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Preface

This book was first published 24 years ago, with another printing four years later when I revised the drives and added a new one. Four years later, the second edition was published, which included a new drive. Then nine years later with the third edition, I added two new drives. With each revision, I re-drove every route, making additions and deletions along the way. In each span between re-driving the routes, it is amazing to me how fast features change, including street names, new highways, new exhibits, and new points of interest to explore.

Please keep an open mind while using this book because you will undoubtedly encounter something new, different, or missing along your travels that have occurred since the last printing. I also recommend reviewing the websites listed in Appendix A for the drive or drives you plan to take. Having advanced knowledge about things to see and do can make your trip more fulfilling and enjoyable. Web-sites have the advantage of posting changes such as new events, dates, a change in operating hours, more details about features, etc.

I hope you enjoy these scenic drives through our wonderful Ozarks and adjacent Ouachita Mountains!
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Introduction

The Ozark region is one of the most identifiable in the US. You don’t have to visit the area to be able to picture rugged, wooded landscapes with clear- flowing streams and abundant wildlife. The Ozarks is a region of geographic contrasts: from unbroken woodlands to crop fields and pastures; broad, slow- moving rivers to swift mountain streams; nearly level plateaus and river valleys to dramatically rugged terrain; and sloughs and swamps to some of the driest forests in eastern North America.

The Ozark region extends across five states but lies mainly within Missouri, Arkansas, and Oklahoma. Its northwestern boundary just nicks southeastern Kansas. In the geologic past, the Mississippi River carved through the eastern Ozarks, isolating a portion of the highlands in what is now Illinois. The total geographic extent of the Ozarks is approximately 50,000 square miles, an area about the size of Florida.

This book also includes the Ouachita (pronounced Wosh-it- taw) Mountains. This region, which covers 22,500 square miles, stretches across part of the midsections of Arkansas and Oklahoma. Although it was formed by the same process that created the Ozarks, its east–west trending mountains, with their craggy ridges, steep slopes, and narrow valleys, have always been considered separate from the Ozarks.

These regions were historically inhabited by the Osage, Illinois, Caddo, and Quapaw Indian nations. The Osages occupied most of the interior and western Ozarks, the Illinois lived along the Mississippi River border, the Caddos covered the southern half of the Ozarks and the Ouachitas, and the Quapaws hunted in the southeastern hills of the Ozarks and Ouachitas. European settlement of the region began as a result of the French mining for lead and iron ore in the area between Ste. Genevieve and Potosi, Missouri. Later, settlers of Scotch-Irish descent from Tennessee, Kentucky, and nearby parts of the southern Appalachians moved into the Ozarks and Ouachitas. The rugged terrain made education, socializing, and travel difficult, and modernization came slowly. In spite of these obstacles—or perhaps because of them—the hill people, or “hillbillies,” became known as honest, kind, skilled craftsmen persevering to wrest a living from the rugged hills. The term “hillbilly” was first used during the Great Depression to describe the individuals living in poverty in these mountain districts deep in the heart of the Ozarks. Since then, training, education, and employment have made this image a thing of the past—except for the occasional caricature displayed on roadside advertisements.

The formation of the Ozarks and the Ouachitas goes back about 300 million years, to when the continents of South America and Africa drifted up from the south and collided with the North American plate. This process, which lasted more than 200 million years, uplifted a high, flat plateau called the Ozarks. Just to the south, where the impact of the collision was stronger, the rock wrinkled like an accordion and sometimes folded over, forming the long ridges of the Ouachita Mountains. These east–west trending mountains are rare in the US, matched only by the Uinta Mountains in northeastern Utah. The Sierras, Rockies, and Appalachians are all north–south trending mountains formed by previous collisions of continental plates from the east and west.

The mountains of the Ozarks and Ouachitas offer far-reaching views unparalleled in the midcontinent region. The most dramatic relief in the Ozarks occurs in the Boston Mountains, with their elevations of up to 2,500 feet; however, the highest point in the Midwest is Mount Magazine, at 2,753 feet. This mountain stands as a sentinel above the Arkansas River valley. The oldest rock in the midcontinent region is found in the St. Francois Mountains in the eastern Ozarks. Here, exposed igneous rocks of volcanic origin date back 2 to 3 billion years.

The Ozarks and Ouachitas are divided into geographic regions based on geology, soils, topography, and plant and animal communities. Although specialists divide the Ozarks and Ouachitas into finer detail, for the purposes of this book, the Ozarks are composed of the Springfield and Salem plateaus, the St. Francois and Boston Mountains, and the Ozark border. The Ouachitas consist of the Arkansas River valley and the Ouachita Mountains. These geographic regions are discussed and their interesting features described as they are encountered along the drives.

The geology of the Ozarks and the Ouachitas is complex and fascinating. Travelers may encounter a variety of rocks including igneous, dolomite, limestone, chert, shale, and sandstone. Because different bedrocks erode at varying rates, their weathering produces different shapes. The Ozarks and Ouachitas display a diverse array of interesting features including mountains, hills, knobs, mounds, shut- ins, waterfalls, rapids, bluffs, narrows, cutoffs, lost hills, faults, sinkholes, caves, springs, arches, bridges, tunnels, and isolated rock prominences.

The varied topography and numerous bedrock and soil types give rise to a great variety of terrestrial and aquatic natural communities. The scenic drives in this book lead to forests, woodlands, prairies, glades, cliffs, caves, fens, swamps, marshes, springs, creeks, and rivers. There are numerous opportunities to observe and enjoy a diversity of plant and animal life when visiting these habitats. The Ozarks and Ouachitas are renowned for providing beautiful displays of roadside wildflowers and fall colors along with occasional glimpses of interesting and unique wildlife. Although it is common to see deer, turkeys, foxes, coyotes, beavers, vultures, herons, songbirds, snakes, and lizards, rare occasions might also include sightings of bald eagles, ospreys, prairie chickens, bears, and river otters. There are also elk and bison that have been introduced into specific areas, as well as some rare sightings of mountain lions in the more rugged regions.

Before You Begin

Scenic Driving the Ozarks contains 35 drives that provide the traveler with the opportunity to experience the wonders of this unique region. The drives cover more than 1,800 miles of highways and back roads. Varying from 5 to 95 miles in length, the routes were chosen for the quality of their scenery, natural features, recreational activities, and historic significance. Points of interest along the way are highlighted in bold type in the text.

The highways and gravel roads are passable by all types of vehicles unless otherwise noted. A few sections of road are steep and winding and demand extra caution from the motorist. Avoid low-water crossings that appear flooded and fast-moving. Some scenic views offer no safe pulloffs, so it is best to keep moving to the next designated stop. Distances in this guide were measured using a vehicle odometer and may vary slightly from distances given by highway signs or other odometers. Be aware of highway signs, junctions, and other vehicles while traveling the sometimes busy roads. Be alert for wildlife on the road. Snakes and turtles are especially vulnerable during the day, while armadillos, opossums, raccoons, skunks, and deer are more active at night.

The weather in this region is very changeable throughout the year and is especially fickle in the winter. The Ozarks average up to 15 inches of snow per year, but it usually lasts only a few days. Freezing rain, although uncommon, can create very hazardous road conditions for up to a day or two. The most popular times to travel are during the spring, summer, and fall. Spring rain brings waterfalls and wildflowers. Summer offers opportunities for families to share in outdoor activities. Autumn brings lower temperatures and lower humidity, plus a spectacular palette of fall colors. Some of the higher elevations, especially in the Ouachita Mountains, experience fog on occasion, but it usually burns off by midday.

Unlike the situation in many western states, there is usually enough activity on most of the roads in the Ozarks and Ouachitas to minimize the chances of being stranded for long periods of time. Having a vehicle in good condition and with plenty of gas helps to avoid possible problems on the road. Travelers should carry water, especially in the summer. Unfortunately, vandalism is always a possibility wherever you travel, so be sure to conceal all valuables out of sight when parking your vehicle for any length of time. The drives in this book pass through public and private lands. Respect private property by not trespassing, and please never litter. Allow others to enjoy the beauty of clean, uncluttered settings.

These drives offer plenty of opportunities to see the best of what the Ozarks and the Ouachitas have to offer. The routes were chosen for leisurely travels; to really benefit from the experience, consider involving at least one overnight camping or lodging stop. These drives take on different appearances in different traveling seasons. A scenic drive in springtime can be totally different when revisited in the fall. These drives may also be traveled in reverse, adding another new perspective.

The amount of time it takes to explore each special feature is up to you. The Ozarks and the Ouachitas offer unique and memorable experiences that will draw you back time and time again, for regardless of when they are traveled, every stop is a reward in itself.
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River & Hill Country

Cape Girardeau to Grand Tower, Missouri/Illinois



General description: A 70-mile drive starting in Cape Girardeau and following the eastern Ozark border on both sides of the Mississippi River.

Special attractions: Cape Girardeau Conservation Nature Center, Bollinger Mill State Historic Site, Mississippi River, Trail of Tears State Park, Port Cape Girardeau, Mississippi River Tales mural, Missouri Wall of Fame, Cape River Heritage Museum, Red House Interpretive Center, Union County Conservation Area, Trail of Tears State Forest and State Nursery, Ozark Hills Nature Preserve, LaRue–Pine Hills Ecological Area, Clear Springs/Bald Knob Wilderness Area, and Grand Tower; scenic views, hiking, camping, fall colors, spring wildflowers, hunting, and fishing.

Location: Eastern Ozarks. The drive begins on the northwest side of Cape Girardeau at the junction of I-55 and US 61.

Drive route numbers: I-55, US 61, MO 34, 72, 74, and 177, IL 146 and 3, and FR 236 and 345.

Camping: Trail of Tears State Park has 35 basic campsites in wooded riverside hills, 10 campsites with electrical hookups, and 7 campsites with electricity and sewer hookups located near the river. Campgrounds include modern restrooms, laundry facilities, hot showers, and a dump station. Two primitive camping areas bordering the Peewah Trail are available for use by backpackers. Pine Hills Campground has 12 Forest Service campsites with water and pit toilets. Trail of Tears State Forest in Illinois has 4 basic camping areas with pit toilets. Grand Tower has a campground at Devil’s Backbone Park with restrooms, showers, electricity, and water.

Services: All services at Cape Girardeau. Gas and food at East Cape Girardeau, McClure, Ware, and Grand Tower.

Nearby attractions: Grand Tower Natural Area, and Jackson (in Missouri); Cache River State Natural Area and Bald Knob Cross (in Illinois).


The Route

Located on the easternmost edge of the Ozarks, this drive follows the rugged river hills and floodplain of the Mississippi River. The Ozarks extend about 10 miles into Illinois. This section of the Ozarks was once part of a much larger Ozarks to the west millions of years ago until a new, southward-flowing river system formed and cut deep into the landscape. The geology, plants, and animals are basically the same on both sides of the Mississippi River, but the narrow Illinois side is forever isolated. The river is still a dominating force on the landscape, and this drive provides opportunities to see it in action.



River & Hill Country
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Cape Girardeau


Begin the drive just north of Cape Girardeau at the junction of I-55 and US 61 and head south on US 61, Kingshighway; at 0.5 mile turn left at the first lane crossover and enter Cape Girardeau County Park. The first stop is the Cape Girardeau Conservation Nature Center operated by the Missouri Department of Conservation. Open from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tues through Sat, the center offers exhibits and publications and brochures on activities in the area. Just east of the building are trails that wind through woods, affording close-up views of plants and animals characteristic of the region. (See mdc.mo.gov for more information.)

At this point, a 14-mile side trip offers a unique opportunity to see a restored operating water- powered gristmill and a covered bridge, side by side, at Bollinger Mill State Historic Site. Return to Kingshighway and turn right heading west. You are on highways US 61 and MO 34 that go to Jackson, the county seat of Cape Girardeau County. In about 4.5 miles and in the center of Jackson, US 61 turns right; continue straight on MO 34, which also becomes MO 72. Proceed west a little over 4 miles and turn left and continue on MO 34. Go about 5 miles to Burfordville, turn left onto MO UU, and follow the signs to Bollinger Mill State Historic Site.

Bollinger Mill is named after George Frederick Bollinger, who led a group of families from North Carolina to this area. In 1800, they began construction of a mill and dam on the Whitewater River. The mill was a successful enterprise and by the 1820s, a road linked Bollinger Mill with surrounding communities. The mill was in the Bollinger family until after the Civil War and was sold with the new owner converting the mill from a waterwheel to a more efficient, water- driven turbine. The mill changed ownership several times and was eventually donated to the state in 1967. The mill was restored as an operating, water-powered gristmill and now has live demonstrations of making stone-ground cornmeal. There are also museum exhibits that interpret the evolution of milling and their influence on developing local townships. Adjacent to the mill, there is a covered bridge that was constructed about 160 years ago. The 140-foot Burfordville Covered Bridge carried travelers across the Whitewater River on a road that went from Burfordville to Jackson and Cape Girardeau. The main purpose for covering bridges was to protect the intricate structural network of iron and timber trusses from the weather. A record flood in 1986 caused the Whitewater River to rise to a level of 17 inches on the road deck through the bridge. The pressure of the current against the siding caused the bridge to move slightly, resulting in the bridge being closed to vehicular and pedestrian traffic. In 1998, the bridge was repaired and stabilized so it is now open to pedestrian traffic only. Along with visiting the mill and bridge, the site has a shaded picnic area. (See Appendix A, State Parks, Missouri for more information.)

Return to Kingshighway in Cape Girardeau and follow it into town. After about 2.5 miles, turn left onto Broadway Street at the traffic light. Follow Broadway Street, passing Southeast Missouri State University, and in about 2 miles turn left (north) on Fountain Street and to the right you will find the Cape Girardeau Convention and Visitors Bureau at 400 Broadway St. The people there can supply you with brochures and maps to guide you to interesting areas of the city.

Continuing east and at the intersection of Broadway Street and Main Street, follow MO 177 north through a residential part of town and past the Isle Casino on Spanish Street. (Just a short distance beyond that, a right turn on 2nd Street goes 0.2 mile to the Red Star Public Fishing Access, which offers a close view of the Mississippi River. If you go that route, be sure to return to MO 177 on 3rd Street, which is much safer than 2nd Street because of a blind curve on MO 177.) In a little over 0.5 mile on MO 177, turn right onto East Cape Rock Drive. Follow it for about 2 miles, past the city water plant, to a promontory overlooking the Mississippi River.

The view from Cape Rock, also called the Mississippi River Scenic Overlook, is the best in the city. You can look up, down, and across the mighty Mississippi; observe the Illinois floodplain with its cottonwood and willow trees; and view the distant hills of the Illinois Ozarks. This view was also appealing to Jean Baptiste Girardot, a French soldier stationed at Kaskaskia, Illinois, who in 1720 stood on this point and envisioned a trading post. He noticed the current of the river striking the base of this prominent outcrop and making a cove, or “cape,” just downstream that could provide shelter for boats. The site was the perfect spot for trappers and river travelers to stop. The area soon became known by voyagers traveling the Mississippi as Cape Girardot, which later was modified to “Girardeau.” But Girardot was a trader, not a settler, and it is not known just how long he remained at the trading post. In the late 1800s much of this promontory was removed to create riverfront space for the Frisco Railroad tracks.

The man credited with settling the area around the rock promontory is Louis Lorimier. In 1792 he was commissioned by the Spanish governor general to establish a trading center in the area for himself and the Indians. Over time, Cape Girardeau became one of the most populated and important districts west of the Mississippi River, not excepting St. Louis. The town prospered between the arrival of the steamboat in 1835 and the Civil War. During the war, Cape Girardeau was occupied by Union soldiers who erected four forts to protect the city and river. One minor conflict occurred west of town, with both sides claiming victory, but Cape Girardeau was spared the devastation of total war. The city is rich in history. As the site of Southeast Missouri State University, Cape Girardeau has been the educational and commercial center of southeast Missouri for more than 100 years.



[image: Autumn brings out spectacular colorful scenery across the river hills at Trail of Tears State Park.]
Autumn brings out spectacular colorful scenery across the river hills at Trail of Tears State Park.



At this point of the drive, you have a decision to make. You can continue on Cape Rock Drive, which wraps around the “Cape,” affording a closer view of the river and barge traffic, and proceed to MO 177, which leads 10 miles north to Trail of Tears State Park as a side trip. Alternatively, you can return to East Cape Rock Drive and then MO 177 south to continue the main drive.

Trail of Tears State Park is an exceptional state park with beautiful forested hills that are spectacular in the spring, when dogwoods bloom, and in the fall, when there is a myriad of beautifully colored foliage. The state park contains a nature center with exhibits and on-duty naturalists. There are several trails that wind through oak, tulip tree, and beech-maple forests and a scenic overlook that rivals Cape Rock. (See Appendix A, State Parks, Missouri for more information.) The park is named for the 13,000 Cherokee Indians who were forced to march from their homeland in the southeastern US to a reservation in Oklahoma during the winter of 1838–39. One of the groups that crossed the Mississippi River did so here, where the park now stands. The nature center has exhibits telling the story of this sad chapter in America’s history. Beginning at the bridge over the Mississippi River and along IL 3, you will notice several Trail of Tears Auto Tour Route signs. A more detailed explanation of this historic designation is provided in Scenic Drive 5.

Returning to downtown Cape Girardeau by way of MO 177, turn left at Broadway Street and park along Water Street. Walk through one of the gates along the flood wall and stroll along the river walk. Evenings are particularly relaxing times to watch the river’s never-ending journey down to the Gulf of Mexico.

Just about a block south on Water Street, Port Cape Girardeau stands much the way it did when it was occupied by Ulysses S. Grant during the Civil War. The construction of the building dates back to before 1836, a fact that establishes this as one of the oldest buildings west of the Mississippi. Although you can’t buy 3-cent Coca-Colas now, as an old sign on the building advertises, the restaurant inside offers a delicious barbecue menu that is hard to beat.
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If you walk along the city-side of the Mississippi River flood wall, you will observe an impressive 1,200-foot mural depicting events in the area’s history, from presettlement to modern times. Painted by Thomas Melvin Painting Studio of Chicago, the Mississippi River Talesmural includes 24 arched scenes on the 17-foot- tall Army Corps of Engineers flood wall. Just south along the wall you come upon the Missouri Wall of Fame. This 500-foot mural portrays 45 famous Missourians. The center panel is dedicated to the Missouri state flag. Just 200 feet south of the Missouri Wall of Fame, the Red House Interpretive Center represents the house, trading post, and seat of government where Louis Lorimier, founder of Cape Girardeau, entertained Meriwether Lewis on November 23, 1803. (See Appendix A, Attractions for more information.) A small admission fee is charged.

There are numerous historic buildings in the downtown area of Cape Girardeau. For more information visit the Cape River Heritage Museum (see Appendix, Museums for more information). There is a small admission fee. The museum displays river- related artifacts and historical items. From MO 177 and Broadway Street, go 5 blocks west to Frederick Street; turn left and go 2 blocks on Frederick Street to Independence Street. The museum is located on the northeast corner.

From the museum, go 2 blocks south on Frederick Street and turn left on William Street. Proceed 2 blocks east on William to Fountain Street and turn right, following Fountain Street to MO 74. Just before the highway that leads to the river bridge, you’ll see the River Campus of Southeast Missouri State University. Along with classrooms, the campus has a cultural arts center, a performance hall, a regional museum, and a convocation center. At the intersection of MO 74, turn left and drive over the impressive 4,000-foot-long, 100-foot- wide cable stay bridge over the Mississippi River. Beginning at the bridge and along IL 146, you will notice several Trail of Tears Auto Route signs along this drive.

Proceed on IL 146, through the town of East Cape Girardeau for 3 miles. Along the drive, you may notice some depressions in the nearby fields. These are remnants of the Great Flood of 1993, when the rain-swollen Mississippi River broke through a levee upstream and sought out a new high-water course. Parts of the highway were destroyed by the force of the river, and many Illinois residents who depended on work in Cape Girardeau were subsequently unable to drive to their jobs. It was several months before the highway could be repaired.




McClure to Wolf Lake

Continue north on IL 3 and proceed to McClure. This town was established in 1896 and at one time supported a canning factory, five general stores, three churches, a hotel, and a restaurant.

Continue on IL 3 for 3 miles and enter the small community of Reynolds-ville, which once maintained a ferry across the Mississippi River just west of town.

After another couple of miles on IL 3, turn right at the entrance to Union County Conservation Area. In late fall and throughout the winter months, this refuge drive offers excellent opportunities for viewing Canada geese and bald eagles. The eagles come to feed on the geese that are sick or injured. About 85,000 geese use the refuge, making it one of the few places in Illinois where so many geese can be closely observed and photographed.

Follow the refuge drive to IL 146 and turn left, returning to IL 3. (If you turn right on IL 146 and go 8 miles east to Jonesboro, you will find signs leading to the Forest Service’s Mississippi Bluffs District office. Maps and brochures are available at the office, which is open during business hours.) Proceed north on IL 3; pass through the community of Ware and continue 5 miles to Wolf Lake. A fairly prosperous community, Wolf Lake’s main employer is the Trojan Powder Company, a gunpowder manufacturer. The town is named for a lake at the base of Pine Hills. Take State Forest Road on the right. Follow the directional signs to Pine Hills (0.5 mile) and Trail of Tears State Forest and State Nursery (4 miles).

Trail of Tears State Forest and State Nursery is operated by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources. After entering the state forest and nursery grounds, proceed a short distance to the small visitor center on the left. There you will find several maps and brochures on recreational activities in the area. Although 120 acres of the state forest are devoted to growing nursery trees, the remaining 5,000 acres provide picnicking, trails, camping, and hunting. A drive through the 222-acre Ozark Hills Nature Preserve offers opportunities to see such unusual plants as red buckeye, wild azalea, and cucumber magnolia. However, the narrow road is not recommended for motor homes or vehicles pulling trailers.

Access to the nature preserve is located across from the visitor center on South State Forest Road. Just to the left is a sign for the Ozark Hills Nature Preserve and an entrance road that follows about a 3-mile loop drive around the perimeter of the nature preserve. The drive ends back at State Forest Road. To the right, you will see another entrance on the opposite side of the blacktop that begins the 4-mile North Road loop. This gravel road offers another route to take through the Ozark Hills leading to a great view of the surrounding area, including the Bald Knob Cross.




LaRue–Pine Hills

Return on State Forest Road and drive west to the entrance to the Pine Hills, which is 0.5 mile east of Wolf Lake. A gravel road, FR 236, also called Pine Hills Road 555E, passes towering stands of American beech, tulip tree, and white oak that are of old-growth dimensions. At 0.6 mile, Pine Hills Campground is visible on the right. Between its two camping sections, the White Pine Trail heads northeast for a moderate 3-mile, one-way hike that ends just south of a picnic area called Allen’s Flat. You can return by way of the trail or walk 2.5 miles back to the campground along FR 236.

Continue on FR 236 and in about 2 miles the road begins to climb to the top of the Pine Hills. Along the way, a sign marks the boundary of the LaRue–Pine Hills Ecological Area. This designation was the first of its kind in the national forest system. It is said that there are more plant and animal species in this 3,000 acres than in any other area of similar size in the nation. This specially designated area contains more than 1,150 species of plants, which is more species than occur in all of Great Smoky Mountains National Park. There are also 41 mammal, 24 amphibian, 35 reptile, and 173 bird species that inhabit the area. The diversity of the plant and animal life correlates with the diversity of habitats or natural communities found here, ranging from high, wooded ridges; steep, moist-to- dry slopes; and 350-foot bluffs to a vast floodplain of swamp and bottomland forest. There are more habitats here than in any other place in the Ozarks. To celebrate this outstanding landscape, a LaRue–Pine Hills Appreciation Day is held biannually with field trips and nature talks by botany, zoology, and geology interpreters. Check with the Mississippi Bluffs Ranger District for more information.

In less than 0.5 mile, Allen’s Flat provides picnic tables and pit toilets. No scenic views are available here. (Note: The following scenic views are in various stages of being maintained, so some need more attention than others. Unfortunately, managing scenic views across any type of public land encountered sometimes rates a low priority, and vegetation may not be maintained well enough to satisfy the original goal of why the wayside was established. Public input may help in drawing attention to matters like this.) Just beyond Allen’s Flat, McGee Hill picnic ground has picnic tables and pit toilets. Continuing on the main road and just below McGee Hill, a scenic overlook provides one of the finest views of the Mississippi River valley. LaRue Swamp is below, and, in the distance, you can see the Missouri Ozarks. The Crooked Tree Trail is 1.3 miles north of McGee Hill on FR 236. From the signed pullout, there is a short (0.2 mile) trail leading to a bench overlooking the valley.

Just beyond the Crooked Tree Trail pullout, you’ll find S. Hutchins Creek Road and the sign for the Clear Springs Wilderness, Shawnee National Forest. The wilderness area, which has a total of 4,730 acres, was approved by the US Congress and designated in 1990. Trail access to the area is located farther down FR 236.

Saddle Hill vista is next, only 0.5 mile from the Crooked Tree Trail. Unfortunately, the view is being closed in by tree growth. Pine Ridge is 0.7 mile beyond Saddle Hill. A short trail leads to a valley overlook and a stand of shortleaf pine, the namesake of the ecological area. Shortleaf pine is endangered in Illinois and exists in only two areas in the Illinois Ozarks. It is much more common in the Ozarks of Missouri, Arkansas, and Oklahoma.

In another 0.2 mile on FR 236, Government Rock provides a 0.1-mile hiking trail to an old fireplace and view of the lowlands. Beyond Government Rock at 0.2 mile, Old Trail Point offers a view of the Mississippi River valley. Proceed on FR 236 for 0.4 mile to the head of the Godwin Trail and the Clear Springs/Bald Knob Wilderness Area. The trail extends 6 miles east to Bald Knob road, which is 3 miles southwest of Alto Pass. There are some confusing turns along the way, and it is best to use a topographic map or consult the Mississippi Bluffs Ranger Station for trail conditions.

Follow the road to Inspiration Point, which is 0.3 mile north of the wilderness trailhead. An easy 0.25-mile walk leads to great views of the Mississippi River valley, including LaRue Swamp and the Big Muddy River bottoms. It is best to stay on the trail because the steep, cherty slopes are unstable, especially along the bluff. The trail continues another 0.5 mile through a north-facing cool valley with large beech trees to McCann Springs, a former picnic area.

If you continue on FR 236, the road will immediately descend out of the Pine Hills, past McCann Springs, to the intersection of FR 345. Turn left and enter LaRue Swamp. After 0.3 mile, turn right and take a side trip on Muddy Levee Road. Go a few hundred yards and turn around. Be prepared for a spectacular view of the Bailey limestone bluffs rising 350 feet above the valley floor. At the top is Inspiration Point.


[image: The drive along Pine Hills Road has several vistas that offer great views of the Mississippi River Valley.]
The drive along Pine Hills Road has several vistas that offer great views of the Mississippi River Valley.



Return to FR 345 and turn into the entrance of Winters Pond. This 0.3-acre depression was created when fill material was taken to help build the levee. Picnic tables and a boat launch are provided here. You can view interesting swamp vegetation from the water’s edge, or you can launch a canoe or rowboat to explore the extensive swampland. Winters Pond is a good place to park and walk along the level, 3-mile road. This road is closed to all but foot traffic during the last three weeks of April and the last three weeks of October. Limiting traffic this way helps protect the amphibians and reptiles as they migrate between their winter retreats at the base of the bluffs and their summer homes in the swamp. The swamp is dominated by pumpkin ash around the margins (look for swollen buttresses at the base), buttonbush, swamp loosestrife (with its arching stems), American lotus, yellow pond lily, and, of course, a carpet of duckweed. The 3-mile road affords excellent views of LaRue Swamp, a spring at the base of the bluff, dense bottomland hardwood forest, massive limestone bluffs supporting small grassy openings on top, and beautiful displays of wildflowers in the spring.




Grand Tower

Continue on the gravel road as it turns and heads west; use caution as you approach the double railroad crossing. At IL 3, turn right to head north to Grand Tower and cross the Big Muddy River. The land west of the road is Grand Tower Island, which is part of Missouri. Late in the 1800s, the main channel of the Mississippi River took a westward course, thereby isolating this part of Missouri.

After another couple of miles, turn left onto Grand Tower Road and proceed 0.5 mile west to Front Street. The town was surveyed and platted in 1867 and named for the prominent rock outcrop on the far side of the river. This rock out-crop of Bailey limestone, now called Tower Rock, is a designated Missouri State Natural Area. (See nature.mdc.mo.gov/discover-nature/places/tower-rock for more information.) It was first recorded and described in 1673, when the French explorers Joliet and Father Marquette penetrated the region. Around 1680 La Salle noted the stately grandeur of the “Grand Tower,” which has for thousands of years withstood the continual torrents of the mighty Mississippi.

On the north side of Grand Tower, Devil’s Backbone Park offers camping, hiking along the narrow north–south trending hill called Devil’s Backbone, and strolling along the sandy beach. Walk north of Devil’s Backbone to the natural gas pipeline that extends across the river. The pipeline is said to be the longest suspended pipeline in the world. Devil’s Bake Oven, a prominent rock formation with a shallow, south-facing cave, rises at the base of the pipeline. A trail winds its way to the top for a great view of the Mississippi River.
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Great River Settlements

Ste. Genevieve to Fults Hill Prairie, Missouri/Illinois



General description: A 35-mile drive through historic French settlements along the Mississippi River with a side trip to picturesque sandstone outcrops and canyons.

Special attractions: Ste. Genevieve, Great River Road Interpretive Center, Felix Valle House State Historic Site, Pickle Springs and Hickory Canyons natural areas, Hawn State Park, Mississippi River (may be closed to ferry traffic during high waters, especially in spring), Modoc Rock Shelter, Fort de Chartres State Historic Site, Prairie du Rocher, Fults Hill Prairie Nature Preserve, Kidd Lake Marsh Natural Area, and Maeystown; scenic views, hiking, camping, fishing, fall colors, hill prairies, and weathered sandstone features.

Location: Northeastern Ozarks. The drive begins at the junction of I-55 and MO 32.

Drive route numbers: MO 32, 144, C, and AA and IL 155.

Camping: Hawn State Park has 19 basic campsites and 26 campsites with electrical hookups. The camping area includes modern restrooms, hot showers, laundry facilities, a dump station, and playground equipment.

Services: All services at Ste. Genevieve and Maeystown. Gas and food at Prairie du Rocher.

Nearby attractions: Amidon Memorial and Magnolia Hollow conservation areas and Ball Mill Resurgence Natural Area (in Missouri); Fort Kaskaskia State Park (in Illinois).


The Route

Before entering the town of Ste. Genevieve, take a side trip to Pickle Springs Natural Area. It is truly one of the most interesting areas in the Ozarks; a well- designed 2-mile trail system takes you to outstanding features of sandstone outcrops.

To get to Pickle Springs Natural Area, take MO 32 at the junction of I-55 and drive west. Proceed through the small communities of New Offenburg and Weingarten. After about 11 miles you will meet MO 144, which leads to Hawn State Park. The 3,271-acre state park offers two trail systems that explore oak-pine woodlands, forests, rock outcrops, and Pickle Creek. Take the 1.5-mile Pickle Creek Trail, which parallels Pickle Creek, a state-designated outstanding water resource. This high- quality stream contains more than twenty species of fish that live among a series of small rapids, extended pools, and miniature waterfalls. A granite shut-in is another neat feature along the trail. This section of the trail is a bit more rigorous, so take your time. Hawn State Park is downstream from Pickle Springs Natural Area, and there are plans for a trail connecting the two areas. Information on recreational activities at the park can be obtained at the superintendent’s office.



Great River Settlements
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Continue on MO 32 another 4.8 miles and turn left on MO AA. Proceed another 1.5 miles, turn left on Dorlac Road, follow it about 0.2 mile, and pull into the parking lot of the Missouri Department of Conservation’s Pickle Springs Natural Area. (Note: If you are coming from Farmington to start this drive, at the intersection of MO 32 and MO 00 on the east side of Farmington, go 6 miles on MO 32 East, turn onto MO AA, and proceed to Dorlac Road.) The sandstone bedrock here at the 257-acre Pickle Springs Natural Area has been sculptured by the forces of wind, rain, and ice. The resulting narrow fissures, rock pillars (“hoodoos”), gigantic boulders, arches, and box canyons were formed over more than 500 million years of geologic time. This is the oldest sedimentary rock in the Ozark region. Imagine a time when land animals and plants had not yet appeared: Vast seas covered most of what is now the US, and marine invertebrate animals and primitive fish ruled the waters. Active and inactive volcanoes protruded above the ocean, and rain and waves continually pounded them, breaking their igneous rock down into fine sediments. This sand was eventually covered by additional sediment, cementing it all together to form sandstone. Today this sandstone, the Lamotte, crops out in just a small portion of the St. Francois Mountains region of the Ozarks.

A 2-mile trail leads from the parking lot along a gentle to moderately difficult hike (for short distances) through special places like The Slot, Cauliflower Rocks, Double Arch, Spirit Canyon, and Headwall Falls, to name a few. Be sure to obtain a trail booklet at the trailhead for complete descriptions. The natural area, named after William Pickles, who owned the land in the mid-1800s, exhibits a wide array of plant life. Mosses and lichens form colorful patterns on the rocks, while ferns thrive in moist nooks and crannies. Wild azaleas are a special treat, blooming in early May, and box canyons display waterfalls during spring runoff and after heavy rains. Listen for pine warblers in spring and watch for wild turkeys any time of year. (See nature.mdc.mo.gov/discover-nature/places/pickle-springs for more information.)

Return to MO 32, and on the way to Ste. Genevieve, another side trip is offered to another special sandstone canyon region called Hickory Canyons Natural Area. From the intersection of MO AA and MO 32, go 8 miles east and turn left on MO C. Proceed 3.2 miles, turn left on Sprout Road, and go 1.7 miles to the signed parking area on the left. This 280-acre natural area is owned by the L- A-D Foundation (ladfoundation.org) and managed by the Missouri Department of Conservation. A 0.5-mile round-trip trail leads off from the parking lot and down a slope into a box canyon with striking views of cliffs, ledges, overhangs, and a waterfall when there is sufficient rainfall. A 1-mile loop trail begins on the other side of the road opposite the parking area. After a short distance on this trail, you have a choice of going either left or right. I would recommend the right route, which is a little easier to hike and offers better views of the sandstone features. (See nature.mdc.mo.gov/discover-nature/places/hickory-canyons for more information.)


[image: Double Arch is one of the many unique sandstone features found at Pickle Springs Natural Area.]
Double Arch is one of the many unique sandstone features found at Pickle Springs Natural Area.








Ste. Genevieve

Return to MO 32 and head for Ste. Genevieve, the first permanent European settlement west of the Mississippi River. Upon entering town, follow the signs to the historic downtown area, which is reached by bearing right on MO 32 at a Y intersection and crossing over US 61. The road now becomes Center Drive and shortly changes into 4th Street. Cross over the railroad tracks and turn right onto Market Street at the first stop sign. Proceed 3 blocks to the Great River Road Interpretive Center. Parking is available behind the building. This is a good place to explore exhibits depicting historic events and obtain tourist information, including maps and brochures. While at the interpretive center, ask for directions to the Bequette- Ribault House. Dated 1778, it is one of four known surviving structures of pole and soil construction in America.

Ste. Genevieve was founded around 1735 by French Canadians who moved into the Mississippi Valley to avoid British rule in Canada. They settled first on the east side of the river at Kaskaskia, then moved across the river when prospectors discovered lead at Mine La Motte in Madison County, 30 miles to the west. After St. Louis became established upstream, the two settlements competed for river trade. St. Louis finally emerged predominant because it had a better geographical location for commanding trade on the Missouri, the upper Mississippi, and the Illinois Rivers. Ste. Genevieve declined as St. Louis grew.

Today Ste. Genevieve is an architectural treasure trove. Houses and buildings from the 1700s, 1800s, and early 1900s make a tour of Ste. Genevieve a fascinating walk through history. Several of the original log cabins of the early settlers still stand. As you walk or drive through the town, you will notice that many private homes have plaques bearing their construction date. There are presently 89 historic properties listed in Ste. Genevieve’s preservation ordinance record. Because there are so many wood, brick, and stone buildings to see, you may want to ask the staff at the interpretive center for advice based on your interests.

A “must” visit is the Felix Valle House State Historic Site on Merchant and 2nd Streets. Built in 1818, the home is decorated with furnishings of the period; tours are provided by guides in period costume. The building was also used by a trading firm, and today’s visitors can enjoy the Menard and Valle Store, stocked with the trade goods and furs that would have filled its shelves in 1830.

Along the streets closer to the Mississippi River floodplain, you will notice remnant sandbags and rebuilt levees, all reminders of the Great Flood of 1993. Ste. Genevieve received international attention when the floods of that year threatened the town and, in some cases, engulfed buildings along the bottoms. During the “Summer of the Sandbag,” more than 1,500 volunteers from across the country came to fill and stack more than 98,000 sandbags on water-soaked levees. There has been a long-standing feud between the “Mother of the West,” as Ste. Genevieve is known, and the “Father of Waters”—in 1993 the historic community held its own. That summer the river crested at 49.67 feet during what the US Army Corps of Engineers described as a “500-year flood,” meaning a flood of this intensity occurs, on an average, only once every 500 years. Extraordinary efforts to save the historic buildings paid off: Only four of the 18th- and 19th-century buildings were inundated by the flood.

Floods have grown more destructive and have reached higher water levels mostly as a result of man’s efforts to contain the river. The massive levee system along most of its length confines the Mississippi River for the sake of flood control, commercial navigation, agriculture, and hydropower generation. When the river swells, as it did in 1993, there are no safety valves to relieve the pressure. Before the levees were built, marshes, sloughs, lakes, and backwater areas were the overflow points where the river released some of its energy. These critical areas have now been cut off by the levees, drained, and filled for agriculture, a process that also eliminated important habitat for many kinds of wildlife. The Corps of Engineers and other government and state agencies are beginning to rethink and study some of these issues. Much work is still needed to properly address this problem.


[image: Felix Valle State Historic Site preserves and interprets notable examples of the architecture and history of the area.]
Felix Valle State Historic Site preserves and interprets notable examples of the architecture and history of the area.



The rest of the drive is on the Illinois side of the Ozarks, which can be reached by taking a ferry across the Mississippi River. Follow the ferry crossing signs through town to the river, about 2 miles away. If you have not been on a ferry before, it is a pleasant experience. The Ste. Genevieve–Modoc Ferry is in operation from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. except on Sun and holidays, when it is open from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. The fee is $15 per vehicle and $25 round-trip. On the rare occasions when the river rises above 28.5 feet, the entrance ramps are closed due to high water. The ferry holds up to nine vehicles, and motor homes are allowed at an increased fee. You can contact the Great River Road Interpretive Center listed above for the status of the ferry operation or call the company at (573) 883-7097; stegenmodocferry.com.




Modoc to Fults Hill Prairie Nature Preserve

On the other side, the road leads to Modoc, a distance of 3.4 miles. Follow the river road through Modoc and head north on Bluff Road. After another 1.5 miles, pull off on the right side of the road at the base of a bluff. This is the Modoc Rock Shelter, a national prehistoric site. The bluff is Aux Vases sandstone, parts of which are stained by iron oxides. Aux Vases is French for “of slime/mire/ooze,” a possible reference to the staining of the rock or the fact that this formation is a petroleum reservoir at some locations. At the base of the cliff is a rock shelter of archaeological significance. Excavations have uncovered many Native American artifacts whose age makes this the earliest known human habitation east of the Mississippi River. Skeletons from here were found to have been buried between about 6219 and 2765 BC, and artifacts have been dated to 8000 BC. An interpretive sign describes the historical uses of the rock shelter.

Continue on Bluff Road another 1.6 miles to Prairie du Rocher, which means “Prairie on the Rock.” Notice the prairie grasses dominating the openings above the limestone cliffs. (For a better view, drive west into town and look back at the cliffs.) Later in the drive, you will have a chance to visit a hill prairie that has been designated a state nature preserve. Prairie du Rocher was founded by French settlers in 1722 and is Illinois’s oldest town. A Creole house dating back to 1800 is featured in the town, along Bluff Road.

Then in Prairie du Rocher where Bluff Road meets IL 155, turn left and proceed on IL 155 for 4 miles to Fort de Chartres State Historic Site. The fort is named in honor of Louis duc de Chartres, son of the regent of France. An earlier fort, which was closer to the Mississippi River, was completed in 1720. It consisted of a fence of squared logs surrounded by a dry moat. The fort, subject to frequent flooding from the river, deteriorated rapidly. A second fort, more inland from the river, was built in 1725 and served until 1742. Since the 1730s, French leaders had discussed building a stone fort to protect their interests on the Mississippi River. After much disagreement and delay, construction finally began on a new fort only a short distance from its predecessor. Stone was quarried and hauled from the bluffs north of Prairie du Rocher.

The stone Fort de Chartres served as France’s Illinois Country headquarters for only 10 years. In 1763 France surrendered Illinois and most of its North American possessions to Great Britain in the Treaty of Paris, which ended the Seven Years’ War. British troops took possession of the fort in 1765. They showed little interest in maintaining the fort, and by 1772 the south wall and bastions had collapsed into the Mississippi River. The fort continued to deteriorate. By 1900 none of the wall existed above ground level, since much of it had either been silted in or carted off for other building use. In 1913 the Illinois legislature authorized purchase of the stone fort site, and by the 1930s the Works Progress Administration (WPA) had reconstructed the gateway and two stone buildings.

Fort de Chartres was also inundated by the flood of 1993, when water levels reached 13 feet. Damaged areas have been repaired and visitors can investigate the various buildings, a museum, and a gift shop that carries an impressive array of books, crafts, and items of the period. Check the special events schedule for festivals and reenactments held during the year. (See Appendix A, State Parks, Illinois for more information.)

Return on IL 155 to Prairie du Rocher and turn left on Bluff Road heading north. For the next few miles, look for large limestone mines tunneled into the cliff face. Called St. Louis limestone, this rock is high in calcium and makes excellent road rock. About 4 miles from IL 155, a small parking lot on the left marks the beginning of a marsh called Kidd Lake Marsh Natural Area, which is an example of the once expansive wetlands of the Mississippi River floodplain known as the American Bottoms. Continuing north on Bluff Road, notice the extensive marsh natural area on the west side of the road dominated by cattails and bull-rushes that provide cover and nesting for marsh wildlife.

In another mile, an entrance and sign on the right indicate that you are at Fults Hill Prairie Nature Preserve. Dedicated in October 1970 as the 30th Illinois nature preserve, the 532-acre tract is owned and managed by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources. (See illinois.gov/dnr for more information.) Fults Hill Prairie lies within the rugged topography of the northern section of the Illinois Ozarks.

The site contains the largest assemblage of the highest quality of loess (pronounced “luss”) hill prairie along the Mississippi River. Loess is a German term for the wind-deposited silt that is usually derived from glacial activity. Although no glacier has ever touched this area, 200,000 years ago the Illinoisan glacier came within 3 miles of overtopping the bluff on its southward path. Glacial meltwaters from the Illinoisan and from the more recent (from 10,000 to 40,000 years ago) Wisconsinan glacial period had a remarkable influence on this land. The tremendous meltwaters from the glaciers helped to scour the Mississippi River valley, ever- enlarging the cliff face. During the winters, when the glaciers stopped melting and the waters receded, winds from the northwest would whip across the dry 4-mile riverbed, creating clouds of fine silt. As the winds lifted over the cliff face, heavier particles of silt dropped out, depositing hundreds of feet of loess. Over time some of the silt wore away, but prairie plants, which are adapted to steep slopes and hot, dry westerly exposures, colonized the soil and slowed erosion.

Hill prairies are rare worldwide. They occur along the eastern side of the Mississippi River valley from Wisconsin to southern Illinois; along the eastern side of the Missouri River from Council Bluffs, Iowa, to just north of Kansas City, Missouri; along the Rhine River in Germany; and along the Yellow River in China.

Two paths lead from the parking lot: one north (left), the other south (right). Steps on the south trail lead to a small hill prairie and overlook. However, if you have more time, take the northern path; it is the most rewarding. The first 200 feet are just like climbing steps—take it slow and easy. The trail passes through stands of walnut, sugar maple, honey locust, flowering and gray dogwood, white oak, red oak, slippery elm, box elder, and hickory. Watch out for poison ivy. The first opening is a limestone glade. The southern exposure is ideal for glade-loving Ozark animals like the plains scorpion, coachwhip snake, and narrow-mouthed toad. This is a natural area; please leave the rocks in place and wildflowers to bloom for others to enjoy. The dominant grasses are little bluestem, side-oats grama, Indian grass, and big bluestem. Wildflowers, particularly many diverse members of the sunflower and legume families, are abundant throughout the season.

Continue up the path through a wooded area where the trail soon opens onto a hill prairie. It differs from the rocky limestone glade by having a deep layer of loess. Follow the path west along the ridge for a spectacular view of the Mississippi River valley. Many visitors are content to sit here and enjoy the view from this point. If you decide to go farther, the route does lead down to the cliff’s edge, so exercise great caution because it is a long drop to the bottom.

If you choose, you can continue your drive by stepping back in time and exploring the 19th-century German village of Maeystown. From the nature preserve, continue north on Bluff Road, passing what is left of the community of Fults after the Great Flood of 1993. After 5 miles, cross over Chalfin Bridge and turn right on CR 855, Maeystown Road, then follow the signs to Maeystown. Founded by Jacob Maeys in 1852, the village was settled by German immigrants predominantly from the former Bavarian Rheinpfalz. Sixty historically significant buildings still exist, including Maeys’s log house; the original 1865 stone church; Zeitinger’s Mill; and various outbuildings, barns, and smokehouses made of limestone, brick, and wood. Gift and bakery shops, a general store, a restaurant, and a bed- and- breakfast are also featured. Maeystown was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1978.
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