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				Southern Ontario falls between lakes Erie, Huron and St. Clair and stretches up to include the Bruce Peninsula, which is also bordered by Georgian Bay. It’s probably not surprising, then, that water—whether in the form of large stunning lakes, misty waterfalls, meandering streams, rapidly flowing rivers, or various types of marsh—forms the most interesting landmarks in the area.

				Hikers who are plant enthusiasts or bird-watchers should definitely visit all of the major landforms jutting out into the Great Lakes. They support important ecosystems, including freshwater marshes, dunes, and bogs. These characteristics combine with location to attract a wide variety of nesting and migrating bird species, including a great many warblers, ducks, swans and songbirds. Luckily, all of the landforms have been protected in provincially, nationally or internationally recognized parks. These include Long Point World Biosphere Reserve (Click here) and Rondeau Provincial Park (Click here), which jut eastward, Point Pelee National Park (Click here), which juts southward into Lake Erie, and the Bruce Peninsula (Click here), which juts into Lake Huron. The rivers in this region also attract a great many bird species and humans to their shores, a fact that has played an important role in the history of settlement. Two of them, the Thames and the Grand, have been so important to the development of the region that they have been nationally recognized as heritage rivers. Hikers are attracted to the many important trails that run beside each. 

				As its name implies, the Thames Valley Trail (Click here) follows the Thames River, as does part of the Avon Trail (Click here), although most of it borders the Avon River. The Elgin Trail (Click here) follows two Thames tributaries, the Kettle and Dodd creeks. 

				Other trails also border important rivers. The Maitland Trail (Click here) begins on a bridge over the Maitland River before following its banks. A trail following the shores of the Grand River in Brantford goes by the name of Gordon Glaves Memorial Pathway (Click here), while the Lynn Valley Trail (Click here) gets its charm from the Lynn River, which flows through the centre of the town of Simcoe. 

				Many of these large rivers had reputations for flooding in the spring and drying up in the summer. The Luther Marsh (Click here) at the headwaters of the Grand protects 75% of the river’s flow, for instance. Wildwood Conservation Area on the Thames Valley Trail (Click here) on Trout Creek near St. Marys, and Fanshawe Conservation Area (Click here) on the Thames River in London, both feature large lakes created when dams were built. The McKeough Conservation Area and Floodway (Click here) was created in 1984 due to the traditional flooding of the Sydenham River, near the St. Clair River. Today, hikers enjoy walking through the more than 100,000 trees planted nearby.

				Hikers interested in trees, however, should focus on the Carolinian forests and oak savanna for which Southern Ontario is famous. Pinery Provincial Park (Click here) protects one third of all the oak savanna remaining in the world, while Backus Heritage Conservation Area (Click here) preserves Canada’s largest untouched tract of Carolinian forest. Those with a talent for close observation and an appreciation for subtle beauty will appreciate spending time in both of these locations, along with all the trails in Southern Ontario.
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