Jim Humphrey

Epic ride #1


An Epic ride, from Ward Hill to….???
By Jim Humphrey
“I’d like to join you, but you know how I am about commitments!”

So said Sandy Bray about my proposed “epic” ride. The ride would start at Ward Reservation in Andover, MA, connect to Harold Parker State Forest, and cut through the North Andover dump to Boxford State Forest. Then, time allowing, we could take more trails, or the road, to Bradley Palmer State Park in Ipswich. The route would probably be over 20 miles.
The goal was to see if a mountain-biker of average stamina and skill (that would be me) could cover that distance, riding some of the best trails on the North Shore, while writing a detailed description of the routes he took (and shouldn’t have taken) and snapping some photos of the scenery along the way.  

Fortunately, Sandy enlisted to make the journey with me and OldSloDoggie (a.k.a. Fred White). We started planning logistics – who knew if we could ride 2 miles, let alone 20, after a long winter riding recess? We opted to leave a car at Bradley Palmer, another in Boxford, and then all carpool to Ward. That way, if either bikes or bodies broke down, we would not be too far from a rescue vehicle. 
Next, we determined how to get from park to park. We are all North Shore NEMBA members who frequently ride Harold Parker and Willowdale, but were unfamiliar with Ward and Georgetown-Rowley. Fred found the route from Georgetown to Willowdale, and I scoped the nearest entrance to Harold Parker from Ward. 

Finally, we agreed to meet at 9 am at Bradley Palmer, expecting to be on the trail in Ward by 10 am. 

I plundered the map bin at Harold Parker Forest Headquarters, getting one for each state forest or park we planned to ride (these are also available on the Massachusetts Department of Conservation and Recreation website). I also packed the “Eastern Massachusetts Road and Bicycle Map”, by Rubel BikeMaps. The Rubel map is especially suited for a long ride like this one. It shows the parks (including the basic trail layouts), the most bike-friendly road routes, and where to find the nearest bike store and ice cream shop. 
A dank day dawns
At 9 a.m. on a Sunday, we met at Bradley Palmer State Park, under grey skies. The Allen rack on my Subaru barely held all three bikes, with Fred’s Kona clinging to the end of the prongs. Fred and Sandy piled their equipment and comestibles into the Forester. As usual, Sandy made several dozen delectable ginger cookies, and Fred brought enough bananas to feed a family of monkeys for a month. 

With the Forester full of bikes and supplies, Sandy and I motored to Boxford via Topsfield Road and Boxford Street, Fred trailing us in his Mini. We left the Mini in Boxford at an elementary school north of the intersection of Middleton Street and Main, close to Boxford State Forest. We continued wobbling over to Andover and the Ward Reservation, the Forester demonstrating why the mechanic had recently suggested buying $900 worth of struts. 

Ward Reservation – safari to Elephant Rock
The parking lot for Ward Reservation is on Prospect Road in Andover, just off Route 125. We got out, unloaded bikes, had a few bananas and ginger cookies, and snapped  “before” pictures of the crew. At 10:15, we grabbed the Ward map from a kiosk in the lot, and started the long climb up Holt Hill.
Sandy and Fred and the iron horses – getting ready at Ward (photo001)
At 700 acres, Ward was the smallest park we would ride this day. A property of The Trustees of Reservations, a private conservation organization, it was assembled from multiple bequests of land made by Mabel Ward and her descendants. At the crest of 420-ft. Holt Hill, we stopped to catch our breath and take a view. Often, Boston’s Hancock and Prudential towers are visible from here, but today we could hardly see through the fog to Harold Parker, only a mile away. 
We went due east on the Graham trail, going straight downhill into the woods over rocks and roots, before rising again to a ridge near Shrub Hill. Ward is well-marked, featuring small signs with complete written directions – “go straight to Elephant Rock” or “left to Sanborn Trail” – in addition to intersection numbers. We crossed Old Chestnut at intersection 14, cranking (and pushing) until we were just below the top of Boston Hill. At intersection 13, we should have gone right to Elephant Rock, as the map showed. Instead we went left and flew all the way down the Boston Hill antenna tower access road. We paid for our trespasses, though, with a steep ride-and-push back up to the top.  
The view from Elephant Rock was limited. Sandy brought out the ginger cookies while Fred and I tried to see where the pachyderm was in this pile of stone. A flock of small birds swirled around. After Fred asked, “What kind of bird is that?” we all agreed we had no idea. Sandy said, “I don’t know any mountain bikers who are birdwatchers,” although she later noted that her riding partner Joe D “would know, because he knows something about everything.”
Caption: Jim and Sandy at Elephant Rock (photo EPIC015 by Fred White)
We left Elephant Rock and went straight downhill (staying left at intersection 11), crossing the 45-foot bridge NEMBA put in last year. We went right at #10, when we hit the Old Chestnut Street trail. At intersection 14, a left put us back on the Graham trail. At the top of the rise, we took a right at #9, which descends a winding singletrack to the Sanborn trail. Sanborn crosses a short bridge over a swamp (thank you, Boy Scout troop #73), then skirts the lower flanks of Holt Hill. It ends on the access road we had started up almost 2 hours ago
Caption: Fred rides the NEMBA bridge (photo003flip by Jim Humphrey)
Traversing Harold Parker State Forest

Noon. Noting the sign at the Ward parking lot – “Gates closed at sunset” – we rode out Prospect to Route 125. We went south a little over a mile, letting a Lance-wannabe blow by us, then followed him left onto Wildwood Road. The first right is Sagamore Drive. We went down Sagamore until it started to curve to the left. Here a trail leads into the woods on the right, past a sign that reads “Delano Pond.” This is a handlebar-grabbing singletrack that follows the pond’s edge, through a couple of stream crossings, and ends at the top of the Delano Pond dam. We dropped behind the dam, crossed the small stream it lets through, and rode to the top on the other side. Riding away from the dam,  we went right on a trail that took us to a wide old road. 

Caption: Headless Fred conquers some blowdown (photo by Sandy Bray – EPIC017)
This western side of 3000-acre Harold Parker has few trail markings, but this doubletrack is known as Walker Road on the official map (http://www.mass.gov/dcr/parks/trails/harold.gif ). We went left on Walker and followed it until we came to a doubletrack veering off at a sharp right. We stayed right on this trail until we reached a wide “Y” intersection, and went left.
The path eventually takes a sharp right and goes uphill. The next left presented a funky little drop over some large stones, and then piped us through a hole in a rock wall. After a couple of log hops, we stopped to see the remains of an old soapstone quarry. According to the official park history, a company quarried here in the 1830s until their treasurer ran off with the funds, and operations ceased. Partially-cut rocks can still be found in the area. It is a nice place to stop, look around, and take some pictures, if you don’t mind a few mosquitoes.

Caption: Skug River – western section of Harold Parker (photo005 by Jim Humphrey)
The trail crosses the Skug River on a wide bridge, passing a small bowl, eventually reaching a glacial erratic (i.e. big boulder). Here the path drops down to the edge of a sandpit. Some riders drop into this and others portage down to the trail below. We climbed up the other side of the pit, went right through the rock wall, and followed the trail parallel to Jenkins Road.  
We crossed Jenkins into the eastern side of Harold Parker. Here, a damp L-shaped singletrack traces the perimeter of a swamp, gently rising to drier ground and a decision point. On the left is an old road suitable for novices and people who avoid trails strewn with jagged rocks. Our choice was to go straight ahead on the Bay Circuit Trail, a saber-toothed singletrack that carried us to the “Blowdown Trail.” Both of these routes eventually end at paved Berry Pond Road (the access road to the park’s main picnic and swimming area). Go right on Berry Pond Road and ride until you come to the Jenkins Road parking lot (depending on where you get off the Blowdown, you may end up in the lot itself).
The Jenkins lot is a good place to meet other mountain bikers, hikers, dog walkers, and the occasional equestrian. Today, the lot was empty except for two birdwatchers, Maria Sahakian of Beverly and Genie Fugate of Tewksbury. They were looking for a type of owl that ventures out only when the weather is suitably Seattle-like. 

Lured by the prospects of being “SingleTracks” stars, Maria and Genie graciously let Fred and I snap a few pictures of them striking a bird watching action pose.  Then we both continued on our quests.
Cutting across the open dirt field at the south side of the lot, we followed the doubletrack Harold Parker Road to Upper Salem Pond Road, landing on Salem Street.  We saw no owls, though a speeding Sandy almost made duck soup out of two lazy Canadian geese dawdling in her path. A left on Salem Street brought us to Stearns Pond Road, a doubletrack reached through a wide iron gate on the right. This is just south of the forest headquarters, where there is a bathroom if needed. We followed Stearns Pond Road until it reached Harold Parker Road (the paved one), then went right to Route 114.
Bay Circuit Trail around the North Andover dump

It was 2 p.m. Crossing 114 requires patience; there are no lights to stanch the traffic flow. We went straight over it onto Berry Road, right into a dirt parking lot, and left around a gate. A short distance ahead on the left, we saw a Bay Circuit Trail sign tacked onto a tree. There are two routes offered, one through a beaver-damaged hiking trail, and the other on a bridle path. We made a jaunt over to see how impassable the hiking trail was, returned, and took the bridle path to the North Andover soccer fields. 
A bystander told us that the game in progress was between freshman and eighth grade teams from North Andover and Georgetown. Amidst all the running back and forth, we heard some field general (probably an eighth-grader) scream “KEITH, GET BACK!” many times. If Keith retreated as often as he was told, he would have been off the pitch and into the nearby dump. We rolled onward at 2:20 p.m.

Caption: Soccer at North Andover dump (Cyr Recycling Center) on Sharpner’s Pond Road (photo008 by Jim Humphrey)

Boxford State Forest

It is a ten-minute ride down Sharpner’s Pond Road to 1000-acre Boxford State Forest.   
The small parking lot at the forest entrance is where you can park and expect to have vandals smash your windows. That is one reason why it is better to make Boxford part of an “epic” ride than risk leaving your car here. A large sign reads “Boxford State Forest”, but the small print states “U.S. Department of Interior” – and thereby hangs a tale. In the 1960s, the military partially developed the area for an anti-ballistic missile site (see http://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/facility/sharpners_pond.htm). After political pressure put an end to the ABM, the property ended up as part of Boxford State Forest. It adjoins or embeds other conservation properties, including Essex County Greenbelt Association parcels, the Bald Hill Reservation, and the J.C Phillips wildlife sanctuary (no riding there). 

We headed straight across the flat, sandy plain left from the grading done 40 years ago. 
Brown carsonite signs mark most trail intersections here. We bypassed intersection 1 to take some shots of the man-made ponds, another gift of the short-lived construction project. 
Caption: Man-made ponds at Boxford State Forest (photo010 by Jim Humphrey)

Backtracking to intersection 1, we went left, and then stayed right at #2 and #6. The remains of a rusty wrecked car mark the left we took at #7. The plan was then to go left at #8, stay right at #18, and go left at #19 to Middleton Road. We would then be about six miles by road from Bradley Palmer, farther by the trails.

Caption: He missed the corner at #7  (photo011 by Jim Humphrey)
Boxford has a range of hardwood and deep evergreen forests, intermixed with ponds and swamps, which were in fine spring form - overflowing. We had a grand tour of mud on our ride, and had to portage our bikes a few times.  That slowed the pace down, and a few inconsistencies in the map exacerbated this, as we hit some dead ends and wrong turns.
For example, we never found intersection #18, but did come to #31, which would leave us on the road in the wrong part of town. We took the long trip back to #8, then went left and rode until we came to a wooden sign marked “8-A” . This trail, on our left, appeared on the DCR map, but not the intersection number (after the ride, I contacted Dan Streeter, North Shore NEMBA’s Trails Coordinator, who thought it might have been posted by the Boxford Trails Association). However, it appeared to go where we wanted, keeping the peak of Bald Hill to our south. 
We headed down “8-A” into a light rain, meandering over slippery terrain on the edge of Bald Hill. We went straight at #26, passing the wildlife sanctuary, then left at #21, and ended up at #19. This was a little confusing because the map shows these trails do not meet. We folded up the maps and followed the sound of combustion engines to Middleton road. It was 4:30 when we reached the Boxford bailout point, and agreed to call it a ride. 
Caption: Happy to call it a day (photo13 by Jim Humphrey)
Trip statistics – was it possible?
This trip was about 15-16 miles and took 6 hours. It would probably have been another wet hour or so on the road to Bradley Palmer. The trip would be faster if certain individuals quit stopping to write things down or take pictures, and if we avoided wrong turns in Ward and Boxford. The full trip might be possible with an earlier start time, longer daylight, less mud, and a rider with mid-season aerobic capacity. 

Still, Epic Ride #2 will have to cover what we missed; Boxford to Georgetown-Rowley, Willowdale and Bradley Palmer. I have ridden Georgetown, and it looks like the swampiest territory north of Okeefenokee, so it will be on the schedule for July, after global warming dries it up a little. See you then!
. 
Sidebars

What to bring

· State Park and Forest maps (http://www.mass.gov/dcr/parks/trails.htm )
· The Rubel “Eastern Massachusetts Road and Bicycle Map”, 2nd Edition (www.bikemaps.com) 
· Extra tube

· Bug  spray

· Headlight or headlamp

· GPS

· Water and snacks

Places to stop along the way

· Bicycle Shop of Topsfield (17 Main St., Topsfield)
· Sweets Ice Cream Shop (19 Main St., Topsfield, conveniently across from the bike shop)
· Boxford Community Store (7 Elm Street, Boxford)

Alternate takes
· City folks – take your bike on the MBTA Haverhill Line to Andover Train Station on the weekends (Saturday schedule is here - http://mbta.com/schedules_and_maps/rail/lines/?route=HAVRHILL&direction=I&timing=S&RedisplayTime=Redisplay+Time ). Here are the general rules about bikes on trains -  http://mbta.com/riding_the_t/bikes/ 
· Take a side trip up to Weir Hill, a Trustees of Reservations property (http://www.thetrustees.org/pages/373_weir_hill.cfm )
