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A young adventurer hikes through fall leaves
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PREFACE



New England—a collection of six proud states filled with breathtaking views and adventures matched only by the delicious food and rich history you’ll find in your travels. With 15 million people packed into just under 72,000 square miles, the region on paper might not suggest an abundance of wilderness, but as you’ll see and probably already know, a rugged, character-shaping terrain waits in small patches and wide swaths all over this historic region. As it has been since before our country began, New England’s landscape is defined by its glacial legacy, rolling monadnocks (isolated rocky mountains left standing tall when the glaciers eroded away the surrounding land), exposed granite ledges, kettle ponds (deep bodies of water created by chunks of melting glacier), and erratic boulders (dropped like giant breadcrumbs by glaciers in retreat). Unique rock formations and water features combine with one-of-a-kind plant and animal species and the local pride in observing nature through all four seasons to make hiking in New England a special experience for families.


This guide aims to provide kids of all ages a curated selection of some of the most varied and interesting destinations in New England while reassuring busy adults about what exactly to expect from any given trail, the features they will see when they arrive, and the logistics that can make or break an outdoor excursion with kids. I hope you get a sense of the love steeped in these pages—love for the outdoors, love for adventure, love for planning and preparation, and love for family and community. My family members were co-adventurers on every hike, tackling bathroom mishaps, downed trees, and even multiple hikes a day to test and compare, since choosing which adventures to include was no easy task. The number of kid-friendly hikes in New England is staggering, but I developed a firm Kid Filter, one that includes awesome features, simple driving and turnkey instructions on the trail so you’re not second-guessing yourselves, honest-to-goodness dirt on the bottom of your shoes rather than pavement, and no interpretive signs, all aimed at giving you a more adventurous and hike-like experience rather than a sterile stroll.
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Rocky, rooty, flat, smooth, up, or down—no matter the trail, adventure beckons on the other side


Many of us have seen the copious amounts of research about the benefits of getting kids outdoors more and interacting with the world in an open-ended way. As you romp with your own crew through the outdoors, just keep in mind that while the scavenger hunt items called out on each hike might help you to add excitement or teachable moments, finding them all should not be the main goal of your outing. I wrote this guide to help you get outside, spend time with your family, and have fun.


In 2006, smack in the middle of my second year of teaching fourth graders, I became a PolarTREC GoNorth! teacher explorer. I packed up with a top-notch, experienced adventure crew, and we set out to spend two weeks dog sledding, interviewing locals about climate change, and collecting snow-pack data. My number-one goal was to interpret the experience for my students back in my classroom and students from around the world who wanted to feel a piece of real-life adventure. Every night, our dogs rushed us through the snow to the next research hut in the middle of Finland. Once inside, we peeled off our layers, cooked dinner from our meal rations, used our maps to plan the next day, and got a good night’s sleep. Then as now, I studied each day’s route with the eyes of a child—finding the nooks that delighted me, asking myself big questions, documenting things that interested me but that I couldn’t identify on the spot, and researching answers. A decade and a half later, I’m thrilled to be creating mini-adventures for New England families, helping them to become their own intrepid adventurers.


The driving question behind this book is how we can design experiences that inspire wonder in our children. That is the question to keep in mind as you use this book, too. If we can provide a fun environment and the initial sparks of curiosity, we can—as educators, caregivers, aunties and uncles, grandparents, and parents—help children discover and explore the world around them, creating a generation of resilient, curious kids who appreciate natural beauty even from the youngest of ages. This guide aims to give adults some tools to help ignite questions on the trail, to teach kids that it’s great to stop and look at things instead of just rushing from point A to point B, and to begin to introduce a broader understanding of just how many unique places surround us in New England. By simply venturing out and interacting with kids along the trail, we are building the skills they need to learn how to question things they see around them—everywhere—and to look for answers.


Peter Gray, a Boston College research professor and expert on children’s play, encourages parents to include other kids on adventures. “When you go on a hike or a trip, think about inviting other families or joining group hikes. Kids need other kids. This frees you, the adult, as well as your child, so you can interact with other adults. They can go ahead safely on the trail, and you don’t have to go and amuse them because they are learning and playing with their peers. Don’t try to cover too much ground—stop and let them play wherever they are.”
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Nature’s bounty offers limitless creativity


Kids lead more structured lives today than ever before in history. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised when you see how much they enjoy simply being set loose in wide-open spaces. I hope this guide will help you foster curiosity and a love of nature in the kids in your life and that it helps to raise our next generation of naturalists by putting the guidebook in their hands. Many of the adventures in this book provide a taste of treks kids may embark on as college students or adults—imagine them tackling a list like the one at 4000footers.com. New England has a proud tradition of marking trail maps with red pen each time you complete a hike. I encourage you to grab your own pen and mark your achievements in guidebooks and maps as your family grows up. Experiencing the wonders all around us creates lifelong habits of seeking out adventure, appreciating the gifts nature gives us every day, and caring about keeping our natural resources clean, beautiful, and accessible for future generations. All the scaffolds you’ll need to plan even more of your own adventures are here.










CHOOSING
YOUR
ADVENTURE
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This guide is designed to help children become co-adventurers with you across the diverse New England landscape, so build excitement by involving them in the planning process from the beginning. Let them flip through and mark the pages they’d like to tackle in the future. Ask them what features they love when they’re outside. How hard do they feel like working today for their adventure? How long do they want to hike? The following tables can help you choose. For maximum success with younger kids, no hike is over 5 miles long or gains much more than 1,000 feet—perfectly attainable for most little legs. This means that there can be plenty of time for exploration, rest stops, snacks, and just taking in the sights and sounds around you.








ADVENTURES IN CONNECTICUT







	ADVENTURE

	NEAREST CITY

	LENGTH
(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY & ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS






	1 Great Ledge

	Danbury

	1.5

	Moderate 116′

	Footbridges, views, toads, geology






	2 Leatherman Cave

	Hartford

	1.6

	Challenging 312′

	History, cave






	3 Burr Pond

	Hartford

	2.6

	Moderate 99′

	Pond, beach, boulders, history






	4 Mt. Tom Tower

	Litchfield

	1.3

	Moderate 336′

	Tower, view, history, geology 






	5 Campbell Falls

	Norfolk

	1

	Moderate 169′

	Waterfall, geology, footbridges






	6 Meigs Point

	New Haven

	1.1

	Easy 7′

	Bird-watching, seals, geology, beach






	7 Devil’s Hopyard State Park

	Norwich

	1

	Moderate 67′

	Cave, river, covered bridge, history






	8 Indian Chair at Mashamoquet Brook State Park

	Pomfret

	2.8

	Challenging 315′

	Geology, cave, history










ADVENTURES IN RHODE ISLAND







	ADVENTURE

	NEAREST CITY

	LENGTH
(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY & ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS






	9 Napatree Point Conservation Area

	Westerly

	3

	Moderate 32′

	Beach, ruins, history, bird-watching






	10 Trustom Pond

	Charlestown

	2.5

	Easy 33′

	Bird-watching, boardwalk, ponds






	11 Block Island National Wildlife Refuge

	New Shoreham

	1.2

	Easy 32′

	Bird-watching, beach, lighthouse, history






	12 Fisherville Brook

	Exeter

	1.6

	Easy 87′

	History, bird-watching, pond, geology, footbridges 






	13 Stepstone Falls

	Hopkinton

	3.6

	Moderate 123′

	Waterfall, river, rock scrambling






	14 Powder Mill Ledges

	Greenville

	1.2

	Easy 76′

	Bird-watching, pond, cool forest, boardwalks






	15 Sachuest Point

	Newport

	2.6

	Easy 29′

	Beach, bird-watching, seals










ADVENTURES IN MASSACHUSETTS







	ADVENTURE

	NEAREST CITY

	LENGTH
(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY & ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS






	16 Cedar Tree Neck Sanctuary

	Vineyard Haven

	1.4

	Moderate 141′

	Beach, pond, footbridges, boardwalks






	17 Fort Hill

	Eastham

	1.6

	Easy 51′

	Beach, bird-watching, history, boardwalk






	18 World’s End

	Hingham

	3.1

	Easy 92′

	Geology, history, cool trees, boardwalk






	19 Ipswich River Wildlife Sanctuary

	Topsfield

	1.5

	Easy 79′

	Bridges, bird-watching, rock grotto, pond 






	20 Walden Pond

	Concord

	1.7

	Easy 49′

	History, pond, beach






	21 Purgatory Chasm

	Worcester

	0.7

	Moderate 94′

	Geology, deep canyon, rock scrambling






	22 Mt. Watatic

	Ashburnham

	2.7

	Challenging 588′

	Summit, views, hawks, beaver pond, blueberries






	23 Doane’s Falls

	Athol

	1

	Moderate 176′

	Waterfalls, geology, bridge, history






	24 Goat Peak Tower at Mt. Tom

	Holyoke

	1.2

	Moderate 300′

	Hawks, tower, views






	25 Peeskawso Peak

	Great Barrington

	2.8

	Challenging 664′

	History, summit, views, cave






	26 Rounds Rock

	Lanesborough

	0.7

	Easy 110′

	Views, airplane wreck, blueberries










ADVENTURES IN VERMONT







	ADVENTURE

	NEAREST CITY

	LENGTH
(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY & ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS






	27 Mt. Olga

	Wilmington

	2

	Moderate 521′

	Tower, viewpoint, history






	28 Lye Brook Falls

	Manchester

	4.6

	Challenging 853′

	Waterfall, geology, spring wildflowers, historic railroad






	29 Quechee Gorge

	Hartford

	2

	Easy 181′

	Geology, bridge, waterfall, rock scrambling






	30 Wright’s Mountain

	Bradford

	1.8

	Easy 453′

	Cool cabin, viewpoint, geology, trail log 






	31 Sunset Ledge

	Bristol

	1.5

	Moderate 343′

	Rocky summit, views, the Long Trail






	32 Moss Glen Falls

	Stowe

	0.5

	Easy 100′

	Waterfall, geology, footbridges










ADVENTURES IN NEW HAMPSHIRE







	ADVENTURE

	NEAREST CITY

	LENGTH
(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY & ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS






	33 Flume Gorge

	Lincoln

	1.9

	Easy 469′

	Waterfalls, geology, cave, boardwalks, bridge






	34 Arethusa Falls

	Hart’s Location

	2.8

	Challenging 849′

	Waterfalls, bridges, rock and root scrambling, river






	35 Black Cap Mountain

	Conway

	2.3

	Moderate 634′

	Rocky summit, views, geology






	36 White Lake

	Tamworth

	2

	Easy 26′

	Lake, beach, cool trees, bird-watching 






	37 West Rattlesnake Mountain

	Holderness

	1.9

	Moderate 434′

	Viewpoint, geology, bird-watching, lake






	38 Mt. Major

	Alton

	2.8

	Challenging 1,121′

	Rocky summit, history, ruins






	39 Blue Job Mountain

	Farmington

	2.2

	Moderate 365′

	Viewpoint, tower, rocky summit, blueberries, hawks






	40 Pulpit Rock

	Manchester

	1.8

	Moderate 102′

	Footbridges, ravine, geology






	41 Odiorne Point State Park

	Portsmouth

	2.1

	Easy 16′

	Jetty, history, ruins, marsh, beach










ADVENTURES IN MAINE







	ADVENTURE

	NEAREST CITY

	LENGTH
(MILES)

	DIFFICULTY & ELEVATION (FEET)

	HIGHLIGHTS






	42 Bradbury Mountain

	Freeport

	1.2

	Moderate 248′

	Rocky summit, views, geology






	43 Rattlesnake Pool

	Fryeburg

	2.1

	Moderate 216′

	Waterfalls, swimming, bridges, geology






	44 Table Rock

	Bethel

	2.4

	Challenging 939′

	Rocky summit, iron ladders, viewpoint, Appalachian Trail






	45 Moxie Falls

	The Forks

	2

	Easy 226′

	Waterfalls, boardwalks, geology 






	46 Debsconeag Ice Caves

	Millinocket

	2.4

	Moderate 180′

	Caves, ladder, rock scrambling, viewpoint






	47 Little and Big Niagara Falls

	Millinocket

	2.4

	Moderate 173′

	Waterfalls, swimming, moose






	48 Quoddy Head

	Bangor

	2.8

	Easy 114′

	Bog, historic lighthouse, whales, seashore, geology






	49 Great Head

	Bangor

	1.4

	Moderate 132′

	Views, rock scrambling, beach, geology, ruins






	50 Fernald’s Neck Preserve

	Camden

	2.6

	Moderate 115′

	Bog, lake, geology, footbridges







[image: Image]


A young adventurer casts a line




ADVENTURES BY FEATURE


Can you remember the first cave you explored? The first waterfall that misted your face? Each of these adventures includes a destination or item of particular interest to motivate young legs and reward hard work. Encourage kids, as co-adventurers, to talk about which types of natural features tickle them the most and why.






	
FEATURE


	ADVENTURE






	Lakes

	
3 Burr Pond







	
10 Trustom Pond







	
12 Upper Pond at Fisherville Brook







	
14 Powder Mill Ledges







	
16 Cedar Tree Neck Sanctuary







	
19 Ponds at Ipswich River Wildlife Sanctuary







	
20 Walden Pond







	
36 White Lake State Park







	
37 West Rattlesnake Mountain







	
20 Megunticook Lake at Fernald’s Neck Preserve







	Waterfalls

	
5 Campbell Falls







	
13 Stepstone Falls







	
23 Doane’s Falls







	
28 Lye Brook Falls







	
32 Moss Glen Falls







	
33 Flume Gorge







	
34 Arethusa Falls







	
43 Rattlesnake Flume and Pool







	
45 Moxie Falls







	
47 Little and Big Niagara Falls







	
History

	
2 Leatherman Cave







	
3 Dam at Burr Pond







	
4 Mt. Tom Tower







	
7 Covered bridge at Devil’s Hopyard







	
8 The wolf den at Indian Chair







	
9 Fort Mansfield at Napatree Point







	
11 Settlers’ Rock and Cow Cove on Block Island







	
12 Cemetery at Fisherville Brook







	
17 Penniman House and Indian Rock at Fort Hill







	
18 Carriage roads at World’s End







	
20 Thoreau’s house site at Walden Pond







	
25 Melville and Hawthorne’s cave at Peeskawso Peak







	
26 Plane wreck at Rounds Rock







	
27 Fire tower at Mt. Olga







	
28 Old railroad at Lye Brook Falls







	
38 Hut at Mt. Major







	
41 WWII remnants at Odiorne Point State Park







	
48 Lighthouse at Quoddy Head







	Flora and fauna

	
6 Birds and seals at Meigs Point







	
9 Bird-watching at Napatree Point







	
10 Bird-watching and animal tracking at Trustom Pond







	
12 Bird-watching at Fisherville Brook







	
14 Bird-watching at Powder Mill Ledges







	
17 Bird-watching at Fort Hill







	
18 Bird-watching at World’s End







	
22 Blueberries, bird-watching, and beavers at Mt. Watatic







	
26 Blueberries at Rounds Rock







	
45 Spring wildflowers at Moxie Falls







	
48 Bog and pitcher plants at Quoddy Head







	
Geology

	
1 Granite at Great Ledge







	
4 Glacial polish at Mt. Tom Tower







	
5 Gneiss at Campbell Falls







	
6 Glacial moraine at Meigs Point







	
8 Indian Chair and Table Rock at Mashamoquet Brook State Park







	
12 Glacial erratics at Fisherville Brook







	
18 Drumlins at World’s End







	
21 Purgatory Chasm







	
28 The Dalton Formation at Lye Brook Falls







	
29 Quechee Gorge







	
32 The Stowe Formation at Moss Glen Falls







	
35 Glacial scratches at Black Cap







	
37 Ledges at West Rattlesnake Mountain







	
40 Pulpit Rock







	
42 Granite at Bradbury Mountain







	
43 Rattlesnake Pool and Flume







	
49 Pink granite at Great Head in Acadia National Park







	
50 Balancing Rock at Fernald’s Neck Preserve







	Caves

	
2 Leatherman Cave







	
7 Devil’s Hopyard







	
8 Wolf den at Mashamoquet Brook State Park







	
25 Cave at Peeskawso Peak on Monument Mountain







	
46 Debsconeag Ice Caves







	
Summits and views

	
1 Great Ledge







	
4 Mt. Tom Tower







	
22 Mt. Watatic







	
24 Goat Peak Tower on Mt. Tom







	
25 Peeskawso Peak







	
26 Rounds Rock







	
27 Mt. Olga







	
30 Wright’s Mountain







	
31 Sunset Ledge







	
35 Black Cap







	
37 West Rattlesnake Mountain







	
38 Mt. Major







	
39 Blue Job Mountain







	
42 Bradbury State Park







	
44 Table Rock







	
46 Debsconeag Ice Caves







	
49 Great Head







	River and streams

	
5 Whiting River at Campbell Falls







	
7 Eightmile River at Devil’s Hopyard State Park







	
12 Fisherville Brook







	
13 Falls River at Stepstone Falls







	
23 Doane’s Falls







	
28 Lye Brook







	
29 Ottauquechee River at Quechee Gorge







	
32 Moss Glen Falls







	
33 Pemigewasset River at Flume Gorge







	
34 Bemis Brook at Arethusa Falls







	
43 Rattlesnake Creek







	
45 Moxie Falls







	
47 Little Niagara Falls







	
Beach fun

	
3 Burr Pond







	
6 Meigs Point at Hammonasset State Beach







	
9 Napatree Point







	
11 Cow Cove at Block Island National Wildlife Refuge







	
15 Sachuest Point







	
16 Cedar Tree Neck Sanctuary







	
17 Fort Hill







	
20 Walden Pond







	
36 White Lake State Park







	
41 Odiorne Point State Park







	
49 Sand Beach at Great Head







	Campground by trailhead

	
2 Black Rock State Park Campground by Leatherman Cave







	
6 Hammonasset State Beach Park Campground at Meigs Point







	
7 Devil’s Hopyard State Park Campground







	
8 Wolf Den Campground at Mashamoquet Brook State Park







	
23 Tully Lake Campground near Doane’s Falls







	
26 Mt. Greylock Campground near Rounds Rock







	
27 Molly Stark State Park Campground at Mt. Olga







	
29 Quechee Gorge Campground







	
30 Backpack to Wright’s Mountain Cabin







	
34 Dry River Campground at Arethusa Falls







	
36 White Lake State Park Campground







	
42 Bradbury Mountain State Park







	
47 Daicey Pond Campground at Little and Big Niagara Falls







	
49 Blackwoods Campground near Great Head









ADVENTURES BY SEASON



Many trails are available year-round for your adventuring pleasure, yet some really sing during particular moments of the year, so prepare your family to be ready for any season. Spring is often great for wildflower blooms or trails with waterfalls at maximum flow, but for some trails it’s mud season—check conditions beforehand (and make sure the trail isn’t closed), plan footwear, and consider a hiking stick or trekking poles. Summer allows the best access to more exposed, rocky trails that might be slippery or treacherous during winter, along with special, higher-elevation wildflowers, but it also boasts copious flies and ticks—bring repellent and always do checks. In fall, many trails erupt with color and mushrooms, but some trails go near areas that allow hunting—always check the signs and consider bringing orange shirts and hats in your adventure bag. Winter can be a great time to escape crowds, especially if you bring your snowshoes or ice tracks. Keep in mind that any prime season (summer for hikes near swimming areas or fall for the most leafalicious hikes) means you might encounter crowds, so consider visiting early or late in the day, or try exploring during an “off-season.” Allow your kids to understand the seasons by returning to a favorite hike throughout the year and asking them what’s changed since their last visit.
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Fall is a favorite for many families in New England






	
PEAK SEASON


	ADVENTURE






	Winter (snowshoes recommended)

	
12 Fisherville Brook







	
19 Ipswich River Wildlife Sanctuary







	
15 Sachuest Point







	
25 Peeskawso Peak







	
42 Bradbury Mountain







	Spring

	
5 Campbell Falls







	
9 Napatree Point







	
10 Trustom Pond







	
12 Fisherville Brook







	
13 Stepstone Falls







	
15 Sachuest Point







	
23 Doane’s Falls







	
28 Lye Brook Falls







	Summer

	
3 Burr Pond







	
4 Mt. Tom Tower State Park







	
6 Meigs Point







	
16 Cedar Tree Neck Sanctuary







	
17 Fort Hill







	
20 Walden Pond







	
32 Moss Glen Falls







	
36 White Lake State Park







	
37 West Rattlesnake Mountain







	
39 Blue Job Mountain







	
41 Odiorne Point State Park







	
43 Rattlesnake Pool







	
45 Moxie Falls







	
46 Debsconeag Ice Caves







	
47 Little and Big Niagara Falls







	
48 Quoddy Head







	
49 Great Head







	Fall

	
1 Great Ledge







	
2 Leatherman Cave







	
7 Devil’s Hopyard







	
8 Indian Chair at Mashamoquet Brook State Park







	
11 Block Island National Wildlife Refuge







	
14 Powder Mill Ledges







	
18 World’s End







	
21 Purgatory Chasm







	
22 Mt. Watatic







	
24 Goat Peak Tower







	
25 Peeskawso Peak







	
26 Rounds Rock







	
27 Mt. Olga







	
29 Quechee Gorge







	
30 Wright’s Mountain







	
31 Sunset Ledge







	
33 Flume Gorge







	
35 Black Cap







	
38 Mount Major







	
40 Pulpit Rock







	
42 Bradbury Mountain







	
44 Table Rock







	
50 Fernald’s Neck Preserve
















PREPARING
FOR YOUR
ADVENTURE
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This guide is a starter pack to a life full of adventure with your young ones. One day, your adventurers could be calling you up to ask if you want to summit Mount Washington with them. My own father took me out on hikes all over the country from toddlerhood, inspiring my thirst for outdoor adventure—flash forward a couple decades and he’s coming with me on all of the hikes in this guide. One day, perhaps we’ll tackle the Appalachian Trail, which powers its way 2181 miles from Springer Mountain, Georgia, to Mount Katahdin, Maine, and maybe your family will, too. In the meantime, work together to taste what each spectacularly diverse region has to offer and note which ones you want to return to in the future. The guide is organized as though you might be journeying along the Appalachian Trail itself—we’ll start in Connecticut and work our way north to Maine.



INDIVIDUAL ADVENTURE PROFILES



Each of the fifty adventure profiles includes a basic trail map and information on the species of plants and wildlife, points of historic interest, and geological features that you may see on the trail. Allowing children to navigate using the maps and elevation guides, read the hike and species descriptions, and look for each featured item like a scavenger hunt puts the building blocks of adventure in their hands. Marking journeys on the map with points of interest gives relevance and context to kids’ surroundings, so encourage them to note anything that stood out to them even if it’s not noted in the book. You’ll burst with pride when kids start to teach you what a lollipop loop is versus an out and back, are able to gauge whether they feel like just kickin’ it on a hike with 200 feet of elevation gain or tackling 1000 feet, and make decisions about their own adventure. Each description is written for both you and the kids, so encourage them to read to themselves or out loud to you.


Elevation profile, length, type of trail, and time


An elevation profile is a line that sketches the general arch of the up and down during a hike. You’ll notice a few are almost completely flat, and some are nearly a triangle. The elevation gain is how many feet you’ll gain from start to finish; so even if it rolls up and then down again, if it says 300 feet that will be the total number of feet you’ll have to walk up from the trailhead to the summit. No adventure is less than half a mile (too short to call a real excursion) or more than 5 miles (inaccessible for many of our younger or newer adventurers). The length of these hikes should give you plenty of time to enjoy the outing before anyone gets too tired. Embracing shorter trails translates into more time to savor them. Some of the routes are shorter versions of a longer route and modified for kids—be sure to check out the land agency’s map of whichever area you’re visiting in case you want to explore more. Along with the length of the trail, I note whether the adventure is an out and back, a loop, or a lollipop loop and whether a clockwise or counterclockwise route is recommended.




[image: Image]  An out and back has a clear final destination and turnaround point, and you’ll cross back over what you’ve already discovered.


[image: Image]  A loop provides brand-new territory the whole way around.


[image: Image]  A lollipop is a straight line with a mini-loop at the end, like reaching a lake and then circling it, and heading back.





Talking with kids about the type of trail you’re planning to hike will help young adventurers know what to expect. The estimated hike time includes time for exploration, and each adventurer’s mileage may vary. Always give yourselves the delight of a relaxing hike with plenty of time to stop and play with a pile of fun-looking rocks, have leaf-boat races on a stream, or sketch a cool plant or animal.
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New Englanders have a storied history of embracing the natural world



Level of difficulty



This rating system was designed to facilitate a good time. It’s important to note that these are kid-centric ratings; what’s labeled as a “challenging” trail in this guide may not appear to be so challenging for a seasoned adult hiker. It can be fun to create your own rating for a trail when you’re finished. “Did that feel like a level one, two, or three to you? Why?” Talking about it can help you understand your particular kid’s adventure limits or help them seek new challenges. None of the trails in this book are paved (at least not all the way). Some are level and smooth, but due to New England’s geological history, most have some combination of rocks and roots. There will be notes if a trail has exposed ledges or viewpoints where you’ll want to hold smaller hands. Rocky terrain will cry for some sturdy shoes, and you’ll want to have a bead on how wet, muddy, or snowy it may be to inform your decision of which pair will be best for your kid. It can help if you check reviews on AllTrails.com, Instagram, or websites like Mainehikers.com to get recent conditions and different families’ opinions of the difficulty—you can also call the office of a nearby ranger station. While scouting these trails with my family, I saw many walking toddlers, strollers of every tire type imaginable, and baby backpacks on even the most challenging trails. I also spotted a couple sport strollers on moderately rocky trails with exposed roots. Use the information here to make informed decisions—every lead adventurer is different.


The adventures are rated as follows:




[image: Image] EASY These trails are typically short (1 mile or so), have low elevation gain, even, non-rocky terrain, and not too many exposed, hand-holding edges.


[image: Image] MODERATE These adventures have a bit more elevation gain (300 feet or so) and are likely to have a few hand-holding spots for the youngest hikers near exposed areas like cliffs or hillsides. The path itself may also be a bit rockier or rootier.


[image: Image] CHALLENGING These will give your little adventurers the biggest sense of accomplishment. These have the most elevation gain (300 to 1000 feet) and include sections where you’ll probably want kids to stay close as they take in an exposed view. However, if the trail is steeper, it’ll also be shorter—more than doable with the right attitude and by taking advantage of power-up stops and the adrenaline-inducing rush of finding special scavenger hunt items.





Season


This section lists the season when the adventure is possible; in many cases, trails can be hiked year-round. I also note the seasons when features of special interest can be seen, such as wildflowers or rushing waterfalls. Phenology is the study of how plants change across the seasons, and hikers are often the first to notice when leaves change colors or when a certain flower starts to bloom. Try taking the same hike in several seasons to teach your little adventurers about differences in the seasons, particularly for flora and fauna. The more often you go, the more likely you are to find something you may have missed the last time.


In winter and early spring, check with the local agency listed for each hike to make sure the trail and access road is actually open. In general, the higher up you go, the more likely you could be closed out by snow on either side of summer. Some adventures lend themselves to snow exploration without any gear, while others provide an opportunity to try snowshoes or ice tracks.




In Massachusetts (and the rest of New England too), we can do the same hike every week of the year and it might look completely different week to week.


—Aimee Tow, mom, Melrose, Massachusetts






Get there



When I was seven, my dad took our family out to the California desert in a small white Toyota pickup for our first off-roading experience. Our truck promptly got lodged between two rocks and towed out six hours later. Although that experience built some character and an adventurous spirit in me, I haven’t included those kinds of roads in this guide. These adventures have all been road-tested at least once and specifically target trailheads with fairly easy access—meaning minimal dirt, gravel, or pothole-strewn roads. I’ll leave those to our seasoned adventurers.


New England is big, folks. Almost 72,000 square miles. This guide is meant to be a sampling of diverse and beautiful areas all over the region. I hope that you and your children flip through and dream up road trips to the easternmost point of the United States, peering into the Atlantic from Quoddy Head State Park, or ferry rides to a blissfully quiet beach on Martha’s Vineyard. Car time is a necessity to reach the amazing buffet of hikes available to you, New Englanders, and I hope you embrace the special family time that road trips can offer your crew.


Of course, you have your screen of choice, but consider a few fun ways to make the hours fly by fast, such as riddles, the A–Z game (you claim a point every time you see something that starts with the next letter of the alphabet), audiobooks, call-and-response type camp songs (ultimatecampresource.com/site/camp-activities/camp-songs), nature journaling, and just good old-fashioned conversation. Always be ready to roll down windows for fresh air and encourage your little riders to look at the horizon if they start to get carsick. Oftentimes, I’ve sent you to a verified awesome spot in the midst of even more to explore. I encourage you to always stop by visitor centers, make the most of every trip, and consider finding somewhere nearby to camp to enjoy the area for longer.


Basic longhand directions to the trailhead are listed with each adventure, along with a case-sensitive link to Google Maps you can drop directly into your smartphone browser. Be sure to do this before you head out, while you are certain to have coverage. You can also get free highway maps mailed to you or printed, which can be helpful and educational for your little co-pilot (check the tourism website for each state, such as visitnh.gov/contact-us). Before leaving home, you and your adventurer can geek out on Google Earth or turn on satellite view in Google Maps to walk your route (and sometimes even trail) step by step.
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