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How to spend 36 hours on Alabama’s favorite lakeside playground.
WORDS  JENNIFER KORNEGAY   PHOTOS  COURTESY RUSSELL LANDS ON LAKE MARTIN

To really savor summer—and escape its sweltering heat—you have to get out on the 
water. In Alabama, some of the best water to be in, on and around is Lake Martin. 
Alabama Power created the 44,000-acre lake in East-Central Alabama as part of 
the Martin Dam project in 1926, gifting the area a multipurpose natural resource. 
This sprawling, sparkling gem has 800 miles of tree-dotted shoreline fronting clean, 
green-blue water and was once the largest man-made lake in the country. It may not 
hold that distinction today, but it’s still the lake of choice for mornings packed with 
water sports and lazy afternoons packed with nothing but a nap on a float. Lake 
Martin draws thousands to swim, fish, hike, boat and, of course, eat in every season. 
Try this itinerary to get the most out of a day and a half away at the lake.

DAY 1
Start with lunch at The Landing at Parker 
Creek. This laid-back lakefront spot offers 
100 percent alfresco dining, with tables un-
der large pavilions scattered amid pine trees, 
cozied up to a sandy shoreline. The menu 
offers picnic staples like big, beefy burgers, 
zesty fish or shrimp tacos, crisp dill pickle 
fries and barbecue chicken with tangy Ala-
bama white sauce. Pro tip: Put a sweet finish 
on your meal with The Landing’s intensely 
chocolatey version of Alabama’s favorite 
adult milkshake, a thick and creamy bush-
wacker. 

Use that fuel to power through a boat 
ride around at least part of the lake (it’s too 
large to see in an afternoon). Marvel at the 
magnificent homes gracing the banks and 
indulge in a little house envy. Find a spot to 
drop anchor and plunge in for a cooling dip. 
Or motor over to Chimney Rock and watch 
the brave souls who take leaps from the high, 
sheer-rock ledge into the water (far) below.

Come dinnertime, make your way to 
Kowaliga Restaurant, a Lake Martin leg-
end named for the lovesick wooden Indian 
immortalized in the Hank Williams song 
“Kaw-Liga.” It has endured several changes 
in ownership and even a fire that burnt it 
to the ground in 1999. But today, Kowa-
liga Restaurant is better than ever, offering 
casual bites with an emphasis on Alabama-
sourced and Alabama-made foods, served 
with a panoramic view of the lake. Don’t 
miss the Conecuh Sausage platter, which 
comes with pimento cheese, spicy Wickles 
pickles, whole-grain mustard and saltines. 
Wash it down with a craft beer brewed in 
Birmingham or a tart Branch Water cocktail 
made with bourbon, rum, lemonade, sweet 
tea and orange juice.

Lake Martin 
See, Do, Eat: 

Clockwise from top: Kowaliga 
Restaurant has ample dock space for 
diners arriving via boat. The eatery’s 
grilled catfish tacos marry tastes and 
textures: creamy, spicy chipotle tartar 
sauce and cooling slaw; its burger-fries 
combo is a stellar execution of a clas-
sic; and the catfish fillets, fried crisp 
with flaky flesh, are a favorite.
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Left: Catherine’s Market is 
always welcoming. Below: A 
sampling of the café’s smoky 
barbecue offerings. Below, left: 
And right across the way, the 
Adventure Center has all the 
gear you need for exploring.

DAY 2
Prepare for a full day of activities with breakfast at Catherine’s Mar-
ket at Russell Crossroads. This butcher and bottle shop includes a deli 
and bakery and serves a slew of items for your morning meal, from 
flaky pastries to heartier choices like a loaded Greek omelet or a slab of 
challah French toast smothered with strawberries. 

When you’re done, walk to the nearby Russell Lands Adventure 
Center and rent a kayak or a canoe to explore the lake in a more 
intimate way. The calm waters in the many quiet sloughs and inlet 
hideaways that cut into the banks of the lake boast glassy, still surfaces 
perfect for paddling. The Center also offers bike rentals for exploring 
Russell Forest trails and guided horseback rides through the woods. 

Now that you’ve worked off breakfast, get an energy refill with 
lunch at Chuckwalla’s Pizzeria at Chuck’s Marina. Relax with a cold 
brew and a hot slice of pizza and soak in the waterfront view from the 
deck of the neon-colored eatery. For the can’t-miss Chuck’s experi-
ence, mosey on up to the ordering window and ask for the Chimney 
Rock pizza, a hefty creation named after the lake’s aforementioned 
iconic cliff. It’s loaded with just about everything they’ve got back in 
the kitchen, which includes mountains of meat and veggies piled on a 

thin crust with just a hint of chew. 
After lunch, get back to discovering the lake’s abundance with a 

hike along one of the trails skirting its shores, ranging from easy to 
more difficult and cutting through woodsy wonderlands. The short 
but steep trek up to Smith Mountain Fire Tower will get you huffing 
and puffing, but the stunning views awaiting you at the end make it 
well worth the effort. The trail leads to the rock-and boulder-strewn 
summit of Smith Mountain, the highest elevation near the lake. Top-
ping this natural formation is a historic 90-foot-tall fire tower that was 
built in 1939. If you’re after something a little tamer, more than 25 
miles of moderate trails wind along the lake’s edges and through a for-
est dotted with dogwoods and wildflowers at Wind Creek State Park.

Good news: It’s time to eat again. Dinner at SpringHouse, a fine-
dining restaurant with James Beard Award semifinalist Rob McDan-
iel at the helm, proves that the best is often saved for last. Amid an 
atmosphere of stacked stone, wood beams and ironwork, upscale yet 
rustic dishes are expertly prepared and artfully presented based on 
what’s in season. The menu changes often, but recent offerings have 
included pop-in-your-mouth stuffed peppadews, coal-roasted chicken 
oysters (the small, oyster-shaped pieces of dark meat that flank the 
chicken’s backbone) with jalapeño white barbecue sauce, and succu-
lent pork loin with stewed tomatoes and okra. 

DAY 3
Before you leave the lake, you need to visit 
Chef McDaniel once more—this time for 
the SpringHouse Sunday brunch. Basics 
like pale yellow clouds of scrambled farm-
fresh eggs play with crisped, house-cured 
bacon in a soft and salty symphony. A light 
biscuit is topped with peppery sawmill 
gravy that strikes just the right Goldilocks 
note of consistency: not too thick and not 
too thin. More elaborate offerings like a 
crawfish and brie omelet or fried quail over 
stone-ground grits elevate brunch staples to 
a whole new altitude. Add a Limon Twist 
cocktail, a refreshing blend of house-made 
limoncello, orange marmalade and ginger 
ale for a bit of extra lift, ending your Lake 
Martin escapades on a delicious and memo-
rable high note.

Clockwise from top: Even the plates 
at SpringHouse are special, created 

by Alabama’s Earthborn Pottery. The 
restaurant’s natural materials make it 

seem like it grew out of a hill. Ordinary 
chicken becomes extraordinary in the 

hands of Chef Rob McDaniel.


