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MEET YOUR GUIDE



Seth Brooks has been interested in travel and the natural world since an early age. Family trips were common growing up, including trips to Fort Robinson State Park in western Nebraska, a road trip to California, and visits to Wrigley Field in Chicago to root on the Cubs, among many other adventures. Seth frequently accompanied his father on business trips to Alaska, where the two braved the high seas to fish halibut and the giant mosquitoes on wild Alaskan rivers while fishing for king salmon.


While traveling the state and writing this guidebook, Seth worked as a conservation technician at the Iain Nicolson Audubon Center’s Rowe Sanctuary near Kearney. His work assisting the conservation team cultivated Seth’s knowledge of the natural ecosystems of Nebraska and the importance of conservation work. With extensive hiking and backcountry experience, Seth explored Nebraska searching for the best trails to include in this guidebook.
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Seth called the rainy, mystical region of Galicia in northwestern Spain home for seven years, where he spent holidays hiking the Camino de Santiago and exploring Europe. He has worked in environmental education and conservation since returning to the United States in late 2020. Seth currently resides in his home state of Nebraska and works in rural western Iowa, where he enjoys spending time with his partner Chelle in the Loess Hills and exploring with his dog Jasper.


To follow Seth’s photography and writing, you can find him on Instagram @sethfrom somewhere and his website, www.sethfromsomewhere.com.
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The braided north channel of the Platte River.


HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following e-mail address: falconeditorial@rowman.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!










INTRODUCTION



Hiking in Nebraska faces two obstacles: perception and land. The state moniker, the Cornhusker State, does nothing to dispel the stereotypical Nebraska landscape consisting of crop fields and pastures, center pivots, grain silos, and barns and farmhouses. Venture away from I-80, however, and the traveler will encounter a state with a diversity of ecosystems rivaling any other.


The High Plains in the panhandle have been home to incredibly diverse megafauna, most recently bison, grizzly bears, wolves, elk, pronghorn, and bighorn sheep before Europeans arrived and hunted them to complete or near extirpation. The “American Serengeti” described by Dan Flores in the book of the same name was wiped out in the nineteenth century by market hunting, but the mixed-grass prairie of the Oglala National Grasslands and the sandstone buttes of the Wildcat Hills remain for hikers to explore.
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Courthouse and Jail Rocks.


The Pine Ridge escarpment is the eroded remnant of a high tableland between the White and Niobrara rivers in the northwestern corner of the state. The ponderosa savanna, sandstone buttes, and rugged canyons were the scene of many confrontations during the tragic conflict between American westward expansion and Native American resistance. Fire was an essential part of the Pine Ridge ecology before European settlers arrived. However, with their arrival and the suppression of fire, ponderosa forests became too dense, and the result has been devastating wildfires that have threatened not only the health of the ponderosa savanna but also towns like Chadron.


The Sandhills is the largest dune complex in the western hemisphere. The rolling, treeless landscape is wilderness par excellence in the state, with wild, wide-open spaces stretching as far as the eye can see. Much of the Sandhills are privately owned by ranchers. However, there are a handful of federally protected lands that allow hikers to explore this pristine ecosystem, namely Crescent Lake National Wildlife Refuge and the Nebraska National Forest near Halsey and the Samuel R. McKelvie National Forest near Valentine.


The Niobrara River, especially the Middle Niobrara beginning in Valentine and heading east, is a major transition zone for plant and animal species, some of which can only be found in the river valley and its cool spring-branch canyons. Waterfalls and forests, with locally uncommon trees like paper birch and aspens, shatter the stereotype of Nebraska. The river is popular with paddlers and floaters, but there are numerous protected areas open to hiking along the Niobrara National Scenic River.


Every spring, the Central Platte Valley hosts one of the greatest migrations on the planet, as hundreds of thousands of sandhill cranes use the shallow river and adjacent wet meadows and mixed-grass prairies to rest and refuel for their journey to northern breeding grounds. The river is an unimposing one, shallow and a mile wide, but gives Nebraska its name and is the site of outstanding conservation work done by multiple organizations. The important sandhill and whooping crane migrations have spurred noble conservation work by different organizations, notably The Nature Conservancy and the National Audubon Society. They have protected and restored habitat along the Platte River that will allow future generations to witness the annual spring migration.


Southern Nebraska is largely cropland, but the sandsage prairies in the southwest, combined with the Loess Canyons, Rainwater Basin, and tallgrass prairies and eastern deciduous forest in the southeast provide a diversity of natural areas to explore. Water-fowl and other birds congregate in the hundreds of thousands in the Rainwater Basin every spring during their annual migration. There are several public areas where hikers and birders can witness this spectacle. Most of the tallgrass prairie in Nebraska fell to the plough, but some remnant prairies have been protected, many of them by the University of Nebraska in the southeastern corner of the state.


Finally, the Missouri River Valley is where the eastern hardwood forest reaches its westernmost range. It too is an important migratory route for many bird species, such as snow geese, which often congregate in the thousands in spring at places like DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge. The warbler migration is another sight to see, especially at Fontenelle Forest and Indian Cave State Park.


Once you realize Nebraska offers a wealth of natural areas for the hiker to explore, the second obstacle makes itself abundantly clear. Nebraska is in the bottom three of all states with regards to publicly accessible land. Western states typically have a high percentage of publicly owned land; however, Nebraska is a Great Plains state in a transitory zone between east and west. The extreme contrast between its public lands and those to the west is confusing considering their proximity. What all this means is that for the curious hiker, one must drive long distances to experience the natural beauty of Nebraska. Most of the population lives near I-80, but the state’s numerous scenic byways give access to areas of the state that challenge the stereotype that is formed when you only stick to the freeway. This guidebook encourages adventures to all corners of Nebraska in order to experience its natural and cultural heritage.
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Sunset paints the beautiful Pine Ridge Ranger District of Nebraska National Forest.


WEATHER AND SEASONS


Every season in Nebraska presents challenges to hikers, but every season also rewards hikers with great experiences. Spring in Nebraska is unpredictable. A snowstorm in May is not uncommon, to be followed by a heat wave reaching into the 90s. What can be counted on, however, is that Nebraska begins to thaw by April and wildflowers like Dutchman’s breeches in the Missouri Valley signal that summer is ahead. Spring in Nebraska is highlighted by the awesome spectacle of the annual crane migration along the Central Platte Valley. Hundreds of thousands of sandhill cranes, as well as the rare whooping crane, rest and refuel along this stretch of the river before continuing their ancient and epic migration north to Canada, Alaska, and Siberia.


Summers in Nebraska are hot and humid. Ticks are abundant, and thunderstorms are frequent. These factors complicate hiking excursions from June through August, but the lure of wildflowers should be enough to entice hikers to explore the prairies of the state throughout the summer. Temperatures reach into the triple digits in summer, however, and the lack of shade and water on many trails in Nebraska presents challenges for the hiker. The arrival of fall brings milder temperatures and brilliant colors, from the reds, yellows, and browns of the Missouri Valley’s hardwood forest to the copper big bluestem towering 6 feet and taller on the tallgrass prairie. Autumn also means the beginning of hunting season, and hikers would be wise to wear blaze orange when they hit the trails. Winters are bitter and long in the Cornhusker State, but often cold days are accompanied by blue skies, so if you are willing to bundle up and brave the cold, you will find quiet trails and prime bird-watching, especially along rivers as bald eagles have spectacularly recovered in the state.
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Storm passing over the Nebraska National Forest near Chadron (Spotted Tail Loop).


FLORA AND FAUNA


Nebraska lies at the crossroads of the Great Plains, and as such is home to a wide array of plant and animal species. As you move across the state from east to west, you will transition through the three major prairie ecosystems in North America. Eastern Nebraska is home to tallgrass prairie, or what little of it remains. Much of the tallgrass prairie was plowed under after the arrival of European settlers, however places like Homestead National Historical Park and Spring Creek Prairie Audubon Center have both restored and remnant prairies to explore. The eastern deciduous forest reaches its westernmost range along the Missouri Valley on the eastern edge of the state. Oak and hickory forests drape the river bluffs that provide habitat for migrating warblers in the spring. Tallgrass prairie gives way to mixed-grass prairie as you travel west through Nebraska, with short-grass prairie found in the Panhandle. The boundaries between the three are not fixed but change depending on the amount of precipitation. The rain shadow created by the Rocky Mountains is the main influence, as the farther you travel east through Nebraska, the average annual rainfall increases.


Other ecosystems can be found in Nebraska, like islands of biodiversity in the sea of cropland that covers much of Nebraska. Rocky and rugged escarpments, with deep pine-studded canyons that provide habitat for mule deer, mountain lions, bighorn sheep, elk, and bobcats, rise out of the prairie to give the state topographical diversity. The Wildcat Hills and Pine Ridge are the best examples that provide numerous hiking opportunities. The Sandhills are essentially sand dunes stabilized by grasses, the largest dune complex in the western hemisphere and one of the largest intact grassland areas in the world. Besides the barbed wire fence and grazing cattle, this is true wilderness. Much of the land is privately owned, however, so hiking opportunities are few and far between.
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Dickcissel at Rowe Sanctuary.
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Pronghorn at Crescent Lake National Wildlife Refuge.


Rivers take up a sizable section of Nebraska’s natural landscape. The state has more miles of river than any other in the country. The major rivers covered in this guidebook—Missouri, Niobrara, and Platte—are all major migratory corridors. The Platte is famous for the crane migration every spring, while the Missouri Valley is another important flyway for waterfowl and woodland birds alike. The warbler migrations are a sight to see in the hardwood forests along the Missouri River. The Niobrara Valley has such a unique natural history that an entire book was written about the river.


Paul Johnsgard wrote The Niobrara: A River Running Through Time along with more than one hundred books, many of them about the flora and fauna of Nebraska. His work is the place to start when studying Nebraska’s natural history. The renowned biologist and emeritus professor at the University of Nebraska passed away in 2021, but his legacy lives on in his books about sandhill cranes, snow geese, prairie dogs, the Niobrara, and many others. Another book to study is Field Guide to Wildflowers of Nebraska and the Great Plains by Jon Farrar.


WILDERNESS RESTRICTIONS/REGULATIONS


Native Lands


Native American tribes have occupied Nebraska for thousands of years. Tribes have come and gone over the centuries, following game or pushed out by other tribes. The federal government recognizes several tribes in Nebraska: the Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska, the Omaha Tribe of Nebraska, the Ponca Tribe of Nebraska, the Sac & Fox Nation of Missouri in Kansas and Nebraska, the Santee Sioux Tribe of the Santee Reservation of Nebraska, and the Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska. These tribes, and their ancestors, are the original stewards of these lands. Many of the historical tribes associated with Nebraska, like the Pawnee and Lakota Sioux, sold their land to the federal government or exchanged it in treaties only to have seen the treaties broken by the United States soon after.




IOWAY TRIBAL NATIONAL PARK


Ioway Tribal National Park (ITNP) is in the far southeastern tip of Nebraska. These oak-hickory woodlands, loess bluffs, and tallgrass prairie remnants are adjacent to the Missouri River and continue into Kansas. This unique park is entirely owned and administered by the Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska as a tribal natural and cultural heritage area. The tribe plans to open the park officially in 2025 and will implement a permit system for limited visitation by nonmembers of the tribe at that time. The Rulo Bluffs Preserve was transferred to the tribe by The Nature Conservancy. It is classified as a Biologically Unique Landscape by the state of Nebraska. It is habitat for many unique species such as cerulean warbler and southern flying squirrel. It is managed as a primitive area with only one trail about a mile along one ridge. Trails are planned for the Dupuis Hollow Unit, adding a couple of miles, and connecting it to the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act historical boundary marker. Also part of ITNP is an ancestral archaeological site, Leary Site National Historic Landmark, and near Highland about 19 miles to the southeast is the Iowa and Sac & Fox Mission Museum which will have information about the tribes and a short interpretive trail about a half mile long. For more information, contact Lance Foster, director of Ioway Tribal National Park, at 785-595-3258; https://iowaytribalnationalpark.org/.







State Parks


The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission manages state parks, state historical parks, and state recreation areas. These parks are some of the most popular recreation spots in Nebraska, with camping, fishing, hunting, horseback riding, boating, and archery the most popular activities. A valid park entry permit is required for all three categories of parks. A permit can be purchased at the parks themselves but also at statewide Game and Parks offices and permit vendors or online at outdoornebraska.gov.


Most of the parks managed by the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission have hiking trails. However, some parks have well-maintained trails with signage that aids hikers navigating the trail system. Other parks, however, lack information at the trailhead and on the trails themselves with little to no waymarking or navigational directions at major junctions. Park maps, available at park headquarters or online, provide guidance for hikers but sometimes have inaccurate trail information.


Hunting is allowed at most state recreation areas and some state parks. Check hunting season dates if you are hiking in the fall and winter. Always wear blaze orange when you hike during these months; two items of clothing with blaze orange is recommended and do not forget to dress your dog appropriately.


County, Municipal, and Natural Resources District Parks


Rules and regulations for parks owned and managed by counties, municipalities, and natural resource districts vary. Check with the land manager before visiting to inquire about the state of trails. Many county and municipal parks have well-maintained trails, many of them ADA accessible on paved paths.
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Forest Service signage at Soldier Creek Wilderness (Trooper Trail and Boots and Saddle Trail).


National Parks Service, National Forest Service, and National Wildlife Refuges


National Park, National Forest Service, and National Wildlife Refuge areas are the most protected and therefore have the most rules and regulations. They also typically have the best-maintained trails with excellent waymarking and information at the trailhead for most hikes. Pets are mostly allowed on federal land but check beforehand before bringing your four-legged friends. Always stay on designated trails, pack out what you pack in, and be respectful of wildlife.


Private Land and Nature Preserves


There are several nonprofit organizations that allow public access to their land. Notable organizations include The Nature Conservancy, the National Audubon Society, and the Prairie Plains Resource Institute, which manage multiple reserves. Like county and municipal parks, rules and regulations vary at each reserve. Dogs may be allowed at one place but are not permitted at another.










BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL



Hiking Nebraska focuses on some of the most scenic day hikes in Nebraska. This guidebook is not comprehensive, however, as it does not include every scenic trail in the state. Hiking Nebraska aims to provide a survey of the best trails in the state while balancing geography, difficulty, and ecology. Effort was made to not saturate one area of the state at the expense of others while including hikes in different ecosystems, from the High Plains in the Panhandle and the singular Sandhills to the mighty Missouri River. The hikes are organized into seven sections based on geography and ecology to guide you through the various adventures that await you as you explore the Cornhusker State. The fifty-nine hikes covered in this book vary in difficulty to engage novice as well as experienced hikers. Use the Overview Map to locate the hikes nearest you. Detailed information is provided for each of the trails, with chapter sections explained below.


START


This indicates the starting location for the hike.


ELEVATION GAIN


Elevation is generally the most important factor in determining a hike’s difficulty. The two numbers listed are the highest and lowest points reached on the hike. Often, but not always, the trailhead lies at the low point and the end lies at the highest point. With canyon hikes, the numbers are sometimes reversed. Hikes along the Missouri River Valley may not have great elevation changes like the Rocky Mountains, but the trails along loess bluffs can have steep ups and downs that can become incredibly slippery when wet or muddy. The butte and canyon country in the Nebraska Panhandle have the most rugged trails and will challenge most hikers; good physical condition is required for these hikes as they have more total elevation gain because they generally cover longer distances. Prairie hikes have very minimal elevation changes.


Absolute elevation also affects difficulty. At high elevations, lower atmospheric pressure creates “thin air” that requires higher breathing rates and more effort to pull enough oxygen into the lungs. Since most of Nebraska lies at low elevations, hikers will encounter thinner air on only a few of the hikes in this guide. As you cross Nebraska from east to west, you gradually gain elevation—from an average of 1,000 feet along the Missouri River Valley to nearly 5,500 feet in extreme western Nebraska. The moderately higher elevations encountered on hikes in the Nebraska Panhandle (Pine Ridge and the High Plains) will require only a little additional effort.



DISTANCE



The distance specified in each description is listed as a round-trip distance from the trailhead to the end of the route and back. Hike lengths have been determined by using the author’s GPS unit. Some variability is to be expected between this measurement and those by the land manager or your own GPS device, however any discrepancies should be minimal.


DIFFICULTY


Assessing a hike’s difficulty also is very subjective. Elevation, elevation change, and distance all play a role, as do trail conditions, weather, and the hiker’s physical condition. However, even my subjective ratings will give some idea of difficulty. To me, elevation gain was the most significant variable in establishing levels of difficulty. Most of the hikes in Nebraska have only small elevation gains and are rated easy or moderate. The majority of the difficult hikes are located in the Nebraska Panhandle, with a handful of hikes in the rest of the state also rated as difficult. Poor trails, excessive heat, high elevations with thin air, off-trail travel, and other factors may result in a more difficult designation than would otherwise seem to be the case from simply the elevation change and hike distance. Carrying a heavy backpack can make even an “easy” day hike fairly strenuous. Each hiker’s difficulty rating may be different from my own. A hike rated difficult in Nebraska may be moderate to someone accustomed to hikes in the Rocky Mountains. Difficulty is subjective and unique to each hiker and each hike itself; the best effort was made to provide a rating that takes into consideration the factors listed in this paragraph. The best advice is to consider your own fitness level, hiking experience, and the unique characteristics of the hike (elevation, elevation gain, distance, etc.) and adjust your expectations accordingly.


APPROXIMATE HIKING TIME


The approximate hiking time is a rough estimate of the time within which the average hiker will be able to complete the hike. Very fit, fast-moving hikers will be able to complete it in less time. Slow-moving hikers or those preoccupied with activities such as photography or field identification may take longer. To come up with this information, I estimated that most people hike at 2.5 miles per hour and always rounded total hike time up to the next half hour or hour to consider water breaks, photography, and other activities that add time to a hike. I also tried to consider other factors such as a rough trail or particularly big elevation changes. Carrying a backpack for overnight trips will add significantly to the time required.


SEASONS/SCHEDULE


This section lists when the trails are open to the public. Most trails in Nebraska are open year-round from sunset to sunrise. Some trails close on holidays or at specific times; always contact the land manager or visit their website to verify the status of the trails, not only for opening hours but also current conditions. Some trails close during deer rifle season or important migration periods, such as the annual crane migration during spring along the Central Platte River Valley. Additionally, some agencies use prescribed burns to manage their land. Most prescribed fires occur in the spring (late April to early May) but they can occur throughout the year. Contact the land manager or check their website for updates and trail closures.
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Fall colors at Fort Robinson State Park (Lovers Leap and Red Cloud Buttes).


The season specified for a hike is the optimum or ideal season. This advice is subjective but based on factors such as bird migrations, blooming wildflowers, and other events that will enhance your hike. Hiking a prairie in winter or early spring does not compare to the summer when wildflowers are blooming and native grasses grow nearly 10 feet. There even is great variety throughout the summer as different wildflowers bloom at different times. However, summer is not always the best time to hike in Nebraska. Extreme temperatures and an abundance of ticks can make summer hiking unpleasant. Spring is a good time to hike but snow and cold temperatures can linger into the spring. Fall is an excellent time to hike, perhaps the best season in Nebraska. Temperatures are cooler, insects are largely gone, and leaves begin to change. Winter is often overlooked as a hiking season, especially in Nebraska with the popularity of hunting. However, there are great benefits to hiking in winter, as bird-watching is easier due to lack of foliage. The complete absence of insects is another benefit of hiking in winter. It is imperative, however, that you are aware of hunting seasons and that you wear appropriate clothing for yourself and any pets that hike with you. Ideally, two items of blaze orange clothing (a hat and vest, for example) are appropriate during hunting season.


FEES AND PERMITS


Valid park entry permits are required for state parks, state historical parks, and state recreation areas managed by the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission. These can be obtained at the park entrance, at kiosks located in each respective park, or at licensed vendors near the park. Permits can also be obtained online. Check outdoornebraska.gov for regulations, prices, and places to obtain permits. An annual park entry permit is also available, allowing yearlong entrance to all parks in the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission system. Some of the areas managed by the US Forest Service and National Parks Service require passes while others are free to the public. In general, organizations like The Nature Conservancy, the National Audubon Society, and other nonprofits do not require an entrance fee.


TRAIL CONTACT


The trail contacts category lists the name, address, phone number, and website of the managing agency for the lands through which the trail passes. Call, write, or check the website for current information about the hike. Sometimes the address listed is not the physical address of the park or area where the hike and trailhead are located, rather it is the office or mailing address of the land manager.
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Dogs are allowed, on leashes no longer than 6 feet, on many trails in Nebraska.


DOG-FRIENDLY


This section describes whether dogs are allowed on the trail. Generally, dogs need to be leashed when they are allowed. Please be courteous and pick up after your dog.


TRAIL SURFACE


Trail surface describes the material that makes up the trail. Most commonly it is simply a dirt path consisting of the native materials that were there when the trail was built. On occasion gravel is added or the trail may be paved. In a few instances the hike follows a paved road, dirt road, or a primitive two-track road.


LAND STATUS


The land status simply tells which agency, usually federal or state, manages the land in which the trail lies. In this book the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, USDA Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the National Park Service are the most common land managers.


NEAREST TOWN


The nearest town is the closest city or town to the hike’s trailhead that has at least minimal visitor services. The listed town will usually have gas, food, and limited lodging available. In small towns and villages, the hours these services are available may be limited.



MAPS



The maps in this guide are as accurate and current as possible. When used in conjunction with the hike description and the additional maps listed for each hike, you should have little trouble following the route.
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