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DISCOVER the Pacific Coast Highway



11 TOP EXPERIENCES


PLANNING YOUR TRIP


HIT THE ROAD


Best Beaches


Best Views


Romantic Stays


Fresh-Catch Seafood


Watching Whales and Other Sea Mammals


You’ll find the most colorful swath of open road in America along its western coast. The Pacific Coast Highway is 1,700 miles (2,740 km) framed by golden sands and turquoise waters, bordered by emerald rain forests and basalt rock formations, and capped off with kaleidoscopic sunsets and indigo night skies.


This road trip stokes the imagination like few other journeys. The West was the last stop of the American frontier—its untamed wilderness roused fortune hunters and lured romance seekers to its shores. Today, the West Coast continues to ignite a creative spark that enthralls the entire world, be it through art, culture, or technology.


In the Northwest, cosmopolitan Seattle still holds on to the heart of a small town, while the industrious citizenry of Portland has carved out its own adaptation of modern Americana. In Southern California, the glamour and glitter of Los Angeles exudes sex appeal, while the laid-back beach culture of San Diego simply basks in the perfection of its weather. And iconic San Francisco sits in the middle, the cultured pearl of the West Coast and a beacon to visitors from every nation.


But for most of this drive, the untamed wild still beckons. From the preserved rain forests of Washington’s mountainous Olympic Peninsula to the unspoiled cliffs of California’s northern coast, the Pacific Coast Highway winds through a diversity of natural treasures. There are towering, ancient trees in Redwood National Forest; massive sand dunes in southern Oregon; and sea lions, whales, and dolphins breaching off the shores of Southern California.


Travel the entire coast and encounter the rest of the trove. Discover moonstone beaches and remote lighthouses. Visit resort towns, native reservations, and all-but-forgotten Victorian seaports. Dine on local-catch seafood, world-class fare, and ethnic culinary feasts. Sip fine wine, fresh-roast coffee, and award-winning craft beer. You’ll still end each day hungry for more.


[image: Image]


The Pacific Coast Highway is an unlimited and unforgettable adventure. Are you ready to hit the road?




Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some things may have changed during this crisis and the recovery that followed. Be sure to confirm specific details when making your travel plans.
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11 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Drive scenic stretches: There’s no shortage of beauty along the Pacific Coast Highway. Slow down for the stunning, rugged coastlines off of Samuel Boardman State Scenic Corridor and Big Sur. The raw forest and remote black-sand beaches of the Lost Coast make for a real adventure.
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2 Tour an American castle: Tour the grandiose halls and suites of the bona fide palace that media mogul William Randolph Hearst built high in the hills. Once a venue for lavish weekend parties for the stars of Hollywood’s Golden Era, the preserved estate is now open to the public.








[image: image]



3 Paddle to Devil’s Punchbowl: Take a canoe or kayak to the deepest part of Lake Crescent to soak in the emerald beauty of the mountainous Olympic Peninsula.
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4 Explore the Redwoods: Northern California’s redwoods are some of the world’s largest and oldest living things. Drive among them on the Newton B. Drury Scenic Parkway, the Avenue of the Giants, and Bull Creek Flats Road.
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5 Watch whales: There are ample opportunities to glimpse gray whales migrating north to Alaska, but one group is viewable all summer long off the coast of Oregon’s Depoe Bay. Other creatures like seals, sea lions, and especially otters can be spotted in Monterey Bay.
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6 Ride a dune buggy on the beach: The Oregon Dunes rise and fall along more than 50 miles of coastline. By far the easiest and most exciting way to scale their sandy peaks is by renting a buggy!
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7 Catch a wave: The epitome of the California surfer lifestyle, Huntington Beach, Santa Cruz, and Malibu offer breaks that are perfect for taking part in the greatest sport around.
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8 Go to the ends of the earth: Way out on the Makah Reservation, a raised trail snakes through quaggy coastal forest to the rugged outer reaches of Washington at Cape Flattery.
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9 See marine life feed: Make sure to visit Monterey Aquarium in the morning: the 11am open sea feeding promises to be one of the most spectacular wildlife displays you’ll ever see, thanks to a school of humble sardines, thousands of them moving in unison like a giant ball of quicksilver.
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10 Feast on the freshest catch: It should be no surprise that the West Coast serves up an abundance of fresh, locally caught seafood. Some of the best spots to eat it can be found right near the water.
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11 Stop over in the city: The five major cities dotting the Pacific—Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego— offer a change of pace as well as a gateway into their region’s unique character and vibe.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Regions


Washington Coast


Steeped in natural beauty, the Olympic Peninsula contains sparkling lakes, snowy mountain ridges, emerald rain forests, and driftwood-strewn shores. Its endless supply of fresh air and meandering hiking trails could fill an entire getaway. But a visit to the Northwest is not the same without a stopover in Seattle, a cosmopolitan city where fresh seafood reigns supreme and music fills every night.


Oregon Coast


With picturesque arches and sea stacks, and seemingly endless sand dunes, Oregon’s coast often gives the sense of a prehistoric landscape, especially when the fog rolls in. Charming little seaside towns are often all that stand between the blue Pacific and endless green forest, each competing to serve the best bowls of warming clam chowder. For a taste of urban living, Oregon-style, head to Portland to soak up its independent spirit with some farm-to-table dining and craft beverages.


Northern California Coast


Much of California’s north coast still feels like a frontier. You may drive through giant redwoods—in some cases literally—and lose yourself marveling at craggy, undeveloped coastlines. But then you’ll cross the iconic Golden Gate Bridge into San Francisco, the frontier city that once stood as a beacon to adventurers and fortune seekers going west; now it offers the most famous sights, storied culture, and finest dining of the entire West Coast.


Central California Coast


Artists, writers, and poets have long found inspiration along California’s central coast, where breathtaking pockets of unrefined natural beauty buffer a string of distinctive beach towns, each profiling its own unique sense of character. Funky Santa Cruz looks across a bay teeming with sea life at historic fishing center Monterey, which shares a peninsula with the elegant, upscale Carmel-by-the-Sea. To the south, Mediterranean-styled Santa Barbara soaks in sunshine, culture, and wine. And in between, stunning and untouchable Big Sur provides a gorgeous setting only nature could dream up.


Southern California Coast


As it continues south, California’s coastline adopts the care-free, sun-drenched beach culture best known to the world, mostly thanks to 100 years of films produced in Hollywood. Greater Los Angeles yields many thrills, including people-watching at the Venice Beach Boardwalk and celebrity-spotting in Beverly Hills. Farther south, enjoy snorkeling in La Jolla followed by fish tacos and craft beer in San Diego. With an unparalleled sprawl of beaches stretching from Malibu to Coronado, SoCal offers unlimited recreation throughout an almost endless summer.
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Portland, Oregon
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Humboldt Redwoods State Park
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a salmon run along the Sol Duc River
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pride of Madeira flowers in Big Sur
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Alcatraz Island
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Moonlight State Beach






When to Go



The best time for this road trip is late spring to early fall, when the weather is best.


The window for good weather is shorter in Washington and Oregon; it’s best June through September when it’s warm and dry with average temperatures of 80°F (27°C).


Part of California’s allure is in its relatively mild weather year-round. While the northern coast rarely hits 70°F (21°C) in the summertime and can be rainy and foggy, the farther south you go, the warmer and sunnier it gets. In the San Francisco Bay Area, temperatures reach into the 70s°F and even 80s°F (21-31°C) in summer and fall. Be prepared for the chill of fog in the evenings; even the warmest summer days often end with fog spilling over the Golden Gate into the city. From Santa Barbara south to San Diego, temperatures in the 80s°F (27-32°C) are not unheard of even in January; summer temperatures can often hit the triple digits in inland Los Angeles.


If you drive the PCH in the high summer season, expect heavier traffic and crowds. Hotels and rental-car reservations go fast, so make your arrangements in advance. Rates are also higher during the summer. Port towns in Washington and Oregon can be hectic. Arrive early to the ferry docks; long lines form quickly, and the wait can be two hours or more. Crowds and especially traffic intensify in California, especially on the freeways. Plan extra driving time and extra time along the way, especially at popular sights in big cities.


A spring or fall road trip will be less hectic, but the weather will be less reliable, especially in the Pacific Northwest, where you’ll be certain to get some rain (and maybe even snow).


Before You Go


Getting There


Each region has a convenient travel hub in a metropolitan city: Seattle in Washington, Portland in Oregon, San Francisco in Northern California, Los Angeles and San Diego in Southern California. Smaller regional airports may also be helpful, including Eugene and North Bend in Oregon; Oakland and San Jose in Northern California; Monterey and Santa Barbara in Central California; and Burbank, Long Beach, and Santa Ana in Southern California.


Choose your travel hub based on which leg of the Pacific Coast Highway you want to explore. If you want to drive the entire almost 1,700 mi (2,740 km) route, it’s convenient to fly into Seattle at the north end and fly out of San Diego at the southern end. You can also drive the route south to north; however, it’s worth noting that driving north to south keeps the ocean on your right, making it easier to pull over and enjoy the scenery.


If you want to drive the entire coastal highway, you can return to your starting point via I-5. This roughly 1,300 mi (2,095 km) route between Seattle and San Diego is quicker (20 hours of driving) but less scenic, with far fewer points of interest. You can also divert from the coast to I-5 at various points along the way to make up time.


Reservations


High-season travelers should plan ahead to visit big-name attractions. For example, if you have your heart set on visiting Alcatraz in San Francisco, purchase tickets at least two weeks in advance. You’ll save money buying advance tickets for Disneyland online as well. Reservations are pretty much essential at hotels and campgrounds, especially in and around the popular resort towns and at the limited number of lodges within Olympic National Park, which tend to sell out summer weekends several months in advance. Reserve a rental car ahead of time, too.


Passports and Visas


Coming to the United States from abroad? You’ll need your passport and possibly a visa.


What to Pack


Be prepared for foggy, rainy weather on the northern section of the route and hot, sunny weather more likely the farther south you drive. Fog and the chill that comes with it are possible anywhere along the coast. Bring layered clothing. No matter what, bring (and use!) sunscreen; that cold fog doesn’t stop the sun’s rays from burning unwary beachgoers.


Driving Tips


Weather


The northern section of the Pacific Coast Highway endures harsh weather during winter and gusty winds almost year-round. There can be delays even in the warmer spring and summer months due to heavy traffic or road work. Most of the road is a two-lane highway, but plenty of sections allow for passing. It is just important to remember to take your time and enjoy the natural setting.


With the exception of Southern California, weather conditions change rapidly along the Pacific Coast. Be prepared for weather extremes from blustery rainstorms to hot sunny days. Highways can be closed abruptly with some sections impassable, typically due to heavy rains and mudslides. In the event of a road closure, be prepared to take alternative routes that may add hours of driving. Winter snow is a possibility in Washington and Oregon. Carry chains and be prepared to use them.


Wherever there’s coast, there’s a chance of fog—even sunny San Diego experiences fog so thick you can’t see more than a car length ahead. When it comes up, keep your low beams on and drive very slowly.


Traffic


Expect traffic delays at major cities along the route; this is especially true of San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Diego, and Seattle, where afternoon rush hours begin midafternoon and extend into late evening.


To receive reports on traffic and road conditions, call 511. If your phone carrier does not support 511, call toll-free 800/977-6368. There are additional resources online: Washington State Department of Transportation (www.wsdot.com), Oregon Department of Transportation (www.tripcheck.com), and the California Department of Transportation (www.quickmap.dot.ca.gov [URL inactive]).


Fueling Up


Locating a gas station isn’t hard throughout cities and towns en route; however, there are segments of the Pacific Coast Highway where nothing exists but trees, water, and local wildlife. Plan accordingly by knowing what time you will be arriving at your destination and whether there is a gas station available. Many stations in small towns (especially in Oregon) do not stay open late. Keep a full gas tank when you hit the road and don’t let it drop below a quarter tank.
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kayaks on Lake Crescent







[image: image]

sea stacks on the Oregon Coast
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Highway 101 in Washington






HIT THE ROAD



Check your tire pressure, change your oil, and fill up the tank. This world-class road trip will take you through nearly 1,700 mi (2,740 km) of captivating scenery.


The full drive takes about three weeks, if you don’t dawdle—plan on 3-5 hours of driving each day. Take more time if you have it—there are enough destinations in this book to keep you busy for three months! But if not, consider flying into one of the coast’s main travel hubs (Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, or San Diego) and splitting the drive into four- to seven-day region-specific trips. Whichever section of this legendary highway you drive, the memories will last a lifetime.


For driving directions all along the way, see the Getting There sections in later chapters. All mileage and driving times are approximate and will vary depending on weather, traffic, and road conditions.


Washington in 4 Days


Days 1-2


SEATTLE


Spend two days in Seattle, a city of lakes and sounds. Stunning mountain views from every direction are best spied from the top of the soaring Space Needle. Then ride the Monorail downtown to Pike Place Market for an espresso, shopping, and people-watching. Next, move on to Pioneer Square for lunch and a look at Seattle’s history on an underground tour of its old city. Enjoy dinner in Capitol Hill, then maybe drinks and a band before retiring to the Paramount Hotel downtown.


Day 3


SEATTLE TO LAKE CRESCENT


139 mi / 224 km / 4 hours


Cross Puget Sound on the Seattle-Bainbridge Island Ferry (depart from Pier 52). Take WA-305 north to WA-104 west, crossing the Hood Canal Bridge to connect with U.S. 101. Spend the first half of your day exploring the historic port towns of Port Gamble and Port Townsend, then stop for lunch in Sequim.


Spend the rest of your afternoon enjoying spectacular panoramic views while hiking along Hurricane Ridge. Then continue on U.S. 101 to catch the sunset over gorgeous Lake Crescent. Enjoy a hearty dinner before spending the night at charming Lake Crescent Lodge.


Day 4


LAKE CRESCENT TO LAKE QUINAULT


164 mi / 264 km / 4 hours


Rise early to continue your journey on U.S. 101. Stop at the sapphire waters of Lake Crescent for an easy hike to Marymere Falls. Follow this with another easy yet beautiful hike to Sol Duc Falls, a quick detour off the 101. Alternatively, skip the hikes and take a steamy dip in Sol Duc Hot Springs. Return to U.S. 101, which will turn south as you round the peninsula. Plan on lunch in the old logging town of Forks.


After lunch, set out to experience the highlight of your day: the Hoh Rain Forest, 18 mi (29 km) east when you reach Upper Hoh Road. Easy hikes on the Hall of Mosses and Spruce Nature Trails reveal a lush, canopied wonderland. Or stroll driftwood-strewn Ruby Beach, taking in views of its sea stacks.


Head south on U.S. 101 to Lake Quinault and the Quinault Rain Forest, exploring more trails and seeing the world’s largest spruce before checking in at historic Lake Quinault Lodge for a relaxing evening.




Best Beaches


Washington


[image: image] Lake Crescent offers easy swimming and access to boats and paddleboards.


[image: image] Rialto Beach offers sea stacks, tidepools, and, best of all, solitude.


Oregon


[image: image] Cannon Beach is home to ever-popular, photogenic Haystack Rock.


[image: image] Oswald West State Park attracts visitors to driftwood-laden and surfer-friendly Short Sands Beach.


Northern California


[image: image] Black Sands Beach, composed of crumbly volcanic rock, is the most accessible sight on the remote Lost Coast.


[image: image] Drake’s Beach, backed by white sandstone cliff faces, is the beachy highlight of Point Reyes National Seashore.


[image: image] Stinson Beach is the favorite destination for San Franciscans seeking surf and sunshine.


Central California


[image: image] Carmel Beach features soft sand, blue water, and dogs roaming freely.


[image: image] Pfeiffer Beach is the best place to watch the sun set along the Big Sur coastline.


[image: image] Moonstone Beach in Cambria is known for breathtaking views and surf-smoothed stones.


Southern California


[image: image] Zuma Beach, Malibu’s classic beach party site, offers surfing, boogie boarding, and volleyball.


[image: image] Huntington City Beach, aka Surf City, USA, delivers waves, bikinis, volleyball nets, and a long bike path.
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Huntington Beach





[image: image] Moonlight State Beach, in the northern San Diego beach town Encinitas, marries sandstone cliffs and turquoise waters.


[image: image] La Jolla Shores is a beautiful stretch of sand great for families and beginning surfers.


[image: image] Coronado Beach is a family-friendly beach considered among the world’s best, especially in front of the famous Hotel del Coronado, where lounge chairs and cocktails are available.
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elk near the Hoh Rain Forest
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Portland’s Voodoo Doughnut
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Devil’s Punchbowl at Lake Crescent






Oregon in 5 Days



Day 5


LAKE QUINAULT TO CANNON BEACH


146 mi / 236 km / 3.5 hours


Get an early start, following U.S. 101 south along Willapa Bay before taking 4 mi (6.4 km) Astoria Bridge across the Columbia River into Oregon.


Stop in Astoria for lunch before climbing the 164-step spiral staircase to the top of the Astoria Column for the perfect view of the river and coast. Check out the Columbia River Maritime Museum (one of the state’s best). Explore Fort Clatsop, the centerpiece of sprawling Lewis and Clark National Historical Park.


Continue past the little towns of Gearhart and Seaside before arriving at artsy Cannon Beach—home to impressive Haystack Rock. Check in at the enchanting Stephanie Inn, then finish the evening with a fine meal and local craft beer.


Days 6-7


EXCURSION TO PORTLAND


80 mi / 128 km / 1.5 hours


From Cannon Beach, you can continue south down the coast toward Newport or head east on U.S. 26 for an inland excursion to Portland.


Take two days to explore this unique city. Stop at famed Powell’s City of Books and enjoy a one-of-a-kind treat at Voodoo Doughnut. Sip tea in the Japanese Garden (one of the most authentic outside of Japan) and ramble along the manicured trails in Washington Park. Ride a bike along the banks of the Willamette River and drink some local craft beer before winding up downtown for dinner. End the day at the well-appointed Sentinel hotel.


To return to where you left off at the coast, take U.S. 26 west back to Cannon Beach. Or to save time, depart U.S. 26 on OR-6 west straight to Tillamook (74 mi/119 km, 1.5 hours) and continue on U.S. 101 south to Lincoln City, as described in Day 8.


Day 8


CANNON BEACH TO NEWPORT


125 mi / 202 km / 4 hours


Set out early from Cannon Beach for a morning packed with memorable views. Begin just south of town at Hug Point State Park before exploring the beautiful beaches at Oswald West State Park. Continue south to the Three Capes Scenic Route. Try to spot migrating whales from the Cape Meares scenic viewpoint. Farther on, follow the trail at Cape Lookout State Park through the forest. Or wander mammoth-size dunes at Cape Kiwanda.


Back on U.S. 101, drive south past Tillamook to Lincoln City, a good stop for lunch. If you’re here during June or October, head to the beach to watch colorful soaring kites. Otherwise, continue south, making stops at Otter Crest Loop for 360-degree views of the coast and Devil’s Punchbowl, where sea and rock engage in an inconclusive battle.


Continue south to Newport, where you should bypass the tourist traps in favor of the renowned Oregon Coast Aquarium, Yaquina Bay Lighthouse, and Yaquina Head Lighthouse. Head to quaint Nye Beach for dinner, followed by live music at Nana’s Irish Pub and a stay at the literary-themed Sylvia Beach Hotel, where a lack of electronics promotes reading and great conversations.


Day 9


NEWPORT TO GOLD BEACH


192 mi / 310 km / 4.5 hours


Fill up your tank and get back on the road, driving between the forested mountains of the Coast Range and the Pacific Ocean. Just past the historic Heceta Head Lighthouse, spectacular windswept sand takes shape along the stretch of Oregon Dunes National Recreation Area, which stretches 47 mi (76 km) from Florence in the north to North Bend in the south. Stop at Old Town in Florence for a bite to eat. Then put on a pair of goggles to surf the dunes riding an ATV.




[image: image]

Trees of Mystery roadside attraction in Klamath
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Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco
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California Academy of Sciences in Golden Gate Park





Continue for another 125 mi (201 km), passing Lakeside, North Bend, and Coos Bay. Stop for photo ops in Bandon, with its dramatic views of boulders, sea stacks, and the Cape Blanco Light, the oldest lighthouse in Oregon.


Stop for the night in Gold Beach, reserving a room at the Tu Tu Tun Lodge, high above the Rogue River.


Northern California in 5 Days


Day 10


GOLD BEACH TO EUREKA


160 mi / 258 km / 4 hours


Head south on U.S. 101, crossing the Oregon-California border, driving through thick stands of giant redwoods. Stop in Crescent City for lunch before continuing on to the Trees of Mystery to ride the gondola and browse Native American art.


Exit U.S. 101 to Newton B. Drury Scenic Parkway and explore Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park.


Return to U.S. 101. After a few miles south, head west on Davison Road to Gold Bluffs Beach. Hike the Fern Canyon Trail, marveling at the steep canyon dripping with green ferns—a vision of prehistoric times.


Continue south to liberal college town Arcata or nearby Eureka. Check out the bars in Arcata before crashing at a cheap chain hotel, or grab a good meal in Eureka and stay the night at Abigail’s Elegant Victorian Mansion.


Day 11


ARCATA TO MENDOCINO


152 mi / 245 km / 3 hours


Drive U.S. 101 south, rounding the east edge of Arcata Bay and then curving inland to the Avenue of the Giants, which runs through magnificent redwoods. At the U.S. 101 south/CA-1 split (just before Leggett), take CA-271 South to the admittedly cool tourist trap the Chandelier Drive-Thru Tree.


Backtrack to CA-1, then head south through Fort Bragg, stopping for local seafood at Princess Seafood Market & Deli. Continuing south, consider stops to explore the 47 acres of Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens or the museum, marine life exhibit, and lighthouse at Point Cabrillo Light Station State Historic Park.


Continue on to Mendocino, where you’ll spend the rest of the day strolling through art galleries and shops. Book a room at the charming MacCallum House, where you can dine in the restaurant, enjoy a cocktail at the bar, or soak in a hot tub.


Day 12


MENDOCINO TO SAN FRANCISCO


170 mi / 272 km / 4.5 hours


After breakfast in the garden at MacCallum House, simply enjoy the breathtaking stretch of coastline driving south, culminating with the rocky coves at Sonoma Coast State Park. Continue on CA-1 south to Bodega Head (watch for the sign!), the best spot for bird-watching and whale-watching and home to the Spud Point Crab Company. Grab fish sandwiches and clam chowder to go, then take them to the Bodega Head trail to enjoy with panoramic views of the coast.


Follow CA-1 south to U.S. 101 south and snack on acclaimed Tomales Bay oysters and Marin County cheese while exploring Point Reyes National Seashore. Stop in the Marin Headlands to enjoy the view of the iconic Golden Gate Bridge before crossing over it into San Francisco. Check into the beatnik throwback Hotel Boheme, and walk into nearby Chinatown for noodles, dumplings, and other traditional dishes.




Best Views


Washington


[image: image] The Space Needle in Seattle was built for 360-degree views of the city.


[image: image] Hurricane Ridge rises over 5,757 feet from the Strait of Juan de Fuca, with views stretching from the Cascades to the Olympic Peninsula and beyond.


[image: image] Devil’s Punchbowl: Hike or row to the deepest point of Lake Crescent, where gorgeous views of the lake include the mountains behind it.


Oregon


[image: image] Ecola State Park has the most photographed view on the Oregon coast, featuring iconic Haystack Rock.


[image: image] Cape Perpetua yields 150 mi (242 km) views of the coast from a rustic, WPA-built observation point.


[image: image] Samuel Boardman State Scenic Corridor extends only 12 mi (19.3 km), but packs in many of Oregon’s most dramatic coastal viewpoints, from craggy cliffs to picturesque rock formations.


Northern California


[image: image] Crescent Beach Overlook in Redwood National Park offers views of the seascape that are hard to beat.


[image: image] Bodega Head offers views of the rugged coastline and occasionally Pacific gray whales along their migration route.


[image: image] The Marin Headlands have the best views of the San Francisco skyline and the Golden Gate Bridge, while the city’s Baker Beach offers the reverse view—bridge and headlands—from the opposite side.
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the Golden Gate Bridge viewed from the Marin Headlands





Central California


[image: image] Pfeiffer Beach showcases the best sunsets on the Big Sur coastline.


[image: image] Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park’s Overlook Trail ends with a stunning view of McWay Falls cascading down the cliffside to a remote cove.


[image: image] Gaviota Peak is at the end of a rugged 3 mi (4.8 km) trail that climaxes with stunning views of the Channel Islands.


Southern California


[image: image] Point Dume offers unparalleled views of the Malibu coastline, just above the state beach of the same name.


[image: image] The Getty Center is a hilltop museum with unmatched views of the L.A. skyline and coastline.


[image: image] Cabrillo National Monument sits on the highest point in San Diego, looking down on the city, its namesake bay, Coronado, Mexico, and a vast expanse of ocean.
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elephant seals at Piedras Blancas
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Hearts & Flowers room at the Madonna Inn
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Bixby Bridge in Big Sur






Central California in 3 Days



Days 13-14


SAN FRANCISCO


Start the morning with a cable car ride to Fisherman’s Wharf, where you can cross the bay to tour the famous island prison of Alcatraz. After you get your land legs back, stroll around the bayfront to the Embarcadero for lunch at the Ferry Building. Grab a coffee to go and spend the rest of the afternoon at Golden Gate Park, where you’ll find the de Young Museum and California Academy of Sciences. Top off the day with an excellent dinner in the Mission District.


Day 15


SAN FRANCISCO TO BIG SUR


160 mi / 250 km / 4 hours


Move out early and head down CA-1, rounding Monterey Bay. Choose stops along the way based on your interests. Stroll the boardwalk and ride the roller coaster in Santa Cruz. Tour Monterey’s famous aquarium. Carmel offers pristine white sand, cypress trees, and charming art galleries. All three towns have plenty of options for lunch.


The highway heading into Big Sur has some of the most scenic stretches in California. Be sure to snap some photographs, stopping or using pullouts only when it’s safe. Enjoy astonishing views at the Point Lobos State Reserve and the Bixby Bridge. On the west side of CA-1, take Sycamore Canyon Road to Pfeiffer Beach to see impressive rock formations. Time your stop to enjoy the sunset.


Enjoy the view while you dine at Nepenthe, then retire to historic Deetjens Big Sur Inn, nestled in the redwoods.


Day 16


BIG SUR TO SAN LUIS OBISPO


117 mi / 188 km / 3 hours


Set out early in the morning, stopping along the way at Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park to hike the short trail to the scenic overlook of McWay Falls. See the lighthouse and elephant seals at Piedras Blancas. Continue south to San Simeon, where you’ll stop for lunch before touring the enchanting Hearst Castle.


At Morro Bay, CA-1 moves inland toward San Luis Obispo, a lively little college town, where the Madonna Inn, a roadside attraction, is worth a look around—or an overnight stay, depending on your appreciation for kitsch.


Day 17


SAN LUIS OBISPO TO SANTA BARBARA


105 mi / 170 km / 2 hours


Continue south, cutting over to U.S. 154 and taking a scenic short cut into the Santa Barbara Mountains. Grab lunch at Cold Springs Tavern, a gold rush-era stagecoach stop serving burgers and chili, then take a 15-minute detour to catch a glimpse of the ancient cave painting at Chumash Painted Cave State Historic Park.


Continue south to Santa Barbara to spend the afternoon window-shopping on State Street, diving into Santa Barbara’s history and culture at the Old Mission Santa Barbara and Santa Barbara Museum of Art. Then visit tasting rooms along the Santa Barbara Urban Wine Trail and stroll along the beach for sunset and dinner. Get a room at the Spanish-style Hotel Californian, within a short walk of beaches, downtown, and wine-tasting rooms.




Romantic Stays


To ramp up that loving feeling on your road trip, include these romantic stops on your itinerary.


Washington


[image: image] Port Townsend is a Victorian seaport surrounded by water, with mountain views in either direction.


[image: image] Victoria, B.C., Canada’s beautiful westernmost capital, is a city of lights and flowers.


Oregon


[image: image] Astoria was once one of the West’s largest cities; now the town of 10,000 feels like a time capsule.


[image: image] Newport is a touristy fishing town, but its lovely Nye Beach neighborhood feels a world apart, with quaint cafés and boutiques.


Northern California


[image: image] Ferndale is the most picturesque little town on the Lost Coast, comprising mostly Victorian buildings resembling gingerbread homes.




[image: Image]


an inn in Ferndale





[image: image] Mendocino boasts the best view of any small town in the United States—every restaurant, gallery, and boutique on Main Street looks out over a gorgeous bay.


Central California


[image: image] Carmel is a picture-perfect beach town, populated by upscale shopping, wineries, and dog-friendly everything.


[image: image] Cambria offers cozy accommodations and stellar views along its Moonstone Beach, plus a social, village-like town center.


Southern California


[image: image] Laguna Beach is a charming and luxurious beach town nestled against hillsides and broken up into a dozen scenic coves.


[image: image] Encinitas only feels like a small town relative to the rest of Southern California. But all the restaurants, shops, and entertainment you need are within walking distance of its gorgeous Moonlight Beach.






Southern California in 4 Days



Day 18


SANTA BARBARA TO SANTA MONICA


85 mi / 136 km / 2 hours


Reserve your spot for a morning tour of botanical wonders at Lotusland, then it’s back on U.S. 101 south until roughly 5 mi (8.1 km) past Ventura, where CA-1 splits from U.S. 101 and heads southwest into Malibu, a fantastic coastal drive passing by dreamy surf and million-dollar beach houses. Lovers of art and history should consider a stop at the Getty Villa.


Once you reach Santa Monica, visit the Santa Monica Pier for strolling and amusements, then head farther south to people-watch at the always funky Venice Beach Boardwalk. Grab dinner in Venice, or head back to Santa Monica before staying the night at the beachfront Georgian Hotel.


Day 19


LOS ANGELES


Wait for rush hour traffic to die down with a leisurely morning appreciating the art collections and view at The Getty Center. Then it’s time for a classic L.A. drive up Sunset Boulevard into Hollywood. Wander the Hollywood Walk of Fame (Gower St. and Hollywood Blvd.) and get an eyeful at the ornate TCL Chinese Theatre.


Enjoy some science along with views of the city from the Griffith Observatory, then head downtown to visit The Broad museum. Take your pick of the city’s exciting dining options before getting a taste of Hollywood nightlife on the Sunset Strip. Families may want to plan on an extra day for an excursion to the Disneyland Resort.


Day 20


LOS ANGELES TO SAN DIEGO


130 mi / 210 km / 3 hours


Any number of freeways south out of Los Angeles will eventually connect you to I-5 heading toward San Diego. If you run into traffic, push all the way to the Orange County coast to reconnect with CA-1, and catch some sun or waves at surf mecca Huntington Beach.


The coast highway also routes to I-5 heading into San Diego County, where Historic Route 101 reappears to pass slowly through several beautiful North County beach towns before reaching Torrey Pines State Reserve, one of the wildest stretches along the coastline north of La Jolla. Drop into La Jolla Cove for some kayaking or snorkeling, then dine at one of many incredible restaurants with a view in La Jolla village before continuing on to San Diego to check into Hotel Indigo.


Day 21


SAN DIEGO


Start your day exploring Balboa Park, including the grand Botanical Building. Families will want to spend the morning ogling elephants and polar bears at the world-famous San Diego Zoo. Sun worshippers should head to Coronado, with its beachside shops and the legendary Hotel del Coronado. Craft beer fans will find plenty of spots to sip before sampling Little Italy’s impressive restaurant and cocktail scene for dinner.




Fresh-Catch Seafood


Fish tastes best closest to where it’s caught. Eat at the following spots that serve local seafood.


Washington


[image: image] Elliott’s Oyster House shucks Puget Sound oysters and serves sustainable planked salmon.


[image: image] Hama Hama Oyster Saloon is part oyster farm, part casual outdoor raw bar.


Oregon


[image: image] Dan and Louis Oyster Bar, a Portland fixture for over a century, always has rotating fresh catch on the menu.


[image: image] Ecola Seafoods in Cannon Beach was founded by a fisherman in 1977 and serves local salmon, shrimp, clams, oyster, and crab.


[image: image] The Wheelhouse & Crowsnest, in the small southern coast town of Bandon, will make you a fan of local rockfish and shellfish.


Northern California


[image: image] Wild Fish brings excellent, locally caught seafood to the tiny Mendocino County town of Little River.


[image: image] Spud Point Crab Co. makes some of the best chowder on the West Coast and excellent sandwiches with Bodega Bay crabs.


[image: image] The Marshall Store offers Tamales Bay oysters every which way, including raw, grilled, and smoked.


[image: image] Sam’s Chowder House makes amazing clam chowder; it also makes great Half Moon Bay petrale sole.


Central California


[image: image] Monterey’s Fish House cooks seafood over an oak-flame grill and offers several ways to enjoy Monterey Bay calamari.


[image: image] Santa Barbara Shellfish Company sits on Santa Barbara’s Stearns Wharf, where local abalone and steamed clams are on the menu.


Southern California


[image: image] Neptune’s Net serves a constant rotation of fish to bikers, surfers, and other coastal highway travelers.


[image: image] El Pescador Fish Market has been making fish tacos and burritos with local seafood for decades.


[image: image] Ironside Fish & Oyster is one of San Diego’s most stylish restaurants and a regular customer of the local fishing fleet.







[image: image]

surfers at Huntington Beach
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mosaic fountain at the Getty Villa
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the Mad Tea Party ride at Disneyland







Watching Whales and Other Sea Mammals


The Pacific Coast Highway offers many opportunities to spot sea animals, including whales, dolphins, seals, sea lions, and otters. Any high viewpoint overlooking a river mouth, bay, cape, or point is a good bet to spot offshore ocean life at least seasonally. If you spot one type of animal, chances are another is nearby. Here are some of the more fruitful places to look—don’t forget your binoculars!


Whale-Watching Viewpoints


From Washington’s northwesternmost tip, Cape Flattery, look for seals, sea lions, otters, and gray whales closer than you expect, peaking March to May as whales migrate to their Alaskan feeding grounds. Occasional humpback and even orca are seen farther out. On the coast of Oregon, Depoe Bay also witnesses the gray whales’ spring migration, but June through September is the best time to spot its local resident population of gray whales, which settle in here for the summer instead of continuing to Alaska. Form December to January, some 20,000 gray whales pass offshore of the Point Reyes Lighthouse as they migrate south to their calving site off southern Baja California, Mexico.


You may spot humpback whales and blue whales year-round from multiple viewpoints around the Monterey Bay, one of the most active regions of the coast. Boat tours are very worthwhile, but the best vantage spot from land is Point Lobos State Natural Reserve in Carmel. Gray whales pass through on their winter and spring migrations, and if you spot an orca here from January through May or September through November, consider yourself among the lucky few who do each month.


In Southern California, Malibu’s Point Dume State Beach is a lovely spot to look for whales of all kinds in their seasonal migrations, as well as dolphins, seals, sea lions, and seabirds.


Seals, Sea Lions, and Otters


In Oregon, the Sea Lion Caves is a well-known, private reserve where ticketed tours access close-up views of animals hanging out on their favorite rocks. About 70 mi (113 km) south, another biological reserve for sea lions may be viewed from Cape Arago State Park.


In Central California, a couple of different elephant seal rookeries offer viewing access of young seal families. Between Pescadero and Santa Cruz is Año Nuevo State Reserve, while just north of Hearst Castle is Piedras Blancas. Farther south, outside San Diego, the posh village of La Jolla has prime spots to view both sea lions and seals. Sea lions (which are larger and have external ears) congregate around La Jolla Cove, while harbor seals and their pups lounge a few hundred yards south.


Whale-Watching and Wildlife Tours


To go out on a boat for organized whale-watching and other ocean wildlife tours, embark from Westport, Washington, or, in California, from Fort Bragg, San Francisco, Monterey, Ventura, or Newport Beach.
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Washington Coast



Highlights


Best Hotels


Best Restaurants


Seattle


Port Gamble


S Port Townsend


[image: Image] Eastern Peninsula: Dosewallips and Staircase


Olympic National Park


Jamestown S’Klallam Tribal Community


Sequim and the Dungeness Valley


Port Angeles


S Hurricane Ridge


S Lake Crescent


Sol Duc


[image: Image] WA-113 to WA-112: Neah Bay and Cape Flattery


Forks


[image: Image] WA-110: La Push and Rialto Beach


Bogachiel State Park


S Hoh Rain Forest


Ruby Beach and Kalaloch


Lake Quinault


[image: Image] WA-109 to WA-115: Ocean Shores


Grays Harbor: Aberdeen and Hoquiam


[image: Image] WA-105: Westport and Tokeland


Willapa Bay: Raymond and South Bend


Long Beach Peninsula


[image: Image] WA-100: Cape Disappointment State Park
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Highlights


S Pike Place Market: Immerse yourself in the sights, sounds, and smells (both flowery and fishy) of the oldest continuously working market in the United States (click here).


S Space Needle: Recent upgrades have made the iconic tower—built to celebrate the Space Age in 1962—even better (click here).


[image: Image]


S Port Townsend: Surrounded by the sea and snowcapped mountains, this attractive Victorian town makes for a charming getaway (click here).


S Victoria, BC: This historic Canadian city of lights and flowers is definitely worth a short international ferry ride (click here).


S Hurricane Ridge: The most popular spot in Olympic National Park provides unmatched views of the gorgeous Strait of Juan de Fuca (click here).


S Lake Crescent: This stunning blue lake offers a blissful escape from the world (click here).


S Sol Duc Falls: A one-mile hike through old-growth forest leads to these year-round falls (click here).


S Hoh Rain Forest: Take a hike through this idyllic western section of Olympic National Park to see gorgeous trees and majestic wildlife (click here).





Anchoring the north end of our journey is Washington state, where the coast highway graciously takes us though wondrous natural settings: massive old-growth forests, shimmering lakes, rich river valleys, and rugged coastline.


Of course, it all starts in Seattle, the cosmopolitan West Coast hub that grew out of a small lumber port. Seattle has gone through some growing pains in recent years but has worked hard to upgrade and adapt its infrastructure. The results are just beginning to reveal themselves, and by 2021 the Emerald City promises to sparkle like never before. See the sights, eat some seafood, go see a rock band. But don’t linger too long—the road beckons.


Indeed, the entire Olympic Peninsula beckons. Home to Olympic National Park, the peninsula is covered with raw wilderness to explore: the mountains of Hurricane Ridge, brilliant blue Lake Crescent, the hot mineral baths of Sol Duc Hot Springs, the hanging mosses of Hoh Rain Forest, and the remote shores of Lake Quinault. In all, there are more than 600 mi (970 km) of hiking trails, salmon-inhabited rivers, lake water sports, and snow-capped views of the Olympic mountain range. Though dry and warm in the gorgeous summer months, Olympic National Forest receives 12-14 feet of rain each year, nourishing old-growth rain forests and producing some of the freshest, cleanest air imaginable.


Distinctive small towns ring the peninsula. Remnants of the Victorian era, the towns of Port Gamble and Port Townsend have become romantic waterfront destinations highlighted by Puget Sound views and 19th-century architecture. Historic Port Angeles provides access to the national park and the Olympic Discovery Trail—an old Milwaukee Railroad line that follows the waterfront 140 mi (225 km) across the entire north end of the peninsula, crossing rivers, forest, lakes, and mountains. It also offers ferry service to the charming and scenic Canadian city across the Strait of Juan de Fuca: Victoria, British Columbia.


Coastal sites around the west coast of the peninsula include forested Cape Flattery, the northwesternmost part of the lower 48 United States; the wind-sculpted beach rocks of Rialto and La Push; and southern Washington beach resorts where Pacific Northwesterners go to tan in the summer. The state of Washington is a feast for the eyes, the ideal place to start your Pacific Coast Highway adventure!


Planning Your Time


Plan at least five days if you want to make all the top stops in Seattle and Olympic National Park as part of your PCH drive; make it at least 10 to experience all the incredible hikes, lake activities, remote coastal views, and romantic side trips.


Spend at least two nights in Seattle to make the most of its cosmopolitan offerings, but cut that to one if your time is limited—there are simply too many must-see destinations as you circle counterclockwise around the Olympic Peninsula. First are Lake Crescent and mountainous Hurricane Ridge, both accessed from the peninsula’s north coast. Relatively close to one another, these two destinations can fill a day or a week. With extra time, visit nearby Sol Duc Falls and hot springs, or access segments of the 140 mi (225 km) Olympic Discovery Trail. The nearby towns of Port Angeles and Sequim offer food and accommodations in proximity to these sights, though lodges at the gorgeous lake are most desirable—and book up months in advance.


Another approach is to first make a stop in Port Townsend. Take a detour north from the 101 before Hurricane Ridge to reach the beautiful and artsy Victorian port town, which boasts eastern views across the Puget Sound to the northern Cascade mountain range. From here, it’s an hour to Port Angeles, where you can access the park. Or, if you have time and resources, break out your passport and catch a ferry to Vancouver, British Columbia. Built around a protected harbor, the historic Canadian capital is a city of lights and flowers; best to forgo a rushed day trip and spend a night or two.




Best Hotels


S Hotel Monaco: This stylish boutique hotel comes with a prime Seattle location and an in-room pet goldfish (click here).


S Fairmont Olympic Hotel: Seattle’s first choice in upscale lodging leads the way in elegance, convenience, and customer service (click here).


S Manresa Castle: This medieval (and haunted?) 1892 mansion in Port Townsend makes guests feel like royalty (click here).


S Lake Crescent Lodge: Surrounded by fir trees, this historic lakeside retreat counts FDR among its many guests (click here).


S Log Cabin Resort: The more remote lodge on Lake Crescent finds less traffic equals more serenity (click here).


S Sol Duc Hot Springs Resort: This retreat is built around its namesake bubbling mineral waters (click here).


S Kalaloch Lodge: The selling point of this lodge is access to nearby Ruby Beach (click here).


S Lake Quinault Lodge: This regal lodge benefits from its magnificent setting on the lake (click here).





If you’re not in a rush, make a three-hour detour to seek out the short hike to Cape Flattery, the scenic northwesternmost point of the contiguous United States. Otherwise, set your sights on the lush Hoh Rain Forest, Olympic National Park’s greenest jewel, and a wonderful spot for short, easy hikes (or one amazing long one). The nearest town with food and lodging here is Forks, which offers little to see or do but makes a convenient jumping-off point to the forest, as well as to memorable beach hikes in nearby Rialto and La Push.


Moving on from Hoh Rain Forest toward Oregon, take your pick of convenient stopping points in southwest Washington: Lake Quinault and coastal Kalaloch Lodge are most scenic, while the sleepy bay town of Westport stands out among a mix of residential fishing towns and vacation home communities.


It’s roughly 330 mi (530 km) from Seattle around the Olympic Peninsula and down to Long Beach on U.S. 101. The Olympic Peninsula is a mainly rural area connected by a lot of two-lane highway, with long, windy, potentially rainy stretches between basic services, so fuel up and keep plenty of water, snacks, and an emergency kit in your vehicle.


Getting There


Car


Besides taking U.S. 101 north out of coastal Oregon, drivers may enter Washington by taking I-5, the major north-south route stretching from the Canadian border in the north to the Mexican border in the south, including Oregon and California. Coming from Idaho to the east, I-90 is the best east-west route, but keep in mind that winter snow may close mountain passes.




Best Restaurants


S Salumi: Italian hot and cold sandwiches from this Seattle shop are the best meals between bread in the entire Pacific Northwest (click here).


S Shiro’s: Seattle’s iconic sushi fixture takes advantage of a preponderance of fresh Northwest seafood (click here).


S Espresso Vivace: Seattle’s espresso reputation hails from this café dedicated to the perfect pull (click here).


S Fountain Café: Art lines the walls of this funky east-meets-west eatery in Port Townsend (click here).


S Hama Hama Oyster Saloon: There’s no better place to find fresh oysters than the source, between Dosewallips and Staircase (click here).


S Pacific Pantry: House-cured meats and sausages make great picnic fare to go in Sequim (click here).


S Toga’s Soup House: A casual lunch spot in Port Angeles devoted to excellent soups and sandwiches (click here).





Air


Seattle-Tacoma International Airport (SEA, 17801 International Blvd., 800/544-1965 or 206/787-5388, www.portseattle.org) is the usual point of entry and is served by about two dozen airlines. Another option is Portland International (PDX, 7000 NE Airport Way, 877/460-4234, www.pdx.com), which is only a 2.5-hour drive from Seattle, over the Oregon border.


Train


Amtrak (King St. Station, 303 S. Jackson St., Seattle, 800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com) provides transport service throughout the country to the Northwest. The Coast Starlight connects Seattle, Portland, Sacramento, Oakland, and Los Angeles. Amtrak also runs the Cascade Line (800/872-7245, www.amtrakcascades.com), which runs between Eugene, Oregon, and Vancouver, British Columbia, with stops in Portland and Seattle. International visitors can buy a USA Rail Pass good for unlimited travel over 15, 30, or 45 days (from $460 adults, $230 children 2-12).


Bus


Greyhound (503 S. Royal Brougham Way, Seattle, 206/624-0618, www.greyhound.com) offers special discounts to students and seniors with routes and stops sticking to major highways and cities.


BoltBus (5th Ave. S. and S. Dearborn St., Seattle, 877/265-8287, www.boltbus.com) is the cheapest way to travel between Vancouver, British Columbia, and Seattle, Portland, and Eugene.


Fuel and Services


Services are limited inside Olympic National Park to minimize the environmental impact. Take advantage of the small towns that surround the park to stock up on supplies and fuel up. Between Port Angeles and Aberdeen, you can only count on finding active gas stations in Forks and Lake Quinault.


To receive reports on road conditions, call 511. If your phone carrier does not support 511, call toll-free 800/695-7623.


For emergency assistance and services call 911.


Seattle


Best known for heavy rainfall, espresso drinks, homegrown rock music, and fresh oysters, Seattle (pop. 724,745) was a small shipping port for local timber that evolved into a big city with small-town character. In recent years the tech industry has made a home here, prompting huge boosts to the population and economy, giving Seattle its share of growing pains but also transforming it into one of most cosmopolitan cities in the American West.



[image: Image]



Originally called Duwamps when founded by American settlers in 1851, the so-called Emerald City was soon renamed Seattle, after the highly regarded tribal chief of the Duwamish people native to the region. Like Chief Seattle, the city’s residents tend to espouse environmental preservation, as most are outdoorsy folk who greatly value the richly colored mountains, forests, and bodies of water surrounding the small metropolis. Brisk air pushing off the Puget Sound inspires the active and healthy lifestyle that makes Seattle one of America’s fittest cities, rousing appetites for the fine food and drink of local purveyors.


Getting There and Around


Air


Seattle-Tacoma International Airport (SEA, 17801 International Blvd., 800/544-1965 or 206/787-5388, www.portseattle.org) is the gateway to the Pacific Northwest. It’s only a 30-minute drive north on I-5 from Sea-Tac to downtown Seattle, unless you hit rush hour traffic, which seems to start earlier each year—best to make the drive prior to 3pm on weekdays. WA-99 is a more scenic alternative drive that traverses the industrial district bounded by the Duwamish River and drops you into downtown Seattle.


Ferry


Ferries cross the Puget Sound to the nearby islands of Bainbridge, Blake, and Vashon, as well as the Olympic Peninsula. The most convenient access point to the Washington coast is Pier 52 (801 Alaskan Way, 888/808-7977 or 206/464-6400, www.wsdot.wa.gov, $16.75 per car one-way, $8.65 per passenger and walk-on, $4.30 children 6-18), by way of the Seattle-Bainbridge Island Ferry. It’s a 35-minute glide across the open Puget Sound waters with comfortable seating, snacks, and restrooms on the main deck.


The Edmonds-Kingston Ferry (199 Sunset Ave. S., 888/808-7977 or 206/464-6400, www.wsdot.wa.gov, $16.75 per car one-way, $8.65 per passenger and walk-on, $4.30 children 6-18) is in quaint, suburban Edmonds, a 20-minute drive north of Seattle on I-5; take exit 177 and follow the signs to the ferry terminal. The crossing takes 30 minutes and the ferry departs every 40 minutes.


Public Transit


Seattle is an easy city to get around, with most attractions concentrated in the walkable downtown area. King County Metro Transit (206/553-3000, www.kingcounty.gov, $2.75 adults, $1 seniors 65+, $1.50 children 6-18) operates several lines throughout the city. The Seattle Center Monorail (5th Ave. and Pine St., 206/905-2620, www.seattlemonorail.com, 7:30am-11pm Mon.-Fri., 8:30am-11pm Sat.-Sun., $2.50 adults, $1.25 seniors 65+ and children 5-12) links downtown with Seattle Center and the Space Needle. Sound Transit light rail (888/889-6368, www.soundtransit.org, 5am-1am Mon.-Sat., 6am-midnight Sun., $2.25-3.25) connects all of downtown from Westlake Center to the International District.



Sights



Downtown



S Pike Place Market



If it’s possible to capture the essence of a city in one place, then Pike Place Market (Pike Pl. and Virginia St., between 1st Ave. and Western Ave., 206/682-7453, www.pikeplacemarket.org, 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-5pm Sun.) is Seattle’s true soul. The main market is a collection of 700 vendors, slinging meats, produce, flowers, and, in the case of its famous fishmongers, literally slinging fish—crowds gather to watch them toss whole fish to one another. The street out front is lined with restaurants (including the original Starbucks) and street-level stalls, while an underground maze of unique shops descends to the waterfront.
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Pike Place Market





Waterfront Park


From Pike Place Market, you can easily walk down to Waterfront Park (1301 Alaskan Way, 206/684-4075, www.seattle.gov), home to souvenir shops, restaurants, the aquarium, and iconic Ferris wheel The Seattle Great Wheel (206/623-8607, seattlegreatwheel.com, 10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $15 adults, $13 seniors 65+, $10 children 3-11), which offers awesome sound and city views from its perch on Pier 57. Waterfront Park is also where you board the sightseeing boats of Argosy Cruises (Pier 55, 1101 Alaskan Way, 206/623-1445 or 800/642-7816, www.argosycruises.com, $31 adults, $29 seniors 65+, $18 children 4-12) that leave from Pier 55 for a one-hour spin around Elliott Bay.


The entire waterfront area is currently undergoing extensive redevelopment, with construction scheduled to continue through 2024. This will include a new, expanded city park, plus rebuilt piers and pedestrian pathways connecting to nearby neighborhoods. One of the redevelopment’s first steps was demolition of the old Alaskan Way Viaduct, the bulky raised highway that effectively sequestered the waterfront from the rest of downtown. With it gone, the western portion of downtown already feels more open—and frankly coastal—than it has in half a century.


Seattle Aquarium


Along the waterfront, the Seattle Aquarium (1483 Alaskan Way, Pier 59, 206/386-4300, www.seattleaquarium.org, 9:30am-5pm daily, $35 adults, $33 seniors 65+, $25 children 4-12) is the best way—short of donning scuba gear—to see the colorful underwater wildlife inhabiting Puget Sound’s icy depths. Get your hands wet in tidepools and marvel at 350 species of aquatic animals on display, including harbor seals, sharks, giant Pacific octopuses, and sea otters. The 400,000-gallon Underwater Dome alone is worth the trip: Descend into a half-sphere to find scores of deep-sea creatures completely surrounding you.


Seattle Art Museum


The entrance to the Seattle Art Museum (SAM) (1300 1st Ave., 206/654-3100, www.seattleartmuseum.org, 10am-9pm Thurs., 10am-5pm Wed. and Fri.-Sun., $30 adults, $28 seniors 65+, $20 children 15-18) is marked by a 48-foot kinetic sculpture, Hammering Man, that towers over the sidewalk as though he’s about to smash his hammer into the concrete. The museum is renowned for its cultural displays of Native American, Asian, and African American art. The spacious, three-level building includes a café and gift shop.


Central Library


The spectacular Rem Koolhaus-designed glass and steel of the Central Library (1000 4th Ave., 206/386-4636, www.spl.org, 10am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-6pm Fri.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) add character to an otherwise traditional cityscape. The very modern architecture matches the library’s other state-of-the-art features, such as the talking book repository outside and the automated book-circulation system that ferries materials from floor to floor using conveyor belts. A must-see on a library visit is the Books Spiral, a long, gently sloping ramp that winds through four floors of materials. This innovative design allows the library’s entire nonfiction collection to be accessed by anyone, without relying on stairs or elevators.


Pioneer Square


South of the downtown core lies the Pioneer Square Historic District (between 4th Ave. and Alaskan Way S., from Yesler Way to King St.). Seattle’s oldest neighborhood features 19th-century buildings nestled along modern art galleries, cafés, and nightclubs. Today, the square is the starting point of the Bill Speidel’s Underground Tour (614 1st Ave., 206/682-4646, www.undergroundtour.com [URL inactive], 8:30am-7pm daily, $22 adults, $20 students, $10 children 7-12), an entertaining excursion through the original streets beneath the current city. It’s also the location of the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park Museum (319 2nd Ave. S., 206/220-4240, www.nps.gov, 10am-5pm daily, free), which traces Seattle’s gold rush history through educational exhibits, films, historic photos, and activities. There’s even a free walking tour (10am daily mid-June-Labor Day weekend).


At night, revelers come to enjoy the square’s many restaurants, bars, and clubs, especially when the Mariners, Sounders, or Seahawks are playing, as their stadiums sit a few blocks south of Pioneer Square.


Capitol Hill


Though located atop the steep hill northeast of downtown Seattle, the Capitol Hill district is the city’s lively cultural hub. Bustling daytime activities flow into a music-rich nightlife that can extend into the early morning hours and occasionally spills onto the streets.


The neighborhood was once known as Broadway Hill, and today its main drag runs along Broadway between Roy Street and Olive Way. Walk the length of it to find all eight of the Dancers’ Series: Steps. Installed by artist Jack Mackie in 1982, bronze footprints embedded in the sidewalk illustrate the footwork of famous dances, from mambo to tango. The year-round Broadway Farmers Market (Broadway Ave. E. and E. Pine St., 206/547-2278, www.seattlefarmersmarkets.org, 11am-3pm Sun.) draws shoppers looking for fresh vegetables, fruits, cheeses, and specialty treats.


Volunteer Park


New York has Central Park, San Francisco has Golden Gate Park, and Seattle has Volunteer Park (accessible from 4th or 5th Ave. E., 206/684-4075, www.seattle.gov, 6am-10pm daily). Stroll the many trails framed in greenery to the conservatory, a glass building filled with rooms of blooming flowers and seasonal displays. A short walk to the other side of the park brings you to a spiral staircase leading to the 75-foot water tower, which has sweeping city views.


Queen Anne Hill


Named for the architectural style of the mansions built on the hill by many of Seattle’s founding elite, Queen Anne is bordered by Belltown (to the south), Lake Union (to the east), Lake Washington ship canal (to the north), and Magnolia (to the west). Along its picturesque residential streets you will find some of Seattle’s most historic homes, and as Queen Anne is considered the highest hill in Seattle, it also has some of the city’s steepest streets.


Queen Anne is divided into two areas: upper Queen Anne, a quieter, more residential environment, and lower Queen Anne (also known as Uptown), the commercial heart of the district. A favorite destination in this neighborhood, particularly around sunset, is small Kerry Park (corner of 2nd Ave. W. and W. Highland Dr., free), best known for its sweeping views of downtown Seattle, the Space Needle, Mount Rainier, and the waterfront.


Seattle Center


Adjacent to lower Queen Anne is the tourist mecca known as the Seattle Center (305 Harrison St., 206/684-7200, www.seattlecenter.com, 7am-9pm daily, free). Built for the 1962 World’s Fair, it encompasses fairgrounds, the International Fountain, and a year-round arts and entertainment center, as well as the Space Needle and the Experience Music Project. It’s also the location of the north terminal of the Seattle Monorail, which transports visitors between Seattle Center and downtown approximately every 10 minutes—particularly useful, as parking rates in the immediate vicinity typically exceed $20.




Two Days in Seattle


TOP EXPERIENCE


Day 1


Spend the morning exploring Pike Place Market, the historic landmark where locals and tourists connect. Sample produce, try street food, browse the creative wares, and enjoy the quirky street performers. Cap off your visit with a ride to the top of the Seattle Great Wheel to enjoy amazing views of Puget Sound.


Come down to earth to explore the underwater world of the Seattle Aquarium. If art is your passion, head a few blocks east to spend the afternoon at the Seattle Art Museum instead.


End your day with dinner and a show at the Pink Door, where the cuisine may be accompanied by trapeze artists overhead.


Day 2


Begin your day in Capitol Hill, learning a few dance steps from the sidewalk and tasting a perfect coffee at Espresso Vivace. Then head south 2 mi (3.2 km) to Pioneer Square, a historic neighborhood of 19th-century buildings. Take Bill Speidel’s Underground Tour or visit the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park Museum. Grab lunch to go from Salumi and eat while people-watching at nearby Occidental Square.
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Learn some moves from Capitol Hill’s Dancers’ Series: Steps art installation.





Leave the past behind and catch a monorail to the future at the Seattle Center, where the trip to the top of the Space Needle is worthwhile for 360-degree views of Puget Sound. Aim for sunset in Queen Anne Hill’s Kerry Park for incredible, camera-ready views of Elliott Bay, Bainbridge Island, Mount Rainier, the Space Needle, and the city skyline. End your day with sushi at Shiro’s or oysters at Elliott’s Oyster House.





If you plan to visit all the Seattle Center sights, the Seattle CityPASS (www.citypass.com, $99 adults, $79 children 5-12) bundles entry to these and a few others around Seattle. It’s available at Seattle Center box offices or can be downloaded to a smartphone.



S Space Needle



First sketched on a napkin by artist Edward E. Carlson in a coffee shop, the Space Needle (400 Broad St., 206/905-2100, www.spaceneedle.com, 9:30am-10pm daily, $32.50-37.50 adults, $27.50-32.50 seniors 65+, $24.50-28.50 children 5-12) would become the most talked-about part of the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair and has since become a celebrated Seattle icon enjoyed by locals and visitors alike. Ticket prices fluctuate throughout the day, with busier afternoon hours costing more than morning, and night hours being the cheapest. Whichever time of day, visitors ride the tower’s elevators 520 feet up to a pair of observation decks, each offering 360-degree views of the surrounding city and Puget Sound. A new feature since a recent multimillion-dollar renovation is the lower viewing deck, dubbed the Loupe, which features what they claim is the world’s first and only rotating glass floor.


Experience Music Project


The Museum of Pop Culture (MoPOP) (325 5th Ave. N., 206/770-2700, www.mopop.org, 10am-5pm daily, $36 adults, $33 seniors 65+, $21 children 5-12) was previously known as the Experience Music Project (EMP), and with a recent rebrand came an expanding mission. The colorful, Frank Gehry-designed blob of a building was initially envisioned as a showcase for Microsoft billionaire Paul Allen’s Jimi Hendrix memorabilia, and while Jimi and other Seattle-born rockers are still a feature, the museum now houses relics spanning the pop culture age, including film, comic book, and video game memorabilia as well, with wings dedicated to sci-fi, horror, and fantasy genres.
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Museum of Pop Culture
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a totem pole in the Pioneer Square neighborhood
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Seattle’s Space Needle





Fremont


Across the canal north of Queen Anne Hill, the neighborhood of Fremont is the traditional center of Seattle’s counterculture. Calling itself “The People’s Republic of Fremont,” the sprawling urban neighborhood offers laid-back restaurants, bars, and coffeehouses, plus an eclectic assortment of unlikely public artworks, including a bronze statue of Vladimir Lenin (3526 Fremont Pl. N.). Most famous is the Fremont Troll (Troll Ave. N. at N. 36th St.), a sculpture of a large troll lurking under the Aurora Bridge, with a VW bug in its hand.


Recreation


Bicycling


Leg power and sweat are all you need to bicycle Seattle. The opportunities are numerous in and around the city. Book one of several guided bike tours with Seattle Cycling Tours (714 Pike St., 206/356-5803, www.seattle-cycling-tours.com, 9:30am-4pm Tues.-Sun., $59/day) or rent a bike from The Bicycle Repair Shop (68 Madison St., 206/682-7057, www.thebicyclerepairshop.com, 8am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., $29/half day, $40/day standard, $39/half day, $60/day electric) and navigate your own way via standard or electric bike. The 6 mi (9.7 km) Cheshiahud Lake Union Loop around Lake Union features interpretive signs along the trail that provide insight into Seattle’s Native American and maritime histories. There are plenty of grassy spots and picnic areas to stop for water breaks and snacks.


For a day ride that extends outside of Seattle, the Burke-Gilman Trail connects friendly, urban neighborhoods lined with restaurants, shops, and beautiful scenery. This is not a loop, so you will have to return the way you came. Begin at the south end of Golden Gardens Park on Puget Sound and bike to the Ballard Locks (about 2 mi/3.2 km), a popular site where salmon can be seen at the fish ladder during spawning season in August. The trail ends here, but a short ride on the road (NW Market St. to Shilshole Ave. to NW 45th St.) picks up the trail at Gas Works Park, a 19-acre public park on the site of the former Seattle Gas Light Company plant along Lake Union, and traverses the campus of the University of Washington. You can turn back here or continue east, passing crowds of picnickers and volleyball nets at several parks nestled along the path. The trail forks after crossing 96th Avenue NE: Veer left toward the Sammamish River Trail (which continues another 11 mi/17.8 km to Marymoor Park in Redmond) or take the right fork, which crosses the Sammamish River and ends the route at Riverside Drive.


Spectator Sports


The Seattle Seahawks (www.seahawks.com) play National Football League home games with the benefit of the notorious 12th man: their home town crowd, which makes big noise at CenturyLink Field (800 Occidental Ave. S., 206/381-7555 or 888/635-4295, www.centurylinkfield.com), a 72,000-seat, open-air stadium that also plays host to the city’s beloved Seattle Sounders FC (877/657-4625, www.soundersfc.com) Major League Soccer team.


The Seattle Mariners (www.mlb.com) run the bases right next door at Safeco Field (1250 1st Ave. S., 206/346-4001), a state-of-the-art facility with seating for 47,000 fans, a retractable roof, kid zone, and several team shops and public services. Ticket costs vary from cheap to expensive, but no seat is a bad seat at this stadium. You don’t have to live here to enjoy a Mariners’ ballgame, but you do have to try the garlic fries.


Food


Downtown


Look for organic breakfast and lunch options at Portage Bay Café (391 Terry Ave. N., 206/462-6400, www.portagebaycafe.com, 7am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 7:30am-2:30pm Sat.-Sun., $12-20), or for a quicker bite with a little attitude, grab a Southern-style biscuit sandwich at Biscuit Bitch (621 3rd Ave., 206/728-2219, https://biscuitbitch.com, 7am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-3pm Sat.-Sun., $5-10).


For fresh bread and baked treats, head to Grand Central Bakery (214 1st Ave. S., 206/622-3644, www.grandcentralbakery.com, 7am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-4pm Sat., $6-15). While the cookies and assorted pastries are always sure to please, they also serve delicious breakfasts and soup and sandwiches for lunch. The service is inviting, and the environment is warm and relaxed.


A pair of small, lunchtime-only restaurants draw lines daily around Pioneer Square. Standout S Salumi (404 Occidental Ave. S., 206/621-8772, www.salumicuredmeats.com, 11am-1:30pm Mon., 11am-3:30pm Tues.-Fri., $9-13) has a roomier new location a couple blocks from the original, but success hasn’t stopped it being one of the best sandwich shops in the nation. It’s impossible to go wrong with the house salami or meatball sub, but it’s the succulent porchetta (roast pork) that you won’t soon forget. A few blocks north, Seattleites flock to try the beautiful, handmade, organic pastas at Il Corvo (217 James St., 206/538-0999, www.ilcorvopasta.com, 11am-3pm Mon.-Fri., $11-30), with rotating sauces ranging from classic to creative.


To indulge in fresh, locally caught seafood with a gorgeous waterfront view, hit Elliott’s Oyster House (1201 Alaskan Way, Pier 56, 206/623-4340, www.elliottsoysterhouse.com, 11am-10pm daily, $25-90), which serves the freshest wild salmon and Dungeness crab around, while giving shellfish lovers two dozen varieties of oysters.


Or, opt for 40 types of raw fish at legendary sushi bar S Shiro’s (2401 2nd Ave., 206/443-9844, www.shiros.com, 5:30pm-10:30pm daily, $15-75)—order omikase (chef’s choice) for an unforgettable experience.


Choose between a rooftop terrace or a comfortable dining room where trapeze artists may swing overhead while you eat Italian fare. That’s the unique allure of the Pink Door (1919 Port Alley, Pike Place Market, 206/443-3241, www.thepinkdoor.net, 11:30am-11:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-1am Fri.-Sat., 4pm-10pm Sun., $18-39). There’s no sign, so look for the namesake pastel-painted entrance.


To really get into the tourist zone, grab small bites from the dozens of shops around Pike Place Market. Lines will clue you in to the cult favorites, including Russian bakery Piroshky Piroshky (1908 Pike Pl., 206/441-6068, www.piroshkybakery.com, 8am-7pm daily, $4-10). Watch the cheese being made at Beecher’s Handmade Cheese (1600 Pike Pl., 206/956-1964, www.beechershandmadecheese.com, 9am-6pm daily, $6-12), note the original logo at the Original Starbucks (1912 Pike Pl., 206/448-8762, www.starbucks.com, 6am-9pm daily, $4-8), and stop by the famous Pike Place Clam Chowder (1530 Post Alley, 206/267-2537, www.pikeplacechowder.com, 11am-5pm daily, $6-12), recently honored by the James Beard Foundation for its sustainable seafood practices.


Capitol Hill


With good reason, Seattle’s earned a reputation for popularizing espresso drinks. But while a certain global chain has the furthest reach, the most influential of the bunch is S Espresso Vivace (532 Broadway E., 206/860-2722, www.espressovivace.com, 6am-10pm daily, $3-6), which has remained a small local chain for decades, earnestly devoted to perfecting the pulled shot.


Once you’ve seen the “Original” Starbucks store at Pike Place (technically, moved from its original location), fans of the chain should look to the Starbucks Reserve Roastery (1124 Pike St., 206/624-0173, www.roastery.starbucks.com [URL inactive], 7am-11pm daily, $3-8). The home of the brand’s small-batch roasters, it has a spacious ode to coffee in the form of a circular bar offering rotating, single-origin beans and every conceivable preparation method.


Like a cheap meal? Stubbornly low prices help Dick’s Drive-In (115 Broadway E., 206/323-1300, www.ddir.com, 10:30am-2am daily, $1-3) retain its status as Seattle’s favorite homegrown burger chain. At less than two bucks a burger, might as well add a milkshake.


Housed inside lower Capitol Hill’s Melrose Market, nationally regarded Sitka & Spruce (1531 Melrose Ave., 206/324-0662, www.sitkaandspruce.com [URL inactive], 11:30am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.-Sun., 5pm-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., 5pm-9pm Sun.-Mon., $13-36) creates impeccable, ingredient-inspired dishes that change daily. Go next door to visit Taylor’s Shellfish (1521 Melrose Ave., 206/501-4321, www.taylorshellfishfarms.com, 11am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $3-32), a casual spot for oysters and the regional delicacy geoduck (pronounced “gooey-duck”) clam.


Altura (617 Broadway E., 206/402-6749, www.alturarestaurant.com, 5:30pm-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., $157 prix fixe) serves fresh Pacific Northwest delectables with an Italian flair. It’s fine dining at its best with a 10- to 15-course tasting menu prepared by talented chefs that celebrate seasonal cuisine. The wine selection is vast, and the service is superb.


Nightlife


Bars and Clubs


A big club with an intimate atmosphere right in the heart of historic Pioneer Square, Club Contour (807 1st Ave., 206/447-7704, www.clubcontour.com, 3pm-2am Sun.-Thurs., 3pm-4am Fri.-Sat.) is the place for progressive dance music, DJ beats, and live entertainment. Its outdoor patio lets you appreciate warm summer nights while taking a break from the cozy dance floor. In Capitol Hill, Q Nightclub (1426 Broadway, 206/432-9306, www.qnightclub.com, 9pm-2am Wed.-Thurs., 10pm-3am Fri.-Sat.) features some of the world’s top underground dance DJs.


There’s never a dull moment at Re-Bar (1114 Howell St., 206/233-9873, www.rebarseattle.com, 7pm-1am Mon., 7pm-midnight Tues., 7pm-2am Thurs., 7pm-4am Fri.-Sat., 10pm-2:30am Sun.). They’ve got DJs, they’ve got burlesque, they’ve got karaoke, they’ve got glitter. Re-Bar’s sparkle might grow on you—literally.


Three floors’ worth of cocktail bar populate Grim’s Provisions & Spirits (1512 11th Ave., 206/324-7467, www.grimseattle.com [URL inactive], 9pm-2am Tues.-Sun.), ranging from lounge to speakeasy to pulsating dance floor.


Home of the famous “Gum Wall” in Pike Place Market, the intimate, brick-walled Alibi Room (85 Pike St. #410, 206/623-3180, www.seattlealibi.com, 11:30am-2am daily) attracts a hip crowd for drinking, eclectic music, and dancing.


Seattle’s a big craft beer city, and its rich brewing tradition begins with pioneer Pyramid Alehouse (1201 1st Ave. S., 206/682-3377, www.pyramidbrew.com, 11am-9pm daily), which has been making beer since 1984, just across the street from the ballpark. Among the dozens of highly regarded smaller breweries all over town, the best known may be Fremont Brewing Company (1050 N. 34th St., 206/420-2407, www.fremontbrewing.com, 11am-9pm daily). To try a broader range of regional brews in one spot, head over to Chuck’s Hop Shop (2001 E. Union St., 206/538-0743, www.chuckshopshop.com, 11am-midnight daily), which offers a massive variety in bottles and on tap, and a friendly patio on which to sip.


Seattle also leads the coast in craft distilling, with the top draws being whiskey specialist Westland Distillery (2931 1st Ave. S., 206/767-7250, www.westlanddistillery.com, noon-7pm Tues.-Thurs., 11am-8pm Fri.-Sat.) and conveniently located Copperworks Distilling Company (1250 Alaskan Way, 206/504-7604, www.copperworksdistilling.com, noon-6pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-7pm Fri.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.), next to Pike Place.


Staff will help wine lovers navigate the massive selection at Purple Café & Wine Bar (1225 4th Ave., 206/829-2280, www.purplecafe.com, 11am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri., noon-midnight Sat., noon-11pm Sun.), and if you’re interested in Washington-produced wines visit Pike Place’s The Tasting Room (1924 Post Alley, 206/770-9463, www.winesofwashington.com, noon-8pm Sun.-Thurs., noon-10pm Fri.-Sat.).


Live Music


Seattle has the highest per-capita music and dance attendance in the country, with 80 live music clubs and 15 symphony orchestras. Its venues are eclectic, offering everything from jazz, blues, and pop to the locals’ favorite—rock. Pick up a copy of Seattle’s free alternative weekly magazine, The Stranger, for current local club listings, or look to these classic venues for better-known performers.


The Crocodile Café (2200 2nd Ave., 206/441-4618, www.thecrocodile.com, 4pm-2am daily) is a “come as you are” venue with a stage that has seen the likes of big performers Nirvana and Mudhoney. There’s a performance every night and great food downstairs in the café.


There is always something different happening at the Triple Door (216 Union St., 206/838-4333, www.tripledoor.net, 4pm-midnight daily). With everything from blues, jazz, pop, and funk, it’s a microcosm of good tunes, drinks, and food, all under the roof of the old Embassy Theatre.


A Seattle landmark, The Showbox (1426 1st Ave., 206/628-3151, www.showboxpresents.com) has been a fixture on the city’s music scene since 1939, hosting bands like Dizzy Gillespie, Muddy Waters, Pearl Jam, and the Dave Matthews Band. Sit back, have a drink, and enjoy up-and-comers or big-name acts belting it out over a phenomenal sound system on a big stage.


Arts and Entertainment


Performing Arts


Built in the era of vaudeville and silent films, the exquisite Paramount Theater (911 Pine St., 206/682-1414, www.stgpresents.org) is Seattle’s surviving theater royalty. This lavish, intricately decorated theater has been the backdrop to decades of performances and the home of a priceless Wurlitzer organ, which can be viewed as part of a theater tour.


There’s not a bad seat in the house at ACT (A Contemporary Theatre) (700 Union St., 206/292-7676, www.acttheatre.org). Each of its five stages draws the audience in for an intimate experience with year-round contemporary productions.


Galleries


You’ve heard of the glass slipper, but have you heard of the glass house? It’s the centerpiece of Chihuly Garden and Glass (305 Harrison St., 206/753-4940, www.chihulygardenandglass.com, 10am-6pm Sun.-Tues., Thurs., 10am-7pm Fri.-Sun., $32 adults, $27 seniors 65+, $19 children 5-12, ticket packages with Space Needle offered). This amazing gallery pays tribute to artist Dale Chihuly with an exhibition hall that includes eight galleries and three drawing walls, and a lush garden with four majestic sculptures. This glass house will overwhelm you.


Ghost Gallery (1111 E. Pike St., 206/832-6063, www.ghostgalleryshop.com, 11am-7pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-6pm Sat.-Sun., free) is hidden behind a cupcake shop. The small space still displays local and nationally acclaimed artists, a “petite works” room with miniature art, boutique wines, and a selection of handmade jewelry and vintage goods.


Follow the stairway under the ornate marquee by the 5th Avenue Theatre (1308 5th Ave., 206/625-1900, www.5thavenue.org) to one of the best-kept secrets: The Pedestrian Underground Concourse (1301 5th Ave.). This isn’t your typical art gallery. It’s a three-block-long passage that chronicles the history of downtown Seattle through historical photos that line the walls.


At Ancient Grounds (1220 1st Ave., 206/749-0747, 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-6pm Sat.) you can enjoy a caffè latte in a beautiful setting surrounded by cultural tapestries from around the world, including tapestries, prints, and hand-carved and -painted masks, shields, and totems.


Shopping


Downtown


Pacific Place (600 Pine St., 206/405-2655, www.pacificplaceseattle.com, 10am-8pm daily) has great eats, a big cinema, a skybridge, lots of moderately priced shops, and some expensive boutiques and specialty stores like Brookstone and Trophy Cupcakes. During the holidays, snow falls through the center of the mall as nightly performances echo the spirit of the season.


If a stylish handbag, scarf, or jewelry is on your shopping list, visit Fini (86 Pine St., 206/443-0563, www.ilovefini.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.)—you could spend all day trying to decide which best captures your personality.


A throwback where just about everything is nostalgic, Golden Age Collectables (1501 Pike Place Market, Ste. 401, 206/622-9799, www.goldenagecollectables.com, 9:30am-7pm daily) stocks kitschy items from lunch boxes to bobbleheads. Step inside to summon your inner nerd.


Souvenir and antiques shoppers are sure to find the perfect gift for that special someone at Raven’s Nest Treasure (85 Pike St., Ste. B, 206/343-0890, www.ravenstreasure.com, 9:30am-6pm Tues.-Sat., 10:30am-5pm Sun.). It’s a treasure trove of Native American art, intricate carvings, unique statues, and beautiful jewelry.


Capitol Hill


Big in space and selection, Elliott Bay Book Company (1521 10th Ave., 206/624-6600, www.elliottbaybook.com, 10am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 10am-9pm Sun.) proves a great place to get lost among the shelves, browsing through new and old books.


Hip, funky, fabulous, and pink—there are all kinds of words to describe Pretty Parlor (119 Summit Ave. E., 206/405-2883, www.prettyparlor.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.). With a vast selection of clothing by local designers, this shop has fashionable apparel for women and men.


Melrose Market (1531 Melrose Ave., www.melrosemarketseattle.com, 11am-7pm daily) is the Pike Place Market of the Capitol Hill neighborhood. It’s a community of shops encompassing the aroma of fresh flowers, local organic produce and craft vendors, and a 5,000-square-foot space for urban events.


Queen Anne Hill


The best place on Queen Anne Hill is Four Winds Artful Living (1521 Queen Anne Ave. N., 206/282-0472, 10:30am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.-Mon.), an exotic import boutique with handmade silver jewelry, candles and oils, leather handbags, home decor, and clothing.


Chocolopolis (1631 15th Ave. W. #111, 206/282-0776, www.chocolopolis.com, 11am-6pm Tues.- Fri., 11am-3:30pm Sat.) is not a mythical place but a real paradise. The unique artisan chocolate bars are worth every delicious nibble.


Fremont


Plenty of small, independent boutiques populate funky Fremont, particularly along 35th Street and around Fremont Place. Curated fashions include local designers at the boutique Show Pony (3501 Fremont Ave. N., 206/706-4188, www.showponyboutique.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.). It’s tough to walk past accessories and housewares shop Burnt Sugar (601 N. 35th St., 206/545-0699, www.burntsugar.us, 11am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.), partly due to the large rocket affixed to its storefront (possibly aiming for the planet atop the aptly named Saturn Building across the street).


To go deep into design history, spend some time browsing Fremont Vintage Mall (3419 Fremont Pl. N., 206/329-4460, www.fremontvintagemall.com [URL inactive], 11am-7pm daily).


Those with a sweet tooth will know bean-to-bar chocolatier Theo Chocolate (3400 Phinney Ave. N., 206/632-5100, www.theochocolate.com, 10am-6pm daily); its headquarters offers hand-crafted sweets unavailable elsewhere.


Events


One of the world’s biggest entertainment festivals, Bumbershoot (Seattle Center, 305 Harrison St., www.bumbershoot.com, Labor Day weekend) does not disappoint, with over 100 musical acts, endless rows of food vendors, the Indie Market of handmade crafts, one-of-a-kind designs, and fine arts, and loads of fun. Expect huge crowds, rain or (usually) shine.


Since 1950, Seafair (Genesee Park & Playfield, 4316 S. Genesee St., www.seafair.com) has been a city-wide summer celebration of the Puget Sound lifestyle, with festivals, parades, a triathlon, and roaming Seafair Pirates spread throughout the early summer. The festival concludes the last weekend of July with major events, including hydroplane races and the Blue Angels’ air shows.


Expect nonstop music, food, and fun at the Northwest Folklife Festival (Seattle Center, 305 Harrison St., www.nwfolklife.org, Memorial Day weekend), a local tradition since 1972. There are plenty of family-friendly activities and a wonderful cultural art exhibit, hosted these days at the Seattle Center.


Accommodations


Under $150


Cheap doesn’t have to lack style, and you’ll find both at City Hostel Seattle (2327 2nd Ave., 206/706-3255, www.thehello.com, $30 and up dorms, $99 and up private). With a location between the Space Needle and Pike Place Market as well as eccentric and artful motifs by local artists, it’s been voted best hostel in the United States.


A well-known historical hotel, Moore Hotel (1926 2nd Ave., 206/448-4851 or 800/421-5508, www.moorehotel.com, $105 and up) offers rooms with shared bathrooms located down the hall. For a little more money, you can get a room with a private bath.


$150-250


Nestled between Seattle’s football and baseball stadiums, Silver Cloud Stadium (1046 1st Ave. S., 206/204-9800, www.silvercloud.com, $229 and up) is near the Amtrak station, public transportation, and Pioneer Square.


Seattle has a good collection of elegant and trendy hotels that make for a memorable stay. Paramount Hotel (724 Pine St., 206/292-9500 or 800/426-0670, www.paramounthotelseattle.com, $249 and up) is in the center of downtown Seattle, just minutes away from the city’s sights. Its lobby is decorated in dark woods and deep reds, and the rooms are tasteful and spacious.


Hotel Vintage (1100 5th Ave., 206/624-8000 or 800/853-3914, www.hotelvintage-seattle.com, $215 and up) is a beautiful boutique hotel with a 24-hour fitness center and nightly hosted wine hour that features local wine partners.


Romance is in the details at S Hotel Monaco (1101 4th Ave., 206/621-1770, www.monaco-seattle.com, $224 and up), including spacious rooms, pillowtop beds, complimentary wine tasting, and an in-room pet goldfish. You can walk from the hotel to Pike Place Market, Pioneer Square, and the world-famous Seattle Public Library.


Over $250


A boutique hotel with modern panache, Hotel Andra (2000 4th Ave., 206/448-8600, www.hotelandra.com, $290 and up) is in the heart of downtown and perfectly set between Seattle’s thriving retail hub and iconic attractions.


A short walk from Pike Place Market, the Mayflower Park Hotel (405 Olive Way, 206/623-8700, www.mayflowerpark.com, $250 and up) is a 90-year-old landmark offering timeless appeal.


The Alexis Hotel (1007 1st Ave., 206/624-4844 or 800/264-8482, www.alexishotel.com, $285 and up) is where you want to hang your hat. With their 300-thread-count sheets, you may never get out of bed. The rooms feature themed art and plush furnishings. Complimentary wine is offered in the afternoons at the Library Bistro, which also serves Northwest cuisine. A full spa is available when you want to relax after a day of shopping.


A hotel with modern tastes, Hotel 1000 (1000 1st Ave., 206/957-1000, www.loewshotels.com, $400 and up) is one of the most upscale places to stay in the downtown Seattle area. The rooms feature waterfall showerheads, marble bathrooms, and beautiful dark wood furnishings. One of the unique features of the hotel is its virtual golf course, where you can practice your swing.


Seattle’s top-rated stay, S Fairmont Olympic Hotel (411 University St., 206/621-1700, www.fairmont.com, $409 and up) cuts no corners, offering luxury accommodations in a central location. Ornate, 1920s-era wood carvings adorn the public spaces, while midcentury decor, luxurious bedding, and modern technologies make rooms so comfortable you may not want to leave.


Information and Services


Seattle Visitor Center and Concierge Services (866/732-2695 or 206/461-5840, www.visitseattle.org) provides accurate visitor information, with a location in the Washington State Convention Center lobby (800 Convention Pl., 9am-5pm daily in summer, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri. fall-spring) and a Market Information Center at Pike Place Market (SW corner of 1st Ave. and Pike St., 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-5pm Sun.).


Port Gamble


Settled on the shores of the Hood Canal River, Port Gamble (pop. 920) is a picturesque town reminiscent of a New England community, with maple and elm trees lining the streets and wooden water towers at the entrance to town. It was founded in 1853 by two Maine businessmen, William Talbot and Andrew Pope, who, along with partners Josiah Keller and Charles Foster, formed the Puget Mill Company to harvest lumber for the expanding West. The sand spit at the mouth of Gamble Bay proved to be the perfect location to log and ship timber, but it was already the site of an ancient S’Klallam village called Teekalet. Many of the S’Klallam had moved across the bay as more settlers arrived.


Though it’s a tiny town (120 acres), Port Gamble warrants a stop to look out across the bay or to walk the original street laid over a century ago. The New England architecture marks a period in time when familiarity was important to East Coast migrants looking for a better life. The town was constructed to make workers feel at home by reflecting the communities they left behind. On the second floor of the General Store, the Port Gamble Historic Museum (32400 N. Rainier Ave., 360/297-8078, www.portgamble.com, 10am-5pm daily May-Sept., noon-5pm Fri.-Sun. Oct.-Apr., $4 adults, $3 seniors and students over 6) is filled with early 1800s photographs and town artifacts. There’s no getting lost here: The town shops are all on a little two-block stretch of Rainier Avenue. The General Store, the last building on the right, sells a wide variety of merchandise and has a restaurant. Nearby shops include antiques stores, a trading company featuring local artisans, a gourmet shop, and a day spa.


The Olympic Outdoor Center (32379 Rainier Ave., 360/297-4659, www.olympicoutdoorcenter.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun. May-Sept., 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat. Oct.-Apr., bikes from $25/hour, kayaks from $20/hour) rents bicycles and kayaks and offers salmon habitat tours. The regal St. Paul’s Church (31899 Hwy. 104, 360/297-8074, 8am-4pm daily) sits south of the shops, on a hill surrounded by meticulously manicured lawns and a white picket fence. You won’t find hotels here, but a few cottages and B&Bs are on offer, including the Port Gamble Guest Houses (32440 Puget Ave. NE, 360/447-8473, www.portgambleguesthouse.com, $200 and up).


Getting There


Expect a trip of about 1 hour and 40 minutes from Seattle to Port Gamble. Take the ferry from Seattle Ferry Terminal to Bainbridge Island, then take WA-305 north for 12.7 mi (20.4 km), WA-307 north for 5.2 mi (8.4 km), and WA-104 west for 3.7 mi (6 km) to reach Port Gamble. To avoid a ferry ride, take I-5 south out of Seattle 21.6 mi (34.8 km) to Tacoma, then take WA-16 west 26.9 mi (43.3 km) to Bremerton. Connect to WA-3 north for about 25 mi (40.2 km), where it turns into WA-104 east 1.3 mi (2.1 km) before it reaches Port Gamble.



S Port Townsend



With roots seeded in maritime culture, Port Townsend (pop. 9,551) has transformed itself into a sophisticated city of the arts. It’s one of the last of the Victorian-era seaports, a classic town of ornate 19th-century mansions that flourished until the 1890s, when plans to extend the railroad failed and its booming economy dried up. The town was nearly abandoned until the development of artillery fortifications at Fort Worden and the paper mill moderately rekindled the economy. But it wasn’t until the 1970s, when retirees and artists moved in and began restoring the town’s historical attributes and creating trendy shops, art galleries, and restaurants, that Port Townsend returned to its former glory. Today, with its snowcapped mountain views, history and culture, and recreation opportunities, this attractive seaside town makes for an appealing getaway.
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Downtown Port Townsend





Getting There


Port Townsend rests on the northwestern tip of the Olympic Peninsula. Follow WA-104 west from Port Gamble. After crossing the Hood Canal Bridge, turn right onto WA-19 (Beaver Valley Rd.), which joins WA-20 after 14 mi (22.5 km) and heads into Port Townsend. The drive from Port Gamble takes about 45 minutes. There are visible signs along the highway, but be aware that segments of the highway change to street names.


Sights


Port Townsend has a rich maritime heritage preserved by its continued marine trades industry and visible in its historical buildings and classic wooden boats. A good place to start is at the Port Townsend Visitor Information Center (2409 Jefferson St., 360/385-2722, www.enjoypt.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.) to pick up a tour map.


Fort Worden State Park


Perched above the northwest entrance of Puget Sound, Fort Worden (200 Battery Way, 360/344-4400, 7am-8pm daily) was commissioned in 1902 as part of the U.S. Army’s “Triangle of Fire” harbor defenses. The government spent $7.5 million on its completion, with strategically constructed barracks designed to confuse the aim of gunners firing offshore and 41 artillery pieces that were never fired in battle. After 51 years of service, it was decommissioned and operated as a state detention center before becoming a state park. The Coast Artillery Museum (Bldg. 201, Fort Worden, 360/385-0373, www.coastartillery.org, 11am-4pm daily, $4 adults, $2 children 6-12, children under 6 free.), barracks, and a hangar once used for airships offer compelling insight into the fort’s history. Much of the movie An Officer and a Gentleman was filmed here. Within the park’s 434 acres, there are sandy beaches and views of the Olympic and Cascade mountain ranges. Hiking, kayaking, and biking are popular. Guided tours operate seasonally.



Rothschild House



Head uptown to get a good look at maritime life in the Victorian era by touring the Rothschild House (418 Taylor St., 360/385-1003, www.jchsmuseum.org, 11am-4pm Wed.-Mon., $4 adults, $5 seniors, $1 children under 12) and the remnants of the Kentucky Store. The store once sat on a pier that extended into Port Townsend Bay, where ships could directly load and unload their cargo, ranging from needles to anchors. The house’s furnishings, from the mattresses to the wallpaper, are originals. The family photo album preserves photos of sailing shipmasters.


Maritime Sights


The Marine Science Center (532 Battery Way E., 360/385-5582, www.ptmsc.org, 11am-5pm Wed.-Mon. summer, noon-5pm Fri.-Sun. spring, fall, and winter, $5 adults, $3 children 6-17) offers a chance to touch the interesting creatures that live in the cold waters of the Pacific.


Tour the Point Wilson Lighthouse (186 Harbor Defense Way, Fort Worden, 415/362-7255, www.pointwilsonlighthouse.org), named by Captain George Vancouver, who first sighted the point in 1792. The foghorn can be heard from over 3 mi (4.8 km) away. Just 3 mi (4.8 km) southeast, the 1888 Marrowstone Point Lighthouse, standing at the entrance to Port Townsend Bay, is not open to the public.


Fort Flagler State Park (10541 Flagler Rd., 360/385-1259, www.parks.state.wa.us, 6:30am-dusk summer, 8am-dusk winter, $2 donation) offers hiking, biking, and beach trails, plus a small museum housing coastal defense artifacts.


Visit the Northwest Maritime Center (431 Water St., 360/385-3628, www.nwmaritime.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri.), a beautiful two-story building where they show you how wooden boats are built as well as hold informational classes and workshops.


Recreation


From water sports and walking trails to bird-watching and picnicking, there is no shortage of activities. Pack a picnic basket and watch the natural side of life unfold at Kah Tai Lagoon Nature Park (access at Kearney St. and Lawrence St.). The park borders the lagoon on 14th Street between Kearney and Haines Streets and is a protected sanctuary for waterfowl nesting and feeding. Trails meander along the edges of the lagoon and through the natural landscape.


To get your feet wet, head 2 mi (3.2 km) north on Cherry Street to Fort Worden State Park (200 Battery Way), where you can swim, scuba dive, or play in the sand. The on-site Cable House Canteen store has all kinds of goodies, and restrooms are located across the street.


Food


Art lovers will appreciate S Fountain Café (920 Washington St., 360/385-1364, www.fountaincafept.com, 11am-3pm daily, 5pm-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-9:30pm Fri.-Sat., $16-26), a funky eatery with eastern Mediterranean influences and art-lined walls set inside a historical building. Located in the center of the Haven Shipyard, the Blue Moose Café (311 Haines Pl., 360/385-7339, 6:30am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-2pm Sat.-Sun., $8-20, no credit cards) serves fluffy pancakes and famous corned beef hash. The Owl Sprit Café (218 Polk St., 360/385-5275, www.owlsprit.com, 11am-5pm daily, $7-22) serves up soups, sandwiches, and tasty local favorites like “haystack” fried onions. The 1950s-style Nifty Fifty’s Soda Fountain (817 Water St., 360/385-1931, 11am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-8pm Sat., 11am-7pm Sun., $5-12) brings back the era of thick burgers and thick milkshakes.


If seafood is what you crave, the Silverwater Café (237 Taylor St., 360/385-6448, www.silverwatercafe.com, 11:30am-3pm daily, 5pm-9pm Sat.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Sat., $12-26) takes Pacific Northwest cuisine to new heights with pan-seared halibut in a rich hazelnut cream sauce or jumbo prawns with cilantro, ginger, and lime. All the Italian classics are at Lanza’s Ristorante (1020 Lawrence St., 360/379-1900, www.lanzaspt.com, 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., $18-26). Its authentic dishes and intimate atmosphere make it a perfect place for couples.


Locals’ favorite Waterfront Pizza (951 Water St., 360/385-6629, 11am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-9pm Sat.-Sun., $4-20) attracts plenty of tourists as well, with tasty crispy slices sold from its streetside counter. Climb the adjacent stairs to order whole pies in the shop’s upstairs dining room.
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