Gardner Hill / Town Forest Conservation Area

Assabet River / Gardner Hill Challenge

Stow, MA

Summary:  The town forest encompasses tree-topped Gardner Hill, gravel pits, and a stretch of the north shore of the Assabet River.  Choose from two routes: a leisurely one-hour circuit of the property on wide, easy paths, or a more challenging 1.5-hour route.  The easier Ramble route, described separately, takes in forest and wetland, with a stop at the edge of the Assabet River.  The Challenge route, described below, adds an extended tour of the ridges along the river’s edge, and a climb to the forested summit of Gardner Hill.

Trailhead Location: The Town Forest parking area is at the end of Bradley Lane, off the south side of Route 117 west of the Stow Shopping Center.  The large parking lot also serves nearby playing fields.  You may also park off Heritage Lane, where there is room for 2 cars, and follow the green trail in from the east.

Quick Guide
1. From Bradley Lane trailhead, follow red trail across footbridge, bearing right at Y-junction with blue.  

2. Continue on red to orange; left on orange.

3. Follow orange to white; right on white.

4. Follow white to yellow; left on yellow.

5. Follow yellow to next trail on right; turn right (unblazed).

6. Follow unblazed trail to and alongside river to T-junction with yellow; right on yellow.

7. Follow yellow to 4-way junction: straight on unblazed trail parallel to river.

8. Follow unblazed trail up and down, often steeply, as long as you care to, then return to junction with yellow; turn right on yellow.

9. Take next, unblazed trail to left and up Gardner Hill, past junction with white trail to right.

10. Turn right at next trail junction, continuing uphill toward summit. 

11. Near summit, turn right to return downhill.

12. At the next junction, turn right on the white-blazed trail.

13. Turn left at T-junction to continue on white.

14. Bear left on the very wide blue-blazed track.

15. Follow blue to Y-junction with red; bear right on red across footbridge to return to parking area.
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Detailed Hike Description – Assabet River / Gardner Hill Challenge

· From the Bradley Lane trailhead, enter the woods on the red-blazed trail to the right of the kiosk.  The wide, sandy trail curves right at a junction with the green trail, to cross a footbridge over Elizabeth Brook.

· Just past the bridge, bear right at a Y-junction to continue on the red trail, under tall pines.  The trail soon passes wetlands on either side.

· Just past a small wetland to the left, turn left onto the wide, level orange trail.

· Follow the orange trail to a wide intersection, where you turn right onto the white trail.  Continue straight across the AT&T right-of-way, as the white trail continues wide and level.

· At an angled T-junction with the Yellow trail, turn sharply left.  The wide trail eases gently downhill.

· Shortly after you re-cross the AT&T path, turn right onto a narrower, unblazed trail winding through a pind\e glade toward a view of the Assabet River.  The trail rolls up and down on a moderately steep slope.

· Pause at the river’s edge to enjoy the view, then bear left and continue parallel to the river through a maze of interconnected paths, working your way across the hillside as the slope uphill to your left grows steeper.

· Climb steeply up to the top of the ridge, and bear right onto a ridge-top trail, descending again almost immediately.

· The trail levels and curves away from the river on a wider path.  At a T-junction, turn right onto the yellow-blazed trail.

· The trail soon returns to the river’s edge.  Continue parallel to the river on a narrow path as the wider yellow-blazed trail bears away to the left (you will return here later to continue on the yellow-blazed trail).

· The trail soon heads uphill, beginning a series of fairly steep up- and downhill climbs along and over a series of glacial ridges.  After about 5 minutes, the trail levels; continue to follow the trail parallel to and close by the river.  More ridges lie ahead – continue exploring as far as you wish before turning back, and don’t forget to pause every now and then to drink in the views.  You may eventually encounter the Stowaway golf course before turning back.

· Retrace your path to its junction with the yellow-blazed trail, and turn right.

· Take the next trail to your left, a few minutes away from the river, heading uphill.  A wetland lies through the trees to the right of this unblazed trail.

· Continue straight as another trail heads off to the right, continuing uphill on a moderate slope.

· At a T-junction, turn right and continue uphill on the unblazed summit loop trail.  The forested summit of Gardner Hill is a few minutes away.

· After a pause at the summit to catch your breath, and perhaps a drink or snack, take the next trail downhill to the right, and descend to the wider white-blazed trail.  Turn right on the pine needle-carpeted path.

· At a T-junction a few minutes ahead, turn sharply left to continue on the white-blazed trail.  Bear left again when you reach the very wide blue-blazed trail.

· Bear right at a Y-junction, and downhill on the red trail to cross back over the Elizabeth Brook footbridge and return to the Bradley Lane trailhead.

Jill Phelps Kern

May 2002
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