
  Preface


  
    Call it walking. Call it hiking. Just get up and walk. Seldom has something so much fun also turned out to be so good for us. For American Hiking Society, the characteristics of hiking include walking recreationally and walking in a natural environment (and, yes, trees and plants in the city count!). Everyone can be a hiker. Whether you walk for fun or fitness, to watch the leaves change on the trees, or maybe to notice the birds among the plants, you’re hiking—no matter where that hike takes place—on dirt or paved trails. Find a nearby trail and take a hike to experience the natural wonders of a city park or backcountry wilderness.


    With numerous trails in and near urban and suburban centers, getting out on the trail has never been easier. Whether the trail is a converted railway line, a dirt path in the park, or a walk in the woods, family hiking close to home is an easy way to up the fun level of physical fitness. American Hiking Society believes that families that hike are healthier and happier. We created the Families on Foot initiative to: 1) reconnect children and families with nature, while making hiking and outdoor recreation an enhanced part of family life in America; 2) help families find the path to healthier living through increased physical, outdoor activity; and 3) build a growing nationwide voice to promote family hiking and advocate for support of family-friendly hiking and trail opportunities for all.


    Hiking is a terrific way for families to spend time together. It is a fun, cost-effective outdoor activity that can improve individual health and well-being as well as family communications across all generations. And while it may seem too good to be true, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention states that just 150 minutes a week of moderate-intensity aerobic activity, such as brisk walking or hiking—or 75 minutes a week of vigorous-intensity activity, such as hiking uphill or with a heavy backpack—provides significant health benefits. Hiking can lower the risk of heart disease and stroke, type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, colon and breast cancer, and childhood and adult obesity. And getting fit and healthy by hiking is not about expensive workout clothes, running, or going to the gym—just get the family together and enjoy a brisk walk. Simply put, when both adults and children hike, they not only reap the health benefits of hiking, but the fact that it’s an enjoyable recreational activity keeps them coming back. That consistency is what sets hikers up for a lifetime of physical fitness.
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  Hiking the trails near Sedona, Arizona
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    Trails with even a few trees or a little greenery around them bestow numerous mental health benefits. Specifically, time spent walking in nature is associated with reducing depression as well as with improvements in memory and a reduction in anxiety. Time spent in natural settings also alleviates symptoms in children of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. Such findings indicate that one need not travel to a remote national park to reap the benefits associated with being in nature, but rather that hiking trails with foliage along one or both sides may be sufficient. This means that every family—wherever you live—has some “nearby nature” to hike to and experience.


    Jennifer Pharr Davis and Brew Davis serve as American Hiking Society’s Family Ambassadors and provide simple, ready-to-use information suitable for families of any type and fitness level. Follow Jen and Brew’s advice to find a local trail, make a plan, and hike your own hike.


    Whether it’s a hike in the park or a walk in the woods, hiking is a fun and affordable nature-based outdoor activity that will lead everyone in the family to a lifetime of fitness. And here’s a feel-good moment: The younger our children are exposed to hiking and the outdoors, the greater chance we have of enabling the next generation to be environmentally aware, connected with nature, and on the path to lifelong health. What greater legacy can we leave as parents?


    From my family to yours, happy hiking!


    
      Gregory A. Miller, PhD


      President


      American Hiking Society
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  Jackson Hole, Wyoming
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  Introduction


  
    As parents who love spending time on the trail with our friends, family, and—most importantly—our young daughter, we truly believe that hiking is one of the best activities you can engage in with your partner and your brood. It’s an inexpensive hobby that you and your family can start with simply a pair of sneakers, a raincoat, and a basic first-aid kit.


    Hiking is really accessible; it can literally be done just about anywhere by anyone. Choose from thousands of trails across the country (and the world)—be it an urban path, a simple wooded trail through a state or local park, or a back-country excursion. And the good news is that even if you identify yourself as a novice hiker, you’re really much further along than you think. We Homo sapiens have been doing this hiking thing for tens of thousands of years—it’s in our DNA. No matter how much experience you have as a hiker, you have loads of experience as a walker, and, as we like to say, “Hiking is really just walking in the woods, so how hard can it be?”


    That comment is a bit tongue in cheek. As easy and fun as hiking can be, you aren’t hiking in a vacuum. You hike with your family, and obviously being out in the woods with a brood of kids will present challenges. Your newborn might have a diaper blowout on the trail and, oops, you forgot the wipes. Your middle school son might cut his knee climbing on a rock beside the trail. And there’s a chance—just a slight chance—that your teenage daughter will want to race through a hike because she’d rather be lying on her bed at home texting her friends. Your kids may complain about the bugs. Or if there are no bugs, they may complain about the wind or the light rain that’s keeping the bugs at bay. It could be too hot—or too cold; too cloudy, too sunny, or even too beautiful. You get the picture.
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  Charley, Jennifer, and Brew Davis doing what they love best
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    If you think of your family hiking adventure as a tree, this book is the seed. We cannot anticipate every single challenge that the tree could face as it grows. But if you plant the seed and take care of it, that tree will grow strong roots, and those roots will allow the tree to flourish despite the challenges it will face.


    So bring on the diaper blowouts—we’ll show you how to tackle the messes while out on the trail. And don’t fret over that cut knee—we’ll give you plenty of safety tips for how to pack for and act on that very scenario. And as for that teenage daughter glued to her cell phone? We’ll share some tricks that will get her looking up and around, engaged in the natural world around her. In just ten chapters we’ll show you how to prep for the trail, enjoy the hike, and engage in some much-needed family time in the woods.

  


  WHO WE ARE


  Full disclosure: As the parents of an amazing, vivacious 3-year-old named Charley, we’ve yet to face the challenges that many of you have faced with your older kids. But we’ve hiked tens of thousands of miles across the country and the world, we’ve written quite a few books, and we’ve seen a lot of scenarios through our work with different age groups—Brew as a middle and high school teacher for seven years (he started hiking programs in both settings) and Jen as a camp counselor for ten years with every manner and age of young people. We also learned a ton from hiking in all fifty states with Charley before she was 2, and the diversity of those hikes—the weather, the landscape, and a host of other environmental factors—gave us a strong sense of the challenges families face in every corner of the United States, from the Florida Everglades to Wrangell–St. Elias National Park & Preserve in Alaska, from Hawai’i Volcanoes National Park to the remote mountains and lakes of central Maine.


  Since 2008 we have owned and managed Blue Ridge Hiking Company in Asheville, North Carolina. Our company’s vision statement is “The trail is there for everyone at every phase of life.” Whether a couple wants to take a day hike with their infant, a group of deaf hikers want to hike to 100-foot waterfalls, or some senior adults are considering an extended overnight trip on the Appalachian Trail, we pride ourselves on making the wilderness accessible and enjoyable to everyone.


  The one takeaway that has stayed with us through every adventure, and the one thought we want to leave you with as you start digging through this book, is this:


  It’s worth it!


  Spending an afternoon making homemade granola with your 6-year-old is worth it. Schlepping that diaper bag to the top of the mountain is worth it. Turning around before the summit because your 12-year-old has blisters is worth it. Whatever it is, it’s worth it, because you’re spending focused time together—in nature—as a family. And what’s more important than that?
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  Follow the Path


  In 2011 Jen wanted to see how quickly she could hike the Appalachian Trail. I had a two-month break from teaching, and with being a mom waiting in the near future, Jen knew her days of traveling light and fast would soon be floating away like dandelion seeds in the wind. Speed-hiking the Appalachian Trail seemed appealing.


  When Jen finished her hike, she got all sorts of questions about numbers—the number of calories she’d consumed, the number of hours she’d hiked each day, the number of miles she’d covered after dark. But for her it was a lot less about the numbers than it was about the memories made, the lessons learned, the relationships formed with the people in the support crew. Those are the things that lasted long after the hike.


  
    the nuts and bolts of hiking


    American Hiking Society


    This book covers the nuts and bolts of hiking in a fairly in-depth manner. But this is a book about hiking with your family, right? So right about now your third grader is probably asking you for help with his math homework or your eighth grader needs a ride to her band practice. To ensure that you don’t walk away from this first reading empty-handed, here’s a crash course on hiking with your family from our good friends at American Hiking Society. If you have follow-up questions, rest assured we’ll discuss everything at length later on.


    If you’re a hiker with young children, you don’t have to put your hobby on hold until they head for college. And if you’re a parent who is new to hiking, there couldn’t be a better time to start. Spending time on the trail offers a world of opportunity for family outings and vacations. Not only will your family grow closer, but you can introduce the next generation to all that trails offer for personal growth and education while creating lifelong family memories.


    When hiking with children, the trek no longer becomes about getting from point A to point B but more about exploring the trail and what’s on it. With that in mind, here are a few thoughts to help keep your hike kid-friendly:


    Have fun and be flexible. If this is your number-one goal, everyone will be happy. Remember that you’re trying to introduce your family to hiking; they won’t want to do it again if they don’t have fun the first time. Change your plans if things are not working out.


    Give the kids some control. Let the kids set the pace, and allow them to make some choices along the way. Let them decide which trail to take or where to stop for lunch. They will naturally want to explore their surroundings and examine new bugs, spiderwebs, and birds. You could carry a few toys for younger kids to play with if they seem to get distracted. Better yet, see if they can invent their own playthings using only objects they find on the trail, like rocks, sticks, leaves, etc. Just make sure to put it all back when you leave.


    Bring snacks and plenty of fluids. Make sure to stop and drink frequently. Kids may be so interested in their new environment that they don’t realize how thirsty they are. High-energy foods and plenty of water will keep them in good spirits.


    Dress yourself and your children in layers. Be aware of your child’s body temperature. If you are carrying a child, he or she may be cold while you are burning up. Conversely, you may feel chilled while your child is warm from running around and playing. If you have several kids, especially ones who may want to run ahead, dress them in bright, visible clothing so that you can more easily spot them.


    Pick a short, interesting hike and allow lots of time. Choose a trail with a destination such as an overlook, waterfall, historic site, stream, or lake. Allow them time to investigate interesting things along the way. To start, choose a place close to home so your children don’t get restless on a long drive.
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    Jen and Charley in the Narrows, Zion National Park
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    Teach, sing, and play games with your kids. Discuss how long the trail is, trail etiquette, signs of impending weather, how to use a compass and read a map, and how to identify plants and animals.


    Safety first. Give each of your kids a small pack with a healthy snack in it as well as a kid-size water bottle. They may also be old enough to carry their own jacket in the pack. Importantly, put a safety whistle in each pack. (If the kids don’t have their own pack, attach the whistle to a zipper pull on their clothes.) Before each hike, review with the kids what to do if they should become separated from you. Ensure that they know to stay put and blow their whistle in three sharp bursts. Sometimes kids “get it” better if they’re told to use the whistle to “find Mom or Dad” rather than “if you get lost,” since they might not understand what being “lost” means.
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  And it’s our hope that those will be the things that last for you and your family as you strike out on the trail together.


  Listen, we know life is busy and that there are a dozen reasons “today’s just not going to work out” for a hike. But if you make it a priority to get your family on the trail, we promise that you will see amazing results.


  We’ve seen our daughter’s curiosity piqued on a trail in a manner that simply can’t be replicated indoors. We’ve had fascinating conversations with our parents and siblings that we never would have started—or had time to finish—without a long dirt path. And we have grown closer as a family because of—not in spite of—the hardships and the frustrations the trail presents. Our hope and our belief is that hiking will be one of the best things you ever do with your family.


  STILL NEED CONVINCING TO STEP ON THE TRAIL?


  We know how busy it is with family. You’re pulled in dozens of directions at any given time—work at the office, school for the kids, meals to cook, chores and errands to check off the list, on and on it goes. You may think, “We have so much on our plates already. We love the idea of hiking, but can we really justify carving time out of our crazy schedules to just go for a walk?”


  Well, friend, that’s a great question. And unlucky for us, we don’t know you and your situation well enough to answer it for you. But we do know about hiking, and we’ve seen firsthand the infinite benefits of doing it as a family. So we’ll do our best to provide you with a veritable mountain of reasons you should prioritize time on the trail with your loved ones. We’re confident that at the end of this section, you’ll agree with us.


  Practical Benefits


  Hiking is beginner-friendly. Compared to other outdoor sports, the learning curve is minimal, and it’s also much easier to involve young children and do with your entire family. Plus, in a world filled with competitive sports, it’s nice to engage in an activity where you’re not performing or comparing yourself to others. You’ll see us reference HYOH a lot in this book—that stands for Hike Your Own Hike—and it’s a popular acronym in the hiking community. On the trail you’re your greatest competition, and the challenge is always going to be your own personal limitations.


  Hiking is incredibly accessible and inclusive. There are literally hundreds of thousands of miles of trail crisscrossing the country, and the vast majority of them are free and open to the public, which means no annual membership, no registration fee, and no automatic renewal policy. Isn’t that great news? In the twenty-first century there are still some things you can do for free!
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  Charley Davis plays on an Alaskan trail.
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  What’s more, no matter where you live—big city, small town, or suburb; East Coast, West Coast, or Third Coast—there is bound to be a hiking trail within a 30-minute drive of you. And the trails are as diverse and unique as the citizenry of our great nation.


  Hiking is all about getting outside and walking in nature. You can hike around a farm, on a greenway, or down a beach. If you can’t find a city, state, or national park in your region, search for a national forest or wildlife management area. Did you know that the Appalachian Trail is less than an hour’s train ride from the middle of Manhattan? Or that Los Angeles has the world’s first “urban trail”? It’s called the Inman Trail, and it’s 300 miles long.


  Most states either have long-distance footpaths or are developing one—the Buckeye Trail in Ohio, the Foothills Trail in South Carolina, the Arizona Trail, the Superior Hiking Trail in Minnesota, the Centennial Trail in South Dakota, the Ouachita Trail in Arkansas and Oklahoma. We could go on. If you still come up empty, ask a local outdoor store or hiking enthusiast to point you in the right direction. Trust us; hikers love to share their knowledge of local trails.


  We devote an entire chapter to gear, but while we’re on the topic of affordability and accessibility, we want you to know that if you have snacks in your pantry, Band-Aids in your medicine cabinet, a comfortable pair of walking shoes, and a set of workout clothes, you and your family have everything you need to take your first day hike. And it won’t hurt our feelings one bit if you set this book down right now and walk out the door. Go ahead. We’ll see you in a few hours. . . .


  How was it? Fun, right? We told you.


  Mental and Physical Benefits


  Let’s play a quick word association game. If we asked you to associate the phrase “9 hours” with your teens, what would pop into your head? The amount of time they spend sleeping at night? The length of their school day? Or, if they are really dedicated, maybe the number of hours spent practicing a sport, musical instrument, or something else? How about this? In fall 2015 a nonprofit called Common Sense Media released a report that said the average teen in the United States spends 9 hours on media every day—TV, Internet, movies, music, video games, and social media. Nine hours! That’s amazing—and appalling.


  Needless to say, hiking helps disconnect your kids from all that technology. We’re sure this fact is reason enough to go out on the trail for a lot of you parents reading this book. But there are plenty of other reasons to get your kids outside, so let us count the ways.
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  Did we mention we love hiking?
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  Mental health. Scientists have recently released a theory called Attention Restoration Theory, or ART. They assert that replacing time in the office or classroom with time outside can increase attention spans and problem-solving skills by up to 50 percent. And researchers from Stanford’s Graduate School of Education have found that walking lends itself to creativity far more than sitting does. Do you see where we’re going with this?


  Time Spent Outdoors + Walking = Hiking = More Creativity and Focus.


  Beyond that, nature is the ultimate classroom. It poses riddles for the scientist and mathematician; it inspires the author, the artist, the composer; and it begs questions and reveals truths for the historian. Regardless the discipline, nature inspires the creative and rewards the curious. And don’t we all need a little more creativity and curiosity in our lives?


  Physical health. The physical benefits are even more obvious and plentiful than the mental ones. And they’re all the more important since our school systems are cutting back on recess and Physical Education while childhood obesity has doubled in the past thirty years. For starters, hiking builds strong bones and muscles. And it’s not just strengthening your legs; it’s a total body workout that incorporates everything from your feet and ankles to your shoulders and neck. Hiking also strengthens your heart and your lungs. It reduces the chances of you or your children becoming overweight (hiking burns up to 500 calories an hour), and it lowers health risks for high cholesterol, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, stroke, breast cancer, colon cancer, and early death. It even reduces stress levels and depression. Especially helpful for parents, it can improve your children’s quality of sleep at night. And as all parents know, the better a child sleeps, the better the parents sleep too.


  Emotional Benefits


  The emotional benefits of hiking are just as important as the mental and physical, especially for young people. And in many ways they go hand in hand (no pun intended). Getting on a trail distances them from the societal pressures and mass media marketing that are so prevalent today, replacing them—literally and figuratively—with a breath of fresh air. And when in that setting, good things are bound to happen. Regardless of whether you view the connection between humans and nature as spiritual, biological, or both, it’s undeniable that some sort of connection exists.
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  When we ponder nature and the interplay between us and it, we can’t help but be stirred internally. Putting your daughter in front of a powerful waterfall, a breathtaking view, or the quietude of a meadow at dusk could lead to an emotional awakening or a better understanding of her place in the world. Or it could allow her to process a relocation or loss of a loved one or friend. If she’s struggling with a class or the fact that she got cut from the JV basketball team, climbing a mountain could provide the physical challenge that boosts her self-esteem. Cleaning up a polluted watershed could give her a feeling of empowerment and seeing the “before” and “after” could lead to an “aha” moment: “Hey, I really can make a difference.”


  And with those internal benefits come external ones as well. Specifically, hiking strengthens bonds with the land and with loved ones. Volunteering on a regional work crew or hiking through a local mountain range can give your son a stronger sense of place and a closer relationship with home. (What parent doesn’t want his or her kids to stay closer to home when they grow up?)


  Besides creating a love of local landscape, hiking creates a love of all landscapes and a desire to conserve and protect natural resources. When your daughter plays in a creek or hikes in a rainstorm, she’ll make connections between your local watershed and the water she drinks from your kitchen sink. When a trail is rerouted because of a wildfire or because campers didn’t practice Leave No Trace principles, your son sees firsthand the impact that humans have on the environment. When he discovers that one of his favorite animals is endangered due to urban sprawl, he’ll think about sustainability and responsible land development.


  
    real story


    Walking the Distance


    Our family planned a sabbatical year at Grand Canyon National Park, and we knew our 5- and 7-year-old daughters, Amy and Molly, would love it. We’d walked and hiked with our girls from the very beginning. They started by riding in a backpack then graduated to walking around the neighborhood and to the store with us and doing weekend family hikes. Walking was just a natural thing for all of us to do.


    So after all that walking practice, we finally found ourselves at the Grand Canyon, and the Colorado River at the bottom of the canyon was beckoning. We planned our hike carefully: 7 miles and nearly 5,000 feet of descent down the South Kaibab Trail to Bright Angel Creek, two nights in the bunkhouse, and then 10 miles and more than 4,000 feet of ascent up the Bright Angel Trail. We started our hikes very early each day to avoid most of the afternoon heat, and we carried lots of water and snacks. We used a modified Hansel and Gretel approach, dealing out hard candies and other rewards to Amy and Molly as we passed important landmarks.
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    The Manning family heads down through the Grand Canyon toward the Colorado River.
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    Our practice paid off. The girls did great, walking every step of the way and having a blast exploring this dramatic landscape, so different from our native Vermont. (Mom and Dad did okay too.) Our daughters drew a lot of attention at the bottom of the canyon—it’s rare to see such young children doing what is commonly perceived as a demanding hike. The girls were obviously pleased with themselves, and justifiably so. The year was memorable for all of us, and our hiking adventures were especially important. Some of our daughters’ fondest childhood memories revolve around these hikes.


    Our daughters are women now, and they are still hiking. Each has converted her urban husband as well, all of them doing long-distance hiking. And now we have two grandsons who join the fun. Hiking is important to our family. Aside from being great exercise, it strengthens family bonds and offers a human-scale approach to appreciating the iconic landscapes of the world. Start children walking early in life so they take it for granted that walking is natural and enjoyable, and pass along the joys of walking from one generation to the next.


    —Robert and Martha Manning, authors of Walking Distance: Extraordinary Hikes for Ordinary People
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  It’s hard for children—and adults, for that matter—to fully appreciate something until they’ve experienced it. If they don’t appreciate it, they won’t want to protect it. And if they don’t protect it, it won’t be around for future generations. America’s National Park Service marked its one-hundredth anniversary in 2016. What a wonderful milestone! But state and national parks, as well as the forests, wilderness areas, and recreation areas protected by city, state, and federal governments, are facing serious budgetary cuts, not to mention enormous pressure from land developers and energy companies. Taking your children outdoors is one way to foster the next generation of conservationists, environmental stewards, and conscientious global citizens. If we want our national parks to be healthy when they reach their 150th, 200th, or 500th anniversaries, we’re going to have to work at it. And one way to start is simply to take a hike.


  But let’s bring it back to a more personal level, to you and your family. In an era where we all get pulled in different directions, hiking together removes you from those distractions and strengthens your family ties. It’s different from going to a movie together, coaching a Little League team, or helping a child with a science project. Those are all great things, important things. And studies have shown that the amount of time children spend with their parents doing literally anything can positively impact academic performance and reduce the risk of behavioral problems and substance abuse. But those activities don’t offer the focused attention that hiking provides.
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  Remember the movie Field of Dreams? The climax comes when Kevin Costner’s character, Ray Kinsella, who has plowed over his corn and built a baseball field for the chance to spend a little extra time with his late father, says simply, “Hey, Dad . . . want to have a catch?” There’s a lot of symbolism in a father and son throwing a baseball back and forth—the connection, the conversation, the give-and-take. And there’s just as much symbolism in a parent leading a child down a stretch of singletrack or walking together side by side on a greenway or gravel road. In a world of busyness and noise, words don’t even have to be spoken; time together can be enough.
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  There’s nothing better than finding your “happy place.”
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  One Final Reason


  Did we mention that we love hiking? We love hiking as individuals and as a couple. But most of all we love hiking as a family because it combines our two favorite things: hiking and one another. It also happens to be something we can do together for the rest of our lives.


  As for you, dear reader, we’d like to think that you already love your family, whatever the word “family” means to you. It’s our hope that after reading this book, you’ll love hiking as much as we do—and that you’ll want to share it with your family for the rest of your lives.
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  Trekking through Spain
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  chapter 1 Make a Game Plan


  
    When our daughter, Charley, was an infant, I found it difficult to get on the trail because we were operating within 3-hour feeding windows. By the time I got my pack ready, threw in some extra diapers, picked a hike, and mapped out the driving directions, it was once again time to feed Charley and put her down for a nap. We missed our chance to get out the door because we weren’t prepared. Over time, I’ve learned that the best way to get my family outdoors is to make the planning and preparation as easy and stress-free as possible.


    So now the first thing I do to get my family on the trail is keep a fully stocked daypack in our front hall closet. We also keep a large bowl filled with local trail maps and hiking pamphlets next to the guidebooks on our bookshelf. Sometimes when I can’t decide where to go, I’ll let Charley dig her hands into the hike bowl and pick a map at random. She loves doing this because, even now at age 3, she feels she has some control over our outing. And 3-year-olds love control!


    In all my experience hiking and backpacking with children, I’ve come to find that the hard part actually happens off-trail. Once you are out in nature, the hike, the environment, and the activities tend to keep everyone engaged and having fun.


    Planning for a hike doesn’t just require physical preparation; emotional and mental preparation are equally important. I have led quite a few trips over the years, and without fail at least a handful of the group members show signs of panic in our pre-hike briefings. They ask questions like “What if I have to use the bathroom on the hike?” “Are there snakes out there?” “Will there be cell service?” But once we actually start hiking, the entire group is laughing and singing, and the anxious ones have forgotten their troubles.


    Most teens come to recognize that time on the trail is a break from their regimented routine. There is no pressure in the woods because nature does not care about grades, extracurricular activities, or the prom. They forget that their cell phones are on “airplane mode.” We almost never see a snake, and when we do they think it’s “sweet.” And by the end of the outing, more than a few of them take pride in the fact that they peed in the woods for the first time.


    Being properly prepared and overcoming fears and inexperience might be the hardest part of taking a hike. But that doesn’t mean there won’t be mishaps on the trail. Anytime you go out, there’s the risk of spraining an ankle, getting a blister or two, or getting rained on. But it’s important to remember that there’s magic in the mishaps.


    One time I was out with Charley when it started to rain. It was the first time we had been caught in a downpour on a hike, and I immediately felt like a horrible mother. As I rushed to the nearest trailhead, I heard Charley making a funny noise. Initially I thought she was fussing over her first encounter with a rainstorm. But when I looked down at her in the Babybjörn, I saw a giant smile stretching across her face and a look of wonder in her eyes. She was laughing and having a ball; she hadn’t yet been conditioned that rain was something to avoid.
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  Ah, fall!
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    Charley taught me an important lesson that day about letting go of control in the outdoors. Sure we take precautions and pack appropriately, but ultimately we go outside because we want to feel the rain on our cheeks.


    This chapter is aimed at helping you feel comfortable and competent when you hit the trails with your kids. Like any other new skill, hiking has a learning curve. Try your best to incorporate your family into the entire process from start to finish. This not only gives them ownership over the experience but also instills in them the skills and knowledge they can use to be safe and have fun outdoors as they grow older. You can’t know it all on your first hike. In fact, you won’t know it all on your last hike. Just do your best to plan out your hike, prepare everyone mentally and physically, and pack appropriately (“the P’s of hiking”)—and then be willing to learn as you go.


    —Jennifer Pharr Davis

  


  OH, THE PLACES YOU’LL GO: RESEARCH AND PLANNING


  It is a great time to be a hiker. There are trails everywhere, hiking gear has significantly improved in the past few decades, and the resources for getting your family outside are more abundant than ever. Nowadays, if you have a question about hiking, you don’t have to look far to find the answer. Between guidebooks, online tutorials, and local workshops, it’s easy to learn more about how and where to hike.
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  A hat, water bottle, map, and compass are always a good idea, no matter how experienced you are.


  ANDREW LAHART


  So where do you begin when you’re planning a family outing? Guidebooks are a great starting place to learn general information about an area and find trails near you. The benefit of a guidebook is that it’s a condensed, backpack-friendly source with almost everything you need to know within its pages. Use it to plan your hike at home, and then take it with you on the trail. Treat your guidebook like your personal travelogue. Write notes in the margins, dog-ear important information, or highlight your favorite routes to come back to time and again.


  If it’s published by a credible outdoor press, have confidence that the information in the book is as accurate as possible. Typically, guidebooks are more trustworthy than what you find online. But because trails frequently change due to maintenance, reroutes, and detours in the area, and because books still require some time to get out new editions and updates, many publishers offer a place to post online updates to their guides; be sure to check those for any pertinent updates for the guidebooks you use.


  
    
      
        Trail Tech


        Map My HIke


        You may have heard of the popular fitness tools “Map My Run” and “Map My Ride,” but did you know that the same company offers a website and phone app called “Map My Hike”? This interactive tool searches for hiking routes that have been uploaded by others. Users not only share their favorite hikes but also leave notes and updates on trail conditions. Map My Hike provides a plethora of information during your outing. It tracks your route using the built-in GPS and also tells you the distance traveled, your pace, elevation gain and loss, and more. You can even input your trail snacks and compare your caloric intake with the number of calories you burn on your hike. Challenge friends to set and compare hiking goals, or you can join a Map My Hike group for added encouragement and motivation. Best of all, the app allows you to share your routes and stats on social media so you can help other families discover all the great trails in your area. With Map My Hike, you become the author of your own hiking guide.

      

    

  


  Not all web-based trail tidbits are accurate, but you can find factual, helpful information on the Internet. There are some terrific online trail resources out there. Our buddy Andrew Skurka offers loads of advice on his website (andrews kurka.com), and you can find hike options at sites like alltrails.com, trails.com, and rootsrated.com. When you find a blog or hike description you like, cross-reference it with other sources for accuracy.


  If searching online for helpful information about hiking, start by visiting American Hiking Society’s web-site: americanhiking.org. This organization is dedicated to promoting and protecting trails throughout the United States, and the website includes helpful trail tips and inspirational, informative blogs.


  If you are a visual learner, then search tutorial videos on YouTube or other video-sharing sites. You can gain a lot of tips and techniques through hiking videos posted online—everything from how to hang a bear bag on overnight trips to how to identify spring wildflowers and even information about local trails in your area.


  Regardless of where you go to find information, purchase and pack a map for your outing. A map is the most basic resource you can have on the trail and provides alternative trails for unexpected occasions. Trails, guidebooks, and online materials can and will change, but for the most part, mountains and rivers are constant. If you learn how to read a topographic map—at a workshop, by using a guidebook, or through an online tutorial—then you are setting yourself up for a safe and successful trip.


  Baby Steps: Begin in Your Own Backyard


  One of the best things about hiking is that you literally take it one step at a time. You don’t have to scale Mount Kilimanjaro or traverse the Appalachian Trail on your first hike—or on any hike. Plenty of fulfillment and joy can be gleaned from taking your family on short local hikes. It will make the wilderness feel accessible to your family, giving them a sense of place while also teaching them about your local ecosystem.


  Begin in your own backyard. Take your kids for a walk around the neighborhood and talk with them about the different things you see. Point out the flowers, trees, and birds, but be sure also to mention the houses, cars, streets, and other man-made items. These brief excursions give your family some basic walking experience, but more importantly they provide a framework for comparison when you spend time in a more natural setting. They also provide teachable moments for you to discuss the importance of wild places and allow you time to ask your children what they might expect to see on a wilderness adventure as opposed to a walk close to home. Teachable moments come in all sizes and forms, whether it’s stopping to point out a bee pollinating a flower or crouching down to place your little one’s footprint inside the larger track of a wild animal. It’s important to slow down and take the time to look around—any number of teachable moments are just within your eyes’ view
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  Expanding Your Hike Area


  

  FIND A BUDDY: HIKING GROUPS AND ORGANIZATIONS


  

  Go Local
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  Meet Up Online


  

  Hire a Professional


  

  Join a Trail Club
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  WHERE’S WALDO? ESTABLISH COMMUNICATION BEFORE YOU HIKE
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  EMBRACE YOUR NATURAL SKILLS
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  LEARN FROM YOUR FEARS


  

  Practice Common Sense


  

  [image: image]


  

  [image: ©ISTOCK.COM/LISA5201]


  [image: image]


  

  Find Your Inner Zen


  

  Be Creative in Problem Solving
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