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Introduction


Welcome to the fabulous world of Midwestern state parks, presented by authors who live in the states we’ve covered.

Our status as residents is an important distinction. We’re locals, which means we each have a viewpoint that simply can’t be captured by someone who doesn’t live here. We’ve visited these parks, and even though none of our states is small, consider these resources an extension of our backyards.

I live in Illinois, and have been a resident since 2001. This state is my playground. Now, I feel like I’ve added eleven more.

When we started this project, we all knew about the geological diversity of our states, of the breadth of landscapes available for anyone to explore. I’m not sure we realized the extent of the entire region’s diversity. I know I didn’t, and as a life-long Midwesterner, I’ve seen quite a lot.

I grew up in Indiana. Weekend trips to Turkey Run and McCormick’s Creek State Parks filled my summers. My current residence is thirty minutes from one state park, and I’ve got five within an hour. It’s a Mother Nature jackpot.

That’s the Midwest for you.

There are more than 500 official state parks in these twelve states. We’ve featured 171.  After much deliberation, we decided to feature one state from each of five regions per state. Then we’d include two more parks per region, for a total of fifteen per state. The exceptions are Nebraska and North Dakota, which have eight and thirteen state parks, respectively.

We would have loved to tell you about each and every park, but we figured you wouldn’t want to carry around a book that’s 1000+ pages, and that’s what it would take.

However, we wanted to make sure you could learn more about the parks we didn’t include. Each state includes a table listing every state park plus a select list of amenities. There’s an appendix with contact information for the states’ park management organizations.

Putting this information together was…challenging. Each state runs things differently from the next, and the park systems are ever changing. It’s been a truly collaborative process, and I am prouder than I could possibly express with the work these authors have put in to ensure you get the most accurate and up-to-date information.

That being said, this is a book, and things change. In fact, one state changed its regions the week before we were scheduled to publish. That author had to select different parks and essentially rewrite her chapter. But, she did it. And she did it well.

(This is a not-so-subtle reminder to confirm everything before you visit any of these parks. There are also reminders in each chapter. We’d hate for you to get to a park to find out something you hoped to see wasn’t available.)

There are enough parks in this book to provide years of exciting experiences. I hope—we all hope—that this guide helps you enjoy these great outdoors and plan your next Midwest State Park Adventures.

 

Theresa L. Goodrich

Publisher, The Local Tourist








How to Use This Book


While our authors have made a concerted effort to confirm the information we’ve provided in Midwest State Park Adventures, make sure you also confirm while you’re planning your visits. Like roads, state parks are often under some form of construction or development. Depending on the work being done, sections may be closed. The website for each state’s parks management organization can be found in the Amenities section near the back of each chapter.

Each state features a note about accessibility. While we would have preferred to include detailed information about ADA compliance, space limitations and frequent changes mean we need to defer to the individual state park management organizations.

There are maps at the beginning of each state. These are meant as guidelines to show you the approximate location of the parks. Knowing whether a state park is in the north, south, east, west, or center of the state can help you decide if it’s one you can add to your itinerary.

While we’ve aimed for consistency, the difference in our states means the information provided is unique based on the location. For example, we’ve included a table with every state park at the end of each chapter. Some states include lodging facilities in their parks; others do not. For those that do not, we’ve removed that option from the table. There are also notes specific to each states’ amenities.

Although each of the contributing authors has their own writing style, the states are similar in that they’re part inspiration and part itinerary. This is the kind of book you should feel free to mark up and bookmark.

We hope you’ll be inspired to explore these public lands in the heartland of America. 

 








Illinois
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by Theresa L. Goodrich

When you think of Illinois, two images probably come to mind: corn fields and Chicago. While the Prairie State does have abundant farmland and is also home to the third largest city in the country, its landscape is much more diverse than those two features imply.

There are prairies—it is the Prairie State, after all—and there are also steep bluffs, winding rivers, and sandstone cliffs. There are hardwood forests and world-renowned wetlands. Glaciers carved this landscape, leaving evidence of their passage with limitless horizons and unique geological formations.

Illinois state parks showcase all of it.

I’ve visited every state park in my home state, and I can verify each one is unique. From the shores of Lake Michigan to the banks of the Ohio River, from the Indiana border to the Mississippi, Illinois state parks provide some of the most beautiful and diverse landscapes in the Midwest. Camp along the Mississippi River and hike the hills of Shawnee National Forest. See bald eagles and bison. Duck under waterfalls and kayak whitewater rapids. Discover the surprising cornucopia of flora and fauna in the remnants of the prairies that used to cover the plains. 

But it’s not just the scenery that makes these parks so special. They’re steeped in history, whether preserving the stories of the original inhabitants or introducing you to the settlers and pioneers who forged their way west. More than learning about history, you can experience it: Explore caves where scoundrels used to hide. Walk in the steps of the Potawatomi, Sauk, and Fox. Then imagine what the world was like when Lewis and Clark searched for a way to the Pacific Ocean. You can trace travel routes and visit the safe havens that made up the Underground Railroad. Learn about the struggles of the early settlers and the people who built the Land of Lincoln.

With forty-five state parks in Illinois, there’s always something new to discover and explore. I’m excited to introduce you to several of my favorites, and to invite you to experience these natural and cultural juggernauts for yourself.

 


Illinois State Parks Facts & Important Information


	● Illinois has 45 state parks and over 130 total parks, forests, fish and wildlife areas, and recreation areas.

	● Entrance to Illinois state parks is free.

	● Fort Massac was the first state park, designated in 1908.

	● At 8,000 acres, Pere Marquette is the largest state park in Illinois.

	● Many Illinois state parks and recreation areas prohibit alcohol. This can be a seasonal restriction, in specific locations of the park, or in the entire park and year-round.

	● Pets are allowed, but must be leashed.

	● You can reserve campsites at 32 sites in Illinois. Most campsites offer electricity and showers.

	● Rock climbing is allowed at four Illinois state parks: Ferne Clyffe, Giant City, Mississippi Palisades, and Pere Marquette.



A note about accessibility

The Illinois Department of Natural Resources has a stated goal of expanding opportunities for people of all abilities to participate in outdoor activities. On their website, each park includes a section listing its accessibility features, including access to hunting, showers, fishing, and trails. 

You can find out more at dnr.illinois.gov/parks/accessibility.html
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1. Kankakee River State Park 2. Weldon Springs State Park 
3. Giant City State Park 4. Pere Marquette State Park 5. Starved Rock State Park 
6. Adeline Jay Geo-Karis Illinois Beach State Park 7. Moraine Hills State Park 8. Lincoln Trail State Park 9. Wolf Creek State Park 10. Cave-in-Rock State Park 11. Fort Massac State Park 
12. Horseshoe Lake State Park 13. Nauvoo State Park 14. Mississippi Palisades State Park 
15. White Pines Forest State Park







Region: Northeastern

Kankakee River State Park

More than a million people visit Kankakee River State Park each year, drawn by its abundant fishing, rich history, and miles of trails. About an hour from Chicago, the park’s proximity makes it a popular day trip from the city. The shallow gravel-bottomed river is on the federal Clean Streams Register and is filled with crappie, catfish, bluegill, walleye, and multiple types of bass, making it an angler’s dream. 

The location has been popular for centuries. Once known as the River of the Miami, it attracted members of that Native American tribe as well as the Illini, Kickapoo, and Mascouten, and later the Potawatomi, Ottawa, and Chippewa. They were followed by fur trappers, traders, and farmers.

Throughout the park are vestiges of its history.  It was the site of the last Great Council of the Potawatomi in 1830. Only three years later, the Treaty of Camp Tippecanoe ended the Black Hawk War and the tribe ceded their land along the Kankakee and Illinois Rivers. A boulder along the Rock -reek nature trail marks the burial site of Potawatomi Chief Shaw-waw-nas-see. Another marker commemorates the log cabin village of Rockville, which had been founded in 1840.

In 1938, Chicagoan Ethel Sturges Dummer donated 35.6 acres for the establishment of a state park. Today, Kankakee River State Park straddles the eponymous river for eleven miles and encompasses nearly 4,000 acres.

Visitors to Kankakee River State Park can enjoy several outdoor activities, including hiking, biking, and horseback riding. More than a dozen miles of trails include a variety of terrains, from a bicycle path along the river to a more rugged hike through limestone canyons to a waterfall. The Riverwalk Trail is wheelchair accessible, with a shelter, picnic tables, and grills. There’s also an equestrian trail, open April 1 through October 31. After hunting season, if there’s enough snow on the ground, the park’s open for snowmobiling. 

Swimming is one activity that’s not allowed; while the Kankakee River is lovely and clean, its current is unpredictable. However, canoeists are welcome. You can either bring your own craft or rent from a nearby concessionaire. There’s a boat ramp at Warner Bridge Day Use Area and a launch at the Area 9 parking lot. Only craft with motors of 10 horsepower or less are allowed.

Bow hunting is allowed, and there’s an archery range in the park. Firearm hunting is permitted for duck, pheasant, turkey, dove, rabbit, squirrel, fox, coyote and raccoon.

Like many Illinois state parks, alcohol is prohibited, including in the campgrounds.

Kankakee River State Park’s campgrounds are open seasonally, and you’ll need to reserve your spot at camp.exploremoreil.com. Potawatomi Campground has 110 Class A sites, which means electricity and showers are available. There are ADA-accessible campsites. Chippewa Campground, the park’s Class BE (electricity only, no showers) campground, was undergoing construction at time of publication, but it is set to reopen in 2023. There’s also an equestrian campground. Like the equestrian trail, it’s open from April 1 through October 31.

Adeline Jay Geo-Karis Illinois Beach State Park

Illinois has 63 miles of Lake Michigan shoreline, and Adeline Jay Geo-Karis Illinois Beach State Park protects ten percent of them. This stretch of dunes and swales is the only remaining beach ridge shoreline in the state. But the unique park’s features go beyond the beach; it’s also home to lowland wetlands and black oak savannahs. There are even colonies of prickly pear cactus.

The state first acquired pieces of what is now Illinois Beach State Park in 1948, but its beginnings date back sixty years before that. In 1888, renowned landscape architect Jens Jensen and Waukegan nurseryman Robert Douglas floated the idea of a regional park. Legislative efforts didn’t start until the 1920s. By 1964, the first Illinois Nature Preserve was established.

There are 6.5 miles of trails where you can see more than 650 species of plants. You can also swim, fish, and picnic.

For an overnight visit, camp in the Class A campground, which is open from April 1 through December 30. The Illinois Beach Resort and Conference Center is open year-round, and is the only resort within an Illinois state park. There’s also a 1,500-slip marina on the north side of the park.

Note: there are two park units, both with entrances from Sheridan Road. The park offices and resort are in the South Unit.

Moraine Hills State Park

Moraine Hills and McHenry Dam State Parks are a two-for-one deal. McHenry Dam came first, founded in 1939 with just fifteen acres along the Fox River. Moraine Hills State Park, with 2500 acres, opened in 1976 after Illinois acquired Lake Defiance.

McHenry County is littered with moraines, or large piles of boulders, stones, and debris left behind by glaciers. A big piece of ice broke off and melted, forming Lake Defiance. This 48-acre body of water is one of the few glacial lakes in Illinois still in its near-natural condition. 

Fishing both the Fox River and Lake Defiance is popular. While the McHenry Dam area provides boating access to the river, fishing on the lake is only allowed from designated piers along the boardwalk. Hunting, including archery, shotgun, and waterfowl, is also popular. While the park is closed during specific weekends in November for shotgun hunting, all trails are open during archery season. 

Over eleven miles of trails wind through the park; most of them are wheelchair accessible. Three of the trails are surfaced with crushed limestone, while the fourth is paved. To learn about the park’s geology and its history, take one of the guided hikes. The Visitor Center, open based on availability of volunteer docents, has exhibits dedicated to “The First Americans,” the geological formations found in the park, and native plants and animals.

Region: East Central

Weldon Springs State Park

Weldon Springs State Park is 550 acres of year-round outdoor fun with a dose of history. In addition to standard summer activities like boating, fishing, picnicking, and camping, winter visitors can go sledding, tobogganing, ice-fishing, and cross-country skiing.

The park gets its name from both Judge Lawrence Weldon, who purchased the property before the Civil War, and natural springs that trace their origin to an ancient river. The Teays River was so huge it stretched fifteen miles wide in DeWitt County, where the park is located. Glaciers buried the river, but groundwater continued to flow over the impervious layer of bedrock.

Judge Weldon leased his property to the Weldon Springs Company at the turn of the twentieth century. It soon hosted an annual assembly called a Chautauqua. For ten days each summer from 1901 to 1921, locals would hear public speakers and entertainers. Reverend Billy Sunday spoke regularly, and notable speakers included Hellen Keller and Carrie Nation. In 1936, Lincoln Weldon, the Judge’s son, donated fifty acres to the City of Clinton for the creation of Weldon Springs State Park. Twelve years later, it became an Illinois state park.

To the right of the main entrance is a look into nineteenth century life. The Union School Interpretive Center, a one-room schoolhouse built in 1865 and later moved to its current spot, serves as the park’s visitor center. Children of all ages are encouraged to touch the taxidermist-mounted creatures on display. There are also insect cards as well as exhibits detailing the evolution of the park. What had once been open prairie became a railroad holding, then a venue for the Chautauqua Assemblies, and finally a state park.

Next door inside the Texas Township Community Building, moved to the park in 1995, visitors can see collections of bird nests, animal tracks, grasses, and other items that represent the flora and fauna of the region. 

Of course, you can experience that for yourself by hiking over ten miles of trails. There are eight large picnic areas plus smaller spots throughout the park. Each picnic site includes cooking grills or fire rings, access to water, and toilet facilities. The larger picnic areas even have electrical service. You can reserve a shelter at six of those spots.

The campground offers 75 Class A sites and there’s a playground. There are three accessible campsites as well as areas for tent campers. Backpackers can hike to a few primitive spots along Salt Creek. Those sites are known to flood in the spring, so call ahead.

Whether you’re visiting for the day or camping, don’t miss Veterans Point. Originally planned to be a patio with a flagpole, a rock with a plaque, and engraved bricks, donations so greatly exceeded the original plans they were able to dedicate a much more elaborate memorial. Time your visit to coincide with Memorial Day, Flag Day, July 4, Patriots Day, POW/MIA Recognition Day, Veterans Day, and Pearl Harbor Remembrance Day to see fifty “Flags of Freedom.”

Lincoln Trail Homestead State Park

At only 162 acres, Lincoln Trail Homestead State Park is tiny, but it’s definitely worth a visit. The reason is in the name: it’s the site of Abraham Lincoln’s first Illinois homestead. 

Thomas and Sarah Lincoln built their first home in the Prairie State along the Sangamon River in 1830. While they only lived there a year and the cabin is long gone, a marker, erected by the D.A.R. in 1904, marks the approximate location.

The Whitley family later settled the land and built a dam to power a sawmill. Both a bit of the mill and the Whitley cemetery are preserved, making this park a dual memorial for both the country’s 16th president and nineteenth century pioneers.

Lincoln Trail Homestead State Park is now a peaceful preserve that’s ideal for birdwatchers. According to the Illinois DNR, 299 out of 300 bird species found in Illinois have been spotted in the area. Ten percent of those are threatened or endangered.

Fishing and canoeing are allowed in the Sangamon River, and there are three nature trails. There are also two picnic shelters; both are handicap accessible.

This park is not to be confused with Lincoln Trail State Park, Lincoln Trail Homestead State Park is a separate entity.

Wolf Creek State Park

Wolf Creek is about as close to another state park as one can get: it shares a body of water, facing Eagle Creek State Park across Lake Shelbyville.

The lake, like many in Illinois, was formed by a dam. Construction began in 1963, and what had previously been the site of several mines, a power plant, and gas and oil pipelines became a natural retreat.

The sprawling lake is characterized by several coves. Because the lake was formed by flooding, there are lots of submerged ridges and tributary springs, making this a prime fishing spot. With 304 Class A and 78 Class C camping spots, Wolf Creek State Park is one of the largest campgrounds in the state. There’s also an equestrian campground and 140 more sites are available in the Lick Creek area of the park.

Wolf Creek is also a great swimming hole, with a developed beach that’s open from the end of May to the beginning of September. There’s a high-water beach when the lake floods. There are also several hiking trails, a snowmobile trail, and an equestrian trail.

Region: South

Giant City State Park

Named for massive sandstone formations, Giant City’s unique geology makes it one of the best state parks in the Midwest. Ferns, moss, wildflowers, and other flora carpet the landscape like a verdant blanket. The park sits a stone’s throw from Carbondale and is a short drive to the Mississippi River. 

Humans have taken advantage of this lush environment for 10,000 years. As you hike through the woods, which are also part of Shawnee National Forest, you’ll encounter shelter bluffs with black ceilings, a remnant from ancient campfires. Evidence of occupation is displayed as soon as you enter the park: near the entrance is a stone wall built between 600 and 800 A.D.

Now comprised of over 4,000 acres, including the 110-acre Fern Rocks Nature Preserve, the park began at about a quarter of that size. Illinois created Giant City State Park in 1927 with 1100 acres. Nine years later, the Civilian Conservation Corps completed the lodge and twelve overnight cabins. The lodge has been expanded and remodeled over the years, but they’ve taken care to preserve the historic character, and there are several original furnishings and decorations. Be sure to check out the two-story lobby and the photos and clippings that line the walls. For stunning panoramic views of the park, climb to the observation deck of the 1970 water tower. 

Inside the lodge, the Bald Knob serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and there’s a cocktail bar where you can relax after a long day on the trails.

Hiking is the highlight of Giant City, especially if you want to see the many features that attract a million and a half visitors each year. At only a mile, the Nature Trail is a great introduction to the park. It’s a moderate loop with sheer bluffs, the same bluffs that inspired early settlers to say the area resembled “giant city” streets. If you want to see the balanced rock on the cover of this book, hike this trail.

Post Oak Trail was specifically designed for visitors with mobility constraints. While it’s wide enough for wheelchairs, there are some uneven surfaces. Wildflowers are present throughout the temperate months of March through September.

Serious outdoor adventurers will want to hike Red Cedar Trail. It’s twelve miles; as the Illinois DNR states, it “provides an invigorating challenge to the truly dedicated backpacker.” There’s a campsite at the halfway point so you can rest and recoup.

You can pick up interpretive trail brochures at the Visitors Center, which also has information on the geology and history of the park, as well as nearby tourist destinations.

Giant City is popular for camping and there are 86 Class A campsites. It’s a good idea to reserve a site as soon as you know you plan to visit, especially if it’s on a weekend. There are also 14 Class C tent-only sites that are first-come, first-served. Equestrian campers have their own campground.

If you want adventure and a world that will take your breath away, plan a trip to Giant City.

Cave-in-Rock State Park

On the shores of the Ohio River is a geologic wonder that’s been the source of intrigue for centuries. Carved out of a limestone bluff, Cave-in-Rock is exactly what it sounds like. At 55 feet wide, the limestone cave’s size made it the perfect hideout for pirates, bandits, and other ne’er-do-wells. Early travelers floating past would have been subject to attacks by scallywags like Samuel Mason and his gang. It’s rumored that Jesse James hid out in its cavernous depths. If you’ve seen How The West Was Won, you might recognize it. The cave was featured in the 1962 film.

Since 1929, this place of lore has been a state park. Originally 64.5 acres, it’s now over 200. Visitors can climb the steps down to the infamous cave and explore its depths. The walls are lined with graffiti dating back hundreds of years. On the surface, campers have their choice of 34 Class A campsites with electricity and 25 Class B/S sites. Accessible sites are available. 

For more comfort, the Lodge offers duplex cabins, each with eight suites. The family-style restaurant serves lunch and dinner on the weekends, or you can bring your own lunch and have a picnic. There are also several hiking trails. A visit to Cave-in-Rock State Park makes a great jumping off point for a tour of the Ohio River Scenic Byway in Illinois.

Fort Massac State Park

Welcome to Fort Massac State Park, the first state park in Illinois. Established in 1908, the Daughters of the American Revolution prompted the founding of the park to protect what had been a prominent military site.

According to legend, Hernando DeSoto built the first European fortification on the site around 1540. Later, the French and British fought over the location until George Rogers Clark and his Long Knives secured it for the Americans during the Revolutionary War. 

Today, the park features a replica of the fort from 1802 and a statue of Clark overlooking the Ohio River. The replica looks the same as the structure explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark (George’s younger brother) would have seen in 1803 before continuing west, placing the park on the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail.

You can learn more about the fort’s history in the Visitor Center, and you can also learn about the people who were there first. Fort Massac has one of the best Native American artifact collections in Illinois.

The park offers boating, fishing, disc golf, hunting, picnicking, and hiking, as well as living history weekends, where reenactors bring the past to life. Every October, the Fort Massac Encampment attracts around 200,000 people. Down the road, you can visit a superhero. Fort Massac is in the town of Metropolis, and their Superman statue is one of the most popular regional attractions.

There are 50 Class A vehicular campsites as well as separate spots for tent campers.

Region: West Central

Pere Marquette State Park

Pere Marquette State Park, situated along the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers meet, is the state’s largest and a crowning jewel in the state park system. Named for explorer Pere Jacques Marquette, who traveled with Louis Joliet, it’s a bonanza of beautiful forests, impressive cliffs, and scenic river views.

Native American communities once roamed the hills, ravines, and prairies of the area, hunting wildlife, foraging for food, and eventually establishing homes. Archaeologists have identified six distinct cultures in this region. Signs of their presence, such as pottery shards, spear points, and agricultural tools, have been discovered throughout the park. Additionally, burial mounds can be found in various locations, including one at McAdams Peak.

Make your first stop the Visitor Center, which is appropriately impressive. As soon as you enter, you'll find an impressive 3D map of the park, along with numerous displays and exhibits showcasing the Illinois River, local wildlife, historical stories, and geology.

You can grab trail maps inside the center. During regular office hours, park staff are present to explain the trail system and offer advice on the best routes. You'll also find several informative park videos worth watching in the Audio/Visual room of the Visitor Center. For those interested in exploring the park's scenic areas, you can schedule free guided hikes for any group size. To organize one, simply call the visitor center and set up a date and time.

Since its establishment in 1931, Pere Marquette State Park has grown to over 8,000 acres of beautiful forests. The hiking trails are some of the best features of the park, with options for all skill levels.

Birdwatching is another highlight of Pere Marquette State Park. In fact, the park is known for being a winter home for bald eagles. If you visit between December and February, you can take part in Eagle Watching Days, where you can learn more about these incredible birds and their migration patterns.

With its location at the confluence of two major rivers, you better believe boating and fishing are major attractions at Pere Marquette. Anglers can catch a variety of fish species, including catfish, bass, and bluegill.

Camping at Pere Marquette State Park is always a pleasant experience. The campground has 80 Class A campsites with electricity and a few Class B/S sites. There are accessible sites available and modern shower facilities.

For a more upscale stay, the historic Pere Marquette Lodge, built in the 1930s by the CCC, has both guest rooms and stone cabins. The impressive structure, built with limestone and large timber beams, boasts a 50-foot vaulted ceiling, handcrafted chandeliers, and a massive 700-ton stone fireplace in the extraordinary Great Room. The recently renovated hotel also offers a life-size, handcrafted chess set, a terrace with views of the picturesque Illinois River, an indoor pool, a popular restaurant, and a local winery. You can remember your stay with a purchase at the gift shop.

Pere Marquette State Park is a special place that’s simultaneously close to St. Louis while being a world away.

Horseshoe Lake State Park

At 2,400 acres, Horseshoe Lake is the second largest natural lake in Illinois. (The largest is Lake Michigan.) The park is a stone’s throw from the Mississippi River, although you could say it is the Mississippi, or it used to be. The lake’s an oxbow, a remnant of Big Muddy.

Horseshoe Lake State Park is a few miles from Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site, which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and across the river from Gateway Arch National Park in St. Louis. That prime location makes this a great home base for exploring the region. Cahokia dates back to 700 AD, but archaeologists have found evidence of human activity at Horse Lake dating back to 8000 BC.

Today’s visitors enjoy four miles of hiking trails; fishing, including from an accessible pier, for bass, crappie, bluegill, carp, buffalo, and channel catfish; and picnicking. Public hunting blinds are available for waterfowl hunters. There’s also a small campground, with 26 tent or trailer campsites. There’s no electricity, but there are water hydrants. The campground is open from May 1 to September 30.

Nauvoo State Park

Nauvoo State Park provides a unique blend of natural beauty and historical significance. Spanning 148 acres, this park packs a lot into its small footprint.

Previously a Fox village of 400 to 500 lodges, Mormons settled along the Mississippi River in 1839 while escaping from religious persecution. Joseph Smith, the founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, changed the town’s name to Nauvoo. One of the most famous missionaries was Brigham Young, who led the Mormons west to Utah after Smith was murdered.

Today, visitors can delve into the fascinating history of the Mormon pioneers by touring the neighboring Historic Nauvoo District. To go beyond their story, explore the on-site Nauvoo State Park Museum. The site of the town’s first vineyard, there’s a wine cellar and press room. Exhibits also include Native American artifacts. 

Enveloped within the park’s boundaries is 13-acre manmade Lake Horton. It’s stocked with largemouth bass, channel catfish, and bluegill. There’s a primitive boat launch and only electric trolling motors are permitted. 

The park’s main trail is an easy 1.5 miles that winds around the lake. There’s also a 3/8-mile accessible trail that begins in the campground, which has 105 campsites. Winter visitors can go sledding and cross-country skiing. Both the modern restrooms and museums are closed in the winter.

The annual Nauvoo Grape Festival takes place each Labor Day weekend and celebrates the town’s history as well as its historic industries of wine and cheese.

Region: Northwestern

Starved Rock State Park

Starved Rock State Park, a stunning natural oasis located along the Illinois River in La Salle County, offers visitors an unparalleled opportunity to explore the complex history and unexpected beauty of the region. Designated as Illinois' second state park in 1911, inside Starved Rock are 18 awe-inspiring canyons carved out of St. Peter Sandstone by glacial meltwater. These dramatic geological formations provide a unique and memorable experience for all who visit.

Sprawling over 2,630 acres, the park has over 13 miles of well-maintained hiking trails, which meander through the verdant landscape, leading to eight seasonal waterfalls, sandstone overhangs, and spectacular panoramic views. The topography means the trails are uneven and many of them contain stairs. Illinois, Ottawa, and Kaskaskia canyon trails cross creek beds, so be prepared to get muddy. This topography means that there aren’t any ADA compliable trails. It’s always a good idea to start at the visitor center to inquire about trail conditions. 
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