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			Introduction

			Grand Rapids is an interesting place from a hiker’s perspective. While it has a few good natural places, such as Millennium Park and the magnificent Blandsford Nature Center, it is also surrounded by an evenly distributed collection of state and county parks. Along the network of highways and interstates that head in all directions from the city, you can get off at an exit and find a well preserved bit of wilderness to disappear into. The North Country National Scenic Trail—at over 4,600 miles through seven states, the longest of the national trails—is just a short drive away. Getting out of the city is a snap and a hike doesn’t need a lot of preplanning because you never have far to drive. And then there’s the proximity of Lake Michigan.

			For much of my life just across the lake in Wisconsin, I had heard about the dunes of Michigan, something that as a child I had associated with deserts or at least seaside shores. They always had a mystical quality for me, and when I finally had the opportunity to see them and hike them, I was not disappointed. In fact, beyond the natural beauty of them is the geological history they imply. They are reminders of Nature painting a story with a very large brush. Glaciers, over a mile thick in places, carved out these Great Lakes and left behind the waters and the sands that were blown into massive drifts. What’s left behind—both the exposed sands and those reclaimed by forests and grasses along their ridged backs—is startling and beautiful, and the views of the lakes from the state parks are breathtaking.

			But while those dunes might receive top billing for this show, the parks and trails farther inland deserve a lot of appreciation as well. Charming creeks through pine forests, a well developed system of county parks, rugged recreation areas set aside for wildlife—all of them have something different to offer from the next park down the road.

		

		
			Otis Sanctuary gets the nod from Audubon as being a prime birding site, with a great combination of habitats in a small area, something you can find not just here but at other parks such as Yankee Springs or Pickerel Lake. The North Country Trail is rugged and less parklike. It crosses the state, often just steps from developed land but somehow sneaking by in a preserved sense of the wild thanks to cooperative landowners, the National Park System, and all the volunteers and donors who made it possible. Yankee Springs has a huge system of trails and, like the dunes, exhibits evidence of that larger ice age story.

			The characters of each hike in this book vary, and in each of these state, county, and city parks, I have put together a route that captures the essence of that particular park. But these are merely suggestions on where to start. Most of these trails have alternatives or are part of a larger system. You may find that some corners of a park might compel you to linger a bit longer and explore spur trails or other loops. Whatever you choose, my hope is that you enjoy the rich natural beauty of this little corner of Michigan.

			The Nature of Grand Rapids

			Grand Rapids’ hiking grounds range from the rugged and hilly to the flat and paved. Hikes in this guide cover the gamut. While by definition a best easy day hike is not strenuous and generally poses little danger to the traveler, knowing a few details about the nature of the Grand Rapids area will enhance your explorations.

			Weather

			Spring can start in March or May, depending on the whims of Michigan weather. But in general you can expect temperatures to get above freezing in March and stay there by April. Temperatures in the 50s, 60s, and even 70s can be expected in April and May. Mosquitoes start coming out later in May or, if you’re lucky, June.

		

		
			Summer temperatures can range from the 60s and 70s in June up to the 80s and 90s in July and August. But don’t be surprised by 85 one day and 65 the next day—or even a couple of hours later. Mosquitoes and summer go hand in hand, I’m afraid. Watch for thunderstorms or the occasional windstorm or tornado.

			Fall brings amazing colors starting in late September and perhaps hanging on past Halloween. Some 70s and 80s heat can linger through September, but generally temperatures are mild and the mosquitoes have gone for the year.

			Winter means snow. This does not, however, mean the end of the hiking season. Most trails are still open in the winter, and snowshoe enthusiasts can be happy. However, watch for trails that are closed to hikers when cross-­country skiing is possible. Groomed trails as a rule prohibit hiking.

			Critters

			There’s not much in the way of dangerous wildlife. Just don’t find yourself on the business end of a skunk. You’ll encounter mostly benign, sweet creatures on these trails, such as deer, squirrels, rabbits, wild turkeys, and a variety of songbirds and shorebirds. More rarely seen (during the daylight hours especially) are coyotes, raccoons, and opossums. Deer in some of the parks are remarkably tame, and may linger on or close to the trail as you approach.

			The only real critter risks come from the smallest of the lot: the mosquito and the tick, which can carry West Nile virus and Lyme disease, respectively. Protect yourself with light-­colored clothing and good insect repellent, and check yourself for ticks after every hike.

		

		
			Safety and Preparation

			Hiking in the Grand Rapids area is generally safe. Still, hikers should be prepared, whether they are out for a short stroll through Millennium Park or working up and down the dunes along Lake Michigan’s shores. Some specific advice:

			
					Know the basics of first aid, including how to treat bleeding, bites and stings, and fractures, strains, or sprains. Pack a first-­aid kit on each excursion.

					Use maps to navigate (and do not rely solely on the maps included in this book).

					Bring or wear clothes to protect you from cold, heat, or rain.

					Familiarize yourself with the symptoms of heat exhaustion, heat stroke, and hypothermia. Heat exhaustion symptoms include heavy sweating, muscle cramps, headache, dizziness, and fainting. Should you or any of your hiking party exhibit any of these symptoms, cool the victim down immediately by rehydrating and getting him or her to an air-­conditioned location. Cold showers also help reduce body temperature. Heat stroke is much more serious: The victim may lose consciousness, and the skin is hot and dry to the touch. In this event, call 911 immediately. Heat stroke is a real possibility, especially on a hot summer day at the exposed dunes.
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