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  Camping Pennsylvania




  

    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—campground open and close, grow and contract; regulations change; facilities come under new management, etc.




    We would love to hear 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 address:




    GPP




    Reader Response/Editorial Department




    PO Box 480




    Guilford, CT 06437




    Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@GlobePequot.com




    Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  To all those who keep our natural places wild
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  Pennsylvania’s public campgrounds serve as great base camps from which to explore the state. The viaduct in Kinzua Bridge State Park is not to be missed. Visitors can walk out on the old railroad platform, which stands 301 feet above the valley floor, and look down through a glass floor to the ground below.
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  Pennsylvania is blessed with an abundance of public land, which means we’ve got lots of public campgrounds too. Some are small, meant generally for tents, in parks no bigger than the average family farm. Others are large, built with an engineer’s eye for maximizing space, and located within parks that cover thousands or tens of thousands of acres or are surrounded by hundreds of thousands of acres of state or national forest.




  The one thing they have in common is that they’re run by dedicated managers, rangers, maintenance crews, and others who do a good job of providing fun places to be, all on generally too-small budgets. All of those I talked with were friendly, patient, and helpful. A thank-you to everyone.




  Of course no book like this gets done without lots of help on the home front, so thanks to my wife, Mandy, and sons, Derek and Tyler, who, when they’re not with me, keep things rolling along. Thank you for picking up the slack.
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  State park campgrounds account for more than half the public campgrounds in Pennsylvania. Many, like Keystone State Park, are home to “campground hosts” who help newcomers settle in.




  Introduction




  




  Pennsylvania is a state that can take you by surprise.




  Located in the Northeast and one of the thirteen original colonies, it’s sometimes seen as small, smoky and industrial, packed and populous, tamed and long since wrangled. But that’s not completely so. It’s true that Pennsylvania is just the thirty-third largest state in America—about nine times as big as Connecticut but only about one-sixth the size of Texas and one-fourteenth the size of Alaska. Twelve million people live within its 46,000-plus square miles. And in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh it’s got two cities big enough to host a combined seven professional sports teams. Philadelphia in particular is huge and dense, the fifth most heavily populated city in the nation.




  Yet—and this is the amazing part—Pennsylvania has a generous amount of open space, much of it publicly owned, that’s stunningly beautiful. Breaking the state into northern, southern, eastern, and western regions, this book reveals opportunities to explore all kinds of wild country and experience all varieties of camping in all sorts of settings.




  The northern part of the state, the so-called Pennsylvania Wilds in the eyes of state tourism officials, is within a day’s drive of more than half the nation and only 10 hours from Chicago. Yet the area is home to millions of acres of woodlands—the largest block of public land between New York and the Windy City. It’s so remote that in some counties, hunting camps and cottages outnumber full-time, year-round residences, and the total number of traffic lights can be counted on one finger. In a state rich with wildlife, this is where you’ll have the greatest chance to encounter species from black bears and bobcats to otters and porcupines. It’s not all wilderness though. There are some unique and interesting communities to be found here. But overall this is the place to go if you like to camp in a world where the typical “town” has one—maybe—four-pump gas station and you shop for bait, motor oil, shampoo, and bread all in the same tiny store.




  Western Pennsylvania is different. It offers everything from mountains—including Mount Davis, the highest point in the state at 3,213 feet—and rolling, steep-sided hills in the south to wetlands and lakes in the north. Variety is the buzzword. But its attractions are in general closer to the “beaten path.” If that means you won’t always feel lost here—even if you can find some pretty wild places if you look—you can at least count on being able to get from one attraction to the next. For example, you can fish Lake Erie in the morning, drive down I-79 in the afternoon and catch a Pittsburgh Pirates ball game, then follow the Pennsylvania Turnpike or the Lincoln Highway east to spend the night in a tent in the wooded mountains of the Laurel Highlands. Travel a little slower and you can fish, hike, and paddle and visit museums, shopping malls, and fairs. There’s simply a lot to see and do, all of it easily accessible from interstates and other highways.




  The state’s southern quarter is the breadbasket of sorts, where large agriculture is king. There are some state forests and a lot of state parks, to be sure. This is where the state’s first forestry school was established and its first foresters trained, so there’s a tradition tied to all those woods. There’s water to boat on and fish to catch. And there’s plenty of history as well. Gettysburg, site of the iconic Civil War battle, is nearby. But don’t forget all the good food available. Roadside farm stands selling everything from apple butter and cider to sweet corn, peaches, and cherries will greet you everywhere you go.




  And the east? This is people country. The southernmost part of the region, around Philadelphia, is the most intensely populated part of the state by far. Open space is at a premium, as is solitude. But don’t let that fool you. There’s a surprising amount of wildlife to be found here and some very interesting places in which to see it. Meanwhile, if you drive north toward the Poconos, the amount of open space increases. It’s not as remote as the Wilds—the region’s proximity to New York City, less than a three-hour drive away, makes it a playground for lots and lots of people—but you can still find lots of room to do your thing, whether that be to partake of some of the best whitewater rafting anywhere or to fish on a large lake or even some tidal waters.




  Taken together, across all those miles, the state offers the chance to encounter varied and charismatic wildlife. Some of the largest black bears in the world—animals that can top 800 pounds, more than the typical lower-forty-eight grizzly—live within the state’s borders, growing fat on everything from acorns and berries to fawns, mice, and bugs. Bald eagles, once all but vanished, have returned, as have peregrine falcons, the world’s fastest bird of prey. There are bobcats, otters, and fishers, a large member of the weasel family. There are elk, white-tailed deer, geese, ducks, herons, brook trout, largemouth and smallmouth bass, 50-inch class muskies, and more.




  As a camper you can most typically encounter all that wildlife across three seasons. Although a few public campgrounds are open year-round, most operate from spring through late to early fall. Many tie their opening to the first day of the state’s trout fishing season, which falls in mid-April across most of the state, and their closing to Labor Day, the peak of the colorful foliage season in mid-October, or the state’s firearms deer hunting season, which falls in the first two weeks of December. Virtually all campgrounds allow you to stay a minimum of fourteen consecutive days, so you have time to relax and get settled.




  The weather across those seasons can vary widely, depending on where you are. Generally the portion of Pennsylvania north of I-80 gets cold in the fall first, hangs on to winter longest, and warms up last in the spring. The area around Lake Erie can be exceptionally hairy. It sometimes gets “lake effect” storms that can generate giant waves if you’re on the water or bury you under lots of sudden snow on shore. The southeast corner of the state, meanwhile—close enough to the Delaware Bay and Atlantic Ocean that you have to worry about the tides if you paddle at the John Heinz National Wildlife Refuge—warms up the quickest each year, one reason that trout fishing season opens earlier there than elsewhere.
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  Pennsylvania is home to a surprising variety of wildlife, including bobcats. Wildlife officials believe they are more numerous and widespread in the state today than since at least 1970.




  Across all those months there are wonderful opportunities to hike and bike to waterfalls and overlooks, ride horses across meadows and through woods, paddle or motor down rivers and across lakes, explore history, and fish, hunt, play, and just relax.




  Hopefully this book will help you explore some of the Keystone State’s wild and wonderful country, spending the night here and there, while taking in the beauty of its woods, fields, fish, and wildlife. Enjoy!




  How to Use This Guide




  




  Overview




  




  This is a comprehensive look at the public campgrounds in Pennsylvania: those run in state parks by the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, in Allegheny National Forest by the USDA Forest Service, at lakes owned by the US Army Corps of Engineers, and by assorted counties. These are the places where you pull in, pay a fee—though not always—and set up shop at a designated, numbered site, with an expectation that there will be amenities of some sort. We tell you what to expect at each campground and what you can look forward to doing while you are there.




  We also tell you, if in slightly less detail, about the other options when it comes to camping on public land in Pennsylvania. There’s a lot of “dispersed” camping—the kind of thing where you create your own site—available on state and national forests, and we tell you how that works. There are also some designated backpacking areas that offer things like water and restrooms; we talk about those a bit too.




  You can sometimes “camp” under a roof. In some Pennsylvania campgrounds you can rent cabins—some modern, with running water and showers; some log holdovers from the 1930s that are more like an old trapper’s cabin. There are also cottages, yurts—if you don’t know what those are, you will—and even some interesting old houses you can book. We describe those opportunities too.




  Private campgrounds are not covered here. There are hundreds if not thousands of those spread around Pennsylvania. Many are the kind of place where people set up trailers and leave them year-round; others cater to weekend tent campers and the like. Details on many of these campgrounds are available from the Pennsylvania Campground Owners Association. For more information visit pacamping.com or call (610) 767-5026.




  Types of Campgrounds




  




  State Parks




  Pennsylvania’s Department of Conservation and Natural Resources administers Pennsylvania’s state park system, which has been set up so that there is a park within 25 miles of every state resident. There are 120 state parks in all, 54 of them with campgrounds open to tents and RVs.




  Some parks are big, covering thousands of acres. Others are smaller than 100 acres, though typically surrounded by much larger state forests. Many have lakes and/or streams. Some have playgrounds, and one has a golf course; others are pure woods.




  The state’s park system has been ranked one of the best in the country. In 2009 it was awarded the prestigious National Gold Medal Award for Excellence in Park and Recreation Management by the American Academy for Park and Recreation Administration and the National Recreation and Park Association. The medal is awarded only every two years and is akin to an actor winning an Academy Award, so it’s big stuff.




  The park system was honored for a number of reasons, including its emphasis on “green” practices, its conservation ethic, and its resource management. The parks were also recognized for something that will be more noticeable to campers: their “Get Outdoors PA” initiative. Nearly three dozen parks participate in this program aimed at teaching people how to enjoy the outdoors. Visitors can learn how to go backpacking, birding, hiking, camping, cross-country skiing, fly fishing, geocaching, horseback riding, mountain biking, orienteering, rock climbing, canoeing and kayaking, snowshoeing, and whitewater rafting, as well as learn wilderness survival, outdoor ethics, and nature photography. Some programs are aimed specifically at children, others at adults and teen-agers, but most are family friendly so that the entire gang can take part. In all cases, trained environmental educators and experts in various endeavors serve as guides and often provide all the equipment needed on a loaner basis.




  Programs are scheduled from spring through fall and are listed in an online calendar that you can view at dcnr.state.pa.us/getoutdoorspa/index.html. Visit it and you can tie your camping trip to a particular park or activity.




  If you find a park you really enjoy, consider becoming a campground host. Most parks are always looking for one or more hosts, who “work” 40 hours a week in an unpaid volunteer position. The job largely involves being the go-to person for new campers who check in and have questions about things like campground rules, where to get firewood, and where to hike. Hosts stay at each park for free for a minimum of two weeks, sometimes longer. Check with your favorite park for program details.




  USDA Forest Service




  Pennsylvania is home to one national forest, the Allegheny, which covers more than 517,000 acres. The vast majority, about 463,000 acres, are forested, but there are also 42,000 acres of fields and meadows and 11,000 acres of water, most of that the Allegheny Reservoir, also known locally as Kinzua Dam. The park is divided into two ranger districts: Bradford and Marienville.




  The forest service motto of “Land of Many Uses” applies here, for better and worse. The good is that there’s plenty to do here if you like to be outside. There’s quiet paddling as well as big, open water for skiing and tubing. There are tiny brook trout streams to fish as well as deep waters holding muskies, pike, and walleyes. There are plenty of woods to hunt—sportsmen migrate here from all over Pennsylvania each fall—and hike, all manner of wild creatures on the landscape, and trails to travel by horseback and on all-terrain vehicles. The bad is that all the logging and gas development that go on have carved up the forest a bit. There are only two officially designated wilderness areas on the Allegheny—8,600-acre Hickory Creek and 400-acre Allegheny Islands—so you won’t cover mile upon mile without cutting a road, be it paved or dirt, somewhere.
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  Allegheny National Forest boasts a number of campgrounds. Here a pair of anglers walk past the entrance to the Minister Creek Campground to fish for brook trout.




  But the forest doesn’t feel too broken, especially in comparison with the rest of the state. And there are lots of options when it comes to camping. The forest is home to more than a dozen established campgrounds, some of them boat-in only, as well as dispersed sites, some of them officially recognized, others of the make-your-own-space variety. If you can’t find something to suit your tastes here, you’re not trying.




  US Army Corps of Engineers




  




  Corps-managed land in Pennsylvania is divided into three segments: the Pittsburgh, Baltimore, and Philadelphia districts. All serve the same primary purpose: to manage locks and dams on the state’s rivers and to offer flood control via its impoundments. Providing recreation is a secondary part of the Corps’ mission.




  That said, Corps impoundments do offer plenty for those who love the outdoors. Lakes within the Pittsburgh and Baltimore districts are home to a dozen campgrounds. These are often open, sunny, no-frills sites. Picture rows of camping pads in a manicured field, albeit with electrical hookups and picnic tables, and you get the idea. There are exceptions though.




  In all cases, water-based activities are the draw at Corps facilities. Many surround large bodies of water where boats can operate without horsepower restrictions and visitors can enjoy activities like powerboating, tubing, waterskiing, and the like. That makes these facilities unique in comparison to most state and county parks.




  Corps-managed facilities do not offer as much as state parks in the way of programming, but you can do more than boat. You can also hike, go horseback riding, and go hunting in season.




  County Campgrounds




  




  Pennsylvania is divided into sixty-seven counties, and a surprising number of them offer public camping. With a couple of notable exceptions, county parks are generally smaller in overall size. Their campgrounds are correspondingly smaller and sometimes capable of handling only tents or shorter RVs. The camping season can be shorter too.




  But several of these campgrounds are located in the southeastern corner of the state, where other public options are limited; this alone makes them valuable.




  If you’re the leader of a group, such as a Boy Scout or Girl Scout troop, your county options are greater. A number of county parks that do not allow public camping will make exceptions for organized groups and let you pitch tents, typically in a field or along a woodline. You’ll find no campground facilities but will be able to get water and use restrooms open to day-use visitors. If you’re interested in that kind of thing, it’s worth making a call to the county parks or planning department and asking for permission.




  Campground Entries




  




  This book divides the state’s campgrounds into four regions: Western, Northern, Eastern, and Southern Pennsylvania.




  For purposes of organizing state parks—which account for about half of all the public campgrounds in the state—the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources divides Pennsylvania the same way. You can see the listing at www.dcnr.state.pa.us/stateparks/staythenight/camping/index.htm.




  Maps within this book give you an at-a-glance look at the campgrounds in each region. Charts detail the amenities and recreational opportunities they offer. There’s also a short but specific overview of each region outlining its history, geography, and attractions.




  Each campground also gets its own listing, including the following details:




  Location: This is the nearest town that shows up on a map so that you can get your general bearings.




  Season: This is the period when the campground is open. There are a couple of things to keep in mind.




  First, while all the parks mentioned in this book are open to visitors year-round, most of the campgrounds within them are two- or three-season operations. And within that window, facilities can sometimes vary. For example, a campground that offers flush toilets and showers in midsummer may operate only vault toilets in fall. It’s always best to call the campground to be sure.
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  Visitors to Kettle Creek State Park will be wowed by the scenery of the Kettle Creek valley, shown here in all its glory just downstream of the park’s Lower Campground.




  Second, you can expect larger-than-normal crowds on a couple of weekends specific to Pennsylvania. A lot of campgrounds list their opening as “mid-April.” That’s opening weekend of trout fishing season in three-quarters of the state. That Saturday in particular is the single busiest fishing day of the year, when more than 750,000 anglers will be on the water. Camp then and you’ll likely have lots of fishermen as neighbors. Likewise, some campgrounds stay open to mid-December to accommodate hunters during the deer season that runs for two weeks starting the Monday after Thanksgiving. There’s no hunting allowed within campgrounds, but you may have more company than you’d expect for that late in the year.




  Third, campgrounds periodically close for maintenance or other reasons, so always check in advance to be sure a campground will be open when you get there.




  Sites: This tells you the total number of campsites available and a little bit about them. Some, for example, are walk-in only; others may have electric or be ADA accessible.




  Maximum RV length: How big an RV can the campground accommodate? You’ll find that information here. In most cases 40 feet is the maximum, but there are parks that can handle bigger ones, as well as some that are limited to smaller ones.




  Be aware, though, that not all the pads within a campground are equally long. A campground that says it can accommodate 75-foot RVs may have just one site that big, with the rest 50 feet or shorter. If you’ve got an especially large rig, call ahead to make sure you can get the space you need.




  Facilities: Does the campground have flush toilets and showers or outhouses? Electricity and a sanitary dump station? How about a camp store or a launch for your boat? This section tells you what facilities are available at the campground.




  Fee per night: Prices change constantly and can even vary within a campground based on whether you’re taking a walk-in tent site, a boat-in site, or one with electric service for a 40-foot RV. Because of that, we’ve used a coded system.




  $ = Less than $10




  $$ = $10 to $15




  $$$ = $16 to $20




  $$$$ = More than $20




  If the price code for a campground indicates a range (say, $–$$$), that means you’ve got options.




  A few parks, as noted in the individual descriptions, offer cabins, cottages, and even lodges. We note their availability, but be aware that the price codes do not account for them. You’ll need to call individual parks or check out the reservation systems for those fees.




  Persons 62 years of age or older can receive a $4.50 reduction on the base campsite fee at any campground operated by the Pennsylvania Bureau of State Parks. Allegheny National Forest likewise has discounted permits for seniors. Inquire about the discount through any forest service office.




  Pets: Some campgrounds allow leashed pets in all their sites; others limit pets to certain sites, and some don’t allow them at all.




  Activities: Does the campground or surrounding area have hiking or mountain biking trails? A pool or a swimming beach? Does it offer environmental education programming or fishing and hunting opportunities? This section tells you what you can do in the campground and the park around it.




  Management: This is the agency that owns and operates the campground.




  Contact: Here you get the website for the park that holds this campground. Those websites often offer details on such things as the park’s history, updates on conditions or changes, firewood availability or restrictions, other advisories, and more. You can sometimes find maps here too. That’s especially true of state park websites, which offer maps of the park, campgrounds, and sometimes hiking or birding trails.




  This section also offers the phone number for each park and/or campground. You’ll note that some of the smallest state parks are all managed from one central office.




  Also listed are details on whether campgrounds accept reservations—some do not—and how to make them. When it comes to federal and state campgrounds, you can make reservations online or by phone. County park campgrounds usually require that you make a phone call.




  Of course you can take your chances on getting space on a walk-in basis just about anywhere, paying your fees on the honor system. But that can be risky at peak times. If you want to be sure there’s a site waiting for you when you arrive at a park, call ahead.




  Finding the campground: These are turn-by-turn directions to the campground and/or park from the nearest town that shows up on a map. The office is your best spot to pick up maps, brochures, and other information.




  GPS coordinates: These coordinates were generated using mapping software. In most cases they will take you to the campground. In parks with more than one campground, the coordinates take you to the park office.




  A word of caution here: Because of the remote character of the so-called “Wilds” of northern Pennsylvania, following a GPS device rather than using a map can take you over narrow, often rough, dirt forest service roads. In some instances these devices have directed users to follow “roads” that are in fact only power line or gas line rights-of-way. It’s for that reason that many parks in this region did not, as of the time this book was published, encourage people to use GPS coordinates to find their way.




  Other: If the campground or park offers cabins or cottages, hosts special events like a lumberjack or craft festival, or contains a theater, you’ll find that information here. We also tell you if the park has an organized group tenting area, in case you want to camp here with scouts or some other group.




  About the campground: Here you get a few tips on whether the campground is spacious or a bit cramped, which sites offer the best views or access to hiking or the water, whether sites are shaded or in the sun, and more.




  Why it’s worth a visit: Of all the campgrounds in the state, why make a point of visiting this particular one? That’s what you’ll learn here.




  You can find space to take a walk just about anywhere, but some parks are renowned for their trails and the views they lead to. Many parks offer lakes. Some are open to boats with giant motors that can haul skiers; others are small and perfect for exploring on misty mornings with a canoe or kayak. You can expect to see squirrels and raccoons or at least evidence of them in every park you visit. But some are the gateways to viewing the state’s herd of majestic elk.




  The descriptions here explain what it is that makes each park, and each campground, special. They also tell you when might be the best time to visit. If you want to fish the famous hatches that come off some streams, you’ll want to be there in May or June. If you want to hear bugling elk, you’ll visit some places starting in September. If you want to hike through blazing orange, red, and yellow leaves, you’ll visit during the peak of the fall foliage season in October.




  Other “Camping”




  




  If you’ve got a tent to pitch or an RV to park, there are other public options available to you in Pennsylvania than its “official” campgrounds. There is what’s known as dispersed motorized camping, some backpacking that’s managed by the state park system, and even shelters in a variety of shapes. We’ll touch on each briefly.




  Dispersed Camping




  




  Pennsylvania’s state forest system, run by the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, is divided into twenty districts and comprises about 2.2 million acres. Its dispersed camping comes in a couple of forms.




  First there’s what’s known as motorized camping. Under its guidelines you can park and set up camp just about anywhere in a state forest where you can find a wide spot in the road. A few districts, like Forbes and Sproul State Forests, have designated motorized sites. You won’t find much there; a handful offer picnic tables and a fire ring, but they’re the exception. All such sites can be reserved by calling the district forest office. Some are close to roads; others are located behind locked gates to which campers receive the combinations. All are free to use. Campers just need to call the forest office to get a permit so that rangers know to expect them. If you try one of these, plan your outing in advance. Use of dispersed sites has been growing in popularity in recent years, so you can’t count on a space being available on short notice. Permits can be secured ninety days in advance.




  Across most of the rest of the state forest districts, campers just do their thing where they find a spot. This type of camping is particularly popular with anglers looking to get right on a trout stream, hunters interested in stomping around a particular valley, hikers looking to access a particular set of challenges, or all-terrain-vehicle riders looking to do their thing on some of the state forest system’s nearly 250 miles of ATV trails. Some people pull over in motor homes as big as school buses; others pitch tents along the road’s edge. In all such cases, a free permit is still required.




  Visitors who camp this way need to provide their own water and have to account for their garbage and waste. There are some rules to follow too: For example, you have to park within 300 feet of the road, be at least 200 feet from a stream or water source, and stay 300 feet from natural areas. Some rules vary by forest district. Forbes State Forest, for example, limits campers to two vehicles and ten people per site. You can find all the rules and a brochure at www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/recreation/camping/index.htm.




  Finally, you have to be aware that some forest roads are gravel and dirt and get no winter maintenance, so the spot that’s perfect in summer may not be accessible later in the year.




  Similar opportunities exist within Allegheny National Forest, though the rules are a bit confusing. Look at the forest’s website—www.fs.usda.gov/allegheny—and it lists a dozen dispersed camping areas. A few of those are more like actual campgrounds than anything else and are described in more detail later in this book. Other locations on the list do indeed talk about parking lots where you can spend the night. But forest officials actually discourage anyone from camping at many of those lots, which are trailheads. They don’t want day users, hikers, backpackers, and others to have to walk through someone else’s campsite to get on the trail.
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  Pennsylvania parks and forests are home to some “other” types of accommodations, such as this rustic 1930s-era cabin at Linn Run State Park.




  A couple of one-time campgrounds have been turned into dispersed motorized sites on the Allegheny too. Bear Creek was shut down as an official campground years ago, so there are no designated sites, no facilities, and no amenities. But people still camp there. Likewise, Red Mill is just slightly more developed than the typical wide spot in the road—it’s listed as a campground on the national forest website—but there are no official sites and no facilities here either.




  All that said, there are wonderful opportunities to camp out on your own. Fans of ATVs make good use of these sites, setting up along the road near the national forest’s 100 or so miles of ATV trails—80 of them in the Marienville District, 20 or so in the Bradford District—since there are no regular campgrounds near the trails. Equestrians also enjoy this option and likely will do so more in the future now that forest management is developing a 38-mile bridle trail system in the Duhring area of the Marienville District.
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