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HIKING WITH KIDS MICHIGAN




HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

The author and editors have made every effort 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 64 South Main Street, Essex, Connecticut 06426.

Thanks for your input!
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MEET YOUR GUIDE



Amanda Shaffer is a photographer, writer, and Michigan travel expert who has spent many years traveling and sharing her adventures in the hope of helping families get outside and explore more. She is a lifelong Michigander (minus those few years she was a Hoosier) and grew up in southwest Michigan where her love for hiking and the Great Lakes first took root. Her childhood was spent on Lake Michigan perch fishing or climbing dunes. Today, she lives with her husband and their two kids, spending time hiking, skipping rocks, and discovering new trails across the state.

Amanda began sharing her adventures through photography and storytelling, and eventually launched Explore Michigan More, a platform focused on family-friendly trails, local small businesses, and hidden gems. Whether she’s packing snacks for a hike at Ocqueoc Falls or loading up the kids for a trip to the Upper Peninsula, Amanda is passionate about making the outdoors feel accessible and fun for every kind of family.

This book was born out of her desire to make it easier for families to find good hikes, ones that are beautiful, well marked, and manageable with kids. Each hike description includes personal notes, realistic tips, and a clear sense of what to expect.

When she’s not on the trail, Amanda is likely photographing local businesses, planning her next road trip, or watching her kids dig for Petoskey stones along the lakeshore. Her goal is simple: help more families build Michigan memories outside, one hike at a time.
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When out-of-town family visits, getting on the trail is a fun way to show them where we live.

[image: ]

Elements like storywalks make hiking with kids easy.
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Sometimes it’s tough to get outside, but it’s always worth it.





INTRODUCTION


When I first set out to write Hiking with Kids Michigan, I immediately thought of all the different directions a book like this could go. There’s no shortage of natural beauty here, and just in your own corner of the state, you can probably name dozens of trails you’ve heard about or wanted to try. That’s part of what makes Michigan so special—there’s always somewhere new to explore, whether you’re near the lakeshore, deep in the woods, or close to home.

But when it came to putting this book together, I kept coming back to a simple goal: to create a collection of hikes that my kids love and hikes that invite you to explore more of an area. These are trails they’ve walked (or run, or snacked through), places they’ve asked to go back to, and hikes that have turned into some of our favorite memories. Every hike in this book was chosen because it offers something worthwhile, whether that’s a big payoff at the end, a peaceful path through the trees, or just the space to slow down and enjoy being outside together.

Hiking with kids isn’t always easy. It doesn’t always look like the photos you see online or even in this book. There are snack breaks when you’re only 5 minutes in, bathroom runs, questions every few feet, toddlers picking up every single stick along the trail, and moments when you’re carrying a child while balancing a backpack and wondering why you thought this was a good idea. And sometimes it’s an “I’m so glad we did this” and smiles. This book was created to support all of it.

But in my experience, it’s always worth it. It gives us a chance to reset, to pay attention, to move our bodies, and to be together without distractions. Some of the hikes in this book could be done more quickly, but we tend to take our time: pausing to look at bugs, collect rocks, read signs, and play games along the trail. What might be a 30-minute walk for one person can become a full afternoon when you’re hiking with kids.

You don’t need a lot to get started. A hike in mind, good shoes, water, and bug spray go a long way. What matters most is making the time and showing up. I hope this book gives you the nudge to do just that. Whether you’re new to hiking with kids or already spend every weekend on the trail, I hope Hiking with Kids Michigan helps you discover new corners of the state, revisit old favorites, and enjoy the kind of simple, meaningful adventures that stay with you.




HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


You’ll see on the overview map that these hikes are spread across the entire state, including ten in the Upper Peninsula. Most are rated easy and fall between 1 and 4 miles in length. Some are paved, others are dirt or gravel, but all are well marked and beginner friendly. You won’t find long-distance or high-elevation climbs here. If you’re looking for longer, more technical trails, this probably isn’t the book for you. But if you want hikes that are accessible, doable, and enjoyable for families, this is it.

These trails are meant to be a starting point, not a checklist. If you get to a place and another trail in the system looks like a better fit, go for it. Hike your hike. I’ve also included suggestions in each chapter for something nearby you might want to add to your day. It could be a lighthouse, a nature center, or a great local museum. Because sometimes, the best part of the hike isn’t just the trail; it’s how the day unfolds around it.

I focused on trails my kids have done and enjoyed and places I believe are worth discovering as a family. Many include water features interesting nature elements, or the chance to add another stop nearby. If a trail doesn’t quite fit your family on a particular day, feel free to adjust. That’s the beauty of exploring Michigan. There’s always another trailhead just around the corner.

I’ve organized this guide into seven regions across the state; the Upper Peninsula, Northwest, Northeast, Central, West, Southwest, and Southeast, so wherever you live or travel in Michigan, you’ll find something new to try. Each hike listing includes an overview, turn-by-turn trail directions, and a Fun Factor section that offers something extra to check out nearby or a tip to make the experience more enjoyable.

This book is meant to be flexible and realistic. Hike at your own pace, stop for snacks or rock collections, and follow what works best for your family. The goal here is simple: to explore more, together.


Trail Details

Each hike begins with a section that breaks down what to expect before you even lace up your shoes. Use it to help plan your day, pack your bag, and choose the right trail for your crew.

Start: Where the hike begins, whether it’s a visitor center, parking lot, or trailhead sign. If the entrance isn’t obvious, I’ve noted helpful landmarks to look for.

Distance: The total round-trip mileage. Many of these hikes are under 3 miles, which makes them great for younger kids or slower-paced adventures. Some offer options to shorten or extend, depending on your family’s energy and interest that day.

Hiking Time: Most families don’t hike at an adult’s pace, especially with kids under 10. I’ve listed realistic time estimates that skew on the high side to allow for a relaxed pace with space for breaks, photos, water stops, and nature discoveries. Some half-mile hikes have taken us an hour because we’ve stopped to explore so much.

Difficulty: You’ll find mostly “easy” hikes in this book. These are trails that are generally flat or gently rolling, free of difficult terrain, and manageable for kids with basic stamina or in hiking carriers. If a trail has a short steep section or uneven ground, I’ve made a note of it. Moderate hikes will be marked this way because of elevation, trail surface, or length. These hikes are best suited for families that have a bit more experience outdoors and are comfortable with a little more distance and elevation.

Elevation Gain: While Michigan isn’t known for towering peaks, some hikes do have gentle climbs. I included this field for each hike so you know ahead of time what kind of terrain to expect.

Trail Surface: Gravel, dirt, paved, boardwalk; Michigan trails come in many forms. Some trails can get muddy, others have sections with roots or loose sand. I’ve included this to help you decide what shoes or strollers will work best.

Hours and Best Seasons: This covers when the trail is open and the best times of year to visit. Some are fine year-round, while others are better in spring or fall. If trails are closed in winter or have seasonal limitations, I’ve included that too.

Water and Toilets: It’s important to know whether water is available along the trail before heading out. If there are restrooms or drinking fountains, they’ll be listed here. Otherwise, plan to bring plenty of water and make a pit stop for the bathroom before arriving.

Resting Benches: Sometimes a shady bench can make or break a hike with little ones. I’ve noted when benches are available along the trail or near the start/finish area.

Stroller-Friendly: Some trails are fully paved and accessible for strollers; others are only stroller-friendly for a portion. This information should help you decide whether to bring a stroller or use a hiking carrier.

Potential Child Hazards: From steep drop-offs to water access to poison ivy, I’ve flagged anything to be aware of as a parent. Every family has different comfort levels, but I’ve aimed to give you enough information to make an informed choice.

Other Trail Users: Some trails are shared with bikes, horses, or cross-country skiers. This can change the trail experience, so it’s good to know ahead of time.

Age Range: Rather than assign strict age recommendations, I’ve included suggestions like “all ages with supervision.” You know your kids best, but I personally would feel comfortable doing each of these hikes with each age range I have experienced as a mother on the trail: from ages infant to 9 years old. Because none of the hikes are very long, babywearing or using a hiking carrier would be easy to do with your younger hikers.

Dog-Friendly: Not every trail allows pets, and some have leash requirements or specific rules. This information helps you plan if your pup is coming along.

Land Status: Whether the trail is managed by a state park, local nature center, township preserve, or national forest. This can affect parking, fees, and hours.

Nearest Town: Useful if you’re making a day trip and want to know where to stop for lunch or find gas, snacks, or extra adventures and often used for finding the trailhead.

Fees and Permits: Some locations require a Michigan Recreation Passport or a small entry fee. If you are a Michigan resident, I recommend that you get your Michigan Recreation Passport when you renew your vehicle tags; by doing so you can save a few dollars on your pass. The recreation passport is our most used pass when getting out on Michigan trails. A national park pass is required for both National Lakeshores mentioned in the book. We buy this pass every year because we spend so much time in these parks. The cost of the passes helps support the maintenance of these public spaces.

Maps: Whenever possible, I’ve included where to find a reliable map, whether online, onsite, or downloadable for offline use.

Trail Contact: A phone number, address, and website/email for the land manager or park office for you to double-check hours, closures, or conditions.

Gear Suggestions: You don’t need a ton of gear to start hiking, but I’ve included a few trail-specific recommendations such as bug spray, extra layers, and water shoes. These are based on our own experiences; you will find what works best for you on the trail.


Finding the Trailhead

This section gives you specific driving directions to the trailhead, usually using nearby towns as starting points. Sometimes addresses don’t cut it, especially in rural areas and in the Upper Peninsula. I’ve included GPS coordinates so you can plug them into your map app and in most cases get right to the trailhead without guesswork. Michigan trails are usually well marked, but rural roads, inconsistent signage, or poor cell service can make GPS unreliable especially for hikes in the Upper Peninsula. That’s why I’ve included landmarks, mileage cues, and the most direct routes to help you arrive without issue.



The Hike

Here’s where I walk you through the trail itself—what to expect, what stands out, and where you might want to slow down and explore. These sections are written from firsthand experience and are meant to be friendly, honest, and encouraging. Most hikes take us longer than the listed time because we move at a kid pace. I hope you’ll do the same.



Miles and Directions

This is the step-by-step breakdown of each hike, with approximate mileage and trail markers to help you stay on track. It’s helpful if you like knowing what’s coming next or want to pace your stops.



Fun Factor

Every chapter includes something extra. Often I included a nearby attraction or local spot to add to your day. Because most of the hikes are short, you may have time to add some of these options on to your outing.









BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


Before heading out on a hike with your kids, it’s helpful to be prepared. This section covers some basic things to know to help ensure your hike is fun, safe, and respectful of the natural spaces we’re lucky to enjoy here in Michigan. Teaching your kids when they are young to be kind and respectful of these spaces will be a gift they will carry with them for the rest of their lives. You’ll find some simple, practical ways to model good trail behavior for your kids and help preserve Michigan’s trails for generations to come.


TRAIL ETIQUETTE

There are a few basic trail courtesies that are good to know before setting out, especially when hiking with children. These aren’t strict rules, but they help everyone have a better experience.


Right of Way

On most US trails, hikers going uphill have the right of way. If you’re hiking downhill and someone is coming up, step to the side and let them pass. It allows the uphill hiker to keep their pace or catch their breath if they choose.

When hiking with young kids, you may be one of the slower groups on the trail and that’s okay. Just be aware of others behind you, and when it’s safe, step off to the side to let them by.

In general:


	Bikers yield to hikers and horses.

	Hikers yield to horses.

	Solo hikers usually yield to groups.



The goal is to keep everyone safe and the trail enjoyable.



Dog Etiquette

Know the pet rules for each trail before you go. Many trails require leashes, or don’t allow pets at all, and there’s usually a good reason. Also remember that some kids are scared of or allergic to dogs, even friendly ones. Always pick up after your dog and carry the waste out with you. Don’t leave full bags on the trail, even with plans to return: Pack it out every time.



Check for Hitchhikers

Before you leave the trailhead, check your shoes, gear, and clothing for dirt, seeds, or bugs. These can spread invasive species to new areas. A lot of Michigan State Park trails actually have a shoe brush at the trailhead. Taking a quick moment to knock off debris can go a long way in protecting Michigan’s ecosystems.



Stay on the Trail

Official trails are designed to reduce erosion and protect the surrounding environment. Cutting corners, creating your own path, or walking off trail, even a little, can damage habitats. Help kids understand why staying on the path matters for both their safety and the health of the trail.



Avoid Muddy Trails

If a trail is too muddy, it’s best to save it for another day. Hiking in wet conditions can cause long-lasting damage. Trails in Michigan are especially susceptible to erosion after heavy rain or snowmelt. When in doubt, check the park’s website or trail updates before heading out.




LEAVE NO TRACE

Leave No Trace is a set of seven principles designed to help people enjoy the outdoors while minimizing their impact. These guidelines are especially useful when teaching kids how to treat nature with care and respect.


Plan Ahead and Prepare

Know where you’re going, what the trail is like, and what the weather might bring. This book can help with that, but involve your kids too. Let them help choose the hike, pack their snacks, or check the forecast with you.



Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces

Stick to the trails. Remind kids that stepping off can damage delicate plants and contribute to erosion. It’s not about rules; it’s about being good caretakers of the places we enjoy.



Dispose of Waste Properly

Bring a bag for your trash, and pack out anything you bring in. We also try to bring a small bag to pick up litter we find. It’s not our mess, but it’s one small way to give back.



Leave What You Find

Rocks, sticks, and flowers are tempting souvenirs, but they’re better left in place. It’s a tough concept for kids, so we try to redirect with a camera (or phone) to take a picture instead, or bring a toy for their hands to hold. I mention a few times in the book that we are rockhunters. Michigan has a collection limit of 25 pounds of rocks, minerals, and invertebrate fossils per year from state-owned or public trust lands, which includes Great Lakes shorelines. National Lakeshores are protected and you can not beachcomb there.



Minimize Campfire Impacts

You won’t need fires for the day hikes in this book, but if you camp nearby, follow all fire regulations. Many Michigan areas have burn bans in summer. Check ahead and always extinguish fires completely.



Respect Wildlife

Teach kids to observe animals from a distance and never try to feed, touch, or chase them. I always tell my kids that this is their home and we are just visiting.



Be Considerate of Others

Trails are shared spaces. Keep music low or wear headphones. Teach kids that while nature is a great place to play, it’s also a place where others might be seeking quiet.




THE TEN ESSENTIALS OF HIKING

You don’t need fancy gear to enjoy a hike, but a few core items go a long way in keeping everyone safe and comfortable:


	 First Aid Kit: Customize it for your family’s needs.

	 Navigation: A map or GPS is helpful, especially if you lose cell service.

	 Knife or Multitool: Compact and good for unexpected needs.

	 Light Source: Headlamp or flashlight, just in case.

	 Sun Protection: Sunscreen, hats, and sunglasses.

	 Water: Everyone should carry their own if possible. Hydration packs work well for kids.

	 Snacks: Bring more than you think you’ll need. A few fun treats can work wonders for morale.

	 Layers: Michigan weather can change quickly. Always have an extra layer or raincoat.

	 Footwear: Shoes should be comfortable, sturdy, and suitable for the terrain.

	 Shelter: Emergency tarp or space blanket, especially in remote areas.





HIKING SAFETY


Weather Awareness

Always check the forecast. Michigan’s weather can be unpredictable, especially near the Great Lakes or in higher elevations. Dress in layers and prepare for the unexpected, even on short hikes.

Hiking with kids means keeping an extra eye out for things they might touch, grab, or get curious about. While most trails in this guide are family friendly and low risk, there are still a few things worth knowing before you head out.



Common Poisonous Plants in Michigan

Teach your kids not to touch plants they don’t recognize, and consider wearing long pants if you’re exploring areas with thick underbrush. If someone comes in contact with a poisonous plant, wash the area with soap and water as soon as possible.

Poison Ivy: Found across Michigan, even along well-used trails. Learn the saying “Leaves of three, let it be.” It can grow as a vine or low shrub.

Poison Oak: Less common but still possible in southern Michigan, especially in wooded or brushy areas.

Poison Sumac: Grows in swampy or wetland areas



Wildlife Encounters (Especially in the Upper Peninsula)





Tick Awareness
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