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Meet Your Guides

Dolores Kong and Dan Ring have backpacked all of the more than 270 miles of the Appalachian Trail in Maine and have climbed virtually all the peaks that are 4,000 feet and higher in the Northeast. They are members of the White Mountains Four Thousand Footer, the New England Four Thousand Footer, the Adirondack 46Rs, the Northeast 111ers, and the New England Hundred Highest Clubs.


Dolores is a Certified Financial Planner™ professional and senior vice president with Winslow, Evans & Crocker, Inc. (member of FINRA/SIPC), in Boston. A Barnard College graduate, she is also a Pulitzer Prize finalist in public service from her previous career as a staff writer at the Boston Globe.


Dan is an operations professional with Winslow, Evans & Crocker, Inc., in Boston and a writer who has been a Massachusetts Statehouse bureau chief for a variety of newspapers. He graduated from Boston College with a bachelor’s degree in English. Dan and Dolores are married and live outside Boston. They write a blog: acadiaonmymind.com.


The third edition of their Hiking Acadia National Park guide won the 2016 National Outdoor Book Award in the outdoor adventure guidebook category and the 2018 Independent Publisher Book Award gold medal in the travel guidebook category.
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How to Use This Guide


This guide is designed to be simple and easy to use.


It’s divided into four sections: Southern Coast and Greater Portland, Midcoast, Acadia National Park and Bar Harbor, and Downeast. Hikes in the same geographic area are grouped together.


At the back of each section is a sampling of regional points of interest, from craft brewers to lighthouses, historic sites to museums. Also included in the back of each section is a roundup of places to get a lobster roll or other fare, nearby campgrounds and lodging, and other coastal attractions. The lists aren’t exhaustive or definitive—this is a hiking guide and not a general travel guide. The coastal trails are the star attraction; the breweries, places to eat or sleep, and other points of interest are the supporting cast.


The Trail Finder highlights some of the special features of the hikes, whether they are particularly picturesque, are family-or dog-friendly, provide beach access, or offer solitude.


The Top 5 Hikes are among our favorites, but every trail has its attractions, and it’s hard to choose just five.


Before You Hit the Trail gives an overview of what makes the Maine coast special, its history and challenges, the role philanthropy has played in preserving it, and who has been drawn to it, whether writers, artists, millionaires, or celebrities.


It also includes information about the weather and tides (as some of the hikes are low-tide walks) and general rules about land use.


The meat of this guide is the coastal trails. Each hike description includes a map and summary information that delivers the trail’s vital statistics, including length, difficulty, and canine compatibility.


Directions to the trailhead are provided. Trailhead GPS coordinates are based on data collected by us, provided by land agencies, or gathered from other reliable sources, such as the website of the US Board on Geographic Names: usgs.gov/core-science-systems/ngp/board-on-geographic-names. If your GPS uses a different notation than the one used here, you can convert data here: fcc.gov/media/radio/dms-decimal.


But as with any GPS data provided for recreational use, there are no warranties, expressed or implied, about data accuracy, completeness, reliability, or suitability. The data should not be used for primary navigation. Readers of this guide assume the entire risk as to the quality and use of the data.


Officials advise that visitors obey posted signs and land use regulations, use common sense, and avoid accidentally traveling on private lands while using a GPS unit.


Following the overview for each hike, you’ll find the following information:


Start tells you where the hike begins.


Elevation gain gives you an idea of how much climbing is involved.


Distance is the round-trip length, whether it is a loop, an out-and-back, or a circuit hike.


Difficulty rates hikes from easy to strenuous, from the short and flat, taking no more than 1 to 2 hours to complete, to the steepest and longest, taking as many as 5 hours to finish. Although these ratings are subjective, bear in mind that even the most strenuous routes can be made easier by hiking within your limits and resting when needed or by cutting short the hike. What is easy depends on your fitness and adequacy of your gear. If you are hiking with a group, select a hike with a rating that’s appropriate for the least fit and prepared in your party.


Hiking time assumes that on flat ground, most walkers average 2 miles per hour. Adjust that rate by the steepness of the terrain and your level of fitness, and you have a ballpark hiking duration. Be sure to add more time if you plan to picnic or take part in other activities like birding or photography.


Seasons/schedule tells you when the trail is open and the best time to visit, whether for optimum weather, sightseeing and access, or fewer crowds.


Fees and permits describes day-use or parking fees or any special permits needed.


Trail contact gives you the name, mailing address, phone number, and website or e-mail for the agencies that can provide more information.


Dog-friendly lets you know whether dogs are permitted, and under what conditions.


Trail surface indicates the footing to expect, whether well-graded gravel that might be accessible for visitors with wheelchairs or strollers, forest floor with exposed roots and rocks, sandy or cobble beach, or rock ledges. Even for easy trails, it’s recommended that you wear shoes with rubber soles and ankle support to minimize the risk of injury.


Land status tells you who owns or manages the land.


Nearest town helps orient you geographically, but don’t assume there will be full services, or any services, as some of the towns are quite small. Don’t let your gas tank approach empty as you’re heading to the trailhead or expect you can find a public restroom and a convenience store nearby.


Maps lists USGS topo, trail agency, and commercial maps that may be a helpful supplement to this guide’s maps. Don’t rely on Google Maps, which often doesn’t show hiking trails and may require mobile data access.


Other trail users alerts you to others you may encounter on a trail.


Special considerations is a catchall category for things to note, from restrooms near the trailhead to beach wheelchair availability; where to find a tide chart to plan a low-tide walk to whether there is overflow parking; and specific prohibitions on use of drones and other rules highlighted by the trail agency to whether picnic areas, showers, and other facilities are available.


Finding the trailhead provides specific directions from a major road, intersection, or town and includes trailhead GPS coordinates.


What to See tells you what makes each hike special, from lighthouses and islands in the distance to the birds, wildlife, and plants you can spot up close; from the history of the place and its preservation to the literary, artistic, or geologic significance.


Miles and Directions gives you turn-by-turn instructions and key junctions and landmarks along the hike.


At the back of each of the four sections of coastal hike descriptions, you’ll find the following listings—by no means definitive or exhaustive—to give you a flavor of what’s available nearby. For more complete listings, you can check out mainebrewersguild.org to find out more about the Maine Beer Trail, as well as websites for chambers of commerce, such as the statewide visitmaine.com and mainetourism.com.


Breweries, Eats, and Sleeps highlights some craft brewers, lobster shacks, and other dining experiences, along with a sample of lodging options.


Camping lists nearby public or private campgrounds, with such basic information as address, phone number, website, and operating season and whether they accommodate RVs or dogs and offer waterfront sites or other amenities.


Lighthouses, Museums, and Historic Sites rounds up some historic and cultural resources that are part of the true Maine experience.


Coastal Attractions is a grab bag of events, places, and other trails that can provide reasons to come back to coastal Maine again and again to see how the state lives up to the title “Vacationland” and the sayings “The Way Life Should Be,” and “Worth a Visit, Worth a Lifetime.”







Trail Finder

The forty-one coastal trails in this book represent a wide diversity:



	Two have features so distinctive they have been named National Natural Landmarks by the National Park Service: Monhegan Island and Carrying Place Bog, which is part of Quoddy Head State Park.

	Three are included on Maine’s Ice Age Trail, which highlights aspects of the landscape carved by glaciers: Cadillac Summit Loop Trail, Quoddy Head State Park, and Mowry Beach Preserve.

	Five of them are among the Maine Natural Areas Program’s Natural Heritage Hikes, with brochures describing what makes them special: Ferry Beach State Park, Camden Hills State Park, Wonderland Trail in Acadia National Park, Cutler Coast Public Reserved Land, and Quoddy Head State Park.

	Six are low-tide walks or include a side trail accessible only at low tide: Vaughn Island, Timber Point Trail, Bowdoin College Schiller Coastal Studies Center, Popham Beach State Park, Bar Island Trail in Acadia, and the Birch Point Trail in Petit Manan National Wildlife Refuge.

	Two include “reversing falls,” a phenomenon special to Maine along the US Atlantic seaboard, formed by the ebbing tide, bedrock just below the surface of the water, and a narrow, constricting channel: Josephine Newman Audubon Sanctuary and Holbrook Island Sanctuary.









	HIKE NO.
	HIKE NAME
	BEST PHOTOS
	FAMILY FRIENDLY
	BEACH ACCESS
	DOG FRIENDLY
	FINDING SOLITUDE





	SOUTHERN COAST AND GREATER PORTLAND



	1
	Marginal Way
	•
	•
	
	
	



	2
	Wells Reserve at Laudholm
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	3
	Vaughn Island
	•
	
	
	•
	



	4
	Timber Point Trail
	•
	
	
	
	



	5
	Ferry Beach State Park
	
	•
	•
	
	



	6
	Crescent Beach and Kettle Cove State Parks
	
	•
	•
	
	



	7
	Fort Williams Park
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	8
	Spring Point Shoreway
	•
	
	•
	•
	



	9
	Mackworth Island
	•
	
	
	
	



	10
	Wolfe’s Neck Woods State Park
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	MIDCOAST



	11
	Bowdoin College Schiller Coastal Studies Center
	
	
	
	•
	



	12
	Giant’s Stairs
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	13
	Bates-Morse Mountain Conservation Area
	•
	
	•
	
	•



	14
	Popham Beach State Park
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	15
	Josephine Newman Audubon Sanctuary
	
	
	
	
	•



	16
	Reid State Park
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	17
	Ovens Mouth Preserve
	
	
	
	•
	•



	18
	LaVerna Preserve
	•
	
	
	•
	•



	19
	Monhegan Island
	•
	
	
	•
	•



	20
	Camden Hills State Park
	•
	
	
	•
	



	ACADIA NATIONAL PARK AND BAR HARBOR



	21
	Indian Point Blagden Preserve (Bar Harbor)
	•
	
	
	
	•



	22
	The Shore Path (Bar Harbor)
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	23
	Bar Island Trail
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	24
	Compass Harbor Trail
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	25
	Sand Beach and Great Head Trail
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	26
	Ocean Path
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	27
	Gorham Mountain and Cadillac Cliffs Trails
	•
	
	
	
	



	28
	Cadillac Summit Loop Trail
	•
	
	
	•
	



	29
	Flying Mountain Trail
	•
	•
	
	
	



	30
	Wonderland
	
	•
	•
	•
	



	31
	Ship Harbor Trail
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	32
	Baker Island (Acadia—Cranberry Isles)
	•
	
	
	
	



	33
	Sundew Trail (Acadia—Schoodic Peninsula)
	•
	•
	
	•
	•



	DOWNEAST



	34
	Witherle Woods Preserve
	
	
	
	•
	



	35
	Holbrook Island Sanctuary
	
	
	
	•
	•



	36
	Petit Manan National Wildlife Refuge—Birch Point
	•
	
	
	•
	



	37
	Petit Manan National Wildlife Refuge—Hollingsworth
	•
	
	•
	•
	



	38
	Great Wass Island Preserve
	•
	
	
	
	•



	39
	Cutler Coast Public Reserved Land
	•
	
	
	•
	



	40
	Quoddy Head State Park
	•
	
	
	•
	



	41
	Mowry Beach Preserve
	
	•
	•
	•
	•












Top Five Hikes

SPRING POINT SHOREWAY. This hike lacks majestic cliffs and deep forests, but it features just about everything else for a memorable and fun trek: views of islands and Casco Bay, two lighthouses, a historic exhibit of Maine’s importance during World War II, a sandy public beach, a walk through a large marina and college campus, and old military forts on land and sea.



[image: Bug Light stands above Portland Harbor, with Fort Gorges, an old military fort, on a ledge in front of Hog Island (hike 8).]
Bug Light stands above Portland Harbor, with Fort Gorges, an old military fort, on a ledge in front of Hog Island (hike 8).





[image: A rainbow appears after a rainstorm at Popham Beach State Park (hike 14).]
A rainbow appears after a rainstorm at Popham Beach State Park (hike 14).




POPHAM BEACH STATE PARK. At low tide over a limitless expanse of beach, you can hike a sandbar to Fox Island, get closeup views of islands and off-shore lighthouses, or trek northeast all the way to the Kennebec River and southwest to the Morse River.


MONHEGAN ISLAND. Head here by boat for a magical experience with tremendous ocean vistas from the highest cliffs along the Maine coast and rewarding stops at quiet coves and headlands after some rugged up-and-down hiking.



[image: The ocean views toward Black Head are striking as you stand on the Cliff Trail on Monhegan Island (hike 19).]
The ocean views toward Black Head are striking as you stand on the Cliff Trail on Monhegan Island (hike 19).





[image: A beaver bares its teeth, tinted orange from the iron in its tooth enamel (hike 38).]
A beaver bares its teeth, tinted orange from the iron in its tooth enamel (hike 38).




GREAT WASS ISLAND PRESERVE. Explore the myriad wonders, including some challenging hiking through one of the largest jack pine stands in coastal Maine and along a stretch of pink-and-white granite shoreline with some cobble beaches and the chance to see harbor seals hauled out on offshore ledges, or maybe a beaver or snowshoe hare.


CADILLAC SUMMIT LOOP TRAIL. Acadia National Park inspires a lot of passion and could easily fill an entire list of top-five hikes in coastal Maine, but to be balanced, only one—the summit loop on Cadillac Mountain—makes the cut. At 1,530 feet, Cadillac is the highest point on the US East Coast, with an unrivaled panorama of ocean, islands, and mountain peaks.



[image: Bar Island and the four Porcupine Islands—Sheep, Burnt, Long, and Bald—form a quintessential view from the top of Cadillac Mountain (hike 28).]
Bar Island and the four Porcupine Islands—Sheep, Burnt, Long, and Bald—form a quintessential view from the top of Cadillac Mountain (hike 28).









BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL

With its soaring seaside cliffs, expansive sand beaches, and views of islands and open ocean, the long Maine coastline offers tremendous opportunities for enjoying some of the best coastal trails in the nation.


It’s nearly impossible to understate the appeal of Maine’s coastline. Adding to its rugged and genuine beauty, the coast is also laden with lighthouses, forts, and other maritime history dating back to the 1600s and is dotted with lobster boats, wild blueberry fields, small fishing villages, and Main Streets.


“We just have that unique Maine feel,” said Jon Southern, executive director of the Downeast Coastal Conservancy in Machias, a nonprofit land trust. “It’s like time is frozen on the coast of Maine in many places.”


You can visit Acadia National Park’s Cadillac Mountain, the highest peak on the US Atlantic coast, and look out over a massive bay with dozens of islands; go up and down the cliffs of Monhegan Island or Quoddy Head State Park; take a low-tide walk to rocky islands; or hike in awe along the infinite beaches of southern and central Maine, the pink granite and boulders of Ocean Path in Acadia, or the long shoreline of Great Wass Island.


Maine is also noted for being the most forested state in the nation; spruce, pine, birch, and other trees often grow right next to the coast.


From Washington County in Downeast Maine to Bar Harbor on Mount Desert Island, from Georgetown Island in the Midcoast to Ogunquit and Kennebunkport in the south, the coastline is vital and irreplaceable.


The coast supports recreational boating and commercial fishing, including the nation’s leading lobster and soft-shell clam fisheries. It provides a big portion of local real estate taxes and is a pillar of tourism and economic development.



CHALLENGES FACING THE MAINE COAST

The coast is also changing amid fears of climate change. Some shorelines are expanding, but others are eroding and shifting because of winter storms, more intense rainstorms, and rising sea levels, which can scrape away dunes, bluffs, and sand.


Increased use of the coast is another issue. Record-breaking crowds at Acadia prompted the National Park Service to plan a new reservation system for motorists, scheduled to run in 2021, at popular destinations such as the summit of Cadillac Mountain and the Ocean Drive section of the Park Loop Road.


Private development is also accelerating in Maine, including the coastline, making the land too pricey for local people, and the state generally is not buying new conservation lands. New private owners often block access to big parcels of land that locals had used for generations.


People are attracted to Maine partly because it has so much coastline. In fact, according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), Maine has more coastline than California and is ranked No. 4 in the United States for shoreline mileage.


Draw a straight line from border to border, and the Maine coast is 228 miles. But if you count all the tidal shoreline, including tidal rivers up to the head of tide, as well as more than 3,000 islands, the Maine coastline is 5,408 miles according to 2019 statistics provided by Claire L. Enterline, research coordinator, Maine Coastal Program, Department of Marine Resources.


Unfortunately, only a small percent is publicly owned.


Of the total coastline, 16 percent, or 573 square miles, is categorized as Maine Conserved Lands, including easements and lands owned by federal, state, municipal, and private nonprofit organizations. That 573 square miles includes conserved lands in communities that touch the coast, as well as conserved lands that border other conserved lands touching the coast.


To preserve land on the coast for public use and provide coastal trails, Maine heavily depends on more than eighty land trusts, or nonprofit conservation organizations, such as Downeast Coastal Conservancy, the private Monhegan Associates, Inc., The Nature Conservancy, and Maine Coast Heritage Trust. Maine has more land trusts per capita than any other state, according to the Maine Land Trust Network.


People can become members of land trusts and have a greater say in how the land is managed and used. More than 85 percent of all the state land trusts’ boards of directors consist primarily of Maine residents.





PHILANTHROPY AND PUBLIC ACCESS

Ironically, while wealthy homeowners face criticism for fencing off parts of the coast, the preservation of Maine’s coastline and forests owes much to some exceptionally large land donations from out-of-state wealth and philanthropy, starting with the creation of Acadia National Park and continuing to this day.


Leaders of two big families of twentieth-century US capitalism—the Rockefellers and the Mellons—saved critical parts of the Maine coastline that otherwise would likely have been bulldozed for vacation homes.


Financier and conservationist John D. Rockefeller Jr., the only son of a founder of Standard Oil, donated millions of dollars and about 10,000 acres to Acadia and paid for the construction of 45 miles of carriage roads and sixteen intricate stone bridges.


To help create Acadia, George B. Dorr, known as the “father of Acadia,” inherited and then spent his family’s fortune, which was built in Massachusetts.


David Rockefeller Sr., a son of John D. Rockefeller Jr., was noted for donating coastal properties and conservation easements in Maine and making major financial contributions to conservation organizations. His wife, Peggy, was a founder of Maine Coast Heritage Trust in 1970.


Anita K. Harris, daughter of a wealthy Massachusetts businessman, donated virtually all the land for the estimated 1,350-acre Holbrook Island Sanctuary state park.


The eponymous foundation created by Richard King Mellon, an heir to the Mellon bank fortune, financed the preservation of critical parts of the Bold Coast in Downeast Maine, including conveying the beautiful 2,174-acre coastal lands in Cutler and donating another 10,724 acres just north of the Cutler coast, both to the state.


Working with nonprofit groups, the Mellon Foundation has spent millions of dollars to finance the purchase of tens of thousands of acres in coastal and inland Maine, including helping Maine Coast Heritage Trust buy 2,655 acres for a preserve on the Bold Coast, Bog Brook Cove Preserve.


A husband and wife from old wealth in Philadelphia, Lawrence M. C. Smith and Eleanor Houston Smith, were passionate environmentalists who quietly purchased Popham Beach in the early 1960s. The Smiths held the beach behind the scenes for several years to save it from developers and then sold it to the state at cost when the state legislature finally appropriated money for the purchase after years of refusal.


The Smiths lived in Freeport and later donated land that became Wolfe’s Neck Woods State Park on Casco Bay and the Maine Audubon Society’s Mast Landing Sanctuary.


Public access to the coast could be even more limited if not for the work of these and many other activists.


The Smiths, for example, helped fund a groundbreaking photo exhibit that more than fifty years ago raised public awareness about abuse of the coast and the paucity of public access.


Titled “As Maine Goes,” the fifty-plus photographs in the Bowdoin College Museum of Art exhibit, taken during a 1965 survey of the Maine coast by John McKee, now emeritus professor of art at Bowdoin, helped spark environmental support in Maine. The exhibit included photos that revealed some shocking and distressing instances of schlock and strip commercialism, pollution, debris, industrial contamination and wastewater from homes and businesses, and rampant subdivision.


All the photos raised the issue: What about public access to an untrammeled coast?


An important result of the exhibit was a three-day symposium that included a presentation by noted iconoclast, writer, and planner William H. Whyte, who advocated for conservation easements for preserving open space. Just three years after Whyte’s speech, Maine became one of the first states to approve a law enabling the use—now widespread—of conservation easements, a mechanism by which the owner agrees to limits on future development, sometimes allowing public access, while leaving the land in private ownership.


Land trusts hold hundreds of easements on the coast today.


In 1987, another turning point in conservation occurred when Maine voters approved a ballot measure for $35 million in bonds to leverage federal and private matching money to buy land for public access. That led to the establishment of the Land for Maine’s Future, the primary funding vehicle for conserving land for its natural and recreational value. Voters subsequently approved five additional land bonds.


Public access to the coast is a longstanding issue in Maine. Some private oceanfront owners have deeded rights to the mean low-tide mark, but the courts have ruled that the public has rights to “fish, fowl, and navigate” within the intertidal zone.


In a victory for public access, in October 2019 the Maine Supreme Court upheld a trial court’s decision that the town of Kennebunkport owns the popular Goose Rocks Beach and that the public has a right to use it between the high-and low-water marks.


The latest edition of a Maine citizen’s guide says the public is permitted to use privately owned coastal areas below the mean high-tide mark, unless an owner explicitly exercises a right to restrict access. Fortunately, many private land owners do not attempt to prevent access.






FROM SANDY BEACH TO RUGGED CLIFFS


The Maine coast may be one of the most diverse in the country.


Only about 2 percent, or 70 miles, of Maine’s coast is sand and cobble beach. About 1 percent, or 35 miles, is sandy beach, and most of that is located between Kittery and Portland.


From almost every coastal trail, you can see a lighthouse on the mainland or on an island. Maine’s sixty-five or so lighthouses, the second most in the United States, are a powerful and alluring part of the state’s seafaring history; and while there are no more lighthouse keepers, many of the towers are automated and still operating as Coast Guard aids to navigation.


The coast can be broken down into roughly four sections.


In southern Maine—from Kittery to Cape Elizabeth, just south of Portland—the coast is home to most of the state’s famous sandy beaches and comparatively few islands. This region includes most of Maine’s 19,500 acres of salt marsh, more than any other North Atlantic state.


From Cape Elizabeth to the Penobscot River, the coast is renowned for numerous islands and major bays such as Casco, Sheepscot, Boothbay, Muscongus, and Western Penobscot. Long, narrow rivers meet the sea in this region and often become tidal as the ocean cuts deep into the coastal lowlands.


From East Penobscot Bay to around Great Wass Island off Jonesport, including Mount Desert Island, the shore is noted for its pink and white granites and more big bays, such as Blue Hill, Frenchman, Eastern, and Western Bays. This could be the most dramatic section of the coast, with its round and dome-like islands, the high coastal peaks of Acadia National Park, and Somes Sound, the only fjord-like feature on the US Atlantic coast.


Farther Downeast, the shore is marked by volcanic rocks and wider bays, as well as dark and deep green cliffs, spruce forests right next to the water, and bigger tides, such as those at Quoddy Head State Park.





A MAGNET FOR WRITERS, ARTISTS, AND CELEBRITIES

The coastline is so spectacular that it has inspired native Maine poets like Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Edna St. Vincent Millay and painters, including nineteenth-century artists Thomas Cole and Frederic E. Church, who depicted the scenery of Mount Desert Island, and Winslow Homer, who produced some of his best paintings while living in Prouts Neck in southern Maine.


Edward Hopper is noted for oil paintings of the Two Lights lighthouse at Cape Elizabeth and watercolors of Ogunquit and Monhegan Island.


Andrew Wyeth spent summers in Cushing and is noted not only for Christina’s World but also for paintings of sweeping grasslands on the coast and other seascapes. His son and fellow artist Jamie Wyeth owns a Monhegan Island home that previously belonged to Rockwell Kent.


And inspired by the sea around her, Rachel Carson worked on The Edge of the Sea and Silent Spring in the 1950s and 1960s in her summer cottage on the island of Southport, in the Boothbay Harbor region.


Myron Avery, the driving force behind extending the Appalachian Trail into Maine, and the first to walk its entire 2,000-plus-mile length, grew up in North Lubec and often wrote about the coastal fishing community.


These days, the rich and famous are still attracted to the Maine coast, often as a way to get away and relax in the summer. Saturday Night Live producer Lorne Michaels has a house in Downeast Maine and owns a wild blueberry farm in Whiting.


Historian David McCullough has a home in Camden. Actors Chris O’Donnell, costar of NCIS: Los Angeles, and John Travolta of Pulp Fiction and Saturday Night Fever fame and his late wife, Kelly Preston, who starred in Jerry Maguire, have homes on Islesboro; former Grey’s Anatomy star Patrick Dempsey has one in Kennebunkport.


Martha Stewart long has summered in “Skylands” in Seal Harbor on Mount Desert island. She is a longtime hiker in Acadia and a big donor to Friends of Acadia.


Horror writer Stephen King, a longtime Bangor resident, sometimes uses the coast as a setting for dark tales of life in Maine towns. The hardscrabble existence of people in one King story, “The Reach,” seems a lot like that of the family that settled Baker Island in Acadia.


Like us, you will likely find a storybook setting around almost every corner on the coastal trails of Maine.





WEATHER AND TIDES

Often inconsistent and difficult to predict, the weather may be the biggest factor when it comes to enjoying the coastal trails of Maine. While a foggy and damp day on the coast may offer a certain mystique, the ocean views are a lot more rewarding and the walking much easier and engaging if the weather is sunny and pleasant.


A sunny day in June—known as a June gem—is the best time for hiking on the Maine coast. The leaves on the trees are turning deep green, flowers are blooming, and lots of birds are active. You might not see a cloud in the sky, and sandy beaches can be nearly empty, especially on a weekday, because it is generally too cool to swim or sunbathe and too early for summer vacationers. The daily temperatures will be about 63°F to 73°F in June, falling to about 50°F to 55°F at night.


July and August are the warmest months and can be first-rate for hiking along the coast; maximum normal temperatures are about 78°F, with occasional heat waves of three to four days above 90°F. Late July and August can also see humidity spikes for stretches. These are also the busiest months.


Early to mid-September is another great time to hike the coast of Maine. The temperatures hover about 65°F and the days are still long; the mosquitoes, ticks, and greenhead flies that can bedevil hikers during the late spring to midsummer months are largely out of the picture.


Some beautiful days for hiking can occur in May and October, but those months can also be rainy and foggy. Fall foliage peaks on the Downeast coast the first week in October, possibly the last week in September, and the colors will continue to the south until about the middle of October.


Winter temperatures average between 20°F and 30°F. Snow on the coast of Maine, even Downeast, can be significantly less than inland, though the ground will often be frozen and icy.


Be careful hiking along the coast during a storm. On August 23, 2009, a hurricane passed just offshore of Maine and a large wave crashed over a crowd of people near the viewing platform of Thunder Hole, along Ocean Path in Acadia National Park; seven people were swept out to sea, including a 7-year-old girl, who drowned.


If you’re planning on hiking trails that are accessible only at low tide, you’ll want to check the tide tables for the closest harbor at usharbors.com/harbor/maine/; it’s safest to cross only within 1.5 hours of either side of low tide.


Two high and two low tides occur in Maine each day, with just about 6 hours between each peak and trough and just over 12 hours between one high tide and the next and one low tide and the next. The tidal range—the difference between high and low—can be 8 to 10 feet on the southern Maine coast and as much as 18 to 20 feet Downeast.





LAND USE RULES AND REGULATIONS

Each land use agency has its own set of rules and regulations, whether for different properties or the same property at different times of year. For example, at Maine state park beaches, no pets are allowed between April 1 and September 30, but they are welcome—as long as they are leashed and under physical control—October 1 through March 31.


Each hike description covers some of the rules in the Dog-friendly and Special considerations sections, but you should check the land agency’s website and any information kiosks near trailheads to learn more and keep up to date on any changes.


No matter what a land agency’s particular rules may be, you can’t go wrong by observing the following Leave No Trace Seven Principles (© 1999 by the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics: www.LNT.org):



	Plan Ahead and Prepare

	Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces

	Dispose of Waste Properly

	Leave What You Find

	Minimize Campfire Impacts

	Respect Wildlife

	Be Considerate of Other Visitors




Note: This copyrighted information has been reprinted with permission from the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics: www.lnt.org.





PANDEMIC POSTSCRIPT

The 2020 pandemic led Acadia National Park to delay opening to vehicles, cancel its fare-free shuttle, and close campgrounds. Maine shut ten coastal parks, including Crescent, Popham, and Reid, for two months and then limited capacity to 50 percent when parks reopened.


Yet in August, visits to Acadia were down only about 10 percent from August 2019. While the 2021 outlook was uncertain, Acadia Superintendent Kevin Schneider echoed the hope of others in Maine. “People are going to feel safe getting in their cars and going to a predominantly outdoor destination,” Schneider said during an online panel. “I am bullish on our future.”


As of this book’s writing, it was unclear if Maine’s strict travel restrictions would continue in 2021. For updates, go to maine.gov/covid19/. The Maine coast is a powerful magnet for visitors. As the pandemic wore on, that attraction proved resilient.
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SOUTHERN COAST AND GREATER PORTLAND

Southern Maine’s shoreline offers just about everything desired in coastal trails.

Hikers can enjoy spectacular views of islands; visit lighthouses, old military forts, and other historical sites; and walk along major bays, peninsulas, coves, or the Atlantic Ocean. The trails are fantastic for viewing such birds as plovers, terns, herons, sea ducks, and ospreys.

The hikes in southern Maine comprise a wide variety of habitat and terrain. Some follow sand beaches and epic low-tide flats or traverse rock, crushed-shell, and pebble beaches; others are high atop cliffs with ocean views that seem to extend forever. Sometimes you will need to step carefully along boulders and granite and volcanic ledges while the surf crashes or gently laps the shore. Some trails go past salt marshes and tidal creeks, or through forests with pitch pine, hardwoods, insect-threatened hemlock, or tupelo.


[image: The inlet called Devil’s Kitchen on Marginal Way is part of the Kittery Formation on the Maine coast.]
The inlet called Devil’s Kitchen on Marginal Way is part of the Kittery Formation on the Maine coast.
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The southernmost featured trail, Marginal Way in Ogunquit, gives visitors panoramic views of the Atlantic Ocean and Ogunquit Beach.

The most northerly, Wolfe’s Neck Woods State Park in Freeport, offers a program for watching raptors such as ospreys and bald eagles.

If you are looking for a sand beach, consider Laudholm Beach in Wells, part of the 2,250-acre Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve; Ferry Beach State Park in Saco, adjacent to City of Saco beaches; and Crescent Beach State Park, a pocket beach on Seal Cove in Cape Elizabeth. Each offers almost otherworldly walks at low tide on long, wide sand flats backed by grassy dunes and forest.

Southern Maine also includes some offbeat ways to visit the Atlantic coast.

The Spring Point Shoreway, an urban hike in South Portland, is among the more diverse and fascinating walks.

In Fort Williams Park, you can visit one of Maine’s more noted lighthouses, Portland Head Light.

For a couple of trails that are more out of the way, consider low-tide hikes to Timber Island in Biddeford and Vaughn Island in Kennebunkport, both of which can only be accessed within 1.5 hours on either side of low tide or you risk becoming stranded.

You can drive over a causeway to a third island in southern Maine, Mackworth Island, a state park in Falmouth. A loop hike around the perimeter includes sweeping views of islands and at least two lighthouses, as well as the chance to visit the unusual pet cemetery of the man who donated the island, former governor Percival Baxter, who also gifted Mount Katahdin to the state.

Baxter is only one example of the people who helped preserve some of the beautiful coastal places in southern Maine that lure visitors back to the region year after year.







1 MARGINAL WAY

Perhaps the most iconic coastal trail in Maine, the estimated mile-long Marginal Way starts in a quintessential seaport community and takes you high above the Atlantic surf, with optional treks down stairs to ledges and small beaches. The trail features such sights as the “Devil’s Kitchen” gorge and a replica lighthouse and passes by resorts and private estates.


Start: Marginal Way trailhead on Shore Road at the Sparhawk Oceanfront Resort, across from Obeds Lane

Elevation gain: 50 feet

Distance: 2.2 miles out and back

Difficulty: Easy

Hiking time: 1–1.5 hours

Seasons/schedule: Open year-round; best spring through fall, particularly early morning or late afternoon in summer to avoid the crowds

Fees and permits: No fees or permits

Trail contact: Marginal Way Committee, Town of Ogunquit, PO Box 875, Ogunquit 03907; (207) 646-5139; townofogunquit.org/marginalwaycommittee

Marginal Way Preservation Fund, PO Box 1455, Ogunquit 03907; (207) 641-2200; marginalwayfund.org

Dog-friendly: Leashed dogs permitted Oct 1 through Mar 31; prohibited other times of year

Trail surface: Paved walkway

Land status: Owned by the Town of Ogunquit

Nearest town: Ogunquit

Maps: USGS York Beach; Marginal Way Preservation Fund trail map

Other trail users: Trail runners, wedding parties, local residents

Special considerations: There are public restrooms across from the Obeds Lane municipal parking lot, at the Dunaway Community Center, next to the Ogunquit Fire Department. While the path is accessible for visitors with wheelchairs or strollers, busy times can make it difficult to navigate through the crowds. A wheelchair can be borrowed from the fire department by leaving a driver’s license. Paid public parking is also available at the south end of Marginal Way at Perkins Cove, and the town licenses a trolley service that runs from June through Columbus Day.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg] Head north on US 1 to downtown Ogunquit and turn sharply right (southeast) onto Shore Road, just before Beach Street. In just over 0.1 mile, turn right onto Cottage Street and park in the Obeds Lane municipal parking lot. Cross over Shore Road and turn right (southeast) for 0.1 mile. Turn left (northeast) at the sign marked “Marginal Way Walkway Entrance” by the Sparhawk Oceanfront Resort. GPS:  N43 14.46' / W70 35.50'


WHAT TO SEE

Marginal Way is one of the most popular coastal walks in Maine—and for good reason. The paved path offers captivating ocean views, a replica lighthouse, a craggy shoreline that ranks among the best in Maine, easy access, and thirty-nine benches located at key spots for enjoying the scenery.



[image: Brilliant rugosa rose blooms near the blue ocean along Marginal Way.]
Brilliant rugosa rose blooms near the blue ocean along Marginal Way.



Located in downtown Ogunquit, Marginal Way is owned by the town and attracted more than 400,000 walkers in a recent year.

If you want to check out the path ahead of your arrival, the website for the nonprofit Marginal Way Preservation Fund has a webcam that provides four views around the clock each day of the year: 72.45.186.34/local/viewer/camera.html.

The path, a little more than 1 mile long and overseen by the town’s Marginal Way Committee, begins by the Sparhawk Oceanfront Resort in downtown Ogunquit at a sign marked “Marginal Way Walkway Entrance.”

Head to the shore between tennis and shuffleboard courts on the left and resort parking on the right and turn right (southeast) as the path reaches the ocean.

Enjoy the bright pink rugosa rose, an ornamental plant that blooms all along the path in season, and then look behind you (north) for a panorama of Ogunquit Beach, with whitecaps spread along the coast.

A rocky shore, contrasting with the sand of Ogunquit Beach, looms to the south, along with a designated area that is being revegetated with native coastal plants such as bayberry and bush honeysuckle to replace invasive species.

Reach a stairway at 0.4 mile with twenty-three cement steps and railings for a visit to a cobblestone beach in a cove framed by impressive rock walls with red hues. Here, at what is known as Little Beach, you also get the first up-close views of layered brown rocks and volcanic granite, along with the constant waves that roll against ledges and shore, causing erosion or generating the sand for nearby beaches.

Keeping the vast rocky coast to your left, pass through a tunnel of hedgerows and then reach another stairway to the ocean with railings and eighteen steps down to Mother’s Beach.

At 0.5 mile come to the Marginal Way Lighthouse, which has a slot for donations to the Marginal Way Town Fund for beautification and eradicating invasive species. Other donations can go into blue boxes at each end of the path for the Marginal Way Preservation Fund, which helps finance projects to prevent erosion and repair storm damage.



[image: Memorial benches along Marginal Way provide clear views of the rocky shore and ocean.]
Memorial benches along Marginal Way provide clear views of the rocky shore and ocean.



The lighthouse was built in 1948, and its top section was repaired and covered in fiber-glass in 1993. Upgraded in 2009 to make it look more like a genuine lighthouse, it also functions as a pump station for the town’s wastewater collection system.

Steps after the lighthouse, follow a distinctive U-shaped curve in the path and at 0.6 mile reach the Devil’s Kitchen, the most stunning geological sight on Marginal Way. You can look down on a big gorge and some layers of granite and other massive rock formations that jut into the sea. Put on a geologist’s cap and look for “dikes,” layers of (maybe) white rock that cut into the walls of darker rock, or “sills,” which are sheets of rock that run in the same direction as other veins of the bedrock.

This is a dreamy section of the path with some beautifully maintained wooden benches, some on stone patios, situated on either side of the Devil’s Kitchen, affording unobstructed ocean views over ledges of bedrock. No matter how many other people might be on the path, you will likely find a bench for relaxing with the Atlantic before you.

Pass a plaque that recognizes Josiah Chase Jr., a former state lawmaker who donated the first lands of Marginal Way in 1925. You will then get the chance to stop and read a couple of wayside exhibits, one about the common eiders, harlequin ducks, and bald eagles that can be spotted off the path.

Bear right at a junction at 0.8 mile for a side path to view another exhibit about the geology of the Kittery Formation, caused by the collision of continents hundreds of millions of years ago. To avoid missing any of the coastal geology you just read about, circle back to the junction and turn right, back onto the main path. For a shortcut, you can continue straight on the side trail back onto the main trail.



[image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]


At 0.9 mile cross a wooden footbridge with 5-foot-high cement pillars at each end and metal railings as you begin rounding Oarweed Cove. The bridge spans a gorge, and you can see Perkins Cove to the south.

At 1.0 mile the trail enters a cedar grove and, if you hike at the right time of year, becomes fragrant with honeysuckle. The path descends slightly and at 1.1 miles terminates at Perkins Cove, which hosts a small fleet of fishing boats as well as shops and restaurants.

Return the way you came.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start at the Marginal Way trailhead by the Sparhawk Oceanfront Resort; turn right (southeast) as the path begins following the shore.

	
0.4 Walk by Little Beach then Mother’s Beach, both of which can be accessed by a series of steps.

	
0.5 Reach Marginal Way Lighthouse, which has a slot to accept donations for preserving the footpath.

	
0.6 Walk by a geologic formation known as Devil’s Kitchen.

	
0.8 Bear right (south) at a junction for a side path to a wayside exhibit about geology. Circle back and turn right (southeast), back onto the main path, to avoid missing any coastal views. (Option: Stay straight on the side path for a shortcut back to the main trail.)

	
0.9 Cross a wooden footbridge as the trail begins rounding Oarweed Cove; follow the path through a cedar grove.

	
1.1 Reach Perkins Cove. Return the way you came.

	
2.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.




[image: Marginal Way is a good spot to watch for seabirds such as this common eider floating just offshore.]
Marginal Way is a good spot to watch for seabirds such as this common eider floating just offshore.














2 WELLS RESERVE AT LAUDHOLM

This circuit hike, most enjoyable at low tide, takes you on a round-trip along Laudholm Beach and later through meadows and forests and to boardwalks and observation decks with views of the Little River estuary, as well as numerous exhibits for learning about the reserve and its plants and wildlife. The beach boasts boundless stretches of sand flats at low tide. You may see least terns, ospreys, and great black-backed gulls, the largest gull in the world.


Start: Knight trailhead, kitty-corner (southeast) from the Wells Reserve at Laudholm Visitor Center

Elevation gain: 41 feet

Distance: 3.1-mile circuit loop

Difficulty: Easy to moderate

Hiking time: 1.5–2 hours

Seasons/schedule: Trails open year-round 7 a.m. to sunset; best spring through fall and at low tide. Visitor center is open Apr through Nov from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily during peak season (Memorial Day weekend to mid-Oct), Mon to Fri during shoulder seasons.

Fees and permits: Free year-round for members of the nonprofit Laudholm Trust; day-use fee for nonmembers from Memorial Day weekend to mid-Oct

Trail contact: Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve, 342 Laudholm Farm Rd., Wells 04090; (207) 646-1555; wellsreserve.org

Dog-friendly: No dogs allowed

Trail surface: Field, beach, forest floor, graded dirt paths, boardwalks

Land status: 2,250-acre Wells Reserve composed of lands owned and managed by the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge, Maine Bureau of Parks and Lands, Town of Wells, and Wells Reserve Management Authority

Nearest town: Wells

Maps: USGS Wells; Wells Reserve at Laudholm trail map

Other trail users: Trail runners, birders, festival-and concertgoers, workshop attendees, researchers, wedding parties; snowshoers and cross-country skiers in winter

Special considerations: No smoking, camping, bicycling, or drones allowed; exhibits about nature and history, picnic tables, and restrooms at the Laudholm Farm campus; benches and observation decks along trails




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg] Heading north on I-95, take exit 19 (Wells) and follow ME 109 / ME 9 east to US 1; turn left to follow US 1 north for 1.5 miles. Turn right (east) on Laudholm Farm Road then left on Skinner Mill Road, following the signs to the Wells Reserve at Laudholm parking lot, about 0.5 mile off US 1. From the parking lot, walk past the entrance booth toward the farmhouse, which serves as the seasonal Wells Reserve at Laudholm Visitor Center. Start on the Knight Trail, located kitty-corner (southeast) of the farmhouse.

If heading south on I-95, take exit 25 (Kennebunk) to US 1; follow that south for 3.5 miles and turn left (east) on Laudholm Farm Road. GPS: N43 20.13' / W70 33.00'

Note: From late June through Labor Day, you can take the Shoreline Explorer BLUE 4B trolley from the Wells Regional Transportation Center to Wells Reserve at Laudholm, about 20 minutes away.



WHAT TO SEE


Laudholm Beach is a striking barrier spit on the Gulf of Maine with a massive tidal river and salt marsh and plenty of space to walk along the shore at low tide. With the Little River between them, Laudholm and Crescent Surf Beaches create a double barrier sandy spit and marsh system that is exceptional in Maine.

Laudholm Beach is part of the 2,250-acre Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve, a refuge in a busy and built-up part of southern Maine. “Thank goodness this is preserved,” said Eileen Willard, a volunteer at the reserve and instructor in dendrology at the University of New Hampshire. “It’s a wonderful oasis of nature in a rapidly developed area.”

One of only twenty-nine estuaries in a national system established for long-term research, education, and conservation, Wells Reserve focuses on salt marsh habitat and restoration; fish, shellfish, and birds; and the impact of rising sea levels. Funded largely by donations to the nonprofit Laudholm Trust and grants from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the reserve also hosts festivals, concerts, charity fundraisers, workshops, guided walks, and kayak tours.

The 3.1-mile circuit loop hike described here takes you on a round-trip along the beach and later through meadows and forests and to observation points with great views of the Little River estuary and myriad exhibits for learning more about the reserve and its plants and wildlife.

The hike starts at the Knight trailhead outside the Wells Reserve at Laudholm Visitor Center, where you go right (southeast) to Laudholm Beach. First off, you get an expansive view over grasslands with Mount Agamenticus in the distance. A brown thrasher, among more than 270 birds documented over the years on the reserve, scooted in front of us during our walk on a gem of a June day.

At 0.3 mile turn right (south) on the Barrier Beach Trail, an old road at this point, to head toward Laudholm Beach. Pass a junction with the Laird-Norton Trail (which you’ll be taking on the return) and the Pilger Trail, and stay straight on the Barrier Beach Trail as it takes you by a swampy wetland.

Pass stone pillars marking the entrance to Drakes Island and follow a dirt road past private drives to a boardwalk that takes you to the main attraction at 0.6 mile—Laudholm Beach, acquired by the state in 1968 as part of 199 acres sold by a member of the family that had farmed the land mainly between 1890 and 1955.

A sweeping vista looms at the platform at the end of the boardwalk, with an immediate look at the beach’s incredible variety of cobblestones, pebbles, and tide pools amid long sandy stretches at low tide and crashing surf.

Turn left (northeast) on the beach, past low dunes fronted by sloping sand in some areas and boulders in others. A giant lone pitch pine and then a thick stand of two to three dozen pitch pines tower above beach heather, beach pea, and beach grass in the wooded area behind the dunes.

If you’re here at low tide, pause at the vast expanse of sand and tide pools, which are separated in some spots from the upland sand by fields of cobblestones. High tide leaves little beach for walking.

All along the beach, opportunities for birding abound. Along the tidal flats we saw a great black-backed gull—the largest gull in the world—feeding on a fish, while a herring gull stayed out of its way. Overhead, we saw an osprey soar.



[image: A couple walks along part of the massive beach exposed at low tide at LaudholmBeach in Wells.]
A couple walks along part of the massive beach exposed at low tide at Laudholm Beach in Wells.



At nearly 1.0 mile reach the mouth of the flowing waters of the Little River, a spit tidal river with Crescent Surf Beach on the other side. During our visit, the sharp calls of at least twenty-five to thirty least terns filled the air; we watched as the black-crowned birds lined the shores and often flew and dived into the river for food. Turn around and return the way you came.

At 1.4 miles reach the boardwalk again and turn right (northwest) to retrace your steps via the Barrier Beach Trail to the junction with the Laird-Norton and Pilger Trails at 1.6 miles. Turn right (northeast) onto the Laird-Norton Trail. Pass cinnamon fern, skunk cabbage, and honeysuckle and reach a junction with a spur to the Barrier Beach Overlook to the right (southeast) at 1.8 miles. The overlook, lined with wooden benches, offers a different perspective on the beach, with a view of a high and low salt marsh and mudflats near the Little River as it enters the Gulf of Maine. Education and research are primary at the reserve, and the overlook includes two wayside exhibits, entitled “Why are estuaries important to people?” and “What is a salt marsh?”

Return to the junction and bear right (north) on the Laird-Norton Trail, past signs identifying different types of ferns and eastern white pine, red spruce, and white birch. Reach an intersection with the Farley Trail on the right and Cart Path on the left at 2.1 miles. Turn right (northeast) on the Farley Trail to visit two other scenic overlooks. (Option: If you are pressed for time, the fastest way to the visitor center is to turn left on Cart Path.)

At 2.2 miles bear right (east) to the first overlook of the Little River, crossing a board-walk and passing a restricted kayak ramp to the river. Two more wayside exhibits here explain how wildlife use the estuary and how birds such as sharp-tailed sparrows, great blue herons, herring gulls, and northern harriers eat other living things to survive in the marsh. We watched a large, stocky shorebird known as a willet spread its wings from this overlook and saw families of Canada geese feeding along the marsh.

Return to the Farley Trail at 2.3 miles and bear right (northwest) to continue to the next overlook. Reach a junction at 2.4 miles with the Farley Connector Trail (which you will be coming back to, to return to the visitor center via the Laird-Norton and Saw-whet Owl Trails); bear right (northwest) to stay on the Farley Trail. At 2.5 miles reach the second overlook, with views of the Little River winding through marsh and woods.


[image: A great black-backed gull, the largest gull in the world, carries a meal in its beak as a herring gull heads in the other direction.]
A great black-backed gull, the largest gull in the world, carries a meal in its beak as a herring gull heads in the other direction.



Retrace your steps to the junction with the Farley Connector Trail at 2.6 miles and turn right (west) onto the connector to return to the visitor center via the Laird-Norton and Saw-whet Owl Trails. Turn right (northwest) at 2.7 miles onto the Laird-Norton Trail then left (southwest) at 2.8 miles onto the Saw-whet Owl Trail, named for Maine’s smallest owl. At 3.0 miles reach the end of the trail; turn left (southeast) at the paved entrance road to the visitor center. Return to the parking lot at 3.1 miles.
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