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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—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We appreciate hearing 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 the following email address:




  Falcon Guides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  Falconeditorial@rowman.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!








  [image: frn_fig_002]


  

  
HIKING FIRE LOOKOUTS NEW ENGLAND





    




  A GUIDE TO THE REGION’S BEST LOOKOUT TOWER HIKES




  MARK AIKEN




  [image: frn_fig_003]


  GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT


  










  Dedication




  To my dad, who would be too scared to climb to the top of a fire lookout but who expressed interest and support throughout this project.
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MEET YOUR GUIDE
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  Mark Aiken is an award-winning freelance writer and photographer and a professional ski instructor. He has spent most of his life in Vermont, except for the decade he spent exploring the Southwest and the Rocky Mountains. To say he is active and an outdoor enthusiast is putting it mildly. He is a trail runner, hiker, and backcountry skier. (Together with his wife, also a distance runner and cross-country skier, he’s involved in the ultimate endurance sport: parenting.)




  A book endeavor requiring him to hike and explore mountains in his home region and write about them is a dream project. Besides living that dream, he writes articles about the outdoors for local, regional, and national publications including Ski, Backpacker, and the New York Times. He has written scores of instructional articles for the Professional Ski Instructors of America, and he co-wrote their instructional manual Teaching Children Snowsports. When he’s not skiing or writing, he is teaming up with his wife and kids on outdoor adventures. When he’s not on an outdoor adventure, he’s thinking about and planning the next one.











   

  
INTRODUCTION








  This book is about two things: hiking and fire towers. A panoramic view always makes a hike more worthwhile. In New England, where many of the mountaintops are tree-covered, a tower rises above those trees. Most of these towers were put there in order to protect against fire.




  Hiking to the fire lookouts of New England is to walk through a period of history (the last 150 years) and to get up close and personal with a diverse landscape. Fire towers were constructed to give fire observers a view of the surroundings in states where the landscape is over three-quarters forested, where one cannot always get above tree line, and where there’s not always an expansive and unobstructed vista. As a lifelong Vermont hiker, I can vouch for the fact that many New England hikes are viewless (but we still value them for the sake of hiking, of breathing fresh air, and just getting out-of-doors!).
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  The vista from Signal Ridge on New Hampshire’s Mount Carrigain




  This book, however, takes advantage of the region’s fire history to get readers above those trees to where there is a view. In the era of climate change, one need only tune into the national news from spring until fall: Discouragingly often, devastating wildfires dominate headlines—usually in the American West. In the twenty-first century, we seldom hear of wildfires in the East.




  But New England has seen fires—in some cases, large fires. The more than 400 fire towers, most constructed in the 1900s, that once dotted the New England landscape serve as evidence of the region’s fire history. Logging companies built many of the towers to protect their investments; others were put up by state and federal agencies. The Civilian Conservation Corps put up hundreds of towers nationwide. Of the New England towers, fewer than half remain.




  Information on fire lookouts exists online. There are plenty of hiking guides. New England, however, doesn’t have a guide for hiking to fire towers that also contains information about said towers. This book changes that.




  While there are plenty of open mountaintops and views in New England, there are also plenty of summits that are overgrown or blocked by trees. The fire towers of New England stand above the trees. There you’ll get a view that was previously reserved for butterflies and birds.




  LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT




  The author recognizes and acknowledges that all of the places and lands covered in this volume are ancestral lands of indigenous people who did not necessarily cede these lands willingly or knowingly. As a white male, I also acknowledge the privilege I have experienced throughout my lifetime. This book is for everyone, and it is intended to support your exploration of these places, to come away with a deeper knowledge, and to connect more closely and experience more fully the wonders these lands offer.




  All of the towers referenced in this book were constructed in the last 150 years, but human history in this area predates fire lookouts by 10,000 years. When possible, I have researched indigenous and native place names and their meanings. This can be challenging work as sometimes different groups and bloodlines claim different names and definitions. Discussing groups, languages, cultures, and traditions of those who didn’t necessarily have written histories and whose lineage dates back over centuries and millennia is difficult. We respectfully acknowledge that this book covers the traditional land of Native peoples.




  CONDENSED HISTORY OF FIRE TOWERS IN NEW ENGLAND




  The most common question I hear in regard to fire towers in New England is “Are there wildfires in New England?” Western wildfires, often devastating, make annual headlines in these times of drought and climate change that are the twenty-first century. But what about New England? Do New England forests burn? In recent years the short answer is that the Northeast does not have fires anywhere near the scale of the fires we’re seeing out west.




  However, the Northeast does have a fire history, and five of the six New England states still staff fire towers.




  Most of the 400 fire towers that have dotted New England mountains and forests were originally built in the early twentieth century. The need for lookouts was, in part, self-inflicted: Agricultural pursuits (like the merino sheep craze of the 1800s, at the height of which Vermont alone had a population of 4 million sheep) led to deforestation, and the downed, dry timber made highly effective fire fuel. Also, a policy of fire suppression slowed the natural purging of fuel in the nation’s forestlands. These factors, combined with a period of hot summers and dry winters, made for a wildfire-filled early twentieth century in New England.
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  The Mount Croydon lookout in 1909 PHOTO COURTESY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE FOREST PROTECTION BUREAU




  New Hampshire’s Mount Croydon was the location of New England’s first tower, built by a sporting club and a logging company in 1903. (The tower on Croydon is still an active tower, although it is located on private land and not open to visitors.) Logging companies and forest landowners began to put up towers in order to protect their investments. Landowners banded together in organizations to pool funds and influence agencies for towers. The federal government officially established the United States Forest Service in 1905 to manage the nation’s forests.




  Early towers were made of wood, and steel models followed. With the formation of depression-era Civilian Conservation Corps crews, the 1920s and 1930s became a heyday for the building of fire towers nationwide.




  In 1938 a hurricane ravaged much of New England, devastating thousands of acres of forestlands and knocking down or damaging many of the region’s fire towers. The hurricane of 1938 must have been a sight to behold. Many of the towers were rebuilt, repaired, or replaced. A rash of fires followed—the result of the fuel created by the downed timber and several dry summers and winters with low snowpacks.




  During World War II many towers had a dual purpose: They became sentries looking for enemy aircraft. During the war women staffed many of the towers, although women were not strangers to New England’s fire towers prior. Alice Bailey Henderson, Maine’s first female firewatcher, served as the lookout at Mount Kineo during the summers of 1918 and 1919. When Henderson told her mother she was applying for a job to spend the entire summer on a mountaintop, her mother called her crazy. “I was twenty-one at the time and had listened to her advice until then,” Henderson wrote in Lookout Network magazine, the journal of the Forest Fire Lookout Association. “But the urge within me was too great. . . . I think my love of forests was the main reason I chose that work.” Often, spouses would accompany firewatchers for the summer, effectively giving timber companies and government agencies two employees for the price of one.




  After World War II, aircraft surveillance began to replace fire towers for fire detection. Many towers were abandoned, fell into disrepair, or were removed. Today, several of the New England states have renewed interest in the preservation of fire lookouts—as do advocacy groups and other nonprofits. In some cases the preservation is for safety: “Technology has not caught up with human eyeballs,” says Brad Eels, FFLA president, the nonprofit committed to the preservation of towers (and, sometimes, staffing them). Even aircraft surveillance can’t compare with eyes on the ground—firewatchers in a tower become intimately connected to and familiar with their surroundings.




  FFLA and others have another reason behind their interest in preservation: paying homage to a chapter of public safety—and to the men and women who staffed the towers.




  Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island still maintain active fire towers, and it is an added treat to visit a tower staffed with an active lookout. Often they are volunteers. Sometimes they are government employees. Vermont, Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Connecticut have towers to hike to and, in many cases, safely climb. It is these towers and their histories that inspired the writing of this book.




  GEOLOGY




  The New England region is wedged between two coasts: the Atlantic Ocean to the east and Lake Champlain and the Hudson River to the west. Looking back hundreds of millions of years, New England was once part of the supercontinent Gondwana along with Europe and Africa, while the Adirondack range made up the eastern coast of the smaller continent Laurasia, which contained what became North America. New England broke away from Africa 200 million years ago (taking the granite that forms much of the north Atlantic coast with it). The west coast of New England—that is Lake Champlain and eastern New York’s Hudson River—is a suture line where New England finally joined North America.




  “That suture zone is real,” says Alicia Daniels, lecturer at the University of Vermont and executive director of Vermont’s Master Naturalist program. “The mountains of the Adirondacks are 1.3 billion years old; the Green Mountains and east are 500 million years old.” In other words, the lands of New England joined the rest of the North American continent relatively recently, geologically speaking.
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  Lake Champlain, the west coast of New England




  Many of the landscape features visible today as we hike in Maine’s mountains and forests, New Hampshire’s Whites, Vermont’s Greens, the Berkshires, and the Taconics of southern New England are much newer. The Laurentide glacier that covered much of northeastern Canada and the United States 18,000 to 12,000 years ago removed layers of soils and formed cirques, notches, gaps, kettle ponds, and land protrusions along the coast. The glacier also left rocks, stones, and boulders of all sizes. Many of the hikes detailed in this volume parallel or cross the stone walls that farmers made as they cleared their fields. A Vermont adage has a visitor asking a New England farmer where the rocks came from. “Glacier brought ’em,” he answers. Truer words were never spoken.




  FLORA AND FAUNA




  New England is a vastly diverse region from its northern mountaintops to its southern coastlines. The region boasts several different life zones, from the boreal forests below 2,000 feet in elevation to the alpine zones on a few of the highest peaks. Wildflowers are plentiful in spring and summer, and fall foliage explodes in brilliant yellows, oranges, and reds.




  Wildlife is plentiful in New England forests, although it often stays out of sight. You are likely to pass through the habitat of black bear, moose, and deer in northern Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire, but you’ll likely see more scat, tracks, and tree scrapings than actual animals. If you do encounter large game, be respectful and keep your distance. Bears and moose will most likely be more afraid of you than you are of them. If you meet a bear on the trail, remain calm, talk calmly (which tells the bear you are human), make yourself as big as possible by holding your arms or jacket out to the sides, avoid eye contact, and move slowly. If attacked (which would be extremely rare), fight back by kicking and punching.
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  White trillium is a springtime delight across the forests of New England.




  If you encounter a moose on the trail, talk or shout loudly to try to shoo it away. If it doesn’t move or if it seems agitated, take a detour yourself. These herbivores can weigh 1,800 pounds and can move surprisingly quickly. Most often, they amble away and don’t want much to do with people.




  You are much more likely to encounter chipmunks, red and gray squirrels, hares, beavers, porcupines, garter snakes, toads, newts, and a wide variety of birds on your hikes to fire lookouts. It’s possible you could glimpse a bobcat, coyote, or fox, and if you do, you should consider yourself lucky. Common birds will be chickadees, woodpeckers, ruffed grouse, red-winged blackbirds, and swallows. Peregrine falcons—once on the endangered species list—may inhabit cliff areas, and there are often bulletins at trailheads informing hikers to steer clear of areas that are home to nesting peregrines. Ponds and lakes may be home to mallards, geese, herons, and loons.
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  A red squirrel prepares a winter store.




  Regardless of the wildlife you encounter, be respectful and keep your distance. You’re a visitor in their home, and their survival—even at home—becomes increasingly precarious.




  
WEATHER





  New England has quaint towns and villages, but make no mistake: The region has a rugged landscape and wildly fluctuating weather conditions. New Englanders are strangely proud of the fickleness of the weather (“Don’t like the weather here? Well, wait 5 minutes!”), and conditions truly can change in minutes.




  While a storm can sneak up, all weather comes from somewhere, and it pays to be informed. Even your smartphone weather—while providing rudimentary information—is worth checking before heading out. Weather.com and noaa.gov both provide hourly forecasts. Keep in mind that on many of the hikes outlined in this book, you may not have cell service. Know your forecast before you leave civilization.




  New England temperatures in the summer reach the 90s Fahrenheit with 90 percent humidity—and unannounced thunderstorms sweep in. Likewise, winter temperatures regularly dip below zero, and blizzards and snow squalls—sometimes forecast but not always—can come seemingly out of nowhere. The single-biggest danger to hikers heading out in New England is bad weather. However, a prepared hiker who takes proper precautions should have nothing but enjoyable and memorable experiences.




 

	
Lightning. If you hear thunder, assume there’s lightning even if you don’t see it. Some of the hikes in this book outline places above the tree line or on bare mountaintops. Do not climb a fire tower if a storm is imminent. At the slightest inkling of a storm, descend to lower ground. If this is impossible, find a low spot in which to hunker down. Even if you are at low ground, don’t seek shelter under the tallest tree. Also, have your group spread out so that if the worst happens, the entire group doesn’t get singed or struck.




	
Humidity. High humidity is a fact of life in New England—the only defense against it is to hydrate. Carry plenty of water (and drink it!). Also, carry a water filter or water-treatment tablets in case you run out.
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  The weather will change based on season and elevation. Prepared hikers are fun and successful hikers.






	Wind and cold. Winter hiking is rewarding, beautiful, and typically less crowded. Keep in mind that hiking is physical activity and your body will sweat. A change of clothes—particularly your base layer—can help to prevent hyperthermia when you reach your destination. Also, the wind does blow year-round, and temperatures are cooler on the mountaintops of New England. Even on a warm summer day, you will be surprised how chilly it can get on top of a fire tower in the wind. Always carry extra layers and dry layers to change into.








  
ACCESS





  In the twenty-first century, beautiful places in which to hike, camp, explore, and recreate don’t just happen. Behind every open space is an agency, organization, or group protecting, preserving, conserving, or stewarding that space. Great trails (whether a backcountry wilderness hiking trail, a trail in a town forest, or a walking path in a park) aren’t mistakes; they too are the results of groups and individuals who have in all cases worked on their behalf (and, in many cases, fought to protect them). All of the hikes listed in this book are on public land (or, in a number of cases, they are on private lands to which agencies and landowners have cooperated to provide public access). All of the agencies and organizations responsible for these spaces need support. All those responsible for these spaces—and those who use them—require respect.




  HIKING SAFETY




  One interesting aspect of a book about hiking the fire lookouts of New England is the great variety in the types of hikes you might find yourself undertaking. Some are pleasant walks in parks for less than a mile or two (like Stratham Tower, Bear Hill, Lynn Tower). Some (like Oak Hill, Pitcher Mountain) are in town forests but remain close to civilization and, more importantly, emergency services. Still others are backcountry undertakings requiring commitment, preparation, and experience (Number Five Mountain, Mount Carrigain, Smarts Mountain). In the latter case, help could be many hours away.




  Therefore, an understanding of route-finding and basic hiking safety is important.






	
Tell someone where you are going. Also let them know when you plan to return. If something goes awry, this person can notify the appropriate authorities. Also, do sign in at trailhead registers. Not only is this a record of when you left, it also provides information to the agency stewarding the trail.




	
Getting lost. Many of the trails in this guidebook are marked with blazes, signs, or rock cairns. GPS units or apps are helpful until batteries die or signals fade. If you get lost, don’t panic. It is often likely that you didn’t stray far from the trail. Cell service is sporadic in many areas covered in this book, so rather than rely on it, carry a map and compass and practice your map-reading and orientation skills.




	
Drinking water. Many of the hikes in this guidebook cross the clearest, most beautiful streams, brooks, lakes, and ponds. Assume they all contain the waterborne parasite Giardia lamblia. Symptoms from this parasite include vomiting, diarrhea, and severe nausea. Prevent this by filtering, boiling, or treating any drinking water from a backcountry source.




	
Ticks. Lyme disease has long been a problem in southern New England, and it has inched its way northward so that hikers in all of the areas covered in this book need to be tick-aware. There are several types of ticks; deer ticks, which tend to be smaller (often barely visible), carry Lyme and other diseases. The bite from a deer tick is often characterized by a bulls-eye-shaped rash around the bite. All tick bites are unpleasant. Insect repellents are moderately effective; long pants tucked into socks can help keep ticks off. After hiking—especially in hardwood forests or through tall grass—it is prudent to do careful checks for ticks.







  
HIKING ESSENTIALS





  What you wear and what you carry will affect your hiking outcome. Many agencies promote different approaches to safety (the state of New Hampshire, Vermont Public Safety, and others subscribe to HikeSafe.com). The Appalachian Mountain Club, steward of the 2,190-mile Appalachian Trail (on which some of the hikes in this book travel), supports the Ten Essentials for Hiking. These essentials are as follows:






	Hydration




	Nutrition




	Navigation




	Emergency shelter




	Layers




	Illumination




	Fire starter




	First-aid kit




	Gear repair kit




	Sun protection







  Of course, all of the equipment in the world will mean nothing without experience and good sense. A short 0.7-mile morning trip to Stratham Tower probably doesn’t require a backpack full of fire starter and emergency supplies; likewise, you don’t want to overpack for a trek to the summit of Mount Carrigain in the Pemigewasset Wilderness. Regardless of the specific items on the particular list you subscribe to, bring what’s necessary for the task at hand and to deal with unforeseen curveballs. Then make good decisions and use common sense.
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  What you bring on your hike will impact your enjoyment and success on the trail.




  When it comes to hiking to fire towers, a few of the essentials stand out in my mind: hydration, nutrition, and layers. Food and water are important to keep you going. And it never ceases to amaze me, even on hot summer days, how chilled one can get in the wind on a summit in a fire lookout. A lightweight winter hat, gloves or mittens, a dry base layer, and insulated top may make your time at the top so much more enjoyable. You worked so hard to get to the lookout; you don’t want to come down at once because you’re cold.




  One final, unofficial essential that I predict will one day be included on this list: a trash bag (a quart-size ziplock bag may be plenty) to help pack out everything.




  MINIMIZE YOUR IMPACT




  Leave No Trace ethics will preserve the beautiful spaces listed in this book and beyond. Here are seven tenets of Leave No Trace:






	Plan and prepare.




	Travel and camp on durable surfaces.




	Dispose of waste properly.




	Leave what you find (but take plenty of photos!).




	Minimize campfire impact (in fact, use small camp stoves when possible).




	Respect wildlife.




	Be considerate of other visitors.







  Human impact poses the greatest threat to the trails and spaces we love and treasure. Leave No Trace principles should govern your behavior on the trail—and, in many ways, the way you approach life in general.
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  Packing rain gear can make the difference if the weather changes.
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