

[image: cover-image]





[image: Image]



ONTARIO


CAROLYN B. HELLER


[image: image]




[image: image]


[image: image]





[image: image]



[image: image]





DISCOVER Ontario

Planning Your Trip

The Best of Ontario

SIPPING AND SUPPING

Toronto for Culture Vultures

Georgian Bay Coastal Route

Niagara is for Lovers

ONTARIO OUTDOORS

Northern Exposure

FOLLOWING THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD

[image: image]

Buzzing urban centers with hip nightspots and eclectic shops. Creative chefs, international eateries, and plenty of local food. Historic sites and modern museums. A relaxing getaway with outdoor adventures and activities for the kids. And all at a good value, too? That’s Ontario.

Toronto is Canada’s most multicultural city. Then there’s Niagara Falls, Canada’s most-visited tourist attraction; Ottawa, the grand national capital; and theater festivals at Stratford and Niagara-on-the-Lake.
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Beyond these well-known attractions, Ontario offers much more. Bordering four of the five Great Lakes as well as Hudson Bay, Ontario has more than 3,000 kilometers (2,300 miles) of shoreline. This vast forested province stretches from the southernmost point in Canada nearly to the Arctic.

With all that space, Ontario has countless options for outdoor adventures. You can skate along the world’s largest ice rink, hike Canada’s longest hiking route, or swim in the country’s biggest “swimming hole.” You can go cycling, canoeing, white-water rafting, cross-country skiing, even dogsledding. And while you may not think of Canada as a diving destination, you can even scuba-dive or snorkel among shipwrecks on the floor of the Great Lakes.
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Yet Ontario—home to Canada’s most diverse population—delivers plenty of cultural adventures as well. More than half of Toronto’s residents were born outside Canada, giving the city a vibrant multicultural buzz. You could breakfast on French croissants, lunch on Japanese okonomiyaki, and end your day with Italian, Greek, or Caribbean fare.

In central Ontario, Old Order Mennonites still travel by horse and buggy and sell homemade preserves at local farmers markets. Roughly 25 percent of Canada’s aboriginal population lives in Ontario, where you can hike through the wilderness with an aboriginal guide or watch a performance at a First Nations-run theater. You can also follow the Underground Railroad, which sheltered people fleeing slavery during the U.S. Civil War.

Ontario has laid-back college towns, Canada’s first oil well, and scores of wineries, maple syrup makers, and apple orchards. You can take in a hockey game or take the train to an eco-lodge in a remote aboriginal community. You’ll find the Thousand Islands and far more than a thousand things to do.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Toronto

Canada’s largest city is home to one of the most multicultural populations on the planet. The country’s cultural hub, Toronto is a major center for film and theater, with a wide range of museums, eclectic boutiques, and ethnic neighborhoods. The reclaimed waterfront along Lake Ontario has performance spaces and art galleries, along with a lakeside walking and cycling trail. This diversity has made Toronto one of North America’s most exciting cities for eating, shopping, and simply exploring.

The Niagara Region

Niagara Falls is a must-see attraction, and whether it’s your first visit or your 50th, feeling the spray and watching the cascading curtains crash into the river below is still a thrill. Yet Niagara is more than just the falls. Here in Ontario’s major wine-producing region, you can sip new vintages or sample local produce, while the well-preserved town of Niagara-on-the-Lake stages the Shaw Festival, one of North America’s premier summer theater festivals.

Lake Erie to Lake Huron

West of Toronto, sprawling suburbs give way to university towns with nascent arts scenes, wide-open farm country, and sandy beaches. Theater fans flock to the Stratford Festival, while in St. Jacobs, Mennonite communities preserve their traditional customs. You can tour Ontario’s newest wine district, visit Canada’s southernmost point, or explore the region’s dramatic history as the terminus of the Underground Railroad. Finally, you reach Lake Huron, where you can sit by the shore and watch the sun go down.


  Following the Underground Railroad

Several recent Oscar-winning films—Lincoln, Django Unchained, and 12 Years a Slave—focus on the period surrounding the U.S. Civil War, when thousands of enslaved African Americans fled north toward Canada. These refugees traveled along the Underground Railroad, a network of safe houses that provided them with shelter. But what happened to these former slaves once they reached Canada’s promised land?

Many crossed into Canada into what are now the Southwestern Ontario communities of Windsor, Amherstburg, Chatham, Dresden, and Buxton. At sights throughout this region, you can explore the African Canadian Heritage Route, tracing the history of the former slaves and their new life in Canada. In Dresden, the Uncle Tom’s Cabin Historic Site (www.uncletomscabin.org) tells the story of former slave and abolitionist Reverend Josiah Henson, whose memoirs may have been part of the inspiration for Harriet Beecher Stowe’s historic antislavery novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Farther west, the Buxton Settlement became the largest black settlement in Canada, with one of North America’s first integrated schools. Many descendants of these early settlers still live in the region, and you can learn more about their heritage at the Buxton National Historic Site and Museum (www.buxtonmuseum.com).

Built and operated by descendants of formerly enslaved people who traveled here on the Underground Railroad, the John Freeman Walls Historic Site and Underground Railroad Museum (www.undergroundrailroadmuseum.com), outside Windsor, brings the fugitive slave experience to life. As you walk into the nearby woods, you hear hound dogs attempting to track you down (fortunately, it’s just a recording). You also learn more about the family who settled here and tour the 1846 log cabin, where they raised nine children.
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Ring the bell for freedom at the John Freeman Walls Historic Site and Underground Railroad Museum.



Before you set out along these routes, have a look at the useful resources for exploring Ontario’s black history that the Ontario Heritage Trust (www.heritagetrust.on.ca) provides on the “Slavery to Freedom” section of their website. Also check out Black History Canada (www.blackhistorycanada.ca) from the Historica-Dominion Institute.



Eastern Ontario

Water, water, everywhere—that’s what you’ll find in Eastern Ontario. Along Lake Ontario (home to the Prince Edward County wine and a hotbed of local food), in the Kawartha region around the city of Peterborough, among the Thousand Islands in the St. Lawrence River, and along the Rideau Canal between Kingston and Ottawa, lakes, rivers, and inland waterways mean beaches, boats, or just relaxing by the water. Yet this region has plenty for the history buff, too, from aboriginal culture to Canada’s early development.

Ottawa

Canada’s national capital combines history, culture, and outdoor activities. You can tour Parliament and numerous grand museums, then skate on the Rideau Canal (the world’s largest rink), or hike through sprawling Gatineau Park. For foodies, Ottawa has a branch of Le Cordon Bleu culinary school, a variety of food tours, and plenty of innovative restaurants. This bilingual city knows how to party, too, hosting the nation’s biggest Canada Day celebrations and dozens of festivals year-round.

Cottage Country, Algonquin Park, and the Northeast

Getting away to “the cottage” is a long-standing Ontario summer tradition, and even without a cottage of your own, you can escape to this lake district. The highlight is Algonquin Provincial Park, one of the province’s largest protected green spaces.


  [image: image]

  autumn views from the Agawa Canyon Tour Train



Cottage Country and Northeastern Ontario are prime canoe trip destinations, with an extensive network of lakes. For a more culturally focused trip, ride the Polar Bear Express train north to James Bay to experience the culture of one of Canada’s largest aboriginal groups.

Georgian Bay

Spectacular scenery surrounds Georgian Bay, where more than 30,000 islands dot the waters. Besides three national parks, several beautifully remote provincial parks, and sections of the Bruce Trail (Canada’s longest hiking route), you’ll find dramatic rock formations, Caribbean-blue water, and a network of lighthouses standing guard along the coast.

Ontario’s earliest European pioneers built a settlement near Georgian Bay, which is now a fascinating historic village. On Manitoulin Island, the Great Spirit Circle Trail is a leader in aboriginal tourism, offering numerous ways for visitors to experience First Nations culture.

Lake Superior

Craving more eco-adventure? Head north to Lake Superior. Hiking trails crisscross rocky cliffs, while spectacular beaches line Lake Superior’s shores, and you can canoe, kayak, or sail to remote inlets and islands. Yet even if you’re just doing a driving tour along the lake, the views seem to get better around every turn.
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When to Go


Summer is Ontario’s busiest season, especially in the lake regions, the wine country, and around Niagara Falls. The weather is warm—often hot—and everything is open. Many summer theaters, beach destinations, and parks operate only between May and October.

If you don’t need to travel in July and August, though, you’ll often find better weather (sunny skies, moderate temperatures, and lower humidity) in early autumn. October is the peak of the foliage season, when weekend leaf peepers flock to the Ontario countryside. Fall visitors can avoid the crowds by staying in the cities on weekends and heading for the country during the week.

Late spring, from May to early June, is also a good time to travel in Ontario. Although you’ll need to be prepared for some rainy days, it’s relatively quiet, with fewer travelers and moderate shoulder-season lodging prices. Avoid late spring in the north or if you’re planning to hike, canoe, or camp; it’s black fly season, and the mosquitoes can be fierce, too. You’ll encounter fewer pests in late summer or fall.

Ontario’s winter, which begins in November and can continue into April, is cold and snowy—the season for skiing, snowshoeing, and skating. If you dress for the weather, it’s not a bad time for a city break; in Toronto and Ottawa the cultural calendars are full, and you can often find excellent lodging deals.


Before You Go


Passports and Visas

United States citizens need a valid passport, passport card, or Enhanced Driver’s License for travel to Canada.

All other visitors need a valid passport and may need a visa. Visas are not required for citizens of the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Mexico, Singapore, Japan, South Korea, Israel, and most Western European countries for stays in Canada of less than six months.

Vaccinations

No special immunizations or vaccinations are required to visit Canada, but it’s always smart to ensure that your routine immunizations are up-to-date, particularly if you’re traveling with children.

Transportation

Ontario’s largest airport is Toronto’s Pearson International Airport, with flights from across Canada, the United States, Europe, the Caribbean, Latin America, and Asia. Ottawa is another air gateway, with flights from major Canadian cities, along with several U.S. and some European destinations.

VIA Rail, Canada’s national rail carrier, can bring you to Ontario from across the country, whether you’re starting from Vancouver, Jasper, Edmonton, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Montreal, or Halifax. From the United States, Amtrak has train service from New York City to Niagara Falls and Toronto. Bus travel is a reasonable option, too, from the northeastern United States or eastern Canada.

Toronto’s comprehensive public transportation system makes a car unnecessary if you’ll be staying in the city. Ottawa and Niagara Falls are also easy to navigate without a vehicle. Otherwise, outside the province’s urban areas, you’ll have more flexibility if you drive or rent a car.


The Best of Ontario


This itinerary takes you through Southern Ontario’s highlights, from Toronto to Niagara Falls, the Muskoka Lakes, Algonquin Provincial Park, and Ottawa, the nation’s capital. It’s easiest to do if you have a car, or pick up a rental car when you leave Toronto (you won’t need it in the city).

Day 1

Fly into Toronto. Visit the CN Tower for great views across the city and Lake Ontario. If you dare, take the EdgeWalk, a thrilling walk suspended outside the tower, 116 stories above the ground. Back on earth, stroll along the harbor front, then stop for lunch at St. Lawrence Market on your way to the galleries and shops in The Distillery District. Catch the ferry to the Toronto Islands for a late-afternoon walk or bike ride. Wrap up your day with dinner downtown or in the Entertainment District.
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  The Distillery District, Toronto



Day 2

Spend today continuing to explore Toronto. Tour the Frank Gehry-designed Art Gallery of Ontario or the massive Royal Ontario Museum. After checking out the entertaining Bata Shoe Museum, have lunch in Chinatown or Kensington Market, or linger over afternoon tea at the deluxe Shangri-La Hotel. Wander along Queen Street West for shopping and gallery-hopping, have dinner at one of the eclectic restaurants, and stop for a nightcap at one of the clubs.

Day 3

250 KILOMETERS (155 MILES), 4 HOURS ROUND-TRIP

You’re going to Niagara Falls for the day; either rent a car or book a day tour. Don’t miss the Hornblower Niagara Cruise, a boat tour under the falls. Niagara Falls has plenty of other attractions, including the White Water Walk and the Whirlpool Aero Car; for the most dramatic Falls views, take a Niagara Helicopters Flightseeing Tour. From the falls, it’s a half-hour drive to Niagara-on-the-Lake, where you can wander the historic downtown and tour local wineries. Have an early dinner, then see a play at the Shaw Festival before returning to Toronto.

Day 4

250 KILOMETERS (155 MILES), 3.5-4 HOURS

Today you’ll make a leisurely drive northeast to Muskoka Cottage Country, but your first stop en route is just outside Toronto at the excellent McMichael Canadian Art Collection. Continuing north, visit Muskoka Wharf in Gravenhurst to cruise on a restored steamship and tour a heritage boat museum. In Bracebridge, browse the shops in the cute downtown and sample a butter tart at one of the cafés. Continue to Huntsville to have dinner and spend the night.

Day 5

120 KILOMETERS (75 MILES), 2 HOURS

From Huntsville, you’ll enter Algonquin Provincial Park through the West Gate. Algonquin measures over 7,500 square kilometers (nearly 3,000 square miles), so there’s plenty to explore. Go for a hike or rent a canoe at the Portage Store. Walk through the exhibits at the Algonquin Visitors Centre; there’s usually an interesting nature program happening, as well. Try to schedule your visit for a Thursday to join in the evening Wolf Howl. Spend the night at one of the park lodges.

Day 6

250 KILOMETERS (155 MILES), 3.5-4 HOURS

Drive out the park’s East Gate, following Highway 60 east toward Ottawa. Your first Ottawa-area stop will actually be across the Ottawa River in Gatineau at the massive Canadian Museum of History, where you can learn almost anything about Canada’s history and culture. After checking into your Ottawa hotel, browse the shops and galleries in the ByWard Market neighborhood. Stay for dinner and catch some music at one of the clubs.

Day 7

Get to the Parliament Buildings first thing in the morning to take a tour. If you’re visiting in July or August, watch the Changing the Guard, complete with red-coated, fur-hat-wearing guards. For a dose of culture, go to either the National Gallery of Canada or the Canadian War Museum, then take an afternoon stroll or cycle along the Rideau Canal. Have dinner in Chinatown, Little Italy, or Wellington West. Wrap up your Ontario week with a concert or play at the National Arts Centre or the Great Canadian Theatre Company.

Toronto for Culture Vultures

A long weekend in Toronto will give you time to enjoy the city’s museums, galleries, and theaters. Base yourself at the arty Drake or Gladstone Hotels, or choose a lodging in the Entertainment District, like the Hotel Le Germain, Soho Metropolitan, or Thompson Toronto. Plan a day trip to see a show in either Stratford or Niagara-on-the-Lake.

Day 1

Start your museum meandering at the Art Gallery of Ontario, which has an extensive collection of Canadian and International art in a striking building designed by Frank Gehry. Next door, you can’t help notice the Sharp Centre for Design—it’s the checkered box floating in the sky supported by yellow, blue, and purple “pencils.”
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  Toronto’s Art Gallery of Ontario



Head east to The Distillery District to browse more galleries, including the Artscape Building, which houses more than 60 artist studios. After lunch in one of the district’s cafés, go downtown to see what’s happening at the always-bustling Harbourfront Centre. Check out the Power Plant Gallery and the Museum of Inuit Art, and watch the artists at work in The Craft Studio.

Have dinner in the Entertainment District, then catch a concert at Roy Thompson Hall, a performance of the National Ballet of Canada, or a play at one of the city’s many theaters.

Day 2

A tour of the Elgin and Winter Garden Theatre Centre takes you through Toronto stage history in Canada’s only “double-decker” theater. Then get a dose of world culture and natural history at the Royal Ontario Museum. Nearby is the eclectic Bata Shoe Museum, which houses more than 10,000 shoes—from doll-like slippers worn by Chinese women with bound feet to singer Elton John’s sky-high platforms.

Catch the streetcar to Queen Street West to see what’s on at the small Museum of Canadian Contemporary Art. Wander into whichever galleries and boutiques catch your eye. Detour along Ossington Avenue for the newest galleries, shops, and restaurants. After dinner, see what’s screening at the TIFF Bell Lightbox.

Day 3

From Toronto, it’s an easy day trip to either the Shaw Festival in Niagara-on-the-Lake or the Stratford Festival in Stratford. Take a behind-the-scenes tour of the theater before lunch, then see an afternoon matinee. You’ll be back in Toronto in time for a nightcap to top off your weekend of art and culture.

Georgian Bay Coastal Route

The best time for this tour, which takes in the striking natural scenery around Georgian Bay, is late summer or early fall. The autumn is especially lovely, as the leaves put on their vibrant color show. Just wrap up the trip before Canadian Thanksgiving, the second weekend in October, when the ferry to Manitoulin Island stops running and many of the region’s attractions close for the season.

Day 1

300 KILOMETERS (190 MILES), 4-4.5 HOURS

From Toronto, drive northwest to the Bruce Peninsula. Check into a hotel in Tobermory or set up camp in Bruce Peninsula National Park, then stop into the National Park Visitors Centre to learn more about the region. Climb the Lookout Tower to take in the views, then hike to The Grotto and the beautiful Indian Head Cove, with its turquoise waters and intricate rock formations. Back in town, have dinner in a café on Little Tub Harbour.

Day 2

Pack a picnic and take the boat to Flowerpot Island to explore Fathom Five National Marine Park, one of only three national marine conservation areas in Canada. It’s a short hike from the ferry dock to the distinctive “flowerpot” rock formations. When you return to the mainland, take a lighthouse tour, then hike along the Bruce Trail, go kayaking, or book a snorkeling tour among the shipwrecks just off-shore. Walk along broad Singing Sands Beach and watch the sun set over Lake Huron.

Day 3

FERRY, 2 HOURS

Take the morning ferry to Manitoulin Island. Enjoy a leisurely lunch at Garden’s Gate Restaurant, then spend the afternoon at Providence Bay Beach or splash under Bridal Veil Falls. Spend the night on the Aundeck Omni Kaning First Nations Reserve at Endaa-aang “Our Place,” where you can rent a comfortable cottage or sleep in a teepee.

Day 4

Today you’re exploring Manitoulin’s aboriginal heritage with the Great Spirit Circle Tour. Arrange a workshop on traditional First Nations dance, drumming, or crafts. You can also take their Mother Earth Nature Hike, where an aboriginal guide will help you identify local plants and understand how they’re used in aboriginal medicine and cooking, as you climb the Cup and Saucer Trail. In the evening, see a production by the aboriginal Debajehmujig Theatre Group.

Day 5

225 KILOMETERS (140 MILES), 3-3.5 HOURS

Get an early start today to drive to Killarney Provincial Park, a vast and dramatic provincial park with rugged white dolomite ridges, pink granite cliffs, pine forests, and crystal-clear lakes. You’ll want to reach Killarney in time for a swim at George Lake and an afternoon of hiking or canoeing. You can camp in the park or stay in one of the lodges in town. Enjoy a fish-and-chips dinner at Herbert Fisheries while you take in the sunset over the harbor.
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A hiker enjoys the view in Killarney Provincial Park.
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resting on the Chikanishing Trail, Killarney Provincial Park






Day 6

200 KILOMETERS (125 MILES), 3 HOURS

In the morning, take another hike or paddle before driving south toward Parry Sound, stopping for a picnic or a stretch-your-legs hike at Grundy Lake Provincial Park along the way. Once you arrive in Parry Sound, arrange a flight-seeing tour, the most thrilling way to take in Georgian Bay’s 30,000 Islands region; if you’re with a special someone, schedule a romantic sunset flight—complete with champagne. If you’d rather stay close to the ground, explore the islands with a sightseeing cruise on the Island Queen. In the evening, see a play, concert, or lecture at the Charles W. Stockey Centre for the Performing Arts.

Day 7

150 KILOMETERS (95 MILES), 2 HOURS

Your first stop today is Killbear Provincial Park, about 45 minutes’ drive from Parry Sound. While it’s less known than Ontario’s larger “destination” parks, its dramatic granite cliffs and quiet sandy beaches are well worth exploring. Later in the day, drive south to Honey Harbour or Port Severn, where you’ll spend the night.

Day 8

55 KILOMETERS (35 MILES), 1 HOUR

Of the thousands of islands that dot Georgian Bay, 63 are protected in the Georgian Bay Islands National Park. Your destination today is Beausoleil Island for a full day of hiking, mountain biking, swimming, picnicking, and exploring. Back on the mainland, drive south to Midland for dinner and check in to a hotel, where you’ll stay for the next two nights.

Day 9

Travel back in time to the 1600s at Sainte-Marie Among the Hurons, a historic village that reimagines the first European settlement in Ontario, where French Jesuits lived and worked with the indigenous Wendat (Huron) people. In the afternoon, go canoeing at Wye Marsh Wildlife Centre, take a cruise around the offshore islands on the MS Georgian Queen from nearby Penetanguishene Harbor, or go for a hike or swim at Awenda Provincial Park.

Day 10

200 KILOMETERS (125 MILES), 3 HOURS

As you begin your drive south, stop for a stroll along Wasaga Beach, the world’s longest freshwater beach. Another worthwhile detour is the small town of Creemore, where the main street is lined with art galleries, cafés, and shops. After you’ve had your fill of browsing, have a bite to eat before making your way back to Toronto.

Niagara is for Lovers

Oh, the lovers come a thousand miles,

They leave their home and mothers,

Yet when they reach Niagara Falls

They only see each other.

Dating back to the 1840s, this song suggests that, even in the 19th century, Niagara Falls was already a popular destination for honeymooners. And why not? What’s more romantic than canoodling with your beloved in view of the rushing falls?

While you’ll no longer don your top hat or crinoline in preparation for a Niagara Falls visit, the Niagara region is still an excellent place for a romantic getaway. Whether you’re planning your honeymoon or just planning to enjoy each other’s company, here are some tips for a Niagara trip for two.

Romantic Sleeps

Book a room with a view of the falls, perhaps at the Sheraton on the Falls or the Marriott Niagara Falls Fallsview Hotel and Spa. Alternatively, choose a smaller upscale property, like the Sterling Inn & Spa, that will pamper the two of you.

For more luxurious accommodations, consider staying in Niagara-on-the-Lake at the elaborately appointed Prince of Wales Hotel or the deluxe modern 124 on Queen. You could spend time at the falls during the day and retreat to this more peaceful village in the evenings.

Adventures for Two

When you’ve had your fill of strolling hand-in-hand in front of the cascading falls, you might want to escape from Niagara Falls’s hustle and bustle. Rent bicycles—perhaps a bicycle built for two—and cycle the riverside path along the Niagara River Parkway, or book a private half-day wine and cycling tour to the nearby Twenty Valley.

Plan time for wine touring in Niagara-on-the-Lake; visit the luxurious tasting room at Stratus Vineyards or reserve a Taste of Gold experience at Peller Estates Winery to sample their top wines. The Peller Estates Winery Restaurant is one of the area’s best lunch stops, or have your midday meal among the vines at Ravine Vineyard Bistro or on the patio at Treadwell Farm-to-Table Cuisine. Stop to lick each other’s gelato at Il Gelato di Carlotta in Niagara-on-the-Lake.


  Sipping and Supping

  Attention, food lovers! Ontario has plenty of gourmet getaways and scrumptious side trips for culinary tourists. From cooking classes and wine tastings to market excursions, food tours, and more, here are some of the province’s food- and wine-touring highlights.

  WHERE TO WIELD YOUR WHISK

  Impress a special someone with some serious short-term culinary training. Spend a day honing your skills in Ottawa at Le Cordon Bleu (www.lcbottawa.com). On the Niagara Peninsula, both The Good Earth Food and Wine Co. (www.goodearthfoodandwine.com) in Beamsville and the Wine Country Cooking School (www.winecountrycooking.com) on the grounds of the Strewn Winery in Niagara-on-the-Lake offer recreational cooking classes. Self-described “fat guy” Stefan Schuster has a more irreverent approach to food, offering “Trust the Fat Guy” cooking workshops at the Hillcrest House B&B (www.hillcresthouse.ca) that he runs with his wife, Wendy, in Waterloo.

  A popular destination for a learn-to-cook holiday is Prince Edward County, where From the Farm Cooking School (www.fromthefarm.ca), the Waring House Cookery School (www.waringhouse.com), and Chef Michael Hoy (www.chefmichaelhoy.com), all offer courses based on the region’s bounty.

  RAISE A GLASS

  Ontario has three major wine-producing regions: the Niagara Peninsula, Prince Edward County, and the north shore of Lake Erie. The Niagara region is further subdivided into the Niagara-on-the-Lake and the Twenty Valley wine districts. These wine-making regions are great eating destinations, too. Restaurants both at the wineries and in the nearby towns pair local wines with creative dishes. During your wine tour, sample some ice wine, Ontario’s signature dessert wine.

  Ontario isn’t all about the grape, though. The province has numerous microbreweries that welcome visitors, including Toronto’s Mill Street Brewery (www.millstreetbrewery.com); the Niagara College Teaching Brewery (www.niagaracollegebeer.ca), Canada’s first teaching brewery; and Creemore Springs Brewery (www.creemoresprings.com) in the Blue Mountains. In Ottawa, you can explore the city’s booming craft beer scene on a Brew Donkey Tour (www.brewdonkey.ca). Toronto’s first sake brewery, the Ontario Spring Water Sake Company (www.ontariosake.com), has a tasting bar at its shop in the Distillery District.

  TO MARKET, TO MARKET

  Many Ontario cities and towns have regular farmers markets, where you can purchase local fruits and vegetables, cheeses, jams, honey, and baked goods directly from the producers. Some of the largest are in Toronto, at the St. Lawrence Market and at Evergreen Brick Works; in St. Jacobs, west of Toronto, which has Canada’s largest year-round farmers market; and in Ottawa at the ByWard Market. Other markets with lots of local variety include the year-round Barrie Farmers Market and the Thunder Bay Country Market up north. Farmers Market Ontario (www.farmersmarketsontario.com) lists farmers markets around the province.

  Toronto also has several market districts with a multiethnic flavor. Spend an afternoon exploring Kensington Market, Chinatown, Greektown, or Koreatown. Urban Adventures (www.urbanadventures.com) leads tours of Kensington Market, while A Taste of the World (www.torontowalksbikes.com) explores Chinatown and other neighborhoods. If you have a sweet tooth, book an excursion with Tasty Tours (www.tastytourstoronto.com) to sample from bakeries, chocolate shops, and other sweet spots in several Toronto neighborhoods. In Ottawa, C’est Bon Epicurean Adventures (www.cestboncooking.ca) leads food tours of the ByWard Market district, Chinatown, and Little Italy.



Head back to the falls for an aerial tour with Niagara Helicopters Flightseeing, an experience that’s even more dramatic at sunset. Or take a sunset trip to the base of the falls on the Hornblower Niagara Cruises. For dinner, choose somewhere upscale and romantic like Windows by Jamie Kennedy or the old-world Casa Mia Ristorante.

Wrap up your day by watching the Fireworks over the Falls, then head back to your hotel to spark your own fire.

More Amorous Inspiration

Need more inspiration to plan your romantic falls getaway? The Niagara Falls Public Library (www.nflibrary.ca) has collected letters from couples who honeymooned in Niagara Falls throughout the 1900s. Browse the sweet letters from these lovers past—they’re available online on the library website—to motivate your own escape to Ontario’s most romantic destination.

Northern Exposure

An excellent way to see the highlights of Ontario’s near north is by combing a road trip with train travel. In fact, as you travel toward James Bay, you have to leave your car behind—no roads run this far north. This itinerary begins in Toronto, stops off for canoeing and hiking in the Temagami lake lands, and continues north to Cochrane, where you catch the Polar Bear Express train to the Cree First Nations communities of Moosonee and Moose Factory Island. The best time to make this trip is in July or August, when the weather is warm, and the Polar Bear Express runs Sunday to Friday.
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  Cochrane’s polar bear welcomes visitors to this northern town.



Day 1

455 KILOMETERS (285 MILES), 5.5-6 HOURS

Get an early start from Toronto on your drive north to Temagami; allow at least an extra hour to stop to eat in Bracebridge, Huntsville, or North Bay. You’ll arrive at the Smoothwater Wilderness Lodge in time for a late afternoon paddle on the property’s lake and a leisurely family-style dinner; the lodge is the best place to eat in the area, and a bonus is the travel tips you’ll get from the other guests.

Day 2

Spend the day outdoors around Temagami. Ask the Smoothwater staff to organize a canoe, kayak, or hiking trip in Lady Evelyn Smoothwater Provincial Park. Return to the lodge for dinner and spend the evening relaxing in the Gathering Hall.


  Ontario Outdoors

  With five national parks, two national marine conservation areas, and more than 300 provincially protected green spaces, Ontario has plenty of destinations for outdoor activities. Trying to figure out which adventures are for you? Start here.

  GRAB YOUR HIKING BOOTS

  Whether close to the cities or deep in the wilderness, Ontario has hiking trails that suit all levels of experience. Canada’s longest hiking route, the Bruce Trail, extends 845 kilometers (525 miles) from the Niagara region to the tip of the Bruce Peninsula. Algonquin Provincial Park has forested trails for everyone from kids to seasoned backpackers; just outside of Ottawa, Gatineau Park has plenty of day-hiking options. In Killarney Provincial Park and Lake Superior Provincial Park, your rewards for climbing The Crack and the Top of the Giant trails are spectacular mountain or lake views.

  PICK UP A PADDLE

  For canoe-tripping or kayaking, Algonquin is a prime Ontario destination, while farther north, you can paddle for days in the wilderness surrounding Temagami or along the rocky shores and islands of Lake Superior. Just getting started with your paddle? Head for the inland lakes at provincial parks like Grundy Lake or Arrowhead, or paddle along Georgian Bay at Killarney or Killbear. You can also find gentle paddling along the Grand River from Elora to St. Jacobs to Brantford.

  TAKE OFF ON TWO WHEELS

  Crisscrossed with cycling paths, the Niagara region is one of Ontario’s best destinations for bicycling. For longer trips, there’s Ontario’s epic Waterfront Trail, which follows the shores of Lake Erie, Lake Ontario, and the St. Lawrence River for roughly 1,400 kilometers (870 miles) from Windsor all the way to the Quebec border. Unique two-wheeled Ontario tours include Windsor Eats Wine Trail Rides, where you cycle and wine-taste in the Lake Erie North Shore wine district, and Grand Experiences’ “The Path Less Travelled,” where you explore the Mennonite countryside by bike, visiting local homes and shops around St. Jacobs.

  GO FOR A SWIM

  Surrounded by four of the five Great Lakes, with over 200,000 inland lakes of all sizes, Ontario has plenty of places to swim. Popular beaches include Sandbanks on Lake Ontario in Prince Edward County, the Pinery and Sauble Beach on Lake Huron, and Wasaga Beach—the world’s longest freshwater beach—on Georgian Bay. There’s Providence Bay Beach on Manitoulin Island, Pancake Bay on Lake Superior, and the striking aqua waters of Elora Quarry. Even Toronto has urban beaches on its Lake Ontario shore and less developed sands on the Toronto Islands.

  IT’S NOT TOO COLD FOR SNORKELING AND SCUBA DIVING

  You may not think of Ontario, with its chilly northern waters, as a destination for snorkeling or scuba diving. But with the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River claiming many ships over the decades, the region offers interesting shipwreck sites that you can explore from the deep. Prime diving destinations include the waters of the Bruce Peninsula, where close-to-shore wrecks are accessible to snorkelers, too, the Thousand Islands, and Lake Superior.

  LET IT SNOW

  While Ontario’s hilly regions pale in comparison to Western Canada’s mountains, the province has several destinations for downhill skiing and snowboarding; the largest is the Blue Mountain Resort near Collingwood. One don’t-miss winter experience is ice-skating on the Rideau Canal in Ottawa, which in the colder months freezes to become the world’s largest outdoor skating rink. You can cross-country ski or snowshoe pretty much anywhere there’s snow; several parks have extensive winter trail systems, including Arrowhead, Wasaga Beach, the Pinery, and Gatineau Park. To try your hand at dogsledding, head for Algonquin or Temagami.

  With adventures like these across Ontario, there’s no reason to stay inside.



Day 3

275 KILOMETERS (170 MILES), 3.75-4.5 HOURS

You’ll have time for a brief early-morning hike or paddle in Temagami before driving north to Cochrane. Arrive in time to visit the Polar Bear Habitat, and even swim with the bears, before checking into your hotel.

Day 4

Today you’re going where no roads go—north toward James Bay on Ontario Northland’s Polar Bear Express train. You’ll arrive in Moosonee by mid-afternoon; walk to the docks to catch the water taxi to Moose Factory Island. Spend the night at the Cree Village Ecolodge, run by the Cree First Nation, and have dinner (with traditional aboriginal ingredients) in the lodge’s lovely dining room.

Day 5

You’ll spend most of the day on Moose Factory Island. Visit the Cree Cultural Interpretive Centre to learn more about Cree culture, language, traditional medicine, and food. Walk over to the Moose Cree Complex; part shopping mall, part community center, it’s the hub of the First Nations reserve, so you can glimpse what local life is like on this remote island. After lunch, take a boat tour to James Bay.

The Polar Bear Express heads south in the late afternoon and will take you as far as Cochrane, where you’ll need to spend the night.

Day 6

720 KILOMETERS (450 MILES), 9-10 HOURS

In the morning, begin your long drive back to Toronto. If you have time, add a stopover in Huntsville and a visit to Algonquin Provincial Park.
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  calm lake shore at Algonquin Provincial Park
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 Toronto’s Sugar Beach




Highlights

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

S CN Tower: Toronto’s tallest building has two observation levels and a revolving restaurant, all with great views across the city and the lake. Daredevils can even take the “EdgeWalk,” a thrilling walk suspended outside (yes, outside!) the tower, 116 stories above the ground (click here).

S Harbourfront Centre: There’s always something happening in this waterfront arts complex. Watch artists at work in their studios, browse gallery exhibits, take in a play or a lecture, go canoeing or ice-skating, or stroll the walkways along the lake (click here).

S The Toronto Islands: Only a 10-minute ferry ride from downtown, these small islands in Lake Ontario are the city’s backyard, where you can lounge at the beach, ride a bike, or have a picnic. The awesome views of the city skyline are a bonus (click here).

S The Distillery Historic District: Where whiskey was once king, the Victorian-era brick buildings that housed the world’s largest distillery have been converted into a cool arts district full of galleries, artist studios, shops, cafés, and theaters (click here).
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S Royal Ontario Museum: Inside this massive museum of natural history and world cultures, you’ll find everything from Egyptian mummies to British neoclassical dining rooms, Buddha statues to medieval armor—and scads of kid-pleasing dinosaur skeletons (click here).

S Bata Shoe Museum: This quirky—and fun—gallery of footwear traces the history and culture of a wide swath of humanity by showcasing what people wore on their feet (click here).

S Art Gallery of Ontario: In a striking Frank Gehry-designed building, Toronto’s art museum is one of the largest in North America, with significant collections of Canadian, Inuit, African, and Oceanic art. The architecture alone merits the price of admission (click here).

S Queen Street West: Lined with art galleries, funky shops, eclectic eateries, and happening bars, the west end of Queen Street is one of the city’s “in” arts districts (click here).

S The McMichael Canadian Art Collection: It’s worth the trip to these forested grounds north of the city for this excellent all-Canadian art museum, with significant works by Canada’s Group of Seven, noteworthy early 20th-century landscape painters (click here).



Canadians may typically be modest about their country’s attractions, but Toronto has plenty to boast about. With more than 5.9 million people living in the metropolitan area, it’s the country’s largest city and Ontario’s provincial capital. As Canada’s cultural hub, it’s home to one of the most multicultural populations on the planet.

About half of metropolitan Toronto’s residents were born outside Canada, hailing from China, India, Italy, the Caribbean, the Philippines, the Middle East, Portugal—name a country and Toronto probably has residents who used to call it home. This diversity has made Toronto one of North America’s most exciting cities for eating, shopping, and exploring. You can wander through Little India, Koreatown, Greektown, and at least five Chinatowns.


Around the World in a Toronto Day

In this city there are Bulgarian mechanics, there are Eritrean accountants, Colombian café owners, Latvian book publishers, Welsh roofers, Afghani dancers, Iranian mathematicians, Tamil cooks in Thai restaurants, Calabrese boys with Jamaican accents, Fushen deejays, Filipina-Saudi beauticians, Russian doctors changing tires; there are Romanian bill collectors, Cape Croker fishmongers, Japanese grocery clerks, French gas meter readers, German bakers, Haitian and Bengali taxi drivers with Irish dispatchers.

Toronto writer Dionne Brand in her novel What We Long For

Although Brand included this description of Toronto in a work of fiction, there’s nothing fictional about the city’s multicultural makeup. About half of metropolitan Toronto’s residents were born outside of Canada, hailing from nearly every part of the globe. And throughout the city, you’ll find ethnic enclaves where you can explore the food and culture of Toronto’s various communities.

Perhaps the most visible of these neighborhoods are Toronto’s Chinatowns—and Toronto has several of these predominantly Chinese districts, not surprisingly, since the Chinese are one of Toronto’s largest visible-minority groups. Downtown, the “original” Chinatown, extending outward from the intersection of Spadina Avenue and Dundas Street, is a traditional immigrant neighborhood, where you’ll find Chinese groceries, herbalists, and plenty of modest—and tasty—restaurants. The smaller East Chinatown is located around Broadview Avenue and Gerrard Street; it has a significant Vietnamese population as well.

Toronto has several large Chinese communities in the suburbs of Scarborough east of downtown, Mississauga to the west, and Richmond Hill and Markham to the north. The northern suburbs, in particular, are wealthier communities than the central-city Chinatowns, with higher-end restaurants and shops, many concentrated in malls, catering to this more upscale demographic. The Pacific Mall (4300 Steeles Ave. E., Markham, www.pacificmalltoronto.com) is one of the largest Asian malls in North America.

Like the Chinese, the South Asian community is a significant visible minority. Many South Asian immigrants once made their homes in Toronto’s Little India neighborhood, also known as the Indian Bazaar, in the city’s East End along Gerrard Street East. While Indian residents—and restaurants—have moved throughout Toronto, you’ll still find a concentration of eateries, jewelers, and clothing shops here that cater to the Indian community.

Many of Toronto’s Greek immigrants settled along Danforth Avenue, particularly between Chester and Pape Streets, in the district called The Danforth, or Greektown. The neighborhood has gentrified and lost some of its Greek character as younger families and trendier shops have moved in, but Toronto’s Greek community, one of the largest outside Greece, still shops in the markets and traditional bakeries, lingers over coffee and pastry in the cafés, and dines on classic dishes like dolmades (grape leaves) and souvlaki.

Although Toronto’s Korean community isn’t as concentrated in one neighborhood as some other ethnic groups, the city does have a Koreatown, on Bloor Street West, around Christie Street. Markets, restaurants, and karaoke bars cater both to Koreans and others who enjoy the lively district’s vibe.

In the early 20th century, many European immigrants settled on the west side of Toronto, including large numbers of Italians and Portuguese. Little Italy, primarily along College Street, west of Bathurst, and Little Portugal, on Dundas Street, near Ossington, today seem to have a lot of overlap, with Italian restaurants on the “Portuguese” streets and Portuguese bakeries on the “Italian” ones. And increasingly, hip contemporary eateries are moving in alongside the more traditional businesses. No matter; there’s still good eating in these districts.

The streets on and around Roncesvalles Avenue, in the city’s West End, were settled by Polish immigrants, giving the community the nickname Little Poland. This neighborhood still has Polish businesses, primarily bakeries, delis, restaurants, and travel agencies, although the district no longer has a predominantly Polish population. In a recent census, Polish was the second most widely spoken language in the neighborhood. The first? Chinese.



Toronto is often called “Hollywood North” for the number of movies made here; every September the city hosts the Toronto International Film Festival, one of North America’s major film fests. Toronto is also a center for English-language theater, with dozens of theaters and repertory companies. A significant event on the city’s calendar is the annual Pride Week, one of the world’s largest gay and lesbian pride celebrations.

Set on the shore of Lake Ontario, Toronto is reclaiming its waterfront, which now houses performance spaces and art galleries, along with a lakeside walking and cycling trail. Skyscrapers stand side by side with Victorian-era buildings downtown, while farther afield museums and eclectic shops satisfy culture- and couture-seekers alike. Whether you want to wrap up your day with a contemporary dinner from one of the city’s hottest chefs or unwind over a drink in a neighborhood club, you’ll find it all in Toronto.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Toronto is a year-round destination. Summer is the most popular time to visit, particularly if you’re traveling with kids. Everything is open, and you’ll find plenty of festivals and special events. Just be prepared for hot, humid weather.

Torontonians are quick to point out that the “lake effect” that dumps piles of snow on their upstate New York neighbors has a different result in their city. Toronto’s position on Lake Ontario’s northern shore moderates the winter weather, and the city averages 115 centimeters (45 inches) of snow per year—less than Buffalo can get on a single day. Sure, it’s cold and often snowy in winter, but Toronto has great museums, the cultural season will be in full swing, and accommodations are often less expensive than at other times of the year.

The best seasons for a Toronto trip, though, are spring and fall. The weather should be temperate, especially in autumn, and the cultural calendar will be full. If you’ll be in town in September during the Toronto International Film Festival, a major event on the city’s cultural agenda, book accommodations well in advance.

[image: image]

[image: image]

How much time do you need to explore Toronto? You could visit for a weekend and catch the city’s highlights or stick around for weeks and still have plenty to do. Start with a visit to the CN Tower to get an overview of what’s where, and then catch the streetcar east to St. Lawrence Market and the Distillery District. Browse the shops, and after lunch, head back downtown for one (or more) of the museums: the Royal Ontario Museum if you’re into world cultures and natural history; the Art Gallery of Ontario for contemporary art (and a striking Frank Gehry-designed gallery building); or the Bata Shoe Museum for, well, shoes—but shoes as you’ve never seen before. Have dinner in the Entertainment District or in the West End, take in a concert or a film, or see what’s happening in the clubs.

The next day, visit the lavish Casa Loma (the city’s “castle on the hill”), have lunch in Chinatown, and then poke around the Kensington Market district or spend the afternoon browsing the galleries and shops along Queen Street West.

Alternatively, if the weather is fine, you could catch the ferry to the Toronto Islands, or just walk or cycle along the Harbourfront, stopping into the galleries at Harbourfront Centre. If you’re traveling with kids, you might want to add the Ontario Science Centre to your itinerary. Toronto is also close enough to Niagara Falls that you can take a day trip there and still be back in town for supper.


  Toronto for a Toonie (or Less)

  On a budget? Don’t worry: Toronto has plenty of free and low-cost attractions. Here’s how to stretch your dollars while exploring Toronto.

  • There’s no charge to wander the St. Lawrence Market, the Distillery District, Kensington Market, or any of the city’s multicultural neighborhoods—although you may want to budget for snacks along the way.

  • Walk along the Harbourfront or browse the galleries and shops along Queen Street West, all for free.

  • Tours of the Ontario Legislative Assembly are free, and there’s no charge to explore the grounds at the Evergreen Brick Works.

  • A trip to the Toronto Islands will cost a small ferry fare, but once you’re there, you can stroll, picnic, and lounge on the sand without spending a penny.

  • Many of Toronto’s museums offer free or discounted admission at certain times. The Royal Ontario Museum has reduced admission on Friday after 4:30pm. The Art Gallery of Ontario is free on Wednesday 6pm-8:30pm. The Bata Shoe Museum offers “pay what you can” admission on Thursday 5pm-8pm. Admission to the Gardiner Museum is half-price on Friday 4pm-9pm.

  • Take one of the city’s free walking tours. Locals lead free guided walks of their neighborhoods or other favorite places around town on the Toronto Greeter tours. The Heritage Toronto Walks, highlighting a neighborhood’s architectural, cultural, or natural history, are free as well.



Sights

Toronto’s downtown core is just inland from the Lake Ontario waterfront. Downtown and the Harbourfront include the city’s oldest neighborhoods and its newest developments, where narrow streets laid out in the city’s early days are a short walk from water-view skyscrapers. The city’s landmark CN Tower is here, and you can catch a ferry to the Toronto Islands, a waterfront green space a quick cruise from downtown.

Like most major cities, Toronto has noteworthy museums of art, science, and natural and cultural history. The city has some less typical museums, too: galleries of textiles and ceramics, a hockey museum, even a museum devoted to shoes. You can tour the city halls—old and new—and visit the provincial legislature, the fort where the city was first settled, a high-tech aquarium, and the only “double-decker” theater in Canada.

Beyond the museums and sights, Toronto’s lure is its diverse neighborhoods, including several Chinatowns, an Indian district, and communities that have Greek, Korean, and Portuguese roots. There’s bohemian, multicultural Kensington Market, with its cheap eateries and offbeat shops, and Cabbagetown, with well-manicured Victorian homes. For art and shopping, head for the Distillery District, Queen Street West, or Leslieville on the city’s east side. And then there’s the Harbourfront, with its galleries, gardens, and green spaces to enjoy on a sunny city day.

If you’re planning to visit several of Toronto’s major attractions, consider purchasing a CityPass (www.citypass.com, adults $69.50, ages 5-12 $44.75), which includes admission to the CN Tower, Royal Ontario Museum, Casa Loma, Ontario Science Centre, and Toronto Zoo. In addition to discounted admission, the pass lets you bypass the ticket lines at most attractions. Buy a CityPass online or at any of the included attractions; it’s good for nine days beginning with the first day that you use it.

THE HARBOURFRONT

In mild weather, the Lake Ontario shore is one of Toronto’s loveliest areas, with walking paths along the waterfront, parks, and lots of things to see and do. While the lakeshore is only a short walk from downtown, the Gardiner Expressway, the elevated highway that bisects the city, cuts off the Harbourfront from the rest of the city. Several streets, including Bay, York, and Lower Simcoe Streets, pass underneath the expressway, so you can walk from downtown.


S CN Tower


If you’ve seen photos of the Toronto skyline, you’ve seen the iconic CN Tower (301 Front St. W., at John St., 416/868-6937, www.cntower.ca, subway: Union, 9am-10:30pm daily, adults $32, seniors and ages 4-12 $24, family $99). At 457 meters (1,500 feet) high, the tower, which opened in 1976 to provide telecommunications capabilities for the city, held the record for the world’s tallest building for many years. Even if loftier skyscrapers have taken away its title, this is still one tall building.
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  The landmark CN Tower rises over the downtown waterfront.



At ground level, you’ll find a 3-D movie, a surround-sound theater, and a game arcade, but the real reason to visit the tower is to go up. Once you’ve boarded the glass elevators and rocketed 113 stories to the LookOut level (the elevator ride takes only 58 seconds), the views stretch out over the city and Lake Ontario.

The next thrill is a walk across the see-through Glass Floor; it’s 346 meters (1,136 feet) straight down. If you want to get even higher, go up to the SkyPod, the next observation level, at 447 meters (1,465 feet), 34 stories above the LookOut. Sky Pod access is an additional $12.

For extreme thrill-seekers, there’s the EdgeWalk (www.edgewalkcntower.ca, mid-Apr.-mid-Nov., $175, including admission to other tower attractions), where you walk outside (yes, outside!) around the roof of the tower restaurant, 116 stories (356 meters, 1,168 feet) above the ground. You’re harnessed to a safety rail, but the daring can lean out over the edge. When you’re suspended outside the building, it’s probably not the time to tell you that lighting strikes the tower an average of 75 times per year, but don’t worry: The Edgewalk closes during high winds and electrical storms.

The tower has three on-site restaurants. The revolving 360 Restaurant at the CN Tower (416/362-5411, 11am-2pm and 4:30pm-10:15pm daily) makes a complete revolution every 72 minutes, giving you great views over the city. Though meal prices are high, they include access to the LookOut level and Glass Floor, and you can bypass the ticket line. On the LookOut level is an upscale bistro, Horizons Restaurant (11am-9pm daily), and at the base of the tower is casual Le Café (8:30am-7pm daily).

With two million people visiting the tower every year, ticket lines can be long, and visitors must pass through airport-style security checkpoints. Arrive before 11am or after 3pm, and buy your tickets online in advance, to minimize your wait time. Purchasing a CityPass, which includes CN Tower admission, also lets you skip the box office line-ups.

Ripley’s Aquarium of Canada

Housing more than 16,000 marine animals in 5.7 million liters (1.5 million gallons) of water, Toronto’s modern aquarium, Ripley’s Aquarium of Canada (288 Bremner Blvd., 647/351-3474, www.ripleyaquariums.com, subway: Union, 9am-11pm daily, adults $30, seniors and ages 6-13 $20, ages 3-5 $10) has North America’s biggest collection of sharks, along with all manner of other aquatic creatures.

The aquarium’s galleries each highlight a different aquatic habitat or type of marine life. The Canadian Waters gallery showcases eels, lobsters, gigantic octopi, and other creatures who inhabit the Great Lakes and the country’s coastal regions. The colorful Planet Jellies exhibit surrounds you with graceful jellyfish, while in the Dangerous Lagoon, which you pass through on a moving walkway, sharks, stingrays, and other fearsome-looking fish swim all around. “Please touch” exhibits let the kids get their hands wet, and interactive shows are offered in different galleries throughout the day.
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  Ripley’s Aquarium of Canada has plenty for kids to see and do.



Adjacent to the CN Tower, the aquarium is generally open nightly till 11pm but occasionally closes earlier to host private events; check the website or phone before making an evening visit.

Rogers Centre

Toronto’s professional baseball team, the Blue Jays, and Canadian Football League team, the Argonauts, play in the Rogers Centre (1 Blue Jays Way, 416/341-1000, www.rogerscentre.com, subway: Union), a massive arena that also hosts megaconcerts, performances, and other events by luminaries ranging from U2 to the Dalai Lama. Opened in 1989 adjacent to the CN Tower, the building’s claim to fame is its roof; it’s the world’s first fully retractable roof, which can open or close in 20 minutes. The Rogers Centre Tour Experience (416/341-2771, adults $16, seniors and ages 12-17 $12, ages 5-11 $10) offers sports fans a one-hour guided tour of the facility.

You can buy tickets for Rogers Centre events online or at the box office (Gate 9, Bremner Blvd., 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat.).


S Harbourfront Centre


Harbourfront Centre (235 Queens Quay W., 416/973-4000, www.harbourfrontcentre.com, hours vary) is activity central for arts and literary events and for enjoying the outdoors. Inside this four-hectare (10-acre) lakeside complex of buildings are numerous art galleries, artist studios, theaters, and shops. A walkway wends along the waterfront, and you can canoe on a small lagoon (or skate in winter). Stop at the center’s information desks, or check the comprehensive website, to find out what’s on the current event schedule.

On the east side of the complex, Queen’s Quay Terminal (207 Queens Quay W.) houses the Museum of Inuit Art (416/640-1571, www.miamuseum.ca, 10am-6pm daily, adults $5, seniors and kids $3), packed with works by artists from across the arctic regions. In summer, Queen’s Quay Terminal Farmers Market (3pm-7pm Wed. June-mid-Oct.) sets up outside, and there’s a ticket booth for boat tours.

Look for the smokestack to find the Power Plant Gallery (231 Queens Quay W., 416/973-4949, www.thepowerplant.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., 10am-8pm Thurs., free), a contemporary art gallery in a former 1920s power station. The eclectic exhibits change regularly, so there’s always something new to see.

Inside Bill Boyle Artport (formerly York Centre Quay) are other small art galleries, and you can watch artists at work in The Craft Studios (10am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.). The Centre Shop (416/973-4993, 11am-6pm Sat.-Wed., 11am-8pm Thurs.-Fri.) sells cool, arty stuff, from jewelry to craft supplies to housewares.

To get to Harbourfront Centre, take the subway to Union Station, then walk (about 10 minutes) or catch the no. 509 Exhibition streetcar west to Lower Simcoe Street.
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Toronto Music Garden

What do a cellist and a garden designer have in common? In Toronto, they have a garden: the Toronto Music Garden (475 Queens Quay W., www.harbourfrontcentre.com, dawn-dusk daily year-round, free). Renowned cellist Yo-Yo Ma collaborated with garden designer Julie Moir Messervy to create this waterfront green space inspired by J. S. Bach’s “First Suite for Unaccompanied Cello.” In Messervy’s design, each movement within the piece corresponds to a different section of the garden.

Perhaps the best way to appreciate the music garden is to come for the music. Summer Music in the Garden (416/973-4000, www.harbourfrontcentre.com, 7pm Thurs., 4pm Sun. late June-mid-Sept.) is a series of free one-hour classical and world-music concerts.

From Union Station to the garden, take the no. 509 Exhibition streetcar west to Spadina Avenue.

Fort York National Historic Site

As you stand next to the restored 19th-century barracks, surrounded by condo and office towers, with the hum of city traffic buzzing in the background, it’s hard to imagine that this urban pocket was once the first significant settlement in the Toronto area. In 1793, the lieutenant governor of Upper Canada, John Graves Simcoe, and his troops began building a garrison at Fort York, now the Fort York National Historic Site (250 Fort York Blvd., 416/392-6907, www.fortyork.ca, 10am-5pm daily mid-May-early Sept., 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun. early Sept.-mid-May., adults $9, seniors and ages 13-18 $4.50, ages 6-12 $4.25), which would become the territory’s new capital. Upper Canada’s original capital had been in Niagara, dangerously close, Simcoe thought, to the U.S. border.

Moving the capital north didn’t keep it safe, though. During the War of 1812, American troops attacked and burned Fort York. The British quickly began to rebuild, and many of the buildings now standing—including two blockhouses, several barracks, and two powder magazines—date to this period of reconstruction, between 1813 and 1815. It’s the largest collection of original War of 1812 buildings in Canada.

From Union Station or the Harbourfront, take the no. 509 Exhibition streetcar west to Fort York Boulevard, and follow the signs to the fort. You can also take the subway to Bathurst station (Bloor-Danforth line), then catch the no. 511 Bathurst streetcar southbound; it stops on the fort’s eastern side.

S THE TORONTO ISLANDS

A short ferry ride across the harbor from downtown, the Toronto Islands (415/397-2628, www.toronto.ca or www.torontoislands.org) are the city’s backyard, where both residents and visitors go to lounge at the beach, cruise around by bike or kayak, or have a picnic. The awesome views of the skyline, from the ferries and from the islands themselves, are a bonus; take those picture-postcard city snapshots here.
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  view from the Toronto Islands



The “Toronto Islands” consist of several small islands connected by bridges. Ferries dock at Centre Island, Ward’s Island to the east, and Hanlan’s Point to the west.

Restrooms and drinking water are available on the islands, and there are several places to eat, including the year-round Rectory Cafe (102 Lakeshore Ave., Ward’s Island, 416/203-2152, www.therectorycafe.com, 11am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-8pm Fri.-Sun. late May-mid-Oct., 11am-5pm Wed.-Sun. mid-Oct.-late May, $12-18) or the more touristy Shopsy’s Island Deli Bar and Grill (416/203-0405, www.centreisland.ca, 11am-8pm daily mid-June-early Sept., $9-16), next to the Centre Island docks.

Centre Island

Centre Island is the entertainment hub, with an amusement park, gardens, bicycle and boat rentals, and beaches. If you have young kids, head for the Franklin Children’s Garden, with play structures, a tree house, and a theater with summer storytelling events. There’s a beach by the pier on Centre Island, but if you walk or cycle either direction from there, you’ll find prettier, less populated sand.

You can rent bikes at Toronto Islands Bike Rentals (416/203-0009, www.torontoislandbicyclerental.com, May-Sept., $8 per hour, tandems $15 per hour, cash only) near the Centre Island pier, across the island from the ferry dock. You can also rent fun “quadricycles,” four-wheeled pedal bikes seating two ($17 per hour) or four ($30 per hour) people. It takes about an hour to cycle a loop of the islands. You can take bicycles over from the mainland, except on the Centre Island ferry on busy summer weekends.

In summer, the Boat House (416/397-5166) rents canoes, kayaks, and pedal boats. From the Centre Island docks, follow the main path past the amusement park, cross the bridge near the fountains, then bear left (east) toward the Boat House.

A big draw for the kids is Centreville Amusement Park (604/203-0405, www.centreisland.ca, 10:30am-8pm daily July-early Sept., call or check the website for hours May-June and mid-late Sept.), with a 1907 carousel, a Ferris wheel, bumper boats, a roller coaster, and other old-time carnival attractions. If you arrive on the Centre Island ferry, it’s hard to sneak past the amusements without the kids noticing; the park is a short walk from the ferry dock.

Admission to the amusement park is free, but you’ll pay to ride the rides. A sheet of 25 ride tickets costs $25, or you can buy an all-day pass. Individual passes are based on height; one-day passes for adults and kids over four feet tall are $37, under four feet tall $26. Family all-day passes are $112. Passes are discounted if you buy them online.

Ward’s Island

Ward’s Island looks like an urban cottage colony, with the islands’ only community of permanent residents, a beach, and a playground. Wander past the lakeside homes and imagine living here yourself. The mostly sandy Ward’s Island Beach can be less crowded than some of the others.

Toronto Island SUP (416/877-4668, www.torontoislandsup.com, May-Sept., 1st hour $30, $10 per additional hour) rents stand-up paddleboards from Ward’s Island Beach. They’re on the beach every weekend, but call first if you’re coming on a weekday.

Hanlan’s Point

If you see airplanes coming in over the harbor, so low that you think they’re going to land on your ferry, it’s because they’re headed to the Toronto Island Airport, near Hanlan’s Point, which also has parks and beaches, including Gibraltar Beach, west of the pier. Nearby, the stone Gibraltar Point Lighthouse, built in 1808-1809, is the oldest surviving lighthouse on the Great Lakes and the second oldest in Canada. There’s a clothing-optional beach at Hanlan’s Point.

Getting There and Around

Catch the ferry (9 Queens Quay W., at Bay St., 416/397-2628, round-trip adults $7, seniors and students $4.50, ages 3-14 $3.50) to the islands from the docks west of the Westin Harbour Castle Hotel.

From downtown, ferries run to Centre Island, Hanlan’s Point, and Ward’s Island. You can disembark at one and return from another. The schedules for the three ferries are different, however, so be sure to check. While schedules vary seasonally and by time of day, Centre Island boats (mid-Apr.-mid-Oct.) run most frequently, with summer departures every 15-30 minutes. Boats to Hanlan’s Point (mid-Apr.-mid-Oct.) and Ward’s Island (year-round) typically operate every 30-60 minutes in summer. Only the Ward’s Island ferry runs year-round.

Cars are not allowed on the islands, so you’ll need to get around on foot or by bicycle. Cycling is a good way to tour these flat islands, which are crisscrossed with pathways. In summer, 35-minute tram tours leave from Centre Island, a short walk south of the ferry docks.

DOWNTOWN AND THE FINANCIAL DISTRICT

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation Studios and Museum

If you’re interested in the history of radio and TV, or if you’re nostalgic for the programs of your childhood (do you remember Mr. Dressup?), stop into the CBC Studios and Museum (250 Front St. W., 416/205-5574 or 866/306-4636, www.cbc.ca/museum, subway: Union, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free) in the network’s Toronto headquarters. Even if you’re not Canadian, you can still learn about the Canadian counterpart to the long-running children’s show Sesame Street (it was called Sesame Park) and other interesting tidbits about TV and radio in Canada.

Hockey Hall of Fame

Are you a hockey fan? Then make the pilgrimage to the Hockey Hall of Fame (Brookfield Pl., 30 Yonge St., 416/360-7735, www.hhof.com, subway: Union, King, 9:30am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun. late June-early Sept., 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9:30am-6pm Sat., 10:30am-5pm Sun. early Sept.-late June, adults $18, seniors $14, ages 4-13 $12), a museum devoted to the sport and its star players, located on the lower level of the Brookfield Place office tower. In addition to all manner of hockey memorabilia, two theaters show archival footage of hockey game highlights and the “be a player” zone lets you wield your own stick.

Design Exchange

The former Toronto Stock Exchange, a 1937 art deco building with a limestone and pink granite facade, now houses the Design Exchange (234 Bay St., 416/363-6121, www.dx.org, 11am-6pm daily), a gallery space devoted to Canadian design. Admission prices vary by exhibition. Ask the staff if you can take a peek at the well-preserved former trading floor on the second level.

Elgin and Winter Garden Theatre Centre

The only “double-decker” theater in Canada, and one of less than a dozen ever built worldwide, the Elgin and Winter Garden Theatres (189 Yonge St., 416/314-2901, subway: Queen) are two full-size theaters—stacked one on top of the other. Constructed as a vaudeville house, the Elgin opened in December 1913 on the main level; the Winter Garden upstairs opened two months later. While the Elgin is traditional in style, with detailed gold plasterwork and red upholstered seats, the Winter Garden was designed to resemble a garden. Its walls are painted with floral murals, and real leaves hang from the ceiling, like a garden arbor.

As the vaudeville era ended, the lower-level theater became a popular movie house in the 1930s and 1940s, but by the 1970s, it had become a porn palace. The Winter Garden, shuttered in 1928, was all but abandoned. In 1981, the Ontario Heritage Foundation purchased the building and launched a multiyear restoration project.

While the Elgin had been renovated repeatedly over the years (the lobby had been painted 27 times), the Winter Garden was essentially preserved from the 1920s, hidden under decades of grime. The restoration team couldn’t use water or other liquids to clean the wall murals, which had been created with water-soluble paint. Instead, they used more than 385 kilograms (850 pounds) of raw bread dough, rolling it over the murals to lift off the dirt. The team also harvested more than 5,000 beech branches to replace the crumbling leafy ceiling.

Since the restored theaters reopened in 1989, they’ve been used primarily for touring productions—dramas, musicals, ballets, and operas—as well as various special events. For an event calendar and tickets, contact Ticketmaster (855/622-2787, www.ticketmaster.ca) or phone the theater directly.

The Ontario Heritage Trust (www.heritagetrust.on.ca) runs fascinating 90-minute tours (5pm Thurs., 11am Sat. year-round, adults $12, seniors and students $10, cash only) of the theater complex that take you through both theaters and tell you more about the building’s history and restoration. Arrive at the theater 15 minutes before the scheduled tour time.

Old City Hall

Toronto architect Edward James Lennox (1854-1933), who later designed the even more ornate Casa Loma, crafted the intricately carved Romanesque Revival stone building now known as Toronto’s Old City Hall (60 Queen St. W., www.toronto.ca, subway: Queen, 8:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri.). When it opened in 1899, it was the largest municipal building in North America.

On the building’s exterior, Lennox included stone caricatures that represented politicians of his era. At the main entrance on Queen Street, marked by three stone archways, look closely at the top of the columns on the west side of the center arch and you might spot a face with a handlebar mustache—that’s Lennox himself.

Old City Hall was actually the Toronto’s third city hall building. The first, which burned down in 1849, was on the current site of the St. Lawrence Market. The St. Lawrence Market building was the second city hall from 1845 to 1899.

Surrounding skyscrapers now dwarf the landmark 103-meter (300-foot) clock tower adorning the structure that housed city offices and council chambers until the mid-1960s. Today, Old City Hall is used as a court building. Visitors can walk around inside (after you clear the security check), taking in the finely detailed mosaic floors and marble walls, but no interior photos are allowed.

Toronto City Hall

Two curved towers flanking a spaceship-style pod? Finnish architect Viljo Revell designed the distinctive complex of buildings that is the Toronto City Hall (100 Queen St. W., www.toronto.ca, subway: Queen, Osgoode), which opened in 1965. (Sadly, the architect died 10 months before the building’s opening ceremony.)

When you enter City Hall from the plaza, you can’t miss the massive white column in the center of the rotunda; it’s the support structure for the City Council Chambers that sit above it. If you’d like to attend a council meeting, check the city website (www.toronto.ca) to see when the council is in session.

To the right of the main entrance (on the east wall) is the “nail mural,” a wall sculpture called Metropolis that artist David Partridge (1919-2006) crafted from 100,000 nails. Other artwork is on view around the building’s first and second floors; feel free to browse.

To the left of the entrance is a scale model of the city. The buildings in the model that are colored pink are those designated as historically or architecturally significant.

There are no public tours of City Hall, but ask at the lobby reception desk for a free self-guided tour booklet, which points out many of the building’s noteworthy features. The tour booklet is also available online on the city website.

Free concerts and festivals frequently take place on Nathan Phillips Square, the plaza in front of City Hall, which is named for the former Toronto mayor who was in office from 1955 to 1962. The plaza’s reflecting pool, a pleasant spot for a rest or picnic in summer, becomes a skating rink in winter. The arches that span the pool are the Freedom Arches, dedicated in 1991 “to the millions who struggled, including Canadians, to gain and defend freedom and to the tens of millions who suffered and died for the lack of it.”

Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts

Both the National Ballet of Canada and the Canadian Opera Company perform at the Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts (145 Queen St. W., www.fourseasonscentre.ca, subway: Osgoode), where the main auditorium seats more than 2,000. To learn more about the building and its resident companies, take a 90-minute Four Seasons Centre tour (adults $20, seniors and students $15), which takes you backstage, into the dressing rooms, the wardrobe and wig rooms, the orchestra pit, and the ballet rehearsal studio. You’ll get some theater trivia, too, like the fact that the 2006 building houses the world’s longest free-spanning glass staircase, or that the center has 103 restrooms, two-thirds of which are for women. Call or check the website for tour schedules. You can buy advance tickets online or purchase tickets at the lobby welcome desk.

Campbell House Museum

Built in 1822 when the Toronto area was still a frontier outpost, the Georgian-style Campbell House Museum (160 Queen St. W., at University Ave., 416/597-0227, www.campbellhousemuseum.ca, subway: Osgoode, 9:30am-4:30pm Tues.-Fri., noon-4:30pm Sat. late Sept.-Dec. 24 and Feb.-late May, 9:30am-4:30pm Tues.-Fri., noon-4:30pm Sat., noon-4:30pm Sun. late May-late Sept., adults $6, seniors and ages 13-18 $4, ages 5-12 $3) is the oldest remaining house from the original Town of York. On the 30- to 45-minute guided tours, you’ll learn about early Toronto history and about the lives of Judge William Campbell—the sixth chief justice of Upper Canada—and his wife Hannah, who built and resided in the house. Although few original furnishings remain, the house is outfitted with elegant period pieces that reflect the Campbells’ well-to-do status.

Campbell House was originally located 1.5 kilometers (0.9 miles) to the southeast. After being threatened with destruction in 1972, it was moved to its current location, one block west of City Hall.

Mackenzie House

Illegitimate children, mental illness, political intrigue, sibling rivalry, even suicide are all part of the history of William Lyon Mackenzie (1795-1861) and his family, who moved to this Georgian row house in 1859, just two years before his death. Yes, when you take a 45-minute tour of Mackenzie House (82 Bond St., 416/392-6915, www.toronto.ca, subway: Dundas, noon-5pm Sat.-Sun. Jan.-Apr., noon-5pm Tues.-Sun. May-early Sept., noon-4pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun. early Sept.-Dec., adults $5.71, seniors and ages 13-18 $2.62, ages 5-12 $2.38), two blocks east of Dundas subway station, you’ll learn about Mackenzie’s official biography as a journalist, political reformer, and politician who became the first mayor of the city of Toronto. Yet the guides also share personal details about his life that make a visit here more than just a historic house tour.

Mackenzie published a reform-minded newspaper, the Colonial Advocate, and one section of the house is now a working 1850s replica of Mackenzie’s Toronto print shop, with an original 19th-century printing press.

Ryerson Image Centre

Interested in contemporary photography? Then visit this cutting-edge gallery, Ryerson Image Centre (33 Gould St., 416/979-5164, www.ryerson.ca/ric, subway: Dundas, 11am-6pm Tues. and Thurs.-Fri., 11am-8pm Wed., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., free), on the Ryerson University campus. You’ll recognize the modern glass-and-steel building by the larger-than-life photos of Gloria Steinem, Albert Einstein, and other notables on the exterior. Exhibits in the three exhibition spaces change several times a year; complimentary tours of the current shows are offered at 2:30pm Tuesday-Sunday.

Textile Museum of Canada

Quilts, clothing, carpets, kimonos, pillow covers, and hats—you’ll find all these and more at the Textile Museum of Canada (55 Centre Ave., www.textilemuseum.ca, 11am-5pm Thurs.-Tues., 11am-8pm Wed., adults $15, seniors $10, over age 4 $6, families $30; 5pm-8pm Wed. pay what you can). The museum’s permanent collection includes more than 12,000 objects that come from 200 regions around the world and span almost 2,000 years. They’re shown in rotating exhibits, along with changing exhibitions of contemporary and historical textiles from Canada and abroad. Free guided tours of the galleries are offered at 2pm Sunday.

The subway station closest to the museum is St. Patrick; you can also take the no. 505 Dundas streetcar to Chestnut Street.

St. Lawrence Market

From the Town of York’s earliest days, the area bounded by Front, Jarvis, King, and Church Streets was a market district. In 1845, the town built a city hall nearby on Front Street, which housed the mayor’s office, council chambers, the police station, and the jail, as well as a produce and poultry market. When the city again outgrew these quarters and constructed a new municipal building on Queen Street, the structure now known as Old City Hall, in 1899, the market began to take over the former city offices, evolving into the St. Lawrence Market (Front St. E., between Market St. and Jarvis St., 416/392-7219, www.stlawrencemarket.com).

The St. Lawrence Market is four blocks east of Union Station. You can also take the no. 504 King streetcar to Jarvis Street.

South Market

The main St. Lawrence Market building, the South Market (93 Front St. E., 8am-6pm Tues.-Thurs., 8am-7pm Fri., 5am-5pm Sat.), is packed with market stalls selling cheeses, meats, and produce as well as prepared foods. Not all of it is locally produced, but some is, so look hard if you’re into local goodies.

On the South Market’s second floor, the city-run Market Gallery (10am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat., free) mounts changing exhibitions that reflect the city’s art, culture, or history. The gallery space housed the Toronto City Council Chamber in the late 1800s.

For a detailed history of the market district, book a 90-minute St. Lawrence Market History Walking Tour (647/393-8687, bruce.bell2@sympatico.ca, www.brucebelltours.ca, 10am Tues.-Sat., adults $25) with guide Bruce Bell. Reservations are required; book by phone or email.

The Market Kitchen (416/860-0727, www.themarketkitchen.ca), on the mezzanine level of the South Market, offers cooking classes (2-3 hours, $40-85 pp) on topics ranging from baking scones to cooking with beer to preparing Spanish tapas. Book in advance on the website.

Note that the South Market is closed Sunday-Monday.

North Market

Across Front Street from the South Market building, the North Market has been a place for area farmers to sell their wares since 1803. It is still a year-round Saturday farmers market (5am-3pm Sat.) and Sunday antiques market (dawn-5pm Sun.). At the time of this writing, a new North Market building was being constructed, and these weekend markets had relocated to 125 The Esplanade, south of the South Market building, during construction.

St. Lawrence Hall

The stately cupola-topped building at the corner of King and Jarvis Streets is St. Lawrence Hall (157 King St. E., www.stlawrencemarket.com/hall). Built in 1850, the hall was once one of the city’s social hubs, hosting concerts, lectures, and balls. The hall also played a role in the abolitionist movement, when the North American Convention of Coloured Freemen, an abolitionist group, met here in 1851 to discuss the issue of former slaves fleeing the United States. After debating whether to encourage these refugees to start new lives in Canada, the Caribbean, or Africa, the 53 delegates concluded that Canada was the best destination.

St. Lawrence Hall is now primarily a city office building, but visitors can go up to the East Room, on the third floor, to see the small exhibit about the notables who lectured, performed, or visited here, from Canadian politician and journalist William Lyon Mackenzie to abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass to circus impresario P. T. Barnum.


S The Distillery Historic District


Toronto was once home to the world’s largest distillery, the Gooderham and Worts Distillery, founded in 1832. Though the stills have long been stilled, the five-hectare (13-acre) site east of downtown has been redeveloped into The Distillery Historic District (55 Mill St., 416/364-1177, www.thedistillerydistrict.com), where the Victorian-era brick industrial buildings now house galleries, shops, cafés, and theaters, as well as high-end condominiums.

The Distillery Historic District is bounded by Parliament, Mill, and Cherry Streets. From downtown, take the no. 504 King streetcar to Parliament Street, then walk two blocks south. You can also follow a walking path along the Esplanade between the St. Lawrence Market and the Distillery District, bordering David Crombie Park.

Galleries and Artist Studios

The Artscape Building (15 Case Goods Lane, www.torontoartscape.on.ca, noon-5pm Wed.-Sun.) houses more than 60 artist studios, many of which are open for browsing, and you may be able to watch the artists at work.

The Corkin Gallery (7 Tank House Lane, 416/979-1980, www.corkingallery.com, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) has one of the coolest art spaces in the Distillery District, displaying contemporary works amid the brick columns, steel girders, and soaring ceilings of the building’s original structure.

While you may think about multicultural Toronto in terms of its various ethnic populations, you can learn about a different sort of community at the Deaf Culture Centre (34 Distillery Lane, 416/203-0343, www.deafculturecentre.ca, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., free). The center has a small museum about the deaf community and about technological innovations and communications tools for the deaf. It also offers resources for deaf individuals and their families.

Breweries

Toronto’s first sake brewery, the Ontario Spring Water Sake Company (51 Gristmill Lane, 416/365-7253, www.ontariosake.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) has a retail store and tasting bar.

The Mill Street Brewery (21 Tank House Lane, 416/681-0338, www.millstreetbrewpub.ca, store 11am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun., brewpub 11am-11pm Mon.-Tues., 11am-midnight Wed., 11am-1pm Thurs., 11am-2am Fri., 10:30am-2am Sat., 10:30am-10pm Sun.) produces more than a dozen varieties of beer in this Distillery District microbrewery. You can take a tour of the brewery (4pm Mon.-Fri., 3pm and 5pm Sat.-Sun., $10), which includes tastings; check in 15 minutes before the tour time.

Enoch Turner Schoolhouse

Near the Distillery District, the Enoch Turner Schoolhouse (106 Trinity St., 416/327-6997, www.heritagetrust.on.ca, 10am-4pm Mon.-Tues., 10am-noon Wed., free) housed Toronto’s first free school. Funded by a well-to-do local brewer, Enoch Turner, the school opened in 1849. Its pupils were the children of the immigrants, most of whom were Irish, who settled the surrounding Corktown neighborhood. Look inside the one-room school to learn more about life and learning in mid-19th-century Toronto.

You can walk to the school from the Distillery District, or take the no. 504 King streetcar to Trinity Street. The schoolhouse is located behind the Little Trinity Anglican Church.

BLOOR-YORKVILLE AND THE ANNEX

Bloor Street bisects the city from west to east, and its central section, between Yonge Street and Avenue Road, is the Bloor-Yorkville (www.bloor-yorkville.com) neighborhood. An upscale shopping destination, Bloor-Yorkville also houses several of the city’s top cultural attractions, including the Royal Ontario Museum and the Bata Shoe Museum.

West along Bloor Street between Avenue Road and Bathurst Street, The Annex (www.bloorannexbia.com) is more residential and more bohemian, with a mix of cafés, shops, and bed-and-breakfasts. Many of its businesses cater to students and staff at the nearby University of Toronto.


S Royal Ontario Museum


A visit to the venerable Royal Ontario Museum (ROM; 100 Queen’s Park, 416/586-8000, www.rom.on.ca, subway: Museum, St. George, 10am-5:30pm Sat.-Thurs., 10am-8:30pm Fri., adults $16, seniors and students $14.50, ages 4-14 $13, discounted admission after 4:30pm Fri.) is like a stroll through the history of the world. In this massive museum of natural history and world cultures, you’ll find everything from Egyptian mummies to British neoclassical dining rooms, Buddha statues from China and India, armor from medieval Europe, and, of course, lots and lots of kid-pleasing dinosaur skeletons.
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  Royal Ontario Museum



Approach the museum building on the Queen’s Park side and you’ll see an imposing stone face with arched windows that dates back to the early 1900s. But when you come around to Bloor Street, it looks like an altogether different structure. Architect Daniel Libeskind designed this contemporary addition, the Michael Lee-Chin Crystal, a series of five interlocking glass and steel prisms that appear to hang off the building’s Bloor Street facade.

Take a free 45-minute tour (daily, times vary) to get your bearings—either an introduction to the museum’s highlights or a more in-depth look at a particular aspect of the collection. The ROM also offers lectures, children’s programs, and lots of other special events; check the website for schedules. Avoid lines at the ticket counter by buying your tickets online in advance ($2 service fee).


Gardiner Museum


Exhibiting ceramics from ancient times to the present, the Gardiner Museum (111 Queen’s Park, 416/586-8080, www.gardinermuseum.on.ca, subway: Museum, 10am-6pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., adults $15, seniors $11, students $9, under age 12 free, half-price 4pm-9pm Fri.) shows pieces like a Zapotec funerary urn (created AD 500-700), porcelain from Japan and China, and English delftware from the 17th and 18th centuries. To learn more about the museum’s exhibits and collections, take a free guided tour (2pm daily).

If ogling all these fine ceramics pieces inspires you to get your own hands dirty, try a two-hour drop-in clay class (6pm Wed. and Fri., 1pm Sun., adults $15, seniors and students $12, under age 13 $5). Sign up at the museum’s front desk 30 minutes before each session.


S Bata Shoe Museum


If you think that a museum devoted to shoes would appeal only to foot fetishists or footwear-fixated fashionistas, think again. The quirky Bata Shoe Museum (327 Bloor St. W., 416/979-7799, www.batashoemuseum.ca, subway: St. George, 10am-5pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat., 10am-8pm Thurs., noon-5pm Sun., adults $14, seniors $12, students $8, ages 5-17 $5, families $24-35) traces the history and culture of a wide swath of humanity by showcasing what people wore on their feet.

Inside the asymmetrical building, designed by architect Raymond Moriyama to resemble a shoebox with its lid askew, the museum’s collections include more than 10,000 shoes—from doll-like slippers worn by Chinese women with bound feet (there’s even an overshoe version for wearing while working in the fields) to singer Elton John’s sky-high platform shoes. They even have British Queen Victoria’s silk stocking and a pair of socks that Napoleon wore at Elba. Exhibits include captions with fascinating snippets about the people who wore them.

From 5pm to 8pm Thursday, admission is pay-what-you-can (suggested donation $5).

University of Toronto

With more than 75,000 students and over 15,000 faculty and staff, the University of Toronto (www.utoronto.ca, subway: St. George, Museum) is Canada’s largest university. The main St. George campus is roughly bounded by Bloor, Bay, and College Streets and Spadina Avenue.

As you’re wandering the leafy grounds, see what’s on at the University of Toronto Art Centre (15 King’s College Circle, 416/978-1838, www.utac.utoronto.ca, noon-5pm Tues. and Thurs.-Sat., noon-8pm Wed. Sept.-June, free), which shows wide-ranging exhibits in a Romanesque Revival building. It’s off Hoskin Avenue, between St. George Street and Queen’s Park Crescent.

Prospective students and visitors can take a 90-minute general campus tour (http://discover.utoronto.ca, 11am and 2pm Mon.-Fri., free) to learn more about the university. Tours depart from the Nona Macdonald Visitors Centre (25 King’s College Circle, 416/978-5000).

Ontario Legislative Assembly

Although Toronto is Canada’s largest city, it’s not the national capital; Ottawa has that distinction. But it is the capital of the province of Ontario, which, like all Canadian provinces, has its own provincial government. Ontario’s seat of government is the august Ontario Legislative Assembly (111 Wellesley St. W., 416/325-7500, tour information 416/325-0061, www.ontla.on.ca, subway: Queen’s Park, tours 9:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat.-Sun. mid-May-June, 9am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-4:30pm Sat.-Sun. July-early Sept., 9:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri. early Sept.-mid-May, free) in Queen’s Park.

On the free 30-minute tours of the building, which opened in 1893, you’ll get a brief history of the building and the structure of Ontario’s government. Guides share interesting tidbits about members of the provincial parliament (though they’re more historical than scandalous). Tour schedules vary depending on what’s happening in the building, so it’s a good idea to phone ahead.

Visitors are welcome to observe the provincial parliament in action, which, during the legislative session, is typically 10:30am-6pm Monday and 9am-6pm Tuesday-Thursday. Pick up a free access pass from the Special Constable at the legislature’s south basement entrance. Staff at the information desk in the main lobby can also answer questions about tours and parliament sessions.

Arthur Conan Doyle Room

Are you a fan of Sherlock Holmes? On the fifth floor of the Toronto Reference Library, the Arthur Conan Doyle Room (789 Yonge St., 416/395-5577, www.torontopubliclibrary.ca, subway: Bloor-Yonge, 9am-8:30pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 1:30pm-5pm Sun. Sept.-June, free), modeled after the study at 221B Baker Street (the mythical sleuth’s residence), is full of books by and about the author of the Sherlock Holmes mysteries. Also on display is a variety of Holmes memorabilia, from his trademark pipe to comic books based on Holmes’s (fictional) life, as well as Doyle’s letters and papers. The collection doesn’t circulate, but visitors are welcome to browse, and the helpful staff can tell you about the materials.

Casa Loma

You don’t have to travel to Europe to tour a castle; Toronto has Casa Loma (1 Austin Terrace, at Spadina Rd., 416/923-1171, www.casaloma.org, 9:30am-5pm daily, adults $24, seniors and ages 14-17 $18, ages 4-13 $14, parking $3 per hour or $9 per day Mon.-Thurs., flat-rate $10 Fri.-Sun.). This opulent “House on the Hill” overlooking the city took three years (1911-1914) to build and contains enough grand salons, towers, and elaborate gardens to satisfy most castle buffs. While kids may not care about the architecture or plush furnishings, they might enjoy climbing the twisty spiral staircase to the turret, finding secret passageways, or following the creepy underground tunnels to the horse stables (where mahogany paneling lines the deluxe stalls).

The ticket price includes a self-guided audio tour with all sorts of details about the house, its owners, and its various furnishings, as well as admission to a documentary film about Canadian financier Sir Henry Pellatt, who built the castle.

From downtown, the most direct route to the castle is to take the subway to Dupont station (Spadina-University line). Exit the subway, walk north two blocks on Spadina Road, and climb the Baldwin Steps (a 110-step staircase) to the castle.

Spadina Museum: Historic House and Gardens

Across the road from Casa Loma, the large but decidedly more modest historic house that now houses the Spadina Museum (285 Spadina Rd., 416/392-6910, www.toronto.ca, noon-5pm Sat.-Sun. Jan.-mid-Apr., noon-5pm Tues.-Sun. mid-Apr.-early Sept., noon-4pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun. early Sept.-Dec., adults $8, seniors and ages 13-18 $5.75, ages 6-12 $5) is more typical of an upper-class family home from the early 20th century. Built in 1886, the house belonged to the well-to-do Austin family, and nearly all the furnishings, from the ornate art deco wallpaper to the billiards table, are original to the home.

Like Casa Loma, the Spadina Museum is at the top of the Baldwin Steps, a short walk (but a steep climb up) from Dupont station.

THE WEST END

West of downtown, Toronto’s diverse neighborhoods include some of the city’s hippest districts, filled with galleries, restaurants, and funky boutiques, as well as several ethnic neighborhoods—fun to explore when you’re hungry.

Kensington Market

Kensington Market isn’t a market building. Rather, it’s a market neighborhood, filled with vendors’ stalls and international eateries that span the globe. There’s a Chilean empanada place near a Mexican taco joint, an Indian spice vendor opposite a Latino meat market, and a plethora of fruit sellers, bakeries, nut vendors, cheese shops, and inexpensive clothing outlets. On a mild evening, sidewalk cafés are packed, and people spill out of restaurants and bars onto the streets. Most of the action takes place along Augusta Avenue, Baldwin Street, and Nassau Street, west of Spadina Avenue between Dundas and College Streets.
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Kensington Market



Generations of immigrants have settled in the Kensington Market area, which gives it its multicultural vibe. In the second half of the 19th century, working-class immigrants from England and Ireland made the neighborhood their home. Then, between 1905 and 1930, Jews fleeing persecution in Europe settled here, many opening small shops that resemble those still lining the narrow streets today. After World War II, Caribbean, Chinese, South Asian, and Latin American newcomers joined the European settlers in the market district.

To get to Kensington Market, take the no. 506 Carlton streetcar to Major Street or Augusta Avenue, or take the no. 510 Spadina streetcar and get off anywhere between Dundas and College.

“Original” Chinatown

Toronto’s first Chinatown, settled in the early 1900s, was originally located along Elizabeth Street, near Dundas Street, behind the current Toronto City Hall. When the city began appropriating land in the neighborhood during the late 1940s and early 1950s, with a plan to build a new city hall and public square, many Chinatown businesses closed, but many others moved west into the district now known as Toronto’s original Chinatown. Chinese groceries, herbalists, and restaurants line Spadina Avenue and Dundas Street, extending north to College Street and south toward Queen Street. The neighborhood has grown increasingly multiethnic, too, with Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian businesses joining the Chinese vendors. It’s a fun place to browse and, of course, eat.

To get to Chinatown, take the no. 505 Dundas or no. 506 Carlton streetcar to Spadina Avenue. You could also take the no. 510 Spadina streetcar and get off anywhere between Dundas and College.


S Art Gallery of Ontario


Born Frank Owen Goldberg in Toronto in 1929, the internationally acclaimed architect now known as Frank Gehry grew up not far from the Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO, 317 Dundas St. W., 416/979-6648 or 877/225-4246, www.ago.net, subway: St. Patrick, 10am-5:30pm Tues. and Thurs.-Sun., 10am-8:30pm Wed., adults $19.50, seniors $16, students and ages 6-17 $11, families $49; free admission 6pm-8:30pm Wed.). The Art Gallery is one of North America’s largest museums, with more than 80,000 works, so perhaps it’s fitting that Gehry designed the gallery’s dramatic building, which opened in 2008. While Gehry has constructed buildings all over the world—from the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao in Spain and the Experience Music Project in Seattle to the Walt Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles—the AGO was his first project in Canada.

Among the highlights of the museum’s collection, beyond the building itself, are its Canadian collections, which include significant works by the Group of Seven (early 20th-century landscape artists) and by contemporary Inuit artists. The AGO has the largest collection of African and Oceanic art in a Canadian art museum, the largest public collection of work by the British sculptor Henry Moore (1898-1986), and a major European Old Masters collection that’s particularly strong in Italian and Dutch painting from the 1600s, and French impressionist works from the 1800s.

The best way to get an overview of the museum’s extensive collection is to take the 60-minute AGO Highlights Tour (11am, noon, 1pm, and 3pm Thurs.-Tues., 11am, noon, 1pm, and 3pm, and 7pm Wed., free).

When you need a break, you can get coffee and pastries in the second floor Galleria Italia espresso bar. For sandwiches, salads, and light meals, there’s caféAGO. The museum’s flagship dining room is the upscale FRANK (lunch 11:30am-2:30pm Tues.-Fri., brunch 11am-3pm Sat.-Sun., dinner 5:30pm-10:30pm Tues.-Sat., lunch $14-24, dinner $19-26), which serves contemporary fare.

The museum is three blocks west of the St. Patrick subway station. The no. 505 Dundas streetcar stops at McCaul or Beverly Streets are both in front of the AGO.

Ontario College of Art & Design

If you can imagine a black- and white-checkered box floating in the sky, supported only by yellow, blue, and purple pencils, then you can begin to envision one of Toronto’s most distinctive buildings, the Sharp Centre for Design at the Ontario College of Art & Design (OCAD, 100 McCaul St., 416/977-6000, www.ocad.ca, subway: St. Patrick).

The floating box, or tabletop, section of the building is 9 meters (29.5 feet) tall, 31 meters (102 feet) wide, and 84 meters (275 feet) long and houses studios and classrooms. Twelve colorful hollow steel legs, each measuring 30 meters (100 feet)—or roughly the equivalent of a 10-story building—support the “tabletop.” British architect Will Alsop, in partnership with the Toronto-based Robbie/Young + Wright Architects, designed this unusual structure, which opened in 2004.

The building is most remarkable from the exterior. There are no public tours of the interior, but you can go inside to view exhibitions at Onsite [at] OCAD U (11am-7pm Tues.-Fri., noon-6pm Sat., free), a small contemporary gallery space.

401 Richmond

Just south of Queen Street at Spadina Avenue is 401 Richmond (401 Richmond St. W., 416/595-5900, www.401richmond.net), a rehabbed brick heritage building that’s home to artists, galleries, art shops, and other cultural businesses. Poke around and see what’s happening, or check out some of these art spaces: Musideum (416/599-7323, www.musideum.com, noon-6pm Tues.-Sat.) carries musical instruments from around the world and also hosts performances; Open Studio (416/504-8238; www.openstudio.on.ca, noon-5pm Tues.-Sun.) is an artist-run printmaking center; and Swipe Design|Books+Objects (416/363-1332, www.swipe.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., noon-6pm Sat.) sells design books and lots of cool design stuff.


S Queen Street West


As you head west from downtown through the Entertainment District along Queen Street, the shops and eateries change from chains and mainstream brands to smaller, independent businesses. Farther west, this funky neighborhood gets a mouthful of a moniker: West Queen West. Though it still has a grunge feel in parts, this “in” arts district is packed with eclectic shops and galleries, arty hotels, and hip bars.

Run by the Ontario Crafts Council, the small Craft Ontario Gallery (990 Queen St. W., 416/925-4222, www.craft.on.ca, 11am-6pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) shows work by Ontario craftspeople. At the David Kaye Gallery (1092 Queen St. W., at Dovercourt Rd., 416/532-9075, www.davidkayegallery.com, 11am-6pm Wed.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun.), you’ll find paintings, objects, and jewelry by a mix of up-and-coming and more established artists. Housed in a former police station, Gallery 1313 (1313 Queen St. W., 416/536-6778, www.g1313.org, 1pm-6pm Wed.-Sat.) is an artist-run space that shows contemporary Canadian art. General Hardware Contemporary (1520 Queen St. W., 416/516-6876, www.generalhardware.ca, noon-6pm Wed.-Sat.), in a former hardware store west of Lansdowne Avenue, exhibits contemporary art by Canadian and international artists.

On Ossington Avenue, just north of Queen Street West, there’s another emerging gallery district. Look for the Angell Gallery (12 Ossington Ave., at Queen St. W., 416/530-0444, www.angellgallery.com, noon-5pm Wed.-Sat.), which shows contemporary art, and Gallery TPW (56 Ossington Ave., at Queen St. W., 416/645-1066, www.gallerytpw.ca, noon-5pm Tues.-Sat.), which exhibits photography.

Museum of Canadian Contemporary Art

The small Museum of Canadian Contemporary Art (952 Queen St. W., 416/395-0067, www.mocca.ca, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun., free), just east of Ossington Avenue, shows cutting-edge creations by Canadian, and some international, artists, working in many different media.

High Park

On the far west side of the city, Toronto’s largest public park, High Park (1873 Bloor St. W., 416/397-2628, www.toronto.ca/parks, subway: High Park, dawn-dusk daily, free) has Grenadier Pond, hiking trails, playgrounds, gardens, and even a small zoo (Deer Pen Rd., 7am-dusk daily) with cows, sheep, bison, llamas, peacocks, and deer.

To see what’s where in the park, you can catch the “trackless train” (10:30am-dusk Sat.-Sun. Apr. and Sept.-Oct., 10:30am-dusk daily May-Aug; adults $4.50, seniors and kids $3.50), which makes a 30-minute tour of the park grounds.

Another park attraction is the 1837 Colborne Lodge (11 Colborne Lodge Dr., 416/392-6916, www.toronto.ca, noon-5pm Tues.-Sun. May-Aug., call for off-season hours, adults $6.20, seniors and ages 13-18 $3.60, ages 4-12 $2.65), the former home of John and Jemima Howard, who founded High Park.

To reach most park sights, take the Bloor subway, which runs along the park’s northern border, to High Park station. If you’re going to Colbourne Lodge, on the south side of the park, it’s easier to take the no. 501 Humber/Long Branch streetcar to Colborne Lodge Drive; from there, it’s a short walk up the road.

THE EAST END

Exploring Toronto’s east side is less about seeing “sights” and more about exploring different neighborhoods and communities.

The area surrounding Church and Wellesley Streets may officially be Church-Wellesley Village (www.churchwellesleyvillage.ca), but as the hub of Toronto’s large gay and lesbian community, its unofficial name is the Gay Village.

East of Parliament Street, between Gerrard and Wellesley Streets, lies Cabbagetown. According to legend, the immigrants who settled here in the 1800s could afford to eat only the cabbage they grew themselves—giving rise to the Cabbagetown name. Nowadays, you might still have to eat cabbage to afford the pricey, meticulously preserved Victorian homes in what is now a well-to-do corner of town. This urban district has several outdoor attractions (all accessible via the no. 306 Carleton streetcar), including Allan Gardens Conservatory (19 Horticultural Ave., 416/392-1111, www.toronto.ca, 10am-5pm daily, free), greenhouses with more than 1,500 square meters (16,000 square feet) of plants; Riverdale Farm (201 Winchester St., 416/392-6794, www.toronto.ca, 9am-5pm daily, free), a kid-friendly farm and gardens; and the 1850 Toronto Necropolis (200 Winchester St., 416/923-7911, 8am-8pm Apr.-Sept., 8am-dusk daily Oct.-Mar.), a leafy, park-like cemetery where a number of notable Torontonians are interred.

Stretching east along Danforth Avenue between Chester and Pape Avenues is The Danforth, the neighborhood also known as Greektown (www.greektowntoronto.com), since it was historically the center of Toronto’s Greek community. You’ll still find souvlaki shops, traditional cafés, and baklava-filled bakeries, but the Danforth is becoming a trendy district popular with hip young families who shop in the organic market and frequent the local yoga studio.

Around Broadview Avenue and Gerrard Street is one of Toronto’s smaller Chinatowns. This East Chinatown actually has a significant Vietnamese population, which means lots of pho and bánh mì shops line the streets. The no. 506 Carlton streetcar will take you to this community.

Farther east along Gerrard are the sari shops and curry-scented dining rooms of Little India, in the neighborhood called the Indian Bazaar (www.gerrardindiabazaar.com). Take the no. 506 Carlton streetcar and get off when you begin to see Indian shops.

Ride the no. 501 Queen Street streetcar east from downtown, and you’ll reach the gentrifying neighborhood of Leslieville, which is drawing the artistically inclined to its galleries, cafés, and increasingly hip restaurants and shops. Continuing east is the residential neighborhood known as The Beaches. It borders Lake Ontario, with lakefront walkways and, yes, beaches, making it a pleasant spot for a day’s excursion.

GREATER TORONTO

Evergreen Brick Works

For more than 100 years, the Don Valley Brick Works made many of the bricks that built Toronto, including notable buildings like Old City Hall and Massey Hall. When the brick works ceased operations in 1986, this complex of buildings northeast of downtown fell into disrepair. Graffiti artists began using its huge brick walls as their canvases, and performance artists held underground raves in the abandoned factory.

In 1991, the site took on a new identity with the launch of Evergreen Brick Works (550 Bayview Ave., 416/596-7670, www.evergreen.ca), whose mission was to restore the 16 buildings and create a new environmental design and education center. Since then, Evergreen Brick Works has started a variety of “green” programs to bring nature back into the city. If you’re interested in green design, local food, cycling and alternative transportation, or a host of environmental issues, pay a visit here.

To get your bearings in this sprawling complex, stop into the Young Welcome Centre (9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-4pm Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.) and see what’s on for the day or learn more about the various offerings. As you wander through the former factory buildings, notice that much of the graffiti—artistic and otherwise—still adorns the walls.

On weekends, a large Farmers Market (8am-1pm Sat. late May-Oct., 10am-3pm Sun. late June-Oct., 9am-1pm Sat. Nov.-late May) sets up shop, with vendors selling local produce, cheeses, honey, maple syrup, baked goods, and a variety of prepared foods. In mild weather, it’s in the outdoor pavilion; in winter, it moves into the Welcome Centre. You can also sit down for a meal at Café Belong (416/901-8234, www.cafebelong.ca, 11:30am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-10pm Sat., 10am-9pm Sun., lunch $13-29, dinner $22-44), which emphasizes local foods.

Hiking trails wend through the property, and in winter, there’s free ice-skating (4pm-9pm Thurs., 11am-4pm Fri.-Sun.). Workshops, exhibits, and other special events take place throughout the year; a calendar is posted on the website.

To get here, take the subway (Bloor-Danforth line) to Broadview station, where you can catch a free shuttle to the Brick Works. The shuttle stop is next to the park on Erindale Avenue, on the east side of Broadview Avenue, just north of the station. The shuttles run every 30-45 minutes.

Ontario Science Centre

“Please touch” exhibits are common at science museums these days, but at the well-designed Ontario Science Centre (770 Don Mills Rd., at Eglinton Ave. E., www.ontariosciencecentre.ca, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., adults $22, seniors, students, and ages 13-17 $16, ages 3-12 $13, IMAX film $6 extra, parking $10), the exhibits go beyond button-pushing and computer-based games to promote real explorations of the material. Besides the expected displays about space, the human body, and the earth, you can investigate prejudice, stereotyping, and racism in the thought-provoking exhibit called “A Question of Truth.” While a play area will entertain the little ones, the museum is especially interesting to older children, and even jaded teens can find cool stuff here. In the Innovation Centre, older kids and teens can choose from activities ranging from creating and testing their own paper airplane designs to constructing a pair of shoes.


  Family-Friendly Toronto

  Toronto has plenty of activities to engage children of all ages.

  • Ride to the top of the CN Tower and let your little daredevils jump on the Glass Floor, 112 stories above the ground.

  • Check out the sharks, jellyfish, and more than 16,000 other aquatic creatures at Ripley’s Aquarium of Canada.

  • The dinosaurs and mummies at the Royal Ontario Museum have lots of kid appeal, as do the hands-on exhibits at the Ontario Science Centre and the animals at Riverdale Farm. Young hockey fans won’t want to miss the Hockey Hall of Fame.

  • If it’s a nice day, take the ferry to the Toronto Islands, especially if your youngsters love amusement parks. You can also rent bikes and go exploring.

  • Older kids might enjoy a family version of an Urban Quest walking tour, where you follow a series of clues through the city.

  • When it’s time to eat, wander the St. Lawrence Market and let everyone pick out their favorite bites. In Chinatown, have dim sum or watch the dumpling makers at work at Mother’s Dumplings.

  • If you don’t mind venturing farther afield, several attractions in suburban Toronto are popular with the kids, including Canada’s Wonderland (Canada’s Wonderland Rd., Vaughan, 905/832-8131, www.canadaswonderland.com), an amusement park that’s home to Canada’s tallest and fastest roller coaster; LEGOLAND Discovery Centre (1 Bass Pro Mills Dr., Vaughan, 855/356-2150, www.legolanddiscoverycentre.ca/toronto), for kids ages 3-10 who love colorful LEGO blocks; and the Toronto Zoo (Meadowvale Rd., Toronto, 416/392-5929, www.torontozoo.com), which has more than 5,000 animals, including giant pandas.

  • Toronto’s most family-friendly place to stay is the Eaton Chelsea Hotel, a mega-size property (it’s Canada’s largest lodging) with an indoor pool with a 40-meter (130-foot) water slide, a “Kid Centre” for games, arts, and crafts, and a regular roster of family activities.



Located northeast of downtown Toronto, this sprawling museum is built into a hillside in the Don Valley. From downtown, take the subway (Yonge line) to Eglinton Station. Then take the no. 34 Eglinton East bus to Don Mills Road. The museum is a short walk south on Don Mills Road.

Alternatively, you can take the Bloor-Danforth line to Pape Station, in the Danforth (Greektown) neighborhood. From there, catch the no. 25 Don Mills bus north to St. Dennis Drive; it stops directly in front of the Science Centre.


S The McMichael Canadian Art Collection


You wouldn’t expect to find a major museum of Canadian art way out in the woods. Yet this 6,000-piece collection of works by Group of Seven, First Nations, Inuit, and contemporary artists sits on 40 hectares (100 acres) of forested land in the village of Kleinburg, north of the city.

What is now The McMichael Canadian Art Collection (10365 Islington Ave., Kleinburg, 905/893-1121 or 888/213-1121, www.mcmichael.com, 10am-5pm daily, adults $18, seniors and children over age 5 $15, family $36, parking $5) got its start when Robert and Signe McMichael began collecting Canadian art in their rural home. In the 1960s, they donated their collection and residence to the province of Ontario to become a public museum.
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the grounds at The McMichael Canadian Art Collection



You can easily spend several hours exploring the McMichael, which has significant holdings of works by the Group of Seven among its all-Canadian galleries; six of these artists are buried on the property in the Artist Cemetery, which you can visit. There’s also a sculpture garden and a network of walking trails.

The McMichael is 45 kilometers (28 miles) north of downtown Toronto, a 40- to 60-minute drive. If you are traveling from Toronto to the Muskoka region, Georgian Bay, or other points north of the city, you can detour to the McMichael along the way.

Using public transit, reaching the McMichael is doable but complicated; routings involve connecting from Toronto’s subway and buses to the York Region’s public transit system (www.yorkregiontransit.com), where Bus no. 13 runs along Islington Avenue to the gallery.

Entertainment and Events

Toronto is not only Canada’s largest city, it’s the country’s cultural capital, home to many of Canada’s premier cultural institutions: the Toronto Symphony Orchestra, the National Ballet of Canada, the Canadian Opera Company, and the Canadian Stage Company. But the city has a more contemporary side, too. Toronto hosts an annual fringe festival in July and an international writers’ fest in October. Among the liveliest summer events are a popular carnival celebrating Caribbean culture and annual Pride Week, one of the world’s largest gay and lesbian pride celebrations.

The acclaimed Second City comedy company has a Toronto branch, and the city has a range of professional and local theater groups. Don’t forget the nightclubs, the jazz bars, and the sports pubs broadcasting all hockey, all the time.

If you’re looking for theaters, concert halls, and clubs, you’ll find some near Dundas Square while others cluster in the Entertainment District, on and around King Street, west of the downtown core.

To find out what’s going on, the best sources are the free arts and entertainment publications. Now (www.nowtoronto.com) is available online and at cafés and bookstores. The City of Toronto website (www.toronto.com) also includes an event calendar.

NIGHTLIFE

The neighborhood known as the Entertainment District, around King Street West from St. Andrew station west to Bathurst Street, has lots of clubs and bars, as does West Queen West (Queen Street from Ossington to Gladstone). For hotel bars and lounges, you’ll find plenty of options in the Entertainment District and around downtown.

The Gay Village (around Church St. and Wellesley St., www.churchwellesleyvillage.ca) has long been the center of the city’s gay and lesbian scene, although there’s an up-and-coming west-side district, dubbed Queer West (along Ossington Ave. and Queen St. W., www.queerwest.org).

Since bars and clubs go in and out of fashion, it’s always best to check locally to see what’s going on.

Rock, Jazz, and Blues

Jazz club The Rex (194 Queen St. W., 416/598-2475, www.therex.ca, subway: Osgoode) hosts 1,000 gigs a year. Two bands play nightly Monday-Thursday, there are three shows on Friday, and at least four groups take the stage on Saturday and Sunday, beginning most weekends at noon. A range of live music acts perform at Hugh’s Room (2261 Dundas St. W., 416/531-6604, www.hughsroom.com, subway: Dundas West), with the emphasis on folk and blues artists. Bands from Willie Nelson to the Talking Heads to the Tragically Hip have all taken the stage at the Horseshoe Tavern (370 Queen St. W., 416/598-4753, www.horseshoetavern.com) since the club first opened in 1947. These days, they’re going for an indie vibe, booking up-and-coming new music acts. Take the no. 501 Queen streetcar to Spadina Avenue, or the no. 510 Spadina streetcar to Queen Street. All kinds of events happen at The Underground at the Drake Hotel (1150 Queen St. W., 416/531-5042 or 866/372-5386, www.thedrakehotel.ca), from DJ dance parties and indie band concerts, to film screenings and comedy shows. Get there on the no. 501 Queen streetcar. The events at the Gladstone Hotel’s Melody Bar (1214 Queen St. W., 416/531-4635, www.gladstonehotel.com) are as eclectic as the hotel itself, including TV trivia and all sorts of indie music shows.

Big-name rock and pop concerts perform at the city’s two sports and entertainment arenas: Air Canada Centre (40 Bay St., 416/815-5400, www.theaircanadacentre.com, box office 9:30am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9:30am-5pm Sat.) and Rogers Centre (1 Blue Jays Way, 416/341-1000, www.rogerscentre.com, box office 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.). For online or phone sales for events at either venue, contact Ticketmaster (416/870-8000, www.ticketmaster.ca).

Bars, Pubs, and Lounges

The classic dark wood-paneled Library Bar (100 Front St. W., 416/368-2511, www.fairmont.com, noon-1am Mon.-Fri., 5pm-1am Sat.) at the venerable Fairmont Royal York Hotel feels ever so sophisticated, particularly when you’re savoring one of their famous martinis. Afternoon tea is served here on weekends, with seatings at noon, 12:30pm, and 2:30pm Saturday-Sunday. A chic spot for a drink is the Thompson Toronto Hotel’s Lobby Lounge (550 Wellington St. W., 416/640-7778, www.thompsonhotels.com, 5pm-2am daily), where the bar glows with white light and the wall mural is a whimsical interpretation of the Toronto skyline. In the Entertainment District, meet for a pre- or post-theater libation at the Victor Restaurant and Lounge (30 Mercer St., 416/883-3431, www.victorrestaurant.com, 5pm-11pm daily), a stylish lounge in the lobby of Hotel Le Germain. If you’re looking for serious karaoke, head for Koreatown along Bloor Street West where crooners take the mike at spots like BMB Karaoke (593 Bloor St. W., 416/533-8786) and Freezone Karaoke (721 Bloor St. W., 416/530-2781).

Comedy

The Toronto branch of the Chicago-based sketch comedy club Second City (51 Mercer St., 416/343-0011 or 800/263-4485, www.secondcity.com, shows 8pm Mon.-Thurs., 7:30pm and 10pm Fri.-Sat., 7:30pm Sun., $20-30) has cabaret-style shows every night.

THE ARTS

For discounted day-of-show tickets to theater, music, and other cultural events (as well as regular-price advance tickets), visit the TOtix Toronto ticket booth (Dundas St. W. at Yonge St., www.totix.ca, noon-6:30pm Tues.-Sat.) in Dundas Square.

Theater

Toronto is one of the world’s hubs of English-language theater, with more than 90 theater venues in the metropolitan area. A number of professional repertory companies are based here, many of which focus on Canadian plays. The city’s large theaters also host major musicals and other touring productions.

The Canadian Stage Company (416/368-3110, www.canadianstage.com), one of Canada’s largest not-for-profit theater companies, produces contemporary Canadian and international plays. Their main stage is the Bluma Appel Theatre (St. Lawrence Centre for the Arts, 27 Front St. E., 416/366-7723 or 800/708-6754, www.stlc.com, subway: Union). They also perform at the smaller Berkeley Street Theatre (26 Berkeley St.); from downtown, take the no. 504 King streetcar east to Ontario Street. In the summer, the company goes outdoors for the Canadian Stage in High Park (High Park Amphitheatre, 1873 Bloor St. W., late June-early Sept.), a pay-what-you-can outdoor production; bring a picnic.

The Factory Theatre (125 Bathurst St., 416/504-9971, www.factorytheatre.ca) produces a full season of all-Canadian plays, including many world premieres. Founded in 1970, the Factory was the first company to present only Canadian works. The no. 511 Bathurst streetcar stops at Adelaide Street, right near the theater. You can also take either the no. 501 Queen or no. 504 King streetcars to Bathurst Street. Another long-standing local company, the Tarragon Theatre (30 Bridgman Ave., at Howland, 416/531-1827, www.tarragontheatre.com, subway: Dupont) has been producing a mix of new plays, Canadian works, and classic and contemporary international theater since 1970. Since 1969, the Theatre Passe Muraille (16 Ryerson Ave., 416/504-7529, www.passemuraille.ca) has produced edgy contemporary works. The small Queen West theater space is two blocks from the no. 501 Queen streetcar’s Bathurst Street stop. The professional Soulpepper Theatre Company (www.soulpepper.ca) stages the classics, including Tolstoy, Tennessee Williams, David Mamet, and more contemporary works, at the Young Centre for the Performing Arts (50 Tank House Lane, 416/866-8666, www.youngcentre.ca) in the Distillery District.

Buddies in Bad Times Theatre (12 Alexander St., 416/975-8555, www.buddiesinbadtimes.com, subway: Wellesley) is a not-for-profit professional company that has been producing queer theater since 1979. Its plays focus primarily on gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered identity issues. You never know quite what you’ll find on the World Stage at Harbourfront Centre (235 Queens Quay W., 416/973-4000, www.harbourfrontcentre.com), but expect creative contemporary Canadian and international performances.

Canada’s oldest continuously operating legitimate theater (built in 1907), the beaux arts Royal Alexandra Theatre (260 King St. W., between Simcoe St. and Duncan St., 416/872-1212 or 800/461-3333, www.mirvish.com, subway: St. Andrew) hosts a variety of plays and musicals. The 2,000-seat Princess of Wales Theatre (300 King St. W., at John St., 416/872-1212 or 800/461-3333, www.mirvish.com, subway: St. Andrew), which opened in the Entertainment District in 1993, is one of Toronto’s newer stages. Large-scale musicals, including Miss Saigon, The Lion King, and The Sound of Music, are a mainstay of the theater. Opened in 1920 as a vaudeville house, the Ed Mirvish Theatre (244 Victoria St., 416/872-1212 or 800/461-3333, www.mirvish.com, subway: Dundas) was once Canada’s largest movie theater; it originally had 3,373 seats. These days, it stages major musicals, like Billy Elliot, as well as other theater and dance productions. The Elgin and Winter Garden Theatre Centre (189 Yonge St., 416/314-2901, subway: Queen), the only “double-decker” theater in Canada, houses two full-size theaters. Drama, musicals, ballet, and opera, as well as various special events, go on stage here. For an event calendar and tickets, contact Ticketmaster (855/622-2787, www.ticketmaster.ca) or phone the theater directly.

Only the facade of the Panasonic Theatre (651 Yonge St., 416/872-1212 or 800/461-3333, www.mirvish.com, subway: Bloor-Yonge) was saved when the building, which began life in 1911 as a private residence, was rebuilt in 2005. It’s now a venue for live theater and concerts.

Live Music

The Toronto Symphony Orchestra (416/593-4828, www.tso.ca), one of Canada’s major orchestras, performs at Roy Thompson Hall (60 Simcoe St., 416/872-4255, www.roythomson.com, subway: St. Andrew), the 2,600-seat concert hall with a distinctive curved facade designed by noted Canadian contemporary architect Arthur Erickson (1924-2009). You can purchase symphony tickets at the Roy Thompson box office, by phone, or online at the website. Opened in 1982 in the Entertainment District, the theater hosts other concerts as well as the TSO events.

Built in 1894, the venerable Massey Hall (178 Victoria St., at Shuter St., 416/872-4255, www.masseyhall.com, subway: Dundas, Queen) was once Toronto’s most important venue for classical concerts, opera, jazz, and other events, hosting appearances by Enrico Caruso, George Gershwin, Glenn Gould, Oscar Peterson, Bob Dylan, Gordon Lightfoot, and the Dalai Lama. These days, in addition to big-name popular concerts, the theater also stages the annual Jazz @ Massey Hall concert series, as well as the Sing-Along Messiah, an audience participation version of the Handel classic that’s become a Toronto December tradition. The Massey Hall Box Office is open on performance days only, from noon to showtime; otherwise, you can buy tickets for Massey Hall events online or at the Roy Thompson Theatre Box Office (60 Simcoe St., 416/872-4255, www.roythomson.com).

Located on the main floor of the Canadian Broadcasting Centre, the 341-seat Glenn Gould Studio (250 Front St. W., information 416/205-5000, tickets 416/872-4255, www.cbc.ca/glenngould, subway: Union) is part concert hall and part recording studio, hosting classical and contemporary music concerts. It’s named for Toronto pianist Glenn Gould (1932-1982), who performed and recorded extensively until his sudden death from a stroke at age 50. The Roy Thompson Theatre Box Office (60 Simcoe St., 416/872-4255, www.roythomson.com) sells tickets for events at the Glenn Gould Studio.

Canada’s largest opera troupe is the Toronto-based Canadian Opera Company (416/363-8231 or 800/250-4653, www.coc.ca). They perform at the Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts (145 Queen St. W., www.fourseasonscentre.ca, subway: Osgoode). Buy tickets by phone or in person from the Four Seasons Centre box office, or online at the opera website. From the Bolshoi Ballet to the Soweto Gospel Choir, the 3,191-seat Sony Centre for the Performing Arts (1 Front St. E., 855/872-7669, www.sonycentre.ca, subway: Union) presents international dance, music, and theatrical productions. Tickets are available online through Ticketmaster (www.ticketmaster.ca) or at the theater box office.

The St. Lawrence Centre for the Arts (27 Front St. E., 416/366-7723 or 800/708-6754, www.stlc.com, subway: Union), has four music organizations in residence. Music Toronto (www.music-toronto.com) presents traditional and modern chamber music, while Opera in Concert (www.operainconcert.com) produces operas that are rarely seen in Canada. The professional Toronto Operetta Theatre (www.torontooperetta.com) presents operetta, light opera, and musical theater featuring Canadian performers. The Hannaford Street Silver Band (www.hssb.ca), a professional brass band, performs several concerts throughout the year. Visiting musicians and other performers also take to the stage at the St. Lawrence Centre. Contact the St. Lawrence box office for tickets, or order online. At the Royal Conservatory of Music (273 Bloor St. W., 416/408-0208, www.rcmusic.ca, subway: St. George) in the Bloor-Yorkville neighborhood, notable Canadian and international musical acts, including those working in classical, chamber, early music, and world music, perform at the 1,135-seat Koerner Hall.

Dance

The National Ballet of Canada (416/345-9595 or 866/345-9595, www.national.ballet.ca), one of the world’s top dance companies, works its artistic magic at the Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts (145 Queen St. W., www.fourseasonscentre.ca, subway: Osgoode). Tickets are available online from the ballet company website, or from the Four Seasons Centre box office in person or by phone.

One of Canada’s leading contemporary dance companies, the Toronto Dance Theatre (416/967-1365, www.tdt.org), established in 1968, performs several Toronto shows a year, either at Harbourfront Centre or at their own Winchester Street Theatre (80 Winchester St.) in Cabbagetown, a short walk from the Parliament Street stop on the no. 506 Carlton streetcar. On the upper level of the Queen’s Quay Terminal at Harbourfront Centre, the Fleck Dance Theatre (207 Queens Quay W., 416/973-4000, www.harbourfrontcentre.com) plays host to a variety of local, national, and international dance performers.

Cinema

If you’re interested in film, don’t miss visiting the TIFF Bell Lightbox (350 King St. W., 416/599-8433 or 888/599-8433, www.tiff.net). The distinctive contemporary glass building is not only headquarters for the annual Toronto International Film Festival, it’s also home to the TIFF Cinematheque, which screens a wide range of movies throughout the year, and a gallery that shows film-related exhibits.

The lazy days of summer mean outdoor movies, right? The Free Flicks series (Harbourfront Centre, 235 Queens Quay W., 416/973-4000, www.harbourfrontcentre.com, July-Aug., free) screens films on some summer Wednesday nights; call or check the website for the schedule.

Literary Events

The International Festival of Authors (235 Queens Quay W., 416/973-4760 or 416/973-4000, www.ifoa.org) hosts weekly readings and other literary events from September to June at Harbourfront Centre. Pages Unbound (www.pages-unbound.com) runs a series of periodic literary evenings at the Gladstone Hotel (1214 Queen St. W., 416/531-4635, www.gladstonehotel.com).

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Spring

Photography buffs should schedule a Toronto visit during the Scotiabank CONTACT Photography Festival (416/539-9595, www.scotiabankcontactphoto.com, May), which showcases the work of more than 1,000 local, national, and international artists at more than 200 venues around town. During the last weekend in May, more than 150 museums, historic buildings, art spaces, condos, and religious institutions—including many that aren’t usually open to the public—welcome visitors during Doors Open Toronto (www.toronto.ca/doorsopen, May, free). The Toronto Jewish Film Festival (416/324-9121, www.tjff.com, May) typically screens 90-100 movies from many different countries, some by Jewish filmmakers, others with themes of Jewish interest.

Summer

Luminato (416/368-3100, www.luminato.com, June) is a 10-day arts fest, featuring theater, dance, music, literature, food, visual arts, film, and even magic. Many events are free, although others require a ticket; the website has a schedule and ticketing information. Though it may not be as well known as the similarly named SXSW (South by Southwest festival in Austin), Toronto’s North by Northeast Music Festival (NXNE, 416/863-6963, www.nxne.com, June) presents Canadian and international new and indie music, as well as avant-garde film and digital media. One of the world’s largest gay-lesbian pride celebrations, Toronto Pride Week (416/927-7433, www.pridetoronto.com, June-July) features 10 days of marches, parades, and entertainment as well as a street fair and family activities. The annual Pride Parade is a highlight.
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