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Published Tuesday, November 20, 2007 
Tenn-Tom boosts ‘looping’ 
Waterway subtracts about 2,000 miles from sail around ‘Great Loop’ of rivers 
 
By Tommy Stevenson 
Associate Editor 

TUSCALOOSA | When the Tennessee-Tombigbee 
Waterway was completed in 1984, it provided a 
shortcut to the Gulf of Mexico for commercial 
barges in the eastern part of the United States. 
 
(Video at bottom of story) 
 
But that wasn’t the waterway’s only advantage. It 
also gave impetus to a nautical subculture: 
“Loopers.” 
 
Named for the “Great Loop” of rivers and 
intercoastal waterways east of the Mississippi 
River that include the Great Lakes all the way to 
the Florida Keys, loopers are people who make 
that 5,000- to 7,000-mile voyage on their pleasure 
craft, be it a pontoon boat or a large yacht. 
 
“Before the Tenn-Tom opened, the only way to get 
to the Gulf from the Great Lakes area was to go 
down the Mississippi, which is really not very 
hospitable to pleasure boats,” says Bill Russell of 
Wickford, R.I. Russell and his wife, Mary, are 
docking their 37-foot trawler at Eagle Cove Marina above Holt Lock and Dam on the Black Warrior River. 
 
“The Tenn-Tom cut about 2,000 miles off the loop and gave a big boost to loopers,” he said.  
 
Looping has become so popular there is now an 
organization devoted to it. America’s Great Loop Cruising 
Association has hundreds of members, quarterly 
newsletters and several sponsored rendezvous on lakes 
and marinas across the country every year. 
 
All that was made possible by the 234-mile waterway that 
connected the Tennessee River with the Tombigbee in 
Demopolis. A 12-year project of the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, the Tenn-Tom, which provides access to Mobile 
Bay, remains the largest project the Corps has ever 
undertaken. 
 
Bill, 66, and Mary, 63, are both retired college professors 
and although they still maintain a home in Rhode Island, 
they spend several months a year on their boat navigating 
the rivers, lakes and waterways of the eastern part of the 
continent. 
 
“When we were still working, we’d only spend the summer 
months on our boat and then, in 2005, we spent from July to 
November on the boat and since then, we’ve been on the 
boat about 10 months,” Mary Russell said. “We’ve sailed 
about 18,000 miles overall.” 
 
Bill Russell said they first became aware of the “Great Loop” 
in 1967, before the idea of looping was well known and 
certainly before the activity became organized.  
 
“There were people who made the Great Loop, but they had 
to go down the Mississippi all the way to New Orleans,” he 
said. “But because it has so many bends and turns in it as 
you get further south, just one stretch of it is almost 2,000 
river miles. The problem is there are only two places where 
pleasure boaters can buy fuel all the way from where the 
Ohio River joins the Mississippi to New Orleans. So that 
means that most pleasure boaters couldn’t realistically do 
it.” 
 
He added that the southern part of the Mississippi is not 
very scenic. “About all you see is levees from the water,” he said. 
 
While the Black Warrior River is not technically part of the “Great Loop,” which still includes the Mississippi as an 
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Mary and BIll Russell stand on their boat, the Harbour Reach, at Eagle 
Cove Marina on the Black Warrior River on Friday. They are taking a trip 
around the waterways of the eastern United States.  
Staff photo | Michael E. Palmer 

Click here to enlarge. 
Buy a copy of this picture! 
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alternative to the Tenn-Tom, loopers take many side trips. After they heard about Eagle Cove Marina from people 
they met at a rendezvous on Wheeler Lake on the Tennessee River (also not part of the official loop), the Russells 
made their way up the Black Warrior. They plan to use the marina as their departure point for future voyages. 
 
Eagle Point owner Quinn Stewart said he has had several loopers stay at his 80-slip marina for various lengths of 
time and is intrigued by their tales of sailing the entire continent. 
 
“Most of them are retirees who can take months to stay on the water,” he said. “But they are all adventurous and 
self-reliant people.” 
 
Clifford Foster, whose 53-foot Platinum Plus yacht is anchored right next to the Russells’, has yet to sail the loop 
but is eagerly awaiting what he expects to be a 12-month voyage beginning next year. He has already hired 
someone to help him with the trip. 
 
“The Great Loop starts anywhere on the loop,” he said as he spread out a laminated map in his boat’s cabin. “I 
plan to take my boat down to Mobile, where I practice law, in the next couple of weeks, and on Jan. 2, head to 
south Florida, go over to some of the islands until about March, then come back to Jacksonville [Fla.] and go up 
the coast to Savannah, Charleston and North Carolina.” 
 
From there, Foster plans to take a route that goes from Chesapeake Bay to New York harbor, up the Hudson 
River, through the locks of the various canals and then to the Great Lakes. “I’ll come down the east shore of Lake 
Michigan to Chicago, take the Chicago River to the Illinois, to the Mississippi and then to the Tennessee,” he said. 
 
While he does not have a set schedule, Foster does have a goal: “My plan is to go up the Tennessee River to 
Knoxville, where I plan to be the third Saturday of October, for the Alabama-Tennessee football game,” he said. 
 
Then he plans to be back at Eagle Cove six weeks later for the Alabama-Auburn game. 
 
“Can’t miss those two games,” said the avid Crimson Tide fan. “Even while you are looping.” 
 
Reach Tommy Stevenson at tommy.stevenson@tuscaloosanews.com or 205-722-0194.  
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