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How to Plan a Boat Trip to Cumberland Island from 
Jacksonville 
At the very northern edge of the Jax Boat Club cruising area sits one of the most 
magical destinations on the entire Southeast coast: Cumberland Island. Wild horses 
graze among live oaks and salt marsh, undeveloped beaches stretch for miles, and the 
ruins of a Gilded Age mansion peek through the maritime forest. A boat trip to 
Cumberland Island from Jacksonville is a genuine bucket-list day on the water, and this 
guide walks you through how to plan it. 

This article is for Jacksonville-area boaters who want to make the run north to 
Cumberland Island National Seashore. We cover the route, timing and tides, where to 
land, what you can see and do once you arrive, and how to plan the return so you get 
home safely before dark. 

Key Takeaways 
●​ Cumberland Island is a National Seashore just across the Georgia line, marking 

the northern boundary of the Jax Boat Club cruising area. 
●​ The island is famous for its herd of wild horses, undeveloped beaches, and the 

Dungeness mansion ruins. 
●​ Most boaters run north via the Intracoastal Waterway, timing the trip around the 

tides for a smoother, more efficient passage. 
●​ The island is managed by the National Park Service, so know the rules on 

landing, wildlife, and pack-in pack-out. 
●​ Plan fuel, water, and timing carefully, this is a full-day adventure, not a quick 

cruise. 
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Why Cumberland Island Is Worth the Run 
Cumberland Island is the largest and southernmost of Georgia’s barrier islands, and it is 
protected as Cumberland Island National Seashore by the National Park Service. 
Development is almost nonexistent. Instead you get more than 17 miles of pristine 
beach, sprawling maritime forest, and salt marsh that teems with birds and wildlife. 

The island’s most famous residents are its wild horses, a free-roaming herd descended 
from domestic animals left generations ago. They graze in the open fields around the 
Dungeness ruins, the shell of a mansion once owned by the Carnegie family. For 
boaters used to the marinas and beaches closer to home, Cumberland feels like 
stepping back in time. It is the kind of destination that reminds you why the water is 
worth exploring. 

Planning Your Route from Jacksonville 
From Palm Cove Marina, the most protected way north is via the Intracoastal Waterway. 
The route takes you past Fort George, up through the marshes and around Amelia 
Island and Fernandina Beach, and on toward the St. Marys River and the Cumberland 
Sound at the Georgia line. 

A few planning notes for the run: 

●​ Follow the marked channel. The waters around the inlets and sounds shift, and 
shoaling is common. Stay in the marked ICW channel and watch your chart. 

●​ Mind the sounds. Nassau Sound and Cumberland Sound can build a chop when 
wind opposes tide, so check the marine forecast before committing. 

●​ Use the mileage chart. Our mileage chart helps members estimate transit time 
and fuel to destinations at the edges of the cruising area. 

Because Cumberland sits at the far northern boundary, this is a longer passage than a 
hop to a local sandbar. Match the boat to the trip. Our entire fleet includes larger, more 
comfortable cruisers well suited to a longer open-water day. 

Timing, Tides, and Fuel 
Tides in this region are significant, and getting them right makes the whole day easier. 
Aim to ride a favorable current where you can, and plan your arrival and departure so 
you are not fighting a hard opposing tide through the sounds. Our guide to tidal timing 
for Jacksonville boat trips explains how to read the exchange and plan around it. 

Before you leave the dock: 

●​ Check the forecast. Review the NOAA marine forecast for wind, seas, and 
weather timing. 

https://www.nps.gov/cuis/index.htm
https://jaxboatclub.com/mileage-chart
https://jaxboatclub.com/entire-fleet
https://jaxboatclub.com/blog/tidal-timing-101-how-to-plan-your-jacksonville-boat-trip-around-the-tides
https://jaxboatclub.com/blog/tidal-timing-101-how-to-plan-your-jacksonville-boat-trip-around-the-tides
https://jaxboatclub.com/noaa-nws-marine-forecast


●​ Top off fuel. This is one of the longest runs in the cruising area, so plan your fuel 
with a comfortable reserve. 

●​ Leave early. Give yourself a full day. You want daylight for the return trip through 
the marsh and channels. 

What to Do on Cumberland Island 
Once you arrive, the island rewards slow exploration. Highlights include: 

●​ The wild horses. The open fields around the Dungeness Historic District, a short 
walk from the south end docks, are the most reliable place to spot the herd 
grazing. 

●​ The Dungeness ruins. The dramatic remains of the Carnegie mansion sit amid 
gardens and grazing horses. 

●​ The beaches. Miles of empty Atlantic beach invite shelling, swimming, and long 
walks with almost no crowds. 

●​ The maritime forest. Shaded trails wind beneath ancient live oaks draped in 
Spanish moss. 

●​ Wildlife watching. Deer, armadillos, wild turkeys, and abundant shorebirds are 
common sights. 

Pack in everything you need, including plenty of water, food, sun protection, and bug 
spray, because there are no stores on the island. 

Know Before You Go: Park Rules 
Cumberland Island is a protected National Seashore, and the National Park Service 
asks visitors to tread lightly. Keep these rules in mind: 

●​ Keep your distance from the horses. They are wild animals. The Park Service 
asks visitors to stay at least 50 feet away and never feed or touch them. 

●​ Pack it in, pack it out. There is no trash service in most of the island, so carry out 
everything you bring. 

●​ Leave nature as you found it. Collecting artifacts, plants, or live shells is 
prohibited. 

●​ Check current access. Docking and landing details can change, so review the 
latest guidance on the official park site before you go. 

When you boat with Jax Boat Club, every vessel is maintained, fueled, and insured, and 
our included training helps you navigate longer runs like this one with confidence. 

Frequently Asked Questions 
How far is Cumberland Island from Jacksonville by boat? 

Cumberland Island sits at the northern boundary of the Jax Boat Club cruising area, just 
across the Georgia line beyond Amelia Island and Fernandina Beach. It is one of the 

https://www.nps.gov/cuis/planyourvisit/index.htm


longer runs in the cruising area, so plan a full day and check our mileage chart to 
estimate transit time and fuel. 

Can I see the wild horses from a boat trip to Cumberland Island? 

Yes. The wild horses are most reliably seen grazing in the open fields around the 
Dungeness Historic District near the south end of the island. Remember they are wild 
animals, so keep a respectful distance of at least 50 feet and never feed or approach 
them. 

What should I pack for a boat trip to Cumberland Island? 

Bring everything you need for a full day, including water, food, sun protection, insect 
repellent, and comfortable walking shoes. There are no stores on the island, and you 
must carry out all trash, so pack in and pack out. 

Is Cumberland Island a good day trip or an overnight? 

It works well as an ambitious full-day trip if you leave early and plan your return around 
daylight and tides. The island also offers camping for those who want to stay longer, but 
a well-planned day gives most boaters plenty of time to see the horses, ruins, and 
beaches. 

Reach the Edge of the Cruising Area 
Cumberland Island is one of the most rewarding destinations within reach of Palm Cove 
Marina, and Jax Boat Club membership makes the run simple. Reserve the right boat, 
follow your plan, and spend a day among wild horses and empty beaches without ever 
owning or maintaining a vessel. Explore our cruising destinations or ask us anything 
about planning your trip north. 

Image suggestions: (1) Wild horses grazing near the Dungeness ruins, alt text 
“Cumberland Island wild horses by boat from Jacksonville.” (2) An empty Cumberland 
Island Atlantic beach, alt text “undeveloped Cumberland Island beach.” (3) A boat 
cruising the Intracoastal Waterway through the marsh toward Georgia, alt text “boat 
route to Cumberland Island from Jacksonville.” 

https://jaxboatclub.com/cruising
https://jaxboatclub.com/ask-us-anything
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