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Shawnee State Forest Backpack Trail 

 

Length: Options vary from 21 miles to just over 50 miles.  

Difficulty: Hiking is some of the most difficult in Ohio. Count on plenty of steep climbs and drops 

of up to 400+ feet. 

Permit/Fees: Self issued permits are available at the Trailhead. There is no fee to camp. 

Contact Information: Shawnee State Forest Office: (740) 858-6685. Shawnee State Park Office: 

(740) 858-6652. 

Location: Backpack Trailhead (N38° 44.518' W83° 11.851'). From Portsmouth, take US 52 West 

to right on OH 125 West. In 6.6 miles, turn left into Shawnee State Park. The Trailhead parking is 

immediately on the right. 

Trail Facilities: Paved parking and a kiosk is available at the trailhead. Restrooms are available 

in the park. Orange blazing is not overly abundant, but generally sufficient. 

Water: Water is trucked in to cisterns located near most camp areas, except Camp 6. There is a 

stream located adjacent to that camp area and near the trail in several other locations. As always, 

treat or filter any water obtained from natural sources. 

 
End-User Warranty and License Agreement  

1. James Rahtz (owner of BackpackOhio.com) has authorized download by you of one copy of this BackpackOhio (BPO) PDF 

document and grants you a nonexclusive, nontransferable license to use the document according to the terms and conditions herein. 

This License Agreement permits you to install this document for your use only.  

2. You shall not: (1) resell, rent, assign, timeshare, distribute, or transfer all or part of the document or any rights granted hereunder 
to any other person; (2) duplicate the document in electronic form, except for a single backup or archival copy; (3) remove any 

proprietary notices, labels, or marks from the document; (4) transfer or sublicense title to any other party. There is no limit imposed 

on the number of hardcopy prints used for personal use by the licensee.  

3. BPO is protected by United States and international copyright and other intellectual property laws. BPO reserves all rights in the 
document not expressly granted herein. This license and your right to use the document terminate automatically if you violate any 

part of this Agreement. In the event of termination, you must destroy the original and all copies of the document.  

4. BPO warrants that the files containing Shawnee State Forest Backpack Trail Guide, a copy of which you authorized to download, 

are free from defects in the operational sense that they can be read by a PDF Reader. EXCEPT FOR THIS EXPRESS LIMITED 
WARRANTY, BPO MAKES AND YOU RECEIVE NO WARRANTIES, EXPRESS, IMPLIED, STATUTORY OR IN ANY 

COMMUNICATION WITH YOU, AND BPO SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIMS ANY OTHER WARRANTY INCLUDING THE 

IMPLIED WARRANTY OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS OR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. BPO DOES NOT 

WARRANT THAT THE OPERATION OF THIS DOCUMENT WILL BE UNINTERRUPTED OR ERROR FREE. If the Trail 
Guide was purchased in the United States, the above exclusions may not apply to you as some states do not allow the exclusion of 

implied warranties. In addition to the above warranty rights, you may also have other rights that vary from state to state.  

5. IN NO EVENT WILL BPO OR DIGITAL CARTOGRAPHICS (the original creator of BackpackOhio) BE LIABLE FOR ANY 

DAMAGES, WHETHER RISING FOR TORT OR CONTRACT, INCLUDING LOSS OF DATA, LOST PROFITS, OR OTHER 
SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, CONSEQUENTIAL, OR INDIRECT DAMAGES RISING OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO 

USE THE BACKPACKOHIO.COM MATERIAL.  

6. All information in this document was verified and believed to be accurate at time of publication. BPO is not responsible for 

changes that occur after publication. BPO is not responsible for damages as a result of the misuse of the data contained herein. 
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Local Information: 

 

Located west of Portsmouth, Shawnee State Forest is sometimes called “The Little Smokies of 

Ohio.” It’s an apt description. There are views of multiple ridges covered with a forest large enough 

to create the humidity fueled blue haze that the National Park to the south is famous for. 

 

While the topography does not reach the extremes of the Great Smoky Mountains, Shawnee State 

Forest contains some of the most rugged land in the state. Geologically, the forest sits within the 

Appalachian Plateaus. The area was affected by the same forces that formed the Appalachian 

Mountains, but to a lesser extent. Climbs and drops on the Backpack Trail reach over 400 feet. 

 

The State first began purchasing property in the area in1922, buying 5,000 acres of mostly cleared 

land for $5 per acre. During the 1930s, the Civilian Conservation Corps constructed many of the 

roads and lakes that are now part of the forest and park. 

 

Today, Shawnee is the largest State Forest in Ohio at over 63,000 acres. In addition, 8,000 of those 

acres have enjoyed a wilderness designation since 1972. Another 1095 acres belong to Shawnee 

State Park. Surrounded by the forest, the park offers a number of facilities including multiple lakes 

with fishing, boating and swimming, some shorter trails, a campground, nature center and a lodge 

with a restaurant and overnight accommodations. 

 

 
B. Mowery 

 

The Hike: 

 

In his great book, “Backpack Loops and Long Day Trail Hikes in Southern Ohio” Robert Ruchhoft 

describes the very first hill of the Shawnee State Forest Backpack Trail, North Loop as a “lung 

buster.”  Other climbs were described as “grim” and an “agonizing obstacle.”   

 

Beyond being the most rugged, Shawnee State Forest also offers the longest backpacking options 

described in this book. There is a large loop that, by using a connector trail, is split into a 21-mile 
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North Loop and a 28 mile South Loop. The South Loop also links with the 10-mile Wilderness 

Side Trail. Various combinations result in possible hikes of 21, 28, 38, 45 or even 50 miles.  

 

Shawnee is a great location for anyone training to hike the Appalachian Trail (AT). The route can 

be long enough to get a feel for life on the trail and the steep repetitive hills are reminiscent of the 

PUDS (pointless ups and downs) of the AT. Unlike the AT though, you will probably see few 

other hikers.  

 

Camping on the Backpack Trail is restricted to one of 7 camp areas. Each area has multiple 

locations for tents, fire rings and a latrine. Most have a cistern nearby with trucked in water. Camp 

#6 does not, but it is situated on a stream that appears to flow year-round. As always, filter or 

otherwise treat any water taken from a natural source. 

 

 
 

Other than in the Wilderness Area, the trail itself is mostly a route constructed via a bulldozer. 

What that means is the route is wide and easy to follow. Also, the work resulted in stretches with 

loose rock and other stretches that hold moisture and stay muddy. As these sections “age,” the trail 

“heals” somewhat, but for those that hike for the feeling of being immersed in nature on a narrow 

single track, the path itself can be disappointing.  

 

The main loops are marked with orange blazes and the Wilderness Side Trail and Connector Trail 

are blazed in white. Generally speaking, there are enough blazes to stay on track, though it pays to 

keep a lookout for blazes and any signage. Sections where the Buckeye Trail shares the path will 

also have blue blazes. Also keep in mind that this is an actively managed forest. On my last hike, 

there was a reroute due to active logging on the North Loop and additional logging was skirted on 

the South Loop. 
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The North Loop: 

 

Climbs on the North Loop are not quite as high as some on the South Loop, but there are more of 

them: a total of 9 over 300 feet. Average ascent per mile is a bit higher on the North Loop as well. 

Warm up is quick with two of the bigger climbs in the first 2 miles. 

 

Just under 6 miles in is a water hydrant. If you’re planning to stay at Camp #1, fill up with water. 

If you forget it is nearly a mile and a 250-foot climb to head back to the hydrant from camp. 

 

Just under 8 miles in the trail is rerouted onto 

Forest Roads while some logging takes place. 

Beyond the reroute the trail follows an old 

logging road for over a mile. The recent work did 

open up a significant view. 

 

At 12 miles, Camp #2 is a great spot to spend the 

night, or at least take a break. Besides having a 

secluded feel, the camp is located at the bottom of 

a 400-foot drop and just before a 400 foot climb. Camp #3 is less than four miles further, but its 

location, just across a stream from Rt 125, is far from ideal. If you stay there, plan on not being 

serenaded by the nearby babbling brook, but by a parade of cars and trucks. 

 

From Camp #3, a connector trail will return you to the trailhead in about 5 miles. Count on two 

more 300-foot climbs on the way. If you are tired of the climbs, road walking Rt 125 saves two 

miles and much of the climbing.  

 

As of October, 2021, there was a washout on the connector trail west of Camp #3. Marking tape 

was used to lead hikers around the slip.  

 

The connector trail starts out as a single track path, but becomes a bulldozed route in a bit over a 

mile. White blazes can be scarce on this stretch, but the wide path is relatively easy to follow. A 

blue blazed day hiking trail joins and leaves the route as well. Once the trail is back at the Trailhead, 

congratulate yourself for handling such a challenging hike. 
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The South Loop: 

 

From the Trailhead, take the same connector trail that the North Loop ends with. The climbs are a 

bit easier this way due to an overall downslope in this direction. Once past Camp #3, a right on 

State Forest Road 1 puts you on the South Loop, across Rt 125 and into the woods. Once there, 

the South Loop begins to seriously challenge. Over the next 6 miles there is a 350-foot climb, 200-

foot drop, 400-foot climb, 400-foot drop and a 450+ foot climb. During the warmer months, the 

ridgetops provide glimpse of the size and steepness of the valleys and when the leaves are down, 

the views are truly impressive. 

 

There are four campsites on the South Loop, I found all to be good, but Camp #6 is the most 

memorable. It is nowhere near a crossroad. Walking close to the site, the forest almost seems to 

darken within the deep valley. There are also some rock outcrops and overhangs in the area. While 

there is one tent site by the trail, the others, and the latrine, are across the trailside creek. Getting 

across the creek can be a challenge as the route is steep and the creek itself is larger than most on 

the trail. Once across though, there are multiple sites and the clear stream provides a great 

soundtrack splashing over the rocks. It also is your water source. (Be sure to filter or treat). Other 

than the condition of the latrine, the site was as good as I’ve seen in Ohio. 

 

 
B. Mowery Camp #6 

Camp #6 is also the start of the Wilderness Side Trail, providing another hiking option. Leaving 

the camp on the South Loop is a climb that starts out gradually, but totals about 500 feet before 

it’s over. 

 

I’d like to say the climbing is over at that point, but it is not. Count on two more 300+ foot climbs 

and a few nice views before a final descent on single track trail down into Shawnee State Park for 

the final stroll to the Trailhead. 

 

The Wilderness Side Trail: 

 

The Wilderness Side Trail is an option off the South Loop. The 10-mile side trail can be used to 

either replace 2.6 miles of the South loop or, by walking that portion of the South Loop twice, add 
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a nearly 13-mile loop to a hike. In addition, there are pull off areas near where trail crosses Upper 

Twin Creek Road (County Rd 96) allowing the loop to be day hiked. 

 

The trail gets its name from the fact that nearly half of its length is located in the 8,000-acre 

Shawnee Wilderness Area. Designated in1972, the Wilderness Area prohibits mechanized activity. 

This restriction is apparent in that the trail is not a bulldozed path like much of the main loops in 

the forest, but a meandering single-track path. In addition, tree trunks that have fallen across the 

trail have been left where they fell. Brush and other blockages have been moved, but plan on much 

more natural hiking experience. 

 

The white blazes marking the trail are more frequent while in the wilderness, but it will still pay 

to keep closer attention during this part of the hike. It is not as easy to mindlessly stay on route 

when the trail is not a wide, bulldozed path. However, in this hiker’s opinion, hiking single track 

is a much more pleasant, if more challenging, experience.  

 

From Camp #6, the Wilderness Side Trail quickly climbs around 400 feet, but doesn’t stay there 

for long. By mile 2 the path is back at the level of the start and enters the wilderness area. From 

there is a gentle climb in a creek valley, for a bit. Soon the incline steepens and the 400 climb is 

repeated until reaching a long-abandoned road along the ridgetop, while wide, the road has been 

abandoned for well over 50 years and is a very pleasant stroll with some great views when trees 

are bare. The slope is gentle enough that another 100 feet of climb is hardly noticed. 

 

At the trail’s high point, The Buckeye Trail joins the route and 

both leave the road for a significant drop on the single track 

path. Unlike other elevation changes at Shawnee State Forest, 

this one attempts to be a bit gentle, even incorporating a 

switchback or two. 

 

Once back out of the wilderness area, the trail reverts to a 

bulldozer path for another big climb, some ridge walking and 

a steep drop to the South Loop. 
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The Backpack Trail, North Loop 

 

0.0 Located adjacent to the entrance for Shawnee State Park, parking and a Trailhead Kiosk are 

located just off US Route 125. (N38° 44.518' W83° 11.851') From the Kiosk, cross Rt 125 and 

enter the woods. To walk the loop clockwise, turn left at the intersection located just inside the 

tree line. The trail is marked with orange blazes. The blue blazes are for the Buckeye Trail 

which shares the path for the first 2.6 miles. 

0.2 Creek crossing, followed by another in a tenth of a mile. The creeks are then followed by the 

first significant climb. 

1.4 Two more creek crossings then more climbing. 

2.6 State Forest Road 6 crossing. Trail is offset about 100 feet to the right. Buckeye Trail leaves 

to the left. 

3.3 Creek crossing. 

3.5 Recent bulldozer work around the trail. Blazes are still present. 

4.6 Turn right to stay on bulldozed route. 

5.0 Jog left then right at bulldozer track and creek crossing. 

5.8 Water hydrant for Camp 1. Trail is also joined from the left by a horse trail. They run together 

for maybe 100 feet then Backpack Trail splits off to the left. 

6.6 Intersection for Camp 1. Turn left to continue on Backpack Trail. 

6.9 Intersection with Horse Trail. Turn left. 

7.0 Backpack trail continues straight while horse trail bears left. 

7.7 Road and creek crossing. As of October, 2021 the next section of the trail is closed due to 

active logging activity. The reroute is to turn right on State Forest Road #1 for approximately 

0.7 mile, left on State Forest Road #14 for approximately 0.5 miles, to Backpack Trail on left 

at a gate. 

The original route, which may or may not be accurate once the section is reopened, takes a bit over 

1 mile to reach a left turn onto State Forest Road 14, then another tenth of a mile on the road to 

the gate where the trail leaves the road at mile 8.9. 

8.9 Left off road onto trail. 

9.2 Impressive view opened up by logging. The trail is wide open bulldozed road for this stretch. 

There are occasional blazes visible off this route in the woods, but the open road is the existing 

route. 

10.6 Turn right onto a narrower, but still bulldozed path. 

12.1 Intersection with trail on left to Camp 2. Two hundred feet farther, a second path to the left 

also leads past a gate to the camp. Bear right towards a road to continue on the Backpack Trail. 

Turn left on the road (State Forest Road 14) for about 150 feet, crossing a small bridge, then turn 

right into the woods. If you stayed at Camp 2, the morning warmup is a 400+ foot climb. 

13.0 Turn right. 

14.0 Straight across intersection with horse trail. 

14.8 Reach State Forest Road #1. Turn left and walk the road. 

15.2 Horse trail crosses the road. Keep road walking. 

15.4 Entrance to Camp OYO is on the left. The overall (orange blazed) Shawnee Backpack 

Loop continues straight, Becoming the South Loop and crossing Ohio State Rt 125 in a short 

distance. However, to continue with the North Loop, turn right, just past Camp OYO’s entrance, 
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onto a white blazed trail past a chain link gate and over a creek on a small, paved bridge. Walk on 

an old roadbed. You are heading towards Camp #3. 

15.6 Water hydrant for Camp #3. Pass by campsites staying with single track white blazed trail. 

15.9 Hillside slip. As of October, 2021, the white blazed trail has slipped and is impassable 

beyond this point. A temporary reroute has been created using orange marking tape to be followed 

uphill, around the slip. The reroute rejoins the white blazed trail in around 2/10 mile. 

16.3 Cross creek and reach intersection where blue blazed Day Hike Loop joins from the right. 

Follow trail parallel to the creek toward “Registration.” There will be blue and white blazes at this 

point. 

16.8 Creek Crossing. Trail reverts to a bulldozed path soon after. Blazes are scarce in this area. 

17.4 Old sections of trail can be seen near the bulldozed path. The wide bulldozed path is the route. 

18.2 Creek crossing. 

19.2 Creek crossing followed by an intersection with a day hike trail. Continue straight. 

19.5 Intersection with West Loop of Day Hike Trail. Turn right, following powerline. 

19.6 Bear to right, leaving powerline. 

19.7 Walk past spur trail that leads toward large tank. 

20.0 Take left side of fork toward “registration.” 

20.6 Turn left on spur trail towards Trailhead. Cross Rt 125 and arrive at Trailhead. 

 

The Backpack Trail, South Loop 

 

0.0 Located adjacent to the entrance for Shawnee State Park, parking and a Trailhead Kiosk are 

located just off US Route 125. (N38° 44.518' W83° 11.851') From the Kiosk, cross Rt 125 and 

enter the woods. To walk the loop clockwise, turn right at the intersection located just inside 

the tree line. This connector trail is blazed with white markings. 

0.7 Blue blazed day hike trail joins from left, continue straight. 

1.0 Continue straight at spur trail leading to tank. 

1.1 Begin following powerline downhill. 

1.2 Intersection of day hike trails. Turn left following both the connector trail and the east day hike 

loop. 

1.6 Intersection where East Day Hike Loop splits. Bear right, crossing creek and following signage 

toward Camp #3.  

2.6 Creek crossing. 

2.8 Occasional views of an old trail in this area. Stay with main bulldozed trail. 

4.0 At bottom of 300 foot drop, trail turns left, soon crosses a creek and narrows to a single track 

trail. 

4.5 Day Hike Loop leaves to the left. Bear right and cross creek. 

4.7 Hillside slip. As of October, 2021, the white blazed trail has slipped and is impassable 

beyond this point. A temporary reroute has been created using orange marking tape to be followed 

uphill, around the slip. The reroute rejoins the white blazed trail in around 2/10 mile. 

5.1 Camp #3. A water hydrant is located near the far end of the campsites. Trail soon widens out, 

then begins using an old roadbed. 

5.3 Cross creek on low bridge, pass by chain-link fencing and reach State Forest Road #1 and the 

orange blazed Backpack Trail. Turn right on the road and you are on the South Loop. If walking 

both the North and South Loops together, this is where they connect. For total mileage from 
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the Trailhead and following the North Loop to this point, add 10.1 miles to each of the 

following mileages below. 

5.4 Cross State Route 125. Trail continues through the field into forest. 

5.6 Creek crossing. 

6.6 Creek crossing. 

7.4 Bear right. 

8.2 Horse trail joins from right, continue straight. Soon thereafter reach an intersection with an 

active logging road. Follow road to the left. As of November, 2021 there is active logging in this 

area. 

8.5 Skirt along right side of logging work area. 

9.5 Near the end of a 400-foot drop, Camp #4 is to the right of the trail. A water hydrant is just a 

short distance farther. 

9.8 Right turn to a creek crossing. The creek empties into a pond to the left (marked on my map 

as Pond Lick Lake). Cross the Pond Lick Road. 

11.5 Road crossing 

12.0 Drop into a valley and start following a small creek downstream. Over the next mile the trail 

crosses the creek approximately 7 times. 

13.3 Road crossing followed by a larger creek crossing (Pond Run). 

14.3 State Forest Road 5. Cross the road for the side trail to Camp #5. Otherwise, turn right to 

follow the road. 

15.2 Bear left to leave the road. 

15.7 Bear right. 

16.9 First of two creek crossings. 

17.5 Creek crossing 

17.8 Camp #6 is across the creek on the left. The Wilderness Side Trail Begins from Camp #6. 

17.9 Creek crossing. Over the next 1 ½ miles the trail follows a creek valley and crosses the creek 

around 6 times. 

19.6 Turn right. 

19.9 Road crossing. 

20.1 Turn left at unmarked intersection, heading downhill. 

20.4 Wilderness Side Trail joins from the left. Continue straight. 

20.7 Reach Mackletree Rd and turn right for approximately 200 feet before leaving the road to the 

left and across a creek. 

21.8 Creek crossing. 

22.1 Creek crossing. 

22.8 Side trail to Camp #7 intersects from the left. Campsites are about 0.1 mile downhill; water 

is closer to 0.3 mile downhill. 

23.8 Skirt left of an area of recent logging, using main logging road. Road crossing a short distance 

later. 

25.9 Bear left. 

26.3 Bear left off bulldozed path onto single track trail. 

27.3 After a long, relatively gradual drop, the trail leaves the forest and into a developed area of 

Shawnee State Park. Turn right onto a paved path, towards the beach. Turn left to cross in front of 

a restroom and cross an arm of Turkey Creek Lake on a pedestrian bridge. 
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27.4 Use the steps to reach the main park road and turn right. Follow a mowed path that runs 

parallel to the road. Use the road’s bridge to cross the upper end of Turkey Creek Lake. At this 

point the Trailhead parking lot is in view. 

27.7 Arrive at the Trailhead. 

 

The Wilderness Side Trail 

 

0.0 Trail begins from the back of Camp #6. (N38° 40.497' W83° 13.768') and climbs nearly 400 

feet in the first ¾ of a mile. 

1.2 Intersection with logging road. Continue straight, uphill. 

2.0 Road crossing into the Wilderness Area followed quickly by a creek crossing. The creek was 

shallow, but wide with a slippery creek bed. The crossing can be avoided by using the nearby 

bridge and walking the opposite bank back to the trail. Once over the creek, the trail bears left and 

becomes a narrower single track. 

2.2 Creek crossing then stay parallel to it. 

2.6 Creek crossing. 

3.0 after significant climb, reach intersection with abandoned road and turn right. 

5.5 Buckeye Trail and North Country Trail join from directly ahead on abandoned road. Turn right 

at this intersection, leaving road and heading downhill. 

6.7 Road crossing, leaving the Wilderness Area, followed immediately by a creek crossing. 

7.0 Cross State Forest Road 2. 

7.1 Creek crossing then pass by a water hydrant. 

10.0 At bottom of steep drop. Trail intersects with Shawnee South Loop Backpack Trail. Turn left 

toward Camp #7 or Right toward Camp #6. 

  



Copyright © 2021 Jim Rahtz 

All rights reserved. 

11 

 

BackpackOhio Scorecards 

 

In an effort to provide a better indication of each trail’s backpacking “experience,” an admittedly 

“highly subjective” scorecard has been created for each hike. While the score reflects personal 

preferences, the descriptions will hopefully provide planning assistance and a feel for the trail. All 

scores are on a 5 point scale with 5 being the highest. The first score, Hiking Difficulty, is strictly 

an indication of the relative physical challenge and is not considered in the Overall Score.  

 

 

Shawnee State Forest Backpack Trail Scorecard (Last hiked 10/21) 

Parameter  Score Logic 

Hiking 

Difficulty 

 5 Difficulty is second to none. Repeated, steep 3-400+ foot 

climbs. Use of a bulldozer often leaves the steep slopes 

infested with loose rocks. 

    

Facilities  3 Trailhead has a kiosk and paved parking. Signage/blazing is 

generally sufficient. Water and latrines are available at most 

camp areas. 

Trail 

Conditions 

 2 In general, the trail was easy to follow. The topography is 

steep and the trails often seem to travel straight up or down. 

Grooming the route with a bulldozer leaves some rough 

conditions: loose rocks in some spots, muddy in others. 

 

Camping  4 There are 7 camp areas, five have trucked in water on site. 

All have latrines though they have seen better days. All but 

Camp #3 can provide a quiet, secluded camp. 

Scenic Value  4 The area deserves its nickname, “The Little Smokies.” Steep 

ridges and clear streams are impressive. Views can be 

difficult when the trees are filled out but are amazing in late 

fall/winter. Logging is an intrusion, but the area is still 

remarkable. 

Backpacking 

Experience 

 3 The loops provide a variety of options and crowds are not an 

issue. Both the wide trails and the active management of the 

forest intrude on the natural experience of the hike. 

Overall 

Score 

 4 Easy to follow trails, water at most campsites and great 

scenery are not enough to draw a crowd. The bulldozed path 

and sheer difficulty of the hike may lower the score for 

some, but if you’re looking for a long and/or challenging 

hike, it’s hard to beat. 
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