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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—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 falconeditorial@rowman.com.




  Thanks for your input!
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Introduction





  




  In my years as a student at the University at Buffalo, living in Peter Porter Quad in the venerable Ellicott Complex, I often did my best to escape on a sunny, usually windy Sunday afternoon and trudge around campus and beyond. Major development had not yet arrived in Amherst and Williams-ville in the 1970s, so wide swaths of woods surrounded the campus and extended for what seemed like miles. I tramped blissfully past ponds and through stands of huge trees in what I now know to be Walton Woods, and wandered the route that would become the Ellicott Creek Trailway. I came to know the natural lands near campus as my solace, my break from the undergraduate grind of deadlines and exams.




  What a natural progression, then, to come home to these lands several decades later, and to rediscover the topography around Buffalo with a new level of fascination. Had I known then about the natural wonderland at Reinstein Woods, the adventure of hiking down Royalton Ravine, the extraordinary terrain reconstruction performed by two creeks in Zoar Valley, or the hypnotic force of water against rock in the Niagara River Gorge—well, I might never have made it to a single class.




  Residents rarely think of the Buffalo area as a treasury of dramatic natural phenomena, but the fact is that northwestern New York State is loaded with evidence of millions of years of geological history. North of the city, the Niagara Escarpment exerts supreme influence over the landscape, providing the cliff over which a natural wonder of the world takes form. Were it not for this ridge extending east to Rochester’s Genesee Valley and west to the Wisconsin-Illinois border north of Chicago, there would be no Niagara Falls—and the exceptional Niagara Gorge, with its 200-foot-high shale walls and harder, dolomite limestone cap, would be nothing more than a conventional riverbed. This remarkable result of unequal erosion gives us some of the most exciting vistas in the northeastern United States, bringing us close to raging river rapids, whirlpools, and standing waves.




  Moving south and east through Erie County, more surprises are hidden within small towns and in clusters of preserved lands. Creeks born as tiny streams eons ago continue to erode the shale around them, creating Hunters Creek’s peaceful ridgelines and the churning waters in Kenneglenn. A trick of nature allows natural gas to escape in tiny quantities at the bottom of Chestnut Ridge Park’s striking ravine, creating a fuel source for the “eternal flame” perpetuated by amazed visitors with matches and lighters. An underground spring bubbles to the surface in Deer Lick Conservation Area, aided by a simple pipe provided by The Nature Conservancy, while an overlook just a few hundred feet away provides a viewpoint for the 400-foot-deep canyon carved by the rushing Cattaraugus Creek below.




  Beyond the ravines, wetlands filled with singing amphibians and migrating birds beckon to wildlife lovers of all stripes. The emergent marsh at Iroquois National Wildlife Refuge becomes home to a choral masterpiece in spring, as seven different species of frogs raise their voices in mating song. The northwestern counties play an important role in the North American flyway during spring and fall migration, as tens of thousands of waterfowl touch down on ponds, lakes, and the Niagara River—particularly at Buckhorn Island—to rest and feed before proceeding across the Great Lakes. Song-birds—warblers, vireos, sparrows, thrushes, and more—gather in the shrubs and trees in Reinstein Woods Nature Preserve in Depew, Beaver Meadow Audubon Center in North Java, Wilson-Tuscarora State Park on the Lake Ontario shoreline, and Tillman Road Wildlife Management Area in Clarence, where food and lifesaving cover are plentiful. Furry creatures, from tiny shrews to foxes, raccoons, and beavers, find homes in the dense stands of northern hardwoods and evergreens throughout the region’s forests.




  As in every city, some Buffalo-area residents prefer the leisure of paved pathways and groomed lawns to the packed earth, unpredictable environment, and wild critters in nature preserves. Enlightened teams at the Town of Amherst, the City of Buffalo, and Erie County have provided for these folks as well with the Ellicott Creek Trailway and Riverwalk, two carefully maintained fitness trails through level developed areas close to residential neighborhoods. The Erie Canalway Trail brings another paved, long-distance pathway into the mix, combining some state history with a great walk through small towns, cultivated farmland, and pocket parks.




  With so many options for day hikes, residents and visitors will find plenty of outdoor adventures that showcase the best of northwestern New York—and all less than an hour’s drive from the city of Buffalo.




  Weather




  




  When the annual miracle of spring arrives in Buffalo and the city and county burst into bloom, there’s no beating this area for the beauty and euphoria the warmer season brings.




  The sun shines up to 67 percent of the time from May through August, and idyllic spring and summer days can average in the 70s and 80s, with occasional spikes into the 90s in June or July and cooler temperatures at night. Heavy rains often arrive in June, August, and September, although they rarely last for more than a day or two at a time. Buffalo has no dry season, so be prepared for rain anytime you visit.




  To truly appreciate this transformation to the Kodachrome spring and summer seasons in northwestern New York, however, we must face the Buffalo area’s impressive winters.




  Winter temperatures average in the low 30s, with significant dips into the 20s, 10s, and single digits in January, February, and March. Check the “windchill” before making a winter hike, as the air can feel much colder than the temperature indicates. The annual February thaw can push temperatures into the 50s for a few days, but the cold will return, usually lasting into mid-April. Snow is guaranteed—an average winter sees somewhere between 100 and 150 inches, although not all at once—and much of this is “lake effect snow,” which can blow in off Lakes Ontario and Erie even when the radar shows clear skies. In the winter months from November through January, the Buffalo area sees the sun about 28 percent of the time.




  Fall equals spring in its spectacle, with days in the 50s and 60s, bright blue skies, and foliage panoramas throughout the area’s parks and preserves.




  Park and Preserve Regulations




  




  Generally, you will find the lands listed in this book both accessible and fairly easy to navigate. Only one of the parks and preserves listed charges an admission fee (though some suggest a donation), so you have free access to any trail you’d like to explore.




  While some of the parks have picnic areas with trash receptacles, most of the parks and preserves are “carry-in, carry-out” areas. This means that you must take all your trash with you for disposal outside of the park. Glass containers are not permitted in any of the parks.




  In all cases, dogs and other pets must be leashed—and some preserves do not permit pets. You will see dogs running free in some parks, but park regulations and county leash laws prohibit this. It’s also illegal to leave your dog’s droppings in the park; you can face fines for not cleaning up after your pet.




  If you’re a gun owner, you will need to leave your weapon at home when entering an Erie or Niagara County park, as only law enforcement officers are permitted to carry guns on these lands. Hunting is not permitted in any of the parks and preserves in this book, except for Zoar Valley Multiple Use Area and Wilson-Tuscarora State Park, although fishing (with a license) is encouraged in many of the parks.




  Safety and Preparation




  




  There is little to fear when hiking in upstate New York, whether you’re stepping down into the ravine at Chestnut Ridge Park or hiking through Hunters Creek and Kenneglenn. Some basic safety precautions and intelligent preparation will make all your hikes calamity-free.






	Wear proper footwear. A good, correctly fitting pair of hiking shoes or boots can make all the difference on a daylong hike, or even on a short walk. Look for socks that wick away moisture, or add sock liners to your footwear system.





	Carry a first-aid kit to deal with blisters, cuts and scrapes, and insect bites and stings. Insects abound in late spring and summer in northwestern New York, especially near wetlands, ponds, lakes, and creeks, so wear insect repellent and carry after-bite ointment or cream to apply to itchy spots.





	Protect against ticks. Deer ticks that carry Lyme disease, babesiosis, and other chronic illnesses are rampant in New York State. Your best defense is your clothing—long sleeves, long pants, and socks—but barring this, choose an insect repellent with permethrin, the most effective tick killer, and check your body for ticks when you leave the trail. If you do find a tick, don’t panic—it takes up to 36 hours for the tick to transfer a disease to your bloodstream. Remove the tick with tweezers, being careful not to squeeze the body as you do so. Watch for a rash or other redness to develop, especially a “bull’s-eye” rash with a big red ring around the bite site, which indicates Lyme disease; flu-like symptoms also may mean Lyme or another tick-borne illness. Call your doctor if any of these symptoms appear.





	Carry water. Don’t try drinking from the river, creeks, ponds, or other bodies of water unless you can filter or treat the water first. Your best bet is to carry your own—at least a quart for any hike.





	Dress in layers, no matter what the season. If you’re a vigorous hiker, you’ll want to peel off a layer or two even in the dead of winter. On a summer evening, the air can cool suddenly after sunset, and rain clouds can erupt with little preamble.





	Bring your cell phone. All but the most remote trails in western New York have cell coverage, so if you do get into a jam, help is just a phone call away. (Set it to vibrate while you’re on trail, however, as a courtesy to the rest of us.)





	Leave wildlife alone. Northwestern New York State once was home to the timber rattlesnake, but scientists believe this species to be extirpated from the area. Black bear sightings are very rare. As a general rule, don’t approach wildlife of any kind. If you do see a bear, don’t go close to it; if your presence changes its behavior, you’re too close. Keep your distance and the bear will most likely do the same. Foxes and coyotes are often sighted near trails, but these animals want nothing to do with humans and will give you a wide berth.
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