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Introduction


If image were everything, Vermont would be nothing but mountains. Tightly packed with steep-sided hills, boisterous summits, and pristine alpine peaks, this vertical state dazzles hikers with precipitous mountain gaps, crystal rivers in serpentine valleys, and quaint crossroads villages huddled below skiable peaks. First impressions are appealing, but the mountainous face of Vermont masks a wealth of hidden hiking options. When you think of Vermont also envision lakes, history, pastoral landscapes, glacier-carved valleys, and wilderness bogs; spruce-fir forests teeming with wildlife, ponds, islands, and secluded marshes; views that are vast, wonders that are tiny; and a lake so large you’ll swear it’s the sea.


Hiking Vermont introduces hikers to all of the state, from the soaring tip of Camel’s Hump to the quiet silence of Amity Pond and the sweep of Lake Champlain. Pick a hike, join the fun, and you’ll quickly discover that there’s more to this state than mountains. With the assistance of this guide, you’ll trek to campsites under the pines on the shore of Silver Lake or walk to ponds brimming with trout far north on Canada’s border. Gain insights of history on urban greenways along the Winooski River, or seek moose, bobcat, deer, and otter in the Northeast Kingdom’s upland terrain. Exploring vernal pools, peatland fens, or marshes bustling with wildlife, you’re sure to delight in Vermont’s wealth of unsung pleasures.


The rich mix of trails described here also unlocks a realm of natural wonders that readily accommodates the young or old, the physically challenged, the experienced hiker, or the novice. Nature centers and interpretive trails entertain and educate children, while rambles in boreal forests and backpacks to comfortable shelters will please the entire family. From barrier-free access to a fishing hole on the banks of a mountain stream to strenuous backpacks on secluded ponds in the heart of national forest, this FalconGuide describes a broad assortment of varied trails to match any outdoor interest.


Of course it also includes mountain paths. Vermont’s alpine treks offer another level of hiking excitement, traversing an astounding array of high terrain. Walk the Precambrian Green Mountain spine to Canada’s border. Climb a peak in the Taconic Range, which extends into New York. Stroll beyond a gravel beach to an island in an ancient sea. Scale monadnocks that survived erosion above the Connecticut River. Falcons and forests, waterfalls and wilderness await hikers in these alpine regions where winter comes early and stays late, and where explorations can last mere hours or extended, mellow days.


To aid readers in prehike planning, this book divides the abundant resources of Vermont into eleven natural regions that reflect the state’s major geographic features. Trails have been selected for the broadest range of options in each distinctive region. Readers will find backpacks and day trips throughout Vermont, and parents can locate adventures for children in any part of the state. Experienced hikers can find challenging outings near the gentle Connecticut Valley, while beginners can select easy walks amid imposing Green Mountain peaks. Quick-reference difficulty ratings, trail highlights, individual maps, and descriptions convey the feel of each hike and provide valuable tools for choosing trips that suit each hiker’s needs.


Before exploring pristine bogs or windswept alpine peaks, remember that each hiker is responsible for maintaining his or her personal safety and the integrity of the environment he or she seeks. This guide reviews basic requirements, clothing, equipment, and preparation needed to safely hike diverse habitats and elevations where quirky weather can bring a thundering downpour or a tranquil summer breeze. Throughout Vermont, delicate wetlands, eroding hillsides, and unique alpine zones demand that hikers walk softly and cautiously. This guide also provides tips on current regulations and overnight options to help you enjoy your trip. Be aware of the sensitive environment, current regulations, and overnight options. Sections of this guide will help.


Vermont is a compact state. Each bump in its landscape or twist in its roads leads to bright discoveries. This book is designed to guide your quest for the secrets of its varied trails that lie around the next corner or beyond a nearby hill.



Backcountry Basics


Things to Know Before You Go

Vermonters share a Yankee reputation for practical wisdom and common sense, two terrific qualities for roaming New England trails. Sensible, well-prepared hikers have little to fear while exploring this marvelous state. Boulder-strewn slopes, cascading streams, and unpredictable weather don’t always make for safe environments, but hikers who know their own limits—and expect the unexpected—soon count these ordinary challenges among the joys of backcountry travel. Whether spying on moose in reclusive bogs or tramping the Long Trail at alpine heights, competent hikers anticipate problems and pack sound judgment on each trail that they wander.


Most of Vermont’s vast assortment of trails pose little danger, but several adventurous routes could lead inexperienced hikers into serious harm, including hypothermia, disorientation, or physical injury. Each hiker bears responsibility for knowing the character of a planned hike. What equipment will you need on specific trails? What can be expected from changeable weather? What critters will you meet, and where can you camp without harming the environment? The next few pages will help you assess the demands of particular hikes and anticipate problems that may arise. Be ready to enjoy the trails of Vermont with knowledge and confidence.





Preparation

Thoughtful preparation is the cornerstone of safe hiking. But “safe hiking” is a relative concept—there are no guarantees out there, and hikers of varying capacities will be happy with different levels of preparation. The bottom line is to make sure that your clothing and equipment will stand up to the conditions you’re likely to meet.
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Each trail described in this guide begins with basic information that’s useful in planning your hike. Difficulty ratings are reliable first indicators of the level of preparation required. Also consult the general location, distance, approximate hiking time, and elevation gain headings for an expanded assessment of the character of the trail, how remote or exposed it may be, and the nature of its terrain. If a fee or permit is required, you’ll find that information here, too.


“Easy” trails are short routes over gentle grades that require little equipment or preparation. Sturdy walking shoes are all you need to enjoy these peaceful trails, accessible to any hiker. Depending on weather, a water bottle and rain jacket might make your trip more comfortable, and bug dope will be a welcome addition at certain times of year.


“Moderate” trails cover a wider range and necessitate more preparation. Although distances, elevation gains, and grades are increased on these routes, moderate hikes are comfortable outings for average hikers. Paths may be rocky and rough, however, and light hiking boots are recommended as minimal footwear. A small day pack holding insect repellent, rain protection, drinking water, and quick-energy snacks should be part of your basic gear. A guidebook, trail map, lunch, and light wool sweater should also find their way into your pack.


“Intermediate” trails offer vigorous exercise. Reasonably fit hikers will know they’ve had a workout, and sedentary types will find themselves stopping often to catch their breath. On these trails, sturdy hiking boots are highly recommended. The same items carried on moderate hikes may suffice, but the majority of these routes cross the line to where such limited preparation is simply not enough.


The time it takes to hike a trail depends on many things, including stride, your physical condition, terrain, and how often you stop to take a photo or take in the natural beauty around you. The average person can easily hike 3 miles in one hour on flat terrain and 2 miles per hour on uneven terrain without too steep an incline. Approximate hiking time increases significantly in rugged or steep terrain, especially if you’re out of shape.


You can sprain an ankle or catch a chill on even an easy hike, but beyond a certain limit trails become too rough and remote for you not to be ready for the consequences. I make it a habit to carry a full complement of day-hiking gear once the round-trip distance exceeds 3 miles or the gain in elevation approaches 1,200 feet. A moderate pack holds a camera and other good stuff that I like to carry, and I can forge ahead on misty trails when I know that my pack holds all the following:



	hooded rain jacket

	rain pants

	wool hat

	wool sweater

	light long-sleeved shirt

	map

	compass

	small flashlight

	toilet paper

	waterproof matches

	lunch (or enough trail snacks to make a meal if necessary)

	fleece jacket (optional in midsummer)

	waterproof pack cover

	wool mittens

	extra T-shirt

	guidebook

	multifunction knife

	two one-quart plastic water bottles

	insect repellent

	first-aid kit



No doubt many of these items are already in your closet, but be cautious of substitutions and don’t skimp on the basic list. It’s important that stand-by clothing be wool or synthetic to wick moisture away from the skin. Avoid blue jeans and cotton garments that hold the water in, inviting hypothermia whenever they’re wet.


The first-aid kit doesn’t have to be a commercial package. Mine’s just a waterproof plastic box that holds an assortment of bandages (small to large butterfly type), tape, gauze, antibacterial ointment, elastic bandage, personal medications, and aspirin (or acetaminophen). I also choose to include a featherlight emergency thermal blanket, matches, candle, sunscreen, lip balm, and a basic first-aid chart in the same small package.


“Difficult” trails aren’t recommended for every hiker. Unusually long or steep, often with tricky scrambles over slabs of rock or boulders, these hikes also generally present a higher risk of exposure to changeable weather. Don’t explore these routes unless you’ve done a bit of hiking and think you’re in good condition. Sturdy boots and a full pack, as suggested above, are essential.


Beyond clothing and equipment, you’re not really prepared to tackle “intermediate” or “difficult” trails until you consider mental outlook. Remember, you’re supposed to be having fun out there. No one is keeping score. If you wonder, “Are we having fun yet?” and struggle with every step, you should probably be asking yourself a few other honest questions: “Do I have a margin of safety?” and “What am I trying to prove?”


Exhaustion weakens the muscles, dulls the mind, and doesn’t make for good times. For greater pleasure, safer hiking, and fewer regrets, slow down, lower your sights, and stay within your limits. Superb trails throughout Vermont explore beautiful pockets of nature within your current grasp, and fabulous views on difficult hikes can often be duplicated on gentler trails that match your present skills. Don’t rush. Savor your progress and enjoy your own discoveries. Higher peaks and steeper trails will always be there on another day when you are ready for them.


Finally, classic advice about safety tells you never to hike alone. If the peaceful aura of a mountain peak or a sunset on a northern lake weren’t such a compelling lure, some of us might heed this warning. Fact is, though, hiking alone can be a heck of a lot of fun. If you take the solitary route, understand the dangers, be prepared, follow a hiking plan, and leave it with someone who’ll know how to react if you’re overdue.





Weather

Autumn in Vermont is legendary. Chill mornings, crisp air, and forests blazing with color draw hikers to every corner of this state in an annual fall migration. Golden canopies of stately sugar bush, crimson leaves near quiet bogs, and burnished landscapes beneath mountain peaks make autumn walks unique, but ample pleasures also grace Vermont’s other hiking seasons. April is the most eagerly awaited month, when spring breezes bring an end to winter and thaw trails in lower regions. Woodlands glow with pastel hues of buds about to burst, and carpets of wildflowers brightly emerge for their season in the sun. With mild days, cool nights, and frequent infusions of dry Canadian air, summer avoids extended bouts of heat and humidity that make hiking a steamy affair. Long summer days are perfectly suited for exploring alpine heights, meandering through forests of pungent pine, or camping by a cooling lake.


Unfortunately, this varied climate also has difficulty settling down. “If you don’t like the weather, just wait a minute,” sums up the local wisdom. At a confluence of jet stream patterns, New England’s location makes forecasting an adventure and predictions a question of odds. Vermont’s quirky nature also implies that conditions in the Northeast Kingdom have little bearing on the weather in Brattleboro, and that neither has any relationship to what’s happening on Abraham’s Peak. Far from being a problem, smart hikers view the shifting weather as a recreational buffet. Check the forecasts, skim Hiking Vermont for good trails with favorable weather, and be prepared if conditions change.


Hypothermia and lightning are common dangers for hikers everywhere, but visitors to the highest Green Mountain elevations have added reason to take care. Prevailing northwest winds sweep across the Champlain Basin to meet their first resistance on Vermont’s majestic peaks. Inexperienced hikers quickly learn that refreshing valley weather can translate into dangerous conditions on a blustery mountaintop. Remember, hypothermia is more than a winter problem. Even on pleasant summer days, a sweaty climb up a mountain trail, strong wind, and temperatures in the 50s spell trouble for ill-equipped hikers. Rain, drizzle, or encounters with damp shrubs will magnify the problem, quickly leading to the loss of body core temperature. To protect yourself, expect chill winds at higher elevations, layer your clothing, always carry rain gear, and return to lower altitudes when your inner voice tells you you’re pushing your luck.


Strong winds also sweep clouds across the summits, bringing cold fronts with thunder, lightning, and downpours to relieve the heat of summer days. It’s astounding how many hikers push on toward waiting peaks in spite of dangerous steel-gray clouds that ominously rumble. Nature is bountiful, and hiking can be a pleasure if you keep your ego in check. You don’t have to reach the top; storms permit time for sensible retreat on most trails in this state, without increasing your exposure to the risk of lightning strikes. If storms are in the offing—or you’re cold, wet, and tired—turn back, lose altitude, get away from exposed positions, and seek protection in the sheltering forest. You can always conquer the summit on a more hospitable day.


Finally, remember that New England has its own special season. Between the close of winter and the beginning of spring, “mud season” turns trails wet and sloppy or clogs them with pockets of hidden snow. Under these conditions, footsteps on steeper routes cause rapid erosion and severely degrade the trail. Instead of harming the environment during this mucky time of year, review this guidebook for suggested trails that can be enjoyed with clean boots and a clear conscience.





Bugs, Beasts, and Noxious Critters

Blackflies are the worst and most persistent. These tiny monsters draw blood if given the chance, but reports that swarms carry hikers away have yet to be verified. Emerging first in early May, blackflies continue to hatch through the middle of June at higher latitudes and elevations. The best protection is any good product containing DEET, but you’ll often catch a whiff of hikers experimenting with their own solutions. Strong winds and lack of cover help drive these critters away as well as the
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mosquitoes that arrive a few weeks later. In any event, the worst of both plagues generally ends by mid-July.


Deer ticks carry Lyme disease with its flulike symptoms of fever, chills, fatigue, body aches, distinctive bull’s-eye rash, and long-term severe complications if left untreated. The illness is rare in Vermont, with fewer than a handful of indigenous cases confirmed each year. To take precautions, cover legs with long pants and spray with a repellent containing DEET, especially when hiking in grassy, wooded, or brushy areas outside the high peaks. The pinhead-size tick must remain on your body for many hours to transmit the disease. Do an inspection after your hike, and carefully remove ticks with tweezers as soon as you can.


Giardia lamblia is an intestinal parasite that could be lurking in any surface water. Do not drink from streams, lakes, or rivers without first taking appropriate precautions. Purify drinking water by treatment, adequate filtration, or boiling for five minutes to avoid delayed onset of severe cramps and diarrhea that require medical attention.


For most hikers, spotting a black bear or moose is the highlight of a special day. Neither animal is normally aggressive, and moose in particular seem indifferent to human spying. Still, there are times when either of these critters could place you in a real dilemma. A nearsighted bull moose becomes disagreeable when he’s cruising for a mate, and he may not always comprehend that you’re not his natural rival. A mother moose with calf is equally jumpy. Black bears are dangerous if they sense you threaten their young, and some become belligerent if they’re accustomed to dining on camp food. A few simple rules keep both people and animals safe: Don’t antagonize wildlife, and keep a respectful distance. If you’re camping overnight, always hang your food pack, and give a call to the nearest USDA Forest Service office to avoid campsites where bears have been a problem.


Regrettably, even small woodland critters have recently become dangerous to humans. Hundreds of cases of animal rabies have been reported throughout Vermont over the past decade. Raccoons, foxes, skunks, and other small mammals carry the disease. Don’t touch or pet wild animals, and avoid creatures that act strangely or are unusually aggressive. Bites that break the skin bring danger of exposure to the disease, as do contaminated cuts, open wounds, or mucous membranes contaminated by the saliva or neural tissue of an infected animal. If you’ve been exposed in such a way, to an animal that may be rabid, you will require vaccination. If left untreated until symptoms develop, rabies is always fatal.





Wilderness Areas, Primitive Camping, and State Regulations

More than 350,000 acres of national forest blanket the mountains of central and southern Vermont, a verdant natural treasure. Stretching 120 miles north from the Massachusetts border astride a chain of alpine peaks, the Green Mountain National Forest encompasses six wilderness areas, more than 500 miles of hiking trails, and countless backcountry pleasures. Divided near Rutland into northern and southern halves, this vast federal preserve boasts such a patchwork quilt of outdoor options that newcomers can easily be confused about their choices.


In this neck of the woods, the term “primitive camping” is used to describe overnight stays outside established campgrounds. Simple huts and three-sided shelters distributed near the Long Trail, secluded campsites accessed by trails or forest roads, and your own perfect spot in a pristine wilderness all fit this definition. Vermont’s abundance of overnight options is a boon to backcountry hikers, but backpackers need to understand the details of local regulations.


Fire permits are not required if you’re camping on federal land, but some of the property within the bounds of the national forest is private, not federally owned. Since you’re legally required to have the owner’s permission to camp on private property, backpackers striking out on their own need to pay very close attention to maps and boundary markers, and know exactly where they stand. Restrictions on camping near various geographic features also differ throughout the national forest, but you’ll satisfy the most stringent regulations and observe good camping practices if you always locate your campsite and tend to sanitation at least 200 feet from trails, roads, and water sources. Other logical limitations should be self-imposed by hikers with a conscience. To minimize the impact of heavy use even on federal land, camping is discouraged within the Long Trail corridor except at established shelters. Many hikers also consider open fires needlessly destructive to the forest, and virtually everyone regards camping on fragile mountaintops as downright antisocial. Carry a backpacker’s stove, build a fire only if a ring is provided, and be thoughtful of the environment when selecting an overnight site.


The six wilderness areas that pepper Green Mountain National Forest are also governed by the Wilderness Act, which precludes motorized or mechanical equipment within nearly 60,000 acres. Independent types will relish these rugged tracts where hiking trails are limited and mountain bikers need not apply. Whatever your plans, it’s good policy to touch base with the local USDA Forest Service ranger district office before venturing into the national forest. (See appendix A for a list of USDA Forest Service offices.)


State regulation is equally complex, and in some cases more restrictive. Superb backpacking is readily available in many of Vermont’s public parks and forests, but regulations are more detailed than in the federal jurisdictions. “Zero impact” camping methods; specific clearances from water, roads, trails, and structures; prohibitions against camping above 2,500 feet; limits to group size and composition; and number of consecutive camping nights are a few of the comprehensive provisions written into law. Also be aware that outings in state parks subject hikers to day-use fees if the park is open. For a list of the many public lands where primitive camping is allowed, complete regulations, seasonal park services, and applicable fees, contact one of the offices of the Vermont Department of Forests, Parks and Recreation listed in appendix B.






Respecting the Land


Good news! Most hikers finally understand that a spirit of backcountry freedom doesn’t leave room for selfish behavior. Responsible hikers know that you don’t toss candy wrappers on the trail, drop food scraps in the woods, leave cigarette butts at campsites, cut trees for firewood, trench your tent, wash in streams, or otherwise act like boors. The basics have been learned. Now it’s time to move along. As the twenty-first century begins, respecting the land has come to mean more than simply not trashing the place.


In an age of spiraling populations, regulatory reform, cost/benefit analysis, and focus on the bottom line, anyone who finds renewal on a woodland trail needs to get involved in the conservation effort. Join your local hiking club, conservation organization, or interest group of choice. Support efforts to maintain forests and mountains in more than isolated preserves, to ensure that the natural gifts we’ve inherited continue to survive. As you hike from day to day, leave the trail in better condition than when you arrived. Carry out everything you carry in, and pick up after any hikers who forget this obligation. Finally, while enjoying the blessings of this irreplaceable land, remember that thoughtless footsteps often cause enduring damage.


Vermont’s windswept summits comprise arctic worlds of delicate vegetation typical of regions hundreds of miles north. At lower elevations, unremarkable to the untrained eye, marshes and bogs blossom with descendants of plants left by retreating glaciers 10,000 years ago. Obeying the credo of “Pack it in—pack it out” isn’t enough to save such fragile environments in an age of heavy traffic. Consider the impact of your visit, and please stay on the trail. In most areas you’ll prevent erosion. In a few special places, you’ll save rare varieties of plants that grow slowly in harsh environments and rapidly succumb to the tread of boot-clad feet. Walk softly in these magical realms, where even the imprint of a foot should not be left behind.
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