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Overview Map Key

City Center

 1 Civil Rights Heritage Trail: Birmingham’s Walk to Freedom

 2 Kiwanis Vulcan Trail–Southside Loop

 3 Oak Hill Cemetery

 4 Railroad Park to Sloss Furnaces

Suburbs

 5 Aldridge Gardens

 6 Five Mile Creek Greenway: Fultondale’s Black Creek Park to Gardendale

 7 Irondale Furnace and Mountain Brook Trails

 8 Shades Creek Greenway and Homewood Forest Preserve

 9 Turkey Creek Nature Preserve: Turkey Creek Falls

10 Vestavia Hills Library in the Forest

Moss Rock Preserve

11 Moss Rock Preserve: Boulder Field

12 Moss Rock Preserve: Boulder Gorge Loop

13 Moss Rock Preserve: Waterfall Loop from Sulphur Springs Road

Oak Mountain State Park

14 Oak Mountain State Park: King’s Chair Loop

15 Oak Mountain State Park: Lake Tranquility Loop

16 Oak Mountain State Park: Peavine Falls

17 Oak Mountain State Park: Shackleford High Points Hike

Red Mountain Park

18 Red Mountain Park: Birmingham Mineral Railroad Loop

19 Red Mountain Park: Ridge Walk to Grace’s Gap

Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve

20 Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve: Ridge and Valley Loop

21 Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve: Nature Center to Hawk’s View

22 Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve: Wetlands Retreat

Cahaba River and Points South

23 Cahaba River National Wildlife Refuge

24 Perry Lakes Park and Barton’s Beach

25 Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park

Cheaha and Points East

26 Cheaha–Cave Creek–Pinhoti Trail Loop

27 Cheaha State Park: Bald Rock and Pulpit Rock

28 Chinnabee Silent Trail

29 Flagg Mountain: The Pinhoti and the Beginning of the Appalachians

30 Pinhoti Trail: Lower Shoal Shelter Section

Sipsey Wilderness and Points Northwest

31 Big Tree Loop

32 Hurricane Creek Park

33 Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge

Little River Canyon and Points Northeast

34 Little River Canyon National Preserve: Eberhart Trail

35 Palisades Park and the Bridges of Blount County
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Preface

BIRMINGHAM IN THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES was built on natural resources: iron ore, coal, and limestone. These assets, the principal ingredients for making iron and steel, were mined from the mountains and valleys and moved to mills and furnaces on a web of railroads.

As we move into the 21st century and beyond our smoky industrial past, we’re finding a different kind of value in our natural blessings. We’re returning to our mountains and rivers to witness nature’s resilience and endurance. We’ve cut through privet and kudzu to old iron ore–mining sites at Red Mountain Park. We’re building a network of trails for walkers, runners, and bicyclists on abandoned rail corridors on Red Mountain, in the center of the city, and in the suburbs north of town along Five Mile Creek. Thanks to the Rotary Club of Birmingham, a replica of the MAGIC CITY sign that once greeted passengers arriving at Birmingham’s Terminal Station now serves as a gateway to a greenway that already stretches from 20th Street South along First Avenue to Sloss Furnaces National Historic Landmark, a trail that will soon extend to the revitalized Avondale neighborhood and beyond. Meanwhile, thanks to the Kiwanis Club of Birmingham, visitors to Birmingham’s iconic Vulcan statue can now descend from its refurbished park and travel the former Birmingham Mineral Railroad on foot, or bike along an extended and improved rail-trail. Shelby County has added a new 1,505-acre park along the Cahaba River, turning land that was formerly mined for coal into an additional protected area along our precious and scenic river. Atop Flagg Mountain, the southernmost Appalachian mountain, volunteers have rebuilt cabins first constructed by the Civilian Conservation Corps during the Great Depression, creating a new trailhead for the Pinhoti Trail, our long-distance hiking trail that serves as a connector to (and may one day be the beginning of) the Appalachian Trail.

As we revisit these natural assets and historic sites, we can be awed by the scale of the efforts our ancestors made to move mountains: the ingenious engineering and the sweat and strength of the labor it took to lay the tracks, reshape the land, and punch endless miles of underground tunnels into the earth. We’re also blazing trails through our city’s civil rights history and, along the route, finding inspiration in the courage that made us a better city and a better country.

[image: image]

A WATER FEATURE AT ALDRIDGE GARDENS (SEE HIKE 5)

In these places, we are also inspired to see what nature has done to recover, and we draw on some of that spirit to revive ourselves. As we’ve added new outdoor venues and expanded existing ones, it’s been amazing to watch the trails fill with people hungry for fresh air and a fresh look at our native landscape.

We’re finding that, in addition to our mineral wealth, this spot on the map has been blessed with a wealth of biodiversity found in few other places. We’re doing more to protect it and celebrate it.

Since the turn of this century, we’ve restored Vulcan Park and Museum and paved and extended the Kiwanis Vulcan Trail. We’ve established Aldridge Gardens, Cahaba River National Wildlife Refuge and Cahaba River–Shelby County Park, Moss Rock Preserve, Railroad Park, Red Mountain Park, and Turkey Creek Nature Preserve.

Trails at Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve, Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park, and Oak Mountain State Park have been significantly expanded and improved. The Shades Creek Greenway was constructed in Homewood, with links established to greenways along the creek in Mountain Brook. A former railbed along Five Mile Creek north of Birmingham now supports 15.8 miles of trail, with another 20 miles planned.

Farther afield, there are new facilities and better access to natural wonders at Little River Canyon National Preserve, the Sipsey Wilderness, Cheaha State Park, and Barton’s Beach and Perry Lakes Park on the Cahaba.

In Anniston, a former railroad line is now the Chief Ladiga Trail, on which you can bike almost 100 miles from Anniston to the outskirts of Atlanta. Anniston’s Coldwater Mountain now boasts a world-class mountain-biking course on its peaks.

Perhaps most audacious of all, the Pinhoti Trail, the long-distance hiking trail that traverses the ridges of the Talladega National Forest, is now connected through Georgia to the southern terminus of the Appalachian Trail at Springer Mountain. A hiker can start at the southernmost Appalachian mountain—Flagg Mountain, near Sylacauga—and trek to Maine.

It’s a great time to take a walk.

Don’t wait until your kids get older; they can handle more than you think. Don’t listen to their complaints about hiking; they’ll forget them 5 minutes into the woods.

Don’t wait for perfect weather. Rain, or just after, is the ideal time to see waterfalls. When it’s cold, you can go for miles without breaking a sweat. When it’s hot, we have plenty of hikes that can end with a plunge into cool water. In the spring, you’ll catch the early wildflowers. In the summer, the cicadas sing all day. In the fall, you get the colors, and in the winter, more views open up.

There are weekends in the fall when you can trust that the Tide or Tigers will win even if you aren’t watching. Surely once a season, you can clear your calendar of practices and games. I guarantee the family will remember a trip to the Sipsey Wilderness better than they would a run-of-the-mill weekend at the sports fields.

We tend to think we have to take an out-of-state vacation to see natural wonders. Instead, drive an hour south to the Cahaba River National Wildlife Refuge. If you’ve ever spent a dawn at the tumbling shoals when the Cahaba lilies are in bloom and a blue heron is wading through the mist rising from the river, you’ve glimpsed Eden.

Trek along longleaf-pine ridges in the Talladega National Forest, among the grasses and wildflowers that have sprung back from the char of a prescribed burn.

Take in a sunset at Ruffner Mountain’s Hawk’s View. Ascend to the throne at King’s Chair at Oak Mountain, or stand out on the rocky ledge at McDill Point at Cheaha. You’ll feel high and grand.

At the base of Little River Canyon, you’ll be awed by what a river’s patient power can do over the course of millennia. And you’ll realize you’re a passenger in this tiny drop of time.

[image: image]

A FORMERLY NEGLECTED CORRIDOR DOWNTOWN HAS BEEN TRANSFORMED INTO A FOUR-BLOCK LINEAR PARK CALLED THE ROTARY TRAIL (SEE HIKE 4).

You probably won’t see a vermilion darter when you visit Turkey Creek Nature Preserve, but you’ll feel proud that we’re trying to protect the habitat of this tiny endangered fish that God decorated with every color of the rainbow.

If you see mussels and snails in the Cahaba River, you likely won’t be able to identify the species, but you’ll know there’s more variety in our rivers than nearly anywhere else on the planet.

You might see a bald eagle at Perry Lakes Park on the Cahaba, but if you go to the Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge at the right time of year, I guarantee you’ll see a throng of lovely and charismatic sandhill cranes. With a little luck and planning, you could very well see whooping cranes, one of the world’s most magnificent and most endangered species of bird.

It’s a great time to take a walk.

And it’s a great time to contribute your money, your labor, or your political support. Parks don’t maintain themselves. State and local governments are cornerstones in keeping parks open. Let your political leaders know you value green space. If you hike in Alabama, it’s hard to miss the contribution the Boy Scouts have made. Statewide trail groups work all over to clear your way through the woods. Conservation groups work tirelessly to protect special places and the wider environment that sustains us and inspires us. These volunteer groups are also essential and would welcome your help and support.

In compiling this book, I’ve pitched in and ventured out. I found that whatever energy I expended in those pursuits was returned to me many times over.

William Bartram, the great American naturalist of the 18th century, explored the country, including Alabama, cataloging species then new to science. He wrote that he was “continually impelled by a restless spirit of curiosity in pursuit of new productions of nature,” adding that “my chief happiness consists in tracing and admiring the infinite power, majesty, and perfection of the great almighty Creator.”

Catch that spirit. You’ll get up in the morning wondering whether those flowers you saw yesterday bloomed overnight. You’ll ask yourself how much water is tumbling down Peavine Falls today. Will this be the day the autumn leaves reach their peak of glory? And you’ll want to go see. These are things you can’t record and watch later. You’ve got to go.
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Recommended Hike

Best for Dogs

18–19 Red Mountain Park



20–22  Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve

Best for Fall Color

14 Oak Mountain State Park: King’s Chair Loop



19  Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve: Ridge and Valley Loop



26–27  Cheaha State Park and vicinity



34  Little River Canyon National Preserve: Eberhart Trail



35  Palisades Park and the Bridges of Blount County



Best for Geology

11–13  Moss Rock Preserve



18–19  Red Mountain Park



20–22  Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve



25  Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park

Best for History

1  Civil Rights Heritage Trail: Birmingham’s Walk to Freedom



3  Oak Hill Cemetery



4  Railroad Park to Sloss Furnaces



7  Irondale Furnace and Mountain Brook Trails



18–19  Red Mountain Park



25  Tannehill Ironworks Historical State Park



Best for Kids

4  Railroad Park to Sloss Furnaces



23  Cahaba River National Wildlife Refuge



24  Perry Lakes Park and Barton’s Beach



Best for Scenery

14 Oak Mountain State Park: King’s Chair Loop



21  Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve: Nature Center to Hawk’s View



26–27  Cheaha State Park and vicinity



31–33 The Sipsey Wilderness and Points Northwest



34  Little River Canyon National Preserve: Eberhart Trail



Best for Seclusion

26 Cheaha–Cave Creek–Pinhoti Trail Loop



Best for Waterfalls

9  Turkey Creek Nature Preserve: Turkey Creek Falls



11–13  Moss Rock Preserve



16  Oak Mountain State Park: Peavine Falls



28 Chinnabee Silent Trail



32  Hurricane Creek Park



34  Little River Canyon National Preserve



Best for Wildflowers

5  Aldridge Gardens



8  Shades Creek Greenway and Homewood Forest Preserve



13  Moss Rock Preserve: Waterfall Loop from Sulphur Springs Road



20–22  Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve



Best for Wildlife

24  Perry Lakes Park and Barton’s Beach in summer

33  Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge in January
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VIEW FROM VULCAN PARK AND MUSEUM OF THE BEGINNING OF THE KIWANIS VULCAN TRAIL (SEE HIKE 2)
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Map Legend
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Introduction

About This Book

The hikes in this book are arranged geographically and according to major hiking destinations. The City Center section contains hikes in and around downtown Birmingham; the Suburbs section includes hikes in communities surrounding the central city. Ruffner Mountain Nature Preserve, Red Mountain Park, Moss Rock Preserve, and Oak Mountain State Park merited sections of their own. Hikes south of the city, down I-59/I-20, take you to the river country, where the mountains fall away to the Cahaba River. The eastern attractions are generally reachable via I-20 (with the exception of Flagg Mountain, which is southeast down US 280) and take you into the sharper-edged Talladega Mountains. Hikes north of the city include the shady shelter coves of the Sipsey Wilderness, north of Jasper, and Hurricane Creek Park, near Cullman. To the northeast are attractions along the elevated plateaus of the Appalachians, including Little River Canyon.

I chose these hikes because they are easily accessible and offer a good introduction to the diverse landscape and rich history that surround Birmingham. Each has its own particular qualities. Few, if any, would be rated at five stars in all five categories (see “Star Ratings,”). Some have great scenery but would be a slog for kids; others might be extremely convenient and kid-friendly but possibly crowded.

How to Use This Guidebook

The following section walks you through this guidebook’s organization, making it easy and convenient to plan great hikes.

Overview Map, Map Key, and Map Legend

The overview map shows the primary trailheads for all 35 hikes. The numbers on the overview map pair with the map key. A legend explaining the map symbols used throughout the book is on the opposite page.

Trail Maps

In addition to the overview map on the inside cover, a detailed map of each hike’s route appears with its profile. On each of these maps, symbols indicate the trailhead, the complete route, significant features, facilities, and topographic landmarks such as creeks, overlooks, and peaks.

To produce the highly accurate maps in this book, I used a handheld GPS unit to gather data while hiking each route, then sent that data to Menasha Ridge Press’s expert cartographers. Be aware, though, that your GPS device is no substitute for sound, sensible navigation that takes into account the conditions that you observe while hiking.

Further, despite the high quality of the maps in this guidebook, the publisher and I strongly recommend that you always carry an additional map, such as the ones noted in each profile opener’s “Maps” listing.

Elevation Profile (diagram)

For trails with significant changes in elevation, the hike descriptions include this graphical element. Entries for fairly flat routes, such the walk around Railroad Park (see page 34), do not display an elevation profile. Also, each entry’s key information lists the elevation at the start of that specific route to its highest point; some hikes list additional elevations at notable points of interest.

For hike descriptions that include an elevation profile, this diagram represents the rises and falls of the trail as viewed from the side, over the complete distance (in miles) of that trail. On the diagram’s vertical axis, or height scale, the number of feet indicated between each tick mark lets you visualize the climb. So that flat hikes don’t look steep and vice versa, varying height scales provide an accurate image of each hike’s climbing challenge. For example, a hike at at Mount Cheaha might rise to 2,407 feet, while an even more challenging hike at Oak Mountain might top out at 1,200 feet above sea level.

The Hike Profile

Each profile opens with the hike’s star ratings, GPS trailhead coordinates, and other key at-a-glance information—from the trail’s distance and configuration to phone numbers and websites. Each profile also includes a map (see “Trail Maps,” above). The main text for each profile includes four sections: Overview, Route Details, Nearby Attractions (where applicable), and Directions (for getting to the trailhead area).

Star Ratings

Here’s how they break down for the following five categories:

SCENERY:

[image: images] Unique, picturesque panoramas



[image: images] Diverse vistas



[image: images] Pleasant views



[image: images] Unchanging landscape



[image: images] Not selected for scenery

TRAIL CONDITION:



[image: images] Consistently well maintained



[image: images] Stable, with no surprises



[image: images] Average terrain to negotiate



[image: images] Inconsistent, with good and poor areas



[image: images] Rocky, overgrown, or often muddy

CHILDREN:



[image: images] Babes in strollers are welcome



[image: images] Fun for any kid past the toddler stage



[image: images] Good for young hikers with proven stamina



[image: images] Not enjoyable for children



[image: images] Not advisable for children

DIFFICULTY:



[image: images] Grueling



[image: images] Strenuous



[image: images] Moderate: won’t beat you up—but you’ll know you’ve been hiking



[image: images] Easy, with patches of moderate



[image: images] Good for a relaxing stroll

SOLITUDE:



[image: images] Positively tranquil



[image: images] Spurts of isolation



[image: images] Moderately secluded



[image: images] Crowded on weekends and holidays



[image: images] Steady stream of individuals and/or groups



GPS TRAILHEAD COORDINATES

As noted in “Trail Maps” (opposite page), I used a handheld GPS unit to obtain geographic data and sent the information to the cartographers at Menasha Ridge. In the opener for each hike profile, the coordinates—the intersection of latitude (north) and longitude (west)—will orient you from the trailhead. In some cases, you can drive within viewing distance of a trailhead. Other hiking routes require a short walk to the trailhead from a parking area.

This guidebook expresses GPS coordinates in degree–decimal minute format for presenting the latitude and longitude GPS coordinates.

Degree–Decimal Minute Format

N33° 30.983'–W86° 48.862'

The latitude–longitude grid system is likely quite familiar to you, but here’s a refresher, pertinent to visualizing the coordinates.

Imaginary lines of latitude—called parallels and approximately 69 miles apart from each other—run horizontally around the globe. The equator is established to be 0°, and each parallel is indicated by degrees from the equator: up to 90°N at the North Pole, and down to 90°S at the South Pole.

Imaginary lines of longitude—called meridians—run perpendicular to lines of latitude and are likewise indicated by degrees. Starting from 0° at the Prime Meridian in Greenwich, England, they continue to the east and west until they meet 180° later at the International Date Line in the Pacific Ocean. At the equator, longitude lines also are approximately 69 miles apart, but that distance narrows as the meridians converge toward the North and South Poles.

To convert GPS coordinates given in degrees, minutes, and seconds to degrees and decimal minutes, divide the seconds by 60. For more on GPS technology, visit usgs.gov.

DISTANCE & CONFIGURATION

Distance indicates the length of the hike round-trip, from start to finish. If the hike description includes options to shorten or extend the hike, those round-trip distances are also factored in here. Configuration defines the type of route—for example, an out-and-back (which takes you in and out the same way), a point-to-point (or one-way route), a figure-eight, or a balloon.

HIKING TIME

A speed of 2–3 miles per hour is a general rule for hiking the trails in this book, depending on the terrain and whether you have children with you. That pace typically allows time for taking photos, for dawdling and admiring views, and for alternating stretches of hills and descents. When deciding whether or not to follow a particular trail in this guidebook, consider your own pace, the weather, your general physical condition, and your energy level on a given day.

HIGHLIGHTS

Lists features that draw hikers to the trail: waterfalls, historic sites, and the like.

ELEVATION

In each hike’s key information, you will see the elevation (in feet) at the trailhead and another figure for the high (or low) point on the trail; where appropriate, additional elevations are also listed. For routes that involve significant ascents and descents, the hike profile also includes an elevation diagram.

ACCESS

Fees or permits required to hike the trail are detailed here; if there are none, that is noted. Trail-access hours are also listed here.

MAPS

Resources for maps, in addition to those in this guidebook, are listed here. As noted earlier, we recommend that you carry more than one map—and that you consult those maps before heading out on the trail in order to resolve any confusion or discrepancy.

FACILITIES

This includes restrooms, phones, water, picnic tables, and other basics at or near the trailhead.

WHEELCHAIR ACCESS

Notes paved sections or other areas where one can safely use a wheelchair.

COMMENTS

Here you’ll find assorted nuggets of information, such as whether dogs are allowed on the trails.

CONTACTS

Listed here are phone numbers and websites for checking trail conditions and gleaning other day-to-day information.

Overview, Route Details, Nearby Attractions, and Directions

These four elements compose the heart of the hike. “Overview” gives you a quick summary of what to expect on that trail; “Route Details” guides you on the hike, from start to finish; “Nearby Attractions” suggests appealing adjacent sites, such as restaurants, museums, and other trails (note that not every hike profile has these). “Directions” will get you to the trailhead from a well-known road or highway; for some City Center hikes, the nearest cross streets are provided.

Weather

The following chart provides a month-by-month snapshot of the weather in the Birmingham area. For each month, “Hi Temp” shows the average daytime high, “Lo Temp” gives the average nighttime low, and “Rain or Snow” lists the average precipitation.

[image: Images]

Source: usclimatedata.com

Water

How much is enough? Well, one simple physiological fact should convince you to err on the side of excess when deciding how much water to pack: a hiker walking steadily in 90ºF heat needs about 10 quarts of fluid per day—that’s 2.5 gallons. A good rule of thumb is to hydrate prior to your hike, carry (and drink) 6 ounces of water for every mile you plan to hike, and hydrate again after the hike. For most people, the pleasures of hiking make carrying water a relatively minor price to pay to remain safe and healthy, so pack more water than you anticipate needing, even for short hikes.

If you’re tempted to drink “found water,” do so with extreme caution. Many ponds and lakes you’ll encounter are fairly stagnant, and the water tastes terrible. Drinking such water presents inherent risks for thirsty trekkers. Giardia parasites contaminate many water sources and cause the dreaded intestinal ailment giardiasis, which can last for weeks after onset. For more information, visit cdc.gov/parasites/giardia.

In any case, effective treatment is essential before you use any water source found along the trail. Boiling water for 2–3 minutes is always a safe measure for camping, but day hikers can consider iodine tablets, approved chemical mixes, filtration units rated for giardia, and ultraviolet filtration. Some of these methods (for example, filtration with an added carbon filter) remove bad tastes typical in stagnant water, while others add their own taste. As a precaution, carry a means of water purification in case you ever underestimate your consumption needs.

Clothing

Weather, unexpected trail conditions, fatigue, extended hiking duration, and wrong turns can individually or collectively turn a great outing into a very uncomfortable one at best—and a life-threatening one at worst. Thus, proper attire plays a key role in staying comfortable and, sometimes, in staying alive. Some helpful guidelines:

[image: images] Choose silk, wool, or synthetics for maximum comfort in all of your hiking attire—from hats to socks and in between. Cotton is fine if the weather remains dry and stable, but you won’t be happy if that material gets wet.

[image: images] Always wear a hat, or at least tuck one into your day pack or hitch it to your belt. Hats offer all-weather sun and wind protection as well as warmth if it turns cold.

[image: images] Be ready to layer up or down as the day progresses and the mercury rises or falls. Today’s outdoor wear makes layering easy, with such designs as jackets that convert to vests and pants with zip-off or button-up legs.

[image: images] Mosquitoes, poison ivy, and thorny bushes found along many trails can generate short-term discomfort and long-term agony. When temperatures permit, a lightweight pair of pants and a long-sleeved shirt can go a long way toward protecting you from these pests.

[image: images] Wear hiking boots or sturdy hiking sandals with toe protection. Flip-flopping along a paved urban greenway is one thing, but you should never hike a trail in open sandals or casual sneakers. Your bones and arches need support, and your skin needs protection.

[image: images] Pair that footwear with good socks. If you prefer not to sheathe your feet when wearing hiking sandals, tuck the socks into your day pack—you may need them if temperatures plummet or if you hit rocky turf and pebbles begin to irritate your feet. And if it’s cold and you’ve lost your gloves, you can use the socks as mittens.

[image: images] Don’t leave rainwear behind, even if the day dawns clear and sunny. Tuck into your day pack, or tie around your waist, a jacket that’s breathable and either water-resistant or waterproof. Investigate different choices at your local outdoor retailer. If you’re a frequent hiker, you’ll ideally have more than one rainwear weight, material, and style in your closet to protect you in all seasons in your regional climate and hiking microclimates.

Essential Gear

Today you can buy outdoor vests that have up to 20 pockets shaped and sized to carry everything from toothpicks to binoculars. Or, if you don’t aspire to feel like a burro, you can neatly stow all of these items in your day pack or backpack. The following list showcases never-hike-without-them items—in alphabetical order, as all are important:

[image: images] Extra food: trail mix, granola bars, or other high-energy snacks

[image: images] Extra clothes: raingear; a change of socks; and, depending on the season, a warm hat and gloves

[image: images] Flashlight or headlamp with extra bulb and batteries

[image: images] Insect repellent: For some areas and seasons, this is vital.

[image: images] Maps and a high-quality compass: Even if you know the terrain from previous hikes, don’t leave home without these tools. And, as previously noted, bring maps in addition to those in this guidebook, and consult your maps prior to the hike. If you’re GPS-savvy, bring that device, too, but don’t rely on it as your sole navigational tool—battery life is limited, after all—and be sure to check its accuracy against that of your maps and compass.

[image: images] Pocketknife and/or multitool

[image: images] Sunscreen: Check the expiration date on the tube or bottle.

[image: images] Water: As we’ve emphasized more than once, bring more than you think you’ll drink. Depending on your destination, you may want to bring a container and iodine or a filter for purifying water in case you run out.

[image: images] Whistle: It could become your best friend in an emergency.

[image: images] Windproof matches and/or a lighter, as well as a fire starter

First Aid Kit

In addition to the preceding items, those that follow may seem daunting to carry along for a day hike. But any paramedic will tell you that the products listed here—again, in alphabetical order, because all are important—are just the basics. The reality of hiking is that you can be out for a week of backpacking and acquire only a mosquito bite. Or you can hike for an hour, slip, and suffer a cut or broken bone. Fortunately, the items listed pack into a very small space. You can also buy convenient prepackaged kits at your pharmacy or online.

[image: images] Adhesive bandages

[image: images] Antibiotic ointment (such as Neosporin)

[image: images] Aspirin, acetaminophen (Tylenol), or ibuprofen (Advil)

[image: images] Athletic tape

[image: images] Blister kit (moleskin or an adhesive variety such as Spenco 2nd Skin)

[image: images] Butterﬂy-closure bandages

[image: images] Diphenhydramine (Benadryl), in case of allergic reactions

[image: images] Elastic bandages (such as Ace) or joint wraps (such as Spenco)

[image: images] Epinephrine in a prefilled syringe (EpiPen), typically by prescription only, for people known to have severe allergic reactions to hiking mishaps such as bee stings

[image: images] Gauze (one roll and a half-dozen 4-by-4-inch pads)

[image: images] Hydrogen peroxide or iodine

Note: Consider your intended terrain and the number of hikers in your party before you exclude any article listed above. A short stroll may not inspire you to carry a complete kit, but anything beyond that warrants precaution. When hiking alone, you should always be prepared for a medical need. And if you’re a twosome or with a group, one or more people in your party should be equipped with first aid material.

General Safety

The following tips may have the familiar ring of your mother’s voice:

[image: images] Always let someone know where you’ll be hiking and how long you expect to be gone. It’s a good idea to give that person a copy of your route, particularly if you’re headed into any isolated area. Let him or her know when you return.

[image: images] Always sign in and out of any trail registers provided. Don’t hesitate to comment on the trail condition if space is provided; that’s your opportunity to alert others to any problems you encounter.

[image: images] Don’t count on a cell phone for your safety. Reception may be spotty or nonexistent on the trail, even on an urban walk—especially one embraced by towering trees.

[image: images] Always carry food and water, even for a short hike. And bring more water than you think you’ll need. (We can’t emphasize this enough.)

[image: images] Ask questions. Public-land employees are on hand to help. It’s a lot easier to solicit advice before a problem occurs, and it will help you avoid a mishap away from civilization when it’s too late to amend an error.

[image: images] Stay on designated trails. Even on the most clearly marked trails, you usually reach a point where you have to stop and consider which direction to head. If you become disoriented, don’t panic. As soon as you think you may be off-track, stop, assess your current direction, and then retrace your steps to the point where you went astray. Using a map, a compass, and this book, and keeping in mind what you’ve passed thus far, reorient yourself, and trust your judgment on which way to continue. If you become absolutely unsure of how to continue, return to your vehicle the way you came in. Should you become completely lost and have no idea how to find the trailhead, remaining in place along the trail and waiting for help is most often the best option for adults, and always the best option for children.

[image: images] Always carry a whistle, another precaution that we can’t overemphasize. It may become a lifesaver if you get lost or hurt.

[image: images] Be especially careful when crossing streams. Whether you’re fording the stream or crossing on a log, make every step count. If you have any doubt about maintaining your balance on a log, ford the stream instead: use a trekking pole or stout stick for balance and face upstream as you cross. If a stream seems too deep to ford, turn back. Whatever is on the other side isn’t worth risking your life for.

[image: images] Be careful at overlooks. While these areas may provide spectacular views, they are potentially hazardous. Stay back from the edge of outcrops, and make absolutely sure of your footing—a misstep can mean a nasty and possibly fatal fall.

[image: images] Standing dead trees and storm-damaged living trees pose a significant hazard to hikers. These trees may have loose or broken limbs that could fall at any time. While walking beneath trees, and when choosing a spot to rest or enjoy your snack, look up.

[image: images] Know the symptoms of subnormal body temperature, or hypothermia. Shivering and forgetfulness are the two most common indicators of this stealthy killer. Hypothermia can occur at any elevation, even in the summer, especially when the hiker is wearing lightweight cotton clothing. If symptoms develop, get to shelter, hot liquids, and dry clothes ASAP.

[image: images] Likewise, know the symptoms of heat exhaustion, or hyperthermia. Lightheadedness and loss of energy are the first two indicators. If you feel these symptoms, find some shade, drink your water, remove as many layers of clothing as practical, and stay put until you cool down. Marching through heat exhaustion leads to heatstroke—which can be deadly. If you should be sweating and you’re not, that’s the signature warning sign. Your hike is over at that point: heatstroke is a life-threatening condition that can cause seizures, convulsions, and eventually death. If you or a companion reaches that point, do whatever you can to cool down, and seek medical attention immediately.

[image: images] Most important, take along your brain. A cool, calculating mind is the single most important asset on the trail. Think before you act. Watch your step. Plan ahead. Avoiding accidents before they happen is the best way to ensure a rewarding and relaxing hike.

Watchwords for Flora and Fauna

Hikers should remain aware of the following concerns regarding plant life and wildlife, described in alphabetical order.
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