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A revelation for hikers. 
Mashour knows the  

backcountry of Florida like 
few others.”

—Robert Silk, author of An Ecotourist’s Guide to the 
Everglades and the Florida Keys

“Provides detailed trail  
directions, a descriptive sense  
of each ecosystem, and don’t-
miss highlights.”

—Michal Strutin, author of Florida State Parks: A 
Complete Recreation Guide
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Terri Mashour

is a second-generation Florida native from Jacksonville.
She has contributed articles to Footprint magazine of the 
Florida Trail Association, the Ponte Vedra Recorder, and 
Forest Policy and Economics journal. 
	 With	her	sister,	she	cofounded	www.fun4firstcoast-
kids.com, and she reviews the top places to hike, camp, 
and get out into nature in and around Jacksonville for 
the website’s blog. 
 She has received two master’s degrees from the 
University of Florida, one in forest resources and con-
servation and a second in ecological restoration. Before 
taking a brief career break to care for her young chil-
dren, she worked almost a decade in Florida’s forests, 
swamps, sandhills, and prairies as a land management 
planner and land management specialist with the St. 
Johns River Water Management District. She proudly 
earned	her	Florida	Certified	Burner	certification	while	
seven months pregnant and has participated in almost 
100	burns	or	wildfires.
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What inspired you to write a book about Florida’s backcountry 
trails?

I thought it was difficult to breast pump in the woods and on the fireline and spend 
the night on wildfires, so I decided to stay home with my 6-month-old daughter. 
This book helped me get “back to the woods.”

What makes the water management district properties stand 
out from other Florida trails? 

The water management district trails are complete wilderness with no gate keeper 
and many times no signs on the main road. This is true Florida wilderness—the Old 
Florida country!

You gave professionally guided hikes with Gainesville Eco-
tours and you are also a former land management specialist. 
Do you have any cherished moments from these experiences?

My most memorable experiences are those with our beloved Florida black bears. 
Once I hiked and one ran away from me. On easements I saw them frequently. At 
Lake George we saw them in early mornings. I hope to protect bear habitat by  
inspiring conservation.

author of

Backcountry Trails of Florida
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What was one of the aspects you enjoyed most about your 
work?

I was a woman in the woods working predominantly with men. I remember  
working late nights on the Burnt Island Road Fire with Danny Mills and all the staff 
on the fire. We worked all day and into the night, refilling our brush trucks with 
water over and over until the fire was cool enough to leave for the evening. State 
land management staff is some of the most dedicated, intelligent, field savvy, and 
forest and fire educated workers in the entire United States and I was proud to 
work alongside them every day in the woods.

Which area is your favorite to explore?

My favorite water management district trail is Julington Durbin Preserve in  
Jacksonville. It has Durbin Creek, restored sandhills that I helped burn many times, 
including one of my check out burns to earn my Florida Prescribed Burner  
certification.

Ecotours and hiking trails offer a great alternative to many of 
Florida’s more popular tourist attractions like the beach and 
amusement parks. What would you say is the main benefit 
offered by these backcountry trails? 

Being in nature is entertaining, relaxing, and peaceful. Hiking, fishing, and similar 
activities are fun and educational. Camping is inexpensive at $20 a night or even 
free on district lands. Food is cheap and yummy over the campfire! 

What advice do you have for novice hikers? 

Novice hikers should hike with a friend or tell someone where they are going. 
Bring a bell for bears and be prepared for long hikes that reward patience with 
breathtaking, wild views. Beware of snakes, fire, and insects, and be safe.

What do you hope that readers will take away from your 
book?

That women can work in the woods with fire and alongside cowboys, too. That 
these islands and corridors are important to conserve habitat and water in rapidly 
growing Florida. That there is still wilderness, panthers, bears, and wild wonder in 
Florida.
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Northwest District

The Northwest Florida Water Management District is the most rural 
of all five water management districts. From just east of Tallahassee 
west to the Florida/Alabama line, and from the Alabama and Georgia 
borders south to the Gulf of Mexico, its border is the panhandle of Flor-
ida, with 16 counties in its region. The district is 11,305 square miles 
in area, and conservation lands protect several major drainage basins: 
Perdido River and Bay System, Pensacola Bay System (Escambia, Black-
water, and Yellow rivers), Choctawatchee River and Bay System, St. An-
drew Bay System, Apalachicola River and Bay System, and St. Marks 
River Basin (Wakulla River). It hosts 270 of the more than 700 Florida 
springs, balances agriculture lands, promotes water conservation and 
reuse/reclaimed water systems, and provides flood protection maps 
and guidance to residents.
 Although this district is low in population and development, it 
is not absolved from its share of water resource issues. With water 
bodies crossing the borders of multiple states, the district works to 
manage water needs of Florida, Georgia, and Alabama in what have 
been historically deemed, “water wars.” For example, the Flint River 
and reservoir in Atlanta is utilized to provide drinking water for all 
of metro Atlanta; therefore, water resource managers in Atlanta are 
interested in holding back water for Atlanta residents. However, the 
reservoir outputs into the Flint River, which flows into Alabama, 
where water is needed for tourism. It flows on into Florida and out 
into the Apalachicola Bay, which needs a certain amount of freshwa-
ter for a delicate salinity balance to manage the huge shellfish indus-
try on which those small businesses rely. This district helps manage 
those issues and others, including water quality, water supply, oil 
spills, and habitat loss in its quest to manage water for the people of 
the State of Florida.
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 Hiking in this region is hosted on long, linear properties that were 
purchased to protect the river systems. At the southernmost point 
of the Appalachian hills, properties may have some elevation, white-
water rapids, and hikes out to hidden lakes and along black-water 
streams, with water dyed black by decaying leaf litter. Natural com-
munities here are a contrast to the south Florida glades marshes, host-
ing beech and magnolia forests, floodplain swamps, and hundreds of 
springs. Many of the hiking trails are managed by volunteers as part of 
the federally recognized Florida National Scenic Trail. Whether look-
ing for long through-hikes or short park trails, you’ll enjoy true rural 
Florida.

Basics for the Northwest District

Be sure to note whether trails are seasonally flooded (typically in the 
summer rainy season) and whether there is hunting. Check www.my-
fwc.gov for hunting dates prior to hiking.
 Unless otherwise noted, all properties in this region are open from 
sunrise to sunset, free of charge. For any additional questions, con-
tact the Northwest Florida Water Management District office at (850) 
539-5999.

Northwest Florida Water Management District  
Eastern Region

1. Eleanor Klapp-Phipps Park Wildlife Management Area

GPS: Lat 30.536517, Long -84.280837
Trailhead Directions: 4750 N. Meridian Road, Tallahassee. From 

Tallahassee, take North Meridian Road. Take a left on Miller Landing 
Road. Park at the soccer complex for one of the many trailheads within 
the park.

Size: 674 acres
Trail Distance: 17 miles
Hiking Time: 1 hour to day hike
Difficulty: Easy to strenuous
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Trail Surface: Leaf litter, boardwalk
Shade Level: 0–25%
Natural Communities: Beech-magnolia and spruce-pine forests, 

seepage basin swamp, black-water stream, seepage stream
Wildlife: Bluebird, rare butterflies, fox squirrel, white-tailed deer, wild 

turkey, gopher tortoise
Maps: www.talgov.com/Uploads/Public/Documents/parks/pdf/phipps.pdf
Uses and Restrictions: Wildlife viewing, sports complexes, restrooms, 

playground, hiking, horseback riding, mountain biking, hunting. No 
ATVs allowed; motorized vehicles allowed on designated roads only. 
Be sure to check www.myfwc.com for hunting dates before hiking. 
Kid-friendly hiking on boardwalk. Family-friendly hiking encouraged.

Florida Trail at Eleanor Klapp-Phipps Park Wildlife Management Area
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Trail Highlights: Hikers will experience black-water streams and walk 
through beech-magnolia and spruce-pine forests. There is also a spur 
trail to a bat house.

Additional Hiking: Ochlockonee River Wildlife Management Area, 
Talquin Wildlife Management Area, Joe Budd Wildlife Management 
Area, Apalachicola National Forest.

This park was purchased to protect Lake Jackson, which is a Florida 
Aquatic Preserve, a designated Florida outstanding water body, and 
a Surface Water Improvement and Management Act priority water-
shed. On the western border of Tallahassee, the property offers hik-
ing, mountain biking, and horseback riding with 17 miles of multiuse 
trails. Some organized recreational facilities came with the purchase—
ball fields, a park, and an athletic center—however, there is plenty of 
undeveloped hiking offered at this site close to the city of Tallahassee. 
Hikers will find a mix of easy to strenuous hiking in this lower red hills 
region. Hikers will walk along black-water streams, through beech-
magnolia and spruce-magnolia forests, and through seepage swamps 
and will view giant cane, a stand of tulip poplars, the rare needle palm, 
and pinckneya. Hike as long or as short as you’d like, as this park has 
many options.

Hike Details

Start at the trailhead marked at the entrance to the soccer complex 
or the trailhead marked at the equestrian entrance, both off Miller 
Landing Road. These trailheads lead to the orange-marked hiking-only 
Florida Trails: Coon Bottom Loop (1.5 miles), Swamp Forest Loop (1.8 
miles), Creek Forest Trail (0.8 miles), and Oak Hammock Loop (2.5 
miles) as well as the green-marked shared-use trails. The trailhead 
marked on Meridian Road, just south of the ball field complexes on 
that road, leads to the Coon Bottom Loop Trail, for hiking only. These 
approximately 7 miles of trails lead to another 11 miles of multiuse 
trails, marked in green on the map found at the link provided below. 
Also look for the Bluebird Trail, a series of 30 bluebird boxes built and 
installed along a path by an Eagle Scout.



proof

26   ·   Backcountry Trails of Florida

2. Florida River Island Recreation Area: Apalachicola River

GPS: Lat 30.184587, Long -85.085421
Trailhead Directions: From the town of Bristol, travel 19 miles south 

on Highway 379. Take a right on Forest Road 188 and cross over the 
Florida River Bridge. Accessible only during times of normal to low 
water conditions.

Size: 5,806 acres
Trail Distance: 1.5 miles
Hiking Time: 2 hours
Difficulty: Easy
Trail Surface: Pavement, gravel, grass
Shade Level: 0–25%
Natural Communities: Floodplain
Wildlife: White-tailed deer, raccoon, eastern gray squirrel, opossum, 

snakes, rabbits, more
Maps: www.nwfwater.com/system/assets/230/original/FL_Riv_Isl_inset_

Final_z.jpg
Uses and Restrictions: Boating, camping, canoeing, fishing, hiking, 

hunting. No ATVs allowed; motorized vehicles allowed on designated 
roads only. Be sure to check www.myfwc.com for hunting dates before 
hiking. Not friendly for family hiking.

Trail Highlights: Hikers will enjoy views of Elsie Lake and an out-and-
back hike to Greenback Lake. Be sure to bring a fishing pole (and 
license!) to try your luck at two fishing spots.

Additional Hiking: Apalachicola National Forest, Tate’s Hell National 
Forest

Florida River Island Recreation Area is bordered on the west by the 
Apalachicola River and on the east and north by the Florida River, 
making it a true island. Hikers will enjoy views of Elsie Lake and Green-
back Lake as well as beautifully maintained and healthy mesic flat-
woods. The property protects the floodplains of these rivers, which 
flow into the Gulf of Mexico. There are no marked hiking trails; how-
ever, the mowed land-management roads are open to pedestrian use 
for exploring the Apalachicola River floodplain. Be sure to call ahead 
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for flood levels, as this area is accessible only during normal to low 
water conditions.

Hike Details

After crossing Florida River Bridge, stay to the right and drive past 
Elsie Lake. Park at the fishing area on the lake. There are a few out-
and-back hikes on grassy land-management roads. From the fishing 
area designated on the map, hike the road south and take a right 
to hike out and back to Greenback Lake. Or, after coming over the 
Florida River Bridge, turn south and park on the side of the road at 
the first mowed land-management road. Hike out and back to the 
southern point of Greenback Lake. Also be sure to drive all the way 

Trailhead at Florida River Trail
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