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Between San Francisco and the Chesapeake Bay


			Running coast-to-coast through the heart of America on a 3,200-mile odyssey from sea to shining sea, US-50 passes through a dozen different states and four state capitals, as well as the nation’s capital, Washington, D.C. Along the route are some of the country’s most magnificent landscapes: the Sierra Nevada and the Appalachian and Rocky Mountains, the endless farmlands of the Great Plains, and the desiccated deserts of Utah and Nevada. It follows the footsteps of pioneers and gives a reverse time line of national development. Heading west to east, you can travel back in history from the cutting-edge high tech of contemporary Silicon Valley, across the Wild West frontier of the mid-1800s, and through lands the likes of Daniel Boone and countless others pioneered in the 1700s, before arriving at the Atlantic Ocean near some of the oldest and best-preserved colonial-era landscapes in the United States.

			All the way across the country, US-50 passes through literally hundreds of timeworn small towns, the great majority of which have survived despite the modern onslaught of Wal-Marts and fast-food franchises. Blue Highways author William Least Heat-Moon writes about US-50, “for the unhurried, this little-known highway is the best national road across the middle of the United States.” The route offers such a compelling cross-section of the nation that Time magazine once devoted an entire issue to telling the story of the road it called the “Backbone of America.”

			From its start at San Francisco, the route cuts across California’s midsection, passing the state capital at Sacramento before following the route of the old Pony Express up into the Sierra Nevada to the shores of Lake Tahoe and into Nevada. The Nevada portion of the route, dubbed “The Loneliest Road in America” by travel writers and tourist boards, is one of the most compelling long-distance drives in the country—provided you find miles and miles of little more than mountains, sagebrush, and blue sky compelling. The Great Basin desert continues across half of Utah, but then the route climbs over the Wasatch Front and onto the national park–packed red-rock country of the Colorado Plateau.

			Continuing east, you cross the Continental Divide atop the Rockies, then follow the Arkansas River along the historic Santa Fe Trail. For fans of vanishing Americana, the route really comes into its own here across the Great Plains, with its hypnotically repetitive landscape of water towers, windmills, railroad tracks, and one small town after another.

			After bisecting Missouri from Kansas City to St. Louis, US-50 crosses the Mississippi River into a much older and more settled landscape, through the agricultural heartlands of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. After climbing into the Appalachian backwoods of West Virginia, US-50 emerges suddenly into the wealth and power of downtown Washington, D.C., before passing through the still perfectly picturesque fishing and farming communities of Maryland’s Eastern Shore.
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CALIFORNIA




			Heading east from San Francisco across the heavy-duty Oakland Bay Bridge, the route across California starts off along the busy I-80 freeway through the urbanized San Francisco Bay Area. Passing diverse bayfront towns, including blue-collar Oakland and collegiate Berkeley, the busy and often congested eight-lane highway heads northeast across the historically important but increasingly suburbanized flatlands of the Sacramento Delta. Beyond Sacramento, the state capital of California, US-50 finally emerges, first as a freeway but later as a two-lane mountain road climbing through the heart of the Sierra Nevada foothills, where many of the small towns slumber in a gold-rush dream of the 1850s. Continuing east, US-50 winds through endless tracts of pine forest before cresting the Sierra to reach alpine Lake Tahoe, a year-round resort lying astride the California/Nevada border.
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			Oakland

			
				The city’s low-budget but high-achieving baseball club, the Oakland A’s (510/568-5600), play their home games at McAfee Coliseum, south of downtown.

			

			Though it sometimes suffers in comparisons with its richer and better-looking sibling across San Francisco Bay, the hardworking city of Oakland (pop. 390,724) is a lively and intriguing place, with a nearly perfect climate and a proudly liberal political heritage. The main attraction for visitors is its waterfront Jack London Square, honoring the city’s favorite prodigal son. Covering a few blocks at the foot of Broadway, the complex contains a couple of good restaurants and nightclubs, an transplanted log cabin supposedly lived in by Jack London when he was in the Yukon Territory, and, last but not least, the truly funky Heinold’s First and Last Chance. This rickety old saloon, serving a very wide variety of good beer, is just about the only survivor from Oakland’s wild and woolly past. Jack London Square is a very pleasant to wander, with a handsome yacht formerly used by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, and ferries ($12.50 round-trip) head across the bay to San Francisco.

			
				The busy section of I-80 eastbound from San Francisco has been improved by two new bridges; one is under construction to replace the earthquake-endangered Bay Bridge, while another new span crosses the Carquinez Straits.

			

			Oakland’s other main draw is the excellent Oakland Museum of California housed in a landmark modernist ziggurat on the east edge of downtown, a block from Lake Merritt (Wed.–Sun.; $12; 1000 Oak St.; 510/238-2200). Inside, exhibits cover everything from California’s natural history to the photography of Dorothea Lange. An in-depth look at the state’s popular culture is highlighted by a lively display of Hollywood movie posters, neon signs, jukeboxes, and classic cars and motorcycles.
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				To help ease the pain of his baby son’s arthritis, in the 1940s a Berkeley machinist named Candido Jacuzzi created the air-bubbling hydro-therapy device that bears his name.

			

			Berkeley

			The intellectual, literary, and political nexus of the San Francisco Bay Area, left-leaning Berkeley (pop. 112,580) enjoys an international reputation that overshadows its suburban appearance. The town grew up around the attractively landscaped University of California campus, which, during the 1960s and early 1970s, was the scene of ongoing battles between “The Establishment” and unwashed hordes of antiwar, sex-and-drugs-and-rock-and-roll-crazed youth. Today, while its anti-authoritarian traditions are less in-your-face, Berkeley still maintains a typical college town mix of cafés and CD stores, and its site is superb, looking out across the bay to the Golden Gate and San Francisco.

			
				The big “C” above the University of California campus is over 100 years old. It was the first of these giant letters, which have since been repeated on hillsides all over the country.

			

			The square-mile University of California Berkeley campus sits at the foot of eucalyptus-covered hills a mile east of the University Avenue exit off the I-80 freeway. Wander along Strawberry Creek, admiring the mix of neoclassical and postmodern buildings. Berkeley’s cacophonous main drag, Telegraph Avenue, runs south from the heart of campus in a crazy array of tie-dye and tarot.
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			There are dozens of great places to eat and drink in Berkeley, including one of the best breakfast joints on the planet, Bette’s Oceanview Diner (1807 4th St.; 510/644-3230), two blocks north of the I-80 University Avenue exit at the center of a boutique shopping district. Berkeley also has many top-rated restaurants, including world-renowned Chez Panisse (reservations essential; 1517 Shattuck Ave.; 510/548-5525), birthplace of California cuisine, located in the heart of Berkeley’s gourmet ghetto. Chez Panisse is, not surprisingly, très très cher, so mere mortals may decide to take advantage of the more affordable gourmet cheese, bread, and out-of-this-world pizzas made and sold at the Cheese Board Collective, across the street (1512 Shattuck Ave.; 510/549-3183), where the California cuisine revolution really started, way back in 1967.

			If you want to take the slow road north from Berkeley, follow San Pablo Avenue (Hwy-123), the old US-40/Lincoln Highway/Victory Highway route, which winds uneventfully along the bayfront through El Cerrito (birthplace of 1960s pop group Creedence Clearwater Revival) and industrial Richmond, where the new Rosie the Riveter National Historical Park preserves the waterfront’s vital World War II–era heritage.
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				the Medusa rollercoaster at Six Flags Discovery Kingdom in Vallejo

			

			Vallejo

			
				Vallejo marks the turnoff for Hwy-12, which runs north and west through the Wine Country of the Napa and Sonoma Valleys.

			

			On the north side of the Carquinez Straits, through which the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers flow into San Francisco Bay, Vallejo is a blue-collar maritime town that made national news by declaring bankruptcy in 2008, in the wake of the sub-prime housing downturn. Longtime home of the huge and historic Mare Island naval shipyard, which from 1854 to 1994 built and maintained many of the country’s fighting ships and submarines, Vallejo also served as California’s state capital on two different occasions in the gold rush years of the early 1850s. These days, Vallejo’s one bona fide attraction is the Six Flags Discovery Kingdom theme park (hours vary, daily in summer; around $50; 707/643-6722), on the north side of town just west of I-80. Along with one of California’s most intense arrays of high-speed thrill rides (like 65-mph Medusa, or the even-faster Vertical Velocity), Six Flags is surrounded by more than 135 acres of kid-friendly animal attractions, so you can admire tigers, ride on elephants, watch performing dolphins, or feed the tropical birds and butterflies.

			I-80 Towns

			Between the San Francisco Bay Area and Sacramento, I-80 passes through an ever more suburbanized corridor, where towns like Fairfield and Vacaville have grown almost exponentially, from a few hundred residents in the 1950s to more than 100,000 today. Fairfield (pop. 105,321) grew up around busy Travis Air Force Base, and more enjoyably is also home to the Jelly Belly jelly bean factory (800/522-3267) and a large Anheuser-Busch beer refinery (June–Aug. Mon–Sat., Sept.–May Tues.–Sat. 10 am–4 pm; 707/429-7595 or 800/342-5283), both of which are open for free tours. From the coastal hills the landscape flattens out into the endless plain of the Sacramento Delta, and 80 mph I-80 crosses an unstintingly flat landscape of farmland, housing tracts, and “big box” shopping centers. Just before Sacramento I-80 reaches Davis, a bike-friendly former Lincoln Highway town that’s now home to a large University of California campus, renowned around the world for its wine-making school.

			East of Davis, I-80 is raised on stilts across the Yolo Bypass wetlands, one of the last signs of the natural delta that covered this part of California before the water supply was diverted south to Los Angeles.

			Sacramento
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				California’s capitol as it appeared in the early 1900s

			

			Spreading for miles at the heart of California’s 500-mile-long, agriculturally rich Central Valley, Sacramento (pop. 466,488) is not what most would expect of the capital of the Golden State. Green and suburban, with only the state capitol and a few modern towers rising over fine Victorian houses that line the leafy downtown streets, Sacramento is a relatively quiet backwater that effectively embodies California’s bipolar politics, forming a sort of neutral ground between the liberal urban centers, which contain 90 percent of the state’s population, and the conservative, rural rest, which covers 90 percent of the land.

			
				One of the most popular minor league baseball teams in recent years has been the Oakland A’s Class AAA farm club, the Sacramento River Cats (916/376-4700), who play all summer long at Raley Field, across the bridge from Old Sacramento. Games, which frequently sell out, are broadcast on KSTE 650 AM.
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			Now scythed by freeways and stretching for miles along the banks of the Sacramento and American Rivers, the city was chosen as the state capital during the gold rush era, when Sacramento was the main jumping-off point for the Sierra Nevada mines. Dozens of buildings dating from that era have been restored to form Old Sacramento, a diverting shopping complex and tourist trap along the riverfront, where ersatz paddlewheel steamboats offer sightseeing cruises and the California State Railroad Museum (daily; $9; 916/445-6645), boasting one of the world’s largest collections, documents the history of western railroads. Along with the wealth of gold rush architecture, “Old Sac” also has memorials to the Pony Express and the Transcontinental Railroad, both of which had primary stations here.

			Two other museums are nearby. The Crocker Art Museum (closed Mon.; $10; 216 O St.; 916/808-7000), two blocks from the riverfront, is the oldest art gallery west of the Mississippi, with a broad range of European and Californian paintings. A half mile south of Old Sacramento, underneath the I-80/I-5 interchange at Front and V Streets, the California Automobile Museum (daily 10 am–6 pm; $8; 916/442-6802) displays hot rods and muscle cars (from Corvettes to a Lamborghini Countach), alongside examples of just about every Ford made before 1952, from Model Ts to massive Ford V-8s.

			A half mile inland from the riverfront, standing at the west end of a pleasantly landscaped park, the impressive California State Capitol (daily; free) has publicly accessible legislative chambers of the state’s Senate and Assembly, and hallways full of exhibits on the Golden State’s diverse counties.

			Two miles east of the waterfront, at 27th and L Streets, Sacramento’s main historic attraction is Sutter’s Fort (daily; $5; 916/445-4422), a reconstruction of the frontier outpost established here in 1839 by Swiss settler Johannes Sutter. The first commercial settlement, as opposed to religious, in Alta California, Sutter’s Fort played a vital role in early West Coast history—this is where the Donner Party was headed, and where the gold rush really began, when Sutter’s employee James Marshall discovered flakes of gold at Sutter’s Mill, in the Sierra Nevada foothills above Sacramento. The grounds of Sutter’s Fort also hold the small but interesting California State Indian Museum ($3), which has displays of baskets and other California Native American handicrafts.

			During Memorial Day weekend, Old Sacramento hosts the Sacramento Jazz Jubilee (916/372-5277), which draws an enormous crowd intent on hearing the dozens of very different jazz bands-everything from Dixieland and “trad” bands to cutting-edge contemporary players.

			Sacramento Practicalities

			The Old Sacramento area has some good but touristy restaurants and bars, but the Midtown neighborhood south of Sutter’s Fort holds Sacramento’s best range of restaurants, including the tasty but inexpensive Cafe Bernardo (2726 Capitol Ave.; 916/443-1180), with fresh salads, pizza, and sandwiches; Paesano’s (1806 Capitol; 916/447-8646) has great cheap pizzas and a nice sidewalk terrace.

			Another lively spot is the Tower Café (1518 Broadway; 916/441-0222), attached to the landmark 1920s Tower Theater (which plays art-house hits) and serving healthy, multiethnic food with a world-beat attitude. (The café is where the now-defunct Tower Records got its start.)

			Though Sacramento can’t compete with San Francisco for cutting-edge cuisine, it does excel in one culinary niche: hamburgers. There are some truly great old burger places in and around downtown Sacramento, like Ford’s Real Hamburgers, on the south side of expansive Land Park (1948 Sutterville; 916/452-6979), and funky little Jim-Denny’s (816 12th St.; 916/443-9655), a 1930s burger stand downtown between H and I Streets.

			Places to stay include the wonderful HI-Sacramento International Hostel ($28; 925 H St.; 916/443-1691), in a fabulous Victorian mansion right downtown. For an unusual experience, how about staying the night in a 1920s paddlewheel riverboat? The Delta King ($120–175; 916/444-5464) is permanently moored on the Old Sacramento riverfront.

			
				Between Sacramento and Placerville, US-50 is an eight-lane freeway—and one of the California Highway Patrol’s most lucrative speed traps, especially for westbound (downhill) travelers.

			

			Placerville and Coloma: Gold Country

			The main US-50 stop in the Sierra Nevada foothills, Placerville (pop. 10,389; elev. 2,187) takes its name from the placer gold deposits recovered from the South Fork of the American River, which flows just north of town. The historic core of Placerville is well preserved, with a few cafés and bars paying homage to its rough-and-tumble past. A reminder of the town’s gold-rush heritage is the nation’s only municipally owned gold mine: Gold Bug Mine (daily in summer, weekends only rest of the year; $5; 530/642-5207), a mile north of US-50 off the Bedford Avenue exit. A stamp mill and other mining equipment stand outside the entrance to the mine tunnel, which you can explore on a self-guided tour.

			
				Throughout the gold-rush era, Placerville was known as Hangtown, with a reputation for stringing up petty thieves and other law-breakers. An effigy still hangs at the center of town, in front of a bar.

			

			If you want to explore the region’s many evocative gold-rush-era remnants, Placerville makes a good base, with its handful of motels (including a Best Western and a Days Inn) fronting the highway. Placerville also has one very good place to eat, the Old Town Grill (444 Main St.; 530/622-2631).
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			North and south of Placerville, Hwy-49 runs along the Sierra Nevada foothills through the heart of the Gold Country. Starting in the north beyond beautiful Nevada City, Hwy-49 winds through one historic town after another, all the way to the gates of Yosemite National Park, 150 miles to the south. One great old Gold Country haunt can be reached within a short drive of US-50 from Placerville. The ancient and very popular Poor Red’s Barbecue (530/622-2901), housed in a gold-rush-era stagecoach station in the hamlet of El Dorado, five miles south of Placerville on Hwy-49, has full lunches and dinners (and great margaritas) for very little money. If you have the time and inclination to take a longer detour, head south along Hwy-49 to the stately town of Sutter Creek, then climb up into the mountains via winding Hwy-88, which passes by the intriguing semi-ghost town of Volcano before linking up again with US-50 near Lake Tahoe and Carson City.
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			A half-hour north of Placerville via Hwy-49, the original site of the discovery of gold, Sutter’s Mill, has been reconstructed as part of Gold Discovery State Historic Park (daily; $5 per car; 530/622-3470) in Coloma, now an idyllic place along the banks of the American River, nine miles north of Placerville along Hwy-49. The 273-acre park, set aside in 1890 as the state’s first historic monument, is also a prime spot for white-water rafting and kayaking, especially on weekends, so don’t be surprised to find the place thronged with wet-suited and Teva-shod hordes. For a restful or romantic place to stay, try the gold-rush-era Coloma Country Inn ($120 and up; 345 High St.; 530/622-6919), set in two and a half acres of gardens.

			The American River and Lover’s Leap

			Some 20 miles east of Placerville, US-50 changes suddenly from a four-lane freeway into a twisting, narrow, two-lane road over the crest of the Sierra Nevada. The usually busy highway, which every year is battered and frequently closed by winter storms, runs right alongside the steep banks of the American River. The lushness of the western Sierra Nevada is immediately apparent as the road passes luxuriant groves of pine, fir, and cedar, with numerous old resorts and vacation cabins lining the highway.

			About six miles west of the summit, the towering granite cliff of Lover’s Leap stands out to the south of the highway, its 1,300-foot face attracting rock climbers, while to the north the delicate cascade of Horsetail Falls offers a more serene pit stop. Climbing east up US-50’s steepest set of hairpin turns, you’ll reach 7,365-foot Echo Summit, which gives great views of the Lake Tahoe basin—the shining blue waters beckoning you along another steep stretch of US-50, downhill to the lakeshore itself.
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			South Lake Tahoe

			One of the biggest (12 miles wide, 22 miles long, and 72 miles of coastline) and deepest (over 1,000 feet in places) lakes in the country, straddling the Nevada/California border at 6,220 feet above sea level, Lake Tahoe is a beautiful sight from any angle—from the crest of the alpine peaks surrounding it, from a car or bicycle as you cruise along the shoreline roads, or from a boat out on the lake itself.

			Sitting, as the name suggests, at the southern end of Lake Tahoe, the ungainly resort community of South Lake Tahoe is a place of multiple personalities. On the California side, low-rise motels line the US-50 frontage, and the atmosphere is that of a family-oriented summer resort, with bike-rental stands and T-shirt shops clogging the roadside. Across the Nevada border, glitzy 20-story casinos rise up in a sudden wall of concrete and glass, ignoring the surrounding beauty in favor of round-the-clock “adult fun”—gambling, fine dining, racy nightclub revues, and more gambling. A few strategically placed pine trees work hard to retain a semblance of the natural splendor, but in peak summer season it’s basically a very busy stretch of road, on both sides of the state line.

			To get away from it all, head along Hwy-89 around the west side of the lake to the magnificent state parks around Emerald Bay. Acres of shoreline forest and numerous mansions built as summer resorts back around the turn of the 20th century, like the Tallac Historic Site ($5–10; 530/541-5227), three miles west of US-50, have been preserved and are open for tours. In winter, the Tahoe area turns into an extremely popular ski resort—Heavenly (775/586-7000) on the south shore and Squaw Valley (530/583-6985) in the north are among the largest and busiest ski areas in the United States; both have sightseeing chair lifts in summer.

			Despite the lake’s great popularity, year-round prices for Tahoe accommodations are surprisingly low; with a couple of Best Westerns (530/541-6722 or 530/542-1101) and dozens of others to choose from, you shouldn’t have trouble finding something suitable. For a carb-loading breakfast head to the circa 1959 Red Hut Cafe (2723 Lake Tahoe Blvd.; 530/541-9024) on US-50. Red Hut has three other locations along US-50 in South Lake Tahoe, but this is the original.
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			NEVADA



			Between Lake Tahoe in the west and Great Basin National Park on the Utah border, US-50 crosses more than 400 miles of Nevada’s corrugated country, climbing up and over a dozen distinct mountain ranges while passing through four classic mining towns and the state capital, Carson City. Early explorers mapped this region, Pony Express riders raced across it, and the long-distance Lincoln Highway finally tamed it, but the US-50 byway has always played second fiddle to the I-80 freeway, the more popular northern route across the state. Besides being a more scenic alternative to the mind-numbing, and therefore accident-prone, I-80, US-50 across Nevada has gained a measure of notoriety in its own right—it’s known as the “Loneliest Road in America.” As you travel along it you’ll see road signs, T-shirts, and bumper stickers proclaiming it as such.
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			Inspired by the July 1987 story in Life magazine that dubbed US-50 “The Loneliest Road,” the state-run Nevada Commission on Tourism (775/687-4322 or 800/NEVADA-8) sponsors a tongue-in-cheek promotion in which trans-Nevada travelers can earn themselves a certificate saying “I Survived the Loneliest Road in America.” Get your official US-50 travel passport stamped at visitors centers along the highway.
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Stateline


			Right where US-50 crosses from California into Nevada, the casino complex at Stateline forms, for a few short blocks, a mini Las Vegas, with four 20-story resort hotels towering over the lakeshore. Harveys ($89 and up; 775/588-6611), the largest with 742 rooms, started it all in the 1940s with six nickel slot machines. Harrah’s ($135 and up; 775/588-6611), across US-50, is the most opulent, with luxurious 500-square-foot suites. Altogether, over 2,000 rooms are available, combined with at least that many more across the California border. The multitudes of game-hungry visitors that converge here create a definite charge in the rarefied atmosphere when the casino tables are turning at full speed, and it’s also a great place to catch your favorite music and comedy performers (particularly ones whose popularity peaked in the 1980s) or a Vegas-style floor show.

			Nevada Beach and Zephyr Cove

			From the casino district at Stateline, US-50 winds along Lake Tahoe’s southeastern shore for over 20 miles, passing by a pair of waterfront parks at Nevada Beach and Zephyr Cove, where you can ride the faux paddlewheeler MS Dixie II on a variety of cruises ($39 and up; 775/589-4906) across the lake. Otherwise, lakeshore access is severely limited, since most of the waterfront is privately owned, though numerous roadside turnouts (most easily accessible to westbound, lakeside travelers) offer ample opportunities to take in unforgettable views.
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