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Lake Crescent, Olympic National Park







[image: image]

Indian carving, Seattle
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Seattle skyline.





Tucked away in the upper left corner of the map, Washington exists on the fringes of the United States. That remoteness is a key to the unique character of the place—you sense it in the landscape, the climate, and the people.


The fascination starts with the terrain. Consider the view from the observation deck of the Space Needle—Seattle’s signature landmark, its sci-fi answer to the Eiffel Tower. Looking west you see Puget Sound, plied by massive cargo ships and ferries, and beyond it the peaks of the Olympic Mountains, glistening like a mirage on the horizon. To the north, skirting the Sound, are hilly residential neighborhoods and little Lake Union, bustling with pleasure boats and seaplanes. To the east you make out larger Lake Washington, a cluster of satellite towns on its far shore, and, on a clear day, a glimpse of the Cascade mountain range. Pivot south to take in downtown’s office towers, which seem diminutive against the backdrop of mighty, ominous Mount Rainier, arguably the most impressive peak in North America.
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Point Defiance Park Rose Garden, Tacoma
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Skagit Valley in berry season








What you see in that 360-degree panorama is the essence of Washington, and it can be summed up in two words: mountains and water. The state has other worthy allures—charming towns, exceptional food and wine, some world-class cultural institutions—but you haven’t made the most of your visit unless you’ve been up on a mountainside (whether by car, bike, or foot) and out on the water (whether by ferry, kayak, or whale-watching cruise).
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Ilwaco waterfront





Of course, the water is bound to find you whether you like it or not. Washington is notoriously damp, and in the western part of the state that reputation is well earned. The Olympic Peninsula is truly the rainiest place in the United States, and for three seasons out of four the Puget Sound area is frequently drizzly and overcast. (In contrast, large swaths of less-traveled eastern Washington are desert dry.)


There are two ways to contend with the rain. You can embrace it like a local—bring your waterproof shoes and hat and go about your business. It often sprinkles but rarely pours; and after all, it’s the rain that makes the Olympic Peninsula a mossy, otherworldly wonder, with some of the tallest and oldest trees on the planet. Or you can come in summer, when the clouds disappear, the temperatures remain mild, and the place feels a lot like Eden.
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North Cascades National Park
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Cascades trail in fall.
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Winthrop









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Seattle


Washington’s single major metropolis has a uniquely Pacific Northwest take on city life. In the thriving urban core, historic Pioneer Square and Pike Place Market overlook the waters of Puget Sound, and the Space Needle offers panoramas of the city. Surrounding the city center is a cluster of laid-back residential neighborhoods that are studded with cultural attractions and an exceptional collection of urban parks. The city also boasts some of the country’s best restaurants, from hip new ventures helmed by celebrity chefs to old-school seafood joints.
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Space Needle observation deck





Olympic Peninsula and the Coast


Wet, lush, and wild, the Olympic Peninsula contains rain forests that are home to some of the largest trees on Earth; a rugged, misty coastline; and, at its heart, a mountain range accessible only on foot. Most of that territory is preserved as giant Olympic National Park, circled by U.S. 101. Naturally, you’ll find excellent hiking here. To the south the coast flattens out into long, sandy beaches dotted by fishing villages and family-focused resort communities. The water is too cold for all but the most intrepid swimmers; visitors content themselves with beachcombing, kite flying, and digging for clams.


San Juan Islands and North Puget Sound


The San Juan Islands archipelago is an idyllic summer getaway that seems to live in another time, where generations of vacationers have gone to unplug and relax. Each of the major islands has its own character. You can go boating in classic yacht-club style, kayak out of a hippie commune, climb a mountain, and bike through miles of rolling pasture. The most famous residents are the orca pods that inhabit the surrounding waters. Whidbey Island provides a similar experience closer to Seattle. In the North Puget Sound area, Skagit Valley is studded with tulips, and the outdoorsy city of Bellingham is the gateway to the North Cascades.




[image: image]


Haro Strait, west of San Juan Island, is populated by orca pods.
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North Cascades


For hardcore mountaineers, the North Cascades are Washington’s destination of choice. The jagged peaks are one of the wildest places in the Lower 48. You can get a taste of the scenery on the beautiful North Cascades Highway, but spending more time here requires some effort—the best way to experience North Cascades National Park is on a multiday backpack trip. More accessible destinations in the region include the resort area of Lake Chelan and the themed towns of Leavenworth and Winthrop.


Mount Rainier and the South Cascades


The highlights of the South Cascades are two iconic peaks. Mount Rainier, the undisputed king of the Cascades, is arguably the most impressive mountain in the contiguous United States, with a glacier-crowned peak that towers over the surrounding country and is visible over a 100-mile radius. Mount St. Helens, which experienced a massive eruption in 1980, is a testament to nature’s wrath and nature’s resilience. I-90 stretches east from Seattle and offers a hiking trail at virtually every exit.


Columbia River Gorge and Wine Country


Washington’s great river cuts through a steep, gorgeous gorge on the Oregon border that at its west end is blanketed with lush greenery and dozens of waterfalls, and 50 miles to the east has the parched desert beauty of New Mexico. Across the river, Hood River, Oregon, is a mecca for kiteboarding and windsurfing. To the east is the epicenter of Washington’s burgeoning wine industry. Visit vineyards, wineries, and tasting rooms in the Yakima Valley and more polished Walla Walla.


Eastern Washington


East of the Cascades, Washington flips the common stereotypes about the state on their head. The landscape is flat, dry desert, but irrigation from the Columbia has turned it into fertile farmland. Gargantuan Grand Coulee Dam is the region’s top tourist attraction. Near the Idaho border, Spokane, Washington’s second-largest city, feels more a part of the Rockies than the Pacific Northwest. The stunning natural Gorge Amphitheatre serves as a performance venue that draws national headliners.



When to Go



Summer is prime time for Washington. From mid-June to September the days are long and clear, with temperatures in the most alluring destinations seldom climbing above the mid-80s. You wouldn’t be blamed for thinking you’ve stumbled onto Eden. Summer is also the time when all of nature seems to be open for business. Mountain passes and high-altitude hiking trails have lost their last spring snow. The sunny, mild days are great for kayaking. Up in the San Juans the orca pods are out in full force.


Spring brings blooming flowers to the Skagit Valley, north of Seattle—especially notable during the Skagit Valley Tulip Festival in April. The mild weather of spring and fall is also well suited for visiting the Columbia River Gorge area on the Oregon border and the warmer regions that make up wine country, from the Yakima Valley to Walla Walla. Wineries in both areas have coordinated spring release and fall first-crush festivals.


Come winter the Cascades have numerous downhill runs. They won’t be mistaken for the Rockies, but Snoqualmie Pass is an easy day trip from Seattle, Mount Baker is a snowboarding haven, and Crystal Mountain has the most developed facilities, as well as spectacular views of Mount Rainier. Washington’s cross-country skiing has a world-class reputation, particularly on Mount Rainier and in the Methow Valley east of the Cascades.


The cultural attractions of Seattle make the city a destination for all seasons.



The Best of Washington



This itinerary takes you to Washington’s best-known and most distinctive destinations: a towering peak, an ancient rain forest, a windswept coastline, a turquoise lake, a whale-friendly archipelago, and one of America’s most appealing cities. Because so much of your time is spent outdoors, this trip is best suited for travel between June and September, during the long and glorious days of the Pacific Northwest summer. It’s doable in May and October as well. In those months you get less sunshine and more rain, but you’ll have fewer crowds to contend with.


You can pick any region of this itinerary for a shorter, more focused trip. There are suggestions here for overnight lodging, but, with the exception of Seattle, you can also camp for most of this trip. Washington boasts abundant campgrounds, some of them in spectacular locations.


Seattle


DAY 1


Depending on the logistics of your arrival, you may simply want to touch down in Seattle, have a good meal, and rest up. If you have time, head to the impressive Museum of Flight to the south of the central city on your way into town from Sea-Tac airport.


DAY 2


Seattle is a big, dynamic city with enough historical and cultural attractions to keep you busy for a month. Today, get the classic sightseeing experience by visiting Pioneer Square, Pike Place Market, and Seattle Center, home of the Space Needle.
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Pike Place Market





DAY 3


Get outside the tourist track to explore Seattle a little further. The city is a collection of colorful neighborhoods. If you only have time for one, make it Capitol Hill, which has fabulous restaurants, hopping nightlife, stately old mansions, and beautiful Volunteer Park, which is home to the exceptional Seattle Asian Art Museum. A little further afield, Ballard is also a great dining destination, as well as the site of Chittenden Locks, a feat of ambitious early-20th-century engineering that remains the crucial link in Seattle’s system of waterways.


Mount Rainier and the South Cascades


DAY 4


From Seattle a two-hour drive will get you to the White River entrance at the northeast corner of Mount Rainier National Park. A pretty, winding road climbs to the Sunrise area, a hub of park activity and the highest point on the mountain accessible by car. Get your bearings at the visitors center, have lunch at the cafeteria, and then head out for a couple of hours of alpine hiking.
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Paradise area, Mount Rainier National Park





In the late afternoon drive to the Crystal Mountain ski resort, where you’ll be spending the night. Take the gondola up to Summit House for dinner. It’s a pricey trip and the food is nothing special, but the spectacular view makes it all worthwhile: in one panorama you take in Mounts Adams and St. Helens to the south and Baker to the north, with majestic Rainier front and center.


DAY 5


Head back into the park and make the drive around to the other side of the mountain, stopping along the way for a short hike on the Grove of the Patriarchs Trail, which is like a museum of old-growth trees. The road west from there is another gorgeous drive, eventually climbing to the Paradise area, where there’s an impressive visitors center and a classic cedar lodge. After Sunrise and Crystal Mountain, this will be your third picture-book view of the mountaintop, each strikingly different from the others. It’s also the starting point for numerous trails; spend the afternoon and early evening hiking. If you want to take it easy, sign up for a ranger-led nature walk.


Have dinner at the Paradise Inn. You can bed down there, or at the inn near the Nisqually entrance in the southwest corner of the park, or at one of the hotels just outside the entrance in the town of Ashford. No matter where you stay, you’ll need a reservation.




Day Trips from Seattle


One of the appealing things about Seattle is what’s outside of town. An impressive range of day trips will get you far outside the city hubbub in less than two hours. Travel times given here are calculated from downtown Seattle.


ISLANDS


Some of the easiest getaways are the surrounding islands of the Puget Sound, which are only a ferry ride away.


• Bainbridge Island (45 min.): This attractive, affluent commuter and retiree community is just across Elliott Bay from downtown. A highlight is the Bloedel Reserve, which is reachable by bus from the ferry stop (click here).


• Vashon Island (1 hr.): Vashon is Bainbridge’s hipper, more agrarian, more remote neighbor to the south (click here).


• Whidbey Island (1:20): Get some of the laid-back charm of the San Juans on Whidbey. The south end of the island is just an hour and 20 minutes from Seattle (click here).


HIKES


• Tiger Mountain State Forest (1 hr.): The 80 miles of trails near Issaquah are a favorite of Eastside residents (click here).


• Mount Si (45 min.): This challenging ascent near Snoqualmie Falls is one of the most popular trails in the state (click here).


• Alpine Lakes Wilderness (1 hr.): Explore a giant region of high Cascades trails near Snoqualmie Pass (click here).


• Mountain Loop Highway (1:15): Hike through the part of the North Cascades most easily reached from the city (click here).


TOWNS


• Tacoma (40 min.): Visit some first-class museums and a great urban park (click here).


• La Conner (1:20): This riverside Skagit Valley artists’ colony has grown old gracefully (click here).


• Edison (1:20): This artsy town feels like a chunk of hipster Brooklyn plopped down in the middle of a field (click here).


• Bellingham (1:45): This super-relaxed, outdoorsy college town is reached by way of gorgeous Chuckanut Drive (click here).


AN AERONAUTICS MECCA


• Future of Flight Aviation Center & Boeing Tour (30 min.): In Mukilteo, take a firsthand look at how Boeing builds planes (click here).


WINE AND WATERFALLS


• Woodinville Wine Country (30 min.): The Woodinville area is home to scores of Washington winemakers, from the biggest (Chateau Ste. Michelle) to the tiniest boutiques (click here).


• Snoqualmie Falls (45 min): The biggest waterfall in the state is immortalized in the opening credits of Twin Peaks (click here).
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Snoqualmie Falls









WITH MORE TIME



Leaving Mount Rainier National Park from the Nisqually entrance, head west and then south on I-5 to the turnoff for Mount St. Helens—a 2.5-hour drive in total. As you approach the Johnston Ridge Observatory at the base of the volcano it’s hard not to be awed by the extent of the devastation caused by the eruption of St. Helens in 1980. The observatory is a first-class facility for viewing St. Helens and learning about the causes and consequences of the blast. Trails take you closer, and there are daily ranger-led walks.
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Orcas Island





Olympic Peninsula


DAY 6


Say goodbye to Rainier in your rearview mirror as you head west toward the Olympic Peninsula. Stop for lunch in the state capital, Olympia, at about the midpoint of a three-hour drive to Lake Quinault, located at the southern end of Olympic National Park. Here you’ll experience the lush, primordial forest that Washington is famous for. The rain forest surrounding the lake is home to some of the tallest trees in the world, several of which are easily accessible on short roadside trails.


You’re now in the rainiest region of the contiguous United States, averaging 150 inches a year, but the precipitation is seasonal—if you’re here in summer you stand a good chance of getting a dry day. If it is showering, though, you can still get a great look around from the comfort of your car on the Quinault Rain Forest Loop Drive. For your overnight stay you have the option of a national park lodge on the lake or one of several modest hotels in the area.


DAY 7


Start the day by getting a taste of Washington’s rugged Pacific coast. It’s a 45-minute drive to Ruby Beach, a classic example of the misty, pebble-strewn coastline, studded with haystacks (giant rock formations). You won’t need your swim trunks, but you’ll want your camera to capture the ethereal beauty.


From here U.S. 101 heads back inland and turns north; after a 75-minute drive you reach glacier-carved Lake Crescent, arguably the most beautiful lake in the state. You can stop along the way for lunch in Forks, the town made famous by the Twilight novels, but the sooner you get to the lake the more time you’ll have for an afternoon spent floating on its tranquil, turquoise-green waters. (Kayaks and canoes are available for rent.) There’s yet another national park lodge here where you can stay, or you can get a jump on the next day’s driving by heading east another half an hour to Port Angeles, where there are more lodging options.





DAY 8


In the morning head up to the only part of the Olympic Mountains that’s accessible by car, Hurricane Ridge, an hour’s drive from Lake Crescent or 35 minutes from Port Angeles. The trails here are a different kind of mountain experience from Mount Rainier. Fields filled with wildflowers give you vast vistas; you have a view to the north of the Strait of Juan de Fuca glimmering 5,000 feet below, and to the south of the neighboring Olympic peaks.


Come back down to sea level on the 90-minute drive to the charming town of Port Townsend at the northeast corner of the peninsula. There are lots of good dining options here, but if you want an earlier lunch you can stop at Sequim along the way. From Port Townsend take the 35-minute ferry ride to Keystone Landing on Whidbey Island. (You can reserve a place on the ferry.) You’ll be in Ebey’s Landing National Historical Reserve, which includes, 10 minutes from the ferry dock, the old fishing town of Coupeville, where you’ll spend the night. Spend the evening strolling the quaint streets that make up the town, and if you’re up for a short hike head to the bluffs above Parego Lagoon, where you get a gorgeous view of the Olympic Mountains and the Strait of Juan de Fuca.
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Ebey’s Landing, Whidbey Island
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English Camp, San Juan Island





WITH MORE TIME


For a longer itinerary for the Olympic Peninsula, see click here.


San Juan Islands


DAY 9


Drive north over the picturesque bridge at Deception Pass to the town of Anacortes, a 45-minute trip, and catch the ferry to Friday Harbor on San Juan Island. The 75-minute cruise through the archipelago is a beautiful way to get into the San Juans state of mind. You can reserve a place on the ferry online, and in summer it’s essential to do so. You also need to arrange lodging well ahead of time. There are lots of options—waterfront campsites, B&Bs, motels, fishing lodges, old-school resorts—but they all book up in summer.




Best Hikes


Whether you came to Washington to experience redwood-studded rain forests, take in sweeping mountaintop views, or spot a whale, hiking is the primary way of exploring Washington’s amazing variety of natural attractions. The state is laced with hundreds of miles of trails; try to pick the best, and you’re faced with an embarrassment of riches. Here are a few easy hikes that would qualify for any bucket list:


OLYMPIC PENINSULA


If you’re going to get out of your car just three times on the Olympic Peninsula, do so for three fabulous trails: one in the mountains, one in the woods, and one overlooking the ocean. On Hurricane Ridge, the Hurricane Hill Trail (1.6 miles, click here) through alpine meadows has views to set your spirits soaring. In the Quinault Rain Forest, the Trail of the Giants (2.5 miles, click here) takes you through stands of ancient, towering Douglas firs. And out on the far northwest corner, the Cape Flattery Trail (0.75 mile, click here) emerges from deep woods to give you a spectacular view of the Pacific coast.


SAN JUAN ISLANDS


There are 1.5 miles of coastal trails in San Juan’s Lime Kiln Point State Park (click here) that take you to a picturesque lighthouse and the best viewpoints on the islands for spotting the resident orcas. In Moran State Park on neighboring Orcas Island, the Cascade Creek Trail (3 miles, click here) is a beautiful wooded jaunt between two lakes.


NORTH CASCADES


You could spend a lifetime exploring the trails of the Cascades and never run out of new discoveries. To the north, the spectacular Mount Baker Highway leads to Heather Meadows (click here), where multiple trailheads give you options ranging from easy loops to daylong treks, all with fabulous views.


Within the North Cascades National Park Service Complex hiking trails number in the hundreds. Pair the Diablo Lake Trail (3.8 miles, click here) with a ferry ride on the lake. The short paved trail at Washington Pass (click here) provides wonderful views of Liberty Bell and Early Winter Spires peaks.


There’s another great collection of trails accessible from the scenic Mountain Loop Highway. One of the highlights is the trail to Lake 22 (2.7 miles, click here), which takes you through old-growth forest to mountain vistas and a beautiful alpine lake.
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Lake 22 trail off the Mountain Loop Highway





MOUNT RAINIER AND THE SOUTH CASCADES


Mount Rainier National Park has a summer’s worth of wonderful day hikes and friendly, experienced rangers who can help you narrow down your choices. From the Paradise area, the Skyline Trail (5.5-miles, click here) takes you up above the timberline. On the other side of the mountain, the trail to Dege Peak (1.7 miles, click here) leads to a viewpoint where, on a clear day, you can see as far as Mount Baker to the north and Mount Adams to the south.


South of Mount St. Helens you can get a different sort of hiking experience in the Ape Cave (1.5-3 miles, click here), a 12,810-foot-long lava tube. Headlamps are available for rent.





Where you stay should dictate your touring strategy. You’ll want to see American Camp, Lime Kiln Point State Park, English Camp, and Roche Harbor; begin with whichever is farthest from where you’ll bed down for the evening, and work your way toward your lodging from there.


DAY 10


If you didn’t have time for one of the main sights the previous day, you can make up for it in the morning, or you can choose to get out on the water. There are two classic options: rent a kayak and go for a paddle—if this is your first time here you should take a guided tour—or go on a whale-watching cruise to meet the resident orcas.


Take an early-afternoon ferry back to Anacortes, then drive back to Seattle. If traffic is clear it’s about a three-hour trip.


WITH MORE TIME


If your goal is to unwind and get away from it all, the best way to do that is to spend another night or two in the San Juans, either ferrying over to Orcas Island, or just staying put on San Juan, maybe paying a visit to one of the smaller sights such as the lavender farm or the winery, or hanging at Lime Kiln Point State Park and watching for whales in Haro Strait.


To explore Orcas Island, catch a morning ferry from Friday Harbor. Orcas has an even more laid-back feel, with more than its share of artists and eccentrics. Head north from the ferry terminal to the main town of Eastsound, where you can have lunch and do some window shopping, then continue on to Moran State Park and spend the afternoon taking in the view from the top of Mount Constitution, rowing a boat on Mountain Lake, and even having a lake swim. The restaurant at Doe Bay Resort is a great dinner choice on this part of the island. If you’re into the hippie vibe there it can also be a good place to spend the night, but if you prefer something more mainstream choose one of the lodging options back in the direction of Eastsound.


The next morning, start your day with a kayak trip. There are several possible launching points, including Doe Bay, Smugglers’ Villa Resort at the north end of the island, and Deer Harbor on the west side. No matter where you start, kayaking around Orcas gives you the opportunity to paddle by smaller outlying islands, where the only inhabitants are wildlife. In the afternoon pay a visit to isolated Orcas Island Pottery, a one-of-a-kind studio and shop with a beautiful waterfront location on the western side of the island. In the evening have dinner at one of Eastsound’s restaurants and take in the small-town nightlife.



Olympic Peninsula Road Trip



Jutting out on the western end of the state, the Olympic Peninsula is its own remote, lush world. At its center are the Olympic Mountains, which are largely accessible only on foot. The west side of the peninsula is the rainiest place in the Lower 48, with annual precipitation averaging as much as 150 inches. Trees love it; preserved within the Quinault and Hoh Rain Forests you’ll find thousand-year-old giants rising to world-record heights. Fortunately the rains are seasonal. In summer dry spells can last for weeks, making that the time to take this tour. Come in winter only if you find a gloomy romance in short, dark days and perpetual showers. This road trip follows U.S. 101 for most of the way as it loops around the peninsula.


Day 1


Starting from the Puget Sound area, head to Edmonds, half an hour north of Seattle, and make the half-hour ferry ride to Kingston. From there it’s an hour’s drive north to Port Townsend, the most charming town on the peninsula, with a historic, Victorian-style downtown. Stroll through town, make a visit to Fort Worden State Park, indulge in a good meal, and sack out at a quaint old waterfront hotel.


Day 2


From Port Townsend it’s a 1.5-hour drive to Hurricane Ridge, the one location in the Olympic Mountains accessible by car. Spend the morning and early afternoon on the trails there, then head down to Lake Crescent, an hour away to the west. Unwind by taking a kayak or canoe out onto the gorgeous, turquoise-blue lake, and spend the night along the water at the Lake Crescent Lodge.


Day 3


Head west on the scenic Strait of Juan de Fuca Highway until, after 1.5 hours, you reach the end of the road at Neah Bay, part of the Makah Indian Reservation. There you’ll find the fascinating Makah Museum and gorgeous Cape Flattery, where an easy hike takes you to northwesternmost point of the contiguous United States.


There’s no coastal road along the wild stretch of Pacific shoreline to the south; you’ll need to head back inland for a two-hour drive before returning to the coast at beautiful, mist-shrouded Ruby Beach. Take a late-afternoon stroll here, then head 10 minutes south to Kalaloch, where you can spend the night in waterfront lodging.


Day 4


The most famous destination on the peninsula is the Hoh Rain Forest, an hour’s drive to the northeast of Kalaloch. It’s a striking place with easily accessible, paved paths through moss-covered old-growth forest, and if you don’t mind some extra driving it’s a worthwhile detour. But you can save a couple of hours on the road by heading directly to your destination for the night, the national park lodge at Lake Quinault, 40 minutes southeast of Kalaloch. Quinault delivers a similar experience to the Hoh—rain forest, even bigger ancient trees, and short, easy trails—along with a glacier-carved lake, the lodge facilities, and other accommodations and dining options.


Day 5


Wrap up your trip by heading 2.5 hours south to Washington’s most appealing coastal resort area, the Long Beach Peninsula. (Kurt Cobain fans can make a pilgrimage stop along the way at his hometown of Aberdeen.) Do some beachcombing, fly a kite, and take in the charming resort-town atmosphere. Long Beach has been a vacation destination for over a century, and part of its appeal is its selection of old-school resort lodgings, along with some more contemporary choices. You have a good variety of places to choose from.
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Kurt Cobain Riverfront Park, Aberdeen
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Cape Flattery








Day 6


Dedicate the morning to Cape Disappointment State Park, located at the point where the Columbia River dramatically crashes into the Pacific. Along with pleasant hiking trails leading to great views, the park has a top-quality museum dedicated to the Lewis and Clark expedition, which reached the Pacific at this location. After that, start working your way back to Seattle. For a leisurely trip, drive two hours to Olympia, the pretty state capital, where you can do some exploring and overnight in a chain hotel or a B&B. If you’re ready to wrap things up, get on I-5 in Olympia, and if the traffic is clear you’ll be in Seattle in an hour.
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Hurricane Ridge Visitor Center, Olympic National Park







Best Skiing and Snowboarding


Washingtonians’ laid-back state of mind carries over into the skiing and snowboarding season. The slopes of the Cascades are mainly populated by families from in-state who are out for a day of fun. Most return home at the end of the day, so there isn’t an emphasis placed on lodges and après-ski facilities. The main downhill-skiing resorts include:


• Crystal Mountain: Washington’s top ski destination, located to the east of Mount Rainier, has more acreage and a higher elevation than any other slopes in the state (click here).


• The Summit at Snoqualmie: The four ski areas at Snoqualmie Pass benefit from their location, just an hour east of Seattle along the biggest highway over the Cascades, but relatively low elevation means less reliable snow accumulation than at higher ski resorts (click here).
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The Summit at Snoqualmie





• White Pass: There are fewer slopes and facilities here than at Crystal Mountain just to the north, making for a quieter scene. It has the virtue of being more accessible for skiers coming from east of the Cascades (click here).


• Mt. Baker Ski Resort: The main ski destination for Bellingham residents, Mount Baker historically has been known for its abundant snow—averaging 600 inches a year—and long season, from November through April. Conditions are well suited for snowboarding (click here).


• For cross-country skiing, the Methow Valley (click here) is a major destination. The Paradise area (click here) in Mount Rainier National Park and Hurricane Ridge (click here) in Olympic National Park are also popular. In addition, Hurricane Ridge has a small downhill area with two rope tows and a Poma lift, and Paradise is open for sledding.






Wine and Waterfalls: Columbia River Gorge and Wine Country



This is a particularly good trip if you’re coming from Portland or Vancouver, which are situated nearby, right along the Columbia. It’s a three-hour drive from Seattle to the itinerary’s starting point at the west end of the Gorge. If you’re coming from that direction, you might extend the trip a day and start off by making a visit to Mount St. Helens (click here). Another viable strategy if you’re starting in the Seattle area, especially if you’re a wine lover, is to make Mount Rainier (click here) your first stop, and from there head to Yakima and pick up the Wine Country part of the itinerary.


Columbia River Gorge


DAY 1


Spend your morning on the Oregon side of the Columbia, where the scenic drive east takes you past the West Gorge Waterfalls and you can tour the impressive Depression-era Bonneville Dam and its adjacent fish hatchery. Cross over the river at Cascade Locks, work in lunch at Skamania Lodge or in the town of Stevenson, and then head 10 miles west and spend the afternoon on the switchback path up Beacon Rock, an 848-foot-tall monolith that, after a surprisingly easy climb, provides an unbeatable view of the Gorge. Cross back over to the Oregon side to spend the evening in Hood River, a fun, hip little resort town. Have dinner at one of Hood River’s many brewpubs.
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Columbia River Gorge view from Beacon Rock







[image: image]

Rattlesnake Hills vines, Yakima Valley








DAY 2


Traveling east from Hood River, over the course of 30 miles the Gorge makes a remarkable transformation from forestland to dry, barren bluffs. Back on the Washington side, about 45 minutes east of Hood River, is one of the state’s most remarkable cultural institutions, the Maryhill Museum of Art. It contains a substantial, eclectic art collection, and is as impressive as it is incongruous.


Turn away from the river at this point, making the 1.5-hour drive on Route 97 to Yakima, your first stop in wine country. Along the way visit Goldendale Observatory, 13 miles past Maryhill. Its interpretive center has afternoon presentations, and the hilltop location provides good views of the surrounding region. In Yakima, the business hub for the surrounding farmland, your best lodging options are the plentiful chain hotels.


Wine Country


DAY 3


East of the town of Yakima, the Yakima Valley is a hotbed for Washington’s thriving wine industry. The most satisfying winery-touring area is the Rattlesnake Hills, where country roads northeast of I-82 take you to eclectic, friendly wineries. Owen Roe arguably produces the finest wine here, and Two Mountain Winery has the most fun tasting room, but all of the producers in the region take an accessible, unpretentious approach to their craft. Also in the valley, it’s worth stopping in the little town of Toppenish, which is decorated with more than 80 historical murals.


At the east end of the valley is the Tri-Cities area, a community of a quarter million with numerous chain hotels that are your best lodging choice. The main business is dismantling the Hanford nuclear site, a remnant of the atomic bombs dropped on Japan at the conclusion of World War II. It’s an interesting, sobering place that you can visit on the Hanford B Reactor Tour.


DAY 4


You get a different kind of wine country experience an hour east of the Tri-Cities in Walla Walla. While the Tri-Cities and Yakima have other priorities, winemaking is one of the main orders of business here, and as a result there’s a more hospitality-driven culture, with appealing places to stay and a charming little downtown where tasting rooms share the retail blocks with cute shops and many good restaurants. Your best approach is to stop by a winery or two west of town on your way in, stop for lunch in town, and then head back out to visit more wineries at the old airport or in the vineyard area to the south. If that’s too much wine for you, check out the historic Whitman Mission or Fort Walla Walla Museum instead. Wrap up the day with dinner back downtown at either Brasserie Four or Saffron.


DAY 5


If you’re headed back to Seattle, buckle in the next morning for the 4.5-hour drive, which will take you back through Yakima and over Snoqualmie Pass. If you’re driving a rental car, you can opt to drop it off at the airport and make one of the daily hour-long flights from Walla Walla to Seattle.
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West Seattle’s Seacrest Dock
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view of central Seattle from Gas Works Park.







Highlights


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


S Pike Place Market: Independent vendors sell a magnificent assortment of food, and a maze of halls and ramps leads to quirky, one-of-a-kind shops (click here).


S Central Library: This spaceship-like building set amid downtown’s skyscrapers is Seattle’s most interesting piece of architecture, both outside and in (click here).


[image: image]


S The Space Needle: You get a better view from downtown’s Columbia Tower, but it’s hard to resist the allure of the Space Needle, Seattle’s nerdy answer to the Eiffel Tower (click here).


S Seattle Asian Art Museum: An exceptional collection of Asian art is housed in a handsome art deco building that’s the centerpiece of Capitol Hill’s Volunteer Park (click here).


S Washington Park Arboretum and Japanese Garden: Stroll through a peaceful urban park that serves as an open-air museum of plants (click here).


S Chittenden Locks: The locks dividing the saltwater of Puget Sound from Seattle’s lakes and canals are a monumental work of civil engineering. Watch fish climb a ladder and boats rise and drop 20 feet as they pass through (click here).


S Discovery Park: Seattle’s largest and wildest park contains woodland, meadows, and two miles of beach—and is teeming with animal life (click here).


S The Museum of Flight: View one of the most impressive collections of aircraft in the world. You don’t have to be an aeronautics buff to be struck by the beauty of these machines (click here).





Seattle has many personalities to choose from. In Pike Place Market, vendors hawk fresh fish and produce from stalls that would look familiar to their predecessors from a century ago. Wander the streets around Pioneer Square, and you can still feel the Old West frontier character from the days when this was the launching point for the Klondike gold rush. Meanwhile, the unmistakable emblem of the city, the Space Needle, is a reminder that Seattle has been identified with innovation since long before the tech boom.


But the city is also rife with signs of modern-day progress, from the ever-expanding Amazon headquarters to the cargo vessels, laden with goods that have traveled from the other side of the world, that populate Elliott Bay. In the tree-covered hills north of Lake Union, Seattle’s old residential neighborhoods bustle with hipsters, liberal-leaning professionals, and aging hippies—and some of the city’s most innovative restaurants.


If Seattle feels collegiate, that’s in large part because it is: the University of Washington, with over 50,000 students, is located here. But even beyond the presence of UW, the college-town sensibility may be as close as you’re going to get to summing up the character of Seattleites. There’s a youthful energy to the city that transcends age groups. You sense it in the pervasive enthusiasm for outdoor recreation, facilitated by beautiful parks, lakes, and waterways; in the ubiquitous coffee shops, where serious denizens engage in soul-searching conversation; and in the local music scene, still thriving long after the grunge heyday. You feel it in the explosion of hip new restaurants that are the city’s current mania; and in the boundless ambition of the tech entrepreneurs who flock here with dreams of becoming the next Gates or Allen or Bezos.


The mix of idealism and ambition leads to intriguing contradictions. How, for instance, can Seattle be home to both Amazon—the nemesis of the small bookseller—and the most thriving independent-bookstore culture in America? If you want to solve that riddle, you need to come and see the city for yourself.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME



In just a couple of days, you can hit highlights of Seattle’s city center: Pioneer Square, Pike Place Market, the Space Needle and surrounding Seattle Center, downtown’s Central Library and Seattle Art Museum, and the aquarium and Olympic Sculpture Park along the waterfront. This can be managed entirely on foot or with minimal use of public transit or car services.


More time gives you the chance to experience a less touristed side of the city, including some of its best museums (such as the Museum of Flight and the Seattle Asian Art Museum). But you also have to make your lodging and transportation choices more carefully. To see the surrounding city you need to either have a car or learn the public transit system. If you have a car, you’re better off staying outside of the main hotel district downtown, where parking is expensive and traffic in and out can get bad. If you don’t have a car, the situation is reversed—downtown is the best place to stay, because it’s the hub for public transit.


Some visitors worry about Seattle’s reputation for rainy weather, but it’s not as big a concern as you might think. Seattle averages about 38 inches of rain a year—less than many other U.S. cities, including New York, Atlanta, Houston, and Washington DC. In summer, Seattle is gorgeous, with mild temperatures, long days, and very little precipitation. The rest of the year it seldom rains hard, but it often rains gently. (That’s where the reputation comes in.) But, even for outdoor sightseeing, the occasional drizzle barely amounts to a nuisance.


A bigger factor in winter is the shortness of the days. Seattle is the northernmost large city in the United States. At winter solstice you get less than 8.5 hours of daylight. If you live for the nightlife that may not be a problem, but otherwise the lack of sun can weigh on you. There’s no better explanation for why Seattleites drink so much coffee.


ORIENTATION


Downtown and the Waterfront


Seattle’s city center is compact: Walking from Pioneer Square through downtown, Pike Place Market, and Belltown to Seattle Center takes less than an hour. Downtown falls in the middle of it all, on a grid bordered by 1st and 7th Avenues and by Cherry and Stewart Streets. The business district is distinguished by its skyscrapers. There are a few significant sights here, but it’s more of a place for business than for pleasure. Even the swank restaurants and the numerous hotels are geared more toward business travelers than vacationers. Because of its central location downtown gets a lot of foot traffic. As you walk through you’re keenly aware that you’re in a hilly town. The avenues, which run parallel to the waterfront, are gradually sloped, but the streets, which run down toward the water, include some steep climbs.


Down a steep slope from Pike Place Market is the waterfront of Elliott Bay, which opens onto Puget Sound. At the south end of the bay massive cranes line the shore. On the waterfront directly below the market and downtown there’s a carnival-like atmosphere, with a Ferris wheel, a merry-go-round, an aquarium, and ferries taking tourists and commuters to West Seattle, Bainbridge Island, and Bremerton.


Pioneer Square and the International District


The most historic part of Seattle is the Pioneer Square neighborhood, a 20-block district of handsome redbrick and stone buildings that borders the southern end of downtown. Pioneer Square is a sightseeing destination by day and a restaurant and nightlife draw by night. It’s safe, but it’s also a gathering place for Seattle’s homeless at all hours.


Just to the southeast of Pioneer Square is another historic neighborhood, the International District. Dating back to the 1860s, waves of immigrants from China, Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam have made the ID their home. The ID is a prime destination for Asian restaurants, shops, and markets. The Wing Luke Museum is the neighborhood’s cultural showpiece.




Two Days in Seattle


DAY 1


Start your day at Pike Place Market, the historic landmark where locals and tourists connect. Grab a bite of breakfast, browse the shops and food stalls, and enjoy the quirky street performers. You could easily spend a full morning here, but for a more varied experience—especially if you’re traveling with kids—make the short walk down to the waterfront to visit the Seattle Aquarium and go up in the Seattle Great Wheel.


Start the afternoon by walking down First Avenue or hopping a convenient metro bus to Seattle’s oldest neighborhood, Pioneer Square. Refuel at one of the appealing lunch spots—Altstadt for sausages, Salumi for sandwiches, or Pizzeria Gabbiano for pizza—then take one of the underground tours and visit the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park museum to get a sense of Seattle’s early days.


Pike Place Market takes on another personality at night. Return there for dinner at Matt’s in the Market (for the great food) or The Pink Door (for the fun experience).


DAY 2


Begin the day by heading a few minutes north of downtown to Queen Anne Hill, where a great diner breakfast awaits at The 5 Spot, after which you can stroll over to Kerry Park for a gorgeous view of the skyline, Elliott Bay, Bainbridge Island, and Mount Rainier.


If you have a car, head next to Discovery Park for hiking and beachcombing, or to Chittenden Locks, a beautiful engineering marvel. Both are convenient to the abundant lunch options in the hip Ballard neighborhood. If you don’t have wheels, head by foot or public transit to nearby Seattle Center, where there’s a concentration of attractions, including the EMP Museum and Chihuly Garden and Glass.


No matter how you spend your afternoon, plan your evening around a trip to the top of Seattle Center’s Space Needle, a wonderful place to take in a 360-degree view of the sunset. Just down the street in the Belltown neighborhood have dinner at boisterous Tavolàta or the classy Dahlia Lounge.





Belltown


The residential Belltown neighborhood sits between downtown to the south, Pike Place Market and the waterfront to the west, and Seattle Center to the north. Visitors and locals from all those areas come to Belltown for the busy restaurant and nightlife scene.


Seattle Center and Queen Anne


Seattle Center, located north of downtown, was the site of the 1962 World’s Fair. The 74-acre fairgrounds have evolved into a cluster of museums, entertainment venues, playgrounds, and open-air stages. It’s the most tourist-focused part of town (with Pike Place Market and the waterfront a close second). There’s a lot to do here, including many kid-friendly activities. But the main attractions are pricey, and you may leave feeling like you haven’t experienced the real Seattle—though you’ll have gotten a great view of it from the Space Needle.


You don’t have to go far from Seattle Center to get a taste of laid-back local life. The neighborhood of Queen Anne is just to the west and north. The streets directly adjacent to Seattle Center make up Lower Queen Anne, a mix of hotels, apartment buildings, restaurants, and bars. A steep ascent takes you to Upper Queen Anne, one of Seattle’s most desirable residential neighborhoods, perched on the city’s tallest hill. It’s worth visiting to check out the restaurants and old Victorian mansions, but the highlights are the postcard-worthy vistas.


South Lake Union


As the name indicates, the South Lake Union area is located on the southern banks of Lake Union, between Route 99 and the Queen Anne neighborhood to the west and I-5 and Capitol Hill to the east. Throughout the 20th century it was an industrial and warehouse district. Today, online retailing giant Amazon is headquartered here, and on weekdays the streets teem with young Amazonians. Some good restaurants have sprouted up, but they cater primarily to an after-work clientele. You can get a dinner reservation here more easily than elsewhere in town, but after your meal you won’t find much in the way of nightlife.


The main sightseeing attraction is the Museum of History and Industry. Next door is the Center for Wooden Boats, a pleasant throwback where you can rent a vintage craft and take to the waters. In summer, the lake itself fills with kayaks, yachts, and floatplanes taking off or coming in for a landing.


Capitol Hill


I-5 divides Seattle’s downtown neighborhoods to its west from Capitol Hill to its east. Capitol Hill, one of Seattle’s liveliest, trendiest neighborhoods, shares some characteristics with New York’s Greenwich Village. Its south end, along parallel Pike Street and Pine Street, is a busy nightlife district filled with restaurants, bars, live music venues, and fringe theaters. It once catered to a predominantly gay clientele, and gay culture still thrives, but now the nighttime scene along the Pike-Pine corridor consists primarily of straight twentysomething partiers. Running north from Pike and Pine are Capitol Hill’s main commercial thoroughfares, Broadway and 15th Avenue. At the high point of Capitol Hill is Volunteer Park, the most elegant and carefully manicured public green space in the city.


The U District and Arboretum


The Lake Washington Ship Canal connects Lake Washington to Puget Sound and forms a dividing line through the central city. To this border’s north are mainly older residential neighborhoods—and the University of Washington, one of the largest urban universities in the United States. The neighborhood surrounding “U Dub” caters to the student body with bookstores, cafes, and inexpensive restaurants. The main drag is University Way south of 45th Street, commonly known as “the Ave.” It can be scruffy, but it has college-town energy and spirit.


One part of the university that’s definitely not scruffy is the Washington Park Arboretum, a 230-acre plot of parkland across the Montlake Bridge from the campus that’s home to more than 20,000 varieties of plants from around the world.


Fremont, Wallingford, and Green Lake


When people talk about Seattle being a city of neighborhoods they’re thinking of places like these three adjacent communities north of Lake Union. They’re made up of block after block of modest—though no longer modestly priced—Craftsman houses occupied by a population that ranges from young professionals to hippie retirees.


Each neighborhood has its own landmarks and commercial centers, where local shops predominate and restaurants are often at the vanguard of Seattle’s foodie culture. Wallingford is nearest to the university and has some off-campus student residents; its main attraction is the distinctive Gas Works Park along the northern banks of Lake Union. Fremont has long self-identified as Seattle’s center for counterculture and free spirits, a reputation it vigorously asserts each summer at the spirited, clothing-optional Fremont Solstice Parade. More sedate Green Lake, north of Wallingford, is home to the city’s zoo and a popular city park.


Ballard and Discovery Park


Ballard is northwest of Fremont, bordered to the south by the Lake Washington Ship Canal and to the west by Puget Sound. Historically, Ballard was populated largely by Scandinavian immigrants, and vestiges of Nordic culture remain, from pastry shops to festivals to a museum. To the surprise of many Seattleites, in the 2010s Ballard has become a hot neighborhood. Perhaps more than anywhere else in the city, it has felt the impact of young tech workers moving to town and looking for a hip and affordable place to live. Ballard Avenue is lined with stylish restaurants, and parking everywhere is a headache. Visitors are attracted to Ballard’s burgeoning dining and nightlife scene as well as its long-established sights, particularly Chittenden Locks, a crucial feature of Seattle’s waterways. Just to the south of the locks is Discovery Park, a former military base that’s now Seattle’s largest and wildest park.


South Seattle


On the way from Sea-Tac airport to the heart of town you’ll pass through some seemingly unremarkable industrial and residential neighborhoods, but there’s more here than meets the eye. South Seattle, as the area is collectively called, includes the neighborhoods of Columbia City, Beacon Hill, Georgetown, and SoDo, all of which have pockets of ethnic diversity and bohemian cool. While South Seattle is known for its up-and-coming restaurants and bar scene, it does have one major attraction, the Museum of Flight, which is arguably Seattle’s best and most distinctive museum.


West Seattle


Due west of South Seattle a stretch of elevated highway leads over the Duwamish River to West Seattle, a neighborhood that includes the southern cusp of Elliott Bay and Alki Point, where the city’s founders first settled before thinking better of it and crossing the bay to its east side. The area feels like a world apart from the rest of Seattle. There’s a bit of a California vibe to it, enhanced by the longest stretch of beachfront in the city. Out-of-town visitors come here to get some beach time and to take in the view of the downtown skyline.


Sights


Most visitors dedicate their time to the sights of downtown, the waterfront, and Seattle Center. Those are worthwhile places, but Seattle’s laid-back, liberal-minded culture comes through most clearly in the surrounding neighborhoods, where beautiful urban parks, stretches of waterfront, and appealing restaurants and shops are set amid snuggly packed blocks of Craftsman houses. Some of the best and most popular tourist attractions also require you to stray from the city center—particularly the Museum of Flight in South Seattle and the Chittenden Locks in Ballard.


DOWNTOWN AND THE WATERFRONT



S Pike Place Market



The Space Needle may be Seattle’s most famous icon, but Pike Place Market (Pike Pl. between Pike St. and Virginia St., 206/682-7453, www.pikeplacemarket.org) is its most charming and enduring landmark. Over the course of a century what started as a produce market has evolved into a warren of shops and stands supplying the city not just with vegetables but also fresh fish, meat, and flowers—as well as specialty foods, snacks, and tchotchkes.
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Pike Place Market





Entering the controlled chaos of Pike Place Market feels like stepping back into another time—namely the pre-World War II era, before supermarkets, fast food, and “big agra” came to dominate the American food supply. The vintage neon signs, the maze of arcades, and the vendors hawking their wares all contribute to the retro atmosphere. Though it can feel like a movie set, and tourists are the main clientele in the busy summer season, it’s still the real deal: The produce, fish, meat, and flowers available are of high quality, the prepared foods are delicious and diverse, and quirky, one-of-a-kind shops are tucked away in the more remote corners.


The market is bigger than it appears at first glance. It consists of 20 buildings covering nine acres. There are some 250 stores, 75 fruit and vegetable stands, 200 craft vendors, and 30 restaurants. Though fish is central to the market’s identity, there are only four fresh-seafood retailers. Here is an overview of how the pieces of the market puzzle fit together.


THE MAIN ARCADE, NORTH ARCADE, AND DOWN UNDER


The market’s epicenter is beneath the big neon “Public Market” sign and clock in the Main Arcade, at the point where Pike Street meets Pike Place. Under the sign you’ll find Rachel the Pig, the market’s bronze mascot, and about 100 feet up Pike Street near the corner of 1st Avenue is the market information booth, where you can get a map and a list of merchants.


A few feet behind Rachel is Pike Place Fish, where the wisecracking crew is famous for throwing fish from the display case to the packaging area behind the counter. There’s some question about how and why the practice got started, but now it’s strictly a piece of market theater. The same fish get tossed repeatedly until, the worse for wear, they’re donated to the zoo for animal feed.


The Main Arcade stretches north along Pike Place and is packed with vendors selling produce, specialty foods, meat, and more fish. Two historic diner-style restaurants, Lowell’s and the Athenian Inn, are situated side by side, both with knockout Elliott Bay views. As you work your way down the aisle the space narrows and becomes the North Arcade, where you encounter flower stalls offering some of the market’s best bargains, followed by tables filled with handmade crafts, including jewelry, pottery, and toys.


The Main and North Arcades are some of the busiest places in the market. Find more elbow room by taking the ramp to the floors below, known as the Down Under, where quirky retail shops sell, among other things, art, antiques, comic books, and model cars.


THE EAST SIDE OF PIKE PLACE


If you cross Pike Place at the far end of the North Arcade and head back in the direction you came you’ll encounter a series of market buildings—a combination of original early-20th-century structures and 1980s renovations and additions—on your left-hand side housing more shops, food stands, and eating establishments. There’s likely to be a line out the door at the original Starbucks. Killjoys contend that this isn’t the original Starbucks at all, and in a way they’re right: The first location, selling beans and ground coffee, was half a block to the north, but this store, opened in 1976, was the first to sell prepared coffee drinks. It retains its original design and signage, giving it a historic feel.


Starbucks aside, this is the most tourist-friendly part of the market. If you’re here on vacation you probably won’t be buying a fresh salmon or a bunch of carrots, but you’re likely to be enticed by the abundance of prepared foods on this side of the street. The buildings have mazelike layouts that are fun to explore; the biggest of them, the Sanitary Market, gets its name from the fact that it was once the only part of the market complex where horse-drawn carts weren’t allowed.


The eastern side of the market sits on a steep slope. Climbing a short half block you reach Post Alley, a pedestrian-only thoroughfare that’s given over primarily to restaurants and bars. While the rest of the market goes to bed early, Post Alley likes to stay up late.


THE ECONOMY MARKET


South of the Sanitary Market you’re back at the information booth. If you’ve made the loop up and down Pike Place you’ll have passed by all of the classic open-air vendors, but there’s still more to see. The Economy Market Building south of Pike Street houses more shops, including a couple of excellent specialty stores, Delaurenti’s and MarketSpice, as well as Tenzing Momo, the oldest and largest herbal apothecary on the West Coast.


Outside the Economy Market a cobbled street leads down to Lower Post Alley, where there are more bars and restaurants, a theater, and Seattle’s most unsanitary tourist attraction, the Gum Wall. For over 20 years passersby have been sticking their used chewing gum here, making for a novel albeit kind of gross sight. The wall was steam-cleaned in 2015, but chewers immediately began building a new Gum Wall.


Seattle Aquarium


The highlight of the touristy Elliott Bay waterfront is Seattle Aquarium (1483 Alaskan Way, 206/386-4300, www.seattleaquarium.org, daily 9:30am-5pm, $22.95, youth 4-12 $14.95). Just past the ticket booth is a floor-to-ceiling tank filled with fish native to the region. It’s the entrance to a midsized facility that’s geared primarily to kids, but the displays are diverse and creative enough to engage grown-ups as well. Favorite attractions for young visitors are the touch tanks filled with starfish, sea urchins, and anemones, and the pools outside where gregarious seals and otters drift and frolic. The most visually striking exhibits are the Underwater Dome, in which you’re surrounded by sea life, and an arch filled with ghostly moon jellyfish that looks like it would fit in at Chihuly Garden and Glass up the road.


The aquarium has put forward plans for a major expansion that would increase exhibit space by 80 percent. This piece of the city’s massive waterfront makeover likely won’t come to fruition until the early 2020s.


Seattle Great Wheel


It’s a small irony that the Seattle Great Wheel (1301 Alaskan Way, 206/623-8607, http://seattlegreatwheel.com, daily 10am-10pm, $13, youth 4-11 $8.50) sits at the tip of Pier 57 on the waterfront, the lowest point in a hilly city, meaning that at its apex it reaches about the same elevation as street level in nearby downtown. That said, as the 175-foot-tall Ferris wheel lifts you high above the water the resulting views are impressive. The wheel has 42 enclosed glass gondolas, each with a capacity of eight people. Your ticket gets you three spins around, which take about 15 minutes total.




Seattle’s Best Views


Seattle is a hilly city surrounded by bodies of water, with prominent mountain ranges to the east and west that include what’s arguably the most visually striking peak in the United States. It’s inevitable that you’re going to get some fantastic views here—especially on a clear day. Here are some tips for where to find them:


THE SPACE NEEDLE VS. COLUMBIA CENTER


Two man-made observation points compete for primacy: the iconic Space Needle in Seattle Center and the less famous Columbia Center office tower downtown. They’re the only two places in the city where you pay for the view, and neither is a bargain, so visitors usually choose one or the other.


Strictly in terms of the view, Columbia Center is more impressive. The observation area is significantly higher than the Space Needle (902 feet versus 520), delivering a broader vista, and the location is more interesting too, directly above the sports stadiums, the seaport, Elliott Bay, and downtown. The Space Needle makes up for its shortcomings with better bells and whistles. It’s fun to go outside on the observation deck (Columbia Center has a standard office-tower window view), and creative interactive displays enhance the experience. If you’re a view purist, Columbia Center is a better choice. If you (or your kids) want a more whiz-bang experience, opt for the Space Needle. The views there are still striking, just not as striking.
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view from Columbia Center’s Sky View Observatory





NATURAL HIGHS


Take advantage of Seattle’s hills to get elevated views without going up in a tower. Kerry Park on Queen Anne Hill has the best from-the-ground view of the city, looking out over the Space Needle and downtown, with Mount Rainier visible on clear days. Capitol Hill’s Volunteer Park has a good, though more distant, view of the city center as well. Climb the park’s water tower for a glimpse of the Cascades.


THE SKYLINE


Enjoy a great view of the city skyline from across the water in West Seattle at Seacrest Dock, where the water taxi lands, or anywhere along the neighboring shore. Gas Works Park, on the north side of Lake Union, has another pleasing waterside view, made more entertaining in summer by the parade of boat and floatplane traffic on the lake.


SUNSETS


You get the best sunset views along the water, with the Olympic Mountains stretched out on the western horizon. Most summer evenings you’ll find groups of sunset watchers at Alki Beach in West Seattle, Olympic Sculpture Park west of Seattle Center, the beach at Discovery Park, and Golden Gardens Park in Ballard. On a bluff just south of Golden Gardens, Sunset Hill Park (7531 34th Ave. NW) exists for one reason only.


VIEWS OF MOUNT RAINIER


When the weather is overcast you won’t see Mount Rainier no matter where you are. When it’s clear, though, the mammoth, looming peak is hard to miss—it’s visible from anywhere that has an unobstructed southern outlook. The most beautifully composed Rainier view is on the University of Washington campus, where the Rainier Vista is laid out to frame the mountain. You also get a gorgeous view of Rainier as you’re driving south on I-5 between downtown and the airport. For many visitors it’s a memorable way to say farewell to Seattle and Washington.





Columbia Center and Sky View Observatory


The king of Seattle skyscrapers is Columbia Center (701 5th Ave.). It rises 933 feet above the streets of downtown, making it the tallest building in Washington State and the second tallest on the West Coast (after the U.S. Bank Tower in Los Angeles). The sleek, smoked-glass tower was completed in 1985 and belongs to its era. If Gordon Gekko had lived in Seattle, his office would have been here.


You don’t have to be a tycoon to take in the spectacular view. From 902 feet up at the 73rd-floor Sky View Observatory (206/386-5564, www.skyviewobservatory.com, daily 9am-10pm, $14.25, youth 6-12 $9) you look out over the city and Puget Sound, with Mount Baker to the north and Rainier to the south bookending a horizon of mountaintops. The downtown location gives you a bird’s-eye view of the sports stadiums, the giant cranes of the seaport, the activity on Elliott Bay, historic Smith Tower, and the neighboring skyscrapers.


The view is fantastic, but the amenities are pretty bare-bones. You’re on a floor in a 1980s-era office tower, minus the offices. There are wraparound windows, some seating, a snack counter, and signage describing the highlights of what you’re looking at. To get the most out of the experience it helps to have some knowledge of Seattle (or to bring a companion who knows the city and can point things out to you).



S Central Library



The most striking piece of downtown architecture is Seattle Public Library’s Central Library (1000 4th Ave., 206/386-4636, www.spl.org, Mon.-Thurs. 10am-8pm, Fri.-Sat. 10am-6pm, Sun. noon-6pm, free), an 11-story structure that takes up an entire city block and looks like a giant steel-and-glass cube caught in the midst of transforming into a spaceship.


Inside, the 363,000-square-foot building has both an atrium-like openness and the out-of-the-way nooks and crannies you’d expect from a classic research library. It hosts worthwhile literary and cultural events for adults and kids virtually every day of the week, and it also has free, fast WiFi, so there are some good reasons to visit even if you’re not looking for a book. And it’s fun just to spend an hour poking around. At one of the information desks, pick up a brochure, which gives details about the highlights and explains how to take a tour using your cellphone.


Entering from the 4th Avenue side, a ride up the chartreuse escalator takes you to the “living room,” where you’ll find the fiction section, a coffee stand, and space to sit and read beneath a 50-foot ceiling and a sloping wall of glass. Another trip on the escalator leads to the “mixing chamber,” where you can consult with reference librarians or simply use one of the 100-plus computers available. The final stop is the 10th-floor reading room, which has the building’s most dramatic views. To get there the escalator ascends through the center of the book spiral—30 miles of shelves containing over a million volumes, spread over four stories that spiral gently upward, so that from bottom to top you don’t climb a step.


Seattle Art Museum


The Seattle Art Museum (1300 1st Ave., 206/654-3100, www.seattleartmuseum.org, Fri.-Sun. and Wed. 10am-5pm, Thurs. 10am-9pm, $19.50, youth 13-17 $12.50, 12 and under free) originated in 1933, and its expansion over the decades has reflected the growth and growing status of the city. Today it occupies half a block of downtown in a 312,000-square-foot facility spread over four floors and two seamlessly connected buildings.


The collection is suitably wide ranging, fulfilling SAM’s role as Seattle’s major art institution. There are galleries of work from Europe, Asia, Africa, Australia, the Middle East, and North America, including a wing of Native American art. Modern and contemporary pieces give SAM a chance to show off its whimsical and daring sides, both of which are conspicuous in Cai Guo-Qiang’s Inportune: Stage One, a sculpture consisting of nine Ford Tauruses bedecked with strips of blinking lights and suspended from the ceiling of the main lobby. Within the museum the setting is more than equal to the art. Spaces range from intimate to expansive, and they’re all gracefully lit.


Along with the downtown location, SAM has a sculpture park (with no admission fee) located along Elliott Bay north of Pike Place Market, and a museum dedicated to Asian art (where you can get in free with a ticket stub less than a week old from the downtown SAM) in Volunteer Park on Capitol Hill.


Frye Art Museum


Set among First Hill’s hospitals and apartment buildings, the Frye Art Museum (704 Terry Ave., 206/622-9250, http://fryemuseum.org, Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun. 11am-5pm, Thurs. 11am-7pm, free) is what you might classify as a boutique art-going experience. It was created and endowed by early Seattle business magnate Charles Frye and his wife, Emma, to display their collection of 230 19th- and early-20th-century German paintings. From that foundation the museum’s collection has expanded to include American and other European work of the same era.


Starting from that limited focus, the Frye’s curators liven things up by presenting an interesting range of temporary exhibits, usually involving modern and contemporary art. The galleries are handsome and well maintained, and there’s a pleasant cafe, all of which makes the Frye a good spot to spend a relaxed morning or afternoon in a location that’s removed from the tourist fray. It’s also the best bargain in town: Not only is there no admission charge, but parking is also free in the adjacent lot.


PIONEER SQUARE AND THE INTERNATIONAL DISTRICT


Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park


Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park (319 2nd Ave. S, 206/220-4240, www.nps.gov/klse, June-Aug. daily 9am-5pm, Sept.-May daily 10am-5pm, free) is actually a museum devoted to the late-1890s gold rush. The event made a few prospectors rich and left many more of them poor, but its greatest lasting impact was on the development of Seattle.


The city was the launching point for the rush north to Alaska. It triggered a frenzy of development that proved crucial in establishing Seattle’s role as the leading metropolis of the Pacific Northwest. Re-creations of period structures (a miner’s cabin, a supply shop), displays focusing on individual participants in the rush, and two 20-minute films combine to give you a good overview of this key period in the early life of the city. In summer, park rangers also lead free tours of Pioneer Square on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday starting at 2pm.


Seattle Metropolitan Police Museum


For an overview of the city’s sometimes tumultuous law-enforcement history, head a block west from the gold rush museum to the Seattle Metropolitan Police Museum (317 3rd Ave. S, 206/748-9991, www.seametropolicemuseum.org, Tues.-Sat. 11am-4pm, $4, youth under 12 $2). Two halls are filled with cases displaying weapons, uniforms, and badges, along with photos and text and some larger artifacts, including a communications switchboard and an old jail cell.


Smith Tower


When it was built in 1914, 42-story Smith Tower (506 2nd Ave., 206/622-4004, http://smithtower.com) was the tallest building in the United States west of the Mississippi, and it remained the tallest structure on the West Coast until the erection of the Space Needle in 1962. Today it’s dwarfed by downtown’s skyscrapers just to the north—the biggest, the Columbia Center, is more than twice its height—but it remains a Seattle icon, drawing visitors to its 35th-floor observation deck and Chinese Room, an ornately decorated meeting space.


In the 21st century the tower has had a hard time attracting tenants to its offices. It changed ownership in 2015 and was closed to the public for renovation, with plans to reopen sometime in 2016. Check the website for its current status.


Underground Tours


Early Seattleites in the Pioneer Square area had to contend with daily flooding at high tide. The city fathers’ answer to the problem was audacious: They used landfill to raise the streets anywhere from 10 to 35 feet higher, turning the ground floor of every building into the basement.


Find out all of the details of the story on one of Seattle’s underground tours, which take you beneath the streets to see the half-buried remnants of the early city. The experience is a bit like walking through a dingy basement, but it’s fascinating nonetheless. The long-established Bill Speidel’s Underground Tour (608 1st Ave., 206/682-4646, www.undergroundtour.com, $19, youth 7-12 $9) takes you on a jocular exploration, mixing history with wisecracks. Beneath the Streets (102 Cherry St., 206/624-1237, www.beneath-the-streets.com, $15, youth 7-12 $8) is less playful and heavier on the facts.


The Wing Luke Museum


In the International District, The Wing Luke Museum (719 S. King St., 206/254-0811, www.wingluke.org, Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm, $14.95) is devoted to the Asian Pacific immigrant experience in and around Seattle. It’s housed in a handsomely repurposed hotel that for much of the 20th century served as a residence for wave after wave of Asian laborers looking for a better life in America. The first and second floors have galleries with exhibits on the multiplicity of Asian Pacific cultures present in Seattle. On the first floor is a gallery room dedicated to martial arts superstar and Seattle native Bruce Lee.


Tours are a big part of the experience here. The price of admission includes a 45-minute tour of the upper floors of the hotel, where little has changed from when they were last occupied decades ago. Longer neighborhood tours, some including a meal, are also available for an additional charge.



BELLTOWN



Olympic Sculpture Park


The Seattle Art Museum’s outdoor annex, Olympic Sculpture Park (2901 Western Ave., 260/654-3100, www.seattleartmuseum.org, daily dawn-dusk, free), sits at the north end of the downtown waterfront, a couple of blocks west of Seattle Center. It occupies nine acres of former industrial space divided into three sections—Valley, Grove, and Shore—connected by a Z-shaped path that passes over a street and railroad tracks. The park’s modern design feels both austere and peaceful. You’re conscious of both the urban setting around you and the majestic Olympic Mountains floating on the horizon above Elliott Bay.


The sculpture is modern as well—pieces are elegant, jarring, and whimsical, occasionally all at the same time. Among the most conspicuous are Richard Serra’s giant steel Wake, which takes up most of the Valley section; Alexander Calder’s Eagle, ideally perched to take in the view; and Jaume Plensa’s Echo, the 46-foot-tall head of a girl, rendered in white marble dust, facing the water and the mountains with eyes closed.


SEATTLE CENTER AND QUEEN ANNE



S The Space Needle



A lot has changed at Seattle Center since the 1962 World’s Fair, but the biggest attraction remains the Space Needle (400 Broad St., 206/905-2100, www.spaceneedle.com, daily 8am-midnight, $24 adults, $14 youth 4 to 12, discounts available before 10am or after 6pm). The 605-foot-tall tower was built for the fair and has become Seattle’s definitive landmark. It’s a piece of space-age kitsch that has grown respectable over time, symbolizing the guileless, innovation-minded ambition that has been at the heart of some of Seattle’s greatest successes, from microcomputers to grunge rock.
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The Space Needle





Experiencing the Space Needle means taking the 41-second elevator ride up to the 520-foot-high observation deck. As you walk around the outdoor deck you can see the towers of downtown; the docks of Elliott Bay and the ships traversing Puget Sound; Lake Union, with glimpses of little Green Lake and big Lake Washington beyond it; and, along the horizon, the Olympic and Cascade mountain ranges, dominated by majestic Mount Rainier. The observation deck is the main attraction, but you also get a view from the inside area, where you’ll find interactive displays, a snack bar, and beer and wine concessions.


During the summer tourist season there’s usually a line to go up, especially in the afternoon. You can cut down on the wait by buying your ticket in advance online. You benefit, of course, from visiting on a clear day. The deck is open until midnight, and the nighttime view has the romantic allure of a landscape covered in twinkling lights. For the best of both worlds, come at sunset.


You can get a bargain of sorts by having lunch at SkyCity (206/905-2100; lunch Mon.-Fri. 11:30am-2pm, dinner Sun.-Thurs. 4:30pm-8:15pm and Fri.-Sat. 4:30pm-9:15pm, brunch Sat.-Sun. 10am-2:45pm; $27-64), the rotating restaurant one level below the observation deck. Prices are inflated, but diners don’t pay the charge to take the elevator up. Every table has a view, and when you’re finished you can go to the deck for a further look. If you’re careful about what you order you can wind up paying only $10 or $15 more a head for your meal than it would have cost you for the elevator ride alone. (At lunch there’s a minimum charge of $25 per person; at dinner it’s $35.)


Chihuly Garden and Glass


Next door to the Space Needle is Chihuly Garden and Glass (305 Harrison St., 206/753-4940, www.chihulygardenandglass.com, Mon.-Thurs. 8am-9pm, Fri.-Sun. 8am-10pm, $25, youth 4-12 $16), an exhibition space dedicated to Seattle’s most famous artist. For half a century Dale Chihuly has been making glass sculptures. His work combines characteristics of Louis Comfort Tiffany, Jackson Pollock, and Andy Warhol. Like Tiffany, he works with brilliantly colored glass and often mimics the beauty found in nature. Like Pollock, he uses the force of gravity to shape his work, with many pieces capturing a sense of motion as glass cools and hardens while traveling through air. Like Warhol he’s an impresario, overseeing a team of artisans who execute his pieces. Also like Warhol, he’s a master self-promoter.


Most people have a visceral reaction to Chihuly’s vibrant, intricate work. If you like it, you will love Chihuly Garden and Glass. If you’re not so into it, this is your best chance of being won over—the displays here present the art in the most flattering setting imaginable. Eight themed rooms, each dramatically lit, touch on Chihuly’s inspirations, including flowers, sea life, and the crafts of Pacific Northwest Indians. A glass conservatory is strategically located so that the Space Needle becomes a backdrop for the sculpture, and outside a garden is filled with real flowers and more luminous glass. Bring your camera; photography is encouraged.


There are two short films to give you some context, and a cafe decorated with items from Chihuly’s wide-ranging collections—including dozens of accordions hanging from the ceiling as if in flight. In summer there are weekly evening concerts in the garden, and in the spring and fall there are sometimes glass-blowing demonstrations.


EMP Museum


In 2000 the EMP Museum (325 5th Ave. N, 206/770-2700, www.empmuseum.org, June-Aug. daily 10am-7pm, Sept.-May daily 10am-5pm, $25, youth 5-17 $16) opened as the Experience Music Project, dedicated to rock and pop music with an emphasis on the Pacific Northwest. In the ensuing years it has expanded its scope to appeal to a larger audience. There are still exhibits on Jimi Hendrix and Nirvana, but they now share space with elaborate galleries devoted to computer games and to movies and other works in the genres of science fiction, fantasy, and horror.


If there’s a unifying theme, it’s pop culture obsession. Kurt Cobain’s handwritten lyrics, Captain Kirk’s command chair from Star Trek, and Jack Nicholson’s ax from The Shining are displayed like holy relics. Most fans will relish the experience, though because the topics covered are so broad, hardcore devotees may find some treatments superficial.


There are lots of interactive displays aimed at kids—they can create their own fantasy worlds or rock out in a simulated live concert. And part of the experience is the building itself, an undulating, shiny metallic structure designed by famed architect Frank Gehry.


Gates Foundation Visitor Center


Across the street cattycorner to the EMP, the Gates Foundation Visitor Center (440 5th Ave. N, 206/709-3100, ext. 7100, www.gatesfoundation.org/Visitor-Center, Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, free) sits on the ground floor of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, a philanthropic organization with global ambitions and an endowment of over $40 billion. Using a short film and four rooms of interactive displays, the center attempts to answer the question, “What is the richest person in the world doing to help humanity?” That turns out not to be such an easy task. The foundation’s far-reaching goals prove difficult to encapsulate, and the displays feel by turns confusing, overly simplistic, and self-promotional. That said, you come away with a clear sense that the foundation is bringing the same innovative, entrepreneurial spirit to philanthropy that Bill Gates brought to the software business.


Pacific Science Center


After the Space Needle, the most distinctive structure remaining from the 1962 World’s Fair is the Pacific Science Center (200 2nd Ave. N, 206/443-2001, www.pacificsciencecenter.org, mid-June-Aug. daily 10am-6pm, Sept.-mid-June Mon.-Fri. 10am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 10am-6pm, $19.75, youth 6-15 $14.75, 3-5 $11.75). Tall, spindly white arches towering over the center’s buildings and large courtyard create a retro space-age atmosphere—it feels like you’re in The Jetsons. Inside there’s a lot going on, including two Imax theaters (one for 3-D commercial releases, one for educational films), a laser dome, and a small planetarium, all of which require additional admission fees.


The center’s exhibits are geared toward kids, with target audiences ranging from grade-schoolers to teens. Some of them feel dated, but especially for younger kids that’s not a problem. They seem delighted by the many buttons to push and levers to pull, as well as the mechanized dinosaurs and giant bugs, and the real-life mole rats and butterflies. For older kids and adults there are changing exhibits with a more topical, hard-science bent, usually put together in conjunction with one of the local universities or research centers.


Seattle Children’s Museum


In the middle of Seattle Center is the multipurpose Armory building, and in the middle of the Armory is Seattle Children’s Museum (305 Harrison St., 206/441-1768, http://thechildrensmuseum.org, Mon.-Fri. 8am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 8am-6pm, all ages $8.25). The name is misleading: It’s not a museum with exhibits, but instead a 22,000-square-foot play area divided into different themed sections, including a stage where kids can put on improvised productions, a mountain they can climb on and camp out in, and a “global village” replicating settings from Ghana, Japan, and the Philippines.


The stated audience is children from 10 months to 10 years of age, but the museum is geared primarily to preschoolers. The goal is to give them a few prompts and let their imaginations take over. It’s a low-tech environment—there are no touch screens or other computerized features—and kids seem to love it precisely because they aren’t being overloaded with outside stimulation. All drop-in visitors must be accompanied by an adult, but in summer and during most periods when school isn’t in session there are half- and full-day camps that don’t require parental supervision.


Other Seattle Center Sights


For kids looking to blow off some steam (without putting a further dent in their parents’ wallets), there’s the free Artists at Play, a colorful and creative playground located between the Armory and the EMP. Northwest of the Armory the International Fountain functions as a public square, where kids and grown-ups alike can splash in the water or hang out on the edges of the fountain’s massive basin. West of the Armory and just south of Key Arena, Seattle Center Skatepark (dawn-dusk, free), aka SeaSk8, is a 10,000-square-foot skateboarding facility.


Another Seattle Center novelty is the monorail ($2.25), which is little changed from when it first started running at the 1962 World’s Fair. It departs every 10 minutes and has only one stop, downtown’s Westlake Center. It starts running at 7:30am on weekdays and 8:30am on weekends and shuts down between 9pm and 11pm, depending on the season.



Kerry Park



Amid the handsome old houses on Queen Anne Hill there are several small parks that provide gorgeous vistas. Kerry Park (211 W. Highland Dr., 24 hrs.) looks south over the Seattle Center, downtown, and Elliott Bay, with Mount Rainier visible on clear days. It’s the classic place to take an all-encompassing photo of the city—you get the Space Needle, the skyscrapers, and the state’s mightiest mountain all in one frame. The tiny park consists mainly of a viewing deck, with steps down to a playground.


A less well-known Kerry Park alternative is Bhy Kracke Park (pronounced “by cracky,” 1215 5th Ave. N, 4am-11:30pm). It’s a steep plot of land sandwiched amid the houses about three-quarters of a mile to Kerry’s east. It also has great downtown views, shifted a few degrees east to encompass Lake Union.


For a look in another direction head a quarter-mile west of Kerry Park to Marshall Park (1191 7th Ave. W, 4am-11:30pm). From here the postcard vista is to the west, looking out onto Puget Sound and the Olympic Mountains.


SOUTH LAKE UNION


Museum of History and Industry


The Museum of History and Industry (860 Terry Ave. N, 206/324-1126, www.mohai.org, Fri.-Wed. 10am-5pm, Thurs. 10am-8pm, $17, youth 14 and under free), universally known by its acronym MOHAI, provides a comprehensive overview of Seattle’s past mixed with a dose of civic boosterism. It’s situated in Lake Union Park on the southern bank of Lake Union in the Naval Reserve Armory, where it moved in 2012.


The armory has been gracefully restored, with a central atrium encircled by three upper floors. It makes a striking first impression: Boeing’s original commercial aircraft hangs from the ceiling, parked nearby is a pink “toe truck” that’s a kitschy local icon, and at the other end of the hall there’s a towering sculpture made from the remnants of an old schooner. Most of the ground floor consists of the Bezos Center for Innovation, a series of displays that celebrate Seattle’s greatest business successes and promote creative thinking in visitors, especially younger ones. Upstairs, more conventional exhibits take you through the history of the city.


As you tour MOHAI you can sense that the museum has multiple, sometimes conflicting goals—to engage kids, educate the general public, and pay homage to the city’s business leaders. For visitors who are unfamiliar with the history of Seattle, some of the displays may be difficult to appreciate, and it’s easy to come away from the Bezos Center with the sense that it’s a little too reverential. The greatest strength of the museum is its collection of artifacts, particularly as displayed in its changing themed exhibits, which are consistently entertaining and informative.


The Center for Wooden Boats


At the charming Center for Wooden Boats (1010 Valley St., 206/382-2628, http://cwb.org, Mar.-mid-Apr. Tues.-Sun. 10am-6pm, mid-Apr.-Aug. daily 10am-8pm, Sept.-Oct. daily 10am-7pm, Nov.-Feb. Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm, free) you can visit the modest exhibition space, chat with the laid-back staff, and walk the docks to check out the collection of small antique craft, including sailboats, steamboats, and longboats.
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The Center for Wooden Boats





The center also rents rowboats, pedal boats, and sailboats ($30-40/hr.) and every Sunday conducts free group rides on its multipassenger vessels—sign-up is first come, first served starting at 10am, and the hour-long trips are conducted between 11am and 3pm. Serious enthusiasts can take part in multisession sailing and boatbuilding classes.


CAPITOL HILL


Volunteer Park


Among Seattle’s diverse public parks, Volunteer Park (1247 15th Ave. E, 206/684-4075, www.seattle.gov/parks, 6am-10pm, free) feels the most refined. Its 48 acres are self-consciously beautiful, like an English garden, with flowerbeds, rolling lawns, and carefully composed vistas that make the most of the location at the highest point on Capitol Hill.
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Black Sun sculpture by Isamu Noguchi, Volunteer Park





It’s pleasant enough just to laze around here, go for a jog, or take the kids to the playground (which got a major renovation in 2013), but there are also several sights to explore. The centerpiece of the park is the Seattle Asian Art Museum. Nearby is the Conservatory (206/684-4743, www.volunteerparkconservatory.org, Tues.-Sun. 10am-4pm, $4, youth 12-17 $2), a Victorian-style hothouse built in 1912 that holds a collection of beautiful and exotic plants. (It’s a great place to beat the doldrums on a dreary winter day.) For the loftiest view on Capitol Hill you can climb to the observation deck of the 75-foot-tall brick water tower (6am-10pm, free), which dates from 1906. Windows on all sides provide panoramas of the downtown skyline, the Space Needle, and the Cascades. In a city full of great views, this one ranks among the best.



S Seattle Asian Art Museum



The Seattle Asian Art Museum (1400 E. Prospect St., 206/654-3100, www.seattleartmuseum.org, Wed. and Fri.-Sun. 10am-5pm, Thurs. 10am-9pm, $9, youth 13-19 $5), a branch of the Seattle Art Museum, occupies a monumental 1933 art deco building in Volunteer Park that was originally home to SAM’s entire collection. Asian art is SAM’s strong suit, and devoting this handsome building to it was an inspired idea. A visit here is likely to be your most satisfying art-viewing experience in Seattle.


The phenomenal collection focuses on China and Japan but includes works from all over the continent, in a range of mediums from calligraphy to temple sculptures, with pieces dating as far back as the 8th century BC. You don’t have to be an Asian art aficionado to be wowed by the beauty of the work or fascinated by its origins, and the size of the museum is a perfect fit. With a dozen galleries, it’s big enough to engage you for as little as an hour or as long as a day, but small enough to keep you from feeling overwhelmed or bored. Temporary exhibits often show contemporary art that makes an interesting contrast to the permanent collection.


Admission to the museum is free if you have a ticket stub from the downtown SAM that’s less than a week old. There are occasional free group tours—call or check the website for a current schedule.


Lakeview Cemetery


Just north of Volunteer Park, Lakeview Cemetery (1554 15th Ave. E, 206/322-1582, www.lakeviewcemeteryassociation.com, Mon.-Sat. 9am-4:30pm, free) is the resting place for some of Seattle’s most prominent early citizens, including names you’ll recognize from touring Pioneer Square and downtown, such as Doc Maynard, Arthur Denny, Henry Yesler, John Nordstrom, and Princess Angeline, daughter of Chief Sealth, the man for whom the city was named. The most visited gravesites belong to more recent Seattleites: martial arts superstar Bruce Lee and his son Brandon, who are buried side by side. Visitors are welcome to stroll the cemetery’s green slopes and explore the headstones.


Northwest African American Museum


The Northwest African American Museum (2300 S. Massachusetts St., 206/518-6000, www.naamnw.org, Wed. and Fri.-Sun. 11am-5pm, Thurs. 11am-7pm, $7) examines the black experience in the Pacific Northwest and particularly Seattle, where the population of people of African descent has always been small compared to most major American cities. (Today it stands at around 8 percent.) The museum’s Journeys Gallery displays historical artifacts and chronicles the accomplishments of leading figures in the black community. There are changing shows in two additional galleries, one exhibiting contemporary art, the other weaving together artistic, cultural, and historical themes. The entire facility is 17,000 square feet, and you may come away wishing it were larger. Frequent events, such as readings and discussions, enhance the experience of visiting; check the museum website’s events calendar for a schedule.


The museum opened in 2008 on the ground floor of a former school in the Central District after decades of planning and conflict, which included community activists occupying the building for eight years to ward off its demolition. The Central District, southeast of Capitol Hill, has long been the city’s most ethnically diverse neighborhood. Though the majority population is now white, the CD remains a stronghold of African American culture.



THE U DISTRICT AND ARBORETUM



University of Washington


The University of Washington (www.washington.edu) is a busy hive of higher learning, but the campus has some beautiful sections that merit a stroll, along with a couple of cultural institutions to visit. The hub of campus is the Central Plaza, known to all by its nickname, Red Square, derived from its redbrick pavement. At the north end of the square in the Odegaard Library is the university’s visitors center (206/543-9198, www.washington.edu/visit, Mon.-Fri. 8:30am-5pm), where you can pick up an annotated map of the campus.
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University of Washington’s Red Square





Red Square’s most notable building, Suzzallo Library (www.lib.washington.edu/suzzallo), is designed to resemble a Gothic cathedral. Inside, the impressive Reading Room feels like a church nave, with a vaulted ceiling, leaded glass windows, and study tables arranged like pews. It’s open to the general public during library hours, which vary with the academic seasons. (Call the visitors center or check the library web page for current hours.)


At the south end of Red Square a wide promenade leads down to Drumheller Fountain and beyond it Rainier Vista. On a clear day it’s easy to understand how they came up with the name. The entire mall, over a third of a mile long, is laid out to frame a spectacular view of Mount Rainier. It’s the most impressive feat of landscape architecture you’ll find in the city.


To the east of Red Square is the Quad, a green space surrounded by seven academic buildings done in classic “collegiate Gothic” style—the setting could easily be mistaken for an Ivy League campus in New England. It’s particularly striking in spring, when it’s awash in pink as 30 Yoshino cherry trees blossom.


Burke Museum


The Burke Museum (17th Ave. NE at NE 45th St., 206/543-5990, www.burkemuseum.org, daily 10am-5pm, $10, youth 5 and over and students $7.50) is tucked away in the northwest corner of the UW campus. It is the oldest museum in Washington, dating back to 1885, and has been the officially designated State Museum since 1899. It has two main exhibits. Life and Times of Washington State examines the area’s biological, geological, and archeological development, with displays that include giant dinosaur replicas, an actual dinosaur bone, ancient fossils, and 11,000-year-old spear tips. The galleries wow dino-loving kids and curious adults alike. Downstairs is the Pacific Voices exhibit, which includes artifacts from 17 cultures located around the Pacific Rim, highlighted by a vibrant collection of objects from Pacific Northwest Indians.


The Burke has plans to build a new museum next door that will be twice the size of the existing one; it will employ an innovative design that makes its research facilities more accessible to the general public. It’s expected to open in 2019.


Henry Art Gallery


On the western edge of the UW campus, the 46,000-square-foot Henry Art Gallery (4100 15th Ave. NE, 206/543-2280, http://henryart.org, Wed. and Sat.-Sun. 11am-4pm, Thurs.-Fri. 11am-9pm, $10, kids and students free) is the only museum in Seattle dedicated exclusively to contemporary art. Much of its space is used for temporary exhibits, which run the gamut from photography and painting to conceptual art and sight-specific multimedia installations. The museum’s centerpiece is James Turrell’s Light Reign, a “sky space” that consists of an oval room with a large hole in the ceiling from which you have an unobstructed view of the ever-changing sky. It’s a quiet, meditative place amid the restless energy that characterizes many of the Henry’s other exhibits.



S Washington Park Arboretum and Japanese Garden



South of the UW campus, across the Montlake Cut, Washington Park Arboretum (http://depts.washington.edu/uwbg, daily dawn-dusk, free) is one of the most tranquil places in the city. The 230 acres are managed jointly by the city and the university and laid out in a roughly rectangular shape running north-south. Arboretum Creek and two roads, Lake Washington Boulevard and Arboretum Drive, span the park’s length.
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Washington Park Arboretum





Get your bearings on the northeast side of the park at Graham Visitors Center (2300 Arboretum Drive E, 260/543-8800, daily 9am-5pm), which has maps and volunteers to point you in the right direction. You’ve got some options, all accessible by walking paths. At the far north end there are wetlands surrounding Foster and Marshall Islands, where you’re likely to see waterfowl and possibly turtles and beavers. At the south end the Pacific Connections Garden has plants from around the Pacific Rim. In spring the park comes into bloom, with Azalea Way, a 0.75-mile trail, and the rhododendron glen the star attractions. If you come on a warm summer day you can cool off by the ponds of the Woodland Garden or under the canopy of giant sequoias along the park’s northwest border.


At the southwest end of the park is the formal Japanese Garden (1075 Lake Washington Blvd E, 206/684-4725, www.seattlejapanesegarden.org, Mar. and Oct. Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm, Apr.-Sept. daily 10am-7pm, Nov. Tues.-Sun. 10am-4pm, $6, youth 6-17 $4). It’s the only part of the park that charges admission and has limited hours. (It’s closed entirely in winter.) Features include a pond, beds of camellias, azaleas, and rhododendrons, and over 500 boulders transported here from the Cascades. A teahouse has ceremonial service ($7) on the second Saturday and fourth Sunday afternoons of each month from April through October. Reservations are required for the Sunday but not the Saturday service.


FREMONT, WALLINGFORD, AND GREEN LAKE


Gas Works Park


Among Seattle’s many parks, Gas Works Park (2101 N. Northlake Way, 206/684-4075, www.seattle.gov/parks, daily 6am-10pm, free) is the most distinctive. It’s set on the location of an old coal gasification plant at the south end of Wallingford, on a point of land poking out into Lake Union. The massive, rusting, vine-covered gasworks are still there, sitting like a piece of found art amid 19 acres of rolling lawn.
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Gas Works Park





While the industrial relic gives the park its name, the real centerpiece is Kite Hill just to the west, a cleared grassy ridge that is indeed a great place for flying kites. It’s also good for lounging around and watching the activity in front of you on Lake Union. The view beyond the lake is a panorama of central Seattle’s neighborhoods: Capitol Hill to the east; South Lake Union, downtown, and the Space Needle dead ahead; and Queen Anne Hill to the west.


On the other side of the gasworks from the hill are the park’s primary facilities, a picnic shelter and a play barn for kids full of modern play equipment set amid old (and child-safe) gasworks machinery. The park gets busy on summer weekends and is jam-packed on the June solstice, when it’s the terminus for the Fremont Solstice Parade, and on the Fourth of July, when it’s the best place in the city for watching fireworks.



Fremont Public Art



Fremont reinforces its reputation as Seattle’s center for counterculture with a collection of novel public sculptures. They’re within easy walking distance of one another, and checking them out is a good starting point for exploring the southern part of the neighborhood, which has lots of shops, restaurants, cafes, and bars.


Near the north end of the Fremont drawbridge is Waiting for the Interurban (N. 34th St. and Fremont Ave. N), a set of cast-aluminum figures awaiting a streetcar that’s never going to arrive. The melancholy group regularly gets spruced up by neighborhood residents, who festoon the figures with gaudy clothes and other decorations.


From there you can head east a block (passing Schilling Cider House and Milstead Coffee, two good spots for refreshment) and up three blocks to the street under the Aurora Bridge to visit the Fremont Troll (N. 36th St. and Troll Ave.), a playfully creepy creature made of steel and concrete, with an actual VW Beetle in the grips of one hand. The troll is a favorite with kids, who love to climb on it, and parents, who love to take their picture doing so.


Walking down 36th Street and across Fremont Avenue brings you to an imposing 16-foot bronze statue of Lenin (N. 36th St. and Fremont Pl. N). It originally stood in a town square in the former Czechoslovakia and found its way here in 1995. Today it’s viewed with varying degrees of irony by liberal-leaning Fremontsters. Like the Interurban waiters, Lenin is frequently adorned with decorations.


A short block south of Lenin, the 53-foot-tall Fremont Rocket (N. 35th St. and Evanston Ave.) towers over a corner storefront. It’s constructed from salvaged parts of a 1930s plane fuselage and looks like it would have fit right in on the set of a Cold War-era low-budget sci-fi flick. Emblazoned across it is Fremont’s pseudo-Latin motto, De Libertas Quirkas—translated as “Freedom to Be Peculiar.”


You can end your walk on a sweet note one block west at Theo Chocolate (3400 Phinney Ave. N, 206/632-5100, www.theochocolate.com), which conducts hour-long factory tours ($10) eight times a day. Theo is serious about its sophisticated, artisanal candies—tours include detailed background information about the chocolate-making process and aren’t intended for younger kids.


Woodland Park Zoo


With over a million visitors a year, Woodland Park Zoo (5500 Phinney Ave. N, 206/548-2500, www.zoo.org, May-Sept. daily 9am-6pm, Oct.-Apr. daily 9am-4pm, May-Sept. $19.95, youth 3-12 $12.25, Oct.-Apr. $13.75, youth 3-12 $9.25) is one of Seattle’s most popular attractions It spans 92 acres on the western half of Woodland Park and is populated by over 1,000 animals from some 300 species, making it big enough for a four- or five-hour visit if you’re a dedicated zoo-goer.


The zoo’s origins date back to 1903. Starting in the 1970s it became a leader in the development of immersion exhibits, which replicate animals’ native habitats and give them sufficient space to feel at home. The zoo is divided into areas representing different climates and terrain: Tropical Rainforest (where animals include, among others, jaguars and toucans), Temperate Rainforest (flamingos, red pandas), Tropical Asia (orangutans, tigers), Northern Trail (timber wolves, grizzly bears), Australasia (wallabies, snow leopards), and African Savanna (giraffes, hippopotamuses).


The amount of space afforded the animals means that they’re not always easy to view. You’ll generally get more sightings in the morning than the afternoon, particularly on summer days when many animals seek out shade and seclusion during the warmest hours. Note that there are rainy-day admissions discounts (check the website or call to find out if the reduction is in effect), and you can avoid the $5.25 parking fee by skipping the lots and finding a place on a nearby street. (Street parking is easier to come by here than in many other neighborhoods.)



BALLARD AND DISCOVERY PARK



Fishermen’s Terminal


At the south end of Ballard Bridge on Salmon Bay, the Fishermen’s Terminal (3919 18th Ave. W, 206/787-3395, www.portseattle.org/Commercial-Marine, free) has been the base for the northern Pacific’s fishing fleet for over a century. Today it’s the home port for more than 500 vessels, making it the largest such facility in the United States. Nearly half of the caught (i.e., not farmed) fish sold in America comes through here.


You can spend a satisfying hour strolling the long docks and watching the fishermen (and women) engaged in their age-old trade. Onlookers are welcome; you might even get a friendly nod and a “hello” from the crew as they unload their catch or repair their nets. Things are liveliest in spring when the boats heading for Alaska prepare to launch, and in fall when they return home to dock for the winter. Look for the Fishermen’s Memorial, which honors those who have lost their lives at sea. It’s a revered monument for the people who work the terminal’s fleet.


In the terminal buildings there are a couple of restaurants—Chinook’s specializes in seafood, while the Bay Cafe has standard diner fare—and Wild Salmon Seafood Market, where you can get fresh-off-the-boat fish to take home.



S Chittenden Locks



The Hiram Chittenden Locks (3015 NW 54th St., 206/783-7059, www.nws.usace.army.mil, daily 7am-9pm, free), more commonly known to locals as the Ballard Locks, are one of the key human alterations to Seattle’s waterways, making Lake Union and Lake Washington accessible to boat traffic from Puget Sound. They were designed in large part by Hiram Chittenden, the Seattle district engineer for the Army Corps of Engineers, and opened on July 4, 1917, at the mouth of the Lake Washington Ship Canal.
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Chittenden Locks





It’s fun to watch the system at work. The two locks and the adjacent spillway serve multiple purposes. First, they’re a barrier between the saltwater of Puget Sound and the freshwater of the lakes. They’re also used to maintain a consistent water level in the lakes, which is crucial for the floating bridges and houseboats. Most conspicuously, the locks raise and lower vessels between the two bodies of water—tens of thousands of them annually, from kayaks to yachts to commercial fishing boats. The change in water level can be as much as 26 feet at low tide. The locks fill and drain like gargantuan bathtubs while boats bob on the surface.


Other attractions here include a fish ladder that allows spawning salmon to circumvent the blockade and also attracts marine mammals and herons, who find the fish easy prey. There’s an underwater viewing area (daily 7am-8:30pm) where you can watch the salmon fighting against the current; activity is greatest in late summer. Well-maintained botanical gardens are suitable for picnics and romping in the grass, and a visitors center (May-Sept. daily 10am-6pm, Oct.-Apr. Thurs.-Mon. 10am-4pm) has background information about the building and operation of the locks.


You can figure things out on your own, but it’s helpful to go on a free hour-long guided tour. Tours start at the visitors center and are conducted daily at 1pm and 3pm from May through September and 2pm on weekends the rest of the year. The schedule can change depending on staffing, so it’s a good idea to call ahead and confirm the times.



S Discovery Park



South of the Chittenden Locks, Discovery Park (3801 Discovery Park Blvd., 206/386-4236, www.seattle.gov/parks, daily 4am-11:30pm, free) juts out into Puget Sound at the western end of Magnolia, a quiet residential neighborhood bordering Queen Anne. Soon after entering the park all signs of urban life disappear, and that’s where its fundamental appeal lies—you’re five miles from downtown, yet you feel like you’re in the wilderness.


Discovery Park is the largest park in Seattle, covering 534 acres of woodland, meadows, sand dunes, and bluffs overlooking the sound, with two miles of beach and almost 12 miles of trails. Its history belies its untamed atmosphere—before becoming a park it was the home of Fort Lawton military base, which was a major installation during World War II, processing over a million troops on their way to the Pacific. Following the war base activity significantly declined, and the military ceded most of the property to the city in the 1970s.


One of the reasons the park feels so remote is that most of it isn’t accessible by car. There are three main parking lots from which most visitors head out on foot. You can circle the heart of the park on the 2.8-mile Loop Trail, which takes you through varied terrain and has access to side trails. Several of them make the steep descent to the beach, where a lighthouse at West Point marks the division between Elliott Bay to the south and Shilshole Bay to the north; the name comes from the fact that this is the westernmost point in the city. Wolf Tree Nature Trail, near the north parking lot, is a half-mile loop that goes past two streams and through wooded wetlands with the greatest diversity of plant life in the park.


You’re likely to encounter more wildlife here than in anywhere else in the city. Seals and sea lions populate the waters offshore, and 270 species of birds have been identified in the park, making it Seattle’s favorite destination for bird-watchers. You can pick up a bird brochure, as well as a park map and other information, at the Environmental Learning Center (206/386-4236, Tues.-Sun. 8:30am-5pm), located next to the parking lot near the park’s eastern entrance at West Government Way.


At the north end of the park (and accessible by car) is Daybreak Star Indian Cultural Center (5011 Bernie Whitebear Way, 206/285-4425, www.unitedindians.org, Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm, free), run by the United Indians of All Nations Foundation. It has galleries with artistic and historical displays, and every July it hosts the Seafair Indian Days Powwow.


Nordic Heritage Museum


You get a uniquely Ballard experience at the Nordic Heritage Museum (3014 NW 67th St., 206/789-5707, www.nordicmuseum.org, Tues.-Sat. 10am-4pm, Sun. noon-4pm, $8, youth 5 and over $6). In fact, there’s no other museum like it in the United States. It occupies a large old schoolhouse, the first floor of which is filled with life-size dioramas showing the stages of emigration for Scandinavians coming to the United States in the late 19th century. There are rooms depicting life in the homeland, the transatlantic voyage, arrival at Ellis Island, and the journey westward, ending in Ballard. It’s an old-school display that has a lot of charm. Upstairs are temporary exhibits and gallery rooms devoted to the five Scandinavian nationalities (Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, Danish, and Icelandic), each curated by local cultural societies from each group.




Rainy-Day Distractions


From October through May, Seattle earns its rainy reputation. If rain is in the forecast, how can you make the most of your visit? Some answers are obvious: Museums are plentiful, and the city’s scores of independent coffee shops are tailor-made for hanging out on rainy days. Here are some other creative choices for staying dry:


PLANTS AND ANIMALS


It can be a pleasingly novel experience to visit animals while the rain is coming down. If you use your imagination, there’s a sense of bonding with the fish when you go to the Seattle Aquarium or the fish ladder at Chittenden Locks on a wet day. The Woodland Park Zoo has discounted admissions when it’s raining. Some animals don’t mind getting wet, and there are many viewable in enclosed spaces.


Another novelty is to visit to one of Seattle’s contained natural environments. Rain coming down on the glass enclosures of the Pacific Science Center Tropical Butterfly House and the Volunteer Park Conservatory adds to the venues’ allure.


FOOD ADVENTURES


One of Seattle’s main attractions, Pike Place Market, is actually better to visit on a rainy day: it’s almost entirely covered, so you won’t get too wet, yet the rain keeps away some of the crowds, which makes the vendors more accessible and friendlier. In the International District, shopping at the giant Asian-focused supermarket Uwajimaya can be an adventure. Along with rows of exotic noodles, sauces, and canned goods, there’s a food court, a bookstore, and a housewares department filled with potential souvenirs.


In the Fremont neighborhood you can tour the factory at Theo Chocolate, and in Capitol Hill one short block on Melrose Avenue has an afternoon of foodie diversions, with the Melrose Market, a Taylor Shellfish Farms outlet, and the big, Willie Wonka-ish Starbucks Reserve Roastery sitting side by side.


TEMPLES OF BOOKS


Seattle is a great bookstore town, with top billing going to Capitol Hill’s Elliott Bay Book Company, where you can browse the extensive collection, get tips from the friendly and knowledgeable staff, and hang out in the cafe.


Also, two of Seattle’s most interesting pieces of architecture are temples of books. Downtown, you can spend half a day exploring the giant Central Library, a glass-enclosed modern masterpiece. For an entirely different experience, check out the Suzzallo Library on the University of Washington campus. It’s built in the style of a Gothic cathedral and has a reading room that feels like a church nave, with a vaulted ceiling, leaded glass windows, and study tables arranged like pews.





The museum is currently located in a quiet residential area, but there are plans to move it to a new building on Northwest Market Street in downtown Ballard. If all goes according to plan the facility will open in 2017.



SOUTH SEATTLE




S The Museum of Flight



Seattle has a longtime reputation as a center for aeronautic innovation. The Boeing Company was founded here in the 1910s by William Boeing, a timber merchant who applied wooden-boat building techniques to the construction of airplanes. Boeing is a world leader in the development and manufacture of commercial and military aircraft, and its production facilities are the largest private employer in Washington State.
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The Museum of Flight





The Museum of Flight (9404 E. Marginal Way S, 206/764-5720, www.museumofflight.org, daily 10am-5pm, $20, youth 5-17 $12) is closely linked to Seattle’s Boeing legacy but goes beyond it to present a broad overview of aviation history. There are six exhibition spaces, each of which could be a museum of its own. The most eye-catching is the glass-walled, light-filled Great Gallery, which has 39 historic planes on display—some hanging from the ceiling, others parked on the floor—that viewed together constitute a walk through the evolution of flight in the 20th century. It’s hard not to be impressed by the show of technological innovation and the sheer beauty of the aircraft, which have been restored to mint condition.


The red barn that served as the first Boeing factory contains artifacts from the early days of the company and a re-creation of the original workshop. There are two floors of dramatically displayed planes from World Wars I and II. In a separate building you can climb into the space shuttle training ship—it’s not a shuttle that made it into outer space, but it is the one that all of the astronauts used in simulation exercises to prepare for their journeys. The Aviation Pavilion, opened in 2016, houses bigger planes, some of which you can board, including the first jet-powered Air Force One, a Concorde, and Boeing’s newest passenger plane, the 787 Dreamliner.


If the museum has a shortcoming, it’s that there’s just too much to take in—it can be overwhelming and exhausting. If you’re a dedicated aviation enthusiast you can easily spend an entire day here. Otherwise, think about which exhibits sound the most appealing before you arrive and prioritize accordingly.


Living Computer Museum


Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen is the financial engine driving some of Seattle’s biggest cultural institutions, including the Seahawks football team and EMP Museum, but you have to think he has a particular soft spot for the Living Computer Museum (2245 1st Ave. S, 206/342-2020, www.livingcomputermuseum.org, Thurs.-Sun. 10am-5pm, $8, youth 6-17 $2). Located on the upper floor of a nondescript warehouse in the SoDo area, the museum is a computer nerd’s dream.




Sightseeing on a Budget


Many of Seattle’s museums and sights have steep admission fees. Over the course of a vacation costs can pile up, especially if you’re traveling with a family, but there are some great sights and experiences to be had for free or next to nothing, as well as some smart ways to cut back on your expenses.


FREE SIGHTS


• Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park (click here)


• Frye Art Museum (click here)


• Central Library (click here)


• Pike Place Market (click here)


• Olympic Sculpture Park (click here)


• Seattle Center’s playground, skate park, and International Fountain (click here)


• Gates Foundation Visitor Center (click here)


• The Center for Wooden Boats (click here)


• Chittenden Locks (click here)


• Washington Park Arboretum (click here)


FREE ACTIVITIES


• Watching boat traffic come and go from the piers on the Elliott Bay waterfront, down the slope from Pike Place Market.


• Enjoying photo-worthy views of downtown, Puget Sound, and, on a clear day, Mount Rainier from Kerry Park on Queen Anne Hill.


• Strolling through Pike Place Market. (Walking through is free, but you may have a hard time keeping your hands off your wallet when confronted with the abundant food, flowers, and knickknacks on offer!)


• Taking a boat tour of South Lake Union at the Center for Wooden Boats (free on Sundays only).


• Viewing public art—including a VW Beetle-wielding bridge troll—in the Fremont neighborhood.


• Watching ships come and go at the Fishermen’s Terminal.


• Lounging in a park. Discovery, Volunteer, Gas Works, and Green Lake Parks, Washington Park Arboretum, and the beaches at Golden Gardens and Alki Beach are just a few of the varied and beautiful places in the city where you can experience the outdoors at no cost.


• Lingering at a local coffee shop. (Though, to be fair, you’ll have to pay a few bucks for a cup of joe.)


DISCOUNTS


CityPass (www.citypass.com/seattle, $69, youth 4-12 $49) covers admission to five attractions: the Space Needle, the aquarium, a harbor cruise, Chihuly Garden and Glass or the Pacific Science Center, and EMP Museum or Woodlawn Park Zoo. If you use all of the passes you’ll save about 50 percent off standard admission prices. Purchase passes online or at any of the participating sights. You have nine days to use them, starting from when you use the first one.


You also get discounts by purchasing tickets to Chihuly Garden and Glass online in advance, by getting a combined Chihuly/Space Needle ticket, and by visiting the Space Needle before 10am or after 6pm.


FIRST THURSDAYS


The first Thursday of every month is a free-admission day at many Seattle museums. If you’re in town then you can wind up saving a bundle. Admission is free all day at the Seattle Art Museum, the Museum of History and Industry, the Seattle Asian Art Museum, the Wing Luke Museum, the Burke Museum, Henry Art Gallery, the Northwest African American Museum, and the Nordic Heritage Museum. From 5pm to 9pm you can get in for free at the Museum of Flight.





It’s filled with relics from the pioneering days of computing, including massive mainframes, Teletype machines, punch-card sorters, minicomputers, and early microcomputers. All of the archaic machinery is “living” only because Allen, the museum’s founder and funder, has put it on life support. A staff of engineers and technicians has restored everything to working order. They make it their business to maintain million-dollar, room-size computers that are less powerful than the smartphones in their pockets.


Visitors can use most of the machinery themselves, but unless you’re versed in the technology you’re well served to go on one of the free guided tours, conducted every hour starting at 15 minutes past the hour. It’s also surprisingly engrossing to while away some time playing 1970s- and ’80s-era games on the bank of vintage microcomputers. You’ll sense a pro-Microsoft bent to the museum’s portrayal of computer history, but it’s easy to forgive the indulgence at what is, first and foremost, an uber-geek’s labor of love.



WEST SEATTLE



Alki Beach


The waters are seldom warm enough for comfortable swimming, but otherwise Alki Beach, which runs along the western shore of West Seattle, has all the trappings of classic California-style beach culture. In summer residents from all over town come here to play volleyball, sunbathe, people-watch, and light bonfires after the sun goes down. Alki Point Lighthouse, built in 1913, stands at the beach’s far western end, in the location where Seattle’s founders first put down roots. They originally called their settlement New York-Alki—“Alki” meaning “eventually” in Chinook dialect. After a harsh winter here they decided to relocate to the eastern side of Elliott Bay.



Entertainment and Events



After a day of sightseeing, you have a full range of ways to unwind and take in some culture. The number one evening recreational activity for Seattleites may now be dining out, but the music scene remains vibrant, with local and nationally known bands filling dozens of stages every night and a highly respected symphony performing at downtown’s beautiful Benaroya Hall. Theatergoing options are also surprisingly impressive. And Seattle is a great place for knocking back a drink: Craft brews have taken over the taps at local bars, and you can get elegant cocktails at swanky lounges, or stiff ones at gritty dives.


NIGHTLIFE


Seattle’s approach to alcohol has a lot in common with its approach to coffee: There’s a premium put on carefully crafted, small-batch libations, ideally made by someone who’s obsessed with the finished product, whether it’s a beer, a wine, or a cocktail. You can sample the results all over town. There’s hardly a bar or a restaurant that doesn’t have local beer on tap and Washington wine by the glass. Come happy hour, you’ll hear cocktail shakers jingling from Pioneer Square to Ballard.


Breweries and Brewpubs


The adjacent Fremont and Ballard neighborhoods are prime areas for craft beer production.


FREMONT, WALLINGFORD, AND GREEN LAKE


Fremont Brewery (1050 N. 34th St., 206/420-2407, www.fremontbrewing.com, daily 11am-9pm), one of Seattle’s biggest small-brewery successes, produces a stellar IPA and more than a dozen other beers. Sample them in their tasting room and beer garden, located near the Lake Union waterfront a few blocks west of Gas Works Park.


Schilling Cider House (708 N. 34th St., 206/420-7088, www.schillingcider.com, daily noon-11pm) has the nation’s largest selection of ciders on tap—there are more than 30 to choose from. Ordering one of their tasting flights will broaden your concept of cider.


You’ll find Seattle’s largest selection of beer on tap—a staggering 64 choices—at Brouwer’s Cafe (400 North 35th St., 206/267-2437, www.brouwerscafe.com, Sun.-Thurs. 11am-midnight, Fri-Sat. 11am-2am), which occupies an old warehouse that’s been repurposed into a comfortable beer hall. They also have 300 bottled beers available, and beer-friendly Belgian cuisine.


BALLARD


In an area between the Fremont and Ballard neighborhoods is Hale’s Ales (4301 Leary Way NW, 206/782-0737, www.halesbrewery.com, Mon.-Thurs. 11:30am-10pm, Fri. 11:30am-11pm, Sat. 9:30am-11pm, Sun. 9:30am-10pm). Hale’s was a microbrewery before microbreweries were cool—it opened in 1983—and its facility is free of the hipster sensibility common to newer places. It has a bar and a dining room serving a full menu of pub grub.


Microbreweries have sprung up like weeds in an old warehouse district of eastern Ballard. Hilliard’s Brewing (1550 NW 49th St., 206/257-4486, www.hilliardsbeer.com, Mon.-Thurs. 3pm-10pm, Fri. 3pm-11pm, Sat. noon-11pm, Sun. noon-7pm), Stoup (108 NW 52nd St., 206/457-5524, www.stoupbrewing.com, Tues.-Thurs. 3pm-9pm, Fri. 3pm-10pm, Sat. noon-10pm, Sun. noon-9pm), and Populuxe (826B NW 49th St., 206/706-3400, www.populuxebrewing.com, Thurs. 4:30pm-9pm, Fri. 4:30pm-10pm, Sat. noon-10pm, Sun. 1pm-8pm) all have enthusiastic brewers, interesting and unusual beers, and fun tasting rooms that usually have food trucks parked outside.



Cocktail Lounges



Amid the bar scenes of Belltown and Capitol Hill are some distinctive cocktail lounges where mixing drinks is treated as a craft. For these places, atmosphere—usually a little or a lot old-fashioned—is everything.


BELLTOWN


Rob Roy (2332 2nd Ave., 206/956-8423, www.robroyseattle.com, daily 4pm-2am) is the kind of cocktail lounge you’d hope to find in Vegas, all softly lit corners and black-leather barstools. The skilled, professional bartenders are really what make the place feel classy and cool.


The Upstairs (2209 2nd Ave., 206/441-4013, www.theupstairsseattle.com, daily 5pm-2am) is an inconspicuous spot on the second floor of an old Belltown building, with a U-shaped bar in one room and a lounge with Victorian-style furnishings in another. There’s a comfortable capacity of 20 or 25, and it feels like the cozy apartment of a slightly eccentric booze aficionado (which isn’t far from the truth—the owner lives next door).


If you’d rather go to the basement than upstairs, head down the alley between 1st and 2nd Avenues off Blanchard Street and search out the entrance to Bathtub Gin & Co. (2205 2nd Ave., 206/728-6069, www.bathtubginseattle.com, daily 5pm-2am). This hideaway evokes a speakeasy with dim lights and lots of gin—there are more than two dozen varieties behind the bar.


CAPITOL HILL


A little less than a mile apart on the west side of Capitol Hill, Sun Liquor Lounge (607 Summit Ave E, 206/860-1130, www.sunliquor.com, daily 5pm-2am) and Sun Liquor Bar & Distillery (512 E. Pike St., 206/720-1600, daily 4pm-2am) mix cocktails using their own gin, vodka, and rum in classy, understated settings. At the distillery, the still is part of the décor.


With a high-ceilinged, dark-paneled room, beautiful glassware, and a library of glowing liquor bottles behind the bar, Canon (928 12th Ave., 206/552-9755, www.canonseattle.com, daily 5pm-2am) fills you with nostalgia for a bygone era that in reality was probably never this stylish. The elaborate cocktails match the setting, and there’s good food too.


A block and a half to the north, Tavern Law (1406 12th Ave., 206/322-9734, www.tavernlaw.com, daily 5pm-2am) takes the old-timey theme even farther, with vintage cocktail recipes and a faux speakeasy on the second floor. Delicious food is available.


Dive Bars


If you want cheap drinks and no pretensions, Seattle can meet your needs. Its dive bars are vestiges of a time when the city had more grit and a more working-class character, before Microsoft and Amazon and scores of other ambitious tech startups made their mark on the city’s personality. The fact that many of these bars are stubbornly holding on is a sign that the old days aren’t quite over.


BELLTOWN


The Nite Lite (1920 2nd Ave., 206/443-0899, www.thenitelite.com, daily 4pm-2am) in Belltown is about as close as you can get to a perfect dive bar. It’s got quirky mix-and-match décor, veteran bartenders pouring stiff drinks, and a wide range of customers who usually manage to achieve the right balance between good talkers and good listeners.


A few blocks up 2nd Avenue, Coney Island-themed Shorty’s (2222 2nd Ave., 206/441-5449, www.shortydog.com, daily noon-2am) is a lively place that keeps you fortified with hot dogs while you drink. In a back room lit by neon beer signs there are more than a dozen pinball machines.


SEATTLE CENTER AND QUEEN ANNE


The Mecca Cafe and Bar (526 Queen Anne Ave. N, 206/285-9728, www.mecca-cafe.com, Sun.-Thurs. 7am-2am, Fri.-Sat. 7am-3am) has been a fixture in Lower Queen Anne since 1930. It’s divided into two narrow rooms. One houses a good-quality, no-nonsense diner, and the other is a well-worn barroom where serious drinkers and part-timers cohabitate in peace. Having the diner right on site is a real bonus.


CAPITOL HILL


The dive bars have disappeared from trendy Capitol Hill, but you can pay tribute to the past at the Comet Tavern (922 E. Pike St., 206/323-5678, www.thecomettavern.com, daily noon-2am), which was once a filthy place where kids went to earn their punk-rock cred. After getting new ownership and a facelift in 2014, it’s now nicer—with all the good and bad that that implies. Beer is still cheap, and as you sit on a barstool it’s not hard to imagine the old divey days.


Linda’s Tavern (707 E. Pine St., 206/325-1220, www.lindastavern.com, Mon.-Fri. 4pm-2am, Sat.-Sun. 10am-2am) doesn’t quite have the requisite seediness to qualify as a dive bar, but it’s a neighborhood institution and a comfortable, unpretentious place to drink, with Western-themed décor, a patio out back, and a kitchen serving burgers, bar food, and a good brunch on the weekend. It has the sad renown of being the last place Kurt Cobain was seen in public.


FREMONT, WALLINGFORD, AND GREEN LAKE


Just east of I-5—technically in the U District, but a mile from UW and a stone’s throw from Wallingford—Blue Moon Tavern (712 NE 45th St., 206/675-9116, www.bluemoonseattle.wordpress.com, Mon.-Fri 2pm-2am, Sat. noon-2am, Sun. 1pm-2am) has a long history as Seattle’s dive bar for writers and intellectuals. It was once the preferred watering hole of Theodore Roethke and Tom Robbins, and it’s still a comfortable and welcoming place to get a drink. On most nights there’s live music.




[image: image]


Blue Moon Tavern





At the other end of Wallingford, on the cusp of Fremont, The Pacific Inn (3501 Stone Way N, 206/547-2967, www.pacificinnpub.com, daily 11am-2am) is a pleasant old bar with nautical décor that’s famous for its fish-and-chips.


Wine Bars and Tasting Rooms


Along Post Alley in Pike Place Market you can sample a selection of wines from small Washington vintners at The Tasting Room (1924 Post Alley, 206/770-9463, www.winesofwashington.com, Sun.-Thurs. noon-8pm, Fri.-Sat. noon-11pm). They serve themed flights along with many wines by the glass.


In the Georgetown neighborhood of South Seattle, Charles Smith Wines Jet City (1136 S. Albro Pl., 206/745-7456, www.charlessmithwines.com, Wed.-Sun. 10am-6pm), the biggest of several urban wineries in the city, has two tasting rooms with views of Boeing Field and Mount Rainier. Smith, one of Washington’s largest producers, is known for having a rock-and-roll attitude that comes through in his approach to making and selling wine.


Live Music


ROCK AND POP


The days of grunge rock may be over, but Seattle still has a lively music scene. Learn about upcoming shows from the two alternative weeklies, The Stranger (www.thestranger.com) and Seattle Weekly (www.seattleweekly.com).


The greatest concentration of music venues is in downtown and a few blocks north in Belltown. The largest, the 2,800-seat Paramount (911 Pine St., 206/682-1414, www.stgpresents.org) is a beautifully restored old movie palace that hosts national acts as well as touring Broadway shows. In Belltown, The Moore (1932 2nd Ave., 206/467-5510, www.stgpresents.org), another old movie house, is the Paramount’s lower-key cousin. It has a thousand fewer seats but still draws nationally known performers as well as a few headliner comedians.


The biggest downtown venue without theater seating is The Showbox (1426 1st Ave., 206/628-3151, www.showboxpresents.com) near Pike Place Market, which has standing-room capacity of about 1,000 and mixes up-and-coming performers with some reunion tours of old cult favorites. The Crocodile (2200 2nd Ave., 206/441-4618, www.thecrocodile.com), a venerable Belltown rock club; The Triple Door (216 Union St., 206/838-4333, www.tripledoor.net), a classy supper club; and El Corazon (109 Eastlake Ave E, 206/262-0482, www.elcorazonseattle.com), a rough-hewn venue between downtown and South Lake Union, all have full schedules of rock and other pop music genres.


Neumos (925 E. Pike St., 206/709-9442, http://neumos.com), a club-style space with standing-room capacity of about 600, is the main music venue on Capitol Hill. It draws alternative rock and pop performers, and fills out its schedule with DJ nights. Lesser known, edgier rap and rock acts play at Chop Suey (1325 E. Madison St., 206/538-0556, http://chopsuey.com).


The Neptune Theatre (1303 NE 45th St., 206/682-1414, www.stgpresents.org), in the U District, is another old movie house—this one with nautical décor—that hosts touring rock and pop acts.


Brick-lined Ballard Avenue has a two music clubs, the Tractor Tavern (5213 Ballard Avenue NW, 206/789-3599, www.tractortavern.com) and the smaller Sunset Tavern (5433 Ballard Avenue NW, 206/784-4880, www.sunsettavern.com, daily 5pm-2am), both of which have regular lineups of indie bands. The Tractor’s schedule includes lots of rootsy country and folk performers.


JAZZ AND BLUES


Seattle’s jazz and blues subculture congregates at a few clubs spread around the city. Highway 99 Blues Club (1414 Alaskan Way, 206/382-2171, www.highwayninetynine.com) is just south of Pike Place Market, and Tula’s Restaurant and Jazz Club (2214 2nd Ave., 206/443-4221, www.tulas.com) and Dimitriou’s Jazz Alley (2033 6th Ave., 206/441-9729, www.jazzalley.com) are in Belltown.
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