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    Northeast Alabama

  


  Space Capital


  

  Traveling through this area of Alabama, with its wooded glens, rugged mountain vistas, and sparkling lakes, is almost like moving through a calendar of splendid landscapes. Keep your camera handy because you’ll discover some spectacular scenery.


  Entering at the state’s northern border, you’ll drive through the rolling Tennessee Valley to reach Huntsville, a handy hub whether you’re heading east or west to explore north Alabama’s numerous attractions.


  The birthplace of America’s space program, Huntsville also served as an early capital of Alabama and later grew into a cotton mill town. After Dr. Wernher von Braun and his crew of German scientists arrived in the 1950s to pioneer the space program at Redstone Arsenal, Huntsville traded its title as World Watercress Capital for World Space Capital. The decade from 1950 to 1960 saw the population in Rocket City, USA, mushroom from 15,000 to 72,000. Even today, ongoing road construction cannot keep pace with the burgeoning population and traffic.


  [image: NORTHEAST ALABAMA]


  As for the green scene, Huntsvillians recognize the importance of protecting local and global environments and preserving natural resources. In The Green Guides in 2013, Huntsville was listed among The Top 10 Green Cities in the U.S. for environmental excellence.


  If you want to pretend you’re in Venice, you can take a gondola ride at Bridge Street Centre in the heart of Huntsville’s Cummings Research Park. Or enjoy a brisk walk or leisurely stroll through this European-style plaza that features upscale shops, restaurants, and lodging. Only a stone’s throw away (depending on how far you can hurl) from the city’s famed Space & Rocket Center, the complex features entertainment from multiple movies and a full-size carousel to a 10-acre lake with pedal boats and gondolas. Pavement performers entertain on evenings and weekends. Visit bridgestreethuntsville.com.


  Only two miles from Bridge Street Town Centre is the lovely Huntsville Botanical Garden (256-830-4447; hsvbg.org), home of the nation’s largest open-air butterfly house. Stroll through the aquatic garden, nature trails, many specialty gardens, children’s garden, and plant collections. With a motto of “There’s Always Something Growing On at Huntsville Botanical Garden,” the 112-acre attraction offers five festivals each year—Beaks & Barks, Huntsville Blooms, Summer Butterfly House, Fall Scarecrow Trail, and Holiday Galaxy of Lights.


  A good place to start a local tour is the Huntsville Depot & Museum (256-564-8100) at 320 Church Street. Take time to tour the authentically restored depot, a big yellow building where a robotic telegrapher, stationmaster, and engineer welcome visitors and describe railroad life in 1912. During the Civil War the depot served as a prison, and upstairs you’ll see some interesting graffiti such as a rather unflattering drawing of Union officer Major Strout and an inscription that reads happy new years to all in the year of our lord 1864. The depot’s hours are 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. Wed through Sat. Admission: $10 per person. Visit earlyworks.com/Huntsville-depot-museum.


  
    Watercress Capital of the World


    Huntsville acquired the title “Watercress Capital of the World” because in earlier days it produced and shipped a large volume of watercress throughout the eastern half of the country. A member of the mustard family, watercress thrives in limestone spring water and once grew prolifically in the Tennessee Valley’s many limestone springs.


    Huntsville’s old Russell Erskine Hotel was noted for its watercress salad, and several local cookbooks feature this specialty, sometimes known simply as “cress.” The Huntsville Heritage Cookbook contains a section devoted to watercress including the Frozen Cheese and Cress Salad, a tasty recipe, once served at a White House state banquet. Long a local favorite, this book is again in print, thanks to the Huntsville Junior League. Look for it at gift shops and bookstores throughout Huntsville, and while browsing, pick up a copy of the Junior League’s award-winning Sweet Home Alabama, a handsome volume featuring “Food for Family and Friends from the Heart of the South.”

  


  Huntsville Depot & Museum became the new home for Santa’s Village in 2018 from November 19 to December 21. Previously the popular event had been at Alabama Constitution Village. Visitors can see a live reindeer, create a holiday craft, navigate the Icicle Maze, and visit Santa’s Workshop.


  As you drive around the area, check out the Von Braun Center (256-533-1953; vonbrauncenter.com) at 700 Monroe Street. This large multipurpose complex may well be hosting a concert, sporting event, or play you’d like to take in while in town. A major expansion set for completion in 2019 will add a 1,200-capacity Von Braun Center music venue with a new ballroom, outdoor terrace, meeting space, concourse, full-service kitchen, food and beverage venue, and extended parking facilities.


  Continue your self-driving tour through Huntsville’s Historic Twickenham District with more than 65 antebellum houses and churches. Architectural styles represented include federal, Greek revival, Italianate, Palladian, Gothic revival, and others. For a fine example of federal architecture, tour the Weeden House Museum (256-536-7718; weedenhousemuseum.com) at 300 Gates Avenue. Built in 1819, the home contains period antiques and features the work of Huntsville artist and poet Maria Howard Weeden, who lived here until her death in 1905. Her impressive body of work includes book illustrations, whimsical drawings, fascinating character studies, and portraits. History tours are offered from 10:30 a.m. to 11:45 a.m. Wed through Sat, with tours available at other times by appointment. Admission: adults $5; children (ages 12 and under) $3. No debit or credit cards accepted.


  On the square in downtown Huntsville, stop by Harrison Brothers Hardware Store (256-536-3631 or 866-533-3631; harrisonbrothershardware.com), located at 124 South Side Square. Here you can purchase marbles by the scoop, old-fashioned stick candy, cast-iron cookware, vintage mix-and-match silverplate flatware, and other merchandise that speaks of yesteryear. The store also features regional and locally handcrafted gifts. Historic Huntsville Foundation volunteers ring up sales on a 1907 cash register. The interior, with pot-bellied stove, ceiling fans, rolling ladders, barrels, tools, and antique safe, looks much as it did in 1879 when the store opened for business a few blocks away before moving to its permanent home on the square. Hours are 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat.


  Don’t miss Alabama Constitution Village (256-564-8100; earlyworks.com/alabama-constitution-village) just around the corner at 109 Gates Avenue. Entering at Franklin Street and Gates Avenue takes you back to 1819, when delegates met here to draft Alabama’s first constitution. Afterward, on a tour of the complex, you’ll see costumed guides going about their seasonal business of preserving summer’s fruits or making candles at hog-killing time.


  
    BEST ATTRACTIONS IN NORTHEAST ALABAMA

  


  
    Alabama Constitution Village, Huntsville


    

    Buck’s Pocket State Park, Grove Oak


    

    Burritt on the Mountain, Huntsville


    

    Cathedral Caverns, Grant


    

    DeSoto State Park, Fort Payne


    

    EarlyWorks, Huntsville


    

    Huntsville Museum of Art, Huntsville


    

    Lake Guntersville State Park, Guntersville


    

    Little River Canyon National Preserve, Fort Payne


    

    Noccalula Falls and Park, Gadsden


    

    Sequoyah Caverns & Ellis Homestead, Valley Head


    

    Town of Mentone


    

    US Space & Rocket Center, Huntsville


    
  


  Stop by the gift shop, with such unique items as “ugly jugs,” once used as containers for harmful substances. Hours are 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Sat year-round. Admission: adults $12; seniors and youth $10; toddlers $5.


  Kids—both young and old—love traveling back in time to the nineteenth century and exploring EarlyWorks Children’s History Museum, a hands-on history museum (256-564-8100; earlyworks.com/earlyworks-childrens-museum) at 404 Madison Street, where new adventures await around every corner. Special exhibits include an amazing 16-foot-tall tale-telling tree, giant-size musical instruments, and a 46-foot keelboat. Youngsters can dress up in vintage clothing and practice tasks that children in the “olden days” performed, and toddlers can milk a “pretend” cow and gather garden vegetables. Except for major holidays, hours run from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat. Special prices are available for combination tours of EarlyWorks with the historic Huntsville Depot and Alabama Constitution Village. Metered parking is available throughout the downtown area with handicapped parking on the Gates Avenue side. Learn more about this hands-on facility at earlyworks.com. Admission: adults $12; seniors and youth $10; toddlers (ages 1 to 3) $5.


  Don’t miss Monte Sano Mountain, which offers sweeping views of Huntsville and the surrounding Tennessee River valley. Burritt on the Mountain, a living-history museum (256-536-2882), at 3101 Burritt Drive, just off Monte Sano Boulevard, features 167 wooded acres with walking trails and picnicking facilities. At this living-history site, you’ll find a blacksmith shop, smokehouse, church, barnyard with live animals, and some log houses depicting rural life between 1850 and 1900. An X-shaped house, built in 1937 by Dr. William Henry Burritt, serves as the park’s focal point. Both a physician and gifted inventor who held 20 patents during his life, Burritt combined classical and Art Deco elements when he designed this unusual home.


  Inside you’ll see archaeological and restoration exhibits, clothing, toys, and displays on Huntsville’s history. One room features the paintings of local artists. Special events include Spring Farm Days, International Heritage Festival, fall festivals, and Candlelight Christmas. Admission prices are slightly higher for special events. The museum is open Tues through Sat, from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sun noon to 4 p.m. Nov through Mar. Summer hours are Tues through Sat, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun noon to 5 p.m. Admission: adults $10; seniors $9; children (ages 3– 18) $8. Visit burrittonthemountain.com.


  Dogwood Manor (256-859-3946) at 707 Chase Road makes a lovely base for exploring the Huntsville area. Valerie and Patrick Jones own this restored federal-style home, set on a sweeping lawn with century-old trees. The home’s builder once operated a thriving nursery here and shipped his plants all over the country. Patrick, an attorney, shares history about the home and the Chase community with interested guests.


  The couple reserves four charming rooms—appropriately named Dogwood, Magnolia, Azalea, and Rose—for overnight visitors and serves afternoon tea on request. The Devon Cottage offers two bedrooms, full kitchen, dining area, patio, garage, and much more. Valerie, a school counselor, prepares gourmet breakfasts, complemented by her own homemade breads and muffins. She often makes apple French toast, crumpets, and English scones. Moderate rates. Visit Dogwood Manor’s website at dogwoodmanorbandb.com.


  Across from Dogwood Manor’s driveway stands the North Alabama Railroad Museum (256-851-6276) at 694 Chase Road. The restored green-and-yellow Chase Depot houses a waiting room, freight room, and agent office filled with exhibits. Home of the Mercury and Chase Railroad and the country’s smallest union station, the facility now features a walk-through passenger train and more than 30 pieces of major railroading stock. The museum can be visited from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily, and a staff member is available each Wed and Sat from 8:30 a.m. to 2 p.m. The facility offers guided tours and excursion train rides. Children enjoy watching for the concrete animals staged along the track. In addition to regular trips, a Peter Cottontail Express, Pumpkin’ Pickin’ Train, and Santa Trail Special are also scheduled. Call for more information on schedules, fares, and reservations, or visit the website at northalabamarailroadmuseum.com for current happenings.


  
    A Tribute to Everybody’s Favorite Aunt


    For more than half a century, Eunice Merrell served what many considered the best country ham and homemade biscuits in the world. Former governor Fob James declared her biscuits “the best in Alabama,” and his proclamation made them the official state biscuit.


    Although Eunice (better known to her customers as “Aunt” Eunice) described her diner as “just a little greasy spoon,” the fame of her homemade biscuits made the Congressional Record in a tribute introduced by US Senator Howell Heflin, who represented Alabama.


    At Eunice’s Country Kitchen, you often had to wait a bit for a table or share one with someone else. Some people even kept their own favorite brand of jelly or preserves in Eunice’s refrigerator, retrieving it when the hot biscuits arrived, but most folks dipped into the honey or Sand Mountain sorghum on every table.


    In this small cafe that did a booming business with no advertising, it was customary to warm up your neighbors’ coffee if you got up to pour yourself a refill. In fact, when prospective candidates for office visited (this was a popular stop on political campaigns), Aunt Eunice expected them to follow protocol and wait on her customers; otherwise, they did not deserve the office to which they aspired—and she told them so.


    Look for an authentically replicated Eunice’s Country Kitchen at the Historic Huntsville Depot. You’ll see the cafe’s famous “Liars’ Table,” with its suspended wooden sign reserving it for politicians and preachers. (During a meal, Eunice sometimes presented customers with an official “Liar’s License,” permitting them to prevaricate “at any time or place without notice.”) Other memorabilia include favorite quotes and an extensive collection of autographed photos from governors, congressmen, actors, astronauts, sports figures, and even a president.


    Aunt Eunice, we miss you.

  


  For a lovely view and peaceful visit, head to Burritt on the Mountain at 3101 Burritt Drive Southeast. Overlooking the city of Huntsville, Burritt is situated on 167 acres atop Round Top Mountain. Burritt showcases area ecology and the lives of 1800s farmers. Interpreters in period dress give tours, answer questions, and demonstrate old-time farm life. Donated by Dr. William Henry Burritt, the site and his 1938 mansion tell the story of Dr. Burritt’s love of goat’s milk and homeopathic medicine. The mansion is considered one of Huntsville’s most unique and eccentric homes. Burritt’s nature trails are popular with geocachers who travel from around the world to explore Round Top Mountain and find interesting caches. Burritt on the Mountain is open Tues through Sat. 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sun, noon to 5 p.m. Admission is $10 for adults, $9 for seniors, $8 for students and children (ages 3 and up). For more information, call (256) 536-2882 or visit burrittonthemountain.com.


  
    alabamatrivia

  


  
    During its territorial and statehood days, Alabama had five capitals.

  


  Tennessee River Terrain


  

  From Huntsville take US 72 east to Scottsboro, home of First Monday, one of the South’s oldest and largest “trade days.” This outdoor market might feature anything from cast-iron skillets, church pews, and butter churns to gingham-checked sunbonnets and pocketknives—all displayed around the Jackson County Courthouse Square. Lasting from morning till dark, the event dates to the mid-1800s, when people met at the courthouse square on the day Circuit Court opened to visit as well as to trade horses, mules, and other livestock. The merry mix of folks who still come to browse, banter, and barter carry on a Southern tradition, and many have honed their trading techniques to a high level of skill. Although this event takes place on the first Monday of every month (plus the Saturday and Sunday preceding it), the Fourth of July and Labor Day weekends typically prove most popular.


  If you miss Scottsboro’s First Monday, you can console yourself by dipping into a chocolate milk shake, ice-cream soda, or banana split at Payne’s (256-574-2140), located at 101 East Laurel on the town square’s north side. This eatery occupies the site of a former drugstore dating from 1869. The interior, complete with old-fashioned soda fountain, features a black-and-white color scheme with red accents. You can perch on a bar stool, order a fountain Coke that’s mixed on the spot and served in a traditional Coca-Cola glass, and munch on a hot dog with red slaw straight from the original drugstore menu. Other options include Payne’s popular chicken salad and a variety of sandwiches. Hours are 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Wed; 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Thurs through Sat. To learn about the area’s history, visit the Scottsboro-Jackson Heritage Center (256-259-2122; sjhc.us), located at 208 South Houston Street. This neoclassical–style structure, built in 1881, houses some interesting exhibits, including Native American artifacts found on land later flooded by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and rare photographic displays depicting the early days of Skyline, a unique community north of Scottsboro.


  Behind the big house stands the small 1868 Jackson County Courthouse. Nearby, a pioneer village called Sage Town features a collection of authentic log structures that includes a cabin, schoolhouse, barn, and blacksmith shop, all filled with vintage items.


  The museum offers a wealth of genealogical materials, says Judi Weaver, who promotes archaeological awareness in her role as director. The facility focuses on the area’s history from the Paleo-Indian era through the 1930s. Special events include heritage festivals and art exhibitions. Hours are 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Fri, or by appointment. Arranged tours are offered Tues through Fri from 9 a.m. to 11 a.m. or by appointment. Donations are welcomed.


  If, after a plane trip, you’ve ever discovered yourself divorced from your bags and wondered about their final destination, it’s entirely possible that your lost luggage wound up at Scottsboro’s Unclaimed Baggage Center (256-259-1525), located at 509 West Willow Street (although your bags may have traveled instead to nearby Unclaimed Baggage in Boaz). At this unique outlet you can find such items as cameras, caviar, clothing, hammocks, hair dryers, jewelry, scuba gear, and ski equipment. The ever-changing merchandise from around the world also features baby strollers, books, briefcases, luggage, personal electronic devices, and high-tech equipment. Over one million items pass through the 40,000-square-foot store annually with about 60 percent being clothing.


  “We have to stay on top of technology to know what’s coming in here,” says a company executive. The diverse inventory of lost, found, and unclaimed items comes from various airlines to be sorted and offered for sale at reduced rates—20 to 80 percent or more off retail prices. In this shopping mecca, which now covers more than a city block, you can enjoy a mug of brewed Starbucks coffee, freshly-baked cookies, Barry’s Backcountry BBQ, or some Dippin Dots at the facility’s in-house cafe, called Cups Cafe.


  Business boomed here—even before Oprah spread the word on her TV show. The parking lot gets especially crowded on weekends, and car tags reveal shoppers from many states. Recent visitors also came from Ontario, Bavaria, New Zealand, South America, France, and England. Hours Mon through Fri, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.; Sat 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. Closed on Sun. The website is unclaimedbaggage.com.


  Be sure to stop by the Etc. store next to the main Unclaimed Baggage Center. With three floors of lost luggage for sale, Etc. offers surprise treasures as well, including a 4,000-square-foot area just for children and a popular Roll-Outs section where new finds arrive hourly.


  After sightseeing in the Scottsboro area, you can easily head south on State Route 79 toward Guntersville to take in some Marshall County attractions, or you can continue your loop northeast to Stevenson. Goose Pond Colony Resort (256-912-0592), a peninsula surrounded by the Tennessee River, is located five miles south of Scottsboro on State Route 79 at 417 Ed Hembree Drive and offers vacation cottages, picnic facilities, camping sites, swimming pool, marina and launching ramp, two 18-hole championship golf courses, restaurant, and nature/walking trail. Popular with both geese and golfers, the golf courses are noted for their beauty and design. Opened in 1971, the George Cobb-designed Lake Course at Goose Pond Colony Resort is known for its natural layout and views of the Tennessee River from every hole. A four-star rated course, the Lake Course has been honored as one of the top places to play in Alabama and the No. 1 public golf course in North Alabama. Built in 1994, Plantation Golf Course at Goose Pond Colony Resort has undergone many renovations over the years, including new MiniVerde greens. The course features open fairways and plenty of hazards. Now a Tee It Forward golf course, the Plantation Course is a joy for golfers of any expertise. For more information visit goosepond.org.


  The Docks Seafood and Steakhouse (256-574-3071), a restaurant on the grounds behind the swimming pool, offers a variety of seafood including Cajun fare with its signature shrimp and grits. The menu also features steak, Alaskan snow crab legs, and much more. You can dine on the deck with a fine view of the water. Some diners arrive by boat and tie up at the property’s private pier. The restaurant is open Tues through Thurs, 5 to 9 p.m.; Fri and Sat, 5 to 10 p.m. The bar opens at 4 p.m. Prices range from moderate to expensive. The Docks is a smoke-free facility.


  Before leaving this area, you may want to call the Mountain Lakes Chamber of Commerce (256-259-5500; mountainlakeschamberofcommerce.com) or stop by the headquarters at 407 East Willow Street to pick up brochures on various local and area attractions.


  Although you might find the tiny town of Pisgah on your road map, you won’t find Gorham’s Bluff (256-451-VIEW [8439])—yet. This traditional neighborhood community (inspired by Florida’s Seaside) offers travelers some stunning scenery, especially from the Overlook Pavilion, and accommodations at The Lodge. The property commands sweeping bluffside views of the Tennessee River. Travel and Leisure magazine chose Gorham’s Bluff for inclusion in “The 30 Great US Inns,” and Southern Living magazine voted the property “Most Romantic Spot in Alabama.”


  This lovely site remained undeveloped until Clara and Bill McGriff (a CPA still remembered by locals as a basketball star) started exploring their daughter Dawn’s idea of creating a brand-new, arts-oriented Appalachian town—a walking town with a strong sense of community where residents stop for front-porch chats. With each new home and resident, the McGriffs watch the family vision being translated to reality.


  “There is a peace that pervades this place,” says Clara, a former English teacher. “We feel it, and guests feel it.” The Lodge on Gorham’s Bluff gives guests ample opportunity to sample this serenity and beauty. Spacious suites, individually decorated by Clara (who also creates the beautiful floral arrangements), double sided fireplaces, and whirlpool tubs make accommodations even more inviting. Gorham’s Bluff also offers rental cottages.


  Hiking, biking, birding, rocking, reflecting, reading, and listening to classical music all rank as popular pastimes here. Dawn frequently schedules special events such as concerts, the Alabama Ballet’s summer residency, and storytelling.


  Sometime during your stay, slip up to the observation deck for a panoramic overview. Many visitors want to linger at Gorham’s Bluff forever. A quote from the guest book reads: “Forward our mail. We are not leaving.”


  Meals (enhanced by the property’s own fresh herbs) feature traditional Appalachian food—served with flair. Dinners are served with candlelight and white tablecloths as a pianist plays old and new favorites by request on Friday and Saturday nights. By reservation only, the lodge’s 30-seat dining room offers dinner for guests and the public nightly at 7 p.m. Dress is casual. Gorham’s Bluff is located in a dry county. Diners are invited to bring their own beer, wine, or spirits. Servers will cork and serve the wine without a corkage fee.


  From Pisgah, located on Jackson County Road 58, signs point the way to Gorham’s Bluff. Call for hours and specific directions or write the staff at 101 Gorham Drive/Gorham’s Bluff, Pisgah, AL 35765. Lodge rates range from moderate to deluxe. Make reservations for an evening or a weekend. You just may decide to become one of the town’s new residents. For more background or a map, visit gorhamsbluff.com or e-mail reservations@gorhamsbluff.com.


  To reach the Stevenson Railroad Depot Museum (256-437-3012), take US 72 and travel northwest. Near Stevenson turn at State Route 117 to go downtown. At 207 West Main Street, you’ll see the museum positioned between two railroad tracks. Look carefully before crossing the tracks because the Iron Horse still whizzes by. This railroad junction played a strategic role during the Civil War, and the museum director showed me an assortment of uniform buttons, coins, and other military items brought in by a resident who had dug them up nearby. The Stevenson Depot also contains displays of Native American artifacts, period costumes, early farm tools, and railroading history information.


  Each June the annual Stevenson Depot Days celebration commemorates the city’s past with a variety of family activities that might include an ice-cream social, spelling bee, pioneer breakfast, wagon ride to the nearby Civil War fort, square dancing, tour of homes, parade, old-fashioned street dance, and fireworks. The museum is open year-round Mon through Fri from 8 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. Admission is free.


  From Stevenson return to US 72 and continue to Bridgeport, in Alabama’s northeastern corner.


  
    TOP ANNUAL EVENTS IN NORTHEAST ALABAMA

  


  
    Siege of Bridgeport


    Bridgeport, fourth weekend of March


    (256) 437-8873 or (256) 495-1169


    siegeatbridgeport.com


    

    Art on the Lake


    Guntersville, third weekend of April


    (256) 571-7597


    artonthelake-guntersville.com


    

    Panoply Arts Festival


    Big Spring International Park, Huntsville


    Last full weekend of April


    (256) 519-2787


    artshuntsville.org


    

    Rock the River


    Gadsden, August


    (256) 543-2787


    culturalarts.com


    

    Stevenson Depot Days


    Stevenson, first full week of June


    (256) 437-3012


    stevensondepotdays.com


    

    World’s Longest Yard Sale


    Gadsden, Alabama, to West Unity, Ohio


    First Thursday through Sunday in August


    (800) 327-3945 or (931) 879-9948


    127sale.com


    

    St. William’s Seafood Festival


    Guntersville, early September


    (Labor Day weekend)


    (256) 582-4245


    stwilliamchurch.com


    

    Depot Days Festival


    Hartselle, September


    (256) 773-4370 or (800) 294-0692


    hartsellechamber.org


    

    Harvest Festival


    Boaz, early October


    (256) 593-8154


    boazareachamberofcommerce.com


    

    Heritage Day


    Attalla, October


    (256) 538-9986


    attallacity.org


    

    Mentone Fall Colorfest


    Mentone, third weekend of October


    (256) 634-0704


    mentonealabama.org


    

    Christmas at the Falls


    Noccalula Falls, Gadsden


    Thanksgiving through December


    (256) 549-4663


    Noccalulafallspark.com


    

    Galaxy of Lights


    Huntsville/Madison County


    Botanical Garden


    Thanksgiving through New Year’s Eve


    (256) 830-4447


    hsvbg.org


    
  


  Caves, Caverns & Canyons


  

  While exploring this region in June 1540, Spaniard Hernando de Soto and his crew chose this area for their entry into what is now Alabama. You might like to take a driving tour of Bridgeport, once called Jonesville but renamed in the 1850s for the railroad bridge that spans the Tennessee River.


  Drive through Kilpatrick Row Residential District and up bluff-based Battery Hill, the site of several Civil War battles, to see the lovely historic homes of Victorian vintage with turrets, fish-scale shingles, and wraparound porches.


  Russell Cave National Monument (256-495-2672), about eight miles west of Bridgeport, is located at 3729 Jackson County Road 98. Long before de Soto’s visit, the large limestone cave served as an archaic hotel for Native Americans traveling through the area about 9,000 years ago.


  The visitor center, in addition to housing a museum that displays weapons, tools, pottery, and other artifacts found in the cave, also offers several audio-visual presentations. After browsing through the museum, you can walk about 250 yards to the cave’s big opening at the base of craggy bluffs. A ranger-led tour takes you to the cave, where you can learn about how the occupants fed, clothed, and protected themselves.


  One of the century’s most significant archaeological finds, the relic-filled cave remained pretty much a secret until 1953 when some members of the Tennessee Archaeological Society discovered the history-rich shelter and alerted Smithsonian Institution officials, who collaborated with the National Geographic Society to conduct extensive excavations here. The National Park Service carried out more excavations in 1962. Their joint research revealed Russell Cave to be one of the longest, most complete, and well-preserved arch-aeological records in the eastern US. Radioactive carbon from early campfires placed human arrival between 6500 and 6145 BC. Remains of animal bones, tools, weapons, and pottery all helped archaeologists fit together portions of this ancient jigsaw puzzle. The evidence implies seasonal occupation, suggesting that various groups of early people wintered in Russell Cave, then moved on to hunt and live off the land during warm-weather months. Be sure to ask a ranger about a living-history demonstration.


  Except for Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day, you can visit Russell Cave from 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. seven days a week, and there’s no admission charge. For more information, write to park personnel at 3729 County Road 98, Bridgeport, AL 35740. Explore the cave on the Internet by clicking on nps.gov/ruca.


  One block off State Route 117 in the center of Valley Head stands Winston Place (256-635-6381 or 888-494-6786), a white-columned antebellum mansion owned by Leslie and Jim Bunch. Located two miles from Mentone, the property features a panoramic view of Lookout Mountain. Two levels of encircling porches with ferns, white wicker rocking chairs, and a nanny swing invite guests to relax and savor the setting. Built by William Overton Winston from Virginia, the circa-1831 home boasts a rich history. During the Civil War, Union officers occupied the home, and 30,000 soldiers camped on its grounds before leaving to fight at Chickamauga. Leslie, who shares anecdotes about her family home and its fascinating background, has amassed a collection of books and articles detailing Winston Place’s role in history.


  
    Exploring Cathedral Caverns


    Both Native Americans and Confederate soldiers used these caverns as a refuge, and Disney used them as a movie setting for Tom and Huck. Ensconced in Marshall County’s northeastern corner near the town of Grant, Cathedral Caverns (256-728-8193) opened as a state park in August 2000.


    You don’t have to assume a crouching position to enter because the opening to these caverns measures 125 feet wide by 25 feet high. Meandering along the lighted walkway takes you past Goliath, a massive stalagmite that appears to be a floor-to-ceiling column, and what are believed to be the world’s largest stalagmite forest and frozen waterfall. Besides stalagmites and stalactites, other cave features include drapery, soda straws (capillary tubes), all the common types of shields, and “just about any formation you can expect to find in a cave,” said a guide.


    The deeper you go into the cave’s interior, the more wondrous the surroundings. Before the grand finale, you’ll enter a magnificent chamber that soars to a height of 120 feet and presumably contains the largest flowstone wall in any commercial cave. Then, to top that off, the Cathedral Room features a staggering number of fanciful, stalagmitic formations. Beyond the portion open to the public lies a magnificent crystal room with stunning calcite configurations (or so they say).


    Former owner Jay Gurley, who died in 1996, dedicated much of his life and fortune to making the caverns accessible so others might share their wonder. His active involvement in developing the park spanned the period from 1952 until 1974 when he sold the property. Although the caverns were open from time to time after Gurley’s tenure, they closed in 1986, and the state bought the site in 1987. Inside the cave, a plaque acknowledges Gurley’s contribution and serves as a monument, as does the Jay Gurley Memorial Bridge that transports visitors across Mystery River.


    The river is aptly named because you can’t see where the stream comes from or where it goes. Normally placid, the river can reach a depth of 40 feet during flooding conditions when the swirling water becomes chocolate-colored.


    Bring a jacket (the temperature hovers at 57 to 60 degrees Fahrenheit) and jogging shoes. The 1.5-mile round-trip takes about an hour and 30 minutes. The 461-acre park includes hiking trails and camping facilities. Hours change seasonally. Call or check the schedule at alapark.com and follow the link to Cathedral Caverns. The park is open seven days a week from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Admission $18.50 for adults, $8 for children (ages 5 to 12 years).

  


  Previously selected for inclusion in National Geographic’s Small Town Getaways, Winston Place contains lovely period antiques and lends itself well to entertaining, just as its builder intended. Original outbuildings include servants’ quarters, a slanted-wall corncrib, and a smokehouse with hand-painted murals depicting the area’s history.


  
    alabamatrivia

  


  
    In Valley Head’s “triangle,” you can delve into the mystery of a vanished village at the Ruins of Battelle. For more background on this supposedly haunted site, click on tourdekalb.com.

  


  While immersing yourself in the home’s ambience, take time to see the tucked-away media room with Jim’s football awards—trophies, plaques, and photos. A former Alabama football All-American (whose mastery of the game took him to three Sugar Bowls and a Liberty Bowl), Jim played under legendary coach Bear Bryant.


  The couple offers six elegant suites for guests and a full breakfast, served in the dining room. Rates range from moderate to deluxe. Visit the property at virtualcities.com/al/winstonplace.htm or search Winston Place on the Internet.


  From Valley Head it’s a short but scenic drive up to Mentone, a charming hamlet perched on the brow of Lookout Mountain at the intersection of State Route 117 and DeKalb County Route 89. Once a fashionable summer resort town that flourished through the 1890s, Mentone attracted visitors from all over the country with its cool mountain temperatures, especially appealing in the days before air-conditioning. Shops, rustic and quaint, line the single main street.


  The name Mentone translates into “musical mountain spring,” appropriate because the town once boasted two springs—Mineral Springs and Beauty Springs—which were reputed to possess “strengthening and curative properties.” You might inquire about the dates of upcoming festivals because Mentone stages special events throughout the year.


  Take a break at The Wildflower Cafe (256-634-0066), located at 60078 Alabama State Road 117. The eatery offers espresso, cappuccino, and other specialty coffees and a variety of food choices from soups, sandwiches, and vegetarian dishes to gourmet pizzas and a casual gourmet dinner on weekends. Lunch hours are 11 a.m. to 2 p.m., Mon through Wed; 11 a.m. to 3 p.m., Thurs through Sat. Brunch is served on Sun from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. The Wildflower’s Country Store sells a variety of items including pottery, jewelry, local artwork, jams and jellies, candles, and other items. The Country Store is open Mon through Wed from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.; Thurs through Sat, 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.; and Sun from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Ask about the musical nights every Thurs through Sun. Standard to moderate.


  Take time to see St. Joseph’s on the Mountain, an unusually constructed Episcopal Church at 21145 Scenic Highway. Notice the log structure, dating to 1826, that serves as the central portion of this unusual church. North of the church on the mountain’s brow, you’ll find Eagle’s Nest, a massive rock formation overlooking Valley Head.


  After exploring the village, take a drive along the area’s meandering roads. You’ll see strategically placed destination markers nailed to trees and posts at junctions—these are quite helpful because the mountain terrain can prove confusing to newcomers.


  Tucked away at 651 County Road 644 stands Raven Haven (256-634-4310), a bed-and-breakfast perched atop Lookout Mountain. Owners Eleanor and Tony Teverino welcome travelers to share their 10 acres of nature and theme rooms: Queen Anne, Nautical, Casablanca, and Prairie Room—each with private bath.


  “Two things that drew us here were the beauty of the place and the people,” said Eleanor, who was born in Northern Ireland. “When I came to Mentone, it was very much like going back home.” The Teverinos hosted recent guests from Ireland, who compared some of Mentone’s narrow, boulder-flanked curves with “driving on the roads right back at home.”


  Eleanor whisks warm and wonderful pastries from her oven and prepares a delightful breakfast daily, complete with homemade jams. Served buffet style, the menu always features a main dish, fruit, and vegetable to get your day off to a good healthy start. From Scotch eggs to fried green tomatoes to sticky buns, each morning’s choices offer plenty of variety. A copy of The Raven Haven Cookbook makes a great souvenir. Afterward, you can trek through the woods and admire the wildflowers along the property’s quarter-mile walking trail. Standard rates. For more information on this hideaway, pay a visit to ravenhavenbandb.info.


  While driving through the area, you’ll pass a number of summer camps for youngsters. In fact boyhood days spent at one such camp called Cloudmont inspired local landowner Jack Jones to pursue his unlikely dream of creating a ski resort in Alabama. After buying Cloudmont in 1947, he started developing the property as a resort and opened “the southernmost ski resort in the country” in 1970. Cloudmont Ski and Golf Resort (256-634-4344), about three miles from Mentone on DeKalb County Road 89, is marked by a large roadside sign on the left. To reach the information center, take a left onto County Road 614 for a half mile or so. Besides skiing (and, yes, Mother Nature does get help from snow machines), this unique family enterprise offers golfing, hiking, fishing, and swimming for guests. Jack’s son Gary and his instructors have taught thousands of people to ski. Winter season at Cloudmont usually begins around mid-December and extends through March 15. It’s a good idea to call ahead and check on slope conditions. Better yet, visit cloudmont.com for lodging packages, schedules, rates, and information on current activities, which include golfing, horseback riding, and more at both Cloudmont and Shady Grove Dude Ranch. You can write the resort at PO Box 435, Mentone, AL 35984.


  
    alabamatrivia

  


  
    Alabama ranks 12th in the nation for attracting retirees, and 8th in the nation for attracting military retirees.

  


  While in this area, don’t miss the Sallie Howard Memorial Chapel, on County Road 165 located 6.7 miles from downtown Mentone and adjacent to DeSoto State Park. Dedicated in 1937, the chapel was built by Milford Howard as a tribute to his wife Sallie. A quote she reportedly wrote is written on one of the chapel’s beams: “God Has All Ways Been As Good To Me As I Would Let Him Be.” As he had requested, Milford Howard’s ashes were placed inside the giant rock in 1938 after his death. A 20-foot-tall boulder serves as the rear wall of the small church, and stones from Little River form the pulpit. Visitors often attend worship services held here each Sunday at 10 a.m.


  To more fully explore this area’s magnificent terrain, consider headquartering at DeSoto State Park (256-845-5380 or 800-568-8840; alapark.com/desotoresort) on County Road 89 at 7104 DeSoto Parkway Northeast, about seven miles from Mentone. You’ll find almost 5,000 acres of breathtaking beauty and glimpses of unspoiled nature at every turn. The gorgeous scenery around here makes it hard to concentrate on driving, but if you don’t, you might bash into one of the big weathered boulders that partially jut into the road.


  The park extends about forty miles along Little River, a unique waterway that runs its complete course on top of a mountain. Resort facilities include a stone lodge with large restaurant, chalets, cabins, nature trails, playgrounds, a store, and picnic areas. Miles of hiking trails, bordered by Queen Anne’s lace, blackberry vines, honeysuckle, and black-eyed Susans, beckon you to explore the terrain. The park’s wheelchair-accessible boardwalk attracts families and features a covered pavilion and waterfall view. Don’t miss spectacular DeSoto Falls (about seven miles northeast of the park’s information center), where water rushes over a dam to crash more than 100 feet before continuing its journey.


  About ten miles away in the park’s southern section, you’ll find the beginning of Little River Canyon National Preserve, the largest and one of the deepest chasms east of the Mississippi River. Stretching about sixteen miles, the canyon drops to depths of some 700 feet. Skirting the western rim, a canyon road offers breathtaking views of rugged bluffs, waterfalls, and the rushing river.


  Start your local exploration here at Little River Canyon Center, a great place to learn about the canyon’s incredible geography as well as other area attractions. Located on State Route 35 at 4322 Little River Canyon Parkway, just a few hundred yards from the bridge across Little River Falls, this $7 million facility represents a major commitment to environmental sustainability.


  Here, you can step out to the large rear deck for a sweeping view of the area, check out the multimedia exhibits about Little River Canyon, and stretch your legs on one of the short hiking trails. If buildings can multitask, this one gets an A+. More than a full-scale visitor center, the lodge-type facility is home base for Jacksonville State University’s Little River Canyon Field School, an instrumental force in environmental education in northeast Alabama. Also, it serves as National Park Service ranger headquarters for Little River Canyon National Preserve.


  Many recycled materials went into the construction of this interesting structure that relies on geothermal energy for heating and cooling. “It’s probably the greenest building in the state,” said Pete Conroy, Canyon Center director, who oversees JSU’s Environmental Policy and Information Center and Field Schools. The Visitor Center is open daily from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. For more information on the Canyon Center, call (256) 845-3548.


  Don’t miss Fort Payne, the stomping ground of award-collecting country music group Alabama and home to the redbrick Fort Payne Opera House at 510 North Gault Avenue. The building, which dates to 1889, has served as a vaudeville playhouse, a theater for silent movies, and an upholstery shop. The opera house is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and the National Register of Nineteenth-Century Theatres in America. Restored in 1969 the opera house now opens for special events and performances. Tours can be arranged by appointment. Call (256) 845-6888.


  The building on the opera house’s north side is home to the DeKalb County Hosiery Museum and the Richard C. Hunt Reception Hall. The hall’s interesting mural, entitled Harvest at Fort Payne, dates back to the Great Depression when President Franklin D. Roosevelt initiated the Work Projects Administration (WPA) to aid the unemployed. Harwood Steiger, an out-of-work artist from New York, received a commission to paint murals for Southern post offices, and this is one of his creations. Before its placement here, the mural was housed in the old post office building and later the DeKalb County Courthouse. Visitors to the hosiery museum can see early mill machinery and other exhibits as well as a video providing background on the industry that played a major role in the area’s history and economy. The Opera House and the Hosiery Museum are open Thurs through Sat from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. or by appointment by calling (256) 845-6888. For more information about DeKalb, contact the DeKalb County Tourist Association at (256) 845-3957.


  
    Visit Tigers for Tomorrow at Untamed Mountain


    For a walk on the wild side, head to Untamed Mountain, home of more than 175 animals ranging from the barnyard variety to exotic big cats. Located in the state’s northeastern corner about eight miles from Collinsville, this rescue preserve now serves as home base for Tigers for Tomorrow (TFT).


    When you arrive, say hello to Tootles and Zack (the camel and zebra greeters), who will be on hand to welcome you. Then head to the barnyard contact area and meet the sheep, llamas, emus, pigs, goats, and other creatures. Kids will love their encounters with these animals, and so will you.


    Nearby, you’ll see the carnivore compound, where more than 40 big cats, wolves, and bears roam about 18 acres in the sanctuary. Timber wolves Bear and Lakota may howl a hello to you. Handlers and keepers provide visitors with spontaneous interactions and give talks throughout the day. “This is the closest you will get to the big cats in a natural setting,” said Susan Steffens, TFT board treasurer.


    And how did this area become a habitat for tigers, lions, leopards, cougars, and other exotic animals, you ask? After Hurricanes Frances and Jeanne battered their South Florida home, Benny the leopard and Tinkerbell the Bengal tiger along with other cohorts made the move north to this 140-acre refuge. Here, they joined 25 other animal residents at the former Bluegrass Farm Sanctuary. The two operations later merged to become Tigers for Tomorrow at Untamed Mountain. Many
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  About the Author


  


  An award-winning journalist and photographer, Jackie Sheckler Finch has covered a wide array of topics—from birth to death, with all the joy and sorrow in between. She has written for numerous publications and is the editor of a nationally award-winning regional magazine. She is also the author of more than a dozen books and has been named the Mark Twain Travel Writer of the Year by the Midwest Travel Writers Association a record five times, in 1998, 2001, 2003, 2007, and 2012. She also belongs to the Society of American Travel Writers and the Midwest Travel Journalists Association. She shares her home with resident guard and entertainer, a rescued pooch named Pepper. One of her greatest joys is taking to the road to find the fascinating people and places that wait over the hill and around the next bend.
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