State's trails welcome paw power

Hiking together benefits physical and mental state of dogs and their human companions

By SEAN BLANDA, Special to The News Journal
In a state more known for tax-free shopping and crisscrossing roads than open prairies and hiking trails, Delaware is a surprising hotbed for hiking with your canine friend.

"I have never seen a 'no dogs' sign in the state of Delaware," said Doug Gelbert, author of "Doggin' Delaware: The 40 Best Places to Hike with Your Dog in the First State." "Growing up in Delaware, I didn't even know such a sign existed." Gelbert said while other states such as Maryland have strict anti-dog ordinances, every state park and campground in Delaware is dog-friendly.

Several trails in Delaware, such as Cape Henlopen State Park, have their own charm, he said.

"Cape Henlopen features 90-foot sand dunes [that are] unique to most places," Gilbert said. He also suggests the Brandywine River, citing its variety in terrain.

It's the variety in all of Delaware's state parks that impresses Anne Marie Blaasch of Middletown, who hikes with her black Lab mixes Maddie and Cleo. She said she also enjoys the health benefits and exercise.

"It helps me lose weight and stay in shape," said Blaasch, who started hiking when the repetition of jogging in her housing development took its toll. "I'm sure the dogs enjoy hiking more than the asphalt."

Linda Mullally, author of "Hiking With Dogs: Becoming a Wilderness-Wise Dog Owner," said aside from physical benefits, hiking also can help the mental state of both owners and dogs.

"If the act of petting a dog alone can lower your blood pressure, imagine what ... looking up at a waterfall at the edge of a wildflower meadow can do for your well-being," she said.

While hiking can offer a peaceful reprieve, its positive effect might be negated if you don't plan well. Both Mullally and Gilbert believe an adequate water supply is the most important thing. But don't force-feed your dog water; he'll drink when he needs it. Just make it available.

One thing to watch: Because dogs have no sweat glands, they use panting to disperse body heat. Unusually rapid panting or a bright-red tongue are signs of heat exhaustion.

As far as leashes, Mullally recommends a harness.

"If you let your dog off the leash with a choke collar, there's more of a chance with injury. I once had to call 911 because one of my dogs was smothering to death," she said. She also believes a harness offers hikers more control over their dogs.

In Gilbert's experience, the lengths of most of Delaware's hikes are relatively short, so hikers can travel light.

"Delaware doesn't have very many hikes where you need to carry too much equipment," he said.

If you do venture off the beaten path, there are plenty of hiking accessories for your dog. The Kyjen Company makes a doggy backpack so your canine friends can carry their own treats. Outward Hound has a miniature tent for your dog to have a "comfortable place to escape the elements when outdoors." And FunStuffForDogs.com makes a cooling pet bandanna.

Mullally recommends that dogs know the basic obedience commands and have up-to-date shots. Checking the pads of your dog's feet is also important because the pads can become worn down.

"Pretty much any dog can be a trail dog," Gilbert said. "I've been on hikes with miniature dachshunds. They had some trouble getting over trees though."

