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The Kid’s Guide to Clay Cliffs Nature Park

Author’s Note
“Nature gives you food and without
nature you will not get food. And
sometimes you will kill trees and
those are what gives you the food.
But you should still leave everything alone. Nature is nice to you,
so should you be mean to nature?”
Preston Long, 5 years
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The Kid’s Guide

Preston Long, Heather Bowman, and Mark Gifford

What is Clay Cliffs
Nature Park?
Preston Long, the author of The
Kid’s Guide, interviewed Mark Gifford, Director of Public Works, and
Heather Bowman, Director of Parks
and Recreation, to learn more about
Clay Cliffs Nature Park.
Preston: Why did you want a nature
park?
Mark: Clay Cliffs is an interesting
one. It’s sort of always been used.
Clay Cliffs even though it was privately owned, it was used as public. It was a natural fit to continue
that use. Heather and I like to have
parks that aren’t really all developed. It provides a nice dynamic to
our parks system. It’s just a natural
place. We think it’s something that
is unique and special for Big Rapids.
Preston: Why did you make it a
park?
Mark: Because we think it’s a great
property for people, young and old,
to go and use. It’s for everybody.
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Preston: How did you make it into
a park?
Mark: When we do projects in Big
Rapids, we get grants from the
DNR Trust Fund that allows you to
buy property. The caveat is that the
propery has to stay a nature area
when using the grant. We bought
48 acres in 2006 or 2007. And then
just this past year we bought another 20 acres. The sand dune was part
of that new acquisition.
Preston: What’s this map of? (left
above)
Mark: This heavy gray line is the
boundary of what’s owned by the
city. On the phasing plan, see those
colors? They are different times of
developing, mainly better trails.
Preston: Why is it called Clay Cliffs?
Mark: You know the hill you climb
up, and then there’s the overlook?
That’s how it got it’s name. It has
sort of been known as Clay Cliffs for
a long time.
Preston: That’s what we thought.

The Kid’s Guide

City Map of Clay Cliffs Nature Park, including plans for future development

City Map of Clay Cliffs Nature Park, visualizing the sequence of development and acquisition
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A Short History

Pere Marquette Rail Line on South Side of Mitchell Creek

A Short History of the
Clay Cliffs at Mitchell Creek
Clay Cliffs Nature Park has an interesting past and has been a community meeting place for a century.
On the south side of Mitchell Creek,
there was a logging railroad route,
the Pere Marquette, that brought in
lumber from the Hungerford area.

Above and Below: Mitchell Creek flooding in 1945
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Before the Big Rapids Community
Pool was built in 1975, there was a
pond made from damming Mitchell
Creek in 1933, that became known
as Loomis Pool. Hugh Morrow, In
“The Pioneer” opinion series, “‘Nuff
Said,” reminisced about his childhood there. He wrote, “Loomis
Pool was the place to meet all your
friends (in the summer of 1938).
Loomis Pool was a W.P.A. project.
In my mind’s eye I can see those
benches along the east side of the
pool, built right into the ground.
Also on that side of the pool was a
fenced-in area for non-swimmers,
kind of to the north-east section
of the pool. There was a spillway
at two ends of the pool, northeast
and southeast, so actually new water from Mitchell Creek constantly
came into the pool, letting or pushing the old water out. The Mitchell
Creek would back up to the west
for about a mile during the summer
almost as far back as the ‘clay cliffs.’
Horseshoes could be checked outA good afternoon of fun. It would
not cost you one red cent.”

A Short History

Trout fishing day at Loomis Pool, sponsored by Big Rapids Rotary

Above: Loomis Pool, including slide with Clay Cliffs in the background

Above: Loomis Pool with high dive; Below: Big Rapids Community Pool, 1975
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Clay Cliffs Area Map
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Clay Cliffs Area Map
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Sand Dune

1

Bum Slides
At the sand dune it’s very fun to
slide on your bum. First you go up
to the top, then you sit down on
your bum, and start moving your
arms backwards and forwards, and
then you move on your bum.
1

Sand Buckets
If you remember, you can bring
buckets for the sand.

1

Digging for Roots
When you’re at the sand dune it’s
very fun to pull out roots. First, you
dig a hole with your shovels. Next,
if you find a root, try and pull it out.

1

Doggie Digs
If you don’t bring any shovels you
could do doggie digs. You first
lean down, your hands are on the
ground, like a down dog, you move
your arms really fast between your
legs, and go back and forth really
fast.
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Sand Dune

1

Baby Oaks
It’s very fun to pull out baby oaks in
the Sand Dune, but take the seedlings to nice soil so they will grow
better. Remember, that oaks are
kind of endangered. So plant them
somewhere where there’s light, and
nice smooshy soil.
1

Running and Chase
Sand dunes are great places for
playing running games like chase
games or running down the dune.
Or racing.

1

Sledding
In the wintertime it’s very fun to
sled. You go up to the top, and jump
and lean on your tummy and hold
on to the handles. And run, run, run,
and jump on your sled and it slides
down.

Make a Snow Cave
In the winter it’s very fun to make a
snow cave, but it takes a lot of work.
Lots of molding and lots of digging.

Kid’s Guide | 11

Wading in Mitchell Creek

2

Brookside, South Side
On the south side of Mitchell Creek
there is a rock bridge that goes
across. People, like adults, built it.

2

Brookside, South Side
And it’s a good place to wade. And
the four trunk tree is straight across
from it.

3

Off the Bridge
If you don’t have very much time
to play at Clay Cliffs, it’s a good idea
to wade off the bridge. It’s a good
place to meet your friends, if they
are there.

3

Off the Bridge
Our friends, we usually do, we wade
together. Don’t be worried, even
though there’s spiders at the bridge.
And a water strider at land.
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Wading in Mitchell Creek

4

By Cement Bridge
The bridge is from in the past. It was
a dam that made a pool before they
built the community pool.

4

By Cement Bridge
Another place to wade that we like
is because there’s rocks at the bottom, it’s not sandy. And it has a little
bridge, and there’s spots to sit. And
there’s sand above, just not in the
water, and there’s like rocks, stepping stones.
5

Below the Clay Cliffs
You can wade right below the Clay
Cliffs. The water is really sandy on
the bottom, but it’s really fun.

5

Below the Clay Cliffs
The water can be deep here so be
careful with your litte ones.
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The Big Mountain and Overlook

6

The Overlook
Go up the big mountain, right by
the sand dune. You climb up it, and
there’s an overlook you can look
down at Clay Cliffs, and even see
the water tower at Perry Street.

6

Hide and Seek
Once you get to the top of the
mountain there’s some great places
to play hide and seek.

6

Eating a Snack
Remember to bring snacks. There’s
a good place to have your snacks at.

6

Swing
We were surprised when they built
a swing there at the top of the big
mountain. So take some time to
swing, but be careful it’s slippery,
and you could fall down the big
mountain. (Note: Swing cut down)
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The Clay Cliffs

7

Clay Cliffs Trail
There’s a trail right below the clay
cliffs that is really sandy in that part.
Not sandy on the whole trail. Go in
front of the clay cliffs on the trail.
Watch your little ones because the
water is deep there.
7

Climbing Up
Climbing up the Clay Cliffs, I got
up to the top, entirely, and that
was that. Now, only climb in a not
erode-y spot, cause when you climb
it causes lots of sand falling down
into the creek and it can cause
problems.
7

Down from Overlook
When you’re at the top, carefully
look down at the creek and sand
and all that stuff. If you have little
ones, like toddlers or babies, watch
them if they’re walking around.
Make sure they don’t fall down.
7

Clay Cliffs from the Side
This is the picture of the Clay Cliffs
on the side that my mom took just
of the Clay Cliffs really good. That’s
what it looks like. And that’s what
the Clay Cliffs Nature Park looks like.

Kid’s Guide |15

Robin Hood Area and Four Trunk Tree

8

Robin Hood Area
When you are going on the main
trail, about to turn to the Clay Cliffs,
don’t forget to turn left. You will
switch to a teeny trail, with a big pit,
a little fence, and a four trunk tree.
All of it is called the Robin Hood
area.
9

Dungeon/Pit
There’s a big pit where you can pretend people are in dungeons in it.

10

The Log Fence
You can climb this little log fency
thing. And play castles. And play
hide and seek. Pretend you live in
the forest.

11

Four Trunk Tree
The four trunk tree is very very fun.
It has four trunks. You can climb up
into it. It’s like a rock wall. It has really
good supports.
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South Trail and Area

12

Ancient Village Area
Behind the baseball diamond of
Brookside Elementary, there’s an
entrance to Clay Cliffs Nature Park.
Right down the hill, you’ll see this
really cool area, and it feels like an
ancient village. Stop and play in it.
There’s lots of cool trees to climb.
13

Fun Fort
You go down the hill, and part of
the ancient village area, on your left,
there’s a big fun fort. Maybe it was a
house. You can pretend to live in the
ancient village.

14

Railroad Track Trail
After the ancient village area, you
come to a wood chip trail that is really straight because it used to be a
railroad track. In the past there was
a train here that brought logs in
from Hungerford.
14

Mountain Biking
One fun thing to do is to mountain
bike here. It’s easier to mountain
bike on the dirt and wood chip
trails on this side of Mitchell Creek.
On the other side, the trails are really
sandy.
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Other Trail Sections

15

Balance Trunk
Close to the cement bridge wading
area there’s a balance beam tree. It’s
fun to balance on, but be careful
it’s really swampy and you can only
go in the autumn. Don’t go in the
spring and summer, it’s swampy.
16

Little Mountain
We think little mountain’s fun because there’s lots of different trails
to choose from. There’s one really
steep one, there’s a medium steep
one, and there’s a go-around to the
creek one.
17

Grassy Trails
North of the sand dune there’s a few
grassy trails that go upward north
and then come down south and
then west from the overlook and
then come back east, and there’s
the Clay Cliffs.
18

Wrap Around Trail
Continue on the grassy trail, keep
continuing, until there’s a slope
down trail. It goes east, back to the
Clay Cliffs, and past the Clay Cliffs
back to the bridge, to get back to
the community pool.
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Picture Rock

19

Autumn: October
Picture rock is a rock and a little
rock and mom takes pictures of us.
If you’re taking pictures in the autumn afternoon, in October, the sun
is right in your faces, because it’s
about to go down.
19

Winter: December
In December, if the sun is out in the
afternoon, the sun is way blurry in
your faces, way sunny in your faces.

19

Spring: May
In May the sun is higher, you don’t
have the sun in your face.

19

Summer: July
In the summer you don’t have the
sun in your face at all, because the
sun is even higher. Do you know
why the sun is in different places
across the year? Ask your mom or
dad if you don’t know.
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Animals

Water Strider
Water striders are insects that like to
glide on water. They look like they
have four legs, but they really have
six. The front legs are tucked down.
They use them to catch their prey.
Their middle legs they use to row,
which makes them move. Their
back legs they use to steer.
Minnow or Fry
Minnows are very small fish. They
are omnivores, and like to eat insect
larvaes and microscopic algae and
protists (like a protozoa). If you want
to try and catch one you can bring
a net and lay on the bridge. Swoop
it down. Also bring a bucket to put
them in.
Wood Turtle
Turtles are in the reptile group. They
hide under shells for protection. The
shell is bone. They are omnivores
and will eat plants and small animals, like worms and insects. We
saw this turtle in a rainstorm. The
wood turtle is sort of endangered,
so protecting Clay Cliffs is good.
Spittlebug
When you see a foamy ball of spit
on grass, it’s a spittlebug larva. It
doesn’t look like a caterpillar, because the green larva has six legs
and it’s tiny. They eat the sap from
the plant. Their home of foamy
bubbles is their defense because it
tastes super bad to predators.
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Animals

Frog
Frogs are in the amphibian group.
Frogs stick their heads under, live
on lily pads and they love jumping.
They look like green and brown,
and other colors. They have really
long back legs. Those circle things
are their ears, called tympaniums. If
you squeeze it too hard it’ll squeal.
Insects
In the summer you will see a bunch
of bugs on the water. This is because they lay their eggs in the water. The eggs hatch and the larvae
are in the water until they’re ready
to transform into adult insects that
have wings.
Crayfish
Crayfish are small crustaceans, kind
of like lobsters, but they live in freshwater. They eat whatever they can
get, including worms, dead fish, and
algae. Shine a flashlight on the water when it’s getting dark, and you
might see them out and about.
Butterflies and Dragonflies
Dragonflies are really pretty with
their shiny blue wings. Did you
know they eat mosquitoes? It
would be fun to have a dragonfly
living on your porch. Butterflies can
also be seen at Clay Cliffs. We often
see small yellow ones. They eat nectar, so look for flowers when hiking.
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Plants

Spring: Baby Horsetail
You can find horsetail along the
creek. In the spring it looks feathery
and when it is fully grown it looks
like green straws. It’s fun to pick one
and blow through it like a whistle.

Spring: Baby Fern
Ferns are interesting because they
look like a plant, but they reproduce
using spores, although they have
stems, leaves, and roots. Mushrooms don’t have those.

Spring: Bloodroot
There’s a sap in the root that Native
Americans would use for making
red dye. But don’t eat it, it’s poisonous. You’ll only see the flowers
in the spring, so look closely when
hiking in March, April, or May.

Spring: Trout Lily
The leaves on this lily are really cool
with brown splotches. It’s called
a trout lily because those brown
splotches look like the markings on
a brown or brook trout.
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Plants

Summer: Black Eyed Susans
You’ll see lots of wild flowers in the
summer on the grassy trails, including black eyed susans and pink
sweet peas. Stop and take a photo
of the beautiful flowers growing all
on their own.

Summer: Oak Trees
Oak trees can live for hundreds of
years. They don’t make acorns right
off. It’s like forty-five years before
they make acorns. You’ll notice lots
of acorns below them at Clay Cliffs,
also, around Clay Cliffs all the time.

Summer: Blackberry Bushes
We were surprised when we saw
that blackberries were growing in
the summer at Clay Cliffs. We had
never seen them at Clay Cliffs before. They were growing right off
the trail by the cement bridge wading area that we waded.
Autumn: Red leaf bushes
After you pass the overlook and
continue on the grassy trails, you’ll
notice some bushes with red purple
leaves. Look at the bright colors. It’s
always nice to see the colors of the
leaves in the autumn at Clay Cliffs.
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Things to Do

Study a Tree
If you study a tree every month you
can learn more about the nature,
weather, seasons, and the months.
Did you know that the earth goes
around the sun, and itself? When it
goes around itself, it changes from
day to night, when it goes around
the sun it changes to seasons.
Observe Nature’s Patterns
You can look for patterns wherever.
You can look for them in nests, trees,
and leaves. We saw patterns on the
ice in the creek in the wintertime.
We really liked it cause it made cool
patterns. We really liked it.

Find Animal Tracks
When you’re hiking along you can
look for tracks. We have seen lots of
deer tracks, and we’ve seen raccoon
tracks in the mud. In the winter, you
can see if dogs have hiked at Clay
Cliffs and also in other seasons,
there’s not as many dog tracks.
Collect Treasures
You can collect treasures too to take
home. It doesn’t matter what treasures, just that it means something
to you. And, it’s something also you
can do.
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Things to Do

Sketch
You can sketch. I was sketching
the water striders off of the bridge.
Sketching animals or plants helps
you learn more about nature.

Photos and Videos
You can take photos of the nature,
so you can remember the things
that are cool. I took a video of a sow
bug and was talking and explaining
about all its parts. You can do that
too when you take videos about animals or plants.
Magnify
Magnifying can make things look
bigger when they’re tiny. When
you magnify something you
can notice more things about it.

View Specimens
Why you do a specimen case is so
you can catch and look at it. You can
study it, and they have magnifiers
on them, some do. And also, sometimes you want to keep bugs, but
make sure to make your specimen
case into a terrarium for them.
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Your Nature Park

This is your nature playground.
What are your favorite things to do at Clay Cliffs?
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Your Nature Park

Use these pages to sketch and write your observations.
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Your Nature Park

Use these pages to sketch and write your observations.

Check out YouTube video “Kid’s Guide to Clay Cliffs Nature Park”
to hear the author talk about his favorite things to do at the park.
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Your Nature Park

Don’t Litter
If you see trash on the ground, make
sure you pick it up. Bring a garbage
bag every time you go to Clay Cliffs
Nature Park.
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