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South Cumberland State Park
Salvage Gulf SNA

Carved like a giant crow’s foot into the western edge of the 
Cumberland Plateau, the Savage Gulf State Natural Area is 
one of Tennessee’s most scenic state outdoor recreation 
areas. At a length of five miles each, the Big Creek, Collins 
River and Savage Creeks tumble down over 800 feet in 
elevation through the narrow gorges, locally known as “Gulfs.” 
Rimmed by sheer sandstone cliffs, the rugged canyons offer 
the visitor a glimpse of the true wilderness still remaining in 
our state’s midsection. 

The rocks which make up the Cumberland Plateau were 
laid down 250 to 325 million years ago. During that warm 
tropical period, shallow seas advanced and retreated across 
the land, and the landscape was a profuse growth of swamp 
forests which were later buried by advancing seas. Today 
the vegetative remains of these swamp forest form the coal 
seams visible at the 1800 foot elevation. The fossils found 
in the park testify to the ancient plants and animals which 

once called this area their home. The Stone Door was used for 
centuries by Native Americans as a passage way from the top 
of the escarpment into the gorges below. Like a giant door left 
ajar, the crack is 10 feet wide and 100 feet deep. The 
spectacular cliffs offer one of the best scenic overlooks in 
Tennessee. Big Creek, 750 feet below the overlook, 
mysteriously disappears and reappears as it cuts its way thru 
the diverse layers of limestone and shale. All of the larger 
streams flow underground before reaching their mouths, 
making dry streambeds a common feature. During periods of 
heavy rainfall, these streams can become swift and 
treacherous torrents, so flash flooding is a very real danger. 

At the heads of the gorges the streams drop off the hard 
caprock in breathtaking waterfalls. Greeter Falls on 
Firescald Creek near Altamont drops over a 15-foot upper 
ledge and then plummets over a 50-foot lower ledge into a 
cold, clear plunge pool. Savage Creek enters its gorge over 

the cascades and a 30-foot drop of Savage Falls. Collins River 
and Ranger Creek have disappearing waterfalls. Deep in the 
gorges, these streams drop over limestone ledges and flow 
into sinks. 

Logging has occurred in some sections of the gorges, but the 
forests are recovering rapidly. The forests of the area abound 
with oaks, hickories, maples, yellow poplars, hemlocks, pines 
and many other species of trees. Beneath the forest canopy 
is a vast array of shrubs, vines, wildflowers, mosses and ferns 
which rival the flora of the Great Smoky Mountains in number 
and variety. Wildflowers peak between April and mid-May. 

Animal life is abundant at Savage Gulf. Many species of birds, 
reptiles, and amphibians are found in the diverse habitats of 
the area. Squirrels, rabbits, woodchucks, and skunks can be 
seen. The astute visitor can expect to find deer, bobcats, fox, 
grouse, and to hear the cry of the hawk and owl. Many species 

of snakes can be found, including rattlesnakes and 
copperheads. During the warmer months bug repellent is 
recommended.

Savage Gulf was designated in 1973 by the Tennessee State 
Legislature as a Class II Natural Scientific Area. Development 
in a Class II Natural Area is restricted to foot trails, foot 
bridges, and overlooks. 

Access points are from the Savage Gulf Ranger Station, 
Stone Door Ranger Station, Collins West parking lot, and 
Greeter Falls parking lot. The trail system in the Savage Gulf 
Natural Area has been developed to enable the hiker to walk 
through and view the resource while reducing to a minimum 
the impact made on the area. This helps to preserve the area 
for future generations.
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Big Creek Gulf Trail 4.00 Miles - Difficult
The rough, challenging trail leads through the gorge 
below and to the west of Stone Door. Hikers may 
return via the Laurel or Big Creek Rim Trails. Due to 
the difficultly, an overnight hike is recommended, 
although it can make a long, but rewarding day hike.
Trail begins from Stone Door Trail above the overlook, 
and then steeply descends through the Stone Door 
passageway.
0.9 Connector Trail to the left; Big Creek Gulf Trail to         
       the right.
1.2 Trail joins an old logging road. Several resurgent
      springs down and to the left.
2.0 Ranger Falls Trail to the left. This spur trail leads  
       to the falls and sink of RangerCreek. Round trip is 
0.8 miles. Follow the blue blazes.
2.6 Sinks Trail to the left. This short spur leads to   
       where Big Creek usually disappearsunder an 
       imposing, unstable limestone bluff.
3.9 Greeter Trail to the left; Big Creek Gulf Trail   
       straight ahead.
4.0 Laurel Trail begins to the left, Big Creek Rim Trail  
       to the right. Alum GapCampground is 160’ down  
       the Big Creek Rim Trail.

Big Creek Rim Trail 3.20 Miles - Moderate
This trail follows the edge of the plateau above the 
Big Creek Gulf. It can form half of a loop using either 
the Laurel or Big Creek Gulf trails as the other half. 
Several small streams are crossed but are usually 
dry during the summer and fall. Trail begins from the 
Stone Door Trail near the overlook.
0.3 Split Rock Overlook - Stone Door cliffs can be 
       seen to the far left.
1.6 Sinks Overlook - at the bottom of the gorge a    
      limestone cliff marks the area where Big Creek    
      goes underground most of the year.
2.5 Pine Rock Overlook.
2.7 Big Creek Overlook - the stream can be seen down  
      and to the right.
3.2 Alum Gap Campground - the junction of Laurel  
      and Big Creek Gulf Trails is 160’ straight ahead.
 
Collins Gulf Trail 3.70 Miles - Difficult
This challenging trail is designed to accommodate 
extended trips. It takes hikers along the Collins River 
past Suter Falls, Horsepound Falls, and the Fall Creek 
Sink. This trail can become impassable during ice 
buildup around Suter Falls and during times of high 
water. Trail begins 0.4 miles from the Collins West 
Parking lot and 0.2 miles past the Collins West 
Campground. Collins Rim Trail straight ahead. Trail 
begins down and to the left.
0.1 Suter Falls - the spectacular triple waterfall of     
      Rocky Mountain Creek, a huge overhang, and    
      metal bridge.
1.9 Spur trail to the right leads down to Horsepound  
      Falls and sink.
2.2 Fall Creek disappears into a cave on the left. Ford  
      of Collins River; impassable during high water.
3.2 Trumpet Creeper Ford - crossing of the normally  
       dry bed of the Collins River.
3.5 Faint old jeep road to left leads across the river  
      and up to 80’ bluff containing Schwoon Cave,   
      spring, and 30’ sinkhole. Follow the blue blazes.
3.7 Sawmill Campground straight ahead; Stone Door  
      via Connector Trail across bridge to the left; 
      Connector Trail to Hobbs Cabin to the right just  
      before entering campground.

Collins Rim Trail 6.10 Miles - Difficult
This trail follows the edge of the plateau along the 
east side of the Collins River Gulf. Except for the mile 
between the Collins West Campground and the Collins 
River crossing, the trail is entirely on top of the
plateau. There are several short trails to overlooks 
which are blazed in blue. Trail begins 0.4 from the 
Collins West Parking lot and 0.2 miles past the Collins 
West Campground. Collins Gulf trail to the left. Trail 
begins straight ahead.

0.8 Suspension bridge across Collins River above   
       huge boulders.
1.0 Trail climbs steeply out of the gorge.
1.4 Old moonshine still site to the right on a larger  
      stream.
3.1 A small stream is forded with the remains of an old  
      moonshine still visible to the right.
3.5 Collins River Overlook to the left.
3.7 Standing Rock Overlook to the left.
4.3 Horsepound Point Overlook to the left.
5.0 Ford of Blue Branch - thick rhododendron growth.
5.6 Blue Branch Overlook to the left - an outstanding  
       view of a short tributary gorge and the main gulf.
6.1 Trail ends atop Peak Mountain at the end of the  
      South Rim Trail and the top of the Stagecoach   
      Road Historic Trail.

Connector Trail 6.70 Miles - Strenuous
This is the most challenging and strenuous trail in the 
Savage Gulf State Natural Area. Several climbs and 
seemingly endless rocky slopes are crossed. It has 
connections with most of the other trails as it crosses 
the mouths of all three gulfs. Suspension bridges 
span all major river crossings on this trail. Trail begins 
from Big Creek Gulf Trail 0.9 miles below the Stone 
Door.
0.6 Suspension bridge across Laurel Creek - 
       streambed has huge boulders.
1.9  Suspension bridge across Big Creek.
2.5 Trail down to Historic Decator Savage Cabin to the  
       left.
3.1  Connector Trail and Suspension bridge across 
      Collins River. Collins Gulf Trail to the right; 
      Connector Trail to the left.
3.2 Sawmill Campground straight ahead; Connector  
       Trail to the right.
3.6 Crossing of old Chattanooga-to-McMinnville   
       Stagecoach Road. Stagecoach Road Historic Trail  
       to right; Connector Trail straight ahead.
4.2 Peak Branch - a small stream draining the Peak  
       Mountain above.
4.8 Suspension bridge across Savage Creek.
5.8 The trail enters a large rock field.
6.7 Trail ends near Hobbs Cabin and Campground   
      after climbing a steep rocky slope out of 
      Coppinger Gulf. North Rim Trail to the right; North  
      Plateau Trail to the left.

Greeter Falls Loop Trail 0.80 Miles - Intermediate
One of the best short waterfall hikes on the plateau, 
this loop leads to three waterfalls, numerous bluffs, 
and a historic site. Terrain is very rocky under the 
bluffs and easy above. Trail begins across entrance 
road from Greeter Falls parking lot.
0.1 Blue Hole Trail to the right; 0.5 miles to a great  
      swimming hole.
0.2 Greeter Homeplace to the left, occupied in 1800’s  
       and early 1900’s.
0.3 Loop begins - description to the left.
0.4 Junction with Greeter Trail - Alum Gap 
       Campground and Greeter Trail to the left; 
       Boardtree Falls to the right. Falls loop continues     
       to the right.
0.7 Spur trail to Lower Greeter Falls to left, down spiral  
       stairs. Upper GreeterFalls and site of Long’s Mill  
       down and to the right.
0.8 Ascend up bluffs to loop junction. Greeter Falls  
       parking lot to the left.

Greeter Trail 1.00 Miles - EASY
This short trail connects the Alum Gap Campground 
with the Greeter Falls Area. Trail begins near Alum Gap 
Campground, 0.1 mile down Big Creek Gulf Trail from 
trail junction.
0.2 Big Bluff Overlook to the left.
1.0 Suspension Bridge across Boardtree Creek, 
      junction of Greeter Falls Loop Trail. Greeter Falls to  
      the left; Greeter Falls parking lot to the right.

Laurel Falls Trail 0.30 Miles - Moderate
A short loop leading to a beautiful 25 foot waterfall 
behind the Stone Door Ranger Station. Trail begins to 
the right of the Stone Door Ranger Station.
0.1  Laurel Falls Overlook on a deck after descent.
0.2 Laurel Creek above falls; Laurel Mill site to the   
       right.
0.3 Return uphill on historic trail used for 150 years.

Laurel Trail 2.90 Miles - EASY
This trail is the shortest route to the Alum Gap 
Campground and makes a great return trail for hikes 
on the Big Creek Gulf or Rim trails. The many moist 
fern-filled hollows become the headwaters of 
Laurel Creek. Trail begins to the left of the Stone Door 
Ranger Station.
0.1 The entrance road and power line are crossed.
2.6 Rock piles mark the site of an old moonshine still.
2.9 Big Creek Gulf Trail to the right, Big Creek Rim Trail  
      Alum Gap Campground is 160 foot down Rim Trail.

Mountain Oak Trail 0.80 Miles - EASY
This trail connects the North Rim and North Plateau 
trails. Combination of these trails with the Savage
Day Loop offers a 10 mile loop from the Savage 
Ranger Station.

North Plateau Trail 7.10 Miles – Easy To Moderate
This plateau top trail leads through beautiful old 
growth forest with several outstanding Shortleaf Pine 
stands. Except for crossing the Cagle Knobs, the trail 
is virtually flat. Trail begins from the North Rim Trail 
near Meadow Creek.
1.0 Trail follows the old logging railroad grade (circa  
      1926), referred to by the local people as the ‘Dinky  
      Line.’
1.1  Dinky Line Campground to the left.
1.2  Mountain Oak Trail to the left.
2.0 Trail crosses old jeep road at the top of Cagle   
       Knobs.
2.4 An area of outstanding hardwood forest.
3.3 Through dense mountain laurel to the right is   
      Meadow Creek.
5.3 Two old jeep roads are crossed.
6.6 Ford of Stairway Creek - possible water source if  
       treated.
7.0 Overlook of Coppinger Gulf.
7.1  Hobbs Cabin and Campground to the left; North  
      Rim Trail straight ahead; Connector Trail down and  
      to the right.

North Rim Trail 6.30 Miles - Intermediate
This is a longer trail with more overlooks than any 
other trail at Savage Gulf. It follows the edge of the 
plateau on the north side of Savage Creek Gulf. Trail 
begins from the Savage Day Loop Trail.
0.3 Suspension bridge across Meadow Creek; the   
      North Plateau Trail begins to the right in 230’.
0.6 Meadow Creek Overlook - Savage and Meadow  
      Creeks join directly below this 100’ bluff.
0.7 Savage Creek Overlook - the creek is visible up  
       the gulf.
1.4 Loose Rock Overlook.
1.7 Overlook of a cliff fall which wiped out everything  
      from plateau top to creek-side, in January 1984.
2.0 Trail crosses Lick Creek.
2.2 Several overlooks of the short Lick Creek Gulf.
2.5 Ford across Quartz Pebble Creek.
2.8 West end of Mountain Oak Trail to the right.
2.9 Wooden bridge across Jumpin’ Water Branch.
3.3 Jumpin’ Water Overlook.
3.5 Yellow Bluff Overlook - at 200’ is Savage Gulf’s  
      tallest bluff.
3.6 Over Pine Overlook.
4.7 Trail Edge Overlook.
5.0 Tommy Point Overlook.
6.1  Split Rock Overlook – Stone Door bluffs can be  
      seen in the distance.
6.3 Connector Trail to the left; North Plateau Trail   
       straight ahead; Hobbs Cabin and Campground is  
       at the top of the hill to the right.

Ranger Creek Falls Trail 0.40 Miles - Moderate
This short trail leads to the falls and sink of Ranger 
Creek. The trail follows the usually dry streambed of 
Ranger Creek. Crossing the Big Creek streambed is 
required, which can be treacherous during high water. 
Trail begins from the Big Creek Gulf Trail.
0.1 Big Creek, normally dry, can be treacherous if 
      water is high. Trail continues on the opposite side.
0.2 Ranger Creek streambed crossing; normally dry.
0.4 Ranger Creek Falls.

Savage Day Loop Trail 4.20 Miles - Moderate
This loop is all on the plateau top and gives the hiker 
a great variety of features. This trail gives hikers 
access to several of the longer backcountry trails and 
is a great introduction to the Savage Gulf State 
Natural Area. Trail begins beside the Savage Gulf 
Ranger Station.
0.4 Suspension bridge across Boyd Branch.
1.0 Loop Junction – description to the left. Trail returns  
      to this point after 2.2 miles.
1.2 South Rim Trail and Savage Falls to 
      the left; loop trail continues to the right.                                                                     
1.5  Spur trail to the Savage Falls Overlook on the left.
2.0 Rattlesnake Point Overlook - dedication plaque to  
       former owners who preserved the area’s forest.
2.2 North Rim Trail to the left.
2.8 Trail joins old narrow-gauge logging railroad grade  
       which was used in the 1920’s.                                                                                                                                         
3.1  Loop junction - turn left to return to Ranger 
      Station.
4.2 End of trail at Ranger Station.

South Rim Trail 5.80 Miles - Moderate
This plateau top trail follows the south rim of the 
Savage Creek Gulf, except for crossing Savage Creek 
at the beginning and crossing Peak Mountain at the 
end. There are several short spur trails to overlooks 
which are blazed in blue. Trail begins from Savage 
Day Loop Trail.
0.1 Suspension bridge across Savage Creek. Trail 
      turns right to follow Savage Creek downstream to 
      Savage Falls. Savage Falls Campground straight
      up the hill.
0.5 Overlook and access to pool of Savage Falls.
0.6 Second entrance to Savage Falls Campground to  
       the left.

0.7 Laurel Branch is crossed on a metal bridge.
1.3 Step Down Overlook to the right.
1.6 Champion Overlook to the right.
1.9 Rhododendron Branch is crossed on a wooden  
      bridge.
2.8 A view down into the gulf forest on spur trail to the  
      right.
3.7 Site of an old moonshine still to the left.
4.0 Outstanding view of Yellow Bluff Overlook to the  
       right.
4.1 Tulip Tree Overlook to the right.
4.3 Shaky Rock Overlook to the right.
4.5 Lichen Rock Overlook to the right.
4.8 Stagecoach Road Campground to the left.
5.8 Collins Rim Trail begins to left, just a few feet   
       down the Stagecoach Road Trail.

Stagecoach Road Historic Trail 1.60 Miles - Difficult
In the 1840’s this toll road was authorized for 
construction to connect McMinnville and 
Chattanooga. This section has been placed on the 
National Register of Historic Places. Extensive 
rockwork can be seen along the trail near the top of 
the plateau. Trail begins from the end of South Rim 
Trail and the end of the Collins Rim Trail.
0.1 Stacked rock walls hold the road grade as it   
      steeply drops off the escarpment.
0.2 Rock wall terraces above the current trail were  
      once part of the original road before the main 
      switchback was completed in 1906.
0.5 Skinny Falls - a tall intermittent falls to the right.
1.6 Trail ends where the Connector Trail crosses the  
      old road grade. Sawmill Campground and Stone  
      Door to the left;Hobbs Cabin and Campground to  
      the right.

Stone Door Trail - 0.90 Miles - Easy
This short, easy trail leads hikers past the Laurel Gulf 
Overlook and to the Great Stone Door and overlook 
along the edge of the plateau. Trail begins beside the 
Stone Door Ranger Station.
0.2 Laurel Gulf Overlook - a great view of Laurel Creek  
       gorge with the Stone Door cliffs to the far right.
0.9 Big Creek Rim Trail to the right; Big Creek Gulf   
       Trail starting with the Stone Door straight ahead,  
       and overlooks to the left and straight ahead.

BACKCOUNTRY CAMPING
The Savage Gulf State Natural Area contains over 56 miles of backpacking trails, 67 campsites, eight group 
campsites and one rustic lodge, Hobbs Cabin. These campsites are located within nine designated 
backcountry campgrounds across the Savage Gulf trail system. Reservations are required and may be made 
online, or by calling the Visitor’s Center during normal business hours.

Coordinates are to the Savage Gulf Ranger Station

Stone Door Upper Greeter Falls Stone Door Overlook Hobbs Cabin Salvage Guld Rattlesnake Overlook
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