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HIKING WITH KIDS NEW ENGLAND




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—trails are rerouted, 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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following email address: editorial@GlobePequot.com.

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Tulip trees flank either side of the trail and are beautiful when in bloom.
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And for my own mother—who instilled in me a lifelong love of the outdoors and always helped me find my place in the world through the soles of my feet.
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Hanging out under the suspension bridge watching anglers and other folks play in the water



Also thanks to my friend Heather, who took me under her wing as a budding freelance writer and taught me how to find a niche within the writing world. I am forever grateful for the knowledge she has given me so freely and the opportunities that have come my way because of her.

And a huge thank you to my writing partners, Meri and Leah, who I randomly met on social media and quickly became two of my most favorite people in the entire world. The way these two have stuck with me in my frustrations and celebrations is unprecedented. I love them more than they know.

To all the folks who hiked with me, allowed me to take photos of them randomly at the top of a summit, or scouted hikes for me—this book would not be what it is without them. So thank you to Audrey, Reed, and Mike Spinney for guiding me throughout the beauty of Rhode Island. To Kelli, Andrew, and Kinsley Millick for not getting too weirded out when I asked to take their photo at Owl’s Head (see—I really did write a book!). To Rebecca McCormick—even though our kids went at a snail’s pace up to Sterling Pond, I wouldn’t have traded it for the world. And thanks to Nora Belcher, Kate Murray, Sarah White, Adria Milewski, Lauren Depina, and Meghan Jacokes for all the hike suggestions when I was at a loss.

Finally, thank you to my husband, who solo-parented for days on end so that I could travel around the region from trailhead to trailhead without worrying about our kid. Thank you for not complaining when my office light clearly kept you up at night as I was finishing this book. Thank you for never questioning me as I wanted to raise a child outdoors. Words will never begin to express how grateful I am for you.

And to all the staff of the public lands I visited—thank you for answering my endless questions with ease and grace. Thank you for keeping these lands healthy and thriving; without which, there would be no book.




MEET YOUR GUIDE

Sarah Lamagna is an ecologist-turned-freelance writer who grew up on the trails of New England. The biggest mountain she climbed as a kid was just over 2,300 feet above sea level. At the time, it felt like she was on top of the world. College brought her to Upstate New York and into the heart of the Adirondacks and then to the Pacific Northwest for graduate school.

Jobs led Sarah to the Rocky Mountains of Colorado, where she adventured throughout the Southwest. Her career as an ecologist for thirteen years allowed her endless opportunities to be outside and immerse herself in nature. Becoming a mom shifted her priorities, and so began her tenure as a stay-at-home mom. The adventures she had with her newborn were epic, and she will always be forever grateful for those initial years.

But New England was always calling to her, and when the opportunity arose, she and her family moved back East to be closer to family and closer to the mountains she loved. She makes her living as a full-time freelance writer specializing in parenting in the outdoors, sustainability, and eco-tourism. She now lives in southern New Hampshire, where hikers see her regularly on the trails in her favorite mountain range, the White Mountains, with her kiddo in tow.
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The author and her son taking a break before heading back up to Mount Sunapee
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Some of the Crane Beach Loop trail meanders along pine forests before heading back into sand dune ecosystems.






INTRODUCTION

Getting outside with kids is not always easy. I remember as a child the number of times I would complain to my mother about the steepness of the trail or the hardness of the ground beneath my feet. She would always tell me that it only made me stronger, and that someday I’d look back fondly on these days. I can now admit that she was 100 percent right.

Now, as I bring my own kid on the trail, I hear the same complaints and see the same frustrations I had when I was on the trail thirty years ago. But I also know that he’ll look back on these days the same way I recall my hiking adventures with my mother. So, it’s true: Hiking with kids can be frustrating, and you might ask yourself why you are putting yourself through this torture. But it is worth it, I swear.

This guide is meant to help introduce your kids to the outdoors or enhance their skills and abilities. Most of the “hiking with kids” guidebooks that I have read and seen only reference very easy, short hikes. These are great as introductory trails (I have some like this in this guide), but kids can do hard things. They are capable of so much more than a half-mile hike along a beach. They can climb 4,000-footers (albeit, with some experience) and can walk 6.0 miles without breaking a sweat. They just need to start somewhere and make their way up.

You also don’t need the fanciest gear or even the priciest. The only things you truly need to get outdoors with your kids are some sturdy shoes (for safety reasons), a bag to fit things in, and a good attitude. It will not matter if your rain jacket is from Patagonia or Wal-Mart. Sure, there are reasons to buy a more expensive item every now and then, such as sustainability and longevity of a piece of gear, but you don’t have to head out to Eastern Mountain Sports or L.L. Bean and buy all the things right this minute. I have built my own gear closet over decades, many items being hand-me-downs from my mother.

When it comes to getting gear for your kids, you also have to think about how quickly they might grow out of something. Buying a $200 jacket for a child who will use it for only one season might not make sense. However, if you want to camp season after season, getting a decent sleeping bag for your kid might be worth the effort and the money, because kids can grow into a sleeping bag. Thrift shops often have good clothing, and outdoor gear shops like REI have “Garage Sales” where you can find used gear at severely discounted prices. Even buying gear off-season can help your budget.

The point of this guide isn’t to give you gear recommendations but rather to show you that you can build your gear closet throughout the years you adventure with your kids. The point is to show you that you don’t need everything right now to start hiking. You just have to get out there and try!




HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Hiking with children is no easy feat, and writing a guide on the best hikes to do with children only proves this point. This guide is meant to provide you with a range of hikes for the inherent range of skill that accompanies children of all ages. Not every child will be able, nor want, to do every single hike in this guide. As a parent, you are the sole decision maker on whether your kids will be able to do a hike listed in this guide.

This guide is split among the six states that make up New England: Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. I tried my best to ensure an even spread of hikes to cover all the corners of the region, but New England covers a large amount of land, obviously, so many areas are not covered.

Each trail was chosen with children in mind. There are hundreds of thousands of trails across New England, but not all of them are well-suited or very fun for children. I also did not want to assume that kids can do only easy, half-mile jaunts around some lake, so there are several harder hikes in this guide for more advanced hikers.

In addition to the trail beta (i.e., all the basic information for a trail) at the beginning of each hike, driving directions are also provided from the major cities that surround the hike. You will also find step-by-step directions of the trail itself and what you’ll encounter along the way.

THE BASICS

There are a few basic pieces of information at the beginning of each hike to ensure a safe and fun adventure for you and your kiddos.

Start: The trailhead you start from.

Elevation gain: How many feet of elevation gain you’ll encounter. This is a huge deciding factor on how difficult a trail is, so keep this number in mind when deciding if a trail is right for you and your kids.

Distance: Round-trip distance of the trail in miles. This is another factor in deciding the plausibility of a hike for you and your kids.

Seasons/Schedule:When you can hike the trail and if access is ever restricted. Sometimes access is restricted due to hazards (e.g., rockfall, landslide, avalanche, and the like) and sometimes for other reasons, like nesting peregrine falcons.

Trail contact: The phone number and address of the management agency.

Dog-friendly:Whether or not dogs are allowed on the trail.

Trail surface: The type of surface (e.g., gravel, dirt, boardwalk) you’ll encounter.

Land status:Who owns the land the trail resides on.

Nearest town: The name of the town closest to the trail.

Other trail users: Other trail users allowed on the trail (e.g., horses, bikers, snowmobiles, and so on).

Water availability: If and where you can find water near the trail.

Maps: Maps that can be downloaded or printed prior to your adventure.

Toilets: If and where toilets are available nearby.

Stroller/Wheelchair compatibility:Whether or not strollers or wheelchairs can be used on any portion of the trail.

Resting benches:Whether or not there are places for children and adults (e.g., nursing mamas) to rest or feed a hungry baby.

Difficulty: This is one of the most subjective pieces of information I provide in this guide. There are several factors that go into how strenuous a trail might be, including the ending elevation above sea level, the change in elevation throughout the trail, the length of the trail, and what hazards might be encountered along the way. I tried my best to standardize these difficulty ratings in the following categories:

Easy trails are those suitable for any hiker and any skill level. Distances for these trails are typically capped at 2.0 miles, with minimal elevation gain (less than 300 feet). These trails usually include those that are stroller- and wheelchair-friendly and will never require any rock scrambling or encounter many hazards.

Moderate trails are suitable for those with a bit more experience in the outdoors and who are comfortable hiking longer distances and more elevation gain. These trails will range from 1.0 to 4.0 miles with no more than 1,000 feet of elevation gain. Some areas along these trails may require more assistance from the adults.

Strenuous trails are suitable only for those with more advanced experience on the trail. Usually this means older kiddos, younger ones with more trail experience, or, at the very least, adults carrying their kids on their backs (in some cases, this is not suitable though). These trails are longer than 4.0 miles, usually have more than 1,000 feet of elevation gain, and, almost always, have some sort of hazard along the trail not safe for younger children.

Hiking time: This is a subjective piece of information that I provided. Hiking time varies with the skill level and age of the child, as well as with the difficulty of the hike. For most adults, the average hiking time is usually 2.0 to 3.0 miles per hour, but with smaller kids (and, subsequently, smaller legs), hiking times can double or triple your usual pace. As such, I conservatively estimate that most kids can do a mile in an hour, and the hiking times provided reflect that number.

Fees and permits: Depending on the management agency, fees and permits may be required for entrance onto their land. Most state and national parks require a fee, and some of the more popular trails even require a timed permit to enter. Many times the America the Beautiful National Parks Pass covers more than just getting into national parks—it also covers parking in wilderness areas and on land owned by the Forest Service. In Connecticut, if you are a resident, all state parks are free when you drive your CT-licensed vehicle into the park.

I have tried my best to accurately depict any fees required to park and recreate on the land a trail is on, but this can change quickly depending on the trail usage or political climate. Always call the local land management agency prior to your adventure to ensure you have what you need to get access.

Please adhere to permitting and fee regulations to keep trails open. The money collected goes directly back to managing the land, whether it be hiring more staff, maintaining trails and removing hazards, or simply buying trash cans to place at the trailheads. These management agencies are usually severely understaffed and could use all the help they can get from our recreational use.

Age range: It is hard to assess what ages are best suited for each trail, because a kid’s skill is based not only on age but also experience. A 10-year-old who has never hiked before might find a 2-mile loop difficult, where a 3-year-old with ample experience might think nothing of it. The most difficult ages to assess are those toddler years, when kids don’t really want to be in a carrier anymore but can’t quite make it very far on their own.

Despite whatever I have written as guidance for this section, as the parent you are the only one who can decide whether a hike is suitable for your child. Use this section as it is meant to be—as a guide, not a rule.

Potential child hazards: Hiking with kids means you have to worry more about what you might encounter on the trail. A quick rock scramble to the top of a summit might be a breeze for you, but kids with little legs will have more difficulty. I try to point out every possible hazard that can be found on each trail, but be advised that trail conditions might have changed since the publication of this guide.

Gear suggestions: I could list everything but the kitchen sink for the gear I suggest for each hike. However, the things I list in this section are what I would find most useful for each hike on top of the Ten Essentials you should always carry when going out on an adventure. If you need guidance on what the Ten Essentials are, keep reading the next section.




BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL

There is a lot of preparation for a day full of adventure, and that prep time only increases when children are involved. This section will give you a leg up (metaphorically speaking) on preparing for your hike with your little ones to ensure a safe and fun trip for everyone. It will also help you understand the importance of preserving these areas for your kids and the generations to come.

TRAIL ETIQUETTE

There are some basic codes of conduct along the trail. Some of these are not hard-and-fast rules but more of a courtesy and always good to know prior to any hike.

Right of Way

On most trails in the United States, the uphill hiker has the right of way. If you are like me, though, sometimes I need a break going uphill to catch my breath. The point is that the uphill hiker gets to decide whether they want to keep their pace.

Some novice hikers have a hard time wrapping their heads around this one, but there are distinct reasons why uphill hikers have the right of way.

1. Uphill hikers have a narrower field of vision and might not see folks coming down as quickly as those descending a trail can.

2. Uphill hikers have a harder time picking up their momentum again. Yes, downhill hikers might be going faster and have a harder time stopping, but the point is that it would be easy for them to get going again after stopping. Uphill hikers have to put in a lot more effort to get going again if they are abruptly stopped.

All this changes, though, when other trail users come into play. The general rule of thumb is that bikers yield to everyone and everyone yields to horses. If, however, bikers are huffing it up the trail and come up behind you, it’s just polite for hikers to step aside and let them pass.

Also, if you are a solo hiker and you come across a group of folks, it’s generally good etiquette to let the group go no matter if they are going up or down. Making an entire group step aside can do a lot more damage to the edges of a trail than a single hiker.

Dog Etiquette

This seems like a no-brainer, but please adhere to all leash laws. I cannot tell you the number of times someone has had their dog off-leash and simply stated, “Don’t worry! My dog is friendly.” At the crux of it, it doesn’t matter whether your dog is friendly or not. There is a reason leash laws are put into effect for particular trails, and it is on the trail user to know ahead of time what those laws are.

Also, please pick up all feces from your pets while on the trail. This means not only picking up the poop and placing it in a doggie bag but also picking up the bag and throwing it out in a trash receptacle. Many trails on this list do not have garbage cans at the trailheads, so you need to pack out what you pack in. Do not leave bags on the trail for someone else to pick up.

Don’t Forget to Knock Off the Dirt

This is one of those things that people often forget, or, perhaps, were never taught. Before you leave any trailhead after you have hiked the trail, check your gear for any mud, plants, or insects that might have caught a ride down the mountain.

One of the easiest ways to spread nonnative or invasive plant and animal species is through the soles of your hiking boots, the gear you carry, the clothing you wear, and the treads of your tires. So just do a quick check to make sure you aren’t inadvertently giving anything or anyone a ride.

Stay on the Trail

Again, this seems like a given, but please stay on the official trails. Trail erosion is a real threat to many of the trails in New England due to the sheer volume of people recreating on them. If trail users start making their own trails (called social trails), more erosion can take place. This is especially important for those of us with kids since children love to wander. Make sure they understand that they need to stay on the trail for both their safety and the health of the ecosystem.

Understanding Trail Blazes

If you are new to New England, you may never have heard of a “trail blaze.” Trail blazes are painted symbols (usually just a rectangle) on trees or rocks that show you the direction of the trail. Trail blazes are very common in New England and are how most trails are marked.

The general rule of thumb is that if you stand at one trail blaze, you should be able to see the next one up the trail, but that is not always the case. Also, if there are two blazes next to each other but slightly offset, that means there is a turn in the trail. If the blaze on the right is higher on the tree than the left one, it means the trail goes right. If the blaze on the left is higher on the tree than the right one, it means the trail goes left.

Blazes also can be placed on solid rock when you are above the tree line (i.e., the point on a mountain where trees can no longer grow). This happens on many of the trails in New Hampshire, which tends to have a lot of solid granite trails. Rock cairns do not work as well in this state, because winds and precipitation tend to knock them over.

LEAVE NO TRACE

There are seven basic principles to Leave No Trace—an organization dedicated to keeping the environment safe and healthy while also keeping trail users safe. For more indepth information, head to its website: https://lnt.org. Here are the Seven Principles:

1. Plan Ahead and Prepare: Basically, know what you are getting yourself and your kids into. This hiking guide can assist in some of the logistics of planning ahead, but you also need to think of other things. Know the skills and abilities of all the people in your party, check weather, and have a backup plan.

2. Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces: Stay on the trail. This is what is meant by “travel on durable surfaces.” But also, when you find a trail that opens up onto rock, stay as close to the blazes as possible and do not walk on the plant life that grows between rocks.

3. Dispose of Waste Properly:This one is fairly straightforward. Don’t litter, and pack out what you pack in. This helps keep an area clean but also helps prevent wildlife from becoming nuisances on the trail.

4. Leave What You Find:This is the hardest one for those of us with kids. Children want to pick all the wildflowers and pinecones and rocks. Mistakes happen, of course, but there are ways to help prevent kids from picking up all the things. I tend to bring a toy (like a plastic car) for my kid to hold, or he uses one of my trekking poles to play “trail swords.” Also, bubbles are a huge distraction in a pickle.

5. Minimize Campfire Impacts: If you don’t need to build a fire, then don’t. And if you do build one, make sure it’s completely out before you move on. There is no need to start a wildfire because you didn’t know how to properly douse your fire.

6. Respect Wildlife:This means do not pick up, aggravate, or try to pet any wildlife. Whether the wildlife be venomous snakes or harmless salamanders, please do not touch any wildlife for both your and their safety.

7. Be Considerate of Others:This is something you should think about in your life and not just on the trail. Common decency can go a long way on the trail, so just try to be a good person and a good trail user.

THE TEN ESSENTIALS OF HIKING

There are so many different types of gear that you could buy to get you and your kids outside, but I will not list all of them here. Instead, there are ten essential items that you should always carry with you no matter the size of your adventure.

1. First-aid kit: Any first-aid kit will do as long it fits the needs of your adventure. A longer adventure will need a more extensive first-aid kit. The only three things I ever added to a first-aid kit for my child is children’s Tylenol, the NoseFrida (if you know, you know), and some child-friendly adhesive bandages.

2. Navigation: Either a GPS unit or map/compass will do. Your phone can technically be used at the very least, but you never know what service will be like in places.

3. Knife/Multitool:You can find great lightweight knives that easily fit in a small pack.

4. Safety items: A light, such as a headlamp, and fire-making tool (matches will suffice)

5. Sun protection: Bring both sunscreen and a hat.

6. Water: This seems obvious, but it needs to be stated. For an added kick, bring powdered electrolytes to add to your water bottle when you start to feel lethargic.

7. Food: Not just any food, but enough food for everyone. Also make sure that the food you bring is nourishing enough to fuel you and your companions for the entirety of the hike. Foods that can provide ample energy include nutrition/protein bars, energy chews, fresh veggies and fruit, trail mix, and tuna/salmon packets.

8. Layers: No matter the season, always come prepared with a base layer, a midlayer (like a sweatshirt), and an outer layer (like a raincoat).

9. Appropriate footwear: Footwear with proper protection, traction, and support should be taken under consideration.

10. Shelter: It doesn’t have to be a three-person tent, but, at the very least, carry an emergency bivvy at all times.

HIKING SAFETY

Weather and Seasons

Anyone who has lived in New England knows how the weather and seasons change throughout the year. Winter can be brutally cold, summer is full of biting insects, and fall can have endless rain. Just because you are headed out on a hike doesn’t mean Mother Nature will keep the skies blue and the rain at bay. Always check the weather prior to any adventure, especially for those hikes above the tree line. Storms can come in fast in places like the White Mountains. Always be prepared to turn around if weather comes in quickly.

Wildlife Encounters

On any given trail and at any given time, you can encounter wildlife. It might be only a caterpillar or a toad rather than a bear or a moose, but whatever it is, it should be taken seriously nonetheless. At the start of every trail, I always discuss with my kid the potential wildlife we might see on the trail and what to do if we encounter them.

When I ask him what animals he thinks we’ll see, he almost always says, “Dinosaurs.” (Spoiler: We have yet to see a dinosaur on the trail.) But then he gives me real answers such as “bunny rabbits” and “mooooooooose,” emphasis on the “ooo.” And now, at almost 5 years old, he also knows the answers when I ask him what he should do in case we encounter {insert any animal here}. Because the answer is always the same—“Walk to mama slowly.”

There are, of course, nuances to wildlife encounters and the type of wildlife you see (i.e., what you do when you encounter a bear is different from what to do if you encounter a snake or a salamander). But ultimately, teach your kids to walk to you slowly no matter what the wildlife they encounter, and then assess the situation from there.

Ticks and Brown-tail Moths

Unfortunately, ticks and brown-tail moths are a regular part of outdoor life here in New England. They are pesky little buggers that are the bane of most parents’ existence. The best advice I can give you is to spray your gear with permethrin at the beginning of the season (always check the label though) and use picaridin on your clothes and skin (I have never been a fan of DEET, so I try to stay away from it). Also, simply wearing long sleeves and tucking your pants into your socks works like a charm.

Poisonous Plants

There are several poisonous plants in New England, but the most common one found on the trail is poison ivy. In the Bash Bish Falls hike (hike 14), I describe how to identify poison ivy. There are a few trails in this guide where poison ivy is plentiful, so make sure to keep an eye on the trails when you hike. Again, wearing long sleeves and tucking your pants into your socks helps keep the dangerous oils off the skin and prevents irritation.

HIKING TIPS AND SUGGESTIONS

There are so many things I could put in this section, but the top tips that have proven to be useful and make for a happier kiddo on the trail include the following:

1. Bring all the snacks. I bring options for my kid as well as things he doesn’t usually get at home but would consider a treat on the trail. I never know what mood my kid will be in, so having options is always a good thing.

2. Always carry mini M&Ms. I tried using gummy bears to entice my kid to get moving on the trail; however, the few times I did it, he didn’t poop for three days! So, instead, I use mini M&Ms. They are not only great for bowels, they are also small enough to put in a fanny pack or your day backpack without taking up too much space.

3. Buy good outerwear. Remember where I said you didn’t have to buy the most expensive or fancy gear? The one thing I never cheap out on is winter outerwear. I knew I wanted to bring my kid outdoors no matter the weather, which meant a lot of hiking in rain and snow, as New England experiences all the seasons. I noticed that the cheaper raincoats and snowsuits I bought him would get his base layers wet easily and he’d become cranky on the trail (who wouldn’t?). I buy better outwear now and just size up so he can use it for multiple seasons.

4. Bring guidebooks or educational apps. I am not against screens in the outdoors. My son and I use the Seek app by iNaturalist every time we get out on a trail. It’s a great resource to learn about new plants and animals, plus it works without service.

5. Bring bubbles. Seriously, bubbles can lift anyone out of a bad mood, adults included. I carry a small bottle of bubbles everywhere we go.

6. Plan a fun treat for after the hike. This might be something big (like heading up a tramway to summit a 4,000-footer) or something small (like grabbing a lollipop at the gas station on the way home). Sometimes kids need incentives, and that’s OK.
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