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    HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

  


  
    
      Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


      We welcome your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


      FalconGuides


      Reader Response/Editorial Department


      246 Goose Lane


      Guilford, CT 06437


      Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com


      Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  Introduction


  Some people call it the “Big Crescent,” others call it the “Third Coast,” but most everyone calls it paradise: Shimmering emerald green waters, brilliant pristine white beaches, calming black-water rivers, salt marshes, and tidal flats—they all make up the Gulf Coast.


  The Gulf Coast can truly be called a paradise for the lovers of the outdoors. With its subtropical climate, you can lose yourself in an endless variety of activities virtually year-round. Oh, there are some bumps in the road that I’ll discuss in a minute, but for the most part, it’s a great place to live and visit any time of year.


  Since moving to the Gulf Coast some thirty years ago, it has always been a dream of mine to drive the crescent from one side to the other, not on the interstates but the back roads through the small towns and villages that dot the coast. Little did I know that one day I would not only get that opportunity, but also do it while partaking in my favorite sport—hiking. When FalconGuides and I partnered to do this book, I knew I was in for an adventure and one that I wanted to share with all of you.


  There are five states that form the rim of the coast: from east to west—Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. The goal of this guide is to provide you with information on the forty best coastal hikes across these states. Of course, the word best is subjective. What’s best for one person may not be for you. I have tried to make this book as diverse as possible so that everyone will find a trail to their liking and then will want to go out and try the others.


  In this guide we will be covering hikes that fall between Tampa, Florida, and Corpus Christi, Texas—about 90 percent of the entire Gulf Coast. The treks within these pages are by no means all there is to hike on the Gulf Coast. I have also included “Honorable Mentions” at the end of each state’s section. These are other hikes along that state’s coastal area that I think you might like to check out. In the end I hope that this guide will inspire you to find the many other hiking adventures along the Gulf Coast.


  When talking about this area with locals and tourist officials, you may hear them refer to it as the “Third Coast.” That rubs some Chicagoans the wrong way, since up there many call the shores of the Great Lakes the “Third Coast.” But come on, really? A lake coast versus an ocean coast? I rest my case. (Sorry, just had to add a little friendly fuel to the fire of this ongoing rivalry.)


  The ecosystems of the Gulf are quite diverse. In south Texas we’ll hike through salt marshes and tidal flats; in north Texas and Louisiana, it’s marshes, wetlands, and cedar and tupelo swamps; in Mississippi and Alabama, slow-moving black-water rivers, expansive deltas, and transitional forests; and in Florida we’ll hike through scrub pine over ancient sand dunes and visit amazing sinkholes in what is known as a karst topography. Plus we will hike on some of the Gulf ’s famous barrier islands. These great long stretches of sand hold all of this fascinating ecosystem together like a picture frame by protecting the mainland from the battering of ocean waves and storms and providing habitat for thousands of different species of birds and wildlife.


  [image: An expansive view of the wetland from an observation deck along the Sabine Wetland Walkway (hike 31)]


  History


  The history of the Gulf Coast is a long one—over 180 million years long. That is when the supercontinent called Pangea began breaking apart. By the time this colossal jigsaw puzzle was finished rearranging itself, the Gulf was much larger than it is today. The first Gulf of Mexico would have stretched from Oklahoma all the way north to Arkansas, and Georgia would have had Gulf Coast beaches. (Florida was underwater at the time.)


  When it comes to the history of the region, all five states share a common thread. Each was inhabited thousands of years ago by Native Americans who first discovered the bounty this ocean had to offer. Europeans began exploring and settling the coast in the late 1400s, with the Spanish leading the parade. One of the first landings in Texas happened quite by accident. Ángel de Villafañe was sailing to Mexico but was shipwrecked on an island which we now know as Padre Island.


  [image: A great blue heron waits patiently for his photo to be taken along the Estuary Trail at Big Lagoon State Park, Florida.]


  Following a series of similar shipwrecks along the south Texas coast, Spain decided to look for a place where they could protect their fleet and shipping while being able to provide quicker assistance to shipwrecked sailors. Tristán de Luna y Arellano led an expedition to the north-central Gulf Coast looking for that safe harbor and landed in Pensacola Bay in 1559.


  It wasn’t long after that the French began to move in. Explorers like Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville and Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne helped the French create settlements and forts along the coast on Dauphin Island, Alabama, and in Ocean Springs, Mississippi.


  Through subsequent wars and treaties, the land of the north-central and east Gulf Coast passed through the hands of the Spanish, French, British, and then to the United States following the War of 1812. Most of the major cities that line the coast can claim to be a city of “Five Flags” (the Confederacy is counted as one of those flags). In Texas their allegiance was a bit different: Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the United States, and the Confederacy—six flags.


  The Gulf Coast has been in the news over the last few years, making new history. In the last ten years, the coast saw some of the deadliest and costliest hurricanes in US history come ashore (see the sidebar “5 ’n’ 10” in hike 22, Pirate’s Alley Nature Trail). More recently, and one I’m often asked about, is the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, better known to all of us on the coast as the BP Oil Spill, which is recognized as the worst such spill in US history.


  On April 20, 2010, an oil rig located 42 miles off the coast of Louisiana, the Deepwater Horizon, exploded, killing eleven rig workers. Deep below the surface in the cold darkness, cameras discovered that the drill and pipe were leaking oil and gas. The well wasn’t capped until July 15, eighty-seven days later. By then 4.9 billion barrels of oil had leaked into the Gulf.


  The results were devastating, both on the environment and on area businesses. Oyster beds were destroyed, fragile wetlands and marshlands were overtaken, birds covered in oil, nesting sea turtles threatened, fishing fleets closed. The cleanup was monumental, but today there is very little evidence that the spill occurred. Scientists from universities around the world, however, are keeping a close precautionary eye on the health of these waters.


  The Gulf and its people are resilient and have fought back from these setbacks, and I’m here to tell you, the Gulf Coast is back, better than ever, and open for business.


  Flora and Fauna


  The ecosystem of the Gulf Coast is extremely diverse and often fragile. Many species of endangered or threatened animals and birds call the beaches and back bays of the Gulf home.


  Along the thousands of miles of barrier islands, the loggerhead and Kemp’s ridley sea turtles come to nest. Baby turtles have a hard enough time making a go of it without losing their habitat to condominiums and beach houses. The turtles lay their eggs high above the tide level on the white Gulf beaches. When they hatch it’s a mad dash to the Gulf where, if they’re lucky, they will make it through the gauntlet of predator fish who love to feast on the young hatchlings. Combine this with the disappearance of their nesting grounds and it’s clear why the turtles are endangered. Thankfully local towns and volunteers, as well as state and federal agencies, are teaming up to protect the nesting grounds and help the sea turtle make a comeback.


  A couple other reptiles that are endangered who call the Gulf region home are strange bedfellows: the gopher tortoise and the eastern indigo snake. Both thrive in longleaf pine forests, but the destruction of these forests for lumber has left the duo without a place to go. The gopher tortoise burrows into the soft sandy ground to make its home. The indigo snake actually lives in the burrow with the tortoise. There is a good chance you will see the gopher tortoise at some time during your hikes through the pines. The indigo, not so much. Their numbers are small. Many people mistake black racers for the indigo but there is a difference—the racer has scaly skin, the indigo smooth skin.


  A couple of birds that are trying to make a comeback that you may be able to see along these trails are the Florida scrub-jay and the whooping crane. The crane frequents the south Texas area and Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. Their numbers are few, with only just over 400 remaining, but the good news is that population is slowly, ever so slowly, trying to come back (see hike 38, Heron Flats Loop).


  [image: The red berries of yaupon holly brighten the Jeff Friend / Centennial Trail (hike 14).]


  The Florida scrub-jay is the state’s only endemic bird and is completely reliant on scrub forests to survive. A scrub forest is one of Florida’s most unique ecosystems and is found in the state’s coastal regions and along the tops of sand ridges. The forest is characterized by dwarf and scrub oak trees such as the sand live oak, myrtle oak, and Chapman’s oak, with large patches of barren white sand interspersed with a few pines, palms, and saw palmetto.


  Of course, from Texas to Florida there is an abundance of white-tailed deer, armadillo, raccoon, marsh and cottontail rabbits, bobcat, coyote, and, well, you get the picture. There are some wildlife you’ll find from one end of the Gulf to the other you don’t want to mess with—ticks, mosquitoes, and yellow flies. Remember, many of the trails in this book travel along water features, and you are bound to get eaten alive at some point or another by mosquitoes and have a few ticks tag along for the ride. You will encounter these mainly in summer, but with our damp, mild falls and winters, they can pop out at any time. Carry the insect repellant and you will be fine.


  Yellow flies, on the other hand, are a real bother. These large, yellow, biting flies are ferocious in the heat of summer, leaving large welts on your skin, and to make matters worse, they swarm. There isn’t anything I’ve found to stop these bugs from biting. Most of the time I would rather reschedule a hike when it’s yellow fly season.


  An animal that everyone wants to see is the American alligator. You will have plenty of opportunities to view one up close and personal on many of these hikes. Just remember, alligators are naturally afraid of humans and will for the most part slide out of the way. Now if people have been feeding them, that changes the rules. They may seem slow at first, but an alligator has remarkable speed on land for a short distance so don’t underestimate them. And please, heed the warnings posted at the parks and refuges and in the hike descriptions within, especially concerning the safety of your children and pets.


  What amazes people most when they hike the trails of the Gulf Coast is that only the slightest change in elevation, from a few inches to a few feet, changes the habitat. Great examples of this can be seen along the Rocky Bayou Double Loop (hike 8), where along the banks of a stream you will descend down to the stream and wetland and in a few feet go from a scrub pine forest to a coastal flatwood forest, or on the Pine Beach Trail in Alabama (hike 13), where you start the hike in a maritime forest, transition to a wetland, then wind up on the dunes of the Gulf of Mexico, all in less than a mile.


  You will see a lot of shrubbery with red or purple berries as you walk from state to state. The American beautyberry is prevalent along the trails, with its distinctive clusters of glossy, iridescent purple berries hugging its branches. Same with yaupon holly and its ever-present bright red berries.


  In the marshes and wetlands there is plenty of flowering prickly pear cactus, some sharp Spanish dagger plants, and glasswort. A glasswort looks a lot like asparagus, only shorter, and grows in salt marshes. The plant is unique in that it can actually convert saltwater from its brackish environment into freshwater, then stores it in its stems.


  My advice is to get yourself a good wildflower and plant guide. There literally isn’t enough room here to tell you about all of the wonderful plants you will see as you hike the Gulf Coast.


  Weather


  The entire Gulf Coast from Corpus Christi to Tampa is located in the subtropics. Summertime temperatures average a high of 90° to 95°F, with lows between 70° and 75°F. Wintertime temperatures average daytime highs between 65° and 70°F and lows in the low 40s. That is not to say the coast doesn’t get cold. Temperatures do on occasion drop below freezing—even into single digits—but those days are few and far between.


  That sounds all nice and, well, tropical, but with it comes some weather extremes. Now please, don’t let this discourage you from hiking the Gulf Coast. These are just some of the weather issues you need to be aware of to have a safe hike.


  Of course, there is the heat. You will notice that most of the hikes in this book suggest the best time to hike them is from fall to spring. That is not to say you can’t hike them in the summer, but be aware that temperatures often cruise to 100°F. Combine that with high humidity and the heat index is off the scale. Many of these trails, especially in Florida and Texas, have little to no cover, so take precautions by wearing something to protect your head, use sunscreen, and drink plenty of fluids. And if the heat index does get that high, remember, the trail will be there another day so reschedule.


  The one thing most people are concerned with is hurricanes. Hurricane season generally runs from June 1 to November 30—generally. Some pretty significant storms have hit the coast before and after those dates.


  Over the last ten years, the Gulf Coast has experienced five of the costliest and deadliest storms on record. But don’t let that frighten you off. With a few exceptions, storms begin off the coast of Africa and take a week or so to cross before we even know if they will enter the Gulf or not, so you have plenty of time to make plans. Once a hurricane is in the Gulf, it’s time to keep your eyes and ears open and be ready at a moment’s notice to evacuate.


  The Gulf Coast is also known for its severe summer thunderstorms that can dump inches of rain in a matter of hours. These storms pop up frequently in the heat of the afternoon, with dangerous lightning and strong winds. Again, just be prepared, keep up with the weather forecast and the weather radio, and enjoy the trails!


  Restrictions and Regulations


  Considering how fragile the coastal environment can be, it’s fair to say that local, state, and federal officials do a pretty good job of protecting it while still giving visitors ample recreational opportunity to explore. While I have listed specific regulations for each hike within each listing, things do change. Please do your part and pick up a park regulation brochure when you arrive at your destination and review it for any changes.


  The trails in this book are all day hikes, but some of those do allow trailside or backcountry camping where you can pack your gear in and spend the night in a fascinating swamp or along a bayou. Those that do are noted in the trail descriptions.


  All state parks have primitive camping areas for tents and what are called “improved campsites” that have their own water spigot and electrical outlets. Reservations are not required for primitive campsites but are highly recommended for improved or ocean-side sites. Reservations are usually accepted up to twelve months in advance. Generally speaking, up to eight people are allowed per site. Fees and additional regulations may apply, so be sure to check at the ranger station of each park for details or the website noted in the text.


  There are a few national wildlife refuges and national parks that allow camping, such as Davis Bayou (hike 21) and Fort Pickens (hike 9). Once again, these sites are noted in the text.


  Small day-use fees are required at all state parks. One national park, Fort Pickens, charges a per person fee; however, that fee allows you access to the park for seven days.


  [image: A palmetto pathway along the Ochlockonee River Loop (hike 7)]


  With only a few exceptions, dogs are welcomed on the trails described here, and those that do not allow pets are noted in each hike. All pets must be on a leash no longer than 6 feet at all times. And for those trails where dogs are permitted, consider your environment before bringing them. Pets and alligators don’t mix, and if you’re walking a narrow trail along a bayou, they could be in danger. I have noted these warnings in the text where they apply.


  For the most part, hunting is not a problem for the trails described in this book. Hunting is allowed on some wildlife refuges in Texas, but the trails are not within hunt areas. Hunting is allowed in two Texas state parks, Sea Rim and Brazos Bend (hikes 32, 34, and 35); Cedar Key Scrub State Preserve in Florida (hike 4); and the Perdido River Trail (hike 11) in Alabama. Check dates for closings online. For Texas visit tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/parks/things-to-do/hunting; Florida, myfwc.com/hunting/season-dates; and Alabama, outdooralabama.com.


  How to Use This Guide


  This guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive any hike along the Gulf Coast. To assist in your hiking choices, the coast has been divided into the states covered—Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. To aid in quick decision-making, we start each hike chapter with a short summary to give you a taste of the hiking adventure to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises the route has to offer. If your interest is piqued, read on; if it isn’t, skip to the next hike.


  The hike specifications that follow are fairly self-explanatory. Here you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located, hike distance, hiking time, difficulty rating, type of trail terrain, best seasons to hike, what other trail users you may encounter, canine compatibility, land status, nearest town, whether fees or permits are required, trail schedule, available maps, and trail contacts where you can get updates on trail conditions. “Finding the trailhead” provides dependable directions from a nearby city right down to where you’ll want to park and includes GPS coordinates.


  “The Hike” is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it has been carefully researched and my impression of the trail is noted here. While it’s impossible to cover everything, you can rest assured that we won’t miss what’s important. “Miles and Directions” provide mileage cues to identify turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.


  The “Hike Information” section at the end of each hike is a hodgepodge of information. Here we’ll tell you where to stay, where to eat, and what else to see while you’re hiking in the area.


  The Honorable Mentions are hikes that didn’t make the cut. In many cases it’s not because they aren’t great hikes, but they may be overcrowded or environmentally sensitive to heavy traffic. Be sure to read through these. A jewel might be lurking among them.


  How to Use the Maps


  Overview Map


  This map shows the location of all the hikes described in this book, so you can choose a hike based on geography or see which hikes are nearby. You can find your way to the start of the hike from the nearest sizable town or city. Coupled with the detailed directions provided in the “Finding the trailhead” entries, these maps should visually lead you to where you need to be for each hike.


  Route Map


  This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, towns, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.
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    Florida


    They don’t call it the Sunshine State for nothing. Hiking and outdoor recreation of any kind is a pleasure in Florida most any time of the year anywhere you travel. Of course, there are caveats to that statement that I’ll discuss in a moment.


    The Florida Gulf Coast is divvied up into “sub-coasts” mainly for tourist purposes, but the trails we will explore in this guide fit neatly into each “coast.” The hikes are scattered about Florida’s Gulf Coast from Tampa to Pensacola. That takes in a lot of different environments to explore and discover.


    The Tampa Bay area is on what is called the “Cultural Coast,” having been recognized as the cultural center of the state since the early 1920s. This area is a large 400-square-mile estuary. Red, black, and white mangroves cling to the banks of saltwater bays and marshes, shoring up the coastline from erosion and providing nesting for birds. Salt marshes and mudflats provide additional shoreline protection from severe Gulf storms and is prime habitat for clams, crabs, and thousands of migratory, wading, and shore birds. Some of the hikes we’ll explore in this region include Robinson Preserve (hike 1) and the Osprey-Pelican Loop (hike 2).


    The “Nature Coast,” or what used to be called the “Big Bend,” is aptly named. This is the place for outdoor recreation, with an abundance of paddling, biking, snorkeling, and hiking opportunities. For hiking this area from Citrus to Wakulla Counties is characterized to the south by scrub forests, one of Florida’s most unique ecosystems, with dwarf and scrub oak trees and large patches of barren white sand interspersed with a few pines, palms, and saw palmettos. To the north, coastal marshes and tidal creeks provide a thriving habitat for birds and wildlife. One of those is the endangered Florida scrub-jay that needs a scrub environment to survive.


    Just a little farther away from the coast to the north is an amazing natural wonder called the Woodville Karst. This is a series of watery sinkholes and caves created by a process called karst where surface water erodes the soft limestone underground, forming this intricate series of underground, and watery, passages.


    We’ll explore the environments of the Nature Coast along the Cedar Key Scrub Nature Trail (hike 4), Lighthouse Levee (hike 5), and Leon Sinks (hike 6).


    Finally there is the “Emerald Coast,” again an aptly named area from Pensacola to Apalachicola where the Gulf waters are an amazing shade of emerald green, which is only enhanced and deepened by the brilliant white beaches. The sand contains Appalachian quartz that has washed down from the mountains far to the north. This gives the beaches that beautiful sugary appearance, and many say that they are most stunningly beautiful beaches in the world. Chances to experience life as a beachcomber come with the Estuary Trail at Big Lagoon State Park (hike 10) and Fort Pickens (hike 9).


    The Emerald Coast is also home to the extreme eastern edge of the Gulf Islands National Seashore, a 160-mile stretch of barrier islands that begin in Mississippi on Cat Island and end here just east of Pensacola. These fragile islands protect the mainland from the ferocious Gulf storms that would otherwise destroy the coastline and provide habitat for hundreds of species of wildlife.


    As I said, the weather along Florida’s Gulf Coast is nearly perfect. In the Tampa area at the easternmost end of our excursions, the temperatures range from a high of 70°F and a low of 52°F in January to a high of 90°F and low of 75°F in July. The heaviest rain usually comes in August, when the hot, humid Gulf air kicks up those famous Gulf Coast afternoon rainstorms.


    To the north from Pensacola to Apalachicola, temperatures run a little cooler, just a little, from a high of 63°F and a low of 41°F in January to a high of 90°F and low of 73°F in July. Again the heaviest rainfall comes in August, averaging around 8 inches a year. Just remember that the humidity can rise dangerously high in the summertime throughout the state, causing the heat index to rise over 100°F.


    Now there are the extremes. First, those pesky hurricanes. From listening to the news, you would think that Florida is a magnet for hurricanes, but consider how large the state is and that it is bordered by the Atlantic Ocean on the east coast, the Gulf of Mexico on the west coast, and the Caribbean to the south. It’s just in a bad place.


    Hurricane season generally runs from June to November, but hurricanes can pop up outside of that window. Just check the local weather wherever you hike to keep up with any tropical depressions or hurricanes that have formed and heed the advice of local emergency officials, and you will be fine.

  


  

  
    1Robinson Preserve Loop


    The Robinson Preserve Loop is an amazing walk over dirt and gravel footpaths and elevated boardwalks through wetlands teeming with birds like great blue heron, egret, wood stork, dowitcher, and the beautiful red-hued roseate spoonbill. The walk is highlighted by a bird’s-eye view of the wetlands from atop a five-story observation tower.


    

    Start: Robinson Preserve trailhead on northwest side of parking lot

    Distance: 3.3-mile loop

    Hiking time: About 2 hours

    Difficulty: Easy over level terrain

    Trail surface: Gravel path, boardwalk, pavement

    Best seasons: Year-round

    Other trail users: Joggers, cyclists

    Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

    Land status: City preserve

    Nearest town: Bradenton

    Fees and permits: None

    Schedule: Year-round; summer hours 6:30 a.m. to sunset, fall–spring 8 a.m. to sunset

    Maps: USGS Anna Maria, FL

    Trail contact: Manatee Board of County Commissioners, PO Box 1000, 1112 Manatee Ave., Bradenton, FL 34205; (941) 748-4501; mymanatee.org/home/government/departments/parks-and-recreation/natural-resources/preserves/robinson-preserve.html


    Finding the trailhead: From the intersection of FL 64 and 75th Street SW in Bradenton, take 75th Street W north 0.7 mile. Turn left onto 9th Avenue NW. Travel 1.5 miles and turn right onto 99th Street NW. Travel 0.5 mile. The entrance gate will be on the left. Continue straight through the gate about 0.25 mile to the parking lot. The trailhead is on the northwest side of the parking lot. GPS: N27 30.846' / W82 39.711'

  


  The Hike


  Along the banks of Tampa Bay is a 487-acre tract of land that at one time was nothing more than “disturbed farmland.” There was nothing here except acres of invasive species of plants like Australian pine and Brazilian pepper trees. But in 2008 that all changed.


  The owners of the property, the Robinson family, had plans to convert the land into an eighteen-hole golf course and subdivision, but being conservationists at heart, they decided at the last minute to change their mind. With funding in part by Manatee County, the Florida Forever program, Florida Fish and Wildlife, the US Army Corps of Engineers, and the US Environmental Protection Agency, and a lot of back-breaking work by what Manatee County officials call “legions of volunteers,” the land went through a miraculous transformation and became known as Robinson Preserve.


  Today the preserve boasts over 3 miles of paddling trails that take kayakers to the Manatee River and Perico and Palma Sola Bays; 3 miles of paved walking, biking, and fitness trails; and over 5 miles of hiking trails over a shell footpath with six boardwalks. The Robinson Preserve Loop described here is only a subset of the trails in the preserve, and you are encouraged to wander about and take in the sights and sounds—and there’s plenty to take in.


  This 3.3-mile loop winds its way through a salt marsh and saltern ecosystem. A saltern is a series of saltwater ponds that gradually evaporate, leaving only salt. Ponds like these were the source of salt for humans in prehistoric times, and even today salterns are still used in parts of the world. Hiking this trail on a sunny day with deep blue skies and puffy white clouds is a photographers dream as they shine down on the many reflective surfaces.


  Walking along the banks of the ponds and marshes, you will be treated to beautiful wildflowers like black-eyed Susan, Indian blanket, and a tunnel of butterfly-loving sea myrtle through a mangrove stand and swamp. Walk quietly and you’ll see many shore- and seabirds including black-bellied plover, willet, wood stork, least tern, Florida scrub-jay, and the roseate spoonbill with its beautiful pink plumage. Osprey nests dot the horizon. As the trail makes its way to the banks of Tampa Bay, you will be sharing the path with fiddler crabs and there is a good chance that you’ll cross paths with black racer snakes and a gopher tortoise or two.


  Two highlights of the trail include a 0.1-mile-long boardwalk with remarkable views of one of the ponds and bayou, and a 54-foot-tall observation tower. From atop the tower you will get an expansive view of the preserve plus four counties and Tampa Bay with the Sunshine Skyway Bridge on the horizon.


  The last leg of the trail uses a section of the paved fitness trail. Along this route you will pass exercise shelters where you can do pull-ups, chin-ups, and any number of exercises—or just sit in the shade and relax. Each station has an informational sign that tells you how to correctly do the exercise at that station.


  Robinson Preserve is a very popular park, so most of the time you won’t be alone when you walk. The best time to hit the trail is first thing in the morning when the park opens.


  Oh, and don’t forget to stop by the Valentine House during your visit. This is a 125-year-old house that was moved onto the property and is now the preserve’s visitor center. The many volunteers who staff the center and keep the trails clean are extremely friendly and helpful. It shows that they truly love Robinson Preserve, as I’m sure you will.


  [image: A walk high above a bayou, the park’s observation tower in the distance]


  Miles and Directions


  
    
      	
        0.0

      

      	
        Start at the parking lot and head northwest. In 300 feet arrive at the trailhead kiosk. If you have your dog with you, pick up a dog waste bag at the station to pack out any mess. The trail is paved here. Two ponds flank the trail on either side.

      
    


    
      	
        0.2

      

      	
        A wide dirt/gravel path comes in from the right (north). This is part of the Osprey Trail. Turn right here off the paved route onto the Osprey Trail and head north.

      
    


    
      	
        0.4

      

      	
        Come to a Y. The right fork goes to a campground. Take the left fork (north). A sign here says “Tower .2 Mile.”

      
    


    
      	
        0.5

      

      	
        Come to a Y with a trailside shelter and benches. The right fork skips the tower and rejoins the tower section of the trail at 0.9 mile. Take the left fork to head to the tower.

      
    


    
      	
        0.6

      

      	
        Arrive at a boardwalk that takes you to the observation tower. In less than 0.1 mile, arrive at the tower. When you’re finished viewing, return to the boardwalk and at the end turn left (northeast) onto the gravel path.

      
    


    
      	
        0.9

      

      	
        Arrive back at the main trail. Turn left (north). In a few yards cross a bayou over a long boardwalk. After the boardwalk the trail ducks into a forest of mangroves, palms, and palmettos.

      
    


    
      	
        1.1

      

      	
        Cross a 0.1-mile-long boardwalk over a bayou next to the park’s canoe trail. You will pass a canoe landing on your left (south) and have great views of the tower reflecting in the water as well as paddlers plying the water and many species of birds.

      
    


    
      	
        1.2

      

      	
        As the trail bends to the west, pass a picnic table on your right (north). Along this section expect nice views of the bayou to your left (south) and the Manatee River and Tampa Bay on your right (north).

      
    


    
      	
        1.3

      

      	
        Pass a short side trail to the right (north). The trail leads to a small beach on the bay, and you’ll have a view of the Sunshine Skyway Bridge in the distance. There are signs along the canoe trail that is on your left warning paddlers of strong currents.

      
    


    
      	
        1.4

      

      	
        After crossing a boardwalk, pass through a cave of mangrove trees and sea myrtle.

      
    


    
      	
        1.5

      

      	
        Cross a short boardwalk. The trail is much more enclosed and shady here.

      
    


    
      	
        1.6

      

      	
        Cross an inlet from the bay over a long boardwalk.

      
    


    
      	
        1.8

      

      	
        Come to an intersection. Straight is a primitive trail; to the right (north) is a 100-foot side trail to the bay with some nice views at the end. When done, return to the intersection and head south.

      
    


    
      	
        2.2

      

      	
        Pass a trail on the left (east); continue straight to the south.

      
    


    
      	
        2.5

      

      	
        Cross over a bridge and pass a side trail to the left (east) that leads to a fishing pier. There is also a shelter with a bench and information sign on doing crunches. In less than 0.1 mile, the gravel path intersects with the paved preserve road. A sign here reads “To main entrance” and points to the left (northeast). Turn left onto the paved road.

      
    


    
      	
        2.7

      

      	
        Pass another shelter with a bench and pull-up bar with information on how to do pull-ups. There is a nice view of the lake here as well.

      
    


    
      	
        2.9

      

      	
        Pass another shelter with an information sign on how to warm up for exercising.

      
    


    
      	
        3.2

      

      	
        Pass the turnoff you made at mile 0.2. Continue straight (east).

      
    


    
      	
        3.3

      

      	
        Arrive back at the trailhead.
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  Hike Information


  Local Information: City of Bradenton, 101 Old Main St. W, Bradenton, FL 34205-7865; (941) 932-9400; cityofbradenton.com

  Local Events/Attractions: Boo Fest, 8100 Lakewood Branch Blvd., Bradenton; lwrcac.com. Held the Friday before Halloween, Boo Fest transform Main Street Bradenton into a family-friendly “spooktacular” with scarecrows, haunted houses, graveyards, and
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    3Churchhouse Hammock Trail
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  [image: American Hiking Society As a national voice for hikers, American Hiking Society works every day: • Building and maintaining hiking trails • Educating and supporting hikers by providing information and resources • Supporting hiking and trail organizations nationwide • Speaking for hikers in the halls of Congress and with federal land managers Whether you’re a casual hiker or a seasoned backpacker, become a member of American Hiking Society and join the national hiking community! You’ll enjoy great member benefits and help preserve the nation’s hiking trails, so tomorrow’s hike is even better than today’s. We invite you to join us now! www.AmericanHiking.org • info@AmericanHiking.org]
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A great blue heron waits patiently for his photo to be taken along the Estuary Trail at Big
Lagoon State Park, Florida.
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