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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

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

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 email address: editorial@GlobePequot.com

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Foreword to the Second Edition


As an advocate for many years and the current executive director of Illinois’s statewide, nonprofit bike advocacy organization, Ride Illinois, I’ve had the unique opportunity to witness the impact trails have on individuals, communities, and entire regions of the state. Developing new trails and improving existing trails has proven, time and again, to be a wise investment. Repurposing an abandoned rail line as a rail trail is truly a path of least resistance!

Effective advocacy takes time, creativity, patience, persistence, and support from others. Ride Illinois has led successful efforts related to legislation, education, and policy. Our work has been most fruitful when partnering with like-minded individuals and organizations. We’re thankful for Rails-to-Trails Conservancy for spearheading efforts to breathe new life into decommissioned rail lines for nearly forty years. The results are impressive with over 1,000 miles of rail-trails in Illinois! As this guidebook goes to print, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, Ride Illinois, and other organizations are working to close four gaps in The Great American Rail Trail in Illinois. When that effort is complete, The Great American Rail Trail will offer a contiguous route across Illinois. And for a shameless plug, we encourage you to support local, state, and national advocacy organizations so they can continue their important, meaningful work.

A typical trail offers many opportunities for recreation and transportation on foot or by bike, serves as links between nearby communities, and provides an escape from the complexity of life in the twenty-first-century for children and adults. If ten people were asked, “What does a trail mean to you?” chances are we’d receive ten different answers. Before flipping the page, ask yourself that question and take a moment to ponder your answer. Are you smiling yet?

It’s been said before but bears repeating—there’s simply no better way to fully appreciate your surroundings than doing so on a bicycle. When traveling by bike, one can’t help but become immersed in the surroundings and gain a keen sense of place. The sights, smells, and sounds are inescapable—in a good way most of the time. In recent years, I have allowed my senses to guide me when I’m wandering on my bike. My sense of smell has become increasingly sharp, as it is the strongest of our senses. From a coffee shop with that inviting aroma to the fresh, earthy smell of a lowland area to the sweet smell of honeysuckle in early summer—your sense of smell is strongly tied to your memory. So, the next time you’re on a trail, breathe deep and connect the smells to the area you’re passing through.

No matter if you’re walker, cyclist, or a runner, this unique guidebook by Ted Villaire provides a wealth of information for everyone to use when planning their next adventure. With useful details, practical tips, and recommendations related to over forty rail trails in the Land of Lincoln, there’s no lack of adventure awaiting you!

‌‌Dave Simmons 

Executive Director

Ride Illinois












Introduction 


It all started in the mind of a Chicago-area woman. In 1963 the late naturalist May Theilgaard Watts kicked off the national rail trails movement when she wrote a letter to the Chicago Tribune proposing that the abandoned rail line near her suburban Chicago home be converted to a long trail. Watts wrote, “The right-of-way of the Aurora electric road lies waiting. If we have the courage and foresight . . . then we can create from this strip a proud resource.” Her idea caught on, and eventually that rail line became the Illinois Prairie Path, the centerpiece of Chicagoland rail trails. Inspired by this example in Chicago’s western suburbs, rail trail projects were soon under way all over the country. While the Prairie Path wasn’t the first rail trail in the nation, Illinoisans can take pride in their state’s role in starting the rail trails movement and helping to inspire the creation of more than 25,000 miles of trails throughout the United States.

Thanks to Watts and many others who have volunteered their time and effort over the years, Illinois claims more than 1,000 miles of existing rail trails and is in eighth place among the states for rail trail mileage. As you’ll see in this book, these trails allow you to explore some of the state’s most beautiful settings. We have 80 miles of rail trails along the shore of the Mississippi River that run through charming river towns and nationally protected wetlands. In southern Illinois the Tunnel Hill Trail extends for nearly 50 miles through the bottomland woods of the Cache River Wetlands and the rugged terrain at Shawnee National Forest. Ambitious trail users can cross nearly the entire northern part of the state by hopping from the Old Plank Road Trail to the I&M Canal Trail to the Hennepin Canal Trail.

Illinois rail trails are not confined to the state’s rural terrain and scenic natural areas. While the most rail trail mileage exists around the metropolitan areas of St. Louis and Chicago, there are excellent trails in the central Illinois cities of Bloomington, Decatur, Springfield, and East Peoria. These urban and suburban trails introduce you to local neighborhoods, city parks, and downtown districts. You’ll learn plenty about local history, too. In many cases, you’ll have the opportunity to combine your trip with visits to museums, restaurants, and shops.

The What and Why of Rail Trails

Rail trails are the perfect answer to the question of what to do with innumerable miles of abandoned railway throughout the nation. Rail trails provide answers to other pressing questions, too, such as: How do you encourage more people to exercise and spend time outdoors? How do you foster alternative modes of transportation? How do you preserve the rich history that developed alongside thousands of miles of national railroads? How do you connect communities and make them more walkable and bikeable?

Rail trails offer exercise and relaxation, scenery and tranquility, and more and more serve as a place for social engagement. South of Chicago, the pleasant little town of Frankfort holds a farmers’ market each weekend during the summer along the Old Plank Road Trail. Trail users stop in at the market for their lunch and then sit down to enjoy live music on the adjoining village green. Spontaneous conversations are unavoidable. Healthful locally produced food is de rigueur. Some trail users have taken full advantage of this alliance and make weekly trips along the trail specifically for visiting the farmers’ market.

Whether you’re cycling, walking, running, in-line skating, cross-country skiing, riding a horse, or using a wheelchair, rail trails offer a peaceful setting to pursue these activities. Sure, users must negotiate cross streets with traffic, but generally multiuse paths provide welcome relief from tailpipe emissions, noise, and the hazards of traffic. This is why parents find rail trails an especially attractive option for getting outdoors with kids.

In urban and suburban areas, multiuse trails have started taking the next evolutionary step: They have become routes for transportation as well as recreation. The Lakefront Trail in Chicago, for example, hosts throngs of bike commuters throughout the day. With the awareness of climate change growing and the cost of operating an automobile climbing, the appeal of rail trails as a transportation option continues to grow stronger. The transportation role played by rail trails will only increase in years to come.

Illinois Railroads

It’s fitting that the state considered the nation’s railroad hub should contain an impressive collection of rail trails. Following Texas, Illinois hosts the most miles of railway in the country. Efficient movement of coal, grain, lumber, and passengers enabled Illinois to become the agricultural, manufacturing, and cultural center of the Midwest. In 1939 thirty-three interstate railroads ran into multiple Chicago train stations. The stations themselves often were magnificent structures that celebrated the ascendancy of the railroad.

The Illinois railroad boom began in 1850 when the Illinois Central Railroad received 2.5 million acres as a federal land grant to build what would be the longest railroad in the world at that time. Between 1851 and 1856, as many as 10,000 workers at a time were engaged in building the railroad. Initially the 700-mile Illinois Central Railroad ran down the length of the state, but eventually it expanded, laying down thousands of miles of track in other states.

The Illinois Central Railroad had a profound effect on the direction and pace of development of central Illinois. In the 1850s, when the middle of the state possessed a meager population, the railroad laid out towns every 10 miles along the train route. Within these towns, main streets often led to the train depots. Typically the north–south streets were numbered and east–west streets were named after trees. And of course the railroad company named the town—typically for company bigwigs. By 1884 the Illinois Central Railroad had named thirty-two Illinois towns.

In coming years, dozens of railroad lines sprang up in every corner of the state. Some were just a few miles long; some branched out over North America. Railroads were the primary means of long-distance transport for almost a century. Then in the mid-twentieth century, when the automobile became affordable for the average family and trucks started transporting more goods, the railroads lost ground and many lines were abandoned.

Why Rail Trails Are Important Right Now

It’s no secret that many people discovered a new love of trails in recent years. During the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of people using trails surged as we sought convenient places to experience nature, decompress, and get some exercise. As a result, more government agencies and advocacy groups realized the essential role that trails can play in people’s lives. It also showed the necessity of having trails close to where people live.

As digital screens proliferate and social media continues to pull our attention every which way, we need places to slow down and let our minds and bodies settle into the calming influence of the natural world. In addition to being low-stress restorative places, trails are also places where we can see our neighbors and get to know them. After walking, running, and biking thousands of miles of trails in Illinois and throughout the Midwest, I’ve decided that people are at their best while on trails. Friendliness prevails. Relationships are strengthened. A spirit of helpfulness is inescapable. Need to renew your affection for your fellow humans? It may sound a little silly, but trails can actually do that. I’m often taken aback at how something so seemingly mundane as a trail can have such a magical effect.

How Are the Trails in Your Community?

If you’ve used state-managed trails and parks in Illinois during the past couple of decades, you’ve probably noticed that many of these facilities have been struggling keep up with basic maintenance needs. The I&M Canal Trail, for example, regularly has detours or blockages because of maintenance issues. Indeed, the Illinois state park system has had a long list of park maintenance and improvement projects that have been ignored and delayed. Moreover, the state hasn’t built a major multi-use trail in many years. This is not the case in plenty of other states.

Most of the trails in this book were built and are maintained by county and municipal agencies. Some local communities put a priority on trails, but many don’t. When trails are given a short shrift, trail maintenance and trail amenities fall by the wayside. New trail projects get passed up or deferred indefinitely. Even in communities where good trails exist, there’s still work to be done. Here are some often-overlooked questions to ask about trails in your community:



	Can the trails be safely accessed by people on foot, on a bike, and those using a wheelchair? Requiring a car to reach trails could keep many people from using them.

	Do the trails connect with key destinations in the community? Can trails in your community be connected with one another?

	Are the street crossings safe? High visibility crosswalks and flashing beacons improve the safety of trail users.




Another key question is equitable access. A long history of racist policies and segregation have prevented people of color from enjoying the outdoors and using trails. Making everyone feel welcome on trails means that parks, management agencies, and tourism bureaus need to do a better job of connecting with people of color. Another important step is supporting organizations like Outdoor Afro—a national group with a chapter in the Chicago area—that encourages African Americans to get outside by organizing group outdoor activities like hiking and biking excursions. And finally, a crucial way to open up the outdoors to more people of color is by building trails close to where people live. Ensuring that trail options exist close to where people live can help reverse the dearth of green space in marginalized communities.

Get Involved

Many of the trails listed in this book would not exist—or would only exist in a scaled-back version—if not for local volunteer trail groups. These groups work to establish and expand local trails, keep them maintained, and spread the word about their existence. It’s often local volunteers who pressure the management agencies to make trails a priority. All of us who use the trails regularly owe a debt of gratitude to those who spend their free time expanding and improving local trails. (For each trail listing, I have added contact information for local volunteer groups.)

In addition to local organizations, there are regional, state-wide, and national organizations that deserve our support. For more than a decade, I have worked for the Active Transportation Alliance, which, among other goals, seeks to expand and improve the trail system around Chicagoland. The state-wide organization Ride Illinois has done an enormous amount of work to help fund trail development and gather local support. Nationally, the Rails to Trails Conservancy has been a key player in drumming up support for rail trails around the country.

So what can you do to improve the quality and accessibility of trails in your community? Get involved. Elected officials are responsive to the needs of residents, but they must know about your concerns—that you want not only well-maintained and accessible trails, but you also want to see your trail system expanded and improved. Let your political representatives know you care. While you’ll often hear that no money is available for such things, there are always opportunities for reallocating public tax dollars.

As you use this book to explore Illinois rail trails, consider this advice: Don’t take these trails for granted. If you want to ensure the continued existence and upkeep of your local rail trails, consider helping out. The success of a rail trail depends upon citizen participation. Here are just a few ways you can lend a hand to guarantee the future of these trails:


	Get involved with a local trail advocacy organization.

	Write a letter or send an e-mail to your city, county, or state elected official in favor of improving and expanding multi-use trails.

	Contact your local publications, offering praise for a local trail. Describe why you, your family, and your friends value this treasure.

	Attend a local hearing to express support for a local trail project.

	Start a petition on behalf of a trail project. When you can clearly show public support, public officials are far more likely to provide funding and resources.

	Attend a trail cleanup event. Many of the trails described hold annual cleanup activities and volunteers are needed.

	Most importantly, get out and use the trails: Take your kids and your friends. Lead a group of scouts or organize an outing for seniors.















Using This Guide 


Trail Selection

My hope was to include the best rail trails in the state and offer generous variety in terms of length, location, and scenery. By and large I think I succeeded with this project. Unfortunately, for the sake of space some trails didn’t make the cut. Usually a trail was left out because it was less than 4 to 5 miles, but in some cases there was an abundance of trails in the area and some picking and choosing had to occur. In the back of the book, you’ll find a listing of Honorable Mention trails, which didn’t make the main list but are well worth exploring.

It’s true: Not all the trails described in this guide follow the routes of former rail lines. While the vast majority of the trails presented here are genuine rail trails, some of the trails also follow the routes of canals, levees, shorelines, rivers, and highways. In all these cases the trail adheres to the spirit of a rail trail by serving as a linear multiuse pathway.

After reading my trail descriptions and looking at my maps and you’re still undecided about which trail to explore, here are a few more considerations:


	Take a look at aerial photos available at caltopo.com and google.com. You’ll get a better sense of tree cover, nearby businesses, busy street crossings, and natural areas.

	If you have kids along, choose a trail with fewer street crossings and perhaps choose a shorter trip with some kid-friendly amenities along the way.

	Consider wind direction and sun exposure, both of which can make a big difference, depending on the day’s weather.




When planning your trip, here are a few of suggestions that may add some variety to your trail experiences.


	Let your stomach guide you. Many of these trails pass in the vicinity of restaurants. Another option is to pack a meal and have a picnic at a park or scenic spot along the trail.

	
Make it an overnighter. Illinois is fortunate to have some long trails with camping options—as well as B&Bs and hotels—along the way (my book Camping Illinois offers details about the camping alongside Illinois rail trails).

	Consider a one-way trip. While many people prefer the simplicity of out-and-back trail excursions, there are several ways to make it a one-way trip. You can spot a vehicle at one end or, if using urban and suburban trails, use public transportation for the return trip. Even better is using public transit for the trip between home and the trailheads.




When selecting a trail from this book, keep in mind that this is journalistically prepared information that has no agenda other than sharing details that will help you make an informed choice about where to go and have an enjoyable experience once you’re there. My years of performing on-the-ground research and writing an engaging, accurate account of what I’ve learned offer a sharp contrast to most of information about trails that you’ll find on the web. Reviews of trails online are often problematic. You never know if someone has actually used the trail, if they have an agenda, or if they simply are not a good source of information. Guidebooks like this one offer warts and all coverage as well as history, context, and expert recommendations compiled for your convenience.

Trail Surface

Illinois rail trails generally possess two types of trail surface: asphalt or crushed gravel. While this is not always the case, most urban trails have a smooth, asphalt surface; the rural trails tend to be surfaced with finely crushed gravel. Suburban trails will offer one or the other or a mix of both. The surprisingly flat and smooth surface of crushed gravel is great for bicyclists, walkers, runners, horseback riders, and wheelchair users. It’s inadequate, however, for in-line skaters and skateboarders. On those rare occasions when the trail surface gets rough, such issues will be noted in the trail specifications so that you can plan accordingly. Even though road bikes with skinny tires work fine on a crushed gravel surface, you’ll likely have a better experience using beefier tires that absorb bumps and grip the surface better.

Mileage and Maps

While exploring each of the trails described in this guide, I used a Global Positioning System (GPS) device to continuously track the route via satellite. After completing each trail, I loaded the GPS routes to a mapping software program and then marked mileage with the software. Most of the maps for this guide are based on the maps I created with the mapping software. I have found this procedure to be fairly accurate in determining the route and the mileage for trails. Unfortunately, it doesn’t mean our numbers will match up precisely. If you’re a cyclist using a bike odometer, keep in mind that these have to be calibrated carefully; just changing to a larger tire can make a noticeable difference.

While GPS devices are generally more accurate, they too can lead you astray. If you do any backtracking or pursue a side trip and forget to subtract this distance from the total mileage covered, that will throw off the mileage reading.

Trails in Winter

Since each destination covered in this guide is open year-round, you shouldn’t let winter months keep you from enjoying rail trails. In addition to hiking, many rail trails are good places to do cross-country skiing and snowshoeing during the winter. Because the days are short in winter, I like to get out early. It’s when you’ll most likely see animals and it allows you to avoid the experience of racing back to the trailhead as dusk sets in. There’s much to enjoy on winter trails if you’re patient and willing to look for it. Getting out on a trail after a recent snowfall, for example, allows you to experience the profound stillness of the landscape and see imprints left by paws, hooves, and claws. (I have a lengthy list of tips for using trails during winter at tedvillaire.com/winter-hiking).

Each Trail Provides the Following Information

Activities: A list of icons tells you what kinds of activities appropriate for this trail.

Location: The general location where the trail description starts and the area through which the trail travels.

Length: Length of the described trail.

Wheelchair access: Indicates the ease of wheelchair access and challenges that wheelchair users may face on the trail.

Difficulty: Describes how challenging the trail is based on factors like length, trail surface, on-street navigation, and exposure to wind and sun.

Restrooms: If a restroom is available along the trail, it’s indicated here and on the map. Water fountains are also mentioned here.

Maps: While each trail described in the book includes a map, it never hurts to look at other maps.

Hazards: Learn about anything you should be prepared for: extraordinarily busy trails, precarious street crossings, tricky navigation, or a lack of amenities.

Access and parking: This section guides you to the starting point and end point parking areas, as well as a few parking options in between. These start and end point parking areas are not necessarily the beginning and end points of the trail. The starting point corresponds with the “Start” point on the map and includes Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinates to use with a GPS device. The UTM coordinates are to be used with North American Datum of 1927 (NAD 27) datum rather than WGS83 or WGS84. Along with the UTM coordinates, the zone is also given. All coordinates were generated using mapping software rather than “in the field” readings.

Transportation: Learn if you can lighten your carbon footprint by accessing the trail with public transportation. This section will offer contact information for local public transit agencies.

Rentals: If bike rentals or bike-sharing options are available near the trail, it will be indicated here.

Contacts: The name and contact information for the trail management agencies is provided here.

Trail description: Get the information you need for the best possible experience on the trail: local attractions, recommendations for rest spots, and suggested side trips. Many of the descriptions include sidebar text that delve a little deeper into points of interest, local history, and the like.

Major milepoints: Many of the trails include short on-street sections, which will be described here. In almost every case, the on-street sections follow quiet roads and bike-route signs clearly point the way.

Local information: Tourism bureaus, chambers of commerce, and local trail-related groups will be listed here.

Local events/Attractions: Learn about museums, amusement parks, community parks, and other attractions either on the trail or close to it.

Restaurants: These listings highlight either specific restaurants or nearby areas where you’re likely to find food. Restaurants swiftly come and go, so be sure to investigate options beforehand.

Accommodations: If you’re staying overnight, here’s where you can learn about nearby hotels, B&Bs, and campgrounds. These options change over time so be sure to inquire well in advance.

Rules of the Trail

One of the beauties of rail trails is that they are built to accommodate a variety of users. This great triumph of rail trails highlights a small drawback. With all these different trail users, opportunities abound for everyone to get confused about issues of right-of-way and trail etiquette. Knowing the following rules will help ensure an enjoyable experience for all trail users:


	Cyclists and skaters yield to walkers. Control your speed, especially near people walking.

	Cyclists, skaters, and walkers yield to equestrians.

	Keep to the right except when passing. This is especially important on trails that have a steady stream of users.

	Move off the trail when stopped. This is for your own safety as well as that of others.

	Call out when passing. It’s better not to surprise your fellow trail users. Also, if they know you’re approaching, they won’t unexpectedly move in front of you or move into you as you’re passing.

	Keep a close eye on young children when cyclists, skaters, and equestrians are near.

	Keep dogs on a short leash, and clean up after them.

	If using a listening device, keep one ear open so that you can hear others approaching.

	
Take extra care when approaching blind corners, entering the trail, and changing direction.

	Approach road crossings with care.

	Respect the rights of property owners along the trail.

	If on an e-bike or e-scooter, make sure your ride is allowed. Some trails restrict class 3 e-bikes and electric scooters.

	Share your plans with others when going solo on a trail, particularly on trails that are more remote with fewer users. In these places, be prepared for limited cell phone reception.

	Bring snacks and water, and if you’re on a bike, a repair/patch kit.
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Chicagoland 
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Chicago-area residents are fortunate to live within not only the most extensive system of rail trails in the state, but also the entire the Midwest. Spend some time on these rail trails and you’ll see places that you never knew existed. You’ll be introduced to countless towns and suburbs and dozens of parks containing woods, prairie, rivers, and lakes. Chicagoland rail trails provide a perfect escape from the cheek-to-jowl living that occurs within a metro area of nearly ten million people. Some Chicagoans I know regularly pack up their cycling panniers and let local rail trails lead the way to places like Milwaukee, Starved Rock State Park, and Lake Geneva, Wisconsin.

The centerpiece of Chicago’s rail trail system is the Illinois Prairie Path, one of the first rail trails in the nation. Located in the western suburbs, the Prairie Path consists of a main stem and several branches and spurs that run through countless towns, parks, and residential neighborhoods. Each branch connects with the Fox River Trail, another prized local rail trail. The Fox River Trail traces the wooded banks of the Fox River for 30 miles between Aurora and Algonquin and runs through urban riverfront areas with parkland, gardens, walkways, and pleasant shopping areas. Taken together, the Prairie Path and the Fox River Trail are favorite destinations for local rail trailers because they’re very accessible and because they allow various-size trail loops.

The honor for the longest and most historically interesting Chicago-area rail trail goes to the I&M Canal Trail. The 60-mile-long segment of the canal trail that runs from Joliet to LaSalle has locks, aqueducts, and locktenders’ houses that allow visitors to learn much about nineteenth-century canal transportation. In addition to the human history, the natural beauty along the canal can be breathtaking. Near Channahon, for example, the trail follows a thin sliver of land bordered by the Des Plaines River on one side and the canal on the other.

While recreation and exercise are the focus of most trail users, more and more people also use the trails for transportation and commuting. For much of the year, weekday mornings bring a steady stream of bike commuters to the Lakefront Path, the Prairie Path, and others. The same scene occurs along local rail trails that run next to any school, whether it’s a college or an elementary school. With a growing network of trails and more opportunities for combining modes of transportation on a single trip, rail trails will only become more of a draw for the transportation minded. Often, Metra train stations are located right on or within several blocks of the trail, allowing both bike commuters and recreational riders to combine their trail ride with a train trip.
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Cal-Sag Trail


Get a taste of Chicago’s southwest suburbs and enjoy plenty of striking natural scenery on this trail as it threads its way alongside a historic shipping channel. You’ll find two excellent parks along the way: one of the biggest and best county parks in the region and a small but lovely urban park where you can watch waterbirds from a bench on the shore of a small lake.

Location: Begin in Chicago’s southwest suburbs near the intersection of Archer Ave. and IL 83 and follow the Cal-Sag Channel to Cicero Ave.

Length: 11.5 miles one-way.

Surface: Asphalt.

Wheelchair access: The trail is wheelchair accessible, except for the on-street section on 117th St. and the 127th St. Bridge.

Difficulty: Easy.

Restrooms: There are public restrooms at the west end (Sag Quarries parking area), Teason’s Woods parking area, Lake Katherine, the Schaaf Athletic Complex, and the parking area at the east end of the trail (Freedom Park).

Maps: calsagtrail.org/map; fpdcc.com.

Hazards: If biking, watch your speed on a handful of blind turns. Use care when crossing 127th St. and when sharing a short stretch of road with traffic on 117th St.

Access and parking: The ride description starts at Sag Quarries parking lot in the Palos Forest Preserve in Lemont. From I-55, head south on IL 83. After crossing several waterways, look for the parking area on the left. The trail starts at the parking area at the end of the park road.

IL 83 offers access to other parking areas: Teason’s Woods, 86th Ave., Lake Katherine, and Freedom Park (turn left on Cicero Ave. to cross the channel and then right on 131st St.) Plans are afoot to extend this trail to the east.
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Transportation: Metra’s Southwest Service and its Heritage Corridor both offer access to the trail, as well as Pace buses 379, 769, and 383. 

Rentals: 2 Bici Bike Shop, 8695 S. Archer Ave., Willow Springs, (708) 330-5234; 2bici.com.

Cook County Forest Preserve might be offering a bike-sharing option in the area.

Contacts: Cook County Forest Preserve, (800) 870-3666, fpdcc.com. The trail cuts through the Palos/Sag Valley Forest Preserve, which offers 15-plus miles of multi-use trails, as well some of the best hiking and mountain biking trails in the region. 

For an urban trail like this one, it’s surprising how much striking natural scenery you’ll encounter along the way. The entire trail follows the wooded banks of the Cal-Sag Channel, a 16-mile waterway that was built between the Little Calumet River to the east and the Sanitary and Ship Canal to the west.

Along with its natural beauty and rich history, the Cal-Sag Trail is unique because it came together thanks to community members partnering with local decision makers. After many years of writing letters, holding events, and gathering support, the dream slowly took shape and the trail has become one of the favorites in the region.

Palos Forest Preserve

Starting at the west end of the Cal-Sag Trail and tracing the route of the channel, you’ll get a pleasing introduction to the biggest—and many would say the best—park in Cook County, Palos/Sag Valley Forest Preserve. Wooded bluffs rise in the distance on either side, and wetlands come and go as the trail threads its way through prairie bordered by woodland. On the opposite shore of the straight-as-an-arrow canal, you can see the layers of limestone that had to be blasted through when the channel was built in 1911. Further along the trail, you’ll see high mounds of stone excavated from the channel.

The trail turnoff for Teason’s Woods appears at about 4 miles, connecting you with some 15 miles of multi-use trails at Palos/Sag Valley Forest Preserve, a trail network that feels surprisingly remote for being situated in one of the populous counties in the nation. Also, at this turnoff, you can hop on the 104th St. Bridge and cross the channel to visit Saganashkee Slough, a 377-acre lake popular with birdwatchers and anglers.

After ducking under 104th St. and then LaGrange Rd., the trail begins running even closer to the channel while burrowing through a tunnel of mature trees. The feeling that you’re far off in the countryside somewhere is amplified when the trail crosses Mill Creek, where you’ll see low rocky falls made from stone excavated from the channel. While admiring the falls, listen for the chattering sound of kingfishers, a small blue and white bird that scouts for meals in the canal. Or you may hear the prehistoric-sounding rattling call of sandhill cranes, a large waterbird that was scarce in Illinois not so long ago.

Lake Katherine and the East End of the Trail

Soon you’ll arrive at the only place where the trail curves away from the channel and follow a mile or so of side path along a couple of busy roads through the town of Palos Heights. It may occur to you along this stretch that you haven’t crossed a single road so far while following this trail—a true rarity on an urban trail like this one.

The side path ends, directing you on to 117th St. and sharing the road with traffic for a very brief stretch, before arriving at the shoreline of Lake Katherine Nature Center and Botanic Gardens. Nestled alongside the Calumet-Sag Channel, this compact park features an attractive lake, an arboretum, a waterfall garden, an herb and a conifer garden, a picnic area, and kayak rentals. After a peaceful break watching people, birds, and maybe a muskrat from the shore of the small lake and enjoying the park’s very natural-looking—but artificial—waterfalls on its east end, you’ll continue ahead on the trail passing under the Harlem Ave. Bridge.

Across the channel, more artificial waterfalls are visible, but these have a specific function. This is one of a handful of facilities along the channel and the Little Calumet River that clean the water by having it flow down big concrete steps, cooling it and increasing its oxygen content, while also providing a pleasant recreation spot for residents.

In 1955, the Army Corp of Engineers widened the Cal-Sag Channel, piling up excavated rock into a thirty-foot-high ridge along the many stretches of the trail. These mounds—laden with cottonwood, elm, hickory, and half-buried chunks of limestone—are visible to the right as you continue east from Lake Katherine. A series of walking trails trace the tops of these mounds, offering a bird’s eye view of the channel.

The final few miles of the trail bring into focus the large industrial presence in Chicago’s south and southwest suburbs, a place where waterways, train tracks, heavy industry, and wide arterial roads give the area a bustling atmosphere. As the trail squeezes between the channel and a long stretch of athletic fields, you’ll see and hear I-294 on the other side of the channel. A concrete production plant and other heavy industries become visible as you cross the 127th St. and accompany the same street on a bridge path over the channel. The east end of the trail arrives after crossing under Cicero Ave.


The Cal-Sag Channel

The primary purpose of the Cal-Sag Channel is to connect Calumet Harbor, the largest harbor on the Great Lakes, with the Mississippi River. Also, like the North Shore Channel to the north, the Cal-Sag Channel was built to serve as a giant septic system, preventing polluted water from entering Lake Michigan, keeping Chicago’s drinking water safe and clean. First completed 1922 and then widened and dredged in 1955, it continues to be a key shipping route for cargo such as coal, fuel oils, and gravel.



Local Information


	Friends of the Cal-Sag Trail; calsagtrail.org. Group instrumental in getting the trail built.

	Lake Katherine Nature Center and Botanic Gardens, (708) 361-1873, lakekatherine.org.




Local Events/Attractions


	The Forge adventure park; 1001 Main Street, Lemont; forgeparks.com. Family-oriented outdoor activities, located just south of the starting point.
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The Cal-Sag Trail runs beside the historic shipping canal.


	Imperial Oak Brewing, 501 Willow Boulevard, Willow Springs; (708) 330-5096; imperialoakbrewing.com. Located several miles north of starting point; check the website for food truck schedule.




Restaurants


	A handful of restaurants and stores where you can buy snacks are located at the major intersections closest to Lake Katherine: College Drive and Southwest Highway to the west and College Drive and Harlem Avenue to the east. Use care: neither of these intersections have good infrastructure for people walking and biking.

	Al Basha Mediterranean Restaurant; 7216 W. College Drive, Palos Heights; (708) 671-1440. Very close to Lake Katherine.

	Frangella Italian Market, 11925 S. 80th Avenue, Palos Park; (708) 448-2598; frangellaitalianmarket.com. Deli sandwiches and soups served for past thirty years just one block from the trail.




Accommodations


	DoubleTree Hotel, 5000 W. 127th Street, Alsip; (708) 371-7300; hilton.com. One of several mid-range hotels located very close to the east end of the trail; indoor pool and restaurant.
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Centennial and I&M Canal Trails


This route is jammed with scenic vistas and fascinating local history. While tracing the route of the Des Plaines River, the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal, and the I&M Canal, you’ll pass two museums, several parks, and a couple of historic sites. Much of the northern half of the route offers a surprisingly remote feel as it cuts through many acres of wetlands and bottomland woods.

Location: Beginning at Columbia Woods Forest Preserve on Willow Springs Rd. in southwest Cook County, the trail runs south beside the Des Plaines River and the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal to Joliet.


OEBPS/Images/FG-CR_logo.jpg
FALCONGUIDES®





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Half Title


		Series Page


		Copyright


		Contents


		Acknowledgments


		Foreword to the Second Edition


		Introduction


		Using This Guide


		1 Cal-Sag Trail


		2 Centennial and I&M Canal Trails


		3 Chicago Lakefront Trail


		4 Des Plaines River Trail


		5 Fox River Trail


		6 Great Western Trail—DuPage County


		7 Great Western Trail—Kane and DeKalb Counties


		8 I&M Canal Trail


		9 Illinois Prairie Path—Aurora and Elgin Branches


		10 Illinois Prairie Path—Main Stem


		11 Major Taylor Trail


		12 North Branch Trail


		13 North Shore Channel and Green Bay Trails


		14 Old Plank Road Trail


		15 Prairie and Hebron Trails


		16 Robert McClory Trail


		17 Salt Creek Trail


		18 Virgil Gilman Trail


		19 Wauponsee Glacial Trail


		20 Hennepin Canal Trail


		21 Hennepin Feeder Canal Trail


		22 Jane Addams Trail


		23 Long Prairie and Stone Bridge Trails


		24 Lowell Parkway Trail


		25 Mississippi River Trail—Quad Cities to Albany


		26 Mississippi River Trail—Thomson to Fulton


		27 Constitution Trail


		28 Green Diamond Trail


		29 Interurban Trail


		30 Kickapoo Rail Trail


		31 Lincoln Prairie Grass Trail


		32 Lincoln Prairie Trail


		33 Lost Bridge Trail


		34 River Trail


		35 Rock Island State Trail


		36 Sangamon Valley Trail


		37 Stevens Creek/Rock Springs Trails


		38 Confluence Trail


		39 Goshen Trail


		40 MetroBikeLink Trail


		41 Nickel Plate Trail


		42 Quercus Grove Trail


		43 Rend Lake Trail


		44 Ronald J. Foster Heritage Trail


		45 Tunnel Hill State Trail


		46 Vadalabene Great River Road Trail


		About the Author







Guide



		Cover


		CONTENTS


		Chapter 1








OEBPS/Images/FG-title-RLPG-noR.jpg
FALCONGUIDES






OEBPS/Images/00_Overview.jpg
Overview ®
WISCONSIN

“oGalera ¢y ) o

1OWA Rockford
/D oo ;
i} e,"w.m?
owvenporcs o lifols
o ®

= @, PR

el o ®
reorso® ®
Bioomigant® i
e @ Danvil
i s @O

125

Q

By
Wd‘f},% 5 s
) X@ @ e
o

_ Marion|
. & o .
+ SN s

rasucan D)

INDIANA

MISSOURI






OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_TM_transparent.jpg





OEBPS/Images/page_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00_Legend.jpg
Local Roads.

Suas Rt 0}
US Highway )
nersace ®
T S —
OtherTrai

Sate Line

Rivers/Creekc
OceanlLakelPond
Park

Camping

Information

Parking
Point of Incerest n
Renals (R}
Resvons ®m
Sarnd B sTARTJ| END

Town

Key to Activities Icons

Bird-watching Mountain Biking

Camping Paddiespores
Cros-counry Sing Road Biycing
Fating Running
Histore Ses Swimming

Horseback Riding, Walking/Day Hiking

A2 NEER
IR N=E

Inline Skating WikdifeVieving






OEBPS/Images/01_CalSagTrail.jpg
Cal-Sag Trail

s
»
ps

&

g
3
7
-
& )
3 =
“” @i
= CALSAGTRAIL = 2
Palos/Sag Valley el SN > 2
vfo Forost Preserve LD - z |
&
Lake Kagherine
Nature Center
3 & 127t Se
aﬁ 5
s.
£
0 1 2 $
&

Miles.






OEBPS/Images/00A_Overview1-19.jpg
Overview ®
WISCONSIN

0 Galena,

5
10w Rocktra
Dbon,,— -5

orfhirs

Davenporty fots._ |
o

— i /3
Ghesturgl ©

Peorial.
Bloomington®
Centra
Hinos @
i champag

(St @ %mm@

St Louis liinol

MISSOURT \30
. Marion)

®

/| panving @

@ (& Southern
@ e vernon
© v o

+ D

Vi
®

is

INDIANA

®






OEBPS/Images/Image1_CalSagBridge.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





