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Mayes Lake, located at LeFleur's Bluff State 
Park, offers a great place to paddle a small craft. 
The Pickin' and Paddlin' Outdoor Festival is a 
popular annual event held here each spring.
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When the state was admitted to the 
union in the early 19th century, just 
a few towns and plantations perched 
on our riverbanks. The rest of the land 
was backcountry with fishing camps 
and trading posts linked by creeks 
and game trails. Over the next centu-
ry, towns and highways rose atop that 
land. In the 1930s and ’40s, amid the 
Great Depression, the Civilian Conser-
vation Corps  (CCC) set out to preserve 
the stands of wilderness that remained, 
putting Mississippians to work, and our 
state parks were born.

The system has grown over the 
years and now offers nearly 21,000 acres 
to explore—from Gulf beaches to Appa-
lachian hills, Delta swamps to rolling 
prairie—all of it stocked for family fun. 
“The parks offer a little bit of everything, 
no matter what your taste,” says Paul 
Collins, director of park operations for 
the Mississippi Department of Wildlife, 
Fisheries, and Parks. Backwoods wan-
derers will enjoy fishing, picnic areas 
and campgrounds, rustic cabins, and 
trails, all available in nearly every park. 
Too wild? Then try waterslides, swim-
ming pools, and motels—still only steps 
from the great outdoors.

These parks are, as their motto says, 
“always in season.” But with the sun 
shining and your little adventurers free 
from school, there’s no better time to 
head to the wild. Here’s your guide to 
some of the highlights, up and down 
the state.

Water lapping at your 
feet, campfire smoke rising 
through the treetops—is 
there any better setting 
for family adventure? For 
that matter, is there a more 
iconic Mississippi scene?

HEAD 
TO 

THE 
WILD
Mississippi’s state parks offer 

adventures for all ages.
by boyce upholt
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Built into the bluffs along the Tennessee River at Mississippi’s northeastern tip, J.P. Coleman is well known to watersports fans. 
Landlubbers will be happy, too, with mini-golf, playgrounds, and the panoramic lakeside views from the visitor’s lodge. 

But the real virtue of this park is the waterside landscape that nautical explorers will find: untrammeled forests rise up the 
riverside hills; chert and limestone bluffs drop straight to the water. Don’t miss Cooper Falls, just north of the park, and acces-
sible only by river. This 50-foot waterfall is one of Mississippi’s little-known scenic gems.

J.P. Coleman State Park 

 
613 County Rd. 321

Iuka 
662.423.6515 

105 County Rd. 90
Tishomingo 

662.438.6914
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Your typical image of Mississippi may not include rocky out-
croppings or trickling waterfalls—but those are just the mar-
vels that make Tishomingo the state’s most iconic park. 

Tucked into the southwestern tip of the Cumberland Pla-
teau in the Appalachian foothills, Tishomingo is an explor-
er’s paradise, however you prefer to trek: you can clamber up 
50-foot rock walls or rent a canoe to float Bear Creek, which 
curves through the park. You can hike 13 miles of trails, or 
step inside the “Pioneer’s Cabin,” built in the 1840s and later 
relocated here. You will be exploring a landscape long inhab-
ited: archeological digs have uncovered village and burial 
sites, some going back nearly 7,000 years B.C. And with direct 
access to the Natchez Trace, once you’ve seen it all, you can 
zip right out and on to your next escapade.

J.P. Coleman State Park 

Tishomingo 
State Park

105 County Rd. 90
Tishomingo 

662.438.6914

 

Trace State Park
2139 Faulkner Rd. , Belden 

662.489.2958
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Rumor has it that American folk hero Davy Crockett spent 
a season in these hills. After he lost his Congressional seat 
in 1835 (and with it his presidential hopes) he drove a team 
of horses here and traded with the Chickasaw until he was 
drawn to further exploits in Texas. 
    In the two centuries since, the land has been developed 
and abandoned, its flourishing cotton farms eroding the 
hillsides until they had to be given up. Now forest has 
returned, which makes this park’s backcountry fit again for 
adventure. The 35 miles of trails, easily the most of any state 
park, crisscross rugged hills and red dirt bluffs, all filled 
with abandoned ruins—and even a cemetery hidden in the 
woods. The trails are open to mountain bikes, ATVs, or, if 
you prefer Crockett’s style, horseback riders. And the new 
“Warrior” campground, built this year, allows riders to stay 
even closer to the trailheads.
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The developed portion of this park—which includes a 
nine-hole golf course, grassy play fields, and two of the 
state’s finest museums—feels like bounty enough. But if 
you want to escape the bustle of the city, head back to 
Mayes Lake and the surrounding bottomlands, which 
offer a pristine refuge inside city limits. You can drive 
in, but better yet, take a walk: an easy mile-and-a-half 
nature trail leads from the Mississippi Museum of Sci-
ence to the picnic area, passing over creeks and along-
side the banks of the Pearl River. Back in the woods, 
you’ll find eight oak-shaded picnic pavilions, 28 RV sites, 
and a perfect site for a day—or a weekend—of fishing. 
Named for Louis LeFleur, a French-Canadian explorer 
who founded a trading post here in the late 1700s, this 
park will show you the kind of wildness that preceded 
our modern capital.

LeFleur's 
Bluff

State Park
2140 Riverside Dr.

Jackson
601.987.3923

Roosevelt State Park

2149 Hwy. 13 S.
Morton

601.732.6316
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Pull into the park and you’ll quickly notice the trees: great tall pines, 
wide spaced so that sunlight trickles down. This park is now 75 years old, 
which means these trees have had time to grow, restoring a patch of an 
iconic Southern landscape that once stretched from Virginia to Texas.

Fans of that old-fashioned feel can stay in the original CCC cabins 
or pitch a tent at the primitive campground, tucked in a quiet, secluded 
nook at the back of Shadow Lake. But there are modern options, too: lake-
side RV sites, new cabins, and a 20-room motel, plus popular water slides 
and a swimming pool. All the sites offer easy access to five miles of trails 
that wind through these pine-studded hills, though hikers may want to 
bring a map; the trails aren’t always well marked.
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Swampy and near impenetrable, the woods of the Delta were the last stand of 
wilderness in Mississippi—a famed hunting ground, celebrated by Faulkner 
and visited by Teddy Roosevelt. But by 1935, when Leroy Percy opened as 
Mississippi’s first state park, the bulk of those woods had been cleared. At 
Leroy Percy you can relive the bottomlands in their old glory: knobby-kneed 
cypress and venerable oaks rising from still, dark waters.

Surrounded by a 1,600-acre wildlife management area, the park is a 
great basecamp for hunters—which means, unlike almost every other park 
in the system, Leroy Percy is quieter now than it will be come winter. So if 
you’re looking for a rustic retreat, consider staying in the log cabins, the first 
built by the CCC in Mississippi. They offer old-fashioned charm and mod-
ern amenities (and you’ll be happy for that air-conditioning after a summer 
tromp through the woods).

Leroy Percy State Park

1400 Mississippi Hwy. 12 
Hollandale

662.827.5436 
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Separated from New Orleans by just a few 
lakes and bayous, Waveland was a per-
fect hideout for pirates. At the dawn of the 
nineteenth century, famed buccaneer Jean 
Lafitte cruised these waters; the mysterious 
“Pirate’s House” stood nearby, rumored to 
hide a tunnel that allowed quick escape to 
the Gulf.

These days, proximity to the Big Easy 
offers a different benefit: It makes this park 
a perfect summer getaway. In 2013, after 
years of hard work, renovations were com-
pleted, restoring the park to its pre-Katrina 
state; the hurricane had reduced portions of 
the park to just slabs.

Buccaneer Bay Water Park, the park’s 
centerpiece, includes one of the first wave 
pools built in the United States, water slides, 
a kiddie pool, a 10,000-square-foot sundeck, 
and a food court. You can catch glimpses of 
the romantic beauty that those early pirates 
saw, too—moss-draped oaks, tidal marshes, 
and sunsets over the beach. Seventy of the 
park’s 300 campsites offer views of the Gulf.

 
The state’s most developed park—popular for its tennis 
courts, playgrounds, archery range, swimming pool, motel, 
cabins, plus the four-bedroom villas alongside its 18-hole 
championship golf course—Percy Quin is a hit with natural-
ists, too. A nature trail winds along the back of Lake Tangipa-
hoa, where budding biologists might spot the resident eagles 
or an alligator slipping past.

Hurricane Isaac hit the park hard in 2012, and the lake 
had to be drained. It has since been stocked with more than 
200,000 fish. “We’re just waiting for them to grow up,” says 
park administrator Will Busby. He expects fishing to re-open 
within two years. But the lake is already open for swimming 
and boating. Given the park’s popularity, reservations are 
strongly recommended and can be made up to two years in 
advance.

M

Buccaneer 
State Park

1150 S. Beach Blvd.
Waveland

227.467.3822

Percy Quin 
State Park

2036 Percy Quin Dr.
McComb

601.684.3938
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