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If there’s one thing Pennsylvania’s founder insisted on, it’s that everyone feel welcome. Centuries before New York’s Greenwich Village and San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district gained fame as centers of counterculture, William Penn’s colony was the place where people could let their freak flags fly. It’s thanks to Billy that Pennsylvania is home to the oldest Amish community in the world. It’s thanks to him that today’s visitor can, in less than 90 minutes, go from one of the largest cities in the country to a place where horse-drawn buggies share the road. “Something for everyone” may be the most tired phrase in destination marketing, but Pennsylvania really means it.

The state that goes by “PA” is a magnet for history buffs, art enthusiasts, and nature lovers. It’s where the nation’s founders came up with “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” It’s where four score and seven years later, President Abraham Lincoln delivered the timeless speech that began: “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation.” Pennsylvania is where Andy Warhol first touched a drawing pencil and where Andrew Wyeth painted his whole life. It’s where you’ll find the only U.S. museum dedicated to hiking and the largest herd of free-roaming elk east of the Rockies.
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Pennsylvania is a wide expanse of mostly wilderness and farmlands flanked by two cosmopolitan cities. In the southeast corner: Philadelphia, the nation’s birthplace. In the southwest corner: Pittsburgh, the manufacturing powerhouse turned cultural hub. The places in between jockey for distinction: “The Sweetest Place on Earth” (Hershey), the “Factory Tour Capital of the World” (York County), “Antiques Capital USA” (Adamstown), and a borough made famous by a groundhog (Punxsutawney), to name a few.

Pennsylvania is a study in the art of the comeback. Pittsburgh, described by one 19th-century writer as “hell with the lid off,” topped Forbes.com’s list of “America’s most livable cities” in 2010. In the Lehigh Valley, a cultural center and casino resort have risen on the site of a shuttered steel works. Forests depleted by logging have regrown. Abandoned railroad lines have morphed into multiuse trails. For visitors, too, Pennsylvania is a place of renewal.

It’s safe to say that William Penn would be pleased at the shape his land has taken. Welcome.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Philadelphia

The state’s largest city is rich in historic and cultural attractions. A thorough exploration of Independence National Historical Park is a better primer on the founding of this nation than any textbook, and the city’s art museums are too numerous to see in a day. Known for cheesesteaks and rabid sports fans, the City of Brotherly Love has reached new heights of hipness in recent years, with galleries and eateries sprouting in the unlikeliest places. Idyllic towns such as Kennett Square and New Hope lure Philadelphians past the city limits.

Pennsylvania Dutch Country

With its Germanic heritage, fabled cuisine (pass the shoofly pie), and unmatched concentration of Amish, this region ranks as Pennsylvania’s most unique. Gettysburg, site of the Civil War’s bloodiest battle, reels in school groups and history buffs, while Hershey defends its title as “The Sweetest Place on Earth.”
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Pocono Mountains

Pennsylvania’s winter sports capital holds as much appeal during the warmer months, thanks to its rivers, lakes, waterfalls, and trails. Let’s not forget its many resorts, where there’s never a dull moment. Though most are geared toward families, the champagne glass whirlpool is alive and well in the Poconos.

Pittsburgh

Once known as the Smoky City, the Burgh has risen from the ashes to become a cultural hotbed. It boasts the world’s largest single-artist museum and the state’s largest history museum, not to mention the NFL’s winningest football team. Fallingwater, the world-renowned work of architecture, is one of many reasons to explore its surrounds.

The Alleghenies

Rail fans flock to this mountainous region to drink in the famous Horseshoe Curve, walk through the nation’s first railroad tunnel, and tour a 19th-century roundhouse. Motorcyclists flood the so-called Flood City in June, and football fever strikes State College in the fall.

Lake Region

Pennsylvania’s northwest corner shines in the summer months, when Erie’s natural harbor teems with pleasure boats and the sandy beaches of Presque Isle are open for business. Families pack swim gear and stale bread for their pilgrimage to Pymatuning Lake, where fish and waterfowl compete for crumbs. As the birthplace of the modern oil industry, this region also attracts history buffs.

Pennsylvania Wilds

Home to the largest herd of free-roaming elk east of the Rockies, a national forest, and the so-called Grand Canyon of Pennsylvania, this nature lover’s wonderland is also home to a major celebrity: Punxsutawney Phil.


  If You Have…

  • A WEEKEND: Get to know the City of Brotherly Love.

  • A LONG WEEKEND: Add a day trip to the Brandywine Valley.

  • 5 DAYS: Unwind in Amish country, where time seems to slow down.

  • 10 DAYS: Continue in a clockwise loop through the state, taking in Gettysburg, Pittsburgh, and Presque Isle.
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    the Betsy Ross House in Philadelphia

  



When to Go

Like the rest of the northeastern United States, Pennsylvania experiences all four seasons. There’s no best or worst time to visit because the state has plenty to offer year-round, but some areas are better at certain times than others.

Summer is the season to take advantage of Pennsylvania’s lakes: Loll on the beaches of Presque Isle, feed the ducks at Pymatuning, sail Lake Arthur in Moraine State Park, pilot a houseboat around Raystown Lake, or zoom around Lake Wallenpaupack. It’s also a great time to visit Hershey, where a chocolate empire has given rise to an amusement park and zoo, among other family-friendly attractions.
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  summertime in York County



It’s not called Pennsylvania, as in “Penn’s woods,” for nothing. This is a tree-blanketed state, which makes fall a fabulous time to visit. Head to the northern half of the state—Allegheny National Forest, Pine Creek Gorge, or the Pocono Mountains—for landscapes ablaze in color. While you’re there, be sure to visit Benezette, the epicenter of Pennsylvania elk country. September and October are when the elk get it on, and they’re apt to do it in the open.
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  autumn in Kinzua Bridge State Park



Speaking of wildlife, fall is the best time to visit Hawk Mountain Sanctuary, which lies in the flight path of thousands of migrating raptors. ’Tis also the season to cruise the farmlands of Pennsylvania, stopping to pick apples, stomp grapes, and take a hayride. If possible, head to Lancaster County, where Amish farmers rely on horsepower of the four-legged variety to work their fields.

Ah, winter. Love it or hate it, the season of snow and ice brings unique opportunities. Pennsylvania’s top snow sports destinations are in opposite corners of the state: the Pocono Mountains in the northeast and the Laurel Highlands in the southwest. In early February, head to Punxsutawney to join the Groundhog Day hubbub.
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  winter in rural Pennsylvania



Rainfall and melting snow and ice make springtime ideal for hitting the rivers. Lehigh Gorge State Park in the Poconos and Ohiopyle State Park in the Laurel Highlands are popular for white-water rafting and kayaking. Spring is also a swell time to visit the state’s largest city, Philadelphia, which gets hot and crowded in summer.
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springtime in Harrisburg




The Best of Pennsylvania


Pennsylvania is a large state, and few visitors set out to see east, west, north, and south in one go. To pull it off, you’ll need 10 days, a car, and a copy of Moon Pennsylvania (but of course). The following itinerary assumes travel during the warmer months, when the bulk of attractions are open and the roads are more inviting.

Day 1

It only makes sense to begin in the nation’s birthplace: Philadelphia. Pick up a timed ticket to Independence Hall at the Independence Visitor Center, loading up on maps and brochures while you’re at it. Make your way to the Liberty Bell, and if there’s still time before your Independence Hall tour, take a constitutional through the Rose Garden and Magnolia Garden or Franklin Square. After your tour, try a Supreme Court robe on for size at the National Constitution Center. Come sundown, head to the neon-lit, Cheez Whiz-stained intersection of 9th Street and Passyunk Avenue in South Philly, home to rival cheesesteakeries Pat’s King of Steaks and Geno’s Steaks.

Day 2

Do some time at Eastern State Penitentiary before sprinting up the so-called Rocky steps and getting lost in the period rooms of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Then take a stroll along the picturesque Benjamin Franklin Parkway and your pick of museums: the Barnes Foundation, Rodin Museum, Franklin Institute science museum, or Academy of Natural Sciences. Finally, treat your culturally enriched self to a show on the Avenue of the Arts and a cocktail at The Ritz-Carlton.

Day 3

Head south on Route 1 to the Brandywine River Museum, home to works by three generations of Wyeths. Down the road you’ll find Chaddsford Winery, Pennsylvania’s largest maker of grownup grape juice, and then stunning Longwood Gardens.
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springtime at Longwood Gardens



Day 4

It’s time for Intercourse (go ahead, snigger away), one of several Lancaster County burgs with an eyebrow-raising name. Taste your way through Kitchen Kettle Village, then drive west on Route 340 to Plain & Fancy Farm, where you can learn all about Amish life and eat your weight in Pennsylvania Dutch-style foods. After a buggy ride through the Amish countryside, shop your heart out at the Rockvale and Tanger outlet malls.
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Geno’s Steaks in Philadelphia
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a buggy ride in Lancaster County





Day 5

Head west on Route 30 to Gettysburg, site of the Civil War’s bloodiest battle. Take your pick of battlefield tours—horseback and Segway are two ways to go—and don’t leave Gettysburg National Military Park without seeing the cyclorama in the visitors center. For dinner, indulge in colonial-style chow at the Dobbin House Tavern. Bed down among (friendly) ghosts at the Best Western Gettysburg Hotel.

Day 6

Get an early start. Today’s destination is the Laurel Highlands, home to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwater. On your way to the architectural masterpiece, pay your respects to victims of the 9/11 attacks at the Flight 93 National Memorial.

Day 7

Start your day in Pittsburgh with a visit to the Andy Warhol Museum, then head to the Mattress Factory for more jaw-dropping art or the National Aviary for something to tweet about. Make your way to Station Square and dine at the Grand Concourse before ascending Mount Washington via the Monongahela Incline. When you’re done oohing and aahing over the view, report to party central: the South Side’s East Carson Street.

Day 8

Set out on I-79 north for Erie. Stop at the Tom Ridge Environmental Center as you enter Presque Isle State Park, home to the finest beaches in the state. Ride a coaster or two at Waldameer, order an “orange vanilla twist” cone at nearby Sara’s, and call it an early night. You’ll need plenty of shut-eye for day 9.
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  Sara’s, near the entrance of Presque Isle State Park



Day 9

The bad news: You’ll spend about four hours behind the wheel on your eastward journey to the so-called Grand Canyon of Pennsylvania. The good news: Route 6 winds through gorgeous country, including Allegheny National Forest. Stretch your legs on the trails of Leonard Harrison State Park before watching the sun set over the “Grand Canyon,” appropriately known as Pine Creek Gorge.

Day 10

Devote the last day to outdoor adventure in the Pocono Mountains, where the options are virtually endless.
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  a hayride in the Poconos



Weekend Getaways

You don’t have to hit up your boss for vacation time to get to know Pennsylvania. Seeing it bit by bit is a good way to go, and the state has no shortage of juicy bits. Here are some two-day itineraries to get you started.

From Philadelphia

While walking and public transportation are the easiest ways to get around Philly, you’ll need a car for the following escapes.

WYETH COUNTRY

Wake up early and drive to Nemours Mansion & Gardens, 30 miles southwest of Philly, in time for the first tour of the day. (Reservations are strongly recommended. If you’re traveling January-April, when the magnificent French-style estate is closed to the public, head to nearby Winterthur Museum & Country Estate instead.) After your tour, cross back into Pennsylvania and have lunch at Talula’s Table in historic Kennett Square, the “Mushroom Capital of the World.” Devote the afternoon to the horticultural wonderland that is Longwood Gardens. The next day, visit the Brandywine River Museum, home to a remarkable collection of works by three generations of Wyeths. If you’re there April-November, take advantage of the opportunity to tour Kuerner Farm, which inspired nearly 1,000 works by Andrew Wyeth, one of the most celebrated artists of the 20th century. Treat yourself to a tasting at Chaddsford Winery before returning to the big city.
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Kennett Square, the “Mushroom Capital of the World”



BUCKS COUNTY

Drive to Doylestown, 25 miles north of Philly, to marvel at the Mercer Museum and Fonthill, concrete castles built by one incorrigible collector. Then follow Route 202 north to New Hope (10 miles), stopping to browse the specialty shops of Peddler’s Village along the way. After checking into a B&B in the New Hope area, head to Marsha Brown for New Orleans-style fine dining. (It’s not a bad idea to book a table in advance.)


Outdoor Adventure

Pennsylvania is packed with mountains, forests, lakes, and rivers, so you never have to look far for outdoor adventure. The state parks alone number 117, and there’s no fee for entry. Not sure where to start? Here are some ideas:

HIKING

• Twenty-one waterfalls along a 7.2-mile trail? No wonder Ricketts Glen State Park is one of northeast Pennsylvania’s main attractions. The tallest falls is an impressive 94 feet.
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  Ricketts Glen State Park



• Pennsylvania is home to 230 miles of the famed Appalachian Trail, which passes through 14 states, and the Appalachian Trail Museum. The nation’s first museum dedicated to hiking is located near the midpoint of the 2,180-mile footpath.

• Climb Mount Nittany for a bird’s-eye view of Penn State, which borrowed the mountain’s name for its mascot, the Nittany Lion.

• With trees as old as 450 years, Cook Forest State Park will have you craning your neck. Choose from 29 miles of trails.

BIKING

• Outside magazine lauded the 26-mile Lehigh Gorge Trail in Lehigh Gorge State Park as one of “America’s sweetest rides.” It’s especially alluring in October, at the peak of fall foliage.

• Completed in 2013, the 150-mile Great Allegheny Passage stretches from Downtown Pittsburgh to Cumberland, Maryland, where it meets another trail that continues all the way to Washington DC. Ohiopyle State Park contains 27 miles of the GAP, the first trail inducted into the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy’s Rail-Trail Hall of Fame.

• Designed by the International Mountain Bicycling Association, the 33-mile Allegrippis Trail System attracts mountain bikers from around the world. You’ll find two trailheads at Seven Points Recreation Area.

• Take a ride on the wild side on the 60-mile Pine Creek Rail Trail, which leads through woods inhabited by coyotes, black bears, and even bald eagles.

WATER SPORTS

• Beloved by canoeists for its 40 miles of calm river, Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area is one of the 10 most visited sites in the National Park System.

• Ohiopyle State Park features the most popular section of white water east of the Mississippi. Guides are available for less experienced paddlers.

• You can rent a houseboat—complete with hot tub—at Raystown Lake, the largest lake entirely within Pennsylvania.

• Presque Isle, a peninsula jutting into Lake Erie, offers ocean-style beaches, vistas, and activities, including surfing, windsurfing, kayaking, paddleboarding, and scuba diving.

WINTER SPORTS

• With seven major ski areas, the Pocono Mountains are a popular destination for skiing, snowboarding, and tubing. At Blue Mountain, you can even give luging a go. The Laurel Highlands region is home to Pennsylvania’s largest ski resort, Seven Springs, which has been featured on the cover of Snowboarder magazine.

WILDLIFE WATCHING

• At Hawk Mountain Sanctuary, enjoy eye-level views of migrating hawks, eagles, and falcons. This is one of the best places in the country for spotting birds of prey.
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  Hawk Mountain Sanctuary



• Pymatuning Lake is beloved by birders. Families flock to the Pymatuning spillway, where ducks walk on the backs of fish in a mad scramble for bread crumbs.

• The remote village of Benezette is the capital of Pennsylvania elk country. Mating season, in September and October, is the best time to visit.

URBAN ESCAPES

• The outdoors are in reach even in Pennsylvania’s largest cities. Philadelphia has thousands of acres of parkland, from tree-lined Rittenhouse Square to untamed Wissahickon Valley Park. Breathtaking Longwood Gardens is a short drive from the city.

• Pittsburgh also boasts a horticultural hotspot: Phipps Conservatory and Botanical Gardens. Moraine State Park, which lies north of the city, offers boating, swimming, hiking, and more.



Devote the next day to exploring the boutiques and galleries of New Hope and its across-the-Delaware neighbor, Lambertville. To return to Philly, take Route 29 south to I-95 south.

AMISH COUNTRY

Drive to the Strasburg Rail Road, about 60 miles west of Philly, to ride a steam train through Amish farmlands. Enjoy a light lunch, a decadent dessert, and a view of the horse-and-buggy traffic through Strasburg’s main intersection at the Strasburg Country Store & Creamery. Then make your way to Intercourse (9 miles) via Route 896 north and Route 340 east to sample the likes of pepper jam and chow-chow at Kitchen Kettle Village. Check out some quilt shops before checking into AmishView Inn & Suites, midway between Intercourse and Bird-in-Hand on Route 340. For dinner, pig out at Shady Maple Smorgasbord (11 miles). Devote the next day to the Plain & Fancy Farm complex, learning about the Amish way of life, experiencing a family-style meal at the on-site restaurant, and clip-clopping through the countryside with Aaron and Jessica’s Buggy Rides.

From Pittsburgh

Pittsburgh’s surroundings are particularly appealing to outdoorsy types, and the following itineraries are weather dependent.

MORAINE AND MCCONNELLS MILL

In the heat of summer, pack the makings of a cookout, drive 40 miles north to Moraine State Park, rent a pontoon boat and gas grill, and while away the day on Lake Arthur. After a night under the stars at Bear Run Campground, hit the trails of McConnells Mill State Park (5 miles). Chow down at North Country Brewing Co. before heading back to the Burgh.
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  patio dining at North Country Brewing Co.



WRIGHT AWAY

Drive to fabulous Fallingwater, 60 miles southeast of Pittsburgh, and learn how much over budget architect Frank Lloyd Wright went. In the afternoon, tour Kentuck Knob, one of his lesser-known creations, taking time to explore the sculpture-studded grounds. (Reservations are recommended for both Wright houses.) Rough it at a tent site in Ohiopyle State Park or do the opposite at Nemacolin Woodlands Resort. In the morning, rent a bike in Ohiopyle and pedal part of the Great Allegheny Passage before finding your way to the moving Flight 93 National Memorial (45 miles).
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Visitors to the Flight 93 National Memorial leave tributes.



COOK FOREST

Drive to Cook Forest State Park, 90 miles north of Pittsburgh, to size up the towering pines and hemlocks of the “Forest Cathedral.” Spend the night at Gateway Lodge and paddle the Clarion River in the morning.


  A Weekend With the kids

  These weekend excursions are designed for summertime, when kids are out of school and amusement parks are open.

  HERSHEY

  • Day 1: The so-called Sweetest Place on Earth is packed with attractions, so go easy on day 1 to avoid burnout by day 2. Start at The Hershey Story, which tells the story of Milton Hershey and his eponymous chocolate company and town. Children as young as four can experiment in the museum’s Chocolate Lab. Then head to Hershey’s Chocolate World, where singing cows (of the animatronic breed) lend insights into the field-to-factory process of making chocolate. Treat yourself—and the kids, of course—to a chocolate milkshake before you leave. In the late afternoon, stroll through the Hershey Gardens, which has a popular butterfly exhibit, and The Hotel Hershey, home to a sweets shop known for its cupcakes. Spend the night at the more affordable Hershey Lodge, which offers such activities as poolside movies and family bingo.

  • Day 2: Romp through Hersheypark and ZooAmerica.
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    Hersheypark

  

  LANCASTER COUNTY

  • Day 1: Spend today at Dutch Wonderland, being sure to catch a high-dive show. Bed down at the adjacent Old Mill Stream Campground or at Verdant View Farm B&B, where the kids can give milking a go in the morning.

  • Day 2: Get lost in the Amazing Maize Maze at Cherry Crest Adventure Farm and your fill of whoopie pies at Hershey Farm Restaurant.

  BUCKS COUNTY AND THE LEHIGH VALLEY

  • Day 1: Visit Easton’s Crayola Experience and National Canal Museum, where the kids can make like Picasso and build a bridge, respectively. In the evening, take in a double feature at Becky’s Drive-In, dining on hot dogs, fresh-cut fries, and funnel cake. Spend the night in Easton or Bethlehem.

  • Day 2: Wake up ready to tackle Sesame Place or Dorney Park & Wildwater Kingdom, the former being best suited to kids still young enough to idolize Elmo.



Ready, Aim, Fire!

A great deal of blood was shed in Pennsylvania during the 18th and 19th centuries, and war history buffs have been drawn here ever since. The French and Indian War (1754-1763), a power struggle between Great Britain and France that snowballed into the global Seven Years’ War, began in present-day Pennsylvania. The Revolutionary War (1775-1783), which ended British rule in America, came to Philadelphia in 1777, forcing the Founding Fathers to flee to a more westerly Pennsylvania town. And the most harrowing battle of the Civil War (1861-1865) was fought on Pennsylvania soil. Books can teach us a lot about military history, but they’re no substitute for standing on hallowed ground. Because war-related sites tend to be clustered, you can see a lot in just two days. Wear comfortable shoes that you won’t mind getting dirty, as many sites call for walking on natural terrain.

French and indian War

This war began over control of the “forks of the Ohio River” in present-day Pittsburgh, so it only makes sense to begin your tour there. The Fort Pitt Museum marks the contested spot. Up next: the Senator John Heinz History Center, where the Clash of Empires exhibit tells the story of the protracted war. The following day, drive 60 miles south to Fort Necessity National Battlefield, where a young George Washington fought his first battle—and surrendered for the first and last time. Don’t dawdle too long because the museum at Fort Ligonier, about 40 miles away, is a must-see. If possible, time your trip to coincide with October’s Fort Ligonier Days, featuring reenactments of a dramatic 1758 battle.

Revolutionary War

Start the morning at Independence National Historical Park in Philadelphia, where on July 4, 1776, representatives of the 13 colonies adopted the Declaration of Independence. Pay your respects to the Revolutionary War’s fallen at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, pop by the Betsy Ross House, and quaff a beer based on Ben Franklin’s fave recipe at City Tavern. Get an early start to day 2 and drive north to Washington Crossing Historic Park, commemorating the site from which General George Washington and his men crossed the Delaware River on Christmas night 1776. Leave plenty of daylight for Valley Forge National Historical Park, where Washington’s army suffered through the winter of 1777-1778. If you don’t mind the cold, plan your trip around the annual reenactment of the Delaware crossing, held on Christmas Day.

Civil War

Devote the first day to Gettysburg National Military Park, site of the bloodiest battle between North and South, and if time permits, visit the Shriver House Museum to learn about the civilian experience. Come evening, tiptoe around town with a lantern-toting guide on a Ghosts of Gettysburg tour. The next day, head north on Route 15 to Harrisburg and pay a visit to the singular National Civil War Museum and the John Harris-Simon Cameron Mansion, whose porch served as a reviewing stand for a parade of the Union’s African American soldiers. If you don’t mind crowds, consider visiting Gettysburg during the annual reenactment of the July 1-3 battle.
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  Gettysburg reenactment




  Ride the Rails

Pennsylvania is a rail fan mecca, with multiple museums dedicated to trains and trolleys, motels made of railroad cars, B&Bs boasting prime views of active tracks, and tourist railroads in every region. Here are a dozen places where you can ride the rails.

PHILADELPHIA

New Hope & Ivyland Railroad: Soak in beautiful Bucks County from the comfort of an antique passenger coach or bar car.

DUTCH COUNTRY

Strasburg Rail Road: Based across from the Railroad Museum of Pennsylvania, America’s oldest operating short-line railroad chugs through Amish farmlands.

Hawk Mountain Line: Proximity to the awesome Hawk Mountain Sanctuary gives this tourist railroad its name.

Steam Into History: Pennsylvania’s newest tourist railroad features a faithful replica of the steam locomotive that carried President Abraham Lincoln to Gettysburg in 1863.

POCONO MOUNTAINS

Lehigh Gorge Scenic Railway: The open-air car is the place to be on the journey from Jim Thorpe.

Steamtown National Historic Site: Take advantage of the rare opportunity to ride in the cab of an operating steam engine. Located on the grounds of Steamtown, the Electric City Trolley Museum offers excursions to PNC Field, home of the Scranton/Wilkes-Barre RailRiders.
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  Steamtown National Historic Site



PITTSBURGH

Duquesne and Monongahela Inclines: Views of Pittsburgh’s spectacular skyline await at the top of these 19th-century funiculars.

Pennsylvania Trolley Museum: Admission to this Washington County museum includes unlimited trolley rides.

THE ALLEGHENIES

Johnstown Inclined Plane: Built in the aftermath of the Great Johnstown Flood of 1889, the world’s steepest vehicular inclined plane carried people to safety during subsequent floods.

Rockhill Trolley Museum: Take a ride through the countryside on a meticulously restored trolley.

LAKE REGION

Oil Creek & Titusville Railroad: You’ll learn about Pennsylvania’s important place in oil history during your trip through “the valley that changed the world.”

THE WILDS

Tioga Central Railroad: Dining aboard the Tioga Central is a trip back in time.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Independence Hall: It’s here that the Founding Fathers debated and drafted the Declaration of Independence and later the Constitution. Timed tickets go fast during peak tourist periods (click here).

S National Constitution Center: Learn about the nation’s supreme law and pose with life-size statues of its framers at this expansive museum (click here).

S Philadelphia Museum of Art: The nation’s third-largest art museum is home to more than 225,000 objects, including a bronze statue of fictional boxer Rocky Balboa. Don’t forget to sprint up the “Rocky steps” (click here).

[image: Image]

S Eastern State Penitentiary: Opened in 1829, this sprawling prison served as a model for hundreds around the world, horrified Charles Dickens, and hosted Al “Scarface” Capone. It’s a tourist attraction now, but it hasn’t lost its eerie edge (click here).

S City Hall: Philadelphia’s elaborately adorned seat of government is the largest municipal building in the country, and the view from its observation deck is tops (click here).

S Masonic Temple: The mother ship of Pennsylvania Masonry offers a smorgasbord of architectural styles under one roof (click here).

S Reading Terminal Market: In business since 1892, this indoor farmers market is a great place to grab lunch and people-watch (click here).

S Longwood Gardens: This Brandywine Valley treasure is quite simply one of the nation’s premier horticultural attractions (click here).



Pennsylvania’s largest city hardly needs introduction. Anyone with a basic knowledge of U.S. history—or a DVD collection that includes the Rocky saga, for that matter—knows a thing or two about Philadelphia. It’s where the Founding Fathers wrestled with the wording of the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution. It’s where Ben Franklin came up with so many bright ideas.
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  Ben Franklin statue in The Franklin Institute.



Philadelphia was founded by William Penn in 1682, not long after King Charles II of England granted him a colony as payment for a debt owed to his late father. It was the monarch who named the colony Pennsylvania, meaning “Penn’s woods,” in honor of Penn’s papa. But “Philadelphia” was Penn’s idea. As a Quaker, Penn was no stranger to persecution, and he wanted his colony to be a live-and-let-live sort of place. He derived the name for his capital city from the Greek philos, or “love,” and adelphos, or “brother.” In part because of Penn’s insistence on religious freedom, the City of Brotherly Love grew into the largest city in the colonies and the second largest in the British Empire after London.

Fast-forward to 1774. The 13 American colonies aren’t so jazzed about British policies. Delegates from 12 meet in Philadelphia, the geographic center of the colonies, and send King George III a message: Ease up or else—or something to that effect. The king doesn’t pay much heed to the First Continental Congress, and in May 1775, the Second Continental Congress convenes in Philadelphia. By now, the colonies and Great Britain are at war. The delegates get down to business, creating the Continental Army and appointing George Washington as commanding general. On July 4, 1776, they approve the Declaration of Independence, formally cutting ties with the British Empire. The following year, as British troops occupy Philadelphia, the Congress relocates to York, Pennsylvania. But Philadelphia’s role in early American history is far from over.

To tell you what happened next would take some of the fun out of exploring Philadelphia and its surrounds. Find out for yourself at Independence Hall, where the Founding Fathers made so many important decisions; at Valley Forge, where Washington and his troops spent the winter of 1777-1778, after Philadelphia fell to the British; at the National Constitution Center, which tells the story of the nation’s supreme law; and at dozens of other historic sites and museums.
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If Philly had nothing but its historical significance going for it, it would still attract enough tourists to support fleets of open-top buses, faux trolleys, and horse-drawn carriages. It has much more going for it. It’s an arts town—home to the nation’s third-largest art museum, more Auguste Rodin sculptures than any place outside of Paris, an astounding number of outdoor murals and sculptures, and theaters both historic and thoroughly modern. It’s a sports town, with teams in all four major leagues. And it’s a food town. The cheesesteak may be its most famous dish, but Philadelphia is increasingly recognized for its profusion of BYOBs (bring-your-own-bottle restaurants) and gastropubs (bars with superb food). A growing number of celebrity restaurateurs are extending their culinary tentacles into the city. “Philadelphia’s evolution from day trip to destination city is such that you can spend a long weekend there without visiting any 18th-century sites, and not even miss them,” The New York Times asserted recently.
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  a horse-drawn carriage tour in Old City



Several areas around the city are also worthy of a long weekend. To its west is the Brandywine Valley, home to stunning Longwood Gardens and other former estates of the uber-wealthy du Pont clan. To its north is Bucks County, known for its concrete castles and boutique shopping. Farther north is the Lehigh Valley, where you can catch two movies for $9 at the nation’s oldest drive-in theater. New Jersey, to the east and south of Philadelphia, is a subject for another book.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

William Penn designed Philadelphia as a rectangular gridiron sandwiched between two rivers: the Delaware in the east and the Schuylkill in the west. Though the city has expanded far beyond his rectangle, most tourist attractions lie within it. The area is blessedly compact—roughly 25 blocks from river to river—and easy to navigate by foot. Most historic sites are concentrated near the Delaware, and while it would take three or more days of morn-to-eve sightseeing to experience them all, it’s possible to hit the highlights in one day. First order of business: Get a timed ticket for Independence Hall at the Independence Visitor Center.

Many of Philadelphia’s art and science museums are conveniently clustered around the Benjamin Franklin Parkway, close to the Schuylkill, so visiting two or even three in one day isn’t out of the question. After museum hours, soak in the scenery, boathouses, and sculptures along Kelly Drive. If you’re traveling with children, set aside a day to explore the Philadelphia Zoo, across the Schuylkill, or Adventure Aquarium, across the Delaware in Camden, New Jersey. If, on the other hand, you’re traveling with your better half, book a B&B in the winery-rich Brandywine Valley or Bucks County.

Sights

Philadelphia is rich in historic and cultural attractions, some of which can be enjoyed at little or no cost. Admission to Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell Center, two major tourist draws, doesn’t cost a cent. You can stroll down the nation’s oldest residential street, Elfreth’s Alley, for free and see where Betsy Ross sewed so many flags for just $5. If you’re an art lover on a tight budget, you’re going to love this city. It’s home to more than 3,600 murals and, according to the Smithsonian Institution, more outdoor sculptures than any other U.S. city. And while guided tours of the city can cost a pretty penny, an all-day pass to ride the Phlash—a purple road trolley that stops at more than 25 key locations—is just $12.

If you plan on seeing several higher cost attractions, consider investing in a CityPass or Philadelphia Pass. A CityPass (888/330-5008, www.citypass.com/philadelphia, $59 per person, children 2-12 $39) is a booklet of tickets good for admission to four attractions and 24 hours of hop-on, hop-off privileges with Philadelphia Trolley Works and The Big Bus Company. It’s valid for nine days and cuts the cost of all that sightseeing by almost half. A Philadelphia Pass (877/714-1999, www.philadelphiapass.com, $49-115 per person, children 2-12 $39-95) is a smart card good for admission to about 35 attractions in and around the city. The cost of the pass depends on how long it’s valid. One-day, two-day, three-day, and five-day passes are available, and the more attractions you hit, the more you save. One of the best things about both passes is that you don’t have to wait in line at some attractions. They’re to Philadelphia sightseeing what first-class tickets are to air travel.

HISTORIC DISTRICT

The section of Philadelphia now known as the Historic District was, for a while there, the center of America. It’s here that delegates from the American colonies debated and adopted the U.S. Declaration of Independence, a silver-tongued “buh-bye” to Great Britain, in 1776. It’s here that another enduring document, the U.S. Constitution, was approved in 1787. The young nation’s leaders met here from 1790 to 1800, while Washington DC was taking shape. Quite a few of the buildings where the Founding Fathers conducted their business, clinked glasses, or crawled into bed are still standing, which is why the area is often called “America’s most historic square mile.” Millions of people visit each year to walk in their footsteps.

Walking is, in fact, the best way to experience the Historic District, which is compact and dense with museums and monuments. It comprises two neighborhoods adjacent to the Delaware River: Old City and Society Hill to its south. Contrary to its name, Old City is a magnet for the young and hip of Philadelphia. Once teeming with industry, it’s now peppered with galleries and boutiques. There’s no better time to visit than the first Friday of the month, when many stay open as late as 9pm as part of First Fridays in Old City (215/625-9200, www.oldcityarts.org). Society Hill was home to many politicians and power brokers during Philadelphia’s tenure as the nation’s capital but eventually went to pot. In the 1950s the city undertook a revitalization of the crime-ridden slum, acquiring colonial houses and selling them to people on the condition that they be restored. Today it’s one of the poshest neighborhoods in Philly.
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Its upscale shopping and dining attract the moneyed, but the Historic District is also a magnet for travelers on a tight budget. It’s home to one of only a handful of hostels in Pennsylvania. Many of its major attractions are part of Independence National Historical Park (215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde), and admission to most park sites is free. Guided tours are a great way to experience historic Philadelphia, but if you’re there on a summer day and short on cash, look for teak benches marked “Once Upon a Nation.” They’re staffed by “storytellers” who dispense information about the area and America’s birth—for free.

It’s best to start your visit at the Independence Visitor Center (6th and Market Streets, 800/537-7676, www.phlvisitorcenter.com, 8:30am-6pm daily, open until 7pm June-Aug.), a large modern building sandwiched between the Liberty Bell Center and the National Constitution Center, two can’t-miss sights. As the official visitors center for Philadelphia and its environs, it’s stocked with maps and brochures and staffed by helpful sorts—some of them conspicuous in 18th-or 19th-century attire. Exhibits and free films help the orientation process. Tickets for a variety of tours and area attractions are sold here. If you’re visiting March-December and plan to tour Independence Hall—and you should—you’ll need a free timed-entrance ticket. Day-of tickets are distributed at the Visitor Center. Early birds get the greatest choice of times; it’s not unusual for tickets to be gone by 1pm during peak tourist periods (namely summer and holidays). To ensure that tickets will be waiting for you, reserve them by phone or online (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $1.50 per ticket surcharge). Tickets aren’t required to tour Independence Hall in January or February.

Liberty Bell Center

Like New York’s Statue of Liberty, the much-photographed Liberty Bell is an international icon of escape from oppression. How it came to symbolize freedom, justice, and all that good stuff is the subject of exhibits in its home since 2003, the Liberty Bell Center (Market Street between 5th and 6th Streets, 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde, hours vary by season but generally open 9am-5pm daily, free admission). The fact that it’s been mute for more than 150 years and still speaks to so many people is curious indeed.

Its history begins in 1751, when the Pennsylvania Assembly ordered a new bell for the State House (now Independence Hall) from a London foundry. The splurge was occasioned by the 50th anniversary of the Pennsylvania Charter of Privileges, which codified William Penn’s ideals of religious toleration and political rights. The speaker of the Assembly chose an apt Bible quotation to be inscribed on the bell: “Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” No sooner was it hung than the bell cracked. Two local craftsmen, John Pass and John Stow, were tasked with melting and recasting it. They took the liberty of putting their surnames on the bell—and a lot of flak for its tone.

Anyone agitated by its E-flat strike note would have been frequently agitated. The bell was rung to call lawmakers together, to summon the citizenry for announcements, and to mark important occasions. It’s often said that the bell tolled for the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, but historians pooh-pooh that because the State House steeple was in shabby condition at that time.

Eventually the bell suffered a thin crack, which was purposely widened to keep the edges from vibrating against each other. When the bell tolled in celebration of the late George Washington’s birthday in February 1846, the crack expanded something awful. “It received a sort of compound fracture in a zig-zag direction through one of its sides which put it completely out of tune and left it a mere wreck of what it was,” reported the Public Ledger, a daily newspaper of the time.

By then the bell had achieved iconic status, thanks to abolitionists who had adopted it as a symbol of their cause. After the Civil War, the fatally cracked bell traveled the country, serving as a reminder of days when Americans were united in their quest for independence. Pass and Stow’s 2,080-pound bell came home to Philadelphia in 1915, but a replica forged that year was used to promote women’s suffrage. It appeared in different cities with its clapper chained to its side, a metaphor for the silencing of women, and was finally rung when they won the right to vote in 1920. To this day, oppressed groups evoke the image of the Liberty Bell. That its evocative power transcends nationality is evidenced by the variety of languages that mingle in the glass-walled Liberty Bell Center. The bell itself is cleverly displayed at the southern end of the building, where Independence Hall serves as backdrop.

S Independence Hall

If Philadelphia is the nation’s birthplace, then Independence Hall (Chestnut St. between 5th and 6th Streets, 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde, hours vary by season but generally open 9am-5pm daily, free tours, timed ticket required Mar.-Dec.) can well be thought of as the womb. Within its walls, the Founding Fathers debated and drafted the Declaration of Independence and later the Constitution. George Washington himself presided over the Constitutional Convention, and the mahogany armchair in which he sat is among the furnishings visitors see today.
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Independence Hall



There’s no charge for tours of Independence Hall, but tickets are required March-December. Day-of tickets are available at Independence Visitor Center (6th and Market Streets, 800/537-7676, www.phlvisitorcenter.com, 8:30am-6pm daily, open until 7pm June-Aug.) starting at 8:30am. It’s a good idea to get there early; it’s not unusual for tickets to be gone by 1pm during peak tourist periods (namely summer and holidays). To ensure that tickets will be waiting for you, reserve them by phone or online (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, $1.50 per ticket surcharge).

Independence Hall was built as the State House while Pennsylvania was still a British colony. Construction began in 1732 and continued for two decades. The legislature began meeting in the Assembly Room long before the ambitious building project was completed. (Even unfinished, the State House was a more dignified meeting place than private homes and taverns.) When tensions between American colonists and Great Britain erupted into war in 1775, the Second Continental Congress began meeting in the Assembly Room. Composed of delegates from the 13 colonies, including Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, the Congress made one history-making decision after another in that room. It appointed Washington as commander in chief of the Continental Army (1775), adopted the Declaration of Independence (July 4, 1776), and settled on the design of the American flag (1777).

In September 1777 the Congress fled to York, Pennsylvania, as British forces occupied Philadelphia. During the occupation, which lasted until the following summer, the State House served as a hospital, prison, and barracks. There was much remodeling after Washington’s troops regained control of the city and the Congress returned. In 1783, as the Revolutionary War drew to a close, the nation’s governing body relocated from Philly. Pennsylvania’s legislature reoccupied its chamber, only to surrender it to the framers of the Constitution in May 1787. The nation’s supreme law was signed on September 17, and the State House reverted to its intended use until 1799, when the Pennsylvania capital was moved to Lancaster.

The building saw many alterations and uses in the 19th century. At one point it housed a museum of natural history. At another, its basement served as the city’s dog pound. Since the creation of Independence National Historical Park in 1948, it has been returned to its late-18th-century appearance. Tours start in the East Wing, attached to the main building by a colonnade. Be sure to visit the West Wing, which is not part of the tour. It’s home to the Great Essentials Exhibit (9am-5pm daily, free admission), which displays surviving copies of the Declaration of Independence, Articles of Confederation (the nation’s first constitution), and the Constitution. There’s also a silver inkstand said to have been used during the signing of the Declaration and Constitution.

Flanking Independence Hall are two park sites worth a quick peek. Constructed in the 1780s as the county courthouse, Congress Hall (Chestnut and 6th Streets, hours vary by season, free admission) is so named because the newly formed U.S. Congress met there during Philadelphia’s 1790-1800 tenure as the nation’s capital. Almost all the chairs on the second floor, which was occupied by the Senate, are authentic. Note the “spitting boxes” near the fireplaces. (Chewing tobacco didn’t carry warning labels back then.) Old City Hall (Chestnut and 5th Streets, hours vary by season, free admission), which is so named because it was built as Philadelphia’s second city hall, was home to the U.S. Supreme Court from its completion in 1791 to 1800, when the federal government moved to Washington DC.


  Rose Garden, Magnolia Garden, and Dream Garden

  There are plenty of ways to kill time while waiting for a tour of Independence Hall. The Historic District is packed with museums and other attractions. Some, of course, can take hours to explore. If half an hour is all you’ve got and it’s a beautiful warm day, head to the Rose Garden, centerpiece of a landscaped area between Locust and Walnut Streets and 4th and 5th Streets. Planted by the Daughters of the American Revolution in honor of the men who penned the Declaration of Independence, the garden features antique roses. Among the 90-some varieties are “Old Blush” and the unusual green rose. Most flower only once a year, peaking in June. The cobblestone-paved entrance to the garden was once the courtyard of a stable. If you still have time, cross Locust Street to admire the smaller Magnolia Garden, a tribute to the nation’s founders by the Garden Club of America. The 13 hybrid magnolias around its walled perimeter represent the original colonies. They bloom in early spring.

  In the colder months, you can pass the time gazing at the Dream Garden (Curtis Center, Walnut and 6th Streets), a dazzling glass mosaic in the lobby of a somber 19th-century office building. Measuring 15 feet high and 49 feet wide, the leafy landscape was designed by Philadelphia-born artist Maxfield Parrish and executed by stained glass guru Louis Comfort Tiffany in 1916. It comprises more than 100,000 pieces of Favrile glass in 260 colors.



S National Constitution Center

The first museum dedicated to the U.S. Constitution, the National Constitution Center (525 Arch St., 215/409-6600, www.constitutioncenter.org, 9:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9:30am-6pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun., admission $14.50, seniors, students, and children 13-18 $13, children 4-12 $8) opened on July 4, 2003, a day that marked the adoption of another formulated-in-Philly document, the Declaration of Independence. It’s one of the flashier sights in town—not surprising given its $185 million price tag. The visitor experience begins with Freedom Rising, a multimedia presentation in a star-shaped theater with a 360-degree screen. It’s a stirring introduction to the Constitution’s main themes. Anyone interested in the nitty-gritty can spend the better part of a day at the museum, which presents the story of the nation’s supreme law through more than 100 exhibits. But an hour or two is enough to hit the highlights, including Signers’ Hall, featuring life-size bronze statues of the 39 men who signed the Constitution and three dissenters.
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  the National Constitution Center



Be sure to check the calendar of events, available on the museum’s website. The Constitution Center serves as a sort of town hall, regularly hosting prominent lawmakers, scholars, authors, and other expert sorts. In March 2008 then-Senator Barack Obama delivered his seminal speech on race (“I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas . . .”) there. The following month the museum hosted the final debate between the presidential hopeful and his Democratic primary rival, Hillary Clinton.

The Constitution Center’s glass-enclosed Delegates’ Café is a good place to fuel up for more sightseeing.

Franklin Square

Visitors to the Historic District run a real risk of information overload. To the rescue: Franklin Square (6th and Race Streets, 215/629-4026, www.historicphiladelphia.org), a lovely park within skipping distance of the Constitution Center. It’s arguably the most kid-friendly spot in the area, with a distinctive playground, old-fashioned carousel, and Philadelphia-themed mini golf course. On the 18th hole, players putt through the crack in the Liberty Bell.

It’s not a bad idea to come hungry. In 2009 the city’s most prolific restaurateur, Stephen Starr, opened SquareBurger on the 7.5-acre green. It offers burgers (including a veggie version), hot dogs, root beer floats, shakes, and sundaes—all for under $7. SquareBurger’s “Cake Shake,” made with vanilla ice cream and Tastykake snacks, is an utterly unique indulgence.

Franklin Square is one of five squares included in William Penn’s original plan for the city. Initially known as Northeast Square, it served as a cattle pasture, burial ground, and military drill site before the city reclaimed it as a park in 1837, erecting an elegant marble fountain. By the turn of this century, the park was in sorry shape. A 2006 facelift transformed the desolate square block into a swell family destination. The original fountain remains its centerpiece.

African American Museum in Philadelphia

Founded in 1976, less than a decade after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and the ensuing riots, the African American Museum in Philadelphia (701 Arch St., 215/574-0380, www.aampmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., admission $14, seniors, students, and children 4-12 $10) was the first institution of its kind to be funded by a major city. Its large collection of art and artifacts documents the history and culture of the African diaspora. In 2009 the Smithsonian affiliate unveiled a new core exhibition with a high-tech twist. Audacious Freedom: African Americans in Philadelphia 1776-1876 brings unsung heroes to life by way of video projections. When approached by a visitor, each trailblazer sounds off about life during the time period. Think of it as a cross-era cocktail party.

Carpenters’ Hall

Most visitors to historic Philadelphia quickly learn that Independence Hall was the meeting place of the Second Continental Congress, the esteemed assemblage responsible for the Declaration of Independence. Fewer come to appreciate that nearby Carpenters’ Hall (Chestnut St. between 3rd and 4th Streets, 215/925-0167, www.carpentershall.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sun. Mar.-Dec. and Wed.-Sun. Jan.-Feb., free admission) hosted the First Continental Congress, which convened in the fall of 1774 to coordinate resistance to a series of heavy-handed laws imposed by Britain. Composed of delegates from 12 of the 13 colonies, the Congress organized a boycott of British goods, petitioned King George III to redress colonists’ grievances, and resolved that a second Congress would meet if the monarch turned a deaf ear. The monarch turned a deaf ear.

Among the exhibits in Carpenters’ Hall is a room furnished as it might have been in 1774. You’ll also find a parade float built to celebrate ratification of the Constitution, a banner carried in the parade, a remarkably detailed model illustrating the hall’s construction, and early carpentry tools.

The Georgian-style gem was constructed from 1770 to 1774 as a meeting hall for the Carpenters’ Company, a trade guild whose members built much of colonial Philadelphia. Practical men, they immediately began renting out space in their new headquarters. The list of tenants is long and includes the nation’s first lending library and the American Philosophical Society, both founded by Benjamin Franklin. In 1798 the hall was leased to the Bank of Pennsylvania and later that year became the target of America’s first bank robbery. (The inside job netted $162,821, which was returned in exchange for a pardon.) The Carpenters’ Company, founded in 1724, still holds regular meetings, making it the oldest trade guild in the country.

Benjamin Franklin Museum

Author and printer, politician and diplomat, scientist and inventor, Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) gets a lot of props in his adopted hometown of Philadelphia. A river-spanning bridge, a public square, a science museum, a scenic boulevard, and even an ice cream shop bear the name of the Boston-born brainiac, whose formal schooling ended when he was a preteen. Philadelphia is also home to the only museum in the world dedicated to Franklin’s life and times. The Benjamin Franklin Museum (Franklin Court, entries on Market and Chestnut Streets between 3rd and 4th Streets, 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde, 9am-5pm daily, admission $5, children 4-16 $2), which reopened in 2013 following a two-year overhaul, is designed to appeal to both kids and adults. It covers topics as wide ranging as the armonica, a musical instrument Franklin invented, to his stance on slavery.

The museum is housed underground, beneath the site of Franklin’s home during the last few years of his life. His three-story house is long gone, but it’s represented by a steel “ghost structure” erected in 1976 in celebration of the nation’s bicentennial. Franklin Court, as the site is called, also features the only active post office in the country that doesn’t fly an American flag—because there wasn’t one when Franklin became the first Postmaster General of the United States in 1775.

The Founding Father’s passing at the ripe age of 84 was mourned throughout America and France, its Revolutionary War ally. An estimated 20,000 people gathered for his funeral at Christ Church Burial Ground (Arch St. between 4th and 5th Streets, 215/922-1695, www.christchurchphila.org, 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat. and noon-4pm Sun. Mar.-Nov., noon-4pm Fri.-Sat. in Dec., closed Jan.-Feb., admission $2, children $1, guided tour $3, children $1), which is a short walk from Franklin Court and worth a visit. Almost 300 years old, the graveyard is peppered with 1,400 markers. Franklin is one of five Declaration of Independence signers interred there, along with a host of other colonial- and Revolutionary-era bigwigs. Some visitors believe that tossing a penny on Franklin’s gravestone brings good luck. Keep in mind that the thrifty Renaissance man coined the phrase “A penny saved is a penny earned.”

National Liberty Museum

A paean to heroism, the National Liberty Museum (321 Chestnut St., 215/925-2800, www.libertymuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun., open daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, admission $7, seniors $6, students $5, children 5-17 $2) tells the stories of courageous people from throughout the ages, including biblical figures, Anne Frank, Nelson Mandela, and the astronauts of the ill-fated space shuttle Columbia. A three-story exhibit through its center pays tribute to the heroes of 9/11. The point of it all is to foster “good character, civic responsibility, and respect for all people.” And while some exhibits come off as sensitivity training on steroids—witness the paper shredder that allows visitors to symbolically destroy negative words—others are mesmerizing. Particularly yummy is an installation sculpture featuring two life-size children made of jellybeans.

The museum also houses an impressive collection of contemporary glass art, including Dale Chihuly’s 21-foot Flame of Liberty. Why glass art? Because, like freedom, it’s both beautiful and fragile.

Betsy Ross House

Betsy Ross, one of the most famous figures in American history, is known for one thing: sewing the nation’s first flag. Whether she did that one thing has long been a matter of debate. Witness the measured wording on the historic marker near the Betsy Ross House (239 Arch St., 215/629-4026, www.historicphiladelphia.org, 10am-5pm daily, closed Mon. Dec.-Feb., admission $5, seniors, students, and children $4, admission and audio tour $7, seniors, students, and children $6), where she supposedly lived when she supposedly stitched the flag in 1776: “Credited with making the first stars and stripes flag, Ross was a successful upholsterer.” The dearth of evidence doesn’t stop hundreds of thousands of people from visiting the circa 1740 townhouse every year. After all, the version of events sworn to by Betsy’s family hasn’t been discredited. And there’s no debating that she was a gutsy patriot, a working mother who produced flags for the government for half a century.

It doesn’t take long to explore the little house, which is furnished with period antiques and some reproductions. Several items that belonged to the thrice-widowed tradeswoman are on display. Visitors can learn about the “life and times of the remarkable woman behind the legend” via a 25-minute audio tour. The highlight of the museum is its first-floor upholstery shop, where an actress portraying Betsy welcomes visitors as if they were potential customers. She fields questions about everything from making draperies to her acquaintance with George Washington, so ask away.


Take a Tour

As one of America’s largest and most historic cities, Philadelphia has no shortage of tour operators. Choosing one is a matter of preference—and budget. Would you rather walk or cover more ground by bike, bus, or other vehicle? Are you hungry for history, scenery, or a good cheesesteak? Here are some tour options worth considering.

GET THE LAY OF THE LAND

As cities go, Philadelphia is supremely walkable. But the quickest way to get a feel for its main attractions is to hop on a tourist bus. Philadelphia Trolley Works (215/389-8687, www.phillytour.com, daily year-round except for Christmas and New Year’s Day, 24-hour pass $27, children 4-12 $10) offers sightseeing tours 363 days a year, weather permitting. The company operates road trolleys and double-decker buses (marked “The Big Bus Company”), and tickets are good for both vehicle types. They depart from the northeast corner of 5th and Market Streets in Old City, but you can hop on or off at any of their 21 stops, including Chinatown, City Hall, Eastern State Penitentiary, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the Philadelphia Zoo, and Penn’s Landing. Tickets can be purchased on board, online, at the Independence Visitor Center, and at many hotel concierge desks. Philadelphia Trolley Works offers a variety of other tours, including a Philly by Night bus tour and horse-drawn carriage rides through the Historic District. Check the website for details.

In the warmer months, Segway and bike tours are a fun way to get to know Philly. DeTours (267/324-5408, www.detourstouring.com, daily Apr.-Sept., Fri.-Mon. in Oct., Fri.-Sun. in Nov.) offers several Segway tours, including a 90-minute Center City tour ($65) and a cheesesteak tour ($85) complete with tastings. You must weigh 90-275 pounds to ride a Segway. Philadelphia Bike Tours (215/514-3124, www.philadelphiabiketour.com, year-round) offers three-hour river-to-river tours ($68) as well as customized tours for groups of four or more. If you prefer to explore on your own, you can have a bike, helmet, and lock delivered to your hotel ($57/day).

GET EDUCATED (AND MAYBE A LITTLE TIPSY)

A walking tour in the Historic District is a great way to learn about Philadelphia’s role in American history. The 75-minute Constitutional Walking Tour (215/525-1776, www.theconstitutional.com, daily Apr.-Nov., $17.50 per person, children 3-12 $12.50, family of four $55) stops at more than 20 sites in and around Independence National Historical Park, including the Betsy Ross House, Franklin Court, and Christ Church Burial Ground. Tours meet outside the main entrance to the National Constitution Center (525 Arch St.). If you prefer to go at your own pace, you can download the Constitutional Audio Tour for $14.99.

In the summer months, volunteers for the nonprofit Friends of Independence National Historical Park (215/861-4971, www.friendsofindependence.org) lead free Twilight Tours (6pm daily mid-June-Labor Day) of the park. The tours begin at the Independence Visitor Center and last about an hour.

Historic Philadelphia Inc. (Historic Philadelphia Center, 6th and Chestnut Streets, 215/629-4026, www.historicphiladelphia.org), which operates the Betsy Ross House and other attractions in the Historic District, offers two evening tours with unique twists. On the Tippler’s Tour (Thurs. Apr.-Jan., $40, seniors and students $35), participants visit four watering holes, where they enjoy drinks and snacks while learning about 18th-century taverns and drinking traditions. Prepare to be carded when purchasing tickets for the two-hour tour. It may be pricey, but Independence After Hours (select days Apr.-Oct., $85, seniors and students $80, children 12 and under $55) features a three-course dinner at the famed City Tavern and an exclusive opportunity to visit Independence Hall after it’s closed to the public. Actors playing a variety of 18th-century Philadelphians enhance the experience. The tour lasts about two and a half hours. Reservations are strongly recommended. Arrive at Historic Philadelphia’s headquarters at least half an hour before your tour to catch a showing of Liberty 360 (daily year-round, $6, seniors and students $5, children 12 and under $5, family of four $20), a 3-D film that explores iconic American symbols such as the Liberty Bell and the bald eagle. The 15-minute film is shown every 20 minutes.

GET SPOOKED

Philadelphia may be as haunted as it is historic. You don’t need an electromagnetic field meter to get acquainted with the ghosts said to inhabit Independence Hall and other Historic District sites. Just reserve a spot on one of several ghost-themed tours. Created by the company behind The Constitutional Walking Tour, the Spirits of ’76 Ghost Tour (215/525-1776, www.spiritsof76.com, nightly July-Aug. and Oct., select nights Apr.-June, Sept., and Nov., $17.50, children 3-12 $12.50, family of four $55) visits more than 20 sites, from paranormal hot spots to filming locations used in The Sixth Sense and other thrillers. The 75-minute walking tour departs from the Così restaurant at 4th and Chestnut Streets. Those who prefer to go it alone can download the Spirits of ’76 Ghost Tour Audio Adventure for $17.50.

Ghost Tour of Philadelphia (215/413-1997, www.ghosttour.com), the city’s original and much-heralded ghost tour operator, offers several regular tours, plus special events like its New Year’s Eve “Toast with a Ghost.” Its year-round Candlelight Walking Tour (nightly Mar.-Oct., select nights Nov.-Feb., $17, children 4-12 $10) has been featured in USA Today and was named one of the country’s top 15 attractions for anyone under 15 by Budget Travel. If your tootsies need a rest after a day of sightseeing, opt for the Haunted Trolley Tour (Sat. July-Aug., $30, children 4-12 $20), which covers more ground. Ghost Tour of Philadelphia also offers a Ghost Hunting Tour (select days, $22) that includes a look inside the Physick House or Powel House, both said to be haunted. Electromagnetic field meters are provided. All three tours last 75-90 minutes. The walking and ghost-hunting tours begin at Signers Garden at 5th and Chestnut Streets. The trolley tour begins and ends at 5th and Market Streets.



Elfreth’s Alley

Popularly known as the nation’s oldest residential street, Elfreth’s Alley (off 2nd St., between Arch and Race Streets, www.elfrethsalley.org) is a charming swatch of the city. The 30-some houses that line it were built between the 1720s and 1830s and have been so meticulously restored that the block feels like a movie set—or a time warp. Here’s a horse post. There’s a shoe scrape. Up there: That’s a “busybody,” a set of mirrors that allow a person on the second floor to see who’s knocking on the front door.

Like the cobblestone street, the houses are tiny by today’s standards. They weren’t built for the city’s nabobs. In the 18th and early 19th centuries, Elfreth’s Alley was the address of numerous artisans and craftsmen, many of whom conducted business out of their homes. Opportunity-seeking immigrants from Germany, Ireland, and other parts of Europe flooded the neighborhood in the 19th century. By the start of the Great Depression, this had become a blighted block. Its present prettiness—and very existence—owes much to the Elfreth’s Alley Association, founded in the 1930s to rescue buildings from the wrecking ball. The organization operates the Elfreth’s Alley Museum (Houses 124 and 126, 215/574-0560, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat. and noon-5pm Sun. Apr.-Dec., 11am-5pm Thurs.-Sun. Jan.-Mar., guided tour $5, children 6-12 $2, family $12), which focuses on the lives of working people. It’s located in the only two houses open to the public. Most of the others are private homes. Many residents throw open their doors during two annual fundraisers for preservation programs: Fete Day, a celebration of colonial history usually held on the first or second Saturday in June, and Deck the Alley in early December.
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Physick and Powel Houses

The narrow houses along Elfreth’s Alley reflect the lifestyles of early Philadelphia’s blue-collar citizens. To see how the other half lived, head south to Society Hill, where two elegant 18th-century townhouses are open for tours noon-4pm Thursday-Saturday and 1pm-4pm Sunday from late February through December. The Physick and Powel Houses, as they’re known, are rented for special events, so call ahead to avoid crashing a party.

Built in 1765, the Powel House (244 S. 3rd St., 215/627-0364, www.philalandmarks.org) was home to Philadelphia’s last mayor under British rule and first mayor after the creation of the United States, one of its wealthiest citizens. Samuel Powel wasn’t a self-made man. His grandfather, an orphan, had arrived in the colonies in 1685, worked hard, married well, and amassed a fortune, the bulk of which Powel inherited upon turning 18. The scion purchased the Georgian-style brick mansion in 1769. He and his wife entertained frequently, welcoming the likes of George and Martha Washington, John Adams, and Benjamin Franklin. A thank-you note from the nation’s first president is on display. The house museum’s collection also includes a lock of Washington’s hair and wood from his coffin.

In the early 20th century, the now-dilapidated building was slated for demolition. The Philadelphia Society for the Preservation of Landmarks, which manages the Physick and Powel Houses, was formed to save it. Today the house looks much as it did during Powel’s residency, which is to say absolutely fabulous.

The 1786 Physick House (321 S. 4th St., 215/925-7866, www.philalandmarks.org) is named for Dr. Philip Syng Physick, often referred to as the “father of American surgery.” Physick was one of the few doctors who remained in Philadelphia during the yellow fever epidemic of 1793, which killed several thousand people (including Powel). He moved into the four-story, 32-room townhouse in 1815, while undergoing a messy divorce, and lived there until his death in 1837. It’s notable as the only freestanding Federal-style townhouse remaining in Society Hill and for its unusually large city garden, adorned with classical statuary and plants popular in the 19th century. Inside, you’ll find excellent examples of neoclassic furnishings in one period room after another. The second floor serves as a museum devoted to Physick’s medical career. The surgeon, who was so grossed out by boiling cadavers that he almost dropped out of med school, invented a number of surgical instruments and techniques. He also created America’s first carbonated beverage, which he used to treat patients with gastric disorders.

General admission to each house is $5. Seniors and students pay $4, and families enjoy a discounted rate of $12.

Penn’s Landing and Camden Waterfront

Philadelphia’s Delaware River waterfront has been a hot topic among developers and city planners for decades. In 2008 the mayor griped that the waterfront had “been the target of big ideas that went nowhere” for too long and appointed a new board to oversee it. Bottom line: It’s an area in flux. But there’s plenty to see and do in the section known as Penn’s Landing and across the river in Camden, New Jersey.

A mecca for maritime history buffs, Penn’s Landing is home to the Independence Seaport Museum (211 S. Columbus Blvd. and Walnut St., 215/413-8655, www.phillyseaport.org, 10am-5pm daily, admission $13.50, seniors, students, and children $10) and several storied ships. The museum covers everything from the science of buoyancy to the immigrant experience to the history of undersea exploration. A boatload of interactive exhibits makes it fun for kids. They can play at unloading cargo using a miniature crane, stretch out on a hard bunk in steerage, and crawl through a full-size replica of a 19th-century boat used to fish for shad. The 22-foot skiff was built in the museum’s boatbuilding and restoration shop, Workshop on the Water, which offers occasional classes.

Admission includes tours of two former U.S. Navy vessels docked beside the museum. The Becuna, a 307-foot submarine launched in 1944, prowled the Pacific Ocean for Japanese ships during World War II, eavesdropped on Soviet submarines in the Atlantic during the Cold War, and served in the Korean and Vietnam Wars before she was decommissioned in 1969. Launched in 1892, the Olympia made a name for herself during the Spanish-American War. She’s the sole surviving naval ship of that 1898 conflict and the oldest steel warship afloat in the world.

Penn’s Landing is also home to a venerable tall ship. The Gazela, a wooden barkentine built in Portugal more than a century ago, still sails. When she’s not off visiting other ports, you’ll find her at the northern end of Penn’s Landing, near the Market Street footbridge across I-95. She’s lovingly maintained by members of the Philadelphia Ship Preservation Guild (215/238-0280, www.gazela.org), who will show you around if you ask nicely. The nonprofit group doesn’t charge for tours of Gazela or Jupiter, a 1902 iron tugboat under its care, but donations are always welcome.

You can’t hitch a ride on the vintage vessels, but pleasure trips from Penn’s Landing are available. The three-deck Spirit of Philadelphia (401 S. Columbus Blvd., 866/455-3866, www.spiritofphiladelphia.com) cruises the Delaware year-round. With its all-you-can-eat buffets, full-service bars, dance floors, and DJs, the ship offers a taste of the Carnival Cruise life. Fair warning: The waitstaff sometimes break into song. Tickets aren’t cheap, ranging from $37 for a two-hour late-night cruise to upwards of $100 for a dinner cruise on 4th of July weekend.

Another way to get a boat’s-eye view of Philadelphia is to hop aboard the RiverLink Ferry (215/925-5465, www.riverlinkferry.org, service daily Memorial Day-Labor Day and weekends in May and Sept., ferry service $7, seniors and children $6, children 3 and under free), which shuttles between Penn’s Landing and Camden’s waterfront. The ferry departs from its terminal near the Seaport Museum every hour on the hour starting at 10am, arriving in New Jersey 12-15 minutes later. It makes its last run from Camden at 5:30 or 6:30pm. The RiverLink Ferry also offers specialty cruises.

With a population of roughly 80,000, the city of Camden is quite small relative to Philadelphia. But it has something its neighbor doesn’t: an aquarium. The RiverLink Ferry pulls right up to Adventure Aquarium (1 Riverside Dr., Camden, 856/365-3300, www.adventureaquarium.com, 10am-5pm daily, admission $24.95, children 2-12 $18.95), a watery wonderland complete with 3,000-pound hippos. Its shark-petting pool is a huge hit with kids. Tickets are steep, and there’s a lot to see, so come at least three hours before closing. Adjacent to the aquarium is the Camden Children’s Garden (3 Riverside Dr., Camden, 856/365-8733, www.camdenchildrensgarden.org, 10am-4pm Fri.-Sun., call for winter schedule, admission $6, children 2 and under free, admission from aquarium $4), a four-acre “horticultural playground” operated by the nonprofit Camden City Garden Club. Its buds and butterflies are no match for the aquarium’s razzle-dazzle, but it’s far less crowded and more affordable.

A visit to Camden isn’t complete without a tour of the Battleship New Jersey (100 Clinton St., Camden, 866/877-6262, www.battleshipnewjersey.org, open weekends Feb.-Mar., daily Apr.-early Nov., weekends early Nov.-Dec., hours vary, admission $21.95, seniors and children 5-11 $17), one of the biggest battleships ever. The 45,000-ton behemoth was built in Philadelphia and launched in 1942, a year to the date after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. New Jersey racked up so many service stars over the next five decades that she’s considered America’s most decorated battleship. Visitors get to peer into her nooks and crannies.

Philadelphia’s Magic Gardens

South Street, which forms the border between posh Society Hill and gritty South Philly, is one of those rare roads with an identity all its own. Like L.A.’s Hollywood Boulevard, New York’s Broadway, and New Orleans’s Bourbon Street, South Street is more a destination than a route from here to there. It’s Philadelphia’s center of counterculture, nightlife capital, and most eclectic shopping district. It’s also Isaiah Zagar’s canvas. Since the late 1960s, the artist has been plastering the South Street area with mosaic murals that make you stop in your tracks. They’re shimmering collages of mirrors, tiles, colored glass, and found objects. In a city awash with public art, Zagar’s 100-plus creations are unmistakable. Philadelphia’s Magic Gardens (1020 South St., 215/733-0390, www.philadelphiasmagicgardens.org, 11am-6pm Sun.-Thurs. and 11am-8pm Fri.-Sat. Apr.-Oct., 11am-5pm Sun.-Thurs. and 11am-6pm Fri.-Sat. Nov.-Mar., admission $7, seniors and students $5, children 6-12 $3) is his most ambitious creation—his “opus,” as he calls it. As colorful and textured as a coral reef, it consists of a fully mosaiced gallery and a maze-like outdoor installation covering half a block. Disfigured bicycle wheels, bottles, Christmas ornaments, folk art from far-flung places, pottery shards, and perseverance went into its making. When Zagar began the project in 1994, his canvas was a vacant lot. Eight years later, his work still in progress and South Street property values on the rise, the owner of the lot decided to sell. Monies were raised and a nonprofit formed to save the Magic Gardens from the bulldozer.

Guided tours ($10, children 6-12 $6, children 5 and under $3, prices include admission) are offered on weekends. From April through October, guides take visitors on a walk through the neighborhood, explaining Zagar’s approach and the personal and community stories depicted in his murals. If you don’t catch a walking tour, be sure to pick up a brochure that lists the addresses of more than 60 murals. During the colder months, guided tours are limited to the Magic Gardens and nearby Zagar-zapped properties. Two-day mosaic workshops with Zagar himself ($350, alumni $100) are offered monthly from April through October. The gray-haired artist, whose studio overlooks his opus, teaches the fundamentals of breaking tile, cutting mirror, gluing, and grouting—then gives participants a go at a mural.

PARKWAY MUSEUM DISTRICT AND FAIRMOUNT PARK

Examine a Philadelphia map and you can’t help but think: One of these things is not like the others. Per William Penn’s 17th-century plan, Philly is a city of parallel lines and right angles. Bucking the trend—daring to be diagonal—is the Benjamin Franklin Parkway. Penn was long dead by the time construction of the mile-long Parkway began in 1917. Designed by landscape architect Jacques Gréber and inspired by the Champs-Élysées in his hometown of Paris, the road starts near City Hall, carves a circle through Logan Square, and terminates at the magnificent Philadelphia Museum of Art, known simply as the Art Museum. Trees, sculptures, and flags representing some 90 nations line the grand boulevard. (Looking for a particular flag? With a few exceptions, they’re hung alphabetically.) Like Center City’s Avenue of the Arts, the Parkway is a cultural mecca. In addition to the Art Museum, it’s home to the nation’s oldest natural history museum, a splendid science museum, the largest collection of Auguste Rodin sculptures outside Paris, and the Barnes Foundation, renowned for its extensive holdings of works by the likes of Picasso, Matisse, Cézanne, and Renoir.

At roughly 4,200 acres, Fairmount Park is one of the largest municipal parks in the country. (For comparison’s sake, New York’s Central Park covers an area of 843 acres.) It stretches north from the Philadelphia Museum of Art, hugging both sides of the Schuylkill River. The portion east of the river is sometimes called East Fairmount Park and the portion west of it—you guessed it—West Fairmount Park. Winding through East Fairmount Park is the spectacularly scenic Kelly Drive, named for a former city councilman, Olympic rower, and brother of actress-turned-princess Grace Kelly. There are so many statues along Kelly Drive that it’s better experienced by foot or bicycle than by car. West Park is home to the nation’s oldest zoo, the city’s children’s museum, and its premier outdoor concert venue, the Mann Center for the Performing Arts.
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Academy of Natural Sciences

Founded in 1812, the Academy of Natural Sciences (1900 Benjamin Franklin Parkway, 215/299-1000, www.ansp.org, 10am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., admission $15, seniors, students, and children 3-12 $13) is the oldest natural history museum in the Western Hemisphere. As in most natural history museums, visitors spend a good deal of time looking at dead things. Critters from around the world strike permanent poses in 37 dioramas, most of which were created in the 1920s and ’30s, before television brought the animal kingdom into people’s living rooms. The skeletal remains of prehistoric beasts fill Dinosaur Hall. But living, breathing beings also have a place in this museum. Its Live Animal Center is home to more than 100 birds, reptiles, amphibians, and other animals, all of which are injured or were born in captivity and wouldn’t make it in the wild. They take turns starring in daily naturalist shows and delighting children in the museum’s hands-on discovery center. The academy also boasts a live butterfly exhibit.

The Franklin Institute

It’s no surprise that Philadelphia’s science museum is named for favorite son Ben Franklin, whose 18th-century discoveries are still remembered. Founded in 1824, The Franklin Institute (222 N. 20th St., 215/448-1200, www.fi.edu, 9:30am-5pm daily, admission $16.50, children 3-11 $12.50, additional charges for IMAX and Franklin theaters) became a venue for showcasing new technologies. In 1893 Nikola Tesla demonstrated the principle of wireless telegraphy at the institute. The first public demonstration of an all-electronic television system took place there in 1934, the same year the institute moved to its current home and opened to the public. A 20-foot-high marble statue of a seated Ben Franklin dominates its dramatic rotunda, which was modeled after Rome’s Pantheon. The Founding Father’s presence is also felt in an exhibit devoted to electricity, which features an electronic version of his book Experiments and Observations on Electricity, along with a dance floor that generates power as visitors bust a move. The museum’s bioscience exhibit, with its giant walk-through model of a human heart, is a perennial favorite. (Cool factoid: The two-story heart would fit nicely inside a 220-foot-tall person.) If you’re the queasy sort, steer clear of the exhibit’s full-size re-creation of a surgery room, where the “patient” is forever undergoing open-heart surgery. The aviation exhibit offers would-be pilots a chance to climb into a flight simulator and pull maneuvers including a 360-degree roll.

The museum has three state-of-the-art theaters: a digital projection planetarium, an IMAX theater, and the Franklin Theater, which specializes in 3-D films. Museum admission includes one planetarium show.

Barnes Foundation

The Barnes Foundation (2025 Benjamin Franklin Parkway, 215/278-7000, www.barnesfoundation.org, 10am-6pm Mon. and Wed.-Thurs., 10am-10pm Fri., 10am-6pm Sat.-Sun., admission $22, seniors $20, students and children 6-18 $10) is new to the Benjamin Franklin Parkway but hardly a new name in the art world. Founded in the 1920s by pharmaceutical magnate Albert C. Barnes, the Barnes boasts a legendary collection of Impressionist, post-Impressionist, and early Modern paintings, including more than 180 works by Pierre-Auguste Renoir, 67 by Paul Cézanne, and 59 by Henri Matisse. In 2012, after a decade of legal wrangling, the masterpieces were moved from the suburban gallery Barnes built for them to a brand-new building on the Parkway. It’s easier to get to but not necessarily easy to get into. Due to high demand, the Barnes strongly recommends purchasing tickets in advance.

Try to catch a free guided tour of the collection. They’re offered several times on most days. To get the biggest bang for your buck, visit on a Friday, when the Barnes stays open until 10pm and offers special programming.

Rodin Museum

The Rodin Museum (2151 Benjamin Franklin Parkway, 215/763-8100, www.rodinmuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily except Tues., suggested admission $8, seniors $7, students and children 13-18 $6) is home to more than 120 works by its namesake sculptor, including a bronze cast of The Thinker, perhaps the most famous sculpture in the world. You’d have to go to Paris to find a larger collection of the Frenchman’s masterpieces. The museum, which opened its Paris-made gates in 1929, was a gift to the city from movie theater magnate Jules Mastbaum. He began collecting all things Auguste Rodin in 1923 and died three years later, just as his museum project was getting underway.

It’s best to visit on a temperate, rainless day, as some sculptures are displayed in the museum’s formal gardens and other outdoor spaces. Among them is a bronze cast of the unfinished but incredible Gates of Hell, which the artist worked on from 1880 until his death in 1917. The museum has a “pay what you wish” admission policy, and the suggested prices are quite reasonable. Take advantage of its free guided tours, offered at 1:30pm daily.

S Philadelphia Museum of Art

Little needs to be said about the Philadelphia Museum of Art (2600 Benjamin Franklin Parkway, 215/763-8100, www.philamuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., open until 8:45pm Wed. and Fri., admission $20, seniors $18, students and children 13-18 $14), which is quite simply one of the preeminent cultural institutions in the country. Since its founding in 1876, the museum has amassed more than 225,000 objects representing 2,000 years of creative expression. It’s worth a visit whether your passion is medieval armor, modern sculpture, or the movie character Rocky Balboa (more on that later). Architecture and decorative arts buffs are particularly well served. The museum, which is in itself an architectural gem, contains about 80 period rooms, including entire furnished rooms from historic houses. One can meander through a French cloister, a Chinese palace hall, a Japanese teahouse, and a stone temple straight from India in the space of 10 minutes. The nation’s third-largest art museum has more than 200 galleries, so if you’re dead set on seeing the whole thing, arrive while the neoclassical temple of art is still bathed in morning light. Better yet, come on a Wednesday or Friday, when it stays open until 8:45pm. If money is tight, visit after 5pm on a Wednesday or the first Sunday of the month, when the price of admission is up to you.
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Having long outgrown the home built for it in the 1920s, the museum expanded into an Art Deco landmark across the way in 2007. The Perelman Building (2525 Pennsylvania Ave., 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun.) showcases some of the museum’s more cutting-edge collections. Admission prices include two consecutive days of access to the main building, the Perelman Building, the Rodin Museum, and two historic houses in Fairmount Park. The museum offers complimentary shuttle service between the main building, the Perelman Building, and the Rodin Museum.

It’s not unusual for people to visit the main building without stepping foot inside. It sits on a granite hill, and the view from its east entranceway is one of the best in the city. Dead ahead is the plaza known as Eakins Oval, featuring a statue of a uniformed George Washington astride a horse, and beyond it, City Hall. The broad steps leading to the entrance are as much a tourist attraction as any in town, having appeared in an iconic scene in Rocky, the 1976 sleeper hit starring Sylvester Stallone as a fictional Philly boxer who takes on a heavyweight champ. Not everyone has the stamina to sprint up the steps à la Rocky, but almost every first-time visitor has an “Italian Stallion” moment at the top, posing with arms outstretched for a camera-wielding friend. A bronze statue of the movie character, commissioned by Stallone for a scene in Rocky III, can be found near the base of the so-called Rocky steps.
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S Eastern State Penitentiary

When Eastern State Penitentiary (2027 Fairmount Ave., 215/236-3300, www.easternstate.org, 10am-5pm daily, admission $14, seniors $12, students and children $10) opened in 1829, it was unlike any other prison in the world. For one thing, it was architecturally ingenious, with long cell blocks radiating from a surveillance hub like the spokes of a wheel. In an era when the White House had coal-burning stoves for heat and no running water, Philadelphia’s pricey new prison had central heat and flush toilets. Its treatment of inmates was also a radical departure from the norm. Rather than pen them up like cattle, Eastern State assigned each prisoner a private cell complete with skylight. It eschewed corporal punishment, adhering to a Quaker-influenced formula for reforming criminals: strict isolation plus labor. The prison was so serious about curbing interaction that inmates were hooded when it was necessary to move them. Left alone with their thoughts and a Bible, criminals would come to realize the error of their ways and become genuinely penitent—or so thought proponents of the “penitentiary.”

Charles Dickens thought otherwise. “I hold this slow and daily tampering with the mysteries of the brain to be immeasurably worse than any torture of the body,” he wrote after an 1842 visit. Some 300 prisons around the world emulated Eastern State’s design and system of solitary confinement, but detractors like Dickens eventually prevailed. By the time Al “Scarface” Capone was booked into the prison in 1929, inmates lived two or three to a cell, worked alongside each other in the weaving shops and kitchens, exercised together, and ate together.
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After 142 years of use, the prison closed in 1971. In 1994 the National Historic Landmark opened its doors to the public. The Voices of Eastern State audio tour, available April-November, covers everything from intake procedures to escape attempts. It’s narrated by actor Steve Buscemi and punctuated with firsthand accounts from former wardens, guards, and inmates. From December through March, guides lead one-hour tours of the complex. It’s not heated, so be sure to bundle up.

On select evenings from mid-September to early November, the already eerie site moonlights as a massive haunted attraction. Terror Behind the Walls is too terror-ific for kids under the age of seven (and even some grown-ups). It’s recommended that families with children 7-12 visit on “family nights” (Sundays before 7:30pm), when actors are on the lookout for kids who may be too scared. Ticket prices vary but are always cheaper online.

Philadelphia Zoo

America’s oldest zoo (3400 W. Girard Ave., 215/243-1100, www.philadelphiazoo.org, 9:30am-5pm daily Mar.-Oct., 9:30am-4pm daily Nov.-Feb., in-season admission $20, children 2-11 $18, off-season admission $16) packs a lot into its 42 manicured acres. It’s home to more than 1,300 animals representing some 300 species and subspecies: lions, tigers, and bears, of course, but also a host of critters that only an Animal Planet addict would recognize. You won’t soon forget the wrinkled mug of naked mole rats in the Rare Animal Conservation Center, the wide-eyed Coquerel’s sifakas in the PECO Primate Reserve, or the aquatic acrobatics of the giant river otters in Carnivore Kingdom. Also unforgettable: hovering high above the treetops in the Channel 6 Zooballoon (Apr.-Nov. weather permitting, $15 per person, $50 per family of four), the region’s only passenger-carrying helium balloon.

The Philadelphia Zoo received its charter in 1859 but didn’t open its gates until 1874, after the Civil War. The oldest building on the grounds, The Solitude, predates the zoo. Built in 1784 by John Penn, grandson of Pennsylvania founder William Penn, it’s the only surviving American residence once owned by a Penn family member. Penn named his elegant manor house after the Duke of Württemberg’s La Solitude in Stuttgart’s sylvan environs.

Fair warning: Unless you’re a zoo member, parking will set you back $15. It is possible to get there via SEPTA, Philly’s public transit system, but an easier way to travel between Center City and the zoo is by Phlash trolley (800/537-7676, www.phillyphlash.com, single ride $2, all-day pass $12, seniors and children 4 and under free), operating May-October. Phlash trolleys (actually buses in disguise) also stop at the nearby Please Touch Museum, where parking for nonmembers is $8.
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Please Touch Museum

The Please Touch Museum (Memorial Hall, 4231 Ave. of the Republic, 215/581-3181, www.pleasetouchmuseum.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., admission $16, children under 1 free) answers a question for the ages: where to take the kids on a rainy day? Designed for the seven and under set, it offers several hours’ worth of learning experiences disguised as fun. Kids can push a cart through a supermarket, fill up a tank at a gas station, race sailboats, take a spin on a hamster wheel, and enter the magical world of Alice in Wonderland. On most days, they can also catch an original theater performance by a cast that includes puppets.

The museum has moved several times since opening in 1976. It settled into its current home, West Fairmount Park’s historic Memorial Hall, in 2008. Memorial Hall was one of about 200 buildings erected for the 1876 Centennial Exposition, the first World’s Fair held in America, and it’s the only major one still standing. The beaux-arts-style building served as the city’s art museum until the Philadelphia Museum of Art opened in 1928. Please Touch Museum’s Centennial Exploration exhibit gives kids a taste of the atmosphere at the World’s Fair, where inventions including the telephone, the typewriter, and root beer were revealed. Its centerpiece, a 20-by-30-foot scale model of the fairgrounds, was first unveiled in 1889.

CENTER CITY

Center City is Philadelphia’s downtown, its business and governmental center. It’s generally regarded as the area between the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers to the east and west, Vine Street to the north, and South Street to the south—the portion of Philadelphia that once comprised the whole city. At the center of this rectangular area is City Hall, a dramatic building made more dramatic by elaborate nighttime lighting. Broad Street, the north-south thoroughfare interrupted by City Hall, divides Center City into Center City East and Center City West.
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In addition to being a business and governmental center, Center City is a cultural mecca. The portion of Broad Street south of City Hall is known as Avenue of the Arts because it’s flanked by concert halls and theaters. The scenic Benjamin Franklin Parkway, which starts near City Hall, is flanked by museums.

The Parkway Museum District and the Historic District, the easternmost part of Center City, are described in previous pages. This section deals with sights in the rest of Center City.


  Mural, Mural on the Wall

With more than 3,600 murals, Philadelphia has been called the world’s largest outdoor art gallery. The colorful, larger-than-life artworks brighten schools, community centers, businesses, and homes from Center City to outlying neighborhoods that most tourists never see.

Philadelphia’s Mural Arts Program (215/685-0750, www.muralarts.org) traces its roots to the mid-1980s, when the city was plastered with graffiti. Muralist and community activist Jane Golden was hired to redirect the energies of graffitists into mural painting. She still runs the program, which has not only alleviated much of the graffiti problem but also empowered thousands of at-risk youths and contributed to neighborhood revitalization in many parts of the city.

While the works of art speak for themselves, a guided tour is the best way to experience them. The Mural Arts Program offers trolley, walking, biking, and even train tours. Most tours leave from Mural Arts at The Gallery (The Gallery at Market East, 901 Market St., level 2, 10am-4pm Wed.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun.), a gift shop and painting studio, and last an hour and a half to two hours. It’s not unusual for tours to sell out, so advance ticket purchase is strongly advised. You can buy tickets at the gift shop, through the Mural Arts Program website, or by calling 215/925-3633.
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Trolley tours ($30, seniors $28, children 3-12 $20) of various neighborhoods are offered April-November. The Mural Mile walking tour ($20), also offered April-November, covers two miles and 15 murals in Center City. You can experience them at your own pace with the self-guided audio tour ($10). Bike tours ($25) are offered on the second and fourth Saturday of each month May-October. The mural program’s most unique offering may be its train tour of Love Letter ($20), a public art project consisting of 50 rooftop murals in West Philadelphia. Participants take in the murals from SEPTA’s elevated train and several train platforms. The tour is offered weekends April-December.

Be sure to check the website for a full schedule of tours and special events, as the Mural Arts Program is constantly adding more murals and more ways to experience them.

—Contributed by Karrie Gavin, author of Moon Philadelphia



S City Hall

City Hall (Broad and Market Streets, tour office room 121, 215/686-2840, www.phila.gov/virtualch, observation deck access noon-4:15pm Mon.-Fri., guided tour 12:30pm Mon.-Fri.) is a building of many distinctions. When construction began in 1871, it was to be the tallest building in the world. The project dragged on for so long that by the time of its completion in 1901, the Washington Monument and Eiffel Tower stood higher. Still, City Hall had bragging rights as the tallest habitable building in the world—for a few years anyway. At 37 feet, the bronze statue of city founder William Penn that crowns its central tower is the tallest statue atop any building. Long after skyscrapers twice its height dotted the globe, City Hall remained Philadelphia’s tallest thanks to a gentleman’s agreement that no building would tower over Billy Penn’s head. The agreement was broken in the mid-1980s, when One Liberty Place went up, and today City Hall barely makes the top 10. But it hangs on to several distinctions: world’s tallest occupied masonry structure, America’s largest (and most expensive) municipal building, and one of the continent’s finest examples of Second Empire architecture. It’s such a fine example, in fact, that a tourist could snap some pics and convince folks back home that he’d been to Paris.


The Curse of Billy Penn

If you believe a broken mirror brings seven years’ bad luck, rub a rabbit’s foot with regularity, or stay in bed on Friday the 13th, you’ll probably believe in the Curse of Billy Penn. Billy Penn—that’s Philadelphia founder William Penn if you’re not from these parts—has neither confirmed nor denied the existence of said curse, which may have something to do with the fact that he’s been dead for almost 200 years. Anyhow, we digress. The story of the curse goes something like this.

For more than 80 years after its completion in 1901, City Hall stood taller than any other building in Philadelphia. It’s not that developers couldn’t build taller. By 1980, buildings two times and even three times its height had risen in New York and Chicago. The technology was there. In Philadelphia, however, a gentleman’s agreement dictated that the statue of Billy Penn at the tippy-top of City Hall remain the highest point in the city. The agreement was finally cast aside in the mid-1980s, and a 61-floor skyscraper sprouted two blocks from City Hall. Soon it was joined by other soaring towers.
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  the statue of William Penn at the top of City Hall



As the city’s skyline changed, so did the luck of its sports teams. Between the mid-1970s and early ’80s, the Philadelphia Flyers had won two Stanley Cups (1974 and 1975), the Phillies had won a World Series (1980), the 76ers had won an NBA championship (1983), and the Eagles had reached the Super Bowl (1981). But the two decades starting in the mid-’80s were trying times for Philly sports fans. The four major sports teams had close-but-no-cigar seasons. It didn’t escape notice that the streak of championships ended around the time that the gentleman’s agreement was breached.

Had the breach unleashed a curse? Lots of people talked about it. Few would admit to believing it. But when the Comcast Center marked its near-completion with a “topping out” ceremony in 2007, a statue of William Penn sat on the beam hoisted to the highest point of Philadelphia’s newest tallest skyscraper. Just to be safe.

The following year, the Philadelphia Phillies defeated the Tampa Bay Rays for their second World Series title. The curse—if there was one—was broken.



There’s plenty to see without stepping foot inside the building, including some 250 sculptures and motifs by Alexander Milne Calder, the Scottish-born son of a tombstone carver and grandfather of the Calder renowned for his sculptural mobiles. He devoted two decades to City Hall’s ornamentation. In addition to the colossal Penn statue, Calder’s crowning work (literally and figuratively), the central tower is adorned with bronze statues depicting Native American and Swedish settlers. An eagle with a wingspan of 15 feet is perched above each face of the tower’s four-faced clock. The many sculptures closer to eye level include representations of continents, various arts and sciences, commerce, agriculture, and justice. Be sure to check out the courtyard’s western entrance, though it’s the smallest and least ornate of the four. With its carvings of thorns, thistles, and menacing serpents, it’s hardly inviting. But Calder knew what he was doing: The portal was used by horse-drawn vans carrying accused criminals.

City Hall isn’t nearly as ornate inside as it is outside. Its more lavish spaces are the focus of 90-minute tours ($12, seniors and students $8, children 3 and under free) that depart from room 121 at 12:30pm weekdays. The tours conclude with an elevator ride to an observation deck below the Penn statue. You don’t have to take the tour to enjoy the panoramic view. The elevator ferries visitors to the observation deck 9:30am-4:15pm weekdays. It only fits four, and the view is fantastic, so it’s not unusual for timed tickets ($6, seniors and students $4, children 3 and under free) to sell out by noon.


S Masonic Temple


Philadelphia’s Masonic Temple (1 N. Broad St., 215/988-1917, www.pagrandlodge.org, tours Tues.-Sat., admission $10, students $6, seniors and children 12 and under $5, family $25), just across the street from City Hall, is easily mistaken for a church. It’s imposing, topped with turrets and spires, and clearly not of this century or the last. Divine: yes. Ecclesiastical: no. Dedicated in 1873, the temple is the mother ship of Pennsylvania Masonry. Though its origins are obscure, Masonry is considered the world’s oldest fraternal organization. Some of the fraternity’s practices are as shrouded in secrecy as an Apple product launch, but you don’t have to whisper a password to pass through the temple’s grand entrance gate. Guided tours are offered at 10am, 11am, 1pm, 2pm, and 3pm Tuesday-Friday and 10am, 11am, and noon Saturday.
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  Masonic Temple (left) and City Hall



The place is an architectural wonderland, with each of seven resplendent meeting halls paying tribute to a different style. The Grecian-themed Corinthian Hall shares the second floor with Egyptian Hall, Ionic Hall, and rooms decorated in the Italian Renaissance and Rhenish Romanesque styles. Groin vaults, pointed arches, and pinnacles abound in the third-floor Gothic Hall, with its hand-carved furniture. Oriental Hall, located on the first floor, is not what its name suggests. It’s patterned after the Alhambra, the exquisite Moorish-style palace complex in Granada, Spain. Be sure to check out its ceiling, which is divided into thousands of panels of various shapes.

You don’t have to tour the building to visit the Masonic Library and Museum (9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-noon Sat., admission $5), which displays the Masonic apron presented to George Washington by the Marquis de Lafayette, the French aristocrat who served in Washington’s Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. Washington is one of more than a dozen U.S. presidents on the Masonry’s long list of “brothers.” Other notable pieces in the collection include a reverse glass painting of Washington being lifted into the heavens, Benjamin Franklin’s circa 1779 Masonic sash, and the Masonic apron of General Tom Thumb, the dwarf whose circus performances made him an international celebrity in the mid-1800s.

Comcast Center

At 975 feet, the Comcast Center (17th and Arch Streets) is Pennsylvania’s tallest building. Its opening in 2008 bumped One Liberty Place, the skyscraper that ended City Hall’s reign as the tallest building in town, out of the top slot. Most office buildings don’t hold much interest for anyone who doesn’t work in them, but the 58-story Comcast Center, headquarters to the largest U.S. cable company, is something of a tourist attraction. That’s because of the colossal LED wall in its main lobby. The Comcast Experience, as it’s called, is 83.3 feet wide, 25.4 feet high, and packed with 10 million pixels for phenomenal picture quality. You can think of it as a high-definition TV on steroids. Or you can think of it as installation art.

From 6am to midnight, the video wall pulses with ever-changing images of everything from Philly’s historic sites to outer space. Nature footage might follow an artsy dance sequence. At times the visual mimics the lobby’s wood paneling, blending in like a bullfrog on a pebbled shore. You never know what you’ll see because a virtual “video jockey” selects from thousands of hours of content.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts

In a lesser city, a museum as impressive as the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts (118 and 128 N. Broad St., 215/972-7600, www.pafa.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., admission $15, seniors and students $12, children 13-18 $8) could well top the list of cultural attractions. But Philadelphia offers art lovers a veritable buffet, and PAFA is often passed up for meatier fare like the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Barnes Foundation. It’s a shame, because its collection of 19th- and 20th-century American art is really quite something. Among the artists represented are Winslow Homer, John Singer Sargent, and Edward Hopper. PAFA is an art school as well as a museum—the oldest in the nation in both respects—and its collection abounds with works by its founders, faculty, and alumni, including Charles Willson Peale, William Rush, Thomas Eakins, Mary Cassatt, and Violet Oakley. The museum doesn’t shun modern and contemporary American artists. You can expect to see a fairly even mix of historical and contemporary art.

Two strikingly different buildings make up the PAFA campus, and you’ll find galleries in both. The older of the two is known as the Historic Landmark Building and dates to 1876. It’s considered one of the premier examples of Victorian Gothic architecture in the country. PAFA opened the adjacent Samuel M. V. Hamilton Building in 2005 as part of its 200th anniversary celebration. Built as an automobile showroom and storage facility in the early 1900s, the ingeniously repurposed building is used for most traveling exhibitions.

Docent-led tours of the permanent collection are generally offered at 1 and 2pm Tuesday-Sunday. They’re free with admission.

S Reading Terminal Market

The Reading Railroad was forced into bankruptcy several decades ago, but the indoor farmers market that bears its name pulses with activity seven days a week. Reading Terminal Market (12th and Arch Streets, 215/922-2317, www.readingterminalmarket.org, 8am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-5pm Sun.) is a regular stop for local chefs and other gastronomes foraging for fresh produce, eggs, dairy products, meats, seafood, and specialty foods. More than a third of its 80-some stands are eateries, making the market an extremely popular lunchtime destination. The dizzying array of options—from spicy Cajun fare to savory crepes to caviar—can breed indecision. If you’re a fan of Pennsylvania Dutch cuisine, come Tuesday-Saturday, when Amish and Mennonite vendors fill out the northwest corner of the market house. Top off a meal at the excellent Dutch Eating Place with hand-dipped ice cream straight from Lancaster County at Miller’s Twist. Handcrafted jewelry, new and used books, housewares, bath products, and other nonedibles are also on offer.

The market opened its doors in 1892 as part of the Reading Railroad’s new train depot and company headquarters. In an age before refrigerated trucks, its location couldn’t have been more ideal for shipping and receiving goods. At one point, a free service made it possible for a suburban housewife to “shop” at the market without venturing into the city. Her grocery order would be placed on a train bound for her town and held at the station until she came for it. The market’s continued existence was threatened by the demise of the Reading Railroad in the 1970s and the subsequent decision to incorporate the terminal into the design of a new convention center. Philadelphians demanded that the venerable market be preserved, and preserved it was. Meeting facilities replaced train tracks and platforms above the street-level market.

The area is well served by public transportation, but if you must drive, park in the garage at 12th and Filbert or 11th and Arch. Any merchant will validate the ticket with a purchase of $10 or more, entitling you to two hours of parking for a flat rate of $4. Regular garage rates apply after two hours.

Chinatown

Philadelphia’s Chinatown (9th St. to 11th St. between Arch and Vine Streets) doesn’t approach New York’s or San Francisco’s in scale or sales of knockoff handbags and Rolexes. But if you’re in the market for canned shark fin soup, roasted eel, dried squid, or porcelain dragons, the compact enclave just east of the Pennsylvania Convention Center won’t disappoint. It’s packed with restaurants and stores of the Asian variety. (Vietnamese, Burmese, Malaysian, Thai, and Japanese eateries have sprung up among the Chinese businesses, but “Asiatown” doesn’t have the same ring as “Chinatown,” does it?) A plaque marks the Race Street site of the district’s first Chinese restaurant, which opened in 1870.

The landmark most associated with Chinatown is of fairly recent vintage. Chinatown Friendship Gate (10th St. near Arch St.), a symbol of friendship between Philadelphia and its sister city of Tianjin, China, was dedicated in 1984 by officials from both cities. Artisans from China had a hand in the creation of the colorful portal, which stands 40 feet tall and proclaims “Philadelphia Chinatown” in large Chinese characters. The temptation to stand beneath it for a photo op is strong but, given the nature of Center City traffic, best resisted.

If you’re curious about Chinatown’s history and food, hook up with local chef and media darling Joseph Poon. His Wok ’N Walk Tour (Chef Kitchen, 1010 Cherry St., 2nd floor, 215/928-9333, www.josephpoon.com, $60) includes a Tai Chi demonstration, visits to a fortune cookie factory and a Chinese herbal medicine shop, and a four-course lunch or dinner.
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Philadelphia’s Chinatown Friendship Gate



Mütter Museum

Best visited on an empty stomach, the Mütter Museum (19 S. 22nd St., 215/563-3737, www.collphyphil.org, 10am-5pm daily, admission $15, seniors $13, students and children 6-17 $10) houses an unforgettable collection of what physicians of yore called “nature’s books.” We call them body parts. Its treasures are truly one of a kind. They include bladder stones removed from U.S. Chief Justice John Marshall, tissue from the thorax of President Abraham Lincoln’s assassin, and a tumor taken from President Grover Cleveland’s jaw during a secret surgery aboard a private yacht. The museum is home to the tallest skeleton on display in North America and a wax model of a human head that sprouted a horn. Perhaps most disturbing is the preserved colon of a man so constipated that he was carrying some 40 pounds of feces when he died at the age of 29. Giant doesn’t begin to describe the swollen organ.

The Mütter is part of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia, a professional medical organization founded in 1787. Members started the museum in the mid-1800s to help educate future doctors about the human body and its myriad afflictions. Like library books, its specimens were borrowed and studied. The 1874 autopsy of conjoined twins Chang and Eng—the original “Siamese twins”—was performed in the museum. Their bodies were returned to their adopted home of North Carolina, where they’d married sisters and fathered 21 children, but the Mütter was allowed to keep their fused livers. They’re on display beneath a plaster cast of the twins’ torsos, which were connected by a band of skin and cartilage.

The small gift shop is guaranteed to turn exhibit-induced grimaces into smiles. Its inventory includes plush toys of deadly microbes, syringe-shaped pens, skull-shaped beads, gummy maggots, and, of course, the game Operation. Still queasy? Get some air in the college’s lovely garden, which is planted with more than 50 medicinal herbs and dotted with benches.

GREATER PHILADELPHIA

Valley Forge National Historical Park

On September 26, 1777, British troops marched into Philadelphia. If Britain thought that capturing the capital of its rebellious colonies would put an end to the Revolutionary War, Britain thought wrong. That winter, George Washington and his battle-weary army set up camp in the small community of Valley Forge, 20 miles northwest of Philadelphia. The soldiers built a city of 2,000-some huts, miles of trenches, and five earthen forts. In February, a former Prussian army officer with an epic name arrived in camp. The charismatic Baron Friedrich Wilhelm Augustus von Steuben whipped the Continental Army into a finely tuned marching machine. The war for independence would continue for several years, but the six-month encampment at Valley Forge would be remembered as a turning point. In came ready-to-quit rebels. Out went warriors.
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wood cabin at Valley Forge National Historical Park



The visitors center at Valley Forge National Historical Park (Rte. 23 and N. Gulph Rd., Valley Forge, 610/783-1099, www.nps.gov/vafo, grounds open 7am-dark daily, visitors center open 9am-5pm daily and until 6pm in summer, free admission) offers a good introduction to this chapter of history. The 18-minute film Valley Forge: A Winter Encampment plays every half hour, and exhibits round out the picture. A map with a suggested auto tour of historic sites is available in several languages. Among the historic sites is Washington’s Headquarters, the small building that General George Washington and his military staff called home during the encampment. The soldiers’ huts often seen in photos of the national park are reproductions; the hastily built originals are long gone. During the warmer months, the visitors center is the starting point for 40-minute walking tours, 90-minute trolley tours, and two-hour biking tours. Rental bikes are available.

As one of the largest open spaces in southeastern Pennsylvania, the park is as much a destination for outdoor recreation as historical edification. Almost 30 miles of hiking, biking, and horseback riding trails carve through its 3,500 acres. The Horseshoe Trail, which begins near Washington’s Headquarters, connects to the legendary Appalachian Trail.


Entertainment and Events


BARS AND LOUNGES

Historic District

Before the construction of Independence Hall, it wasn’t unusual for men of state to hold meetings in Philadelphia’s taverns. Watering holes served as unofficial places of business even after buildings of government and commerce rose in the burgeoning city. So it’s only fitting that the Historic District has a good number of bars. For an 18th-century-style libation, head to City Tavern (138 S. 2nd St., 215/413-1443, www.citytavern.com, lunch from 11:30am daily, dinner from 4pm Mon.-Sat. and 3pm Sun., lunch $10-20, dinner $18-33), a replica of a favorite haunt of the Founding Fathers. There’s a small bar area and a cozy sitting room on the first floor of the restaurant, which teamed with locally based Yards Brewing Company to create a line of beers based on recipes endorsed by George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Ben Franklin. Try the Tavern Porter, a rich molasses-based brew like the kind General Washington served to his thirsty field officers.

Thirsting for Belgian-style suds? Old City has just the place. Eulogy Belgian Tavern (136 Chestnut St., 215/413-1918, www.eulogybar.com, 5pm-2am Mon.-Wed., 11am-2am Thurs.-Sun., kitchen closes at 10:30pm Mon.-Wed. and 1:30am Thurs.-Sun., food $8-22) offers more than 300 craft brews, including Eulogy’s Busty Blonde, brewed in Belgium exclusively for its Philly namesake. Housed in a 19th-century townhouse, the Belgian-owned pub is known for its plump mussels, juicy burgers, twice-fried frietjes, and second-floor “coffin room,” where caskets serve as tables.

One of Philly’s most popular Irish-style joints is The Plough and the Stars (2nd St. between Market and Chestnut Streets, 215/733-0300, www.ploughstars.com, 11:30am-2am Mon.-Fri., 10:30am-2am Sat.-Sun., food $7-24). With its soaring ceilings, Corinthian columns, and 16-foot windows, the Plough is a far cry from the typical breed of Irish pub. And its menu has just a smattering of Irish specialties. But Guinness drinkers claim it pours the perfect pint, and the level of joviality reaches St. Patty’s Day proportions on a fairly regular basis. Weekend brunches are a big draw, and Sunday evenings feature a traditional Irish music session.

A do-it-yourself Bloody Mary bar is a hallmark of weekend brunches at National Mechanics (22 S. 3rd St., 215/701-4883, www.nationalmechanics.com, 5pm-2am Mon., 11am-2am Tues.-Sun., food $9-15), which occupies an imposing Greek Revival building that once served as a bank for the hardworking mechanics of the Industrial Revolution. Mechanical doodads, homemade lighting fixtures, and stained glass windows embellish a space far cozier than the facade suggests. The bar features 30-odd varieties of beer, including some from very near and some from very far. Food options range from corn dogs to crab cakes. Servers speak of the veggie burger with a reverential tone usually reserved for meaty fare.

South Philadelphia

The neighborhoods below South Street are unpretentious and largely tourist-free and, for the most part, so are the bars. On the divey end of the spectrum are Bob & Barbara’s (1509 South St., 215/545-4511, www.bobandbarbaras.com, 3pm-2am daily) and Tattooed Mom (530 South St., 215/238-9880, www.tattooedmomphilly.com, noon-2am daily, food under $10). Getting sloppy drunk at the hipster havens is cheaper than going to the movies. The throngs chug cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon as if it were holy water. Indeed, B&B’s is something of a shrine to the historic brew, plastered as it is with Pabst memorabilia. At Tattooed Mom, the walls are awash in graffiti. Gang turf? Yeah, it’s a great place to bring the whole gang, sink into a ratty couch, and have a Scrabble throw-down. Tattooed Mom serves $1 tacos (beef or vegetarian) on Tuesdays and $0.50 pierogies on Thursdays. If you enjoy a good drag show, B&B’s is the place to be on Thursday nights.

Red-walled and dimly lit, the Royal Tavern (937 E. Passyunk Ave., 215/389-6694, www.royaltavern.com, 11:30am-2am Mon.-Fri., 10am-2am Sat.-Sun., food $6-16) is a couple of notches above “dive” and firmly entrenched in the “gastropub” category. Most people come here with food on their minds. The Royal’s specialty: gussied-up comfort food. Its grilled cheese sandwich is a gooey marriage of smoked gouda, sharp provolone, goat cheese, and rustic French bread. The much-trumpeted burger features bacon, caramelized onions, and smoked gouda. And the popcorn—oh, the popcorn—is freshly popped and drizzled with truffle butter. The Royal does right by vegans with a meat-free sloppy joe and grilled tempeh sandwich complete with vegan bacon. In spite of all the chewing, the long, narrow space tends to get loud.

Deciding whether to put Southwark (701 S. 4th St., 215/238-1888, www.southwarkrestaurant.com, 5pm-2am Tues.-Sun., dinner until 10pm, late-night menu 10pm-midnight, dinner $19-25) in the restaurant or bar section of this book was a tough call. It excels as a farm-to-table eatery, even breaking into Philadelphia magazine’s list of top 50 restaurants in 2009. But locavores wouldn’t go hungry if it closed its doors tomorrow; the Slow Food movement is sweeping this city. If Southwark shut down, its cocktails would be missed most of all. Since opening in 2004, the gentlemanly Queen Village joint has carved out a niche by eschewing newfangled libations and nailing classics like the Sazerac, sidecar, and Tom Collins. Its Manhattan is said to be the best in the city, and few bars can match its gin and rye collection. To boot, its beer selection outshines that of many beer-centric establishments.

Northern Liberties

NoLibs, as the neighborhood north of Old City is known, has starred in something of a Cinderella story in recent years. Publicans, restaurateurs, and developers have played the fairy godmother, transforming a bedraggled and unappreciated area into the belle of the ball. Standard Tap (901 N. 2nd St., 215/238-0630, www.standardtap.com, 4pm-2am daily, kitchen closes at 1am, brunch 11am-3pm Sat.-Sun., food $15-40) led the charge, setting a high bar when it opened in 1999. Widely regarded as Philadelphia’s original gastropub, the Tap looks no further than Pennsylvania and neighboring states for its draft-only beer selection. Asking for a Heineken brands you an outsider. So does asking for a food menu. Chef Carolynn Angle switches things up so frequently that chalkboards have a clear advantage over ink and paper. Servers make no excuses when listed dishes are sold out; that’s the way the cookie crumbles when a buy-fresh ethos prevails. Mussels and sausage, duck confit salad, and crispy smelts consistently find their way onto the chalkboards. The first-floor jukebox contains a preponderance of punk and indie rock. Seat yourself upstairs for a quieter good time.

North 3rd (801 N. 3rd St., 215/413-3666, www.norththird.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 10am-2am Sat.-Sun., dinner 5pm-midnight Sun.-Wed. and 5pm-1am Thurs.-Sat., brunch 10am-3:30pm Sat.-Sun., food $8-19) is also known for top-notch food, especially its customizable burger. The selection of draft beers is small but well edited. Signature cocktails like the mojito martini and Stoli Doli taste best at a sidewalk table, but be sure to have a look around inside, where it’s wall-to-wall artwork and tchotchkes. It’s a particularly artsy scene every other Tuesday night, when aspiring filmmakers share their short masterpieces with a sauced-up audience.

Nobody has done more to reshape Northern Liberties than developer Bart Blatstein, who gathered up 28 (largely derelict) acres at the start of the millennium and has been dolling them up ever since. His marquee projects include Liberties Walk, a four-block pedestrian strip framed by new townhouses with boutiques and eateries at street level and high-end apartments above, and The Piazza at Schmidts, an enormous open-air plaza surrounded by large mixed-use buildings. Forming the eastern gateway to Liberties Walk are Bar Ferdinand (1030 N. 2nd St., 215/923-1313, www.barferdinand.com, 4:30pm-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 4:30pm-2am Fri., 11am-2am Sat., 11am-midnight Sun., brunch 11am-3pm Sat.-Sun., food $10-35) and El Camino Real (1040 N. 2nd St., 215/925-1110, www.elcaminophilly.com, 11am-2am Mon.-Fri., 10am-2am Sat.-Sun., kitchen closes at 1am, food $8-20). The former is a stylish tapas bar with an exceptional selection of Spanish wines and a way with fruity drinks. Try the clericot, a refreshing bebida of white wine, melons, berries, and citrus fruit, if you’re seated outside on a summer day, or the Sol de Cádiz, a pilsner and OJ combo, if you’re there for brunch. Dried roses dangle over the wraparound bar, which is plenty wide for an assortment of small plates. Amble over to El Camino Real for a Texas-size tequila list. The bar at the faux rustic Tex-Mex joint also stocks dozens of whiskeys, daring beers like Rogue’s chipotle-infused ale as well as Corona, Tecate, and other south-of-the-border staples, and everything it takes to make a jalapeño margarita.

The Piazza at Schmidts is home to P.Y.T. (1050 N. Hancock St., 215/964-9009, www.pytphilly.org, 11am-2am Mon.-Fri., 10:30am-2am Sat.-Sun., food $9-15), a much-hyped bar specializing in burgers and booze-infused ice cream shakes. Yeah, you read that right. The “adult shakes” taste great with P.Y.T.’s sensational onion rings. Burger options include The Doh! Nut, which features chocolate-covered bacon and a glazed donut bun.

Center City East

The half of Center City east of Broad Street is home to drinking establishments of every stripe, including most of Philadelphia’s queer bars. For the laid-back beer drinker, there’s Fergie’s Pub (1214 Sansom St., 215/928-8118, www.fergies.com, 11am-2am Mon.-Sat., 4pm-2am Sun., food $6-15). Irish-born owner Fergus Carey is Philly’s favorite publican, a former bartender whose beer-soaked ventures include Monk’s Café and Nodding Head in Center City West and Grace Tavern just off South Street. His namesake bar has his conviviality and good taste in beer and offers some form of entertainment most every night. Its Tuesday and Thursday Quizzo games vie for liveliest in the city. Monday night’s open mic draws a talented crowd, and traditional Irish music is a Saturday afternoon staple.

Vintage (129 S. 13th St., 215/922-3095, www.vintage-philadelphia.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 2pm-2am Sat.-Sun., kitchen closes at midnight, food $6-18) is a mellow little wine bar invitingly outfitted in exposed brick, artfully arranged wine corks, a chandelier crafted of iron and wine bottles, and flickering votive candles. It offers more than 60 wines by the glass. A nearby sister establishment, Time (1315 Sansom St., 215/985-4800, www.timerestaurant.net, 5pm-2am daily, kitchen closes at 1am Sun.-Thurs. and 11pm Fri.-Sat., bar menu $5-13, dinner $16-23), boasts a whiskey selection that’s nearly 200 strong. It also specializes in absinthe, the storied herbal liqueur that was banned in the United States until 2007. You don’t have to be a whiskey or absinthe lover to appreciate Time, which offers 20 seasonal drafts, a seasonal menu featuring local ingredients, house-made bread and desserts, and live music seven nights a week. DJs spin in its second-floor lounge on Friday and Saturday nights.

The swatch of Center City approximately bounded by Walnut, Pine, 11th, and Broad Streets is known as the “Gayborhood.” Gone are the gay bathhouses and other red-light establishments that characterized the area in the 1970s. But a good time can still be had here. The up-and-coming nabe with the rainbow-emblazoned street signs is dotted with gay bars and clubs. Named one of the 50 greatest gay bars in the world by Out magazine, Woody’s (202 S. 13th St., 215/545-1893, www.woodysbar.com, 4pm-2am daily) is the unofficial capital of the Gayborhood. It’s huge—big enough to call itself a “nightlife complex”—with several bars and two dance floors. Themed nights and special events give it broad appeal. Thursday nights feature Latin-flavored beats, and Friday evenings are geared toward the country-western crowd. Wednesday college nights attract posses of out-and-proud Penn, Drexel, and Temple students.

“Hanging out” takes on a whole new meaning on jockstrap Mondays and underwear Wednesdays at The Bike Stop (206 S. Quince St., 215/627-1662, www.thebikestop.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 2pm-2am Sat.-Sun.), a longtime gathering spot for Philly’s leather-loving gays and lesbians.

Center City West

It’s easy as pie to find a watering hole west of Broad Street, especially in the area around Rittenhouse Square. Among the standouts is Tria Café (123 S. 18th St., 215/972-8742, www.triacafe.com, noon-late night daily, food under $10), which pays homage to the “tasty threesome of fermentation”: wine, beer, and cheese. If you have a taste for wine and a date who prefers microbrews, it’s the place to go. It’s also the place to go if you don’t know chardonnay from shiraz or cheddar from chèvre but want to learn. Servers are knowledgeable and anything but snooty, and the menus helpfully group each day’s offerings under layman’s descriptors like “approachable,” “stinky,” and “extreme.” Toothsome small bites, salads, and sandwiches round out the experience for those who come hungry. The concept proved so popular in the Rittenhouse neighborhood that a second Tria Café (1137 Spruce St., 215/629-9200, noon-late night daily) opened in Center City East. Both locations slash the price of one unique wine, beer, and cheese every Sunday.

Center City West has perhaps the highest concentration of gastropubs—bars even a teetotaler can love—in the Philadelphia region. A mecca for beer aficionados from well outside the region, Monk’s Café (264 S. 16th St., 215/545-7005, www.monkscafe.com, 11:30am-2am daily, kitchen closes at 1am, food $8-30) could do a brisk business even if its food menu consisted of peanuts and Fritos. The beer emporium has one of the most impressive bottle selections on the East Coast and a much-ballyhooed array of Belgians on draft. It was the only U.S. bar in the top 10 on All About Beer Magazine’s list of “125 Places to Have a Beer Before You Die.” But Monk’s doesn’t rest on its sudsy laurels. Its far-from-standard menu includes frog legs, lightly smoked trout, an ever-popular duck salad, mussels, mussels, and more mussels.

If you’re craving mussels and pommes frites but can’t stomach the wait at Monk’s, foot it to Nodding Head Brewery & Restaurant (1516 Sansom St., 2nd floor, 215/569-9525, www.noddinghead.com, 11:30am-2am Mon.-Sat., 11am-2am Sun., kitchen closes at midnight Mon.-Sat. and 11pm Sun., food $10-23), a sibling establishment. Not long after it opened its doors in 2000, a customer returned from vacation bearing a small animal figurine with a bobbing head. The brewpub’s staff put it on display—and opened the floodgates. Patrons have donated enough bobbleheads to fill a large display case, decorate the back bar, and relegate hundreds more to storage. Like the doll collection, which includes Ozzy Osbourne, Hello Kitty, and disgraced state senator Vincent Fumo, the brews are wide-ranging. Sample as many as you like before committing to a pint, or order a flight and savor them all. Nodding Head offers seven or eight of its creations daily. The chef knows his way around a meat smoker. Nod your head yes to anything spicy, jerked, or pulled.

Patrons of Good Dog Bar (224 S. 15th St., 215/985-9600, www.gooddogbar.com, 11:30am-2am daily, kitchen closes at 1am, food $9-18) also had a hand in its decor. Framed black-and-white photos of their pooches adorn the walls of the three-level bar and restaurant, which bills itself as “a cozy alternative to the ultra-trendy” newcomers to Philly’s bar scene. Good Dog’s signature burger is something to bark about: molten roquefort cheese erupts from the meat upon first bite. Head to the third floor for pool, darts, and retro arcade games.

Center City has no shortage of Irish pubs, but few have as faithful a following as The Bards (2013 Walnut St., 215/569-9585, www.bardsirishbar.com, 11am-2am Mon.-Fri., 10am-2am Sat.-Sun., kitchen closes at 1am, food $9-15). Irish owned and operated since its opening in 1995, The Bards pulls off an Irish literary theme without straying into theme-y territory and pours a good Guinness. Irish dishes share the menu with flatbreads, mussels, burgers, and more.

NIGHTCLUBS

Silk City (435 Spring Garden St., 215/592-8838, www.silkcityphilly.com, 4pm-2am daily, dinner 5pm-1am daily, brunch 10am-3:45pm Sat.-Sun., food $8-18) is a strange and wonderful beast: a classic diner car that opens to a nightclub complete with disco ball chandeliers. Once frequented by truckers, the neon-lit diner now fills with 20- and 30-somethings hungry for a good time—or just plain hungry. In the warmer months, the party spills into the 3,000-square-foot beer garden. Like owner Mark Bee’s other Northern Liberties haunt, North 3rd, Silk City is known for satisfying eats. The kitchen injects pizzazz into diner standards like meatloaf, fried chicken, and mac and cheese, and the fact that you can wash them down with a Hoegaarden or strawberry martini is icing on the cake. The club side hosts a DJ-driven dance party most nights of the week.

South Philly’s L’Etage (624 S. 6th St., 215/592-0656, www.creperie-beaumonde.com, 7pm-2am Fri.-Sat., 7:30pm-1am Sun. and Tues.-Thurs., cover varies) fancies itself a French cabaret. The club upstairs from the lovely crepe café Beau Monde books DJs on Fridays and Saturdays. Live music, film screenings, burlesque, and other diversions round out the calendar.

LIVE MUSIC

Rock

The Wells Fargo Center (3601 S. Broad St., event hotline 215/336-3600, box office 800/298-4200, www.wellsfargocenterphilly.com) may be one of the hardest-working arenas in the country. Home to Philadelphia’s professional basketball, hockey, and lacrosse teams, it’s also the largest concert venue in the region. Acts as varied as Hannah Montana, Metallica, and Barbra Streisand have brought down the house since it opened in 1996. Billy Joel and Bruce Springsteen have sold out so many concerts in the 20,000-seat arena and its predecessor that banners honoring them hang from the rafters.

Venues offering a more intimate live music experience are scattered around town. Best of the bunch is World Cafe Live (3025 Walnut St., 215/222-1400, www.worldcafelive.com) in the University City neighborhood, home to the University of Pennsylvania and Drexel University. One expects certain things from a music venue in a collegiate setting: frat boys on the prowl, shooter specials, and sticky floors, for starters. World Cafe Live is not what one expects. It’s a grown-up sort of place with two performance spaces. Designed for major acts, Downstairs Live is a three-tiered music hall that’s usually furnished with tables and chairs for 300 but can hold as many as 650 for standing-room-only events. (Be aware that a food and beverage minimum applies during seated shows. Fortunately, the grub is quite good.) Upstairs Live is a full-service restaurant open for lunch and dinner on weekdays and dinner on weekends. It lures 9-to-5ers with happy-hour specials and serves up live music most evenings. World Cafe Live shares a converted factory building with public radio station WXPN, which produces the nationally syndicated World Cafe with David Dye.

Several of Philadelphia’s best-known music venues can be found in the neighborhoods north of Old City. The largest, Electric Factory (421 N. 7th St., 215/627-1332, www.electricfactory.info), can pack in about 3,000 people and caters to all musical tastes. Shows are open to all ages unless otherwise specified. Expect to be patted down before entering.

Fishtown institution Johnny Brenda’s (1201 N. Frankford Ave., 215/739-9684, www.johnnybrendas.com, kitchen open 11am-1am daily) is a triple threat: bar, restaurant, and music venue. Its owners also own Standard Tap, a locally legendary gastropub, and they’re so serious about serving foods made with fresh, seasonal ingredients that they don’t bother printing menus. Look for strategically hung chalkboards if you want to know what’s cooking. The beer list consists entirely of locally brewed drafts. “Local” doesn’t rule the day in the upstairs performance space, which is strictly off limits to the underage. A stone’s throw away is The M Room (15 W. Girard Ave., 215/739-5577, www.mroomphilly.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., noon-2am Sat.-Sun.), which reinvented itself as a bar-cum-music-venue in 2005 after more than three decades as a diner. Its food menu is heavy on Greek specialties like stuffed grape leaves, spanakopita, and moussaka. In 2008 the nabe welcomed yet another watering hole with a soft spot for indie bands. The curiously named Kung Fu Necktie (1250 N. Front St., 215/291-4919, www.kungfunecktie.com, 5pm-2am daily) boasts tables crafted from bowling lanes and bathrooms marked “balls” and “boobs.”

A longtime presence on a street synonymous with nightlife, Theatre of the Living Arts (334 South St., 215/922-2599, www.tlaphilly.com) has hosted heavyweights such as the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Dave Matthews Band, Bob Dylan, Paul Simon, Jane’s Addiction, Radiohead, Nickelback, Norah Jones, John Mayer, and Patti Smith. Vintage concert posters and newspaper clippings decorate the onetime movie theater.

Center City’s preeminent rock venue, the Trocadero Theatre (1003 Arch St., 215/922-6888, www.thetroc.com), was also a cinema at one point. At other points in its long life—it first opened in 1870 as the Arch Street Opera House—the Victorian theater hosted traveling minstrel shows, vaudeville, and burlesque. It did time as a dance club in the 1980s. The Troc, as the concert hall in the heart of Chinatown is known, can accommodate 1,200 people for shows on its main stage. The Balcony, an intimate venue within the venue, has a capacity of 250. It’s used for screenings of recently released films and classics like Ghostbusters on “Movie Monday,” a regular event for the 21-plus set. Most concerts are all-ages.

Center City’s most unusual temple of music is an active church. Built by a large and prosperous congregation in the 1880s, the First Unitarian Church of Philadelphia (2125 Chestnut St.) responded to a shrinking urban population a century later not by closing its doors, as many churches did, but by opening them for nonchurch events. Philly-based concert promoter R5 Productions has been staging rock shows in the historic house of worship since the mid-1990s. Visit www.r5productions.com for a concert calendar.

About half a mile north of the Art Museum in the Fairmount neighborhood, North Star Bar & Restaurant (2639 Poplar St., 215/787-0488, www.northstarbar.com, 5pm-1am Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-2am Fri.-Sat.) compensates for its off-the-beaten-path location by putting bands on its stage almost nightly. Ticket prices rarely top $15, and North Star resists the temptation to overcharge for food.

Jazz

Philly certainly has a place in the annals of jazz. Legendary saxophonist Stan Getz was born in this city. John Coltrane, another tenor master, lived and played here. So did trumpeter John Birks Gillespie, who picked up the nickname “Dizzy” while in town. But Philly has few jazz clubs today. Zanzibar Blue, whose stage was graced by the likes of Maynard Ferguson, Arturo Sandoval, Harry Connick Jr., and Diana Krall, closed in 2007. Ortlieb’s Jazzhaus, named one of the top 10 jazz clubs in the country by Playboy magazine, closed in 2010 after more than 20 years of showcasing local and visiting talent. Philly’s jazz enthusiasts are—how to put it—kind of blue. But they’re not high and dry. There’s still Chris’ Jazz Cafe (1421 Sansom St., 215/568-3131, www.chrisjazzcafe.com), which serves up live music every day but Sunday. And then there’s the Philadelphia Clef Club of Jazz & Performing Arts (738 S. Broad St., 215/893-9912, www.clefclubofjazz.org). Founded in 1966 as a social club for members of a black musicians union, it counted Coltrane, Gillespie, Nina Simone, and Grover Washington Jr. among its members. Today it’s a nonprofit institution dedicated to the promotion and preservation of jazz music. Its event calendar is regrettably sparse but worth keeping an eye on. Also worth a gander: www.phillyjazz.org. Maintained by jazz enthusiast and middling saxophonist Jan Klincewicz, the website features a calendar of live jazz events.

CASINOS

Opened in 2010, SugarHouse Casino (1001 N. Delaware Ave., 877/477-3715, www.sugarhousecasino.com, open 24 hours) boasts 1,600 slots, 50-some table games, and waterfront dining. The city’s first and only casino is located along the Delaware River in the Fishtown neighborhood.

PERFORMING ARTS

Avenue of the Arts

South Broad Street is so crowded with performing arts venues that it’s rightly known as the Avenue of the Arts. The venues are a mix of old and new. The most striking is the Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts (Broad and Spruce Streets, 215/893-1999, www.kimmelcenter.org), which opened in 2001. Described by architect Rafael Viñoly as “two jewels inside a glass box,” it consists of two freestanding performance halls beneath a vaulted glass ceiling. The larger Verizon Hall, which seats 2,500, features acoustics designed specifically for the illustrious Philadelphia Orchestra (www.philorch.org). The Kimmel Center’s resident companies also include the Philly Pops (www.phillypops.com) and the Philadelphia Dance Company, better known as PHILADANCO (www.philadanco.org). The performing arts complex is open 10am to 6pm daily, so take a look around if you’re passing by. You might catch a free performance on its lobby stage, and you won’t believe the views from its glass-enclosed rooftop garden.

One block closer to City Hall is the historic Academy of Music (Broad and Locust Streets, 215/893-1999, www.academyofmusic.org), the oldest grand opera house in the country still used for its original purpose. The long list of renowned artists who have performed at the academy since its opening in 1857 includes Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Anna Pavlova, Maria Callas, and Luciano Pavarotti. U.S. President Ulysses S. Grant was nominated for his second term here in 1872. The National Historic Landmark rarely gets a rest. It hosts the Opera Company of Philadelphia (www.operaphila.org) and the Pennsylvania Ballet (www.paballet.org), plus Broadway shows and other touring productions. The adjacent Merriam Theater (Broad and Spruce Streets, 215/893-1999, www.merriam-theater.com), which dates to 1918, is now part of Philadelphia’s University of the Arts. Students have the privilege of performing on a stage graced by John Barrymore, Katharine Hepburn, Sir Laurence Olivier, and Sammy Davis Jr. The university has a number of smaller performance spaces, including the Arts Bank at Broad and South Streets. Once a bank, the building now houses a 230-seat main stage and a cabaret theater.

Across from the Merriam is the Wilma Theater (Broad and Spruce Streets, 215/546-7824, www.wilmatheater.org), which has racked up dozens of Barrymore Awards—the local equivalent of Tony Awards—for its superbly crafted plays. “Dedicated to presenting theater as an art form,” the Wilma moved into its 296-seat Avenue of the Arts digs in 1996, after packing smaller houses for 20-some seasons. Serious theater lovers seriously love the theater’s tradition of post-show discussions with members of the artistic team. In 2007 the Avenue became home to Philadelphia Theatre Company (Suzanne Roberts Theatre, Broad and Lombard Streets, 215/985-0420, www.philadelphiatheatrecompany.org), a highly respected cradle of contemporary works. Founded in 1974, PTC has presented more than 140 world and Philadelphia premieres, including Terrence McNally’s Tony Award-winning Master Class. Its 365-seat theater is named for actress/benefactor Suzanne Roberts.

Other Center City Theaters

Philadelphia is home to America’s oldest art museum, oldest natural history museum, oldest zoo, and oldest residential street. Perhaps not surprisingly, it’s also home to America’s oldest theater. The Walnut Street Theatre (825 Walnut St., 215/574-3550, www.walnutstreettheatre.org) opened in 1809 as an equestrian circus, of all things. By 1812, the horses had been canned and the building converted to a bona fide theater. President Thomas Jefferson was in attendance at the first theatrical production. In 1863 the Walnut was purchased by Edwin Booth, a member of a prominent theatrical family. His actor brother would soon tarnish the family name—and etch his in the history books—by assassinating President Abe Lincoln. The Shubert Organization snapped up the theater in the 1940s and used it as a pre-Broadway testing ground for productions including A Streetcar Named Desire starring Marlon Brando and A Raisin in the Sun featuring Sidney Poitier. These days the Walnut is a nonprofit regional theater company that generally serves up light fare: Dirty Rotten Scoundrels, Hairspray, Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple, and the like. It also offers an annual series designed for kids in grades K-6.

Unlike the Walnut, the Forrest Theatre (1114 Walnut St., 800/447-7400, www.forrest-theatre.com) doesn’t produce shows. It’s what folks in the biz call a road house—a venue for touring companies. Owned by the Shubert Organization, Broadway’s biggest bigwig, since it was built in the 1920s, the Forrest gets little use these days. The Academy of Music is the Philly venue of choice for most traveling Broadway productions.

The Adrienne Theatre (2030 Sansom St., 215/567-2848, www.adriennelive.org) is the venue of choice for many of Philadelphia’s small theater companies. Home to the Wilma Theatre before its 1996 move to the Avenue of the Arts, it has three performance spaces that seat between 55 and 120 people. Its most established resident, InterAct Theatre Company (www.interacttheatre.org), wouldn’t touch a zany caper with a 10-foot pole. Founded in 1988, InterAct has a stated mission of stirring things up and a fondness for never-before-seen plays. A few doors down from the Adrienne is the Philadelphia Shakespeare Theatre (2111 Sansom St., 215/496-8001, www.phillyshakespeare.org), devoted to the prolific playwright’s works since 1996.

Thanks to the Curtis Institute of Music (1726 Locust St., 215/893-7902, www.curtis.edu) and its “learn by doing” philosophy, Philly’s classical music junkies can get a fix without paying a cent. The prestigious conservatory presents free recitals several times a week throughout the school year. Most take place in Field Concert Hall, a 240-seat auditorium in the institute’s main building on Rittenhouse Square. No tickets are required, and seating is on a first-come, first-served basis. Call the student recital hotline at 215/893-5261 for the lowdown on each week’s programs. Curtis has about 165 students, all of whom show such artistic promise that they get a full ride. (Leonard Bernstein is an alumnus.)

Historic District

Old City’s transformation from abandoned industrial area to hip nabe was helped by the arrival of two arts organizations in the 1980s and ’90s. Founded in 1969 as a cooperative art gallery on South Street, the Painted Bride Art Center (230 Vine St., 215/925-9914, www.paintedbride.org) relocated to Old City in 1982 and is now better known as a performance space. The Bride, as locals call the mosaic-wrapped building, showcases world and jazz music, dance, theater, and poetry. Its commitment to nurturing emerging artists is unquestioned, but it certainly doesn’t discriminate against established ones. The long list of past performers includes rocker Carlos Santana, magicians Penn and Teller, and storyteller Spalding Gray.

“Dedicated to bringing to life the greatest stories by the greatest storytellers of all time,” Arden Theatre Company (40 N. 2nd St., 215/922-1122, www.ardentheatre.org) serves up a mix of popular plays and musicals, new works, and new spins on popular works. The professional company’s interpretation of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town found the audience walking to historic Christ Church for the second act.

Fairmount Park

With covered seating for about 5,000, outdoor seating for 4,500 more, and a 4,000-person lawn, the Mann Center for the Performing Arts (52nd St. and Parkside Ave., 215/878-0400, www.manncenter.org) is one of the nation’s largest outdoor amphitheaters. Named for a local businessman who championed its construction in the 1970s, the Mann is best known as the summer home of the fabulous Philadelphia Orchestra. In 2010 the orchestra’s six-week series included a performance featuring Aretha Franklin on vocals and former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice on piano. The amphitheater in West Fairmount Park also hosts an incredible variety of traveling acts, from cellist Yo-Yo Ma to rock band Cheap Trick. Picnicking on the lawn is a Philly tradition.
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