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    CAHABA RIVER NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE, ALABAMA, CAHABA RIVER LOOP

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, splashing, birding, paddling


    LENGTH OF HIKES: 1.4 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Both


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: 346 feet


    PARKING FEE/PASS: No


    TOILETS: No


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: No


    DOGS ALLOWED: No


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: No


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: No


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: The current can be swift after it rains. Always recommend children wear life jackets or flotation devices.


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Personal Flotation Devices

  


  One of the newest Wildlife Refuges in the country, this site was established in 2002 and is home to the Cahaba shiner, a ray fin fish that’s on the endangered species list. But even more spectacular and obvious to the passing hiker are the Cahaba lilies, rare, delicate, spindly looking flowers that grow in only a few areas in the southeast US. The reason for this is that the lilies require a special habitat of swift-flowing water over rocks and lots of sun, and the 200-mile Cahaba River offers this.


  The park offers many easy trails for new walkers with limited elevation gain on three easy all-access trails: the Cahaba River Loop, Cahaba Lily Trail, and Tannehill Ironworks Trail. Up your mileage a little bit, and hike through mountain longleaf and loblolly pines filled with woodpeckers, orchard orioles and Kentucky warblers skipping from limb to limb, and you can cover between 2 to 3 miles on the Piper Trail Interpretive Loop or venture farther out to Falling Rock Falls. The falls can be slippery, so beware if you are carrying a little one. Also note that there are sections of the trail that may be better suited for older kids, so you might have to carry a toddler through some of it.


  Finished hiking? Swim, kayak, float, canoe, or play on the edges of Alabama’s longest free-flowing stream. This wild wetland is best known for having 131 fish species and 13 plant and animal species that are found nowhere else in the world. Love birds? This is a great place to spot belted kingfishers, great blue herons and the occasional osprey or bald eagle.


  Keep in mind that traveling through the park is slow going. Expect delays as you travel down a narrow gravel road, with pedestrians and ongoing car traffic. Pullouts can be found up and down the road, allowing you to dip into different trails within the refuge.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “The Cahaba lilies are only found in a few places in the country, and this is one of them. They are absolutely breathtaking to witness and one of the reasons we keep coming back to this park over and over.” —KATHRYN JONES
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  INSIDER’S TIP


  Visit between Mother’s Day and Father’s Day every year for the best viewing. The weekend to avoid is the last Saturday in May due to a large festival honoring the lilies that grow in the area.
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    LOUISE KREHER PRESERVE AND NATURE CENTER, ALABAMA, POND WAY

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, birding, interpretive trails, playground, nature center


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 1.5 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Loop


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Mostly level terrain, with one stream crossing with stepping stones


    ELEVATION GAIN: No


    PARKING FEE/PASS: No


    TOILETS: Yes; handicap-accessible


    CHANGING TABLE: Yes


    NURSING BENCHES: Yes


    DOGS ALLOWED: No


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: Yes


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: Yes


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Snakes and ticks


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Bug repellent and sun protection

  


  Nestled in a corner of Auburn, AL, a southern college town where football and barbecue reign supreme, lies the Kreher Preserve and Nature Center—120 acres of old-growth hardwood forest. Owned by Auburn University, the preserve acts as an outreach program of the School of Forestry and Wildlife Sciences, providing a source of outdoor recreation and education to the thousands of visitors that walk its trails every year. Park employees host field trips and day camps for children of all ages. There are informative and interactive workshops year-round, like guided hikes and lectures with scientists. Signs and kiosks are scattered around the park, educating both children and adults alike about the native flora and fauna in the area.


  The wide, groomed trails are easy for all ages to navigate, especially new walkers and toddlers. The park has all sorts of whimsical and interesting features for kids to explore, like a section filled with fairy houses and faces painted onto trees. An old homestead and vegetable garden provide great spots to teach children about gardening, and a nearby butterfly garden attracts all kinds of winged visitors. There’s a pond with tiny docks for turtles to climb onto and separate enclosed habitats nearby for both turtles and baby alligators. The woods are filled with wildflowers, azaleas, a hidden waterfall, and plenty of shady places to relax.
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  The park is open year-round, from sunrise to sunset. It’s a great place to visit at any time of year, but it’s particularly beautiful in the spring, when the leaves start to fill up the canopies and wildflowers are in bloom. Depending on the season, you’ll see frogs, turtles, alligators, birds, butterflies, and deer. There’s another parking lot just around the corner on Farmville Road that gives you faster access to the old homestead, vegetable garden, and butterfly garden.


  To hit all the best features of the preserve, take a 1.5-mile loop through the interior of the park. Starting at the pavilion, take Pond Way through the woods and across a field of wildflowers until you reach the pond. Turn left to take Barn Trace up to the old homestead and vegetable garden, and then turn right on Homestead Trail to wander through the butterfly garden. Turn right at the parking lot and follow Pond Way around the right side of the pond, and then turn left at Hidden Falls Trail to follow the stream to beautiful views of these gentle falls. Stepping stones will take you across the stream, and then take a right onto either Songbird Loop or the next wide, handicap-accessible trail to head back toward the pavilion, passing the turtle and alligator enclosures along the way.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “I take my 1-year-old son to the preserve several times a week. The nature playground is a great place to let him explore and play in the dirt, with several park swings and benches where parents can watch and relax.” —KRISTIN HINNANT


  INSIDER’S TIP


  The best feature of all is the incredible nature playground, a shaded area filled with natural materials to climb on and endless opportunities for kids to get dirty. The playground includes a treehouse, “eagle’s nest,” slides, logs, tunnels, boulders, balance beams, jungle gyms, a sand pit, and more. There are picnic tables for enjoying an al fresco lunch and a handicap accessible bathroom nearby. There are also benches located around the park for relaxing, enjoying a snack, or nursing.
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    CHUGACH STATE PARK, ALASKA, TURNAGAIN ARM TRAILHEAD

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, birding, wildflowers, wildlife


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 3.8 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Out and back


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Moderate, rocky


    ELEVATION GAIN: 250 feet


    PARKING FEE/PASS: No


    TOILETS: No


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: No


    DOGS ALLOWED: Yes


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: Yes


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: No


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Devil’s club spring, moose and bear


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Hiking poles are nice for some but not needed

  


  Winters are long in Alaska, so finding trails that are easy and clear up early in the spring can help give you something to look forward to during the long, dark days of winter. This trail is actually hikable in the winter with microspikes and a headlamp during dark months.


  Head south on the trail and wind about a mile uphill through a lovely birch forest, then either continue hiking along the Turnagain Arm Trail toward McHugh Creek or scramble up scree to climb Rainbow Peak (not recommended with toddlers).


  Rainbow Trail runs along the railroad and highway and was a support route built in 1910. There are beautiful coastal vegetation and tons of wildflowers in the spring. The trail has flat stretches, but expect a little climbing to get your heart rate up, then slow it down when you cross bridges. Be sure to stop at the creek for toddler fun in the summer. Bridges are great motivators for little ones. You can remind them at the beginning that you are going to look for the “troll under the bridge,” and then have them hide at the bridge and be the troll. There’s a beautiful overlook for pictures and views of the Kenai Mountains all around you.


  What Hike it Baby Ambassador Kathy Rumsey likes about this one is that it’s a short hike and easy to get to from town. Also, it’s just off the highway and less likely to be crowded than the fee lots at McHugh and Potter.


  While our suggestion is Rainbow Trailhead, there are multiple adventures off of this one if you want to go farther, including Potter, McHugh, and Windy Corner. The trails leading off the main trail will give you access to McHugh Lake, Table Rock, and several rock-climbing areas as well.


  Keep in mind that this is an area where moose are calving and bears are spotted frequently, so carry bear spray and know what to do when crossing paths with wildlife in the area. If you do make it to Windy Corner, look for Dall sheep in the rocks above.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “The Turnagain Trail is great because it has a good uphill climb to get from the trailhead to the main trail, but then a good variety of ups and downs. It’s a great hike in the winter when the bears are hibernating and it’s easier to see the moose. It’s a fun place to try out snowshoeing, too, if there is a fresh snowfall; but the trail quickly gets packed down from many people using the trail. In the fall, winter, and spring, depending on the conditions, you might need micro spikes.” —HEATHER HELZER


  INSIDER’S TIP


  Bears are a pretty common experience in Alaska on many trails. It’s important to carry bear spray when on trail and to know how to use it. You can often rent bear spray if visiting or purchase at stores like Cabela’s or REI in Anchorage. Most Alaskans own bear spray, so if you are visiting friends, ask to borrow it. You can’t travel with it on the plane, so don’t purchase prior to your trip.
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    CHUGACH NATIONAL FOREST, ALASKA, SPENCER GLACIER

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, birding, wildflowers, picnicking, horseback riding


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 2.6 or 6.2 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Out and back


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: No


    PARKING FEE/PASS: No


    TOILETS: Yes


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: Yes


    DOGS ALLOWED: No


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: No


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: No


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Cold water


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Sun hats in the summer

  


  Want an epic but relatively easy, first adventure for both little ones and toddlers? What makes this hike especially engaging in spite of no elevation gain is the wildlife sightings from the train ride you take to get to the trailhead. The hike starts with catching a lift on the Glacier Discovery Train from either Anchorage or drive to Portage (58 miles from Anchorage). The train slowly rumbles past fields where moose and bear can occasionally be spotted ambling through the tall grass. Overhead, eagles swoop in search of mice scampering through the long grass, and if you come in the spring, purple lupines blanket the landscape.


  Get dropped off at the trailhead and a US Forest Service park ranger will greet the family with maps and an offer for an interpretive hike. No need to follow the crowds because the trail is a flat, well-marked walk or stroller ride for 1.3 miles around Spencer Lake. Enjoy the picture-perfect Alaskan view with cold, blue icebergs spilling into the bay from Spencer Glacier. It doesn’t get more Alaskan than this—unless you bush plane into a hike.


  Looking for something more challenging? Hike beyond the lake for 2.3 more miles up Spencer Glacier, and make the whole out and back adventure 6.2 miles. If you want to make the train back, however, walk fast or see if you can catch another train in a few hours. Don’t be surprised if you see people from your train who looked like backpackers pulling out dry suits and blowing up pack rafts on the shore of the lake and heading out for an adventure. These 5-pound inflatable kayak-like boats were founded in Alaska and popularized with YouTube videos in the last few years by backcountry adventurers like Roman Dial; Dick Griffith; and the Alpacka Raft inventor, Sheri Tingey.


  Toddlers will love how easy it is to run along this trail and around the lake, and parents can rest assured that should their little one tire, the shoulder ride out isn’t far. Trains run every few hours to take you back to Portage. But if you are feeling like making it an overnight, grab one of the primitive campsites in the area and train back the next day.


  A second option if you are interested in making a full day of this adventure after the train ride back is to drive less than a mile down the road and spend the afternoon in the Alaskan Wildlife Conservation Center. Here, kids will get a close-up view of bison grazing on grass and grizzly bears snacking on salmon; you can even get up close and personal with a porcupine.


  A last option is to stay overnight and rent the brand-new, small, rustic Spencer Bench Cabin in the area, but this is hard to come by so make sure you rent it early! The cabin sleeps six and has bunks, a cooking area, and an outhouse. No water or power. Between May 27 and September 18, you will want to rent this cabin through the Alaska Railroad. The rest of the year, go on to www.recreation.gov.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “We went with a few families to Spencer Glacier last year—five kids ages 3 and under and a baby on the way! The kids were so excited about the train ride from the second we choo-chooed into the station until we were dropped off at the whistle stop. Once off the train, we spent time floating between icebergs on the lake before hiking up to the cabin. In August, the mountains are full of wild blueberries. It’s the most fun time to hike with my babies because I love the joy in their faces every time they spot a good berry. We spent the night in the cabin and were witnesses to one of the most amazing Alaskan sunsets. The next morning, we hiked down to the whistle stop.” —GEORGIA KUBIK
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  INSIDER’S TIP


  Remember that Alaska in the spring and summer means long days. In June, nighttime comes well after midnight, and the sun only sets for maybe 2 to 3 hours. It’s not uncommon to see families on trail with babies at 9 p.m. in the summer; so if you find yourself in Alaska, adopt the local way and soak up every second of daylight that you can to get the most out of your time there.
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    TONTO NATIONAL FOREST, ARIZONA, BOYCE THOMPSON ARBORETUM

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Birding, hiking


    LENGTH OF HIKE: Main trail is 1.5 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Loop


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: No


    PARKING FEE/PASS: Adults $12.50 /children 5–12 $5


    TOILETS: Yes


    CHANGING TABLE: Yes


    NURSING BENCHES: Yes


    DOGS ALLOWED: Yes


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: Yes


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: Yes


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Rattlesnakes in the summer


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Water, hat, sunglasses

  


  Recognized as one of the most beautiful arboretums in the country, Boyce Thompson, located in the shadow of Picketpost Mountain, is a new parent and toddler delight with 2 miles of trails that are mainly flat and gentle. Beautiful views line the 1.5-mile main trail, and numerous varieties of butterflies flit about, which makes this a delightful spot for the ever-awestruck toddler. With a number of resting points, it’s easy for nursing moms or new little hikers to slowly make their way through the park. The entire park is family friendly for everyone from baby to grandma.


  Look for the Children’s Garden with fountains and easy-to-follow interpretive signs that cater to younger kids. The gardens loop around from trail to trail, so you can make it a short hike or connect the various parts of the trail and get in some distance. Regulars at the arboretum suggest planning on a minimum of 2 hours to walk the trails. Take a picnic, and your family can make a day of it.


  Flowers are plentiful, cacti and succulents dot the landscape, and water can be found throughout the park at various times of year. Surprisingly, visitors report that this park is doable even in the hot summer sun, thanks to resting spots and shade. Venture into the central mission, where older kids and adults can enjoy an exhibit about the area. Or meander down the trails and capture snapshots of the hundreds of plants and desert birds.


  Spring and early summer are when the sandy landscape especially comes alive with wildflowers. Look for the state flower, the saguaro, in May and June. Poppies, red flax, and verbena are just a few of the blooms you’ll find over the 100 acres of native vegetation. Beyond that, there are 200 acres of exhibits with desert plants from around the globe.


  The numerous varieties of flowers also bring in birds and other small animals like squirrels, javelinas, raccoons, foxes, and the occasional mule deer. Look in the flowers or up in the trees for black-tailed sparrows, curve-billed thrashers, verdins, northern mockingbirds, black phoebes, Cooper’s hawks, Gambel’s quail, broad-billed hummingbirds, Abert’s towhees, song sparrows, and great-tailed grackles.


  [image: image]


  Being that this is desert and a fairly remote location (it’s about an hour outside of Phoenix), keep in mind that rattlesnakes, tarantulas, and scorpions are also a part of the landscape. They usually scatter at the sound of people, but be watchful of kids around rock piles, where critters and slithering friends can hide. If you see a rattlesnake, simply take a step back and let it pass.


  But more dangerous than the animals of the desert is dehydration. Bring lots of water when you hike, because even though this is a developed reserve, it’s still a desert! Another thing to note is that dogs are welcome on leash, and the park provides filled water bowls throughout the trails to help remind people to stop and water their four-legged friends as well.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “Boyce Thompson is a wonderful place to hike in the desert and get away from the urban centers in Arizona. The trails are all stroller-accessible and perfect for a new mom carrying a young baby, yet interesting enough and diverse enough for bigger kids (up to grade-schoolers). There is something for kids of all ages.” —JILL CRAVEN


  INSIDER’S TIP


  If you are up for an additional challenge and are a more experienced hiker, after touring the arboretum, you can travel 0.5 mile west down the road and hike Picketpost Mountain. It’s steep, not toddler friendly, and there’s a 2,000-foot elevation gain, so it will take about 2 to 3 hours one way. We advise this one only if you are comfortable carrying your baby.
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    COCONINO NATIONAL FOREST, ARIZONA, WEST FORK OF OAK CREEK CANYON

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, photography, birding, splashing


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 5.2 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Out and back


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: 500 feet


    PARKING FEE/PASS: $10/day parking fee


    TOILETS: Yes


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: Yes


    DOGS ALLOWED: Yes


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: Spotty


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: No


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: There are 13 stream crossings


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Bring water shoes and a change of clothes if you get wet splashing in the streams.

  


  When Hike it Baby ambassador Jill Craven tells friends about her pick for a first hike postpartum, she suggests the West Fork of Oak Creek Canyon. “I grew up hiking this trail, and then after college, I returned with my best friend and her 1-year-old. It was her first hike postpartum, and they were just testing out their carrier. On that hike I was also with my 5-year-old niece, who ran along the trail and also played in the shallow parts of the creek. And just recently in 2017, I took my infant with friends and their infant in our carriers. It is a hike that both parents and kids (of all ages) can enjoy.”


  Located just 10 miles from Sedona, this hike is a good day adventure with some manageable elevation gain and lots of shade. The high slot canyon walls of orange Coconino sandstone and the numerous creek crossings less than a mile from the start of the trail help keep the hike cool. Depending on the age of kids you have, it’s a perfect out and back hike just to get to the first creek crossing if you have a new walker. Go the distance and you are looking at 12 miles out and back, but you can go as far as the toddler will allow and still feel the beauty of the hike, turning around when your family feels ready.


  Most of the terrain is pretty flat, but the creek crossings will need some navigation with small children. Older siblings will be fine as the crossings aren’t deep, but be aware that the rocks can be slippery when wet. There are definitely parts of the trail where you have to hike down rock surfaces, but even these can be negotiated while wearing a baby.


  The biggest perk for kids is playing in the water as you are hiking across the creek. There are several good water holes along the trail, and, depending on the age level of the children, you can hike long or short to get to a good water hole. The wildlife is fairly standard on this hike. Expect to see butterflies, birds, squirrels, lizards, and snakes. The crowds most likely have scared away any other wildlife that may have traditionally been found on this trail. There are ruins from an early 20th-century settlement that have long since been abandoned, but a fireplace and some floor stones are still visible as you hike through.


  Locals suggest visiting this spot in the summer and arriving early in the day because of the many stream crossings and crowds. The water crossings are surprisingly cold and not as pleasant in the dead middle of winter, even in Arizona. This hike has become increasingly popular as it’s now a regular feature on “best hike”-type articles in local magazines and newspapers.


  While there are not a lot of hazards on this hike, be aware that at certain times of year, there are high levels of ticks hatching. Also there are a few cliffy areas that are unmarked, and the area can be very crowded in peak season. Look out for mountain bikes and dogs!


  If you want to beat the crowds, consider doing this one as an overnighter. There are a number of overhangs that offer shelter for camping. The farther out you go, the less people you will see. There are also side canyons you can duck into to get away from the masses.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “West Fork of Oak Creek Canyon in Sedona is a peaceful and cool escape from Phoenix. I grew up taking this hike as a teenager with my parents, siblings, and family dog, Molly. It is a hike that has something for all ages. It is beautiful all year-round and is a must-see in each season. The fall color is tremendous, the winter snow is peaceful and beautiful, and in the spring and summertime, the water in Oak Creek provides the fun addition of splashing and swimming to the hike. Often, I feel like I’m walking through the Arizona Highways magazine. As a parent, I have enjoyed taking my daughter in her carrier, and I look forward to when she can hike it herself.” —JILL CRAVEN


  INSIDER’S TIP


  Go early. This hike has become increasingly popular over the last 20 years. If the parking lot is full, you can park on the highway for free, just outside of the parking lot.
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    LAKE CATHERINE STATE PARK, ARKANSAS, FALLS BRANCH TRAIL

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, splashing


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 2 Miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Loop


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: No


    PARKING FEE/PASS: No


    TOILETS: Yes


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: No


    DOGS ALLOWED: Yes


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: Yes


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: No


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Ticks and mosquitoes during their seasons


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Extra diapers, shoes, and clothing for after playing in the creek and waterfalls

  


  Nestled in the Ouachita Mountains on the 1,940-acre Lake Catherine, you’ll find a favorite Hike it Baby trail called Falls Branch Trail. While rivers and lakes are popular destinations for fishing, floating, and tubing, few have hiking trails and can achieve the trifecta of water access, varied hiking terrain (moderate climbs, rocks, and bridge crossings), and a loop that can be managed even with toddlers in tow like this one can. During the rainy season when water is flowing over the falls, they are an awesome sight to see and even more fun for the kids to play under. It’s best to visit when there has been lots of rain—usually late spring is good—so there will be water flowing over the double falls and the creek water will be running and clear, which helps reassure that it is safe for kids to splash and swim in.


  However, this is not a year-round falls, so expect it to be dry in the fall. But this is still an easy destination with the trail being under 2 miles to navigate and a good hike year-round for families.


  While most of the trail and park is relatively friendly for young children, there are a few elevation changes along the trail that include steps, rocks, or drop-offs to the creek. If you want to add a bit more hiking in the day, continue to Slunger Creek Trail. This is a paved path, so it’s good for strollers if you want to get a little more outside time and nap your baby or toddler in a stroller. There are also good benches to stop and nurse on this little trail, and it is an excellent alternative trail if you have a child or adult with a walker or wheelchair.


  “Fall Creek Falls trail is just about the right length for most,” says local ambassador Stefie Gold, “and the falls make a great reward not too far from the end.” Start off the hike winding through the pine forest of the park and cross Little Canyon Creek several times. Then arrive at the falls. After a break at the falls, pause to take in the view of the lake and travel across the cool swinging foot bridge that will keep toddlers from complaining about being tired or wet.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “Even though Arkansas is landlocked, we locals love water. What’s great about this trail is it’s only a short 1 hour and 15 minutes from the center of Little Rock. In summer months, Arkansas heat and humidity can be a challenge all across the state, but there is no reward for hiking greater than a dip in the cool water just below the falls.” —STEFIE GOLD


  INSIDER’S TIP


  Pack a picnic, and either before or after your hike, plan to take a break at the picnic area that is conveniently located near the car and the trailhead. This is also the state park campground, which has hookup sites, a group primitive tent area, and yurts and is close to Lake Catherine. There is also a full ADA-compliant cabin right on the waterfront for families needing wheelchair accommodation. This hike is close enough to Hot Springs, AR, and Little Rock, AR, to make an easy day hike, but it can easily be combined with camping at the campground for more of a weekend adventure.


  
    
      HIKE IT BABY MEMBERS
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    FOSTERING A LOVE OF NATURE


    PATTY FLANAGAN-LINDERMAN


    For Patty and her husband, Chris, hiking has been one of their greatest passions together over the last 27 years as a couple. It was no surprise when they became foster parents in 2014 that they would introduce their new daughter-to-be to the woods and the joys of hiking. What came as a surprise to them, though, was how healing and grounding it was for both themselves and their new little one.


    MiyMiy was placed with them first as a foster child when she was just 3 months old. Although she was too young to understand what hiking was all about, they noticed right away how much she loved being wrapped tightly to their chests as they wandered through the woods. Patty said she noticed how her little body relaxed more than usual, and she would stare around in wonder at the sunlight streaming through the leaves and laugh as raindrops landed on her face. Eventually, they moved her on to the frame carrier and were happy that she would nap easily in the pack, which provided the family many hours of enjoyment as they hit the trails regularly.


    Now at 3 1/2 years old, MiyMiy has gone through three pairs of hiking boots and can pretty much outrun them on any trail she encounters. Patty and Chris have also noticed how hiking with a child has changed how they engage with nature. They had been longtime mountain climbers, and most hikes were for training with the goal being to reach the summit. Now, with a little one in tow, they have slowed down their pace and are noticing more and stopping to examine things they used to rush by to get to the top of a mountain. “I could never have imagined taking the time to watch a slug progress across a trail or play ‘follow the leader‘ with a butterfly before having a child to follow on trail! We are fortunate to live within a couple miles of a state park where there are many trails, and we certainly get out more often even though the distance we travel has shortened.”


    Camping has also become a regular family activity, and they are working their way up to backpacking. One of their short-term goals is to hike the Wonderland Trail in Washington (an 80-mile trail around Mount Rainier) once MiyMiy is able to go the distance without needing to be carried. Patty says that so far she seems as comfortable in a tent as she is at home, and when she knows they are going camping, she’s the first to jump in the car and patiently wait for the adventure to begin.


    “She has not only found her ‘forever‘ home with us,” says Patty, “but we love that we’ve helped her discover where to go and what to do whenever she is feeling less than whole in her life.”


    FAVORITE TRAIL: DASH POINT STATE PARK, WA


    This is an easy, meandering trail system in Federal Way, WA, that offers lovely lush Northwest forested trails and ends up down at the beach on the Puget Sound. “We recently moved and are now within walking distance to the Dash Point State Park trail system,” says Patty. “This is definitely our daughter’s favorite, as it is where we go on a regular basis. We also love to go out to Long Beach and camp and hike around Cape Disappointment State Park.”

  


  LOVE, SWEAT, AND TEARS


  ANNIKA MANG


  WAS THIS REALLY A GOOD IDEA? I wasn’t so sure anymore. I was stuck 90 minutes from home and a mile up a steep trail with a whiney 3-year-old and a 25-pound 2-year-old who just wanted to jump in and out of the hiking carrier every 15 minutes. But let me start at the beginning.


  My husband was away camping with a friend and so, of course, I needed to find something really fun to do with the kids. With this in mind, I had resolved to take the girls by myself on the Ptarmigan Cirque Hike in Kananaskis Country—a beautiful 3-mile hike with 700 feet of elevation gain. I knew that my 3-year-old could hike it herself, as she had tackled harder hikes the past summer but taking both kids by myself to conquer this trail was proving to be mentally exhausting. It didn’t take long before I began to question if this truly was “fun.”


  I thought about turning around pretty early on, but my stubbornness prevailed, and we kept going in hopes that our overall moods would change. We slowly made our way up the trail as I told stories about volcanos and bribed the girls with blueberries. We hiked this trail last year as a family, so I knew that the forested trail would soon open up to a beautiful hollow filled with alpine flowers and expansive views. I asked some hikers coming down the trail about how far it was to get to the Cirque, and I did not receive the answer I was hoping for. We still had quite some ways to go up the trail. Feeling a little, but not entirely, defeated we continued to trudge, the girls’ tired little legs struggling to navigate over the big roots and rocks.


  Next we met some hiking angels. They told us we only had to go up a little farther around the bend and then, voilà, we would be above the tree line! When hiking with littles, there is nothing better than news that you are farther up the trail than you thought you were.


  My littles walked as if there were lead in their shoes, but I, on the other hand, found a new burst of energy. We were close to our destination! I pulled out more blueberries and ran ahead of them on the trail, urging them to move their little feet. It took quite a bit of coaxing, but we finally made it—we had reached the Cirque!


  The girls were jumping with excitement since they knew that this was where we would have our treat. I brought out the apple sauce and cookies to munch on while we happily soaked in the views and watched the ground squirrels run around us. The challenge to get up to this spot was well worth the effort.


  My oldest turned to me and said, “Mom, this is the best day ever. I am having so much fun.” Talk about living in the moment. Then as she took a bite of her cookie, she added, “And you know what the best treat is? It is being together as a family.” My heart immediately melted, and I knew my decision to take on this trail, was the right one.


  We stayed for quite a while and played volcanoes while searching for special rocks. The kids were sad when it was time to leave. Nature really is the best playground. Once we were packed up and ready for our descent, I tried to put my 2-year-old in the carrier for a nap. After a couple of aggressive bum drops in the carrier and blood-curdling screams, I knew that I would have to wait until we reached the car for naptime.


  I was so happy that I decided not to fight her opposition to sitting in the carrier (although I’m sure her screams would be a good wildlife deterrent!). The two girls held hands as they skipped their way down the mountain. Their spirits were high as they relished in the experience of being together and accomplishing something difficult.


  The way down was slow but manageable. They drew in the dirt, slid on their bums, and jumped off pretty much any rock they could find. But they were happy, and we were having such a great time that it felt like we reached the car in no time at all.


  In the end, I can say without hesitation that I am so happy we did this hike together. The quality time and our ability to work out the challenges brought us together in the kind of bonding experience that is hard to find anywhere but in the outdoors. Needless to say, I am SO looking forward to our next adventure.


  Annika Mang is the founder and writer at BorntobeAdventurous.com and the mother of two adventurous toddlers.
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    10 THOUGHTS ON ADVENTUROUS PARENTING


    


    1. SURROUND YOURSELF WITH A LIKE-MINDED TRIBE. You are the company you keep—be intentional, and spend time with people who invite you to be your best, most epic self. Building community isn’t a passive process. Putting yourself out there requires courage and vulnerability, but it’s so worth it.


    2. RECOGNIZE THAT EPIC IS SUBJECTIVE. Challenge and adventure look different for each of us. Take it at your own pace and in your own style; encourage your family to do the same.


    3. THE STRUGGLE IS REAL...AND IT’S PART OF THE PROCESS. Embrace challenge as one of the greatest teachers of all. What makes an epic hike epic is working hard, pushing past perceived boundaries, adjusting when things don’t go according to plan, and reaching heights you never thought possible—often it’s uncomfortable. You’ll model important values for your kids, such as patience, perseverance, and passion, as a result.


    4. INVEST IN YOURSELF. Enroll in a climbing class; get first-aid training; take a wilderness course. As you begin to feel more confident in your skills, you’ll become more comfortable bringing your family along. Plus, you’ll demonstrate that learning is a lifelong priority.
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    5. FIND INSPIRATION. Instagram, Pinterest, blogs, magazines, and books are all great resources to keep you stoked.


    6. SET SPECIFIC AND MEASURABLE GOALS. By setting goals, you’ll have a clear concept for where you’d like to see yourself in the future. Try setting goals as a family, and then keep one another accountable.


    7. FAILURE IS PART OF THE PROCESS. Don’t be discouraged by failure. It’s important to dream big. Reflect on shortcomings, and use them as an opportunity to grow.


    8. STAY PRESENT. Make it a point to put the camera away from time to time and focus on being fully present and engaged in the activity at hand.


    9. REMEMBER THAT WE WERE ALL NEWBIES AT ONE POINT. Everyone started as a beginner. Be patient with yourself and make sure your family does the same. Laughter and light-heartedness are often the best antidotes when you’re feeling awkward and newb-esque.


    10. BECOME AN ADVENTUROUS PERSON. As you foster independence and passion in your children, be sure to develop those same values within yourself. It’s healthy and exciting to prioritize personal adventure.


    Justine Nobbe is a mom of one and the cofounder of Adventure Mamas Initiative (AMI) along with her best friend, Stephanie Feller. AMI is a nonprofit organization that uses adventure to support women’s maternal health. They have grassroots-led groups all across North America. Join them at adventuremamas.org.

  


  
    
      HIKE IT BABY AMBASSADOR
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    THE ROMANIAC


    ANKA TRIFAN


    If you’re struggling with a fussy child who never seems to sleep, you’re not alone. When Anka Trifan’s first son was born, she and her husband, Ezechel, found that hiking became their saving grace to keeping the calm in their household. “Our child had almost two personalities,” she says. “Indoors he was very demanding, and then we would go outside and he was an angel. I felt like we lived outside more than we lived inside the first year or two of his life. That’s how we got so into hiking.”


    Anka wasn’t a stranger to hiking prebaby, as she tells stories of climbing huge hills in her town just to get home after school. Looking back, she says that was probably pretty good training for all of the hiking she’s gone on to do since Apollo was born, including an all-day 17-miler called Aneroid Mountain that involved assistance ropes to get up, which she and Ezechel did with Apollo when he was just 2 years old.


    “How did we not hike more when we didn’t have kids? Probably because we weren’t forced to,” Anka says. “What we quickly found was that Apollo would only nap when we were on the go outside hiking, and he only slept well at night if we spent time outside in the day.”


    Hiking became such a staple for Anka’s family that she even earned a nickname in the Hike it Baby community, “the Romaniac,” because during the quarterly Hike it Baby 30 Challenges, she would rack up tons of miles, and she and Ezechel would climb amazing peaks around Oregon and Washington that most families would only dream about.


    Anka says hiking has become so much a part of the Trifans’ lives that they have now made it an annual tradition to spend the whole day hiking on Mother’s Day. “It’s a better gift than anything my family could get me. We’re busy people and even more so now that we have a second child. When we’re outside, we have meaningful conversations and really connect with each other, and our kids are happy.”


    Life with a second child is proving to be both easier and harder than with one. The good thing is that she is a better sleeper and napper than her first. The bad news is that Anka says she is “sassier.”


    “She has no shame when it comes to screaming her head off or throwing herself on the floor when she wants something,” Anka says. “But she loves hiking and the outdoors just as much as our son does. We also have gone camping a lot more since she came around and from a much earlier age than with our first. I guess we finally got an idea of what the heck we’re doing.”


    The best and most unexpected payout Anka said she has found from getting on trails with her 4-year-old son from such a young age is that she can see the impact on him and how this translates to the bigger world. “Recently, we were on a random walk to the park when my son decided, all by himself, to pick up every piece of trash he was finding along the sidewalk and trail and not just that, when we got home, he wanted to separate it into trash and recyclables. That really melted my heart! Well done, son!”


    FAVORITE TRAIL: HURRICANE RIDGE, WA


    “You’re on the top of the Olympic Peninsula range, and you can see all the way to Canada. There are amazing wildflowers and deer everywhere just walking around with you like you’re in a Disney movie,” says Anka about the easy 3.2-mile trail that spans Hurricane Ridge just outside of Port Angeles. The first 0.25 mile of this trail is paved, making it wheelchair-accessible and walker- and toddler-friendly. “At 18 months, Apollo hiked a bunch of the switchbacks on that trail by himself, and we were like, ‘Look at him go!’”
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    EASTERN SIERRAS, CALIFORNIA, BARNEY LAKE TRAIL

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, horseback riding, splashing, birding, camping


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 8.8 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Out and back


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Moderate


    ELEVATION GAIN: 1,519 feet


    PARKING FEE/PASS: $10


    TOILETS: At Mono Village Resort


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: No


    DOGS ALLOWED: No


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: Horses allowed


    CELL RECEPTION: No


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: Available at Mono Village Resort


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Some narrow areas with dropoffs


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Sturdy hiking shoes, camping or backpacking gear, hiking poles, sun protection, bug spray, water filter system, bear canister if camping

  


  Escape the chaos of the big city and venture to Barney Lake, a well-trafficked but pristine hike that’s just challenging enough to get your heart rate moving and takes you deep into the Sierras. This is probably not the easiest toddler hike if you are planning on doing the whole hike, but for parents with new babies and those comfortable with carrying older kids, you will be rewarded with a high alpine lake and mountains jutting up out of the water high into the sky.


  What makes this location perfect for families with toddlers is you have a beautiful alpine village at 7,000 feet to explore and head up from there. Since we all have those days when we can’t get the toddler to hike forward, there’s a perfect fallback with Buck-eye Hot Springs, boating, fishing, a tent/RV campsite, and a resort. This hike is close enough to civilization to consider this one for a first backpacking adventure with a baby and toddler.


  The trail is fairly trafficked, and hikers start early here. Consider leaving before 8 a.m. and getting in some distance. The farther you go, the less busy the trails get. Camp out overnight and you can wake up to silence other than birds chirping at Barney Lake and the beautiful early morning al penglow. Overnight trips in this area (Barney Lake) with toddlers and infants are great because the crowd starts to leave early evening, so you get this area to explore by yourself. Splash in the water, wade, throw rocks. It also becomes very private for nursing mothers. And at night you get to hear all the animal noises, and stargazing is amazing without any city lights to disturb the darkness.
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  Hike it Baby mama Xenia Pyne reported that the highlight of her backpacking excursion was waking up to the view of Crown Point, a granite peak that towers over the lake. When you camp out, you can take day hikes from this point to Robinson Lake, Crown Lake, and Peeler Lake. These lakes are pristine, with the first one offering a deep turquoise color and a clear view of rocks on the bottom of the lake. The hikes up to these lakes are advanced, so be prepared to climb, but the incredible views are worth the grind. If elevation isn’t your thing, stick to circumnavigating Barney Lake and you will enjoy pine trees, wildflowers, and a grove of aspen trees. It’s easy to find shade to pitch your tent, so don’t worry about bringing a shade structure.


  Some of the hazards to consider in this area are ticks, bears, snakes, and fallen trees. There are some cliffy areas that are unmarked as well, so if your little one is a runner, consider bringing a harness.


  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “I love this location because there are many options for outdoor activities even if you are not planning on backpacking at Barney Lake. Buckeye Hot Spring is a great find nearby and worth checking out.” —XENIA PYNE


  INSIDER’S TIP


  If you want to avoid the crowds, plan on visiting late in the summer, especially when the school year has begun. Also, make sure to grab a pastry at Nugent High Sierra Bakery in Bridgeport to take out on trail for a tasty breakfast treat with camp coffee. If you overnight it, make sure to visit the ranger station, and check on permits.
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    HENRY COWELL REDWOODS STATE PARK, CALIFORNIA, REDWOOD GROVE LOOP TRAIL AND SAN LORENZO RIVER TRAIL

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, photography, birding


    LENGTH OF HIKES: 1.2 miles


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Lollipop (loop with an out and back stick)


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: 30 feet


    PARKING FEE/PASS: $10


    TOILETS: Yes


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: No


    DOGS ALLOWED: No


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: Horses are allowed on the portion of the trail at the end (after crossing the bridge)


    CELL RECEPTION: Spotty


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: Yes


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: There’s a river and railroad tracks run near the trail


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Swimsuits

  


  If you find yourself in Santa Cruz, don’t miss this state park just a mere 20 minutes away from downtown. While there are longer hikes, the redwood loop is easy at less than a mile and is something most anyone can walk with ease. The ground is also soft, so this is a great place to let your new little walker get her hiking legs on. You might hike it fast if you’re babywearing and on the move. But why rush it? We suggest taking an hour or two to stand in awe of the huge forest.


  The tallest tree in the park is around 1,500 years old, stands 277 feet tall, and is about 16 feet wide, which means it would take a few family members to wrap your arms all the way around this one! Keep your eye peeled for banana slugs and black-tailed deer. In quieter moments (if this ever happens with a toddler around) or early in the morning, you might spot coyotes and, if very lucky, the rare bobcat.


  The nearly flat and wide trail takes you through a wonderful grove of huge picture-perfect redwoods. These skyscraping redwoods inspired some of California’s earliest redwood preservation efforts. Don’t worry about bringing along a tripod to get that family picture among these greats. Extremely friendly volunteers are all around offering interesting insights and ready to snap your picture.
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  What makes this special is not only the opportunity to walk among the 40 acres of big trees, but also the fact that you can play in the river traveling through the park. This is a special treat especially on a hot summer day. Keep an eye out for steelhead trout in the river. And if you really want to get the story on the fish, stop at the visitor center and check out the freshwater aquarium with an exhibit called “A Fish Tale” showing the life cycle of eggs from fry (young steelhead) to release.


  While toddlers will love the giant trees, the train that goes chugging by is sure to get a big smile and some Thomas the Train enthusiasm. As you hike, you can hear the train approach and then in some spots pass overhead. Wave to the train riders and then ride the train yourself later. You can take a train all the way to the Santa Cruz beach, but make sure you buy tickets ahead of time.


  Really enjoying the park? Consider staying overnight. Reservations are required, and this is definitely one of those places you need to plan months ahead of time to stay, but it is well worth the commitment.


  Another option is to enjoy this park and then head another 30 minutes north on Rte. 9 to Big Basin Redwoods State Park, where you will find another short play toddler trek through the giant redwoods.
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  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “Big trees always make a place feel peaceful and relaxing to me, and this park is no exception, even if it’s filled with kids. The thick redwood needles and the lush undergrowth soften all the sounds. There is so much to do in this park. It’s easy to spend the entire day (or the entire weekend if you can manage to snag one of the campsites) walking among the huge trees, wading the river, watching for banana slugs and other creatures in the undergrowth, even riding a steam train in the woods. If that’s not enough, you can take another train over the hill and down to the beach in Santa Cruz.” —RYAN IDRYO


  INSIDER’S TIP


  This is a popular park. The parking lot is big, and it can get full on summer weekends. If you plan to swim, note that the river gets wider the farther downstream you go, and there are some nice swimming holes. Look on the map for Garden of Eden, Cable Car Beach, and Big Rock Hole.
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    JOSHUA TREE, CALIFORNIA, HIDDEN VALLEY

  


  
    ACTIVITIES: Hiking, camping, rock climbing, historic remnants


    LENGTH OF HIKE: 1 mile


    OUT AND BACK OR LOOP: Loop


    DIFFICULTY OF TERRAIN: Easy


    ELEVATION GAIN: 200 feet


    PARKING FEE/PASS: Yes


    TOILETS: Yes


    CHANGING TABLE: No


    NURSING BENCHES: No


    DOGS ALLOWED: No


    BIKES/HORSES/MOTORS ON TRAIL: No


    CELL RECEPTION: No


    DRINKING WATER AVAILABLE: No


    POTENTIAL CHILD OR BABY HAZARDS: Cacti, snakes, scorpions, poking bushes


    GEAR SUGGESTIONS: Water, sunscreen, hat

  


  Joshua Tree is a perfect hiking location for families with young kids for so many reasons. The landscape looks like it’s straight out of a Dr. Seuss book between the spiky Joshua trees, cholla cacti, and the giant granite boulders that look like pebbles tossed in the sand and then supersized. The only drawback to this area is that it can get pretty hot, so it’s definitely not a summer spot to hit. What is amazing about this park is you can hike in 70- to 80-degree weather in the middle of the winter.


  The main trails, like many national parks, are very well marked and have nice plaques along the way explaining animals, plants, and petroglyphs. Why we chose this hike was because, while it’s only 1 mile, there are so many side adventures you can do like climbing on rocks and investigating the desert along the way that’s more or less doable by new little walkers.


  This is a lollipop hike with a short lead-in through to the loop, and then it travels around a little rock hill, then heads back toward the parking lot. There’s a short, not-to-be-missed offshoot trail that leads to a petroglyph wall as well.


  What you will like about this hike is how much flat, wide-open terrain there is, allowing children to run free without concern. Keep an eye out for spiky things, however, and make sure you point them out to little ones so they can learn to identify them quickly. There are a few cacti in this desert that will reach out and grab you as you pass by, so steer your littles away from these. Most are fairly easily spotted.


  Toddlers and little kids will also love how easily they can climb the round granite boulders. Keep an eye on them because they can get pretty high quickly if you turn your back. Joshua Tree is a popular climbing spot, so also look out for rock climbers dangling high on the walls or bouldering mats on the ground and people scaling the walls rope-free like Spiderman.
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  There are a few other noteworthy hikes nearby that are super easy for toddlers to hike on their own two feet. Check out Barker’s Dam, which has a dammed-up pond in the middle of the hike and a dam and is about 1.5 miles long. And go to Ryan Campground and hike out 1.2 miles to the Ryan Ranch Ruins, which are the leftovers of an old adobe house from the 1800s. This is a great spot for pictures, especially at sunset.
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  WHY IT’S A FAVORITE


  “Mason is a fairly timid child and gives up easily when it comes to climbing things. The round grippy rocks in this park make it easy for every kid to succeed when climbing. You actually have to watch your kids a bit because they can climb too high quickly! The path is fairly easy to follow here, and the hike is just short enough to get through without a toddler meltdown.” —SHANTI HODGES


  INSIDER’S TIP


  Junior Ranger hikes happen often in this park so check for times on
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    TAHOE NATIONAL FOREST, CALIFORNIA, LOCH LEVEN LAKES
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    YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK, CALIFORNIA, SENTINEL DOME
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    SAN BERNARDINO NATIONAL FOREST, CALIFORNIA, ERNIE MAXWELL SCENIC TRAIL
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  Shanti is a passionate outdoor enthusiast who splits her time between Portland, OR and La Verkin, Utah (Zion National Park area) with her husband Mark and son Mason.
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