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  Trail scenes like this lure hikers into springtime.
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  Introduction




  Welcome to the second edition of Best Hikes Cincinnati. It is an honor to update and improve this hiking guide to a hiker town such as Cincinnati. On first thought, Cincinnati may not seem like a hiker’s town. Nevertheless, read on and you may change your mind. Cincinnati is a son of a river, born on the banks of the mighty Ohio, between the points where the Little Miami River and Great Miami River release their waters to the Ohio River. These rivers cut great valleys, giving Cincinnati topographical relief—vertical variation, if you will—that enhances a landscape where the flora and fauna of the East, the Midwest, and the South meld into a mosaic of nature. After starting with an attractive landscape, you add quality parks that preserve not only the plants and animals—the natural history—but also human history. Over time, area residents began to appreciate and acknowledge this scenic beauty in the Seven Hills of Cincinnati and points beyond. They could see that the special places would remain special if they were held by the public for the public to use and enjoy, to create parks and preserves. Luckily for us, the city of Cincinnati and Hamilton County began a tradition of creating parks, from Mount Airy Forest nearly a century back to newer parks such as Fernbank Park. Trails became part of these natural oases.




  Additionally, the state of Ohio has established several state parks within easy striking distance of greater Cincy, such as East Fork State Park. The establishment of some preserves extends back to the Great Depression of the 1930s, when the Civilian Conservation Corps came in and built campgrounds, picnic shelters, and other facilities to enhance the already verdant beauty in what became the state parks. Within those parks, they built hiking trails to explore hills and valleys, vistas and waterfalls. The same story was going on in city, state, and county parks in Kentucky to the south and Indiana to the west. Today, we hikers benefit from a cornucopia of parkland throughout the Tri-State. It all adds up to an impressive array of hiking destinations!




  It is in Cincinnati and this greater region where the hikes in this book are found. After having the privilege of researching potential hikes for this book, hiking the hikes, taking photographs, finding the ones that made the grade—and the ones that didn’t—exploring the parks beyond the trails, mapping the hikes, and then actually writing, completing, and updating this project, I couldn’t help but reflect on the wealth of places found within the scope of this book. Shawnee Lookout came to mind first. It is one of the most famous area landmarks. And it is a microcosm of the Tri-State. Shawnee Lookout offers a remarkable hilltop view of not only the Great Miami River but also its mother river—the mighty Ohio, the mother of Cincinnati. Also visible are the green hills of Kentucky and Indiana beyond. Shawnee Lookout harbors not only the natural beauty of the Tri-State but also the human history found here, starting with the Shawnee Indians and the amazing earthworks found at this park.




  I reflected on other destinations, recounting all the scenic hikes of greater Cincinnati. I followed the view into Indiana, considering the trails there. Versailles State Park features a rugged network of pathways. The park was originally developed over eight decades back by the Civilian Conservation Corps. The view of the Laughery Creek Valley from an overlook built by the CCC is inspiring not only for the panorama of the vale beneath but also for the story behind the men who made the trails. Brookville Lake has the Adena Trace, a path that encircles the impoundment, including a wilderness section not for the faint of heart. Mounds State Recreation Area also has appealing lake views, but more than that it has Indian mounds built 2,000 years back that add perspective to the hike.




  I gazed south to Kentucky. Across the river were nature preserves, such as the Boone County Cliffs, in which grow ancient trees that began as seedlings before anyone had heard of a place called Cincinnati. And there was Middle Creek Park. This place could brag of the most massive trees of them all, sycamores so large it would take several hikers linked arm-in-arm to measure their circumference. The Bluegrass State also has quiet state parks with nature trails and other outdoor activities and facilities that make for easy and alluring outdoor destinations.




  And the view came back to Ohio, where hiking destinations ring Cincinnati to the east, the north, and the west. East Fork State Park has an extensive trail network to be envied by other parks. First is the 32-mile Steve Newman Worldwalker Perimeter Trail, named for a local Bethel, Ohio, man who made it by foot entirely around the globe. Other paths were designed for backpackers and nature trails for the casual hiker. East Fork State Park also has equestrian and mountain bike paths. Stonelick State Park has flatwoods trekking and big trees of its own.




  The lotus blooms of Cowan Lake State Park shine brightly in my memory. The greater Caesar Creek Lake area has lakeside trails that presented watery vistas, river gorge paths, hikes to waterfalls named Crawdad and Horseshoe. Trailside fossils add an element of ancient history to the hikes. More recent history was revealed at the Caesar Creek Pioneer Village, adding a learning aspect—mental exercise if you will—to the physical rewards of hiking here. And then there is the Big Woods of Hueston Woods State Park. The towering forest, centuries in the making, first bring amazement at the trees’ size and number, followed by pride that Ohio forbearers thought to preserve such a place for unborn generations. Human history stands out here, too, as a hike passes by an old sugar shack, where Buckeye State pioneers practiced the art of turning maple sap into maple syrup and other sweet treats.




  I then mentally drew closer to the city of Cincinnati, recalling those destinations close to home that make area hiking an easy, quick, and rewarding endeavor. The Creek Trail at French Park features everywhere-you-look beauty as French Creek cascades over layer after layer of limestone. Glenwood Gardens, with its elaborate trailhead, avails wetland splendor among hills in the heart of the metropolis. The trails of Whitewater Memorial Forest exemplify Hamilton County’s commitment to great parks. After all, their website is www.greatparks.org.




  I came again to the scene at hand, Shawnee Lookout, and considered the physical toil of the nearby earthworks, preserved for generations past, present, and future to admire. The aboriginal Americans knew this as a special spot in a deep valley where the Little Miami, the Great Miami, and Ohio River converge. Today, it is where the city of Cincinnati forms the heart of a special area, where the states of Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana converge. The physical toil of creating parks and building trails benefited us now. And when combining the history, beauty, and the parks that preserve them, I concluded Cincinnati is a hiker’s town. The trails offered in this book will help you explore, understand, and appreciate the natural and human history of the greater Cincinnati region. Enjoy.




  Weather




  Cincinnati experiences all four seasons in their entirety. Summer can be warm, with occasional downright hot spells. Morning hikers can avoid heat and the common afternoon thunderstorms. A smartphone allows hikers to monitor storms as they arise. Hikers increase in numbers when the first northerly fronts of fall sweep cool, clear air across the Ohio Valley. Crisp mornings, great for vigorous treks, give way to warm afternoons, more conducive to family strolls. Fall is drier than summer. Winter will bring frigid subfreezing days, chilling rains, and snows—and fewer hours of daylight. However, a brisk hiking pace and wise time management will keep you warm and walking while the sun is still above the horizon. Each cold month has a few days of mild weather. Make the most of them. Spring will be more variable. A warm day can be followed by a cold one. Extensive spring rains bring regrowth but also keep hikers indoors. But any avid hiker will find more good hiking days than they will have time to hike in spring and every other season. A good way to plan your hiking is to check monthly averages of high and low temperatures and average rainfall for each month in Cincinnati. Below is a table showing each month’s averages. This will give you a good idea of what to expect each month.




  [image: Month Average High Average Low Precipitation January 38 degrees 23 degrees 2.7” 44February 44 degrees 27 degrees 2.3” March 55 degrees 35 degrees 3.5” April 66 degrees 43 degrees 3.8” May 75 degrees 54 degrees 4.5” June 83 degrees 62 degrees 3.7” July 87 degrees 67 degrees 3.2” August 86 degrees 65 degrees 3.5” September 79 degrees 58 degrees 3.0” October 67 degrees 46 degrees 2.8” November 54 degrees 37 degrees 3.5” December 43 degrees 27 degrees 3.0”]




  Flora and Fauna




  The landscape of the Tri-State offers everything from deep valleys below river-carved hills to flatland forests stretching toward the horizon to large impounded lakes along which thrive woodland and meadow. A wide variety of wildlife calls these dissimilar landscapes home.




  Deer will be the land animal you most likely will see hiking Cincinnati’s trails. They can be found throughout the Tri-State. Deer in some of the parks are remarkably tame and may linger on or close to the trail as you approach. A quiet hiker may also witness turkeys, raccoons, or even a coyote. Don’t be surprised if you observe beaver, muskrat, or a playful otter along streams and lakes. If you feel uncomfortable when encountering any critter, keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs, especially snakes.




  Overhead, many raptors will be plying the skies for food, including hawks, falcons, and owls. Depending upon where you are, other birds you may spot range from kingfishers to woodpeckers. Look for waterfowl in lakes. Since southwest Ohio is the convergence of the North, the Midwest, and the South, songbirds are abundant.




  The flora offers just as much variety. Along the trails you will find verdant hard-wood forests. In cooler north-facing areas you will see maple, beech, cherry, and other northern hardwoods. Pawpaws will be found under the shade of them. South-facing woods will have more oaks and hickories. In moister areas, sycamores predominate and are found along nearly every stream in the Tri-State. Wildflowers will be found in spring, summer, and fall along watercourses and in drier site-specific situations.




  Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations




  Hiking in greater Cincinnati is done primarily in city, county, and state parks, and also nature preserves and US Army Corps of Engineers land. The city of Cincinnati has a fine park system, highlighted by Mount Airy Forest. They are operated on a more casual basis and are free and open to the public with few restrictions. Hamilton County, in which lies Cincinnati, has one of the better county park systems in the country. They are well-run, well-maintained facilities with a little bit of everything for everyone, from hiking to camping to golfing. The system is fee-based.




  Ohio state parks offer natural getaways with an emphasis on recreation. They also preserve special areas, such as the Big Woods of Hueston Woods State Park. Area state parks are often centered on a reservoir built by the US Army Corps of Engineers. These man-made lakes were built primarily for flood control and water storage. The recreation aspect of the lakes is an important but secondary function. Trails are laid upon the shoreline of the reservoirs. Most state park hiking destinations in Kentucky and Indiana also border reservoirs and utilize land adjacent to the reservoirs for trails. Entrance to the parks, and their trails, are generally free, but you will have to pay to camp, golf, or overnight in a cabin. As a whole, the state park trail systems are in good shape.




  Then there are the nature preserves. Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky all have special programs whereby land is set aside for protection. These lands usually have unique ecological characteristics that deem them worthy of saving and are the most restricted in terms of usage. Luckily for us, hiking is considered passive recreation. Camping is generally not allowed on these lands.




  Getting Around




  AREA CODES




  The Cincinnati area code is 513. Southwest Ohio outside of Cincinnati is 937. Area codes for Indiana areas covered in this book are 765 and 812. The area code for Kentucky areas covered in this book is 859.




  ROADS




  For the purposes of this guide, the best hikes near Cincinnati are confined to a one-hour drive from the greater metro region. Easterly in Ohio, this stretches to the town of Bethel, northeast to Clarksville, northwest to Oxford, and to the Indiana state line. In Indiana hikes extend out I-74 and to the towns of Versailles and Liberty. Southward, hikes reach into Kentucky, primarily the counties that border Ohio. The entire hiking area is considered the Tri-State, with Cincinnati its epicenter.




  A number of major interstates converge in Cincinnati. Directions to trailheads are given from these arteries. They include I-75, I-74, I-71, and I-275—the main loop around Cincinnati.




  BY AIR




  Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky Airport (CVG) is 13 miles south of downtown Cincinnati, off I-275, near Florence, Kentucky.




  To book reservations online, check out your favorite airline’s website or search one of the following travel sites for the best price: www.cheaptickets.com, www.expedia.com, www.orbitz.com, www.priceline.com, www.travelocity.com, or www.trip.com—just to name a few.




  BY RAIL and BY BUS




  Cincinnati is served by AMTRAK. Schedules and pricing are at www.amtrak.com or by calling (800) 872-7245. Southwest Ohio Regional Transit Authority (known as “the Metro”) operates rail and bus service throughout Cincinnati and its suburbs. Visit www.go-metro.com or call (513) 621-4455. In addition to the Metro, Greyhound serves many towns in the region; visit www.greyhound.com for more information.




  VISITOR INFORMATION




  For general information on Cincinnati, visit the official website of the Cincinnati Regional Tourism Network, www.cincinnatiusa.com, or call (800) 581-2260. This covers the Tri-State area, including northern Kentucky and southeastern Indiana as well as Southwest Ohio beyond the city of Cincinnati.
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  How to Use This Guide




  Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Cincinnati. Stuffed with useful local area information, Best Hikes Cincinnati features forty mapped and cued hikes. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components:




  Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer. Following the overview, you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




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




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




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




  • Easy—5 miles or less total trip distance in one day, with minimal elevation gain, and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail.




  • Moderate—Up to 10 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain.




  • Difficult—More than 10 miles total trip distance in one day, strenuous elevation gains, and rough and/or rocky terrain.




  Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.




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




  Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc.




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




  Land status: National forest, county open space, national park wilderness, etc.




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




  Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.




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




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have. Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. Green Tips are included to help you help the environment we all share. A sidebar is included with most hikes. This is simply interesting information about the area or trail that doesn’t necessarily pertain to the specific hike but gives you some human or natural tidbit that may pique your interest to explore beyond the simple mechanics of the trek. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.




  How to Use the Maps




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




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




  As the name implies, Metro Cincinnati includes the heart of the urban area and populated areas on the periphery. These hikes include Cincinnati city parks as well as the fine Hamilton County park system. The steep terrain created by the Ohio River figures into many of these hikes, and the river highlands present great views of the valley and beyond. These metro hikes vary in distance and difficulty and make for quick getaways that in-town and suburban residents can use. History and panoramas meet at Shawnee Lookout Park. Rock-hop a scenic and wildflower-laden stream at French Creek Park. New places await your discovery.




  [image: Metro Cincinnati features trails for exercise, exploration, and simply beauty.]




  

    
1 Hikes of Shawnee Lookout Park




    Shawnee Lookout Park features three rewarding—but relatively short—loop hikes. Though each one is individually worthwhile, their close proximity allows you to make a hiker’s triple play. First visit extensive Paleo-Indian earthworks located atop a ridge dividing the Great Miami River and Ohio River and travel to a stellar vista where you can see the confluence of the rivers and three states at once—Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana. Next, enjoy more river vistas of both the Great Miami and Ohio Rivers on the last two hikes, adding up to nearly 5 miles of walking pleasure.




    

      Start: Shawnee Lookout Trailhead




      Distance: 1.4-, 2.0-, and 1.2-mile loops




      Hiking time: About 4 to 5 hours




      Difficulty: Moderate




      Trail surface: Mostly natural surface paths in forested woods, pea gravel in places




      Best season: Year-round




      Other trail users: None




      Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




      Land status: County park




      Fees and permits: Parking fee required




      Schedule: Open daily year-round sunrise to sunset




      Maps: Shawnee Lookout Park; USGS Lawrenceburg, Hooven




      Trail contacts: Shawnee Lookout Park, 2008 Lawrenceburg Rd., North Bend, OH 45052; (513) 941-0120; www.greatparks.org


    




    Finding the trailhead: From exit 21 on I-275 west of downtown, take Kilby Road south for 1.0 mile to US 50. Turn right onto US 50 west and follow it 1.7 miles to Lawrenceburg Road. Turn left onto Lawrenceburg Road and follow it 0.7 mile, crossing the Great Miami River. Reach a T intersection. Turn right, still on Lawrenceburg Road, and follow it 0.5 mile to Shawnee Lookout Park, on your left. Turn into the park and climb away from the ranger station, tracing the main park road to dead-end at the trailhead after 1.9 miles. To reach the second and third trailheads, you will have to drive 1.2 miles back toward the park entrance. Trailhead GPS: N39 7.236' / W84 48.516'


  




  The Hike




  Shawnee Lookout Park, location of the following hikes, is simply one of the most scenic hiking destinations in greater Cincinnati. Your first trek, to the Shawnee Lookout on the Miami Fort Trail, takes you uphill into thousands years of Ohio Indian life. Trailside information signage helps explain the human and natural history of this strategic location. If you are ever going to read trailside interpretive information, do it here and now, even if it is not entirely correct and espouses now controversial theories as to the existence of the fort.




  In summer, the ridgetop forest will be quite thick with cherry, locust, and walnut, under which grows copious small pawpaw trees, partially obscuring the earthworks and surrounding views of the Great Miami River and the Ohio River. If you come when the leaves are off the trees, you will be rewarded with not only better river views but also a better lay of the earthworks, which by any measure were done with nearly incomprehensible amounts of human labor, perhaps over many centuries.




  The trail leads to the main earthworks, where you make a loop. Undulate along a ridgeline dropping toward the Great Miami River. After leaving the main earthworks, the path continues westerly toward the point of the ridge and views that await you. The first vista overlooks a large wetland of the Great Miami River. Shawnee Lookout Park protects over 250 acres of seasonally flooded riparian habitat along with nearly a thousand additional acres of wetlands below. These wetlands provide habitat for area wildlife as well as migratory waterfowl that use the Ohio River flyway. The best view of all lies at trail’s end—Shawnee Lookout. Take a seat on the bench and scan westward. The Ohio River and its wooded ramparts are easily identifiable. Kentucky rises on the south bank. Below, you can see the Great Miami River meandering to add its flow to the Ohio. An imaginary north-south line divides the Buckeye State from Indiana. It runs just below Shawnee Lookout. Anything you see west of the Great Miami River will be the Hoosier State. Given the lay of the land, it is easy to see this area as a highly defensible position—if the earthworks were indeed a fort.




  Your return trip takes you by more earthworks. Imagine all the work in moving the soil by hand! At this point you are probably coming down on one side or another of the theories as to why these earthworks were established. No matter your theory, we can all agree that Shawnee Lookout is a great park and hiking destination.




  After driving to the second trailhead, you will pick up the Little Turtle Trail, the first hiking trail constructed at Shawnee Lookout Park. The pea gravel path, named after a Miami Indian chief, meanders through level woods of white ash, locust, hackberry, and more. If you think you are walking in a circle, you are three-quarters right. The trail curves three-fourths of the way around a field for reasons known only to the trail builders.




  

    WHO BUILT THE FORT? AND IS IT EVEN A FORT?




    Whether you call it Fort Miami or Shawnee Lookout, this area has been visited by local residents, surveyed by archaeologists, and theorized over by nearly everyone. Mounds, earthen walls, and scooped-out areas are visible from the trail. Most of the earthworks are now covered with trees, though some parts have been kept open. The latest theories center on the earthworks being part of a grand water management project. It’s easy to see from here that the rivers are hundreds of feet down and area springs simply couldn’t meet the water demand of the tribes that lived here for the defensive advantage; therefore, they created ponds and runoff catching areas with canals to enhance the agricultural possibilities of this protected, defensible area on high. Historically, the earthworks were thought purely for defense, while others have declared the mounds constructed for religious reasons. Research continues on this fascinating and beautiful preserved slice of greater Cincinnati.


  




  [image: View of the Ohio River from trailside overlook]




  Eventually, the Little Turtle Trail breaks northeasterly to reach the loop portion of the hike. An extraordinary number of cherry trees flank the nearly level path. Vines curl and twist among the trees, while trailside brush grows nearly impenetrable during the warm season. Interpretive signage adds an educational aspect to the trek. Soon you will come along a lofty bluff towering over the Ohio River. The trail travels the bluff edge and reaches a cleared vista, where you can peer into the Bluegrass State. Hickories and oaks predominate on this drier ridgeline. Grab one last view before turning away from the river then passing an Indian burial mound. Before you know it you are back at the trailhead.




  The third base in your triple play, the Blue Jacket Trail, is also named for a chief. Start on the same side of the road where you parked. Pick up the wooded path as it travels northwesterly away from the road and toward the Great Miami River. Pass under a couple of power lines before curving along a bluff line of the Great Miami. Shortly reach a cleared overlook of the Great Miami River valley, where views stretch well into Indiana. Relax at this vista and mentally compare the scenic river views you’ve seen here at Shawnee Lookout Park. The Blue Jacket Trail leaves the bluff and makes its way through pawpaw woods before opening to a power line and completing the loop. It is but a short walk to finish your triple play.




  [image: Hikes of Shawnee Lookout Park]




  Miles and Directions




  0.0 Begin the Miami Fort Trail, ascending from the auto turnaround and parking area at road’s end.




  0.2 Reach the loop portion of the hike and the main earthworks after passing a view of the Great Miami River.




  0.5 Reach a trail intersection. The loop turns back and circles the main earthworks. However, keep straight, heading westerly to Shawnee Lookout.




  0.6 Pass a vista overlooking wetlands of the Great Miami River.




  0.7 Reach the Shawnee Lookout, where views of three states open. Backtrack to the main loop.




  0.9 Turn right and resume the main loop, curving around the primary concentration of earthworks and bridging a couple of wet-weather streams.




  1.1 Pass a monument commemorating one of the founders of the Boy Scouts.




  1.2 Complete the loop. Begin backtracking toward the trailhead.




  1.4 Reach the Shawnee Lookout trailhead, completing the first hike. Drive 1.2 miles back toward the park entrance to the trailhead for the Little Turtle Trail and the Blue Jacket Trail. From the parking area on the west side of the main park road, cross the park road toward the playground. Near the playground, note the circular stone pit now covered in sand. Its purpose is unclear, but it is surmised that this was once an ice storage pit used by settlers who lived where this park now stands. Look for the Little Turtle Trail sign at a point where the grass ends and woodland begins.




  1.7 Pass a fenced deer exclosure on your right.




  1.8 Reach the loop portion of the hike and a four-way junction (the grassy track heading left accesses a trail shelter). Turn right here, toward the Ohio River.




  2.1 Come along the bluff line above the Ohio River. The trail turns northeasterly, paralleling the bluff.




  2.2 Reach a cleared view of the Ohio River valley.




  2.4 Pass a second cleared river view. The path then turns away from the bluff line and ascends.




  2.5 Pass beside an aboriginal Ohioan burial mound. Paleo-Indian habitation has been documented at least 2,000 years back.




  2.8 Bridge a streambed by culvert.




  3.0 Complete the loop portion of the Little Turtle Trail, backtracking toward the parking area.




  3.4 Reach the trailhead. Cross the main park road and pick up the Blue Jacket Trail. Slightly descend into thick woodland.




  3.6 Pass under a power line. Reenter woods.




  3.7 Come to the loop portion of the Blue Jacket Trail. Keep straight, passing under a second power line.




  4.0 Reach a cleared view of the Great Miami River Valley that points west into Indiana. Soon turn away from the bluff.




  4.3 Complete the loop portion of the Blue Jacket Trail, backtracking toward the trailhead.




  4.6 Arrive back at the trailhead parking area, completing the hiker triple play.




  

    
2 Shaker Trace




    This hike utilizes the longest trail at Miami Whitewater Forest, the Shaker Trace. It makes a long and worthy loop within the Dry Fork Whitewater River Valley. The trail travels from the developed recreation hub near the park visitor center and works its way through woods and restored prairie. Later, it enters wetlands, for Miami Whitewater Forest is not merely a recreational park: It also has reestablished and preserved fast-disappearing natural habitat from the greater Cincinnati landscape. You will explore these wetlands then move on through bucolic rolling fields, mixed with stands of trees, where views stretch for surprising distances. Other sections travel alongside Dry Fork Whitewater River.




    

      Start: Miami Whitewater Forest Visitor Center




      Distance: 7.8-mile loop




      Hiking time: About 3.5 to 4.5 hours




      Difficulty: Moderate to difficult due to distance




      Trail surface: Asphalt




      Best season: Sept through May




      Other trail users: Bicyclers, joggers, roller bladers




      Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




      Land status: County park




      Fees and permits: Parking fee required




      Schedule: Open daily year-round sunrise to sunset




      Maps: Miami Whitewater Forest; USGS Shandon, Harrison




      Trail contacts: Miami Whitewater Forest, 9001 Mount Hope Rd., Crosby Township, OH 45030; (513) 367-4774; www.greatparks.org


    




    Finding the trailhead: From exit 3 on I-74 west of downtown near the Indiana state line, take Dry Fork Road north for 0.9 mile to turn right onto West Road. Follow West Road for 0.2 mile to Timberlakes Drive. Turn left onto Timberlakes Drive and follow it 0.6 mile to Harbor Ridge Drive. Turn left and follow Harbor Ridge Drive for 0.4 mile to the large visitor center, boathouse, and snack bar area on your right. Park in the large visitor center lot. Trailhead GPS: N39 15.500' / W84 44.619'


  




  The Hike




  Miami Whitewater Forest, a Hamilton County park, caters to all kinds of outdoor enthusiasts, from hikers to bikers, boaters, anglers, golfers, equestrians, campers, paddlers, picnickers, and on and on. It is truly a recreation complex. The Shaker Trace fits in well with this concept. It offers a nearly 8-mile loop stretching throughout the northern half of the 4,300-plus-acre getaway.




  Now to the downside—the trail is asphalt. A natural surface path is preferred, but this could be a great alternative for rainy days or after precipitation has saturated the ground. It is also a safe and sure path, used by women with strollers who might otherwise be reluctant to head into the woods alone or with a young child. Also, a shorter 1.6-mile loop is available for those who want a shorter escape to nature. Since the path is paved, you will be sharing it with bicyclers, runners, and roller bladers—and a surprising number of hikers and exercisers. Exercise stations and contemplation benches are placed at intervals along the path for those who alternatively want additional workouts or a break from their trail treading.




  [image: Walkers and runners as well as bicyclists enjoy the Shaker Trace.]




  The trailhead can be a busy, confusing place. The visitor center, ranger station, restrooms, and gift shop are at the front of the building. Behind are the bait shop, bike rental, and boat rental area. The snack bar is also here. The bank fishing area lies near the trailhead. The whole area stands on a peninsula overlooking Miami Whitewater Forest Lake.




  You will leave this busy area, crossing the first of several roads: two-lane, mostly quiet thoroughfares. Begin your clockwise loop. Trail intersections are clearly marked and mileages have been painted onto the trail to keep you apprised of your distance covered. The asphalt track is divided in the middle with a yellow line, allowing two-way traffic of hikers and bicyclers. In the warmer season, have a shade hat and sunscreen for Sol overhead.




  GREEN TIP




  Recycle your old gear by giving it to someone or an organization that will reuse it.




  Make sure to stop at the Shaker Trace wetlands. A spur trail leads to a wildlife viewing blind, good for observing waterfowl. The path then meanders in a bucolic pastoral setting. Even the nearby quaint farms add to the tranquility. Begin circling back toward the trailhead beyond your most northerly point. The backdrop continues to be eye appealing and the hills not challenging at all. More road crossings lie ahead. Some of them go under the roads they intersect. In the distance, hills rise along the valley of Dry Fork Whitewater River. The trail feels more intimate there. Finally, you meet the Inner Loop, where other walkers are likely to be. It is but a short distance back to the trailhead.




  While you are here, consider indulging in many of the other activities at this inclusive park. The choices are as wide as you will see at one recreation destination. Many of them, such as boating, fishing, biking, or camping, are within walking distance of the Shaker Trace trailhead.




  Miles and Directions




  0.0 Start on the northeast side of the large parking area, to your left as you face the visitor center building. The Shaker Trace begins near the fishing area and heads left, northwest, away from the visitor center (another paved path heads right, past the fishing area and around the edge of the lake to the boathouse).




  0.2 The Shaker Trace splits. Stay left, going clockwise on the loop. Your return route crosses Mount Hope Road, but you travel westerly, parallel to the road. Pass under Harbor Ridge Drive, which spans the trail on a stone bridge. A hodgepodge of field and wood borders the track.




  0.7 Reach the Inner Loop of the Shaker Trace. It leaves right, running parallel to Dry Fork Whitewater River before again meeting the main Shaker Trace, creating a 1.6-mile circuit. Stay left here, immediately bridging Dry Fork Whitewater River. Pass through an open prairie with native grasses and ample bird life.
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