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  No wealth can buy the requisite leisure, freedom, and independence, which are the capital in this profession. It comes only by the grace of God. It requires a direct dispensation from Heaven to become a walker.




  —Henry David Thoreau, Excursions
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  Writing a book, even a guide to hiking trails, is a lot like taking a long hike. There are hills to climb, places to rest, moments that need some reflection. Most important, when both writing and walking, you have to keep moving forward. Sometimes walking becomes plodding. That’s when it helps to have a companion on the trail, someone to share the motivational load. Someone to remind you to keep putting one foot in front of the other—or one word after the last. To those precious individuals who walk with me every day, in good weather and bad: Thank you.




  I also want to share my appreciation for the thousands of people who not only hike in southeast Michigan but also volunteer to build and maintain trails, remove invasive species, advocate for expanding our natural spaces, and generally make this state a better place in which to live.
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Introduction





  It wasn’t too long ago, less than 200 years, that southeast Michigan was a wilderness. When Alexis de Tocqueville and his companion traveled from Detroit to Saginaw Bay in 1831, an innkeeper in Pontiac reacted in surprise: “Do you know that Saginaw is the last inhabited spot toward the Pacific, that between this place and Saginaw lies an uncleared wilderness?” The next day, as the two made their way north along the old Saginaw Trail (now Woodward and Dixie Highway), they found solitude as deep as the “solitary passes of the Alps, where Nature refuses to obey the hand of man.” They found a land of lakes, streams, and marshes, of hills and valleys.




  Tocqueville lamented the inevitable ruin of that wilderness, predicting settlers would soon clear the land and civilize the place. He was right of course, but some of the natural beauty he saw on the trail can still be found in and around Metro Detroit and Ann Arbor. There are state parks, county parks, metroparks, nature centers, wild-life preserves, and recreational areas; and you will find trails running through them all.
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  It’s not like us to let a good wilderness—be it an ancient forest, a restored marsh-land, or a managed nature preserve—go unexplored, so we have trails. Hundreds of miles of trails. A few are for horseback riding, and mountain bikers all have their favorites, but the best are the ones you can walk.




  Hiking near the headwaters of the Clinton River or through hills forested with maple, oak, beech, and hickory around the shore of a quiet lake, you know for a time what Tocqueville saw here. You experience the primeval beauty of the place.




   Where to Hike




  The state of Michigan manages numerous parks in southeast Michigan. There are state parks, state recreation areas, and state game areas. There are, however, no state forests (or national forests, for that matter). Those are all found north of Saginaw Bay. This means state land here is managed for access and recreation. Funding has been a problem for state parks for many years. A recent change in how fees are collected has resulted in a $10 Recreation Pass. Residents pay for the pass when they renew their car plates. A small “P” on the sticker means you have access to all of Michigan’s parks.
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  Another group of parks you will find here are the Huron-Clinton Metroparks. This park system has parks in five counties. As the name suggests, these are all on the Huron and Clinton Rivers, two important regional waterways. These properties are usually pretty big. Though no two parks are the same, many feature splash parks, nature centers, and golf courses, as well as unique educational opportunities, such as historic farms.




  Oakland County in the north end of Metro Detroit has an excellent park system. Closer to urban areas, these parks feature wave pools and water parks. In more rural areas the focus is on conservation, environmental education, and offering space for people to get outside.








  



  



   Weather




  The weather in and around Metro Detroit follows the usual Midwest patterns. Spring is cool and rainy. In April and May rain and snowmelt swell streams and ponds. Wetlands become very wet, and trails near water become muddy. Later in May and into June, mosquitoes and flies make their first appearance of the year. Deerflies are a particular nuisance, and when it’s deerfly season, they will hound you through a hike.




  In June things start to warm up, and by the height of summer, the weather is typically very hot and very humid. It’s then that we start hoping for a summer thunderstorm to break the heat. The lake effect means western Michigan gets more than its fair share of storms, but plenty of fronts hold onto their water long enough to dump it on our side of the state. Thunderstorms blow in from the west, and if you have a good view of the sky, dark clouds will give you fair warning of rain.




  One of the best parts of summer in Michigan is the long days. Back during World War II the decision was made to include Detroit in the eastern time zone. This made some sense and kept Detroit on the same time as the banks in New York, but the rest of Michigan had to follow suit. So in the summer the sun doesn’t set here until after 9 p.m. (Further north, the effect is even more dramatic.)




  Come September you can feel the days getting shorter. The temperature drops, and even warm days cool quickly in late afternoon. Fall showers are not uncommon—fewer thunderstorms, more gray, drizzly days. As the colors begin to change in autumn, some people believe this is the best time for hiking: cooler temps, fewer bugs, and great fall colors.




  Aside from the usual Internet sources, the best way to get your weather information is good old-fashioned radio. WWJ, AM 950, does “weather on the 8s.” That means every 10 minutes (at 8 minutes, 18 minutes, 28 minutes, etc., after the hour) you can get a quick idea of whether it’s going to rain. They’re also a good source for weather alerts. A big concern for hikers should be tornado season. Officially the season begins in April and goes through October, after which it’s typically too cold for tornadoes, but the peak is in June, when the longer, warmer days are wrestling with winter’s leftover cold.




  In the end, don’t let the chance of foul weather keep you from a good hike, but do keep a weather eye open.




   Flora and Fauna




  The forests in the southern half of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula are part of the eastern broadleaf forest that covers portions of Ohio, all of Indiana, and stretching down to Missouri and up into Minnesota. The trees are primarily hardwoods—oak and hickory in particular—and lose their leaves in the fall.




  Wetlands create a mix of habitats. Grassy marshes form on the borders of rivers and lakes, creating important feeding and nesting grounds for hundreds of birds. The water and wading birds of the Great Lakes rely on the marshes along the western shore of Lake Erie but are just as common in marshes farther inland. Where wetlands overlap with forest, we have swamps. Cedar swamps are common in southeast Michigan, as are wetlands filled with oaks and other hardwoods. You will also find bogs and fens in the area. When you have the opportunity, be sure to visit a bog or fen. This is the only habitat that can support Michigan’s carnivorous pitcher plant.
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  In May and June the woods are full of spring ephemerals. These flowers (often very small) shoot up early, hoping to snag enough sunlight, before the trees fill with leaves, to bloom and be pollinated. The rest of the year the green leaves produce energy, which is stored for a long winter. The most curious of these flowers is the skunk cabbage. This decidedly pungent plant begins its seasonal growth cycle before the snow has even melted, creating enough heat in the process to melt the snow around it and protect it from freezing temperatures.




  Summer flowers (like spotted touch-me-not) can be found in the woods as well, but some species thrive in the open. Prairies and meadows are full of goldenrod, Queen Anne’s lace, milkweed, buttonbush, and thistle.




  Some woodland plants that have been doing very well are the vines. If you see a vine climbing a tree, it’s probably Virginia creeper (five leaflets), wild grape (with the broad, toothed leaf), poison ivy (leaves of three), or oriental bittersweet (round-ish leaves alternating along the vine). You might see the more-delicate American bittersweet as well, but if the blanket of vines is taking down a section of forest, it’s the hardier oriental invasive.
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  Poison ivy—the dangers of which are discussed below—is often seen as a nuisance plant, but it is a great food source for wild-life. Deer eat its leaves and stems, and birds devour its fruit.




  The animals you are most likely to see in the woods are squirrels and chipmunks. Black squirrels, which were once more common closer to Detroit, have been spreading out and can be found all over the area. The largest mammals you’re likely to run into are white-tailed deer. In more urban areas the deer gather wherever they can find food to eat and space to make a bed. This often means nature centers are teeming with deer.




  If you look at some bird guides, you will see that the bluebird’s range does not include Michigan. It once did, but the loss of nesting places and food sources has pushed the bird south. For many years now area parks have been erecting nesting boxes in prime habitat, and a number of birds, including the bluebird, are making a comeback. Other birds that were believed lost to us have been making appearances as well. In particular, it’s not uncommon to spot a bald eagle or two every summer now. Other large birds are found closer to the water—great blue herons, sandhill cranes, and egrets, to name a few.




   Trail Hazards




  Unlike other parts of the country that are crawling with bears and mountain lions, scorpions and rattlesnakes, and large birds of prey bent on scooping up small children for a quick meal, Michigan is relatively tame country.




  The biggest mammalian threat would be deer. They’re not likely to attack, but they do cause more than 60,000 car accidents a year. So on your drive to the trail-head, be sure to watch the road. And remember: If you see a deer, don’t veer. Many people have been hurt because a driver swerved out of the way and either hit a tree or another car. It’s much better to hit the deer . . . for you at least.




  Many people don’t know that Michigan has a rattler. The Michigan rattler, otherwise known as the Massasauga or Eastern Massasauga rattlesnake, prefers grassy prairies and fields near wetlands. Many of the trails highlighted in this book pass through grassy prairies and fields near wetlands. The most likely time you will see a Massasauga is on a hot day, perhaps sunning itself on the trail.
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  The snake has a triangular-shaped head, wide and flat, with a narrow neck. It has a short tail with a rattle, saddle-shaped markings, and a thick midsection. It looks nothing like the garter snakes or blue racers you are more likely to see. The Massasauga is Michigan’s only venomous snake. Though not aggressive, it will strike when cornered. Keep kids and pets far away, and give the snake a wide berth.




  The final hazards to mention are the plant hazards: poison ivy and poison sumac. The latter is relatively scarce. It looks like sumac but has white fruit. You find this near wetlands, close to the water. Poison ivy, on the other hand, seems to be spreading. Vines do a great job of processing carbon dioxide. Our atmosphere has had really high levels of carbon dioxide lately, and vines in general have been thriving. Poison ivy is no exception.




  The basic rule with poison ivy is “Leaves of three, let it be.” Technically it should be “Leaflets of three . . .,” but that’s not as catchy. Poison ivy has a compound leaf, meaning that each leaf is composed of multiple leaflets. Since there are other plants with three leaves, you can identify poison ivy by its two lower leaflets, which attach directly to the stem. The middle leaflet is farther up the stem. Also, since you will see a lot of poison ivy climbing up trees next to the trail, I will share another rhyme I learned recently: “If it’s got a hairy rope, don’t be a dope.” The poison ivy vine has small hairlike roots that cling to the tree.




  The allergic reaction is caused by the sap, which contains an oil called urushiol. Every part of the plant carries this oil, and any damage to the plant will release it. Burning poison ivy actually sends the oil into the air where it can be breathed, causing all sorts of problems. The rule of thumb bears repeating: Leaves of three, let it be.




   Getting Around




  Michigan in general, and Metro Detroit in particular, is car country. Aside from the trails in the city of Ann Arbor, none of the parks and preserves mentioned here are readily accessible by public transportation.




 

  



  



  
How to Use This Guide





  This guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Metro Detroit. Stuffed with useful area information, Best Hikes Detroit and Ann Arbor features forty-one mapped and cued hikes. Here’s an outline of the guide’s major components:




  Each section begins with an introduction to the region in which you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike then starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.




  Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details:




  Start: This is where the hike begins; the trailhead.




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one-way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.




  Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.




  Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only, and specific hikes may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness. The difficulty is specific to southeast Michigan.




  Easy: Three miles or less total trip distance, minimal elevation gain, and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail.




  Moderate: Up to 4 miles total trip distance, moderate elevation gain, and potentially rough terrain.




  Difficult: More than 4 miles total trip, strenuous elevation gains, and rough and/or rocky terrain.




  Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.




  Best season: General information on the best time of year to hike.




  Other trail users: Horseback riders, mountain bikers, in-line skaters, etc.




Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on several trails described in this book.




  Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.




  Schedule: Hours the trail and visitor centers, offices, etc. are open to the public.






  Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. Local park maps are usually the best source for accurate information. Check out the agency’s website or the park office. However, they rarely show topographical details. If that’s something you’re looking for I would suggest the TOPO! maps produced by National Geographic.




  Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information. Or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.




  Other: Other information that will enhance your hike.




  Special considerations: This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, such as a lack of water or hunting seasons.




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer, depending on the amount of time you have. The Hike Information section provides information on local events and attractions, restaurants, hiking tours, and hiking organizations. Green Tips throughout the book provide suggestions for how to keep the spectacular scenery of the Detroit/Ann Arbor area clean, beautiful, and healthy.




  Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous, and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways to do this is to just turn the map upside down and hike any route in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite different. With this in mind, it’ll be like getting two distinctly different hikes on each map.




  For your own purposes, you may wish to copy the route directions onto a small sheet of paper to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it all with you. Enjoy your time in the outdoors—and remember to pack out what you pack in.




   How to Use the Maps




  Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.




  Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.




  

  







  
Trail Finder
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Detroit





  There are some great places to walk in the city of Detroit. The Dequindre Cut—the old Grand Trunk Western Railroad turned into a sub-grade greenway—connects the Eastern Market with the riverfront. The paved path is well maintained and is especially popular on weekends. The Detroit International Riverwalk offers a great view of the Detroit River and takes you from the Ambassador Bridge to Belle Isle. And Belle Isle, with the reopening aquarium and some potential state investment, becomes more and more attractive every year.
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  That said, there’s not a lot of great hiking in the city. There are great walks, but for places where you can strap on the boots and disappear into the trees, you need to go beyond town. To the south there are parks and green spaces along Lake Erie. The miles of marshland on the lake attract millions of birds that migrate through this corridor, traveling between Michigan and Ontario, and along the Detroit River. There are paved bike-and-hike trails, rugged dirt trails, and a special breed of path known as interpretive nature trails.




  Lake Erie and the Detroit River are connected to the peninsula by numerous rivers. The biggest is the Huron River. Metroparks line the Huron from the Great Lake all the way up to its headwaters northwest of Pontiac. Many of these have fine trail systems, which you would expect. Often overlooked, however, are the parks south of Detroit, across the river in Canada. The closest hike to the city (less than 5 miles away) is actually south of Windsor, Ontario.




  The terrain around Detroit is relatively flat. None of the hikes listed in this section offer anything like a hill. Along Lake Erie, which was once lined with wide marshes, the view stretches out to the horizon. Farther inland, potential vistas are blocked by trees but still without hills. For more rugged terrain you will need to head over to Ann Arbor or to points north.




 




  



  



  
1Lake Erie Metropark





  Transitional areas—like the fuzzy boundary between a bog and an upland forest—are particularly fascinating to naturalists. Lake Erie Metropark straddles such a transitional area and features two hikes that together connect the shore of Lake Erie with the marshlands that once dominated the entire length of this end of the lake. This is a great hike for those who value the less-appreciated aspects of our local environment.




  Start: Across the parking lot from the Marsh-lands Museum and Nature Center




  Distance: 2.5-mile double loop




  Hiking time: About 1 hour




  Difficulty: Easy; widest paths around, no elevation changes




  Trail surface: Wood chips, packed dirt, gravel




  Best season: Spring and fall




  Other trail users: None




  Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted on Trapper’s Run loop; dogs not allowed on Cherry Island Trail




  Fees and permits: Metropark Motor Vehicle Permit required




  Schedule: Open daily, 6 a.m.–10 p.m.




  Maps: Maps available at park office and on website; TOPO! CD: Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, disc 4




  Trail contacts: Lake Erie Metropark, 32481 West Jefferson Ave., Brownstown, MI 48173; (734) 379-5020; metroparks.com




  Finding the trailhead: The metropark is 20 miles south of the city in Brownstown, near the mouth of the Detroit River. From I-75 take exit 27 and drive east on Huron River Drive, which is a left-hand turn whichever direction you are coming from. (Note: Exit 26 is South Huron River Drive, a different road entirely.) After 2.2 miles you will come up on West Jefferson Avenue; turn left. In 0.2 mile turn right into the park and follow the signs for the Marshlands Museum. The trails start from the museum parking lot. GPS: N42 04.606' / W83 11.929'





  The Hike




  Lake Erie Metropark has a lot going for it, even when compared with other parks in the metropark system. In the southern half of the park you will find an eighteen-hole golf course, marina, and fishing docks. The northern half features a nature center, picnic areas, and a wave pool. Throughout the park, paddlers will find a number of boat launches and some of the best canoeing and kayaking in southeast Michigan.




  Located on a marshy point where the Detroit River empties into Lake Erie, Lake Erie Metropark is perfectly situated for visitors to access the unique ecology of this region of the Great Lakes. By combining two nature hikes—Trapper’s Run and the Cherry Island Trail—you get to see a great cross section of marshes, waterways, and transitional woodlands.




  The hike begins near the park’s Marshlands Museum and Nature Center, just across the parking lot from the building’s main entrance. Trapper’s Run makes an arrowhead-shaped loop, which you will hike clockwise, around a sprawling hawthorn thicket. The woods are surrounded by marshland, and the wide, even path traces the boundary between the two. Along the way you will come upon four overlooks. There are small wooden decks that jut out into the wetland. Unfortunately, large swaths of phragmites (frag-MITE-eez) block much of the view.
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  Also known as the common reed, this invasive wetland plant is spreading inland. A native version of phragmites is not as aggressive or as tall as the European variety. The nonnative plant grows up to 15 feet tall, out-competing cattails and other native plants for sunlight. Its deep root system, known for efficiently filtering contaminated water, also makes it nearly impossible to eradicate by pulling or mowing.




  Where the overlooks are free of foliage, you can see herons, ducks, and frogs.




  The woods are described as a hawthorn thicket. The Big Turtle Shortcut connects the first and last overlooks and will take you through the heart of the woods if you’re interested. This would shorten your walk considerably, however. From the main trail the woods often seem to be overrun with all sorts of vines, from wild grape and Virginia creeper to oriental bittersweet and poison ivy. It is said that viny plants are better at processing carbon dioxide and that the gradual increase of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere has given these vines a boost.




  When the trail returns to the nature center, follow the paved bike path to the Cherry Island Trail. This portion of the hike is closed to pets. The trail takes you east to the lake and follows it a ways before cutting back into the marsh and returning to the parking area. In the fall you will see avid birders contributing their eyes to the annual Lake Erie Metropark Hawk and Raptor count.




  For nearly 0.5 mile the trail skirts the shore of Lake Erie. A cool breeze always seems to be coming off the water here. A long bridge takes you over open water, and for a moment you stand between inlet and lake, with views of nearby islands and, possibly, a freighter on the horizon. Returning to the paved bike path, our trail cuts through beds of American lotus. In season, the startling white flowers carpet the water on both sides of the trail. It’s quite breathtaking.




  The trail ends where it began, at the Marshlands Museum and Nature Center. Free to park visitors, the nature center focuses on the ecology of marshes, local history (ever hear of the Patriot War of 1837–38?), and the traditions of duck hunting through the years. From tanks with live aquatic specimens to vintage duck-hunting boats, the museum/nature center will add depth to your visit.




  



  



 



  AMERICAN LOTUS (NELUMBO LUTEA)




  The American lotus is native to the southeastern regions of the United States. So why, you might ask, are there lotus beds here on the shores of Lake Erie? The lotus produces a potato-like tuber, which was eaten by Native Americans. Tradition has it that they brought the lotus north and planted it here. This is a hard story to prove or disprove, but we do know that many of the older stands of lotus may indicate that the plant’s territory reaches a bit farther north than commonly believed.




  The American lotus is an “emergent aquatic plant,” which means that while its roots are firmly planted in the mud under the water, its leaves and stunning flower open above water. It blooms in late July and into September, making August the best month to catch the lotus in all its glory. The blossom features wide white petals and sepals surrounding a large, almost artificial-looking yellow carpellary receptacle. This cup-shaped structure will eventually become the seedpod, which is all that will be left of the lotus by the end of its growing season.




  For years the American lotus was hard to come by in Michigan. Though it’s making a comeback, lotus is still on the state list of threatened species—there’s a hefty penalty for messing with it.
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  Miles and Directions










 


	0.0

	Start at the trailhead, across the parking lot from the Marshlands Museum and Nature Center. Head clockwise on Trapper’s Run, the first leg of this double loop.







	0.2

	Riley Creek Overlook is on your left. The Big Turtle Shortcut is to your right.







	0.5

	Wyman’s Canal Overlook is on your left.







	0.7

	Eagle’s Way Overlook is on your left.







	0.8

	Sangar’s Lagoon Overlook is on your left.







	0.9

	A large cage on your right holds raptors. Continue on to the nature center, where the next leg of the hike—the Cherry Island Trail—begins.







	1.0

	Follow the paved bike-and-hike path, and cross the street.







	1.1

	Turn left onto the path that parallels the road. You will often see great blue herons wading in the marsh on your right.







	1.5

	Crossing along the edge of the woods next to the parking lot, the trail dives back into the trees on the other side. For the next 0.5 mile, Lake Erie is on your left.







	1.9

	A bridge leads out to Cherry Island, for which this loop is named. Stretching over open water, this is one of the best views in the park.







	2.0

	Lotus beds on both sides of the trail usually begin blooming in late July and last into early September.







	2.2

	When you get back to the paved bike path, turn right.







	2.5

	The trail ends back at the museum and nature center and parking lot.
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Hike Information





  Restaurants: 3 Hermanos, 33019 West Jefferson Ave., Rockwood; (734) 379-9600; threehermanos.com. Open for dinner, usually around 3 or 4 p.m.; closed Monday. The restaurant is just south of the metropark entrance. Not the place for the mexicano auténtico that purists demand, 3 Hermanos serves up that uniquely American take on Latin cuisine called Tex-Mex. Folks rave about their enchiladas.




  


  



  
2Pointe Mouillee State Game Area





  A coastal marsh is a unique environment, attracting thousands of birds—both regulars and those just passing through. The marshes at Pointe Mouillee are part of a large restoration project. The dikes that control the flow of water and maintain the wetlands are also your pathway to explore this exceptional nature preserve.




  Start: Gate off state game road parking area, near end of Sigler Road




  Distance: 7.3-mile loop




  Hiking time: About 2.5 hours




  Difficulty: Difficult due to length; wide and even trails




  Trail surface: Gravel and packed dirt




  Best season: Summer




  Other trail users: Cyclists




  Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




  Fees and permits: No fees or permits required




  Schedule: Open 4 a.m.–11 p.m.; closed Sept 15 through the end of waterfowl season—unless you have a permit






  Maps: Maps available at park office and on website; TOPO! CD: Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, disc 4




  Trail contacts: Pointe Mouillee DNR Wildlife Field Office, 37205 Mouillee Rd., Rockwood, MI 48173; (734) 379-9692; www.michigandnr.com/publications/pdfs/wildlife/viewingguide/slp/107Mouillee/index.htm




  Special considerations: The restrooms at Pointe Mouillee are located at the park office on the other side of the Huron River. You are very exposed to the elements in the game area. Wear a hat and sunblock, but also be aware that the wind coming off the lake can make it a bit chillier than temperatures inland.




  Finding the trailhead: The preserve is on Lake Erie, 20 miles south of Detroit. From I-75 take exit 26 for South Huron Drive. From either direction, a right-hand turn takes you east. The road ends at West Jefferson Avenue (US Turnpike Road) in 2.7 miles. Turn right; in 0.3 mile turn left onto Sigler Road. Follow Sigler to its end. A dirt doubletrack continues on a few hundred yards to a parking area on your right. The gate ahead of you is the trailhead. GPS: N42 02.321' / W83 12.715'







  The Hike




  The wide expanse of Pointe Mouillee offers a different vista than any other you will find in the state. These are not the blowing sands of a towering dune on Lake Michigan, the craggy shores of Lake Superior, or the stony beaches of Lake Huron. This is something simpler, and yet more complex. This is a wetland on Lake Erie. In fact the Pointe Mouillee State Game Area comprises 4,040 acres of coastal wetlands. Straddling the mouth of the Huron River, it includes two islands—Celeron and Stoney—farther north in the Detroit River and is one of the best places for birding in Michigan.




  The site was called Pointe Mouillee (point MOO-yay, for the uninitiated) by French traders as early as 1749. The name means “wet point.” In 1875 2,000 acres of Pointe Mouillee were purchased to establish the Pointe Mouillee Shooting Club, and the club’s wealthy members used the property for duck hunts. In 1945 the state purchased the property and created the state game area. Over the years the size of the preserve has nearly doubled.
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  The marshes here were once protected by a barrier beach. High water levels on Lake Erie ate away at the barrier, leaving the wetlands vulnerable to the whims of the lake. By the 1970s the marshes had been destroyed. Dikes were added to restore some of the marshes, and in the 1980s work was begun in earnest to restore the point’s wetlands. According to the Department of Natural Resources, this is “one of the largest freshwater marsh restoration projects in the world.”




  The centerpiece of the Pointe Mouillee project, as far as civil engineers are concerned, is the crescent-shaped confined disposal facility that serves as an artificial barrier island (often called “the Banana”). When shipping channels are dredged, the material is often contaminated with toxic waste. In order to keep that toxic material from getting back into the environment, it is put here. The complex of dikes and the containment facility make Pointe Mouillee a great place to hike and bike, allowing visitors (especially birders) great access to coastal wetlands.






  [image: chpt_fig_jpg] Water that flows into Lake Erie will stay in the lake for about 2.6 years—the shortest retention time for any of the Great Lakes. Lake Superior, in contrast, retains water for 191 years.




  The trails at Pointe Mouillee are essentially doubletrack gravel roads. Three causeways—North, Middle, and South—connect the Banana to the mainland. In between are diked marshes. The big loop, which crosses both the North and South Causeways, is over 10 miles long. A shorter loop (described here) using the North and Middle Causeways is more practical for visitors on foot. At more than 7 miles, that route is still on the long side, which is why you see a lot of bikes on Pointe Mouillee.




  





  







  The trail begins at the gate to the game area and follows along the shore. To your left the Huron River empties into Lake Erie. On the other side of the river mouth is the southern end of the Lake Erie Metropark. As the trail continues around, Lake Erie stretches out to your left.
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  Of all the hikes in this guide, only on Pointe Mouillee do you really get a chance to take in one of the Great Lakes. Erie is the shal-lowest of the five Great Lakes. Its average depth of 62 feet means that the lake warms up quicker in the summer and often freezes over in winter. The coast of western Lake Erie was once rimmed by nearly a million acres of marshes and other wetlands. Early explorers describe marshes that reached to the horizon and teemed with birds—waterfowl, wading birds, shorebirds—and other wildlife. Since settlement began in earnest in the mid-1800s, 95 percent of those wetlands have been drained.




  The trail continues around to the Middle Causeway, and then you make your way back to the start through a patchwork of marshes and cultivated fields. As its full name suggests, Pointe Mouillee State Game Area serves the hunting community—primarily duck hunters. (Behind wetland restoration efforts in southeast Michigan, you will often find duck hunters.) Acres of corn are planted here to attract and feed the large populations of waterfowl that make their way north and south by way of the Detroit River.




  The inventory of bird species that have been spotted here is amazing and includes white pelican, brown pelican, red-throated loon, common loon, bitterns, herons, egrets, bald and golden eagles, owls, hawks, and woodpeckers of every stripe. The list of commonly sighted birds includes nearly 300 species. With binoculars you might get to see a few of them yourself.






  

  GREEN TIP:




  Go out of your way to avoid birds and animals that are mating or taking care of their young.


  


 




[image: chpt_fig_jpg]


 




  



  



  The trail ends back at the gate. During hunting season the preserve is closed to the general public, and a permit is required for entry.








  Miles and Directions










 


	0.0

	Start from the parking area following the doubletrack gravel road east and through the gate.







	0.4

	On your right, pass a couple paths heading south. Continue straight, keeping the open water on your left.







	1.3

	Another intersection. Keep to the left, and continue out on the North Causeway.







	2.0

	Here’s yet another chance to turn from the path. Don’t do it. Continue to the left. Over the next mile, as you walk around the curve, you are out on the barrier that protects the marsh from the open lake.







	3.2

	Turn right. (To continue straight would be a dead end.)







	3.6

	Turn left.







	4.1

	
Turn right here to return back along the Middle Causeway. Bring your binoculars—the marsh to your right hosts many rare birds on their annual migrations. (Option: If you are up for a longer, 10-plus-mile hike, continue straight and come back via the South Causeway and a series of trails along the game area’s western boundary.)








	5.1

	A quick jog to the right and then left here will get you on the path on the other side of the channel.







	5.5

	
Continue straight. (Option: You can knock more than 0.5 mile off the loop by turning right here. You will be skipping Milepoint 5.7 and approaching the intersection at Milepoint 6.5 from the opposite side.)








	5.7

	Turn right. The cultivated fields you see provide food for birds.







	6.5

	Turn left at the intersection, returning to the main path on which you began.







	6.9

	Turn left when you get back to the main road.







	7.3

	The trail ends back at the gate.








  Hike Information




  Restaurants: Round House BBQ, 2760 West Jefferson Ave., Trenton; (734) 671-6100; roundhousebbq.com. A bit to the north in Trenton, you will find this great local barbecue joint. Try the smoked Lake Superior whitefish for a taste of the Great Lakes.




 




  



  
3Sterling State Park





  Hemmed in by I-75, Dixie Highway, and industry on the River Raisin, Sterling State Park clings to a watery postage stamp of land on the shore of Lake Erie. Just outside Monroe, the park’s day-use area is a popular beach and busy boat launch. The back end of the park is a patchwork quilt of man-made lagoons and an impressive marsh complex. A paved path traces the edge of the marsh and features scenic overlooks and interpretive aids that will add to your appreciation of the park.




  Start: Between the hiker parking area and the nearby bridge




  Distance: 3.6-mile loop




  Hiking time: About 1.5 hours




  Difficulty: Moderate; wide, smooth path with even grade




  Trail surface: Pavement




  Best season: Summer




  Other trail users: Cyclists




  Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




  Fees and permits: Recreation Passport required




  Schedule: Open 8 a.m.–10 p.m.




  Maps: TOPO! CD: Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, disc 4; maps available at park office and on website




  Trail contacts: Sterling State Park, 2800 State Park Rd., Monroe, MI 48162; (734) 289-2715; www.michigan.gov/sterling
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