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INTRODUCTION: THE BUCKEYE STATE


Ohio comes from an Iroquoian word meaning “beautiful waters.” Indeed, the state is largely defined by water. The Wisconsinan Glacier, which retreated from Ohio 12,000 to 15,000 years ago, gouged out Lake Erie to the north and forced the rivers in the central and southern part of the state to flow south, where they now drain into the Ohio River, the country’s ninth longest. Rock deposits and the impressive glacial grooves on Kelleys Island are visible results of the glacier’s advance and retreat. Along the former ice sheet’s terminal edge, which cuts through the state, now lies one of the most biodiverse areas on the continent, where more than 1,500 plant species grow. In the unglaciated southeastern part of Ohio, forested ridges dominate the landscape.

Evidence of Ohio’s human prehistory still exists in the earthworks built by the Adena, Hopewell, and Fort Ancient cultures at the famous Serpent Mound and elsewhere. The state was later home to the Wyandot and Ottawa in the north and the Shawnee, Miami, Mingo, and Lenape (Delaware) in the central and south. The first Europeans were French trappers and British settlers. They all came for the wealth of natural resources in the Ohio territory. The Native American tribes, the French, and the British fought fiercely over Ohio lands at the end of the eighteenth century.

At the time of European settlement, the state was more than 95 percent covered in forests, mostly beech—maple but also oak—hickory and mixed mesophytic forests in the unglaciated southeast portion of the state, with the Ohio buckeye, the state’s namesake tree, found throughout. The forests were almost completely felled to fuel iron and charcoal furnaces, access coal seams, and make way for settlement and agriculture. However, a few remnants of virgin forest still remain, and footpaths exist to help you explore them. The largest tracts of second- and third-growth forest are in southeast Ohio, and the state’s longest and most secluded trails are here.

Ohio was once home to such animals as the gray wolf, cougar, black bear, wood bison, Carolina parakeet, and passenger pigeon. These species are now either extinct or extirpated (driven out). But if you hike quietly on most Ohio trails today, you’re sure to see white-tailed deer, and likely wild turkey, ruffed grouse, beaver, and fox. In the eastern part of the state, the black bear is also making a comeback. There are innumerable bird species, from the ubiquitous state bird, the cardinal, to the less common but healthy bald eagle population.

The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought a wave of agricultural and urban development to Ohio, seriously diminishing the state’s wild areas. To those who haven’t taken the time to explore it, Ohio may seem to contain only these urban areas and farmlands. Taking to the trails—whether a short day hike or an extended backpacking trip—is an excellent way to see all the state has to offer. A sampling of hikes presented in these pages will take you along beaches, over boardwalks, through gorges, past waterfalls, into caves, near wildlife, under forest canopies, and through carpets of wildflowers.
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Follow the blue blazes on the Buckeye Trail.






Weather and Seasons

Ohio generally offers four-season hiking, especially in recent years with increasingly mild winters and daily winter temperatures that usually rise above freezing. Winter is the time to bundle up and survey the lay of the land. After a winter storm, head to your favorite spot to look at newly formed icicles and a quieting blanket of snow.

Spring is the best time of year in most of Ohio to view wildflowers. Do not be discouraged by the rain! Put on your rain gear and get out in the springtime, because the wildflower show is unparalleled between mid-April and early June. This is also the time when many birds are migrating and nesting. Just be sure to plan ahead and consider what kinds of stream crossings your hike will require, since springtime is also flooding time. Also keep an extra set of dry clothes in the car or back at camp.

Summer is the best time to tackle the longer hikes and backpacking trips; the days are long and warm. Actually, summer would more accurately be described as hot and humid, with daytime temperatures often in the sticky 80s and 90s Fahrenheit. And the bugs do swarm, especially mosquitoes! Go to your local outdoors retailer and try out an effective, 
nontoxic bug repellent. Summer is also the best time to plan hikes that are farther afield, since campgrounds tend to be open seasonally.

Late summer and early fall feature the year’s second wildflower season, mostly in open fields. Then many birds begin their southward migration. Fall is a good time to search out hikes with vistas so that you can enjoy the colorful foliage. It’s also the driest time of the year, with comfortable temperatures. 
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The Ohio buckeye and the yellow buckeye both have compound leaves of five leaflets.
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Buckeyes








Precautions

Hunting is allowed in most areas covered in this guide. Be sure to contact the land administrators to find out the dates of hunting seasons, specifically firearm seasons. Deer gun season usually runs the Monday after Thanksgiving through the following Sunday. It’s probably best simply to avoid areas where hunting is allowed during deer firearm season. However, if you do decide to hike then, be sure to wear hunter-orange clothing.

Poison ivy is everywhere! Wearing long pants is usually enough protection against this irritant. When you finish a hike, wash with cool water and soap and launder your clothing. Your pet can pick up poison ivy oil and pass it on to you, so be sure to wash your dog if it has come into contact with the plant. If you don’t already know how to identify poison 
ivy, it comes in two basic forms: In summer you will see it along edge areas and in full sun as a creeping vine with leaflets of three. The leaves tend to have one noticeable notch, and the stems are reddish; the fall berries are white. The second form of poison ivy grows into huge, hairy vines up the sides of trees. If you are a tree hugger, watch out for the PI!




Land Ownership and Oversight


Wayne National Forest

The Wayne, covering a patchwork of 240,900 acres in southeast Ohio, is a multiple-use area. Environmental groups are battling proposed hydraulic fracturing (fracking) for shale gas, but the USDA Forest Service plans to continue with extraction. Many trails in the Wayne are open to off-road vehicles, horses, and mountain bikes. Hikers are allowed on these multiuse trails, but it’s safest and most pleasant to stick to the hiking and backpacking trails. Leashed dogs are permitted, and hunting is allowed. As of 2024, most of a new 88-mile trail system is up and running in the Athens Unit of the Wayne, named the Baileys Trail System. Purpose-built for mountain biking, the Baileys is open year-round to hiking. Find info at baileystrailsystem.org. Also as of 2024, the forest service is considering a rename of the Wayne, possibly to Buckeye National Forest. Stay tuned.




State Forests

Ohio state forests are largely managed for logging and oil and gas development—with fracking in full force—but are also open to recreational opportunities. Most trails, in terms of sheer mileage, are for off-road vehicles and horses, but some forests also have 
many miles of hiking trails. Some state forest lands are pretty beat up, and some hiking trails skirt clear-cuts. Shawnee State Forest is home not only to some of the largest public-land logging operations but also to Ohio’s only wilderness area; a backpacking trail allows you to explore it. Trails are closed to the public during logging operations. Leashed dogs are allowed on hiking trails, and hunting is allowed in the forests.




State Parks

Ohio’s state parks are managed primarily for recreation, though a 2023 state bill required state parks to allow fracking. Trails are generally well developed and marked. Most state parks have campgrounds and other resources, such as concessions, beaches, pools, amphitheaters, miniature golf, and so on. Several state parks have lodges. These are good destinations for seeing some of Ohio’s scenic treasures without “roughing it.” State parks are generally not the best place to find solitude, especially during summer weekends, when campgrounds and trails are usually overrun with people. Naturalist programs are often offered between Memorial Day and Labor Day. Leashed dogs are allowed on state park trails, and hunting is allowed in some parks. Ohio is one of only a handful of states with free admission to state parks. To keep Ohio State Parks free to enter, consider supporting the Ohio State Parks Foundation (ohiostateparksfoundation.org).




Metroparks

Many Ohio cities have well-developed metroparks. These parks tend to be well managed, with nature centers, naturalist programs, guided hikes, and environmental restoration projects. Most metroparks do not offer camping options. Because of their proximity to large population centers, metroparks often have heavily used trails, but they are generally well maintained in response to this high demand. These are great options for nearby day hikes but not for finding solitude. Leashed dogs are usually permitted in metroparks, but hunting is generally not allowed.




Natural Areas and Preserves

The Ohio Department of Natural Resources maintains a Division of Natural Areas and Preserves (DNAP). These preserves are managed for the land itself, not for you! DNAP preserves exist to protect biologically significant lands. These parcels are generally pretty small but quite beautiful. Camping, pets, and picnicking are not permitted on most DNAP lands, but there’s an upside to all of this: Trails on state nature preserve lands are among the nicest in the entire state. A number of preserves are accessible by permit only. Contact DNAP for more information (see appendix B). Each preserve is now managed in coordination with a state park, usually the park closest to the preserve. 
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Dogwoods bloom throughout Ohio in early spring.








Private Preserves

A few private preserve hiking trails are covered in this guide. These preserves, although open to the public, may have strict rules to protect the ecological integrity of the land. These too are some of the most attractive and biologically significant areas in the state. Dogs are not permitted on some private preserves, and hunting is generally prohibited. Be considerate of preserve rules and encourage others to do so too, since these lands are only open to the public at the goodwill of preserve owners. Also consider helping maintain these preserves with a monetary donation.







Difficulty Ratings

Ultimately, you have to know your own strengths and limits when hitting the trail. The following descriptions should serve as guidelines as to what to expect from the ratings used in this book.


	 Easy hikes are less than 5 miles in length and are on mostly flat, well-worn trails.

	 Moderate hikes can be from 1 to 5 miles in length with steep ascents and descents, or 5 to 10 miles long but generally flat or with moderate ascents.

	 Difficult hikes are approaching 10 miles in length or longer and are on hilly terrain.






Contacting Your Representatives

Most of the hikes covered in this book are on publicly owned lands. That public is you and me. Contact your state representative and senator and let them know about your support for public lands. This is especially important now that fracking is competing with recreation for use of these lands. Encourage funding levels that allow these lands to be managed and staffed at full capacity. Also watch closely at how funds are allocated, and follow up on your support for recreational opportunities.

Legislative Public Information Office: (800) 282-0253

State of Ohio home page legislature link: legislature.ohio.gov




Volunteering

The most important resource when it comes to Ohio’s trails is you. Many of the hikes described in this book were built by volunteers. If you live near a park or preserve, contact 
the manager and find out if a volunteer trail organization already exists. If it doesn’t, start one. Contact the Buckeye Trail Association (740-394-2008; buckeyetrail.org) for information on trail building.




Getting around Ohio


By Road

They say that there are two seasons in Ohio: winter and road repair. For links to up-to-date information on weather, road conditions, and road closings—or if you have a breakdown or other problem—contact the Ohio State Highway Patrol at (877) 7-PATROL (877-772-8765) or statepatrol.ohio.gov. For more esoteric information on Ohio’s transportation system (that is, roads), contact the Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT) at transportation.ohio.gov. You can reach the Ohio Turnpike Commission at (440) 234-2081 or ohioturnpike.org.




By Air

Ohio is serviced by numerous regional airports. Most flights, however, are concentrated at three major airports: Cleveland, Columbus, and Cincinnati.


	 Cleveland Hopkins International Airport, (216) 265-6000, clevelandairport.com. The airport is accessible by train from downtown. For more information contact the Greater Cleveland Rapid Transit Authority (RTA) at (216) 621-9500 or riderta.com.

	 John Glenn Columbus International Airport, (614) 239-4000, flycolumbus.com. The airport is accessible by public bus. Contact the Central Ohio Transit Authority, (614) 228-1776, cota.com.

	 Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport, (859) 767-3151, cvgairport.com. The airport is accessible by public bus. Contact the Transit Authority of Northern Kentucky, (859) 331-8265, tankbus.org.

	 Akron/Canton Regional Airport, 888-434-2359, akroncantonairport.com.

	 Dayton International Airport, (877) FLY-DAY-1 (887-359-3291), flydayton.com.

	 Toledo Express Airport, (419) 243-8251, toledoexpress.com.

	 Youngstown-Warren Regional Airport, (330) 856-1537, yngwrnair.com.



The airports also host car rental companies and taxi services to help you get to your ground destination. (Most hikes in Ohio are not accessible by public transportation.) To book your reservations, contact an airline directly by phone or reserve online via the airline’s website or a general travel website. Some popular ones are travelocity.com, expedia.com, cheaptickets.com, and priceline.com.




By Train

Amtrak serves Youngstown, Akron, Alliance, Bryan, Cleveland, Elyria, Sandusky, Fostoria, and Toledo across the northern part of the state. In southern Ohio, Amtrak serves Cincinnati and Hamilton. For information and reservations, log on to amtrak.com.





By Bus

Greyhound serves most medium- and large cities in Ohio. For fare and schedule information, call (800) 231-2222 or log on to greyhound.com. All of Ohio’s major cities have local bus services.




Visitor Information

For statewide travel and tourism information, call (800) BUCKEYE (800-282-5393) or visit ohio.org. Almost every county in Ohio has a local convention and visitors bureau. To find a local bureau, go to the Ohio Association of Convention & Visitor Bureaus at oacvb.org.






How to Use This Book

Hiking Ohio is designed to be highly visual and quickly referenced. We’ve split Ohio into five regions: Northwest Ohio, Northeast Ohio, Central Ohio, Southwest Ohio, and Southeast Ohio. Each region begins with a section intro, where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Following each section intro are the hikes within that region.

Each hike within a region begins with a short summary. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer. If your interest is piqued, read on. If not, skip to the next hike.

The hike specifications are fairly self-explanatory. Here you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike, including where the trailhead is located, hike distance, approximate hiking time, difficulty, type of trail surface, best hiking season, other trail users you may encounter, nearest town, any fees and permits required, and other key information. The “Finding the Trailhead” section provides dependable directions from a major intersection or a nearby town or city right down to where you’ll want to park.

“The Hike” is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s the author’s carefully researched impression of the trail. While it’s impossible to cover everything, you can rest assured that we won’t miss what’s important. “Miles and Directions” provides mileage cues to identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.

At the end of each hike, you’ll find sources of additional local information. We’ll also tell you where to stay, and what else to do and see while you’re hiking in the area.

“Honorable Mentions” details hikes that didn’t make the first line of hikes. In many cases it’s because they are shorter and detailed mile-by-mile directions aren’t necessary. Be sure to read through these. Many jewels are hidden among them.

Don’t feel restricted to just the routes and trails described here. Show your adventurous spirit and use this guide as a platform to dive into Ohio’s backcountry and discover new routes for yourself. (One of the simplest ways to begin this is to hike the trail in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite different. It’ll be like getting two distinctly different hikes on each map.)

Slip this guide into your backpack and begin your adventure. Enjoy your time in the outdoors—and remember to pack out what you pack in.




map resources

The maps in this book are easily referenced for the featured hikes. Begin at the trailhead, marked with the hike number. The featured trail is highlighted in yellow, directional 
arrows tell you which way to hike corresponding to the point-by-point directions in the text. Additional info, like parking, water, and restroom availability is easily seen on each map.

There are other map resources that can help you either find the trailhead, find other nearby trails, or get more detailed information should you want it. As far as finding the trailhead, you can plug in GPS directions or addresses into Google Maps to find the trailhead. Google Maps does show a few select trails as well.

If you are in a place that has no cell or wifi service—there are places like this in Ohio—you may already own a copy of the DeLorme: Ohio Atlas & Gazetteer. This resource can be helpful in finding your way around on local roads if you lose a signal. Should you attempt a backcountry trail in the Wayne National Forest or Shawnee State Forest, a USGS topo map is handy. The relevant USGS topo for each hike is included in each featured hike chapter.

Digital maps are largely available as well. The Ohio Department of Natural Resources and some metroparks have their own map apps, available in the app store for iPhone or Android. ODNR employs the OuterSpatial app. Download the app to your phone or go to outerspatial.com and select the Ohio community. When you select a trail on the digital map, OuterSpatial shows the length of the trail as well as nearby facilities such as parking, water, and picnic areas. Dayton’s Five Rivers MetroParks and the Miami County Park District use the OuterSpatial app as well. Search Five Rivers MetroParks or Miami County Park District within the app to see all trails. The Cleveland Metroparks app has trail maps and recognizes your current location, much like the AllTrails app. These are also available in the app stores.








NORTHWEST OHIO


Northwest Ohio’s Great Black Swamp, once more than 100 miles long and 30 miles wide, was one of the last places to be settled east of the Mississippi because of its inhospitable swampy soil, weather, and bug conditions. But settlement did occur, and most of the swamp has since been drained. The soil proved very fertile, and today northwest Ohio largely comprises farmland. Most hikes located here are short, but some of the state’s best hiking and birding destinations lie in remnants of the Great Black Swamp. Several Lake Erie islands are nearby, with Kelleys Island providing the most hiking opportunities, as well as views of stunning glacial grooves.
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1 Cottonwood to Toadshade Loop

Goll Woods State Nature Preserve

The 170-acre near-virgin forest is a remnant of the Great Black Swamp, characterized by towering trees 200 to 400 years old, with a few specimens as old as 500 years. Hike around the preserve on a 3-mile outer loop; it won’t take long to see that you’re in a special place. Unusually tall and broad tree specimens include cottonwood, oak, tulip tree, ash, maple, beech, hickory, and linden (basswood). The dark and clear understory is quite swampy in areas and gives you a taste of what the Great Black Swamp was once like, all the way down to the mosquitoes. Take a respite from everyday living to view the process of life, death, and rebirth in a natural ecosystem.


Start: Trailhead next to the parking lot and restrooms

Distance: 3.0-mile loop

Hiking time: 1–1.5 hours

Difficulty: Easy; flat and clear

Trail surface: Dirt and gravel trail

Blaze: None; all junctions are marked.

Best season: Spring and fall, when there’s a night frost to keep the mosquitoes down.

Other trail users: Hikers only

Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted

Water: The spigot at the trailhead is dry; bring your own water.

Land status: State nature preserve

Nearest town: Archbold

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Open daily, dawn to dusk

Maps: USGS Archbold; download a trail map at ohiodnr.gov/static/documents/natural-areas/maps/GOLL_8_5x11.pdf

Trail contact: Goll Woods Nature Preserve, Archbold; (419) 445-1775; ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/goll-woods-state-nature-preserve




Finding the trailhead


[image: ] From the junction of OH 2 and OH 66 north of Archbold, continue north on OH 66 for 1 mile to CR F, marked with a brown sign. Turn left (west) and drive 2.8 miles to CR 26. Turn left (south) and drive 0.2 mile to the parking lot on the left. GPS: N41 33.29’ / W84 21.69’






The Hike

When the Goll family purchased land for a homestead in northwest Ohio in 1837 (for $1.25 per acre), they probably couldn’t have imagined that in less than 150 years their land would be designated a natural treasure—simply because the trees hadn’t been cut. In fact, the only reason this small tract of magnificent forest exists is because the Goll family preserved the woods through four generations before selling it to the state in 1966.



The forest at Goll Woods is characterized by towering trees 200 to 400 years old, thick clouds of mosquitoes, and everything in between. This area was the last to be settled east of the Mississippi. It was eventually drained with the help of an extensive ditching project and now is home to almost a million acres of productive farmland. Getting to Goll Woods requires a long drive through what seems to be ceaseless cornfields, making it hard to imagine the vast expanse of forest that once existed here. Goll Woods was left untouched until World War I, and even then only a few trees were cut. The entire preserve encompasses 321 acres, and the 170 acres of near-virgin timber within the preserve are listed as a National Natural Landmark.

Start the hike just past the trailhead kiosk, and turn left onto the Cottonwood Trail to make a clockwise loop around the preserve. Unusually tall and broad trees, including the namesake cottonwood as well as oak, tulip tree, ash, maple, beech, hickory, and linden (basswood), tower above, creating a dark and clear understory that’s quite swampy in areas. The dark forest and dark swampy bottomlands gave the Great Black Swamp its name. This wide variety of evenly distributed tree species is known as a mixed mesophytic forest. Although the land is quite flat, look for very subtle changes in elevation. The wetter soil supports elm and ash, while the drier soil is home to beech and sugar maple. As the swamp was drained over the years, beech and maple trees began to take hold. As the soil continues to become drier, the beech-maple community will eventually dominate this forest.

Continuing to the Burr Oak Trail, take note of the most impressive big trees, a few of which are estimated to be almost 500 years old. (See the “elder of the woods” at Post 8, which was growing here in the sixteenth century!) Snags stand here and there, providing habitat and food for birds and other animals. Other trees have been blown down during storms and left to rot, helping to create the rich soil that supports this forest. Look and listen for the red-headed woodpecker, common to Goll Woods but not so common elsewhere. In the understory look for the native pawpaw tree and the strong-smelling spicebush, both of which can grow in low-light conditions.

The next portion of the route is the Tuliptree Trail, named for the tree that produces yellow-and-orange tulip-like flowers in the spring. Look on the trail for fallen flowers, because you won’t be able to see them in the trees themselves—the tall, straight tulip tree prunes itself, and the first branches are 40 to 50 feet above the ground. The tulip tree is one of the oldest tree species on the planet. Fossil records show evidence of tulip trees growing 100 million years ago. Tulips are excellent lumber trees, but they were often just burned as settlers cleared the Great Black Swamp.

These remnant tracts of virgin forest are important to scientists and the rest of us because they provide a living record of history, including natural history of fires, droughts, wet years, and so on. These forests also provide a benchmark for what a natural, healthy forest should look like, which is critical when land managers undertake restoration projects. And of course these forests are simply remarkable, beautiful places in and of themselves, whether or not we visit them for a respite from everyday life. 
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An ancient burr oak at Goll Woods





The final leg of the loop is on the Toadshade Trail, which parallels the Tiffin River for a stretch. Toadshade is a common name for a maroon or green trillium with mottled leaves. Other spring wildflowers found here include bloodroot, columbine, cut-leaf toothwort, phlox, Dutchman’s breeches, wood anemone, miterwort, and the uncommon dwarf ginseng. Later in the year expect to see black-eyed Susan, thistle, jewelweed 
(spotted touch-me-not), and tick trefoil. As the trail turns away from the river, it enters a pine plantation. This is a fragrant portion of the trail and offers a much-needed respite from the mosquitoes. It’s nonnative, however, and will someday be naturally displaced by the native deciduous trees.

Once finished with your hike, be sure to stop by Homestead Ice Cream (homesteadicecream.com) for a scoop of their Black Swamp flavor.
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS

0.0 Start at the trailhead located beyond the restrooms and the trailhead kiosk. The trail begins at a fork. Take the left fork to begin a clockwise loop around the entire preserve, starting with the Cottonwood Trail.

0.2 Pass a junction with the Burr Oak Trail on the right. Continue straight. (Option: Turn right to do only the Burr Oak Trail, a 1.5-mile loop.)

1.1 At the end of the Cottonwood Trail, come to another fork for the Burr Oak Trail. Turn left.

1.3 Come to another fork. Turn left to begin the Tuliptree Trail. (Option: Take the right fork to return directly on the Burr Oak Trail for a 2.2-mile loop.)

1.4 Cross CR 26 and pick up the trail on the other side, a little bit to the right.

1.9 Arrive at the junction with the Toadshade Trail. Continue straight. (The Tuliptree Trail continues to the right.)

2.0 Pass a junction with an access trail from the left.

2.2 Come to CR F. Turn right; walk about 100 yards along the road and then pick up the marked trail on the other side.

2.6 Pass a seasonal river-overlook deck on the left.

2.7 Cross CR F again.

3.0 Arrive at CR 26. Cross the road and arrive back at the parking lot where you began.







HIKE INFORMATION

Local information: Wauseon Chamber of Commerce; (419) 335-9966; wauseonchamber.com

Local events and attractions: Sauder Village historical farm and crafts, Archbold; (800) 590-9755; saudervillage.com

Accommodations: Sauder Village has an inn and a campground; (800) 590-9755; saudervillage.org/stay/sauder-village-campground

Organizations: Toledo Naturalists Association; toledonaturalist.org





2 Sand Dunes Trail

Oak Openings Preserve Metropark

The Sand Dunes Trail in this Toledo metropark provides a unique Ohio hiking experience. In addition to the rare experience of walking in woodland sand dunes up to 35 feet high, you’ll find yourself in a park with the state’s highest concentration of endangered, rare, and at-risk plant and animal species. Not rare but still unusual for Ohio are lupine and prickly pear cactus.


Start: Buehner Center

Distance: 2.0-mile lollipop

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy

Trail surface: Sand

Blaze: Red

Best season: Apr through Oct

Other trail users: Hikers only except for very short sections that join the All Purpose Trail

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Water: Available at the Buehner Center

Land status: Metroparks Toledo

Nearest towns: Whitehouse, Swanton

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Open daily, 7 a.m. to dark

Maps: USGS Swanton, Whitehouse; metroparkstoledo.com/qrmaps/OaOpeningsPreserve.pdf

Trail contact: Metroparks Toledo; (419) 407-9700; metroparkstoledo.com/explore-your-parks/oak-openings-preserve-metropark/




Finding the trailhead


[image: ] From the Ohio Turnpike, take exit 52 to the toll gate. Then go west on OH 2 for 1.8 miles to US 20A. Turn left (south) on US 20A. At mile 0.4 turn right onto Wilkins Road. Go 2.3 miles to Oak Openings Parkway, across from the entrance to the lodge. Turn right (west) and go 0.3 mile to the Buehner Center. Turn right into the parking lot. The trailhead is across the parking lot from the nature center, at the end of the crosswalk. GPS: N41 32.42’ / W83 50.43’






The Hike

Oak Openings refers to the region that reaches from the Maumee River to Detroit, northwest of Toledo. The region extends about 120 miles in length. It’s characterized by a ridge of sand that sits atop clay soil. The sand was deposited by a series of glacial lakes and glacier meltwater. Today there are some spots where the inland sand dunes still shift and move and pile as high as 35 feet above the clay subsoil. In other places the water table rises to just 3 feet below the surface. Native Americans once regularly set fire to the woodlands understory to keep it clear for game hunting. European settlers found that they could drive their Conestoga wagons through the clear understory beneath widely spaced oak trees, thus the name “Oak Openings.” 
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The sand dunes in Oak Openings Preserve





The preserve, now more than 5,000 acres in size, is home to more than 1,000 plant species, a number of which are rare or endangered. These include flowering plants such 

as Skinner’s false foxglove and the carnivorous sundew. Rare butterflies found here include the frosted elfin and Persius duskywing. In recent years the federally endangered Karner blue butterfly—no larger than a postage stamp—was reintroduced to the preserve, where it relies on the abundant wild lupine during reproduction. Success has been mixed; don’t expect to see one, but keep an eye out in case you get lucky. You’ll surely see something of note. Do expect to see some of the park’s resident deer, which number in the hundreds. Nesting birds include the state-listed endangered lark sparrow, plus indigo buntings, whip-poor-wills, and bluebirds.

The hike begins and ends at the Buehner Center. As soon as you begin hiking, you will see that a main characteristic of the Oak Openings is the sandy soil. It’s an interesting experience to walk along the sand in an oak forest. After hitting the junction where the trail splits to do a loop, you come upon the open sand dune area, which is really a sight to behold. The trail begins and ends at Mallard Lake, location of the nature center and other trailheads.

Reflect on the many who have walked here before you. Archaeologists estimate that humans inhabited the region beginning 12,000 years ago. Recorded history of the Oak Openings begins with European explorers, who used the slightly upland area as part of a transportation route. The region’s population was booming around the time the Miami and Erie Canal opened in 1842, but today the main use of the canal towpath is as a right-of-way for hiking trails.


MILES AND DIRECTIONS

0.0 Start at the trailhead across from the Buehner Center, at the end of the crosswalk. A signpost marks all trails. The Sand Dunes Trail is blazed red. In about 100 feet, cross the crushed gravel All Purpose Trail. Continue straight.

0.3 Cross an old paved road.

0.4 Come to a fork. Bear left to begin a clockwise loop.

0.5 The Sand Dunes Trail joins the All Purpose Trail briefly. Turn right. In about 75 feet turn left to exit the All Purpose Trail.

0.9 Join the All Purpose Trail again. Turn left and in about 50 feet turn left again to exit the All Purpose Trail. Ascend to the sand dunes.

1.1 After descending from the dunes, cross the All Purpose Trail again.

1.3 Where the Sand Dunes Trail curves right, a blue-blazed trail joins from the left. Continue on the Sand Dunes Trail.

1.6 The blue-blazed trail exits to the left; continue straight. In about 150 feet, return to the junction where you began the loop. Turn left and retrace your steps back to the trailhead.

2.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.
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HIKE INFORMATION

Local information: Destination Toledo; (419) 321-6404; visittoledo.org

Local events and attractions: The Wabash Cannonball Trail is a 63-mile multiple-use trail from Maumee to Montpelier; wabashcannonballtrail.org. Contact the Northwest Ohio Rails-to-Trails Association, Inc., at (800) 951-4788.

Accommodations: Bluegrass Campground, Swanton; (419) 875-5110; bluegrasscampground.com



Twin Acres Campground, Whitehouse; (419) 877-2684; twinacrescampground.com

The Mill House Bed and Breakfast, Grand Rapids; (419) 832-6455; themillhouse.com

Hike tours: Naturalist-led hikes are offered regularly. Call Metroparks Toledo for up-to-date information at (419) 407-9700, or visit metroparkstoledo.com.

Organizations: Maumee Valley Volkssporters walking club; (419) 350-4345; facebook.com/people/Maumee-Valley-Volkssporters/100069092770639/ Metroparks volunteer program; metroparkstoledo.com/get-involved/volunteer





3 Boardwalk Trail

Maumee Bay State Park

Maumee Bay State Park is home to a 2.4-mile boardwalk that takes you through the heart of a marsh ecosystem. Enjoy this fun little loop that weaves through a swamp forest that gradually gives way to an open marsh. Look for large birds, including great egrets, as well as amphibians and reptiles plus deer. Thick expanses of cattail are dotted with showy swamp rose mallow that provides color in summer and early fall. Take the spur trail to the overlook. It’s only about 10 feet high, but that’s all you need here. From atop the overlook deck, gaze out over a sea of cattails, with Lake Erie to the north, swamp forests to the south, and development in the distance.


Start: Trautman Nature Center

Distance: 2.4-mile trail system

Hiking time: About 1.5 hours

Difficulty: Easy; short and flat, even wheelchair accessible

Trail surface: Boardwalk

Blaze: None; junctions are marked.

Best season: Mid-May for migrating birds

Other trail users: Hikers only

Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted on the boardwalk trail

Water: Available at the nature center

Land status: State park

Nearest town: Oregon

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Park open daily until 11 p.m.; boardwalk open dawn to dusk; Trautman Nature Center open Wed through Sat 10 a.m. to 3 p.m., Sun noon to 4 p.m.

Maps: USGS Reno Beach; Maumee Bay State Park trail map

Trail contact: Maumee Bay State Park, Oregon; (419) 836-7758; nature center (419) 836-9117 ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/maumee-bay-state-park




Finding the trailhead


[image: ] From OH 2 east of Toledo, turn north onto North Curtice Road and drive 3.1 miles to the nature center entrance on the right. GPS: N41 41.02’ / W83 22.04’






The Hike

If you’re a birder, this is the place for you. The western basin of Lake Erie is situated along both the Mississippi and Atlantic Flyways; northward migrating birds gather here in vast numbers in spring. They often stop along the southern shore of the lake to replenish their fat reserves on hatching insects from the marsh before they fly over the lake. The marshes that line Lake Erie are home to about 300 bird species for at least part of the year, and during spring migration tens of thousands of birds gather along the shoreline here. These wetlands teem with animal life among the thick cattail and reed stands. Water levels vary, and trying to walk here can be quite a challenge. The solution: Build a boardwalk. And in the case of Maumee Bay State Park, rebuild the boardwalk—a 
tornado 
severely damaged the boardwalk in June 2023. The park immediately set to rebuilding the walkway with new, recycled-plastic content lumber and reopened it to the public bit by bit. The entire boardwalk reopened in little more than a year.

Maumee Bay State Park is a special place, in part because Ohio has lost 90 percent of its wetlands since European settlement. Begin the walk from the Trautman Nature Center, which features exhibits on the flora and fauna you will encounter along the boardwalk. Interactive exhibits make this a kid-friendly place, and a giant window in the back of the center allows for comfortable bird watching.

Begin the walk in a swamp forest of swamp white oak, cottonwood, willow, hackberry, and red maple. The ash trees that once lived here are mostly gone due to the emerald ash borer, an insect whose larvae feed on the inner bark of ash trees, killing them. Look for turtles (often seen sunning on a log in the pond nearest the nature center) and amphibians. Soon you will notice the abundant presence of two invasive exotic species: the attractive purple loosestrife and also phragmite grass. The park has sprayed herbicides on the phragmite grass in an attempt to eradicate it.

The boardwalk then enters an open marsh. The phragmite grass joins thick expanses of cattail, dotted with showy swamp rose mallow. Take the spur trail to the overlook. It’s only about 10 feet high, but that’s all you need here. The marsh’s largest birds are great egrets and great blue herons, which stand 4 feet tall and have 6-foot wingspans. Other common marsh birds include red-winged blackbirds, kingfishers, green herons, and wood ducks. Look above for bald eagles, which nest nearby and sometimes fly overhead. From the overlook return to the main boardwalk trail and complete a loop back to the nature center.

Maumee Bay has become one of Ohio’s most popular state parks, due no doubt to its many amenities: a lodge overlooking the lake, cabins, an eighteen-hole golf course, a campground, and two beaches (one along Lake Erie, the other an inland lake). Nearby natural areas that are more conducive to birding than hiking include Magee Marsh Wildlife Area and Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge.
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Boardwalk Trail






Invasive Exotics

According to the ODNR Division of Natural Areas and Preserves, about 3,000 species of plants grow in Ohio. Of these, about 78 percent are native to the state. The other 22 percent are exotic plants, meaning they were introduced from elsewhere, mostly by early European settlers or trade ships from Asia. Some of these exotics are invasive, which means they displace other, native plant species. Among those topping DNAP’s list of invasive exotics are Japanese and Amur honeysuckle, garlic mustard, lesser celandine, Japanese stiltgrass, multiflora rose (brought here for use as a natural fence—oops!), and, in northern Ohio’s wetlands, common reed/phragmite grass and purple loosestrife. You can help avoid further spread of these species by not planting them in your yard and by pulling them out whenever you have the opportunity. Also try to avoid picking up “hitchhikers”—carrying seeds from one place to the next.




[image: ]

Red-winged blackbird






MILES AND DIRECTIONS

0.0 Start from the side or back door of the nature center and begin walking east on the boardwalk. In about 300 feet, come to a junction at map waypoint B. Turn right and walk part of the short loop.

0.2 Arrive at a second junction at map waypoint E. Take another right and walk on the connector section of the boardwalk.

0.3 Hit a T intersection at map waypoint I. Turn right and begin circling the larger loop.

0.6 Pass a side trail on the right that leads to parking and trail access.

0.9 Arrive at the junction with the spur trail to the observation tower (map waypoint G). Turn right and check out the observation tower.

1.2 Return to the main loop and turn right.

1.7 Finish the longer loop at a junction with the connector trail. Turn right.

1.9 Come to a T intersection with the short loop. Turn right.

2.0 Arrive at a triangular intersection. To the right is the lodge; turn left to return to the nature center.

2.1 Pass the short loop on the left and continue straight.

2.2 Arrive back at the nature center.
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HIKE INFORMATION

Local information: Toledo Convention and Visitors Bureau; (800) 243-4667; visittoledo.org

Local events and attractions: Kite Weekend takes place every July; contact the park for up-to-date information. Magee Marsh Wildlife Area; (419) 898-0960; ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/magee-marsh-wildlife-area.

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge; (419) 898-0014; fws.gov/refuge/ottawa

Accommodations: Maumee Bay Lodge and Conference Center; (419) 836-1466; maumeebaylodge.com

Maumee Bay State Park campground; (419) 836-8828

Hike tours: Naturalist-led hikes are offered in season. Contact the nature center for up-to-date information at (419) 836-9117.

Organizations: Friends of Maumee Bay; (419) 836-8828; Facebook.com/FriendsofMaumeeBaySP

Black Swamp Bird Observatory, Oak Harbor; (419) 898-4070; bsbobird.org





4 Water’s Edge Trail

East Harbor State Park

No matter where you stand in East Harbor State Park, you are no more than 200 yards from the water. East Harbor’s 7 miles of trails are mostly located on a peninsula, surrounded by the main body of Lake Erie to the east and natural harbors to the west. Walk along the Water’s Edge Trail, among inland sand dunes under towering cottonwood trees. Watch boats navigating in and out of the channel that links East Harbor and Lake Erie. You have the option to return partly along the beach.


Start: South Beach parking lot trailhead

Distance: 2.0-mile out-and-back

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy; short and flat

Trail surface: Gravel, sand

Blaze: None; junctions are marked.

Best season: Late Apr through late Sept

Other trail users: Trails open to snowmobiles in winter

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted on trails and on beach

Water: Available at the North Beach restrooms/concession area

Land status: State park

Nearest town: Lakeside-Marblehead

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Park open daily until 11 p.m.

Maps: USGS Gypsum

Trail contact: East Harbor State Park, Lakeside-Marblehead; (419) 734-4424; ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/east-harbor-state-park




Finding the trailhead


[image: ] From Sandusky, follow OH 2/269 over Sandusky Bay. When the highways split, take OH 269 north 3.6 miles to the park entrance. Turn right into the park and drive 1.1 miles to the beach area. The road forks here; turn right into the South Beach parking lot. At the far end of the parking lot, there is a wide, gravel trail. The Water’s Edge Trail begins here. GPS: N41 33.0’ / W82 47.53’






The Hike

East Harbor State Park is located on the Marblehead Peninsula, which juts more than 5 miles into Lake Erie. This area contains remnants of the Great Black Swamp that once dominated the landscape of northwest Ohio. By the middle of the nineteenth century, timbering and swamp draining had led to the extirpation of such species as ruffed grouse, wild turkey, river otter, bison, wolverine, mountain lion, gray wolf, and even deer. The remaining marshes that surround East Harbor State Park are still home to a relatively high diversity of species, including mammals such as red fox, woodchuck, and muskrat. Many reptiles and amphibians also call this place home, including the green frog, American toad, water snake, fox snake, and painted turtle. The park’s main attraction for many hikers, though, is the birding. Look for such species as bald eagle, great blue heron, 
great egret, mute swan, and black-crowned night heron. Listen for the ever-present call of the red-winged blackbird.

The Water’s Edge Trail begins as a wide, gravel path. Growing around you is common reed, or phragmite grass, a highly invasive nonnative plant. Some small cedar trees dot the landscape. Walk quietly and bring binoculars in hopes of seeing a lot of bird activity. East Harbor is to your right but not visible from here (try the Wetland Trail for views of East Harbor). This short trail takes you through inland sand dunes beneath towering cottonwood trees. As you approach the edge of the peninsula, you will see boats coming in and out of the narrow harbor channel and trophy homes on the other side of the channel. On your return trip you have the option to walk along the beach for a portion of the hike; simply take a left at the end of the trail and walk to the beach to return on the beach. Where the beach ends, take a left again and rejoin the Water’s Edge Trail.

While you’re here, try out the West Harbor Trail. This 1.1-mile out-and-back trip starts along the North Swimming Beach and then curves around to the west, along a spit that’s less than 20 feet wide. From this trail West Harbor is to the north and Middle Harbor game sanctuary is to the south. 
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