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Siena and Kaelan hike through fall leaves
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PREFACE





Midwesterners, the landscape of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio are often defined by the richness of their extensive agricultural lands and vibrant cities, but don’t underestimate how wild and varied the terrain across these 139,000 square miles really is. As you’ll see in this book, there is vast and impressive wilderness—from old-growth forests to deep canyons carved by glaciers, marshes and bald cypress swamps to tallgrass prairies—and ancient preserved cultural history of native peoples who once called this region home. Sometimes the most spectacular terrain is found unexpectedly, surrounded by miles of flat fields that transform into forests with impressive rock ledges, bluffs, and gorges.


Wendy Gorton and Sharon Dewar put this guide together to provide kids of all ages a curated selection of some of the most varied and interesting destinations in Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. It can reassure busy adults about what to expect from any given trail, the features they will see when they arrive, and the logistics that can make or break an outdoor excursion with kids. There is a focal point of interest for each trail, and all of them are kid-centric hikes. We are excited to share our passion for nature with you.


In 2006, smack in the middle of her second year of teaching fourth graders, Wendy became a PolarTREC GoNorth! teacher explorer. She packed up with a top-notch, experienced adventure crew and set out to spend two weeks dog sledding, interviewing locals about climate change, and collecting snow-pack data. It was the hardest thing she’d ever done to date, but it introduced her to adventure learning, pioneered by the University of Minnesota’s Dr. Aaron Doering. Her number-one goal was to interpret the experience for her students back in the classroom and students from around the world who wanted to feel a piece of real-life adventure. Every night, their dogs rushed them through the snow to the next research hut in the middle of Finland. Once inside, they peeled off their layers, cooked dinner from their meal rations, used their maps to plan the next day, and got a good night’s sleep. Then as now, Wendy studied each day’s route with the eyes of a child—finding nooks that delighted her, asking herself big questions, documenting things that interested her but that she couldn’t identify on the spot, and researching answers. Many years later, she is thrilled to be creating mini adventures for Midwestern families, helping them to become intrepid adventurers.
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Kids enjoy Horseshoe Falls in Ohio






Raised in Cincinnati, Sharon has fond childhood memories of tent camping in state parks throughout the Midwest each summer. These early childhood experiences not only inspired her love of the wilderness, but also ignited a sense of curiosity, an adventurous spirit, and a thirst to explore more of the world. She enlisted in the US Navy right after high school graduation and was trained as a journalist and public affairs specialist at Fort Harrison in Indiana. Today, it is no longer a military base, but a state park featured in this book. During her seven years of service, she explored many parts of the world, from climbing Mount Fuji in Japan to exploring the ruins of ancient cultures in Egypt. Since then, she has devoted her career to conservation communications, supporting scientists affiliated with some of the nation’s top zoos and environmental organizations, helping them share their research with a wider audience. Her combined passion for nature and journalism has taken her to some of the most remote parts of the planet, from the polar reaches of Svalbard to the deepest forests of the Republic of Congo in search of gorillas and chimpanzees. Her career pursuits and passion for nature were fueled in childhood during those camping trips in the Midwest and while walking in the woods with her parents. She learned not to fear nature, but to find solace, peace, and mental and physical restoration in it. Nature sparks wonder. Now Sharon lives in Oak Park, Illinois, near Chicago, and loves seeing the wonder and awe ignited in her own children as they explore the magnificent natural wonders in this region. Her goal is to help make nature feel welcoming and accessible to everyone.


The driving question behind this book is this: How can we design experiences that inspire wonder in our children? If we—as educators, caregivers, aunties and uncles, grandparents and parents—can provide a fun environment and the initial sparks of curiosity, we can help children discover and explore the world around them, creating a generation of resilient, curious kids who appreciate natural beauty even from a young age. This book is designed to give adults some tools to help ignite questions on the trail, to teach kids that it’s great to stop and look at things instead of just rushing from point A to point B, and to begin to introduce a broader understanding of just how many unique places surround us in this Midwestern landscape. By simply venturing out and interacting with kids along the trail, we are building their skills in questioning things they see around them—everywhere—and encouraging them to look for answers.


We hope you get a sense of the love steeped in these pages—the love for outdoors, the love for adventure, the love for planning and preparation, and the love for family and community. Sharon’s husband and kids were her co-adventurers on every hike, often squeezing in two to three hikes a day several days in a row to test and find just the right ones for this guide, and choosing which adventures to include was no easy task. The Midwest’s number of “kid-friendly” hikes is almost staggering, but we developed a firm Kid Filter of awesome features, simple driving, and turnkey instructions on the trail so you’re not second-guessing yourselves and you can simply enjoy time together outdoors immersed in nature.


The benefits of getting children outdoors in nature are extensive. It promotes creativity and imagination, sparks wonder, helps kids focus, builds confidence and critical thinking skills, and reduces stress. Adults also benefit from nature’s gifts.


Allison Price, director of learning experiences at Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago (and mom to Finn and Cameron), likes to remind parents, “Nature has these magical properties. It provides calming, grounding, and balance, which is extremely beneficial. For parents who aren’t confident about going out into nature, or who might worry about not knowing the answer to things their child will ask—you don’t need to know the answers. Being in nature is about sharing the process of discovery. Being open to new and unknown. Say, ‘I don’t know, what do you think?’ This activates curiosity and whimsy and imagination.”


As you romp with your own crew through the outdoors, keep in mind that while the scavenger hunt items called out on each hike might help you add excitement or teachable moments, finding them all should not be the main goal of your outing. We wrote this guide to help you get outside, spend time with your family, and have fun. Allison Price says, “I find it helpful to hike with friends. Having other adults to bond with while our kids play and explore is extra enriching.”


Kids lead more structured lives today than ever before. Parents are sometimes pleasantly surprised when they see how much kids enjoy simply being set loose in wide-open spaces. Experiencing the wonders all around us creates lifelong habits of seeking out adventure, appreciating the gifts nature gives us every day, and caring about keeping our natural resources clean, beautiful, and accessible for future generations. All the scaffolds you’ll need to plan even more of your own adventures are here.
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CHOOSING YOUR ADVENTURE





This guide is designed to help children become co-adventurers with you across the diverse Midwestern landscape, so build excitement by involving them in the planning process from the beginning. Let them flip through and mark the pages they’d like to tackle in the future. Ask them what features they love when they’re outside. How hard do they feel like working today for their adventure? How long do they want to hike? The following tables can help you choose. For maximum success with younger kids, no hike is over 5 miles long or gains much more than 1000 feet—perfectly attainable for most little legs. This means that there can be plenty of time for exploration, rest stops, snacks, and just taking in the sights and sounds around you. Have kids help pick hikes for the weekend, slowly but surely checking them all off. We hope you grab a pen and mark all of your achievements throughout the region as your kids grow up, just as you might mark their growing heights on the living room wall.



ADVENTURES IN ILLINOIS








	ADVENTURE

	CLOSEST CITY

	LENGTH(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY / ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS










	1 Illinois Beach State Park

	Chicago

	2

	Easy
20’

	Beach, rockhounding, oak savannah






	2 Moraine Hills State Park

	Chicago

	3.2

	Moderate
105’

	Sandhill cranes, threatened aquatic plants






	3 Fullersburg Woods

	Chicago

	2.6

	Easy
361’

	Creek






	4 Little Red Schoolhouse Nature Center

	Chicago

	2.2

	Easy
64’

	Nature center, wetlands, birds






	5 McKee Marsh

	Chicago

	2.3

	Easy
26’

	Wetlands






	6 White Pines Forest State Park

	Chicago

	1.2

	Challenging
118’

	Old-growth forest, creek crossings






	7 Matthiessen State Park

	Chicago

	1

	Moderate
200’

	Waterfalls, sandstone bluffs






	8 Starved Rock State Park

	Chicago

	2.3

	Moderate
308’

	Canyons, creek






	9 Robinson Park

	Peoria

	3.8

	Challenging
814’

	Flora and fauna, creek crossings






	10 Rocky Glen Park

	Peoria

	1.6

	Moderate
348’

	Box canyon, carvings, historical coal mine






	11 Pere Marquette State Park

	St. Louis

	1

	Easy
82’

	Views, bald eagles






	12 Giant City State Park

	Carbondale

	1

	Moderate
190’

	Rock formations






	13 Cache River State Natural Area

	Harrisburg

	3.3

	Moderate
85’

	Bald cypress trees






	14 Bell Smith Springs

	Harrisburg

	2

	Moderate
256’

	Natural bridge, creek crossing, unique plants






	15 Garden of the Gods

	Harrisburg

	2.2

	Moderate
223’

	Views, ledges and bluffs






	16 Rim Rock National Recreational Trail

	Harrisburg

	1.7

	Moderate
223’

	Ledges and bluffs










ADVENTURES IN INDIANA








	ADVENTURE

	CLOSEST CITY

	LENGTH(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY / ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS










	17 Hemlock Cliffs

	Louisville

	1.5

	Moderate
180’

	Waterfall






	18 Pioneer Mothers Memorial Forest Trail

	Louisville

	1.5

	Easy
125’

	Old-growth forest






	19 Charlestown State Park

	Louisville

	2.6

	Moderate
360’

	Historical ruins






	20 Clifty Falls State Park

	Madison

	1.1

	Moderate
266’

	Waterfalls






	21 Bluffs of Beaver Bend

	Louisville

	2.9

	Moderate
371’

	Views






	22 Spring Mill State Park

	Bloomington

	3

	Moderate
259’

	Caves, sinkholes, old-growth forest






	23 Brown County State Park

	Bloomington

	2.1

	Moderate
322’

	Views






	24 McCormick’s Creek State Park

	Bloomington

	2.5

	Moderate
200’

	Cave, natural arches, creek crossings






	25 Sodalis Nature Park

	Indianapolis

	2.5

	Easy
72’

	Rare wildlife






	26 Turkey Run State Park

	Indianapolis

	1.9

	Challenging
394’

	Gorges, rare plants






	27 Shades State Park

	Indianapolis

	1.8

	Challenging
246’

	Waterfall, gorge, rare trees and plants






	28 Fort Harrison

	Indianapolis

	2.8

	Challenging
135’

	Creeks






	29 Potter’s Covered Bridge Park

	Noblesville

	3.2

	Easy
30’

	River, covered bridge






	30 Mounds State Park

	Muncie

	3

	Moderate
144’

	River, history, culture,






	31 Mississinewa Lake

	Peru

	2

	Moderate
72’

	Lake, history






	32 Kokiwanee Nature Preserve

	Fort Wayne

	2

	Challenging
118’

	Waterfall






	33 Lindenwood Nature Preserve

	Fort Wayne

	2.2

	Easy
75’

	Stargazing, birds, wildflowers






	34 Indiana Dunes National Park

	Gary

	1.1

	Moderate
100’

	Dunes










ADVENTURES IN OHIO








	ADVENTURE

	CLOSEST CITY

	LENGTH(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY / ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS










	35 Maumee Bay State Park

	Toledo

	1.8

	Easy
7’

	Wetlands, birds






	36 Kelleys Island

	Lakeside Marblehead

	1.5

	Easy
23’

	Geology, ruins, endangered plants






	37 Worden’s Ledges

	Cleveland

	1

	Easy
92’

	Historical carvings






	38 Cuyahoga Valley National Park

	Cleveland

	2.3

	Moderate
256’

	View, ledges






	39 Brandywine Falls

	Cleveland

	3.9

	Challenging
449’

	Waterfall






	40 Nelson Kennedy Ledges State Park

	Cleveland

	2

	Challenging
148’

	Ledges, tunnels, waterfall, rare plants






	41 Mill Creek Park

	Youngstown

	2.3

	Easy
125’

	Waterfall, covered bridge, ledges, historical mill






	42 Hocking Hills State Park

	Columbus

	1.2

	Moderate
259’

	Waterfalls, gorge






	43 Buzzards Roost Nature Preserve

	Chillicothe

	2.5

	Moderate
290’

	View, waterfalls






	44 Englewood MetroPark

	Dayton

	3.5

	Moderate
210’

	Waterfalls, rare trees






	45 Glen Helen Nature Preserve

	Dayton

	1.7

	Easy
131’

	Waterfalls, burial mound, old-growth trees






	46 Caesar Creek State Park

	Lebanon

	1.7

	Easy
75’

	Waterfall, swinging bridge, gorge






	47 Indian Creek MetroPark

	Oxford

	1.6

	Moderate
121’

	Creek, burial mound






	48 Sharon Woods

	Cincinnati

	1.9

	Easy
171’

	Waterfalls, fitness trail






	49 Bender Mountain Nature Preserve

	Cincinnati

	2.4

	Challenging
390’

	Views, birds, rare plants






	50 Serpent Mound

	Peebles

	1.3

	Moderate
121’

	Animal effigy mound
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Kaelan hikes in a gorge at Turkey Run State Park







ADVENTURES BY FEATURE


Can you remember the first cave you explored? The first waterfall that misted your face? Experiencing hikes that lead to different features will offer children opportunities to explore a variety of natural phenomena and keep them excited for the adventure. Each of the adventures in this guide includes a destination or item of particular interest to motivate young explorers and reward them for their hard work. Encourage children, as co-adventurers, to talk about which types of natural features excite them the most and why.








	FEATURE

	ADVENTURE










	Wetlands, lakes, and ponds

	
2 Bog at Moraine Hills State Park

4 Longjohn Slough at the Little Red Schoolhouse Nature Center

5 Pond and marsh at McKee Marsh

13 Pond at Cache River State Natural Area

25 Pond at Sodalis Nature Park

31 Lake at Mississinewa Lake

33 Pond at Lindenwood Nature Preserve

35 Wetland and swamp at Maumee Bay State Park

36 Beach at Kelleys Island in Lake Erie







	Waterfalls

	
7 Lake Falls at Matthiessen State Park

10 Rocky Glen Falls at Rocky Glen Park

17 Hemlock Cliffs

20 Big and Little Clifty Falls

27 Maidenhair Falls at Shades State Park

32 Kissing Falls at Kokiwanee Nature Preserve

39 Brandywine Falls at Cuyahoga Valley National Park

40 Cascade Falls at Nelson Kennedy Ledges State Park

41 Lanterman’s Falls at Mill Creek Park

42 Upper and Lower Falls at Hocking Hills State Park

44 Martindale and Patty Falls at Englewood MetroPark

45 The Cascades and The Grotto at Glen Helen Nature Reserve

46 Horseshoe Falls at Caesar Creek State Park

48 Sharon Creek Falls in Sharon Woods







	
History

	
10 Coal mine and historical carvings at Rocky Glen Park

16 Ancient wall at Rim Rock National Recreational Trail

18 Memorial at Pioneer Mothers Memorial Forest Trail

19 Abandoned 1920s amusement park at Rose Island in Charlestown State Park

22 Pioneer village at Spring Mill State Park

29 Covered bridge at Potter’s Covered Bridge Park

30 Ancient mounds, and amusement park at Mounds State Park

36 Ruins from stone crusher factory on Kelleys Island

37 Historical folk-art stone carvings at Worden’s Ledges

41 Lanterman’s Mill and covered bridge at Mill Creek Park

50 Ancient earthwork effigy at Serpent Mound







	
Flora and Fauna

	
2 Leatherleaf ferns and sandhill cranes at Moraine Hills State Park

4 Ospreys and migrating birds at the Little Red Schoolhouse Nature Center

6 Old-growth forest at White Pines Forest State Park

9 Interesting birds and plants at Robinson Park

11 Bald eagles at Pere Marquette State Park

13 Bald cypress at Cache River State Natural Area

14 Rare flowering plants, lichens, and mosses at Bell Smith Springs

18 Old-growth forest on Pioneer Mothers Memorial Forest Trail

22 Old-growth forest at Spring Mill State Park

25 Endangered bats at Sodalis Nature Park

26 Bryophytes and bald eagles in winter at Turkey Run State Park

33 Trillium and wild ginger at Lindenwood Nature Preserve

35 Birds and reptiles at Maumee Bay State Park

36 Lakeside daisies on Kelleys Island

40 Red trillium and yellow birch at Nelson Kennedy Ledges State Park

44 Rare pumpkin ash trees at Englewood MetroPark

49 Rare wildflowers at Bender Mountain Nature Preserve







	
Geology

	
7 Sandstone bluffs at Matthiessen State Park

10 Box canyon at Rocky Glen Park

12 Balanced Rock and giant stone formations at Giant City State Park

14 Natural stone arch at Bell Smith Springs

15 Indian Point at Garden of the Gods

16 Ox-Lot Cave on Rim Rock National Recreational Trail

17 Rock ledges at Hemlock Cliffs

21 Mansfield Sandstone at Bluffs of Beaver Bend

22 Sinkholes, caves, and sinking streams at Spring Mill State Park

24 Wolf Cave at McCormick’s Creek State Park

26 Glacial potholes and gorges at Turkey Run State Park

27 Steamboat Rock and Pearl Ravine at Shades State Park

30 Seeps and springs at Mounds State Park

36 Glacial grooves on Kelleys Island

38 Ice Box Cave and Sharon Sandstone and Conglomerate at Cuyahoga Valley National Park

40 Sharon Conglomerate, The Squeeze, Fat Man’s Peril, and Devil’s Icebox at Nelson Kennedy Ledges State Park

42 Devil’s Bathtub, Old Man’s Cave, and Black Hand Sandstone at Hocking Hills State Park

45 Yellow Springs at Glen Helen Nature Preserve







	
Overlooks and peaks

	
11 McAdam’s Peak at Pere Marquette State Park

15 Indian Point at Garden of the Gods

21 Bluffs of Beaver Bend

23 Lookout shelter on Trail 2 at Brown County State Park

38 Ledges Trail at Cuyahoga Valley National Park

43 Buzzards Roost at Buzzards Roost Nature Preserve

49 Ridgeline at Bender Mountain







	Rivers and creeks

	
6 Spring and Pine Creeks at White Pines Forest State Park

7 Stream from Matthiessen’s Lake in Matthiessen State Park

14 Bay Creek at Bell Smith Springs

26 Rocky Hollow Stream at Turkey Run State Park

27 Sugar Creek at Shades State Park

28 Camp and Falls Creeks at Fort Harrison

29 White River along Potter’s Covered Bridge Park

39 Brandywine Creek at Cuyahoga Valley National Park

41 Mill Creek at Mill Creek Park

47 Indian Creek at Indian Creek MetroPark

50 Ohio Brush Creek at Serpent Mound







	Beach fun

	
1 Illinois Beach State Park

31 Mississinewa Lake

34 Indiana Dunes National Park

36 Kelleys Island







	
Campground by trailhead

	
1 Illinois Beach State Park Campground

4 Camp Bullfrog Lake near the Little Red Schoolhouse Nature Center

5 Blackwell Family Campground near McKee Marsh

6 Sunny Crest Family Campground near White Pines Forest State Park

7 Cozy Corners Campground near Matthiessen State Park

8 Starved Rock State Park Campground

11 Class A/B Campgrounds at Pere Marquette State Park

12 Giant City State Park Campground

13 Shawnee Forest Campground near Cache River State Natural Area

14 Redbud Campground at Bell Smith Springs

15 Pharaoh Campground near Garden of the Gods

16 Double M Campground near Rim Rock National Recreational Trail

17 Indian-Celina Lakes Recreational Area near Hemlock Cliffs

18 Sleeping Bear Retreat near Pioneer Mothers Memorial Forest Trail

19 Charlestown State Park Campground

20 Clifty Falls Campground

21 Martin State Forest Campground near Bluffs of Beaver Bend

22 Spring Mill State Park Campground

23 Buffalo Ridge Campground at Brown County State Park

24 McCormick’s Creek State Park Campground

26 Turkey Run State Park Campground

27 Shades State Park Campground

29 White River Campground at Potter’s Covered Bridge Park

30 Mounds State Park Campground

31 Mississinewa Lake State Park Campground

32 Salamonie River State Forest Family Campground

34 Dunewood Campground at Indiana Dunes National Park

36 Kelleys Island State Park Campground

38 Ottawa Overlook Backcountry Sites near Cuyahoga Valley National Park

40 Nelson Ledges Quarry Park Campground near Nelson-Kennedy Ledges State Park

42 Hocking Hills State Park Campground

43 Shawnee Valley Campground near Buzzards Roost Nature Preserve

44 Patty Hollow Campground at Englewood MetroPark

45 John Bryan State Park Campground near Glen Helen Nature Preserve

46 Caesar Creek State Campground
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Fall is a favorite for many families in the Midwest







ADVENTURES BY SEASON


Many trails are available year-round for your adventuring pleasure, yet some really sing during particular moments of the year, so prepare your family to be ready for any season. Spring is often great for wildflower blooms or trails with waterfalls at maximum flow, but for some trails it’s mud season—check conditions beforehand (and make sure the trail isn’t closed), plan footwear, and consider a hiking stick or trekking poles. Summer allows the best access to more exposed, rocky trails that might be slippery or treacherous during winter, but the season also comes with copious mosquitoes, flies, and ticks—bring repellent and always do checks. In fall, many trails erupt with color and mushrooms, but some trails go near areas that allow hunting—always check the signs and consider bringing orange shirts and hats in your adventure bag. Winter can be a great time to escape crowds, especially if you bring your snowshoes or ice tracks. Always check the forecast and road conditions before venturing out in winter months, and consider checking AllTrails.com for recent trip reports to see if trails are packed down and safe. Keep in mind that any prime season means you might encounter crowds, so consider visiting early or late in the day, or try exploring during an off-season. Help your kids to understand the seasons by returning to a favorite hike throughout the year and asking them what’s changed since their last visit.








	PEAK SEASON

	ADVENTURE










	Winter

	
5 McKee Marsh

11 Pere Marquette State Park

12 Giant City State Park

21 Bluffs of Beaver Bend

22 Spring Mill State Park

33 Lindenwood Nature Preserve

40 Nelson Kennedy Ledges State Park

43 Buzzards Roost Nature Preserve







	Spring

	
3 Fullersburg Woods

8 Starved Rock State Park

10 Rocky Glen Park

14 Bell Smith Springs

16 Rim Rock National Recreational Trail

17 Hemlock Cliffs

19 Charlestown State Park

20 Clifty Falls State Park

28 Fort Harrison

32 Kokiwanee Nature Preserve

34 Indiana Dunes National Park

35 Maumee Bay State Park

39 Brandywine Falls

42 Hocking Hills State Park

45 Glen Helen Nature Preserve

49 Bender Mountain







	Summer

	
1 Illinois Beach State Park

4 The Little Red Schoolhouse Nature Center

6 White Pines Forest State Park

7 Matthiessen State Park

13 Cache River State Natural Area

24 McCormick’s Creek State Park

25 Sodalis Nature Park

26 Turkey Run State Park

27 Shades State Park

31 Mississinewa Lake

36 Kelleys Island

38 Cuyahoga Valley State Park

44 Englewood MetroPark

47 Indian Creek MetroPark

50 Serpent Mound







	Fall

	
2 Moraine Hills State Park

9 Robinson Park

15 Garden of the Gods

18 Pioneer Mothers Memorial Forest Trail

23 Brown County State Park

29 Potter’s Covered Bridge Park

30 Mounds State Park

37 Worden’s Ledges

41 Mill Creek Park

46 Caesar Creek State Park

48 Sharon Woods
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