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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@globepequot.com or 64 South Main Street, Essex, CT 06426.
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All the hikes in this guide are on the homeland of the Western Abenaki people.








[image: ]








Introduction


We Americans by and large have a relationship with nature in which the natural world and its inhabitants are reduced to inanimate and dumb objects. We strip water, rock, plants, and animals of their agency and self-worth, seeing them solely as resources. Any and all changes to the world generated by the world itself are seen as merely functions of machinelike processes. When you hike through a beech forest after a storm in October, the damp yellow light is not the result of the love the trees have for the nourishing rain. It’s just the result of various interactions between life, light, water, and air determined by the laws of physics and biological processes. The magic of that yellow glow suggests otherwise. That’s not to say science is wrong, rather that science is incomplete.

Science is inherently reductive. The scientific process reduced the world to variables that can be controlled and studied. That is to say, the world becomes nothing more than quantities to be collected as data. Science has begun to realize that prescientific and Indigenous ways of seeing and interacting with the world captured the world not just as measurable quantities but also as quality. For example, there’s an emerging consensus that science will never be able to “see” consciousness. Our consciousness is a quality of our mind’s existence and therefore invisible to science, which can only see quantities. If science can’t see human consciousness, then it follows that science can’t see any consciousness. We can indirectly observe it and make assumptions about it, but those assumptions are often tied to our prejudices and belief in human exceptionalism. It’s easy to see how this self-serving logic can be used to justify the careless destruction of the planet—and reduce hiking to exercise. Don’t get me wrong, I love and value science. I’m merely suggesting that it doesn’t have all the answers.

I would argue that people who enjoy hiking and other nature-centered activities already know on some preconscious level that the world is a collection of qualities rather than just quantities. The world is full of actors, not resources. The Western Abenaki people who lived in New Hampshire when the first European settlers arrived knew this. Their entire worldview and lifeways were built on that understanding. Mountains, animals, rivers, and wind all were imbued with spirit—another way of saying that they were qualities, not mere resources. European settlers did their best to destroy Indigenous peoples’ perspective, their lifeways, and their very existence. Luckily, for us as well as the Indigenous peoples of New England, they didn’t succeed. Our European ancestors had a similar relationship with nature as the Western Abenakis do. For example, the Christmas tree is an acknowledgment that plants have agency and are more than potential boards or firewood. This connection to nature is in our very DNA. It is part of us.

Nowhere is this more obvious than with our attraction to moving water. The sound of moving water lowers our blood pressure and makes us feel calmer. Why would the chaotic sound of water tumbling over time-smoothed rock cause serenity? It would appear that we gain something from listening in on the conversation between water and stone. Many of us seek out such experiences, enjoying the stories they tell. This is one of the reasons waterfall guides are among the most popular hiking guides.
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Sign along the trail to Winniweta Falls





It may be time to ask an obvious question with an inobvious answer: What exactly is a waterfall? Many people and most guides approach this question scientifically. Waterfalls are reduced to categories like horsetail, plunge, cascade, and block. They are reduced to feet of drop. They are quantified. They are scientifically described. This is certainly useful. I use such language in most of the descriptions in this guide. By making the distinction between a horsetail fall and block plunge, I help the reader visualize what they will be hiking to. But this perspective doesn’t explain why we want to do the hike in the first place. To do that, we need a different perspective and a broader definition of what a waterfall is.

Let’s start here: A waterfall is gravity pulling water through the landscape. It is water spending its potential energy to reach sea level—the ultimate resting place of Earth’s water. Waterfalls are those places where the kinetic energy of that journey is at its most obvious. Places where water trips and falls, stumbles, leaps, and dances. Places where water’s story is told the loudest. The water needs a dance partner. Our definition of “waterfall” needs to include stone.

New Hampshire is all about stone. After all, it is the Granite State. In reality, the state’s bedrock is much more complex than that. The mountains and geology of New Hampshire are intimately connected with the formation and separation of the supercontinent Pangea. The Appalachian Mountains were created during what is called the Alleghenian orogeny, which occurred when Pangea was forming. Much of the mountain building we see in today’s New Hampshire resulted from the 
breakup of Pangea about 175 million years ago. For example, the Ossipee Mountains are a ring dike complex—what’s left of an ancient volcano. Much of the capstone bedrock in the White Mountains is volcanic rather than igneous (e.g., granite). In many places in the Whites, you’ll see granite at lower elevations and volcanic rock up higher. This is important for waterfalls. Granite is hard, but it cracks into blocks. Water loves cracks. You can see this at work at Sabbaday Falls, for example.
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The complex dialogue between water and stone on Evans Falls






[image: ]

Gorge at the base of Sabbaday Falls on a rainy day





A waterfall, then, is the conversation between water and bedrock—a story told by two fundamental elements that humans are drawn to. This dance often seems chaotic. Watch how a brook interacts with a stone. Is it a waltz with regularized steps? Or is it like the mosh pit at a punk concert? In more scientific terms: Is it “complex” or “chaotic”? My sense is that the answer depends on how long you watch the water and rock converse about the water’s need to reach the sea. The longer I watch water, the more likely I am to sense a pattern. It also depends on scale. It’s easier to see patterns when I pull my view back from individual rocks to the whole of the waterfall. This suggests that waterfalls are complex, not chaotic.

It also helps to listen to the conversation. From a distance, a waterfall sounds like white noise, albeit white noise that tells us a lot about the shape and flow of the water, even the shape and hardness of the bedrock. It sounds like white noise to us because we don’t know how to listen. We haven’t learned the language that water and rock converse in. High-flow waterfalls that plunge off a cliff roar, a sound you feel in your chest as much as hear with your ears. This sound radiates out through the forest, impacting life hundreds of yards from the waterfall. Like humans, animals are often attracted to riparian habitats, but unlike humans, most animals eschew rapids and waterfalls. The shouting of the rock and water drown out the sly movements of predators.

Water speaks; it tells stories. It coos as it slides over rounded, mossy boulders. It babbles joyfully as it bounces down a boulder field or over stacks of cobbles. It roars angrily as it crashes into broken rock at the base of a high drop. It mumbles through boulder fields. It hushes over sandy streambeds, whispering like a lover. This is a dialogue about water’s need to reach the sea and rock’s survivance. If we take the time, we can learn this language and “see” waterfalls on a whole other level. This language of water and rock is like the figurative language we use in human literature—in the stories we tell one another. Waterfalls are not merely mute resources following the laws of physics; they are storytellers. We can listen in, join the conversation, and decolonize our relationship with the world.

Waterfalls are ephemeral, sometimes even on a human scale. The soils in the mountains of New Hampshire tend to be thin. Much of the landscape was scraped down to the bedrock by ice sheets during the last ice age—a very different kind of conversation between rock and water. There have only been about 12,000 years to rebuild soils. As a result, snowmelt and rain tend to flow out of the mountains in a rush rather than more slowly throughout the year. Most waterfalls have a lot higher flow in May than in August. If you’re looking to get blown away by the power of water, hike waterfalls in the spring. If you are looking for a more subtle experience, hike in the summer and fall. Both are worthwhile. In this guide, I try to describe how the waterfalls change through the year. The problem is that due to climate change, the weather has become much more erratic. It’s harder to predict when the spring freshet will be and harder to know how long the high flow will last. At the same time, we’ve begun to experience more extreme rain events. When I was finishing the hiking for this guide in August 2024, the remnants of a hurricane dumped several inches of rain in one day on northern New Hampshire. I jumped in my car and headed to Pittsburg. I had to deal with washouts on the roads but got to see Garfield Falls raging like it does in early May.
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Tucker Brook Falls, completely dry in August





All waterfalls are ephemeral when we look at them in geologic rather than human time. Bedrock resists water, but in the end, water wins. Eventually, all rock gets broken down. Cliffs crumble and collapse into boulder fields. Boulders break into cobbles. Cobbles dissolve into pebbles. Pebbles are ground into sand. There’s almost as much of the White Mountains on the beaches of Maine and New Hampshire as there is in the White Mountain National Forest. When we hike to a waterfall, we’re seeing a process, not a thing. You can’t know a waterfall after one visit. Over time, you can learn to hear the stories waterfalls tell. It may even change the stories you tell.



[image: ]

Common merganser giving her chicks a ride






Wildlife

On your way to and from the waterfalls described in this guide, you’ll have opportunities to interact with a lot of nature. Despite the hiking I’ve done in New Hampshire, I’ve never seen a moose and only encountered bears a few times. By weight, there are more salamanders in New Hampshire than moose. Which is another way of saying that most wildlife is small. Hiking to a waterfall often offers opportunities to see frogs, toads, waterfowl, songbirds, ospreys, eagles, squirrels, and, yes, salamanders. Don’t rush from the trailhead to the waterfall. Take your time and see the woods you’re hiking through. You might get lucky and see a porcupine napping in a pine tree, wood frogs congregating in a vernal pool to breed, or evidence that a bear passed through the night before.




Bugs

Blackflies are active during the day, especially between Mother’s Day and Father’s Day—prime waterfall viewing season. Mosquitoes love cool, damp places, like streams and ponds. Hiking to waterfalls, you’re likely to get bit. Some hikers wear bug nets during early summer to ward off the biting hoards. Others douse themselves with liberal doses of DEET. I prefer to just ignore the bugs or walk faster. You need to find your own comfort level and come prepared to deal with the bugs in your own way.
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Moose cow with calf





In the last few years, New Englanders have begun to really worry about ticks. You’re most likely to have a problem where the trail passes through tall grass or thick ferns. Some experts suggest that you wear long pants tucked into your socks. Personally, I wear shorts and check myself regularly for ticks on my shoes and legs. Since 2013 I’ve hiked several thousand miles in New England and pulled hundreds of ticks off myself, but I’ve never had one successfully attach itself to me. If you hike, you’ll attract ticks. Avoid problems by stopping after passing through tick habitat and check for them. Once you get home, check your whole body; I make it part of my shower routine. Having said that, you’ll run into very few ticks up north or above 1,000 feet of elevation.

Not all bugs are to be avoided. For example, New Hampshire is home to at least one hundred species of butterflies. Many of the showiest are active in habitats you’ll be hiking to and through. Many other insects are beautiful and fascinating.


[image: ]

Male ebony jewelwing damselfly
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White admiral on the trail to Brickett Falls
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Mushrooms growing out of the moss beside Snyder Brook









Plant Life

When the streams are running high in the spring and the waterfalls are at their peak, the woods are exploding with wildflowers. A succession of flowers bloom until the trees leaf out. The trail descriptions note especially good places to find wildflowers, especially orchids. In the fall, when many streams are running at their lowest, mushrooms erupt beneath forests bursting with color.




Be Prepared

No matter when you hike in New Hampshire, you need to be prepared for the weather to change. In general, wear layers and avoid cotton clothing. Never wear white; it attracts bugs and scares away wildlife. Keep snacks, water, a flashlight, and a first-aid kit in your pack. Always bring rain gear. Even if there’s not a cloud in the sky, if you leave your rain gear at home, you will get rained on. Even a short hike can turn epic if you don’t dress and pack smart. With the right gear and clothes, even a dreary day can be a great one in the woods. If you visit waterfalls in winter—which can be very rewarding—make sure you have the right footwear and layers. Depending on the location and conditions, you may need snowshoes or microspikes.









How to Use This Guide


The hikes are presented in an easy-to-read format with at-a-glance information at the start. Each hike description contains the following information:

Hike number and name: The hike number is also shown on the location map to help you visualize the general location of the hike. I’ve used the official, or at least the commonly accepted, name for a trail or hike. Loop hikes or other routes that use several trails are usually named for the main trail or for a prominent feature along the way.

Why Go? Each hike is introduced with a general description of the hike, including special attractions.

Start lets you know where to find the trailhead.

Elevation gain is always given in gross feet. This can be a good indication of how difficult a hike is. A hike that has a net elevation gain of 500 feet but a gross elevation gain of 1,000 feet is going to be more challenging than one that only has a gross elevation gain of 500 feet.

Maximum grade lets you know just how steep the hike gets.

Distance: This indicates the total distance of the hike in miles. Distances were carefully measured using a handheld Garmin GPS unit. Hikes may be loops, which use a series of trails so that you never retrace your steps; out and back, which return along the same trails used on the way out; shuttle hikes, which normally require a car shuttle between trails; and lollipop, which are hikes with an out-and-back section leading to a loop.

Hiking time: This time in hours is based on average hiking times for a reasonably fit person. Non-hikers will take longer; very fit, seasoned hikers will take less time.

Difficulty: All the hikes are rated as easy, moderate, or strenuous, often with the reason for the rating. This is a subjective rating, but in general easy hikes can be done by nearly anyone and take a few hours at most. Moderate hikes take most of a day and require moderate physical abilities. Strenuous hikes are longer than 6 miles, climb steeply for extended periods, or expose the hiker to some danger.

Seasons: This is the recommended time to do the hike. The months listed are those when the trailhead is accessible and the trail free of snow. The season may be longer or shorter in some years. Check local conditions if you have any doubts. If you have the experience and equipment for safe winter hiking, that’s great. This category also takes into consideration waterflow and how it affects the waterfall.

Trail surface: Whether the trail is paved, dirt and rocks, sand, woodland path, or a combination.

Canine compatibility: This section tells you if dogs are permitted, and whether they must be on a leash.


Land status: When hiking the trails described in this book, you’ll usually be hiking in national forest, various categories of state lands, land trust preserves, and even private property. The status of the land sometimes affects access or rules for use.

Nearest town: This is the distance from the nearest town with at least a gas station and basic supplies.

Other trail users: Some of the hikes are on trails shared with ATVs, horses, mountain bikes, or cross-country skiers.

Water: Generally, hikers bring all the water they need with them. Since some hikers like to carry less water and refill along the way, water sources are listed for each hike. Remember that all backcountry water should be purified.

Fees and permits: This section lists if a fee is required for trailhead parking or backcountry travel, and whether a permit is required.

Maps: The appropriate USGS 7.5-minute topographic quadrangles are always listed because they are the most detailed maps available. The quadrangle name may also help you find the appropriate area when using digital maps. Hikers planning to follow faint trails or cross-country routes should always carry the 7.5-minute maps and be skilled in reading them. I make note of such hikes in the trail or route description.

Trail contact: This section lists the name and contact information for the land-management agency that has jurisdiction over the hike. It’s always a good idea to contact the agency before you hike to learn of trail closures or other unusual conditions.

Amenities lets you know if there are services available at the parking area or trailhead.

Cell service is often a problem in remote areas. Since many people rely on their phones while hiking, it’s important to know if you’ll get a signal.

Finding the trailhead: These driving directions are given in miles from the nearest large town for all of the hikes, followed by the GPS coordinates of the trailhead. To use these coordinates with a map, you must set your GPS to the datum used by your map.

The Hike: This narrative describes the hike in detail, along with interesting natural and human history. The description uses references to landmarks rather than distances wherever possible.

Miles and Directions provides mileage cues identifying all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.
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1 Chesterfield Gorge


Within a deep, narrow gorge of nearly black rock, Wilde Brook drops nearly 100 feet. The trail offers fine views of the two main drops in the waterfall—ribbons of water chasing down slots in the bedrock. There are several smaller waterfalls and cascades upstream from the gorge the hike passes.


	
Start: Chesterfield Gorge Trailhead at kiosk

	
Elevation gain: 289 feet

	
Maximum grade: 24% grade for 0.1 mile between second bridge and falls viewpoint

	
Distance: 0.9-mile lollipop

	
Hiking time: About 1 hour

	
Difficulty: Easy

	
Seasons: Year-round; best in spring when stream is higher

	
Trail surface: Woodland path

	
Land status: Chesterfield Gorge State Wayside

	
Nearest town: Keene

	
Other users: None

	
Water availability: None

	
Canine compatibility: Dogs must be on leash.

	
Fees and permits: None

	
Maps: USGS Spofford

	
Trail contact: Chesterfield Gorge Natural Area, https://www.nhstateparks.org/find-parks-trails/chesterfield-gorge-natural-area


	
Amenities: Visitor center, restrooms, picnic area

	
Cell service: Yes



Finding the trailhead: Follow NH 9 West out of Keene. Drive 5.2 miles past the circle just west of town. Turn right into the Chesterfield Gorge State Wayside at the sign. The trailhead is on the north side of the parking area. Trailhead GPS: N42° 54.884' / W72° 24.259'


The Hike

This is a great hike for a hot summer day. Wilde Brook flows under NH 9 and into cool, dark woods. The brook slides and cascades over dark bedrock among towering evergreens and very little ground cover. Then the brook plunges through a narrow gorge and out of the park. In all, the brook drops nearly 100 feet.

The hike starts at the kiosk in front of the seasonal visitor center at the roadside picnic area. The trail enters the woods, descending gently to Wilde Brook. The traffic noise and hubbub of day-to-day life slip away. At the first junction, turn right to hike upstream to the first waterfall, where the brook enters the woods and winds among slabs of dark bedrock. The trail looks down on the brook, but it’s easy and safe to bushwhack down the slope to access the slabs the water slides down.

After retracing your steps to the junction, follow the brook downstream through the open forest. You’ll pass several water features and small falls before reaching a bridge. Cross the brook. A short spur trail heads upstream to a small waterfall.

The main trail follows downstream along the top of the gorge—on this side it’s not vertical, and intrepid hikers can carefully climb down to the brook and the base of a waterfall in the middle of the main drop. The main falls is really a series of linked falls. A vertical face of cracked, broken rock overlooks the falls. The downstream end of the gorge explodes with bushes and small trees, making views of the waterfall mostly partial. Below the gorge, the trail crosses the brook on another bridge. As you begin to climb up to the lip of the vertical side of the gorge, you get an open view of the entire main falls from a chain-link fence intended to protect hikers.
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Top of the main falls
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Main falls from the base of the gorge





The trail winds among wide tree trunks along the edge of the gorge, with views down into it. In what seems like no time, you arrive back at the bridge above the gorge. Retrace your steps to the trailhead either beside the stream or higher up the slope.





Miles and Directions


	
0.0 Start at the Chesterfield Gorge Trailhead. In 400 feet, bear right toward the upper falls.

	
0.1 Reach the end of the upper falls spur. To continue the hike, follow the trail downstream along Wilde Brook.

	
0.3 Cross the brook on a bridge. Across the bridge, a short spur trail heads upstream 100 feet to a view of a small waterfall.

	
0.4 Hike downstream along the top of the gorge to view top of the main waterfall. Along this section, it’s possible to safely bushwhack down into the gorge to the base of the first section of the main falls.

	
0.5 Descend to a bridge across Wilde Brook.

	
0.6 Climb steeply to a view of entire main waterfall.

	
0.7 Hike along the top of the gorge to pass the first bridge.

	
0.9 Arrive back at the trailhead.
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Looking down on the upper falls
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