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    HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


    Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


    We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address: 64 S Main St, Essex, CT 06426.


    Thanks for your input!
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Crossing paths with a fawn at the Salt Meadow Unit of the Stewart B. McKinney National Wildlife Refuge. Her mother is keeping close watch nearby.
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     To James, Paige, and Isabel, and to the children of Connecticut.
May you all embrace a lifelong adventure with nature.
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A hiker looks out over the Connecticut River from the ridge at Hurd State Park.
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An enthusiastic trailblazer at Marino Pond on the Mattatuck Trail.

 
  

  
  
    MEET YOUR GUIDE

  

  
    Sarah E. O’Hare is a homegrown Connecticut gal. After experiencing adult life in other regions of the country, New England called her back and she eventually settled once again in Connecticut. While raising her own family, she opened a family childcare business. Drawn to community service, she spent decades volunteering at various nonprofits. One of these organizations was the Connecticut Section of the Green Mountain Club. There, she found companions with whom to share her passion for the trail and she earned respect as a hike leader. She has led hikes and backpacking treks throughout New England. Her trail adventures have taken her to the peaks of Mount Katahdin, Mount Washington, Mount Mansfield, and the smaller hills in between. She has hiked the entire length of Vermont on the Long Trail and much of the New England portion of the Appalachian Trail. Exploring Connecticut’s glorious woodlands has been a continuing passion. When not on the trail, she taps into her creative side by sewing soft toys and quilts, and playing classical guitar and the Native American flute. She resides in Wethersfield with her husband, Michael.
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The author with her young adventure-seekers on the Indian Rock Shelters Trail. 
PHOTO COURTESY OF THOMAS O’HARE.


 
  

  
    
    INTRODUCTION

    

    
    Curiosity and imagination are inherent in children. Exploring their own backyards or the wooded lot down the street brings out their sense of wonderment. And as children are naturally inquisitive, being outdoors piques their interest in nature. A walk through the woods can expand children’s enthusiasm for the world beyond the comforts of their everyday lives. For the parent, grandparent, or guardian who is apprehensive about taking a child into the woods, this collection of Connecticut trails will offer encouragement to do so. It is intended to provide adult caregivers with the confidence to hike with children and to provide a heightened awareness of the beauty of our state. Hiking with children will set them on a lifelong adventure with nature and may inspire them to embrace stewardship of our forests. Join your children on a hike and explore all that Connecticut’s woodlands have to offer.


    CONNECTICUT’S TRAILS


    For such a small state, Connecticut offers a wealth of fine hiking in its state parks, forests, and preserves. These areas are protected through the efforts of the many national, state, and local organizations that own and manage Connecticut’s trails. The trails described in this guide are located in all corners of the state. They lead through forests and fields, over mountains, and along ridges, brooks, marshes, and rivers. They pass by waterfalls, caves, crumbling stone foundations, and stone walls.


    [image: chpt_fig_003]

A warm welcome to the Wood Parcel.


     

    Hiking can be enjoyed throughout the seasons, so take a woodland walk at any time of the year. Be open to the delights around you and you will be rewarded.


    Spring brings life anew, with the wonders of nature awakening. Birds announce their presence with glorious songs from above. The leaves are unfurling and wildflowers are blooming. The brooks and streams are flowing fast from winter snowmelt and the frequent rains.


    Summer ushers in a second awakening, where the ponds are adorned with lily pads and are teeming with the activity of turtles, frogs, fish, and dragonflies. Fields bring forth a chorus of insect voices.


    Fall reveals its own seasonal splendor with brilliant foliage and cool temperatures. Wildflowers go to seed and mushrooms emerge from the forest floor, newly carpeted with leaves. Vistas are revealed by the leaf fall, and birds are beginning their migration to warmer climes.


    Winter embraces its own quiet beauty. The leafless landscape becomes a new world after a winter storm. Robed in a light coating of snow, the forest floor offers stories through the tracks of animals. Brooks are edged in frozen lacy fringes, and icicles extend downward from rock outcroppings.


    HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


    Each of the woodland walks in this guide includes descriptions of the highlights to be encountered, the approximate length (from 0.5 to 5.0 miles), whether it’s a loop or an out-and-back hike, an approximate completion time, and a difficulty rating. The trail ratings range from easy, with flat terrain and a generally shorter distance; to moderate, with hills and rocky sections with a longer distance; to challenging, with steeper climbs, more rugged terrain, and with longer mileage. It may be that a hike may not be completed on the first try. Hiking back to the car sooner rather than later may be the best option for both the child and parent. Some children take to hiking very easily, and with others it may take some time. After a few hikes a parent will learn their child’s abilities.


 THE BASICS


    This section provides a general overview of each hike.


    Start: This explains how to access the trailhead from the parking area.


    Elevation gain: How many total feet gained may be a deciding factor in determining if a trail is right for you and your child’s ability.


    Distance: Trail length is another important factor. No matter the mileage, your child may need to turn back before the hike is completed.


    Difficulty: A hike’s difficulty is subjective. The rating is a reflection of the distance, elevation gain, the terrain, the adult’s trail experience, and the children’s ages.


    Hiking time: This is a rough estimate. It can vary, depending on how often one stops, and with young children, it will be often. Their eye for detail will have them stopping frequently to observe a bug or to pick up rocks and sticks. At brook crossings they will want to stop for extended periods of time. Always factor in more time than you think it will take.


    Seasons/schedule: All of the trails in this guide are open year-round. However, winter conditions may make it inadvisable to hike on some sections of trail.


    Fees and permits: Permits are not necessary to hike on these trails. Parking in the state parks is free for Connecticut registered vehicles. There may be a fee for out-of-state registered vehicles from April 1 to October 31.


    Trail contact: This includes the name, address, phone number, and email address of the organization that manages the land through which the trail passes.


    Dog-friendly: While including one’s dog on a hike makes for more of a family outing, not all of these trails allow dogs. Where allowed, they should always be leashed. Be considerate and pick up after your dog.


    Trail surface: This is the type of ground surface that will be hiked on.


    Land status: This tells which organization or agency owns the land the trail is on.


    Nearest town: The name of the town(s) through which the trail passes.


    Other trail users: Other outdoor enthusiasts use the trails. These may include but are not limited to cross-country skiers, mountain bikers, equestrians, and fishermen on the way to their prime fishing spot.


    Water availability: This addresses whether potable water is available and where. Do not drink from streams.


    Maps: The maps in this guide are as accurate and up-to-date as possible. When followed with the trail description, there should be no difficulty in finding one’s way.


    Age range: As children’s skill levels and interests vary, it is difficult to assess what age is appropriate for each individual hike. A parent’s judgement is best.


    Toilets: This will indicate if there is a restroom facility available.


    Stroller/wheelchair compatibility: This will mention if or what portion of a trail’s surface is stroller or wheelchair friendly.


    Resting benches: This will indicate if there is a bench along the trail. The map will indicate where they are located.


    Potential child hazards: A watchful eye should keep a child from mishaps. However, incidents happen and they may include but are not limited to tripping on rocks and roots, slipping or missteps on footbridges and bog bridges, poison ivy along the trail, and wandering too close to the edges of overlooks, ledges, ponds, and brooks.


    Gear suggestions: These suggestions are in addition to what should be routinely carried in a backpack. They include trekking poles, binoculars, sunscreen, spare socks, and insect repellent.


   BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


    Preparation is key to a successful hike. If you are new to hiking, consider inviting another adult or family to join you. The following is a guide to ensure a positive trail experience.


    Trails are marked with a colored blaze on the trees or sometimes on a post or a rock. A single rectangular blaze will show the way. Where there are two offset blazes, turn in the direction of the top blaze. Two vertical blazes in a vertical or horizontal line mean the end of the trail. In the unlikely event that you lose track of the blazes, turn around and retrace your steps until you find a blaze and get back on track.


 

    Unless noted, leashed dogs are welcome on the trails. Off leash, dogs have been known to frighten or injure wildlife, or may intimidate other hikers and their dogs. In addition, keeping one’s pet on a leash protects them from getting lost. Please pick up after your dog and dispose of their waste in a trash receptacle.


    Carry out what you carry in. Leave no trash along the trail. This is known as the Leave No Trace principle.


 WHAT TO TAKE


    Footwear is very important. There are now many types of trail footwear, from leather boots to sneaker-like trail runners. For children, sneakers or any closed-toe shoes are fine, whereas sandals or flip-flops are not recommended. Always wear moisture-wicking socks to keep blisters from forming.


    The season will dictate what clothing is necessary. Always carry light rain jackets, hats, extra socks, and gloves, as a sunny day can turn cloudy, then rainy and chilly. In colder weather dress in layers. Garments of fleece or wool are preferred over cotton. In the fall, when it is hunting season, wear bright colors. Blaze orange is recommended, even for your dog. Do not wear white hats or gloves as they may be mistaken for the white tail of a deer. Keep a change of children’s clothing in the car, as a brookside exploration can quickly turn a happy child into a miserable one. Once wet, that last half mile or so back to the car can be a long one. A child in dry clothes will make for a more pleasant drive home.


    For every outing, a backpack should be taken along to carry the essentials. Children may want to carry their own backpack with their own snacks. Having the following items will ensure a positive experience:


    	•Map: Always carry a paper map. Cell phone coverage may be sketchy in the woods, so the map app may be of little or no help. The trails often have other paths crossing or connecting and may become confusing. A map will ensure that you go the right way. In addition, know the basics of using a compass and keep one in your pack.


    	•Cell phone: While disconnecting from devices is encouraged, a cell phone is indispensable in case of an emergency. Also, the camera will provide photos of the day’s adventure.


    	•First-aid kit: The essential items that should be included in a first-aid kit are: adhesive bandages, gauze pads, tape, alcohol wipes, antiseptic, moleskin (for blisters), an ACE™ bandage, antibacterial wipes, and tweezers (for removal of a splinter or a tick). For those families who have someone with a bee sting allergy, be sure to take along their EpiPen.


    	•Flashlight: A small flashlight can make exploration of caves and nooks and crannies in rock outcrops more exciting. Also, as daylight fades sooner in fall and winter, a flashlight would help if you are out later than anticipated.


    	•Whistle: A whistle may be useful if someone wanders a little too far ahead on the trail.


    	•Sunscreen: Sunscreen is a given in the summer. However, in winter and early spring, the woods have no leaf cover and the sun’s rays can be very strong.


    	•Insect repellent: There are many types of commercial insect sprays on the market. The most effective sprays contain DEET. Use these with caution, especially on children, by only spraying on their pant legs. Other natural herbal sprays work well but will need to be applied more frequently.


    	•Bandannas: A bandanna is useful for wiping hands, dousing with water to cool one’s face, as a scarf to ward off bugs, as a sit-upon, or used as a napkin.


    	•Handwipes and tissues: Children will get dirty hands and their noses will run, so handwipes and tissues are a necessity.


    	•Plastic bags: A plastic bag is useful to pack out trash or for storing wet socks or clothing.


    	•Paper and pencils: Tap into a child’s creativity by having them draw a picture of what they see or write a short poem.


    	•Food and water: Water is essential for the hiker. Carry enough for everyone in the group. Do not drink from streams as the water is most likely contaminated. In addition to water, carry whatever juice your child prefers. In hot weather, water and juice can be partially frozen the night before to ensure a cold drink later. On a cold-weather hike, take along a thermos of hot chocolate, coffee, or tea, for the adult’s comfort is as important as the child’s. Pack a lunch and plenty of snacks. Good choices include but are not limited to snack bars, trail mix, cheese, chocolate, nuts, and fresh fruits and vegetables. Always pack special treats as they are key to a child’s happy trail experience. That special treat may be needed for encouragement and will provide energy and comfort to a tired and cranky child.



    PRECAUTIONS


    Be sure to begin your hike at a time of day that allows ample time to be finished before dark. Leave word with a family member or other person as to where you are hiking and the approximate time of return.


    One needs to be vigilant about ticks, especially the deer tick or black-legged tick. Its bite can infect its host with Lyme disease. While the tiny creatures can be picked up in one’s own backyard or garden, people often feel apprehensive about being in the woods because of ticks. Sensible precautions can reduce the chance of tick bites. Use insect repellent and stay on the trail. Try to refrain from wandering into the brush. Wear light-colored clothing, tuck pant legs into socks, and tuck in shirts. Check for ticks during and after the hike. If a tick is found attached to the body, grasp it with tweezers and pull straight out, wash the bite area, and apply antiseptic. Save the tick for testing in case rash-like symptoms, irritation, or flu-like illness appears. The larger dog tick does not spread Lyme disease but may carry other diseases.


    It is important to be aware of bears, which are common in Connecticut. While they generally keep their distance from humans, they can be aggressive if surprised. If you surprise a bear, do not run. Make yourself look large, make loud noises, and back away slowly.


    Hunting season is from September through December and the prime times are just before sunrise and shortly after sunset. It is essential that blaze orange, or at least fluores-cent colors, be worn. Do not wear white clothing, hats, or gloves. Here in Connecticut, there is no hunting on Sundays, but wear blaze orange anyway, as the law could change or be disregarded.


    With these suggestions in mind, plan now to make an effort to explore Connecticut’s woodlands. Each adventure will make a lasting impression on you and your children.
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    A blowdown has become a balance beam.


    
1  WOOD PARCEL


    An easy out-and-back hike by an eighteenth-century house site to a pond and a marsh.


    Start: Begin the hike at the rear of the parking area and walk through the field.


    Elevation gain: 16 feet

 Distance: 0.5 mile

 Difficulty: Easy

 Hiking time: About 30 minutes

 Seasons/schedule: Year-round

 Fees and permits: None

 Trail contact: Great Meadows Conservation Trust, PO Box 171, Glastonbury, CT 06033; info@gmct.org

 Dog-friendly: Leashed dogs welcome

 Trail surface: Stone dust, grass, dirt, footbridge


    Land status: Great Meadows Conservation Trust


    Nearest town: Wethersfield

 Other trail users: None

 Water availability: None

 Maps: Wood Parcel map

 Age range: All ages, especially younger children


    Toilets: None

 Stroller/wheelchair compatibility: Yes, to the framed beehive by the cornfield. The path beyond is for foot travel only.


    Resting benches: Yes

 Potential child hazards: Wandering too close to the pond, marsh, and the framed beehive

 Gear suggestions: Insect repellent and an EpiPen for those with bee allergies



    FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


    [image: circle] From I-91, take exit 25 south for Route 3 south/Wethersfield. Drive 0.6 mile to the second light. Turn left on Middletown Avenue, then make an immediate left into the parking area. GPS: 41.699 / –72.654


    THE HIKE


    The Great Meadows Conservation Trust protects and preserves the Great Meadows, an area along the Connecticut River. The trust works to save the floodplain’s vital agricultural, scenic, archaeological, and wetland resources. The river winds through 4,500 acres of open land through Wethersfield, Rocky Hill, and Glastonbury. The floodplain contains rich farmland, a varied habitat for wildlife, and a large freshwater marsh. The Wood Parcel is one of many parcels that the Great Meadows Conservation Trust owns and protects.


    The trail begins at the rear of the parking area, through the entryway and into the field. Walk along the stone dust path through a tunnel of undergrowth. While the woodland’s understory appears to be mere thickets of brambles, vines, and weeds, many wildflowers grow in profusion. A wildflower guide can easily identify many flowers including jack-in-the-pulpit, wild geranium, false Solomon’s seal, and dame’s rocket. Cinnamon ferns, with their tall, brown stalks, are easily identified. Multiflora rose, honeysuckle, and joepye weed also thrive here.


    Cross over the Shiny Bridge spanning Beaver Brook. Just after stepping off the bridge, there is a fork in the trail. Bear left at this fork. Walking along this section of trail, you’ll find the remains of structures from days gone by. On the left is an old brick fireplace. A few steps beyond, a spur trail to the right leads to an old well. These small stone structures are only visible during the cold-weather months, as the summertime vegetation will have died back, exposing the remnant structures. Pass by a crumbled foundation of a twentieth-century outbuilding, visible all during the year. The site of the foundation of the eighteenth-century Robbins House is to the left, hidden deep within the underbrush. Along the trail, short side paths lead to newly planted native trees. Wire fencing protects the bark and leaves from browsing deer.
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The Wood Parcel is a Great Meadows Conservation Trust property. For a short hike, this trail packs a lot of punch!
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A young naturalist watches for the resident beaver to swim by from the Shiny Bridge.
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Bees from this hive pollinate the crops here in the Great Meadows.


   

    A little farther along, the trail turns to the left. Over the din of the traffic on Route 3, the songs and calls of birds and the croaking of frogs become very audible, signaling one’s arrival at Fearful Swamp. A bench offers a moment for quiet observation. Across the path is the pond, with another bench. Beaver, turtles, frogs, herons, and ducks make this pond their home. Much of the vegetation growing around the pond is buttonbush. After it blooms, its seed pods are eaten by ducks and other aquatic wildlife. Fearful Swamp is rife with birds and aquatic creatures. In summer the tall purple loosestrife grows here at the edge of the wetlands. While the flowers of the loosestrife are attractive, it is an invasive plant that outcompetes native plants, which reduces food, nesting sites, and shelter for birds.


    Just beyond the pond stands a framed beehive, placed here in 2019 by a Great Meadows Conservation Trust volunteer. The bees pollinate the crops planted in this area. It is recommended to stay on the trail and observe the bees’ activity from a distance. According to the Great Meadows Conservation Trust, the cornfield here was used by Native Americans as a summer village where they grew corn and hunted deer. Research has discovered many types of relics, such as arrowheads and a stone adze.


    Walk along the narrow path until it ends at a beaver dam analogue, a man-made dam built for erosion control. A walk through here in mid-May, before the corn is planted, may reveal turtle trails in the field. The shallow path of depressions and prints are from the female turtle traveling to a suitable spot to deposit her eggs. Here, at the beaver dam analogue, is the end point. Turn back, and just after the turtle pond, continue straight ahead. Cross the Shiny Bridge and walk back through the field to the parking area.

[image: chpt_fig_008]

    MILES AND DIRECTIONS


    0.00Begin the hike on the stone dust path at the rear of the parking area.


    0.07Cross the Shiny Bridge spanning Beaver Brook. Just beyond the bridge, the trail forks. Take the left fork.


    0.12Pass the remains of an old stone fireplace and well.


    0.15On the right is the foundation of a twentieth-century outbuilding.


    0.17The site of the Robbins House is to the left, but it is obscured by trees and undergrowth.


    0.24Arrive at Fearful Swamp and the pond.


    0.28Arrive at the framed beehive on the right.


    0.31Hike to the end of the trail along the cornfield. Turn around and begin the hike back. At end of the pond continue straight ahead.


    0.48Cross over the Shiny Bridge.


    0.50Arrive at the parking area.


 
    
2  SHENIPSIT AND SHENIPSIT/GAY CITY CONNECTOR TRAILS


    A challenging lollipop loop hike by glacial boulders, garnet-studded rocks, brook crossings, and a limited view of the Hartford city skyline and the hills beyond.


    Start: From the parking lot, cross Birch Mountain Road to the left, step through the stone wall by the map and information board, and begin the hike on the blue-blazed Shenipsit Trail.


    Elevation gain: 581 feet

 Distance: 4.2 miles

 Difficulty: Challenging

 Hiking time: About 3 hours

 Seasons/schedule: Year-round

 Fees and permits: None

 Trail contact: Connecticut Forest & Park Association, 16 Meriden Rd., Rockfall, CT 06481; (860) 346-8733; info@ctwoodlands.org

 Dog-friendly: Leashed dogs welcome

 Trail surface: Dirt, grass, roots, gravel, rocks, rock slabs


    Land status: Kongscut Land Trust

 Nearest town: Glastonbury

 Other trail users: Mountain bikers

 Water availability: None

 Maps: Shenipsit Trail map

 Age range: Older children, younger children in child carriers


    Toilets: None

 Stroller/wheelchair compatibility: No


    Resting benches: No

 Potential child hazards: Poison ivy at the beginning (and at the end) of the trail, tripping on rocks and roots, and slipping on rocky sections

 Gear suggestions: Trekking poles and insect repellent



    FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


    [image: circle]  From Route 2, take exit 8 for Route 94/Hebron Avenue. Follow Hebron Avenue west for 6.5 miles. Turn left on Birch Mountain Road and drive 0.3 mile to the parking area on the right. GPS: 41.711 / –72.473


    THE HIKE


    This area of Glastonbury offers geological wonders from the tiny garnet to the enormous glacial boulders, or erratics. The tiny reddish garnets are not of gemstone quality; however, they were used as an abrasive in sandpaper, emery boards, and grinding wheels. The almandine garnet is the state mineral of Connecticut, designated as such in 1977. The glacial erratics are rocks that differ from the size and type of rock native to the area in which they rest. They were carried here by glaciers over 10,000 years ago.


    From the parking lot, cross Birch Mountain Road to the left, step through a remnant stone wall, and enter the woods on the blue-blazed Shenipsit Trail. Pass by and through a number of stone walls. The Canada mayflower and eastern starflower are common spring wildflowers growing along this section of trail. Step from the woods into the open power-line utility corridor, a prime spot for birds. Where a faint trail leads straight ahead, bear to the right on the more defined trail leading through the open area. The tall cinnamon fern grows here, as well as the delicate purple/pink wild geranium.


    Cross the gravel road, enter the woods, and cross a brook on stepping stones. Begin to ascend, eventually arriving at Boulder Junction, where there are a number of glacial erratics. Turn right at Boulder Junction and continue on the blue-blazed Shenipsit Trail. Hike along a flat rock slab, which may be slippery after a rain. Arrive at the junction with the blue/white-blazed Shenipsit/Gay City Connector Trail. This is the beginning of the loop, which will return to this junction.


    

    [image: chpt_fig_009]

The Shenipsit Trail leads through Boulder Junction.

 

    Turn right onto the blue/white-blazed Shenipsit/Gay City Connector Trail. It gradually winds downhill, passes a rock outcrop, circles left, and then begins to descend more steeply, passing several glacial boulders. Here, the stillness of the woods is broken
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