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Mount Desert Island has been luring visitors since French explorers first answered the island’s siren song in 1604. Raw, remote, and seductive, it dangles like a pendant into the Atlantic, flashing its voluptuous profile to passing navigators and mainland drivers. Although only 15 miles from north to south and 12 miles from west to east, the island is home to about 30,000 of Acadia National Park’s roughly 46,000 acres. It’s a miniature masterpiece, a gem of a natural and cultural resource that’s laced with hiking trails and carriage roads, etched by a craggy coastline, sprinkled with ponds, and lorded over by bald peaks.

Acadia’s appeal is contradictory: It’s accessible, and yet it’s not. More than two million visitors annually arrive on Mount Desert by car, bus, plane, or cruise ship, all eager to view the park’s icons. The park loop road makes that easy. But even on the most crowded days, it’s possible to slip away and find solitary peace on a hike or a paddle or a bike ride. Step off the major thoroughfares, and birdsong replaces idle chatter, pine perfumes the air, and signs of civilization disappear from view. Off-the-beaten-path gems might lack the drama of the icons, but they feed the soul, ease the mind, and restore much-needed balance to a hectic life.
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Clockwise from top left: granite steps on one of Acadia's trails; Acadia ferry; live lobsters.



Truth is, there is no one Acadia. Beyond Mount Desert Island, more sections of the park beckon. Islesford and Baker Island are connected by passenger ferries and excursion boats, as is the mainland Schoodic section of the park; oh-so-remote Isle au Haut lets the curious view from the safe confines of a boat while inviting the hardy to hike and camp in near solitude; and Schoodic’s pink granite shores receive far fewer visitors than Mount Desert Island.

While the park is the region’s flawless gem, it’s set amid other precious ones. If stretched taut, Hancock County—with Acadia as its centerpiece—would have more than 1,000 miles of coastline. No saltwater locale on the entire eastern seaboard can compete with the region’s variety of scenery or its natural resources, which include the Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge, the Donnell Pond Public Reserved Land, three scenic byways, and countless preserves. It’s inspiring scenery that feeds dozens of artists and artisans, whose galleries and studios pepper the region’s byways.

A recent quotation put this area in its proper contemporary perspective: “Maine is so lovely,” a British visitor to Acadia sighed nostalgically, “I do wish England had fought harder to keep it.”
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Acadia on Mount Desert Island

Mountains tumbling to the sea, ocean waves crashing upon granite ledges, serene ponds, and wildflower-filled meadowlands—the Mount Desert Island section of the park has it all, in spades. Watch the sun rise out of the Atlantic from Cadillac Mountain’s summit, drive along the icon-rich Park Loop Road, hike trails through forestlands and up coastal peaks, scale granite cliffs, or paddle the coastline’s nooks and crannies. Intimate yet expansive, wild yet civilized, Acadia is as accessible or as remote as you desire.
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Mount Desert Island Communities

Excursions into the park depart from the surrounding communities, which have attractions of their own: museums, gardens, shops, and theaters. Bar Harbor is the island’s hub; tony Northeast Harbor is located at the mouth of Somes Sound, a rare fjard; Southwest Harbor is the heart of the island’s quiet side. All edge sections of the park, and, of course, these communities, along with the smaller fishing villages, are where you’ll find a lobster dinner with all the fixings.

Schoodic Peninsula

Everything changes when you continue north on Route 1: the pace slows, fast-food joints and even stoplights disappear, and independence reigns. Schoodic Point’s pink granite shores are undoubtedly the highlight of the park’s only mainland section, but there are other reasons to mosey off the beaten track. Back roads and scenic byways loop through fishing villages, bisect a mountain- and lake-speckled wilderness preserve, access a national wildlife refuge, and edge those pink shores. It’s a bonanza for hikers, bikers, anglers, boaters, and bird-watchers.
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Lobster boats anchor in protected coves and harbors on the Schoodic Peninsula.



Blue Hill Peninsula

Water, water everywhere. Around nearly every bend is a river or stream, a cove, a boat-filled harbor, or a serene pond. It’s an inspired and inspiring landscape dotted with historic homes and forts. The locals, a blend of summer rusticators, genteel retirees, artists, boatbuilders, and back-to-the-landers, have worked diligently to preserve not only the landscape but also the heritage. It’s a fine place to kick back, relax, and savor the good life.

Deer Isle and Isle au Haut

If Deer Isle isn’t the end of the world, there’s a sense that you can see it from here. Tethered to the mainland by a soaring bridge over Eggemoggin Reach, Deer Isle and Little Deer Isle are fishing communities accented by a vibrant arts community. Depart the island’s tip by ferry for Isle au Haut, where the most remote and rugged piece of Acadia National Park awaits hikers and those for whom even Deer Isle is a bit too crowded.

Ellsworth and Trenton

To visit Mount Desert Island, you must pass through the madness of Ellsworth and Trenton, a traffic-clogged, curse-inducing strip of mini malls and big-box stores. There are a few gems hidden amid the sprawl, including historic buildings, trails for hiking, and lakes for boating. Perhaps most delightful is Birdsacre, the former home of ornithologist Cornelia Stanwood, now a preserve with nature and bird rehab centers. It’s a fine place to refuel your soul.

When to Go

If you yearn to be car-free on Mount Desert, plan to be here in summer, particularly between late June and mid-October, when Acadia’s Island Explorer shuttle service operates.

If you plan to visit the Isle au Haut section of the park, time a visit for early June-mid-September to coincide with the Isle au Haut passenger ferry service to the park dock; otherwise you’ll have nearly a 10-mile round-trip hike to Duck Harbor.

High Season (July-Aug.)

Summer means plentiful festivals and fairs, nightlife in Bar Harbor, nature tours, concerts (jazz, classical, and pop), carriage rides, hiking, and whale-watching trips. The downside is the crowds, although the surrounding towns on Mount Desert Island as well as those on the Schoodic and Blue Hill Peninsulas and on Deer Isle are far quieter.

Mid-Season (late Apr.-June and Sept.-Oct.)

Spring tends to be something of a blip in Maine; the park starts reawakening around mid-late April, when the entire Park Loop Road reopens (including the Cadillac Mountain Road). Even then, some of the carriage roads tend to be fragile and open only for foot traffic, not for bicycles. Trails can be muddy, and ice still coats some of the rocks, but you’ll be rewarded by hardy wildflowers poking up here and there. Until about mid-May, you’ll also be spared the annoying blackflies. In May the weather can be unpredictable, and many businesses still haven’t opened for the season.
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Climbers prepare to scale Acadia’s granite cliffs.



Fall is fantastic in the park and on the island; it’s my favorite season here. Nights are cool (mid-40s to mid-50s), days are often brilliant, and the fall foliage vistas are dramatic (see www.mainefoliage.com). The word has spread through the grapevine, though, and fall is popular with cruise lines, so you won’t be alone—but the visitor head count is still far lower than in July and August.

Low Season (Nov.-mid Apr.)

Although Acadia is open in winter for cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, snowmobiling (with some restrictions), hiking, and even camping, there are few services and no programs; even the surrounding towns all but roll up the sidewalks.


  If You Want…

  • Bicycling: Pedaling Acadia’s famed carriage roads takes you to the heart of the park. Forty-five of the 57 miles of gravel roads are open to bicyclists, and many are accented with rough stone bridges. All are mapped and signposted, so you won’t get lost. While there are some ups and downs, none of the roads are very steep.

  • Birding: Twenty warbler species are among the 338 bird species that have been sighted on Mount Desert Island. Plan a day with Down East Nature Tours to sight eagles, ospreys, peregrine falcons, shorebirds, and warblers as well as rare birds such as the Nelson’s sharp-tailed sparrow.

  • Camping: Make advance reservations for Acadia’s Blackwoods Campground on Mount Desert Island, which has the greatest concentration of trails, with options for all abilities. Consider adding three nights on Isle au Haut for a primitive escape.
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    For a backcountry experience, camp in the Isle au Haut section of Acadia National Park.

  

  • History: Don’t miss Castine, a seemingly bucolic town fought over by the French, British, and Dutch thanks to its strategic location.

  • Rock Climbing: No experience is required to climb Acadia’s cliffs, but you will need a guide or a lesson. Acadia Mountain Guides Climbing School and Atlantic Climbing School, both in Bar Harbor, will tailor instruction to your needs and help you find the perfect route.

  • Scenic Driving Tour: Drive the Park Loop Road on Mount Desert Island and then loop together the Schoodic National Scenic Byway, wrapping around the Schoodic Peninsula, with the inland Black Woods Scenic Byway.

  • Sea Kayaking: One of the best ways to see Acadia is from the water, and paddling a sea kayak along the shoreline allows you to explore all the nooks and crannies. Outfitters in Bar Harbor, Southwest Harbor, and Stonington offer guided trips. Experienced kayakers seeking island-hopping experiences should join the Maine Island Trail Association.

  • Solitude: Plan well in advance to book a campsite on Isle au Haut, home to a remote section of Acadia National Park that sees fewer than 130 visitors daily.

  • Whale-Watching: Whale-watching excursions go up to 20 miles out to sea, which means not only will you likely spot whales, seals, and seabirds, but you’ll also get grand views of the island-salted seascape.



Before You Go

Park Fees and Passes

The entrance fee is $25 per vehicle ($20 for motorcycles) late June-mid-October, and it is valid for seven days. Acadia’s other fee options include:

• Individual Pass ($12): Valid for seven days.

• Acadia Annual Pass ($50): Valid for one year from the day of purchase.

• Interagency Annual Pass ($80): Allows unlimited entrance for one year to all national parks.

• Access Pass (free): Lifetime access to all national parks for any blind or permanently disabled U.S. citizen or permanent resident.

• Senior Pass ($10): Lifetime entrance to more than 300 national parks for U.S. citizens and permanent residents age 62 or older.

• Interagency Volunteer Pass: Accumulate 250 service hours for this one-year pass.

Reservations

There is no lodging within Acadia National Park. Reservations for Acadia National Park’s Seawall and Blackwoods Campgrounds on Mount Desert Island are available online at www.recreation.gov or 877/444-6777. Reservations for the park’s Duck Harbor Campground on Isle au Haut open April 1; contact the park for a reservation form (207/288-3338, www.nps.gov/acad). Reservations for the new Schoodic Woods Campground on the Schoodic Peninsula, opening in July 2015, should be available online in 2016; until then, call the park for more information.

In the Park

Visitors Center

Hulls Cove Visitors Center (Rte. 3, Hulls Cove, 207/288-3338, 8am-4:30pm daily Apr. 15-June 30 and Sept. 1-Oct. 31, 8am-6pm daily July-Aug.) is eight miles southeast of the head of Mount Desert Island. Day-trippers can leave their cars in the lot and hop on the Island Explorer bus, which stops at the base of the stairway from the parking lot to the center.

Where to Stay

MOUNT DESERT ISLAND

Blackwoods Campground (open year-round; primitive walk-in camping only Dec.-Mar.): Advance reservations are recommended. Seawall Campground (open late May-Sept.): About half the sites are first-come, first-served, but plan on arriving as early as 8:30am if trying to secure an unreserved site in midsummer.

The island has hotels, motels, inns, B&Bs, cottages, and a dozen private campgrounds. Lodging can be scarce at the height of summer, particularly during the first two weeks in August, when room rates also spike. Off-season rates are always lower. Only a handful of accommodations remain open year-round.

ISLE AU HAUT

Duck Harbor Campground (open May 15-Oct. 15): Advance reservations and permit are required. There is only one small inn on the island.

SCHOODIC PENINSULA

Schoodic Woods Campground is expected to open in 2015. A handful of inns and B&Bs peppers the Schoodic Peninsula and surrounding region; it’s best to make advance reservations, especially in August.

Getting Around

The free Island Explorer (www.exploreacadia.com) shuttle bus runs June-mid-October. The hub is the Bar Harbor Village Green, where all of the routes (except Schoodic) begin or end. The service covers most of the island as well as the Bar Harbor Airport in Trenton. From mid-June-late September, the Bar Harbor Ferry connects with the Island Explorer’s Schoodic Peninsula route.

From early June-mid-September, the Isle au Haut Boat Company operates a passenger ferry to the park’s Duck Harbor dock in addition to its year-round service to the Town Dock.


The Best of Acadia National Park


Ready to hit the Park Loop Road running? You can pack a lot into three days, taking in the highlights and actually experiencing the park with hikes, bike rides, boat trips, or ranger-led programs. You might even include the Schoodic section of the park. For easiest park access, base yourself in Bar Harbor; even better, stay at one of the park’s campgrounds.

Day 1

Pack a picnic, head to the park’s Hulls Cove Visitors Center, purchase a pass, pick up a schedule of ranger-led activities, then drive or pedal the Park Loop. Now, you can complete the loop itself in about two hours, but it’ll take the better part of the day if you stop at all the sights, including the Acadia Nature Center, Wild Gardens of Acadia, and Abbe Museum at Sieur du Monts Spring, as well as Sand Beach, Thunder Hole, Jordan Pond House, and Cadillac Mountain (best at sunset or save that for sunrise tomorrow). Make it a whole day by adding a hike. Perhaps stretch your legs with a walk along the Ocean Path or ascend Great Head or Gorham Mountain. If time permits, visit the Seawall area and Bass Harbor Head Light. In the evening, if you’re not completely exhausted, perhaps attend a ranger-led program at either Blackwoods or Seawall Campgrounds.

Day 2

Rise early and catch sunrise from the summit of Cadillac Mountain. Spend the morning and early afternoon exploring one of the park’s outlying holdings, taking either the ranger-narrated cruise to Baker Island or Islesford or catching the ferry to Winter Harbor and exploring the Schoodic section of the park either by bicycle or on the Island Explorer. On returning, if time permits, head to the Jordan Pond House for tea and popovers on the lawn. Work it off with a walk or pedal on the carriage roads.


[image: Image]

view of Bar Harbor and the Porcupine Islands from the summit of Cadillac Mountain



Day 3

Pursue your interests, mixing and matching any of the following: Take a guided sea kayaking tour exploring the western side of the island, departing from Pretty Marsh; take a guided bird-watching tour with Michael Good of Down East Nature Tours; hike Acadia, St. Sauveur, or Flying Mountain, followed by a refreshing swim in Echo Lake; reserve a horse-drawn carriage ride to the Day Mountain summit; pedal or walk the Eagle Lake and Witch Hole Pond carriage roads; scale Acadia’s cliffs on a climbing lesson; or join one or more ranger-led programs.


  Best in One Day

  If you only have one day to explore Acadia National Park, spend it on Mount Desert Island. Rise early and welcome the day from the summit of Cadillac Mountain. Descend to Bar Harbor for breakfast, and pick up a picnic lunch to enjoy during your park explorations. Begin at the Hulls Cove Visitors Center, where you can purchase a park pass, watch a film, check out exhibits, and pick up copies of the park map, carriage road map, and ranger program schedule. If you’re traveling with children, plan around one of the family-oriented ranger-led activities.

  Spend the morning driving the coast-hugging section of the Park Loop Road, stopping to take in the sights at Sieur du Monts Spring, including the Abbe Museum and Wild Gardens of Acadia; to wriggle your toes in the sands of Sand Beach; perhaps hike the Ocean Path, Great Head, or Gorham Mountain; and view Thunder Hole. Continue to Jordan Pond House for a walk or pedal on the carriage roads, followed by popovers on the lawn.
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    Thuya’s formal English gardens

  

  Loop over to the quiet side of the island, perhaps stopping to visit Asticou or Thuya Gardens in Northeast Harbor, then edging around the shoreline of Somes Sound on Sargent Drive. Loop out through Southwest Harbor to the Seawall section of the park to view Bass Harbor Head Light, perhaps hiking Wonderland or Ship Harbor Nature Trail en route. End the day with a sunset paddle, a dinner cruise to Islesford, or a ranger-led program at one of the park’s campgrounds. If you didn’t rise early to catch sunrise from Cadillac’s summit—or even if you did—consider returning for sunset.




A 15-Day Road Trip


Spend 15 days here and you’ll have enough time to visit all sections of Acadia National Park, browse the studios of mega-talented artisans, go whale-watching, hike magnificent trails, kayak along undeveloped coastline, and view working lobstering villages and lighthouses. This driving tour begins in the Schoodic region, and then takes in Mount Desert Island before heading to the Blue Hill Peninsula via Ellsworth, with Isle au Haut as the grand finale.

The best air access is via Bangor International Airport. Book your first two nights’ lodging in the Schoodic region, nights 3 through 10 on Mount Desert Island (perhaps the first four on the east side of the island and the rest on the west side), nights 11 and 12 on the Blue Hill Peninsula, and nights 13 and 14 on Deer Isle.

Schoodic Peninsula

DAY 1

Begin with a drive or bicycle loop around the Schoodic section of Acadia National Park. Depending on your interests, day hike the Schoodic Head Loop or spend the rest of the day sea kayaking.
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  watching the surf on Schoodic Point



DAY 2

Drive to either Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge, on Petit Manan, for bird-watching and easy hiking, or to the Donnell Pond Public Reserved Land for a day hike followed by a swim. Don’t forget a picnic lunch.

Mount Desert Island

DAY 3

Browse the numerous artisans’ galleries tucked in all corners of the Schoodic Peninsula as you make your way to Mount Desert Island. Begin at Lee Fusion Art Glass and move on to Lunaform, Barter Gallery, Spring Woods Gallery, and Hog Bay. Stop by the park’s Hulls Cove Visitors Center when you arrive on Mount Desert Island to purchase a park pass and pick up a schedule of ranger-led activities.

DAY 4

Spend the day in Acadia National Park. Begin by driving or bicycling the Park Loop to take in the park’s highlights. Stop for a hike along the way—perhaps an easy stroll along the Ocean Path, a moderate hike up Great Head or Gorham Mountain, a challenging hike up one of the trails that start at Sieur de Monts Spring, or a strenuous climb up a ladder trail. Reward your efforts with tea and popovers at the Jordan Pond House.

DAY 5

Another day in the park: Get up early and catch sunrise from atop Cadillac Mountain, then indulge your passions: hiking, sea kayaking, or bicycling. Check the schedule of ranger-led activities to see what naturalist programs are scheduled, and make it a point to take part in one that intrigues you.

DAY 6

Spend the day in Bar Harbor. Reserve a spot on a whale-watching trip. Visit the Abbe Museum, shop the downtown shops, and stroll the Shore Path. End the day with a sunset carriage tour in the park.

DAY 7

Explore Northeast Harbor. Visit the Asticou and Thuya Gardens, and perhaps wander out the back gate of Thuya and up Eliot Mountain. Shop downtown and gawk at the yachts in the harbor. Bicycle or drive Sargent Drive along the shores of Somes Sound.

DAY 8

Choices, choices: Pack a picnic lunch and either take to the carriage roads on foot or bike or hop aboard a passenger ferry to the Cranberry Isles. If you want to have a sunset dinner on Islesford, make advance reservations and either go on a day when there’s a late boat or arrange for a water taxi.
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  one of Acadia’s prettiest carriage road bridges, near Seal Harbor



DAY 9

Head for the western side of the island and visit pretty Somesville and Southwest Harbor, allowing time to tour the Wendell Gilley Museum. In the afternoon, hike Acadia, St. Sauveur, or Flying Mountain, then refresh yourself with a dip in Echo Lake, followed by dinner at Thurston’s Lobster Pound.


Mount Desert Island with Kids

Acadia National Park is a great place to introduce kids to the great outdoors. Between park visits, you’ll find plenty of other activities with real kid appeal. Here are a few sure bets.

IN THE PARK

Before arriving, register either by phone or online for Acadia Quest, an experiential scavenger hunt in the park. At park headquarters, sign kids up as Junior Rangers. Then pick and choose from the ranger-led activities that appeal to your family’s interests and abilities. Good choices for easy family hikes include the Ocean Path, Jordan Pond Nature Trail, Ship Harbor Nature Trail, and Wonderland. If you’re into geocaching, ask about the park’s EarthCache Program (www.nps.gov/acad/earthcache.htm).

SLIMY SEA CREATURES

You can’t beat the wow appeal of Diver Ed’s Dive-in Theater Boat Cruise (207/288-3483 or 800/979-3370, www.divered.com). Ed dives to the depths with an underwater camera while you wait onboard and watch the action. When he resurfaces, he brings along with him a variety of creatures from the depths for passengers to see, feel, and learn about.

LOBSTER LORE

Even if the kids won’t eat lobster, they’ll be fascinated by Captain John Nicolai, who tells all during two-hour cruises aboard the Lulu (56 West St., Bar Harbor, 207/963-2341 or 866/235-2341, www.lululobsterboat.com).

HANDS-ON NATURE

“Please touch” is the philosophy at the George B. Dorr Museum of Natural History (105 Eden St./Rte. 3, Bar Harbor, 207/288-5015, www.coa.edu, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., donation), a small museum on the College of the Atlantic campus in Bar Harbor. Kids have the opportunity to touch fur, skulls, and even whale baleen.

FERRY HOPPING

Spend the better part of a day on the Cranberry Isles, visiting both Big and Little Cranberry and either walking or biking around, or take the passenger ferry to Winter Harbor, and hop on the Island Explorer bus to visit the Schoodic section of Acadia National Park. En route, watch for seals, seabirds, and lobster boats hauling traps.

NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURE

Check with the Abbe Museum (26 Mt. Desert St., Bar Harbor, 207/288-3519, www.abbemuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily late May-early Nov., call for off-season hours, $6 adults, $2 ages 6-15) about scheduled special programs for kids, and time your visit to take advantage of them. There’s a resource room for children downstairs and a few other kid-friendly exhibits at this Native American history museum, but the events bring it all to life.

NATURALIST’S NOTEBOOK

Bookstore? Museum? Arts space? Exploratorium? The Naturalist’s Notebook (16 Main St., Seal Harbor, 207/801-2777, www.thenaturalistsnotebook.com) is all that and more, with three floors of kid-friendly engaging exhibits, books, and treasures.

LAUGH FEST

Improv Acadia (15 Cottage St., Bar Harbor, 207/288-2503, www.improvacadia.com, $15 adults, $10 under age 13) stages a family-friendly show every evening.

I SCREAM, YOU SCREAM

The ultimate kid-in-a-candy-store experience is at Ben & Bill’s (66 Main St., Bar Harbor, 207/288-3281 or 800/806-3281), where you can buy not only chocolates made on-site but also to-die-for ice cream in both adult- and kid-pleasing flavors.

OLYMPICS OF THE FOREST

Expert lumberjack Tina Scheer and her crew perform the most amazing skills at The Great Maine Lumberjack Show (Rte. 3, Trenton, 207/667-0067, www.mainelumberjack.com, 7pm daily mid-June-early Sept., 4pm Sat. and 2pm Sun. early Sept.-mid-Oct., $12 adults, $11 over age 62, $7.50 ages 4-11). During the 75-minute performance, two teams compete in 12 events, including ax throwing and log rolling. You can participate in some and even arrange for your youngster to learn how to log roll. Talk about a great story for that “What I did on my summer vacation” assignment.




DAY 10

Drive out to Bass Harbor Head Light, then continue to the village and take the luncheon nature cruise to Frenchboro with Island Cruises (be sure to make advance reservations). Or, if you’re an experienced cyclist, take a bike aboard the state ferry to Swans Island for the day.
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Bar Harbor’s Shore Path
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the pond at Asticou Azalea Garden





Blue Hill Peninsula

DAY 11

Depart Mount Desert for the Blue Hill Peninsula. En route, visit Birdsacre, a peaceful preserve and bird refuge. You could also put the region in perspective with a plane or glider flight. Spend the afternoon in Blue Hill, beginning with a tour of the Parson Fisher House. Afterward, if time permits, visit some of the many galleries in town. Do ask locally to see if the Flash! In the Pans are performing during your days on the peninsula, and make it a point to hear them.

DAY 12

Your choice: Hike Blue Hill Mountain, followed by more time for visiting galleries; hike Great Pond Mountain, followed by a visit to the Craig Brook National Fish Hatchery; or mosey over to Castine and pick up a brochure for a self-guided walking or bicycling tour followed by a guided sea kayaking tour.

Deer Isle and Isle Au Haut

DAY 13

Explore Deer Isle and Stonington, allowing plenty of time to browse the galleries along the way. Hike the Edgar Tennis or Barred Island Preserves and, if your timing is right, visit the Haystack Mountain School of Crafts.

DAY 14

Another day in the park, this time the Isle au Haut section. Plan in advance and book a seat on the early boat, then spend the day hiking. Don’t forget a picnic lunch and water; supplies are limited on the island.

Back to Bangor International Airport

DAY 15

Visit Fort Knox and the Penobscot Narrows Bridge and Observatory in the morning before heading home. If you’re flying out of Bangor, you can either mosey up Route 15 or connect via Route 174 to U.S. 1A north.


Lobster, Lighthouses, and L.L.Bean


Yes, you can hit the three L’s in the Acadia region. Book your first three nights on Mount Desert, nights four and five in the Blue Hill region, and nights six and seven on Deer Isle.

Day 1

Make your first stop on Mount Desert Island the park’s Hulls Cove Visitors Center to purchase your park pass, pick up a schedule of ranger-led activities, and chat with a ranger. In the evening, head to Thurston’s Lobster Pound for a lobster dinner with all the fixings.
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  Thurston’s Lobster Pound



Day 2

Rise early and beat the crowds on the Park Loop Road. In the afternoon, take a cruise aboard the Lulu, and learn everything there is to know about lobsters. Afterward, stroll up Main Street to Ben & Bill’s for a lobster ice cream cone (it’s a good idea to ask for a taste first).

Day 3

Take a spin out to Bass Harbor to see the lighthouse, then board Island Cruises’ R. L. Gott for the luncheon tour to Frenchboro. There’s no finer place for a lobster or lobster roll than Lunt’s Dockside Deli.

Day 4

Book a morning whale- and puffin-watching cruise that includes Petit Manan Light on its itinerary. Afterward, leave Mount Desert Island for the Blue Hill Peninsula, stopping at the L.L.Bean Factory Store in Ellsworth. It’s nowhere near as big or as complete as the mother ship in Freeport, but it will provide a taste of what the gigunda outdoor-oriented retailer offers. After your shopping spree, it’s on to the Blue Hill region. En route, detour down Newbury Neck in Surry to Perry’s, the real deal when it comes to lobster shacks.

Day 5

Head to Castine, pick up a walking tour brochure at a local business, and take a leisurely stroll around town, making sure to see Dyce’s Head Lighthouse. Spend the afternoon pursuing your interests: perhaps a hike up Blue Hill Mountain, a sea kayaking tour, or gallery browsing throughout the peninsula.

Day 6

On to Deer Isle. When you cross the bridge onto Little Deer Isle, bear right at the info booth and head to the end of the road for views of Pumpkin Island Light. Then mosey on down the peninsula to Stonington, a bona fide lobstering community. Spend the afternoon with Captain Walter Reed’s Guided Island Tours (be sure to book in advance and tell him what you want to see—lighthouses and lobster fishing). Finding a lobster dinner in these parts is easy.
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  Lobster fishing anchors Stonington’s economy.



Day 7

Pack a picnic lunch and take the ferry to Isle au Haut, passing Robinson Point Light, and spend the day hiking in Acadia National Park. Go for one last lobster dinner in Stonington or Deer Isle before heading home tomorrow.


Best Hikes


Mount Desert Island

OCEAN PATH

This popular trail is both easy and easy to reach. Best to time an early morning arrival for this 4.4-mile round-trip that mirrors the shore, taking in Sand Beach, Thunder Hole, Otter Cliffs, and Monument Cove (click here).

JORDAN POND SHORE PATH

A mostly level 3.2-mile loop, the shore path navigates a counterclockwise circuit of Jordan Pond. Plan your hike for fall, for a supremely colorful palette, and reward your efforts with popovers at Jordon Pond House (click here).

GORHAM MOUNTAIN TRAIL

This 1.8-mile round-trip hike covers the trail directly to the summit of 525-foot Gorham Mountain, with a return via Cadillac Cliffs for views of Sand Beach, Egg Rock Light, the Beehive, and Champlain Mountain (click here).

BEACHCROFT PATH

Fifteen-hundred beautifully engineered pink-granite steps and slabs ease the moderate 2.4-mile round-trip climb to Huguenot Head on the west side of Mount Desert’s Champlain Mountain. Savor the views over Frenchman Bay before the more difficult ascent to the summit, where the views are even more spectacular (click here).
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Beachcroft Path
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a rocky beach off the Schoodic Head Loop





PENOBSCOT AND SARGENT MOUNTAINS

This 6-mile round-trip hike takes in two summits on the west side of Mount Desert Island. The terrain is difficult to strenuous, but you can take a swim break between peaks in Sargent Pond, and the views are worth the effort (click here).

FLYING MOUNTAIN TRAIL

Despite being the lowest of Acadia’s 26 peaks, this west-side mountain delivers gorgeous views over the mouth of Somes Sound via this 1.5-mile loop. The descent brings you to Valley Cove, a place to cool tootsies, before the easy walk back to the parking lot (click here).
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One highlight of the Flying Mountain Trail is a dip in Valley Cove.



Schoodic Peninsula

SCHOODIC HEAD LOOP

The Schoodic Head Loop connects three trails for a 2.7-mile round-trip hike that travels from woods to the summit for expansive views (click here).

SCHOODIC MOUNTAIN

Not to be confused with the Schoodic Head Loop, this moderately difficult 2.8-mile loop in the Donnell Pond Public Reserved Land rewards hikers with panoramic views of Acadia’s peaks on Mount Desert Island across Frenchman Bay (click here).

Blue Hill Peninsula

BLUE HILL MOUNTAIN TRAIL

On a clear day, head for the summit of Blue Hill and take in the wraparound view—encompassing Penobscot Bay, the hills of Mount Desert, and the Camden Hills—on this easy-to-moderate 2-mile round-trip hike (click here).

Isle au Haut

WESTERN HEAD AND CLIFF TRAILS

For terrific shoreline scenery, day trip to Isle au Haut, and hike these two trails for a nice loop around Western Head. The route follows the coastline, ascending to ridges and cliffs and descending to rocky beaches, with some forested sections (click here).
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Acadia on Mount Desert Island
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Park Ranger Programs: Join one of the numerous programs, from guided hikes and photography tours to natural history programs and children’s activities, offered daily by park rangers (click here).

S Park Loop Road: If you do nothing else on Mount Desert Island, drive this magnificent road that takes in many of Acadia National Park’s highlights (click here).

S Sieur de Monts Spring: This lovely oasis is home to the Wild Gardens of Acadia, the Acadia Nature Center, the Sweet Waters of Acadia spring, and the original Abbe Museum, as well as the base for hiking Dorr Mountain (click here).
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S Sand Beach: Spread a blanket on one of the few beaches in this part of Maine (click here).

S Thunder Hole: Time your visit right to see the tide surge and explode through this geological formation (click here).

S Jordan Pond House: Come for tea, popovers, and ice cream on the lawn, but allow time to walk or ride the carriage roads or explore the nature trail (click here).

S Cadillac Mountain: Acadia’s prime feature is the highest point on the eastern seaboard, allegedly where the sun’s first rays land. Drive, bike, or hike to the 1,530-foot summit for stunning views (click here).

S Carriage Roads: Fifty-seven miles of meandering crushed-stone paths crossing 17 handsome stone bridges welcome walkers, bikers, horseback riders, snowshoers, and cross-country skiers (click here).

S Eagle Lake: A mountain backdrop and undeveloped shores contribute to Eagle Lake’s popularity. A small-boat launch and a carriage road make it easy to explore (click here).

S Gorham Mountain Trail: This trail requires a minimum amount of effort to produce maximum rewards. It’s an excellent family hike—kids love the Cadillac Cliffs (click here).



Rather like an octopus, or perhaps an amoeba, Acadia National Park extends its reach here and there and everywhere on Mount Desert Island. The park was created from donated parcels—a big chunk here, a tiny chunk there—and slowly but surely fused into its present-day size of more than 47,000 acres (35,332 acres are owned by the National Park Service; the balance is privately owned land under conservation easements managed by the park). Permanent boundaries do exist—Congress certified them in 1986—but they can be confusing to visitors. One minute you’re in the park, the next you’ve stepped into one of the island’s towns. This symbiotic relationship is a reminder that Acadia National Park, covering a third of the island, is the major presence on Mount Desert. It affects traffic, indoor and outdoor pursuits, and in a way, even the climate.

Acadia’s history is unique among national parks and is indeed fascinating. Several books have been written about the high-minded (in the positive sense) and high-profile personalities who provided the impetus and wherewithal for the park’s inception and never flagged in their interest and support. To spotlight a few, we can thank George B. Dorr, Charles W. Eliot, and John D. Rockefeller Jr. for the park we have today.

The National Park Service began keeping track of Acadia’s visitors in 1919, when 64,000 people were counted. Given Acadia’s complicated boundary, an exact count is impossible, but park officials estimate an average of 2.5 million visits annually. A big bump in numbers is expected in 2016, when Acadia celebrates the 100th anniversary of its creation.

In 2014, the park began implementing a comprehensive plan to reopen and maintain the planned vistas from the historic carriage roads and motor roads in the park, so don’t be surprised to find tree-cutting crews at work over the next few years. The reward is enjoying the views that were purposefully designed into the systems.
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Exploring the Park


INFORMATION CENTERS

There are two major centers on Mount Desert Island for Acadia National Park information. Some Acadia information is also available from the Bar Harbor Chamber of Commerce’s two offices (one on Route 3 in Trenton, as you approach the island; the other at the corner of Main and Cottage Streets in Bar Harbor), the Southwest Harbor Chamber of Commerce, and the Mount Desert Island Chamber in Northeast Harbor. The park also maintains a small info center facing the Village Green in Bar Harbor.

Thompson Island Information Center

As you cross the bridge from Trenton toward Mount Desert Island, you might not even notice that you arrive first on tiny Thompson Island, site of Thompson Island Information Center (8am-6pm daily mid-May-mid-Oct.), established jointly by the Mount Desert Island Chamber of Commerce and Acadia National Park.

The rustic building, on your right as you head south on Route 3, has walls lined with brochures for accommodations, restaurants, and activities. There are also restrooms. Across Route 3 is a picnic area overlooking Mount Desert Narrows.

If you’ve arrived without a place to stay (particularly in July-Aug.), the welcoming staffers here are incredibly helpful. They keep track of lodging vacancies throughout Mount Desert Island and will go to great lengths to funnel you somewhere. In high season, don’t expect to be overly choosy, though—room rates are high, vacancies are few, and you take your chances.

In season, a park ranger is usually posted on Thompson Island to answer questions and provide basic advice on hiking trails and other park activities, but consider this a stopgap—also be sure to continue on to the park’s main visitors center. You can purchase your Acadia pass here as well.

Hulls Cove Visitors Center

The modern Hulls Cove Visitors Center (Rte. 3, Hulls Cove, 207/288-3338, 8am-4:30pm daily Apr. 15-June 30 and Sept. 1-Oct. 31, 8am-6pm daily July-Aug.) is eight miles southeast of the head of Mount Desert Island and is well signposted. Here you can buy your park pass; rendezvous with pals; make reservations for ranger-guided natural and cultural history programs; watch a 15-minute film about Acadia; study a relief map of the park; buy books, park souvenirs, and cassette-tape guides; and use the restrooms. Pick up a copy of the park’s event calendar, which lists activities along with tide calendars, and the schedule for the excellent Island Explorer shuttle bus system, which operates late June-Columbus Day. The Island Explorer is supported by park entrance fees as well as by Friends of Acadia and L.L.Bean. If you have children, enroll them in the park’s free Junior Ranger program. To earn a Junior Ranger patch, they must complete the activities in an age-appropriate workbook, attend ranger-led programs, and promise to take care of Acadia.

Parking is usually ample at the visitors center, although the lot gets mighty full in midsummer, when as many as 9,000 people visit each day. Day-trippers also leave their cars in the lot and hop on the Island Explorer bus. The bus stops at the base of the winding stairway from the parking lot to the center.

Bar Harbor Village Green

The park maintains a small information center (8am-5pm, late June-mid Oct.) in downtown Bar Harbor on the Village Green, adjacent to the Island Explorer bus stop on Firefly Lane. Park and bus information, as well as visitor passes, are available here.
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Acadia Park Headquarters

Information is available at Acadia National Park Headquarters (Eagle Lake Rd./Rte. 233, Bar Harbor, 207/288-3338, www.nps.gov/acad, 8am-4:30pm daily Mar. 1-mid-Apr. and Nov.-Dec., 8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri. Jan.-Feb. and mid-Apr.-late Oct., closed Thanksgiving Day, Dec. 24-25), located in a former Civilian Conservation Corps camp about 3.5 miles west of downtown Bar Harbor.

Park headquarters is also the meeting point for the volunteer work projects organized three times per week by the park and Friends of Acadia.

PARK ENTRANCE FEES

A single glance at the map of Acadia National Park immediately raises the question: How do you sell passes and count heads in a park that has patches of land here and there and everywhere—even on a section of the mainland and on offshore islands? The answer: not easily.


Park Rules

Most rules at Acadia are just common sense; some are specific to Acadia’s situation and needs.

• It’s forbidden to disturb or remove any public property—plants, minerals, artifacts, animals, etc. This extends to the rocks on the beaches.

• Pets are allowed in Acadia, with some exceptions, but they must be on a leash (6 feet or shorter). They must not be left unattended. Pets are not allowed on Sand Beach or at Echo Lake May 15-Sept. 15; in the Wild Gardens of Acadia, on ranger-led programs, or in the Duck Harbor Campground on Isle au Haut. They are also banned from the park’s ladder trails and from the visitors centers and other public buildings. Service dogs, of course, are always exempt from the rules.

• In-line skating, roller skiing, and skateboarding are allowed only on roads closed to automobiles.

• Bicycles are not allowed on any hiking trails. They’re allowed on 45 miles of park carriage trails, but not on 12 miles of signposted (Green Rock Company) private carriage roads.

• Motorized vehicles are not allowed on park trails and carriage roads; ATVs are not allowed anywhere in the park. Electric wheelchairs are allowed on the carriage roads.

• Camping within park boundaries is allowed only at the park’s two campgrounds on Mount Desert Island, one on Isle au Haut, and one on the Schoodic Peninsula. There is no backcountry camping in the park or anywhere else on Mount Desert Island, but outside the park, there are commercial campgrounds.
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  Be sure to purchase a park pass before entering Acadia.



• Camp stoves and grills are allowed only in designated campgrounds and picnic areas; fires are allowed only in fire rings and fireplaces at these sites.

• Alcohol use is not allowed in the public buildings or facilities, at parking lots and pullouts, at Sand Beach, Echo Lake Beach, along the Lake Wood shoreline, or within a 0.25 mile of the swimming areas at the southeastern end of Long Pond.

• Hunting is not allowed in the park.

• Fireworks are not allowed in the park.

• Feeding of wildlife, including gulls, is prohibited.

• Federal law requires the use of seatbelts by drivers and passengers in all national parks.



So, let’s look at the picture another way. It’s important to know that 100 percent of the entrance fees stays in the National Park Service: Half goes to support the Island Explorer, $8 goes directly to the park for visitor services and improvements (not resource management, research, or planning), and the last $2 is shared by National Park Service sites that don’t charge fees in the region, such as Maine’s St. Croix Island National Historic Site, just south of Calais. The private Friends of Acadia organization and other donors often match these funds to make the money even more effective. Consider just a few of the projects your pass helps fund:

• Trail and carriage road reconstruction and rehabilitation

• The Island Explorer bus system

• New and improved restroom facilities

• Repairs to historic stone bridges

• New and improved informational exhibits

• Rock wall reconstruction

• Campground rehabilitation

At many of the project sites, you’ll see brown National Park Service signs that read “This Project Funded by Your Park User Fee.” Think of them as Acadia’s thank-you note for your support.

Where to Buy Your Park Pass

• Hulls Cove Visitors Center, the park’s visitors information center mid-April-October; no entrance fees are collected November-mid-April.

• The Acadia National Park information office on Firefly Lane, opposite the Village Green in downtown Bar Harbor; it also faces the hub for the propane-powered Island Explorer bus system.
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  Acadia National Park operates a small information center in downtown Bar Harbor.



• Sand Beach Park Entrance Station, on Park Loop Road between the Schooner Head Overlook and Sand Beach.

• Blackwoods and Seawall Campgrounds, the park’s only camping areas.

• Thompson Island Information Center (Rte. 3, Trenton).

• Inside the park, you can purchase your pass at the Jordan Pond Gift Shop and the Cadillac Mountain Gift Shop.

• Local chambers of commerce and some accommodations also sell passes.

Park Fees and Passes

• Entrance fee: $25 per car or RV, $20 per motorcycle late June-mid-October, when the Island Explorer is running. It covers everyone in the vehicle and is valid for seven days. If want to buy an individual pass that will not cover a car (best if you’re traveling on foot or by bicycle or using the Island Explorer for transportation), the fee is $12 for seven days.

• Acadia Annual Pass: $50, valid for one year from the day of purchase. If you’re in Acadia more than one week in any given year, this is the cheapest option. It covers the pass holder and passengers in a non-commercial vehicle.

• Interagency Annual Pass: $80, allowing unlimited entrance for one year to all national parks and other federal recreation sites that have entrance or vehicle fees.

• Senior Pass: $10, an incredible bargain for U.S. citizens and permanent residents who are age 62 or older, allowing lifetime entrance to more than 300 national parks, historic sites, and monuments. It also entitles you to half-price camping. Purchase must be made in person with proof of age (a driver’s license, passport, etc.). The pass covers everyone in the pass holder’s vehicle. You will need to show an ID at the park’s gate.

• Access Pass: free for any U.S. citizen or permanent resident who is blind or permanently disabled (a temporary disability, such as a broken arm or leg, does not qualify). It allows lifetime entrance to all national parks as well as Fish and Wildlife, Forest Service, and Bureau of Land Management sites. It also allows half-price camping. The pass covers everyone in the pass holder’s vehicle.

• Interagency Volunteer Pass: Accumulate 250 service hours and you’ll be rewarded with a one-year pass valid for federal recreation sites.

GUIDED TOURS

The variety of guided activities in the park and nearby is astonishing: There are park ranger walks and talks and cruises, bus tours, bicycling tours, sea kayaking tours, birding expeditions, guided hikes, horse-drawn carriage rides, and even deluxe camping outfitters.

S Park Ranger Programs

When you stop at the Hulls Cove Visitors Center, pick up the current schedule of ranger-led programs (or download ahead of time at www.nps.gov/acad). You’ll find a whole raft of possibilities for learning more about the park’s natural and cultural history.

The park ranger programs, lasting 1-3 hours, are great—and most are free. During July-August there are dozens of programs each week. Included are 7am birding walks; moderate-level mountain hikes; tours of the historic Carroll Homestead, a 19th-century farm; Cadillac Mountain summit natural-history tours; children’s expeditions to learn about tide pools and geology (an adult must accompany kids); trips for wheelchair users; and even a couple of tours a week in French. Some tours require reservations, and others do not; reservations can be made up to three days in advance.

Reservations are required and fees charged for several different boat cruises with park rangers, who provide natural-history narration. The specific cruises can vary from year to year, but they usually include Baker Island, Dive-in Theater, Frenchman Bay, and Islesford.

Park rangers also give evening lectures during the summer in the amphitheaters at Blackwoods and Seawall Campgrounds. And best of all, you can join almost every ranger program via an Island Explorer bus (late June-mid-Oct.).

Bus and Trolley Tours

The veteran of the Bar Harbor-based bus tours is Acadia National Park Tours (ticket office Testa’s Restaurant, Bayside Landing, 53 Main St., Bar Harbor, 207/288-0300, www.acadiatours.com, May-Oct., $30 adults, $15 under age 13). A 2.5-3-hour naturalist-led tour of Bar Harbor and Acadia departs at 10am and 2pm daily from Testa’s Restaurant, across from Agamont Park near the Bar Harbor Inn, in downtown Bar Harbor. Reservations are advised in midsummer and during fall-foliage season (late Sept.-early Oct.); pick up reserved tickets 30 minutes before departure.

If you have a time crunch, take the one-hour trolley-bus tour operated by Oli’s Trolley (ticket office 1 West St., Bar Harbor, 207/288-5443 or 866/987-6553, www.acadiaislandtours.com, 4 trips 10am-3:30pm daily July-Aug., $16 adults, $11 ages 5-12, $6 younger than 5), which includes Bar Harbor mansion drive-bys and the Cadillac Mountain summit. The ticket office is downtown at Harbor Place, next to the town pier on the waterfront. Dress warmly if the air is at all cool; it’s an open-air trolley. Reservations are advised. The trolley also does 2.5-hour park tours (10am, 11am, 1pm, and 2pm daily May-Oct., $30 adults, $16 ages 5-12, $6 younger than 5). The bus and trolley routes both include restroom stops. Tours depart from the boardwalk at the Harborside Hotel, 55 West Street.
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  Oli’s Trolley offers narrated tours of the park.



While the Island Explorer buses do reach a number of key park sights, they are not tour buses. There is no narration, the bus cuts off the Park Loop at Otter Cliffs, and it excludes the summit of Cadillac Mountain.

Bird-Watching and Nature Tours

For private tours of the park and other parts of the island, contact Michael Good at Down East Nature Tours (150 Knox Rd., Bar Harbor, 207/288-8128, www.downeastnaturetours.com). A biologist and Maine Guide, Good is simply batty about birds. He has spent more than 25 years studying the birds of North America and has even turned his home property on Mount Desert Island into a bird sanctuary. Good specializes in avian ecology in the Gulf of Maine, giving special attention to native and migrating birds. Whether you’re a first-timer wanting to spot eagles, peregrine falcons, shorebirds, and warblers or a serious bird-watcher seeking to add to your life list, perhaps with a Nelson’s sharp-tailed sparrow, Good is your man. Prices begin at $75 per person for four hours and include transportation from your lodging; kids are half price. Bring your own binoculars; Good supplies a spotting scope. He also offers a two-hour wetland ecology tour ($40 adults, $20 kids).

Carriage Tours

To recapture the early carriage roads era, take one of the horse-drawn open-carriage tours run by Carriages of Acadia (Wildwood Stables, Park Loop Rd., Seal Harbor, 877/276-3622, www.carriagesofacadia.com), one mile south of the Jordan Pond House. Six one- and two-hour trips start at 9am daily mid-June-mid-October. Reservations are not required, but they’re encouraged, especially in midsummer. The best outing is the two-hour Day Mountain Summit ($26 adults, $12 ages 6-12, $7 ages 2-5) ride at 4pm. The one-hour loop around Day Mountain is $20 for adults, $10 for children, and $6 for little kids.

You can also arrange for a private 1-4-hour carriage road tour. A one-hour trip is $180 for up to four passengers, plus $35 for each additional passenger; two hours is $240 plus $50; three hours is $360 plus $50; and four hours is $480 plus $50. Wildwood has no trail rides, but you can bring your own horse and stable it here ($25 per night for a box stall). A basic campground has sites ($15) for stall renters.


  The Car-Free Park

  Since 1999, when the fare-free, propane-fueled buses began running throughout Mount Desert Island, more than five million riders have used the Island Explorer bus system, reducing car and RV usage and their resultant pollutants and greenhouse gases. The Island Explorer transports passengers to ferry landings, saves hikers and bikers from backtracking, gets commuters to work, and has revolutionized the summertime traffic patterns on Mount Desert Island.

  Since the service began on an experimental basis, it has been dramatically expanded, in great part thanks to the backing of L.L.Bean. Service now begins in late June and lasts until Columbus Day—the Schoodic Peninsula route, which coordinates with the Bar Harbor-Winter Harbor ferry, continues through August; the Ellsworth Express operates once a day in each direction through early September.

  Why spend valuable vacation time looking for a place to park your car? Why be disappointed when you reach a hiking trailhead and find the parking lot full? Take the bus. Feeling unsteady and unable to hike or bike? Tour the park and the island on the bus. Each bus can handle up to six bikes and a wheelchair, and there are even dedicated bike shuttles operating between the Bar Harbor downtown hub and Eagle Lake.

  The nonprofit Downeast Transportation (207/667-5796, www.exploreacadia.com) operates the fleet, with support from your park entrance fees, Friends of Acadia, L.L.Bean, and area towns and businesses.

  Two caveats: First, these aren’t tour buses, and there is no narration, nor do they climb Cadillac Mountain, so don’t use them as a substitute for a guided tour or as a way to see all park highlights. Second, although the buses are free, riders traveling into the park must have a park pass.

  The Island Explorer hub is the Bar Harbor Village Green, where all of the routes (except Schoodic) begin or end. Late June-Labor Day, service begins at 6:45am daily, although not every route starts that early. The last bus leaves downtown Bar Harbor about 10pm for the campgrounds at the northern end of the island. A geolocation system provides tracking information at the Village Green, at the Hulls Cove Visitors Center, and online.

  Specific stops are listed on the schedule, but drivers will pull over and pick you up or drop you off anywhere they feel it’s safe. Don’t hesitate to request a stop or flag down a bus.

  So pick up a schedule—copies are everywhere on Mount Desert—and use the Island Explorer to explore the island.




DRIVING TOURS


The ideal way to fully appreciate Acadia is to hike the miles of trails, bike the carriage roads, canoe the ponds, swim in Echo Lake, and camp overnight. It seems rather a shame to treat Acadia as a drive-through park, but circumstances—time, health, and other factors—sometimes dictate that.

S Park Loop Road

Logically, a driving tour of Acadia would follow the 20-mile Park Loop Road (Apr. 15-Nov. 30, weather permitting). It begins at the Hulls Cove Visitors Center, winds past several of the park’s scenic highlights (with parking areas), ascends via a 3.5-mile spur to the summit of Cadillac Mountain, and provides overlooks of magnificent vistas. Over the years, growing trees had obscured many of the vistas, but a new vista management plan is restoring them to their original design. Allow a couple of hours so you can stop along the way. You can rent an audio tour on cassette or CD ($13, including directions, an instruction sheet, and a map) at the Hulls Cove Visitors Center. Another option is to pick up the drive-it-yourself tour booklet, Motorist Guide: Park Loop Road ($4), available at the Thompson Island and Hulls Cove Visitors Centers.

Start at the parking lot below the Hulls Cove Visitors Center and follow the signs; part of the loop is one-way, so you’ll be doing the loop clockwise. Traffic gets heavy at midday in the height of summer, so aim for an early-morning start if you can. The maximum speed is 35 mph, but be alert for gawkers and photographers stopping without warning and pedestrians dashing across the road from stopped cars or tour buses. If you’re out at midday in summer, don’t be surprised to see cars and RVs parked in the right lane in the one-way sections; it’s allowed when the designated parking lots are filled, and drivers do it even when they aren’t.

Along the route are trailheads and overlooks as well as Sieur de Monts Spring, home to the Acadia Nature Center, Wild Gardens of Acadia, Abbe Museum summer site, and the convergence of several spectacular hiking trails; Sand Beach; Thunder Hole; Otter Cliffs; the Fabbri Picnic Area, with one wheelchair-accessible picnic table; Jordan Pond House; Bubble Pond; Eagle Lake; and the summit of Cadillac Mountain. Just before you get to Sand Beach, you’ll see the Park Entrance Station, where you’ll need to purchase a pass if you haven’t already done so. If you’re here during nesting and fledging season—April-mid-August—be sure to stop in the Precipice Trail Parking Area to view the peregrine falcons with telescopes provided by park staff.
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Island Tour

If you still have time for and interest in more driving after you’ve done the loop, take a spin around the rest of the island. Exit the Park Loop Road near Bar Harbor onto Route 233, heading west. Continue to Route 198 and turn left (south). After just over one mile, watch for a smallish sign for Sargent Drive. Only cars are allowed on this road—no RVs. Take Sargent Drive, skirting gorgeous Somes Sound, into Northeast Harbor.

Leave Northeast Harbor via Route 198 northbound, and drive until you reach the head of Somes Sound. Go left around the head of the sound to Somesville, a gem of a historic hamlet, then continue south on Route 102 to Southwest Harbor. If you have time, take the Route 102A loop, which offers a chance to see Bass Harbor Head Light. You’ll want to walk from the parking lot to get the best view; one trail has you scampering down steps to the ledges and rocks below it, while the other is a paved drive to near the light’s base. Otherwise, continue on Route 102 to Tremont, with a possible detour into Bernard for great lobster on the wharf, then go clockwise around to West Tremont, Seal Cove, Pretty Marsh, and back to Somesville. From here, you can go directly north to leave the island via Route 102/198, or go to Bar Harbor by heading east.


  Peregrine Falcons

One of Acadia’s great success stories is that of a seasonal mountain dweller, the peregrine falcon. DDT and other pollutants caused a decline in the number of falcons until the last breeding pair in Acadia was observed in 1956. Even before DDT, trappers, hunters, and nest robbers depleted peregrines. The peregrine was listed as a federal endangered species in the early 1970s and was removed from that list in 1999; it remains an endangered species in Maine.

In 1984, biologists reintroduced the falcons to Acadia, and in 1991, a breeding pair settled on the east-facing cliffs of Champlain Mountain and produced young. By 2014, more than 120 chicks had fledged from Acadia, including nesting sites on Jordan Cliffs, Valley Cove cliffs on Somes Sound, the Beech Cliffs above Echo Lake, and on privately owned Ironbound Island, where the park has a conservation easement.

Peregrines nest between late March and early August. Their nests, or scrapes, are shallow ledges on cliff sides, which provide them with an unimpeded view of potential prey (other birds) below. Their high-speed pursuits of prey—they can reach speeds of more than 200 mph—thrill those who are lucky enough to witness them.

Park staff usually is stationed at the Precipice Trail Parking Area (9am-noon Mon.-Thurs. spring-summer, weather permitting) with spotting scopes to help anyone who stops by view the peregrines and their scrapes and to provide information about their habits. Check the park’s event schedule for the latest information.

During breeding and fledging season (Apr.-mid-Aug.), the trailhead for the Precipice Trail is gated, with an informational sign explaining the history and status of peregrines in the park. Other trails may be closed for the same reason; check at the Hulls Cove Visitors Center.



ACADIA QUEST

Acadia Quest (207/288-3340, www.friendsofacadia.org) is terrific way for families to explore the park. The free, annual scavenger hunt encourages participants to collect experiences in Acadia. Teams must include at least one adult older than 18 and one child younger than 18. To complete the quest, teams undertake and document activities in a variety of categories; the theme and specifics change each year. Doing so immerses you in the park, engaging all in fun and in some cases educational activities. The quest runs from late spring until early November, but is designed so that it can be completed in a one-week vacation. Children who successfully complete the hunt earn a Quest patch, but here’s the big prize: The team earns an Acadia pass valid for the following year and is also entered into a grand prize drawing. Register either by phone or online to receive a Quest package including permission slip, park map, program details, and a Quest card.

Sights

The Park Loop Road will lead you to the major sights on the east side of the park—Sieur de Monts Spring, Sand Beach, Thunder Hole, Otter Cliffs, and the summit of Cadillac Mountain—but there’s also the fantastic carriage-road system. As you explore the rest of the park acreage on Mount Desert, particularly its west side, you’ll come upon still more surprising spots.

S SIEUR DE MONTS SPRING

About two miles from Bar Harbor and close to the often-busy Park Loop Road, Sieur de Monts Spring is an oasis in a tranquil woodland setting. Named after 17th-century French explorer Pierre Dugas, Sieur de Monts, the spring is the centerpiece of a 10-acre parcel donated in 1916 for a future national park by George Bucknam Dorr, known as the father of Acadia. It was Dorr who erected the pretty Italianate Spring House and dubbed this “The Sweet Waters of Acadia”—after the Sweet Waters of Europe and the Sweet Waters of Asia, two springs that had deeply impressed him on a visit to Constantinople. (The water here, incidentally, is not safe to drink—nor, for that matter, is the water in those Istanbul springs.)

Also here is the Acadia Nature Center (9am-5pm daily June-Aug., 9am-4pm daily Sept.-early Oct., free), containing hands-on exhibits on flora and fauna and explanations of the ongoing efforts to preserve the park’s natural resources.

While at the nature center, take time to walk through the adjacent Wild Gardens of Acadia (9am-5pm daily July-Aug., shorter hours mid-May-June and Sept.-Oct., donation appreciated), touted as “an outdoor field guide” to the island’s plant life. George B. Dorr acquired and named the land in 1909, and in 1961 then-park superintendent Harold Hubler proposed the wildflower garden. The Bar Harbor Garden Club initially sponsored it, and the book Wild Flowers of Mount Desert Island, published in 1918, was used to determine the plantings. Walking paths lace the gardens, which are divided into a dozen different habitats containing more than 400 indigenous wildflower species. It’s now supported by the park and the Friends of Acadia and maintained by volunteers as well as a park-sponsored college student during the summer months.

An important feature of this lovely area is the privately run Abbe Museum (207/288-3519, www.abbemuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily late May-mid-Oct., $3 adults, $1 ages 11-17), the original home of Dr. Robert Abbe’s extensive personal collection of prehistoric and historical archaeological artifacts, some dating back 11,000 years. Opened in 1928, the museum outgrew this building, which is on the National Register of Historic Places, and now has a handsome year-round home in downtown Bar Harbor. Inside are exhibits on Maine archaeology and the history of the museum. Tickets purchased here can be applied toward admission to the main campus of the museum in Bar Harbor.
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  the original Abbe Museum at Sieur de Monts Spring



The Sieur de Monts Spring area provides access to several Acadia hiking trails. Moderate to strenuous trails, many with granite stairs, ascend Dorr Mountain (originally Dry Mountain, then Flying Squadron Mountain). The easy Jesup Path—just over a mile between Park Loop Road and The Tarn and partially wheelchair accessible—is a delightful stroll. In spring, the boardwalk area of the path is a birder’s feast. The path in its entirety is particularly spectacular during the fall foliage season. You can also access the Tarn and Hemlock Trails at Sieur de Monts.

Sieur de Monts Spring is on the Island Explorer bus Route 3/Sand Beach and Route 4/Blackwoods.

S SAND BEACH

Below the Park Loop Road and the Park Entrance Station, Sand Beach is the park’s only large sandy beach on saltwater—cold saltwater (about 55°F). Well, it’s not really sand, as a sign posted here will tell you—it’s composed of zillions of crushed shells, pulverized so they look like sand. If you haven’t purchased your park entrance pass by this point, you’ll need to do it here. Sand Beach is about 25 minutes from Bar Harbor via the Island Explorer bus (Route 3/Sand Beach). It’s a bit quicker by car before and after the bus season. You can access the Great Head Trail and Ocean Path from here.
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  Sand Beach



S THUNDER HOLE

Thunder Hole gets pumped up as a spectacular attraction, and it is—but only if your timing is right. If not, as one ranger snickered, it’s more of a gurgling gulch. When the wind is coming from the south or southeast, when a storm has churned up the sea, or when the tide is rushing inward, you’ll hear and feel how Thunder Hole got its name. As the water rushes into a narrow slot in the rocks, it creates a powerful roar, shoots into the air, and often showers the closest bystanders.

If your schedule is flexible, check the tide tables in the local paper and try to be here for the incoming tide, preferably about mid-tide.

Because of the sea spray, the steps leading down toward Thunder Hole are often very slippery. Take particular care with small children and anyone who tends to be unsteady. Stay well back from the shoreline when the surf is rough. People have been swept away by rogue waves, and rescue is extremely difficult.

The park operates an information station (9am-5pm daily May-late Oct.) at Thunder Hole.


  Acadia Facts

  • Acadia National Park was established by Congress in 1929, after previous incarnations as Lafayette National Park (1919) and Sieur de Monts National Monument (1916).

  • Acadia covers nearly 50,000 acres on the mainland and islands, including more than 14,000 acres protected by conservation easements. Acadia’s permanent boundaries were established by Congress in 1986, but it is allowed to acquire offshore easements between from the Penobscot Bay shipping channel east throughout Hancock County and mainland easements on the Schoodic Peninsula. No other U.S. national park has as large an easement program in terms of percentage of total acreage.

  • Acadia has 26 mountains ranging in height from 284 feet (Flying Mountain) to 1,530 feet (Cadillac Mountain). Cadillac is the highest point on the eastern seaboard of the United States.

  • Nine “great ponds” (covering more than 10 acres) lie within the park boundaries. Five others abut parkland. The depths of these lakes and ponds range from 7 feet (Aunt Betty Pond) to 150 feet (Jordan Pond). Mount Desert Island’s lakes and ponds have restrictions on swimming and personal and motorized watercraft.

  • Acadia has more than 130 miles of hiking trails. At the height (so to speak) of trail construction, in the early 20th century, there were some 230 miles. Some of the discontinued trails are being rehabilitated via the Acadia Trails Forever program, a joint project of the park and Friends of Acadia.

  • Acadia officials estimate an average of more than 2.5 million park visits each year, most in the months of July, August, and September.

  • The “creature counts” in Acadia, on Mount Desert Island, and in the surrounding waters include 338 species of birds, 17 species of amphibians, 5 reptile species, 28 species of fish, 47 species of terrestrial mammals, and 12 species of marine mammals.

  • The Park Loop Road is 20 miles, with an additional 3.5-mile spur to the visitors center, 1 mile spur to Jordan Pond House, and 7 miles for a round-trip to the summit of Cadillac Mountain.

  • The park has 45 miles of car-free, broken-stone carriage roads for walking, biking, and horseback riding as well as cross-country skiing and snowshoeing in winter; 12 miles of privately owned carriage roads south of Jordan Pond are usable by walkers and horses but not bicycles.

  • Acadia has three campgrounds—two on Mount Desert Island, one on Isle au Haut. Only one, Blackwoods, is open all year. Backcountry camping is not allowed in Acadia. Commercial campgrounds are located on Mount Desert Island beyond park boundaries.

  • The Schoodic Peninsula is the only park acreage that’s on the mainland; all other park properties are on islands. A bridge connects Mount Desert Island to the mainland town of Trenton, but other parcels must be reached by boat.



LITTLE HUNTERS BEACH

Sh, don’t tell too many people about this small treasure, just before Hunters Head on the Park Loop Road. It is unsigned but is designated on the park map. Watch for a stream crossing with a trail and stairway on the ocean side. Descend the stairs to a cobble beach, where the incoming tide rumbles as it rolls over the smooth, rounded stones. The stairway parallels a cascading stream that disappears into the beach only to resurface a few feet below. Cliffs fringed with spruce trees frame the beach. A trail near the top of the stairway leads out to a point, where views of the surf are especially fine when the tide is surging. Be careful on the path, as erosion has taken its toll, and resist the urge to remove any rocks from the beach area. Not only is it against park rules, but it also threatens the beach’s continued existence.

S JORDAN POND HOUSE

The only restaurant within the park is the Jordan Pond House (Park Loop Rd., 207/276-3316, www.acadiajordanpondhouse.com, 11:30am-8pm daily mid-May-late June and late Aug.-late Oct., 11:30am-9pm daily late June-late Aug.), a modern facility in a spectacular waterside setting. Jordan Pond House began life as a rustic 19th-century teahouse; wonderful old photos still line the walls of its current incarnation, built after a disastrous fire in 1979. Afternoon tea is still a tradition, with tea, popovers, and extraordinary strawberry jam served on the lawn until 5:30pm daily in summer, weather permitting. It is not exactly a bargain at around $12, but it’s worth it. Jordan Pond is far from a secret, however, so expect to wait for seats at the height of summer. Better yet, plan ahead and make reservations. Jordan Pond House is on Route 5 of the Island Explorer bus.

A health note: Perhaps because of all the sweet drinks and jam served outdoors, patrons at the lawn tables sometimes find themselves pestered by bees. They don’t usually sting unless you pester them back, but be alert if anyone in your party is allergic to bee stings.

S CADILLAC MOUNTAIN

As the highest point in Acadia, at 1,530 feet, the summit of Cadillac Mountain receives the day’s first rays of sunlight. A couple of trails will get you to the summit, including one from Blackwoods Campground, and you can get a good road- or mountain-bike workout on the road (bikes aren’t allowed on trails), but in the end, most summiteers tend to get there by car—a seven-mile round-trip on a paved road. The Island Explorer bus does not go to the Cadillac Mountain summit.

Formerly named Green Mountain, Cadillac was once topped by the wooden Summit Hotel, built by an ambitious developer who eventually fell on hard times and went bankrupt. Some might say he deserved it for blighting the landscape. Before its decline in the late 19th century, however, the 6,000-foot Green Mountain Cog Railway transported guests to the summit, where the view was just as spectacular as it is today. (Photos of the cog railway era are part of the collection at the Bar Harbor Historical Society on Ledgelawn Street.) The summit road was built in 1931.

At the height of summer, the busiest times on the summit are sunrise, midday, and sunset; if you don’t have your heart set on seeing the sunrise or sunset, the crowds are thinner an hour or two after sunrise or an hour or two before sunset. The best sunset views aren’t from the summit, but from the Blue Hill pullout, with parking, and from some of the small pullouts as you descend the road. Go early to snag a parking space.
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  Most folks head to Cadillac’s summit for sunrise, but sunset is equally alluring.



At the top are head-swiveling vistas along with a gift shop and restrooms. Be sure to walk the paved 0.3-mile Summit Trail loop for the full effect, but stay on the trail to preserve the summit’s fragile plants and soil.

The park runs the Hawkwatch program (9am-2pm Mon.-Fri. late Aug.-mid-Oct., weather permitting) near the Cadillac summit. The observation site is on the Cadillac North Ridge Trail, about 600 feet from the summit parking lot. Park interpreters are on hand to help you identify the various species of hawks, falcons, eagles, and ospreys that migrate through Acadia each fall. Since the Hawkwatch project began in 1995, the annual raptor count during the migration season has averaged about 2,500, but 2007 witnessed a record-breaking 3,697.

S CARRIAGE ROADS

Bare summits, woodlands, gem-like ponds, 17 handsome stone bridges, and dazzling vistas—you’ll see them all as you walk or bike the fantastic 57-mile carriage road network that makes Acadia unique among the nation’s national parks.


  Mr. Rockefeller’s Roads

Between 1913 and 1940, petroleum heir John D. Rockefeller Jr. was involved in the purchase of acreage and the design and construction of more than 57 miles of carriage roads on Mount Desert Island. Today, thanks to him, we can all walk and bike these roadways, and even go for our own horse-drawn carriage rides. Forty-five miles of these roads are now within Acadia National Park boundaries and 12 are on private land but open to the public. Not only did Rockefeller conceptualize the project, finance it, and consult on every aspect of the road and bridge designs, he was on hand during the construction and landscaping phases. No detail escaped his scrutiny.

The carriage road system is one of Acadia’s most valued cultural resources—listed since 1979 on the National Register of Historic Places. Distinctive features of the roads are 17 handsome rough-stone bridges (with single, double, and triple arches; no two are alike), 16-foot-wide broken-stone roadbeds that required countless hours of labor, and tasteful carved trail markers. A holdover from Rockefeller’s previous carriage road experience was the use of roadside borders of squared-off granite coping stones—known at Acadia as “Mr. Rockefeller’s teeth.”

And then there are the two stone gate lodges or gatehouses—Brown Mountain Gate Lodge (near Northeast Harbor) and Jordan Pond Gate Lodge (near Jordan Pond)—heralding entrances to the original carriage road system (many more access points exist today). Designed by Grosvenor Atterbury in a whimsical French Romanesque style, the handsome structures are startling, to say the least. It’s hard not to smile when you come upon them. During the carriage road building, engineer Paul Simpson and his family occupied the Jordan Pond Gate Lodge.

Until his death in 1960, when Acadia National Park assumed responsibility for 45 miles of the carriage road system, John D. Rockefeller Jr. continued his magnanimity by financing the maintenance of the carriage road network. By the early 1990s, however, the roads, bridges, and drainage systems had seriously deteriorated, and the fabulous vistas had become overgrown. Enter Friends of Acadia (FOA), an amazing nonprofit organization that helped the park obtain federal funding and then maximized the grant with matching private funds—generating enough to cover the $6 million face-lift and begin a carriage road endowment. Annual contributions from FOA and a portion of park user fees fund maintenance. In addition, volunteers log countless hours.

Mr. Rockefeller’s Roads: The Untold Story of Acadia’s Carriage Roads & Their Creator, written by Rockefeller’s granddaughter, Ann R. Roberts, tells the story of Acadia’s car-free carriage roads and relates a fascinating saga of benevolence, sensitivity, talent, and organization.



Forty-five miles of the broken-stone roads—all on the east side of the island, between the Hulls Cove Visitors Center in the north and Seal Harbor in the south—are open for walking, bicycling, and horseback riding, and in winter for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing. Twelve additional miles of roads on private land owned by the Green Rock Company are open for walking and horseback riding but not cycling—be alert for the No Bikes signs when you’re cycling; all of the private roads are south of the Jordan Pond House.
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  Experience Acadia’s carriage roads on a horse-drawn carriage ride up Day Mountain.



S EAGLE LAKE

The largest lake on the eastern half of the island, Eagle Lake is entirely within the park, so its shoreline is undeveloped. Cadillac, Pemetic, and Sargent Mountains and the Bubbles surround it. You can pedal or walk around Eagle Lake on a carriage road, launch a canoe or kayak and paddle its waters, or just find a rock to sit on and enjoy the scenery. You might spot ospreys, eagles, great blue herons, loons, and other wildlife. Two parking lots off Route 233 make access easy—one is by the boat launch, and a larger one is on the other side of the road—but during peak season, these are often filled. Consider taking the Island Explorer bus, which offers a Bicycle Express route between Bar Harbor’s Village Green and Eagle Lake.


SEAWALL


The remote Seawall section of the park, on the island’s west side, is not heavily visited. Two easy shore walks are great for kids, and a picnic area is a fine place to watch waves crash on the rugged pink granite shoreline. The best time to visit, however, is at night: It’s one of the best places in the country for stargazing.

BASS HARBOR HEAD LIGHT

At the southern end of Mount Desert’s western “claw,” follow Route 102A to the turnoff toward Bass Harbor Head. Drive or bike to the end of Lighthouse Road, walk down a steep wooden stairway, and look up and to the right. Voilà! For the best views, scramble carefully to the lower rocks. Bass Harbor Head Light, its red glow automated since 1974, stands sentinel at the eastern entrance to Blue Hill Bay. A paved path with interpretive signage starts from the other end of the parking lot and leads to near the tower’s base. Built in 1858, the 26-foot tower and light keeper’s house are privately owned, but the dramatic setting is a photographer’s dream. Winter access to the parking lot may be limited, but otherwise the area is open year-round. Not far from the light (east along Rte. 102A) are the trailheads for the easy Ship Harbor and Wonderland Nature Trails, part of Acadia National Park. The lighthouse is a short walk from Route 102A, on the Island Explorer bus Route 7/Southwest Harbor.
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