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The Ruffner Mountain Nature Center is located in the eastern part of Jefferson County, 

Alabama near Birmingham’s suburb of Irondale.  With more than 1,000 acres and over 12 miles 

of hiking trails, the forested preserve lies on the ridge of the Appalachian foothills. The preserve 

includes the Tree Top Visitor Center that features an activity room for educational programs or 

events, the Woodland Animal Exhibit Hall which contains native Alabama animals 

including raptors, snakes, turtles, and owls, and a gift shop. 

  The mountain was named for William Henry Ruffner, great, great, grandson of Peter.  

At the age of 59, having successfully completed careers in theology and education, he went to 

work for the University of Virginia as a geologist.  In 1882, he undertook a 500 mile survey of 

the topography, geology, mineral, agricultural and mining resources of the mountain.  William’s 

work prompted the Georgia Pacific Railroad to move their staked-out lines so they could take 

over the Sloss Furnace Company which included the Irondale mines.  After the turn of the 

century, the mines were also renamed for William Henry Ruffner. 

The origins of the Ruffner Mountain Nature Center are tied to the region's iron ore 

mining history.  In the late 1880s, a company by the name of Sloss Iron and Steel Company 

began mining operations on the mountain. This company sent iron ore to Sloss Furnaces by 

railcar from the Ruffner Mines.  In 1953 the site was abandoned, and the native plants and 

animals began to re-establish themselves in the area.  When the land was threatened with 

development in the 1970’s, a group of local residents and civic leaders were able to secure 28 of 

its acres.  The Ruffner Mountain Nature Coalition Inc. was formed in 1977 to manage the 

property and that’s how the Ruffner Mountain Nature Center became the first nature center 

opened in the state of Alabama. Over the years, donations from individuals and corporations 

have allowed for the acquisition of over 1,000 acres and the recently opened Tree Top Visitor 

Center.  
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