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Tipping the northeasternmost corner of the United States and comprising 33,215 square miles, Maine boldly promotes itself as “The Way Life Should Be.” Not to say that everything’s perfect, mind you, but Maine is an extraordinarily special place, where the air is clear, the water is pure, and the traditional traits of honesty, thrift, and ruggedness remain refreshingly appealing.

From the glacier-scoured beaches of the Southern Coast, around spruce-studded islands and Acadia’s granite shores to the craggy cliffs Down East, Maine’s coastline follows a zigzagging route that would measure about 5,500 miles if you stretched it taut. Eons ago, glaciers came crushing down from the north, squeezing Maine’s coastline into a wrinkled landscape with countless bony fingers reaching toward the sea. Each peninsula has its own character, as does each island, each city, and each village.
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But don’t stop at the coast. Venture into Maine’s inland playground: 6,000 lakes and ponds, 32,000 miles of rivers, and 17 million acres of timberlands for hiking and biking, skiing and snowmobiling, paddling and fishing. This is where intrepid Appalachian Trail hikers finish at the summit of Katahdin, Maine’s tallest peak, and determined canoeists can spend a week on the Allagash, a water lifeline through the wilderness.

Pair natural highs with human pleasures: fine and quirky museums, theatrical and musical performances, artisan studios and art galleries, designer boutiques and specialty shops.


[image: Image]


Lobster, of course, is king, but don’t overlook luscious wild blueberries, sweet Maine maple syrup, delicious farmstead cheeses, and the homemade pies and preserves sold at roadside stands and farmers markets. Access to this bounty is why talented chefs are drawn here. But balance a fancy meal with a beanhole or chowder suppah, where you can share a table with locals, the umpteenth-generation Mainers who add character to this special place: the fishermen who make their living from the bone-chilling waters, the lumbermen who know every nook and cranny of the forested wilderness, the farmers who tame the rocky fields. If you’re lucky, you might hear a genuine Maine accent (hint: Ayuh isn’t so much a word as a sharp two-part intake of breath).

A student of Maine-born author Mary Ellen Chase once mused, “Maine is different from all other states, isn’t it? I suppose that’s because God never quite finished it.” Maine may indeed be a work in progress, but it’s a masterwork.


[image: Image]






	[image: image]
	[image: image]





  
Planning Your Trip


  Lay of the Land



SOUTHERN COAST

Sandy beaches, occasionally punctuated by rocky headlands, are the jewels of the Southern Coast, but this region also oozes history. Colonial roots are preserved in historical buildings while the arts legacy is preserved in museums and galleries. Route 1’s endless shopping opportunities provide plenty of distraction.

GREATER PORTLAND

Brine-scented air, cackling gulls, lobster boats, and fishing trawlers give notice that this is a seafaring town, but it’s also Maine’s cultural center, rich in museums and performing-arts centers, and earns national kudos as a culinary destination.

MID-COAST REGION

No region of Maine has more lobster shacks or as rich a maritime history as this peninsula-rich stretch of coastline, dotted with traditional fishing villages and once-thriving ports and shipbuilding centers. The Maine Maritime Museum preserves that heritage; Bath Iron Works continues it; and the brick townscapes, renovated mills, and plentiful shops brimming with maritime treasure keep it alive.
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  Lobster shacks, ilke this one in Spruce Head, dot Maine’s coastline.



PENOBSCOT BAY

Island-studded Penobscot Bay is the Maine coast in microcosm. Boat-filled harbors, sandy pocket beaches, soaring spruce trees, and lighthouses pepper the shoreline. Gentrifying fishing villages neighbor cosmopolitan towns. Antiques shops, art galleries, artisans’ studios, and museums are as plentiful as lobster boats.
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BLUE HILL PENINSULA AND DEER ISLE

Water, water everywhere. Around nearly every bend is a river or stream, a cove, a boat-filled harbor, or a serene pond. This inspired and inspiring landscape hosts historic homes and forts, classic fishing villages, and a remote section of Acadia National Park. Locals, a blend of summer rusticators, genteel retirees, artists, and back-to-the-landers, have worked diligently to preserve not only the landscape but also the heritage.

ACADIA REGION

Mountains tumbling to the sea, ocean waves crashing upon granite ledges, serene lakes, and soaring cliffs—Acadia has it all. Watch the sun rise out of the Atlantic from Cadillac Mountain’s summit, mosey along the iconic Park Loop Road, pedal the famed carriage roads, and paddle coastal nooks and crannies. Intimate yet expansive, Acadia is as accessible or as remote as you desire.

THE DOWN EAST COAST

Here the pace slows, traffic subsides, and traffic lights all but disappear. Blueberry barrens color the landscape; huge tides rule daily life. Two national wildlife reserves and numerous preserves lure hikers and bird-watchers, but the main attraction is the rugged and wild coastline.

AROOSTOOK COUNTY

Vast, rural, undeveloped, this is Maine’s original melting pot, home to Acadian heritage sites, Maine’s Swedish Colony, and Amish settlements. Remnants of the bloodless Aroostook War with Canada dot the border. In winter, world-class trails and training centers lure cross-country skiers, and 1,600 miles of groomed snowmobile trails connect to an international network.

MAINE HIGHLANDS

The Highlands are home to Baxter State Park, with miles of hiking trails, including those on mile-high Katahdin, the official terminus of the Appalachian Trail; the Allagash Wilderness Waterway, a paddling route through the wilderness; the Penobscot River, a favorite for white-water fans and anglers; and Moosehead Lake, where you can cruise in historical fashion aboard the Kate.
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Fishing is popular in the wilderness waters of Maine.



KENNEBEC AND MOOSE RIVER REGION

“Benedict Arnold Slept Here” signs are posted all along the Old Canada Road National Scenic Byway, which follows his famous march on Québec. In Augusta, the Maine State Museum is an excellent introduction to the state, and Old Fort Western is the nation’s oldest stockade fort. Of course, a white-water rafting trip down the Kennebec is a must.

WESTERN LAKES AND MOUNTAINS

Generations of campers have favored the lakes pocketed in the mountains of western Maine. Cruise Long Lake on the Songo River Queen II, cast a line in the Rangeley Lakes, hike through Grafton Notch State Park, or spend a leisurely afternoon splashing in Sebago and you’ll understand why. In winter, major alpine resorts keep things hopping.

High and Low Seasons

Late May-mid-October is prime season, with July and August, the warmest months, the busiest. Of course, that means peak-season rates, congested roads, and difficulty getting reservations. Late June and late August tend to be a bit quieter, and everything is still in full swing. Prices and hours or operation throughout this book are for peak season. In the off-season, prices can drop dramatically and operating hours are much more limited. It’s not uncommon for a restaurant to close early on a quiet night. In general, days and hours of operation are subject to change, so it’s a good idea to call ahead or make a reservation.

September-mid-October is arguably the best season to travel in Maine. Days are warm and mostly dry, nights are cool, fog is rare, the bugs are gone, and the crowds are few. Foliage is turning by early October, usually reaching its peak by mid-month.

In winter, especially inland, skiing, snowshoeing, and ice-skating replace hiking, biking, and boating. On the coast, choices in lodging, dining, and activities are fewer, but rates are generally far lower. In areas with solid year-round populations, life goes on full tilt.


The Best of Maine


It’s a tough job to single out Maine’s sightseeing icons. It offers so many. Unless you have years to spend, such a big chunk of real estate needs some whittling to be made explorable. This itinerary exposes you to a good part of Maine while taking in many of the state’s icons in 20 days.

The downside: You’ll be doing a fair bit of driving, primarily on two-lane roads where speeds through towns are often 25 mph or lower, and during the season when road construction is a fact of life. While this itinerary is planned as 20 days, if your schedule permits, you’ll be rewarded if you spend longer in any of the locations.

Book your first two nights’ lodging in Portland, then book nights 3 and 4 in Rockland or vicinity; 5 and 6 on Mount Desert Island; 7 and 8 in the Millinocket area; 9 and 10 in the Moosehead region; 11 and 12 in The Forks; 13 and 14 in Rangeley; 15 and 16 in Bethel; and 17-19 in the Sebago area.
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Day 1

Stretch your legs after your journey to Maine with a refreshing walk on Ogunquit Beach, one of Maine’s prettiest and proof that there’s plenty of sand along Maine’s fabled rockbound coast. Afterward, head to Kennebunkport and indulge your passions: shopping in the boutiques and galleries that crowd Dock Square, taking a walking tour to view the historic homes, or enjoying a leisurely drive along the waterfront.

Day 2

Begin the day with a visit to Portland Head Light, a Cape Elizabeth landmark and Maine’s oldest lighthouse (1791) at the edge of 94-acre Fort Williams Park. Spend the afternoon in the Portland Museum of Art, Maine’s premier art museum, smack in the heart of the state’s largest city. End the day with a sunset cruise on Casco Bay.

Day 3

Make a pilgrimage to giant sports retailer and outfitter L. L. Bean, hub of the hubbub in Freeport’s outlet bonanza. Either spend the morning shopping or taking a Walk-on Adventure class. In the afternoon, visit the Maine Maritime Museum in Bath, 10 acres of indoor and outdoor exhibits celebrating the state’s nautical heritage.

Day 4

Take a day trip to Monhegan Island from Port Clyde. This car-free, carefree gem, about a dozen miles off the coast, is laced with hiking trails and has earned a place in art history books as the Artists’ Island.
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  On a calm, clear day, there’s no better place to be than Monhegan Island.



Day 5

Drive or hike to the top of Mount Battie, in Camden Hills State Park on the northern fringe of Camden. The vistas are magnificent, with the broad sweep of Penobscot Bay for a backdrop. Then continue up the coast to Mount Desert Island and begin your explorations of Acadia National Park. If you’ve arrived on the island before noon, pick up a picnic lunch and then drive the Park Loop Road, a perfect introduction to Acadia that covers many of the highlights.

Day 6

Welcome the day by watching the sunrise from the summit of Cadillac Mountain. Afterward, if you haven’t either driven or bicycled the Park Loop, do so. If you have, then explore the park: Go hiking, bicycling, or sea kayaking, take a carriage ride, or book an excursion boat to Islesford or for whale-watching.

Day 7

Depart Mount Desert Island and head inland to Millinocket, perhaps detouring to see Katahdin Iron Works but arriving in time for a late-afternoon moose safari.

Day 8

Venture into Baxter State Park for a day of hiking or rent a canoe and paddle one of the many lakes and rivers.

Day 9

Drive across the Golden Road to Greenville and Moosehead Lake. If time permits, continue to Rockwood and take the shuttle over to Kineo for a hike.

Day 10

Take a cruise on the Kate and prowl around the area, perhaps driving to Pittston Farm or hiking.

Day 11

Drive to The Forks via the Moosehead Scenic Byway and Old Canada Road National Scenic Byway and stretch your legs on a hike into Moxie Falls.

Day 12

Go white-water rafting on the Kennebec River.
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Maine’s Kennebec River is a whitewater roller coaster.



Day 13

Take the scenic drive to Rangeley via Route 16, keeping an eye out for moose along the way. Work out the driving kinks with either an afternoon paddle or a hike.

Day 14

Visit the Rangeley Outdoor Sporting Heritage Museum and then take a lazy—or not—afternoon: Hike, swim, paddle, explore, or simply sit and enjoy the environment.

Day 15

Head south on Route 17 over Height of Land, perhaps stopping in Coos Canyon to try your hand at panning for gold. Continue to Grafton Notch State Park.

Day 16

Prowl around Bethel’s historic district and explore the Mahoosuc section of the White Mountains.

Day 17

Snake southward through the White Mountain foothills, perhaps exploring Paris Hill, Norway, or Waterford.

Day 18

Poke around Bridgton and Naples, and perhaps take a cruise on the Songo River Queen II.

Day 19

Visit the Shaker Museum, the world’s last inhabited Shaker colony, and tour Poland Spring; there’s a lot more here than bottled water.

Day 20

Head home after a dip in Sebago Lake.


  
    The Lobster Experience
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    a perfect Maine lunch

  

  No Maine visit is complete without a “lobsta dinnah” at a lobster wharf, a rough-and-tumble operation within sight and scent of the ocean. If you spot a place with “Restaurant” in its name, keep going. You want to eat outside, at a picnic table, with a knockout view of boats, islands, and the sea. “Dinners” are served from noonish until around sunset.

  Dress casually so you can manhandle the lobster without messing up your clothes. If you want beer or wine, call ahead and ask if the place serves it; you may need to bring your own. Lobster devotees cart picnic baskets with hors d’oeuvres, salads, and baguettes—even candles and champagne. Save room for dessert. Many lobster shacks are as renowned for their pies as the crustacean itself.

  Here are my favorite lobster shacks:

  • Chauncey Creek Lobster Pier, Kittery Point: For more than 40 years, the Spinney family has operated this popular spot with views toward Pepperrell Cove.

  • The Lobster Shack, Cape Elizabeth: Ocean views, crashing surf, and a lighthouse have enticed lobster-lovers to this location since the 1920s.

  • Harraseeket Lunch and Lobster Company, South Freeport: Take a break from L. L. Bean and head to this unfussy spot on the working harbor.

  • Five Islands Lobster Company, Georgetown: Watch sailboats playing hide-and-seek amid the spruce-topped islands in the harbor.

  • Round Pond Lobster Co-op and Muscongus Bay Lobster, Round Pond: These two overlook dreamy Round Pond Harbor. The co-op keeps it simple, with lobsters only. Muscongus Bay earns kid-friendly points for its touch tank filled with sea critters.

  • Waterman’s Beach Lobster, South Thomaston: The James Beard Foundation named this place overlooking island-studded Mussel Ridge Channel an “American Classic.”

  • Miller’s Lobster Company, Spruce Head: Watch lobstermen unload their catches and savor the views of Wheeler’s Bay at this spot.

  • McLoon’s Lobster Shack, Spruce Head: Pair mighty fine lobster with spruce-fringed island views.

  • Fish House Fish, Monhegan Island: It doesn’t get much more in the rough than this shack overlooking Monhegan’s harbor.

  • Perry Lobster Shack and Pier, Surry: It’s worth the drive down Surry Neck to find this tucked-away gem with views to Mount Desert Island.

  • Thurston’s Lobster Pound, Bernard: The two-story dining area tops a wharf above Bass Harbor.

  • Lunt’s Dockside Deli, Frenchboro: It’s hard to beat this spot on an island off Mount Desert Island.

  • Quoddy Bay Lobster, Eastport: Watch the tide change and boats unload their catches on Passamaquoddy Bay.




Lighthouses, Lobster, and L. L. Bean


Maine’s biggest draws are the three L’s: lighthouses, lobster, and L. L. Bean. Maine’s 64 lighthouses stretch from York’s Nubble to candy-striped West Quoddy Head in Lubec. Lobster, of course, can be found practically everywhere along the coast, but the best way to enjoy it is at a no-fuss lobster shack. L. L. Bean’s ever-expanding campus in Freeport is the massive outdoor retailer’s mother ship, but it also has an outlet in Ellsworth.

This six-day tour concentrates on the Greater Portland, Mid-Coast, and Penobscot Bay regions. Book your first night’s lodging in Portland, the second two in Damariscotta or Newcastle, and the next two in the Thomaston-Rockland area. For a real lighthouse immersion, consider splurging on an extra two nights on Isle au Haut. If you’re arriving by air, use Portland International Jetport.
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Day 1

Try to arrive in Portland in time to enjoy an afternoon cruise with Lucky Catch Lobster Tours; perhaps you’ll catch your dinner. If not, you can still enjoy a lobster on the waterfront.

Day 2

Loop out to South Portland and Cape Elizabeth to visit Spring Point Ledge Light and Portland Head Light, a Maine icon. You won’t find a better setting for lunch than The Lobster Shack, with views of crashing surf and Cape Elizabeth Light. In the afternoon, consider visiting the Portland Museum of Art to view masterworks by Maine-related artists or book a sail amid the islands of Casco Bay. Still craving lobster? Try an inspired version by one of Maine’s nationally recognized chefs (reservations required).
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Portland Head Light was commissioned by George Washington and first lighted in 1791.



Day 3

Get an early start and begin at famed outlet store L. L. Bean in Freeport. You might even take a Walk-on Adventure with Bean’s Outdoor Discovery School. In the afternoon, visit the Maine Maritime Museum in Bath, and if time permits, take a lighthouse cruise on the Kennebec River. Perhaps mosey down to Georgetown for dinner at Five Islands or stop in Wiscasset for a lobster roll.

Day 4

Spend the morning in Boothbay Harbor, stepping back in time for a visit with light keeper Joseph Muise and his family on a Burnt Island Tour. In the late afternoon, drive down to Pemaquid Point to view Pemaquid Point Lighthouse, perhaps climbing to the top. Be sure to visit the Fisherman’s Museum in the keeper’s house. End the day with lobster in the rough in Round Pond.

Day 5

Begin the day with a visit to Marshall Point Lighthouse Museum in Port Clyde, and then board the mail boat to Monhegan Island. Be sure to visit the museum in the lighthouse keeper’s house. Lunch? Lobster at Fish House Fish, of course.

Day 6

Greet the day with a sunrise walk out on the breakwater to Rockland Breakwater Lighthouse. Afterward, tour the Maine Lighthouse Museum and Farnsworth Art Museum. In the afternoon, take a lighthouse-themed cruise or sea kayak tour out of Rockport or Rockland. End the day and your lobster-infused vacation at the James Beard Award-winning lobster shack Waterman’s Beach Lobster in South Thomaston. En route, take the short side jaunt out to Owls Head Light in Owls Head.

Days 7-8

Splurge with a two-night stay at The Keeper’s House on Isle au Haut. The rustic accommodations are in the keeper’s house, oil house, and woodshed at Robinson Point Light, and access is via a passenger ferry.


  
    Fall Foliage
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    Mountains, lakes, and few crowds are just a few reasons to visit during autumn’s foliage season.

  

  Shhh! Don’t tell too many people, but Maine gets fewer leaf peepers than other New England states, so roads are less congested and lodging and dining reservations are easier. But do plan in advance. For help in planning, consult www.mainefoliage.com.

  MOOSEHEAD AND THE KENNEBEC RIVER

  Leaf peepers who make it as far north as Greenville are well rewarded. Plan a minimum of two nights, ideally three or longer, and spend one full day driving one of the state’s most spectacular foliage routes.

  The Route: Loop from Greenville over to the Kennebec River and back on Routes 5 to Jackman, 201 south to Bingham, 16 east to Abbott, then 5 north to return to Greenville. You’ll parallel the shorelines of Moosehead Lake and the Moose River on the Moosehead Lake Scenic Byway before arriving in Rockwood. As you head south the views are spectacular along the Old Canada Road Scenic Byway. Dip into the Attean View rest area for views extending toward Canada. Need to stretch your legs? Consider the relatively easy hike to Moxie Falls. From here to Bingham, Route 201 can be truly spectacular, as it snakes along the Kennebec River.

  Diversions: Cruise Moosehead Lake aboard the Kate, take a flightseeing tour or a moose safari, or drive to a remote sporting camp for lunch.

  BETHEL AND RANGELEY

  Combine New England’s trees with lakes and mountains and you have the best of nature’s palette. Divide your lodging between Bethel and Rangeley.

  The Route: From Bethel, take Route 26 north to Errol, New Hampshire, then Route 16 north to Rangeley. Return via Route 17 south to Route 2 west. Heading north, you’ll cut through Grafton Notch State Park on the Grafton Notch Scenic Byway; the rest of the drive is speckled with mountains, lakes, and streams. Returning south from Rangeley, the Rangeley Lakes National Scenic Byway passes over Height of Land, providing dazzling views. The entire route is through prime moose country, so keep alert.

  Diversions: Hike in Grafton Notch or Rangeley, paddle the Rangeley Lakes, or pan for gold in Coos Canyon.

  ACADIA AND DOWN EAST

  To the magic foliage mix, add the ocean and top it off with wild blueberry barrens, which turn crimson in foliage season. Book lodging in the Schoodic region.

  The Route: From Hancock, mosey inland on Route 182 along the Blackwoods Scenic Byway to Cherryfield. Then head south on Route 1A to Milbridge, continuing south on Route 1. In Steuben, dip down Pigeon Hill Road to the Petit Manan section of the Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife Reserve before continuing south on Route 1 to Route 186, which loops around the Schoodic Peninsula via the Schoodic Scenic Byway.

  Diversions: Bike the Schoodic Loop, hike Black or Schoodic Mountains, detour north from Cherryfield to Deblois to see the blueberry barrens, or browse art galleries.




  
    The Adventure Decathlon
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    Hikers approach the summit of mile-high Katahdin, the terminus of the Appalachian Trail.

  

  Maine is a vast outdoor playground. While you can work one or perhaps more of these adventures into a vacation, completing all 10 will require either moving here or returning again and again. Many aren’t for the faint of heart or weak of muscle; almost all require planning well ahead.

  • Hiking: Mile-high Katahdin, terminus of the Appalachian Trail, is Maine’s tallest peak. Although it tops out on Baxter Peak, it also comprises several neighboring ones. The infamous Knife Edge provides the 1.1-mile connection between Baxter Peak and Pamola Peak.

  • Mountain Biking: Pedal between Carrabassett Valley and The Forks via the Maine Huts and Trails system, a 12-foot-wide corridor through the wilderness. Connecting the points are four full-service huts, each roughly 12 miles apart.

  • Rafting: Maine is blessed with three dam-controlled white-water roller coasters: the Kennebec River, the Penobscot River, and the Dead River.

  • Canoeing: The Allagash Wilderness Waterway stretches 92 miles from Telos Lake to East Twin Brook through pristine lakes, rapids, and a portage around Allagash Falls. The biggest challenges are the distance and the weather.

  • Sea Kayaking: Paddle along Maine’s coast from Kittery to Machias Bay on the Maine Island Trail, a 375-mile-long waterway past more than 180 island and mainland sites available for backcountry camping.

  • Sailing: No exercise or experience is required to sail aboard a Maine windjammer. All-inclusive sails on vessels both historic and new range from two days to a week.

  • Dogsledding: Mush a team of huskies across the frozen Lake Umbagog wilderness north of Bethel. Sample the sport with a day trip, or immerse yourself in winter with a multiple-day trek.

  • Alpine Skiing and Snowboarding: Crowning the summit of Sugarloaf are the Snowfields, the only lift-serviced skiing in the East above the tree line. This is backcountry, experts-only, out-of-bounds terrain, but when the gate’s open these fields are worth braving the natural obstacles.

  • Cross-Country Skiing: Ski a groomed trail through the forested wilderness between three trail-linked sporting camps in the land edging the Appalachian Trail’s famed 100-Mile Wilderness.



Off the Beaten Path

You’ve been there, done that, and seen all the icons. If you have a sense of adventure, poke around some of the state’s nooks and crannies.

Aroostook Loop

Few visitors make it to Aroostook County, and that’s a pity, because it is a rural gem with great outdoor resources, including Aroostook State Park and rich Acadian and Swedish heritage sites. Because of the sheer immensity of the county, you’ll want to plan at least four days to a full week.

Be sure to explore the back roads for big views and surprises. Along Route 2 between Sherman Mills and Houlton are Golden Ridge with panoramic views, a railroad museum, and an Amish colony. Route 164 loops out to the Salmon Brook Historical Society and Woodland Bog Preserve. And tucked just off Route 161 is Maine’s Swedish Colony.
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  Maine’s Swedish Colony



Way Down East

Few folks travel northeast of the Acadia region, but those who do are rewarded with a more authentic Maine experience. From Milbridge through Calais, the Maine Coast has a much different feel than points south. Fishing villages have yet to be gussied up or gentrified, and harbors are filled with working boats, not yachts. Museums, such as the Burnham Tavern in Machias, the Ruggles House in Columbia Falls, and the Tides Institute and Museum of Art in Eastport, are small in size but deep in local heritage. Bring a passport, and Campobello Island International Park is yours too.

Coastal hiking trails and wildlife preserves attract birders, and if you continue inland to Grand Lake Stream, you’ll stumble upon an anglers’ paradise.
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Sporting Camp Adventure

There’s no finer way to experience Maine’s forested wilderness than to immerse yourself in it at a traditional sporting camp. Created more than a century ago to cater to the needs of hunters and anglers, today most are wonderful family destinations during the summer. You can hike, fish, paddle, swim, search for moose or other wildlife, or simply relax and enjoy the away-from-it-all experience.

Sporting camps dot Maine’s North Country, with concentrations around the Rangeley Lakes and along the waterways surrounding Baxter State Park and Moosehead Lake.
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GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Drive over the I-95 bridge from New Hampshire into Maine’s Southern Coast region on a bright summer day and you’ll swear the air is cleaner, the sky is bluer, the trees are greener, and the roadside signs are more upbeat—“Welcome to Maine: The Way Life Should Be.” (Or is it the way life used to be?)

Most visitors come to this region for the spectacular attractions of the justly world-famous Maine Coast—the inlets, villages, and especially the beaches—but it’s also rich in history. Southernmost York County, part of the Province of Maine, was incorporated in 1636, only 16 years after the Mayflower pilgrims reached Plymouth, Massachusetts, and reeks of history: ancient cemeteries, musty archives, and architecturally stunning homes and public buildings. Probably the best places to dive into that history are the sites of the Old York Historical Society in York Harbor.

Geological fortune smiled on this 50-mile ribbon, endowing it with a string of sandy beaches—nirvana for sun worshippers but less enchanting to swimmers, who need to steel themselves to be able to spend much time in the ocean, especially in early summer before the water temperature has reached a tolerable level.

Complementing those beaches are amusement parks and arcades, fishing shacks-turned-chic boutiques, a surprising number of good restaurants given the region’s seasonality, and some of the state’s prettiest parks and preserves. Spend some time poking around the small villages that give the region so much character. Many have been gussied up and gentrified quite a bit yet retain their seafaring or farming bones.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.

M Old York Historical Society: York dates from the 1640s, and on this campus of historic buildings you can peek into early life in the area (click here).

M Nubble Light and Sohier Park: You’ll likely recognize this often-photographed Maine Coast icon, which is the easiest lighthouse to see in the region (click here).

M Ogunquit Museum of American Art: It’s hard to say which is more jaw-dropping, the art or the view (click here).

M Marginal Way: Escape the hustle and bustle of Ogunquit with a stroll on this paved shorefront path (click here).

M Wells Reserve at Laudholm Farm: Orient yourself at the visitors center, where you can learn about the history, flora, and fauna, and then take a leisurely walk to the seashore, passing through a variety of habitats (click here).

M Seashore Trolley Museum: Ding-ding-ding goes the bell, and zing-zing-zing go your heartstrings, especially if you’re a trolley fan (click here).

M Dock Square: Brave the shopping crowds and browse the dozens of fishing shacks-turned-boutiques in the heart of Kennebunkport (click here).

M St. Anthony’s Franciscan Monastery: It’s hard to believe this oasis of calm is just a short stroll from busy-busy Dock Square (click here).

M Wood Island Lighthouse: Tour Maine’s second-oldest lighthouse and perhaps even climb the tower (click here).



Some Mainers refer to the Southern Coast as northern Massachusetts. Sometimes it can seem that way, not only for the numbers of Massachusetts plates in evidence but also because many former Massachusetts residents have moved here for the quality of life but continue to commute to jobs in the Boston area. The resulting downside is escalating real-estate prices that have forced folks off land that has been in their families for generations and pushed those in traditional seafaring occupations inland. Still, if you nose around and get off the beaten path, you’ll find that real Maine is still here.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Maine’s Southern Coast is a rather compact region, but it’s heavily congested, especially in summer. Still, with a minimum of four days, you should be able to take in most of the key sights, including beaches and museums, as long as you don’t spend too many hours basking in the sun.
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Route 1, the region’s primary artery, often has bumper-to-bumper traffic. If you’re hopscotching towns, consider using I-95, which has exits for York, Kennebunk, and Saco-Biddeford-Old Orchard Beach. Parking can also be a challenge and expensive, but a trolley system operates in summer and connects most towns, making it easy to avoid the hassles and help the environment.

July and August are the busiest months, with the best beach weather. Spring and fall are lovely, and most attractions are open. In winter, you can walk the beaches without running into another soul, it’s easy to get dinner reservations, and lodging prices plummet; the trade-off is that fewer businesses are open.


Kittery


Maine is home to a lot of well-kept secrets, Kittery (pop. 9,490) being one of them. Shoppers rarely get beyond the 120-plus outlets along Route 1, but there’s equal value in exploring the back roads of Maine’s oldest town, settled in 1623 and chartered in 1647. Parks, a small nautical museum, historic architecture, and foodie finds are only a few of the attractions in Kittery and its “suburb,” Kittery Point. It was also on Kittery’s Badger Island where the sloop Ranger was launched in 1777. The shipbuilding continues at Portsmouth Naval Shipyard on Kittery’s Dennet’s Island, the first government shipyard in the United States.

SIGHTS

Avoid the outlet sprawl and see the prettiest part of the area by driving along squiggly Route 103 from the Route 1 traffic circle in Kittery through Kittery Point (administratively part of Kittery) and on to Route 1A in York. You can even make a day of it, stopping at the sights mentioned here. Be very careful to watch for cyclists and pedestrians, as there are no shoulders and lots of blind corners and hills.
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Fort McClary has guarded Portsmouth Harbor since the early 18th century.



Kittery Historical and Naval Museum

Maritime history buffs shouldn’t miss the small but well-stocked Kittery Historical and Naval Museum (200 Rogers Rd. Ext., near the junction of Rte. 1 and Rte. 236, Kittery, 207/439-3080, www.kitterymuseum.com, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat. June-Oct., $5 adults, $3 ages 7-15, $10 family). A large exhibit hall and a small back room contain ship models, fishing gear, old photos and paintings, and an astonishing collection of scrimshaw (carved whale ivory).

Lady Pepperrell House

The 1760 Georgian Lady Pepperrell House (Pepperrell Rd./Rte. 103, just before the Fort McClary turnoff, Kittery Point) is privately owned and not open to the public, but it’s worth admiring from afar. Nearby, across from the First Congregational Church, is the area’s most-visited burying ground. Old-cemetery buffs should bring rubbing gear here for some interesting grave markers. The tomb of Levi Thaxter (husband of poet Celia Thaxter) bears an epitaph written for him by Robert Browning.

Fort McClary State Historic Site

Since the early 18th century, fortifications have stood on this 27-acre headland protecting Portsmouth Harbor from seaborne foes. Contemporary remnants at Fort McClary (Rte. 103, Kittery Point, 207/439-2845, daily, $3 nonresident adults, $2 Maine adults, $1 ages 5-11 and nonresident seniors, free resident seniors) include several outbuildings, an 1846 blockhouse, granite walls, and earthworks—all with a view of Portsmouth Harbor. Opposite are the sprawling buildings of the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard. Bring a picnic (covered tables and a lily pond are across the street) and turn the kids loose to run and play. It’s officially open May 30-October 1, but the site is accessible in the off-season. The fort is 2.5 miles east of Route 1.

Fort Foster

The only problem with Fort Foster (Pocahontas Rd., off Rte. 103, Gerrish Island, Kittery Point, 207/439-3800, 10am-8pm daily late May-early Sept., 10am-8pm Sat.-Sun. Sept.-May, $10 vehicle pass, $5 adults walk-in, $1 children walk-in) is that it’s no secret, so parking can be scarce at this 90-acre municipal park at the entrance to Portsmouth Harbor. On a hot day, arrive early. You can swim, hike the nature trails, fish off the pier (state registration required for ages 16 and older), picnic, and investigate the tidepools. Bring a kite; there’s almost always a breeze.

ENTERTAINMENT

Kittery Recreation (207/439-3800, www.kitterycommunitycenter.org) presents a summer concert series on the common, which varies year to year; most of the concerts are free.

SHOPPING

There is no question that you’ll find bargains at Kittery’s 120-plus factory outlets (www.thekitteryoutlets.com), which are actually a bunch of mini-malls clustered along Route 1. You’ll find Calvin Klein, Eddie Bauer, J. Crew, Mikasa, Esprit, Lenox, Timberland, Tommy Hilfiger, Gap, Villeroy & Boch, and plenty more (all open daily). Anchoring the scene is the Kittery Trading Post (301 Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/439-2700 or 888/587-6246, www.kitterytradingpost.com), a humongous sporting-goods and clothing emporium. Try to avoid the outlets on weekends, when you might need to take a number for the fitting rooms.

RECREATION

Brave Boat Harbor

One of the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge’s 11 Maine coastal segments is Brave Boat Harbor (207/646-9226), a beautifully unspoiled 560-acre wetlands preserve in Kittery Point. There are hiking trails, but the habitat is particularly sensitive here, so be kind to the environment. Take Route 103 to Chauncey Creek Road and continue past the Gerrish Island bridge to Cutts Island Lane. Just beyond it and across a small bridge is a pullout on the left. You have a couple of options for hikes: a 1.8-mile loop trail, including a spur, or a half-mile loop. Bring binoculars to spot waterfowl in the marshlands.

Captain and Patty’s Piscataqua River Tours

Take a spin around the Piscataqua River Basin with Captain and Patty’s Piscataqua River Tours (Town Dock, Pepperrell Rd., Kittery Point, 207/439-3655, www.capandpatty.com, $19 adults, $10 under age 10). The 80-minute historical tour aboard an open launch departs six times daily. En route, Captain Neil Odams points out historic forts, lighthouses, and the Naval Shipyard.

ACCOMMODATIONS

Put a little ooh and aah into your touring with a visit to the Portsmouth Harbor Inn and Spa (6 Water St., Kittery, 207/439-4040, www.innatportsmouth.com, $165-195). The handsome brick inn, built in 1889, looks out over the Piscataqua River, Portsmouth, and the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard. Five attractive Victorian-style guest rooms, most with water views, are furnished with antiques and have air-conditioning, TVs, Wi-Fi, and phones. There’s an outdoor hot tub, and beach chairs are available. Breakfasts are multicourse feasts. Request a back room if you’re noise sensitive, although air-conditioning camouflages traffic noise in summer. Rooms on the third floor have the best views, but these also have handheld showers. Now for the “aah” part: The inn also has a full-service spa.


FOOD


Local Flavors

Kittery has an abundance of excellent specialty food stores that are perfect for stocking up for a picnic lunch or dinner. Most are along the section of Route 1 between the Portsmouth bridge and the traffic circle, and five are within steps of one another. At Beach Pea Baking Co. (53 Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/439-3555, www.beachpeabaking.com, 7:30am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-4pm Sun.) you can buy fabulous breads and pastries. Sandwiches and salads are made to order 11am-3pm daily. There’s pleasant seating indoors and on a patio. Next door is Golden Harvest (47 State Rd./Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/439-2113, 7am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-6pm Sun.), where you can load up on luscious produce. Across the street is Terra Cotta Pasta Co. (52 Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/475-3025, www.terracottapastacompany.com, 10am-7pm Mon., 9am-7pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun.), where in addition to handmade pastas you’ll find salads, soups, sandwiches, prepared foods, and lots of other goodies. You can count on Carl’s Meat Market (25 State. Rd., Kittery, 207/439-1557), a butcher shop, for awesome burgers and sandwiches. Let your nose guide you into Byrne & Carlson (60 Rte. 1, Kittery, 888/559-9778, www.byrneandcarlson.com), which makes elegant and delicious chocolate for connoisseurs.

Here’s a twofold find. When Pigs Fly (460 Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/439-4114, www.sendbread.com) earned renown for its old-world artisanal breads made from organic ingredients. Now it’s also home to When Pigs Fly Wood-Fired Pizzeria (207/438-7036, www.whenpigsflypizzeria.com, 11:30am-9pm Sun.-Wed., 11:30am-10pm Thurs.-Sat., $12-22). Of course there’s pizza—Neopolitan style in creative flavor combos—but there are other choices, including house-made charcuterie.

Want a down-home breakfast or lunch? The Sunrise Grill (182 State Rd./Rte. 1, Kittery traffic circle, Kittery, 207/439-5748, www.sunrisegrillinc.com, 6:30am-2pm daily, $5-13) delivers with waffles, granola, omelets, Diana’s Benedict, salads, sandwiches, and burgers.

Casual Dining

The commitment to using fresh and local foods and the flair for bringing big flavors out of simple ingredients have earned Anneke Jans (60 Wallingford Sq., Kittery, 207/439-0001, www.annekejans.net, from 5pm daily, $20-35) kudos far beyond Kittery. Signature dishes include mussels prepared with bacon, shallots, and blue cheese, available as an appetizer or entrée. This is a local hot spot with a lively crowd; reservations are recommended. Gluten-free options are available.

Farm-to-table meets gastropub at The Black Birch (2 Government St., Kittery, 207/703-2294, www.theblackbirch.com, 3:30pm-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 3:30pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., $8-19). Upscale comfort foods, such as lamb meatballs, poutine and duck confit, and grilled cheddar and tomato soup, are presented in a menu designed to mix and match, accompanied by a geek-worthy beer list.

Ignore the kitschy lighthouse; Robert’s Maine Grill (326 Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/439-0300, www.robertsmainegrill.com, from 11:30pm daily, $14-28) is a fine place to duck out of the shopping madness and enjoy well-prepared seafood that goes far beyond the usual fried choices, as well as a few landlubber options. Kids’ menu available.

Ethnic Fare

Craving Cal-Mex? Some of the recipes in Luis Valdez’s Loco Coco’s Tacos (36 Walker St., Kittery, 207/438-9322, www.locococos.com, 11am-9pm daily) have been passed down for generations, and the homemade salsas have flavor and kick. If you’re feeling really decadent, go for the artery-busting California fries. There are gluten-free and kids’ menus too. Most choices are less than $10. Choose from self-serve, dining room, or bar seating.

Chef Rajesh Mandekar blends techniques drawn from Indian, French, and Italian cuisines to create rave-worthy Indian fare at Tulsi (20 Walker St., Kittery, 207/451-9511, www.tulsiindianrestaurant.com, from 5pm Tues.-Sun. and noon-2:30pm Sun., $11-23).


Lobster and Clams


If you came to Maine to eat lobster, Chauncey Creek Lobster Pier (16 Chauncey Creek Rd., off Rte. 103, Kittery Point, 207/439-1030, www.chaunceycreek.com, 11am-8pm daily mid-May-early Sept., to 7pm daily early Sept.-Columbus Day) is the real deal. Step up to the window, place your order, take a number, and grab a table (you may need to share) overlooking tidal Chauncey Creek and the woods on the close-in opposite shore. It’s a particularly picturesque—and extremely popular—place; parking is a nightmare. BYOB and anything else that’s not on the menu.

If clams are high on your must-have list, pay a visit to Bob’s Clam Hut (315 Rte. 1, Kittery, 207/439-4233, www.bobsclamhut.com, from 11am daily, $10-23), next to the Kittery Trading Post. An institution in these parts since 1956, Bob’s is the place for fried seafood, especially clams; the tartar sauce is the secret weapon.

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Kittery is 60 miles or just over an hour via I-95 from Boston, although it can take longer in summer when traffic backs up at tolls. It’s about eight miles or 15 minutes via I-95. Allow about 20 minutes via Route 1, to York, although traffic can be bumper-to-bumper in the stretch by the outlets.

The Berwicks

Probably the best known of the area’s present-day inland communities is the riverside town of South Berwick, thanks to a historical and literary tradition dating to the 17th century, with antique cemeteries to prove it. The 19th- and 20th-century novels of Sarah Orne Jewett and Gladys Hasty Carroll have lured many a contemporary visitor to explore their rural settings, an area aptly described by Carroll as “a small patch of earth continually occupied but never crowded for more than three hundred years.”

A ramble through the Berwicks—South Berwick and its siblings—makes a nice diversion from the coast, and because it’s off most visitors’ radar screens, it’s a good alternative for lodging and dining too.

SIGHTS

Don’t blink or you might miss the tiny sign outside the 1774 Sarah Orne Jewett House (5 Portland St./Rte. 4, South Berwick, 207/384-2454, www.historicnewengland.org, 11am-5pm Fri.-Sun. June 1-Oct. 15, $5) smack in the center of town. Park on the street and join one of the tours to learn details of the Jewett family and its star, Sarah (1849-1909), author of The Country of the Pointed Firs, a New England classic. Books by and about her are available in the gift shop. House tours are at 11am, 1pm, 2pm, 3pm, and 4pm. The house is one of two local Historic New England properties.

The other property is the 18th-century Hamilton House (40 Vaughan’s Lane, South Berwick, 207/384-2454, www.historicnewengland.org, 11am-5pm Wed.-Sun. June 1-Oct. 15, $8), which crowns a bluff overlooking the Salmon Falls River and is flanked by handsome Colonial Revival gardens. Knowledgeable guides relate the house’s fascinating history. It was the setting for Sarah Orne Jewett’s The Tory Lover, among other things. Tours begin only on the hour, the last at 4pm. In July the Sunday in the Garden concert series takes place on the lawn ($10, includes a free pass to come back and see the house). Pray for sun; the concert is moved indoors on rainy days. From Route 236 at the southern edge of South Berwick (watch for a signpost), turn left onto Brattle Street and take the second right onto Vaughan’s Lane.

Also here is the 150-acre hilltop campus of Berwick Academy, Maine’s oldest prep school, chartered in 1791 with John Hancock’s signature. The coed school’s handsome gray-stone William H. Fogg Memorial Library (“The Fogg”) is named for the same family connected with Harvard’s Fogg Art Museum. The building’s highlight is an incredible collection of dozens of 19th-century stained-glass windows, most designed by Victorian artist Sarah Wyman Whitman, who also designed jackets for Sarah Orne Jewett’s books. Thanks to a diligent fundraising effort, the windows have been restored to their former glory.
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Sarah Orne Jewett House, South Berwick



WORTHWHILE DETOUR

About 25 minutes north of Berwick, via Route 4, is the quiet community of Alfred, home to a Shaker community begun in 1793. In 1931, the Alfred Shakers sold their assets to the Brothers of Christian Instruction and moved in with the Sabbathday Lake Shaker Community. The classic Shaker song Simple Gifts is attributed to Alfred Elder Joseph Brackett. Eight original Shaker buildings and a cemetery remain on Shaker Hill, part of the National Register of Historic Places Alfred Shaker Historic District. The Friends of Alfred Shaker Museum maintain the former carriage house as the Alfred Shaker Museum (118 Shaker Hill Rd., Alfred, www.alfredshakermuseum.com, 1pm-4pm Wed. and Sat., May-mid-Nov., free). Afterward, treat yourself at Shaker Pond Ice Cream (148 Waterboro Rd., Alfred, 207/459-5070).

RECREATION

When you’re ready to stretch your legs, head to Vaughan Woods State Park (28 Oldfields Rd., South Berwick, 207/384-5160, 9am-8pm daily late May-early Sept., park trails accessible year-round, $3 adults, $1 ages 5-11, free over age 65 or under age 5) and wander along the three miles of trails in the 250-acre riverside preserve. It adjoins Hamilton House and is connected via a path, but there’s far more parking at the park itself.

ENTERTAINMENT

Another reason to venture inland is to catch a production at the Hackmatack Playhouse (538 School St./Rte. 9, Berwick, 207/698-1807, www.hackmatack.org), midway between North Berwick and Berwick. The popular summer theater, operating since 1972, is based in a renovated barn reminiscent of a past era and has 8pm performances Wednesday-Saturday, a 2pm matinee Thursday, and children’s shows. Tickets are $25 adults, $23 seniors, $10 younger than 20.

ACCOMMODATIONS

These two inns are sleepers (sorry, couldn’t resist). Both are within easy striking distance of the coast yet provide far more value than similar properties in seaside communities.

Once the headmaster’s residence for nearby Berwick Academy, the elegant turn-of-the-20th-century Academy Street Inn Bed and Breakfast (15 Academy St., South Berwick, 207/384-5633, year-round, $105-130) has crystal chandeliers, leaded-glass windows, working fireplaces, and high-ceilinged rooms full of antiques. Paul and Lee Fopeano’s handsome home has five guest rooms with private baths. Full breakfast or afternoon lemonade on the 60-foot screened porch is a real treat.

Innkeepers Ben Gumm and Sally McLaren have turned the outstanding 25-room Queen Anne-style Hurd mansion into the Angel of the Berwicks (2 Elm St., North Berwick, 207/676-2133, www.angeloftheberwicks.com, $109-165), an elegant antiques-filled inn. The property, listed on the National Register of Historic Places, has 11-foot ceilings, stained-glass windows, hand-carved friezes, and ornate mantelpieces. There’s even a baby grand piano in the music room. Rates include a full breakfast.

FOOD

A local institution since 1960, Fogarty’s (471 Main St., South Berwick, 207/384-8361, www.fogartysrestaurant.net, 11am-9pm daily, $8-20) has expanded through the years from a simple take-out place to a local favorite for inexpensive, family-friendly dining. Ask for a river-view table in the back room.

Locals swear that the area’s best breakfast spot is Mayo’s Family Restaurant (43 Rte. 236, Berwick, 207/715-0320, 4am-2pm Mon.-Fri., 4am-11:30am Sat.-Sun.).

Nature’s Way Market (271 Main St., South Berwick, 207/384-3210, 9am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-8pm Sat.-Sun.) isn’t your ordinary health-food store. In addition to carrying healthful fare, it also specializes in locally made specialty foods and a wide array of wine and beer, is a state-licensed liquor store, and also contains a butcher shop, where you can purchase made-to-order sandwiches. Stock up here for a picnic in the park.

Relish (404 Main St., South Berwick, 207/384-8249, 5:30pm-9pm Wed.-Sat., $20-33) is an intimate, low-key neighborhood bistro where Linda Robinson and Christine Prunier serve well-crafted dinners with a French accent. A gluten-free menu is available. Make reservations: It’s worth it.

GETTING THERE

South Berwick is about 11 miles or 20 minutes from Kittery via Route 236. It’s about 10 miles or 20 minutes from South Berwick to York via Routes 236 and 91.


The Yorks


Four villages with distinct personalities—upscale York Harbor, historic York Village, casual York Beach, and semirural Cape Neddick—make up the Town of York (pop. 12,529). First inhabited by Native Americans, who named it Agamenticus, the area was settled as early as 1624, so history is serious business here. High points were its founding by Sir Ferdinando Gorges and the arrival of well-to-do vacationers in the 19th century. In between were Indian massacres, economic woes, and population shuffles. The town’s population explodes in summer, which is pretty obvious in July-August when you’re searching for a free patch of York Beach sand or a parking place. York Beach, with its seasonal surf and souvenir shops and amusements, has long been the counterpoint to genteel York Village, but that’s changing with the restoration and rebirth of York Beach’s downtown buildings and the arrival of tony restaurants, shops, and condos.

History and genealogy buffs can study the headstones in the Old Burying Ground or comb the archives of the Old York Historical Society. For lighthouse fans, there are Cape Neddick Light Station (“Nubble Light”) and Boon Island, six miles offshore. You can rent horses or mountain bikes on Mount Agamenticus, board a deep-sea fishing boat in York Harbor, or spend an hour hiking the Cliff Path in York Harbor. For the kids there’s a zoo, a lobster-boat cruise, a taffy maker, and, of course, the beach.

SIGHTS


M Old York Historical Society


Based in York Village, the Old York Historical Society (207 York St., York Village, 207/363-4974, www.oldyork.org, museum buildings 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., early June-mid-Oct., $12 adults or $6 one building, $10 seniors or $5 one building, $5 ages 4-16 or $3 one building, $25 family or $15 one building) is the driving force behind a collection of eight colonial and postcolonial buildings plus a research library open throughout the summer. Start at the Jefferds’ Tavern Visitor Center (5 Lindsay Rd., York Village), where you’ll need to buy tickets. Don’t miss the Old Burying Ground, dating from 1735, across the street (rubbings are not allowed). Nearby are the Old Gaol and the School House (both fun for kids), Ramsdell House, and the Emerson-Wilcox House. About 0.5 mile down Lindsay Road on the York River are the John Hancock Warehouse and the George Marshall Store Gallery (140 Lindsay Rd.), operated in the summer as a respected contemporary-art gallery; across the river is the Elizabeth Perkins House. Antiques buffs shouldn’t miss the Wilcox and Perkins Houses. These two and the Ramsdell House are open by guided tour; other buildings are self-guided. Visit some or all of the buildings at your own pace; no one leads you from one to another. You can walk to some of the sites from the tavern; to reach others you’ll need a car, and parking may be limited.


M Nubble Light and Sohier Park


The best-known photo op in York is the distinctive 1879 lighthouse known formally as Cape Neddick Light Station, familiarly “The Nubble.” Although there’s no access to the lighthouse’s island, the Sohier Park Welcome Center (Nubble Rd., off Rte. 1A, between Long and Short Sands Beaches, York Beach, 207/363-7608, www.nubblelight.org, 9am-7pm daily mid-May-mid-Oct.) provides the perfect viewpoint (and has restrooms). Parking is limited, but the turnover is fairly good. It’s not a bad idea, however, to walk from the Long Sands parking area or come by bike, even though the road has inadequate shoulders. Weekdays this is also a popular spot for scuba divers.

Sayward-Wheeler House

Owned by the Boston-based Historic New England, the 1718 Sayward-Wheeler House (9 Barrell Lane Ext., York Harbor, 207/384-2454, www.historicnewengland.org, $5) occupies a prime site at the edge of York Harbor. It’s open with tours on the hour 11am-4pm the second and fourth Saturday of the month June-mid-October. In the house are original period furnishings, all in excellent condition. Take Route 1A to Lilac Lane (Rte. 103) to Barrell Lane and then to Barrell Lane Extension, or access it from the Fisherman’s Walk.
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The Old Gaol is one of the sites maintained by the Old York Historical Society.



York’s Wild Kingdom

More than 250 creatures—including tigers, zebras, llamas, deer, lions, elephants, and monkeys—find a home at York’s Wild Kingdom (102 Railroad Ave., off Rte. 1, York Beach, 207/363-4911 or 800/456-4911, www.yorkzoo.com). It’s not what you’d call a state-of-the-art zoo, but it keeps the kids entertained. Elephant shows and other animal “events” occur three times daily in July-August. Between the zoo and the amusement-park rides, it’s easy to spend a day here. Admission (covering the zoo and some of the rides) is in the neighborhood of $21 adults, $16 ages 4-12, $5 under age 4; an unlimited-rides day pass is $11. Zoo-only admission is $15 adults, $9 ages 4-12, $1 under age 4. The zoo is open 10am-6pm daily, late June to late August, closing at 5 pm from late May to late June and late August to late September. Amusement park hours are noon-9:30pm from late June until late August.

ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

Live Music

Inn on the Blues (7 Ocean Ave., York Beach, 207/351-3221, www.innontheblues.com) has live music or a DJ (acoustic, blues, reggae) every night during the summer. The Ship’s Cellar Pub (480 York St., York Harbor, 800/343-3869) in the York Harbor Inn frequently has live entertainment too. Free concerts are often held at the Ellis Park Gazebo, by Short Sands Beach, usually 7pm-9pm early July-early September; check local papers for schedule.
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Cape Neddick Light Station, known as “The Nubble,” is an icon on Maine’s coastline.



Festivals and Events

Each year, the Old York Historical Society invites decorators to transform a local house for the Decorator Show House, culminating in an open house mid-July-mid-August.

Late July-early August, the York Days festivities enliven the town with concerts, a road race, sand-castle contests, crafts shows, and fireworks.

York Village’s Annual Harvestfest, in October, includes entertainment, crafts, hayrides, entertainment, and food.

The annual Lighting of the Nubble in late November includes cookies, hot chocolate, music, and an appearance by Santa Claus. The best part, though, is seeing the lighthouse glowing for the holidays.

RECREATION

Walks

Next to Harbor Beach, near the Stage Neck Inn, a sign marks the beginning of the Cliff Path, a walkway worth taking for its dramatic harbor views in the shadow of elegant summer cottages. On the one-hour round-trip, you’ll pass the York Harbor Reading Room, an exclusive club. The path is on private property, traditionally open to the public courtesy of the owners, but controversy surfaces periodically about property rights, vandalism, and the condition of some sections of the walk. Note that it’s called the Cliff Path for a reason; it’s not a good choice for little ones. Another access point is the Hartley Mason Reservation parkland on Route 1A.

A less strenuous route is known variously as the Shore Path, Harbor Walk, or Fisherman’s Walk, running west along the harbor and river from Stage Neck Road and passing the Sayward-Wheeler House before crossing the tiny green-painted Wiggly Bridge leading into the Steedman Woods preserve. Carry binoculars for good boat-watching and birding in the 16-acre preserve, owned by the Old York Historical Society. A one-mile double-loop trail takes less than an hour of easy strolling.


Mount Agamenticus


Drive to the summit of Mount Agamenticus (“The Big A”) and you’re at York County’s highest point. It’s only 692 feet, but on a clear day you’ll have panoramic views of ocean, lakes, woods, and sometimes the White Mountains. The 10,000-acre preserve (www.agamenticus.org), one of the largest remaining expanses of undeveloped forest in coastal New England, is considered among the most biologically diverse wildernesses in Maine. It includes vernal pools and ponds and is home to rare and endangered species. At the summit are a billboard map of the 40-mile trail network and a curious memorial to Saint Aspinquid, a 17th-century Algonquian Indian leader. Mountain biking is also hugely popular on Agamenticus. Take a picnic, a kite, and binoculars. In the fall, if the wind is from the northwest, watch for migrating hawks; in winter, bring a sled for the best downhill run in southern Maine. From Route 1 in Cape Neddick, take Mountain Road (also called Agamenticus Road) 4.2 miles west to the access road.

Golf

The Ledges Golf Club (1 Ledges Dr., off Rte. 91, York, 207/351-9999, www.ledgesgolf.com) is an 18-hole course with daily public tee times.

Swimming

Sunbathing and swimming are big draws in York, with four beaches of varying sizes and accessibility. Bear in mind that traffic can be gridlocked along the beachfront (Rte. 1A) in midsummer, so it may take longer than you expect to get anywhere. Lifeguards are usually on duty 9:30am-4pm mid-June-Labor Day at Short Sands Beach, Long Sands Beach, and Harbor Beach. Bathhouses at Long Sands and Short Sands are open 9am-7pm daily in midsummer. The biggest parking area (metered) is at Long Sands, but that 1.5-mile beach also draws the most visitors. The scarcest parking is at Harbor Beach near the Stage Neck Inn and at Cape Neddick (Passaconaway) Beach near the Ogunquit town line.

Sea Kayaking

Kayak rentals begin at $55/day single, $75 double, from Excursions: Coastal Maine Outfitting Company (1740 Rte. 1, Cape Neddick, 207/363-0181, www.excursionsinmaine.com). Or sign up for a half-day tour ($60 ages 14 and older, $50 children). A four-hour basics clinic for ages 16 and older is $85. Excursions is based at Dixon’s Campground on Route 1, four miles north of the I-95 York exit.

Harbor Adventures (Harris Island Rd., York Harbor, 207/363-8466, www.harboradventures.com) offers instruction and guided sea-kayaking trips from Kittery through Kennebunkport. Prices begin around $45 for a two-hour harbor tour.

Surfing

Want to catch a wave? For surfing or paddleboard information, lessons, or rentals, call Liquid Dreams Surf Shop (171 Long Beach Ave., York, 207/351-2545, www.liquiddreamssurf.com, 8am-8pm daily). It’s right across from Long Sands Beach.

Bicycling

The Berger’s Bike Shop (241 York St., York, 207/363-4070) rents hybrid bikes for $40 full day, $30 half day; lock and helmet are not included.

Fishing

A local expert on fly-fishing, spin fishing, and conventional tackle is Eldredge Bros. Guide Service (1480 Rte. 1, Cape Neddick, 207/373-9269, www.eldredgeflyshop.com). Four-hour guided trips for one or two anglers begin at $250 in freshwater, $350 in saltwater.

ACCOMMODATIONS

Bed-and-Breakfasts

A boutique bed-and-breakfast catering to romantics, the Morning Glory Inn (120 Seabury Rd., York Harbor, 207/363-2062, www.morninggloryinnmaine.com, $175-235) has just three guest rooms, all very spacious and private and all with doors to private patios or yards, air-conditioning, TVs with DVD players, fridges, Wi-Fi, and plentiful other little amenities. The living room, in the original section of the house, was a 17th-century cottage, barged over from the Isles of Shoals; the newer post-and-beam great room doubles as a dining area, where a hot breakfast buffet is served. The property is quiet—listen to the birds singing in the gardens; it’s truly a magical setting, far removed yet convenient to everything York offers.

Everything’s casual and flowers are everywhere at the brightly painted Katahdin Inn (11 Ocean Ave., York Beach, 207/363-1824, www.thekatahdininn.com, year-round, $165-195), overlooking the breakers of Short Sands Beach. Longtime owners Rae and Paul LeBlanc appropriately refer to it as a “bed and beach.” It was built in 1863 and has always been a guesthouse. Nine smallish guest rooms on three floors, eight of them with water views, have four-poster beds and mostly shared baths. Breakfast is not included, but coffee is always available, the rooms have refrigerators, and several eateries are nearby.

Built in 1889, The Inn at Tanglewood Hall (611 York St., York Harbor, 207/351-1075, www.tanglewoodhall.com, $175-235) was once the summer home of bandleaders Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey. More recently, it was a York Historical Society Decorator Show House. It’s an elegant, gracious property within walking distance of the beach, yet a world away. All rooms TV/DVDs and Wi-Fi, some have gas fireplaces, refrigerators, or private porches. Beautiful woodland gardens are another plus.

Inns

York Harbor Inn (Rte. 1A, York Harbor, 207/363-5119 or 800/343-3869, www.yorkharborinn.com, $179-349) is an accommodating spot with a country-inn flavor and a wide variety of guest-room and package-plan options throughout the year. The oldest section of the inn is a 17th-century cabin from the Isles of Shoals. Accommodations are spread out in the inn, the adjacent Yorkshire House, and four elegantly restored houses, all with resident innkeepers: Harbor Hill and Harbor Cliffs are within steps, and the pet-friendly 1730 Harbor Crest and the Chapman Cottage are about a half mile away. All have TVs, phones, free Wi-Fi, and air-conditioning; some have four-poster beds, fireplaces, and whirlpools; many have water views. Rates include a generous continental breakfast.

You can’t miss the Stage Neck Inn (100 Stage Neck Rd., York Harbor, 207/363-3850 or 800/340-9901, www.stageneck.com, year-round, from $325), occupying its own private peninsula overlooking York Harbor. Modern resort-style facilities include an indoor and an outdoor pool, tennis courts, golf privileges, a spa, a fitness center, and spectacular views from balconies and terraces. The formal Harbor Porches restaurant (no jeans, entrées $26-30) and the casual Sandpiper Bar and Grille are open to nonguests.

Hotels

For more than 150 years, The Union Bluff (8 Beach St., York Beach, 207/363-1333 or 800/833-0721, www.unionbluff.com, from $210) has stood sentry like a fortress overlooking Short Sands Beach. Guest rooms are split between three buildings, all within spitting distance of the beach. Most have ocean views. All have TVs, air-conditioning, and phones; some have fireplaces, whirlpool baths, or oceanview decks. Also on the premises are the Beach Street Grill dining room and a pub serving lighter fare. The best deals are the packages, which include breakfast and dinner. The hotel and pub are open year-round; the restaurant is seasonal. It’s probably best to avoid dates when there’s a wedding in-house.

Condominium Suites

Fabulously sited on the oceanfront and overlooking the Nubble Light, the high-end ViewPoint (229 Nubble Rd., York Beach, 207/363-2661 or 888/363-4087, www.viewpointhotel.com, from $305 night, $1,975 week) comprises luxuriously appointed 1-3-bedroom suites. All have gas fireplaces; fully equipped kitchens; washer-dryers; TVs; phones; private patios, porches, or decks; and Wi-Fi. On the premises are an outdoor heated pool, a grilling area, gardens, and a playground.

Camping

Dixon’s Coastal Maine Campground (1740 Rte. 1, Cape Neddick, 207/363-3626, www.dixonscampground.com, $34-40) has more than 100 well-spaced sites on 26 wooded and open acres. It can accommodate tents and small RVs. Electric and water hookups are available. Facilities include a playground and a good-size outdoor heated pool. It’s also the base for Excursions sea kayaking.

FOOD

Local Flavors

Stonewall Kitchen (Stonewall Lane, York, 207/351-2712 or 800/207-5267, www.stonewallkitchen.com) concocts imaginative condiments and other food products, many of which have received national awards. Go hungry: An espresso bar and an excellent café are on the premises. Stonewall is open daily for breakfast and lunch and light fare in the late afternoon.

Sometimes the line runs right out the door of the low-ceilinged, reddish-brown roadside shack that houses local institution Flo’s Steamed Dogs (1359 Rte. 1, opposite the Mountain Rd. turnoff, Cape Neddick, no phone, www.floshotdogs.com, 11am-3pm, Thurs.-Tues.). Founder Flo Stacy died in 2000 at age 92, but her legend and her family live on. There is no menu—just steamed Schultz wieners, buns, chips, beverages, and an attitude. The secret? The spicy, sweet-sour hot-dog sauce, allegedly once sought by the H. J. Heinz corporation, but the Stacy family isn’t telling or selling. The cognoscenti know to order their dogs only with mayonnaise and the special sauce, nothing heretical such as ketchup or mustard. It’s open 11am-3pm, and not a minute later, Thursday-Tuesday year-round.

See those people with their faces pressed to the glass? They’re all watching the taffy makers inside The Goldenrod (2 Railroad Ave., York Beach, 207/363-2621, www.thegoldenrod.com, 11am-8pm), where machines spew out 180 Goldenrod Kisses a minute, 65 tons a year, and have been at it since 1896. The Goldenrod is an old-fashioned place with a tearoom, a gift shop, an old-fashioned soda fountain with 135 ice cream flavors, and a rustic dining room as well as equally old-fashioned prices.

After viewing The Nubble, head across the road to Brown’s Ice Cream (232 Nubble Rd., York Beach, 207/363-1277), where unusual flavors complement the standards.

Craving jerk chicken or curried goat? Stop by Jamaican Jerk Center (1400 Rte. 1, Cape Neddick, 207/351-3033, www.jamaicanjerkcenter.com, 11am-9pm daily), a seasonal takeout with tables under a tent and on the lawn. There’s live reggae music on weekends beginning at 4pm. Yes, it’s a dive, but the food’s good.

Stop in at the Gateway Farmers Market (Greater York Region Chamber of Commerce Visitors Center, Rte. 1, York, 9am-1pm Sat. mid-June-early Oct. and Thurs. July-Aug.) and stock up for a picnic. If you still need more, head next door to Stonewall Kitchen.

Family Favorites

The York Harbor Inn’s Ship’s Cellar Pub (11:30am-11:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-midnight Fri.-Sat., 3pm-11:30pm Sun.) attracts even the locals. The menu is the same as in the main dining room (burgers to lobster, $10-36), but the setting is far more casual. The space is designed to resemble the interior of a yacht. The pub doubles as a favorite local watering hole, with live music Wednesday-Sunday. Happy hour, with free munchies, is 4pm-6pm weekdays and sometimes draws a raucous crowd.

Wild Willy’s (765 Rte. 1, York, 207/363-9924, www.wildwillysburgers.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat., $7-9) has turned burgers into an art form. More than a dozen hefty mouthwatering burgers, all made from certified Angus or natural (chem-free) beef or bison, are available, from the classic Willy burger to the Rio Grande, with roasted green chilies from New Mexico and cheddar cheese. Don’t miss the hand-cut fries. Order at the counter before grabbing a seat in the dining area or out on the back deck; the servers will find you when it’s ready.

Locals swear by Rick’s All Seasons Café (240 York St., York, 207/363-5584, 6am-2pm Tues.-Sun.), where the prices are low, the food is good, and the gossip is even better. Have patience: Almost everything is cooked to order.

Casual Dining

“Food that loves you back” is the slogan for M Frankie and Johnny’s Natural Foods (1594 Rte. 1 N., Cape Neddick, 207/363-1909, www.frankie-johnnys.com, from 5pm Wed.-Sun. Feb.-Dec., $23-36). Inside the shingled restaurant, wood floors and pine-colored walls provide the background for the vibrant, internationally seasoned fare of chef John Shaw, who trained at the Culinary Institute of America. Vegetarian and vegan choices are always on the menu, along with fish, seafood, and chicken options, and many dishes can be modified for the gluten-sensitive. Portions are huge, breads and pastas are made in-house, and everything is cooked to order, so plan on a leisurely meal. All entrées come with a soup or salad (opt for the house salad—it’s gorgeous). Plan on leftovers. Bring your own booze, but leave the credit cards behind, since “plastic is not natural.”

The Tavern at Chapman Cottage (370 York St., York Harbor, 207/363-5119, 4pm-9pm daily, $12-15), owned by the York Harbor Inn, serves a light menu, with options such as crab cakes and spicy lamb pizza.

For ocean views paired with a finer dining atmosphere, book a table at the York Harbor Inn’s main dining room, 1637 (Rte. 1A, York Harbor, 207/363-5119, www.yorkharborinn.com, 5pm-10pm Thurs.-Sun., $20-35).

GiGi’s (2 Beach St., York Beach, 207//351-8147, www.gigisyorkbeach.com, from 5pm daily), opened in 2013, shows a lot of promise, but suffered from first-season inconsistencies in food and service. That said, ask locally and give it a try. The balcony is ideal for people watching. Inside, the dining areas are sharp and simple. The fare is upscale Italian; think antipasto, house-made gnocchi, and osso bucco. The bar earns raves, and happy hour (3pm-5pm daily) draws a crowd for food and drink specials.

Lobster

Friends praise the lobster roll from The Maine Lobster Outlet (360 Rte. 1, York, 207/363-9899, www.mainelobsteroutlet.com, 10am-5pm daily) as one of the state’s best, and say the clam chowder is excellent. It’s takeout only. Another good choice for a lobster roll is Four Mile Lobster (1902 Rte. 1, Cape Neddick, 207/251-0001, 11am-7pm Wed.-Sun.), located behind Knight’s Quilt Shop. Yes, strange location, but it’s a family operation, with Dad being the lobsterman and Mom owning the quilt shop.

Grab an oceanfront seat at Lobster Cove (756 York St., York Beach, 207/351-1100, www.lobstercoverestaurant.com, from 8am daily year-round) and watch the waves roll into Long Sands Beach while enjoying lobster or fried seafood.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The Maine Tourism Association operates a Maine State Visitor Information Center (1 Rte. 95, Kittery, 207/439-1319) in Kittery between Route 1 and I-95, with access from either road. It’s chock-full of brochures and has restrooms and a picnic area.

For York-area information, head for the Shingle-style palace of the Greater York Region Chamber of Commerce (1 Stonewall Lane, off Rte. 1, York, 207/363-4422, www.gatewaytomaine.org), at I-95’s York exit. Inside are restrooms. It’s open daily in summer.

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

York is about eight miles or 15 minutes via I-95/The Maine Turnpike; allow at least 20 minutes via Route 1, from Kittery. It’s about seven miles or 15 minutes via Route 1 to Ogunquit, but allow more time in summer.

The Maine Turnpike, a toll road, is generally the fastest route if you’re trying to get between two towns. Route 1 parallels the turnpike on the ocean side. It’s mostly two lanes and is lined with shops, restaurants, motels, and other visitor-oriented sites, which means stop-and-go traffic that often slows to a crawl. If you’re traveling locally, it’s best to walk or use the local trolley systems, which have the bonus of saving you the agony of finding a parking spot.

The seasonal Shoreline Explorer (207/324-5762, www.shorelineexplorer.com) trolley system makes it possible to connect from York to Kennebunkport without your car. Each town’s system is operated separately and has its own fees. The York Trolley/York Beach Shuttle (207/748-3030, www.yorktrolley.com) operates between Long and Short Sands Beaches late June-early September. The service ($1.50 one-way) runs every 30 minutes 10am-10:15pm. The Shore Road Shuttle (207/324-5762, www.shorelineexplorer.com) operates hourly between York’s Short Sands Beach and Ogunquit’s Perkins Cove late June-Labor Day; check for an exact schedule; $1 each way; $3 day pass, $10 for 12-ride pass; ages 18 and younger ride free.

Ogunquit and Wells

Ogunquit (pop. 892) has been a holiday destination since the indigenous residents named it “beautiful place by the sea.” What’s the appeal? An unparalleled, unspoiled beach, several top-flight albeit pricey restaurants, a dozen art galleries, and a respected art museum with a view second to none. The town has been home to an art colony attracting the glitterati of the painting world starting with Charles Woodbury in the late 1880s. The summertime crowds continue, multiplying the minuscule year-round population. These days it’s an especially gay-friendly community too. Besides the beach, the most powerful magnet is Perkins Cove, a working fishing enclave that looks more like a movie set. The best way to approach the cove is via trolley-bus or on foot, along the shoreline Marginal Way from downtown Ogunquit; midsummer parking in the cove is madness.

Wells (pop. 9,589), once the parent of Ogunquit and since 1980 its immediate neighbor to the north, was settled in 1640. Nowadays it’s best known as a long, skinny, family-oriented community with seven miles of splendid beachfront and lots of antiques and used-book shops strewn along Route 1. It also claims two spectacular nature preserves worth a drive from anywhere. At the southern end of Wells, abutting Ogunquit, is Moody, an enclave named after 18th-century settler Samuel Moody.

SIGHTS


M Ogunquit Museum of American Art (OMAA)


Not many museums can boast a view as stunning as the one at the Ogunquit Museum of American Art (543 Shore Rd., Ogunquit, 207/646-4909, www.ogunquitmuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily, early May-Oct. 31, $10 adults, $9 seniors and students, free under age 12), nor can many communities boast such renown as a summer art colony. Overlooking Narrow Cove 1.4 miles south of downtown Ogunquit, the museum prides itself on its distinguished permanent 2,000-piece American art collection. Works by Marsden Hartley, Rockwell Kent, Walt Kuhn, Henry Strater, and Thomas Hart Benton, among others, are displayed in five galleries. Special exhibits are mounted each summer, when there is an extensive series of lectures, concerts, and other programs, including the annual “Almost Labor Day Auction,” a social season must. OMAA has a well-stocked gift shop, wheelchair access, and landscaped grounds with sculptures, a pond, and manicured lawns.
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No visit to Ogunquit is complete without walking the Marginal Way.




M Marginal Way


No visit to Ogunquit is complete without a leisurely stroll along the Marginal Way, the mile-long footpath edging the ocean from Shore Road (by the Sparhawk Resort) to Perkins Cove. It has been a must-walk since Josiah Chase gave the right-of-way to the town in the 1920s. The best times to appreciate this shrub-lined shorefront walkway are early morning or when everyone’s at the beach. En route are tidepools, intriguing rock formations, crashing surf, pocket beaches, benches (although the walk’s a cinch and is even partially wheelchair-accessible), and a marker listing the day’s high and low tides. When the surf’s up, keep a close eye on the kids—the sea has no mercy. A midpoint access is at Israel’s Head (behind a sewage plant masquerading as a tiny lighthouse), but getting a parking space is pure luck. The only wheels allowed are strollers and wheelchairs.

Perkins Cove

Turn-of-the-20th-century photos show Ogunquit’s Perkins Cove lined with gray-shingled shacks used by a hardy colony of local fishermen, fellows who headed offshore to make a tough living in little boats. They’d hardly recognize it today. Although the cove remains a working lobster-fishing harbor, several old shacks have been reincarnated as boutiques and restaurants, and photographers go crazy shooting the quaint inlet spanned by a little pedestrian drawbridge. In the cove are galleries, gift shops, a range of eateries (fast food to lobster to high-end dining), boat excursions, and public restrooms. I enjoy it best in the early morning, before the crowds arrive. Only a coffee shop at the tip is open then, but you can watch the fishing boats gear up and head out. Parking in the cove is $3 for two hours, but there are some spaces in the back that open up after noon (reserved for local fishermen in the morning).


M Wells Reserve at Laudholm Farm


Known locally as Laudholm Farm (the name of the restored 19th-century visitors center), Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve (342 Laudholm Farm Rd., Wells, 207/646-1555, www.wellsreserve.org) occupies 1,690 acres of woods, beach, and coastal salt marsh on the southern boundary of the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge, just 0.5 mile east of Route 1. Seven miles of trails wind through the property. The best trail is the Salt Marsh Loop, with a boardwalk section leading to an overlook with panoramic views of the marsh and Little River inlet. Another winner is the Barrier Beach Walk, a 1.3-mile round-trip that goes through multiple habitats all the way to beautiful Laudholm Beach. Allow 1.5 hours for either; you can combine the two. Some trails are wheelchair-accessible. The informative exhibits in the visitors center (10am-4pm Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun. late May-mid-Oct., 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri. Oct.-Mar., closed mid-Dec.-mid-Jan.) make a valuable prelude for enjoying the reserve. An extensive program schedule (Apr.-Nov.) includes lectures, nature walks, and children’s programs. Reservations are required for some programs. Trails are accessible 7am-dusk. Late May-mid-October, admission is charged: $4 adults, $1 ages 6-16, maximum $10/car.

Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge

Eleven chunks of coastal Maine real estate between Kittery Point and Cape Elizabeth make up the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge (321 Port Rd./Rte. 9, Wells, 207/646-9226, www.fws.gov/refuge/rachel_carson) headquartered at the northern edge of Wells near the Kennebunkport town line. Pick up a Carson Trail Guide at the refuge office (parking is very limited) and follow the mile-long wheelchair-accessible walkway past tidal creeks, salt pans, and salt marshes. It’s a bird-watcher’s paradise during migration seasons. Office hours are 8am-4:30pm Monday-Friday year-round; trail access is sunrise-sunset daily year-round. Leashed pets are allowed.

Ogunquit Arts Collaborative Gallery

Closer to downtown Ogunquit is the Ogunquit Arts Collaborative Gallery (Shore Rd. and Bourne Lane, Ogunquit, 207/646-8400, www.barngallery.org, 11am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun. late May-early Oct., free), also known as the Barn Gallery, featuring the works of member artists, an impressive group. The OAC is the showcase for the Ogunquit Art Association, established by Charles Woodbury, who was inspired to open an art school in Perkins Cove in the late 19th century. Special programs throughout the season include concerts, workshops, gallery talks, and an art auction.

Ogunquit Heritage Museum

Ogunquit’s history is preserved in the Ogunquit Heritage Museum (86 Obeds Lane, Dorothea Jacobs Grant Common, Ogunquit, 207/646-0296, www.ogunquitheritagemuseum.org, 1pm-5pm Tues.-Sat. June-Sept., donation), which opened in 2001 in the restored Captain James Winn House, a 1785 cape house listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Exhibits here and in a new ell focus on Ogunquit’s role as an art colony, its maritime heritage, town history, and local architecture.

ENTERTAINMENT

Ogunquit Playhouse

Having showcased top-notch professional theater since the 1930s, the 750-seat Ogunquit Playhouse (Rte. 1, Ogunquit, 207/646-5511, www.ogunquitplayhouse.org), a summer classic, knows how to do it right: It presents comedies and musicals, late May-late Oct. with big-name stars. The air-conditioned building is wheelchair-accessible. The box office is open daily in season, beginning in early May; tickets range $39-78. The playhouse also presents a children’s series. You can also take a guided Backstage Tour ($5 for 45 minutes or $10 for 90 minutes) taking in the dressing rooms, green room, and backstage while picking up insider info on the stars who have played here over the years; call for current schedule. Parking can be a hassle during shows; consider walking the short distance from the Bourne Lane trolley-bus stop.
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The Ogunquit Playhouse has showcased top-notch professional entertainment since the 1930s.



Live Music

Ogunquit has several nightspots with good reputations for food and live entertainment. Best known is Jonathan’s (2 Bourne Lane, Ogunquit, 207/646-4777 or 800/464-9934 in Maine), where national headliners often are on the schedule upstairs. Advance tickets are cheaper than at the door, and dinner guests (entrées $24-34; gluten-free menu available) get preference for seats; all show seats are reserved.

Ogunquit Performing Arts (207/646-6170, www.ogunquitperformingarts.org) presents a full slate of programs, including classical concerts, ballet, and theater, at the Dunaway Center (23 School Street). The Wells Summer Concert Series runs most Saturday evenings early July-early September at the Hope Hobbs Gazebo in Wells Harbor Park. A wide variety of music is represented, from sing-alongs to swing.

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

During Restaurant Week in early June, Ogunquit-area restaurants offer specials.

Harbor Fest takes place in July in Harbor Park in Wells and includes a concert, a crafts fair, a parade, a chicken barbecue, and children’s activities.

In August Ogunquit hosts the annual Sidewalk Art Show and Sale.

Capriccio is a performing arts festival in Ogunquit with daytime and evening events held during the first week of September. The second weekend that month, the Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve (Laudholm Farm) hosts the Laudholm Nature Crafts Festival, a two-day juried crafts fair with children’s activities and guided nature walks.

SHOPPING

Antiques are a Wells specialty. You’ll find more than 50 shops with a huge range of prices. The majority are on Route 1. R. Jorgensen Antiques (502 Post Rd./Rte. 1, Wells, 207/646-9444) is a phenomenon in itself, filling 11 showrooms in two buildings with European and American 18th- and 19th-century furniture and accessories. MacDougall-Gionet Antiques and Associates (2104 Post Rd./Rte. 1, Wells, 207/646-3531) has been in business since 1959, and its reputation is stellar. The 65-dealer shop, in an 18th-century barn, carries American and European country and formal furniture and accessories.

If you’ve been scouring antiquarian bookshops for a long-wanted title, chances are you’ll find it at Douglas N. Harding Rare Books (2152 Post Rd./Rte. 1, Wells, 207/646-8785 or 800/228-1398). Well cataloged and organized, the sprawling bookshop at any given time stocks upward of 100,000 books, prints, and maps, plus a hefty selection of Maine and New England histories.

Fans of fine craft, especially contemporary art glass, shouldn’t miss Panache (307 Main St., Ogunquit, 207/646-4878).

RECREATION

Water Sports

BEACHES

One of Maine’s most scenic and unspoiled sandy beachfronts, Ogunquit’s 3.5-mile stretch of sand fringed with sea grass is a magnet for hordes of sunbathers, spectators, swimmers, surfers, and sand-castle builders. Getting there means crossing the Ogunquit River via one of three access points. For Ogunquit’s Main Beach—with a bathhouse and big crowds—take Beach Street. To reach Footbridge Beach, marginally less crowded, either take Ocean Street and the footbridge or take Bourne Avenue to Ocean Avenue in adjacent Wells and walk back toward Ogunquit. Moody Beach, at Wells’s southern end, is technically private property, a subject of considerable legal dispute. Lifeguards are on duty all summer at the public beaches, and there are restrooms in all three areas. The beach is free, but parking is not. Rates range $15-25/day and lots fill up early on warm midsummer days. After 3:30pm some parking is free. It’s far more sensible to opt for the frequent trolley-buses.

Wells beaches continue where Ogunquit’s leave off. Crescent Beach (Webhannet Dr. between Eldredge Rd. and Mile Rd.) is the tiniest, with tidepools, no facilities, and limited parking. Wells Beach (Mile Rd. to Atlantic Ave.) is the major (and most crowded) beach, with lifeguards, restrooms, and parking. Around the other side of Wells Harbor is Drakes Island Beach (take Drakes Island Rd. at the blinking light), a less crowded spot with restrooms and lifeguards. Walk northeast from Drakes Island Beach and you’ll eventually reach Laudholm Beach, with great birding along the way. Summer beach-parking fees (pay-and-display) are $16/day or $8/afternoon for nonresidents ($5 for a motorcycle, $25 for an RV); if you’re staying longer, a 10-token pass ($75) is a better bargain.

BOAT EXCURSIONS

Depending on your interests, you can go deep-sea fishing, whale-watching, or just gawking out of Perkins Cove in Ogunquit.

Between April and early November, Captain Tim Tower runs half-day (departing 4pm, $50 pp) and full-day (departing 7am, $85 pp) deep-sea fishing trips aboard the 40-foot Bunny Clark (207/646-2214, www.bunnyclark.com), moored in Perkins Cove. Reservations are necessary. Tim has a science degree, so he’s a wealth of marine biology information. All gear is provided, and the crew will fillet your catch for you; dress warmly and wear sunblock.

Barnacle Billy’s Dock at Perkins Cove is home port for the Hubbard family’s Finestkind Cruises (207/646-5227, www.finestkindcruises.com, no credit cards). Motorboat options consist of 1.5-hour, 14-mile Nubble Lighthouse cruises; one-hour cocktail cruises; a 75-minute breakfast cruise, complete with coffee, juice, and a muffin; and 50-minute lobster-boat trips. Rates run $17-26 adults, $8-13 children. Also available are 1.75-hour sails ($30 pp) aboard The Cricket, a locally built wooden sailboat. Reservations are advisable but usually unnecessary midweek.

EQUIPMENT RENTALS

At Wheels and Waves (579 Post Rd./Rte. 1, Wells, 207/646-5774, www.wheelsnwaves.com), bike or surfboard rentals are $30/day, including delivery to some hotels; a stand-up paddleboard is $40, a single kayak is $65, and a double is $75.


[image: image]

Ogunquit’s 3.5-mile stretch of sand is a magnet for beach lovers.



Put in right at the harbor and explore t`he estuary from Webhannet River Kayak and Canoe Rentals (345 Harbor Rd., Wells, 207/646-9649, www.webhannetriver.com). Rates begin at $25 solo, $40 tandem for two hours.

Golf

The 18-hole Donald Ross-designed Cape Neddick Country Club (650 Shore Rd., Cape Neddick, 207/361-2011, www.capeneddickgolf.com) is a semiprivate 18-hole course with a restaurant and a driving range.

ACCOMMODATIONS

Most properties are open only seasonally.

Ogunquit

MOTELS

You’re almost within spitting distance of Perkins Cove at the 37-room Riverside Motel (159 Shore Rd., 207/646-2741, www.riversidemotel.com, $199-249), where you can perch on your balcony and watch the action or, for that matter, join it. Guest rooms have phones, air-conditioning, refrigerators, Wi-Fi, cable TV, and fabulous views. Rates include continental breakfast. The entire 3.5-acre property is smoke-free.

Juniper Hill Inn (336 Main St., 207/646-4501 or 800/646-4544, www.ogunquit.com, year-round, $149-264) is a well-run motel-style lodging on five acres close to downtown Ogunquit, with a footpath to the beach. Amenities include refrigerators, cable TV, coin-operated laundry, a fitness center, indoor and outdoor pools and hot tubs, and golf privileges.

The frills are few, but the Towne Lyne Motel (747 Main St./Rte. 1, 207/646-2955, www.townelynemotel.com, $139-184) is a charmer set back from the highway amid manicured lawns. Rooms are air-conditioned and have free Wi-Fi and phone, refrigerators, and microwaves; some have screened porches. Request a riverside room.


COTTAGES


It’s nearly impossible to land a peak-season cottage at The Dunes (518 Main St., 207/646-2612, www.dunesonthewaterfront.com $150-250), but it’s worth trying. The property is under its third generation of ownership, and guests practically will their weeks to their descendants. Nineteen tidy, well-equipped one- or two-bedroom housekeeping cottages with screened porches and wood-burning fireplaces as well as 17 guest rooms are generously spaced on shady, grassy lawns that roll down to the river, with the dunes just beyond. Facilities include a dock with rowboats, a pool, and lawn games. Amenities include Wi-Fi, TVs, phones, and refrigerators. It’s all meticulously maintained. In peak season, the one- or two-bedroom cottages require a one- or two-week minimum stay; guest rooms require three nights.

ECLECTIC PROPERTIES

M The Beachmere Inn (62 Beachmere Pl., 207/646-2021 or 800/336-3983, www.beachmereinn.com, year-round, $170-440) occupies an enviable oceanfront location on the Marginal Way, yet is just steps from downtown. The private family-owned and operated property comprises an updated Victorian inn, a new seaside motel, and other buildings, all meticulously maintained and often updated. Pocket beaches are just outside the gate. All rooms have air-conditioning, TVs, phones, and kitchenettes; most have balconies, decks, or terraces; some have fireplaces; almost all have jaw-dropping ocean views. There’s also a small spa with a hot tub, steam sauna, and fitness room; and a pub serving light fare and drinks. Morning coffee and pastries are provided.

It’s not easy to describe the Sparhawk Oceanfront Resort (41 Shore Rd., 207/646-5562, www.thesparhawk.com, $210-330), a sprawling one-of-a-kind place popular with honeymooners, sedate families, and seniors. There’s lots of tradition in this thriving six-acre complex—it has had various incarnations since the turn of the 20th century—and the “Happily Filled” sign regularly hangs out front. Out back is the Atlantic Ocean with forever views, and the Marginal Way starts right here. It offers a tennis court, gardens, and a heated pool; breakfast is included. The 87 guest rooms in four buildings vary from motel-type (best views) rooms and suites to inn-type suites. There’s a seven-night minimum during July-August.
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The Beachmere Inn has a prime location overlooking Ogunquit Beach on Marginal Way.




INNS AND BED-AND-BREAKFASTS


When you want to be at the center of the action, book a room at 2 Village Square Inn (14 Village Square Ln., 207/646-5779, www.2vsquare.com, $189-269). The walk-to-everything location puts the beach, the Marginal Way, shops, restaurants, and more all within footsteps, if you can tear yourself away from the dreamy views, heated outdoor pool, hut tub, and even an on-site massage room. Owners Scott Osgood and Bruce Senecal have earned a reputation as conscientious innkeepers who aim to please. They also operate the Nellie Littlefield Inn & Spa (27 Shore Rd., 207/646-1692, www.nliogunquit.com, $229-319), a magnificently restored in-town Victorian, and the Gazebo Inn (572 Main St., 207/646-3773, www.gazeboinnogt.com, $159-499), a carefully renovated 1847 farmhouse and barn within walking distance of Footbridge Beach. All serve a full breakfast buffet. None welcome children.

Jacqui Grant’s warm welcome, gracious hospitality, and stellar breakfasts combined with a quiet residential location within walking distance of both the village and Footbridge Beach have earned Almost Home (27 King’s Ln., 207/641-1754, www.almosthomeinnogunquit.com, $155-235) a stellar reputation. She often serves afternoon cheese with wine from her son’s California winery. Rooms are spacious and have nice seating areas, and the backyard makes a quiet retreat.

Built in 1899 for a prominent Maine lumbering family, Rockmere Lodge (40 Stearns Rd., 207/646-2985, www.rockmere.com, year-round, $175-245) underwent a meticulous six-month restoration in the early 1990s and has frequent updates since. Near the Marginal Way on a peaceful street, the handsome home has eight comfortable Victorian guest rooms, all with CD players and cable TV (a massive library of films and CDs is available) and most with ocean views. Rates include a generous breakfast. A wraparound veranda, decks, gardens, a gazebo, and “The Lookout,” a third-floor windowed nook with comfy chairs, make it easy to settle in and just watch the passersby on the Marginal Way. Beach towels, chairs, and umbrellas are provided for guests. Pets are not allowed; there are dogs in residence.

The historical Colonial Inn (145 Shore Rd., 207/646-5191, www.thecolonialinn.com, from $199) reopened in 2013 after a $4 million restoration that brought the Victorian-era inn in to the 21st century, with amenities including air-conditioning and Wi-Fi. Rooms in the main inn are bright and airy, and some have water views. Family-oriented rooms are located in separate buildings, and some have kitchenettes. It’s an easy walk to the beach, but if the ocean’s too chilly, the hotel has a heated outdoor pool and hot tub. A continental breakfast buffet is provided. The location puts the best of Ogunquit within footsteps.

RESORTS

Founded in 1872, The Cliff House Resort and Spa (Shore Rd., 207/361-1000, www.cliffhousemaine.com, late Mar.-early Dec., $275-370), a self-contained complex, sprawls over 70 acres topping the edge of Bald Head Cliff midway between the centers of York and Ogunquit. Fourth-generation innkeeper Kathryn Weare keeps updating and modernizing the facilities. Among the most recent additions is a spa building with oversize rooms with king beds, gas fireplaces, and balconies as well as a full-service spa, an indoor pool, an outdoor infinity pool, and a glass-walled fitness center overlooking the Atlantic. A central check-in building with an indoor amphitheater connects the main building to the spa building. The 150 guest rooms and suites vary widely in decor, from old-fashioned to contemporary; all have cable TV and phones, some have gas fireplaces, and most have a spectacular ocean view. Other facilities include a dining room, a lounge, family indoor and outdoor pools, a games room, and tennis courts. Eight pet-friendly rooms ($25) have a bowl, a bed, and treats, and there’s a fenced-in exercise area. Packages offer the best bang for the buck.

Wells

Once part of a giant 19th-century dairy farm, the Beach Farm Inn (97 Eldredge Rd., 207/646-8493, www.beachfarminn.com, year-round, $100-150) is a 2.5-acre oasis in a rather congested area 0.2 mile off Route 1. Guests can swim in the pool, relax in the library, or walk 0.25 mile down the road to the beach. Five of the eight guest rooms have private baths (two are detached); third-floor rooms have air-conditioning. Rates include a full breakfast; a cottage rents for $725/week.

Even closer to the beach is Haven by the Sea (59 Church St., Wells Beach, 207/646-4194, www.havenbythesea.com, from $240), a heavenly bed-and-breakfast in a former church. Innkeepers John and Susan Jarvis have kept the original floor plan, which allows for some surprises. Inside are hardwood floors, cathedral ceilings, and stained-glass windows. The confessional is now a full bar, and the altar has been converted to a dining area that opens to a marsh-view terrace—the bird-watching is superb. Guest rooms have sitting areas, and the suite has a whirlpool tub and a fireplace. Guests have plenty of room to relax, including a living area with a fireplace. Rates include a full breakfast and afternoon hors d’oeuvres.

FOOD

Ogunquit

LOCAL FLAVORS

The Egg and I (501 Maine St./Rte. 1, 207/646-8777, www.eggandibreakfast.com, 6am-2pm daily, no credit cards) has more than 200 menu choices and earns high marks for its omelets and waffles. You can’t miss it; there’s always a crowd. Lunch choices are served after 11am.

Equally popular is Amore Breakfast (309 Shore Rd., 207/646-6661, www.amorebreakfast.com, 7am-1pm daily). Choose from 14 omelets, eight versions of eggs Benedict (including lobster and a spirited rancheros version topped with salsa and served with guacamole), as well as French toast, waffles, and all the regulars and irregulars.

Eat in or take out from Village Food Market (Main St., Ogunquit Center, 207/646-2122, www.villagefoodmarket.com). A breakfast sandwich is less than $3, subs and sandwiches are available in three sizes, and there’s even a children’s menu. The Pick Three prepared dinner special includes an entrée and two side dishes for $9.95.

Scrumptious baked goods, tantalizing salads, and vegetarian lunch items are available to go at Bread and Roses (246 Main St., 207/646-4227, www.breadandrosesbakery.com, 7am-7pm daily), a small bakery right downtown with a few tables outside.

Harbor Candy Shop (26 Main St., 207/646-8078 or 800/331-5856) is packed with decadent chocolates. Fudge, truffles, and turtles are all made on-site.

ETHNIC FARE

The best and most authentic Italian dining is at Angelina’s Ristorante (655 Main St./Rte. 1, 207/646-0445, www.angelinasogunquit.com, 4:30pm-10pm daily year-round, $16-34). Chef-owner David Giarusso uses recipes handed down from his great-grandmother, Angelina Peluso. Dine in the dining room, wine room, lounge, or out on the terrace, choosing from pastas, risottos (the house specialty), and other classics.

Another Italian outpost is Caffe Prego (44 Shore Rd., 207/646-7734, www.caffepregoogt.com, 11:30am-9pm daily, $10-23). Owners Donato Tramuto and Jeffrey Porter have created an authentic taste of Tuscany. They’ve imported Italian equipment and use traditional ingredients to create coffees, pastries, panini, brick-oven pizzas, pastas, salads, and gelati, served inside or on the terrace.

CASUAL DINING

Gypsy Sweethearts (10 Shore Rd., 207/646-7021, www.gypsysweethearts.com, dinner from 5:30pm Tues.-Sun., entrées $19-32) serves inside a restored house, on a deck, and in a garden. It’s one of the region’s most reliable restaurants, and the creative menu is infused with ethnic accents and includes vegetarian choices. Reservations are advised in midsummer.

Mediterranean fare is finessed with a dollop of creativity and a pinch of Maine flavors at M Five-O (50 Shore Rd., 207/646-6365, www.five-oshoreroad.com, dinner 5pm-10pm daily, brunch 8am-11:30am Sat.-Sun.), one of the region’s top restaurants for casual dining. The menu changes frequently, but the house-made pastas and entrées usually run $20-40. Lighter fare ($10-24) is available until 11pm in the lounge, where martinis are a specialty. In the off-season, multicourse regional dinners are held about once a month ($70). Valet parking is available.

Boisterous and lively, The Front Porch (9 Shore Rd., 207/646-4005, www.thefrontporch.net, dinner from 4pm Wed.-Sat., from noon Sun., $10-29) is not for those looking for romantic dining, but it is a good choice for families with divergent tastes. The menu ranges from flatbread pizzas to rack of lamb.

DINING WITH A VIEW

There’s not much between you and Spain when you get a window seat at MC (Oarweed Lane, Perkins Cove, 207/646-6263, www.markandclarkrestaurants.com, 11:30am-3:30pm and from 5pm daily late May-mid-Oct., Wed.-Sun. mid-Oct.-Dec. and Feb.-late May, dinner entrées $25-37). Almost every table on both floors has a view. Service is attentive, and the food is tops and in keeping with James Beard Award-winning chefs Mark Gaier and Clark Frasier, fresh. The bar menu ($11-20), also served in the dining room by request, is available until closing. There’s often live music on Wednesday night. A jazz brunch is served beginning at 11am Sunday September-June. Reservations are essential for dinner.

Equally if not more impressive are the views from the dining room at The Cliff House (Shore Rd., 207/361-1000, entrées $20-36). Go for the breakfast buffet 7:30am-1pm Sunday. Service can be so-so. Before or after dining, wander the grounds.

LOBSTER

Creative marketing, a knockout view, and efficient service help explain why more than 1,000 pounds of lobster bite the dust every summer day at Barnacle Billy’s (Perkins Cove, 207/646-5575 or 800/866-5575, www.barnbilly.com, 11am-9pm daily seasonally). Billy’s has a full liquor license; try for the deck, with a front-row seat on Perkins Cove.

Less flashy and less pricey is The Lobster Shack (Perkins Cove, 207/646-2941, www.lobster-shack.com, 11am-9pm daily), serving lobsters, stews, chowders, and some landlubber choices too.

Wells

LOCAL FLAVORS

For scrumptious baked goods and made-to-order sandwiches, head to Borealis Bread (Rte. 1, 8:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-4pm Sun.), in the Aubuchon Hardware plaza.

Pick up all sorts of fresh goodies at the Wells Farmers Market (1pm-5pm Wed.) in the Town Hall parking lot (208 Sanford Rd.).

CASUAL DINING

Pair a handcrafted microbrew with your meal, perhaps beer-battered local fish-and-chips, vegan-curried vegetables, or chargrilled house-cut steak tips at The Boon Island Ale Restaurant (124 Post Rd./Rte. 1, 207/641-8489, www.boonislandale.com, from 4pm daily, $15-28). While here, pick up a copy of Boon Island, by Kenneth Roberts, a good read about a fascinating shipwreck.

FAMILY FAVORITES

For fresh lobster, lobster rolls, fish-and-chips, chowders, and homemade desserts, you can’t go wrong at the Cardinali family’s M Fisherman’s Catch (Harbor Rd./Rte. 1, 207/646-8780, www.fishermanscatchwells.com, 11:30am-9pm daily early May-mid-Oct., $8-24). Big windows in the rustic dining room frame the marsh; some even have binoculars for wildlife spotting. It might seem out of the way, but trust me, the locals all know this little gem.

A good steak in the land of lobster? You betcha: The Steakhouse (1205 Post Rd./Rte. 1, 207/646-4200, www.the-steakhouse.com, 4pm-9:30pm Tues.-Sun., entrées $15-30) is a great big barn of a place where steaks are hand cut from USDA prime and choice corn-fed Western beef that has never been frozen. Chicken, seafood, lobster (great stew), and even a vegetarian stir-fry are also on the menu, and a children’s menu is available. Service is efficient, but they don’t take reservations, so be prepared for a wait.

FINE DINING

Chef Joshua W. Mather of M Joshua’s (1637 Rte. 1, 207/646-3355, www.joshuas.biz, from 5pm daily, entrées $22-35) grew up on his family’s nearby organic farm, and produce from that farm highlights the menu. In a true family operation, his parents not only still work the farm, but also work in the restaurant, a converted 1774 home with many of its original architectural elements. Everything is made on the premises, from the fabulous bread to the hand-churned ice cream. The Atlantic haddock, with caramelized onion crust, chive oil, and wild mushroom risotto, is a signature dish, and it alone is worth coming for. A vegetarian pasta entrée is offered nightly. Save room for the maple walnut pie with maple ice cream. Yes, it’s gilding the lily, but you can always walk the beach afterward. Reservations are essential for the dining rooms, but the full menu is also served in the bar.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

At the southern edge of Ogunquit, right next to the Ogunquit Playhouse, the Ogunquit Chamber of Commerce’s Welcome Center (Rte. 1, Ogunquit, 207/646-2939, www.ogunquit.org) provides all the usual visitor information and has public restrooms. Ask for the Touring and Trolley Route Map, showing the Marginal Way, beach locations, and public restrooms. The chamber of commerce’s annual visitor booklet thoughtfully carries a high-tide calendar for the summer.

Just over the Ogunquit border in Wells (actually in Moody) is the Wells Information Center (Rte. 1 at Bourne Ave., 207/646-2451, www.wellschamber.org).

The handsome fieldstone Ogunquit Memorial Library (74 Shore Rd., Ogunquit, 207/646-9024) is downtown’s only building on the National Register of Historic Places. Or visit the Wells Public Library (1434 Post Rd./Rte. 1, Wells, 207/646-8181, www.wells.lib.me.us).

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Ogunquit is about seven miles or 15 minutes via Route 1, from York. Wells is about six miles or 12 minutes via Route 1 from Ogunquit. From York to Wells, it’s about 15.5 miles or 20 minutes on I-95. When traveling in summer, expect heavy traffic and delays on Route 1.

Amtrak Downeaster (800/872-7245, www.amtrakdowneaster.com), which connects Boston’s North Station with Portland, Maine, stops in Wells. The Shoreline Explorer trolley connects in season.

The seasonal Shoreline Explorer (207/324-5762, www.shorelineexplorer.com) trolley system makes it possible to connect from York to Kennebunkport without your car. Each town’s system is operated separately and has its own fees. The Shoreline Trolley Line 2/Shore Road Shuttle ($1 one way, $3 day pass, $10 12-ride multipass, free for children under 18) operates between Short Sands Beach, in York, and Perkins Cove, Ogunquit; Shoreline Trolley Route 3/Ogunquit Trolley ($1.50 one way, $1 ages 10 and under) connects to Shoreline Trolley Route 4 ($1 one way, $3 day pass, $10 12-ride multipass, free for children under 18), which serves Wells and the Wells Transportation Center, where the Amtrak Downeaster train stops.


The Kennebunks


The world may have first learned of Kennebunkport when George Herbert Walker Bush was president, but Walkers and Bushes have owned their summer estate here for three generations. Visitors continue to come to the Kennebunks (the collective name for Kennebunk, Kennebunkport, Cape Porpoise, and Goose Rocks Beach) hoping to catch a glimpse of the former first family, but they also come for the terrific ambience, bed-and-breakfasts, boutiques, boats, biking, and beaches.

The Kennebunks’ earliest European settlers arrived in the mid-1600s. By the mid-1700s, shipbuilding had become big business in the area. Two ancient local cemeteries—North Street and Evergreen—provide glimpses of the area’s heritage. Its Historic District reveals Kennebunk’s moneyed past—the homes where wealthy ship owners and shipbuilders once lived, sending their vessels to the Caribbean and around the globe. Today, unusual shrubs and a dozen varieties of rare maples still line Summer Street—the legacy of ship captains in the global trade. Another legacy is the shiplap construction in many houses—a throwback to a time when labor was cheap and lumber plentiful. Closer to the beach in Lower Village stood the workshops of sailmakers, carpenters, and mast makers whose output drove the booming trade to success.

Although Kennebunkport (pop. 3,474) draws most of the sightseers and summer traffic, Kennebunk (pop. 10,798) feels more like a year-round community. Its old-fashioned downtown has a mix of shops, restaurants, and attractions. Yes, its beaches are also well known, but many visitors drive right through the middle of Kennebunk without stopping to enjoy its assets.

SIGHTS


M Seashore Trolley Museum


There’s nothing quite like an antique electric trolley to dredge up nostalgia for bygone days. With a collection of more than 250 transit vehicles (more than two dozen trolleys on display), the Seashore Trolley Museum (195 Log Cabin Rd., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2800, www.trolleymuseum.org, $10 adults, $8 seniors, $7.50 ages 6-16) verges on trolley mania. Whistles blowing and bells clanging, restored streetcars do frequent trips (10:05am-4:15pm) on a 3.5-mile loop through the nearby woods. Ride as often as you wish, and then check out the activity in the streetcar workshop and go wild in the trolley-oriented gift shop. Bring a picnic lunch and enjoy it here. Special events are held throughout the summer, including Ice Cream and Sunset Trolley Rides (7pm Wed.-Thurs., July-Aug. $5, includes ice cream). And here’s an interesting wrinkle: Make a reservation, plunk down $60, and you can have a one-hour “Motorman” experience driving your own trolley (with help, of course). The museum is 1.7 miles southeast of Route 1. It’s open 10am-5pm daily late May-mid-October and on weekends in May, late October, and the Christmas Prelude festival.

Walker’s Point: The Bush Estate

There’s no public access to Walker’s Point, but you can join the sidewalk gawkers on Ocean Avenue overlooking George and Barbara Bush’s summer compound. The 41st president and his wife lead a low-key laid-back life when they’re here, so if you don’t spot them through binoculars, you may well run into them at a shop or restaurant in town. Intown Trolley’s regular narrated tours go right past the house—or it’s an easy, scenic family walk from Kennebunkport’s Dock Square. On the way, you’ll pass St. Ann’s Church, whose stones came from the ocean floor, and the paths to Spouting Rock and Blowing Cave, two natural phenomena that create spectacular water fountains if you manage to be there midway between high and low tides.
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Don’t miss wandering the oceanfront property of St. Ann’s Church in Kennebunkport.



Wedding Cake House

The Wedding Cake House (104 Summer St., Kennebunk) is a private residence, so you can’t go inside, but it’s one of Maine’s most-photographed buildings. Driving down Summer Street (Rte. 35), midway between the downtowns of Kennebunk and Kennebunkport, it’s hard to miss the yellow-and-white Federal mansion with gobs of gingerbread and Gothic Revival spires and arches. Built in 1826 by shipbuilder George Bourne as a wedding gift for his wife, the Kennebunk landmark remained in the family until 1983.

Cape Porpoise

When your mind’s eye conjures an idyllic lobster-fishing village, it probably looks a lot like Cape Porpoise, only 2.5 miles from busy Dock Square. Follow Route 9 eastward from Kennebunkport; when Route 9 turns north, continue straight and take Pier Road to its end. From the small parking area, you’ll see lobster boats at anchor, a slew of working wharves, and 19th-century Goat Island Light, now automated, directly offshore.

Local History Museums and Tours

Occupying four restored 19th-century buildings in downtown Kennebunk, including the 1825 William Lord store, The Brick Store Museum (117 Main St., Kennebunk, 207/985-4802, www.brickstoremuseum.org, 10am-4:30pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-1pm Sat., $5 donation) has garnered a reputation for unusual exhibits: a century of wedding dresses, a two-century history of volunteer firefighting, and life in southern Maine during the Civil War. The museum encourages appreciation for the surrounding Kennebunk Historic District with 50-90-minute architectural walking tours ($5), usually May-mid-October but call for a current schedule. If the schedule doesn’t suit, the museum sells a walk-it-yourself booklet ($16) and a simple map ($5). There are also Museum in the Streets signs at 25 historical locations throughout Kennebunk.

The First Families Kennebunkport Museum (8 Maine St., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2751, www.kporthistory.org, 11am-5pm Mon., Sat., mid-July-mid-Oct., $7), also known as the Nott House or White Columns, is owned and maintained by the Kennebunkport Historical Society. The mid-19th-century Greek Revival mansion is filled with Victorian furnishings and artifacts and memorabilia covering 200 years of local history. On 45-minute tours, guides relate stories of sea captains, shipbuilders, summerfolk, and presidents. Be sure to visit the restored gardens.

The Kennebunkport Historical Society also offers local walking tours. Hour-long Kennebunkport Historic District walking tours depart from the museum; Cape Arundel Walking Tours depart from St. Ann’s Church on Ocean Ave. Either tour is $10; combination tickets, which include the museum, are $15. At the museum, you can buy a guidebook ($4) for a do-it-yourself tour.


M Dock Square


Even if you’re not a shopper, make it a point to meander through the heart of Kennebunkport’s shopping district, where onetime fishing shacks have been restored and renovated into upscale shops, boutiques, galleries, and dining spots. Some shops, especially those on upper floors, offer fine harbor views. If you’re willing to poke around a bit, you’ll find some unusual items that make distinctive souvenirs or gifts—pottery, vintage clothing, books, specialty foods, and yes, T-shirts.


M St. Anthony’s Franciscan Monastery


Long ago, 35,000 Native Americans used this part of town as a summer camp. So did a group of Lithuanian Franciscan monks who in 1947 fled war-ravaged Europe and acquired the 200-acre St. Anthony’s Franciscan Monastery (Beach St., Kennebunk, 207/967-2011). They ran a high school here 1956-1969, and the monks still occupy the handsome Tudor great house, but the well-tended grounds (sprinkled with shrines and a recently restored sculpture created by Vytautas Jonynas for the Vatican Pavilion at the 1964 World’s Fair) are open to the public sunrise-sunset daily. A short path leads from the monastery area to a peaceful gazebo overlooking the Kennebunk River. Pets and bikes are not allowed; public restrooms are available.

ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

Performing Arts

MaineStage Shakespeare (www.mainestageshakespeare.com) performs the bard’s works free in Kennebunk’s Lafayette Park.

Live professional summer theater is on tap at the Arundel Barn Playhouse (53 Old Post Rd., Arundel, 207/985-5552, www.arundelbarnplayhouse.com, $32-42), with productions staged in a renovated 1888 barn June-September.

River Tree Arts

The area’s cultural spearhead is River Tree Arts (RTA, 35 Western Ave., Kennebunk, 207/967-9120, www.rivertreearts.org), a volunteer-driven organization that sponsors concerts, classes, workshops, exhibits, and educational programs throughout the year.

The Hive

With a gallery, performance space, studio, and food and bar service, The Hive (84 Main St., Kennebunk, 207/985-0006, www.thehivekennebunk.com) is a beehive of arts-related activities.

Festivals and Events

The Kennebunkport Festival in early June celebrates art and food with exhibits, social events, food and wine tastings, celebrity chef dinners, and live music. The first two weekends of December mark the festive Christmas Prelude, during which spectacular decorations adorn historic homes, candle-toting carolers stroll through the Kennebunks, stores have special sales, and Santa Claus arrives via lobster boat.

Kennebunk Parks and Recreation sponsors Concerts in the Park, a weekly series of free concerts 6:30pm-7:30pm Wednesday late June-mid-August in Rotary Park on Water Street. Third Friday ArtWalks are held June-September in downtown Kennebunk.

The Colony Hotel offers a summer concert series on Sunday afternoons ($5).

SHOPPING

Lots of small, attractive boutiques surround Dock Square, the hub of Kennebunkport, and flow over the bridge into Kennbunk’s Lower Village. Gridlock often develops in midsummer. Avoid driving through here at the height of the season. Take your time and walk, bike, or ride the local trolleys. This is just a sampling of the shopping opportunities.

Antiques and Art

English, European, and American furniture and architectural elements and garden accessories are just a sampling of what you’ll find at Antiques on Nine (Rte. 9, Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-0626). Another good place for browsing high-end antiques as well as home accents is Hurlburt Designs (Rte. 9, Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-4110). More than 30 artists are represented at Wright Gallery (Pier Rd., Cape Porpoise, 207/967-5053).

Jean Briggs represents nearly 100 artists at her topflight Mast Cove Galleries (Maine St. and Mast Cove Lane, Kennebunkport, 207/967-3453, www.mastcove.com), in a handsome Greek Revival house near the Graves Memorial Library. Prices vary widely, so don’t be surprised if you spot something affordable. The gallery often sponsors 2.5-hour evening jazz concerts in July-August ($15 donation includes light refreshments). Call for a schedule.

The Gallery on Chase Hill (10 Chase Hill Rd., Kennebunkport, 207/967-0049), in the stunningly restored Captain Chase House, mounts rotating exhibits and represents a wide variety of Maine and New England artists. It’s a sibling of the Maine Art Gallery (14 Western Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-0049, www.maine-art.com), which is right down the street. Compliments (Dock Sq., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2269) has a truly unique and fun collection of contemporary fine American crafts, with an emphasis on glass and ceramic ware.

Cape Porpoise Outfitters (8 Langsford Rd., Cape Porpoise, 207/200-3737) is hip enough to get a nod from GQ. Jared Paul Stern has filled a huge red barn with vintage Americana, from books to clothing, nautical doodads to military artifacts. This is no junk shop; it’s a curated collection that earns points for cultural cool. Call first; schedule is quirky.

Specialty Shops

Since 1968, Port Canvas (9 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/985-9765 or 800/333-6788) has been turning out the best in durable cotton-canvas products. Need a new double-bottomed tote bag? It’s here. Also available are golf-bag covers, belts, computer cases, day packs, and, of course, duffel bags.

Quilt fans should make time to visit Mainely Quilts (108 Summer St./Rte. 35, Kennebunk, 207/985-4250), behind the Waldo Emerson Inn. The shop has a nice selection of contemporary and antique quilts.

Most of the clothing shops clustered around Dock Square are rather pricey. Not so Arbitrage (28 Dock Sq., Kennebunkport, 207/967-9989), which combines designer consignment clothing with new fashions, vintage designer costume jewelry, shoes, and handbags.

Irresistible eye-dazzling costume jewelry, hair ornaments, handbags, lotions, cards, and other delightful finds fill every possible space at Dannah (123 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-8640), in the Breakwater Spa building, with free customer-only parking in the rear.

For a good read, stop by Kennebooks (149 Port Rd., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-6136), which carries books and a whole lot more.

Scalawags is a bonanza for pet owners, with wonderful presents to bring home to furry pals. If traveling with your pooch, ask about local pet-friendly parks, inns, and restaurants, as well as favorite places for walkies.


RECREATION


Parks and Preserves

Thanks to a dedicated coterie of year-round and summer residents, the foresighted Kennebunkport Conservation Trust (KCT, 57 Gravelly Brook Rd., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3465, www.kporttrust.org), founded in 1974, has become a nationwide model for land-trust organizations. The KCT has managed to preserve from development several hundred acres of land, including 11 small islands off Cape Porpoise Harbor, and most of this acreage is accessible to the public, especially with a sea kayak. The trust has even assumed ownership of 7.7-acre Goat Island, with its distinctive lighthouse visible from Cape Porpoise, and other coastal vantage points. Check the website for special events and activities.

VAUGHN’S ISLAND PRESERVE

To visit Vaughn’s Island you’ll need to do a little planning, tide-wise, since the 96-acre island is about 600 feet offshore. Consult a tide calendar and aim for low tide close to the new moon or full moon, when the most water drains away. Allow yourself an hour or so before and after low tide, but no longer, or you may need a boat rescue. Wear treaded rubber boots, since the crossing is muddy and slippery with rockweed. Keep an eye on your watch and explore the ocean (east) side of the island, along the beach. It’s worth the effort, and there’s a great view of Goat Island Light off to the east. From downtown Kennebunkport, take Main Street to Wildes District Road. Continue to Shore Road (also called Turbat’s Creek Road), go 0.6 mile, jog left 0.2 mile more, and park in the tiny lot at the end.

EMMONS PRESERVE

Also under Kennebunkport Conservation Trust’s stewardship, the Emmons Preserve has six trails meandering through 146 acres of woods and fields on the edge of Batson’s River (also called Gravelly Brook). The yellow trail gives best access to the water. Fall colors here are brilliant, birdlife is abundant, and you can do a loop in half an hour. But why rush? This is a wonderful oasis in the heart of Kennebunkport. From Dock Square, take North Street to Beachwood Avenue (right turn) to Gravelly Brook Road (left turn). The trailhead is on the left.

PICNIC ROCK

About 1.5 miles up the Kennebunk River from the ocean, Picnic Rock is the centerpiece of the Butler Preserve, a 14-acre enclave managed by The Kennebunk Land Trust. Well named, the rock is a great place for a picnic and a swim, but don’t count on being alone. A short trail loops through the preserve. Consider bringing a canoe or kayak (or renting one) and paddling with the tide past beautiful homes and the Cape Arundel Golf Club. From Lower Village Kennebunk, take Route 35 west and hang a right onto Old Port Road. When the road gets close to the Kennebunk River, watch for a Nature Conservancy oak-leaf sign on the right. Parking is along Old Port Road; walk down through the preserve to Picnic Rock, right on the river.

Water Sports

BEACHES

Ah, the beaches. The Kennebunks are well endowed with sand but not with parking spaces. Parking permits are required, and you need a separate pass for each town. Many lodgings provide free permits for their guests—ask when making room reservations. You can avoid the parking nightmare altogether by hopping aboard the Intown Trolley, which goes right by the major beaches.

The main beaches in Kennebunk (east to west, stretching about two miles) are 3,346-foot-long Gooch’s (the most popular), Kennebunk (locally called Middle Beach or Rocks Beach), and Mother’s (a smallish beach next to Lords Point, where there’s also a playground). Lifeguards are on duty at Gooch’s and Mother’s Beaches July-Labor Day. Ask locally about a couple of other beach options. Mid-June-mid-September you’ll need to buy a parking permit ($15/day, $50 per/week, $100 for the season) from the Kennebunk Town Hall (4 Summer St., 207/985-3675) or the Chamber of Commerce.
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The Kennebunks have a number of prime swaths of sand.



Kennebunkport’s claim to beach fame is three-mile-long Goose Rocks Beach, one of the loveliest in the area. Parking spaces are scarce, and a permit is required. Permits ($12/day, $50/week, $100 for the season) are available from the Kennebunkport Police Station (101 Main St., 207/967-4243, 24 hours daily), Kennebunkport Town Hall (6 Elm St.), and Goose Rocks General Store (3 Dyke Rd., 207/967-4541). To reach the beach, take Route 9 from Dock Square east and north to Dyke Road (Clock Farm Corner). Turn right and continue to the end (King’s Hwy.).

The prize for tiniest beach goes to Colony Beach (officially Arundel Beach), near The Colony resort complex. It’s close to many Kennebunkport lodgings and an easy walk from Dock Square; no permit is necessary.

BOAT EXCURSIONS

Join Captain Gary aboard the 87-foot Nick’s Chance (4 Western Ave., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-5507 or 800/767-2628, www.firstchancewhalewatch.com, $48 adults, $28 ages 3-12, $10 under age 3, cash only) for the 4.5-hour whale-watching trip to Jeffrey’s Ledge, weather permitting. The destination is the summer feeding grounds for finbacks, humpbacks, minkes, the rare blue whale, and the endangered right whale. The boat departs daily late June-early September, weekends only spring and fall, from Performance Marine, behind Bartley’s Restaurant, in Kennebunk Lower Village.

Under the same ownership and departing from the same location is the 65-foot open lobster boat Kylie’s Chance, which departs three times daily in July-August for 1.5-hour scenic lobster cruises ($20 adults, $15 ages 3-12, cash only); the schedule is reduced in spring and fall. A lobstering demonstration is given on most trips but never on the evening one.

The handsome 55-foot gaff-rigged schooner Eleanor (Arundel Wharf, 43 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-8809, www.gwi.net/schoonersails), built by its captain, Rich Woodman, heads out for two-hour sails ($45 pp), weather and tides willing, one to three times daily during the summer.
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Head out on a whale-watching trip from Dock Square.



CANOEING, KAYAKING, AND PADDLEBOARDING

Explore the Kennebunk River by canoe or kayak. Kennebunkport Marina (67 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3411, www.kennebunkportmarina.com) rents canoes and single kayaks ($30 for two hours, $50/half day) and double kayaks ($50 for two hours, $70/half day). Check the tide before you depart, and plan your trip to paddle with it rather than against it.

Coastal Maine Kayak (8 Western Ave., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-6065, www.coastalmainekayak.com) offers a daylong guided Cape Porpoise Tour ($85), including guide, instruction, equipment, and lunch; other options are available. Rental kayaks are $35 for three hours, $60 full day, and $350/week; doubles are $60, $80, and $500.

Take a half-day sea kayaking tour ($50 pp) or do it yourself with a rental kayak or paddleboard (from $35) with Southern Maine Kayaks (888/925-7495, www.southernmainekayaks.com).

SURFING AND PADDLEBOARDING

If you want to catch a wave, stop by Aquaholics Surf Shop (166 Port Rd., Kennebunk, 207/967-8650, www.aquaholicsurf.com). The shop has boards, wetsuits, and related gear both for sale and rental, and it offers lessons and surf camps.

Bicycling

Coastal Maine Kayak (8 Western Ave., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-6065, www.coastalmainekayak.com) rents bikes starting at $10/hour or $35/day.

Golf

Three 18-hole golf courses make the sport a big deal in the area. Cape Arundel Golf Club (19 River Rd., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3494), established in 1897, and Webhannet Golf Club (8 Central Ave., Kennebunk, 207/967-2061), established in 1902, are semiprivate and open to nonmembers; call for tee times at least 24 hours ahead. In nearby Arundel, Dutch Elm Golf Course (5 Brimstone Rd., Arundel, 207/282-9850) is a public course with rentals, pro shop, and putting greens.

ACCOMMODATIONS

Most stay open through the Christmas Prelude festival.

Inns and Hotels

Graciously dominating its 11-acre spread at the mouth of the Kennebunk River, The Colony Hotel (140 Ocean Ave. at King’s Hwy., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3331 or 800/552-2363, www.thecolonyhotel.com/maine, from $230) springs right out of a bygone era, and its distinctive cupola is an area landmark. It has had a longtime commitment to the environment, with recycling, waste-reduction, and educational programs. There’s a special feeling here, with cozy corners for reading, lawns and gardens for strolling, an oceanview heated swimming pool, room service, putting green, tennis privileges at the exclusive River Club, bike rentals, massage therapy, and lawn games. The price of rooms includes breakfast. Pets are $30/night. There are no in-room TVs in the main inn.
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The Colony Hotel is one of the last historical grand resorts still operating on the Maine Coast.



The White Barn Inn and its siblings specialize in the high-end boutique inn market, with four in this category. Most renowned is the exclusive White Barn Inn GRACE (37 Beach Ave., Kennebunk, 207/967-2321, www.whitebarninn.com, from $465). Also part of the empire are The Beach House Inn (211 Beach Ave., Kennebunk, 207/967-3850, www.beachhseinn.com, from $209), The Breakwater Inn, Hotel, and Spa (127 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3118, www.thebreakwaterinn.com, from $249), The Yachtsman Lodge and Marina (Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2511, www.yachtsmanlodge.com, from $309), and two restaurants. Guest rooms in all properties have air-conditioning, phones, satellite TV, and video and CD players; bikes and canoes are available for guests. Rates include bountiful continental breakfasts and afternoon tea, but check out the off-season packages, especially if you want to dine at one of the restaurants. All but the Beach House are within walking distance of Dock Square.

The White Barn Inn is the most exclusive, with Relais & Châteaux status. It’s home to one of the best restaurants in the country. Many rooms have fireplaces and marble baths with separate steam showers and whirlpool tubs (you can even arrange for a butler-drawn bath). Service is impeccable, and nothing has been overlooked in terms of amenities. There’s an outdoor heated European-style infinity pool, where lunch is available, weather permitting, as well as a full-service spa. The inn also has a Hinckley Talaria-44 yacht available for charter.

The Beach House Inn faces Middle Beach and is less formal than the White Barn (splurge on upper-floor guest rooms with views). The Breakwater, at the mouth of the Kennebunk River, comprises a beautifully renovated historical inn with wraparound porches and an adjacent, more modern, newly renovated building with guest rooms and a full-service spa. The complex is also home to Stripers Restaurant. Finally, there’s the Yachtsman, an innovative blend of a motel and bed-and-breakfast, with all rooms opening onto patios facing the river and the marina where George H. W. Bush keeps his boat. Pets are allowed here by advance reservation for $25/night.
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Guests staying at the Cape Arundel Inn have views over the open Atlantic and the Bush estate at Walker Point.



Families, especially, favor the sprawling riverfront Nonantum Resort (95 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-4050 or 888/205-1555, www.nonantumresort.com, from $249) complex, which dates from 1884. It includes a bit of everything, from gently updated rooms and suites in the main building to modern family suites with kitchenettes in the newer Portside building, where some third-floor rooms have ocean views. Recreational amenities include a small outdoor heated pool, docking facilities, lobster-boat and sailing tours, fishing charters, and kayak rentals. A slew of activities are offered daily, including a children’s program. All 115 guest rooms have air-conditioning, Wi-Fi, and TVs; some have refrigerators. Rates include a full breakfast. The water-view dining room is also open for dinner and, in July-August, lunch. Packages, many of which include dinner, are a good choice. Note that weddings take place here almost every weekend.

The Kennebunkport Resort Collection (www.kennebunkportresortcollection.com) comprises nine upscale or luxury accommodations in the area, all with the expected amenities. A seasonal dinner shuttle provides transportation between them. Fanciest is Hidden Pond (354 Goose Rocks Rd., Kennebunkport, 888/967-9050, from $760), which shares amenities with nearby Tides Beach Club (254 Kings Hwy., Kennebunkport, 855/632-3324, www.tidesbeachclubmaine.com, from $460). The family-oriented Hidden Pond resort, tucked in the woods about a mile from Goose Rocks Beach, comprises chic designer-Victorianesque cottages and bungalows, gardens, a spa, a wellness center, outdoor pools, a pool grill, and the fine-dining restaurant Earth. The renovated Victorian Tides Beach Club is a hip boutique hotel with restaurant/lounge on Goose Rocks Beach. A tender oversees beach chairs and umbrellas, provides water, and even delivers lunch. All but two guest rooms at the Cape Arundel Inn (208 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2125, www.capearundelinn.com, Mar.-Jan. 1, from $320) overlook crashing surf and the Bush estate. The compound comprises the Shingle-style main inn building, the Rockbound motel-style building, and the Carriage House Loft, a large suite on the upper floor of the carriage house; breakfast is included. All guest rooms are air-conditioned and most have fireplaces. Bikes and beach passes, towels, and chairs are provided. Every table in the inn’s restaurant (entrées $27-40) has an ocean view. Sixteen additional rooms are in the Olde Fort Inn (8 Old Fort Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-5353, from $270), the former stable house of a grand summer resort on 15 acres with an outdoor heated pool. The meticulously renovated 1899 M Kennebunkport Inn (1 Dock Sq., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2621, from $250) comprises three buildings in the heart of Dock Square. It also has an excellent restaurant, One Dock, as well as piano bar. Rates include a continental breakfast. The Boathouse Waterfront Hotel (21 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-8233, from $290) hangs over the river and is home to David’s Restaurant.
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The Nonantum Resort is an excellent family resort with a wide array of programs and facilities.



Bed-and-Breakfasts

Three of Kennebunkport’s loveliest inns are rumored to have been owned by brothers-in-law, all of whom were sea captains. Rivaling the White Barn Inn for service, decor, amenities, and overall luxury is the three-story M Captain Lord Mansion (Pleasant St., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3141 or 800/522-3141, www.captainlord.com, from $279), which is one of the finest bed-and-breakfasts anywhere. And no wonder: Innkeepers Rick and Bev Litchfield have been at it since 1978, and they’re never content to rest on their laurels. Each year the inn improves upon seeming perfection. If you want to be pampered and stay in a meticulously decorated and historical bed-and-breakfast with marble bathrooms (heated floors, many with double whirlpool tubs), fireplaces, original artwork, phones, TVs, Wi-Fi, air-conditioning in all guest rooms, and even a few cedar closets, look no further. A multicourse breakfast is served to shared tables. Bicycles as well as beach towels and chairs are available. Afternoon treats are provided.

The elegant Federal-style Captain Jefferds Inn (5 Pearl St., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2311 or 800/839-6844, www.captainjefferdsinn.com, $199-399), in the historic district, provides the ambience of a real captain’s house. Each of the 15 guest rooms and suites (11 in the main house and 4 more in the carriage house) has plush linens, fresh flowers, down comforters, TVs and DVD players, CD players, Wi-Fi, and air-conditioning; some have fireplaces, whirlpool tubs, and other luxuries. A three-course breakfast and afternoon tea are included. Five rooms are dog-friendly, at $30/day/dog; pet sitting is available.

The Captain Fairfield Inn (8 Pleasant St., Kennebunkport, www.captainfairfield.com, from $329) is perhaps the most modest architecturally of the three, but it doesn’t scrimp on amenities. Guest rooms are divided between traditional and contemporary decor, but all have flat-screen TVs, air-conditioning, and Wi-Fi; some have gas fireplaces, double whirlpools, and rainfall showers. The lovely grounds are a fine place to retreat for a snooze in the hammock or a game of croquet. Rates include a four-course breakfast and afternoon cookies.

The original 1860s Greek Revival architecture of the English Meadows Inn (141 Port Rd., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-5766, www.englishmeadowsinn.com, from $279) was married to the Victorian Queen Anne style later in the century, but the interior decor is contemporary and clutter-free, with accents such as Asian art, Picasso lithographs, and art deco lighting. Guest rooms are split between the main house, the carriage house, and a pet-friendly ($30) two-bedroom cottage. All have flat-screen TVs, some have fireplaces or whirlpool tubs. Rates include a full breakfast and afternoon snacks.

Slip away from the crowds at the Gott family’s antiques-filled M Bufflehead Cove Inn (B18 Bufflehead Cove Lane, Kennebunkport, 207/967-3879, www.buffleheadcove.com, from $165), a secluded riverfront home in the woods, less than one mile from K’port’s action. Really, with a location like this and pampering service, you just might not want to stray from the front porch or dock. Rooms have Wi-Fi, flat-screen TVs, and air-conditioning; some have fireplaces and whirlpool tubs. Rates include a full breakfast and afternoon treats and use of beach chairs, umbrellas, and passes.

Neighboring the Wedding Cake House, The Waldo Emerson Inn (108 Summer St./Rte. 35, Kennebunk, 207/985-4250, www.waldoemersoninn.com, from $170) has a charming colonial feel, as it should, since the main section was built in 1784. Poet Ralph Waldo Emerson spent many a summer here; it was his great-uncle’s home. Three of the six attractive guest rooms have working fireplaces. Rates include a full breakfast. Quilters, take note: In the barn is Mainely Quilts, a well-stocked quilt shop.

Traveling with a pooch? The Hounds Tooth Inn (82 Summer St., Kennebunk, 207/985-0117, www.houndstoothinn.biz, from $170, plus $30/pet) extends a welcome paw, allowing dogs in public rooms (but not the kitchen) and providing a fenced-in play area. Rates include a full breakfast.

Motels

Patricia Mason is the ninth-generation innkeeper at The Seaside Motor Inn (80 Beach Ave., Kennebunk, 207/967-4461 or 800/967-4461, www.kennebunkbeach.com, $249-349), a property that has been in her family since 1667. What a location! The 22-room motel is the only truly beachfront property in the area. Rooms are spacious, with TVs, Wi-Fi, air-conditioning, and refrigerators. Guests have use of an oceanview hot tub and bicycles. A continental breakfast is included in the rates. Kids ages 12 and younger stay free.

Second-generation innkeepers David and Paula Reid keep the Fontenay Terrace Motel (128 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-3556, www.fontenaymotel.com, from $140) spotless. It borders a tidal inlet and has a private grassy and shaded lawn, perfect for retreating from the hubbub of busy Kennebunkport. Each of the eight guest rooms has air-conditioning, a mini-fridge, a microwave, Wi-Fi, cable TV, and a phone; some have water views. A small beach is 300 yards away, and it’s a pleasant one-mile walk to Dock Square.

The clean and simple Cape Porpoise Motel (12 Mills Rd./Rte. 9, Cape Porpoise, 207/967-3370, www.capeporpoisemotel.com, from $129) is a short walk from the harbor. All rooms have TV and air-conditioning, and some have kitchenettes; rates include a continental breakfast, with homemade baked goods, fresh fruit, cereals, and bagels. Also available by the week or month are efficiencies with full kitchens, phones, and one or more bedrooms.

Here’s a bargain: The nonprofit Franciscan Guest House (28 Beach Ave., Kennebunk, 207/967-4865, www.franciscanguesthouse.com), on the grounds of the monastery, has accommodations spread among two buildings and three other Tudor-style cottages. Decor is vintage 1970s, frills are few, and yes, it’s in need of updating, but there are some nice amenities, including TVs, air-conditioning, a saltwater pool, Wi-Fi, and beach passes. The location is within walking distance of the beach and Dock Square. A continental breakfast is included in the rates (hot buffet available, $3), and a buffet dinner is often available (around $17). There is no daily maid service, but fresh towels are provided. Rooms are $99-195, and 1-3-bedroom suites are $109-270.

FOOD

The Kennebunkport Resort Collection operates a dining shuttle between its properties in Kennebunkport and Goose Rocks Beach. It’s free for guests at its hotels, but anyone can hop aboard for $5.

Get the lowdown on K’port’s food scene on a walking or trolley culinary tasting tour with Maine Foodie Tours (207/233-7485, www.mainefoodietours.com). Tickets, available online, cost about $50 for either.

Local Flavors

All Day Breakfast (55 Western Ave./Rte. 9, Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-5132, 7am-2pm daily) is a favorite meeting spot, offering such specialties as invent-your-own omelets and crepes, Texas French toast, and the ADB sandwich.

H. B. Provisions (15 Western Ave., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-5762, www.hbprovisions.com, 6am-9pm daily) has an excellent wine selection, along with plenty of picnic supplies, newspapers, and all the typical general-store inventory. It also serves breakfast and prepares hot and cold sandwiches, salads, and wraps.

Equal parts fancy food and wine store and gourmet café, Cape Porpoise Kitchen (Rte. 9, Cape Porpoise, 207/967-1150, 7am-6pm daily) sells sandwiches, salads, prepared foods, desserts, and everything to go with.

Pair a fine wine with light fare at Old Vines (141 Port Rd., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-5766, www.oldvineswinebar.com, 5pm-11pm Wed.-Mon.), an Old World-meets-New World European-style wine bar and tapas restaurant housed in a renovated barn. The food is creative and excellent.

Prefer ales? Federal Jack’s (8 Western Ave., Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-4322, www.federaljacks.com, 11:30am-12:30am) is the brewpub that gave birth to the Shipyard label. Aim for a seat on the riverfront deck. Call in advance for a free tour, and if you’re serious about brewing, ask about the Maine Brewing Vacation.

The Kennebunk Farmers Market sets up shop 8am-1pm Saturday mid-May-mid-October in the Grove Street municipal parking lot off Route 1 (adjacent to Village Pharmacy).

Family Favorites

A bit off the beaten track is Lucas on 9 (62 Mills Rd./Rte. 9, Cape Porpoise, 207/967-0039, www.lucason9.com, noon-9pm Wed.-Mon., $9-30), a family-friendly restaurant operated by the Lane family. Chef Jonathan Lane makes everything from scratch and delivers on his mother Deborah’s mission of “Good American food at affordable prices.” Jonathan’s travels have infused his preparations with more than a bow toward his work on Southern riverboats (Louisiana spicy crab soup, bread pudding with whiskey).

Burgers, pizza, sandwiches, even a turkey dinner with the trimmings—almost everything on the menu is less than $12 at Duffy’s Tavern & Grill (4 Main St., Kennebunk, 207/985-0050, www.duffyskennebunk.com, from 11am daily). Extremely popular with locals, Duffy’s is inside a renovated mill in Lafayette Center. It’s an inviting space with exposed beams, gleaming woodwork, brick walls, and big windows framing the Mousam River. And if you want to catch the game while you eat, big-screen high-def TVs make it easy.

Casual Dining

The views complement the food at Hurricane Restaurant (29 Dock Sq., Kennebunkport, 207/967-9111, www.hurricanerestaurant.com, from 11:30am daily, entrées $20-50). Thanks to a Dock Square location and a dining room that literally hangs over the river, it reels in the crowds for both lunch and dinner.

Eat well and feel good about it at Bandaloop (2 Dock Sq., Kennebunkport, 207/967-4994, www.bandaloop.biz, 5pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat. year-round, $17-29), a hip, vibrant restaurant where chef-owner W. Scott Lee likes to push boundaries. Lee named the restaurant for author Tom Robbins’s fictional tribe that knew the secret to eternal life. Lee believes the secret is fresh, local, organic, and cruelty-free. Selections vary from meats and fish to vegetarian and vegan prepared with creativity.

Floor-to-ceiling windows frame the Kennebunk River breakwater, providing perfect views for those indulging at Stripers (Breakwater Inn, 127 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-5333, from noon daily), another White Barn Inn sibling, where fish and seafood are the specialties. Most entrées range $23-31. Dress is casual; valet parking is available.

Dine in the heart of the action at Dock Square (1 Dock Sq., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2621, www.onedock.com, from 5:30pm daily), in the Kennebunkport Inn. Choose from patio dining (in season), the cozy dining room, or pub, with live entertainment nightly in season. Although there are small plates, most entrées run $24-36.

Chef Peter and his wife, Kate, operate Pier 77 (77 Pier Rd., Cape Porpoise, 207/967-8500, www.pier77restaurant.com, 11:30am-2:30pm and 5pm-9pm daily, entrées $18-32), which overlooks Cape Porpoise Harbor with lobster boats hustling to and fro. The menu varies from paella to seafood mixed grill. There’s frequent live entertainment, which can make conversation difficult. Reservations are advisable. Practically hidden downstairs is the always-packed Ramp Bar and Grille (11:30am-9pm daily), with lighter fare as well as the full menu and a sports-pub decor.

Local is the key word at 50 Local (50 Main St., Kennebunk, 207/985-0850, www.localkennebunk.com, from 5:30pm daily, $10-36), a bright spot in downtown Kennebunk specializing in local and organic fare. The menu changes daily, but it’s easy to cobble together a meal here that fits your appetite and budget.

Portland chef David Turin has expanded his culinary empire with David’s KPT (207/967-8224, boathouseme.com/davids, from 11:30am daily), a fabulous addition to K’port’s restaurant scene. Located at the Boathouse, David’s pairs excellent food with the best views in the Dock Square area. David’s menu ranges from pizza and lobster rolls to crispy skin duck breast and mixed grill ($15-34), but if you’re in the mood for a special experience, book a table at Opus Ten, Turin’s signature restaurant-within-a-restaurant concept, with a fixed, nine-course menu ($75), with optional wine pairings ($50).

The views from Ocean (208 Ocean Ave., 855/346-5700, www.capearundelinn.com, $25-38) at the Cape Arundel Inn compete for raves with the Chef Pierre Gignac’s menu. Savor entrées such as rabbit confit, swordfish paillard, or fisherman stew while gazing out at open ocean and Walker Point. A tapas menu is served in the bar, and the Sunday afternoon Tapas on the Lawn social pairs music, wine, and hors d’oeuvres for $12/person.

Fine Dining

European country cuisine reigns at On the Marsh (46 Western Ave./Rte. 9, Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-2299, www.onthemarsh.com, from 5:30pm daily, entrées $22-40), a restored barn overlooking marshlands leading to Kennebunk Beach. Lighter fare is served in the bar. The space is infused with arts and antiques and European touches courtesy of owner Denise Rubin, an interior designer with a passion for the continent. Dining locations include the two-level dining area, an “owner’s table” with a chef’s menu, and in the kitchen. Quiet piano music adds to the elegant but unstuffy ambience on weekends; service is attentive. Reservations are essential in midsummer.

Destination Dining

One of Maine’s biggest splurges and worth every penny is M The White Barn Inn (37 Beach Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2321, www.whitebarninn.com, 6:30pm-9:30pm daily), with haute cuisine and haute prices in a haute-rustic barn. In summer, don’t be surprised to run into members of the senior George Bush clan (probably at the back window table). Soft piano music accompanies impeccable service and chef Jonathan Cartwright’s outstanding four-course (plus extras) fixed-price menu (about $106 pp, add $58 or $85 for wine pairings). For gourmands, consider the nine-course tasting menu (about $160, wine pairings around $89). Reservations are essential—well ahead during July-August—and you’ll need a credit card (cancel 24 hours ahead or you’ll be charged). Jackets are required, and no jeans or sneakers are allowed. Although the price is high, the value for the dollar far exceeds that. If you can afford it, dine here.

Also splurge-worthy is Earth (at Hidden Pond resort, 354 Goose Rocks Rd., Kennebunkport, 207/967-6550, www.earthathiddenpond.com, from 5:30pm daily, $18-40), where consulting chef Ken Orringer hangs his toque in Maine. The farm-to-fork cuisine includes handmade pastas, house-made charcuteries, wood-oven pizzas, and entrées such as local seafood paella and grilled skirt steak. The dining room is rustic, and the garden views are sublime.

Lobster and Clams

Nunan’s Lobster Hut (9 Mills Rd., Cape Porpoise, 207/967-4362, www.nunanslobsterhut.com, 5pm-close daily) is an institution. Sure, other places might have better views, but this casual dockside eatery with indoor and outdoor seating has been serving lobsters since 1953.

Adjacent to the bridge connecting Kennebunkport’s Dock Square to Kennebunk’s Lower Village is another time-tested classic, The Clam Shack (Rte. 9, Kennebunkport, 207/967-2560, www.theclamshack.net, lunch and dinner from 11am daily May-Oct.). The tiny take-out stand serves perhaps the state’s best lobster rolls, jam-packed with meat and available with either butter or mayo, and dee-lish fried clams.

Lobster and crab rolls and chowders are the specialties at Port Lobster (122 Ocean Ave., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2081, www.portlobster.com, 9am-6pm daily), a fresh-fish store with takeout just northeast of Dock Square.

Pair your lobster with a view of Goat Island Light at Cape Pier Chowder House (79 Pier Rd., Cape Porpoise, 207/967-0123, www.capeporpoiselobster.com, from 11am daily).

The Ocean Roll (207/985-8824, www.mainelobsterrolls.com) an extremely popular food truck, selling fresh lobster rolls and fried seafood, is often parked at the corner of Ross Avenue and Route 1, Kennebunk.



[image: image]


The best fried clams in the Kennebunks come from The Clam Shack, just across the bridge from Dock Square.



INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The Kennebunk and Kennebunkport Chamber of Commerce (17 Western Ave./Rte. 9, Lower Village, Kennebunk, 207/967-0857, www.visitthekennebunks.com) produces an excellent area guide to accommodations, restaurants, area maps, bike maps, tide calendars, recreation, and beach parking permits.

Check out Louis T. Graves Memorial Public Library (18 Maine St., Kennebunkport, 207/967-2778, www.graveslibrary.org) or Kennebunk Free Library (112 Main St., 207/985-2173, www.kennebunklibrary.org).

Public restrooms are at Gooch’s and Mother’s Beaches and at St. Anthony’s Franciscan Monastery, the chamber of commerce building (17 Western Ave.), and at the chamber’s Dock Square Hospitality Center.

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Kennebunk is about five miles or 10 minutes via Route 1 from Wells. Kennebunkport is about 6.5 miles or 12 minutes via Routes 1 and 9 from Wells. Connecting Kennebunk and Kennebunkport are four miles of Route 9. From Kennebunk to Biddeford, it’s about nine miles or 17 minutes via Route 1. Allow longer for summer congestion in each town.

Amtrak Downeaster (800/872-7245, www.amtrakdowneaster.com) connects Boston’s North Station with Portland, Maine, with stops in Wells, Saco, and Old Orchard Beach (seasonal). It connects with the seasonal Shoreline Explorer (207/324-5762, www.shorelineexplorer.com) trolley system, which operates between York and Kennebunkport. Each town’s system is operated separately and has its own fees. The Shoreline Trolley Line 7/Kennebunk Shuttle ($1 one way, $3 day pass, $10 12-ride multipass, free for children under 18) connects Line 4 (serving the Wells Transportation Facility and the Downeaster) with downtown Kennebunk, Lower Village, and Kennebunk’s beaches.

Shoreline Trolley Line 6/Intown Trolley (207/967-3686, www.intowntrolley.com, $16, $6 ages 3-17) operates as a narrated sightseeing tour throughout Kennebunk and Kennebunkport. It originates in Dock Square and makes regular stops at beaches and other attractions. The entire route takes about 45 minutes, with the driver providing a hefty dose of local history and gossip. Seats are park bench-style. You can get on or off at any stop.

Old Orchard Beach Area

Seven continuous miles of white sand beach have been drawing vacation-oriented folks for generations to the area stretching from Camp Ellis in Saco to Pine Point in Scarborough. Cottage colonies and condo complexes dominate at the extremities, but the center of activity has always been and remains Old Orchard Beach.

In its heyday, Old Orchard Beach’s pier reached far out into the sea, huge resort hotels lined the sands, and wealthy Victorian folk (including Rose Fitzgerald and Joe Kennedy, who met on these sands in the days when men strolled around in dress suits and women toted parasols) came each summer to see and be seen.

Storms and fires have taken their toll through the years, and the grand resorts have been replaced by endless motels, many of which display “Nous parlons français” signs to welcome the masses of French Canadians who arrive each summer. They’re joined by young families who come for the sand and surf along with T-shirted and body-pierced young pleasure seekers who come for the nightlife.
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The Pier at Old Orchard Beach has survived since 1898.



Although some residents are pushing for gentrification and a few projects are moving things in that direction, Old Orchard Beach (pop. 8,624) remains somewhat honky-tonk, and most of its visitors would have it no other way. French fries, cotton candy, and beach-accessories shops line the downtown, and as you get closer to the pier, you pass arcades and amusement parks. There’s not a kid on earth who wouldn’t have fun in Old Orchard—even if some parents might find it all a bit much.

Much more sedate are the villages on the fringes. The Ocean Park section of Old Orchard, at the southwestern end of town, was established in 1881 as a religious summer-cottage community. It still offers interdenominational services and vacation Bible school, but it also has an active cultural association that sponsors concerts, Chautauqua-type lectures, films, and other events throughout the summer. All are open to the public.

South of that is Camp Ellis. Begun as a small fishing village named after early settler Thomas Ellis, it is crowded with longtime summer homes that are in a constant battle with the sea. A nearly mile-long granite jetty—designed to keep silt from clogging the Saco River—has taken the blame for massive beach erosion since it was constructed. But the jetty is a favorite spot for wetting a line and for panoramic views off toward Wood Island Light (built in 1808) and Biddeford Pool. Camp Ellis Beach is open to the public, with lifeguards on duty in midsummer. Parking—scarce on hot days—is $2/hour.
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You never know who you’ll see at Old Orchard Beach.



As you head north from Old Orchard, you’ll pass Pine Point, another longtime community of vacation homes. Services are few, and parking is $10/day.

Most folks get to Old Orchard by passing through Saco (pop. 18,482) and Biddeford (pop. 21,277), which have long been upstairs-downstairs sister cities, with wealthy mill owners living in Saco and their workers and workplaces in Biddeford. But even those personalities have always been split—congested commercial Route 1 is part of Saco, and the exclusive enclave of Biddeford Pool is, of course, in below-stairs Biddeford.

Saco still has an attractive downtown, with boutiques and stunning homes on Main Street and beyond. Blue-collar Biddeford is working hard to change its mill-town image. It’s home to the magnificent Biddeford City Theater and the University of New England, and as a Main Street community it’s getting a much-needed sprucing up. Another Biddeford hallmark is its Franco-American tradition, thanks to the French-speaking workers who sustained the textile and shoemaking industries in the 19th century. The mills on the Saco River island between the two cities are being rehabbed to house restaurants, shops, offices, and condos.

SIGHTS

Saco Museum

Founded in 1866, the Saco Museum (371 Main St., Saco, 207/283-3861, www.dyerlibrarysacomuseum.org, noon-4pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sun., noon-8pm Fri., 10am-4pm Sat. June-Dec., $5 adults, $3 seniors, $2 students and children ages 7 and older) rotates selections from its outstanding collection, including 18th- and 19th-century paintings, furniture, and other household treasures. Lectures, workshops, and concerts are also part of the annual schedule. Admission is free after 4pm Friday.


M Wood Island Lighthouse


The all-volunteer Friends of Wood Island Light (207/200-4552, www.woodislandlighthouse.org) is restoring Maine’s second-oldest lighthouse, which was commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson, built in 1808 (reconstructed in 1858) on 35-acre Wood Island, and abandoned in 1986. In July-August the Friends offer 1.5-hour guided tours ($15 adults, $8 children, recommended donation) of the two-story keeper’s house and 42-foot-tall stone tower, relating tales of former keepers and their families to bring the site to life. You can even climb the 60 stairs to the tower’s lantern room for splendid views. The tour departs from Vine’s Landing in Biddeford Pool. Once on the island, it’s about a half-mile walk to the site. Reservations are accepted within one week of the tour date; see the website or call for a current schedule.

Harmon Museum

Dip into Old Orchard Beach’s history at the Old Orchard Beach Historical Society’s Harmon Museum (4 Portland Ave., Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-9319, www.harmonmuseum.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat., free). Religious groups, the famed Pier, destructive fires, Ocean Park, transportation, and celebrities are all covered with displays, artifacts, and memorabilia. Interesting anytime, but a great rainy-day activity.

TOURS

Hop aboard an Old Orchard Beach Trolley Tour (207/205-5327, www.shuttlebus-zoom.com, $10 adults, $7 children and seniors). Tours depart up to four times daily from near the downtown railroad crossing.

ENTERTAINMENT

At 6pm every Thursday late June-Labor Day free concerts are staged in Old Orchard’s Memorial Park, followed by fireworks set off by the pier at 9:45pm.

Family concerts and other performances are staged at the outdoor Seaside Pavilion (8 Sixth St., Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-2024, www.seasidepavilion.org).

The BallPark (E. Emerson Cummings Blvd., Old Orchard, 207/205-6160, www.oldorchardbeachballpark.com) hosts concerts, shows, and other events and doubles as home field for the Raging Tides, which competes in the Futures Collegiate Baseball League.

The Temple, (Temple Avenue, Ocean Park), a 19th-century octagon that seats more than 800, is the venue for Saturday- or Sunday-night concerts (7:30pm, $12 adults) and many other programs throughout the summer.

Designed by noted architect John Calvin Stevens in 1896, the 500-seat City Theater (205 Main St., Biddeford, 207/282-0849, www.citytheater.org) on the National Register of Historic Places, has been superbly restored, and the acoustics are excellent even when Eva Gray, the resident ghost, mixes it up backstage.

A rainy-day godsend, IMAX Theater (779 Portland Rd./Rte. 1, Saco, 207/282-6234, www.cinemagicmovies.com) has digital sound, stadium seating, a restaurant, and online ticketing.

Pair burritos and other Tex-Mex faves with live music at Bebe’s Burritos (140 Main St., Biddeford, 207/283-4222, www.bebesburritos.com, 6pm-10pm Thurs.-Sun.), with trivia on Sunday nights.

EVENTS

La Kermesse (www.lakermessefestival.com), meaning “the fair” or “the festival,” is Biddeford’s summer highlight, when nearly 50,000 visitors pour into town in late June to celebrate the town’s Franco-American heritage. Local volunteers go all out to plan block parties, a parade, games, a carnival, live entertainment, and traditional dancing. Then there’s la cuisine franco-américaine; you can fill up on boudin, creton, poutine, tourtière, tarte au saumon, and crepes (although your arteries may rebel).

The Biddeford+Saco Art Walk (www.biddefordartwalk.com) takes place the last Friday of each month.



AMUSEMENT PARKS AND AMUSING PLACES

[image: image]

Palace Playland is a kid magnet at Old Orchard Beach.



If you’ve got kids or just love amusement parks, you’ll find Maine’s best in the Old Orchard area, where sand and sun just seem to complement arcades and rides perfectly. (All of these parks are seasonal, so call or check websites for current schedule.)

The biggie is Funtown/Splashtown USA (774 Portland Rd./Rte. 1, Saco, 207/284-5139 or 800/878-2900, www.funtownsplashtownusa.com). Ride Maine’s only wooden roller coaster; fly down New England’s longest and tallest log flume ride; free-fall 200 feet on Dragon’s Descent; get wet and go wild riding speed slides, tunnel slides, raft slides, and river slides or splashing in the pool. Add a huge kiddie-ride section as well as games, food, and other activities for a full day of family fun. Ticketing options vary by the activities included and height, ranging $25-36 for “Big” (48 inches and taller), $20-27 for “Little” (38-48 inches tall) and “Senior” (over age 60), and free for kids under 38 inches tall.

Three miles north of Funtown/Splashtown USA, Aquaboggan Water Park (980 Portland Rd./Rte. 1, Saco, 207/282-3112, www.aquabogganwaterpark.com, 10am-6pm daily late June-Labor Day) is wet and wild, with such stomach turners as the Yankee Ripper, the Suislide, and the Stealth, with an almost-vertical drop of 45 feet—enough to accelerate to 30 mph on the descent. Wear a bathing suit that won’t abandon you in the rough-and-tumble. Also, if you wear glasses, safety straps and plastic lenses are required. Besides all the water stuff, there are mini-golf, an arcade, go-karts, and bumper boats. A day pass for all pools, slides, and mini-golf is $20 (48 inches and taller), $16 (under 48 inches tall), and $5 (under 38 inches tall). Monday is $12 general admission. A $30 superpass also includes two go-kart rides and unlimited bumper-boat rides.

The biggest beachfront amusement park, Palace Playland (1 Old Orchard St., Old Orchard, 207/934-2001, www.palaceplayland.com) has more than 25 rides and attractions packed into four acres, including a giant waterslide, a fun house, bumper cars, a Ferris wheel, roller coasters, and a 24,000-square-foot arcade with more than 200 games. An unlimited pass is $32/day; a kiddie pass good for all two-ticket rides is $24; two-day, season, and single tickets are available.

The Old Orchard Beach’s pier, jutting 475 feet into the ocean from downtown, is a mini-mall of shops, arcades, and fast-food outlets. Far longer when it was built in 1898, it has been lopped off gradually by fires and storms. The current incarnation has been here since the late 1970s.



In July the parishioners of St. Demetrios Greek Orthodox Church (186 Bradley St., Saco, 207/284-5651) mount the annual Greek Heritage Festival, a three-day extravaganza of homemade Greek food, traditional Greek music and dancing, and a crafts fair. Be sure to tour the impressive $1.5 million domed church building.

The beaches come to life in July with the annual Parade and Sandcastle Contest in Ocean Park.

One weekend in mid-August, Old Orchard Beach’s Beach Olympics is a family festival of games, exhibitions, and music benefiting Maine’s Special Olympics program.

RECREATION

Parks and Preserves

Saco Bay Trails (www.sacobaytrails.org), a local land trust, has produced a very helpful trail guide ($10) that includes the Saco Heath, the East Point Sanctuary, and more than a dozen other local trails. The Cascade Falls trail, for example, is a half-mile stroll ending at a waterfall. Copies are available at a number of Biddeford and Saco locations, including the Dyer Library, or from Saco Bay Trails. Trail information is also on the organization’s website.

EAST POINT SANCTUARY

Owned by Maine Audubon (207/781-2330, www.maineaudubon.org), the 30-acre East Point Sanctuary is a splendid preserve at the eastern end of Biddeford Pool. Crashing surf, beach roses, bayberry bushes, and offshore Wood Island Light are all features of the two-part perimeter trail, which skirts the exclusive Abenakee Club’s golf course. Allow at least an hour; even in fog, the setting is dramatic. During spring and fall migrations it’s one of southern Maine’s prime birding locales, so you’ll have plenty of company at those times, and the usual street-side parking may be scarce. It’s poorly signposted (perhaps deliberately), so you’ll want to follow the directions: From Route 9 (Main Street) in downtown Biddeford, take Route 9/208 (Pool Road) southeast about five miles to the Route 208 turnoff to Biddeford Pool. Go 0.6 mile on Route 208 (Bridge Road) and then turn left onto Mile Stretch Road. Continue to Lester B. Orcutt Boulevard, turn left, and go to the end. Be careful: There’s poison ivy on the point.

THE HEATH

Owned by The Nature Conservancy, 1,000-plus-acre Saco Heath Preserve is the nation’s southernmost “raised coalesced bog,” where peat accumulated through eons into two above-water dome shapes that eventually merged into a single natural feature. A bit of esoterica: It’s the home of the rare Hessel’s hairstreak butterfly. Pick up a map at the parking area and follow the mile-long self-guided trail through the woods and then into the heath via a boardwalk. The best time to visit is early-mid-October, when the heath and woodland colors are positively brilliant and insects are on the wane. You’re likely to see deer and perhaps even spot a moose. The preserve entrance is on Route 112 (Buxton Road), two miles west of I-95. Pets are not allowed in the preserve.

FERRY BEACH STATE PARK

When the weather’s hot, arrive early at Ferry Beach State Park (95 Bay View Rd., off Rte. 9, Saco, 207/283-0067, $6 nonresident adults, $4 Maine resident adults, $2 nonresident seniors, $1 ages 5-11), a pristine beach backed by dune grass on Saco Bay. In the 117-acre park are changing rooms, restrooms, a lifeguard, picnic tables, and five easy interconnected nature trails winding through woodlands, marshlands, and dunes. Later in the day, keep the insect repellent handy. It’s open daily late May-late September but accessible all year; trail markers are removed in winter.

Golf

Tee off at the Biddeford-Saco Country Club (101 Old Orchard Rd., Saco, 207/282-5883) or the challenging 18-hole par-71 Dunegrass Golf Club (200 Wild Dunes Way, Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-4513 or 800/521-1029).

Water Sports

Moose County Music & Surf (67 E. Grand Ave., Old Orchard Beach, 207/729-1656, www.moosecounty.us) rents surfboards ($10 for one hour, $25 for three hours), wetsuits for $5, and kayaks ($20 for one hour, $35 for two hours).

Gone with the Wind (Yates St., Biddeford Pool, 207/283-8446, www.gwtwonline.com) offers two tours, afternoon and sunset, with prices varying with the number of people on the tour (for two people it’s about $85 pp). Wetsuits are supplied. The most popular trip is to Beach Island. Also available are rentals ($40 half day, $65 full day).

ACCOMMODATIONS

The area has hundreds of beds—mostly in motel-style lodgings. The chamber of commerce is the best resource for motels, cottages, and the area’s more than 3,000 campsites.

The Old Orchard Beach Inn (6 Portland Ave., Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-5834 or 877/700-6624, www.oldorchardbeachinn.com, year-round, $135-200) was rescued from ruin, restored, and reopened in 2000. Built in 1730, and most recently known as the Staples Inn, the National Historic Register building has 18 antiques-filled guest rooms with air-conditioning, phones, and TVs. Continental breakfast and afternoon tea are included in the rates; a two-bedroom suite is $425-450.

Practically next door is The Atlantic Birches Inn (20 Portland Ave./Rte. 98, Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-5295 or 888/934-5295, www.atlanticbirches.com, $136-220), with 10 air-conditioned guest rooms in a Victorian house and a separate cottage. Decor leans toward froufrou, breakfast is hearty continental, and there’s a swimming pool. The beach is an easy walk. It’s open all year, but call ahead off-season.

Two family-owned, beachfront motels, both with pools, have been recently renovated: The Beachwood Motel (29 W. Grand Ave., Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-2291, www.beachwood-motel.com, $210-265) and The Edgewater Motor Inn (57 W. Grand Ave., Old Orchard Beach, 800/203-2034, www.theedgewatermotorinn.com, $189-289). Both are in Old Orchard’s hub, so don’t expect quiet nights.

FOOD

Old Orchard Beach

Dining is not Old Orchard’s strong point, but it is a bonanza for cheap eats. Stroll Main Street and out the pier for hot dogs, fries, pizza, and ice cream.

For casual dining, Joseph’s by the Sea (55 W. Grand Ave., 207/934-5044, www.josephsbythesea.com, 7am-11am and 5pm-9pm daily, entrées $19-33) is a quiet shorefront restaurant amid all the hoopla. Request a table on the screened patio. The menu is heavy on seafood, but there are choices for steak lovers. Reservations are advisable in midsummer.

Camp Ellis

At Huot’s Seafood Restaurant (Camp Ellis Beach, Saco, 207/282-1642, www.huotsseafoodrestaurant.com, 11:30am-8:30pm Tues.-Sun., $6-27), under third-generation management, the menu is huge, portions are large, and prices are reasonable. It’s a good value for fresh seafood; children’s menu available.

Saco

Craving fast-ish food? The Camire family operates Maine’s best homegrown option, Rapid Ray’s (189 Main St., 207/283-4222, www.rapidrays.biz, 11am-12:30am Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1:30am Fri.-Sat., 11am-11pm Sun., $2-8), a downtown institution for more than 50 years. Burgers, steamed dogs, lobster rolls, and clam cakes are served at the standing-room-only joint.

Super soups and sandwiches come from Vic & Whits (206 Main St., 207/284-6710, 8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-1pm Sun.), which also has a nice selection of retail wine, beer, and Maine cheeses.

The New Moon Restaurant (17 Pepperell Sq., 207/282-2241, 7:30am-2pm Wed.-Fri., 7:30am-1pm Sat.-Sun., and 5pm-9pm Fri.-Sat.) serves rave-worthy breakfasts and lunches in a cheerful yellow house. On Friday and Saturday nights, it offers dinners with entrées such as chicken saltimbocca and filet mignon medallions ($16-22).

Located on Saco Island in renovated factory building #3, The Run of the Mill Public House & Brewery (100 Main St., 207/571-9648, www.therunofthemill.net, 11:30am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., to 10pm Fri.-Sat., $8-17) is a 14-barrel brewpub with seasonal outdoor deck seating overlooking the river. Expect pub-fare classics with a few surprises.

Biddeford and Biddeford Pool

For a town grounded in Franco-American culture, Biddeford has some intriguing ethnic choices, including a few that garner praise far beyond city limits: For well-prepared Indian cuisine, seek out Jewel of India (26 Alfred St., 207/282-5600, www.thejewelofindia.com, 11am-10pm Tues.-Sun., entrées $13-16). If you’re longing for pho and Vietnamese coffee, head into Que Huong (49 Main St., 207/571-8050, www.quehuongmaine.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., to 9pm Fri.-Sat., $7-10).

Maine’s oldest diner is the Palace Diner (18 Franklin St.), a 1926 Pollard that was towed to Maine from Lowell, Massachusetts, by horses in the same year that Lindberg flew over the Atlantic. Today, it’s tucked off Main Street next to City Hall. New owners plan to reopen it in 2014. Dine in or take it to the adjacent park. It’s tucked off Main Street next to City Hall. Plans called for classic diner fare for breakfast and lunch as well as fancier dinners on weekends. Ask locally for details.

Dahlia’s Delights (137 Main St., 207/710-2119, www.dahliasdelights.com, 11am-7pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-2pm Sun., $6-10) serves vegetarian salads, sandwiches, soups, and specials.

Buffleheads (122 Hills Beach Rd., 207/284-6000, www.buffleheadsrestaurant.com, 11:30am-2pm and 5pm-9pm daily, closed Mon. off-season, $10-28) is an off-the-tourist-trail family dining find with spectacular ocean views. Ray and Karen Wieczoreck opened the restaurant in 1994 and have built a strong local following through the years. The kids can munch on pizza, burgers, spaghetti, and other favorites while adults savor well-prepared seafood with a home-style spin or landlubber classics. Lobster pie is a perennial favorite. Hills Beach Road branches off Route 9 at the University of New England campus.

Take your lobster or fried seafood dinner to an oceanfront picnic table on the grassy lawn behind F. O. Goldthwaite’s (3 Lester B. Orcott Blvd., Biddeford Pool, 207/284-8872, 7am-7:30pm daily, $4-market rates), an old-fashioned general store. Salads, fried seafood, sandwiches, and kid-friendly fare round out the menu.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

Sources of visitor information are Biddeford-Saco Chamber of Commerce and Industry (207/282-1567, www.biddefordsacochamber.org), Old Orchard Beach Chamber of Commerce (207/934-2500 or 800/365-9386, www.oldorchardbeachmaine.com), and Ocean Park Association (207/934-9068, www.oceanpark.org).
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The Palace Diner is Maine’s oldest diner.



The Dyer Library (371 Main St., Saco, 207/282-3031, www.sacomuseum.org), next door to the Saco Museum, attracts scads of genealogists to its vast Maine history collection. Also check out Libby Memorial Library (Staples St., Old Orchard Beach, 207/934-4351, www.ooblibrary.org).

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Biddeford is about five miles or 10 minutes via Route 1 from Kennebunk. From Biddeford to Portland, it’s about 18 miles or 25 minutes via I-95 and I-295; allow at least a half hour via Route 1. Downtown Biddeford is about a mile via Route 9 from downtown Saco. From Saco to Old Orchard Beach is about four miles or at least 10 minutes via Route 9, the Old Orchard Beach Road, and Route 5, but it can take twice that in summer traffic.

Amtrak Downeaster (800/872-7245, www.amtrakdowneaster.com) connects Boston’s North Station with Brunswick, Maine, with stops in Wells, Saco, Old Orchard Beach (seasonal), Portland, Freeport, and Brunswick. If you’re thinking day trip, take the train and avoid the traffic and parking hassles.

The Biddeford-Saco-Old Orchard Beach Transit Committee (207/282-5408, www.shuttlebus-zoom.com) operates three systems that make getting around simple. The Old Orchard Beach Trolley (10am-midnight daily late June-Labor Day) operates two routes on a regular schedule that connects restaurants and campgrounds. You can flag it down anywhere en route. Fare is $1-2/ride; children under age five ride free. ShuttleBus Local Service provides frequent weekday and less-frequent weekend service (except on national holidays) between Biddeford, Saco, and Old Orchard Beach. One-way fare is $1.25 ages five and older, exact change required. ShuttleBus InterCity Service connects Biddeford, Saco, and Old Orchard with Portland, South Portland, and Scarborough. Fares vary by zones, topping out at $5 for anyone over age five.
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Whenever national magazines highlight the 10 best places to live, eat, work, or play, Greater Portland often makes the list. The very things that make the area so popular with residents make it equally attractive to visitors. Small in size but big in heart, Greater Portland entices visitors with the staples—lighthouses, lobster, and L. L. Bean—but wows them with everything else it offers. It is the state’s cultural hub, with performing arts centers, numerous festivals, and varied museums; it’s also a dining destination, with nationally recognized chefs as well as an amazing assortment and variety of everyday restaurants; and despite its urban environment it has a mind-boggling number of recreational opportunities. No wonder the National Heritage Trust named it a Distinctive Destination.


Portland’s population hovers around 66,000, but when the suburbs are included, it climbs to nearly 250,000, making it Maine’s largest city by far. Take a swing through the bedroom communities of Scarborough (pop. 18,919), Cape Elizabeth (pop. 9,015), and South Portland (pop. 25,002), and you’ll better understand the area’s popularity: easily accessible parks, beaches, rocky ledges, and lighthouses all minutes from downtown along with a slew of ferry-connected islands dotting Casco Bay. Head north through suburban Falmouth (pop. 11,185) and Yarmouth (pop. 8,349), and you’ll arrive in Freeport (pop. 7,879), home of mega-retailer L. L. Bean. En route you’ll still see the vestiges of the region’s heritage: sailboats and lobster boats, traps and buoys piled on lawns or along driveways, and tucked here and there, farms with stands brimming with fresh produce.
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.





M The Old Port and the Waterfront: Plan to spend at least a couple of hours browsing the shops, dining, and enjoying the energy of this restored historic district (click here).


M Portland Museum of Art (PMA): This museum houses works by masters such as Winslow Homer, John Marin, Andrew Wyeth, Edward Hopper, and Marsden Hartley as well as works by Monet, Picasso, and Renoir (click here).


M Victoria Mansion: This house is considered one of the most richly decorated dwellings of its period remaining in the country (click here).


M Portland Observatory: Climb the 103 steps to the orb deck of the only remaining maritime signal tower on the eastern seaboard, and you’ll be rewarded with views from the White Mountains to Casco Bay’s islands (click here).


M Portland Head Light: This lighthouse, commissioned by President George Washington, is fabulously sited on the rocky ledges of Cape Elizabeth (click here).


M Casco Bay Tour: Take a three-hour tour on the mail boat, which stops briefly at five islands en route (click here).


M Lobstering Cruise: Go out on a working lobster boat in Portland Harbor, see the sights, and perhaps return with a lobster for dinner (click here).


M L. L. Bean: The empire’s flagship store is in Freeport, and no trip to this shopping mecca is complete without a visit (click here).


M L. L. Bean Outdoor Discovery Schools: Don’t miss the opportunity for an inexpensive introduction to a new sport (click here).





Greater Portland also marks a transitional point on Maine’s coastline. The long sandy beaches of the Southern Coast begin to give way to islands and a coastline edged with a jumble of rocks and ledges spliced with rivers and coves.


It’s tempting to dismiss Portland in favor of seeking the “real Maine” elsewhere along the coast, but the truth is, the real Maine is here. And although Portland alone provides plenty to keep a visitor busy, it’s also an excellent base for day trips to places such as the Kennebunks, Freeport, Brunswick, and Bath, where more of that real Maine flavor awaits.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



July and August are the most popular times to visit, but Greater Portland is a year-round destination. Spring truly arrives by mid-May, when most summer outfitters begin operations at least on weekends. September is perhaps the loveliest month of the year weather-wise, and by mid-October those fabled New England maples are turning crimson.


To do the region justice, you’ll want to spend at least three or four days, more if your plans call for using Greater Portland as a base for day trips to more distant points. You can easily kill two days in downtown Portland alone, what with all the shops, museums, historical sites, waterfront, and neighborhoods to explore. If you’re staying in town and are an avid walker, you won’t need a car to get to the in-town must-see sights.


You will need a car to reach beyond the city (although the Amtrak Downeaster train connects to Wells, Old Orchard, Freeport, and Brunswick. Allow a full day for a leisurely tour through South Portland and Cape Elizabeth and on to Prouts Neck in Scarborough.


Rabid shoppers should either stay in Freeport or allow at least a day for L. L. Bean and the 100 or so outlets in its shadow. If you’re traveling with a supershopper, don’t despair. Freeport has parks and preserves that are light-years removed from the frenzy of its downtown, and the fishing village of South Freeport offers seaworthy pleasures.


HISTORY


Portland’s downtown, a crooked-finger peninsula projecting into Casco Bay and today defined vaguely by I-295 at its “knuckle,” was named Machigonne (Great Neck) by the Wabanaki, the Native Americans who held sway when English settlers first arrived in 1632. Characteristically, the Brits renamed the region Falmouth (it included present-day Falmouth, Portland, South Portland, Westbrook, and Cape Elizabeth) and the peninsula Falmouth Neck, but it was 130 years before they secured real control of the area. Anglo-French squabbles spurred by the governments’ conflicts in Europe drew in the Wabanaki from Massachusetts to Nova Scotia. Falmouth was only one of the battlegrounds, and it was a fairly minor one. Relative calm resumed in the 1760s only to be broken by the stirrings of rebellion centered on Boston. When Falmouth’s citizens expressed support for the incipient revolution, the punishment was a 1775 naval onslaught that wiped out 75 percent of the houses, which created a decade-long setback. In 1786, Falmouth Neck became Portland, a thriving trading community where shipping flourished until the 1807 imposition of the Embargo Act. Severing trade and effectively shutting down Portland Harbor for a year and a half, the legislation did more harm to the fledgling colonies of the United States than to the French and British it was designed to punish.


In 1820, when Maine became a state, Portland was named its capital. The city became a crucial transportation hub with the arrival of the railroad. The Civil War was barely a blip in Portland’s history, but the year after it ended, the city suffered a devastating blow: Exuberant Fourth of July festivities in 1866 sparked a conflagration that virtually leveled the city. The Great Fire spared only the Portland Observatory and a chunk of the West End. Evidence of the city’s Victorian rebirth remains today in many downtown neighborhoods.


After World War II, Portland slipped into decline for several years, but that is over. The city’s waterfront revival began in the 1970s and continues today, despite commercial competition from South Portland’s Maine Mall. Congress Street has blossomed as an arts and retail district, public green space is increasing, and an influx of immigrants is changing the city’s cultural makeup. With the new century, Portland is on a roll.
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Portland



Often compared to San Francisco (an oft-cited but never verified statistic boasts that it vies with San Francisco for the title of most restaurants per capita), Portland is small, friendly, and easily explored on foot, although at times it may seem that no matter which direction you head, it’s uphill. The heart of Portland is the peninsula jutting into Casco Bay. Bordering that are the Eastern and Western Promenades, Back Cove, and the working waterfront. Salty sea breezes cool summer days and make winter ones seem even chillier. Unlike that other city by the bay, snow frequently blankets Portland December-March.


Portland is Maine’s most ethnically diverse city, with active refugee resettlement programs and dozens of languages spoken in the schools. Although salty sailors can still be found along the waterfront, Portland is increasingly a professional community with young, upwardly mobile residents spiffing up Victorian houses and infusing new energy and money into the city’s neighborhoods.


The region’s cultural hub, Portland has world-class museums and performing arts centers, active historical and preservation groups, an art school and a university, a symphony orchestra, numerous galleries and coffeehouses, and enough activities to keep culture vultures busy well into the night, especially in the thriving, handsomely restored Old Port and the up-and-coming Arts District.


Portland is also a playground for lovers of the sports and outdoors, with trails for running, biking, skating, and cross-country skiing, water sports aplenty, and a beloved minor-league baseball team, the Sea Dogs. When city folks want to escape, they often hop a ferry for one of the islands of Casco Bay or head to one of the parks, preserves, or beaches in the suburbs.


Still, Portland remains a major seaport. Lobster boats, commercial fishing vessels, long-distance passenger boats, cruise ships, and local ferries dominate the working waterfront, and the briny scent of the sea—or bait—seasons the air.


PORTLAND NEIGHBORHOODS


The best way to appreciate the character of Portland’s neighborhoods is on foot. So much of Portland can (and should) be covered on foot that it would take a whole book to list all the possibilities, but several dedicated volunteer groups have produced guides to facilitate the process.


Greater Portland Landmarks (207/774-5561, www.portlandlandmarks.org) is the doyenne, founded in 1964 to preserve Portland’s historic architecture and promote responsible construction. The organization has published more than a dozen books and booklets, including Discover Historic Portland on Foot, a packet of four well-researched walking-tour guides to architecturally historic sections of Portland’s peninsula: Old Port, Western Promenade, State Street, and Congress Street. It’s available online or for $6 at local bookstores, some gift shops, and the Visitor Information Center (14 Ocean Gateway Pier, 207/772-5800). Ask about guided walking tours highlighting neighborhoods or sights. Self-guided tours can be downloaded from the Landmarks website.



M The Old Port and the Waterfront



Tony shops, cobblestone sidewalks, replica streetlights, and a casual upmarket crowd (most of the time) set the scene for a district once filled with derelict buildings. Scores of boutiques, enticing restaurants, and spontaneous street-corner music make it a fun area to visit year-round. Nightlife centers on the Old Port, and a few dozen bars keep everyone hopping until after midnight. Police keep a close eye on the district, but it can get a bit dicey after 11pm on weekends.
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the Old Port





Congress Street and the Downtown Arts District


Bit by bit, once-declining Congress Street is being revitalized, showcasing the best of the city’s culture. Galleries, artists’ studios, coffeehouses, cafés, and bistros as well as libraries, museums, and performing arts centers are all part of the ongoing renaissance.


West End


Probably the most diverse of the city’s downtown neighborhoods, and one that largely escaped the Great Fire of 1866, the West End includes the historically and architecturally splendid Western Promenade, Maine Medical Center (the state’s largest hospital), the city’s best bed-and-breakfasts, a gay-friendly community with a laissez-faire attitude, and a host of cafés and restaurants as well as a few niches harboring the homeless and forlorn.


Munjoy Hill and the East End


A once slightly down-at-the-heels neighborhood enclave with a pull-’em-up-by-the-bootstraps attitude, Portland’s East End is rapidly gentrifying. Munjoy Hill is probably best known for the distinctive wooden tower crowning its summit.


Named for George Munjoy, a wealthy 17th-century resident, this district has a host of architectural and historic landmarks, making it well worth a walking tour. Fortunately, Greater Portland Landmarks (207/774-5561, www.portlandlandmarks.org) has produced a 24-page booklet, Munjoy Hill Historic Guide ($3), which documents more than 60 notable sites, including the Eastern Cemetery, which is on the National Register of Historic Places, and the Eastern Promenade and Fort Allen Park, with spectacular harbor views.


Bayside and Parkside


A Babel of languages reverberates in these districts just below and west of Portland City Hall. Bayside experienced the arrival of refugees—Cambodian, Laotian, Vietnamese, Central European, and Afghan families—from war-torn lands during the 1980s and 1990s. Nowadays you’ll hear references to Somali Town, an area named for all the resettled refugees from that shattered country. Others have come from Sudan and Ethiopia. Portland’s active Refugee Resettlement Program has assisted all of them, and many newcomers have become entrepreneurs, opening restaurants and small markets catering to their compatriots but increasingly gaining customers among other residents.


Stroudwater


Off the downtown peninsula at the western edge of Portland, close to the Portland Jetport, is the historic area known as Stroudwater, once an essential link in Maine water transport. The 20-mile-long Cumberland and Oxford Canal, hand-dug in 1828, ran through here as part of the timber-shipping route linking Portland Harbor, the Fore and Presumpscot Rivers, and Sebago Lake. Twenty-eight wooden locks allowed vessels to rise the 265 feet between sea level and the lake. By 1870 trains took over the route, condemning the canal to oblivion. The centerpiece of the Stroudwater area today is the historic 18th-century Tate House.


SIGHTS



M Portland Museum of Art (PMA)



Three centuries of art and architecture can be discovered at Maine’s oldest (since 1882) and finest art museum, the Portland Museum of Art (7 Congress Sq., 207/775-6148, recorded info 207/773-2787 or 800/639-4067, www.portlandmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun. and Mon.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri., closed Mon. mid-Oct.-late May, $12 adults, $10 seniors and students, $6 ages 6-17, free 5pm-9pm every Fri.). The museum’s topflight collection of American and impressionist masters and fine and decorative arts is displayed in three architecturally stunning connected buildings: the award-winning Charles Shipman Payson building, designed by I. M. Pei and opened in 1983; the newly restored Federal-era McLellan House; and the Beaux Arts L. D. M. Sweat Memorial Galleries, designed by noted Maine architect John Calvin Stevens. The museum also has a well-stocked gift shop and an excellent café that’s open for lunch daily (11am-4pm) and dinner Friday until 8pm. Check the website for current family activities, lectures, and other events, including Movies at the Museum ($7), showcasing foreign, classical, and art films. Plan well in advance if you want to pair a museum visit with a tour of the Winslow Homer Studio on nearby Prouts Neck. The 2.5-hour tours ($55) depart from the museum and are limited to 10 participants. Call for the current schedule. The studio is a don’t-miss for fans of the American master.



M Victoria Mansion



The jaws of first-time visitors literally drop when they enter the Italianate Victoria Mansion (109 Danforth St., 207/772-4841, www.victoriamansion.org, 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun. May 1-Oct. 31, special hours in Dec., $15 adults, $13.50 seniors, $5 ages 6-17, $35 family, no senior discount in holiday season), also called the Morse-Libby Mansion. It’s widely considered the most magnificently ornamented dwelling of its period remaining in the country. The National Historic Landmark is rife with Victoriana: carved marble fireplaces, elaborate porcelain and paneling, a freestanding mahogany staircase, gilded glass chandeliers, a restored 6-by-25-foot stained-glass ceiling window, and unbelievable trompe l’oeil touches. It’s even more spectacular at Christmas, with yards of roping, festooned trees, and carolers; this is the best time to bring kids, as the house itself may not particularly intrigue them. The mansion was built in the late 1850s by Ruggles Sylvester Morse, a Maine-born entrepreneur whose New Orleans-based fortune enabled him to hire 93 craftspeople to complete the house. The interior, designed by Gustave Herter, still boasts 90 percent of the original furnishings. Guided 45-minute tours begin every half hour on the quarter hour in season; tours are self-guided during the holidays.



M Portland Observatory



Providing a head-swiveling view of Portland (and the White Mountains on a clear day), the octagonal red-painted Portland Observatory (138 Congress St., 207/774-5561, www.portlandlandmarks.org, 10am-5pm daily late May-mid-Oct., last tour at 4:30pm, sunset tours 5pm-8pm Thurs. July-Aug., $9 adults, $8 seniors, $5 ages 6-16) is the only remaining marine signal tower on the eastern seaboard. Built in 1807 at a cost of $5,000 by Captain Lemuel Moody to keep track of the port’s shipping activity, the tower has 122 tons of rock ballast in its base. Admission in those days (only men were allowed to climb the 103 interior steps) was 12.5 cents. Today, admission includes the small museum at the tower’s base and a guided tour to the top.


The Longfellow Connection


A few blocks down Congress Street from the PMA you can step back in time to the era of Portland-born poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who lived in the accurately restored Wadsworth-Longfellow House (485 Congress St., 207/774-1822, www.mainehistory.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun. May 1-Oct. 31, last tour 4pm, special holiday hours Nov.-Dec., $12 adults, $10 seniors and students, $3 ages 5-17, includes the museum) as a child in the early 1800s, long before the brick mansion was dwarfed by surrounding high-rises. Wadsworth and Longfellow family furnishings fill the three-story house, owned by the Maine Historical Society. Hour-long tours by savvy guides provide insight into Portland’s 19th-century life. Don’t miss the urban oasis—a wonderfully peaceful garden—behind the house (same hours, free). Buy tickets at the adjacent Maine Historical Society Museum, where you can take in the Maine Historical Society’s current exhibits chronicling five centuries of life in Maine and find an extensive collection of Maine history books in the gift shop. Admission for the museum alone is $8 adults, $7 seniors, $2 children.
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Longfellow Square honors poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who spent his boyhood in Portland.





Maine Narrow Gauge Railroad Company and Museum


A three-mile ride along Portland’s waterfront is the highlight of a visit to the Maine Narrow Gauge Railroad Company and Museum (58 Fore St., 207/828-0814, www.mngrr.org, 10am-4pm daily early May-late Oct., $3 adults, $2 seniors and ages 3-12, free with train ticket) owns more than three dozen train cars and has others on long-term loan, most from Maine’s five historic narrow-gauge railroads, the last of which closed in 1943. You can board a number of the cars and see others undergoing restoration. Train rides along the two-foot rails operate on the hour, 10am-3pm, $10 adults, $9 seniors, $6 ages 3-12. The track edges Casco Bay along the Eastern Promenade; it’s a short but enjoyable excursion that’s a real kid pleaser. The museum also operates Polar Express trains in December ($20-40).


African Center for the Sacred Arts


Here’s a little treasure: Founded in 1998, as the Museum of African Culture, the African Center for the Sacred Arts (13 Brown St., 207/871-7188, www.museumafricanculture.org, 10:30am-4pm Tues.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat., $5 suggested donation) is the brainchild of Nigerian-born Oscar Mokeme (the director) and Arthur Aleshire. It’s devoted to sub-Saharan African arts and culture. Among the museum’s 1,500 or so treasures—not all on display at once—are Nigerian tribal masks and Beninese lost-wax bronzes.


Children’s Museum of Maine


Here’s the answer to parents’ prayers: a whole museum in downtown Portland catering to kids. At the Children’s Museum of Maine (142 Free St., 207/828-1234, www.kitetails.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $9, free for children under 18 months, $2 admission 5pm-8pm first Fri. of each month, $4 for Camera Obscura only) lots of hands-on exhibits encourage interaction and guarantee involvement for a couple of hours.



The International Cryptozoology Museum



An eight-foot-tall likeness of a bigfoot greets visitors at former university professor and author Loren Coleman’s International Cryptozoology Museum (11 Avon St., 207/518-9496, www.cryptozoologymuseum.com, noon-4pm Mon., 11am-4pm Wed.-Sat., noon-3:30pm Sun., call to confirm hours, $7 adults, $5 ages 12 and younger). Coleman is a renowned expert in cryptozoology, the story of hidden animals such as bigfoot, the Loch Ness monster, and the abominable snowman. He has amassed a collection of artifacts such as skulls and footprint castings that lend credence to the existence of these rumored beasts, as well as kitsch that includes movie props and souvenir memorabilia. This is always a big hit with kids.


Southworth Planetarium


Under a 30-foot dome with comfy theater seats and a state-of-the-art laser system, the Southworth Planetarium (Science Building, University of Southern Maine, 70 Falmouth St., 207/780-4249, www.usm.maine.edu/planet) presents astronomy shows, with ticket prices around $6. Take Exit 6B off I-295 and go west on Forest Avenue to Falmouth Street (a left turn). The Science Building is on the left past the parking lot.


Osher Map Library


Love maps? You’ll love the University of South Maine’s Osher Map Library (314 Forest Ave., 207/780-4850, www.oshermaps.org, call for current hours, free) with more than 300,000 maps, including works on cosmography, astronomy, navigation, geography, and history, as well as globes, atlases, books, and scientific instruments dating from the late 15th century. Exhibitions feature rare and historic works drawn from the collection. Bring a sweater; the air-conditioning is set for preservation standards. There’s free parking in the USM garage on Surrenden Street, off Bedford Street.


Tate House


Just down the street from the Portland International Jetport, in the Stroudwater district, is the 1755 Tate House (1270 Westbrook St., 207/774-6177, tatehouse.org, 10am-4pm Wed.-Sat., 1pm-4pm Sun., last tour 3pm, mid-June-mid-Oct., $10 adults, $8 seniors, $5 ages 6-12), a National Historic Landmark owned by the Colonial Dames of America. Built by Captain George Tate, who was prominent in shipbuilding, the house overlooks the Stroudwater River and has superb period furnishings and a lovely 18th-century herb garden with more than 70 species. Tours last 40 minutes. Cellar-to-attic architecture tours are offered roughly once a month, $12 adults, $10 seniors, $8 children.



M Portland Head Light



Just four miles from downtown Portland in Cape Elizabeth, Fort Williams feels a world away. This oceanfront town park, a former military base, is home to Portland Head Light (1000 Shore Rd., Cape Elizabeth, 207/799-2661, www.portlandheadlight.com, dawn-dusk daily). Commissioned by President George Washington and first lighted in 1791, it has been immortalized in poetry, photography, and philately. The surf here is awesome—perhaps too awesome, as the Annie C. Maguire was shipwrecked below the lighthouse on Christmas Eve 1886. There’s no access to the 58-foot automated light tower, but the restored keeper’s house has become The Museum at Portland Head Light (10am-4pm daily late May-Oct. 31, 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun. late spring and late fall, call to confirm dates, $2 adults, $1 ages 6-18). It’s filled with local history and lighthouse memorabilia. From downtown Portland, take Route 77 and then Broadway, Cottage Road, and Shore Road; the route is marked.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


The best places to find out what’s playing at area theaters, cinemas, concert halls, and nightclubs are the Portland Phoenix (www.portlandphoenix.com) and the Go supplement in the Thursday edition of the Portland Press Herald (www.mainetoday.com). Both have online listings; hard copies are available at bookstores and supermarkets. The Phoenix is free.




LIGHTHOUSES TOUR


Whether in a car or on a bike, it’s easy to loop through South Portland and Cape Elizabeth on a lighthouse tour.


Begin just over the Casco Bay Bridge from downtown Portland on Route 77, take Broadway, and continue to Spring Point Marina, turning left at the stop sign and then right onto Madison Street to nine-acre Bug Light Park. A paved walkway leads to Portland Breakwater Lighthouse, also known as Bug Light, built in 1875. Also here is a memorial commemorating the Liberty ships built on this site during World War II. There’s a plan to build an outdoor performing arts center adjacent to the park.


Retrace your route to Broadway and cross it, turning left on Fort Street until it ends at Southern Maine Community College (SMCC), overlooking the bay. The best time to come here is evenings and weekends, when there’s ample parking. Unless it’s foggy (when the signal is deafening) or thundering (when you’ll expose yourself to lightning), walk out along the 9,000-foot granite breakwater to the Spring Point Ledge Light (207/699-2676, www.springpointlight.org), with fabulous views in every direction. Volunteers usually open it 11am-3pm Saturday and usually Sunday, mid-June-early September, $5 (children must be at least 51 inches tall to enter the light). Also here are picnic benches, the remains of Fort Preble, and the Spring Point Shoreline Walkway, a scenic three-mile path with views to House, Peaks, and Cushings Islands. At the end of the path you’ll reach crescent-shaped Willard Beach, a neighborhood place with restrooms, a snack bar, and those same marvelous views.


From the SMCC campus, return on Broadway to the major intersection with Cottage Road and bear left. Cottage Road becomes Shore Road at the Cape Elizabeth town line. Loop into Fort Williams Park and make a pilgrimage to Portland Head Light, with Ram Island Ledge Light in the distance, before continuing on Shore Road to its intersection with Route 77. Bear left, follow it to Two Lights Road, and follow the signs to 40-acre Two Lights State Park. Almost a pocket park, it has picnicking and restroom facilities, but its biggest asset is the panoramic ocean view from atop a onetime gun battery. Summer admission is $4.50 nonresident adults, $3 Maine resident adults, $1.50 nonresident seniors, $1 ages 5-11.


Before or after visiting the park, continue on Two Lights Road to the parking lot at the end, where you’ll see the signal towers for which Two Lights is named. There’s no access to either, and only one still works. If you haven’t brought a picnic for the state park, there are few places finer to enjoy the view and a lobster than at The Lobster Shack.





Nightlife


LIVE MUSIC


The Portland Conservatory of Music presents free weekly Noonday Concerts at First Parish Church (425 Congress St., 207/773-5747, www.portlandconservatory.net) at 12:15pm most Thursdays October-early April. The music varies widely—perhaps jazz, classical, or choral.


Portland Parks and Recreation sponsors Summer in the Parks (207/756-8275, www.portlandmaine.gov/rec/summer.htm, July-Aug., free), a number of evening concert series and a midday kids’ performance series in downtown parks.


In summer, take the ferry to Peaks Island for Reggae Sundays on the deck at Jones Landing (at the ferry landing, Peaks Island, 207/766-4400).


BREWPUBS AND BARS


Portland is a beer town, with an ever-increasing number of microbreweries and brewpubs. It’s also vigilant about enforcing alcohol laws, so bring valid identification. Bars close at 1am.


Not only is Gritty McDuff’s (396 Fore St., Old Port, 207/772-2739) one of Maine’s most popular breweries, but its brewpub was the state’s first—opened in 1988. The menu includes pub classics such as fish-and-chips and shepherd’s pie as well as burgers, salads, and sandwiches. Gritty’s also books live entertainment fairly regularly. Tours are available by appointment. Gritty’s also has a branch in Freeport.
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Portland Head Light





A longtime favorite pub, $3 Dewey’s (241 Commercial St., Old Port, 207/772-3310, www.threedollardeweys.com) is so authentic that visiting Brits, Kiwis, and Aussies often head here to assuage their homesickness. Inexpensive fare, 36 brews on tap, free popcorn, and frequent live music make it a very popular spot.


Far newer on the scene is Little Tap House (106 High St., 207/528-9283), a bright spot with 14 taps and a farm-to-table gastropub menu.


Especially popular in the late afternoon and early evening is J’s Oyster (5 Portland Pier, 207/772-4828), a longtime fixture (some might call it a dive) on the waterfront known for its raw bar and for pouring a good drink.


Of all Portland’s neighborhood hangouts, Ruski’s (212 Danforth St., 207/774-7604) is the most authentic—a small, usually crowded onetime speakeasy that rates just as highly for breakfast as for nighttime schmoozing. Expect basic homemade fare for well under $10, plus darts and a big-screen TV. Dress down or you’ll feel out of place.


Other dress-down neighborhood bars are Rosie’s (330 Fore St., 207/772-5656), Mama’s Crowbar (189 Congress St., 207/357-7678), and Blackstones (6 Pine St., 207/775-2885, www.blackstones.com), Portland’s oldest neighborhood gay bar.


For more upscale tippling, head for Gingko Blue (455 Fore St., 207/541-9190, www.gingkoblue.com), with some of the city’s top mixologists.


Beer geeks, here’s your happy place. Family-friendly Novare Res Bier Cafe (4 Canal Plaza, 207/761-2437, www.novareresbiercafe.com) carries nearly 500 bottled beers from around the world and has more than 25 rotating taps. Pair them with selections from the meat-and-cheese bar, sandwiches, or small plates.


West of I-295, The Great Lost Bear (540 Forest Ave., 207/772-0300, www.greatlostbear.com) has 69 brews on tap, representing 15 Maine microbreweries and 50 others from the Northeast. The bear motif and the punny menus are a bit much, but the 15 or so varieties of burgers aren’t bad. It’s a kid pleaser.


BARS WITH ENTERTAINMENT


Scope out the scene when you arrive; the Portland Phoenix has the best listings. Most clubs have cover charges. The coolest venue with the hottest acts is Port City Music Hall (504 Congress St., 207/899-4990, www.portcitymusichall.com), a three-floor entertainment emporium. Asylum (121 Center St., 207/772-8274, www.portlandasylum.com) caters to a young crowd with dance jams, CD release parties, DJ nights, and live bands. Geno’s (625 Congress St., 207/221-2382) has been at it for years—an old reliable for rock music with an emphasis on local bands. Ever popular for its Wednesday Rap Night hip-hop and weekend bands is The Big Easy (55 Market St., 207/871-8817, www.bigeasyportland.com). Blue (650A Congress St., 207/774-4111, www.portcityblue.com) presents local artists and musicians in intimate, cozy space and serves beer, wine, tea, and light fare; traditional Irish music is always featured on Wednesday evening, and jazz on Saturday.


Performing Arts


MERRILL AUDITORIUM


The magnificently restored Merrill Auditorium (20 Myrtle St., box office 207/874-8200, www.porttix.com) is a 1,900-seat theater inside Portland City Hall on Congress Street with two balconies and one of the country’s only municipally owned pipe organs, the magnificent Kotzschmar Organ (207/553-4363, www.foko.org), returning to the stage in 2014 after a two-year restoration.


Special events and concerts are common at Merrill, and the auditorium is also home to a number of the city’s arts organizations. The Portland Symphony Orchestra (207/842-0800, www.portlandsymphony.org) and presenting organization Portland Ovations (207/773-3150, www.portlandovations.org) have extensive, well-patronized fall and winter schedules; the PSO presents three summer Independence Pops concerts as well. The Portland Opera Repertory Theatre (207/879-7678, www.portopera.org) performs a major opera each summer. In addition there are films, lectures, and other related events throughout July.


Tickets for these organizations are available through PortTix (207/942-0800, www.porttix.com).


ONE LONGFELLOW SQUARE


Diverse programming is the hallmark of One Longfellow Square (207/761-1757, www.onelongfellowsquare.com), an intimate venue for performances and lectures at the corner of Congress and State Streets.


STATE THEATER


The State (609 Congress St., 207/956-6000, www.statetheatreportland.com), built in 1929 with art deco, Spanish, and Italian decor elements, hosts national touring artists as well as up-and-comers.


PORTLAND STAGE COMPANY


Innovative staging and controversial contemporary dramas are typical of the Portland Stage Company (Portland Performing Arts Center, 25A Forest Ave., 207/774-0465, www.portlandstage.org), established in 1974 and going strong ever since. Equity pros present half a dozen plays each winter season in a 290-seat performance space.


Spectator Sports


A pseudo-fierce mascot named Slugger stirs up the crowds at baseball games played by the Portland Sea Dogs (Hadlock Field, 271 Park Ave., 207/879-9500 or 800/936-3647, www.portlandseadogs.com, $80-10), a AA Boston Red Sox farm team. The season schedule (early Apr.-Aug.) is available after January 1.
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The renovated Victorian buildings of the Old Port and Waterfront are filled with independent shops.





The home court for the Red Claws (207/210-6655, www.maineredclaws.com, $6-30), an NBA development team for the Boston Celtics, is the Portland Expo (239 Park Ave.).


Events


Summer brings plentiful events, including the Old Port Festival, one of the city’s largest festivals, usually the first weekend of June. It has entertainment, food and crafts booths, and impromptu fun in Portland’s Old Port. The Greek Heritage Festival, usually the last weekend of June, features Greek food, dancing, and crafts at Holy Trinity Church (133 Pleasant St.).
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