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  Introduction




  Welcome to the second edition of Best Hikes Columbus. This hiking guide has been completely updated. Greater Columbus is blessed with a range of hikes that explore Ohio’s biodiversity. It all starts with area residents acknowledging and preserving this scenic beauty in the capital region and points beyond. The citizenry could see that the special places would remain special if they were held by the public for the public to use and enjoy. In 1945 the Metro Parks system began a tradition of creating preserves for these special places. Other parks and preserves were expanded or came to be, from the eight-decades-old Blacklick Woods to newer parks such as Walnut Woods, and trails became part of these natural oases.




  Set on the banks of the Scioto River in the heart of Ohio, Columbus hikers can immerse themselves in the state’s physiographic regions and the attendant biodiversity contained within each province. The unglaciated Appalachian Plateau is easiest to identify: Think of the Hocking Hills southeast of town—a land of deep valleys, sandstone ridges, and rough topography. In this area you can hike to Rockbridge—Ohio’s largest natural arch—or visit the remarkable gorge of Conkles Hollow. To the east stands another section of the Appalachian Plateau, except it was swept over by glaciers. Sheets of ice worked over its hills and vales: Recall Blackhand Gorge State Nature Preserve.




  [image: At Blackhand Gorge State Nature Preserve, the trail traces an old railroad grade blasted through sheer rock.]




  Franklin County, the heart of greater Columbus, mostly lies within what is known as the Till Plains. Glaciers deposited rich soil and sculpted gentle hills in this land. Glacier Ridge Metro Park exemplifies the region. Stretching west of town, glacial outwash carved local gorges that are some of Ohio’s best hiking destinations. Think Clifton Gorge, with its sheer stone bluffs shading huge mossy boulders astride a crystalline stream. This meeting of physiographic regions gives greater Columbus a varied landscape where the flora and fauna meld into a mosaic of nature.




  The recipe for great central Ohio hiking starts with this varied landscape. Next, add a layer of quality parks: Metro parks come to mind first. Preserves of this quality and variety—and full of trails—aren’t in every city. I applaud Columbians for their foresight in establishing these natural gems, such as Clear Creek, with its streamside wildflower-filled meadows; Three Creeks Park, with a mix of primitive trails, asphalt paths, and other facilities overlain where Alum Creek and two of its tributaries meet in moist, rich bottoms; and Prairie Oaks Park, where Big Darby Creek flows through woods and field. Battelle Darby Creek Metro Park also features a stretch of Big Darby Creek—and lakes, and vertical terrain, and an ancient village site. Then there’s Slate Run Park, with its living-history farm and miles of trails coursing through wetlands, woodlands, hills, and steep-sided creeks. These wetlands are of special note, since they attract waterfowl and support fish and other aquatic creatures.




  Additionally, the state of Ohio has established several state parks within easy striking distance of greater Columbus, such as Delaware State Park and Deer Creek State Park. The creation 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. Of course, they built hiking trails to explore hills and valleys, vistas and waterfalls. In addition, Ohio’s state nature preserve program protects a collection of natural gems, from the largest natural arch in Ohio at Rockbridge State Nature Preserve to rugged Clifton Gorge. Today we hikers benefit from a cornucopia of parkland throughout the capital region. It all adds up to an impressive array of hiking destinations!




  It is in Columbus and this greater region where the hikes in this book are found. After having the privilege of researching potential hikes for this book, following the routes, taking photographs, determining which hikes made the grade (and the ones that didn’t), exploring the parks beyond the trails, mapping the hikes, then updating this compendium, I couldn’t help but reflect on the wealth of places found within the guide’s scope. For instance I think about Cantwell Cliffs, one of the most famous area landmarks, with its rock houses, stone bluffs, clear streams, and fascinating geological formations.




  From atop a bluff at Cantwell Cliffs, I looked out and reflected on other destinations, recounting all the scenic hikes of greater Columbus. I thought of quiet Blues Creek Preserve, with its restored sun-splashed prairie, rife with colorful wildflowers in summer. Speaking of sun, I can still see ol’ Sol reflecting off Delaware Lake from a trailside vista. Highbanks Park came to mind, where trails visited vistas and aboriginal mounds and earthworks amid woods with everywhere-you-look beauty. The high knobs of Shallenberger State Nature Preserve provided vertical variation, wildflowers, and impressive trees near Lancaster. The hills aren’t quite as high at Lancaster’s Alley Park, but the trail network there can be physically challenging.




  My legs got a little sore merely remembering the 2,000 feet of ascent and descent while hiking an 8-mile loop near Mount Ives and Lick Run at Great Seal State Park. And the rock formations there . . . the abrupt hills, the wildflower-rich hollows—what sights! The Hargus Lake Loop at A. W. Marion State Park circled completely around the impoundment there, allowing watery views of the lake and of the numerous clear streams that feed it.




  I came again to the scene at hand, Cantwell Cliffs, and considered the preserved gorge admired by generations past and present, as will those of the future. Ohioans from the distant past knew this as a special spot in the Hocking Hills. Today the city of Columbus forms the heart of Ohio, a place where trail-laden parks overlay an area enriched by an abundance of natural features. I hope the trails offered in this updated guide will help you explore, understand, and appreciate the natural and human history of the greater Columbus region. Enjoy!




  Weather




  Columbus experiences all four seasons in their entirety. Summer can be warm, with occasional downright hot spells. Morning hikers can avoid the high temperatures and the common afternoon thunderstorms. A smart phone 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 mid-state. Crisp mornings, great for vigorous treks, give way to warm afternoons, which are more conducive to family strolls. Fall is drier than summer.




  Winter will bring frigid subfreezing days along with chilling rains and snows—and far 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. Any avid hiker, however, will find more good hiking days than they will have time for in spring—and every other season for that matter.




  A good way to plan your hiking is to check the average high and low temperatures and precipitation for each month. The table below shows Columbus’s monthly averages and will give you a good idea of what to expect.




  [image: Month Average High Average Low Precipitation (Fahrenheit) (Fahrenheit) (Inches) January 37° 19° 2.9 February 42° 22° 2.4 March 52° 29° 3.0 April 65° 40° 3.1 May 75° 50° 3.8 June 83° 60° 3.7 July 86° 64° 4.4 August 85° 61° 3.1 September 78° 55° 3.0 October 67° 41° 2.7 November 54° 32° 3.3 December 42° 23° 3.1]




  Flora and Fauna




  The landscape of Ohio’s heart varies from the sharp wooded knolls and hollows of the Hocking Hills and the Appalachian foothills, to wooded reservoirs and water-carved gorges, to flatland forests and meadows stretching toward the horizon. A wide variety of wildlife calls these dissimilar landscapes home.




  [image: Coneflowers brighten the trailside vegetation.]




  Deer will be the land animal you most likely will see while hiking Columbus’s trails. They can be found throughout the capital region. 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 spot turkeys, raccoons, or even a coyote. Don’t be surprised if you see beavers, muskrats, or a playful otter along streams and lakes. Snakes may be seen sunning on trails. If you feel uncomfortable when encountering any critter—especially snakes—keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs.




  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. Songbirds are abundant no matter the habitat.




  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. Sycamores and cottonwoods predominate in moister areas and thrive along nearly every stream in greater Columbus. Wildflowers will be found in spring, summer, and fall along watercourses and in drier site-specific situations. Restored prairies are special wildflower enclaves. Wetlands provide special habitats and occur naturally and with a little help from park personnel.




  Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations




  Hiking in greater Columbus is done primarily in city, county, and state parks, in addition to nature preserves and US Army Corps of Engineers land. Greater Columbus has one of the finest park systems in the country, known as Metro Parks. They are well-run, well-maintained facilities with a little bit of everything for everyone, from hiking to camping to golfing. Entrance is free, and visitor guidelines keep the parks in the best shape possible.




  Ohio state parks offer natural getaways with an emphasis on recreation. They also protect special areas such as the nature preserves within them. Area state parks—Delaware State Park, for example—are often centered on a reservoir built by the 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. Entrance to state parks and their trails is free, but you will have to pay to golf, camp, or overnight in a cabin. As a whole, the state park trail systems are in good shape.




  Then there are the nature preserves. Ohio has a special program whereby land is set aside for protection. These lands usually have unique ecological characteristics that deem them worthy of saving. The preserves 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 Columbus area code is 614. Areas east and north of Columbus are 740. The area code west of town is 937.




  Roads




  For the purposes of this guide, the best hikes near Columbus are confined to a one-hour drive from the greater metro region. Southeasterly, this stretches to the town of Logan, north to Mount Gilead, west to Clifton, and south to Chillicothe. The entire hiking area is considered the heart of Ohio, with Columbus its epicenter.




  A number of major interstates converge in Columbus. Directions to trailheads are given from these arteries. They include I-70, I-71, I-670, and I-270—the main loop around Columbus.




  By Air




  Port Columbus International Airport (CMH) is 6 miles east of downtown Columbus, off I-270 and I-670, near Gahanna, Ohio.




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




  By Bus




  Central Ohio Transit Authority (known as “COTA”) operates bus service throughout Columbus and its suburbs. Visit www.cota.com or call (614) 228-1776. In addition to COTA, Greyhound serves many towns in the region; visit www.greyhound.com for more information.




  [image: Even snakes like the trails of Pickerington Ponds Metro Park.]




  Visitor Information




  For general information on Columbus, visit the official web-site of the Greater Columbus Convention and Visitors Bureau, www.experiencecolumbus.com, or call (614) 221-6623. This covers the central Ohio area, beyond the city of Columbus.




  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 Columbus. Stuffed with useful central Ohio–area information, Best Hikes Columbus features forty mapped and cued hikes. To organize the location of the hikes throughout the Columbus area, I grouped them into four geographic quadrants that neatly fit with greater Columbus’s road system radiating from downtown: “Northwest” covers hikes north of I-70 and west of US 23; “Northeast” details hikes north of I-70 and east of US 23; “Southeast” harbors hikes south of I-70 and east of US 23; and “Southwest” details hikes south of I-70 and west of US 23.




  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. Here’s what you’ll find:




  Start: This locates the trailhead.




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one-way for loops or round-trip for out-and-back sections of trail. Options detail alternate routes along the given hike. The options may shorten the route or describe spur trails to add more highlights to the hike.




  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—hikes 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, with strenuous elevation gain 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, joggers, 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: Metro Parks, county park, state nature preserve, etc.




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




  Schedule: Season, days, and hours that trails are accessible.




  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 contact: This is the address, phone number, and website for the local land manager(s) in charge of the trails within the selected hike. Get trail access information before you head out, 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.




  Sidebars can also be found throughout the book. These include 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.




  [image: Black-eyed Susans color the creekside prairie.]




  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.




  [image: Fall’s glory colors the trail.]
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  Northwest Hikes




  This area offers quality hikes in city parks, state parks, county ecological preserves, and even a private nature preserve, covering western Franklin County, western Delaware County, Madison County, and Union County. Big Darby Creek cuts a scenic swath through the land, along with other tributaries of the Scioto River.




  [image: Looking over the swim beach at Buck Creek State Park]




  Prairie Oaks Metro Park features two treks among its scattering of woods and fields astride Big Darby Creek. As if a state scenic river isn’t enough to see, you can also wander past several lakes. And if hiking through flower-studded prairies doesn’t light your fire, then walk in deep woods on undulating terrain—and that’s just on one hike! The well-marked Coneflower Trail at Prairie Oaks presents mostly level trailway, allowing you to view Big Darby Creek and enjoy prairie as it changes with the seasons, while simultaneously holding a conversation with your hiking partner.




  Hike along the shore of impressive C. J. Brown Reservoir at Buck Creek State Park. Excellent for summer, cruise the shoreline to find the campground swim beach. It offers views and a place to take a dip! Be sure to make a side trip to the Crabill Homestead.




  Glacier Ridge Metro Park is a modern park incarnation, mixing preservation and recreation. The 1,036 acres were restored to a natural state of woodlands, meadows, wetlands, and prairies. A wetland education center and a wind/solar demonstration area add an environmental education component. A mix of paved and natural paths let you roam Glacier Ridge and the adjoining neighborhoods.




  Blues Creek Preserve in Delaware County is also a newer-style nature park. Get back to nature on nature’s terms, where the park facilities are integrated into the landscape. It offers a superlative native prairie wildflower display in summer. Explore Blues Creek, then parallel field and forest, with an emphasis on learning. Between 2 and 4 percent of Ohio’s landmass was prairie prior to American settlement, and Blues Creek Preserve highlights this colorful part of the Buckeye State.




  At the Stratford Ecological Center, you can visit a living farm, experiencing agricultural practices close up. Part of the walk enters adjacent Stratford Woods State Nature Preserve, where excellent spring wildflower displays are a sight to behold. Deer Haven Preserve, another Delaware County preservation park, mixes its trail system with traditional Havener Park. The preserve presents meadows, restored prairie, a steep ridge, and big trees.




  Some hikers argue that Highbanks Park has the most highlights of any central Ohio trek. Begin by hiking along steep shale ravines and through changing landscapes to see a homesite and re-created cemetery of early area settlers. Next, wander by prehistoric earthworks from aboriginal Ohioans, and gaze from an observation deck 110 feet above the Olentangy State Scenic River. Finally, visit a wildlife blind astride a restored wetland, then stop by a burial mound left by the ancient Adena Indians. And the hike isn’t even long!




  GREEN TIP:




  Go out of your way to avoid birds and animals that are mating or taking care of their young.




  

    
1 Lakes and Plains of Prairie Oaks Metro Park




    This hike covers many diverse sites and scenery at big Prairie Oaks Metro Park. First it travels past several lakes that are part of an old reclaimed surface-mine pit where sand was once extracted. The hike straddles an elevated berm with Big Darby Creek on one side and the Darby Bend Lakes on the other—talk about a watery walk!—then explores woods along lower Big Darby Creek. Visit creekside lowlands before climbing to the Sycamore Plains, a restored upland prairie displaying yet another ecosystem. Head back north toward the Darby Bend Lakes for more still-water scenery before reaching the trailhead.




    

      Start: Darby Bend Lakes entrance road




      Distance: 5.6 miles in multiple loops




      Hiking time: About 3.5 to 4.5 hours




      Difficulty: Moderate; does have some hills




      Trail Surface: Gravel and natural surface




      Best season: Year-round; spring and fall for wildflowers




      Other trail users: Joggers and bicyclists on Darby Creek Greenway Trail




      Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




      Land status: Metro Parks




      Fees and permits: None




      Schedule: Open daily year-round, 6:30 a.m. to dark




      Maps: Prairie Oaks Metro Park; USGS West Jefferson, Galloway, Plain City




      Trail contact: Metro Parks, 1069 W. Main St., Westerville, OH 43081; (614) 891-0700; www.metroparks.net


    




    Finding the trailhead: From exit 85 on I-70, west of downtown Columbus, take Plain City–Georgesville Road north for 2.1 miles to Lucas Road, which becomes Beach Road. (Do not turn into the main park entrance on the west side of Prairie Oaks Park.) Follow Lucas/Beach Road 0.7 mile to reach Amity Road. Turn right on Amity Road and follow it 0.4 mile to the Darby Bend Lakes entrance of Prairie Oaks Metro Park. At 0.1 mile, park on your right. Trailhead GPS: N39 59.610' / W83 15.541'


  




  The Hike




  What I like about this hike is the ever-changing scenery. It’s not just miles and miles of walking through endless forest, or open grasslands, or hill after hill; rather it is the fluctuating settings on many different trails, yet the way is clear and well-marked. Speaking of trails, even they are different from one another. At one point you may be on a wide gravel track, while at other times your trail will be grassy or composed of rocks and roots and other natural ingredients. So strap on your hiking boots and get ready for a multiplicity of environments on this hike.




  Water is a big part of this adventure. It isn’t long before you are walking alongside the shore of the Darby Bend Lakes on the Mound Trail. Yes, there’s even a relic Indian mound that you can visit. Historic burial mounds, such as this one, are found throughout central Ohio and look like low hills of dirt grown over with grass and/or trees. Some have been systematically excavated, while others have not. Some have been torn apart by amateurs looking for something valuable. So even though you see what looks like a nondescript hill, having this mound inside a park increases its likelihood for long-term preservation.




  [image: Autumn colors and wildflowers brighten the aquatic scene.]




  Four impoundments comprise the Darby Bend Lakes. The most northerly of the lakes are open to fishing and nonmotorized boating, meaning canoeing or kayaking. Anglers may be seen in johnboats vying for fish. The smallest and centermost lake is open to angling for children only. The southernmost lake is open to everyone for fishing.




  The aquatic adventure increases when you come alongside Big Darby Creek. It is not often the hiker can walk a trail with a lake on one side and a moving stream on the other, especially when there’s not a flood! You will stay alongside Big Darby Creek for a couple of miles, utilizing several different trails. At first the hike takes you around the actual Darby Bend. It was this pronounced curve in the creek that indirectly caused this park to be. Historically, in times of flood, sediment-filled water would cut across the bend, depositing sand with each high-water event. Later, the sand deposit was seen as an extractable resource and was mined. The trail travels atop a berm that was constructed to keep Big Darby Creek from flooding the mine pit. Ironically, this berm is now part of the trail system, after being lowered to allow flood waters into the Darby Bend Lakes. But after the mine was given up, it was purchased by the Metro Parks system and became part of Prairie Oaks Metro Park. We will never know, but perhaps this particular area might not have ended up a park if it wasn’t mined for sand first.




  Be sure to detour to the bridge over Big Darby Creek, near the Alder Trail junction. Good stream views can be had here. Once on the Alder Trail, walk beneath pawpaw, sycamore, ash, walnut, and honey locust. These creekside lowlands may be flooded in spring. You will enjoy prolonged looks at Big Darby Creek, though you do occasionally pull away from the stream in the wettest of areas. A portion of the Sycamore Plains trail network keeps you cruising along Big Darby Creek in big woods. Eventually you turn back away from the creek and climb up to the actual Sycamore Plains, a prairie area that is also growing up with young sycamore trees. The hike here is scenic, but the noise from I-70 can be loud with a south wind.




  It isn’t long before you have left the Sycamore Plains trail network and are resuming a northbound track back on the Alder Trail. Your final new path takes you astride the most southeasterly of the Darby Bend Lakes to complete the trek.




  Miles and Directions




  

    0.0 Start on the Mound Trail as it leaves the Darby Bend Lakes entrance road. Join a northbound pea-gravel track.




    0.1 An arm of the Mound Trail goes right and circles around an old Adena Indian mound. Stay straight on the main arm of the Mound Trail, walking alongside the most northeasterly of the greater Darby Bend Lakes.




    0.2 Reunite with the other end of the alternate arm of the Mound Trail. Keep straight, with one of the Darby Bend Lakes to your left.




    0.3 Intersect the wide, gravel Darby Creek Greenway Trail. Stay left with the greenway, while another leg of the trail leaves right for the north end of the park. Walk an elevated margin with a lake to your left and Big Darby Creek to your right.




    0.6 Turn right, joining the River Rock Trail, bordered by many cottonwood trees. The margin of this path is even narrower and is decidedly pinched in by the lake to your left and creek to your right. The trail curves along the actual Darby Bend, which gave this area its name. Enjoy the interpretive information detailing the mining history of the park.




    1.2 The Darby Creek Greenway Trail comes in on your left. There is an alternate parking area here. Stay right, rejoining the Darby Creek Greenway Trail. Big Darby Creek remains to your right and you are now on a higher levee.




    1.6 Come to a four-way trail junction. The Darby Creek Greenway Trail leaves right and bridges the creek, connecting to the west end of the park. To your left the Lake View Trail heads back to the trailhead. Keep straight, joining the Alder Trail as it continues downstream along Big Darby Creek.




    2.2 Reach the Sycamore Plains trail network just after bridging a streamlet. Turn right here, staying along Big Darby Creek.




    [image: Lakes and Plains of Prairie Oaks Metro Park]




    2.6 Come to a four-way trail junction. Stay right on the Osage Opening Trail. You will return to this junction later.




    2.8 Turn away from Big Darby Creek, then climb to an Osage orange grove and dip back to the creek.




    3.0 Complete the Osage Opening Trail, returning to the four-way junction on Big Darby Creek. This time turn right, heading away from Big Darby Creek again on the Sycamore Plains Trail. Open onto restored prairie rife with young sycamores along with prairie grasses.




    3.3 Reach the sub-loop of the Sycamore Plains Trail, the Tallgrass Trail. Take a right here. The loop makes a mostly level circuit through fields with a small copse of trees. I-70 is within sight, and songbirds compete with the interstate for audio supremacy.




    4.0 Complete the loop portion of the Tallgrass Trail. Backtrack to the main Sycamore Plains Trail, still on the Tallgrass Trail.




    4.1 Turn right on the Sycamore Plains Trail.




    4.2 Come to the Sycamore Plains parking area after passing through a line of trees. There is a shaded picnic table here for resting or picnicking. Stay left, toward the north end of the park.




    4.4 Return to the Alder Trail. Bridge the small streamlet, then continue backtracking through flatwoods and successional meadow.




    5.0 Complete the Alder Trail a second time. The bridge over Big Darby Creek is just to your left. Turn right here on the Lake View Trail and enjoy a waterside walk.




    5.4 A trail leads right; this is the pedestrian and bridle trail entrance. Stay left on a grassy track, still the Lake View Trail.




    5.6 Arrive back at the Darby Bend Lakes entrance road, completing the hike.


  




  GREEN TIP:




  Never feed wild animals under any circumstances. This includes everything from birds to chipmunks to raccoons to deer. You may damage their health and expose yourself (and them) to danger.




  

    
2 Coneflower Trail at Prairie Oaks Metro Park




    You will be exploring both meadow and woods on this hike. Leave the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area and begin a loop that leads to the banks of Big Darby Creek, a state scenic river. A spur trail visits the waterway to admire the aquatic splendor. The hike then continues downstream through a mosaic of tall trees, prairies, and a mix of the two. Come alongside a tributary of Big Darby Creek before returning to the trail-head. The well-marked and maintained trail is mostly level and makes for a pleasant track enjoyed by all.




    

      Start: Whispering Oaks Picnic Area




      Distance: 2.3-mile loop




      Hiking time: About 1.5 to 2 hours




      Difficulty: Easy to moderate; trails are mostly level




      Trail Surface: Gravel and natural surface




      Best season: Year-round; spring and fall for wildflowers




      Other trail users: Joggers and bicyclists on Darby Creek Greenway Trail




      Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




      Land status: Metro Parks




      Fees and permits: None




      Schedule: Open daily year-round, 6:30 a.m. to dark




      Maps: Prairie Oaks Metro Park; USGS West Jefferson, Galloway




      Trail contact: Metro Parks, 1069 W. Main St., Westerville, OH 43081; (614) 891-0700; www.metroparks.net


    




    Finding the trailhead: From exit 85 on I-70, west of downtown Columbus, take Plain City–Georgesville Road north (OH 142 goes south from the exit) for 0.7 mile. Turn right into Prairie Oaks Park and follow the main park road 0.9 mile to a dead end at the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area. Trailhead GPS: N39 59.610' / W83 15.541'


  




  The Hike




  When establishing parks for the greater Columbus area, the Metro Parks system develops them not only for recreation but also for restoration. Prairie Oaks Metro Park has plenty of room for both. The 1,782-acre preserve is situated along Big Darby Creek. This valley was once home to a vast prairie known as the Darby Plains, with grassland species native to the Buckeye State. Today over 400 acres of the preserve have been restored in Ohio prairie plants. This hike travels through some of the restored prairies. In fact, the trail takes its name from an important prairie plant, the coneflower.




  You will start your hike at the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area. Despite the name, the picnic area is short on trees but has a covered shelter to protect you from the sun. It also has a restroom. A spur trail leads to the Darby Creek Greenway Trail, which runs in conjunction with the Coneflower Trail. At 3.4 miles, the Darby Creek Green-way Trail is the park’s longest walking path and connects with just about every other hiking trail here. The Bridle Trail (not shown on the map) is the longest path of them all, but it is open only to equestrians. Please stay off this trail. You will intersect the Bridle Trail a few times during your hike, and a couple of times the equestrian trail will run in conjunction with the Coneflower Trail. However, these junctions are not confusing, as the trail network as a whole is well marked and maintained. The Darby Creek Greenway Trail is a multiuse path and is open to bicyclists as well.




  [image: An OSU fan cruises the gravelly Coneflower Trail.]




  The Darby Creek Greenway Trail and the Coneflower Trail travel a wide gravel track that first turns north before curving back south to reach a grassy meadow. Here the Coneflower Trail goes its own way along the margin of the meadow and a walnut-rich forest. The path changes to grass and is easy on the feet. You soon enter a successional prairie, where grasses and trees are growing together. Note the honey locust trees here, a common pioneer tree that reforests clearings. This successional prairie adds another habitat to complement pure prairie and pure forest.




  Big Darby Creek quietly flows through the trees to your left. You finally get an opportunity to come directly along the waterway when a spur trail leads to the water’s edge. The normally clear stream stretches about 30 to 40 feet wide. Occasional riffles break up the quiet pools. The waterway is known for its biodiversity, with over 100 species of fish and 43 species of mussels.




  The Coneflower Trail carries on down the valley, with sycamores and sumacs complementing the high grasses. The farther south you go, the more likely you may get a little windborne traffic noise from I-70. The trail might be a little wet when you come alongside Bridenstine Ditch, which meets Big Darby Creek inside the park.




  

    BIG DARBY STATE SCENIC RIVER




    Big Darby Creek and its major tributary, Little Darby Creek, were incorporated into the Ohio state scenic river system in 1984. The two streams together make for 82 miles of protected waterway. Located west of Columbus, Big Darby Creek is born among the wooded hills of southeastern Logan County. Even up here, the state has purchased parcels within the water-shed, keeping its banks wooded and natural and its waters clean. Big Darby continues aiming toward Columbus, picking up tributaries in Union County. The stream turns due south after passing through Plains City, keeping greater Columbus to its east. This upper part of the Darby primarily travels through farmland.




    Big Darby Creek enters Prairie Oaks Metro Park as a paddleable stream. The uppermost segment of the park includes a paddler access for canoes and kayaks (The next upstream access is Old SR 161 bridge off SR 161 east of Plain City. The next downstream access is the intersection of Riverside and Darby Drives underneath S.R. 40 bridge east of West Jefferson). Skill level is Class I, with mostly easy riffles along with a few more lively shoals. There are outfitters in the area if you want to float the river. Trapper Johns Canoe Livery offers trips of varied lengths and distances along Big Darby Creek in the Prairie Oaks/Battelle Darby parks vicinity. Packages include shuttle and canoe or kayak rental. For more information, visit www.trapperjohnscanoeing.com.




    The natural shoreline of Prairie Oaks Metro Park helps keep the stream clean. The wooded lands can absorb floodwaters more readily, which prevents more devastating floods downstream. Also, the vegetated stream banks are less likely to erode, reducing sedimentary runoff and loss of topsoil.




    The watershed of Big Darby encompasses over 550 square miles. Below I-70 Big Darby Creek cuts a deeper valley, with more extensive waterside woods. Little Darby Creek meets its mother stream in another protected area—Battelle Darby Metro Park. The now-bigger Big Darby Creek angles southeasterly again, eventually giving its waters to the Scioto River at Circleville. Whether you are hiking or paddling, the waters of Big Darby Creek—and its tributary Little Darby Creek—are a natural asset to greater Columbus.


  




  The hike turns back north and the Coneflower Trail once again meets the Darby Creek Greenway Trail. To extend your hike, follow the Darby Creek Greenway Trail as it crosses Bridenstine Ditch and meanders to the south boundary of Prairie Oaks Metro Park at I-70. It is about a mile each way, thus you would add around 2 miles to your hike. Otherwise continue north on the Coneflower Trail. Ahead, a spur leads left to the park’s other picnic locale—Prairie View. It also has a covered shelter and restroom. All too soon the hike ends at the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area.




  [image: Coneflower Trail at Prairie Oaks Metro Park]




  Miles and Directions




  

    0.0 From the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area, pick up the gravel track leading southeast from the lower parking area. Follow the path a short distance to meet the Darby Creek Greenway Trail. Turn left here on a wide gravel track. At this point the Darby Creek Greenway Trail runs in conjunction with the Coneflower Trail. A couple of short spurs cut back to the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area.




    0.3 The Darby Creek Greenway Trail and the Coneflower Trail split. Stay on the Coneflower Trail. (The Darby Creek Greenway Trail continues straight, then comes alongside Darby Creek to bridge the stream and continue through the park’s east end.)




    0.5 Pass through a strip of woods and reach a trail junction. Here the Coneflower Trail Shortcut leaves right. Stay left with the Coneflower Trail. Travel through a successional prairie, where trees are growing up amid the grasses.




    0.8 A spur trail leads left through the trees to the bank of Big Darby Creek and a vista. This is a good opportunity to appreciate this state scenic river.




    1.4 The Coneflower Trail reaches its most southerly point in damp woods. The path now turns back northwest, traveling alongside the unusually named Bridenstine Ditch, a tributary of Big Darby Creek. Continue along the nexus of forest and field.




    1.8 The Darby Creek Greenway Trail comes in on your left. Keep straight as the greenway and the Coneflower Trail run in conjunction.




    1.9 A spur trail leads left to the Prairie View Picnic Area. Keep straight on the Coneflower Trail.




    2.1 The Coneflower Shortcut comes in on your right. Stay straight.




    2.2 Complete the loop portion of the hike and head left for the Whispering Oaks Picnic Area.




    2.3 Arrive back at the trailhead.


  




  GREEN TIP:




  For rest stops, go off-trail so others won’t have to hike around you. Head for resilient surfaces without vegetation if possible.
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