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INTRODUCTION



  


  

  HUMAN HISTORY OF THE WHITE MOUNTAINS




  Some of the earliest humans in North America have called the White Mountains home. The first inhabitants of the region migrated from the western part of the continent about 10,000 BC as the last continental ice sheets receded. The region has always been rich in fish, animals, and plant life, allowing these early hunter-gathers a stable supply of food despite the cold, snowy winters. By 3,000 BC, the earliest tribal groups formed, eventually becoming the Penacooks, the west branch of the Abenaki nation. (The Penobscots in Maine were the eastern branch.) By AD 1600, when the earliest Europeans came to New Hampshire, the Penacook confederation numbered 12,000 people in seventeen tribes, many of whom resided in villages in the Pemigewasset and Merrimack River valleys. Today, many locations, such as Ossipee and Winnipesaukee, retain their original Native American names. Others are named for important Native American leaders, such as Chocorua and Passaconaway.




  After the Revolutionary War, European settlers pushed many of the native populations out of the region as they cleared the forests for farming. The random mortarless stone walls throughout the woods at lower elevations are remnants of these early homesteads. In 1810, the State of New Hampshire began selling tracts of land to remain solvent. In 1867, Governor Walter Harriman sold most of the White Mountain region to logging companies. By the end of the nineteenth century, over eighteen sawmills dotted the region, connected by seventeen logging railroads. As a result, there is very little old-growth forest in the state. While the mills and the rails are largely gone, some of those old railroad beds, such as the Lincoln Woods Trail into the Pemigewasset Wilderness, are now popular footpaths.




  In 1911, Congress passed the Weeks Act, which returned cut or burned timberland to the public domain. White Mountain National Forest (WMNF), in which most of the hiking trails in this book are located, began as a modest 7,000-acre tract near Benton, New Hampshire, obtained for about $13 per acre under provisions of the Weeks Act. Today, the WMNF has grown to 800,000 acres in New Hampshire and western Maine. It is one of the most visited national forests in the United States, with over seven million people coming to the region each year for a variety of recreational activities, including skiing, hunting, fishing, snowmobiling, hiking, and backpacking.




   GEOLOGY




  The White Mountains run north–south for most of New Hampshire and are part of the Appalachian mountain range. They are considered the most rugged mountains in New England, with forty-eight peaks over 4,000 feet. At 6,288 feet, Mount Washington is not only the tallest in the White Mountains, but also in the northeastern United States.




  The first recorded use of the name “White Mountains” dates back to colonial times due to the fact that the bald summits in the region appear white year-round from a distance: white in the winter due to snow and ice, and white in the summer from sunlight reflecting off the mica flecks in the granite.




  New Hampshire’s nickname is the Granite State as granite is the state’s predominant rock, though mica schist, white and pink quartz, black tourmaline, shale (at lower elevations), and white feldspar are also common. The White Mountains were formed by magma intrusions that pushed upward about 125 million years ago. They were sculpted into the familiar profiles we know today by two ice ages, the first two million years ago and the other 12,000 years ago. The famous cirques, such as Tuckerman Ravine and Huntington Ravine on Mount Washington, and the random glacial erratics found on the eastern slopes of the White Mountains were carved or left behind by the massive glaciers that twice covered the region.




  Today, rockslides, though rare, are responsible for most geologic change in the Whites. The most famous recent slide occurred in Franconia Notch State Park when the Old Man of the Mountain, the iconic granite profile on Cannon Mountain, slid to the valley floor in May 2003.




  WILDLIFE




  While signs of wildlife—tracks in the mud, fur on bark, gnawed shrubs—surround you in the New Hampshire backcountry, the odds are low of seeing anything much bigger than a squirrel. Most wildlife in the White Mountains is nocturnal and extremely shy. The most common encounters are at campsites, when people do not hang their food properly or when they leave food traces or other scented items on the ground or in their tents. A brightly colored newt, a nervous toad, or a slithering garter snake are the most likely creatures that you will see on the trail, though you might flush a grouse or shoo a gray jay that lands too close to your sandwich. If you are planning a cliff-top hike, it’s worth checking with the local trail maintenance organization or the New Hampshire Fish & Wildlife Department to confirm that the area is not home to nesting peregrine falcons, which would close it to hikers until late summer.




  Rabies. While any animal can get rabies, raccoons, skunks, bats, and fox are among the more common carriers of this deadly disease in the White Mountains. If a wild animal approaches, particularly during daylight hours and particularly if its fur is mangy and it drools or has foam around its mouth, immediately depart the area. Keep a constant eye on the animal, which is likely rabid. Rabies is transmitted through saliva and spinal fluid. If the animal continues to approach, use a stick or hiking pole to keep it at a distance. If you touch the animal in any way, you must wash the area thoroughly with soap and water. The rule of thumb is to scrub for twenty minutes! If the animal bites you and breaks the skin, seek medical attention immediately. Call a game warden as soon as possible to report the animal.




  Bear. Black bears are the most dangerous predators to humans in the White Mountains. In general, a bear will avoid hikers, but a hungry bear will raid a campsite if it smells food (and their sense of smell is very keen). It will also defend a natural food source and its young. To minimize the chance of a bear encounter, consider the following:




 

	Hike in a group during daylight.




	
Make noise, by talking or singing, as you walk.




	Leave hairspray, cologne, scented soaps, and scented hand lotions at home.




	Never eat food in your tent.




	Do not cook or clean fish or dishes within 100 feet of your tent.




	Always hang foodstuff, trash, and other scented items in a designated bear bag or place them in a bear canister at least 100 feet from your campsite.







  If you meet a bear on the trail, here are some guidelines:




  

	Remain calm. Do not run, as this might trigger a prey-chase reaction. You cannot outrun a bear, which can sprint at speeds up to 35 miles per hour, and it can climb a tree much more efficiently than you can.




	Talk calmly in a low voice, which tells the bear you are human.




	Hold your arms out to the side, or open your jacket and hold it out, to make yourself seem larger.




	Do not look the bear in the eye. Bears perceive eye contact as a sign of aggression.




	Slowly move upwind of the bear if you can do so without crowding it. If the bear smells you as human, it might retreat.




	While extremely rare, if the bear charges or bluffs a charge, which is often a precursor to the real thing, fight back by kicking or punching. If it perceives you as difficult prey, it might depart in search of an easier meal.







  Moose. White-tailed deer (New Hampshire’s official state animal) and moose are the large animals that you are most likely to see in the woods, as they often travel on hiking trails. Deer are very timid, but moose may be less so. Weighing up to 1,800 pounds, they can move surprisingly fast when provoked, charging at 35 miles per hour. Like all wild animals, they will usually wander away or ignore you. Sometimes they will just stand and stare, and in rare instances, they will charge if protecting young (springtime) or during the rutting season (early fall). If a moose blocks the trail, shout loudly to shoo the beast away. If the moose does not move, or if it seems aggressive—dropping its ears and looking agitated—take a detour yourself. And if it charges, your best chance is to put a large tree between you and the animal, then run if you get an opening. A moose will not pursue you very far. It is not a predator, and once the threat (you) is no longer perceived, it will likely amble away.




    CLIMATE




  The single biggest danger to hikers in the White Mountains is bad weather. Because the mountains here are low compared to the Rockies and because natural disasters like hurricanes, tornadoes, and earthquakes are rare, you might not take these mountains as seriously. Do not be fooled. Some of the harshest weather in the world has been recorded in the Whites, and it’s not limited to wintertime. The highest temperature ever recorded on top of Mount Washington is only 72˚F. It can snow at any time. Like all mountains, the Whites are susceptible to a change in weather without warning, but with a few basic precautions, your time here should be nothing but enjoyable.




  Lightning. If you hear thunder, assume lightning even if you cannot see it. Most of the destinations in this book are bare mountaintops, some with fire towers, which puts you at the high point and the most likely place for a lightning strike. At the slightest hint of a storm, head immediately below tree line to an area where the trees are at least twice as tall as you are. If this is impossible, try to find a low spot where you can hunker down. Even below tree line, avoid using the tallest trees for shelter, and have everyone in your party spread out. Then, if lightning strikes, it singes only one person.




  Wind. It is a rare day when the wind is not blowing on a mountaintop in the White Mountains. In 1934, scientists recorded the highest wind on earth, excluding tornadoes, atop Mount Washington at 231 miles per hour. That record was finally broken, but only once, in 1996, when Tropical Storm Olivia hit Barrow Island off the coast of Western Australia. While the wind in the Whites usually won’t knock you over, it will pull heat out of your body very quickly, especially if you are wet from perspiration or rain. Always carry a fleece or wool sweater, a waterproof-breathable jacket, and a wool hat in your pack, even in July. It might be 75˚F at the trailhead, but only 50˚F with the windchill at the summit. The trick to preventing hypothermia is staying warm and dry.




  Humidity. High humidity is the norm in northern New England, particularly during the summer, which is prime hiking time. Humidity augments the effects of heat, and it saps your energy. The only defense against it is to stay hydrated. Always wear noncotton fabrics and consider changing into a dry shirt at the summit if you are going to rest there for a period of time.




     BACKCOUNTRY SAFETY AND HAZARDS




  Be sure to sign in at the registration box by the trailhead. In addition, let someone in town know your route and when you plan to return. Then stick to your plan! That way, if you don’t return to civilization within a reasonable period of time, others will know where to search for you. Cell phone service is sporadic in the White Mountains, so do not rely on your phone to call for help.




  Most trails in the White Mountains are on public land, either White Mountain National Forest or state parks and forests. Routes are marked with color-coded vertical rectangles, called “blazes,” painted on trees or rocks. The Appalachian Trail is always marked with white blazes. Trails that connect to the Appalachian Trail are marked with blue blazes. Other trails may have yellow or red blazes. Above tree line, routes are also marked with rock cairns (man-made piles of rock), which are easier to spot if visibility is poor. If you follow the trail markers and stay on the trail, you are unlikely to get lost.




  If you do get lost, don’t panic. Try to retrace your steps as best you can, consulting your map and compass for the right heading. If you have a GPS, retrace the route it tracked for you. Most likely you only strayed a short distance from the trail before realizing your unwelcome detour. The region is heavily forested at elevations below 4,000 feet, so if you begin an inadvertent bushwhack, you’ll quickly know it due to the thick trees and undergrowth.




  Poisonous plants. In the White Mountains poison ivy and poison sumac are the only plants poisonous to humans when touched. Whereas poison sumac is rare and grows only where its roots can be wet, poison ivy is as common as grass at elevations under 2,500 feet. It can be found higher than that, too, depending on conditions. It favors the shoreline around lakes and ponds, and the edge of trails and clearings where it can get sunlight without getting trampled. It can take the form of ground cover or a woody vine. An itchy rash appears on your skin anywhere from two hours to several days after contact with the plant unless you clean the area thoroughly with soap and water or an alcohol-laden wipe to remove the urushiol oil that causes the rash. If you come in contact with poison ivy, you’ve got a narrow window, from a half hour to two hours, to remove the oil and avoid a reaction depending on how sensitive your skin is.
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  Poison ivy




  Giardia lamblia. Although there are many pristine looking lakes, ponds, rivers, and streams in the White Mountains, assume they all contain the waterborne parasite Giardia lamblia, even fast-moving water. This microscopic parasite causes giardiasis, or “beaver fever.” The symptoms include nausea and severe diarrhea. To prevent contracting beaver fever, filter or boil all drinking water from backcountry sources.




  Ticks. Lyme disease has been another growing problem in the White Mountains over the last fifteen years. There are two types of ticks: the larger wood tick and the smaller deer tick. The latter carries the disease, though the bite from either is unpleasant. After passing through hardwood forests and open clearings, check your body for ticks if the trail is less traveled, overgrown, or overhung with flora. Wear light-colored clothing, long pants, and long sleeves to see ticks more easily and to lessen the chance of a tick bite. It helps to use a bug spray with tick repellent in it.




   Safe Hiking Practices




  Despite these potential hazards, the White Mountains are a relatively safe place to hike if you use common sense and follow three important principles of safe hiking:




 

	
Hike in a group and stay together. Always hike at the pace of the slowest person.




	
Be self-reliant. Learn about the terrain, the condition of the trail, the weather, and how to use your gear before you start.




	
Know when to turn back. Weather can change suddenly. A route may take longer than expected. You may become fatigued. You can always try again another time.







   BACKCOUNTRY ESSENTIALS




  What you wear and what you bring in your pack go a long way toward making your hiking experience in the White Mountains more enjoyable. For clothing, dress in layers and avoid cotton, which retains moisture and can lead to hypothermia. Bring a waterproof-breathable jacket every time you head into the mountains, even if the sky is crystal clear. The weather could change without warning. The cotton rule goes for your socks, too. Socks made from wool or blended synthetic and wool fibers that wick moisture and help cushion and support your feet are not a luxury, but a necessity, especially on a high-mileage day.
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  Gibbs Falls by the Crawford Path JACK BALLARD




  Your choice of footwear is perhaps the most critical when it comes to comfort and stability on uneven, slippery terrain. Hiking boots come with low, mid, and high cuffs. The higher the sides and back of the boot, the more ankle support it provides. A mid or high boot is recommended if you are carrying over forty pounds, whether the weight is a pack filled with food, water, and gear, or a child. The trails are muddy, dotted with wet mossy rocks, and turn into streambeds after rainstorms. For this reason, no matter how “built” your boot, opt for a Gore-tex® version to keep your feet dry. You’ll be glad you did! And never hike in flip-flops. Incredibly, you will see people in flip-flops even on strenuous hikes. The question is not whether they stubbed a toe, but how sore and beat up their feet are at the end of the day. Trails in the White Mountains are much rougher than a walk in a city park.




  With the plethora of water in the White Mountains, you might think carrying a lot of water into the backcountry foolish, but it’s not. Many of the smaller streams along hiking trails dry up by midsummer, and those that remain could carry waterborne illnesses. Carry at least two quarts of water per person per day, or plan to filter it as you go if you are sure of reliable water along the route.




  Washouts, roots, rocks, and erosion down to bedrock are all common. Consider using hiking poles for more power going uphill, to lessen stress on your joints, for additional stability crossing streams, and for balancing on uneven terrain. The downside of using hiking poles is trail damage, particularly in the alpine zone. Hikers above tree line should avoid planting them in the delicate, rare flora beside the path. If you choose to use hiking poles in the alpine zone, touch the tips only to the bedrock.




  While permits are not required to hike in WMNF or on state lands, WMNF charges a small parking fee per day at a self-serve kiosk at some trailhead lots, or you may purchase an annual pass. Most shelters and tent sites in the White Mountains are maintained by the Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC) and a handful of other trail maintenance groups. They are available on a first-come, first-served basis. An AMC caretaker may collect a small fee per person per night at more popular locations. If you claim a lean-to for a night, be prepared to share if your group doesn’t fill it up. The AMC also maintains and staffs a number of huts along the Appalachian Trail. Reservations and payment in advance are required.




  In general, camping is prohibited within 200 feet of roads, trails, and water (about 80 paces for the average person). In some specific areas camping is not allowed at all, even if outside the 200-foot limit. Camping is not allowed above tree line for safety reasons and to protect the fragile alpine flora. The WMNF publishes a current listing of Backcountry Camping Rules, available at ranger stations and information centers.




  Most designated campsites and lean-tos have an outhouse and a fire ring. If you are primitive camping at a random place in the woods, bring a small trowel to bury human waste in a cat hole 6 to 8 inches deep, then cover the hole. The hole should be at least 200 feet from a trail and water. The 200-foot rule goes for soap, too, whether washing your body or your dishes.




  A portable camp stove is the preferred method and a more efficient way to cook while camping. Though discouraged, campfires are legal where fire rings exist. If you make a fire, use only dead or downed wood near your campsite. After an evening by a crackling fire, be sure that it is completely out before leaving it unattended.
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  Lapland rosebay on Mount Washington




  Not all hiking routes in the White Mountains are dog-friendly, and not all dogs are hike-ready. Before committing Fifi to a 10-miler, check that the terrain is smooth enough, and be sure your dog is fit enough for the route. Many trails in the Whites are simply too rocky for all but the most mountain-savvy canines. Some have steep ladders that are impossible for dogs to negotiate. In this book, the hike summary at the beginning of each route tells whether it is dog-friendly. If you bring your four-legged friend friendly. If you bring your four-legged friend, he or she should be under control at all times and on a leash around other hikers. If the trailhead is on state land, your dog should be on-leash until you cross into the national forest. All of the principles of low-impact hiking that apply to people also apply to pets.




 GPS Apps, Devices, and Distances




  Included in this guide—as well as on trail maps, trail signs, hiking websites, and in other guides—are total miles for each hike with a series of mileage waypoints. This information, especially the waypoints, is based on the best available measures and data. That said, there can be great variation in mileage estimates among what is posted on a sign, printed on a map, or included in a hiking guide. According to Larry Garland, the AMC’s cartographer, this variation is the result of history and technology.




  Historically, distances were measured by a hiker with a survey wheel. As GPS and other technologies, such as topographical LIDAR (light detection and ranging), were introduced and then vastly improved, the trail information from survey wheels and other outdated technology was still carried forward. What to trust? According to Garland, one of the leading manufacturers of GPS instruments, different devices, especially older ones, may not properly account for “slope distance,” which differs from “horizontal distance.” A meter of slope distance is shorter than a meter of horizontal distance. Therefore, if your GPS device or app is not properly calculating slope distance—especially on longer, steeper hikes—it will give a slightly inaccurate (shorter) mileage reading. For example, using the 2019 version of a Gaia GPS, the difference could be as little as .2 mile or as much as .5 mile. What’s more, if your device or app says there should be at a waypoint but there isn’t, you likely have just a bit farther to go.




  ZERO IMPACT




  While it is impossible to have zero impact as a hiker or a backpacker, the following are some key strategies to minimize it.




  Carry out everything that you carry in. This includes items that you think are biodegradable, like apple cores and orange peels. While they might degrade over a period of time, it can take much longer than you think, depending on where you drop them. They are not native to the ecosystem, which makes them simply ugly litter.




  Take only pictures; leave only footprints. Picking a flower may seem harmless, but it could be an endangered species. Likewise, leave wildlife alone both for your safety and their survival.




  Stay on the trail. Walking around mud holes may keep your boots drier and cleaner, but it widens the trail over time. In addition, avoid taking shortcuts and cutting corners on switchbacks. It may save a few seconds here and there, but it increases erosion and leaves unsightly scars in the woods. Above tree line, it is vital that you stay on the trail, walking on rock as much as possible. Alpine plants may seem hardy because of the harsh mountaintop environment where they are found, but they grow slowly, many are rare or endangered, and they cannot withstand trampling.




  Camp on durable surfaces. Put your tent on bedrock or compacted dirt. If you must put your tent on live plant life, set it up late and take it down early to minimize the time the plants are compressed.




  Be considerate of others. Voices carry, particularly across bodies of water. Try to keep noise to a minimum so that all can enjoy the serenity of the wilderness.





HIKER’S CHECKLIST





  The following is a basic list of things to put in your pack to ensure you are prepared for a day in the backcountry without weighing you down. This is a fair-weather list. Winter hikers will need additional items, such as a down jacket, gaiters, snowshoes, crampons, gloves, and goggles.




 

	☐ Bug spray




	☐ Rain gear




	☐ Fleece or wool sweater




	☐ Wool hat




	☐ Ball cap




	☐ Sunscreen




	☐ Food




	☐ Water




	☐ Topographic map




	☐ Compass




	☐ First-aid kit




	☐ Whistle




	☐ Waterproof matches or a reliable lighter




	☐ 10-plus feet of rope




	☐ Flashlight or headlamp (plus batteries)




	☐ Swiss Army knife or other multitool




	☐ Bandana or other all-purpose rag




	☐ Camera







  Also, with the ubiquity of cellphone coverage and use, you may want to consider a portable charger for an emergency, but please refrain from loud phone calls and music in the backcountry.
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  AMC Lakes of the Clouds hut below the summit of Mount Washington








  

    
HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE



  


  The White Mountains are a hiker’s nirvana, making it difficult to cover all of the best routes in one book. This guidebook cherry-picks the best 39 of them. Of course, this is subjective, but it includes many of the classic routes, plus a few lesser known but equally interesting and scenic ones.




  This book is divided into eight regions: Dartmouth-Sunapee Region and the Southern Whites; Franconia Region; Crawford Notch and the Southern Presidentials; Mount Washington and the Northern Presidentials; Waterville Valley Region; Lakes Region; the North Conway Area; and Jefferson Area. Within these regions, you’ll find hikes of varying lengths and ability levels. No matter where you are and no matter your backcountry experience, you have options. That said, there are many premier hikes that have been omitted in order to get this geographic diversity and variation in difficulty and length.




  If you are unfamiliar with the White Mountains, go to the section of the book that covers the area where you would like to hike, and then select the route that best fits your fitness level and hiking goals. Be honest about your fitness level. Bagging a peak over 4,000 feet can require at least half that in vertical gain and over 10 miles of rugged walking and rocky scrambling.




  Distance, elevation gain, and hiking time are given for the entire hike, start to finish, including multiday backpacking trips. In other words, on day two of a three-day trip, the mileage begins where it left off the night before, not at zero. After the total mileage, each route is listed as an “out-and-back,” “loop,” “point-to-point,” or “lollipop” hike. A “lollipop” hike is a loop hike that retraces 0.5 mile or more from the point where you close the loop to the trailhead.




  Hiking time is a rough estimate that assumes a moderate pace, periodic rest stops, and a half hour at the summit and other scenic destinations. The estimate is conservative but consistent from hike to hike. As you try different routes, you will begin to see how fast or slow your average pace is compared to the estimate, and you can plan accordingly. In addition to overall hiking time, you can gauge your progress by the mileage points given within the description of the route and in the hike summary, called Miles and Directions, at the end of the description.




  One of the greatest gifts you can give your child is a day in the woods. To ensure that the experience is a positive one, wait for a nice day, then pick a route that matches your child’s age and fitness level, and that has a big reward, such as a fire tower to climb. The total distance of the hike should equal half your child’s age. In other words, if she is six years old, keep the outing to less than 3 miles.




  Each hike in this book is rated “easy,” “moderate,” “strenuous,” or “experts only.” The rating system takes into account three factors: distance, vertical gain, and terrain. While there is a basic formula for this rating system (e.g., a 10-mile hike would never be considered easy), it is ultimately a judgment call. A 6-miler might be rated “moderate” if the terrain is relatively smooth and flat. Likewise, a 4-miler might be rated “expert only” if there are multiple steep rock chimneys or other difficult obstacles to negotiate. That said, the following are the general guidelines for rating day hikes in this book:






	
Easy: Under 4 miles round-trip and under 1,000 vertical feet




	
Moderate: 4–7 miles round-trip and/or 1,000–1,500 feet vertical gain




	
Strenuous: More than 7 miles but under 10 miles round-trip and/or more than 1,500 feet but less than 2,500 feet vertical gain




	
Expert only: 10 miles or more round-trip and/or more than 2,500 feet vertical gain







  You will also find a map for each hike, the name of the USGS map that includes the hike, and directions to and a GPS waypoint for the trailhead. Though every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of each hike description in this book, trails may be rerouted after publication due to washouts, blowdowns, or general wear and tear.




  The goal of this book is to give you all the details of a hike before you go, and then guide you through it step-by-step. Every time you venture into the White Mountains, you will be treated to a unique, memorable adventure. Be safe and enjoy these magnificent mountains!
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DARTMOUTH–SUNAPEE REGION AND THE SOUTHERN WHITES



  




  Although the heart of the White Mountains, where most of the 4,000-footers lie, is in the central and east-central portion of New Hampshire, there are a number of wonderful hikes to bald summits in the western and southern regions of the state. This chapter gives five of the best, including the westernmost 4,000-footer, Mount Moosilauke.




  The Dartmouth-Sunapee Region is generally defined as the west-central region of New Hampshire. It includes peaks between I-93 and New Hampshire’s western border along the Connecticut River. The iconic Mount Monadnock is also in this chapter, though it lies apart from the others in southern New Hampshire. It is nearly impossible to hike in New Hampshire without hearing about this oft-climbed mountain.




  As you would expect from the name, Mount Sunapee is part of this geographic area, but it is not included because its summit is cluttered with ski area lift terminals and a lodge, hardly a backcountry experience. That said, you will get nice views of the ski area from several of the peaks described here. The Dartmouth influence is another story. The Dartmouth Outing Club maintains a 50-mile stretch of the Appalachian Trail, including two of the routes described here, Mount Moosilauke and Smarts Mountain.




   
1 MOUNT CARDIGAN





  A short, kid-friendly hike to an expansive bald summit and a fire tower, with views in every direction.
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