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Introduction





Illinois is chock-full of scenic spots to pitch a tent and unroll your sleeping bag. After visiting every nook and cranny in the state, I can say with confidence that there is no shortage of breathtaking scenery in the Land of Lincoln. Whether it’s the hills in northwestern Chicagoland or the dramatic wooded bluffs that run for miles along the Mississippi River. Or the sandstone canyons along the Illinois and Big Muddy Rivers. Or the dozens of pockets of rugged woodland peppered throughout the state. Or the swaths of prairie alive with flowers and native grasses swaying in the breeze. The list could continue.




While it’s true that glaciers steamrolled much of the land in Illinois, exceptions to the flat landscape are everywhere. Along with glaciers, rivers are the other major force that shaped the landscape in Illinois. Indeed, Illinois is fortunate to have several major rivers that offer loads of camping options, including the Mississippi, the Illinois, the Kaskaskia, and the Ohio. These major waterways, which may swell to 2 to 3 miles wide in places, contain locks, dams, and barge traffic. Outside their banks, particularly along the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers, wooded bluffs and vast swaths of bottomland and wetland offer dozens of camping options and many thousands of acres of hiking, paddling, biking, fishing, hunting, and birding opportunities.




Hundreds of lakes also model the Illinois landscape. Even though nearly all the state’s lakes south of Chicago are human-made artifacts, visitors will be surprised by the scenic and peaceful atmosphere at these places. Wooded shores, hidden inlets, plenty of birdlife, and a typically remote atmosphere offer great opportunities for pitching a tent or parking the RV. People come to these lakes in search of game fish such as bass, crappie, catfish, walleye, and trout. They come to launch their boats, they come for shoreside lounging, and they come for hiking.




Along with boating, fishing, and hiking, one of the most popular outdoor activities is watching wildlife. Deer, raccoons, woodchucks, turkeys, and foxes are common sights in Illinois. Less frequently you may encounter bobcats, coyotes, muskrats, and beavers. Birders will delight in the number of hawks, woodpeckers, and songbirds. Sandhill cranes show up occasionally, and great blue herons are everywhere. In winter, bald eagles descend on the major rivers looking for open water. Illinois is fortunate to be in a central position on the migration route for millions of birds every spring and fall. About 250 bird species use the Mississippi Flyway, as it’s called, in the spring from mid-March to early June and in autumn from late August to late October. During these seasons, migratory birds show up at the scores of lakes and wetlands around the state and along the shores of its rivers.




Many people find camping in spring and fall appealing because this is when campgrounds are quieter, the bugs are dormant, and there’s no chance of encountering extreme heat. Some people time their camping trip to coincide with the vibrant colors of fall or with festivals that focus on local food and crafts. The Illinois State Fair in late August has a reputation as one of the best state fairs in the Midwest.




In addition to outdoor recreation and seasonal events, Illinois possesses an abundance of cultural offerings, and I have tried to point out many of them. Numerous museums and historic sites honor Illinois’s most famous son, Abraham Lincoln. There’s also a growing number of sites throughout the state commemorating individuals and institutions that helped slaves escape from the South along Illinois’s Underground Railroad. Chicago, of course, claims some of the best museums in the world, and nearly every county in the state has a small museum or historical society that will give you a taste of life in the state’s early days. Small historic river towns such as Nauvoo, Galena, and Alton offer a glimpse of life when big rivers served as the nation’s superhighways.




Exploring Illinois provides a great chance to learn about original inhabitants of this state—a state that was named for what was its most prominent Native American tribe. In the 1600s, when American Indians first came into contact with Europeans in the region, two Native American groups inhabited the land that would eventually become the State of Illinois. The first group—known to French explorers and missionaries as the Illinois or Illiniwek Indians—was a collection of twelve tribes that occupied a large section of the central Mississippi River valley, including most of what is today Illinois. The second group, the Miami tribe, lived in villages located south and west of Lake Michigan. During the 1700s and early 1800s, the territory and population of the Illinois Indians shrank, and the Miami tribe moved eastward. Eventually the Illinois tribe was forced to move west. Today their descendants are scattered throughout the nation, but they maintain their tribal headquarters in Miami, Oklahoma.




Great efforts were undertaken to ensure the accuracy and usefulness of the information in this book. With a handful of exceptions, I visited each campground listed, and spent the night in many of them. The visits usually included a survey of the park’s offerings beyond the campground. I inspected the showers and restrooms, visited the picnic areas, and dropped in at visitor centers. In many cases I hiked the trails offered near the campground and investigated nearby towns and attractions. Despite thousands of miles of travel and many weeks of legwork, a perfectly accurate guide book remains elusive. Inevitably, campgrounds become run-down, they close, they are renovated, new ones open, and services and policies change. If you find any inaccuracies in the book, please let me know so that future editions can be improved. Send corrections to editorial@GlobePequot.com or to Ted Villaire c/o Globe Pequot, 246 Goose Lane, Suite 200, Guilford, CT 06437. To learn more about camping in Illinois, visit my website: tedvillaire.com.












How to Use This Guide





The focus of this book is on public campgrounds. For people interested in exploring scenic landscapes and enjoying the full spectrum of outdoor recreation opportunities, public campgrounds have the most to offer in Illinois. While there’s nothing wrong with the resort-like atmosphere common in private campgrounds, that’s the subject of a different book.




Types of Campgrounds




The easiest way to categorize campgrounds is by management agency. Nearly all the campgrounds in the state can fit into one of the following categories.




Federal: All Illinois campgrounds operated by the National Forest Service are located within the sprawling Shawnee National Forest. Shawnee campgrounds are some of the most scenic and remote camping options in the state. Most of these campgrounds are basic, and some are operated by concessionaires. (In addition to formal campsites, Shawnee National Forest also allows primitive camping throughout the forest at least 0.25 mile from campgrounds and picnic areas and at least 150 feet from trails; learn more in the Southern Illinois introduction.) The many Illinois campgrounds operated by the US Army Corps of Engineers are always located along lakes and waterways where the Corps owns land. Many of these campgrounds, but certainly not all, are geared toward RVers and boaters.




State: The State of Illinois operates the most public campgrounds in the state— about eighty—and they occupy a huge spectrum of options in terms of size and amenities. State parks, recreation areas, and historic sites are generally more developed than the campsites in fish and wildlife and conservation areas. Sadly, it hasn’t been uncommon in recent years to come across state campgrounds that are in need of basic maintenance. While the state funding for parks is looking better, it’s still wise to call first to make sure everything is open and available once you arrive.




County: Some readers may be unaware of the great variety of county-operated campgrounds throughout the state. Many of these campgrounds occupy scenic spots near lakes, rivers, and woodland. These campgrounds tend to be little known outside their immediate areas. Many are fairly basic, while others offer miles of hiking, lakes for fishing, and other recreation opportunities.




Local: Illinois contains a large collection of campgrounds owned by local municipalities. These campgrounds, often located in town parks, tend to be small, have limited facilities, and attract mostly local campers. Since many of them are located close to a town, they are particularly handy for visitors who want a convenient location from which to explore nearby attractions.




Locating a Campground




To help you choose a campground, the book is organized roughly according to the state regions determined by the Illinois Bureau of Tourism. Maps within the book show the location of each campground within these regions. Each region is broken into areas. By consulting the regional maps and scanning the campground descriptions, you can select a campground that appeals to your interests and fits best with your travel plans.




About the Campground Entries




Each campground description covers the following information.




Location: Here we help you get your general bearings with distance and direction from a nearby town.




Season: While the typical operating season for each campground is listed, it’s never a bad idea to call first to make sure a campground is open when you plan to arrive. Campgrounds can close unexpectedly for maintenance, modifications, and soggy ground. Illinois contains many riverside campgrounds that may close because of flooding. And once floodwaters recede, a great deal of cleanup must occur. Strained park budgets and limited staff can prolong the cleanup process, sometimes for the entire season. Another reason to call the campground before arriving is to find out if hunters will be present. Many state parks allow hunting in fall and winter.




Among the many campgrounds that stay open year-round, you should assume that water, showers, and flush toilets will not be available for campers during the winter. While exceptions to this rule exist, it’s best to be prepared by bringing your own water.




Sites: Each campground description gives the number of sites for RVs (with and without hookups), the number of sites available for tenting, and the number of walk-in sites (also for tenting). Sites without hookups are basic sites that will accommodate either an RV or a tent. “RV” refers to the many types of recreational vehicles on the road: trailers, campers, motor homes, tent trailers, and vans. Under this heading, there will also be a listing of cabins to rent, as well as an indication of wheelchair-accessible sites available. Walk-in sites require a short walk—usually no more than 50 yards—from the parking area. A few of the camping areas require a longer trek; in these cases, the general distance is given. Backpacking sites require a long hike.




Maximum length: Each campground entry gives the maximum length for RVs so you can be sure your rig will fit. Most campgrounds in Illinois can accommodate 40-foot RVs. Some of the smaller campgrounds or campgrounds with tight, winding roads will place greater restrictions on RV length. Generally, the larger the campground, the more likely it will accommodate a larger RV.




Facilities: This is the place to find out if a park contains showers, a boat launch, a playground, hiking trails, or any number of other offerings. With just a few exceptions, all the campgrounds listed in this book provide drinking water. This section will alert you if a campground does not offer drinking water.




Fee per night: The price codes used throughout the book are from spring 2020. A range is used because prices fluctuate from year to year.




$=Less than $10


$$=$10 to $19


$$$=$20 or more



When the price indicates a wide range ($–$$$), expect the tenting and basic sites to cost less and hookup sites to cost more. The prices listed don’t reflect the cost of cabins or the rental tents that are offered at a dozen or so state parks. Nor do they reflect fee increases that occur at some campgrounds on holiday weekends, such as Memorial Day, Fourth of July, and Labor Day.




Management: This section lists the federal, state, or local agency that maintains and collects fees for the campground.




Contact: This is the contact information for the campground’s management agency. If reservations are accepted for a campground, this section will provide that information. Reservations are a good idea if you’re going to a busier park on a summer weekend or will be camping over a holiday weekend. You also may want to make reservations if there is an event in the area, or if there are no alternative campgrounds in the immediate area and your travel plans hinge on local camping. If in doubt whether to reserve or not, call the park and talk to a park ranger or campground host. He or she will offer sound advice on the necessity of reservations for a particular date.




In the state park system, reservations are made through reserveamerica.com. Reservations require each night’s camping fee as well as a nonrefundable $5 reservation fee. If reservations are accepted at campgrounds operated by the US Army Corps of Engineers, make the reservations by visiting recreation.gov or calling (877) 444-6777. In many cases these state and federal online reservation systems feature photos of individual campsites and maps of the campgrounds. For the county and local campgrounds that accept reservations, contact the local management agency.




Finding the campground: Using an atlas or local maps in conjunction with the driving directions provided in this section will help you find your way to the campgrounds listed in this book. Directions guide you from the closest interstate or the closest city or larger town. The DeLorme Illinois Atlas & Gazetteer is indispensable in navigating rural back roads of Illinois. While it may seem like your smartphone will get you to the campground, you may find that your cell phone coverage is spotty or nonexistent once you get near the park. That’s why paper maps are essential to bring along.




UTM coordinates: Readers who use either a handheld or car-mounted GPS unit can punch in the UTM campground coordinates provided in this section and have the GPS lead the way. The UTM coordinates are to be used with NAD 27 datum (rather than WGS83 or WGS84). Along with the UTM coordinates, the zone is also given. All coordinates were generated using mapping software rather than taking readings “in the field.” In nearly all cases, the UTM coordinates will take you directly to the campground. In a few cases, the coordinates will lead you to the park entrance or the park office.




About the campground: This section describes the physical atmosphere of the campground, including the topography, the amount of greenery and shade, and levels of privacy within the sites. You’ll get a quick account of the campground’s ambience and its proximity to lakes, rivers, busy roads, and nearby towns. You’ll also learn about local offerings, such as hiking trails and areas of historical interest.




Amenities Charts Key




Hookup Sites
Total Sites




Max RV Length: All RV lengths are in feet.




Hookups:


W=Water
  E=Electricity
  S=Sewer




Toilets:


   F=Flush toilets


NF=Non-flushing toilets




Showers:


N=None
Y=Yes




Drinking Water:


N=None
Y=Yes




Dump Station:


N=None
Y=Yes




Recreation:




H=Hiking
 S=Swimming


 F=Fishing


 B=Boating


 L=Boat launch


 O=Off-road driving
 R=Horseback riding
 C=Cycling




Fee:  $
    $$
   $$$




Reservations:


N=None
Y=Yes




Conscientious Camping




Careful planning plus appreciation and respect for the natural world are key components of a great outdoor experience. The listings below are offered to guide you toward a fun camping trip that’s easy on you, easy on the environment, and keeps you safe too.




Respecting the Environment
 Zero-impact camping should be the goal of everyone. When you leave a campground, it should look better than when you arrived.




Campfires: Heed all regulations concerning campfires, smoking, and wood gathering.




Courtesy: Please keep your campground clean and show respect for other campers who want to enjoy a tranquil atmosphere. Keep the sound level low, especially during quiet hours. People don’t camp in order to listen to your recorded music or to listen to your generator at all hours. With cutbacks at many parks, fewer park staff are on hand to patrol the grounds and ask people to turn down the music. As a result, campers must regulate themselves.




Storing food: During times you’re away from the site and during the night, store food in your car; otherwise, squirrels, raccoons, and chipmunks will steal your provisions. If you don’t have a car at the campsite, bring food inside the tent or hang it from a tree.




Garbage: If no trash containers are provided, pack it out. At night and when you are away from the campsite, stash your trash in your vehicle. Never toss garbage into the vault toilets or leave it behind in the fire pit.




Sanitation: Bathing and dishwashing should be done well away from lakes and streams and away from the campground’s water supplies.




Smoking: To prevent fires, use extreme care when smoking. Dispose of butts properly, or pack them out. Check with the campground for any smoking restrictions.




Pets: Keep your animal at your site, restrained and quiet. On trails, pets must be leashed at all times to protect wildlife and habitat.




Stay limits: Public campgrounds typically have stay limits ranging from a few days to two weeks. Some campgrounds offer longer stays.




Carbon footprint: With transportation accounting for one-third of CO 2 entering our atmosphere, it’s time to think carefully about reducing your carbon footprint generated by driving. Meeting some friends or family at the campground? Consider carpooling, if possible. Once you arrive at camp, the best way to get around the immediate area is likely to be on foot or bikes. For a few campgrounds close to Chicago, I included directions for accessing the park by public transit. For RV owners, keep your RV tuned up. By keeping up on your RV’s maintenance, you can reduce emissions and conserve energy. Also, think carefully about which devices in your RV need powering. You are camping for some escape, after all.




Getting Geared Up




Clothing: Since Illinois is nearly 400 miles from head to toe, its climate can vary considerably. As one would suspect, the normal camping season is extended in the south (as are the hot and sticky days of midsummer) and is a bit shorter in the north. While camping during spring and fall, you want to be prepared for a full spectrum of weather conditions. At night, you may need a hat, gloves, and an insulated coat.




Wool makes the most versatile clothing and works great for cold, wet, changeable weather. It retains heat even when it’s wet and it does not absorb smells as readily as other fabrics. Cotton is the fabric for warm summer days. Shorts are great for warm summer days too, but you’ll likely want a pair of long pants in the evening when the mosquitoes emerge. Always bring along a rain jacket.




Footwear: Sneakers or comfortable walking shoes are appropriate for most activities while camping in Illinois. Where there’s likely to be mud or more rugged terrain—in the Shawnee National Forest, for example—boots are a better option. They provide support and protection from the elements and rocky surfaces.




Equipment: Your quantity and variety of camping gear will depend on the time of year, your destination, and the level of comfort you prefer. Along with a tent, sleeping bags, food, and a flashlight, you may want to bring items such as a gas stove, lantern, and large water container. Some campers bring extra items that add to their comfort: a hammock, a small weather radio, and a tarp to hang above the picnic table to block the rain and sun. If you plan to hike, be sure to bring a day pack with padded straps to carry items such as snacks, water, a first-aid kit, rain gear, an extra sweater, keys, money, sunglasses, a camera, and binoculars.




Once you start wading through the options for camping gear, you’ll encounter a bewildering number of possibilities. One rule of thumb is to keep the packing list as simple as you can. When it’s easy to pack and make your escape, you’re likely to do it more often. The key is to bring just enough gear to make your stay safe and comfortable. While that list will be different for everyone, keep in mind that bringing too much stuff tends to complicate the experience and may defeat the purpose of escaping to the woods.




If you’re new to camping and are not ready to spring for new equipment, consider shopping for used gear at thrift stores and websites like Craigslist. There’s also a growing number of options for renting camping gear. Some outdoor shops like the REI stores (in Chicago and its suburbs) have been renting camping gear for years. In addition to checking with your local outdoor shop, check with your local university as well. Several University of Illinois campuses allow community residents to rent gear from the school. Also, some municipal agencies offer gear rental. In the Chicago area, both Cook County and Will County Forest Preserve Districts rent out camping gear at minimal cost.




Staying Safe




Many of these campgrounds are in fairly remote areas, sometimes a good distance from towns, hospitals, and stores. Therefore, campers should be prepared for various possibilities with a first-aid kit and a supply of food and water. While cell phones are convenient and most Illinois campgrounds provide reception, they are no replacement for being thoroughly prepared.




Water: Avoid drinking from streams and lakes in Illinois—even if you use a water purifier. Outside of urban areas, most surface water in Illinois contains agricultural runoff, which may contain waste from grazing animals as well as fertilizers and pesti cides used in agricultural production.




Hypothermia: Hypothermia occurs when your body temperature drops to a dangerous level. Common causes are exposure to cold, physical exhaustion, and too little food. Contributing factors may include exposure to wind, rain, and snow; dehydration; and wearing damp or wet clothes. Falling in cold water on a cool day is one of the fastest ways to make your body temperature plummet.




Poison Ivy: A nasty encounter with poison ivy can put a damper on your outdoor vacation. Poison ivy is a very common plant throughout most of Illinois. It occurs as a vine or ground cover, three leaflets to a leaf, and contains urushiol, an oily and toxic irritant that is responsible for the skin rash. After contact, raised lines or blisters will occur on the skin. Do not scratch it. Wash and dry the surface, then apply calamine lotion to dry it out. If the case is severe, consult a doctor.




Stings and Bites: If you’re spending time outdoors, it’s good to know about the dangers posed by biting insects. One growing problem in recent years has been an increase in the number of people diagnosed with Lyme disease. While Lyme disease has turned up throughout the state, northeastern Illinois is a hot spot. Humans can contract the disease from ticks, which crawl up from the ground or wait on brush and tall grass to catch a ride on a warm-blooded passerby. While ticks are most active in early and midsummer, you should keep an eye peeled for them throughout spring, summer, and fall. Deer ticks, the carrier of Lyme disease, are very small, sometimes only the size of a poppy seed. Some people wear light clothing so they can spot ticks right away.




For Lyme disease prevention, here are some recommendations for people spending time outdoors from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Illinois Department of Public Health:




	
•Perform a thorough tick check on your body every evening. If it’s prime tick season, doing quick checks occasionally throughout the day is not a bad idea.





	
•Use a repellent containing DEET or picaridin on your skin. These help repel mosquitoes too.





	
•Wear clothing treated with permethrin. You can treat clothing with permethrin at home, you can buy treated clothing, or you can send your clothing in to be professionally treated.






If detected early, most cases of Lyme disease can be effectively treated with antibiotics. Visit the Illinois Department of Public Health at https://bit.ly/tickill for instructions on performing tick checks, removing ticks from your body, and signs of Lyme disease.




Another concern is West Nile virus. People can become infected with West Nile virus if bitten by an infected mosquito. Insect repellent and protective clothing are the best preventive measures. Remember to follow instructions on the insect repellent, especially when applying it to children.




Improving Camping for Everyone in Illinois




Parks need your support: If you’ve been camping in Illinois during the past couple of decades, you’ve probably noticed that many state parks have been struggling to keep up with basic maintenance needs. The Illinois state park system, which manages most of the public campgrounds in the state, was forced to drastically cut its staff in recent years, and a long list of park maintenance and improvement projects have been ignored and delayed. New park amenities are very rare, and some parks have been temporarily shut down from a lack of funding. This neglect often means that campground restrooms are not cleaned as often, and trails are not cleared of deadfall as quickly as they once were. It means park visitor centers have cut back hours and, in some cases, closed completely. It means there are fewer park staff around to make sure campers are following the rules during quiet hours. Then throw climate change into the mix. Wetter weather in the Midwest means more campground flooding and erosion—problems that take longer to fix with a skeleton crew. While there have been some recent efforts to catch up with delayed maintenance, all you have to do is visit a state park in a neighboring state to see how much Illinois parks are lagging.




So what can you do about it? Get involved. Elected officials and the Illinois Department of Natural Resources, which manages the parks, are responsive to the needs of residents, but they have to know about your concerns—that you want not only well-maintained campgrounds but also want to see our park system expanded and improved. Let your political representatives know you care. While you’ll often hear that no money is available for such things, there are always opportunities for reallocating public tax dollars.




Making camping more inclusive: While signs point to Americans having a growing interest in camping, people of color are greatly underrepresented in this realm. A long history of racist policies and segregation have prevented people of color from enjoying the outdoors. Making everyone feel welcome in the outdoors means that parks, campgrounds, management agencies, and tourism bureaus need to do a better job of connecting with people of color. So what can be done? Offering easy camping options for people who have a growing interest in camping is one helpful approach. Camping gear rental, “camper cabins,” and Camping 101 classes like the ones offered by the Cook County Forest Preserve District are all great steps toward making camping more inclusive. These approaches help remove some of the barriers that have been preventing African Americans, Latinx people, people with disabilities, and other historically marginalized people from experiencing the outdoors. Another important step is supporting organizations like Outdoor Afro—a national group with a chapter in the Chicago area that encourages African Americans to get outside by organizing group outdoor activities like hiking and camping excursions. We also need to make sure our parks have diverse staff and their interpretive exhibits and historical informa tion are inclusive. Finally, one crucial way to open up the outdoors to more people of color is by providing more camping options closer to where people live. Getting our park management agencies and political representatives to create more close-by camping opportunities will improve access to outdoor recreation for people with more limited financial resources and would help spur more diversity in our parks and campgrounds.




Best Options for Smaller, Quieter Campgrounds




Best smaller, quieter campgrounds within range of Chicago




2Lowden State Park


6Sugar River Forest Preserve


8Apple River Canyon State Park


25Marengo Ridge Conservation Area




Best smaller, quieter campgrounds within range of the Springfield, Peoria, and Champaign area
44Comlara County Park


49Lodge Park County Forest Preserve


51Middle Fork State Fish and Wildlife Area


53Forest Glen County Preserve




Best smaller, quieter campgrounds within range of the St. Louis area




93McCulley Heritage Project


111Washington County State Conservation Area
131Pyramid State Recreation Area




Best smaller, quieter campgrounds in and around the Shawnee National Forest
137Little Grassy Lake


141Ferne Clyffe State Park


143Trail of Tears State Forest


153Garden of the Gods Recreation Area


155Bell Smith Springs Recreation Area
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