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    INTRODUCTION


  




  When pondering the nation’s great places to hike, it might take you a while to rattle off Connecticut and Rhode Island. But don’t let their size fool you.




  Despite their small geographic footprint, the combined lands of Connecticut and Rhode Island roll out an intriguing tapestry for exploration. Hundreds of miles of trail entice you to lace on the hiking boots and experience firsthand the bounty that ranges from short nature walks to rugged ridgeline hikes to wilderness beach strolls. You will meander through appealing natural areas and extensive forested reaches, and you will rejoice in a rich geologic and cultural history.




  The featured trails showcase premier parks, forests, ponds, peaks, traprock ridges, coastal flatlands, bluffs, swamps, and beaches as well as private reserves and sanctuaries. You’ll hike past charming waterfalls and commanding cliffs and revel in summit views and, yes, wilderness solitude. You will shuffle across crackling carpets of autumn-colored leaves and dig your toes into clean white sand. Turtle, salamander, deer, raccoon, osprey, bald eagle, hawk, gull, and warbler will number among your co-travelers. There will likely be encounters with needling mosquitoes, too, but the visual rewards and spiritual benefits are worth seasonally slathering on some yucky, smelly armor.




  This guidebook pulls together a region-wide sampling of short nature walks, day hikes of varying length and difficulty, and backpacking trips, where available. Surprisingly, you may puff and sweat to earn your rewards. Even we, the authors, have felt the physical tug of the land despite having strengthened our lungs and legs in the high country of the West. Terrain, gradient, cumulative elevation, distance, and design all figure in a trail’s workout and its delivery of a sense of accomplishment.




  A legacy of glacial deposited rock graces this land and riddles trails. Glaciers sculpted the face of both Connecticut and Rhode Island, grinding down ridges, broadening valleys, and gouging out river courses and brooks. The resulting landscape of ledge and boulder outcroppings, traprock ridges, cascading and plummeting waterfalls, and excavated lowland swamps is a welcome mat that any hiker could salute.




  While traveling the trails, you will flip through the pages of history. You’ll rub shoulders with such historical figures as Governor Winthrop, Roger Williams, and General Rochambeau and maybe even with the legendary Sherlock Holmes. You’ll discover Indian and colonial graves and unravel the story of war and settlement and the Industrial Revolution. When your boots are worn and your soul is primed, you will truly know Connecticut and Rhode Island.




  At the heart of Connecticut’s trail system are the famed blue trails of the Connecticut Forest and Park Association (CFPA), the state’s oldest private nonprofit conservation group, organized in 1895. These trails are part of a long-standing tradition and commitment to trails tracing back to Reverend Edgar Laing Heermance, the father of the blue trail system and first chairman of the CFPA. He was an advocate of healthy living and finding the spiritual in nature. The signature light-blue blaze was his selection—he deemed it the most visible color when viewed in dusk lighting.
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  In 1929 the CFPA moved to establish the long-distance trunk lines known as the blue trails. The Quinnipiac Trail, which passed through Reverend Heermance’s land at Rocky Top in Hamden, led the way in 1930. Because several of the longer blue trails require bridging segments of road travel, we typically spotlight only sections of them, preferring our boots connect with the good earth and our air be exhaust-free. A host of federal, local, and private organization and land-trust trails complete the state inventory.




  Rhode Island’s trail system is an eclectic pool of public and private lands and their respective trail systems. The best central source for finding trails to date is the ExploreRI partnership of the Rhode Island Blueways Alliance (paddle) and Rhode Island Land Trust Council (hiking trails), www.exploreri.org. The groups’ inventory is not yet complete but they hope to add the state Department of Environmental Management (DEM) trails in the future. So far, locating good source information on the conditions and lay of DEM trails remains a hunt.




  Both Connecticut and Rhode Island have fine rail and canal trail offerings. Do not dismiss the natural merit of these linear routes—they are vital greenways for wildlife. A black bear shared our morning ramble on Connecticut’s Farmington River Trail.




  A fine and willing volunteer constituency keeps the trails passable for us all and helps protect each state’s hiking resource. As beneficiaries of the fine work, we should support the organized groups through membership and support individual volunteers by doing our part to keep the trails clean and clear. In the recreation dynamic, we trail users have an obligation to use the land responsibly, respect private ownership, and protect and preserve trails and the landscapes we traverse. Respecting switchbacks, contours, and other design features helps retain the integrity of the land. Our adventure should not come at the cost of the land or the enjoyment of future trail users.




  Although the following trail collection is by no means exhaustive, it does launch you into the foot-trail possibilities of this two-state area. The rest of the discovery is up to you.




  WEATHER




  Connecticut and Rhode Island offer reliable three-season hiking, with days of no or minimal snow extending the activity into winter. Some trails double as winter cross-country ski or snowshoe routes. Spring and fall offer the preferred mix of mild temperatures and low humidity levels, while summer can bring both high temperatures and high humidity. Generally speaking, the climate for both these states falls in the humid continental zone. Seaward reaches experience coastal effects and flirt with humid subtropical climate conditions.




  Thunderstorms, some violent, are a fairly regular occurrence in summer. Hurricane season can bring tropical storm conditions to the region.




  Like much of the East, Connecticut and Rhode Island endure a mosquito and blackfly season. Spring and summer hikers should come prepared for biting insects. Less troublesome in dry years, the insects can be annoying in wet years.




  For hiking safety and proper preparation, it’s a good idea to seek out current weather forecasts for the area of your chosen trail. This is especially true for long hikes and overnight outings.




  Whatever your information source, though, it’s always good to keep an eye on the sky. Awareness of the weather forecast to prepare and travel by is helpful, but do not discount the unexpected. These reports are only forecasts. Pack on the side of caution, and know what to do if the weather turns bad.




  FLORA AND FAUNA




  Both Connecticut and Rhode Island are more than 60 percent forested. Nearly 1.9 million acres of forest clad the Connecticut countryside. Rhode Island, the Ocean State, is another 14 percent water.




  Before colonization, this two-state area was nearly 90 percent forested. Stands had a parklike quality at that time because the native peoples would burn away the brush. Agriculture removed great numbers of trees, but the manufacturing era nearly denuded the eastern states of forest, as wood was sought for the production of charcoal.




  The forest of today is not the forest of yesteryear. When the Europeans arrived, white pines grew tall and straight, desirous traits for ship masts and building. The multitrunk pines that were passed over for cutting became the genetic base for the white pines seen today. The demands for timber and charcoal along with invasive infestations and disease have influenced the mix.
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  In both states hardwood forests predominate, but the canopy will vary. Rhode Island’s primary complex is oak-hickory, but fifty-one tree species vegetate the state. Connecticut’s lower reaches blend compositions of beech, birch, tulip magnolia, sweet gum, hickory, maple, and oak, while red maples favor its swamps. Sugar maples support a maple-sugaring industry in Connecticut and provide clues to property lines of long-ago homesteads.




  Viburnum, sarsaparilla, bunchberry, baneberry, Solomon’s seal, azalea, rhododendron, and mixed ferns shower the forest floor and midstory. Mountain laurel, the Connecticut state flower, is a common adornment in its wooded realms. Rhode Island’s common blue violet seeks out lime-based soils and woods. All sorts of lichens, mosses, mushrooms, and conks decorate the woodlands.




  The meadow plains and abandoned fields of Connecticut and Rhode Island parade out such species as goldenrod, black-eyed Susan, Queen Anne’s lace, milkweed, butterfly weed, joe-pye weed, and blackberry bramble. Wetlands bring together cattail reeds, rushes, purple phragmites (a nonnative species), and sweet pepperbush. The kaleidoscope of shape, color, and texture fashions a visually and sensory rich backdrop to the pathways of both states.
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  Populating the two states’ niches and habitats are hundreds of species of mammals, birds, reptiles, fish, and amphibians and tens of thousands of species of invertebrates. The common large mammal sighting for each state is the white-tailed deer. Beavers or, more likely, their waterway enhancements are familiar sightings. The large rodent’s industry improves fisheries and water quality. Moose, unexpected sightings, are not as rare as they once were. Black bears, too, can be spied.




  More common encounters would include woodchucks, gray squirrels, chipmunks, mice, rabbits, raccoons, and muskrats. Songbirds, hawks, woodpeckers, ducks, shorebirds, and wild turkeys engage bird watchers. Rhode Island’s Sachuest Point National Wildlife Refuge records sightings of 250 bird species, and an Australian ornithologist we met in Florida touts Connecticut’s Bluff Point as ideal for warblers. Turtles, frogs, toads, efts, newts, salamanders, crabs, and slithering snakes can disturb the water or part the grasses. While most snakes are harmless, copperheads and timber rattlesnakes find limited habitats. Fish populations claim fresh, brackish, and saltwater environments.




  Even when the two-state menagerie goes unseen, we can rejoice in the songs, tracks, rustles, splashes, and subtle clues of life around us. As stewards of the flora and fauna, we need to minimize both our own trace and that of our pet companions when we hike the trails.




  WILDERNESS RESTRICTIONS/REGULATIONS




  Although this book concentrates primarily on public land offerings, trails across private, trust, conservancy, and sanctuary lands extend the hiking opportunities. To continue this privilege, you must assume full responsibility for your own well-being whenever you cross onto privately held land. Heed all posted rules and exercise your best no-trace wilderness manners. Keep to the trail, leave gates as they were found, and police your actions and those of your animal, if indeed pets are allowed. “Pack it in, pack it out.”




  The text will indicate if and where trails travel onto these lands. But, occasionally, ownership changes or a landowner may withdraw the privilege of through travel. Respect such closures. At private preserves and nature centers, fees or suggested donations may be requested for the use of the facility’s trails.




  The Nature Conservancy (TNC), a nonprofit organization devoted to the protection of biodiversity, opens its trails to the public for hiking, nature study, and photography. Please note that straying from the trail, hiking with pets, collecting, smoking, picnicking, camping, building fires, swimming, and bicycling are forbidden activities in these preserves. With a mission to conserve and preserve the land and its habitats and inhabitants, TNC extends us hiking privileges only where and when such access is compatible with the primary objective. Donations help defray the cost of both maintaining existing preserves and acquiring new ones.




  National and state Audubon facilities and sites, with a guiding directive of wildlife protection and habitat preservation, restrict usage to foot travel and nature study. Picnic only at established sites, leave pets at home, no mountain bikes, and no collecting. Heed all posted rules regarding use, times, and closures. Membership in the society or the payment of a modest entry fee keeps these properties operating and the trails and facilities maintained.




  The White Memorial Foundation in Litchfield, Connecticut, maintains a remarkable 4,000-acre gift from a farsighted brother and sister committed to preserving nature and its tranquility, and to providing future generations the opportunity to enjoy and explore the land. The site promotes conservation, research, education, and compatible forms of recreation within this natural arena. Heed trail-use restrictions and no collecting. The Conservation Center museum, the educational programs, and the campgrounds are fee-based. The 35 miles of trail and center grounds picnicking are free, but donations and memberships are welcome.




  Trails traversing lands managed by state, county, water district, and federal agencies shape the core of this book. Of the state-operated properties, state parks typically show greater grooming and development and possess more facilities. Beginning in 2018 Connecticut residents will no longer be charged a parking fee at Connecticut Parks and Forests. Parking fees will apply for nonresidents. Currently, Rhode Island charges a seasonal entry fee only at its state beaches and imposes an in-state/out-of-state pricing tier.




  For many of us nonresidents who avidly hike and use the Connecticut outdoors, the purchase of the state’s seasonal pass can pay for itself, awarding us flexibility and convenience besides access. For the calendar year of purchase, the pass allows unlimited vehicle access to any state park or recreation area where parking fees are charged. Passes can be purchased at regional headquarters, at entry stations to the individual parks or forest recreation areas (during times of operation), or by mail (or online) from the Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection—DEEP Store, 79 Elm St., Hartford, CT 06106-5127; www.ct.gov/deep. For current fees and payment instructions, call (860) 424-3555.




  State forests and management areas account for much of the region’s open space. These minimally developed woodland sites typically offer a wilder experience, with few or even no facilities. Those with campgrounds charge camping fees.




  State wildlife management areas and federal national wildlife refuges primarily promote and sustain waterfowl and wildlife populations, with hunting and fishing, bird watching, and hiking variously allowed as compatible recreations. Trail parking and use are generally free, although some nature centers and day-use areas may require fees.




  For backpack camping along Connecticut’s long-distance blue trails, you must apply for a permit by application form (available online) two weeks in advance of your trip. For detailed rules and regulations, go online to www.ct.gov/deep and look up backpack camping under “Outdoor Recreation”




  Along the Appalachian National Scenic Trail, the lean-tos are available first come, first served. Remember, you must share these shelters with other parties.




  TRAIL NAVIGATION




  With the predominance of leafy forests in Connecticut and Rhode Island, look for some manner of blazing—paint, diamond, or disk—to guide you through your travels. On some private lands, blaze patterns may exist for one-directional travel only; therefore, be sure to consult a map board or flier before plotting your course of exploration. Cairns and stakes are other manners of marking a route. A double-blazing pattern typically warns of a change in direction. Examine the top blaze: An offset to the right or left cues you to the direction you should turn.
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  Several multistate long-distance routes crisscross these states, each with a signature blaze color or emblem disk. The Appalachian Trail is marked by a signature white blaze. The North-South Trail through Rhode Island is dark blue, and the New England Greenway Trail has its own emblem.




  The Connecticut Forest and Park Association marks more than 825 miles of its forest, park, and private land trails with a light-blue paint blaze. Side trails typically bear a colored dot within the blaze or a 50/50 blue and color-coded blaze.




  While the Connecticut blue trails have a predictable standard of blaze size, placement, and spacing, not all trails are as precise, and trees can fall and paint can fade. It’s a sound practice to familiarize yourself with the blazing frequency on the trail you are walking. An uncommonly long lapse between blazes may indicate that you have strayed off-course, in which case you should backtrack to the last known marker and look again. If reasonably short searches do not turn up the next marker and the line of the trail, the wise course of action is to turn around and return to the trailhead. Autumn adventures require special vigilance because fallen leaves can completely conceal even well-tracked paths.




  For any backcountry travel, know there are unavoidable risks that you assume and must be aware of and respect. In all cases, know yourself and your abilities and let independent judgment and common sense be your ultimate guide to safe travel.




  

    BE TRAILHEAD SMART




    Unattended hiker vehicles are vulnerable to theft and vandalism, but the following steps can minimize your risk:




    • When possible, park away from the trailhead at a nearby campground or other facility.




    • Do not leave valuables in the vehicle. Place keys and wallet in a button-secured pocket or remote, secure compartment in your pack, where they will not be disturbed until your return.




    • Do not leave any visible invitations. Stash everything possible in the trunk, and be sure that any exposed item advertises that it has no value.




    • Be suspicious of loiterers, never volunteering the details of your outing.




    • Be cautious about the information you supply at the trailhead register. Withhold information such as license plate number and duration of stay until you are safely back at the trailhead. Instead, notify a trusted friend of your trip details and notify them promptly upon return.


  




  

    HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


  




  Each region begins with a section intro, where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. After this general overview, you’ll find chapters presenting the specific hikes within that region.




  To aid in quick decision-making, each hike begins with a summary that provides a taste of the hiking adventure to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises the route has to offer. Next, you’ll find the hike specs, the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located, hike length, approximate hiking time, difficulty rating, elevation change, type of trail terrain, best hiking season, the other trail users you may encounter, canine compatibility, land status, the nearest town, usage fees, trail schedule, maps, and trail contact (for updates on trail conditions), plus any special considerations that may affect your safety or enjoyment.




  The approximate hiking times are based on a standard hiking pace of 1.5 to 2 miles per hour, adjusted for terrain and reflecting normal trail conditions. The stated times should get you there and back, but be sure to add time for rest breaks and enjoying the trail’s attractions. Although the stated times offer a planning guideline, you should gain a sense of your personal health, capabilities, and hiking style to make this judgment for yourself. If you’re hiking with a group, add enough time for slower members. The amount of carried gear will influence hiking speed, as will the weather and actual conditions found on the ground. In all cases, leave enough daylight to accomplish the task safely.




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable directions from a nearby city or town right down to where you’ll want to park your car. It also gives the trailhead Global Positioning System (GPS) reading. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s our researched, firsthand impression of the trail. Although it’s impossible to cover everything and conditions can and do change, we make every effort to address what’s important—the good and the bad. In Miles and Directions we provide mileage cues to key junctions, switches to new trails, and points of interest. The selected benchmarks allow for a quick check on progress and serve as your touchstones for staying on course. At the end of each hike, you’ll find Hike Information, which offers up local information sources for learning more about the area and may suggest things to do nearby or places to camp.




  Lastly, at the end of each region, the Honorable Mentions section identifies hikes that didn’t make the cut, for whatever reason. In many cases it’s not because they aren’t great hikes, but because they are overcrowded, have limited parking, or are too environmentally sensitive to handle heavy foot traffic. Others appear here because we had a lot of choices for this book. Be sure to read through the entries—a jewel might lurk among them.




  

    HOW TO USE THE MAPS


  




  As a hiker aid, you may wish to copy or take cell phone picture of the Miles and Directions and map for the selected route to carry with you while hiking. Or, just slip the whole book into your pack and take it along with you to make the most of your time in the outdoors.




  Route Map




  This gives you the layout of each hike, with the selected route highlighted. It shows the accessible roads and trails, water, landmarks, towns, and key navigational features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. While never intended to replace the more-detailed agency maps, road maps, state atlases, or topographic maps, each basic route map will help you to visualize and navigate the described hike.
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    WESTERN CONNECTICUT


  




  As a natural divide, the Connecticut River slices Connecticut into east–west halves. In the far western part of the state, you will find the rugged, steep, and hilly terrain of the Litchfield Hills, part of the ancient Appalachian Mountain chain, and the geologic and cultural region known as the Berkshire Hills. Connecticut’s highest hills are found here, and they bear rocks akin to those found in the Taconic Range, dating back 450 million years ago.




  At the eastern extreme of this region is the volcanic trough of the Connecticut River, whose origin traces back to the birth of the Atlantic Ocean about 200 million years ago. Here the region’s western traprock ridges face off with their eastern counterparts. Together these volcanic ridges shape the highland of the Connecticut River Valley. A flatter coastal plain greets Long Island Sound to the south, and throughout the region is rolling forested expanse.




  Southern hardwoods, eastern hemlock groves, naturally growing white pines, and red and white pine plantations cloak the western hills and countryside. Tulip poplar is a showy woodland resident, both in size and bloom. Red maples splash autumn fire onto lowland swamps, while bushes of mountain laurel (the state flower) grow with abandon across the region, heralding in spring and early summer. The midstory at the state’s western extreme straddles a transition zone between the milder mountain laurel belt to the east and the colder uplands to the west where hobblebush and striped maple prevail.




  Twisting the imagination, dinosaurs once walked Connecticut. Native Americans lived, fished, hunted, and managed the forests through the use of fire before the European settlers arrived. Early settlement brought farming and shipping. Large tracts of forest were cleared for settlement, but the land was nearly denuded of trees to fuel the Industrial Revolution. Stone walls are the legacy of early farms, pastures, and animal pens. Mills and dams record the efforts at industry. Western Connecticut was a producer of weapons, tools, and other ironwork. Textiles, too, were an important output of the region.




  This region encompasses the state’s populated urban centers and rural enclaves. Some view western Connecticut as New York City’s big backyard. Tucked away along the curving mountain roads of western Connecticut are many who have slipped the bonds of the city for a quieter existence.




  The region’s trails explore forests, hilltops, rocky ledges, ponds, brooks, waterfalls, and swamps. The famed Appalachian National Scenic Trail advances along the western edge of Connecticut. Paths explore along both the free-flowing and the captured waters of the Housatonic River, while others breathe new life into former rail and canal routes. In western Connecticut you can roam a giant’s anatomy and hide with the exiled British judges who ordered the execution of Charles I.




  NORTHWEST CONNECTICUT TRAILS




  Northwest Connecticut, composed of Litchfield and Hartford Counties, stretches from the state’s wooded high country to the historic factory belt along the Connecticut River. This corner is a land of lofty views, romantic woods, welcoming lakes, and working rivers turned recreational. As in much of the state, history abounds, and the trails celebrate all.




  1 MOUNT FRISSELL





  You must hit the road to tag the highest point in Connecticut because, at 2,372 feet, it is not a peak but a point on the southern shoulder of Massachusetts’s Mount Frissell. It sits just below the summit and east of Tri-State Point, the shared boundary of New York, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. The more civil approach, featured here, is by either New York’s South Taconic Trail or the trails of Massachusetts’s Mount Washington State Forest. Connecticut serves up a short, but steep approach over Round Mountain. But, however you get there, the accomplishment is all Connecticut.




  

    Start: South Taconic/Bash Bish trailhead in New York’s Taconic State Park, or headquarters trailhead in Massachusetts’s Mount Washington State Forest




    Distance: 17 miles out and back via South Taconic Trail, or 10.2 miles out and back via Massachusetts’s Alander Mountain and Ashley Hill Trails (the latter has the option for a loop return with a spur to Alander Mountain for a total of 14 miles).




    Hiking time: 8 to 11 hours, depending on choices along the way.




    Difficulty: Strenuous




    Elevation change: The South Taconic Trail starts at 800 feet and then rolls between 1,500 and 2,300 feet as it travels the Taconic Crest. There is 900 feet of change on the out-and-back Alander Mountain-Ashley Hill Trail and its return loop option.




    Trail surface: Earthen foot trail and woods road




    Best seasons: Spring through fall




    Other trail users: Hunters, snowmobilers, cross-country skiers




    Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted




    Land status: New York state park and Massachusetts and Connecticut state lands




    Nearest town: Copake Falls, NY, with gas in Copake, NY, or Sheffield, MA




    Fees and permits: Entrance fee at New York’s Taconic State Park; permit and fee for designated backcountry camping spots in Massachusetts (preregister at state forest headquarters)




    Schedule: Year-round, sunrise to sunset, with registered backcountry camping at designated spots in Massachusetts




    Maps: Taconic State Park map (available online at https://parks.ny.gov/parks), Mount Washington State Forest trail map (online at www.mass.gov/locations/mount-washington-state-forest), and New York-New Jersey Trail Conference Trail Map, South Taconic Trail (available at traditional and online bookstores or from the conference: www.nynjtc.org)




    Trail contacts: Taconic State Park, Route 344, PO Box 100, Copake Falls, NY 12517; (518) 329-3993; https://parks.ny.gov/parks. Mount Washington State Forest, 143 East Street, Mount Washington, MA 01258; (413) 528-0330; www.mass.gov/locations/mount-washington-state-forest.




    Special considerations: It is best to avoid the trails during deer season (Nov-Dec), but if you do hike, wear orange or other bright-colored clothing.


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




  [image: image]For the South Taconic Trail, from Copake Falls, NY, go 0.7 mile east on NY 344 to reach Taconic State Park's South Taconic/Bash Bish trailhead on the right. Trailhead GPS: N42 07047' / W73 30.494'




  For the Mount Washington State Forest approach, from the junction of MA 23 and MA 41 in South Egremont, take MA 41 south for 0.1 mile and turn right on East Street. At its junction with Jug End Road in 1.7 miles, a sign indicates to stay on East Street for Mount Washington State Forest. In another 6.8 miles, turn right for the headquarters and trailhead. Trailhead GPS: N42 05.183' / W73 27738'




  THE HIKES




  If you must run for the border, at least you have two nice hikes from which to choose.




  NEW YORK’S SOUTH TACONIC TRAIL




  This gateway to Connecticut’s high point traces the Taconic Mountain spine southward. You begin following white blazes down the limited-access cabins road to a bridge crossing and the foot-trail ascent. Passages in mountain laurel, a hemlock stand, a high-canopy maple forest, and pine-oak woods carry you to the ridge and a junction. Here a short blue spur leads to a 180-degree western perspective, with Washburn Mountain prominent.




  Southbound, you hike past a second blue trail. As the trail hugs the ridge, views flip east. On a flat exposed outcrop on Alander Ridge (just before the old lookout site, in case you missed it), a painted blue marker indicates the trail to Massachusetts’s Alander Mountain and Mount Washington State Forest. Stay on the South Taconic Trail, which soon rewards with a 270-degree three-state highline/western valley view. Wavy-patterned schist creates the opening. The wooded trail then drops away. After a left on woods road, you pass color-coded trails, fragments of stone wall, and waist-high ostrich ferns. Mountain laurels close rank for a picturesque passage.




  Back on the ridge, a crescent spur veers right for a western vantage. Past Massachusetts’s Ashley Hill Trail, the road grade eases and you reach the red trail descending left toward Mount Frissell and Connecticut’s high point. Past the monument for Tri-State Point, reach the quested high point on the south ridge of Mount Frissell. It sits 740 feet south and 80 vertical feet below the top. Look for piled rocks on an outcrop near an unassuming survey state line geologic marker. A site box holds a notebook for journaling about the experience. Good luck! Return as you came.




  MASSACHUSETTS’S ALANDER MOUNTAIN AND ASHLEY HILL TRAILS




  From the information board, follow signs for Alander Mountain Trail, passing through field and conifer-hardwood forest. After the footbridge crossing of Lee Pond Brook, you’ll pass the Charcoal Pit Trail, coming to a trail junction (the loop junction). Follow the Ashley Hill Trail left. The Alander Mountain Trail ahead is the optional loop return.




  [image: View from Mount Frissell near Connecticut high point, Litchfield County, Connecticut]




  On a woods road, the trail ascends, contouring the slope above rushing Ashley Hill Brook, a beaver-enhanced 10-foot-wide stream. Blue triangles and paint blazes point the way. Continue past a trail descending right to campsites. Black oaks join the mix as a fern sea holds eyes transfixed. Again walk past the Charcoal Pit Trail, cross a side drainage, and ascend parallel to Ashley Hill Brook. After crossing the brook, the Ashley Hill Trail bears left, becoming more trail-like. Mountain laurels wrap it in bloom mid-June through early July. Azaleas write their signatures a few weeks earlier.




  Past a Massachusetts—New York state line marker, reach a red-blazed trail. Turn left toward Mount Frissell and Connecticut’s high point (a right here begins the loop return via the South Taconic Trail). You pass through low-stature woods, ascending over bedrock. Past the 1898 Tri-State (Connecticut—Massachusetts—New York) monument, the climb steepens. Continue east to tag the highest point in Connecticut. Again, it sits 80 vertical feet below, 740 feet south of the Mount Frissell summit. Rocks on an outcrop and a survey pipe quietly mark the spot. Vicinity views sweep from South Brace Mountain in New York to Mount Plantain in Massachusetts, with Connecticut’s Round, Gridley, and Bear Mountains. Although Frissell summit is within 0.1 mile, it’s viewless. Backtrack to the Ashley Hill Trail junction.




  For the simple out-and-back, backtrack the Ashley Hill and Alander Mountain Trails to the state forest headquarters. For the loop return, follow the red-blazed rock-studded trail, ascending to meet the South Taconic Trail, and then follow the white blazes right (north). The open, rolling ridge extends looks across rural New York. Past a blue trail, the South Taconic Trail briefly veers left from the woods road for limited western views. On its return, laurel, rock walls, and waist-high ferns decorate the way. After the woods road bottoms out at a rocky drainage, follow the white blazes right on a steeply charging foot trail.




  Atop Alander Ridge, past the concrete platform of a former lookout tower, keep an eye out for an open flat rock with a blue-paint blaze (which may be faint). This signals where you descend right on the Alander Mountain Trail for the headquarters return. You quickly come to a saddle and rustic cabin. The loop descends past the cabin. A spur east tops Alander Mountain (2,250 feet) for an open view. The descent’s well-trampled trail parallels a small drainage, crossing feeder streams. Knitted overhead is a rustling canopy.




  Later, a milder gradient and a defined woods road ease travel. Continue forward past a trail heading right to campsites. You’ll cross Ashley Hill Brook, upstream from its confluence with Lee Pond Brook, to ascend to the initial loop junction. Remain on the Alander Mountain Trail, returning to headquarters.




  

    MILES AND DIRECTIONS




    SOUTH TACONIC TRAIL




    0.0 Start at the west end of Bash Bish trailhead parking. Descend south on the limited-access road toward the cabins, following the white-blazed South Taconic Trail. Option: The closed service road heading east, upstream, offers a 1.5-mile out-and-back hike to Bash Bish Falls, an energetic tumble over bedrock.




    1.1 Reach a ridge junction. Continue your ascent on the white-blazed South Taconic Trail. Option: The 0.1-mile blue spur leads to a vantage point.




    3.0 Reach a notch.




    3.5 Reach a blue-trail junction on Alander Mountain ridge (it's north of a former lookout site). Continue south on the white trail. Option: For an Alander Mountain detour, descend left on the blue trail, coming to a saddle, a rustic cabin, and a blue-trail fork in 0.1 mile. The prong descending past the cabin traverses Massachusetts's Mount Washington State Forest, eventually reaching backpacker campsites and the forest headquarters. The prong ascending east tags Alander summit in 0.2 mile for views.




    5.2 Pass the red-blazed Robert Brook Trail.




    6.7 Follow the foot trail veering right for a crescent spur to a western vantage. The spur returns to the woods road ahead.


  




  [image: View from Mount Frissell near Connecticut high point,Litchfield County, Connecticut]
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    6.8 Hike past the Ashley Hill Trail (blue).




    7.6 Reach the red-blazed Mount Frissell Trail; follow it left. Option: Proceeding straight on the white South Taconic Trail leads to Brace Mountain, its 5-foot-tall stone cairn, and views in another 0.6 mile.




    8.1 Reach Tri-State Point. Continue hiking east and up Mount Frissell.




    8.5 Reach Connecticut's high point. It sits 80 vertical feet below and 740 feet south of the summit. Return as you came. Option: The red trail tops Mount Frissell in another 0.1 mile, but the oak-crowned summit offers no views.




    17.0 Arrive back at the Bash Bish trailhead.




    ALANDER MOUNTAIN AND ASHLEY HILL TRAILS




    0.0 Start at the forest headquarters trailhead. Follow the signed Alander Mountain Trail.




    0.8 Reach the loop junction. Turn left on the Ashley Hill Trail. Note: The Alander Mountain Trail straight ahead is the optional loop return.




    1.5 Reach a trail junction. Keep left to continue on the Ashley Hill Trail. Note: The trail to the right leads to backcountry campsites and the Alander Mountain Trail.




    2.4 Continue upstream along Ashley Hill Brook.




    3.0 Cross a side brook and keep left on the Ashley Hill Trail. Note: Straight leads to the South Taconic Trail.




    4.5 Reach a red-trail junction. Turn left to follow the red trail to Mount Frissell and Connecticut's high point. Note: The red trail to the right leads to the South Taconic Trail for the optional loop return.




    4.7 Reach the Tri-State Point monument and continue east up Mount Frissell.




    5.1 Reach Connecticut's high point. Return as you came to the 4.5-mile junction. Option: Forward on the red Mount Frissell Trail tops Mount Frissell (elevation 2,453 feet) in 0.1 mile, but there are no views.




    5.7 Reach the 4.5-mile junction. For the out-and-back hike, retrace the Ashley Hill and Alander Mountain Trails to the state forest headquarters at 10.2 miles. Option: For the loop return, follow the red-blazed trail ahead to reach the South Taconic Trail (6.0), and turn right (north) to continue the loop. (Note: Brace Mountain sits 0.6 mile south.) On the loop, reach the blue Alander Mountain Trail junction, a blazed flat outcrop past the onetime lookout site (10.3). Turn right on the blue trail. Reach a saddle cabin and trail junction (10.4). Ascend east for views from the Alander Mountain summit (10.6) and return to the saddle (10.8). Follow the blue trail past the cabin to descend to the Mount Washington State Forest headquarters. Reach a trail junction for the backcountry campsites (12.3); proceed forward. Close the loop (13.2) and continue back on the Alander Mountain Trail to the headquarters at 14.0 miles.


  




  HIKE INFORMATION




  LOCAL INFORMATION




  Columbia County Tourism Department, 401 State St., Hudson, NY 12534; (518) 828-3375; https://columbiacountytourism.org or www.travelhudsonvalley.org.




  Southern Berkshire Chamber of Commerce, PO Box 810, 362 Main St., Great Barrington, MA 01230; (413) 528-1510 or (800) 269-4825; http://southernberkshirechamber.com.




  Western Connecticut Convention and Visitors Bureau, PO Box 968, Litchfield, CT 06759; (860) 567-4506; http://litchfieldhills.com.




  LOCAL EVENTS/ATTRACTIONS




  The Harlem Valley Rail Trail—built on the old railroad bed that connected New York City, the Harlem Valley, and Chatham—extends a paved discovery route to hikers and cyclists. You’ll find accesses in Ancram, Copake, and Copake Falls/Taconic State Park. Contact the HVRT Association at (518) 789-9591 or www.hvrt.org.




  ACCOMMODATIONS




  Taconic State Park Campground, open early May through Oct, has more than 100 sites (serving both tent and trailer campers) and 3 cabin areas. Reservations are through ReserveAmerica, (800) 456-2267 or www.reserveamerica.com.




  ORGANIZATIONS




  New York—New Jersey Trail Conference, 600 Ramapo Valley Rd. (Route 202), Mahwah, NJ 07430; (201) 512-9348; www.nynjtc.org.




  2 APPALACHIAN NATIONAL SCENIC TRAIL





  This nearly 2,200-mile-long hiker filament strings along the Appalachian mountain chain from Mount Katahdin, Maine, to Springer Mountain, Georgia. More than 50 miles of prime Connecticut countryside advance the trail, including 5 uninterrupted miles on the west bank of the Housatonic River–one of the longest river-paired stretches on the entire Appalachian Trail (AT). Connecticut travel takes you through low-elevation mixed forest and past stunning ledges and outcrops. You’ll discover multistate views, waterfalls, and historic stone walls, canals, and towns. Between the drive-to trailheads at Under Mountain and Bulls Bridge, you can hike 48 miles of the Connecticut AT.




  

    Start: Massachusetts-Connecticut border north of Connecticut’s Bear Mountain




    Distance: 51.6 miles one way through Connecticut




    Hiking time: 5 to 7 days




    Difficulty: Strenuous




    Elevation change: Travel between a low point of 250 feet along the Housatonic River and a high point of 2,316 feet atop Bear Mountain.




    Trail surface: Earthen and rocky paths, woods roads, developed roads




    Best seasons: Spring through fall




    Other trail users: Snowshoers, cross-country skiers, hunters (on lands where allowed)




    Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted (Be sure to carry adequate food and water for your dog when through-hiking.)




    Land status: This national park linear trail crosses multiple public lands with a few private sections; heed postings.




    Nearest towns: Cornwall, Salisbury, and Kent, CT




    Fees and permits: None




    Schedule: No time restrictions




    Maps: Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC), Appalachian Trail maps (available at traditional and online bookstores or from the ATC online store: www.atctrailstore.org)




    Trail contact: ATC, PO Box 807, 799 Washington St., Harpers Ferry, WV 25425-0807; (304) 535-6331; www.appalachiantrail.org




    Special considerations: The AT is for foot-propelled use only; no bikes, no vehicles, and no horses, llamas, goats, or other pack animals. In places the terrain can be rugged, rocky, and steep. You need to work out the logistics for carrying and obtaining food and supplies, have a plan for emergencies, and arrange for transportation at the end of the trail. As campfires are not allowed on the Connecticut AT, bring a stove for your cooking needs. Do not rely on the availability of a lean-to; a tent is standard equipment. Pitch tents in established sites. Be sure to safely pack and store all food. Rodents have identified the lean-to bonanza.




    AT thru-trail and day hikers should contact the ATC for its official maps and guides. Their work is worth supporting, and they have the inside track on current conditions and trail changes. Strong map and compass skills will ease travel. Stay alert for the AT’s white blazes, which occur at regular intervals. If you have hiked 0.25 mile without spying one or another trail clue, backtrack to the last-seen blaze and reassess. If the trail still does not reveal itself, you may have to backtrack. As with any long-distance trail, keep your senses and exercise judgment about proceeding. Be alert for temporary changes or reroutes, and keep to the narrow protected greenway to avoid trespassing.




    Use caution at ledge outcrops, especially when burdened with a heavy pack, and be cautious when hiking during hunting season. Dress to be seen and be sure your pet is in protective colors, too, or safe at home. Wet, frosty, icy conditions can steal footing. Be aware of ticks and the possibility of copperheads and rattlesnakes.


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




  [image: image]The AT crosses many Connecticut state routes and traverses several state parks and state forest lands. Find Connecticut’s northernmost drive-to trailhead, the Under Mountain trailhead, west off CT 41, 3.2 miles north of Salisbury. The parking lot can fill because this is the gateway trailhead to Bear Mountain, the tallest peak in the state, a rite of passage for Connecticut hikers. Trailhead GPS: N42 01.727' / W73 25.736'




  For the Bulls Bridge trailhead, from the junction of CT 341 and US 7 in Kent, drive south on US 7 for 3.8 miles to Bulls Bridge and turn right on Bulls Bridge Road. Find parking on the south side of the road in 0.1 mile, additional parking on the north side of Bulls Bridge Road in 0.2 mile, and the AT itself at the Bulls Bridge Road-Schaghticoke Road intersection in 0.4 mile. Trailhead GPS: N41 40.525' / W73 30.490'




  THE HIKE




  Conceived in the early 1920s and the first trail to win national scenic trail distinction, the Appalachian Trail (AT) passes through the mountain wilds of fourteen eastern states. More than 50 miles trace Connecticut’s scenic northwest corner, touring forest, field, and mountaintop. Here you’ll find opportunities for round-trip, shuttle, and thru-trail hiking. The white-blazed AT advances primarily via foot trail, with sections on abandoned woods road. Where necessary, it travels developed roads.




  During its Connecticut sojourn, the AT rolls along the Housatonic River Valley, up and down the state’s highest peaks, and through the forests of the southern Berkshires. Ledges and clearings regularly reward with views. Swamps, fields, streams, ponds, the Great Falls, and inviting villages complement travel. Revolutionary and Civil War figures, mill sites, and a canal that leaked the dreams of forward-thinking citizens seed travel.




  [image: View from Bear Mountain, Appalachian National Scenic Trail, Connecticut]




  Arriving from Massachusetts, you follow the AT south and begin bagging Connecticut peaks, starting with the highest peak (not point) in Connecticut, Bear Mountain. The summit’s stone pyramid, now stabilized rubble half its original size, lifts you above the treetops, but far better views are secured from the schist outcrops on the mountain’s shoulder. It took local mason Owen Travis three years to haul 350 tons of stone to this roadless summit to erect the pyramid, 20 feet square at its base and 22 feet tall, tapering at the top. The stone tablet placed in 1885, now faint, declares Bear Mountain the highest ground in Connecticut, though modern measures have disproved this statement.




  [image: Housatonic River, Stanley Works Cooperative Wildlife Management Area, Connecticut]




  On descent from Bear Mountain, the wavy schist bedrock common throughout the Taconic Range opens views and shapes fine seating. As the AT travels the southern extreme of this mountain range, it tops Lions Head and Prospect Mountain to reach and trace the Housatonic Valley floor. After pairing up with the Housatonic River for views of the aptly named Great Falls, a river-wide tumult that has both harnessed and natural features, the AT takes you across the restored 1903 steel bridge into Falls Village. Falls Village offers up the beauty, history, and industry associated with the river and falls.




  The AT then returns to ridge travel, overlooking the river, traversing Sharon Mountain, and passing through Housatonic State Forest. It then follows the west bank of the Housatonic River for a 5-mile stretch—one of the longest river-paired segments on the entire national scenic trail. Where the trail comes out at South Gate on River Road, you follow the lightly used access road downstream before turning west into woods.




  At St. Johns Ledges, the ridge climb remains rugged despite ninety stone steps placed by the Appalachian Mountain Club. Attracting rock climbers, the Ledges’ smooth and steep-faced cliffs fashion a striking vertical relief in the enfolding leafy woods and carve out rim views. The AT crosses Calebs Peak and more ledges that afford a raven’s-eye view of the river. It then dips briefly back to the valley. At Schaghticoke Mountain, the AT flirts with New York travel but returns to Connecticut, following Schaghticoke Road to its intersection with Bulls Bridge Road.




  Thru-hikers continue south, crossing Bulls Bridge Road and entering woods on foot trail. For those with vehicles spotted at Bulls Bridge Road, turn left (east) for the parking areas. The AT sashays between New York and Connecticut before committing to New York past Hoyt Road.
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View from Bear Mountain, Appalachian National
Scenic Trail, Connecticut
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Mountain laurel along Mohawk Trail, Mohawk
State Forest, Connecticut
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Salamander, Tunxis State Forest, Connecticut
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View from Mount Frissell near Connecticut
high point, Litchfield County, Connecticut
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