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    HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


  




  

    Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on.




    We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




    GPP




    Reader Response/Editorial Department




    P.O. Box 480




    Guilford, CT 06437




    Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@globepequot.com




    Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  Introduction




  




  I know what you’re thinking.




  When you hear the word Chicago, you don’t think about hiking. You think about the world-class architecture towering over Lake Michigan, the iconic “El” trains rumbling through the Loop, and the romantic oaks and statues of Lincoln Park. You picture the infamous improv clubs, the deep-dish pizza joints, and the lion-flanked Art Institute. Al Capone’s gangsters, Buddy Guy’s blues, and Roger Ebert’s reviews.




  But you probably don’t think about hiking. I sure didn’t until I moved here from North Carolina several years ago.




  Boy, was I wrong.




  Prepare to be surprised. Delighted, even, by the spectacular forests, grasslands, wetlands, dunes, moraines, and canyons—yes, I said canyons—that you can find right outside the Windy City. If you find these claims hard to believe, just flip through the pages of this guide and take a look at the pictures, and you’ll get a sense of the natural beauty and variety surrounding “the most American of big cities.”
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  Sag Valley's Swallow Cliff Woods.




  You’ll see the deep, leafy canyons of Starved Rock; the colossal, 100-foot sand dunes on the southern shores of Lake Michigan; the haunted homesteads and cemeteries of Chellberg Farm; remnants of the Underground Railroad and the Manhattan Project; the tumbling river gorge of Kankakee; the lush, dark forests of Ryerson and Messenger Woods; a herd of elk in captivity; and a group of bison roaming the grasslands above the world’s second-largest particle accelerator.




  Don’t have a car? No problem. Chicago has several great hiking options within the city limits, and the Metra train system can get you into the suburbs and beyond for cheaper than the price of gas.




  For some reason, some people still think of Chicago as a gray, industrial maze of steel canyons. But the days of Upton Sinclair and Carl Sandburg have long passed, and the “City in a Garden” is one of the cleanest, brightest, and greenest cities in the world today. Thanks in large part to Mayor Richard M. Daley’s strong-armed efforts, Chicago has recently been named one of the ten best cities in America for cyclists by the Huffington Post, one of the five best walking cities in America by Yahoo News, and one of the ten greenest American cities by Popular Science magazine, where Chicago won the Green Space category for its 12,000 acres of parks. Won, as in first place, over cities like Seattle, Portland, and Denver. And that’s just counting the greenspace within the city limits!
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  A water lily near the Little Red Schoolhouse Nature Center.




  So. I love deep-dish pizza, improv at The Second City, and window shopping down the Magnificent Mile just as much as everyone else. But maybe it’s time you got outside and experienced all Chicago has to offer.




  Chicago’s Natural and Human History




  Northern Illinois owes its haunting landscape to the most recent ice age, the Wisconsin Glacial Episode, the very same event that created a land bridge across the Bering Sea and allowed for human migration between hemispheres. The glaciers and ice flows seeping down from Canada carved giant grooves and troughs into the Upper Midwest. And 10,000 years ago when the ice began to melt, the debris it left behind created countless moraines, kames, and eskers throughout the region, while stubborn chunks of ice that refused to melt until much later became kettle lakes. So obviously, the Prairie State is far from flat.




  

    Chicago-Area Landscape Terms




    A moraine is a ridge or mound made of glacial debris—such as silt, clay, and boulders—that remains unstratified. A kame is a moraine that has hardened and become stratified over time. An esker is a winding, snakelike ridge of silt, sand, and gravel created by a stream that once ran beneath or within a glacier. A kettle is a body of water created by a leftover chunk of ice that melted after the glacier receded. Some kettles may become bogs over time, a wetland where the water is covered by a layer of acidic, dead plant matter called peat. A slough, on the other hand, is an alkaline wetland in a prairie. And while prairies are covered in tall grasses, savannas are shorter grasslands dotted with a small number of trees, usually oaks.


  




  These ridge-filled woodlands, grasslands, and wetlands were originally home to several Algonquin tribes of Native Americans—the Miami, Sauk, and Fox—who called the area shikaakwa after the “stinky onions” that grew in its marshes. But sometime in the first half of the eighteenth century, the neighboring Potawatomi moved in from Michigan and Indiana, bullying the other tribes farther west. And then in 1674, the Europeans arrived.




  The French-Canadian explorer Louis Jolliet and his companion, a French Jesuit missionary named Jacques Marquette (as in Marquette University), passed through the area as they navigated up the Mississippi all the way from the Gulf of Mexico (the Francophonic corruption of the word shikaakwa is where the name Chicago comes from). They realized that the “portage” of the Chicago River made it possible to connect the Great Lakes with the Mississippi River, an idea that would solidify the region as a vital cog in the trade and transportation industries of the New World.




  Still, no Europeans lived in the area until the 1780s, when the “father of Chicago,” Haitian fur trader Jean-Baptiste Point du Sable, built a cabin and farm at the mouth of the Chicago River, where he befriended the Potawatomis and prospered for almost two decades. But after losing the Northwest Indian War, the Potawatomi gave the U.S. government control over the area, and the army built Fort Dearborn in 1803 just across the river from Du Sable’s farm (the Chicago Riverwalk hike passes by both of these historic sites).




  From there, Chicago grew exponentially. Attracted to cheap real estate and its future role as a transportation hub, entrepreneurs streamed in from New England. By 1833, it was incorporated as a town—by 1837, a city. In the 1850s, new railroads and shipping canals attracted more laborers and more businesses, such as prominent retailer Sears, Roebuck and Company (as in the former Sears Tower). In just two decades, Chicago’s population skyrocketed from 4,000 to 90,000.




  Then in 1871, disaster struck. The Great Chicago Fire killed 300 people and burned down 18,000 buildings—including most of the downtown core—and left a third of the population homeless. According to legend, a cow in a South Side barn tipped over a lantern and ignited a blaze that roared through the city, which was primarily constructed out of wood.




  But the city’s triumphant resurgence after the fire drew just as much attention as the calamity itself, and the devastation provided planners and architects with a clean slate. New masonry buildings shot up so fast, the going joke around the country was that by the time your train arrived in Chicago to see the ruins, the city would already be completely rebuilt. Hardscrabble architects forced to deal with the soft, marshy ground along Lake Michigan came up with steel-reinforced foundations, which led to the development of the very first skyscrapers. Soon, Chicago loomed higher than ever before.




  Just twenty years after garnering national attention from the fire, Chicago captured the imagination of the entire world when it held the World’s Fair of 1893. The same architects who resurrected downtown created a gleaming White City a little farther south, where twenty-three million people (more than a third of the U.S. population at the time) gathered to celebrate science, culture, and debauchery, as they beheld the very first Ferris wheel, neon lights, and Cracker Jack. Meanwhile, a young charismatic serial killer preyed on young women in town for the fair, conducting bizarre rituals with their bodies deep in his self-built, castle-like hotel just west of the White City (the Jackson Park hike in this guide passes through the old fairgrounds).




  The World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, along with the “Century of Progress” World’s Fair four decades later (see the Northerly Island hike), helped solidify Chicago in the public mind as one of the world’s greatest cities, second only in America to New York (thus the Chicago nickname, “Second City”). Luckily, during the political fireworks and gangster wars of the early twentieth century, several forest preserve districts were established, which began buying woodlands and farms surrounding the city, preserving and restoring the natural beauty of northern Illinois and Indiana before it could be lost to urban sprawl. And so today, despite the gray cityscapes you’re familiar with from movies like The Untouchables, The Fugitive, and The Dark Knight, Chicago is a vibrant, green city surrounded by verdant landscapes as dynamic as they are diverse.




  Weather




  Honestly, it’s not as bad as you think. Sure, Chicago is infamous for its harsh winters. But we get more days of sun and fewer days of rain than some urban outdoor meccas like Seattle and Portland. And while it definitely snows, our totals are much lower than cities like Buffalo, Grand Rapids, Cleveland, or even Boulder.




  Here are the basics. Our rainiest months are April through August, whereas March, September, and October are typically drier. The snow starts coming down in November, and keeps dumping throughout February. However, if it stays cold enough, the snow might stay on the ground well into March. The wind can be pretty bad by Lake Michigan, but most of the inland forest preserves are well protected, unless you’re out on an open prairie.




  If you want to get technical, Chicago lies in a humid continental climate zone, just like New England and Eastern Europe, which means our summers are warm and humid (but not usually stifling), our winters are cold (sometimes very cold), and our rain is well distributed throughout the year (though of course snow is the more common form of precipitation in the winter).
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  Looking up at the towering Mount Baldy.




  However, Chicago is actually part of a relatively rare subtype of humid continental climate zones that feature hotter-than-usual summers, when temperatures can reach the 90s in July and August, so keep that in mind when you pack water.




  The absolute best months for hiking are March (if you like it chilly but dry), May and September (warm and dry), and October through mid-November (cooler, but dry until the snow hits). However, beautiful, temperate days can pop up out of nowhere year-round. A warm front could push the mercury up near 60 on a sunny December day, or a passing high-pressure area could cool things down mid-August. I’ve hiked comfortably during every month of the year in Chicago.




  Typically, you’ll only need heavy insulation (like a down jacket, thermal underwear, and boots) if you’re hiking in January, February, or December. In spring and autumn, a moderate insulating layer will usually be fine (like a fleece jacket), especially since you’ll be working up a sweat (look for jackets that breathe, or that have vents beneath your armpits). In the summer, I recommend lightweight pants over shorts: better sun protection, plus a barrier against ticks and other insects. And having a light rain shell is always a good idea, year-round, preferably something that you can pack or stuff into your backpack. Finally, prairies can get (and stay) pretty muddy after precipitation, so make sure you don’t wear those brand-new, white running shoes a few days after a storm.




  For up-to-date weather information, no one’s more popular with Chicagoans than WGN’s amiable Tom Skilling, whose forecasts you can find at www.chicagoweathercenter.com or in the daily Chicago Tribune.




  Weather Averages for Chicago
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      	Dec



      	37



      	24



      	2.63

    


  





  Flora and Fauna




  As discussed earlier, the landscapes of northern Illinois are surprisingly dynamic and diverse thanks to the glaciers that forever altered the Upper Midwest tens of thousands of years ago. But there are essentially five basic environments that you’ll be exploring: woodlands like Ryerson and Messenger Woods, which are dense groves of trees dominated by oaks and maples, where you’ll find lots of black-eyed Susans, fleabane, and occasional patches of blue violets; prairies like Springbrook and Midewin, vast meadows of tall grasses like Indiangrass and switchgrass, as well as wildflowers like wild bergamot, goldenrod, and shooting star; savannas at Crabtree and Poplar Creek, grassy fields dotted with singular oaks and plenty of little bluestem; wetlands like Moraine Hills, where acidic or alkaline bodies of shallow water produce and attract a unique brand of wildlife; and finally, the towering dunes of northern Indiana, covered with beeches and oaks.




  You’re going to see a lot of wildlife—way more than you think. White-tailed deer are everywhere, especially the farther away from the city you get. Look for them grazing in the shade near the borders between forests and prairies, or drinking water from a small creek. The other endemic mammals are chipmunks, but you might also see a red fox or a coyote if you walk quietly enough.
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  A white-tailed deer in the Indiana Dunes State Park.




  Many of the sites in this guide are known for bird watching. Purple martins love Chicago’s lakeshore, and red-winged blackbirds are all over the prairies, along with sparrows and bobolinks. Blue herons and cranes are easy to spot in the wet-lands, as well as the less common but more majestic green heron. And always keep an eye on the sky for circling turkey vultures and red-tailed hawks.




  There are a few plants and animals you’ll want to avoid. More than anything else, be wary of the Three Poisons (poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac), because northern Illinois is home to all of them. My best advice is to look at pictures of them online until you can spot them from a mile away, but here’s a primer. Poison ivy grows in upside-down-almond-shaped leaves of three on the ground, or clinging to the bark of trees as a vine. Poison oak is a short shrub with oak-lobed leaves of three. Essentially, if you see something in clusters of three leaves, don’t touch it. Poison sumac is a little different—it’s a small shrub or tree with clusters of seven to thirteen pinnate leaves that can range from green to red. The best way to avoid the excruciatingly painful contact dermatitis that occurs when urushiol resin rubs off onto your skin is to wear pants and long sleeves year-round, stay on the trail, and try not to touch any plants growing along the edges of the trail. In two decades of heavy hiking across the United States, this strategy has kept me safe (okay, I did rub up against poison ivy once, but I was doing yard work for a friend, not hiking).




  Illinois is also home to quite a few snakes, but only one of them is venomous: the massasauga rattlesnake, a small, vicious pit viper with black splotches surrounded by gray, and a diamond-shaped head. You’ll probably never see one (unless you’re dumb enough to wander off the trail and plunge through a tallgrass prairie), but keep your distance if you do.




  Also, protect yourself against ticks and mosquitoes, both of which can transmit diseases. Wear pants and long-sleeved shirts year-round, check your clothes and skin every hour or so for ticks, and consider using insect repellent, especially if you’re visiting wetlands during the summer, when they can be teeming with bugs.




  Finally, and I can’t stress this enough, never eat anything you find on the trail. Ever. There are berries and mushrooms out there that will kill you very, very painfully, and they’re extremely difficult to differentiate from similar, nontoxic varieties, even for professionals. If you don’t believe me, watch Into the Wild.




  Enjoy and Respect This Beautiful Landscape




  As you take advantage of the spectacular scenery offered by the Chicago area, remember that our planet is very dear, very special, and very fragile. All of us should do everything we can to keep it clean, beautiful, and healthy, including following the Green Tips you’ll find throughout this book.




  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 Chicago. Stuffed with useful Chicago-area information, Best Hikes Near Chicago features thirty mapped and cued hikes. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components:




  Each section begins with an introduction to the region, in which you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike then starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.




  Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




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




  Approximate 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.
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  The pedestrian bridge over rock Creek at Kankakee river State Park.




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




  

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




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




    Difficult—More than 10 miles total trip distance in one day, 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 cyclists, in-line skaters, etc.
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  Dwarfed by the limestone canyons of Starved rock.




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




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




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




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




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




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. For some hikes the Nearby Attractions section offers some things to do before or after traversing the trail. The Options section give information about alternate or nearby hikes, and for many hikes within-the-hike options are given 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. One of the simplest ways to begin this is to just turn the map upside down and hike any route in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite different. With this in mind, it’ll be like getting two distinctly different hikes on each map. For your own purposes, you may wish to copy the route directions onto a small sheet of paper to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it all with you. 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 or letter.




  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: Trail Finder Hike ﻿No. Hike Name Best Hikes for Children Best Hikes for Great Views Best Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Hikes for Lake Lovers Best Hikes for Waterfalls Best Hikes for Geology Lovers Best Hikes for History Buffs Best Hikes for People Watching Best Hikes for Dogs Best Hikes to Bring Your Mountain Bike 1 Chicago Riverwalk • • • • 2 Northerly Island Loop • • • • 3 Northern Lakefront Trail • • • • • • 4 Southern Lakefront Trail • • • • • • 5 Jackson Park Trails • • • • 6 Crabtree Nature Center Trails • • 7 Shoe Factory Road Woods Trail • • • 8 Deer Grove Loop • • • 9 Busse Lake Hike • • • • • 10 Busse Woods Elk Pasture Hike • • • • 11 Ryerson Woods Trails • • 12 River Trail Nature Center Loop • • 13 Chicago Botanic Gardens Trails • • 14 Skokie Lagoons Island Hike • • 15 Moraine Hills Tra]




  [image: Trail Finder Hike ﻿ No. Hike Name Best Hikes for Children Best Hikes for Great Views Best Hikes for Nature Lovers Best Hikes for Lake Lovers Best Hikes for Waterfalls Best Hikes for Geology Lovers Best Hikes for History Buffs Best Hikes for People Watching Best Hikes for Dogs Best Hikes to Bring Your Mountain Bike 16 Morton Arboretum Trails • • • • 17 Danada Forest Preserve Trails • • 18 Fullersburg Woods Loop • • • 19 Greene Valley Trail • • 20 Waterfall Glen Loop • • • • • 21 Sag Valley Yellow Trail • • • 22 Messenger Woods Trails • • 23 Kankakee River State Park Hike • • • • • • 24 Channahon State Park Hike • • 25 McKinley Woods Hike • • • 26 Starved Rock Hike • • • • 27 Mount Baldy Hike • • • • • • • 28 Cowles Bog Trail • • • • • • 29 Chellberg Farm and Bailly ﻿ Homestead Trail • • • 30 Indiana Dunes State Park Hike • • • • •]




  




  [image: TRANSPORTATION Freeway/Interstate Highway U.S. Highway State Highway Unpaved Road Railroad TRAILS Selected Route Trail or Fire Road Paved Trail Direction of Travel WATER FEATURES Body of Water River or Creek Wetland or Meadow Waterfall LAND FEATURES Local & State Parks National Forest & Wilderness Areas National Lakeshore Sand SYMBOLS Trailhead Boardwalk/Steps Bridge Building/Point of Interest Campground Mountain/Peak Parking Picnic Area Restroom Scenic View Telephone Towns and Cities Visitor/Information Center Water]




  

    In the City
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  The Daphne sculptures on Northerly Island.




  When you picture downtown Chicago, you probably see the art deco, neo-Gothic, and modern architectural masterpieces towering over Lake Michigan, flanked by Wrigley Field, the Art Institute, and a bevy of off-Broadway theaters and first-rate comedy clubs. But the Windy City is much greener and wilder than you think.




  Thanks to an early ordinance declaring Chicago’s lakeshore forever free to the public, a massive network of parkland serves as the city’s front lawn, and at over 2,600 acres, is more than three times larger than Central Park (eat your heart out, New York). These five hikes will take you through all four celebrated greenspaces on a scenic lakeside tour of Chicago, from the sprawling Lincoln Park on the North Side and Grant Park in the Loop to Burnham Park and Jackson Park on the Near South Side.




  These parks are historical land mines: created in part by rubble from the Great Chicago Fire of 1871; host to two ostentatious and legendary World’s Fairs in 1893 and 1933; and home to military garrisons, marble monuments, and haunted cemeteries. Today they’re home to museums, harbors, public beaches, bird sanctuaries, theaters, athletic fields, and one of the most popular bike/walking paths in the world alongside the mighty Lake Shore Drive.




  If you’re looking for solitude, the other sections of this book contain plenty of quieter alternatives far away from the glamour and clamor of the city. But don’t underestimate these hikes, from the bustling Riverwalk to the austere prairie on Northerly Island and the majestic oaks of Lincoln and Jackson Parks.
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  Looking back at Merchandise Mart from the Chicago Riverwalk.




  

    1




    Chicago Riverwalk


  




  Deep in the heart of the Windy City, this easy stroll through steel canyons is a perfect introduction to the city’s architecture and history. Ever since a Haitian fur trader built the first permanent settlement on the north bank over 200 years ago, the Chicago River has been the main artery of the city. From here, nearly all of Chicago’s most iconic structures are visible, from the Gothic buttresses of Tribune Tower to the infamous “corn cobs” of Marina City. And if you happen to visit on St. Patrick’s Day, the entire river will be dyed green.




  

    Start: The Riverwalk Gateway, on the southern side of the mouth of the Chicago River




    Distance: 1.9-mile point-to-point




    Approximate hiking time: 1.5 hours




    Difficulty: Easy due to flat, paved sidewalks, except for a few flights of stairs




    Trail surface: Paved path




    Best season: Mid-May to mid-October




    Other trail users: Runners, pedestrians




    Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted




    Land status: City-owned




    Fees and permits: None




    Schedule: Daily, 6:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m.




    Maps: USGS Chicago Loop, IL




    Trail contacts: Chicago Park District, 541 North Fairbanks Court, Chicago, IL 60611; (312) 742-7529; www.chicagoparkdistrict.com




    Finding the trailhead: From the Loop, take US 41/Lake Shore




    Drive north, and then bear right at the exit immediately after the bridge over the Chicago River to Illinois Street, where you’ll find plenty of parking at Navy Pier. Alternatively, take the CTA bus #66 east along Chicago Avenue to Navy Pier, or walk 8 blocks east from the Grand Red Line train station. To reach the trailhead, walk 3 blocks south of Navy Pier along the Lake Shore Drive pedestrian walkways to the southern side of the Chicago River’s mouth. After descending the stairs from the Lake Shore Drive Bridge, turn left and walk toward the river. On your left, you’ll see the Riverwalk Gateway, a memorial walkway beneath the bridge with bright blue pylons and trellises. GPS: N41 53.27’ / W87 36.82’
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