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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


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


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


Thanks for your input!
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Introduction

It’s moments before dawn at the edge of a forested wetland surrounded by river and canal, as several small groups of people with binoculars in hand stand stock-still, listening intently.


There it is—the distant “Who cooks for you?” call of a barred owl, one of more than one hundred species that nest and breed in the refuge’s forests. As darkness begins to recede and the light turns dawn-gray, a chirrup in the reeds on the edge of the forest signals a marsh wren’s presence. A “witchity, witchity, witchity” song reveals a common yellow-throat’s location, while deeper in the woods, combinations of lyrical notes and lisping buzzes tell birders that black-throated green and black-throated blue warblers have arrived overnight.


With the brightening sky, more snatches of song fill the air. A rabbit crosses the now-visible path onto the island, and chipmunks begin their familiar sharp “chit” notes.


Where is this magical place? It’s a few miles west of Syracuse at Howland Island, in the Northern Montezuma Wetlands Complex—one of many such refuges, forests, and preserves that provide homes to all manner of wildlife. Trails through this and more than a dozen other preserves present some of the most satisfying, easy hiking in the central New York region—all in places that allow us to connect with our natural world and all within an hour’s drive of downtown Syracuse.


Take the Cliff Trail at Clark Reservation State Park or gaze beyond the cascading water at Chittenango Falls and see limestone and sandstone born as much as 400 million years ago, when a shallow sea covered much of North America. Clark Reservation’s cliff edges rise high over the valley below, but they were not always so lofty. A diligently flowing creek created these tall places, wearing away at the stone banks until they became walls as the creek sank lower. Today we enjoy wide vistas and impressive rock formations because of millions of years of geology at work.


While limestone forms the bedrock of central New York, much of the landscape shows the effects of more-current events. Walk the ridgeline on the Esker Brook Trails in the Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge, circle the deep turquoise pools at Green Lakes State Park, or stroll the board-walk to the kettle pond at Labrador Hollow Unique Area and see the impact of glaciers that moved over this land as recently as 20,000 years ago.


We know that receding glaciers hollowed out the crevasses that would become the Finger Lakes, but we may forget that the unusually deep ponds and small lakes are the products of huge blocks of ice that fell from calving glaciers, creating holes in the earth. When the ice blocks melted, they filled these holes with water, and lakes were born. Today we can circle these unusual bodies of water on easy, level trails that reveal the lakes’ unusual character.


There’s at least one more chapter of natural history to discover in the Syracuse area: the twentieth century reforestation that’s still in progress. We can enjoy easy or more rugged hikes through Huckleberry Swamp, Baltimore Woods, Bear Swamp State Forest, and High Vista Preserve because of the combined work of man and nature to reclaim this land. Not so long ago—as recently as the 1930s—these properties were farmers’ fields, used to graze cattle or grow crops. Today they are covered with young forests, planted in part by the legendary Civilian Conservation Corps of the Great Depression era. A delightful wilderness experience awaits visitors who explore each area on well-marked and maintained trails.


Intermixed with these excellent hiking experiences are some crown jewels just beyond Syracuse. Highland Forest County Park, with its meticulously labeled trails that traverse truly beautiful surroundings, offers one of the finest days out we’ve found anywhere. Fillmore Glen, the southernmost park in this guide, pairs an adventurous hike—aided by eight unobtrusive bridges—with a spectacular gorge, waterfalls, and startlingly emerald foliage.


Beaver Lake Nature Center, just north of the city in Baldwinsville, offers a series of delightful trails featuring an extended boardwalk along a tranquil lake. To the west, trails through Seneca Meadows Wetland Preserve wind between ponds where American and least bitterns and pied-billed grebes raise their young. And the shores of Lake Ontario offer one of the area’s most remarkable formations—Chim ney Bluffs, where wind and weather combine to influence a towering, ever-changing coastline.


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



Weather

Few places can match central New York for its gorgeous spring and summer, when flowers scent the air, leaves fairly burst from the trees in intense shades of green, and the sky turns cobalt to complement the sunlight.


The sun shines six days out of ten from June through August. Spring temperatures can linger in the 50s and 60s until June; idyllic summer days can average in the 70s and 80s, with occasional spikes into the 90s in June or July and cooler temperatures at night. Heavy rains often arrive in April, although they rarely last more than a day or two at a time. Syracuse has no dry season, so be prepared for rain any time you visit.


To truly appreciate this transformation to the Technicolor spring and summer seasons in upstate New York, however, we must face the Syracuse area’s legendary winters. The city once rated fourth among the top-ten snowiest cities in America, and its heavy snowfalls continue to make national news.


Winter temperatures average in the mid-20s, with significant dips into the 20s, 10s, and single digits in January, February, and March. Check the windchill factor before making a winter hike, as the air can feel much colder than the temperature indicates. The annual February thaw can push temperatures into the 50s for a few days, but the cold will return, usually lasting into mid-April. Snow is guaranteed—an average winter sees 115 inches (that’s 9.5 feet), although not all at once. In the winter months, November through January, the Syracuse area sees the sun about 28 percent of the time.


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





Park and Preserve Regulations

You will find the lands listed in this book both accessible and fairly easy to navigate. Only the state parks listed charge admission fees (though some preserves suggest a donation).


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


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


If you’re a gun owner, you will need to leave your weapon at home when entering a county park, as only law enforcement officers are permitted to carry guns on these lands. Hunting is permitted in properties managed by the Department of Environmental Conservation, so it’s a good idea to wear a blaze orange jacket and hat if you’re planning to hike these areas during hunting seasons.





Safety and Preparation

There is little to fear when hiking in upstate New York, whether you’re stepping down into the gorge at Fillmore Glen or hiking through Bear Swamp State Forest. Some basic safety precautions and intelligent preparation will make your hikes calamity-free.



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

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

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

	
Carry water. Don’t try drinking from the rivers, creeks, ponds, or other bodies of water unless you can filter or treat the water first. Your best bet is to carry your own—at least a quart per person for any hike and up to a gallon in hot weather.

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

	
Bring your mobile phone. All the trails in this book have mobile coverage, so if you do get into a jam, help is a phone call away. (As a courtesy to the rest of us, set your phone to vibrate while you’re on the trail.)

	
Leave wildlife alone. Central New York State once was home to the timber rattlesnake, but scientists believe this species to be extirpated from the areas covered in this book. Black bear sightings are very rare. As a general rule, don’t approach wildlife of any kind. If you do see a bear, don’t get any closer; if your presence changes its behavior, you’re too close. Keep your distance and the bear will most likely do the same. Some cases of rabies in raccoons have been reported in the area; generally it’s best to steer clear of these animals when they’re seen in daylight.






Zero Impact

Many trails in the Syracuse area are heavily used year-round. As trail users and advocates, we must be especially vigilant to make sure our passage leaves no lasting mark. Here are some basic guidelines for preserving trails in the region.



	
Pack out all your own trash, including biodegradable items such as orange peels. You might also pack out garbage left by less considerate hikers.

	
Don’t approach or feed any wild creatures—the gray squirrel eyeing your snack food is best able to survive if it remains self-reliant. Feeding ducks and geese can spread illnesses among the birds when they come into contact while chasing bits of bread or corn. Please don’t feed them.
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