



Get out into the great outdoors
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Although South Jersey is relatively small in size, the area has vast options for outdoor recreational activity.

There are first-rate places to choose for hiking, kayaking, biking, fishing and golfing in little old South Jersey.

HIKING

The Appalachian Trail doesn't cross through South Jersey, but the Batona Trail does. The Batona (BAck TO NAture) runs 50 miles through the heart of the Pinelands and links the state forests of Lebanon, Wharton and Bass River.

The Batona Trail is marked by pink blazes, so it is easy to follow. The trail runs just north of the four-mile circle where Route 70 meets Route 72 to near Lake Absegami near Route 653 and the Garden State Parkway.

If you can't thru-hike the Batona, it is easy and very accessible to walk sections of the trail. The trail runs right through Batsto Village, which is an historic site. The village, a former bog iron and glassmaking industrial center from 1766 to 1867, is located on Route 542, eight miles east of Hammonton. Hiking north along the Mullica River or east is convenient.

Going north from Batsto for 9 miles will connect you with Atsion Lake Park, where campsites and swimming are available. Atsion is on Route 206, eight miles north of Hammonton.

For the best view, hike to Apple Pie Hill, which is the highest point in the Pinelands. The view gets even better by climbing a 205-foot high fire tower. It is a short 2.3-mile hike off Route 532. A popular day hike in the Pinelands is the Carranza Memorial to Apple Pie Hill hike, which is 8 miles round trip.

For those who want to hit the trails with other outdoor enthusiasts, the Outdoor Club of South Jersey leads hikes of varying lengths. This nonprofit organization is comprised of people of all ages who are involved with the outdoors. All activities are led by volunteer members. For more information, visit ocsj.org.

BIKING

For those who would rather ride than walk, the Wharton State Forest All-Terrain bicycle trails have a 19.3-mile loop and a 6-mile loop at Batsto Village.

Ceres Park Nature Preserve in Mantua is a serious off-road biking destination. The 52-acre area is covered with pristine woods and crisscrossed with rolling trails.

For a paved surface, the Gibbsboro Bikeway Network boasts red, green and blue trails. The green trail is 1.1 miles traversing the abandoned railway corridor, which was last used in 1978 to bring raw materials to the former Sherwin Williams factory in Gibbsboro and send finished products to Philadelphia.

The red trail is 0.7 miles and leads to the summit of Blueberry Hill, which at more than 180 feet above sea level, is among the highest points in South Jersey and provides a view of the Philadelphia skyline. The blue trail is 1.1 miles and was part of a seasonal migration path for the local Lenape Indians, who moved to the bays of the Atlantic Ocean in the summer and inland during the winter. When Europeans settled the area, it became a stagecoach trail.

FISHING

There are a number of fine fishing holes in the tri-county area. All that's needed is a freshwater license and, of course, a pole.

In Burlington County, cast a rod in Sylvan Lake (Burlington), Crystal Lake (Willingboro), Laurel Pond (Mount Laurel), Pemberton Lake (Pemberton) or the Rancocas Creek-Southwest Branch (Medford).

In Camden County, throw a line in the Gloucester City Pond (Gloucester City), Haddon Lake (Audubon), Oak Pond (Sicklerville) or Rowands Pond (Clementon).

In Gloucester County, try Greenwich Lake (Gibbstown), Grenloch Lake (Turnersville), Harrison Lake (Harrisonville), Iona Lake (Franklin), Mullica Hill Pond (Mullica Hill), Swedesboro Lake (Swedesboro) and Westville Lake (Westville).

For the more adventurous, the South Jersey Kayak Bass Fishing Club (SJKBFC) is South Jersey's first and only freshwater bass fishing club using kayaks and canoes.

For those who like to saltwater fish, the Pennsauken Surf Fishing Club was started in 1954 and offers fishing tournaments sanctioned by the Association of Surf Angling Clubs.

KAYAKING

Enjoy paddling the Medford Canoe Trail. It is open for canoes and kayaks on the Rancocas Creek from Kirby's Mill to Medford Park. The trip takes about 1.5 hours.

Canoe/kayak rentals are popular at Scotland Run Park. Rentals are from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Thursday to Sunday each summer into early September and are $5 per boat, per hour.

CAMPING

There are many camping sites available at the state parks in South Jersey, including Wharton State Forest in Hammonton, Bass River State Forest in Tuckerton, Belleplain State Forest in Woodbine and Parvin State Park in Pittsgrove. Campsites are open year-round, with the exception of Parvin, and cost roughly $20 per night. Parvin is open April 1 to Oct. 31.

But, if sleeping on the ground isn't your thing, then you can try camping in a cabin. Cabin camping at the Atsion Recreation Area in Wharton State Forest includes a screened porch, fireplace, refrigerator, hot and cold running water, bathroom and shower.

Cabin camping is also available in South Jersey at Bass River, Belleplain, Brendan Byrne State Forest in New Lisbon and Parvin.

GOLFING

South Jersey is home to one of golf's best courses at Pine Valley Golf Club in Camden County. It was ranked the No. 1 course in Golf Magazine's 100 Top Courses in the United States and the World in 2009.

However, Pine Valley is a private club.

So is nearby Trump National Golf Club -- Philadelphia, formerly known as Pine Hill Golf Club. Donald Trump bought the club on Christmas Eve.

Although not larger in stature than Pine Valley, the award-winning 18-hole Trump National offers much higher views of South Jersey and even of Philadelphia than any other course as well as a challenging layout designed by world-renowned golf course architect Tom Fazio.

A number of public courses around South Jersey also draw golfers. One of the most popular and played golf courses in South Jersey is the Pennsauken Country Club, which is an 18-hole, 5,800-yard course.

Possibly the best layout in South Jersey is the Running Deer Golf Club in Pittsgrove where most holes are separated by tree lines.

If you like challenging and fast greens, try Ballamor Golf Club in Egg Harbor Township. For beautiful scenery, the Atlantic City Country Club backed up against the bay won't disappoint.

If playing all day is your thing, Seaview in Galloway offers 18-hole layouts at both the Bay Course and the Pines Course. If you like to finish with a challenge, Scotland Run Golf Club in Williamstown boasts the best three finishing holes in South Jersey with the par-4 16th, par-4 17th and the par-5 18th.

If you like an exotic shot off the tee, go to the Vineyard at Renault Winery in Egg Harbor Township and play the back tee box at the par-4 7th hole where you can drive over part of the vineyard. If you just like to try something different, there is no other course in South Jersey quite like Twisted Dunes in Egg Harbor Township where the holes are separated only by mounds.

SOMETHING DIFFERENT

For those ready to try something a little more out-of-the-ordinary, how about sailing, bocce ball or cricket?

Sailing lessons are available at the Cooper River and Riverton yacht clubs.

Throw bocce balls at the courts in Kirkwood Plaza in Voorhees, Cinnaminson Memorial Park in Cinnaminson or Challenge Grove Park in Cherry Hill. There's even a court at Delsea Regional High School near Fries Mill Road in Franklinville.

A cricket pitch, or playing field, is at Connolly Park in Voorhees.

Reach Kevin Callahan at (856) 317-7821 or kcallahan@gannett.com
