Ocala National Forest - North Section Overview
Salt Springs Recreation Area to Rodman Trailhead (25.3 miles)

Directions to Salt Springs Trailhead: Use your GPS to find Salt Springs Recreation Area (80
miles from Orlando, 135 miles from Tampa, 310 miles from Miami, 85 miles from Jacksonville,
and 205 miles from Tallahassee. There are two entrances on SR 19 about a half mile apart.
Take the southern entrance to Salt Springs Run Marina and park at the marina. Parking fee is
$10.00/night.

Direction to Trail End: From Salt Springs Run Marina; take FL-19 north 12.5 miles to Rodman
Dam Rd. Turn left (west) and go 2.5 miles to Rodman Campground (386-326-2846. Secure
parking for a small fee. Not a good idea to park across the dam at the Rodman Trailhead
because vehicles are frequently vandalized.

This is the last of the three section hikes the WCBI did on the Florida Trail in the Ocala National
Forest (ONF). Although this is the least scenic and interesting of the three sections,  titl \iery
enjoyable and a great hike for beginning backpackers. Unless your bucket list includes
experiencing heat stroke, we recommend doing it only from November to early March because
much of the trail is open and exposed. Water is a problem and the only source of drinking water
is the 88 Store. Of course,i t 60 s o Wronatherpibiel pends but during dry periods the
water will be stagnant and pretty nasty so filtration and treatment is a must. Bring something to
mask the taste like Gatorade powder. Highlights of the trip include Salt Springs and the Salt
Springs Run, the numerous ponds along the Salt Spring Connector Trail, the 88 Convenience
Store/Bar, Grassy Pond, Lake Delancy Campground, Penner Ponds, and the short section of
trail along the Rodman Reservair.

The Salt Springs Recreation area has a campground with tent sites for $18.50 per night. The
nearby Village of Salt Springs has a restaurant, convenience stores, laundromat, and

o S W ) - hunting/fishing

: : ; : : 4 outfitter that

carries some
camping supplies.
The Marina has
bathrooms with
flush toilets, all
near the shore of
Salt Springs Run.
One can
purchase water,
soft drinks, and
snacks at the
marina and
secure overnight
parking is
available for
$10.00 a night.

Salt Springs
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Ocala National Forest North Section i Trip Log

Day 11 Friday, March 1, 2019

Salt Springs Run Marina to Florida Trail via Salt Springs Connector Trail
3.9 miles

Day 1 Trail Map
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Salt Springs Marina at the Start of the Hike

The WCBI contingent of Doc Li vi ndeytdooveacrddatileh at t er |,
Rodman Reservoir dam and parked near the Rodman Trailhead at about 3:40 pm. They were

soon met by their shuttle driver who took them about 30 miles to Salt Spring Recreation area,

the start of the hike. They were dropped off at the Salt Springs Marina, a ramshackle cluster of

structures spread out near the Salt Springs Run. As they took in the sights they felt as if they

had walked through a AR ‘ :

portal into pre-Disney
Florida, when outposts like
this were major tourist
destinations. Doc peered
into the thick jungle half
expecting to see Tarzan
and Cheetah swing by
since the location of their
1940s and 50s era movies
was at Silver Springs, only
10 miles away.

Despite its run-down
condition, it was hard to
deny the charm of the
place. There was a
captivating view out across
the marshlands of Salt
Springs Run as it made its

way several miles to the St
Johns River. Leaving the Marina on the Florida Trail




A few hundred feet upriver
was Salt Springs itself,
where 80 million gallons of
crystal-clear water pours out
of limestone caverns every
day.

The first part of the journey
was on the blue-blazed Salt
Springs Connecter Trail that
led 3.9 miles to the Florida
Trail. They started hiking
along a dirt road about 4:15
pm and after about a half
mile, reached a small
parking area and Kiosk
where the trail left the road SRSy
and entered the forest. A b - b
sign had been affixed to the  Entering the Forest after Crossing the Highway
kiosk stating that the Juniper Prairie Wilderness and about 10 miles of the Florida Trall
contained within it was closed until March 13" due to bear activity. Doc wondered what the
significance of March 13™ was. Did the forest service and the bears negotiate a treaty where the
stealing of picnic baskets would be allowed with impunity until that date? He laughed when he
thought how common bear encounters were in the National Forests in North Carolina
mountains. The only way the Appalachian Trail would be closed due to bear activity would be if
the bruins somehow acquired firearms and started picking off humans as pay-back for past
injustices.

The trail continued for
about a half mile to FI
Hwy 19, where they
turned south and
followed the road a
guarter mile before
crossing and re-
entering the woods.
They hiked into an
open Long-Leaf Pine
forest, the signature
habitat of the ONF.
The next three-miles
of the connector trail
proved to be one of
the highlights of the
trip because around
every bend they
passed picturesque
prairie ponds of all

The First of Many Prairie Ponds



Large Prairie Pond on the Salt Springs Connector Trail



different sizes, rimmed by
trees, and brim full from
unusually heavy winter rains.
There was an abundance of
clearings for camping around
the ponds, all of which

afforded great views.

They neared the four-mile
mark, reaching the Florida
Trail just as the sun was
settling down behind the
trees. When Doc saw the
sign at the intersection, his
mind leapt back 9 years to
the very first time he and the
Hatter had hiked together.
They had come from the
south hiking 18 miles the

Intersection of the Florida Trail and Salt Sprngs Connector Side Trail

first day and another ten on the second day by the time they reached this spot. Doc was not in
the best physical shape and had a bunch of old gear that weighed much more than he was
comfortable carrying. He remembered the utter exhaustion he felt when he reached this junction
and the soul searching he had to do to generate the will to cover the last four miles to Salt
Springs where their car was parked. With every painful step he took he vowed never to hike

with the Hatter again.

It was time to find a place to camp so they back-tracked a short distance and picked a site
adjacent to a pond where water supplies could be easily replenished. As camp was set up, a

Flowers in a Prairie Pond

light rain began to fall so
they hurriedly got gear
under cover and retreated
to the tents. They had
been looking forward to
the usual ritual of making
dinner and eating around
a fire but the rain
continued to fall so they
cooked as best they
could under their
vestibules and chatted
across the gulf between
the tents as they ate. Oh
well Doc thought as he
lounged on his sleeping
bag reading and listening
to the rain.
was just good to be out in
the woods again.

Fi
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Day 21 Saturday, March 2, 2019
Florida Trail/Salt Springs Connector Trail to Lake Delancy Campground
14.3 miles

Day 2 Trail Map
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Doc awoke the next
morning at first light and
walked quietly around the
pond, hoping to spot
wildlife and scouting good
places for sunrise shots.
But rather than making a
spectacle of itself, the
sun sort of slowly peeked
above the horizon like a
shy maiden wrapped in
her cloak of fog. After a
few not-so- great
pictures, Doc returned to
camp and got a fire going
as the Hatter and Coy
slowly stirred in their tent.
They enjoyed a peaceful
morning eating breakfast
and talking quietly about
what they would encounter on the trail that day.

Waiting for Sunrise at a Prairie Pond

== The guidebook

< emphasized this was a

4 very dry section of trail

and there would be no

water of any kind for 7.5

miles till they reached a

small convenience store

near a highway

crossing. So they filled

their containers with

water from the pond

and treated it with a UV

Steri Pens, and while

thiskiledal I t he Al it t]
beastiesod that col
wreak havoc on

digestive systems, it did

nothing to mitigate the

very unpleasant

swampy taste.




Th intersection of the
Florida Trail/Salt Springs
Connector is at mile 45.1
on the Florida Trall
through the ONF, with
mile 0.0 starting at the
forestodos sout
The trail first led them
through scrub oak with
moderate cover then
opened out into a Long
Leaf Pine forest over
gently rolling hills. As was
typical on the Florida
Trail in the ONF, they
would cross double track
jeep trails, single track
ATV trails, and firebreaks
at regular intervals. They Typical Open Pine Woods on Gently Rolling Sandhills
crossed two lightly

travelled paved roads in quick succession, Forest Rd 11 at mile 47.7 and County Rd 314 at mile
48.2.

For the next 4.4 miles the trail traversed a mostly unremarkable Long-Leaf Pine Forest. Doc had
mixed feelings about this terrain. It could get to be monotonous, especially when they traversed
14 miles of it in one day, and when it was hot it was so open to the sun that you felt like you

SRR DEE T W S pe \were baking in an

' - s y ; over set on high. But

in the fall, wildflowers

of all types bloomed
in great profusion,
imparting a golden
hue to large swaths
of the understory.
There were also
welcome distractions
like the beautiful
prairie ponds and
frequent stands of
scrub oak that
provided some pr
otection from the sun.
Sometimes they
hiked up sand dunes
covered with low
thickets of scrub oak
Hiking through a Thicket of Scrub Oak on an Ancient Sand Dune that reminded Doc of




m any places in Florida
where trails cross dunes
to access the ocean.
And thatobés |
were; remnants of
ancient shorelines that
fringed an ocean that had
long since receded.

F 1 or pedlagi bistory
over the past 20 million
years or so has been
marked by fluctuations of
sea level ranging from
nearly complete
inundation of the entire
state during high stands
to low stands when the
coast line of Florida was
a hundred miles west of
the City of Tampa.

More Scrub Oak Forest

The Hatter seemed to have no
perception of monotony, commenting at
one point about how he enjoyed the
gently rolling hills and openness that
provided views into the distance. He
had recently developed the habit of
listening to audio books on his phone as
he hiked and he and Coy would walk
near enough so both could hear the
story, which in this case was some type
of Game of Thrones knock off. The
Hatter said the book really helped the
miles pass more easily. Doc took note
but instead of Audio books broadcast to
the world, he started listening to music
through ear buds and the Hatter was
right, it really did lighten his mood and
ward off fatigue.

Since Doc frequently stopped to take
pictures, he was usually well behind the
Hatter so when they joined up at lunch,
Doc explained that he had become
dehydrated trying to avoid his swamp
water and was desperate to get some
type of cold, drinkable beverage at the
store. He was very concerned they



could miss it since he
wasnot sur e
was a trail to it and if
there was, how well
marked it might be.
He beseeched the
Hatter to pay close
attention to whatever
indicator there might
be to point the way,
be it a faint side trail,
obscure sign post,
broken twig, or
slightly depressed
grass that only an
expert tracker like
Tonto would have
the wherewithal to

ferret out. Only a Blind Man and the Hatter ( a k a
Trail to the 88 Store

=
T

i Toould Miss the Sign for the Side
Sure enough, about
a mile ahead, the Hatter and Coy, mesmerized by the mayhem unfolding in their audio story,
took no notice of a wooden arrow-like sign on a post withthewor ds fA88 Stored embl a
it, walking by as if nothing was there. Fortunately, Doc was only a couple hundred feet behind
and noticed the sign even before he reached it. Incredulously he looked ahead at the rapidly
receding pair and back to the sign again and again, not comprehending how they could possibly
have missed a marker that all but shoutedthewayto t he st or e. Doc deci ded 1
: ' : , 2 e name would
henceforth be Tonto
in mock salute to his
inattention.

The 88 Store,
named after its
location on highway
88, was at mile 52.6,
a couple hundred
feet off the trail and
was one of a group
of structures that
were part of a lonely
outpost on private
land within the ONF.
It was a
hodgepodge of a
building that held
laundry and shower

The 88 Store and Swi n gNightélime Hot Spot



facilities, bathrooms, UM .
small store, and living (unncsvll.lc
guarters presumably for

the owners. Everything
was in an advance state
of disrepair and if Doc

had passed it in his car it
would never have

entered his mind to stop
there. 1 t 6s inte
how quicklyone 6 s f
of reference shifts when
enduring the hardships

of backpacking and from
his current sweat

soaked, parched and
footsore perspective, the
place looked like a

shining oasis in the
desert. They bought
sodas, junk food, and
bottled water from the
very minimally stocked Tampa ® )
store, then settled into i
the benches on the front Intersection of the Eastern and Western Sections of the Florida Trail in Ocala
porch. Doc noticed a National Forest

power outlet close to his

feet and shouted halleluiah as he set his phone up to charge. They amused themselves with
people watching as a variety of characters came in; bikers, locals of all shapes and sizes, and
even a couple of fellow backpackers. Everyone seemed friendly and the caretakers were
helpful, obviously appreciative of the extra business the trail brought in.

Ocala @ @ Dayto

Ocala
NATIONAL
FOREST

Inverness

Orlzgldo

Most of the 88 Store was a bar and Doc judged from the paucity of products available in the

store that the real money maker for the place was its role as the only watering hole within 20

miles. But the locals were certainly not waiting for nightfall to partake because even though it

was only about 1:00 pm, just about everyone who came in had a draft or two before getting

back on the road. Doc and the Hatter thought a cold one might be just the thing but with nearly 7

miles to go, they decided it wasnét such a good i

After about 45 minutes they reluctantly said goodbye to the 88 Store and headed back to the

trail. Within a couple hundred yards Doc saw something that he had never encountered on any

trail during his fifty plus years of backpackingi a car junkyar d! That 6s just
Trails were supposed to keep you away from eyesores like these. Fortunately, the trail veered

away from the small settlement and soon they were back in the wilderness.

At mile 53.0 they reached the Western Corridor junction of the Florida Trail. The Western
Corridor threads its way south between the relentlessly expanding sprawl of the Orlando and
Tampa areas, eventually making its way back to the main trail south of Kissimmee after 241



miles. Along the
way ther et
awful lot of road
walking but
someday the trail
is supposed to be
mostly on public
lands.

They crossed
paved County
Road 316 at mile
53.1 and at mile
54.4, reached
Grassy Pond.
They took a blue-
blazed side trail to
the pond at mile
54.6 and after a
few hundred feet,
walked out of the
trees into a large ~ Grassy Pond

grassy cleared area of several acres. This was probably the site of a backcountry camping area
that had once been located at the lake. They passed a couple of backpackers on their way back

to the trail, reached the pond, and set up chairs and reading material to take a
] 2o WY »

©

Taking an Afternoon Siesta at Grassy Pond

break from the
hot afternoon
sun. After
about an hour of
relaxing by the
water, they
packed up
slowly like cows
not eager to be
herded back
onto the trail.
Fortunately, for
the next couple
of miles the trall
stayed within
relatively dense
scrub oak
woods which
provided
welcome relief
from the sun.
They hiked
through a long



stretch that had been
burned over,
probably a result of
controlled burns
managed by the
Forest Service to
keep the pine woods
from being filled in
with thickets of scrub
oak. What would
Smokey the B ear
think about his pals
at the Forest Service
casually burning up
the woods? When
Doc was a kid,
Smokey was
everywhere; on TV,
radio, and billboards,
pointing his
anatomically

Only you can prevent
forest fires!

Seriously. We've been
defunded. IU's just you now.

Might just be True in the Ocala National Forest i Money for
Maintaining Things seemed in Short Supply

Scrub Oak Thickets Eliminated by Controlled Burns

incorrect finger accusingly at
everyone while proclaiming his
signature tag | i

ne:

prevent f oBueasthe fires

Forest Service gradually
accepted the science that fire
was actually necessary for the
health of the forest ecosystem,
Smokey was slowly pushed into
the background, like a senile old
uncle whose actions are an
embarrassment to the family.

The hiking became much more
pleasant as the afternoon passed
into evening and the temperature
dropped. At about mile 58.0 they
gradually descended into a large
sinkhole several hundred yards
across that contained a small
pond at its lowest point. It was
an interesting feature that broke
up the sameness of the pine
forest. The sun was nearing the
horizon as they left the sinkhole
and neared Lake Delancy. They

o It



first saw the lake, their
destination for the night,
in the distance through
the trees just as the sun
set. They began
paralleling the ATV
portion of the Lake
Delancy Campground
and were amazed that it
seemed to go on for
guite a long way. Doc
wondered if there was a
season when the
campground filled up
with ATV enthusiasts
there to ride the trails. It
certainly wa
of year b ecause the
campground was
deserted,and t onyy
seen a couple of ATV rlders.

Gllmpse of Lake Delancy through the Trees

Atmile589t hey wal ked into the portion of the campgr ou
tearing up the woods with obnoxiously loud off-road vehicles. They walked around in the
twighlight looking for a suitable site and found one near the lake. The campground had picnic
tables and primitive bathrooms with pit toilets but not much else. The Hatter and Coy donned
their headlamps and went looking for drinking water that was supposed to be available. They
asked a camper Where the water was and he explamed there had once been a hand pump but it
, , S % had been removed
years before. He
generously offered to fill
their water bottles from
his own supply, which
was a gift to the pair
that was more valuable
than the camper
probably realized.

I'tés particularly
disheartening that both

the Florida Trall

Guidebook and official

Florida Trail Association

map clearly indicate

there is drinking water

at this campground.

Doc wondered how

The ATV Section of the Campground something as




fundamental as water was unavailable in places where the Forest Service encouraged large
numbers of people to congregate.

Doc worked on starting a fire but found the woods had been picked clean of firewood by
previous campers. But he knew from long experience that the place to find firewood in a
campground is not on the ground but in and around the fire rings of vacated campsites. Using
this strategy, he soon found enough to keep a modest fire going for an hour or so. When the
Hatter and Coy returned with the water, they set up camp, cooked dinner, and ate around the
fire. It had been a long, hot day and they congratulated the 12-year old Coy on hiking 14.3
miles, by far the longest hike of his life.

Coy Entering the Campsite at Dusk



Day 31 Sunday, March 2, 2019

Lake Delancy Campground to the Rodman Trailhead
6.8 miles

Day 3 Trail Map
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They awoke at dawn
and had their first good
look at the
surroundings. The
campground was
rather dilapidated,
which seems to be
typical of many of the
backcountry facilities in
the ONF. The picnic
table was dry rotted,
there was no fire ring,
no defined parking
spots, and no water.
Similar to the marina at
Salt Springs, one got
the impression there
had been no ; s i
investment in facility - <, 0 = e \
maintenance for Returning to the Campsite from a Morning Water Run
decades. The
developed campsites in the ONF on the main roads like Alexander and Juniper Springs were
first rate with numerous amenities like bathrooms with flush toilets and hot showers, fresh water
: 3% T N @i near every campsite,
and electricity for RVs.
But it appeared if you
camped off the beaten
path you were on your
own.

Another thing that might
have helped the
campground was a view
of its namesake lake.
Even though it was
directly on Lake
Delancy, the understory
vegetation was so thick,
one could barely tell the
lake was there. It would

Broad Trail through Twisted Oaks



be nice to think the
vegetation was not
thinned for ecological
reasons, but it probably
was related to the
overall lack of
maintenance.

After breakfast, they
packed up and again
went looking for
drinking water knowing
the only place they
were going to get it
was from the friendly
camper. They walked
by his campsite on the
pretense of thanking
him for the gift of water
_the previous night and Small Pond at the Bottom of a Sinkhole
JUSt as theyuu 1Hupecu,

he asked them if they needed more. Once again, he allowed them to fill all their containers.
After chatting with the trail angel for a few minutes, they headed out of the campground to the
trail.

The first couple of miles was again through a very open pine forest but the morning temperature

was cool and hiking through the woods was very pleasant. Near mile 61.1 the forest transitioned
from very large
pines to large oaks
as they approached
a sinkhole pond.
Just beyond the
sinkhole they
crossed the
unpaved Forest
Road 11, then made
several transitions
from pine forests to
more shaded scrub
oak areas. They
passed a very pretty
pond that didnot
seem to be on the
map. The trail
stayed in a scrub
oak forest, and at
mile 64.1, crossed

An Unnamed Pond
unpaved Forest



