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Young adventurers taking in the view at Sugarloaf Mountain
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To Ronnie, my partner in life, love, and adventure, thank you for your endless support and for never saying no to an adventure. And to our five mavericks—Izzy, Teagen, Willow, Weston, and Stone—may you always live a great story and go where there is no path and leave your own trail.

—AH





To Riley, every hike and adventure I've embarked on my whole life prepared me for you, and I'm so lucky to get to enjoy the trails with you now.

—WG
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PREFACE


This slice of the mid-Atlantic region is a collection of five amazing states filled with rich history and diverse geography that provides endless opportunities for adventures. Its landscape is defined by coastal plains along the East Coast, rolling hills heading west, and the Appalachian Mountains farther inland. Unique rock formations and water features, combined with one-of-a-kind plant and animal species, along with the local pride of adventuring in nature throughout all four distinct seasons, makes hiking in the mid-Atlantic region a special experience for families all year long.

This guide aims to provide kids of all ages a curated selection of some of the most varied and interesting destinations in the mid-Atlantic, while reassuring busy adults about what exactly to expect from any given trail, the features they will see when they arrive, and the logistics that can make or break an outdoor excursion with kids. We hope you get a sense of the love steeped in these pages—the love for outdoors, the love for adventure, the love for planning and preparation, and the love for family and community. The mid-Atlantic’s number of “kid-friendly” hikes is almost staggering, so choosing which adventures to include was no easy task. Alison’s husband and four children were her co-adventurers on every single hike, often squeezing in up to three hikes a day, several days in a row in order to test and find just the right hikes for this guide. We carefully selected hikes that included fun features kids will look forward to seeing and places parents will feel comfortable navigating to and exploring with their children.

The driving question behind this book is this: How can we design experiences that inspire wonder in our children? If we—as educators, caregivers, aunties and uncles, grandparents, and parents—can provide a fun environment and the initial sparks of curiosity, we can help children discover and explore the world around them, creating a generation of resilient, curious kids who appreciate natural beauty even from a young age. This book is designed to give adults some tools to help ignite questions on the trail, to teach kids that it’s great to stop and look at things instead of just rushing from point A to point B, and to begin to introduce a broader understanding of just how many unique places surround us in this mountainous land. By simply venturing out and interacting with kids along the trail, we are building their skills in questioning things they see around them—everywhere—and encouraging them to look for answers.
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It is our belief that not all classrooms have four walls and that there is no better way to learn about the world than to experience it. As you explore the outdoors with your own crew, please keep in mind that while the scavenger hunt items called out on each hike might help you to add excitement or teachable moments, finding them all need not be the main goal of your outing. We wrote this guide to help you get outside, spend time with your family, and have fun in the great outdoors.

It has been found that one-quarter of kids have never climbed a tree—ever. What was once a staple of childhood is starting to disappear. We understand it can be hard to watch your children take risks like climbing a tree or hiking a mountain, but allowing children to engage in risk-taking activities enables them to test their abilities and develop strength and confidence that can be applied to activities far beyond that tree or hill. Many of us have seen the copious amounts of research about the benefits of getting kids outdoors more and interacting with the world in an open-ended way. We also know that kids today lead more structured lives than ever before. We think you will be pleasantly surprised when you see how much your children enjoy simply being set loose in wide-open spaces. And unstructured time outdoors is very important for children’s development. It has been found that children who spend time learning outdoors develop higher confidence, greater independence, increased creativity, and better decision-making skills.

Children also grow when they face challenges. This is why hiking and spending time in nature is such a powerful tool for children. Many children do not think about hiking a mountain and might assume they could never make it to the top. But they can. And when they do, they are filled with such joy and pride at this accomplishment that it spills into other areas of their lives. When you spend time with your children outdoors, you will notice that they begin to show more initiative, are more likely to be up for a challenge, and persevere more during hard times.
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Challenging hikes offer times for power-up stops and contemplation of the surrounding beauty


In our families, we think of ourselves more as forest wanderers than hikers. We find being outside in nature to be extremely calming while also invigorating. When you hear the term “hiker,” sometimes the image that comes to mind is of a fit young adult with technical gear going up very steep mountains at a fast pace. But that is not what hiking, or this book, is all about. This is about getting out in nature, reconnecting with the natural world, and getting our bodies moving. It’s about going at your own pace, stopping to smell the flowers, and enjoying time with your family away from everyday distractions. No matter what you call it—hiking, tramping, walking, exploring, or our favorite, forest wandering—amazing things happen when you get out of the house, off your phone, and into nature.

But please keep in mind that not all adventures go as planned. On our first official hike for this book, we were halfway through the hike when Alison suddenly heard her children crying. They were a little ahead of her on the trail and had unknowingly walked right past a huge hornet’s nest. Her four young children got stung a total of fifteen times. She walked them a safe distance away from the nest, and they evaluated the damage. The kids cried, drank some water, and had a snack. And then you know what happened? They continued on their adventure. These amazingly brave and resilient children regrouped, comforted each other, and then calmly continued to hike back to the trailhead. You will be amazed at how your children are able to overcome obstacles and challenges on the trails and have an amazing experience, even when the adventure does not go as planned.

Time spent in nature is never wasted time, and it is a truly wondrous thing to see how the wild calms the child. It is important that children have an outlet for their energy, their creativity, and their passions. Giving children unstructured time outdoors allows them this much-needed time and freedom. And playtime outdoors isn’t just for preschoolers; children of all ages benefit when given the freedom to freely explore the great outdoors.

Alison’s family motto is to never give up and to live a great story. We believe that life, just like adventure, is not just about the destination but also about enjoying the journey. We refuse to follow the script that enjoying life is a goal only for the future—we don’t believe you should have to wait until the kids are older or until you retire to go on adventures and start enjoying life. We also believe in raising mavericks—independent-minded people who want to achieve what has never been achieved before. People who are daring, innovative, influential, and willing to take chances. In a world that often encourages children to follow along with what the crowd is doing, we feel it is important that children develop the confidence to take their own path and follow their own dreams. We want our children to think for themselves, dream big, be courageous, do things their own way, and take a path in life that makes them happy. Our wish is that you also choose to raise mavericks.

We hope this guide will help you foster curiosity and a love of nature in the kids in your life, and that it helps to raise our next generation of naturalists by putting the guidebook in their hands. Experiencing the wonders all around us creates lifelong habits of seeking out adventure, appreciating the gifts nature gives us every day, and caring about keeping our natural resources clean, beautiful, and accessible for many generations to come. Our wish is that this guide serves a good foundation for you and your family in getting outside and getting more active. And we hope, just as naturalist and conservationist John Muir did one hundred years ago, that of the paths you take in life, “a few of them are dirt.”
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