
		
			[image: 978-1-4930-1045-5.jpg]
		

	
		
			Hiking Ozarks

			A Guide to the Area’s Greatest Hiking Adventures

			JD Tanner and Emily Ressler-Tanner

		

		
			[image: 4939.jpg]
		

	
		
			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:

			Globe Pequot Press

			Reader Response/Editorial Department

			PO 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

			The Ozarks are a physiographic and geologic highland region of the central United States. They cover much of the southern half of Missouri and an extensive portion of northwestern and north-central Arkansas. This is a vast region, covering over 60,000 square acres and spreading across Arkansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, and Kansas. Some argue that the region also includes southern Illinois. While the boundaries of the Ozarks are somewhat muddled, the name of the region itself is even more confusing. Depending on who is describing the area, you may here the region referred to as the Ozark Mountains, the Ozark Highlands, the Ozark Upland, the Ozark Hills, the Ozark Hill Country, the Ozark Plateau, or the Ozarks (as we refer to the region in this guide). Given the large geographical area, the diversity of scenery, the sporadic pockets of populated areas, and the unique vernacular of those who live here, it is easy to see how labeling the area with just one title has been a challenge.

			Once a large plateau, the Ozarks are not particularly high in elevation. The most mountain-like areas include the St. Francois Mountains in Missouri and the Boston Mountains in Arkansas. The region is characterized by a wealth of springs, caves, and sinkholes and owes its unique characteristics to the power of erosion. Over time water has changed the plateau, carving away portions of the soil and the underlying sedimentary rocks and leaving the hills, valleys, exposed bluffs, and fascinating rock formations that we see today.

			We couldn’t be more excited to introduce you to the extensive network of trails offered here in the Ozarks. This is a landscape that offers endless beauty and solitude for outdoor enthusiasts. Hikes across long ridgetops, into quiet valleys and cool hollows, and through rocky creeks give visitors a chance to view the unique natural and cultural history of the area. Springs, caves, sinkholes, bluffs, glades, hardwood forests, clear-flowing streams, waterfalls, and lakes are the natural gems of the Ozarks and are all highlighted in this guide.

			If you are a visitor to the Ozarks, this collection of hiking trails will serve as a valued tool in becoming familiar with the great variety of outdoor adventures within this vast region. Our hope is that this guide will serve as your introduction to Ozark adventures and will keep you returning to the Ozark backwoods time and time again. If you are a longtime local of the area, this book will hopefully take you on some new adventures to some lesser-known trails in this diverse region.

			This guide lists easy, moderate, and more challenging hikes in the Ozarks. Some of the hikes can be found near more-populated areas such as St. Louis, Cape Girardeau, Springfield, and Fayetteville. Visitors to the region will find trails near the most popular vacation destinations such as the Buffalo National River, Branson, and Lake of the Ozarks. Most are nestled in the heart of the Missouri and Arkansas Ozarks and will likely require a bit of driving to find the trailhead. All showcase the natural wonders hidden in this region. From the highest elevations in Arkansas and Missouri to the tallest waterfall between the Appalachian and Rocky Mountains, the hikes featured in the pages of this book are some of best hikes in the region. We have done our best to include a little something for everyone and have tried to select trails from every part of the region while still making sure to include those trails widely considered to be superior for their scenic and historical significance. Hikes for families, for nature lovers, for scenic views, and for history buffs have all been included and should be considered an introduction to the areas and a starting point to continue your explorations in the Ozarks.

		

		
			Weather

			The weather in the Ozarks consists of a mild spring, ranging from cool to warm and muggy, that is typically wet. Trail conditions can be quite muddy during spring, especially for hikes that are in or near floodplains. The biggest concern for spring weather in the Ozarks is the chance for thunder/lightning storms, hail, and/or tornadoes.

			Storms still pose a threat in early summer, but as the summer progresses the weather tends to be less wet and sometimes very hot and almost always humid. Hikers that choose to get out in the mid- to late summer might consider early-morning hikes, as high temperatures and humidity usually set in by midmorning.

			Fall can be downright gorgeous in the Ozarks. The mostly hardwood forests often exhibit a dazzling array of fall colors. Daytime temperatures in the low to mid-70s along with decreased humidity make for some amazingly scenic hikes. Fall hiking cannot be encouraged enough.

			The Ozarks have an abundance of cold and snowy days in winter, but if you don’t mind hiking with no leaves on the trees, winter can be a very enjoyable time to hike here as well. Wintertime hikers will get more views of the rolling hills. The unusual rock formations are made even more magical after a light dusting of snow, and hikers will typically enjoy the trails almost all to themselves.

			Ideal times for hiking in the Ozarks are early to late spring and mid- to late fall. Mix in the handful of cool days in summer and warm winter days and a person can enjoy many picture-perfect hiking days in the Ozarks each year.
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				Lightning storm in southern Missouri

			

		

		
			Weather Averages for Springfield, Missouri

		

		
			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Month

						
							
							High (ºF)

						
							
							Low (ºF)

						
							
							Rainfall (Inches)

						
					

					
							
							January

						
							
							43

						
							
							22

						
							
							2.47

						
					

					
							
							February

						
							
							48

						
							
							26

						
							
							2.62

						
					

					
							
							March

						
							
							58

						
							
							35

						
							
							3.62

						
					

					
							
							April

						
							
							67

						
							
							44

						
							
							4.32

						
					

					
							
							May

						
							
							75

						
							
							54

						
							
							5.10

						
					

					
							
							June

						
							
							84

						
							
							63

						
							
							4.85

						
					

					
							
							July

						
							
							89

						
							
							68

						
							
							3.68

						
					

					
							
							August

						
							
							89

						
							
							67

						
							
							3.55

						
					

					
							
							September

						
							
							80

						
							
							58

						
							
							4.61

						
					

					
							
							October

						
							
							69

						
							
							47

						
							
							3.59

						
					

					
							
							November

						
							
							57

						
							
							35

						
							
							4.22

						
					

					
							
							December

						
							
							45

						
							
							25

						
							
							3.04

						
					

				
			

			

		

		
			(Statistics from the Weather Channel, June 2013)

			Flora and Fauna

			The Ozarks are home to an incredible number of both plant and animal species. The Ozarks provide several types of unique habitats to foster this ecological diversity. Woodlands, open fields, swamp-like areas, rivers and streams, caves, bluffs, glades, and even abandoned buildings provide important habitat for the species that live here. Many of the mammals here are nocturnal and skilled at avoiding humans. The best times to catch a glimpse of these critters are the early morning and at dusk. Hikers here are likely to see opossums, skunks, squirrels, rabbits, armadillos, white-tailed deer, raccoons, and possibly black bear, gray fox, elk, and bobcats. There have been a handful of confirmed mountain lion sightings in the region, but the chance of seeing one is incredibly unlikely.

			The Ozarks are also an outstanding attraction for birding fanatics—over 400 species of birds can be spotted here! Great blue herons, belted kingfishers, and wood ducks are common sights along many of the rivers in the region. Bald eagles are frequently observed in the trees along ridgetops during the winter months. Visitors might be surprised to spot a roadrunner in dry glades or along the Buffalo River. Northern cardinals, chickadees, hummingbirds, titmice, wrens, and woodpeckers are common in almost every part of the Ozarks.

		

		
			Do watch your step when hiking the trails of the Ozarks. There are many species of nonvenomous snakes found here and several species of venomous snakes, including copperheads, cottonmouths, pygmy rattlesnakes, and timber rattlesnakes. All snakes serve an important ecological purpose in controlling the population of rodents and other pests. The copperhead and timber rattlesnake are the venomous snakes a hiker is most likely to encounter along trails. Venomous snakes are most easily recognized by their “arrow-shaped” heads. To avoid being bitten, hikers should wear protective footwear, never place hands under rocks or logs, keep an eye on the ground as they hike, and never attempt to handle or kill snakes. Snakebites are incredibly rare and are usually the result of a person attempting to handle a snake. Pay attention to where you are walking, particularly along rocky slopes and near waterways, and you shouldn’t have any problems. Leave them alone and they will leave you alone.

			There is also a wide diversity of plant life found in the Ozarks. Woodland forests are dominated by oak and hickory, but you’ll also find shortleaf pine, sycamore, cottonwood, birch, maple, redbud, dogwood, and cedar. Spring brings the enjoyment of wildflower blooms, which last for several months. Look for more common species such as larkspur, purple coneflower, and columbine. Showy lady’s slipper and rein orchid are two beautiful and rare wildflowers that can be found in the Ozarks. The Ozark wild crocus is a particularly beautiful flower that is only found in the Ozarks. It blooms in April and May in densely wooded areas along the Current River.
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				Allium stellatum, or wild onion, can be found in dry, rocky glades throughout the Ozarks.

			

		

		
			Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations

			The hiking trails in this book traverse through lands that are controlled and managed by various public agencies. Each group has their own rules and regulations that must be respected and adhered to at all times while hiking on these lands. The trails in this book cross through lands managed by the United States Forest Service, the National Park Service, Missouri State Parks, Arkansas State Parks, Oklahoma State Parks, Missouri Department of Conservation, and St. Louis County Parks. Hikes on lands managed by the National Park Service will have firmer rules and regulations with regard to recreation and land-use restrictions.

			When day hiking you generally do not need permits to enjoy any of the trails in this book, although many land managers do request that you register at the trailhead. If you plan to embark on a long-distance hiking trip, you should call the managing office of the area through which you are hiking and secure a backcountry permit for the area. You may be required to reserve your campsites for each night that you will be camping along the trail. USFS lands are typically less strict about camping and usually allow dispersed, primitive camping along the trails as long as you are not within a particular distance from waterways, the trail, roads, and other specified areas. Before embarking on a hiking trip, plan ahead by checking the website or calling the office of the management agency of the lands you will be traversing. They will provide the most up-to-date information on regulations and trail conditions.
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				Before hiking, be sure to register at the trailhead.

			

		

		
			Hazards

			There are a few hazards to be aware of and to prepare for when hiking in the Ozarks. Poison ivy, a year-round hazard, might be the most common and most annoying issue hikers will come across while hiking here. Poison ivy has been found throughout the Ozarks, and it is estimated that somewhere between 50 and 70 percent of people experience a physical reaction after coming in contact with the plant. Poison ivy can grow as a woody shrub up to 6 feet high or as a vine that clings to other trees and shrubs. While the old expression “Leaves of three, let it be” is good advice to follow, several other three-leaf plants grow in the Ozarks, so be sure to educate yourself about poison ivy before hitting the trail. If you are particularly sensitive to the plant, it is a good idea to keep a bottle of poison ivy soap in your vehicle and wash all exposed skin upon completion of your hike. Be sure to launder all hiking clothes separate from other clothes and in hot water to remove the poison ivy oils. Poison ivy can be found on almost every hike in this book.

			Ticks are most abundant in the region during spring and summer. There are many different types of ticks, but the two most common in the Ozarks are the Lone Star tick and the American dog tick. Ticks have been known to carry, and occasionally spread, the organisms that cause Lyme disease, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, and tularemia. Ticks are unavoidable but are no reason to avoid hiking in spring and summer. Hikers should wear lighter-colored clothing to help detect ticks, use repellent that is proven effective against ticks, periodically check for ticks during your hike, and perform a complete body check on yourself and your pet after every hike. During spring and summer ticks can be found on every hike in this book.
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			There are at least fifty different species of mosquitoes in the Ozarks, and the most common concern with mosquitoes is the West Nile virus. It is estimated that only 1 percent of mosquitoes carry West Nile virus, and only 1 percent of people bitten will actually contract the virus. Like ticks, mosquitoes should not be a reason to avoid hiking in spring or summer. Simply be aware and be prepared. To help you avoid mosquitoes, use insect repellent, wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts, avoid hiking at dawn or dusk, and don’t wear perfume or cologne when hiking. Mosquitoes can be found on every hike in this book.

			Venomous snakes are the fourth hazard hikers might encounter on the hikes in this book. Most of the snakes in the Ozarks are harmless; however, hikers should be aware that several species of venomous snakes do inhabit the area. Your chances of being bitten by a venomous snake in the United States are very, very low. Fewer than 8,000 people are bitten every year by a venomous snake, most while trying to handle or kill the snake, and fewer than five of those people die.

			Other hazards you may encounter include (but are not limited to) steep drop-offs along bluffs, thunder/lightning storms, tornadoes, a growing population of black bears, and heat-related illnesses. As mentioned earlier, many of the hikes in this guide are in rural areas. Having a full tank of gas and being aware of the nearest medical facility are highly recommended.

			Be Prepared

			“Be prepared.” The Boy Scouts say it, Leave No Trace says it, and the best outdoors people say it. Being prepared won’t completely keep you out of harm’s way when outdoors, but it will minimize the chances of finding yourself there. That being said, here are some things to consider:

			
					Speak with local land managers to get the most up-to-date information on road and trail conditions.

					Familiarize yourself with the basics of first aid (bites, stings, sprains, and breaks), and carry a first-aid kit and know how to use it.

					Hydrate! No matter where or when you are hiking, you should always be carrying water with you. A standard is two liters per person per day.

					Be prepared to treat water on longer hikes. Rivers and streams are not safe to drink directly from in the Ozarks area. Iodine tablets are small, light, and easy to carry.

					Carry a backpack in order to store the Ten Essentials: map, compass, sunglasses/sunscreen, extra food and water, extra clothes, headlamp/flashlight, first-aid kit, fire starter, matches, and knife.

					Pack your cell phone (on vibrate) as a safety backup.

					Keep an eye on the kids. Having them carry a whistle, just in case, isn’t the worst idea.

					Bring a leash, doggie bags, and extra water for your pets.

			

		

		
			Leave No Trace

			This hiking guide will take you to historical sites, conservation areas, national natural landmarks, and many other places of natural and cultural significance. For that reason, the importance of Leave No Trace cannot be stressed enough. You are encouraged to carefully plan your trip so that you know as much as you possibly can about the area you will be visiting. Being aware of information such as the weather forecast, trail conditions, and water availability is an important factor to planning a successful trip.

			Once you begin your hike, do your best to stick to trails so you do not inadvertently trample sensitive vegetation. Be prepared to pack out any trash that you bring with you and remember: It never hurts to carry out trash that others may have left behind. Be extra careful when visiting sites of historical and natural importance. Leave everything as you found it, and never remove artifacts found in these sensitive areas.

			Consider your impact on wildlife as you visit their homes, and be sure not to feed them, as this act is unhealthy for wildlife and dangerous for people. Respect other visitors and users as well by keeping your pet on a leash, stepping to the side of the trail to allow others to pass, and by keeping noise to a minimum.

			For more information on enjoying the outdoors responsibly, please visit the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics website at LNT.org.

			How to Use This Guide

			Each region begins with a section intro, where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. After this general overview, specific hikes within that region are described. You’ll learn about the terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.

			This guide is designed to be simple and easy to use. Each hike is described with a map and summary information that delivers the trail’s vital statistics including length, difficulty, fees and permits, park hours, canine compatibility, and trail contacts. Directions to the trailhead are also provided, along with a general description of what you’ll see along the way. A detailed route finder (Miles and Directions) sets forth mileages between significant landmarks along the trail.

			How the Hikes Were Chosen

			This guide describes trails that are accessible to every hiker, whether visiting from out of town or a local resident. The hikes in this guide range in length from just over 1 mile to over 26 miles, and most are in the 4- to 8-mile range. Hikes range in difficulty from flat excursions perfect for a family outing to more challenging treks in the rolling hills of the Ozarks. While these trails are among the best, keep in mind that nearby trails, sometimes in the same park or sometimes in a neighboring open space, may offer options better suited to your needs. We’ve tried to include other great hikes in the Honorable Mentions sections of the guide.

		

		
			Selecting a Hike

			Some would argue that no hike involving any kind of climbing is easy, but climbs are a fact of life in the Ozarks region. Trail difficulty is a highly subjective matter, but we’ve tried to give you an idea of what to expect on each hike. Below is a description of how trail difficulty is categorized for this guide.

			Easy hikes are generally short and flat, taking no longer than an hour to complete.

			Moderate hikes involve increased distance and relatively mild changes in elevation, and will take one to two hours to complete.

			More challenging hikes feature some steep stretches, greater distances, and generally take longer than two hours to complete.

			Keep in mind that what you think is easy is entirely dependent on your level of fitness and the adequacy of your gear (primarily shoes). Use the trail’s length as a gauge of its relative difficulty—even if climbing is involved, it won’t be too strenuous if the hike is less than 1 mile long. If you are hiking with a group, select a hike that’s appropriate for the least fit and prepared in your party.

			Hiking times are based on the assumption that on flat ground, most walkers average 2 miles per hour. Adjust that rate by the steepness of the terrain and your level of fitness (subtract time if you’re an aerobic animal and add time if you’re hiking with kids), and you have a ballpark hiking duration. Be sure to add more time if you plan to picnic or take part in other activities like bird watching, swimming, wandering, or photography.
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			Missouri Region

		

		
			The Missouri Ozarks form all of the northern and much of the eastern and western boundaries of the Ozarks. Easy access from several midsize and large cities, including Kansas City, Columbia, St. Louis, Cape Girardeau, and Springfield, make hiking in the Missouri region of the Ozarks fairly accessible. Most of the hikes in the Missouri region are within a few short hours of these populated areas. Several of the hikes are located closer to tourist destinations such as Lake of the Ozarks and Branson. While the hikes are close in proximity to these city centers, most of the hikes seem incredibly remote.

			The highlights of the Missouri region include dense woodlands; numerous crystal-clear rivers, creeks, and springs; dry, desertlike glades; and fantastic rock formations that have been carved out of this rugged and challenging landscape over many, many years. Eighteen of the trails in this book are found scattered throughout the Missouri Ozarks. In 2013 Missouri was named the “Best Trails State” by American Trails, a national nonprofit organization working on behalf of the nation’s hiking, biking, and riding trails. The national award is presented every two years to a state that has made tremendous contributions to promote and improve their trail system. This is most certainly a deserved title to the state of Missouri, and you will find many new trails being developed and many old trails being maintained and improved.

			Many of the trails found in the Missouri region are in state parks. Missouri State Parks offers nearly 1,000 miles of managed trails. The state also contains more than 500 miles of designated National Recreation Trails, the 360-mile Ozark Trail, and the 225-mile Katy Trail. Hiking here seems to only be getting better!
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