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There were a hundred reasons why I really didn’t need to go to Bibb County and float down a river in a canoe.  First of all, I was too busy.  This time of year, the everyday activity of a county extension office can quickly overwhelm anyone who doesn’t keep up with all the call, emails and office visits.  Taking a Friday off for such a frivolous activity really didn’t make sense.


Second, it was going to be expensive.  Driving 2 vehicles several hundred miles while hauling canoes on top, creates a huge wind drag and would use a lot of gas.  I had just filled up my truck and it cost way over a hundred dollars.  This trip would use just about all of that gas.
Third, it was hot.  Well, that was really no excuse.  We could jump in the river to cool off anytime.  So, I decided to go.


Several months before, my friend Shane Harris called me on the phone one day.  “What’s your schedule look like in late May” he asked.  “We need to go canoe the Cahaba River over in West Blocton and see the Cahaba Lilies when they are in bloom” he said.  We both agreed on a day and I marked it out on my calendar.  That’s probably the only reason I got to go.  As May progressed, the rest of those days were quickly occupied.

Most of the time, when I go canoeing, all of my sons go too.  They are river rats like me.  This time, Charles was on a Science Olympiad trip with Cathy up in Washington D.C.  Vincent had to work that day.  That left Trevor.  Having just returned from Iraq, he has been taking it easy and jumped at the chance to go float for a day.  Shane took his 4 year old son Blake on what was to be his first “whitewater” adventure.


After quite a long morning of what seemed like an endless trip filled with unexpected events and opportunities that challenged our nerves and patience, we arrived at the Cahaba River refuge located near West Blocton.


After unloading all the gear and running one of the trucks to the takeout point, we finally got on the river at noon.  We all took the opportunity of the first quarter mile of flat water to eat our sandwiches before they either got smashed or wet.

You could hear the roar of the water as we approached the first set of shoals.  There were 2 predominant species of plants that inhabited these rocky shelves where the river picked up it’s pace.  American Water Willow (Justicia americana) and the Cahaba Lily (Hymenocallis coronaria).  We picked our way through the upper parts of the shoals trying to find slow pools of water where we could take some photographs.  I think we all got out at some point and waded around as we snapped photographs of this spectacular, rare plant that has its largest populations here in Alabama.  In fact, the stretch of river that Shane picked for us to float boasts the single largest population of Cahaba Lilly’s in the world.

The Cahaba Lilly is a member of the Amaryllis or Spider Lilly family.  It is also known as the Shoal Lilly out side of Alabama.  According to several kiosks at the refuge, there are just fewer than seventy locations where these Lilly’s grow along the fall line in Alabama, Georgia and South Carolina.  Alabama has about 47 of these locations, mostly on the Cahaba River.  Halawaka Creek up near Beulah is also one of these sites. Parts of the Tallapoosa River and Hatchett Creek in Coosa County are other locations close by.


This plant is very site specific and cannot grow in peoples home gardens. They only occur in open well-lit rocky shoals of streams and rivers.  Other requirements the Liles have are swift-moving and well-oxygenated water free of pollution and sediments.  Once seeds are produced, they drop into the water and sink to the bottom where they are wedged into rock and grow to become new plants.


For years, I have heard about these spectacular plants and even had several opportunities to go see them but never had.  This was the year that I quit making excuses.  We got home well after dark that day and were tired, sunburned and hungry.  I was vividly reminded that my body is older than my mind thinks it is.  Starting the day well before daylight, loading and carrying canoes and gear up and down steep river banks, paddling all afternoon in the hot sun tends to do that to folks.  But it was all worth it.  We all got to see these extremely rare plants, had a great day on a beautiful river and little Blake got to feel that “white water” as we dropped through the gaps of swift water descending through the shoals.


There are numerous websites which feature information on this rare plant that makes Alabama its home.  There is even a “Cahaba Lily Festival” every year at the end of May.  The Cahaba River society has a website on this as well as info on the whole Cahaba River.  Another good one is www.touralabama.org
