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Exploring Indiana Road Trips

Exploring Indiana Series

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Join us on our first summer of exploring Indiana's myriad destinations by camper. Visit the World's Largest Paintball, a sunken garden, and stroll across the mighty Ohio River. Using Indiana State Park campgrounds as a base camp, we day trip to many intriguing destinations across the Hoosier State. Looking for some interesting road trips? Use this informative tourism guide to plan your own Indiana road trip adventure. Even if you don't camp, you can still enjoy the road trips.

Indiana Camping

Indiana has a wealth of both private and public campgrounds. Our preference is for Indiana Department of Natural Resources campgrounds like state parks, recreation areas and state forests. 

Hoosier Destinations

Our first summer included visits to wonderful local parks, intriguing museums, historic forts and a stroll across the Ohio River on a repurposed railroad bridge. We camped in the snow at Brown County and marveled at the World's Largest Paintball. At the Minnestria in Muncie the Bob Ross Museum features the studio where his PBS TV series was filmed and in Fort Wayne we found the home of Chief Richardville, a Miami Indian Chief who was at one time the richest man in Indiana.  

Bison, Fire Towers and Snow

At Ouabache State Park a herd of 20 bison roam over a 20-acre prairie where you can observe them from the 110-foot fire tower. We woke up to a fresh blanket of snow at Brown County and wandered through historic log stockade Fort Vallonia and Fort Wayne.
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​Introduction by the Author
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My wife and I love to travel; however, we had not done it nearly as much as we wished. We had wanted for many years to purchase a camper, so in the second year of her retirement we began researching one that would fit our needs. 

Our Quest for A Camper

We knew very little about campers when we began our search. Our previous research had been driving around state park campgrounds while staying at family cabins at the parks. Note, you cannot just drive into a campground, as there is controlled access with only cars displaying a current camping tag on their car allowed admittance. During these stays, we had a tag that indicated we were staying in a family cabin, thus we had access to the campground. Indeed, many of the family cabins are located inside the campground control station.

Tent Camping

Many years ago, early in our marriage, we had tent camped. We had tried a variety of tents during this time, camping at many of the Indiana State Parks and even two trips to Myrtle Beach in South Carolina and one to Kentucky. A series of bad experiences led us to abandon tent camping in favor of hotels, state park inns and finally family cabins. Thus, when we began our quest to resume the camping lifestyle, tent camping was not part of our research. 

Criteria

We had considered motor homes, however our style of traveling made one impractical. More on that later. We had not even considered a pop up we wanted something more substantial and included a bathroom. Our criteria were simply to find the smallest camper we could find that had a bathroom. 

RV and Camper Show

On January 16, 2022, we attended the RV and Camper Show in Indianapolis at the Indiana State Fairgrounds. This is an ideal place to find what you are interested in as there are all types of campers on display and salesmen to explain their features and educate you a bit on campers. I would recommend visiting at least one RV show before purchasing a camper, even if you are buying a used one. This is a substantial investment, and you want to know your options. We spent the day looking at various campers and talking to salesmen. By the end of the day, we had a good idea of what we wanted. 

Replacing My Truck

At the time I was driving a decrepit 1997 Ford Ranger that had a rusted frame. It's four-cylinder motor would never pull the size camper we wanted, and I would not trust driving it any long distance, anyway. So, before buying a camper we needed to replace that truck. I did extensive research online and finally found one that would fit the bill. The truck was a 2011 Ford Ranger four-liter, six-cylinder, engine four-wheel drive. It featured a Class III towing capacity. We bought the truck on my birthday, March 22. 

Rewiring the Truck

A camper requires a special electric plug installed on the truck so the brake lights, camper brakes and turn signals operate. My new truck did not have the proper plug, so I had to have one installed. A local U-Haul dealership completed this task in an afternoon. Most, if not all, U-Haul dealerships can perform this service. 

Delivering the Camper

We drove up to Indianapolis to purchase the camper on March 26, 2022. We bought it from the Camping World dealership at Greenwood, Indiana located at 303 Sheek Road. We received good service at Camping World. Note, there are several camper dealerships located across Indiana and any of these I am sure will fit your needs. We used this dealership because they had what we wanted, which was a Jay Flight SLX 195RB. It is a 21-foot-long camper with a clearance requirement of 9 feet. The cargo capacity is 870 pounds. The dealership delivered the camper on March 29, 2022. Our summer camping adventures were about to begin. 
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​Breaking in the Camper
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We had decided to make our inaugural camping trip to Versailles State Park, which is about a 20-minute drive from our house. This would be a two-day outing, mainly to develop our camping skills and work out kinks. And yes, there were kinks. I had made reservations for a pull through site, as I had never backed a camper up, let alone drive one. We left home at about 1:15 and arrived at our campsite at about 2:15. At this time of year, the Versailles campground operates on an honor system, as there is no one at the park's main gate house or at the campground control gate house. I filled out the form provided at the gate house and just wrote, "reservation, paid," on the line which indicated the amount we owed. I filled the water tank for the camper at the water hydrant at the entrance to the campground and drove to our site, #144. I was facing the wrong direction, so I had to pull into the curl-de-sac at the end of the campsite section and come in from the other direction. It had an asphalt pad. A picnic table occupied the center of the pad, blocking my access. A park worker mowing grass helped me move the table out of the way. I pulled in and stopped. 

I will outline the process of setting up the camper only once, as many rookies may be reading this. The first task, after positioning the camper, is to put wheel chocks at the front and back of each tire to keep the camper in place once it is unhitched. After this a block is place under the hitch support after which you crank the trailer tongue jack down until it begins to raise the back of the towing vehicle. Then you unlock the lever lock on the hitch, releasing its grip on the hitch. Next you continue cranking up the tongue jack crank until the hitch completely clears the tongue and you can pull the towing vehicle away. 

Leveling the Trailer

I used a carpenter's level to level the trailer. This is necessary to ensure all the plumbing drains in the camper drain properly. I laid the level on the floor in front of the door inside the camper and adjusted the tongue jack until the trailer was level from front to back. It was a little off from side to side. To level that, you use the stabilizers. Our camper is small, so there are only two stabilizers at the back, one on the right and one on the left. I lowered the stabilizers, which help keep the camper from jiggling from side to side as well as helping you level it. Larger campers will have four stabilizers, one set at the front, one at the back. Larger, fancier campers are self leveling. 

Hooking Up

Some sites are full hookup, which means they include electric, sewer and water connections. The sites at most state parks do not offer full hook up, though there are some. This site has just an electric connection. So, the next project is to plug in the electric, which takes an RV cord which plugs into the electric box at the site. The boxes usually offer 50-Amp or 30-amp service. There are usually two circuit breakers and two or three plugs which they control inside the metal box. You must lift the metal door to reveal the connections and circuit breakers. One breaker connects to the RV plug, and another usually controls one or two 120-volt plug ins. I opened the door to the camper storage compartment and discovered that I had left the cord lying in the driveway next to the garage. I stuck my head in the camper to tell my wife I needed to go back home and get the cord. She informed me that the water was not working. There is an access panel under the refrigerator which covers the access to the plumbing. I needed a Phillips head screwdriver to open that access, which I did not have. She told me there were a couple of more things which she had forgotten which I could get when I went back home.

Solving the Problems

I drove home, picked up the cord and collected a screwdriver from my toolbox after which I retrieved the items she had said we needed. After returning to the campsite, I plugged in the cord and inserted the other end on the electrical connection on the camper. She stuck her head out of the camper and said that there was still no electric. Opening the electric box, I discovered I had not flipped the circuit breaker into the "On," position. After I flipped the switch, we had electric. I entered the camper and removed the access panel to the plumbing. When she turned on a faucet, we could hear the pump running, but no water came out. after some exploring around on the various connections, I discovered a shut off valve on the pump which was closed. I turned the handle, and we had water. It took about a half an hour to finish the set up. We rewarded ourselves by relaxing. The wife laid on the bed with a book while I extended the awning on the trailer, set up a couple of chairs and a folding table. Then I got a beer and a book. 

The Second Day

The next day (Tuesday, May 3, 2022) was election day. It was a rainy day, so I hiked a couple of short trails after which I showered, and we went to vote. We had supper at a nearby restaurant. 

Departure

The next day was the day we would return home. 
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Versailles State Park
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Description:

Versailles State Park, located east of Versailles Indiana on US Route 50 is Indiana’s second largest state park. It includes 5905 acres, the 230-acre Versailles Lake, a public swimming pool and one of the finest campgrounds in the Indiana State Park system. The northern area of the park features an extensive Mountain Bike trail system. Horse trails occupy the southern reaches. Wonderful hiking trails, fishing and boating are in between. Events at the park include the Bluegrass Festival the first weekend in October, a magnificent 4th of July fireworks show and a Halloween even in late October. 

Inn:

No

History:

During the Great Depression the National Park Service determined that it would build a federal park at a site near Versailles, Indiana in August 1934. By fall the Park Service had acquired 1700 acres for what would be the first Federal Park in Indiana. They chose the area because it was a marginal farm area. Called the Versailles Recreation Demonstration Area, the first of 200 Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) workers arrived at Camp Laughery on January 14, 1935. The workers first constructed barracks, a mess hall and an administration building. These workers, who ranged in age from eighteen to twenty-eight years old, developed many of the features still visible in the park. By 1943 the Park Service had expanded the project to 5600 acres.  

The State Park

In 1943 the National Park Service transferred ownership of the park to the Indiana Department of Natural Resources. The Versailles Recreation Demonstration Area became Versailles State Park. Workers constructed Versailles Lake in 1954. The DNR has added new buildings and facilities to the park over the years. 

Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC)

Established by executive order on April 5, 1933, by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the CCC served as one of the most important parts of Roosevelt's New Deal program to deal with the high unemployment during the Great Depression. The United States Army helped provide transportation for the men that would work on environmental conservation projects around the United States. By July 1, 1933, the CCC had established 1433 camps around the country, providing jobs for 300,000 men. By 1935 the CCC would have 2600 camps with almost three million workers. The CCC built 97,000 miles of roadway, planted 2.3 billion trees, developed 800 state parks and over 13,000 miles of hiking trails in those parks. Additionally, the men of the CCC stocked lakes and rivers with over one million fish and constructed 3470 fire towers. To enlist in the CCC the men had to be United States citizens, in good physical shape, single and between the ages of 17 and 23. The CCC later raised this age to 26. The monthly pay was $30.00 per month. They had to send $25.00 per month home to their families. The CCC added an educational program, which enabled over 40,000 illiterate men to learn to read and write. 

Hiking:

1. Moderate (2.25 Miles)

2. Moderate (2.75 Miles)

3. Easy (1.5 Miles)

Swimming:

Swimming / Pool / Water slide

Camping:

Electric / 226 sites

Group Camp

Youth Tent Camping Area

Camp Store

Dumping Station

Picnic Areas:

Picnic Areas are scattered throughout the park and are available on a first come, first serve basis. The picnic areas include tables, grills, toilet facilities, playground equipment and play fields. Wood is available from camp store during summer months. 

Shimmerhorn Shelter

Heron's Point Shelter

Cedar Grove Shelter

Lake view Shelter

Trailside Shelter

Oak Grove Shelter

Fishing:

Anglers with an Indiana State Fishing license may cast their lines in Versailles Lake.  

Other Activities:

Mountain Bike Trails

Hikers may use the Mountain Bike Trails

1 Grand view Loop - 6 Miles - Difficult

2 Center Loop - 2 - Moderate

3 Creek side Loop - 1.4 - Moderate

4 Cliff side - 2.5 - Difficult

5 Turtle Loop - 1.0 - Easy

6 Shadow Run Loop - 4.0 - Easy/Beginner

Interpretive Naturalist Services

A naturalist is available three days a week from Memorial Day to the middle of August.  A seasonal interpretive naturalist offers hikes, educational and interpretive programs and evening activities. Program schedules available at this link http://www.in.gov/dnr/parklake/2389.htm

or call (812) 689-6424. Exhibits on park’s natural and cultural history are on display at the Nature Center.

Rental-Canoe, Rowboat, and Kayak

Boat Launch Ramp

Boat Motor / Electric trolling only

Bridle Trails (day use only)

Contact Information:

Versailles State Park

Mailing Address:

P.O. Box 205

Versailles, IN 47042

(812) 689-6424

Mapping Address:

1004 U.S. 50

Versailles, IN 47042

http://www.in.gov/dnr/parklake/2963.htm
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​Mounds State Park
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By late May we were ready for our first bona fide camping trip. We set out for Mounds State Park, which is just east of Anderson, Indiana. This is one of Indiana's smallest state parks. Its main feature are the Indian mounds located within the park. The park is just over 80 miles from our house and took about two hours to drive. We checked in on a Sunday and would stay until Thursday. Check in time on Sundays in Indiana State Parks is five o'clock. We arrived just after five o'clock and were set up by six o'clock. 
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