

  [image: image]




  BEST DOG HIKES ALABAMA




  [image: image]




  BEST DOG HIKES ALABAMA




  




  Joe Cuhaj




  [image: image]




  GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT




  This book is dedicated to the inseparable bond between dogs and their human friends and the adventurous spirit of that bond.
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    MEET YOUR GUIDE


  




  Growing up on a mountainside in New Jersey sparked my lifelong passion for the outdoors. The Appalachian Trail was virtually in my backyard, so it was no wonder that I would take to the trails. My dad had an old beagle, Lady, who loved to tramp through the woods with me. She would smell every wildflower we passed, earning her the nickname Ferdinand.




  Almost forty years ago, after a stint in the US Navy, I moved to Mobile, Alabama, with my wife, Maggie, who was originally from the area. My love of hiking and the outdoors only grew as I discovered the largely unknown (at the time) adventures the mountains, canyons, and rivers of the state had to offer.




  It was a huge move for me. I was a radio news anchor and disc jockey at a station just outside of New York City. It was hard going from the No. 1 market in the country to the eighty-fifth, but I quickly found my footing, working as program director, music director, producer, and on-air talent on the Alabama Gulf Coast. During that time my daughter Kellie was born and became a true “radio brat” (really, that’s a good term).
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  In 2005 I became involved with the Alabama Hiking Trail Society, a statewide trail building and maintenance organization, serving as president of their Gulf Coast chapter in 2006. That year I was honored by the American Hiking Society as the South Region volunteer of the year.




  Today, I work by day in software programming, but every spare minute revolves around my writing. I am a freelance writer and author, having written for a variety of online and print publications. My books include four for Falcon: Hiking Alabama (now in its fourth edition), Hiking the Gulf Coast, Hiking through History Alabama, and Paddling Alabama. I have also coauthored a book on the history of baseball in Mobile. I am currently working on two new titles, a historical book about July 1969, when man first landed on the moon, titled Everyone’s Gone to the Moon, and a collection of humorous short stories, Living in a Banana Dream.




  And as all of that is going on, my rescue Labrador, Archer T. Dog, and I always manage to find time to hit those trails.




  

    JOE’S FIVE TIPS FOR HIKING WITH YOUR DOG




    1. When you have your dog on leash, it is best to use a harness instead of just hooking it onto a collar. If your dog pulls suddenly, the force on the collar can cause serious throat damage.




    2. At some time you will be attacked by little yellow demons: yellow flies. They bite with ferocity around the head and neck, and dogs are prime targets. Use a nontoxic spray with the active ingredient pyrethrum.




    3. I can’t stress this enough: The combination of summer heat and humidity in the state can be oppressive. At least double the water you take for both you and your pup on these days.




    4. Just like people, dogs can sunburn, too. Get a sunscreen specifically designed for dogs. Apply to the nose, around the lips, tips of the ears, groin, and belly throughout the day and after swimming. Be careful not to get it in their eyes.




    5. Don’t take chances when hiking near lakes, ponds, and wetlands on the Gulf Coast and in the extreme southern half of Alabama due to alligators. Sadly, many dogs have been lost because owners did not heed warnings. Check with land managers about the alligator population on a trail before heading out, and in those areas, keep your pet on leash and close by at all times.
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    TRAIL FINDER


  




  BEST PHOTOS




  2 Cane Creek Canyon Preserve




  7 Falls Loop Trail




  9 Fall Creek Falls




  10 Caney Creek Falls




  12 Chinnabee Silent Trail / Lake Shore Loop




  15 Waterfall Loop




  18 Piper Interpretive Trail




  21 Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail




  22 John B. Scott Forever Wild Trail




  32 George W. Folkerts Bog Trail




  33 Pitcher Plant Loop




  FAMILY FRIENDLY




  3 Plateau Loop




  11 Turkey Creek Nature Preserve




  14 Red Mountain Park




  16 Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park




  17 Lakeside Trail




  20 Lake Trail




  27 Frank Jackson State Park




  30 Little River State Forest




  35 Muddy Creek Interpretive Trail




  38 Blue Trail




  39 Audubon Bird Sanctuary




  40 Pelican Island




  FINDING SOLITUDE




  4 Honeycomb Trail




  5 Tom Bevill Loop




  6 King’s Chapel Loop




  13 Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve




  16 Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park




  19 Flagg Mountain Loop




  23 Wood Duck Trail




  25 Bartram National Recreational Trail




  26 Pines Trail




  28 Five Runs Loop




  29 Conecuh Trail North Loop




  31 St. Stephens Historical Park




  34 Glenn Sebastian Nature Trail




  36 Blakeley Delta Wetland Loop




  WATER FEATURES




  1 Shoal Creek Preserve




  2 Cane Creek Canyon Preserve




  4 Honeycomb Trail




  7 Falls Loop Trail




  8 Hurricane Creek Park




  9 Fall Creek Falls




  10 Caney Creek Falls




  11 Turkey Creek Nature Preserve




  12 Chinnabee Silent Trail / Lake Shore Loop




  15 Waterfall Loop




  21 Cherokee Ridge Alpine Trail




  24 Chewacla State Park




  28 Five Runs Loop




  37 Perdido River Trail Section 1




  39 Audubon Bird Sanctuary




  40 Pelican Island




  

    TOP FIVE HIKES
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  1. Caney Creek Falls: You will be hard-pressed to find a more beautiful waterfall. Caney Creek Falls never disappoints, no matter the season, with its towering cascade (that you can walk behind) into a beautiful blue pool that’s a real treat to swim in. It’s the most photographed waterfall in the state, and for good reason.
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  2. Cane Creek Canyon Preserve: This is a hike for everyone with a breathtaking view from “the Point,” towering rock walls, deep rock shelters, rainbows of wildflowers, and tumbling waterfalls.
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  3. Chinnabee Silent Trail / Lake Shore Loop: The Chinnabee takes you past some amazingly beautiful cascades, including the Devil’s Den Falls and the multitiered Cheaha Falls, not to mention a great swimming hole. The Lakeshore Trail is the place to view turtles on the wildflower-lined path.
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  4. Waterfall Loop: In season, Moss Rock gives you multiple waterfalls and a simply gorgeous wildflower-strewn sandstone glade.




  [image: image]




  5. George W. Folkerts Bog Trail: The Bog Trail is a wildflower lover’s dream, with hundreds of different species blooming here in season and what has been described as the “most visually stunning pitcher plant bog in the world,” and it doesn’t disappoint.




  

    Before You Hit the Trail


  




  INTRODUCTION




  Welcome to my latest guide to hiking in Alabama. This is one of those books that I was really excited to write. Ever since I was a kid growing up in the mountains of northern New Jersey, I loved taking to the woods to do a hike with my best friend, the family dog. There is just something special about hiking with your dog that to me is almost indescribable.




  This guide will take you on forty great hikes (plus six bonus hikes) in Alabama where you can bring your pup to explore canyons, waterfalls, rivers, and beaches, each one selected so that both beginners just starting out and more experienced hikers can enjoy the state’s amazing natural beauty with their dog.




  I’ve tried to strike a balance for both types of readers, and within these pages I hope to introduce you to some new hiking experiences across the state and update some of my old favorites.




  And before you ask, as many do, yes, a few trails were omitted from the main text, like the Walls of Jericho for example. In the case of the Walls, it isn’t that I didn’t want to include it, but it is arguably the most hiked trail in the state (however, I did reference it in Appendix E: Bonus Hikes at a Glance). I want to help guide hikers to other lesser known or hiked areas whenever possible.




  Believe me, this guide is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to hiking with your dog in Alabama, and I hope it will inspire you to leash ’em up and explore all of the hundreds of miles of hiking trails within the state.




  WHY HIKE WITH YOUR PUP?




  Actually, the question should be, why not hike with your pup? There are way too many good reasons to bring Fido with you on the trail.




  Obviously, it’s healthy for both of you. Hiking, no matter the distance or difficulty, gives you both more stamina, strengthens your bodies, and can even help prevent or reduce ailments you both may have.




  If your dog has destructive behavior at home, hiking will get that excess energy out of their system.




  As you probably already know, dogs are naturally inquisitive. That sense of curiosity will come to life and stimulate them mentally when you take them out on a trail, and in turn, that curiosity and awareness of the natural world that surrounds you will be enhanced.




  Believe it or not, dogs get bored with the same routine. Walking in the same neighborhood, visiting the same dog park—it all becomes mundane. They need new stimulation, new smells, new places to explore. They aren’t impressed with mountaintop vistas or the Native American history they pass. Hiking gives them what they need to relieve the humdrum.
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  Then there is the bonding experience. You and your pup will really become best friends as you explore the wilds together. Face it, we are all distracted with life—work, home, you name it—and, as a consequence, the amount of quality time that you spend with your puppy often takes a hit. But out on the trail, you are focused on each other, and you will bond like never before—an exhilarating experience.




  ALABAMA THE BEAUTIFUL




  Not too long ago, the Alabama Tourism Department had a marketing slogan for the state: Alabama the Beautiful. Those three simple words quite nicely sum up what the state has to offer in terms of its biodiversity. The state is recognized as one of the most ecologically diverse areas in the country, with scientists from the University of Georgia calling it the “country’s Fort Knox of biodiversity.” The best way to see that beauty and wonder is by taking a hike with your best friend.




  The state is divided neatly into four distinct regions: the North (Cumberland Plateau), Central (Piedmont Plateau), the South (Black Belt), and the Gulf Coast (Coastal Plain).




  Millions of years ago, the entire area we now know as Alabama was covered by a shallow ocean. As the land began to rise and the ocean receded, ancient shell banks and coral reefs died and dried out, leaving behind limestone bedrock. Over millions of years, the elements began to carve caves, canyons, and rock shelters into the limestone. Today you can visit this karst topography on hikes to Cane Creek Canyon Preserve (Hike 2), Hurricane Creek Park (Hike 8), and Fall Creek Falls (Hike 9).




  A little farther south, as the ocean continued to recede, the land was thrust up, creating the Piedmont Plateau, a region where the Appalachian Mountains either end or begin, depending on your point of view.




  This is the area where the state’s highest mountain, Cheaha, is located. The mountain is in the heart of the Talladega National Forest, where breathtaking views of those mountains can be had from rocky overlooks, swift-flowing streams cascade over rock beds, and glistening waterfalls tumble into gorges. You and your pup can experience all of this splendor on one single hike: the Chinnabee Silent Trail / Lake Shore Loop (Hike 12).




  Also in this region, you can visit the southernmost end of the Appalachians, Flagg Mountain Loop (Hike 19). At one time, Flagg was to be the location of a state park built by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), but World War II ended that, and their stone handiwork was left for nature to reclaim—until recently, that is, as the mountain and park are being renovated.




  The region from Montgomery to just north of the Gulf Coast is known as the South Region or Black Belt. With its gently rolling hills and notoriously rich soil, this area is a prime agricultural center. The region is crisscrossed with a network of streams and rivers that eventually flow down to our next section, the Gulf Coast.




  All or most of those rivers that flow through the South Region end up funneling into the Gulf Coast Region before they end their journey in the Gulf of Mexico. But is their journey really over?




  Before arriving at the Gulf, these rivers converge to form the second largest river delta in the country: “America’s Amazon,” the Mobile-Tensaw River Delta. You’ll get to see only a small part of the delta when you hike the Blakeley Delta Wetland Loop (Hike 36).




  Finally, we arrive at the beautiful sugary-white beaches of the state’s barrier island, Dauphin Island, where you and your dog can visit and frolic in the surf along the Audubon Bird Sanctuary (Hike 39) and Pelican Island (Hike 40) hikes.




  FLORA AND FAUNA
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  Alabama is a tree state, with over two-thirds of it covered in forest, predominantly southern yellow, red, white, loblolly, longleaf, and slash pine forests.




  When it comes to deciduous trees, you’ll likely encounter hickory, sweet gum, and several different varieties of oaks, including live oaks and scrub oak along the Gulf. For beautiful fragrant species of trees, you’ll find the countryside dotted with several types of magnolia, like the bigleaf. Of course, blooming dog-woods brighten the landscape as well.




  The trails I have selected for you and Fido are bedecked with amazing varieties of wildflowers, including merrybells, Carolina jasmine, yellow orchid, red cardinal, mountain laurel, native azalea, and—well, I could go on and on.
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  The state’s wildlife is as varied as the wildflowers that grow here. Florida black bears can now be found in most of the state but are largely concentrated in the northeast and the delta region of the Gulf Coast. You may also encounter bobcat, coyote, fox, or whitetail deer. All across the state, there’s a good chance you’ll kick up a wild turkey or quail from the brush. And in the Gulf Coast and the extreme South Regions, there is one critter you don’t want to mess with: the American alligator.




  The alligator prefers an eclectic menu of fish, frogs, snakes, turtles, birds, and small mammals—that includes dogs! Recently there have been several incidents in the extreme South and Gulf Coast Regions where owners did not heed warnings and allowed their dogs to play in the ponds, wetlands, and even Mobile Bay, with tragic results.




  Please keep your pets and children close at hand near these water features, don’t allow them in the water, and keep your dog on a leash around these areas. (See Appendix C: Wildlife Conflicts for more details.)




  WEATHER




  When it comes to the weather in Alabama, take your pick. There’s the subtropical climate along the Gulf and the cold, snowy winters to the north. For the most part when it comes to hiking in Alabama, the weather is pretty much perfect, the exception being in the dead of summer, when high temperatures and humidity can be brutal and hiking is not recommended, or at least it should be limited.




  Overall, winters are short-lived even in higher elevations in the northern part of the state. Quite often you will have springlike days scattered throughout January and February. Temperatures here range from 50 degrees in the daytime to 30 degrees at night in January and 90 degree highs, 70 degree lows in July. Colder temperatures are naturally more frequent in the north during winter, and, yes, significant accumulations of snow averaging 5 inches can occur.




  Down south, average daytime temperatures range from 60 degrees in January to 90 degrees in July. Cold snaps below 30 degrees, even near zero, do occur, but they seldom last long.




  During the summer, keep an eye out for those pesky summertime pop-up thunderstorms. They are widely scattered and short in duration, but the large amount of rain and dangerous lightning can make outdoor travel a challenge—and dangerous.




  And we can’t forget hurricane season from June through November. Alabama only has a small footprint directly on the Gulf, but it is still a target. Most injuries and deaths resulting from hurricanes and tropical storms are due to flash flooding farther inland as the storm moves up and away from the Gulf of Mexico. Tornadoes often accompany the storms as they push inland.




  When hiking during hurricane season, check the weather often, be alert for any tropical disturbances before heading out, and follow the advice of local, state, and federal and emergency officials.




  PREPARING TO HIT THE TRAIL: ARE THEY READY?




  The most important thing you can do for your dog, even before setting one foot on the trail, is to visit the vet for a complete checkup to make sure Fido is physically ready to hike. There are many people who think that dogs should just be ready to go, but there could be underlying health issues that prevent them from tagging along.




  Let the vet know what your plans are: the type of hiking you will be doing and where you will be going, and ask if your pup will need specific vaccinations or preventative medicines to control ticks and other parasites.




  TRAINING AND TRAIL ACCLIMATION




  What makes a good trail dog? A lot of people think it’s the breed. Do a Google search on the subject and you’ll find hundreds of articles listing the ten, fifteen, sixty-seven best dog breeds for hiking. They all describe their physical characteristics: they love water, they have stamina. And that is something you need to look at. You need to look at the breeds and compare them with your goals for hiking.
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  For hiking with a dog, size does matter to a greater or lesser degree. A small dog won’t be able to hike longer distances, and very large dogs will eventually have joint problems. Herding breeds will have a lot of energy, while some other breeds may be more laid back.




  All of that is to say that the type of hike you take will be determined by the breed you have. But having said that, the bottom line is that all dogs love to walk and explore the world around them. Whether you are looking to get a new dog or already have one, it all boils down to your dog’s individual energy, stamina, attentiveness, and personality. How far, fast, and difficult the hike depend on your individual pup, and in the end, your investment of time and training is what makes a great canine hiking companion.




  FOOD AND EXERCISE




  Always feed your dog before and after rigorous exercise. Puppies are normally fed multiple times throughout the day, while older dogs are usually fed twice a day. Divide one of their feedings in half. Feed them the first half 1 hour before exercising, the other 30 minutes after. This will help reduce the possibility of bloating, which can turn into a twisted abdomen during exercise and create blockage and serious health problems. In fact, once you finally do get on the trail, it’s better to divide up Fido’s meals into smaller, more frequent feedings during the day.




  TRAINING REGIMEN




  If you have a young puppy, it’s going to take a little time to get it up to speed—not only to hike but also healthwise. If they are under 4 months old, their immune systems aren’t ready to greet the big new world. Your vet will give your puppy a series of shots to combat distemper, parvo, and hepatitis beginning at 4 to 6 weeks old, with the final series coming at 16 to 20 weeks old. But don’t let this stop you from taking them in the backyard to start exploring and learning that there is more to life than the dog bed or kennel.




  Once they are immunized it is a good idea to enroll them in a puppy class. They’ll learn to socialize with other dogs and people and learn the basics that make for a great trail dog, like coming to you when you call them or heeling while walking.




  Once they become accustomed to a leash and can respond to basic commands, it’s time to start building up their stamina and confidence when venturing out into that big scary world. This is also important for your older dog, too, if they haven’t been hiking before.




  Start with a daily 20- to 30-minute walk, but mix it up by taking your dog to different locations. This will acclimate them to a variety of experiences, and whenever you go someplace new, they won’t be surprised. They’ll be ready to explore.




  This is a good time to crate train your dog if your plan is to crate them when traveling and to get them used to riding in the car. You should also start to desensitize them to hiking gear. Bring out your gear a little at a time—packs, boots, hiking sticks, and so on—and slowly introduce your pup to them.




  Do not take young puppies out on long hikes until they are at least 6 months old; their bones are not developed enough to handle much stress. For older dogs, ease them into longer hikes as well, especially larger breeds that can experience hip and joint disorders. In either case, always check with your vet to make sure they are good to go.




  From there, it is a gradual work-up until you’re ready to take to the trail. David Mullally, the author of Best Dog Hikes Northern California, has an excellent regimen that you can use for both your puppy and older dog to prepare them for the trail.




  

    SAMPLE 5-WEEK TRAINING REGIMEN BY DAVID MULLALLY




    Weeks 1, 2, and 3: Morning and Evening




    • Warm-Up: 15- to 20-minute sniff and stroll




    • Cardio Workout: 10-minute brisk walk with no pit stops at the fire hydrant




    • Cool Down: 5-minute sniff and stroll




    Week 4: Morning and Evening




    • Warm-Up: 15-minute sniff and stroll




    • Cardio Workout: 30-minute brisk walk; start to incorporate some hill or stair climbing, but be sure to stop for rest and water breaks




    • Cool Down: 10-minute sniff and stroll




    Week 5: Morning and Evening




    • Warm-Up: 15-minute sniff and stroll




    • Cardio Workout: 30-minute brisk walk; start to incorporate some hill or stair climbing but be sure to stop for rest and water breaks




    • Cool Down: 10-minute sniff and stroll




    • Add an additional longer walk at the end of the week of about 1.5 hours. Include some uphill work. This additional walk is about distance, not speed.


  




  PACING




  The pace of your hike is determined by a lot of factors: your stride, the stride of your dog, the weather, the terrain, how many stops you make, and, of course, how many stops Fido needs to make to explore and mark that tree.




  All of this needs to be taken into account when planning your hike with your dog. This will determine the number of miles and how long you can walk. Remember, what goes out on a trail has to come back. It’s (literally) a two-way street—or trail.




  You may want to climb Mount Everest with them, but look at the trek you’re planning honestly and objectively, and then make plans to do something they can hike comfortably. Long hikes are great but not if you have to walk 4.0 miles per hour to finish before the park closes, which your dog will never be able to keep up with. This is not the Bataan Death March. It’s a time for exploring and enjoying the time you have with the best hiking partner you’ll ever have.




  The average hiker walks 2.5 to 3.0 miles per hour on a relatively level trail, 2.0 miles per hour on hilly terrain. Add in the other factors mentioned before and you will have a good base to start looking for trails that will be guaranteed fun for all.




  BODY LANGUAGE




  It’s very important to be able to read your dog through their body language. That is the only way you will know how they are feeling, if they are enjoying the hike, if they are hungry or thirsty, or if they are uncomfortable and whether problems could arise.




  You may see one or several of these indicators with your dog while on the trail: If their tail is up or horizontal and not stiff and if they are walking smoothly with alertness in their step, they are feeling pretty good. If the tail droops down or is between their legs, if their movement becomes stiff or staggered, if they lower their body, or if they start to look lethargic, they could have an injury, or feel ill or fatigued. Stop immediately, try to relax them, provide water, and determine what the situation might be.




  Sometimes a dog will dig a hole in the dirt and lie down in it. This indicates that they are hot, and it is their way of cooling off.




  Other common cues that you can pick up from your dog include the following:




  • Yawning: not necessarily tired; could be trying to relieve stress




  • Lip or nose licking, averting the eyes: possible signs of stress




  • Head tilt: curious




  • Tail up, ears forward: alert or suspicious




  • Hunched back, ears back, tail between the legs: anxious




  PREPARATION AND SAFETY




  Some people are fortunate. They rescue a dog from the shelter, thinking that it will be the perfect hiking companion, and take to the trail straight away. And that does happen occasionally. For the rest of us, Fido needs a little more attention to get them to that point, both healthwise and behaviorally.




  The key to raising well-behaved puppies is spending time with them. Keeping them in the backyard with little to no contact isn’t going to cut it. You need to regularly interact with your dog. Play with them, train them, just sit and watch TV with them. They live to be with their owners and want to make us happy. If they show disruptive behavior, many times it’s either because they are bored or are trying to get your attention.




  Just remember, dogs looks to us for guidance and caring. Be patient with them. It will go a long way.




  THE IMPORTANCE OF SPAYING AND NEUTERING




  There are many good reasons to have your pet spayed or neutered. Needless to say, it reduces the number of homeless pets, but it is also important for the health and safety of your dog, too.




  Studies show that pets that have been spayed or neutered are healthier and may live longer. On average, male dogs live 18 percent longer, while females live 23 percent longer. It may also alleviate or reduce many behavioral issues like roaming, aggressiveness, and barking.




  BASIC TRAINING AND SOCIAL ACCLIMATION




  Basic obedience training—sit, stay, come, heel—is a must. If you Google “dog trainers” in your area, you will see pages and pages of listings, but don’t just randomly pick one to train your dog. Ask your friends and neighbors who are dog owners for their recommendations.




  When you find one you think you like, ask about their training methods (some use harsh spiked collars and other cruel tactics to make a dog obey) and the compatibility of their training philosophy with yours and your goals, and check their certifications thoroughly.




  A good place to start your search is with the American Kennel Club (AKC). Their website (akc.org) has a list of certified trainers across the country.




  Whether you’re training your pup or just playing, remember that any behavior rewarded with a treat or a positive reaction will likely be repeated. So if they do something you don’t want them to do, don’t pet them and cheerfully say, “That’s okay,” which reinforces that behavior. And remember, you need to correct your family and friends, too, if they reward your dog’s bad behavior. If the dog jumps on them when they walk into a room and say that it’s okay, nicely tell them that no, it’s not okay and explain why.
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  Socialization is just as important as obedience training. If you have a new puppy, you need to begin the process of familiarizing them with people and other dogs as early as possible. Your dog needs to be calm and respectful. That’s not to say you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, but you will need a greater supply of patience to make it happen.




  A VISIT TO THE VET




  I know many people who get a new dog and think that it’s only a dog. You should be able to simply leash them up and off you go. Not so fast.




  It’s important before you begin hiking, especially on more difficult treks, that you visit your vet to make sure Fido is physically ready to go. If your dog is very young, make sure their bones are developed enough to hike. Also have the vet check them for any spinal or joint issues, especially in older dogs.




  I’ll give you a “for example”: my rescue Lab, Archer. Archer is a happy puppy. He loves to regularly visit a local nature preserve for walks. As I was getting ready to write this book, I took him to his vet to make sure he was ready for this big adventure. You would think that with all of the local walks we did, he would get the green light and we would be ready to go. Turns out that he had issues with the cartilage in not one but both knees and had to have major surgery. Just goes to show you.




  Be sure to have all of immunizations up to date and carry a record of them with you on your hike. And don’t forget to ask about any recommendations on preventative medications, as well, for heartworm, flea, and tick prevention.




  GEARING UP




  You’re going to hear me say this over and over, but it’s worth repeating: Your best defense against injury to Fido and keeping them safe on the trail is to leash them. Use a solid, short leash and not a retractable one. It is recommended that you use a harness on them as well. The force of a pull on a standard neck collar can do severe damage to your dog’s throat. A harness puts little to no pressure on the neck, and you’ll have better control over your dog. It also tends to quiet them down a bit.




  Before you set one foot out of the door, be sure you have your pup’s shot record with you, an ID tag with—at minimum—their name plus your contact information, and a rabies tag. It is a good idea to have your dog microchipped in case they do get lost. The best place to have this done is at your vet.




  One way to help keep your pup on their best behavior is to give them a job to do on the trail. They love to work. That’s why outfitting them with a doggie backpack is a good idea. It keeps them focused and gives them purpose.




  Before buying a pack, take your dog’s measurements. Measure the circumference of their chest; most brands list a chest size on the label. Then bring Fido along to the store and pick out a couple of packs. Try them on to see what fits best. To do this, loosen all the straps. Place the pack on their back, toward their front legs, at the widest part of their body. It should rest squarely on the middle of the back so the weight will be distributed evenly on each side of their body. Tighten the girth straps (the ones that go under their body) and fasten the snaps to hold it in place. Next, tighten the chest strap and snap it closed. When you’re fastening the snaps, be careful not to pinch your dog’s skin or pull the fur.




  Make sure the straps are not too tight, which could impede your dog’s breathing. You should be able to slide two fingers under the straps.




  Once you’ve selected the correct pack, remember to check it a few times while you’re on the trail to make sure it doesn’t loosen up and slip out of position.




  No matter whether you’re on a short day hike or an overnighter, don’t forget to pack the dog bowls. What you choose—collapsible plastic or nylon bag that folds up—is a purely personal preference; just make sure your dog will eat and drink from them before you leave the house.




  And don’t forget to pack the first aid kit (see Appendix B: Trail Emergencies and First Aid). You can pack your own or buy a preloaded kit. Either way is fine; just remember to learn how to use it before you leave your house! You’d be surprised just how many hikers don’t know a thing about what’s in their kit, let alone how to use it. Read those instructions!




  FOOD AND WATER




  There are no hard and fast rules when it comes to feeding your dog or giving them water on the trail. Every dog is different. Every trail is different. Dogs have different weights, different dietary needs, different energy levels, and so on. Add to that the different trail conditions and difficulties you may encounter.




  The general rule is if you are thirsty, hungry, or tired, then so is your dog.




  When feeding, give them the same food they eat at home. The trail is not the place to experiment. A good measure is to feed them their normal ration plus 1 cup extra for every 20 pounds of dog weight. Of course, this is assuming a long, hard day hike or overnighter. If you’re doing an easy 2-mile hike, some energy snacks may be all that are needed.




  You should feed them a small amount at least an hour before you hike to boost their energy and then again 30 minutes after the hike. See Training and Trail Acclimation (above) for more on feeding when in trail training.




  No matter how long or difficult the hike, a dog’s water requirements will be much different on the trail than at home. Generally speaking, large dogs over 20 pounds drink 0.5 to 1.0 ounce of water per pound, per day. That means that a 30-pound dog could drink up to 30 ounces of water a day, even more when on a hike or in warmer weather. Dogs under 20 pounds usually drink 1.5 ounces of water per pound a day. Always play it safe and pack extra. Offer your pup water every 15 to 30 minutes.




  For extra energy, there is nothing wrong with giving them an over-the-counter vitamin or supplement, but many dog owners find that dog food with a higher protein and fat content does the trick.




  Naturally, we all want to spoil our pups a little. There are many great recipes online for homemade and healthy energy treats.




  

    PUPPY PAWS AND GOLDEN YEARS




    Homemade Puppy Power Bars




    Ingredients




    • 1 cup mashed cooked sweet potato, cooled




    • 3 cups garbanzo bean flour (also called chickpea flour, found in Asian or specialty health food stores)




    • ½ cup mashed banana




    • ¼ cup raw honey (locally produced is best)




    • 1 egg




    • Extra-virgin olive oil




    Place the cool mashed sweet potatoes in a large bowl and mix in the flour, mashed banana, honey, and egg. Mix thoroughly. Grease a cookie sheet with the olive oil and pour the batter onto it, spreading it evenly across the pan. Bake at 350 degrees for 30 minutes. Let cool, then cut into small squares.


  




  [image: image]




  SAFETY




  Besides all of the above, there are some common hazards on the trail that you need to be aware of to keep your puppy safe.




  As I’ve mentioned, the summer heat can be brutal in the South. Keep a close eye on Fido for signs of fatigue. If you see they are getting tired, stop and rest in the shade or in a cool creek. Watch for signs of heat stroke: excessive panting, dehydration, drooling, reddened gums, either small amounts of urine or none at all, and a body temperature over 103 degrees.




  If you plan on using streams, ponds, or lakes for your drinking water, play it safe and treat the water before drinking. That goes for your dog’s water, too. Dogs can suffer from the same waterborne illnesses as humans.




  Dogs like to eat grass, normally to cure indigestion but sometimes just because, like my dog Archer. Who needs a lawnmower? Out on the trail, do not let them eat any plants! Poison ivy can affect them just as it does humans, but imagine getting it in your mouth. They may ingest burrs and thorns that can get caught in their nose and eyes, not to mention causing serious discomfort in their mouth and stomach issues. And, of course, there is the possibility that the plant they are gnawing on is toxic.




  WHAT TO EXPECT ON THE TRAIL




  Not only will you and your dog encounter unbelievable landscapes and wildflowers along the trails of Alabama, but you’ll also face other hikers, trail runners, mountain bikes, and horses. Knowing how to handle those situations with Fido is as important as knowing how to get from point A to point B.




  Before you set foot on a hiking trail with your dog, make sure they are trail ready. If your dog is aggressive in any way to other people or overly protective of you, they are not ready and need more training. Imagine if you are hiking down a trail and you see a dog bounding your way down the path. Not all, but most people are naturally afraid and rightfully cautious when they see a dog approach. It’s up to you to make it a happy encounter by following these suggestions.




  A NEW LEASH ON LIFE




  First and foremost: Obey the leash laws. There will be many of you reading this saying, “I am in perfect control of my dog off leash. There won’t be any issues.” And you may be right, but landowners and managers established these rules for a reason.




  You will notice that on the hikes in this book, there are very few times that your dog can run off leash. This is becoming the norm. But please, don’t take it wrong and think that “the man” is setting down harsh rules to keep you from having fun with Fido in the wilderness. They’re doing it for the safety of your dog and the safety of others.




  In reality, having your dog on leash is an educational experience for both of you. Each of you will be more alert, exploring and discovering more than you normally would if they weren’t with you or if they were off leash. It becomes more of a bonding experience between you and your pup if you can control them on a leash. And, of course, you will keep them out of unknown safety hazards you could encounter when they’re this close at hand. Plus, other trail users will appreciate it, too.




  Taking your dog on a leashed hike sounds easy enough—just hook ’em up and go—but Fido still needs to be what experts call “trail worthy” on a leash. This means your dog should:




  • Not yank on the leash at all when walking




  • Walk easily on a loose lead




  • Hike at a heel, or slightly behind your knee, when asked




  And speaking of leashing, some of you will not be happy when I say this, but a dog on a retractable leash is out of control. They are still able to roam at will, sometimes too far ahead for you to handle a situation that may arise, like an oncoming mountain bike. On the trail use a standard nonretractable leash.




  TRAIL ETIQUETTE




  It is a wonderful experience to bring your dog with you on the trail, both of you exploring the unknown, discovering new natural wonders that you might not normally see on your own. And as with us human hikers, dogs need to have manners and practice trail etiquette as well:




  • Make sure you hike on dog-friendly trails. Yes, all of the trails listed in this guide are pet-friendly, but once you get the bug, you’ll want to head out on your own and explore more trails. Just make sure that dogs are permitted before heading out.




  • If you are hiking off leash and a hiker, runner, cyclist, or equestrian approaches, leash your dog immediately.




  • When other hikers, other dogs, horses, or bikers approach, yield the right of way. Move off the trail as far as you can and have your dog sit and wait patiently for others to pass.




  • If other hikers have a dog of their own, ask for permission before allowing the two to get acquainted.




  • And just like all of us, we need to practice Leave No Trace (LNT) with our dogs: Be sure to clean up after them and pack it out. Leave only paw prints.




  MOUNTAIN BIKES




  You will find that more and more hiking trails are being shared with mountain bikers. We all have the same desire for outdoor recreation and adventure, so it’s only natural, since the trails are already there. But hikers, with or without a dog, and cyclists have certain responsibilities to each other on the trail.




  • Don’t wear headphones and tune the world out. First of all, you miss half the fun of being in the outdoors, but more importantly, you may miss safety signals.




  • Mountain bikers are asked to yield to hikers and horses.




  • It is the responsibility of the cyclist early on to alert you that they are approaching with a friendly greeting, something like “Let me know when it’s safe to pass.”




  • Move your dog off to the side of the trail and make them sit and wait patiently.




  • When ready, give the cyclist the all clear to let them know it’s safe to pass.




  • When the cyclist is passing, they should announce which side they are passing on so that you both get it right, something like “Passing left!” or “Passing right!”




  • Don’t forget to thank the cyclist as they pass.




  HORSES




  Unless they were raised around horses, dogs will be freaked out by this huge creature. Hikers should yield to horses, giving them plenty of passing room. You should stay on the downhill side of the trail from the horse because spooked rides tend to run uphill.




  Equestrians and hikers should talk to each other as they pass. A horse can be easily frightened not only by your dog but your pack as well, perceiving it to be a predator. Your voice will “humanize” the experience and help keep them calm.




  SEASONAL NUISANCES




  Ah, the joys of hiking. There are many, but—as the song says—you take the good, you take the bad, and there are those pesky nuisances that all hikers face. Trouble is, when you’re hiking with your dog, those nuisances are amplified. These are the most common seasonal nuisances you will encounter and some of the ways to help you and your dog combat them.




  DON’T GET BUGGED




  One of the most dangerous bugs that can bite your dog is the mosquito, which can lead to heartworms. This is probably the most important reason to take your pup to the vet for regular checkups and to keep up with their shots and medications, which should include heartworm preventatives.




  [image: image]




  Mosquitoes and gnats congregate around moist environments, usually stagnant water but also in places like dewy grass fields. Do not use human insect repellent on your dog! Most products humans use or slather on are made with DEET, which can cause vomiting, skin irritations, and seizures in dogs.




  Several brands of canine insect repellent are available over the counter at most pet stores. Brands include Honeydew and Vet’s Best. Also effective are natural alternatives like lemon eucalyptus oil, which has a pungent aroma.




  YELLOW FLIES




  If you or your dog haven’t been attacked by a yellow fly, you’re in for a real treat (that’s sarcasm, friends). These large flies bite (and bite hard) with ferocity normally around your head, neck, and shoulders. The “season” generally runs from May through July as they congregate in shaded, humid areas along the edges of forests, rivers, and creeks.




  For people, an insect repellent with pyrethrum seems to work, but many hikers also wear long-sleeve shirts, long pants, and hats to help avoid yellow flies.




  For your dog, permethrin-based insect repellents are also effective; however, if applied incorrectly or ingested, it could be toxic to your pet. My advice is to play it safe before spraying down your dog: Visit with your vet to find the right preventative.




  TICKS




  What would a hike be without ticks? It’s true that an extremely long, cold, harsh winter can deter the tick population, but let’s face it, they never go away. They are most prevalent in warm months.




  [image: image]




  All ticks need to be removed from you and your dog as soon as possible. The one species you especially need to look out for is the deer tick. With its black body and red or orange back, this species can carry Lyme disease, which can cause fatigue, joint pain, and even neurological problems in both humans and their pets.




  The good news is that a tick has to be attached to you or your dog’s skin for 24 hours or more before the disease is transmitted. But do remove it as soon as possible.




  The best way to control ticks on your pet is by using a preventative. Your vet is the best source of information for what is right for your dog. Medications range from liquid spot treatments that you drop on the back of their neck (like Frontline and K9 Advantix), to flea and tick collars (such as Seresto), to a chewable oral preventative (like NexGard).




  If you do find a tick on your dog, the most common removal method is to use tweezers to pull it off. Household tweezers, however, have blunt tips, so pack a set that has fine points. Spread your dog’s fur and grasp the tick as close as you can to the dog’s skin. Pull straight upward with a slow and steady motion. The idea is to pull it out without leaving its pincers attached. When done, rinse the tweezers in rubbing alcohol.




  Using your fingers to do this is not recommended. You could leave a portion of those pincers in your pet, which can cause infection.




  In any event, keep an eye on the location where the tick was located for any signs of infection, like the infamous red bull’s-eye rash, or changes in your dog’s behavior. If you spot any, contact your vet.




  WEATHER




  For the most part, the weather for hiking in Alabama is great year-round with some notable exceptions. The first is the heat.




  Alabama has a subtropical climate, which means mild winters and extremely hot summers. Across the state during the summer months, the combination of high temperatures and humidity creates a dangerous heat index. You should either plan to hike early in the morning or consider rescheduling for another time.




  That sultry mix can also produce severe summertime pop-up thunderstorms that produce torrential flooding rains, hail, high winds, possible tornadoes, and dangerous lightning.




  Whether it’s the heat or those thunderstorms, monitor the weather through the National Weather Service and local media before heading out. If there is a forecast for heavy rain, avoid areas prone to flash flooding. If the forecast is for severe storms, it’s best not to venture out at all.




  Even though Alabama has a small footprint on the Gulf Coast, it still sees its share of tropical storms and full-blown hurricanes during the season, which generally runs from June through November. Fortunately, you’ll usually have plenty of time to prepare for these and know when not to hike or when to get off the trail. Again, keep a close eye on the tropics via the local news media and the National Hurricane Center and plan accordingly.




  See the Preparation and Safety section for details on how to stay safe when you face the weather in Alabama.




  HUNTING




  Really, I’m not calling hunters a “seasonal nuisance,” but they are something you need to consider when hiking in the fall.




  Hunters share the trails with the hikers and mountain bikers of Alabama in its wildlife management areas, state forests, and national forests. You need to outfit yourself and your dog with hunter safety orange gear, such as packs and jackets, so that you will be seen in the forest.




  In general, the best time for hunting is during the early morning or late evening, but that’s not a hard-and-fast rule. Many states, including Alabama, allow hunting to begin 30 minutes before sunrise and continue until 30 minutes after sunset. Remember, if you hike during those times when the light conditions are low, you are at risk because hunters will have a harder time differentiating you from prey.




  When hiking during hunting season, be sure to talk as you walk to let hunters in the area know you’re passing through. Simply walking heavy won’t cut it since they could think it’s game approaching. Be sure to keep your dog leashed so they aren’t mistaken for game, either.




  Sometimes it’s just best not to go to that trail during hunting season. Reschedule it for another time or pick another trail. For each hike described in this guide, I have indicated if hunting is allowed and the phone number and website where you can get information on restrictions during hunting season. You should also visit the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources website for season dates at www.outdooralabama.com/hunting/seasons-and-bag-limits.




  

    HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


  




  Use the overview map to decide on a hike in the part of the state you would like to visit, then read the appropriate entry to begin more detailed planning for your trip. Each entry contains the following information:




  Start: This is where the hikes begins; the trailhead.




  Distance: The total distance in miles that the hike travels is listed here.




  Approximate hiking time: This is an estimate of how long it will take to hike the trail. Note that this is just an estimate and can vary widely according to hiking pace and stops along the way.




  Difficulty: A subjective opinion made by the author of the difficulty of the hike. Hikes are classified as easy, moderate, or difficult.




  Trailhead elevation: This gives the height above sea level of the trailhead.




  Highest point: The highest point above sea level along the trail is provided here.




  Best season: This offers a suggested best time of year in which to hike the trail and hours of operation.




  Trail surface: This indicates what type of surface you will be hiking on, such as dirt trail, boardwalk, paved path, and so on.




  Other trail users: This section lists other trail users you might expect to see during your hike, such as hunters, mountain bikers, horseback riders, and the like.




  Canine compatibility: This tells you if it is legal to bring your dog on the trail and if there are any restrictions.




  Land status: This indicates who owns or manages the land through which the trail passes, for example, whether it’s a national forest or private resort.




  Fees and permits: This self-explanatory entry will ensure that you have enough cash or that you have obtained proper paperwork, if required.




  Trail contact: The address and phone number for acquiring up-to-date local information is included here.




  Nearest town: The closest city or town with basic amenities is listed here.




  Trail tips: This included practical advice for enhancing your hiking experience.




  Maps: The National Geographic TOPO! / United States Geological Survey map that is applicable to this hike.




  Other maps: Any supplemental maps that might be available are listed here.




  Finding the trailhead: Directions to the trailhead are provided. Often, two or more sets of directions are listed to get you to different trailheads or to guide you from different starting points. This information should be used in conjunction with the maps in this guide, USGS maps, and state road maps.




  Trailhead GPS: This provides the global positioning coordinates for the trailhead.




  The hike: Generally, the hike described is the most interesting or most scenic hike in the park or area. Alternate routes or suggestions for other nearby hikes may also be included here.




  Creature comforts: Information on local lodging, campsites, and food




  Miles and Directions: Turn-by-turn directions to navigate the hiking trail




  Puppy Paws and Golden Years: Sidebar and supplemental information so you and your dog can enjoy the outdoors even more!




  [image: image]




  




  

    NORTH REGION


  




  Taking it from the top, literally, we begin our journey in Alabama’s North Region, or what is known geologically as the Cumberland Plateau. This is a mountainous region where sandstone and limestone bedrock has been carved away by the elements, creating spectacular canyons, caves, and channels for breathtaking waterfalls.




  One of the highlights of this region, encompassing a little of everything it has to offer, is the Cane Creek Canyon Preserve in Tuscumbia. This 400-acre preserve has a myriad of trails that wind from a beautiful mountain vista called the Point down into a canyon that has been carved by the elements and the preserve’s namesake creek.




  The preserve has an intricate maze of hiking trails, 15-plus miles in all, that take you to towering rock bluffs, deep stone shelters, enumerable species of wildflowers, and tall, tumbling waterfalls. So even though I describe one route through the preserve, you will surely come back time and time again to explore your own routes and discover more of the canyon.




  Rushing streams and breathtaking waterfalls are the focus of many of the hikes I have included in this section. Hikes through Shoal Creek Preserve (Hike 1), Falls Loop (Hike 7), and Fall Creek Falls (Hike 9) showcase the region’s waterfalls and fast-flowing creeks. Your dog will appreciate splashing at Shoal Creek, while both of you will have a chance to cool off in a great little swimming hole at Hurricane Creek Park (Hike 8).




  Then there is the Bankhead National Forest and what is arguably its star, Caney Creek Falls (Hike 10). This is an utterly amazing curtain waterfall in a roundish grotto. It tumbles over a rock shelter, and you can walk behind the falls that are framed by colorful mountain laurel. Both you and your dog will want to jump into the beautiful blue-green pool of the falls during the summer.




  The weather for hiking in the North Region is pleasant most of the year, with temperatures averaging 50 degrees during the day and 36 at night in winter, and 90-degree days and 73-degree nights in the summer. This area does get high heat and humidity in the summer, so prepare accordingly with plenty of water and sunscreen for both you and your dog. Throughout the winter, you will see days with significant accumulation of snow of around 5 inches and icy conditions in the region.




  
1 SHOAL CREEK PRESERVE




  No matter what season you chose to explore the Shoal Creek Preserve, you and your pup are in for a treat, from the lush green canopy of spring and summer, to the brilliant fiery colors of fall, to the frosty views of Indian Camp Creek in the winter. The highlight of this hike is its water features: the Jones and Lawson Branches, two beautiful glistening streams that your dog will love to frolic in, and cascades for you to relax by.




  

    THE RUNDOWN




    Start: From the trailhead kiosk on the north side of the parking lot




    Distance: 4.3-mile double loop




    Approximate hiking time: 3.5–4 hours




    Difficulty: Easy over rolling hills with only a couple of short climbs




    Trailhead elevation: 715 feet




    Highest point: 729 feet




    Best season: Year-round; open sunrise to sunset




    Trail surface: Hard-packed dirt footpath




    Other trail users: Hunters




    Canine compatibility: Leash required




    Land status: State nature preserve




    Fees and permits: None




    Trail contact: Alabama State Lands ADCNR, 64 N. Union St., Montgomery, AL 36130; (334) 242-3484; www.alabamaforeverwild.com/shoal-creek-preserve




    Nearest town: Florence




    Trail tips: The parking lot at the trailhead is large with room for 20–30 vehicles. Bring a camera to capture the wonderful cascades. Allow time for Fido to enjoy them, too. There is plenty of canopy to help you beat the heat of summer, and it displays beautiful colors in the fall. Be sure to watch for equestrians as you cross the horse trails.




    Maps: USGS: Pruitton, AL




    Other maps: Available online at conservationgis.alabama.gov/Documents/Brochures/ShoalCreekPreserve.pdf




    Other: Hunting is allowed on the tract. Visit https://www.outdooralabama.com/hunting/seasons-and-bag-limits for dates and restrictions.


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




  [image: image] From Florence at the intersection of US 72 (Florence Boulevard) and Darby Drive, head north on Darby Drive / Old Jackson Highway S 4.4 miles. Turn left onto CR 61 (Butler Creek Road) and travel 2.6 miles. A small sign is at the turn into the preserve on the right. Turn right and head down the gravel road 0.5 mile to the trailhead. Trailhead GPS: N34 54.437' / W87 37.233'




  THE HIKE




  We begin our journey at the very top of the state in the extreme northwestern corner, just a little north of the town of Florence. Here you’ll find a really fun double-loop hike with plenty of water features that both you and your pup will love, all in the confines of a 298-acre nature preserve: Shoal Creek Preserve.




  The preserve almost never came to be. The property was on the verge of being sold to developers who would eventually cut down the forest and build rows of houses and lanes of highways.




  [image: A soothing picture, and sound, along a tiered cascade on Jones Branch.]




  Fortunately for us, the state has a program that, whenever possible, heads off such sales and purchases the property on behalf of the citizens of Alabama. A division of the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, that program is called Forever Wild. The agency purchases properties of historic and ecological significance and, whenever possible, reopens them for public recreation, such as paddling, biking, hunting, fishing, and, of course, hiking. And that’s what happened here at Shoal Creek.




  What makes this preserve special is the environment you will be walking through: beautiful mature upland hardwoods that blaze fiery colors in the fall and provide a respite from a blazing sun in the summer, tranquil and soothing scenic creek bottoms, and fertile fallow fields that are brimming with wildflowers in the spring and summer.




  The standout features of this trek, however, are the water features. First, you will have splendid views of Shoal Creek and Indian Camp Creek as they meander their way southward for a date with the Tennessee River and Wilson Lake.




  And then there are the two creeks, Lawson and Jones Branches. Both creeks are wide, clear, rock-strewn waterways that glow green in the spring and summer, reflecting the thick foliage of the trees that line their banks.




  In several locations each stream tumbles over rocky bottoms, creating beautiful cascades and small waterfalls. You’ll find the sounds soothing while your dog will love to frolic in the cool, clear water.
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