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Vast open spaces, picturesque parks and outdoor activity might not be typical images of New Jersey, but that's exactly what's here.
South Jersey is home to the Pinelands, more than 1 million acres of largely undeveloped land characterized by sandy soil, tea-colored streams and low-lying forests. Visitors and locals can enjoy all the Pinelands have to offer at a number of recreation sites and state forests. If the Pinelands are a bit far for a quick outdoor romp or afternoon with Mother Nature, the tri-county area offers a wealth of municipal and county parks perfect for picnics, play time or provoking perspiration.
Put on sneakers, grab a friend and check out one of these parks:
BASS RIVER STATE FOREST
Operating as a park for more than 100 years, Bass River State Forest is ideal for camping and recreation. For a small entrance fee, visitors can enjoy the lake by boating, canoeing and swimming or use the trails for walking, hiking or horseback riding. The park is home to a variety of animals and contains the Pygmy Forest with a canopy only four feet high. Along Stage Road crossing Burlington and Ocean counties; (609) 296-1114; www.state.nj.us/dep/parksandforests/parks/bass.html
BERLIN PARK
Hikers and bikers can take to the 5 miles of nature trails or more than 2 1/2 miles of biking trails here. Strap on skates at the in-line hockey court, spike a ball on the sand volleyball court or swing a racket on the lighted tennis courts. Playgrounds, picnic groves and fishing round out activities. Between White Horse Pike, New Freedom Road and Park Drive, Berlin; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_berlin.html
BRENDAN T. BYRNE STATE PARK (formerly Lebanon State Forest)
Spend the day at historic Whitesbog Village or enjoy the park's many open trails. In the winter, visitors can go snowshoeing or skiing. The park also offers hiking, mountain biking, camping, fishing and more. Also, find a wheelchair-accessible hiking trail. Route 72 East at Mile Post 1; (609) 726-1191; www.state.nj.us/dep/parksandforests/parks/byrne.html
CHALLENGE GROVE PARK
Play around at this park's bocce courts, basketball court, softball field, long jump, track, fitness quad and bike path. Not a sports enthusiast? Check out the Donor Recognition Garden, playgrounds and picnic areas. The park is wheelchair accessible. Rest rooms are closed between November and March. Caldwell Road near Brace Road, Cherry Hill; www.co.camden.nj.us/government/offices/parks/pk_challenge.html
CHESTNUT BRANCH PARK
Find a roller hockey rink, tennis courts, beach volleyball courts and a basketball court at this Gloucester County gem. Children can enjoy tot lots and families can sit in the pavilion. Paths are open for jogging, walking and biking, and are lighted at night. The park hosts free movies and a fall festival. Off Main Street, Mantua; www.mantuatownship.com/Information/park.htm.
COOPER RIVER PARK
This park is one of the most popular in Camden County, especially during its summer concert series and big Fourth of July celebration. It offers a cross-country track, softball fields, sculpture garden, dog park, restaurant, playground, miniature golf course, boating, fishing and more. Take sailing lessons at the Cooper River Yacht Club or hit a few golf balls at the driving range. Rest rooms are open between 10 a.m. and 10 p.m. Between North Park and South Park drives, Route 130 and Grove Street, Pennsauken, Cherry Hill, Collingswood and Haddon Township; www.co.camden.nj.us/government/offices/parks/pk_cooper.html
GREENWICH LAKE PARK
Visitors to this park can go boating, trout fishing or have fun at the playground. The New Jersey Department of Fish and Game provides trout for the lake. The park is open from April to November and boating is open from trout season to Labor Day. Picnic tables, grills and rest rooms are available to visitors. Tomlin Station Road, Gibbstown; www.co.gloucester.nj.us/Government/Departments/ParksnRec/greenwichlakepark.cfm
HADDON LAKE PARK
Visitors can enjoy fishing, basketball, boating and softball. Picnic tables and playgrounds are also available for families along with miles of bike trails. An amphitheater hosts summer concerts and more. Between Station Avenue, 10th Avenue, Kings Highway and the Black Horse Pike in Haddon Heights, Audubon and Mount Ephraim; www.co.camden.nj.us/government/offices/parks/pk_haddon.html
JAMES G. ATKINSON MEMORIAL PARK (formerly Bethel Mill Park)
Find softball fields, basketball courts, tennis courts and soccer fields at this Gloucester County park. The new Millennium Plaza adds a walking path, benches and sundials representing the past and present. Active families also can check out trails, playgrounds and a pavilion available for reservations. A summer concert series runs Sundays in June, July and August. Delsea Drive and Bethel Mill Road, Washington Township; (856) 589-0047; www.co.gloucester.nj.us/government/departments/ParksnRec/jatkinsonpark.cfm
KNIGHT PARK
Catch a Little League game, soccer match, free concert or movie at this recreational spot. Play on the soon-to-be-renovated playground. The park can also be used for group events, though permits must be applied for one month in advance. Between Collings Road, Browning Road and Park Avenue, Collingswood; www.collingswood.com/parks/collsparks
LAUREL ACRES PARK
Get your heart pumping in the special exercise area, on the beach volleyball court or nature trail. Children can enjoy the playgrounds and four-legged friends can have fun at a dog run. The amphitheater hosts concerts in the fall and a sledding hill thrills visitors in the winter. The Mount Laurel baseball and soccer programs use the park's fields. 1045 S. Church St., Mount Laurel; www.mountlaurel.com/recreation/laurel_acres.php.
LONG BRIDGE PARK
See deer, herons, beavers, foxes and more in one of Long Bridge Park's observation areas, or enjoy its playgrounds and picnic areas. Visitors can also hike, fish, ski and bike. Accessible from the 541 bypass or Deacon Road in Hainesport; (609) 265-5858; www.co.burlington.nj.us/departments/resource_conservation/parks/sites/long_bridge
MARIA BARNABY GREENWALD MEMORIAL PARK
This park, named for Cherry Hill's first female mayor, has a watchable wildlife trail, a bike path, four volleyball courts, a softball field and a cross-country course. Parents can bring their little ones to the swings and watch from the picnic area. Between North Park Boulevard, Route 644 and Kings Highway, Cherry Hill; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_greenwald.html
NEW BROOKLYN PARK
Home of the Camden County Environmental Education Center, New Brooklyn Park offers education and recreation. Go bass fishing in the lake or have a get-together in the pavilion or picnic areas. The park also has playgrounds, an amphitheater, and places to play in-line hockey, basketball, softball, sand volleyball and go canoeing. Between routes 706 and 720, north of the Atlantic City Expressway, east of Route 536 in Winslow; Environmental Education Center, (856) 740-6231; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_newbrook.html
NEW CAMDEN PARK
Fans of handball and shuffleboard will especially enjoy this park, which also has tennis courts and a softball field. Children will like the open play field and playground, and biking enthusiasts can use the half-mile bike path. Between Wildwood Avenue, Park Boulevard, Baird Boulevard and Pine Street, Camden; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_newcam.html
NEWTON LAKE PARK
Enjoy boating, fishing, biking, picnics and playgrounds at the Newton Lake Park. Small car-top boats may use the boat ramp to access the lake. Between Cuthbert Boulevard and the White Horse Pike, Collingswood, Oaklyn and Haddon Township; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_newton.html
RED BANK BATTLEFIELD PARK
This is a national historical site that dates to the 18th century with the remains of Fort Mercer, site of a Revolutionary War battle, and the James and Ann Whitall House. Visitors can tour the house, which served as a hospital during the Revolutionary War. The playgrounds and picnic areas at this Gloucester County park are also open to the public. Special events include 18th-Century Field Day, Heritage Day, an herb garden flower show, children's history encampments and the Colonial Candlelight Christmas Open House. 100 Hessian Ave., National Park; (856) 853-5120; www.co.gloucester.nj.us/Government/Departments/ParksnRec/redbank.cfm
SCOTLAND RUN PARK/WILSON LAKE
A nature center sets this park apart from the rest and offers children's programs, including bird walks and a fishing contest. Families can visit picnic areas and a playground, go fishing and boating, or hit the walking trails. The park is the site of the Gloucester County Water Fest every summer. 980 Academy St., Clayton; (856) 881-0845; www.co.gloucester.nj.us/government/departments/ParksnRec/scotlandrun.cfm
VON NEIDA PARK
Multiple play areas, from a senior field to playgrounds to a hard-surface play area, fill this park with activity. It also offers basketball, tee-ball, soccer, handball and baseball areas. Between 29th Street, Harrison Avenue and Arthur Avenue, Camden; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_von.html
WASHINGTON LAKE PARK
Walk around this picturesque park or spend the afternoon on a blanket with a picnic. See a free concert or watch a movie at the amphitheater during the summer. Have extreme fun on the obstacles at the outdoor skateboard and in-line skating park. 447 Greentree Road or 647 Hurffville-Cross Keys Road, Sewell; (856) 589-6427; http://twp.washington.nj.us/content/77/127/
WHARTON STATE FOREST
This forest is the largest single tract of land within the state park system. Rivers and streams run throughout and are good for hiking and canoeing while unpaved roads are ideal for biking and horseback riding. Batsto Village and Atsion Recreation Center are two popular areas within the forest. Batsto Village is a historic site featuring a nature center, sawmill, post office, general store, grist mill, houses and more. Batsto holds a Country Living Fair and guided canoe tours. There is a $5 entrance fee on weekends in the summer. At the Atsion Recreation Center, visitors can swim under lifeguard supervision or go camping, boating, explore nature areas, hike and play on the playgrounds. Visitors are charged a fee during the summer. Batsto: Route 542, 7 miles east of Hammonton, (609) 561-0024; Atsion: Route 206, 7 miles north of Hammonton; (609) 268-0444; www.state.nj.us/dep/parksandforests/parks/wharton.html
WIGGINS WATERFRONT PARK
This Camden park on the waterfront hosts the annual XPoNential Music Festival and a Camden County jazz concert series at its Riverstage. The park features a promenade, fishing and a marina open April to October. Get a great view of the Philadelphia skyline and the Battleship New Jersey or enjoy cultural celebrations every summer. Mickle Boulevard near the Delaware River, Camden; www.camdencounty.com/government/offices/parks/pk_wiggins.html
