hope, Pickett’s Mill, Kennesaw Mountain, and on the outskirts of the city. Historians believe that Atlanta’s surrender and subsequent burning (chronicled in Margaret Mitchell’s iconic Gone with the Wind) assured the reelection of Abraham Lincoln and the eventual defeat of the Confederacy.




  In the quarter century following the war, Atlanta arose from the ashes to become what journalist Henry Grady dubbed a “brave and beautiful city.” By the 1890s the city was the transportation and commercial center of the “New South.” To celebrate its rebirth, Atlanta hosted the Cotton States International Exposition (the World’s Fair of its day) in a green space called Piedmont Park. Around the same time local businessman Asa Candler began marketing a new soft drink called Coca-Cola, which would take the world by storm and forever link Atlanta with the “pause that refreshes.”




  By the middle of the twentieth century, Atlanta began a period of unequalled and unabated growth. As the population expanded to a million and beyond, the small regional city was transformed into an international center of commerce and transportation. During the 1960s, the city found itself in the spotlight as home to the civil rights movement led by Atlanta-born Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. While other Southern cities succumbed to violence, Dr. King and local civic and business leaders worked tirelessly to present Atlanta as the city “too busy to hate” and as a model for nonviolent social change. A tangible outcome of these long-standing efforts was the selection of Atlanta to host the Centennial Olympic Games in 1996.




  In recent years the city skyline has been transformed. Atlanta is home to several major corporations, and the railroads that brought Atlanta into existence were long ago overtaken by interstate highways and by countless flights from Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, the busiest in the world. With no shorelines or mountains to block its growth, Atlanta has sprawled in all directions, practically surrounding the neighboring cities of Marietta, Roswell, Decatur, Conyers, Jonesboro, and Douglasville.




  This urbanization has focused increasing attention on the urgent need to preserve or reclaim vestiges of woodlands, waterways, and green spaces for outdoor recreation and enjoyment. Among these initiatives have been the establishment of the Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area along the city’s northern boundaries (created during the presidency of Georgian Jimmy Carter); the development of networks of paved pathways and linear parks like the BeltLine, Silver Comet Trail, and the Big Creek and Suwanee Creek Greenways; the acquisition of lands for new parks such as Pine Mountain Recreation Area, Sawnee Mountain Preserve, and Little Mulberry Creek Park; and the setting aside of historic sites at Sweetwater Creek and Pickett’s Mill Battlefield.




  As Atlanta continues to grow and expand, parks and trails such as the ones profiled in this guide will become increasingly important resources for urban residents and visitors seeking to escape the city’s hustle and bustle and reconnect with a natural world close to home.




  Weather




  Located more than 1,000 feet above sea level and in the heart of the Southern Piedmont, the Atlanta area is representative of a subtropical climate characterized by hot, humid summers and relatively mild winters. Historically, Atlanta has experienced approximately 50-plus inches of annual rainfall, but intermittent periods of drought have altered these figures in recent years.




  Given the mild climate, Atlanta is blessed with good weather for hiking during every season of the year. Autumn is notable for the vivid colors of changing leaves, from the reds of the maples to the yellows of hickories and oranges of red and white oaks. Winter days are often chilly with only rare snow or ice, and a hike in the woods in this season reveals a more open landscape with the naked hardwood trees creating vistas invisible during other seasons. Spring in Atlanta is internationally renowned for the glorious cream-white colors of flowering dogwoods and multicolored hues of azalea blossoms blanketing the landscape. Summer offers vivid greens of hardwoods and pines in full foliage, with bright-colored wildflowers and rhododendron or mountain laurel blossoms punctuating the forest understory during May and June.




  [image: Mountain laurel along the trail near Long Island Shoals. See Hike 1.]




  Rainfall tends to be fairly evenly distributed across the seasons. Autumn and winter rain is often more steady, of the all-day variety; while spring and summer are more prone to afternoon thunderstorms born from heat building up during the day. Rain patterns have been affected by the increasingly urban environment closer to downtown due to the creation of what atmospheric scientists describe as a “heat island,” where a dome of more heated air created by automobile and industrial pollution raises temperatures inside the area three to four degrees above the surrounding countryside, another reason to escape the city for summertime hikes.




  [image: Weather Averages for Atlanta Month High Low Rainfall January 52 34 4.20 February 57 38 4.67 March 65 44 4.81 April 73 52 3.36 May 80 60 3.67 June 86 68 3.95 July 89 71 5.27 August 88 71 3.90 September 82 65 4.47 October 73 54 3.41 November 64 45 4.10 December 54 37 3.90 (Weather Channel statistical averages, 1981–2010)]




  Tread Lightly on the Land




  As noted in the previous section, the piedmont is a fragile landscape that may take a century or more to recover from damage. To preserve parks and trails for the enjoyment of all, please follow these recommendations:




  • Follow all posted park or trail use rules. Avoid taking shortcuts as this may accelerate erosion.




  • If pets are permitted on the trails, please keep them leashed so they do not disturb other trail users or local wildlife. Carry bags to remove any solid pet waste.




  • Follow trail etiquette. Bicyclists yield to equestrians, runners, and hikers, and keep your bike under control and at a safe speed. Runners and hikers yield to equestrians. Downhill traffic should yield to uphill traffic. Warn people when you are planning to pass. Use your voice to warn equestrians, not bells or horns, as these may frighten horses. When a horse approaches, move off the trail. (Source: Trail Etiquette 101 from Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics; www.lnt.org)




  • Leave the areas as you found them (or better) by packing out your trash and disposing of it properly.




  • Enjoy observing wildlife from a respectful distance. You may wish to pack a camera, binoculars, or sketchbook to record your observations.




  • Treat hikes with children as both an adventure and an opportunity to instill in them an appreciation for the environment. Pack a nature guide to help them learn about the features and creatures in the world around them. When planning a trek with children, consider the difficulty in distance and terrain so that it matches their interests and stamina. Encourage children with extra snacks to keep up their energy levels and remember to pack tissue for their personal hygiene.




  • The familiar phrase “take nothing but pictures and leave nothing but footprints” sums up what it means to tread lightly on the land.




  Enjoying the Hike




  While the trails listed in this guide are easily accessible and of moderate distance, some preparation is important to fully enjoy the trek.




  Getting in shape. Good physical conditioning and stamina are essential for enjoying a hike of more than a few miles. Prepare with regular walking of comparable distances. Before you tackle the summits of Kennesaw, Sawnee, or Stone Mountains, begin by taking the stairs more often, or finding hills in your neighborhood to climb. You may also wish to join a gym where you might supplement your conditioning program with work on treadmills and stair-climbing equipment. When planning a group outing, consider the condition and stamina of the weakest member when choosing your destination.




  Basic first aid. “Be Prepared” is more than the Boy Scouts’ motto. It is solid advice when planning a hike in the woods, where you may be a few miles from a car or from assistance if an accident happens. While nearly all of the hikes profiled in the book are close to population centers, it is a good idea to pack a few basic first-aid items in your pack. Some supplies to consider include insect repellent, cleansing wipes, adhesive bandages, antibiotic ointment for cuts and scrapes, an elastic wrap for sprains and strains, moleskin to cover blisters, antihistamine tablets for allergic reactions to insect bites or stings, tweezers to remove splinters, sunscreen (SPF 15 or higher), and aspirin or acetaminophen for pain. Many of these essential items are neatly packed in small first-aid kits available from outdoor equipment stores.




  Planning Your Hike




  Nearly all of the trails profiled in this guide are within about an hour’s drive from the city. When choosing a hiking destination, consider the trail location, times of traffic congestion, hike distance and difficulty, weather, and personal interests. In every case, a little advance planning will make your hike more enjoyable.




  [image: Midtown skyline from Oak Hill in Piedmont Park. See Hike 20.]




  Clothing. Moderate weather in the Atlanta area and surrounding piedmont allows for enjoyable hiking at any time of year, provided you dress accordingly. Hot and humid summer days call for breathable fabrics that wick moisture away from your body, a hat, and sunscreen; layering warm clothing and outerwear can take the chill out of a winter hike. Weather may change quickly, especially in summer when surface heating might spawn pop-up thunderstorms, so it is always a good idea to stuff a windbreaker or rain jacket in your pack. When hiking with children, they often need to be reminded to add a layer as their bodies are affected by the weather more quickly than adults, so be certain that they have the proper clothing for the trek.




  Footwear. While heavy-duty hiking boots are certainly suitable for the moderate-distance hikes profiled in the guide, you may be just as happy with lightweight, all-terrain walking shoes with solid, lug-type soles. There are a wide variety of styles and brands from which to choose, so you may wish to visit a local outdoor equipment retailer to find a pair that fit both your feet and your budget. Also, don’t forget to include a pair of good-quality hiking socks to go along with your shoes.




  Food and water. For even a short hike, it is a good idea to pack high-energy snacks and extra water. On the hottest summer or coldest winter days, hydration and a quick energy boost may be just what are needed to assure an enjoyable trek. If you are hiking with children or pets, consider their needs as well when packing supplies for the hike.




  Personal safety. While the overwhelming majority of other trail users are also seeking outdoor recreation and enjoyment, in the Atlanta area’s increasingly urban environment, it is always wise to be alert to your personal safety on the trail.




  Be alert to your surroundings; carry a whistle and/or pepper spray and a cell phone. If you observe people acting suspiciously or feel threatened, do not hesitate to leave the area and use a cell phone to call 911 for assistance. Most of the profiled hiking trails are within cell phone coverage areas.




  Let family and friends know your plans. Provide information on where you are going and when you expect to return.




  Hiking with a companion or group provides the safety of numbers. This is a great way to share your experience and learn from others. There are a number of outdoor clubs in the Atlanta area, and you will find a selection of them in Appendix B.




  While you are unlikely to encounter snakes, it is important to be aware that piedmont woodlands and wetlands are native habitat for three species of venomous snakes: copperheads (most common), pigmy and timber rattlesnakes, and cottonmouths (Southern Piedmont).




  Piedmont forests are also habitat for black-legged or deer ticks that carry Lyme disease. It is advisable when hiking through grassy areas, especially in summer, to wear long pants or hiking socks, use insect repellent, and to inspect for ticks when bathing after a hike. Parents should be diligent in checking children for ticks after an outing. With proper precautions both before and after a hike, the risks of tick-borne illness may be greatly minimized.




  Using Map, Compass, and Global Positioning System (GPS) Devices




  All of the trails described in this guide are well maintained, and most are marked or blazed. Following the included map will keep you on the right path, or you may choose a more detailed topographical map available from an outdoor equipment retailer, from various software programs such as DeLorme TOPO North America, or online from the US Geological Survey (www.usgs.gov), Gaia GPS (www.gaiagps.com), Map My Walk (www.mapmywalk.com), and other applications for computers, tablets, and smartphones. You may also wish to carry a compass or GPS device to enhance your skills with these navigation tools. Using all three in combination is an excellent way to check your current location and your direction of travel, as well as the terrain around you and ahead. You may also be interested in improving your skills by joining affinity groups that turn navigation into adventures. Check these out:




  Orienteering is the sport of navigating a course from start to finish by following map and compass directions to predetermined way points. It can be enjoyed as a leisure activity or in event competitions. To learn more, contact the Georgia Orienteering Club at www.gaorienteering.org.




  Geocaching is a scavenger hunt gone high-tech. Individuals or groups have hidden caches (usually a small waterproof container with a logbook and some small rewards) in parks and public places around the world. They share the GPS coordinates for the cache and invite others to find them. Once found, the individual is usually asked to sign the log, take a reward, and to leave something in the box for the next searcher. Geocaching is a great way to improve skills with GPS devices, and many of the parks and trails listed in this guide contain geocaches. To learn more visit www.geocaching.com.




  Getting to the Trail




  Nearly all the trails in the guide are convenient to one of the three interstate highways that intersect in downtown Atlanta (I-75, I-85, and I-20) or other major highways, and each chapter provides detailed directions from highways to the trailhead. A street-level map or atlas (available from retailers, printed from a software program like DeLorme Street Atlas or Topo North America, or downloaded from an Internet source such as Google Maps or Waze) will supplement the printed directions or help you find alternatives in the event of a traffic delay. With Atlanta’s traffic congestion, you may wish to select your hikes based on day of the week, the time you have available, traffic conditions, and travel distance to the trailhead.




  Using This Guide




  Best Hikes Atlanta is divided into four sections: National Park Service Units, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Georgia Department of Natural Resources, and Local Parks and Gardens. When possible, within each section entries are listed in a clockwise direction beginning in the northwest. Entries include all the essential information to find and enjoy a hike suited to your time, interests, and physical condition.
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Weather Averages for Atlanta

Month High Low Rainfall
January 52 34 4.20
February 57 38 4.67
March 65 44 4.81
April 73 52 3.36
May 80 60 3.67
June 86 68 3.95
July 89 71 5.27
August 88 71 3.90
September 82 65 4.47
October 73 54 3.41
November 64 45 4.10
December 54 37 3.90

(Weather Channel statistical averages, 1981-2010)
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