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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, 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 the following address:


 
    Falcon Guides
Reader Response/Editorial Department
Falconeditorial@rowman.com

 

    Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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    Meet Your Guide


    Seth Brooks has been interested in travel and the natural world since an early age. Family trips were common growing up, including trips to Fort Robinson State Park in western Nebraska, a road trip to California, and visits to Wrigley Field in Chicago to root on the Cubs, among many other adventures. Seth frequently accompanied his father on business trips to Alaska, where the two braved the high seas to fish halibut and the giant mosquitoes on wild Alaskan rivers while fishing for king salmon.
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    Seth called the rainy, mystical region of Galicia in northwestern Spain home for seven years and currently resides in his home state of Nebraska. He has worked in environmental education, conservation, outdoor recreation, and rural tourism since returning to the United States in late 2020. Seth enjoys spending time with his partner, Chelle, in the Loess Hills of western Iowa and exploring with his dog, Jasper.


    To follow Seth on his adventures and see photography of his travels, you can find him on Instagram, @sethfromsomewhere, and his website, sethfromsomewhere.com.
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    Monument Rocks.


 
  

  
    Introduction


    “If I went West, I think I would go to Kansas.” If Abraham Lincoln had traveled the American West, he may have changed his answer. Most travelers would think about the Rockies, the Grand Canyon, or, inspired by the words of John Muir, the Sierra Nevada. Anyone who has read PrairyErth by William Least Heat-Moon, however, will have been inspired by the beauty of the prairie. Anyone who has visited Kansas, traveling its backroads like Least Heat-Moon in his seminal work on Chase County, will have seen the beauty of the Sunflower State. Once the traveler ventures off I-70 and I-35, away from the Kansas City metro, they can find peaceful prairies to hike, sandstone canyons to explore, and rugged river bluffs to traverse.


    The problem, however, is land. Along with its Midwestern neighbors Iowa and Nebraska, Kansas ranks in the bottom three in the United States in publicly accessible land. Land in Kansas is overwhelmingly private property. This is what happens when much of your state is covered by rich topsoil. However, shortsighted thinking in southwestern Kansas led to much of that topsoil being blown away, resulting in the Dust Bowl of the 1930s. The worst environmental disaster in our nation’s history left farmers bankrupt and families devastated. The federal government bought back land in Morton and Stevens Counties, two of the most devastated counties in the Dust Bowl area. That land is now the Cimarron National Grassland, home to the Santa Fe Companion Trail, one of the best historical hikes in Kansas. Point of Rocks, overlooking the dry Cimarron River, is the only landmark, but you will be awed by the never-ending horizon and “sublime simplicity” of the prairie, as Dan Flores eloquently described the shortgrass prairie in his book American Serengeti.
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Butterfly weed.

 

    The High Plains and Smoky Hills, which together cover much of the western half of Kansas, have several areas open to the public that will challenge your stereotypes of the Sunflower State. A sunset hike at Little Jerusalem Badlands State Park will have you saying “we’re not in Kansas anymore” to your canine companion. If you’re lucky, as this author was in January 2023, you’ll track another canine, a coyote, on Smoky Valley Ranch’s Long Loop. The canyons and water crossings at Kanopolis State Park will challenge the most seasoned hiker.


    If you look at a map of where the hikes in this guidebook are located, you will notice that most of the hikes are located in the eastern half of the state. Effort was made by the author to provide an equitable geographical balance, but the reality of land in Kansas is that publicly accessible land is more prevalent where most of the state’s population lives. For those living in eastern Kansas, this is convenient. The Flint Hills, where most of the remaining remnant tallgrass prairie is found, is within reasonable driving distance from Wichita, Manhattan, Topeka, Lawrence, and Kansas City. Konza Prairie, for example, is minutes from Manhattan. Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, located in Chase County, is just a short drive from those metro areas and provides hikers the closest wilderness experience you can find in the state. The Kansas City metro is full of parks with hiking trails, many of them around tranquil lakes. Shawnee Mission Park is the busiest park in the state; the South Shore Trails are hiking only and, while still popular, offer a quieter escape than the trails on the north shore.


    In the southeastern corner of Kansas, hikers will be mistaken if they think they are in the Ozarks of neighboring Missouri. The Ozark Plateau reaches into the far southeastern corner, where you can visit Schermerhorn Cave, home to several endangered species of salamanders. The Osage Cuestas make up most of eastern Kansas south of the Kansas River. The best hiking in the state is found here. The Elk River Hiking Trail is one of the most challenging hikes in the Midwest. For those without the time or energy to hike its entire 15 miles, Table Mound Trail in nearby Elk City State Park is a 5-mile hike that packs in dramatic views atop cliffs and scrambles over large boulders.


    Weather and Seasons


    Every season in Kansas presents challenges to hikers, but every season also rewards hikers with great experiences. Spring in the Midwest is unpredictable, and Kansas is no exception. A snowstorm in May is rare but not impossible, followed by a heat wave reaching into the 90s. What can be counted on, however, is that Kansas begins to thaw by April, and woodland wildflowers like Dutchman’s breeches in the eastern hardwood forests signal that summer is ahead. Spring in Kansas is highlighted by the awesome spectacle of migratory birds making their way north via the Central Flyway to their breeding grounds in Canada, Alaska, and Siberia. Cheyenne Bottoms, Quivira National Wildlife Refuge, Flint Hills National Wildlife Refuge, to name a few, are excellent destinations for birding and hiking during the spring migratory season. Please be respectful of birds during this time, however, as they are exposed to numerous stresses on their immense and arduous journey north.
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Historic Lake Scott State Park.

 
    Summers in Kansas are hot and humid. Ticks are abundant and thunderstorms are frequent. These factors complicate hiking excursions from June through August, but the lure of wildflowers should be enough to entice hikers to explore the prairies of the state throughout the summer. Temperatures reach into the triple digits in summer, however, and the lack of shade and water on many prairie trails in Kansas presents challenges for the hiker. The arrival of fall brings milder temperatures and brilliant colors—from the reds, yellows, and browns of eastern Kansas’s hardwood forests to the copper big bluestem, towering 6 feet and taller on the tallgrass prairie in the Flint Hills. Autumn also means the beginning of hunting season, and hikers would be wise to wear blaze orange when they hit the trails. Winters can be bitter and long in the Sunflower State, but cold days are often accompanied by blue skies, so if you are willing to bundle up and brave the cold, you will find quiet trails and prime birding, especially along rivers, lakes, and reservoirs, as bald eagles have spectacularly recovered in the state.
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Konza Prairie.


   
    Flora and Fauna


    Before it was a state, prairie covered most of Kansas. Today, less than 4 percent of the tallgrass prairie ecosystem remains in North America, and most of it lies within the Flint Hills of Kansas, spared the plow because of the flint, chert, and sandstone in the soil. The land is better suited to grazing than farming, and cattle now roam the grasslands in place of the bison that once roamed the Great Plains. You can still see bison at several places in Kansas, notably the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve near Cottonwood Falls. The preserve is one of several areas in Kansas that protect the remaining remnant tallgrass prairie; Konza Prairie near Manhattan is another example. Wildflowers bloom from spring through the end of summer, from shooting stars in April to asters in October. Grassland birds such as dickcissels, meadowlarks, and scissor-tailed flycatchers are frequent sightings on the Kansas prairie.


    The tallgrass prairie gives way to mixed-grass and shortgrass prairie in the western half of the state. The southwestern corner of Kansas was one of the hardest hit areas during the 1930s Dust Bowl. Unrelenting winds buried houses in windblown top-soil, leaving bankrupt farms in their wake. The Cimarron National Grasslands were cobbled together from land bought back by the federal government from bankrupt and broken farming families. Those who didn’t succumb to the “brown plague” of dust pneumonia left the area after having given everything to scratch out a living. Decades later, born out of the tragedy, is the possibility of “rewilding” this sparsely populated corner of Kansas. A herd of elk reportedly roams the Cimarron, but you’ll be incredibly lucky to spot the elusive ungulates.
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Great blue heron at Baker Wetlands.


    Eastern Kansas is home to the westernmost reaches of the eastern hardwood forests. Pecan groves can still be found, if you try hard enough, along the Missouri River north of Kansas City. The northeast corner of Kansas is known as the Glaciated Region, as at least two glaciers inched their way into this corner of the state during the last ice age. The rich loess soil left as the glaciers retreated is perfect for farming. Sioux Quartzite boulders left behind by the glaciers are the only remaining remnants of their presence. The woodlands provide hikers a different experience than the prairie and badlands of the western half of the state. Beware, however, of hiking in July and August, as ticks are abundant along woodland trails during these months. The author’s dog had a traumatic encounter with a nest of seed ticks in late July; he is fine, but it was an unpleasant experience for both dog and owner.


    Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations


    Land Ownership


    Native Lands


    Native American tribes have lived in present-day Kansas for thousands of years. Tribes have come and gone over the centuries, following wildlife, pushed out by other tribes, or forced out by White settlers and the US government. The federal government recognizes four tribes in Kansas: the Sac & Fox Nation of Missouri in Kansas and Nebraska; the Kickapoo Tribe in Kansas; the Prairie Band Potawatomi Nation; and the Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska. These tribes, and their ancestors, are the original stewards of these lands. Allegawaho Memorial Heritage Park was established and dedicated on April 20, 2002, by the Kaw Nation. On the occasion, Kaw Nation park director Betty Durkee said, “This officially marks the return of the Kanzas to the state that bears their name.” The Kanza were forcibly removed from Kansas in 1873.
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Meadowlark at Konza Prairie.


  

    State Parks


    The Kansas Department of Wildlife & Parks (KDWP) manages twenty-eight state parks in the Sunflower State. If you include Lehigh Portland, which was established as the newest state park in 2023, the total rises to twenty-nine. The state parks span the entire state, but most are in the easternmost half of Kansas. A valid park entry permit is required for all entrance to state parks. A permit can be purchased at the parks themselves but also at local vendors or online at ksoutdoors.com.


    Most of the parks managed by the KDWP have hiking trails in one form or another. Some parks have well-maintained trails with signage that helps hikers navigate the trail system. Other parks, however, lack information at either the trailhead or on the trails themselves, with little to no waymarking or navigational directions at major junctions. Park maps, available at park headquarters or online, provide guidance for hikers. The maps included in this guide use the state parks as reference but also information gathered on the ground by the author and solicited from the manager of the respective state park.


    Hunting is allowed at some state recreation areas and state parks. Check hunting season dates if you are hiking in the fall and winter. Always wear blaze orange when you hike during these months; two items of clothing with blaze orange are recommended, and don’t forget to dress your dog appropriately.

 

    County, Municipal, and Natural Resources District Parks


    Rules and regulations for parks owned and managed by counties, municipalities, universities, and other entities vary. Check with the land manager before visiting to inquire about the state of trails. Many county and municipal parks have well- maintained trails, many of them ADA-accessible on paved paths.


    National Parks, National Forests, and National Wildlife Refuges


    National parks, national forests, and national wildlife refuge areas are the most protected and therefore have the most rules and regulations. They also typically have the best-maintained trails, with excellent waymarking and information at the trailhead for most hikes. Pets are mostly allowed on federal land, but check before bringing your four-legged friends. Always stay on designated trails, pack out what you pack in, and be respectful of wildlife.


    Private Land and Nature Preserves


    There are several nonprofit organizations that allow public access to their land. Notable organizations include The Nature Conservancy and several local chapters of the National Audubon Society; both organizations manage multiple reserves throughout Kansas. Like county and municipal parks, rules and regulations vary at each reserve. Dogs may be allowed at one place but not be permitted at another. Check the site’s website or contact the manager to inquire about regulations.
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Monument Rocks.

 
  

  
    Before You Hit the Trail


    Hiking Kansas focuses on some of the most scenic day hikes in Kansas. This guidebook is not comprehensive, however, as it was not possible to include every scenic trail in the state. Hiking Kansas aims to provide a survey of the best trails in the state while balancing geography, difficulty, accessibility, and ecology. Effort was made not to saturate one area of the state at the expense of others while including hikes in different ecosystems, from the High Plains and Smoky Hills in western Kansas and the singular Flint Hills to the unique Osage Cuestas in southeastern Kansas. The hikes are organized into five sections based on the Kansas physiographic regions established by the Kansas Geological Survey. The fifty-five hikes covered in this book vary in difficulty to engage novice as well as experienced hikers. Use the overview map to locate the hikes nearest you. Detailed information is provided for each of the trails as follows.


    Start: The starting location for the hike.


    Elevation gain: Elevation is generally the most important factor in determining a hike’s difficulty. Total elevation gain in feet is listed, as well as the highest and lowest points reached on the hike. While the stereotype of Kansas is a flat state with little topographical variation, hikers will be surprised by elevation gain on several hikes in this guide.


    Distance: The round-trip distance from the trailhead to the end of the route and back (one way in the case of point-to-point hikes). Hike lengths have been determined by using the author’s GPS (Global Positioning System) unit. Some variability is to be expected between this measurement and those by the land manager or your own GPS device; however, any discrepancies should be minimal.


    Difficulty: Assessing a hike’s difficulty is very subjective. Elevation, elevation change, and distance all play a role, as do trail conditions, weather, and the hiker’s physical condition. The abundance of trail markers, or lack thereof, can also significantly affect a trail’s difficulty. Trails that require constant navigation due to a lack of waymarking, such as at Wyandotte County Lake Park, will be more difficult than a trail that has waymarking at every junction and important navigational point. The remoteness of a hiking area can also increase a trail’s difficulty. For example, the trails at Little Jerusalem Badlands State Park are not difficult, but if a hiker experiences an emergency, the increased response time due to remoteness could be problematic. Difficulty is subjective and unique to each hiker and each hike. With that said, the author’s subjective ratings will provide some idea of difficulty.


    Hiking time: This is a rough estimate of the time it will take the average hiker to complete the hike. Very fit, fast-moving hikers will be able to complete it in less time. Slow-moving hikers or those preoccupied with activities such as photography or field identification may take longer. To arrive at hiking time, the author estimated that most people hike at 2.5 miles per hour and always rounded up to take into account water breaks, photography, and other activities that add time to a hike. Factors such as a rough trail or significant elevation changes were also considered. Carrying a backpack for overnight trips will add significantly to the time required.


    Seasons/schedule: When the trails are open to the public. Most trails in Kansas are open year-round from sunset to sunrise, but some are closed on holidays or at specific times. Always contact the land manager or visit their website to verify the status of the trails, not only for opening hours but also current conditions. Some trails are closed during deer rifle season or important migration periods. Additionally, some agencies use prescribed burns to manage their land. Most prescribed fires occur in the spring (late April to early May), but they can occur throughout the year. Contact the land manager or check their website for updates and trail closures. In the Kansas City area, check the Rainout Line’s website (rainoutline.com/search/dnis/9132040204) or call (913) 204-0204 for trail closures after inclement weather.

    [image: chpt_fig_001]

Moth cocoon on Pioneer Nature Trail.


    Sometimes, the best time to hike the trail is listed here. This advice is subjective but based on such factors as bird migrations, wildflower blooms, and other events that will enhance your hike. Hiking a prairie in winter or early spring does not compare to the summer when wildflowers are blooming or late fall when native grasses grow nearly 10 feet tall. There is great variety throughout the summer, as different wildflowers bloom at different times. However, summer is not always the best time to hike in Kansas. Extreme temperatures and an abundance of ticks and insects can make summer hiking unpleasant. Spring is a good time to hike, but snow and cold temperatures can linger into the spring. Fall is an excellent time to hike, perhaps the best season in Kansas. Temperatures are cooler, insects are less prevalent, and leaves begin to change. Winter is often overlooked as a hiking season, especially with the popularity of hunting in Kansas. However, there are great benefits to hiking in winter; bird-watching is easier due to the lack of foliage, and there is a complete absence of ticks and insects. It is imperative, however, that you be aware of hunting seasons and that you wear appropriate clothing for yourself and any pets that hike with you. Ideally, two items of blaze orange clothing (a hat and vest, for example) are appropriate during hunting season.

 


 

    Fees and permits: 


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

     


     

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

     

    

 
    

    

    
 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 
  
OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
FALCONGUIDES

ESSEX. CONNECTICUT





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg
Overview

o——x — 0ol
G(ﬁo—dlm’ i | H
h I

[ Lincoln

Sh Monument

ron
Spm_gs ﬁ,—J e
3,

Minneapolis

Tribube Leoti

4

\
racuse 1 ‘k in
&3;

Cimarron ot @i Fort\Scott
Dodge Cit: g ngman Andc i
Mg |9 Sremhurg. (S ﬂ,g )
Cope‘l‘and {5250 — \ | an S aliesd )|
FowlergMinneole Medlclne s = Neode: Pi
safanta 2t \ QL/ Parsons (—
L_Plains— 74t vater Lodge \ f Al oD

Weade \[Ashland i WA m
' 14__/__\@ Coffeywl[e ‘@1

o —ein

e
S S———






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
GUIDES®






