
Family Friendly HIKES IN MAINE

Aislinn Sarnacki

[image: image]


Dedicated to my big Maine family


Published by Down East Books

An imprint of Globe Pequot

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2017 by Aislinn Sarnacki

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

Maps: Melissa Baker © 2017 Rowman & Littlefield

All images by the author unless otherwise credited

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Sarnacki, Aislinn, 1988- author.

Title: Family-friendly hikes in Maine / Aislinn Sarnacki.

Description: Camden, Maine ; Guilford, Connecticut : Down East Books, 2017. | Includes index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017005452 (print) | LCCN 2017010985 (ebook) | ISBN 9781608935857 (pbk. : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781608935864 (e-book) | ISBN 9781608935864 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Hiking—Maine—Guidebooks. | Trails—Maine—Guidebooks. | Maine—Guidebooks.

Classification: LCC GV199.42.M2 S27 2017 (print) | LCC GV199.42.M2 (ebook) | DDC 796.5109741—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017005452

[image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

   
Printed in the United States of America


   The author and Rowman & Littlefield assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.




Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Hiking Through Life

The Scariest Creature in the Maine Woods

Preparing for Your Hike

Hike 1: Hidden Valley Nature Center in Jefferson

Hike 2: Wolfe’s Neck Woods State Park in Freeport

Hike 3: Orono Bog Boardwalk in Bangor and Orono

Hike 4: Ship Harbor Nature Trail in Acadia National Park

Hike 5: Birdsacre, Stanwood Wildlife Sanctuary, in Ellsworth

Hike 6: Birch Point Discovery Trail in Steuben

Hike 7: Trenton Community Trail in Trenton

Hike 8: Beech Hill Preserve in Rockport

Hike 9: Old Pond Railway Trail in Hancock

Hike 10: Moose Point State Park in Searsport

Hike 11: Shore Acres Preserve in Deer Isle

Hike 12: Lily Bay State Park on Moosehead Lake

Hike 13: Ferry Beach State Park in Saco

Hike 14: Quoddy Head State Park in Lubec

Hike 15: Hirundo Wildlife Refuge in Old Town

Hike 16: Hundred Acre Wood in Brooklin

Hike 17: Curtis Farm Preserve in Harpswell

Hike 18: Northeast Penjajawoc Preserve in Bangor

Hike 19: Holbrook Island Sanctuary State Park in Brooksville

Hike 20: Fields Pond Audubon Center in Holden

Hike 21: Torsey Pond Nature Preserve in Readfield

Hike 22: Witherle Woods Preserve in Castine

Hike 23: Piscataquis County Demonstration Forest in Williamsburg Township

Hike 24: South Bog Conservation Lands in Rangeley

Hike 25: Good Will-Hinckley Trails in Fairfield

Hike 26: Mingo Springs Nature Trail and Bird Walk in Rangeley

Hike 27: Range Pond State Park in Poland

Hike 28: Sandy Point Beach Park in Stockton Springs

Hike 29: Bog Brook Cove Preserve in Cutler

Hike 30: Viles Arboretum in Augusta

Hike 31: Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge in Wells

Hike 32: Salmon Brook Lake Trails in Perham

Hike 33: Aroostook National Wildlife Refuge, East Loring Division, in Limestone

Hike 34: Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens in Boothbay

Hike 35: Sandy Stream Pond and Roaring Brook Nature Trails in Baxter State Park


About the Author


Acknowledgments

While I often hike solo, I’m never alone. It’s extremely difficult to count the number of family, friends, colleagues, and even complete strangers who have helped me—directly or indirectly—produce this book.


That being said, I’d like to acknowledge the Bangor Daily News and Down East Books in particular for working with me to make this guidebook a reality. Thank you, Michael Steere from Down East Books for giving me a shot, Anthony Ronzio and Sarah Walker Caron from Bangor Daily News for supporting the collaboration, and Caroline McManus from Globe Pequot for giving the whole thing a close eye and making edits that truly made a difference.


I’d also like to thank my mother, Joyce Clark Sarnacki, who helped edit drafts and offered advice when I needed it most. And I’d like to thank my two most devoted hiking buddies, my husband Derek and our dog Oreo, for their limitless patience, love and support on and off the trails.


Last but not least, I’d like to thank all the people who have read my BDN column and blog over the years. Without your support, my writing wouldn’t have snowballed into a book.


Introduction

With grass stains on her knees and pine needles in her tangled hair, a young girl wades through tall ferns into a woodland clearing. She pauses to tilt her face to the sky, and the summer sun makes her freckles pop. As rooted as the trees surrounding her, she stands still and enjoys the warmth of the summer and the familiar scent of balsam fir.


Perhaps she’s listening to the sweet song of the hermit thrush, or maybe she’s lost in thought, hatching a plan for the day’s adventures. Later that day, she’ll convince her big sister to join her in picking wild raspberries across the road, and then they’ll ride their bikes half a mile to the ice cream stand.


Clouds sneak over the sun, and the girl opens her eyes. She takes a deep breath of fresh air, then continues on her way, through the shaded forest she knows so well.


That was about 20 years ago, and that young girl was me.


The forest behind my family home was my playground. The peaceful fern clearing was just one of the many places I remember visiting time and time again as I roamed through the golden and paper birch, sugar maples, and tall white pines. In that forest I once encountered a white-tailed deer. We were both startled to see each other as we crested the hill of hardwoods. I stood in awe as it bounded away, its fluffy white tail dancing.


Closer to home, in a shaded corner of our yard, a soft bed of moss grew. I liked to cross over it in bare feet as I walked to the nearby spring. There on a boulder I’d sit and listen to the water gurgling underground. It brought me comfort and helped me think clearly about my small problems.


I was lucky. Growing up in the 1990s, I learned to love the outdoors at an early age from my parents. My father, a lifelong hunter, angler, and gardener, taught me to ride a bike, shoot a bow, fish for pickerel and trout, canoe quiet streams, and plant vegetables. My mother shared my love for hiking, and my aunts and uncles also enjoyed camping and trekking up mountains.


In the winter my father often joined my sister and me outdoors to build snowmen and ice forts, ice-skate and ice-fish, and sled down some questionable hills. My sister and I were not forced to spend time outdoors; we chose to because it was fun. Often, we would play outside until it grew dark, our eyes adjusting to the gloom, and our parents would have to call us indoors for supper.


My family owned about 5 acres near the end of a dead-end road. We had a large yard bordered by a mixed forest. My father tended a small number of young apple trees, and each year, he planted a vegetable garden with several rows of corn, peas, carrots, cucumbers, potatoes, and beets. We always grew a clump of dill, which we used to season salmon, and hills of summer squash, winter squash, and pumpkins that we’d carve into jack-o’-lanterns in the fall. My father also grew several types of tomatoes, which he stewed into the best spaghetti sauce in the world.


Someday, I want to create something like that childhood for my own children—days filled with adventures, creativity, and healthy outdoor activity.


Someday, I imagine my children will look at me with awe when I tell them that when I was a little girl, we didn’t have cell phones, and for a long time, we didn’t have a computer and our television only played five local channels.


Throughout my childhood, technology rapidly improved. Music transitioned from cassette tapes and boom boxes, to CDs and Discmans, to MP3s and iPods.


Like most families in Maine, we were slightly behind on the trends. Cable television wasn’t available on our rural road, but we eventually purchased a giant satellite dish, which tuned us into the vast and addictive world of channel surfing.


My family purchased our first home computer, a Windows 95, before I hit 10 years of age, and I quickly became the most knowledgeable person in the family about the machine. Sitting in front of its screen, I played pinball, raced cars, and downloaded songs using painfully slow dial-up Internet. At the time, the World Wide Web was a new and wondrous place.


In the year 2000—after the madness that was “Y2K”—I was on the verge of my teenage years and spending more time on the computer than ever before.


Also during that time, I discovered video games on Nintendo, SEGA, Playstation, and XBox. My friends and I would have slumber parties during which we’d sit in front of the TV for hours, playing video games—much like kids do today. Our video games were just a little grainier and simpler, but to us, they were remarkably hightech and just as addictive.


Of all the technology I embraced during that time, the camcorder was probably the only thing that kept me active and constantly creating. Unfortunately, the battery power of our family camcorder was so weak that we were limited to using it indoors, where we could plug it into a wall outlet. Propping that clunky machine on a shoulder or table, my friends and I would film our own sitcoms and bogus commercials, dance routines and puppet shows.


In my teenage years, I discovered e-mail and AOL instant messenger. And upon entering high school, I received my first cell phone, a bulky Nokia that today is referred to as the infamous “brick phone.” It didn’t have a camera or Internet capabilities, but it did have text messaging. And it didn’t take long for mobile phones to advance. By the end of high school, I was toting around a smartphone, and upon departure for college, I received my first laptop.


I think it is a combination of this new technology and the culture of high school that caused me to drift away from spending time outdoors. Thanks to school sports teams, I remained active, but I was no longer engaging with nature as I did on a daily basis as a child. I no longer simply walked in the woods.


It wasn’t until college, when I moved to the great city of Boston, that I realized how important the wilderness was to me. Homesick, I would often wander into a city garden and sit among the flowers and bushes in a spot where I couldn’t see the surrounding skyscrapers.


I ended up transferring to the University of Maine in Orono, and while there I reconnected with the outdoors, mostly through hiking. Spending time outdoors became necessary for me to maintain good health—physically, mentally, and emotionally. Nowadays, I cannot go without it.

The bottom line: Nature is good for you. You can sift through as many self-help books as you’d like to gain insight into why that is. Recently, multiple studies have been conducted across the globe to uncover the benefits of fresh air and outdoor exploration. But for me, experiencing it is enough. Now that I spend more time outside, I can actually feel the stress build when circumstances keep me indoors too long.


Some outdoor writers have suggested that it has a lot to do with our senses. Indoors, in front of the television or on the computer, we’re often using only a couple. Mainly sight. And even then, after a while our eyes start to sting due to the unnatural light of a computer or TV screen.


Outdoors, on the other hand, you are constantly bombarded with scents and sounds, sights and feelings. The trees sway and rustle. The forest smells rich and earthy. The birds sing and fly overhead. The grass is cool and soft. In the wilderness you often use all of your senses, which makes it easier to be present and means you aren’t dwelling on the past or worrying about the future—things we as humans spend a lot of energy doing.


Today, finding time to be active outdoors is easy for me because it’s a part of my job.


Since 2010 I’ve been a full-time writer for the Outdoors section of the Bangor Daily News, covering topics such as outdoor recreation, conservation, and wildlife. And for five of those years, I’ve been in charge of a weekly column on hiking, for which I visit different trails in Maine. Over the years, I’ve visited at least 250 different trails throughout the state.


People often ask me, “Are you running out of places to hike yet?” And my answer is a resounding “no.” Trails are all over the place in this state, and no two trails are the same.


For me, returning to the outdoors was fairly easy because I had all of those childhood experiences to fall back on. I feel comfortable in the woods—at home, even. But many people don’t have those childhood experiences, so they often feel uncomfortable in the wilderness. It’s more of a struggle for them to form a relationship with nature.


That makes me worried for today’s youth. The technology that pulled me indoors for my teen years is nothing compared to what children are armed with today. Today, babies play apps on mobile phones. Toddlers have favorite websites, and kids are creating their own online worlds on tablets. Technology offers entertainment, usually without requiring any physical effort. It’s easy. It’s comfortable. It’s addictive. And it’s not real.


I understand the lure of it. I myself am a regular user of social media, and on occasion I get wrapped up in some online game. I’m not wagging my finger at today’s children and telling them that they’re doing something wrong. I’m wagging my finger at today’s children and telling them that there’s something that many of them are missing.


Fresh air. The beauty of nature. The joy of physical exertion.


I believe that people need to carve time out of their daily lives for the outdoors, that people should rest their eyes by walking away from the computer screen. And I believe that doing this can improve people’s health tenfold. Even if there weren’t research to back me up, I’d believe this from experience. Once you get in the habit of spending time outdoors each week, you feel terrible if you go without it.


I worry that many of today’s children, with technology at their fingertips, won’t learn the value of spending time outdoors unless they’re taught by their parents—or grandparents, or some other guardian or mentor. And if they don’t spend time outdoors early in life, I believe it will be much harder for them to embrace an outdoor lifestyle later, even if they want to. Without childhood memories of the wilderness, without that early familiarity with trees and wild animals and insects and dirt, the wilderness can seem a scary, unpredictable, messy place.


That’s why I wanted to write this guidebook. I want to help people of all ages get to know the wilderness in Maine. I want to make it easy for people to get outside and learn about nature in beautiful, safe settings.


I understand that not everyone has 5 acres of wilderness to call their own, as I did as a child, so I’m going to tell you about some public spots you can explore. And believe me, there are so many public trails and parks in this big state, I’m only going to be able to give you the tip of the iceberg in the following pages.


The trails in this book are in the “easy” category, but keep in mind that the trails vary greatly within that grouping. Some of the trails are smooth and wide enough for wheelchairs and strollers to travel, while others are narrow and run over uneven terrain. I have done my best to describe these trails in great detail so you can decide which are best for you and your family.


My goal is to offer trails from all over the state that people of all ages can explore together. I’ve selected trails that I’ve found especially interesting for a variety of reasons. Some include built-in scavenger hunts and other outdoor games, while other trails are enhanced with colorful educational displays about nature and history. My hope is that you, the reader, will visit one or more of these trails, and by doing that, get to know the wilderness a bit better.


One word of encouragement I can give is this: In all the years I have spent seeking out Maine trails and documenting them, there has never been a time when I’ve finished a hike and said, “I wish I hadn’t hiked today” or “It wasn’t worth the drive.” Not once.


Hiking Through Life

At the age of five, my niece Willamina has now mastered the art of walking over narrow bog bridges. She has also learned how to identify cinnamon ferns and bunchberries, and she has overcome her fear of dragonflies. She is a most eye-opening hiking companion, showing great wonder for beautiful scenes in nature that I often take for granted.

I hope that her early discoveries in nature will encourage her to care about the environment and to continue to enjoy the benefits of outdoor activities her whole life long. I hope to show her one way to do that is through hiking.


Hiking—the way I choose to define it—is a lifelong sport.


My personal definition of hiking is “walking in a wilderness area of any kind.” A hike doesn’t have to include a mountain or any other specific natural feature. A hike can be on an easy path or a challenging mountain trail. Hiking can take days, or it can take 20 minutes. My definition of the activity is very broad.


Using that definition of hiking, I’d like to think that hiking is for everyone, even people who use wheelchairs or another device to assist their mobility. Hiking is for babies and elderly people and everyone in between—given the right trail.


This book of “family friendly” hikes will feature easy trails, some of which were constructed to be wheelchair accessible by ADA standards. While some families can certainly tackle very strenuous hikes, I chose easy hikes because I think these are accessible to more families—families with young children, for instance, and families that includes grandparents and great-grandparents.


My belief that hiking can be a lifelong sport has been strengthened by meeting hikers of all ages through my career as a newspaper reporter whose beat includes outdoor activities. A few names come to mind in particular.


Neva Warren, 15, of Florida, hiked 2,200 miles along the Appalachian Mountain Range from Georgia to Maine in 2013 to become the youngest solo thru-hiker to complete the famous Appalachian Trail. I met up with this inspiring young woman in Monson, Maine, just about a week before she completed her long trek. We sat at a picnic table and talked about long-distance hiking, and the importance of fingernail polish and good music while on the trail.


Hiking is different for everyone.


Then there’s David Thompson, a retired forester who at 78 was maintaining hiking trails in Orono as one of the most active volunteers of the Orono Land Trust. On a sunny day in July of 2015, I went on a walk with him in one of the preserves he helps manage. He pointed out invasive plants and explained the different life spans of the different materials used to create footbridges. He was healthy and energetic and generous with his time. I strive to age (or refuse to age) in a similar fashion.


He’s not the only older person I’ve met on the trail. In fact, most people I meet on the trail are older than I am. But it doesn’t matter. In the wilderness, for me, people’s differences—including age differences—seem to melt away because we know that we all have one important thing in common: we’re all actively enjoying nature.


And we’re all benefiting from it. Trust me.


Preparing for Your Hike

With any outdoor adventure, no matter how small, preparation is key to having a safe, enjoyable time. It doesn’t have to be complicated or time-consuming. But trust me, putting in just a little bit of effort before your adventure can really make a difference in the amount of fun you have while on the trail.


The first thing I do when planning a hike is pick a trail and learn about it. These are some of the questions I try to find the answers to: What are the trail rules? Are dogs allowed, and if they are, do they need to be on a leash of specific length? What’s the trail like? Where can I get a map? In what form do I want to carry that map? How long will the drive take to get to the trailhead? Is the trail even accessible this time of year? (In Maine, a lot of roads that lead to the remoter trails aren’t plowed during the winter.)


This guide makes it possible for you to answer those questions without looking anywhere else.

It’s also helpful to learn about who owns and manages the trail. Trails are owned and maintained by towns, land trusts, the state and federal governments, schools, and other entities. Often, these trail owners have websites or offices where you can gather additional information. For example, in this guidebook, I have included a preserve that is owned and maintained by the Blue Hill Heritage Trust. This particular land trust conserves land and maintains more than 20 public hiking trails throughout the Blue Hill Peninsula, and all of them are listed on the land trust website, bluehillheritagetrust.org.


So, while I’ve selected 35 of my favorite family friendly hikes to describe in detail in this guidebook, the information I provide about trail maintainers and owners in this book will serve as a gateway for you to learn about many more trails throughout Maine.


Next in the preparation process:You’ll need a backpack—not a tote or a purse—a backpack. I don’t care how short or easy the trail is, it’s always good to carry a few items with you, and I believe a backpack is the best way to carry them. Because a backpack is carried on your back, it’s out of the way and leaves your hands free to maintain balance, hold someone’s hand, take photos or unfold a trail map. Specifically, I prefer a backpack that secures with simple straps and buckles around my waist and across my chest so it doesn’t shift every time I bend over to look at a wildflower.


So now that I hope you’re convinced that a backpack is necessary, here’s a few items you may want to consider putting into the backpack:


• Water—more than you think you’ll need.

• Tasty snacks. In the summer, choose snacks that won’t squish or spoil in the heat. And if it’s winter, select snacks that won’t freeze.

• Small first aid kit

• Headlamp or flashlight (with extra batteries)

• Compass and trail map

• Cell phone (charged)

• Rain jacket

• Extra layers of clothing, depending on the weather

• Camera (so you can take photos and leave nature as you find it)

During the winter or during longer hikes, I’d also consider packing:

• Handwarmers

• Extra mittens

• Fire starter

• Space blanket

• GPS device

• Satellite tracking device, such as SPOT Satellite Messenger

These are just a few suggestions. I’ve heard it said that a day hiker should carry enough supplies to get them through a night in the woods . . . just in case. But no one said that night has to be comfortable, so you don’t have to go overboard. The likelihood of you getting stuck in the woods overnight is slim, but it’s not unheard of.


For even more ideas about what to pack while day hiking, one of the best sources I’ve found is the Appalachian Mountain Club website, outdoors.org.


So now it’s time for me to confess. I’m not the best at preparing or packing for adventures, but I’m a lot better than I used to be.


For the most part, I have learned the hard way. For instance, I didn’t think a first aid kit was necessary on a day hike until I fell on exposed bedrock on Old Speck Mountain in western Maine. I was OK, but both of my knees and hands were torn up and bleeding. I wasn’t far from my car, so I just kept going. Eventually I hiked by a group of Boy Scouts heading in the opposite direction. The boys looked at me with horror and asked if I was OK and if I needed some bandages. Well, yes, I did, but I stubbornly declined their kind offer and continued down the mountain. How embarrassing.


I could go on and on, telling you about the time I didn’t have an updated trail map or the time I lost a mitten on the trail, but I think you get the idea. Pack items that will help you stay safe, happy, and comfortable on the trail. You won’t regret it.


And last but perhaps most importantly, tell someone about your plans. Actually, write out your plans or send an explicit text. Tell them where you’re going and when you plan to return. This is your safety net, so make sure this person is responsible and attentive. If you don’t return when you say you will, that person will know exactly where to start looking . . . because let’s face it, accidents happen. Maybe you twisted your ankle or took the wrong turn. You can’t predict these things. However, I will point out that accidents are a lot less likely to happen if you plan your adventure, and accidents are a lot easier to handle if you’ve packed emergency supplies and have someone at home who
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