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People familiar with Central Ontario often call the region “cottage country.” So many generations of cottage-goers have been attracted to the lakeshores in this area that the names of many of its lakes have taken on mystical meanings associated with relaxation, warmth and sun.
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Just mention Lake Simcoe, Lake Couchiching, the Kawartha Lakes, Lake Joseph, Lake Muskoka, Lake Rosseau, Sparrow Lake or Rice Lake to anyone in the know, and watch their eyes sparkle with memories of restful summer vacations.

Part of this mystique began with nomadic Aboriginal people who began visiting the area thousands of years ago. Hikers will be particularly interested in exploring the areas around a deeply spiritual site: Petroglyphs Provincial Park (Click here). Petroglyphs refer to 900 rock carvings of birds, animals and other symbols that were made by Algonquian-speaking peoples between 600 and 1,100 years ago. 

Central Ontario begins about an hour’s drive or roughly 200km (124mi) north, east and northeast of Toronto and follows the shore of Georgian Bay to the French River. Much of the region was initially settled along a few principal thoroughfares. Some sense of the welcome these early pioneers faced can be seen by hiking the Old Nipissing Colonization Road (Click here), between Nipissing Village and Seguin Falls. Later, the railways came through, and many of these have recently been turned into rail trails, such as the Seguin Trail (Click here). 

Today, there are only four major towns—Barrie, Huntsville, Peterborough and Orillia—in central Ontario. Small towns and hamlets dot the rest of the region. Many of these towns feature trails along their waterways, such as the ones on Ferry Lake in Huntsville and Jackson Creek in Peterborough (see Trans Canada Trail, Click here).

Anyone who likes beach walking as a form of hiking will be attracted to the shores of Nottawasaga Bay, Severn Sound, Lake Simcoe and Georgian Bay. Wasaga Beach, the world’s longest freshwater beach and home to the largest and least disturbed parabolic dunes in Ontario, is located along Georgian Bay, while the Georgian Bay Islands National Park (Click here) sits within it. 

Inland trails, such as the Georgian Trail (Click here), which leads from Meaford to Collingwood, and the Seguin Trail (Click here), which leads from Parry Sound to Fern Glen Road, are also good places to explore the region’s marshes and lakes. 

Prefer bird-watching? Parts of Katchewanooka Lake and the Otonabee River north of Peterbourough don’t freeze and so attract waterfowl all winter and early in the spring migration. Other good bird-watching locations include major wetlands, such as Wye Marsh (Click here) on the east side of Midland, the Minesing Swamp, west of Barrie, and Lake Scugog Marsh, east of Port Perry. A few hours at Springwater Provincial Park (Click here) is also time well spent. The park serves as a refuge for injured and human-imprinted birds and other wildlife that can’t be re-released into the wild.

If scenic heights are more attractive to you, the Nipissing and Algonquin scenic bluffs rise 60m (197ft) above Georgian Bay at Awenda Provincial Park (Click here), as does the rounded Algonquin Dome on which Algonquin Provincial Park (Click here) and neighbouring Haliburton are located. At Haliburton Forest (Click here), a privately owned reserve on the southern portion of the Algonquin Dome, owner Peter Schleifenbaum has turned a spectacular part of his pine forest into a new kind of experience for North American hikers by building a suspended path through the canopy. The 0.5km-long (0.3mi) suspension bridge brings hikers 18m (60ft) up into the pines to see the forest from a bird’s-eye view.

The area is also full of features created by glaciers. The Niagara Escarpment passes right along the edge of this region, although it’s well hidden below 100m (328ft) of glacial till, except in the little-known Mono Cliffs Provincial Park (Click here), near Mono Centre. Hiking trails at Arrowhead Provincial Park (Click here) explore the glacial meltwater hills known as kames, while those at Ferris Provincial Park (Click here) traverse a particularly good example of a drumlin. The rounded holes in rock known as potholes or kettles and underground caves formed by glacial rivers can be seen at Warsaw Caves Conservation Area (Click here). 

All of these features can be found in the newly created Kawartha Highlands, a 37,587ha (92,953-acre) protected area that includes the current Kawartha Highlands Provincial Park. The area falls between highways 507 and 28 and encompasses Anstruther Lake, Bottle Lake, Catchacoma Lake, Gold Lake, Sucker Lake and Wolf Lake. It’s north of Big Cedar Lake and south of Eels Lake. Canoeing remains the most popular activity in the area now, but a strong network of hiking trails and camping sites has already been established, particularly on the Apsley side. For a map of the area, refer to the “Park Management Planning” section of the park’s Web site at www.ontarioparks.com/english/kawa.html.

Tourist Information

Georgian Triangle Tourist Association

30 Mountain Rd.

Collingwood, ON L9Y 5H7

705-445-7722 or 888-227-8667

www.georgiantriangle.com

www.georgianbay.com

www.visitsouthgeorgianbay.ca



Haliburton Highlands Trail and Tours Network

15500 Hwy. 35

Carnarvon, ON K0M 1J0

705-489-4049

www.trailsandtours.com



Kawartha Lakes Chamber of Commerce

PO Box 537, 12 Queen St.

Lakefield, ON K0L 2H0

705-652-6963 or 888-565-8888

www.kawarthachamber.ca



Muskoka Tourism

RR2, 1342 N. Hwy. 11

Kilworthy, ON P0E 1G0

705-689-0660 or 800-267-9700

www.discovermuskoka.ca



Peterborough and the Kawarthas Tourism

RR5, 1400 Crawford Dr.

Peterborough, ON K9J 6X6

705-742-2201 or 800-461-6424

www.thekawarthas.net
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Algonquin Provincial Park

Location North of Haliburton, east of Huntsville, west of Pembroke

Number of trails 21

Total distance 272.7km (169mi)

Interesting features Lakes, forests, cliffs, rock faces, waterfalls, rapids, bogs, 250 bird species, homestead ruins

Other Pets permitted on all trails, except Mizzy Lake

Facilities/Services Parking, toilets, telephones, visitor information centre, convenience store, maps, camping, canoe rentals
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When the government of Ontario passed the Algonquin Park Act, which set aside 18 townships as a “health resort and pleasure ground” and logging forest reserve in 1893, they didn’t know that their park would eventually attract about a million visitors a year to see 45 species of mammals, 138 breeding birds and a variety of plants, trees and fungi. Nor did they know that future ministers would increase the amount of land protected within their province’s oldest park another 12 times so that it now includes a territory of 772,500ha (1,908,000 acres). 

The area is so large that a number of trails run from four distinct areas, each of which is a 1 to 4hr drive away from the others. They are: the Frank McDougall Parkway, a Highway 60 corridor that goes through a southern portion of the park; the Brent crater at the northern edge of the park; the eastern Achray campground area, and the southern Kingscote Lake region. 

Most of the hiking trails run from the Frank McDougall Parkway, and they can be busy. Expect company on long weekends and on every weekend during the fall when leaves on the trees turn yellow, red and orange in a spectacular, multicoloured display. Some of the best places to observe the fall colours and spot moose are from the hills along the Frank McDougall Parkway. If you’re interested in wolves, park officials conduct public wolf howl hikes throughout this area on warm summer evenings in August. If you want to combine camping and hiking, the Highland Backpacking Trail can also be accessed from the Frank McDougall Parkway.
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