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Welcome to the United States, this big, beautiful, diverse, and complicated country. Covering 3.8 million square miles (9.8 million square kilometers) and home to more than 330 million people, the United States has long been called an experiment: an experiment in democracy, an experiment in the idea that ingenuity and hard work are the main keys to success, an experiment in governing a vast land and diverse populace. The United States revealed on a journey through its best sights and activities is at once fun and full of complexity.


This is a country whose industry and natural resources made it an economic powerhouse, but today protects for future generations hundreds of millions of acres of land—from the remote wilderness of the Gates of the Arctic to the wetlands of the Everglades. Its culture, embodied in its food, music, art, and festivals, draws from the influence of many cultures, of those who make this a nation of immigrants, of those who were enslaved, and of those who are indigenous to the continent. You can taste this influence in fry bread tacos, dance to it in New Orleans jazz, and see it in the quilts, jewelry, and handicrafts made by artisans across the country. And it’s in getting to know the nation’s heroes, from activists fighting for freedom to groundbreaking musicians, that it’s possible to see the great potential of this country, held in its people.


Experiencing the best of the United States can inspire, change perspectives, transform—and hopefully encourage us all to keep contributing to making this country’s great experiment a success.




TOP 10 Experiences
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1 MARVELING AT ALASKA’S ACTIVE GLACIERS


Whether you’re ice-climbing on Matanuska Glacier or watching glacial ice dropping into the sea, these remnants from another time in the earth’s geologic history inspire awe.
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2 MAKING A FOOD PILGRIMAGE TO NEW ORLEANS


Beignets, po’boys, gumbo, crawfish...if there’s one city in the United States to travel to for the food, it’s New Orleans.
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3 SAVORING THE NEW FOOD CREATIONS AT THE IOWA STATE FAIR


State fairs are famous for serving any and all imaginable foods on a stick, but don’t miss trying food vendors’ latest creative innovations—they may become your next craving.
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4 SNORKELING THE WARM, CLEAR WATERS OF MAUI


Colorful fish, the occasional ray, and elusive turtles inhabit the underwater world off Maui’s shores.
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5 EXPERIENCING THE CHICAGO SKYLINE


The indelible buildings of this “city of broad shoulders” can be admired from a Chicago Architecture Center boat tour, the public art-filled playground of Millennium Park, or the Skydeck of the second tallest building in the country.
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6 WATCHING THE SUNRISE OVER BRYCE CANYON


Seeing the early morning light hitting the orange rock formations in the Bryce Amphitheater is a moment of wonder.
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7 SEEING OLD FAITHFUL ERUPT


Yellowstone National Park’s most famous geyser shoots up to 8,400 gallons (31,707 litres) of hot water at 90-minute intervals.
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8 WALKING THROUGH TIMES SQUARE ON A SUMMER NIGHT


It’s hot, perhaps sticky, and crowded, but inching through the multitudes gathered against the backdrop of bright neon advertisements conveys the energy of the United States’ largest city, and perhaps the United States itself, like nothing else.
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9 JOURNEYING THROUGH U.S. HISTORY AT THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE


You can see and feel the story of the United States—the triumphs, progress, sorrows, and horrors—unfold at this absorbing museum.
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10 DRIVING THE KANCAMAGUS HIGHWAY IN THE FALL


New England is known for its riot of fall colors, and this twisting road through the White Mountains shows off some of the best.









Best NATURAL WONDERS



NIAGARA FALLS


New York


While not the tallest in the United States, the trio of cascades that make up Niagara Falls flow with a dramatic volume.
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NIAGARA FALLS, NEW YORK





PICTURED ROCKS


Michigan


Washed in shades of pink, red, and green, these famous bluffs are sculpted into caves, arches, and castle-like turrets.
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PICTURED ROCKS, MICHIGAN





BIG SUR COAST


California


With rugged green hills tumbling over craggy cliffs overlooking the crashing waves of the Pacific, the Big Sur coastline is epic.
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BIG SUR COAST, CALIFORNIA





THE BADLANDS


South Dakota


Once at the bottom of an inland sea, the Badlands hold geologic history in their layers and folds, which turn pink and yellow at sunrise or sunset.
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BADLANDS NATIONAL PARK, SOUTH DAKOTA





CRATER LAKE


Oregon


This sapphire-blue lake sits in the heart of a sunken volcano.



MAMMOTH CAVE



Kentucky


Mammoth Cave is the longest known cave system in the world.


TALLGRASS PRAIRIE


Kansas


One of the last expanses of tallgrass prairie is preserved in the Flint Hills of Kansas.


BIOLUMINESCENT BAYS


Puerto Rico


In these bays—of which Puerto Rico has three of the five in the world—tiny organisms light up the water at night.


OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK RAIN FORESTS


Washington


“Rain forest” often brings to mind the tropical rain forests of the Amazon, but the Pacific Northwest has temperate rain forests, with two of the most stunning in Olympic National Park.
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OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK, WASHINGTON





ANTELOPE CANYON


Arizona


The light shining through the shafts of this slot canyon make its red twists and twirls even more beautiful.




MUSIC ACROSS AMERICA


From West Coast hip-hop and rap to New Orleans jazz to Puerto Rican salsa and reggaeton, the United States is home to many musical genres, and music is arguably one of the country’s best cultural contributions to the world. Here’s a list of places to go for some of the country’s best-known genres.


BLUES


If blues is your thing, then there are two must-go places in the South: Memphis, the birthplace of the blues, and the Mississippi Delta, where you can dive deep into the history of the blues and its seminal figures.


JAZZ AND ZYDECO


Best known for jazz, New Orleans—and its clubs and streets that host a wide range of genres—should be on any music lover’s travel list. Even outside its most famous city, Louisiana heralds its musical traditions, such as zydeco in the Acadiana region.
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JAZZ BAND PLAYING IN THE FRENCH QUARTER OF NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA





COUNTRY AND BLUEGRASS


Nashville is where country music is made, and the honky-tonks on Broadway are where to go see it live. Kentucky is the birthplace of bluegrass music, with spots to hear it that range from front porches to concert halls.


SALSA


The party district Calle San Sebastián in San Juan, Puerto Rico, combines live salsa music with lots of dancing.


INDIE ROCK AND JUST ABOUT ANYTHING ELSE


No list of music destinations would be complete without Austin, which is billed as the “Live Music Capital of the World.” Indie rock, reggae, punk, country, and other bands take the stage at the Texas capital’s more than 100 venues.






Best MUSEUMS AND CULTURAL CENTERS



METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART


New York City, New York


Perhaps the most famous museum in the country, the Metropolitan Museum of Art houses one of the world’s largest and most diverse collections.
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METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART, NEW YORK CITY





ROCK AND ROLL HALL OF FAME


Cleveland, Ohio


This “school of rock” holds a dizzying array of rock memorabilia for a complete immersion in musical history.


CHICKASAW CULTURAL CENTER


Sulphur, Oklahoma


Exhibits at this campus dedicated to Chickasaw history and culture include fine art and artifacts and a re-created village.


NATIONAL BASEBALL HALL OF FAME AND MUSEUM


Cooperstown, New York


This museum dedicated to the favorite national pastime is a place of homage for baseball fans everywhere.



ART INSTITUTE OF CHICAGO



Chicago, Illinois


This stunning selection of famous and familiar works include such icons of U.S. art as American Gothic and Nighthawks).


FREER AND SACKLER GALLERIES


Washington DC


These connected Smithsonian museums display an impressive array of Asian art.


LOS ANGELES COUNTY MUSEUM OF ART (LACMA)


Los Angeles, California


Arguably the best museum on the West Coast, this complex of buildings houses fine and decorative art and artifacts from around the world.


NATIONAL CIVIL RIGHTS MUSEUM AT THE LORRAINE MOTEL


Memphis, Tennessee


The pursuit of equality for all continues, and this unforgettable museum traces where we’ve been and what we’ve achieved.


HEARD MUSEUM


Phoenix, Arizona


The Heard Museum holds a large collection of artistic, ceremonial, and daily-life artifacts from both ancient history and modern Native American communities.
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THE HEARD MUSEUM, PHOENIX






Best BEACHES



With beaches along the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, as well as the Gulf of Mexico, the Caribbean, and the many interior lakes and rivers, the United States has many spectacular stretches of sand.


KA‘ANAPALI BEACH


Maui, Hawaii


It’s impossible to say which of Hawaii’s beaches is the most beautiful, but this one is definitely a contender.
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KA’ANAPALI BEACH, MAUI





PLAYA LUQUILLO


Puerto Rico


This crescent-shaped beach is a perfect spot to lay out under the palm trees.


ZUMA BEACH


Malibu, California


Zuma Beach is a quintessential Southern California stretch of sand.


BAHIA HONDA STATE PARK


Big Pine Key, Florida


The three gorgeous beaches at this state park are great for lounging, and you can snorkel right off the shore.



GULF SHORES PUBLIC BEACH



Gulf Shores, Alabama


The sugary sands at Gulf Shores make it one of the best beaches along the Gulf Coast.


CITY BEACH


Coeur d’Alene, Idaho


This scenic beach along Coeur d’Alene Lake draws crowds for swimming and relaxing.


ASSATEAGUE ISLAND NATIONAL SEASHORE


Assateague Island, Maryland


With a 37-mile (59-kilometer) beach, this park protects dunes and wetlands that harbor hundreds of bird species and wild ponies.
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WILD PONIES ON ASSATEAGUE ISLAND





COAST GUARD BEACH


Cape Cod, Massachusetts


Cape Cod draws beachgoers from New England and beyond, and Coast Guard Beach is one of the best on the peninsula.


HOLLAND STATE PARK


Holland, Michigan


Weekends bring hundreds of sunbathers to this lovely and accessible beach on the Lake Michigan shore.


LONG BEACH ISLAND


New Jersey


This barrier island hosts some of the Jersey Shore’s best surfing beaches.




WILDLIFE-WATCHING IN THE USA


The United States spans a number of ecosystems, resulting in much biodiversity. Here is a short list of fun, unique, awe-inspiring, or symbolic animals to watch for in your travels across the country.


BISON


Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming is the best place to see the West’s iconic animal.
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BISON IN YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK





SANDHILL CRANES


The Platte River in central Nebraska sees 80 percent of the entire world’s sandhill crane population during their annual seasonal migration.


FIREFLIES


Associated with summer evenings, fireflies can be seen in the warm, humid parts of the country. Around mid- to late May, seeing these beetles becomes even more amazing as they light up synchronously during their mating season. Head to Congaree National Park in South Carolina and Great Smoky Mountains National Park, which spans North Carolina and Tennessee, to catch this phenomenon.


ORCAS


In Alaska, Prince William Sound is the best place to see these distinctive black and white marine mammals. In the Lower 48, Washington’s San Juan Islands are the summer home of about 80 orcas.


AMERICAN ALLIGATORS


These fierce-looking reptiles live in wetland environments, so you’ll almost surely see them in Florida’s Everglades National Park. Other prime gator-spotting opportunities are also in the South, in places such as the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge in Georgia or on a Louisiana swamp tour.
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ALLIGATOR IN A LOUISIANA SWAMP





BALD EAGLES


You can see the country’s national bird in Alaska, where thousands live throughout the state. Nevada’s only nesting bald eagles are in Lahontan State Recreation Area, and several nesting pairs live in Ohio’s Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge.
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AMERICAN BALD EAGLES, ALASKA





GRIZZLY BEARS


Katmai National Park and Preserve in Alaska is the best place to see these charismatic brown bears.


MOOSE


Maine has the highest population of these gangly quadrupeds in the Lower 48 states. Isle Royale National Park in Michigan is also a great place to spot moose.


MANATEES


The Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge in Florida is one of the best places in the country—and the world—to see manatees.
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MANATEE IN CRYSTAL RIVER, FLORIDA





WILD HORSES AND PONIES


Wild horses are a popular attraction at some barrier islands in the southeastern United States, such as the Outer Banks in North Carolina and Cumberland Island in Georgia, while wild ponies can be seen on Assateague Island in Maryland.






Best BRIDGES



GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE


San Francisco, California


This iconic landmark of California—and the United States—is named after its location, not its color, which is a reddish orange.


BROOKLYN BRIDGE


New York City, New York


An engineering marvel at the time it was built, this span affords pedestrians and bicyclists excellent views of the New York skyline.
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BROOKLYN BRIDGE, NEW YORK CITY





EDMUND PETTUS BRIDGE


Selma, Alabama


This historic bridge is symbolic for its role in the Selma to Montgomery march for voting rights, one of the seminal events of the Civil Rights Movement.


MACKINAC BRIDGE


Michigan


This scenic suspension bridge connects Michigan’s two peninsulas.



ARTIST’S COVERED BRIDGE



Newry, Maine


The Sunday River Bridge earned its evocative nickname because it has appeared in so many paintings.


CHAIN OF ROCKS BRIDGE


St. Louis, Missouri


This bridge features an unusual bend that was too difficult for motorists to navigate. Today, it’s used by pedestrians and bicyclists.
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CHAIN OF ROCKS BRIDGE, MISSOURI





MILE HIGH SWINGING BRIDGE


Grandfather Mountain, North Carolina


This footbridge on the highest peak in the Blue Ridge Mountains is a mile above sea level.


NEW RIVER GORGE BRIDGE


New River Gorge National Park, West Virginia


This vehicle bridge above the New River opens once a year for daredevil activities.
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NEW RIVER GORGE BRIDGE, WEST VIRGINIA







SUPERLATIVE SPOTS


Here are a few of the biggest, tallest, and other superlatives within the United States.


▪  BIGGEST CITY: New York, New York


▪  TALLEST MOUNTAIN: Denali, Alaska


▪  BIGGEST LAKE: Lake Superior


▪  TALLEST BUILDING: One World Trade Center, New York


▪  LONGEST RIVER: Missouri River


▪  OLDEST CITY: St. Augustine, Florida
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ST. AUGUSTINE, FLORIDA





▪  LOWEST POINT: Badwater Basin, Death Valley, California




[image: image]


BADWATER BASIN, DEATH VALLEY





▪  LONGEST SINGLE-CABLE TRAM: Sandia Peak Tramway, New Mexico


▪  DEEPEST CANYON: Hells Canyon, Oregon and Idaho


▪  HIGHEST PAVED ROAD: Mount Evans Scenic and Historic Byway, Colorado






Best HISTORIC HOMES



Across the country, there are numerous ways to learn about our past. These homes capture history at an intimate, individual level.


JOHNNY CASH BOYHOOD HOME


Dyess, Arkansas


See the home that the future Man in Black grew up in, set up to reflect the 1940s.


MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. BIRTH HOME


Atlanta, Georgia


Part of the Martin Luther King Jr. National Historic Site, this home is where the civil rights leader came into the world.


THE BREAKERS


Newport, Rhode Island


This most ostentatious of Newport’s Gilded Age mansions was the summer home of Cornelius Vanderbilt and resembles an Italian palazzo.


IVY GREEN


West Tuscumbia, Alabama


Helen Keller’s birth home still has the water pump where the future advocate for blind and deaf rights learned to spell out “water” from her teacher, Anne Sullivan.


BANDELIER NATIONAL MONUMENT


New Mexico


It’s possible to climb inside some of the cavates carved into Frijoles Canyon that served as homes for the Ancestral Puebloans who lived in what is now New Mexico.


HARRIET TUBMAN HOME


Auburn, New York


Tour the home where the famous Underground Railroad conductor lived after the Civil War.


SEQUOYAH’S CABIN MUSEUM


Sallisaw, Oklahoma


This one-room cabin was the home of the creator of the Cherokee system of writing.


LYNDON B. JOHNSON NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK


Hill Country, Texas


This two-site park preserves the 36th president’s childhood home and the ranch that was his Texas White House.


MAGGIE L. WALKER HISTORIC SITE


Richmond, Virginia


This 28-room Victorian mansion was the home of the first Black woman in the United States to found a bank and holds many of her belongings as she left them.




EATING YOUR WAY THROUGH THE USA


Sampling the range and diversity of food in the United States could take a lifetime. Many books are dedicated solely to food in the United States, so this list is hardly comprehensive—it’s just a starting point.


BARBECUE


There are many barbecue styles across the country, and we love them all.


▪  TEXAS: The focus of Texas barbecue is smoking the meat with the right kind of wood for the perfect amount of time, and purists of this form would never consider adding sauce.


▪  KANSAS CITY: This barbecue style features slowly smoked meat slathered in a tomato-based sauce.


▪  MEMPHIS: The barbecue in Memphis is known for being tangy and sweet.


▪  NORTH CAROLINA: Two styles vie for dominance in North Carolina. Eastern-style uses a thin vinegar and pepper sauce, while Lexington-style sports a thicker, sweeter, but still vinegar and pepper-based sauce.


▪  SOUTH CAROLINA: Although all variants of barbecue sauce can be found in the state, South Carolina’s signature contribution is a hot, sweet mustard-based sauce.


BEEF SANDWICHES


The hamburger might be the food most associated with the United States, but across the country, there are varied preparations of beef served between bread.


▪  RUNZA AND BIEROCK: Nebraska and Kansas have different names for this spiced beef, cabbage, and onion sandwich.


▪  ONION BURGER: Oklahoma’s variation on the burger adds thin pieces of grilled onion to the beef, which gives the patty a savory crust.


▪  PHILADELPHIA CHEESESTEAK: Last but not least, Philly’s style of beef sandwich uses slices or chunks of meat, rather than ground, with the signature layer of cheese.


BURRITOS AND TACOS


Several areas are known for Mexican food, whether authentic or with a regional spin.


▪  SAN FRANCISCO: The Mission burrito, essentially an incredibly large version of the tortilla-wrapped oblong dish, is a specialty in this Northern California city.


▪  TUCSON AND NOGALES: The cuisine styles of Northern Mexico, such as machaca, fill the burritos and tacos of southern Arizona.


▪  CHICAGO: The nation’s third-largest city is home to the largest Mexi-can American population outside California and the Southwest, with the taquerias in the Pilsen neighborhood to show for it.


FRY BREAD TACOS


A major element of Native American cuisine, fry bread is a round of deep-fried dough. When it’s topped with ground meat, cheese, lettuce, and other fixings, it becomes the dish with names such as Indian tacos, Navajo tacos, or Hopi tacos. Try them in New Mexico and Arizona.


VIETNAMESE FOOD


Warm, savory pho noodle bowls and other Vietnamese specialties can be found across the United States. Try them in New Orleans, Oklahoma City, and Maui.


PIZZA


Just as there are barbecue rivalries, pizza is also a subject of much debate across the country.


▪  CHICAGO: Also called deep-dish, this style of pizza is thick. The mozzarella is packed on the dough and a topped with a layer of tomato, rather than the other way around.


▪  NEW YORK CITY: The big-as-your-head slice is ubiquitous, but for a sit-down meal, there’s the crispy-thin, coal-oven pies.


▪  NEW HAVEN: New Haven, Connecticut, has its own style, called apizza. A thin, hand-tossed dough is baked in a coal-fired oven and, in the plain version, topped with olive oil, crushed tomatoes, and pecorino cheese.


BEER


Beer can wash down any of the foods above, and craft brews in particular are only gaining in popularity. Here are a few hot spots for the beer enthusiast.


▪  PORTLAND: Known as Beervana, Oregon’s biggest city is the epicenter of the country’s craft brewing revival.


▪  DENVER: The capital of Colorado has 125 breweries and tap rooms, and one of the founders of its first brewpub went on to become governor of the entire state of Colorado.
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CRAFT BEER TASTING IN DENVER, COLORADO





▪  MILWAUKEE: Big time players like Miller and Pabst hail from this Wisconsin city, but craft brews are also part of the scene here.


WINE


Wine regions can be found around the country, and many feature family-owned vineyards producing a few varietals. Here are two famous wine-producing areas to visit.


▪  CALIFORNIA: Ever since that famous blind taste test against French wines, California’s wine country, particularly Napa Valley, has been on the global map, with chardonnay and cabernet sauvignon as two of its famous varietals.
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WINE TASTING IN NAPA, CALIFORNIA





▪  NEW YORK: Called the “Napa Valley of the East,” the Finger Lakes region combines beautiful fall colors with more than 100 wineries.






Best for PHOTOS



The United States is full of photogenic spots. Some are iconic, others are whimsical, and still others are simply breathtaking. Here are 10 places where you’ll want to have your camera ready.


MORMON ROW


Wyoming


These rustic buildings set against the Teton Mountains make for a dramatic photo.
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MORMON ROW





MONUMENT VALLEY


Arizona


The rock formations of Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park are icons of the Southwestern United States.




[image: image]


WYOMING MONUMENT VALLEY





MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. MEMORIAL


Washington DC


This powerful monument is striking at any time, but for a few weeks in the spring, cherry blossoms can pop into the frame.


STATUE OF LIBERTY


New York


This gift from France serves as a symbol of the United States and can be photographed from land or on a boat.


DELICATE ARCH


Utah


This natural stone arch stands in a magnificent setting atop gracefully curving slickrock.


THE ENCHANTED HIGHWAY


North Dakota


A clear blue sky is the perfect background for this series of whimsical sculptures.


CANNON BEACH


Oregon


The sea stacks at Cannon Beach are the most recognizable landmark along Oregon’s Pacific Coast Highway.
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ARIZONA CANNON BEACH





RAINBOW ROW


South Carolina


These nine pastel mansions in Charleston are among the most photographed in the country.


CADILLAC RANCH


Texas


Route 66 is full of photo ops, and this art installation featuring 10 Cadillacs tipped nose-first into the ground makes a memorable image.
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OREGON CADILLAC RANCH, TEXAS





GREAT RIVER ROAD


Wisconsin


The Great River Road follows the Mississippi River from Minnesota to Louisiana, but Wisconsin’s stretch, especially the portion north of La Crosse, is well-known for its scenery.





WEST COAST



ALASKA


WASHINGTON


OREGON


CALIFORNIA




THE WEST COAST State by State


ALASKA


Why Go: The pristine landscapes of the country’s largest state hold glaciers, fjords, grizzly bears, bald eagles, and the tallest mountain in the United States.


WASHINGTON


Why Go: The Evergreen State earns its nickname from its famous rainy weather—the Olympic Peninsula is the rainiest place in the United States—and the resulting lush greenery in the western side of the state.


OREGON


Why Go: Oregon’s diverse landscapes encompass the low-key cool of Portland, the myriad waterfalls of the Columbia River Gorge, dry high deserts, and much more.


CALIFORNIA


Why Go: Southern California captures the imagination with its sunny beaches and nearly year-round beach weather, while heading north leads to dramatic coastal landscapes, massive granite rock formations, and the iconic Golden Gate Bridge.
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West Coast ROAD TRIP



You can travel up the coast from San Diego, California, through Portland, Oregon, to Seattle, Washington, on a three-week journey that spans almost 2,000 miles (3,220 kilometers). This road trip stokes the imagination like few other journeys. The highway is framed by golden sands and turquoise waters, bordered by emerald rain forests, and capped off with kaleidoscopic sunsets and indigo night skies.


SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA


San Diego to Santa Barbara: 3 Days / 215 miles (346 kilometers)


Before starting the drive, spend the morning in San Diego, then head north to the famous Orange County beaches along CA Highway 1, arriving in Los Angeles at the end of the day. Spend a full day in Los Angeles, checking out Griffith Park, LACMA, or both. The next day, leave Los Angeles on Highway 1, passing through Santa Monica and Malibu before merging with U.S. 101 to reach Santa Barbara.
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HOLLYWOOD SIGN, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA





CENTRAL CALIFORNIA


Santa Barbara to San Francisco: 3 Days / 382 miles (608 kilometers)


Wake up in Santa Barbara, and spend the morning strolling along the coastline path and exploring the beachside city. Head up the coast on U.S. 101 to San Luis Obispo for the night. The next day, take Highway 1 out of town and through a series of small coastal towns. North of Cambria, you’ll get your first taste of the famous Big Sur coast. Head to Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park for the classic view of McWay Falls. Spend the night in Big Sur. Finish the jaw-dropping Big Sur coast drive the next morning, spending the afternoon in Carmel and Monterey. From Monterey to San Francisco, Highway 1 takes about 3 hours and U.S. 101 takes about 2 hours.


NORTHERN CALIFORNIA


San Francisco to Crescent City: 4 days / 415 miles (668 kilometers)


Spend a full day in San Francisco, making sure to ride a cable car and eat a Mission burrito. In the morning, drive out of the city on U.S. 101, over the Golden Gate Bridge, then follow signs out to Highway 1 and keep going north. Near Point Arena, head inland for some wine-tasting in the Anderson Valley and spend the night in nearby Mendocino. From there, spend two days wending your way up the northern California coast on U.S. 101, making sure to visit a couple parks in the Redwood National and State Parks complex. Spend your last night in California in the northern town of Crescent City.
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GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA





OREGON


Crescent City to Astoria: 3 days / 465 miles (750 kilometers)


From Crescent City, keep heading north on U.S. 101 into Oregon, enjoying the most scenic stretch of the Oregon coast to Gold Beach. Overnight in Yachats. The next day, make a detour inland at Newport to reach Portland around mid-day. Spend the night and have a lazy morning hanging out in the city. Turn back toward the coast to see Haystack Rock at Cannon Beach, and end up in Astoria for the night.


WASHINGTON


Astoria to Seattle: 4 days / 430 miles (705 kilometers)


Cross the Columbia River into Washington, winding along U.S. 101, until you reach Lake Quinault, where you’ll spend the night. Wind around Olympic National Park and visit the park’s Hoh Rainforest, Lake Crescent, and Hurricane Ridge before calling it a day in Port Angeles. In the morning, head out to Seattle, where you’ll overnight and spend the next day. Be sure to see Pikes Place Market and have a nice meal at one of the city’s chef-driven restaurants.


DRIVING TO ALASKA


6-7 days


To make an epic trip even more epic, you could keep driving north to Alaska, which requires crossing an international border into Canada. Take one day for driving from Seattle to Vancouver, British Columbia (145 miles/233 kilometers), and exploring. Then it’s two days to drive from Vancouver to Dawson Creek, British Columbia (740 miles/1,190 kilometers), your entry point to the Alaska Highway. The section of the Alaska Highway from Dawson Creek to Whitehorse, Yukon (914 miles/1,471 kilometers), takes at least another two days. From Whitehorse, the most direct route to Alaska is to continue on the Alaska Highway (187 miles/460 kilometers, 1 day) to the border, or you can take the Klondike Highway to Dawson City, Yukon (333 miles/536 kilometers, 2 days), which links to Tok, Alaska (185 miles/300 kilometers, 1 day) via the spectacular Top of the World Highway.
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DENALI MOUNTAIN, ALASKA







ALASKA




AREA: 663,268 square miles / 1,717,856 square kilometers (1st)


POPULATION: 731,545 (48th)


STATEHOOD DATE: January 3, 1959 (49th)


STATE CAPITAL: Juneau





Steep-walled fjords, charismatic bears, soaring eagles, breaching whales, and glaciers creeping down the side of a mountain and into the sea are some of Alaska’s grandest sights. But there’s so much to Alaska that it can’t possibly be summed up in just one image—and every part of the state is a little bit different.


In Southeast Alaska the evergreen rainforest dominates the landscape and totem poles stand silent witness to the passage of time. Southcentral Alaska and the Interior are a road-tripper’s dream, clad in boreal forest. Southwest Alaska offers some of the state’s best bear and bird-watching. In Arctic Alaska, people are outnumbered by the caribou that migrate between their winter ranges and summer breeding grounds.


As amazing, exotic, and even otherworldly as Alaska’s pristine landscapes may be, the “peoplescapes” are just as special. Alaskans are known for being warm and friendly despite—or perhaps because of—cold winter temperatures.
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ORIENTATION



Southeast Alaska, also known as the Inside Passage, is the block of islands and strip of land that border the Canadian province of British Columbia. The capital, Juneau, is located here, and this region is the main destination of cruises to Alaska. Southcentral Alaska borders the Yukon and is the home of Anchorage, the Kenai Peninsula, and Prince William Sound. West of the Kenai Peninsula is the Alaska Peninsula, which then breaks apart into the Aleutian Islands that trail out toward Russia. North of Anchorage is Denali National Park and to the north of that is Fairbanks. North of Fairbanks and west of Denali are the vast, remote landscapes of the Arctic.


WHEN TO GO


Summer high season for most of the state is mid-June through early September. Traveling in high season means you’ll have the best weather, the richest landscape, more touring and wildlife-viewing opportunities, and the most services available—along with the highest prices. You can save money—and still have a great time—during the spring and late-summer shoulder seasons (May and September). In Southcentral and Interior Alaska, spring may not start as early as May, but the rainforests in the southeast are always green. An increasing number of tourists are coming in winter to watch the aurora borealis and the Iditarod sled dog race.


HIGHLIGHTS


ALASKA NATIVE HERITAGE CENTER


8800 Heritage Center Dr., Anchorage; 907/330-8000 or 800/315-6608; www.alaskanative.net


Almost every community in Alaska has some sort of cultural center dedicated to showcasing—and nurturing—the unique Alaska Native culture in that region of the state. But if you can only visit one such center, make it the Alaska Native Heritage Center in northeast Anchorage.
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THE ALASKA NATIVE HERITAGE CENTER





This enormous center pools information on each of the five distinct cultural regions throughout the state, with performances of traditional dancing, videos on various aspects of Native culture, and guided tours through life-size re-creations of Alaska Native village sites.


The excellent gift shop includes quite a bit of traditional Alaska Native art, and you can sometimes see artisans demonstrating their crafts or teaching them to the next generation. Every so often there are open-enrollment classes where the public can learn traditional arts, too.




TOP 3


1 SOARING OVER DENALI NATIONAL PARK ON A FLIGHTSEEING PLANE


A visit to Denali National Park is the trip of a lifetime, offering the easiest possible access to a vast swath of trackless wilderness. There’s only one road, running just 92 miles (148 kilometers) into a park that measures almost 9,500 miles (24,604 kilometers) square. Renowned for its stellar opportunities to see bears, moose, caribou, Dall sheep, and wolves in the wild, the park’s pristine scenery is set against the backdrop of the Alaska Range and 20,310-foot (6,190-meter) Denali, the highest mountain in North America.
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FLIGHTSEEING, DENALI NATIONAL PARK





Any trip into Denali National Park will be a phenomenal sightseeing adventure. But if you really want to see the park—and Denali, the mountain—at their best, take a flightseeing trip. Even the most jaded Alaskan will subside into awe when “The Great One” is front and center in the windshield. Many flightseeing operations also include a landing on a nearby glacier, so you can get out and walk on ground that only the world’s most intrepid explorers have ever reached by other means. This is truly a once-in-a-lifetime splurge that everybody should experience.


Only a few carriers are authorized to make glacier landings in Denali National Park, most of which depart from Talkeetna. The only provider that can depart straight from the park entrance is Fly Denali (907/683-2359 or 877/770-2359; www.flydenali.com). Temsco Helicopters (907/683-0683; https://temscoair.com) offers helicopter tours, which allow for lower and slower views than a plane, including glacier landings near the park, tundra landings just outside the park, and helicopter-supported hiking.


2 MARVELING AT ALASKA’S MASSIVE GLACIERS


It’s unknown exactly how many glaciers there are in Alaska, but 616 are officially named, and some estimate there are as many as 100,000 in total. Think of the glacier as a giant scouring pad that’s carving its way through the land in super-slow motion. A trip to Alaska is a chance to visit these natural wonders while you still can.


▪  Mendenhall: For some of the most spectacular photo ops of your life, get yourself to the Mendenhall Glacier Visitor Center (6000 Glacier Spur Rd., Juneau; 907/789-0097; www.fs.usda.gov). Head straight for the short, less than 0.1-mile (0.16-kilometer) walk down to Photo Point, where you can get completely unobstructed views of the glacier’s face. The Mendenhall Glacier ice caves, which are featured in many images, are inherently unstable and dangerous to explore. The safest option is to admire them from a distance; if you must explore inside the caves, hire a guide service like Above & Beyond Alaska (907/364-2333; https://beyondak.com).
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MENDENHALL GLACIER





▪  LeConte: LeConte Glacier is one of the most active and studied glaciers in Alaska. Both Whale Song Cruises (207 N. Nordic Dr., Petersburg; 907/772-9393; www.whalesongcruises.com) and Tongass Kayak Adventures (907/772-4600; www.tongasskayak.com) offer tours to see the glacier.


▪  Columbia: The tidewater Columbia Glacier is one of the fastest-moving glaciers in the world. It drops about 13 tons (11 metric tons) of ice into the water every day, and tour companies, like Lu-Lu Belle (Kobuk and Chitina; 800/411-0090; https://lulubelletours.com), mostly based in Valdez, navigate the surrounding icebergs to get you as close as (safely) possible to the face.


3 GETTING A GLIMPSE OF ALASKA’S CHARISMATIC BEARS


If there’s one animal that people associate with Alaska, it has to be the bear. Alaska has three types of bears: black bears, brown bears/grizzly bears (actually the same species), and polar bears. Seeing one is a guaranteed adrenaline rush. You’ll find bears all over Alaska, but the ideal place for a bear-viewing trip is a coastal location where food is plentiful and the human presence is carefully managed.


The most iconic destination for bear viewing is Katmai National Park and Preserve (www.nps.gov/katm) in Southwest Alaska. But this is far from the only place you can go to see brown bears playing, tending their young, and feeding on fish. A multiday trip to the remote Kodiak Brown Bear Center (877/335-2327; https://kodiakbearcenter.com) lets you observe the largest brown bears in the world in a small group setting.
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BEARS, KATMAI NATIONAL PARK





Bear viewing is also a popular activity in Southeast Alaska. Admiralty Island, near Juneau, has one of the world’s highest concentrations of brown bears; in fact, the bears outnumber the humans. If you’d rather see bears in a somewhat more controlled setting, Fortress of the Bear (4639 Sawmill Creek Rd., Sitka; 907/747-3550 or 907/747-3032; www.fortressofthebear.org) is an educational center that rescues orphaned bears.


If you want to see polar bears, very best chance of spotting is on a trip to the tiny village of Kaktovik in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.







Best ROAD TRIP


Because Alaska is so big and the logistics of transport are challenging, it can take three weeks to hit the highlights. To plan a shorter trip, choose one region. Southcentral Alaska and the area around Anchorage form the heart of Alaska’s rudimentary road system, which means it’s much easier to get around on your own schedule; that said, the distances between towns often come as a huge surprise to visitors—for example, it takes most people 8 hours to drive from Anchorage to Fairbanks. Interior Alaska is a mix of easy road access (primarily around Fairbanks) and remote communities, which can be reached only by air.


DAY 1 Visit the Alaska Native Heritage Center just outside Anchorage; you can easily spend most of the day at this precious testament to Alaska Native culture. Look for a hike in nearby Chugach State Park, then enjoy dinner in one of Anchorage’s excellent restaurants before you turn in for the night.


DAY 2 Get up early to make the scenic 5- to 6-hour drive to Homer for an overnighter. Once you arrive, explore the town’s art galleries, gift shops, and restaurants.


DAY 3 Hop on a half-day fishing trip—after all, Homer is considered the halibut capital of the world. Afterward, make the 4.5-hour drive to Seward to spend the night.


DAY 4 From Seward, take a half-day sightseeing cruise through Kenai Fjords National Park. Drive back to Anchorage (2.5 hours) via the scenic Seward Highway.


DAY 5 There’s no rush today, as long as you make the 2.5-hour drive north from Anchorage to quirky little Talkeetna in time to spend the afternoon exploring the shops along Main Street.


DAY 6 Drive another 2.5 hours north to Denali National Park and Preserve and spend the day exploring the park’s three visitors centers and hiking or flightseeing. Turn in early at your hotel or campground near the park entrance after a long day.


DAY 7 Make the 2.5-hour drive north to Fairbanks. Start with a relaxing day trip to Chena Hot Springs, before returning back to this charming town to experience its art, music, and food scene.


DAY 8 Today, make the beautiful 6.5-hour drive southeast to Valdez along the Richardson Highway. If you want to check another national park off the list, stop by the Copper Center Visitor Center (Mile 106.8 Richardson Highway, Copper Center) of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve (www.nps.gov/wrst), the largest U.S. national park.


DAY 9 From Valdez, take a tour to the awesome nearby Columbia Glacier or an unparalleled whale-watching trip in Prince William Sound.


DAY 10 You’ll find yourself heading iIt’s about a six-hour drive back to Anchorage or Fairbanks to catch your flight back home.






KLONDIKE GOLD RUSH NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK



A large amount of Alaska’s past and present has been shaped by the lust for a particular mineral—gold. It was the Klondike gold strike of 1896—in Canada, not Alaska—that really ignited gold fever. An estimated 80,000 people participated in the rush to the Klondike, using several routes through Alaska to get there. Many of the people who came rushing for gold were turned around by conditions and weather, and if they missed the last steamboat to the continental United States, they’d have to wait out the winter. Towns began to spring up to provide services to the miners.


Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park is Alaska’s most-visited national parkland, drawing about a million visitors every year. For all intents and purposes, Skagway is the park—or at least the eight blocks of boardwalked downtown are. The National Park Service’s Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park Visitor Center & Museum (2nd Ave. and Broadway, Skagway; www.nps.gov/klgo) offers more detailed information on area trails and historic sights, along with activities including walking tours of Skagway’s historic district and nearby Dyea, a ghost town that once served gold-hungry miners.


Other parts of Alaska were also developed as a result of gold strikes. By 1899, news of a gold strike on the Seward Peninsula sent thousands of people flocking to the area in a single week. Thus Nome was born. Fairbanks came to be thanks to a strike by an Italian immigrant in 1902. Gold fever also spurred the spread of transportation networks, including the Alaska Railroad. Anchorage started as a railroad construction camp. World War II put a stop to the mining-motivated exploration of Alaska.


SMALL TOWNS


Every Alaska town is surrounded by spectacular natural beauty. But it’s their determinedly individual nature, combined with a “play hard, work hard” attitude that kicks into overdrive during long summer days, that really makes them special.




Major CITIES


ANCHORAGE: Almost half of Alaska’s 731,000 people live in Anchorage, which offers delightful sightseeing and great insight into some of Alaska’s most charming quirks.


JUNEAU: With a population of about 33,000, Juneau is Alaska’s second-largest city and the capital. Soaring mountains, massive ice fields, and a distinct absence of local interest in being connected to a highway system mean you can only reach Alaska’s capital by sea or air.


FAIRBANKS: The state’s third-largest city with a population of about 32,000, Fairbanks has become quite a hip place in the past few years. Today, Fairbanks is full of art, music, and creativity.





▪  Petersburg was founded by Norwegian fishermen. It remains a hardworking fishing community to this day, and visitors love that authenticity and the lack of the glitzy shops that often accompany cruise ports.


▪  Ketchikan houses the state’s highest concentration of totem poles and an impressive stretch of local shops and artists overlooking picturesque Creek Street, where the historical houses stand on stilts over the water.
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KETCHIKAN





▪  Sitka is a beautiful port city with locally owned shops, great fishing and whale-watching, and a phenomenal historical park where you can walk the trails among totem poles or visit with Alaska Native artisans as they demonstrate their art.


▪  Homer packs some of the state’s best artists, food, and fishing all into one place.


▪  Talkeetna remains the idealized standard of quirky Alaska towns. Visitors often come here just to wander Main Street, but don’t miss out on a chance to ride the fabled Hurricane Turn Train.


▪  Nome is worth a visit to see the Iditarod finish in March. By summer, this is a lovely community for birding and road trips.


WHALE-WATCHING


Don’t miss the orcas and humpback whales in Southeast Alaska. It’s impossible to mistake the sight of an orca’s tall, black-and-white dorsal fin cutting through the water, or humpback whales’ eye-catching behavior, from breaching to sky hopping, lobtailing, tail-slapping, and flipper-slapping.


Orcas live throughout Alaska’s waters, with Prince William Sound providing some of the best viewing. Perhaps the very best place in all of Alaska to watch humpback whales is in Frederick Sound, just north of Petersburg. When you take a July whale-watching tour in Frederick Sound, your boat may be surrounded by more than a dozen humpbacks feeding, diving, and even breaching. Sometimes you’ll see orcas, porpoises, and other marine mammals, too.


Both Whale Song Cruises (207 N. Nordic Dr., Petersburg; 907/772-9393; www.whalesongcruises.com) and Tongass Kayak Adventures (907/772-4600; www.tongasskayak.com) offer whale-watching tours.




ALASKA NATIVES


In Alaska, the Indigenous tribes are known collectively as Alaska Natives. The capitalization is important: “Native” or “Alaska Native” designates a person with blood that is Indigenous to Alaska; “native” without the capital “N” simply means the person was born here.


Some of the tribes in Southeast Alaska describe themselves as Indians, and some of the northern and northwest Alaska Native tribes choose to describe themselves as Eskimos, reclaiming what has been used as a derogatory term and turning it into a point of pride. So how do you know if it’s okay to call someone an Eskimo or an Indian? Listen to how they refer to themselves, or just ask. As long as you approach the conversation with good intentions and open curiosity without making assumptions, people will usually appreciate your inquiry and respond in kind. When in doubt, the umbrella term “Alaska Native” is entirely appropriate and correct.


There are five main Alaska Native cultural regions:


▪  Iñupiaq and St. Lawrence Island Yupik occupy Arctic and northwestern Alaska. Many of them still live a hunting and gathering lifestyle that’s heavily dependent on animals like the whale, walrus, seal, caribou, and fish, although they’re more likely to use snowmobiles instead of dogsleds and rifles instead of harpoons.


▪  Yup’ik or Cup’ik (depending on which dialect of the language they speak) were a migratory people, traveling in small groups of extended family to follow the animals and plants that made up their food sources. Many Yup’ik and Cup’ik people still live subsistence lifestyles today; the modern villages used to be seasonal settlements they used in their travels.


▪  Unungan and Sugpiaq, perhaps better known by their Western names Aleut and Alutiiq, were sophisticated seafarers, using enclosed, split-bow kayaks and larger, open, skin-covered boats for hunting and transport. Unungan and Sugpiaq communities stretched all the way down through the Aleutian Islands, Kodiak, and a little bit of the Southcentral Alaska shoreline around Prince William Sound.


▪  Athabascan people traditionally lived in Interior Alaska along major rivers, moving nomadically to follow the seasons and their food sources. Materials such as birch bark, moose hide, and cottonwood were used to make canoes for traveling on water; sleds and snowshoes were used to travel on snow, and dogs were used as pack animals.


▪  Eyak, Haida, Tsimshian, and Tlingit cultures have a strong, shared heritage. Each of these cultures has a complex social system: creating a societal structure that cleverly kept people from accidentally marrying one of their own relatives. The artwork of all four cultures includes the distinctive totem poles and clan houses that most people associate with Southeast Alaska.
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TOTEM POLES AND CLAN HOUSES










THE WONDERS OF ALASKAN WILDLIFE


Alaska offers many opportunities to view wildlife, unparalleled almost anywhere else in the world. Bears and whales may be the most iconic, but moose, walrus, caribou, and bald eagles are also among the most sought-after sightings. Even beyond these, the list of wildlife that you might see on your trip is lengthy: Dall sheep, mountain goats, musk oxen, wood bison, wolves, foxes, sea lions, seals, sea otters, and salmon.


MOOSE


Moose, the largest members of the deer family, range throughout all of Alaska. The Alaska-Yukon subspecies is the biggest of them all, with females typically weighing up to half a ton while males may weigh up to 1,600 pounds. The most common places to see them are where their favorite willow, aspen, and birch browse occur. There’s no single best place for seeing moose, although they do seem to cluster particularly around Anchorage.


WALRUSES


Walruses are one of the species being heavily affected by climate change. They depend on sea ice as a resting place or haul-out while foraging, and the ice is thinning and drifting away from the relatively shallow areas where they can feed. If you want to see this fragile species in the wild, you can visit as many as 14,000 walruses at a time in one place—Walrus Islands State Game Sanctuary, seven rugged, remote islands in northern Bristol Bay.


CARIBOU


Every year, caribou migrate en masse from their winter ranges to summer calving grounds. Each band of caribou has set migration routes that they’ve traveled for hundreds of years, and Alaska Native lifeways were often built around that migration. Caribou live throughout the state, except for Southeast Alaska and most of the Aleutian Islands. Denali National Park offers some of the best potential for viewing caribou.


EAGLES


You’ll find both bald and golden eagles in Alaska, although bald eagles are by far more common, with an estimated 30,000 throughout the state. From October through February, thousands of eagles congregate to feed in the open water of the Chilkat Bald Eagle Preserve. You can live in Alaska for decades and never see a golden eagle—so if you do see one, you’re very lucky! Your best odds are at the Gunsight Mountain Hawkwatch (https://hawkwatch.org), which takes place in early to mid-March.





FISHING


You’ll find spectacular fishing throughout the state. Salmon season is in July and August, while halibut fishing is good during May and June. Some of the best places to fish or book a fishing trip include:


▪  Homer is quite rightly called the halibut fishing capital of the world.


▪  Valdez makes a great place to fill your freezer with halibut, lingcod, and salmon.


▪  Petersburg, a town founded on fishing, is known for saltwater salmon and halibut fishing trips.


▪  Kenai River offers the most iconic freshwater fishing in Alaska.


BEST SCENIC DRIVES


The best way to see some of Alaska’s most beautiful scenery is on a road trip.


SEWARD HIGHWAY


Route 1 and Route 9


This 127-mile (204-kilometer) National Scenic Byway from Anchorage to Seward offers sweeping views of beautiful mountains and seaside scenery, Alaska-style; depending on the season, it can be full-on summer at highway level while snow- and glacier-clad peaks loom in the near distance.


Perhaps one of the most amazing things about this drive—after the phenomenal views, of course—is that for almost its entire length, you’re driving through the protected public lands of first Chugach State Park, then Chugach National Forest and Kenai National Wildlife Refuge. That makes for a profusion of beautiful scenery, surprising wildlife-viewing opportunities (keep an eye out for Dall sheep and mountain goats on the cliffs), too many lovely wooded campgrounds to list, and lots of great hiking trails too. For a detailed breakdown of mile-by-mile attractions on this and other Alaska highways, the best reference is The Milepost (themilepost.com).


This narrow, two-lane highway is as dangerous as it is beautiful, with lumbering RVs and many blind corners. When you just can’t help but slow down to admire the views, pull off to one of the many rest stops and look your fill from there. And if you have more than five cars stacked up behind you, pull over to let them pass.


VALDEZ FROM FAIRBANKS OR ANCHORAGE


It takes six-plus-hours to drive to Valdez from either Fairbanks, via the Richardson Highway, or from Anchorage, via the Glenn Highway and the Richardson Highway. While the first couple hundred miles (320 kilometers) are pretty, it’s the last 26-mile (41-kilometer) drive through Thompson Pass and Keystone Canyon—which helps earn Valdez its nickname as “land of the waterfalls”—that will really take your breath away.


TOP OF THE WORLD HIGHWAY


Open seasonally, the Top of the World Highway runs 185 miles (297 kilometers, about a 6-hour drive) north from Tok (rhymes with “poke”) and east into Canada’s Dawson City. Tok sits in an incredibly scenic spot between the Alaska Range and the Tanana River and its isolated location makes it a great place for viewing the northern lights. The first 77 miles (123 kilometers) to the community of Chicken is along the Taylor Highway, a designated National Scenic Byway through the “Fortymile” region that so inspired Jack London.


BEST PARKS AND RECREATION AREAS


GLACIER BAY NATIONAL PARK


1 Park Rd., Gustavus; www.nps.gov/glba


Encompassing an enormous 3.3 million acres (1.3 million hectares) of land and water, Glacier Bay National Park is larger than the state of Alabama. Its craggy, snowcapped mountains, towering spruce and cedar trees, and rich waters are hardly unique in Alaska, but this park is remarkable for the particularly pristine waters and lands. Glacier Bay is one of the largest protected biosphere preserves in the world. This is one of the best places in the state to sea kayak. Cruise ships do visit the bay, but they never dock, and access during peak months is controlled by a free permit system, resulting in unparalleled solitude.


This place is also a rich, integral part of the Tlingit Alaska Native tradition, and park officials work closely with the tribes. One of their most notable successes was the August 2016 opening of the Xunaa Shuká Hít clan house, the first permanent clan house in Glacier Bay since Tlingit villages were destroyed by a rapid glacier advance more than 250 years ago.


SITKA NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK


Visitors center at 103 Monastery St., Sitka; 907/747-0110; www.nps.gov/sitk


Come to Sitka National Historical Park to see the past, present, and future of the area’s Alaska Natives. Traditionally, totem poles were allowed to fall and decay in the natural course of events, but with the increasing understanding that historic poles must be preserved as part of a cultural legacy, a number of Tlingit and Haida totem poles were brought here to be preserved.


You can walk miles of Totem Trails around the park buildings to see historic totem poles set against the area’s rich greenery, or even walk to the remains of a wooden fort (the Kiks.ádi fort site) where the Tlingit people of this area staged their last open resistance against the Russians in the 1804 Battle of Sitka. Visit the Southeast Alaska Indian Cultural Center (accessed through the park visitors center) to watch Alaska Native master craftspeople demonstrate their art in its full cultural context.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


THE NORTHERN LIGHTS


The enchanting phenomenon known as the northern lights, or aurora borealis, is caused by charged particles from the sun striking Earth’s atmosphere. The lights occupy an important place in the legends and mythology of every culture that evolved under their gaze. They’ve been viewed as healing spirits, the dancing spirits of our ancestors, animal spirits dancing in the sky, or human spirits playing ball.


Whatever their spiritual implications, the northern lights are beautiful. Unfortunately, the lights are unpredictable and only visible when skies are dark and clear (Oct.- Apr. are the best months), so there’s no guarantee you’ll see them while you’re here—but if you take three or four days and use the following tips, you’ll have great odds.




A PLETHORA OF NATIONAL PARKS


Alaska is home to eight national parks; that doesn’t even include national forests, national historic sites, and national wildlife refuge. Besides Glacier Bay National Park and Denali National Park, there’s also:


▪  Gates of the Arctic National Park (www.nps.gov/gaar) is a vast, untouched wilderness that spans about 8.4 million acres (3.3 million hectares).


▪  Katmai National Park and Preserve (www.nps.gov/katm), known for bear-viewing, also offers phenomenal sea kayaking, world-class fishing, and the stunning Valley of 10,000 Smokes.


▪  Kenai Fjords National Park (www.nps.gov/kefj) was named for its deep, steep-walled, narrow inlets gouged by ancient glaciers.


▪  Kobuk Valley National Park (www.nps.gov/kova) is most notable for its 25 square miles (64 square kilometers) of massive sand dunes, which can reach as high as 100 feet (30 meters).


▪  Lake Clark National Park and Preserve (www.nps.gov/lacl) is most famous for three things: brown bear viewing, fly-fishing, and the cabin of naturalist Richard Proenneke.


▪  Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve (www.nps.gov/wrst) covers 13.2 million acres (5.3 million hectares) of pristine wilderness, a magnet for mountaineers, birders, wildlife watchers, and serious backcountry hikers.





▪  Plan your visit in Nome, Fairbanks, or a community farther north (like Utqiaġvik); all three are at a high enough latitude to see the lights overhead. You might still see the lights in more southerly parts of Alaska, but they’re more likely to shine low on the horizon and may even be blocked by mountains.


▪  Get as far away as you can from the city lights and any other light pollution. The darker the sky, the clearer your view of the lights will be. That’s one reason why Chena Hot Springs (Mile 56.6 Chena Hot Springs Rd., Fairbanks; 907/451-8104; https://chenahotsprings.com) near Fairbanks is such a good place for viewing the northern lights. It’s 60 miles (96 kilometers) out of town and offers heated viewing areas where you can watch for the lights all night long.


▪  Ask for a wake-up call. Most hotels under the “aurora oval” (the latitude at which the aurora shines overhead) will happily let you know if the aurora comes out. You can also check the University of Alaska Fairbanks Geophysical Institute’s aurora forecast (www.gi.alaska.edu/auroraforecast).


IDITAROD


https://iditarod.com; Mar.


The 1,000-mile (1,609-kilometer) Iditarod sled dog race from Willow to Nome—arguably Alaska’s most famous winter event—draws competitors from across the nation and the world. This race actually starts twice. The real race starts in Willow on Sunday of the first full weekend in March. The day before, however, there’s a carnival-like ceremonial start in Anchorage. Teams start downtown and run 11 miles (17 kilometers) through town on a mix of city streets, multiuse trails, and dedicated mushing trails. Each team carries an “Iditarider”—a passenger in the sled—and the mushers often dress in costumes, fly flags that announce their country of origin, and throw dog booties or candy to children along the route. Bring a folding camp chair and get there early to stake out the best viewing spots.
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IDITAROD





It’s impossible to predict exactly when the front-runners will finish, but for the last couple of decades, the winner has reached Nome in eight or nine days. The current record for fastest finish is 8 days, 3 hours, 40 minutes, and 13 seconds, set by Mitch Seavey in 2017.


BEST FOOD


SEAFOOD


If there’s a single defining cuisine in Alaska, it’s seafood. The sort of fresh, wild-caught seafood that people pay high prices for in the Lower 48 is downright commonplace here, and you’d be hard-pressed to find a restaurant that can’t serve at least one excellent seafood dish during the summer. Popular items include crab (king, snow, and Dungeness) and salmon.


▪  Tracy’s King Crab Shack (300 S. Franklin St., Juneau; 907/723-1811; http://kingcrabshack.com) offers king crab by the leg and an award-winning crab bisque.




BEST SOUVENIRS


One of the best souvenirs you can back with you from Alaska is a piece of authentic Alaska Native artwork. The trick is making sure you’re not bringing home something mass produced, or an imitation. Look for the Silver Hand sticker or tag, which signifies that the artist is in fact Alaska native, or the Made in Alaska sticker, which means that the product was made or assembled in the state. A few great places to buy beautiful, traditional Alaska Native artwork are the Alaska Native Heritage Center and the Southeast Alaska Indian Cultural Center.





▪  Alaska Salmon Bake in Pioneer Park (2300 Airport Way, Fairbanks; 907/452-7274 or 800/354-7274; www.akvisit.com) is an all-you-can-eat seafood feast with king salmon, beer-battered cod, and an optional add-on of Alaskan snow crab.


▪  Louie’s Restaurant (Uptown Motel, 47 Spur View Dr., Soldotna; 907/283-3660; www.louiessteakandseafood.com), located in a town 75 miles (120 kilometers) north of Homer, cooks up great freshly caught seafood. If you’ve never had a salmon steak before (a thick slab of meat cut crosswise through the body of the salmon, instead of filleted along its length), this is the place to try it.


THAI FOOD IN FAIRBANKS


Nobody knows exactly why, but the Interior town of Fairbanks, with around 32,000 people has about 20 Thai restaurants, all of them successful, and doesn’t seem to have hit the saturation point yet. The three most popular are Pad Thai (3400 College Rd.; 907/479-1251; www.padthai907.com), Thai House (412 5th Ave.; 907/452-6123; thaihousefairbanks.com); and Lemongrass (388 Old Chena Pump Rd.; 907/456-2200; www.lemongrassalaska.com).


MAJOR AIRPORTS


▪  Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport: ANC; 5000 W International Airport Rd.; http://dot.state.ak.us/anc


▪  Fairbanks International Airport: FAI; 6450 Airport Way; www.dot.state.ak.us/faiiap


▪  Juneau International Airport: JNU; 1873 Shell Simmons Dr.; https://beta.juneau.org/airport


MORE INFORMATION


TRAVEL AND TOURISM INFORMATION


▪  Alaska Travel Advice: www.alaska.org


▪  The Milepost: https://themilepost.com


▪  Alaska State Parks: http://dnr.alaska.gov/parks


NEWSPAPERS


▪  Anchorage Daily News: https://adn.com [URL inactive]




WASHINGTON




AREA: 71,362 square miles / 184,827 square kilometers (18th)


POPULATION: 7,615,000 (13th)


STATEHOOD DATE: November 11, 1889 (42nd)


STATE CAPITAL: Olympia





From towering Mount Rainier to the rain-soaked Olympic Peninsula, from cool alpine lakes to the to the shores of the Pacific Ocean, mountains and water make up the essence of Washington State, which is located on lands shared among 36 Native American tribes. The state has other worthy allures—charming towns, exceptional food and wine, world-class cultural institutions, and Seattle, its forward-thinking capital city—but you haven’t made the most of your visit until you’ve been up on a mountainside (whether you get there by car or bike, or on foot) and out on the water (by ferry, kayak, or whale-watching cruise).


Of course, in the western part of the state the water is bound to find you whether you like it or not. There are two ways to contend with the notorious rainfall. You can either embrace it like a local—bring your waterproof shoes and hat and go about your business—or come in the summer, when the clouds disappear, the temperatures remain mild, and the place feels a lot like Eden.
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ORIENTATION



Washington’s major metropolis of Seattle is tucked between the Olympic Peninsula to the west and the Cascade mountain range to the east. The U.S.-Canada border is about three hours north of Seattle. Mount Rainier and Mount St. Helens lie to the south of Seattle, and the much of the southern border of the state is marked by the Columbia River. East of the Cascades, the landscape changes to mostly desert, with Spokane sitting near the border with Idaho. East of the Columbia River in southern Washington are Walla Walla and the wine-producing Yakima Valley.


WHEN TO GO


Summer (mid-June-Sept.) is prime time for Washington. The days are long and clear, with temperatures in the most popular destinations rarely climbing above the mid-80s. Summer is also the time when all of nature seems to be open for business. Mountain passes and high-altitude hiking trails are clear of their last spring snow. The sunny, mild days are great for kayaking. Up in the San Juans the orca pods are out in full force.


The mild weather of spring and fall is well suited for visiting the Columbia River Gorge area on the Oregon border and the warmer regions that make up wine country, from the Yakima Valley to Walla Walla. They won’t be mistaken for the Rockies, but come winter, the Cascades have numerous downhill ski runs, and the state’s cross-country skiing is world-class.


HIGHLIGHTS


SPACE NEEDLE


400 Broad St., Seattle; 206/905-2100; www.spaceneedle.com


The 605-foot-tall (184-meter-tall) tower that was built for the 1962 World’s Fair has become Seattle’s definitive landmark. It’s a piece of space-age kitsch that has grown respectable over time, symbolizing the guileless, innovation-minded ambition at the heart of some of Seattle’s greatest successes, from software to grunge rock.


Experiencing the Space Needle means taking the 41-second elevator ride up to the 520-foot-high (158-meter) observation deck. As you walk around the outdoor deck you can see the towers of downtown; the docks of Elliott Bay and ships traversing Puget Sound; Lake Union, with glimpses of little Green Lake and big Lake Washington beyond it; and, along the horizon, the Olympic and Cascade mountain ranges, dominated by majestic Mount Rainier. The deck is open until midnight, and the nighttime view has the romantic allure of a landscape covered in twinkling lights. For the best of both worlds, come at sunset.


MUSEUM OF FLIGHT


9404 E. Marginal Way S, Seattle; 206/764-5720; www.museumofflight.org


The Boeing Company was founded in Seattle in the 1910s by William Boeing, a timber merchant who applied techniques for building wooden boats to the construction of airplanes. Boeing grew into a world leader in the development and manufacture of commercial and military aircraft, and though the corporate offices are now in Chicago, the company’s production facilities continue to be the largest private employer in Washington State.


The Museum of Flight is closely linked to Seattle’s Boeing legacy but goes beyond it to present a broad overview of aviation history. The most eye-catching of the six exhibition spaces is the glass-walled, light-filled Great Gallery, which has 39 historic planes—restored to mint condition—on display, constituting a walk through the evolution of flight in the 20th century.


SAN JUAN ISLANDS


A cluster of some 400 islands northwest of Seattle, the San Juan Islands are an enormously popular summer destination where city dwellers go to experience a laid-back, old-school version of the good life. San Juan, Orcas, and Lopez see the vast majority of the tourist activity. There isn’t a chain restaurant or hotel to be found on the San Juans. Nor is there a single traffic light. Many lodgings consider it a point of pride not to have TVs or telephones in their guest rooms. Ferries (206/464-6400; www.wsdot.wa.gov/Ferries) to the San Juans depart from Anacortes; ferry and accommodations reservations are essential in the summer.


Whale-watching is one of the most popular and distinctive activities in the San Juans. Three resident orca pods, comprising about 80 whales, make the area waters their summer home. The staff at the Whale Museum (62 1st St., San Juan Island; 360/378-4710, ext. 30; www.whalemuseum.org) recommends that visitors watch from shore, which has the double advantage of costing nothing and not disturbing the animals. The best viewing points are Lime Kiln Point State Park and the American Camp in San Juan Island National Historical Park, both which have broad vistas overlooking the Haro Strait where the whales often feed. If you choose to take a tour, the museum strongly encourages using an operator that’s a member of the Pacific Whale Watch Association (www.pacificwhalewatchassociation.com) and adheres to federal regulations, which dictate that boats remain at least 200 yards (182 meters) from the whales and stay out of their line of travel.


SNOQUALMIE FALLS


6501 Railroad Ave., Snoqualmie


A mile (1.6 kilometers) north of downtown Snoqualmie, east of Seattle, massive Snoqualmie Falls plunges 270 feet (82 meters)—a hundred feet (30 meters) farther than Niagara. It’s Washington’s most famous waterfall, attracting some 1.5 million visitors annually, and identifiable from the opening credits of TV show Twin Peaks. A paved, wheelchair-accessible path leads less than 100 yards (91 meters) from the parking lot to the upper viewing platform. A wide, sometimes steep 0.7-mile (1.1-kilometer) trail leads down to another viewing area at the base of the falls. Once you’re down there it’s impossible to miss the massive workings of a power plant, built along the river in 1910. Back up at the parking lot, there’s a gift shop and espresso stand, and you’re right next door to the Salish Lodge, known as the Great Northern Hotel to Twin Peaks fans, where you can have an indulgent meal or spend the night.
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SNOQUALMIE FALLS





MOUNT ST. HELENS


Visitors come to Mount Rainier to revel in nature’s tremendous beauty. They come to Mount St. Helens to marvel at nature’s tremendous destructive power.




TOP 3


1 GAPING AT MOUNT RAINIER’S TOWERING VOLCANIC PEAK


360/569-6575; www.nps.gov/mora


Mount Rainier is the most impressive geographical landmark in the Pacific Northwest. With an elevation of 14,410 feet (4,392 meters), it’s the tallest peak in the row of volcanic mountains stretching from California to Canada that make up the Cascade Range. It has the fifth-highest elevation of any mountain in America’s Lower 48 states, and it’s by far the most topographically prominent. That means, in layman’s terms, that it has the greatest rise in elevation from its base—over 3,000 feet (914 meters) higher than the second peak on the list, California’s Mount Whitney. It’s also the most heavily glaciated, with 25 glaciers covering 35 square miles (90 square kilometers), giving it a stately white cap.
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SUMMER WILDFLOWERS AT MOUNT RAINIER NATIONAL PARK





The sheer size of Mount Rainier can take your breath away. On land, the white peak is visible all the way from Oregon and Canada. Throughout much of Washington it dominates the horizon. Seattleites even celebrate clear, sunny weather by saying, “The mountain is out today.”


Mount Rainier National Park exhibits abundant and varied natural beauty—old-growth forests, waterfalls, alpine lakes, fields of brilliant wildflowers—but one of the main reasons to visit is to ramp up that level of awe the peak inspires. When you’re at the Paradise and Sunrise areas—the two highest points in the park reachable by car—the towering summit feels just beyond your grasp, despite the fact that it’s still 8,000-9,000 feet (2,430-2,740 meters) above you. Both areas have visitor centers from which ranger-led nature walks depart daily in summer. Note the Sunrise area is open only in summer.


2 PERUSING PIKE PLACE MARKET


Pike Pl. between Pike St. and Virginia St., Seattle; 206/682-7453; www.pikeplacemarket.org


Pike Place Market is Seattle’s most charming and enduring landmark. Over the course of a century, what started as a produce market has evolved into a warren of shops and stands supplying the city with not just vegetables but also fresh fish, meat, and flowers, as well as specialty foods, snacks, and souvenirs. Though it can feel like a movie set, it’s still the real deal. The produce, fish, meat, and flowers available are of high quality, the prepared foods are delicious and diverse, and quirky, one-of-a-kind shops are tucked away in the more remote corners.
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PIKE PLACE MARKET





The market is bigger than it appears at first glance. It consists of 22 buildings covering about 10 acres (4 hectares). All told there are some 250 stores, 100 fruit and vegetable stands, 200 craft vendors, and 30 restaurants. (Though fish is central to the market’s identity, there are only four fresh-seafood retailers.) The epicenter is beneath the big neon Public Market sign and clock in the Main Arcade, at the point where Pike Street meets Pike Place. Under the sign you’ll find Rachel the Pig, the market’s bronze mascot, and about 100 feet (30 meters) up Pike Street near the corner of 1st Avenue is the market information booth, where you can get a map and a list of merchants. Some areas of the market, including the Main Arcade and North Arcade, are busier than others. Likely there’s a line out the door at the original Starbucks. To find more elbow room, take the ramp to the floors below, known as the Down Under, where quirky retail shops sell, among other things, art, antiques, comic books, and model cars.


3 HIKING THROUGH PRIMORDIAL RAIN FOREST IN OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK


www.nps.gov/olym


The Olympic Peninsula feels like God’s terrarium: perpetually damp and mind-blowingly fertile, with trees as tall as skyscrapers. The region is so lush, it feels like if you took a nap by the side of the trail, you’d wake up covered in moss.


The Hoh Rain Forest is the most popular place to explore the peninsula’s lush environment, but Quinault Rain Forest, located around Lake Quinault in the western section of the peninsula’s Olympic National Park, is just as impressive. Easy trails include the 0.8-mile (1.28-kilometer) Hall of Mosses Trail starting from the Hoh Rain Forest Visitor Center and the 0.5-mile (0.8-kilometer) Rain Forest Nature Trail on the south side of Lake Quinault.
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PATH THROUGH QUINAULT RAIN FOREST










Best ROAD TRIP


DAY 1 Head to the impressive Museum of Flight to the south of the central Seattle on your way into town from Sea-Tac airport, then enjoy a meal in the city.


DAY 2 Seattle is a big, dynamic city with enough historical and cultural attractions to keep you busy for a month. Get the classic sightseeing experience by visiting Pike Place Market and the Space Needle.


DAY 3 From Seattle a 2-hour drive will get you to the White River entrance at the northeast corner of Mount Rainier National Park. A pretty, winding road climbs to the Sunrise area, the highest point on the mountain accessible by car. In the late afternoon drive to the Crystal Mountain (33818 Crystal Mountain Blvd.; 360/663-2262; www.crystalhotels.com) ski resort, where you’ll be spending the night.


DAY 4 Head back into the park and make the drive around to the other side of the mountain, stopping along the way for a short hike on the Grove of the Patriarchs Trail (just west of the Stevens Canyon entrance station), which is like a museum of old-growth trees. The road west from there is another gorgeous drive, eventually climbing to the Paradise area, where there’s an impressive visitors center and a classic cedar lodge. Have dinner at the Paradise Inn, located within the national park. You can bed down there, too (reservation essential).


DAY 5 It’s a 3-hour drive to Lake Quinault, located at the southern end of Olympic National Park. The Quinault Rain Forest surrounding the lake is home to some of the tallest trees in the world, several of which are easily accessible on short roadside trails. For your overnight stay you have the option of a national park lodge on the lake or one of several modest hotels in the area.


DAY 6 It’s a 45-minute drive to Ruby Beach, a classic example of Washington’s misty, pebble-strewn coastline, studded with haystacks (giant rock formations). From here, U.S. 101 heads back inland and turns north; after a 75-minute drive you reach glacier-carved Lake Crescent, the most beautiful lake in the state. Stay in the national park lodge here, or get a jump on the next day’s driving by heading east another half hour to Port Angeles.


DAY 7 In the morning, head up to the only part of the Olympic Mountains accessible by car: Hurricane Ridge, an hour’s drive from Lake Crescent or 35 minutes from Port Angeles. Fields filled with wildflowers offer vast vistas of the Strait of Juan de Fuca and the neighboring Olympic peaks. Then, come back down to sea level on the 90-minute drive to the charming town of Port Townsend at the northeast corner of the peninsula. You’ll find lots of good dining options here. From Port Townsend take the 35-minute ferry ride (206/464-6400; www.wsdot.wa.gov/Ferries) to Whidbey Island. (You can reserve a place on the ferry.) Spend the night in the old fishing town of Coupeville.


DAY 8 Drive north from Coupeville and over the picturesque bridge at Deception Pass to the town of Anacortes, a 45-minute trip, and catch the ferry to San Juan Island. The 75-minute cruise through the archipelago is a beautiful way to get into the San Juans state of mind. On San Juan Island, American Camp and Lime Kiln Point State Park are good spots for whale-watching from the shore. Spend a quiet night on the island.


DAY 9 Take an early afternoon ferry back to Anacortes. If traffic is clear it’s about a 3-hour trip from there back to Seattle.





On May 18, 1980, Mount St. Helens, after sitting dormant for more than a century, erupted, sending ash 15 miles (24 kilometers) into the sky and triggering the largest landslide in recorded history. The impact was like a blitz of atomic bombs, and the devastation was total. In one day the volcano lost 1,300 feet (396 meters) in elevation. Today, decades after the eruption, St. Helens and the surrounding area are still in the early stage of recovery.


Johnston Ridge Observatory (24000 Spirit Lake Hwy., Toutle; 360/274-2140; www.fs.usda.gov/mountsthelens), named for Dr. David Johnston, a geologist who died in the eruption, has a prime location looking directly into the crater and the moonscape-like desolation that surrounds it. Inside the observatory are first-rate exhibits, including a model of the volcano that shows how the eruption progressed. A large theater shows two short, engaging films. Every visitor should plan to see at least one.


HURRICANE RIDGE


Olympic National Park; 360/565-3130; www.nps.gov/olym


One of Olympic National Park’s most scenic and visited areas, Hurricane Ridge towers 5,200 feet (1,585 meters) over the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Eight day hikes begin from the Hurricane Ridge Visitor Center, ranging from short, paved paths to 8-mile (12.8-kilometer) descents into the neighboring valleys. But even if you never set foot on a trail, it’s worth the trip up just for the views of the snowcapped peaks from the visitor center observation deck. This is also an easy place to have wildlife encounters. Black-tailed deer frequently meander down to the parking lot, and you might spot a marmot along the quarter-mile (0.4-kilometer) meadow path adjacent to the visitors center.


Hurricane Ridge Road and the visitors center are open daily mid-May-mid-October and Friday-Sunday the rest of the year, so long as the road up is passable. In winter, to find out if the road is open, call 360/565-3131.



LAKE CRESCENT



Olympic National Park; 360/565-3130; www.nps.gov/olym


Lake Crescent is the place to go if you’re looking for beauty and tranquility in Olympic National Park without having to rough it. The glacier-carved lake is gorgeous, 12 miles (19 kilometers) long and over 600 feet (182 meters) deep, surrounded by old-growth forest that ascends steep ridges to the horizon. The water is translucent turquoise green, made clear by a lack of nitrogen, which inhibits the growth of microalgae. At points along the lake’s surface you can see down to a depth of 60 feet (18 meters).
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KAYAKING ON LAKE CRESCENT





The view from the water’s edge is reason enough to pay Lake Crescent a visit. If you spend some time here you can get out on the water in kayaks, rowboats, and paddleboards, which are available to rent; you can fish; and though the water is cold, you can swim in summer.


CAPE FLATTERY


Cape Flattery marks the northwesternmost point of the contiguous United States. A visit here is more than a novelty—it’s also an opportunity to hike one of the most scenic short trails (0.75 miles/1.2 kilometers) in the state. An undulating path, made easier to navigate by cedar boardwalks, goes through old-growth Sitka spruce, with vibrant green ferns carpeting the sun-dappled forest floor, and takes you out onto the cape, where there are coves to either side. From observation platforms, you can look down on the waters of the Pacific crashing around sea stacks and into caves. The woods and surrounding waters teem with life, from swifts, loons, puffins, and cormorants to seals, otters, sea lions, and, in spring, gray whales. At the end of the trail an observation deck gives you a view half a mile (0.8 kilometers) out to Tatoosh Island, where a lighthouse, built in 1857 and now unmanned, still stands. To your left is the Pacific, to your right the entrance of the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and behind you all of America.


STEHEKIN


The isolated hamlet of Stehekin (steh-HEE-kin) sits at the northwest end of Lake Chelan, where it can be reached only by boat, foot, or private plane. It’s a beautiful place that feels removed from the rest of the world. The town is also a launching point for treks into the heart of the North Cascades National Park Complex, which includes North Cascades National Park and Ross Lake and Lake Chelan National Recreation Areas.


The name Stehekin (an Indian term meaning “the way through”) is a good fit for this mountain gateway. The town came into existence in the late 1880s when prospectors arrived in search of gold and silver. They didn’t find enough to establish a large mine, and as a result there wasn’t the impetus to connect Stehekin to the outside world by road. Today it’s home to fewer than 100 permanent residents, but it has all the basics, including a post office, convenience store, restaurant, and grade school, as well as a bakery and an outdoor supply shop that operate only in summer.


A couple of historic sites are part of the Stehekin experience. Three and a half miles (5.6 kilometers) up the main road you’ll encounter the Old Stehekin Schoolhouse, a character-rich log building that functioned as Stehekin’s school from 1921 to 1988. A side road near the schoolhouse leads to Buckner Homestead and Orchard (http://bucknerhomestead.org), where 15 structures, the oldest dating from 1889, sit in the midst of an apple orchard that still bears fruit. The Stehekin area and its rustic resorts are also popular with hikers of all levels, with trails running along the water and up into the mountains.




Major CITIES


SEATTLE: Washington’s major metropolis has a uniquely Pacific Northwest take on city life. In the booming, bustling urban core, historic Pioneer Square and Pike Place Market overlook Puget Sound, and the Space Needle offers panoramas of the city. Surrounding the city center is a cluster of laid-back residential neighborhoods studded with cultural attractions and an exceptional collection of urban parks. The city also boasts some of the country’s best restaurants.


SPOKANE: Located near the Idaho border, Washington’s second-largest city feels as much a part of the Rockies as the Pacific Northwest. It has the friendly, laid-back atmosphere of an overgrown town, with an easily walkable downtown surrounded by quiet residential neighborhoods and, beyond that, the vast countryside.


TACOMA: Washington’s third-largest city is located 30 miles (48 kilometers) south of Seattle. Once known for its paper mills (most of which have closed) the city now boasts an impressive collection of museums, a revitalized downtown, and a lively theater district.





Lake Chelan Boat Company (1418 W. Woodin Ave., Chelan; 509/682-4584; http://ladyofthelake.com) has two boats that make the 50-mile (80-kilometer) voyage between Chelan and Stehekin: the 285-passenger Lady of the Lake II, which makes the trip in 4 hours, and the 130-passenger Lady Express, which gets there in 2.5 hours.


GORGE AMPHITHEATER


754 Silica Rd., George; 509/785-6262; www.gorgeamphitheatre.net


Located along the Columbia River Gorge, the stunning Gorge Amphitheatre is Washington’s premier performance venue. It’s worth the effort to get here. The outdoor amphitheater overlooking the river canyon is a beautiful natural setting for a show, especially when enhanced by a summer sunset, and the acoustics are great. Each summer the venue, which seats 20,000, hosts music festivals and headliner rock and pop acts. Major events fill motels as far away as Wenatchee, so reserve ahead.


BEST SCENIC DRIVES


MOUNTAIN LOOP HIGHWAY


About an hour north of Seattle via I-5, the Mountain Loop Highway (not to be confused with the much larger Cascade Loop) is the easiest way to get a taste of the North Cascades on a day trip from the city. The entire loop, which runs through the towns of Granite Falls and Arlington to the west and Darrington to the east, is 95 miles (152 kilometers) long; the main attraction is the scenic 54-mile (87-kilometer) segment on the loop’s south and east sides, between Granite Falls and Darrington. This section has the scenic virtues of a hiking trail, with old-growth forest, creeks, lakes, rocky bluffs, and looming peaks all visible from your car seat. The road goes through a corner of the massive Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, with turnouts along the way for camping, picnic sites, and some wonderful mountain hiking trails.


Note that some sections of the drive are gravel, impassible in snow, and closed throughout winter.



STRAIGHT OF JUAN DE FUCA HIGHWAY



Route 112


Leaving Port Angeles, the Straight of Juan de Fuca Highway (Route 112) parallels the coast, passing a couple of tiny fishing villages but mainly threading through forest and skirting the shoreline. Along the highway there’s no town with a population over 1,000. More seals live in this part of the strait than people. The beautiful drive includes lots of curves, especially on its western reaches. Heed the speed limit and be sure to give any logging trucks you encounter a wide berth.


The 20 miles (32 kilometers) of highway between Sekiu and Neah Bay, where the drive ends, make for one of the most dramatic shoreline drives in Washington, as the road winds along bluffs with beautiful views. About halfway between the two towns is Shipwreck Point, a 472-acre (191-hectare) conservation area encompassing an easily accessible beach and second-growth Douglas fir, cedar, spruce, and hemlock. It’s a good place to pull over for beachcombing, as there are tide pools as well as views across the strait to Vancouver Island, and the possibility of spotting migrating whales offshore. Farther along the highway, just outside the border of the Makah Indian Reservation, look for Salt and Sail Rocks, two sea stacks jutting out from the water. They’re favorite places for gray whales to feed.


CHUCKANUT DRIVE


Route 11 between Burlington and Bellingham


Heading north up the coast from the Skagit Valley, you enter one of the most scenic stretches of highway in the state—Chuckanut Drive. This 21-mile (33-kilometer) section of Route 11 was built as part of the now-defunct Pacific Highway that once stretched along the coastline from Canada to California. It leaves I-5 just north of Burlington on an arrow-straight path across the valley. If you’re making the drive from south to north, the first point of interest is the town of Edison, a 2.5-mile (4-kilometer) detour west off the highway. Just a few blocks long, it’s become a haven for artists and other creatives. Get out of your car to look around at shops, galleries, and restaurants in this fun and novel place.
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WILDCAT COVE ALONG CHUCKANUT DRIVE





A short distance north from the Edison turnoff the highway runs headlong into the Chuckanut Mountains, which hover over Puget Sound. This is where the memorable driving begins. The road doesn’t have a straight stretch for 7 miles (11 kilometers) as it swoops and swerves along the bluffs above the water. Much of the way you’re surrounded by woods, but there are scenic turnouts and other breaks between the trees where you can take in grand views across the water to Anacortes, Guemes Island, and, farther north, the San Juans. Ultimately the road winds up in Fairhaven, a pleasant old section of Bellingham.


NORTH CASCADES HIGHWAY


Route 20 between Burlington and Mazama


Driving through the North Cascades National Park Complex is a popular tourist activity, largely because most of it is accessible only on foot or by boat. The portion of Route 20 running between Burlington to the west and Mazama to the east is known as the North Cascades Highway, and it’s the only road crossing the park. At its western end, it follows the Skagit River through flat farmland, but you can see your craggy destination in front of you—the sawtooth peaks of the North Cascades.
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NORTH CASCADES HIGHWAY





As the North Cascades Highway climbs into the park area it becomes a spectacular scenic drive through the heart of the northern Cascades range. One hundred and twenty miles (193 kilometers) later you’ll find yourself on the other side, having navigated the beautiful curves of the well-maintained highway up through the North Cascades National Park Complex, into the Okanogan National Forest, over 5,477-foot (1,669-meter) Washington Pass, and down to the Methow Valley.


Note that this is a seasonal trip. When there’s a risk of avalanches, usually November-April, the road closes from Ross Dam to the eastern side of Washington Pass.


BEST PARKS AND RECREATION AREAS


Washington is a veritable outdoor playground. In addition to three national parks—Mt. Rainier, Olympic, and North Cascades, which is most commonly explored via a drive on the North Cascades Highway—state parks and other recreation areas show off the diversity of the terrain, which stretches from the orca-inhabited Pacific to Cascade mountain peaks.


LIME KILN POINT STATE PARK


1567 West Side Rd., San Juan Island; 360/378-2044; http://parks.state.wa.us/540/Lime-Kiln-Point


Lime Kiln Point State Park, on San Juan Island, has 1.5 miles (2.4 kilometers) of trails that take you along the rocky bluffs above Haro Strait, through stands of madrona trees (recognizable by their tawny peeling bark), past a postcard-worthy lighthouse, and to the hulking abandoned kiln that gives the park its name. The easy trail is also the best on-land location for spotting orcas in the San Juans. There are several whale-watching lookout points along the trail, and the lighthouse serves as a viewing station for statisticians recording the traffic of both orcas and boats. Stick your head in the door and they’ll be happy to tell you about recent sightings and show off the orca version of a family photo album. Even if you don’t see any whales, you’ll still get a beautiful view across the strait to Vancouver Island.


CAPE DISAPPOINTMENT STATE PARK


44 Robert Gray Dr., Ilwaco; 360/642-3078; http://parks.state.wa.us/486; Discover Pass required for parking


The 1,882-acre (761-hectare) Cape Disappointment State Park, where the mighty Columbia River crashes into the Pacific, is one of the jewels of the Washington State Park System. You’ll find wooded trails, sandy coves, dramatic vistas of the Pacific and the mouth of the Columbia, the Lewis and Clark Interpretive Center (360/642-3029; http://parks.state.wa.us/187), two historic lighthouses, good fishing, and campsites, yurts, and cabins for overnight stays.


MOUNT BAKER AND HEATHER MEADOWS


If it weren’t for Mount Rainier, Mount Baker (the northernmost of the Cascade volcanoes), would be Washington’s iconic peak, and the area around it is a prime location for outdoor recreational activities.


Originating in Bellingham, the incredibly scenic Mount Baker Highway (Route 542) ends 57 miles (91 kilometers) away at 5,140-foot (1,566-meter) Artist Point. It’s the only alpine area in the North Cascades accessible by car, and the surrounding area, Heather Meadows, delivers incredible vistas, enjoyable picnic sites, and a multitude of hiking trails to explore in late summer, from the easy mile-long (1.6-kilometer) Artist Ridge Trail, with views to Mount Rainier on clear days, to the Lake Ann Trail, an 8.5-mile (13.6-kilometer) round-trip above one of the Cascades’ most beautiful high-country lakes. At the handsome stone Heather Meadows Visitor Center (no phone, July-Sept.), built in 1940, rangers provide information and advice.
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ARTIST POINT, MOUNT BAKER HIGHWAY





FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


SKAGIT VALLEY TULIP FESTIVAL


www.tulipfestival.org; Apr.


Spring brings blooming flowers to the Skagit Valley, north of Seattle—especially notable during the Skagit Valley Tulip Festival, which takes place throughout the month of April. Get a glimpse of the beautiful fields of flowers simply by crisscrossing the country roads between Mount Vernon and La Conner. There’s also a full calendar of events, with Washington Bulb Company’s RoozenGaarde (15867 Beaver Marsh Rd., Mount Vernon; 360/424-8531; www.tulips.com) and Skagit Valley Bulb Farm’s Tulip Town (15002 Bradshaw Rd.; 360/424-8152; www.tuliptown.com) hubs of activity. Tip: Though the festival spans all of April, the fields are usually more spectacular earlier in the month. If you want to see flowers without the festival trappings, come during the last week of March, when early blooms pop into view.
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SKAGIT VALLEY TULIP FESTIVAL





BEST FOOD AND DRINK


SEATTLE’S CHEF-DRIVEN CUISINE


According to Charles Cross, iconic Seattle journalist and biographer of Kurt Cobain, “Food has become the new rock and roll in Seattle. Our chefs are the current grunge stars.” It’s true. In restaurant kitchens all over the city, young tattooed chefs prepare inventive, meticulously executed meals. The most successful have built multirestaurant mini-empires that boldly encompass a variety of cuisines. Below are some of these top chefs’ most notable restaurants. Check their websites for others.


▪  Tom Douglas (www.tomdouglas.com): Dahlia Lounge; 2001 4th Ave.; 206/682-4142; www.dahlialounge.com


▪  Ethan Stowell (www.ethanstowellrestaurants.com): How to Cook a Wolf; 2208 Queen Anne Ave. N; 206/838-8090


▪  Renee Erickson (www.eatseacreatures.com): The Walrus and the Carpenter; 4739 Ballard Ave. NW; 206/395-9227; www.thewalrusbar.com


COFFEE


Maybe it’s the cloudy weather, short winter days, or long hours put in by many tech workers; whatever the reason, there’s more coffee consumption—and more coffee shops—in Seattle than any other U.S. city. A place exists to fit every mood, from homey to high-tech, laid-back to obsessively exacting. Standout shops include La Marzocco Cafe & Showroom (472 1st Ave. N; 206/388-3500; www.lamarzoccousa.com), located in the performance space of KEXP, Seattle’s iconic indie radio station, and Caffè Ladro (www.caffeladro.com), a local favorite with eight locations.


WALLA WALLA WINERIES


With pedestrian-friendly, tree-lined streets, cute locally owned shops, and an abundance of inventive restaurants, Walla Walla is unquestionably Washington wine country’s most tourist-friendly town. There are more than 100 wineries in and around town to choose from, but what makes tasting here particularly enjoyable is the wide range of experiences you can have. Some, such as Mark Ryan Winery (26 E. Main St.; 509/876-4577; www.markryanwinery.com) and Maison Bleue (20 N. 2nd Ave.; 509/525-9084; www.mbwinery.com [URL inactive]) have boutique-like tasting rooms downtown, while others are set in vineyards with views of the Blue Mountains on the horizon. There’s also a group of about 20 wineries, including Dunham Cellars (150 E. Boeing Ave.; 509/529-4685) and Tamarack Cellars (700 C St.; 509/526-3533; http://tamarackcellars.com), that occupy the grounds of Walla Walla’s old World War II-era military airport, which makes for a novel touring destination. No matter the atmosphere, the wine you’re sampling is likely to be good. The bar for quality is set high here.


Pick up a downtown walking-tour map at the Walla Walla Visitors Kiosk (26 E. Main St.; 509/525-8799; www.wallawalla.org; May-Sept.). You can also learn a lot by discussing the subject with locals. Hotel clerks, restaurant servers, bartenders—everyone has a favorite winery.


MAJOR AIRPORTS


▪  Seattle-Tacoma International Airport (Sea-Tac): SEA; 800/544-1965 or 206/787-5388; www.portseattle.org/sea-tac


MORE INFORMATION


TRAVEL AND TOURISM INFORMATION


▪  Washington Tourism Alliance: www.experiencewa.com


▪  Washington State Parks & Recreation Commission: http://parks.state.wa.us


NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES


▪  The Seattle Times: http://seattletimes.com


▪  Seattle Magazine: www.seattlemag.com


▪  Seattle Met: www.seattlemet.com.




OREGON




AREA: 98,381 square miles / 254,805 square kilometers (9th)


POPULATION: 4,217,737 (27th)


STATEHOOD DATE: February 14, 1859 (33rd)


STATE CAPITAL: Salem





Truly epic in its breadth, Oregon’s landscape is diverse and dramatic. A broad deep-green swath, lush with farmland and studded with old-growth Douglas firs, runs between the rugged Pacific coast and the volcanic peaks of the Cascades. Farther east, you’ll find high desert, mountains, and deep river canyons—spectacular country that’s largely unexplored by visitors.


But Oregon is much more than a scenic abstraction. The state is on the traditional lands of the Burns Paiute, Chinook, Clatsop-Nehalem, Coos, Lower Umpqua, Siuslaw, Coquille, Cow Creek Band of Umpqua, Fort McDermitt Paiute, Shoshone, Grand Ronde, Klamath, Siletz, Umatilla, and Warm Springs people. In few places has human civilization meshed so agreeably with the natural environment. Oregonians are fiercely proud of their state, its culture, and its open spaces. Equal to the great outdoors, the arts are cherished and draw crowds by the multitudes. The state also celebrates its historical heritage, ethnic makeup, and straightforward high spirits with a thousand festivals.
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ORIENTATION



Portland sits a little east of the Oregon coast, which stretches from Astoria in the north to Brookings and the California border to the south. The Columbia River forms much of the state’s border with Washington and its gorge, along with Mount Hood, form a lovely outdoor recreation area east of Portland. Ashland and Crater Lake National Park anchor southern Oregon. The state capital of Salem and Eugene lie in the Willamette Valley in almost a straight line south of Portland. The Oregon Cascades sit to the east of the Willamette Valley in central Oregon, near Bend, and divide the wetter west from the drier east. The Wallowa Mountains are located in the state’s northeastern corner, near Hells Canyon and the border with Idaho.


WHEN TO GO


Although summer weather is usually beautiful, June can be cloudy and cool in the Willamette Valley. When the Willamette Valley heats up, the coast usually remains cool, with morning fog. Spring is ideal for touring eastern Oregon, unless you want to make it all the way to the top of Steens Mountain, which is usually closed by snow until early July.


Autumn’s first rains appear in September. Even after the rains start, remember that cloudy days with scattered rain are the norm, and that “sun breaks” are common. Although the mountainous parts of the state accumulate huge amounts of snow during the winter, snowfall is rare on the coast and in the western valleys. Wintertime temperatures are usually above freezing, though the dampness can make it seem colder.


HIGHLIGHTS


PORTLAND ART MUSEUM


1219 SW Park Ave., Portland; 503/226-2811; www.portlandartmuseum.org


The Portland Art Museum encompasses two grand structures along the South Park Blocks, the original Pietro Belluschi-designed building from 1932 and the adjacent and imposing Portland Masonic Temple, which together offer 112,000 square feet of galleries housing 42,000 objects. Dating from 1892, it’s the oldest art museum on the West Coast and houses Oregon’s most significant art collection, including a noteworthy Asian art collection and an excellent Pacific Northwest Native Art collection.


INTERNATIONAL ROSE TEST GARDEN


400 SW Kingston Ave., Portland


Encompassing 4.5 acres (1.8 hectares) of roses, manicured lawns, other formal gardens, and an outdoor concert venue, the International Rose Test Garden is wedged onto the steep slopes of the West Hills in Washington Park. In addition to intoxicating scents and incredible floral displays, the garden also offers the classic view of Portland—Mount Hood rising above the downtown office towers. Today, the rose garden features over 10,000 rose bushes of 650 varieties, both old and new. A charming annex to the rose garden is the Shakespeare Garden, which includes only herbs, trees, and flowers mentioned in Shakespeare’s plays.
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INTERNATIONAL ROSE TEST GARDEN







TOP 3


1 HANGING OUT IN PORTLAND


This friendly, flannel-clad, rain-scrubbed city has vaulted to a new place in the popular culture firmament, becoming a major trendsetter in cuisine, wine, arts, design, and up-to-the-second lifestyles. Portland has a population of 2.4 million, but its easygoing and quirky spirit makes it feel like a much smaller town.


The city is home to many unique institutions and sights worthy of your itinerary. To truly capture Portland’s allure, though, you need to do some serious hanging out. Portland’s pedestrian-friendly downtown is dotted with green spaces, museums, cafés, and bars. The Pearl District is an upscale shopping and dining neighborhood, home to many of the city’s top galleries and restaurants. This is where you’ll find Powell’s City of Books (1005 W. Burnside St.; 503/228-0540 or 800/878-7323; www.powells.com), which takes up three stories on a whole square block. With their kick-back vibes, the southeast neighborhoods of the Hawthorne and Belmont Districts are good places to sip coffee and people-watch. Be sure to stop by a craft brewpub or two, and if you’re in town on a Saturday, head to the Portland Farmers Market (www.portlandfarmersmarket.org). And in true Oregon fashion, hanging out often involves outdoor recreation. Portland’s Forest Park is the largest urban wilderness in the United States, with more than 70 miles (112 kilometers) of trails.
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PEARL DISTRICT OF PORTLAND





2 GAZING OVER CRATER LAKE


541/594-3000; www.nps.gov/crla


High in the Cascades lies the crown jewel of Oregon: Crater Lake, the country’s deepest at 1,943 feet (592 meters). It glimmers like a polished sapphire in a setting created by a volcano that blew its top and collapsed thousands of years ago. Crater Lake’s extraordinary hues are produced by the depth and clarity of the water, and its ability to absorb all the colors of the spectrum except the shortest wavelengths, blue and violet, which are scattered skyward.
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CRATER LAKE AS VIEWED FROM THE RIM OF THE CRATER





Begin your adventure in Crater Lake National Park by circling the lake on the 33-mile (53-kilometer) Rim Drive (divided into West Rim and East Rim Drives). Start with a walk along the paved path at Rim Village—morning views from this path are especially lovely—and then hop in the car. It’s best to drive clockwise around the lake; this makes it easier to pull off at the many viewpoints. Watchman Overlook offers good views of Wizard Island and is the trailhead for Watchman Peak, the hike to do if you only do one. At Pumice Castle Overlook, you’ll spot the bright-orange “castle” jutting out from the cliff wall. From another overlook, the Phantom Ship island looks tiny in this big lake; it’s really 170 feet (51 meters) tall. If you want to reach the lake itself, there’s only one way to get there: a hike down the steep 1.1-mile-long (1.7-kilometer) Cleetwood Cove Trail. Once you’ve reached the shores, you can go for a swim or take a boat tour.


3 ROAD TRIPPING ALONG THE COLUMBIA RIVER GORGE


To Native Americans, the Columbia River Gorge was the great gathering place. To visitors today, the Columbia River’s enormous canyon carved through the Cascade Mountains is one of the Pacific Northwest’s most dramatic and scenic destinations. The river, over a mile (1.6 kilometers) wide, winds through a 3,000-foot-deep (914-meter) gorge flanked by volcanic peaks and austere bands of basalt. Waterfalls tumble from the mountain’s edge and fall hundreds of feet to the river.
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CROWN POINT AND THE COLUMBIA RIVER GORGE





The best way to experience the area is via a drive along the Historic Columbia River Highway; the old highway’s sections from Troutdale to Ainsworth State Park and Mosier to The Dalles attract millions of motorists annually. One worthy stop along the route is the Vista House Visitors Center at Crown Point (40700 E. Historic Columbia River Hwy.; 503/344-1368; www.vistahouse.com), a distinctive octagonal structure with an observation deck. As you continue driving, you’ll pass many more scenic lookout points, many with trailheads where you can stretch your legs and explore. Hood River, an outdoorsy little town about halfway between the Bridge of the Gods (which crosses over the Columbia River into Washington State) and The Dalles, is a good place to stop for a meal. You’ll be captivated by the many waterfalls along the roadside: Latourell Falls, Bridal Veil Falls, Wahkeena Falls, Horsetail Falls, and the most famous of them all, Multnomah Falls. Plunging 620 feet (188 meters), the highest drop in the state, Multnomah is one waterfall you can’t miss.







Best ROAD TRIP


DAY 1 Fly into Portland International Airport. Spend the afternoon strolling around downtown, visiting Powell’s City of Books and the Pearl District. Spend the night at downtown and dine on Pacific Northwest cuisine at Higgins.


DAY 2 Head northwest from Portland on U.S. 30 to Astoria (98 miles/157 kilometers; 2 hours). Explore this historic town at the mouth of the Columbia River, including a visit to the replica of Fort Clatsop. Then continue south for 25 miles (40 kilometers; 40 minutes) to Cannon Beach, where you’ll find one of Oregon’s iconic views: Haystack Rock rising up in the water, close to shore.


DAY 3 Head south out of town on U.S. 101 and stop for a walk at Oswald West State Park, where you can follow a short trail through an old-growth forest to Short Sands Beach to watch the surfers. Then drive down the coast as far as Yachats (120 miles/193 kilometers; 3 hours) and spend the night. Stop at Yachats Brewing (348 U.S. 101 N.; 541/547-3884; http://yachatsbrewing.com) for a beer and a plate of pickled veggies.


DAY 4 Spend the morning exploring the tide pools and old-growth forest around Cape Perpetua. Take a tour of Sea Lion Caves (or just peer down from the road with your binoculars). Make the 4-hour drive to Ashland, arriving in time to have dinner before attending a world-class play.


DAY 5 From Ashland, backtrack a bit through Medford to drive up the Rogue River on Highway 62 to Crater Lake National Park (77 miles/123 kilometers; 1.5 hours). Take a driving tour around the lake, and then spend the rest of your day in the park hitting some hiking trails or taking a boat tour. Spend the night at Crater Lake Lodge (866/292-6730, www.travelcraterlake.com), if you snagged a reservation months ahead of time.


DAY 6 Head north on U.S. 97 to Bend (90 miles/144 kilometers; 2 hours), visiting the High Desert Museum and sampling a few stops on the Bend Ale Trail. In the late afternoon, drive up to Mount Hood (115 miles/185 kilometers; 2.5 hours) and spend the night at Timberline Lodge.


DAY 7 Hike along the Ramona Falls Trail (or spend the morning skiing—even in August), and then head north to Hood River, where you can start your drive back to Portland along the Columbia River Gorge. Give yourself more than the 2 hours that the 70 miles (112 kilometers) would take if you don’t stop—because you’ll want to make at least a few stops at viewpoints and scenic waterfalls.






PORTLAND JAPANESE GARDEN



611 SW Kingston Ave., Portland; 503/223-1321; www.japanesegarden.com


Just up the slope from the rose gardens, the Portland Japanese Garden is a magical 5-acre (2-hectare) Eden with tumbling water, bonsai, and elaborately manicured shrubs and trees. Winding paths link six separate gardens. Architect Kengo Kuma designed the striking on-site Cultural Village in modern Japanese style, with a courtyard and dry-stacked rock wall, a gallery, a library, and a café.


LAN SU CHINESE GARDEN


239 NW Everett St., Portland; 503/228-8131; www.lansugarden.org


The Lan Su Chinese Garden is a formal Chinese garden built in the style of the Ming Dynasty. The block-square green space is the result of a joint effort between two famed gardening centers, Portland and its Chinese sister city, Suzhou. Over 60 landscape designers and craftspeople from Suzhou lived and worked in Portland for a year to complete the gardens, which are the largest traditional Chinese gardens in the United States. Nearly all the materials and tools used were also brought from China, including roof and floor tiles, all the hand-carved woodwork, the latticed windows, and over 500 tons (453 metric tons) of Swiss cheese-like Taihu granite boulders.




Major CITIES


PORTLAND: Graced by the presence of the Columbia and Willamette Rivers and nearby Mount Hood, Portland is the state’s green urban core. Just north of downtown, you’ll find the vibrant Pearl District. To the west, Washington Park is home to rose gardens; trails here connect to Forest Park, the nation’s largest urban forested park. Cross the Willamette River to the east side to explore thriving neighborhoods.


SALEM: Oregon’s capital serves as a reminder of the state’s pioneer tradition and legacy of progressive legislation. Downtown Salem has had a bit of a renaissance in recent years; after visiting the capitol, walk a few blocks west past lovely old buildings, shops, and restaurants toward the Willamette River.


EUGENE: Oregon’s third-largest city and home to the University of Oregon offers a laid-back Pacific Northwest version of urban sophistication. The Willamette River curves around the northwest quarter of the community, and from an elevated perch you can see the Coast and Cascade Ranges beckoning you to beach and mountain playgrounds little more than an hour away.





CANNON BEACH AND HAYSTACK ROCK


Cannon Beach is an extremely popular resort town on Oregon’s North Coast. An enclave of tastefully weathered cedar-shingled architecture, Cannon Beach is chockablock with art galleries, boutiques, and upscale lodgings and restaurants.


At the beach itself, Haystack Rock, looms large above the long, broad stretch of sand. This is the third-tallest sea stack in the state, measuring 235 feet (71 meters) high. As part of the Oregon Islands National Wildlife Refuge, it has wilderness status and is off-limits to climbing. Puffins and other seabirds nest on its steep faces. Flanking the monolith are two rock formations known as the Needles.


One of the most photographed views of Haystack Rock is from Ecola Point in Ecola State Park, located 2 miles (3.2 kilometers) north of Cannon Beach. The southward view takes in famous sea stacks and the overlapping peaks of the Coast Range extending to Neahkahnie Mountain. From Ecola Point, a steep, narrow road and a similarly steep trail lead north to horseshoe-shaped Indian Beach, the starting point for the 2.5-mile (4-kilometer) Clatsop Loop Trail up to Tillamook Head, considered by Lewis and Clark to be the region’s most beautiful viewpoint.


SEA LION CAVES


91560 U.S. 101, Florence; 541/547-3111; www.sealioncaves.com


The only U.S. mainland rookery of Steller sea lions (Eumetopias jubatus), Sea Lion Caves is home to a herd that averages 200 individuals, although the numbers change from season to season. These animals occupy the cave during the fall and winter, which are thus the prime times to visit. In summer you may not see any sea lions in the cave, but might spot them with binoculars on the rocks outside the cave. In addition, California sea lions (Zalophus californianus), common all along the Pacific coast, are found at Sea Lion Caves late fall-early spring. Enter Sea Lion Caves through the gift shop on U.S. 101, and a steep downhill walk leads to an elevator that drops an additional 208 feet (63 meters). After exiting the lift, you’ll see sea lions on the rock shelves amid the surging water inside the enormous cave. A set of stairs leads up to a view of Heceta Head Lighthouse through an opening in the cave.


HIGH DESERT MUSEUM


59800 U.S. 97 S., Bend; 541/382-4754; https://highdesertmuseum.org


The High Desert Museum is an excellent indoor-outdoor museum where you can observe otters at play, porcupines sticking it to each other, and birds of prey dispassionately surveying the scene. More exhibits cover contemporary Native American life, the development of the West, photography, native plants, and other small critters.
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HIGH DESERT MUSEUM





ASTORIA


Located at the mouth of the mighty Columbia River, Astoria is the oldest permanent U.S. settlement west of the Rockies. The best introduction to the area is the 360-degree panorama from atop the 125-foot-tall (38-meter) Astoria Column (2199 Coxcomb Dr.; 503/325-2963; www.astoriacolumn.org) on Coxcomb Hill, the highest point in town. The column is covered in friezes with scenes depicting the history of the Pacific Northwest. Another highlight is Fort Clatsop National Memorial (92343 Fort Clatsop Rd.; 503/861-2471; www.nps.gov/lewi), a replica of Lewis and Clark’s 1805-1806 winter camp that offers a fascinating glimpse into frontier life.


BEST SCENIC DRIVES


The entire Oregon coast along U.S. 101 is dedicated as a scenic byway, from Astoria in the north near Washington, and following 363 miles (584 kilometers) down to Brookings near California.


SAMUEL H. BOARDMAN STATE SCENIC CORRIDOR


The stretch of highway from Brookings to Port Orford along Oregon’s south coast is known as the “fabulous 50 miles” (80 kilometers). Some consider the dozen miles (19 kilometers) of coastline just north of Brookings, encompassed by Samuel H. Boardman State Scenic Corridor, to be the most scenic in Oregon—and one of the most dramatic meetings of rock and tide in the world. You’ll want to have a camera close at hand and a loose schedule when you make this drive, because you’ll find it hard not to pull over again and again, as each photo opportunity seems to outdazzle the last.


Eleven named viewpoints have been cut into the highway’s shoulder. Natural Bridges Cove, which overlooks several rock archways framing an azure cove, is worth a stop, as is Thomas Creek Bridge, the highest bridge in Oregon. Whaleshead Island viewpoint, another great stop, offers vistas and trails to an enchanting preserve, while House Rock, the site of a World War II air-raid sentry tower, has a trail that goes down to the water.


CASCADE LAKES HIGHWAY


Hwy. 46


The Cascade Lakes Highway, a.k.a. Century Drive or Highway 46, is an 89-mile (143-kilometer) drive leading to more than half a dozen lakes in the shadow of the snowcapped Cascades. From Bend, drive south on Franklin Avenue, which becomes Galveston Avenue, about a mile (1.6 kilometers) to the traffic circle at 14th Street. Take the exit for Century Drive. The route is well marked, and the road climbs in elevation for a significant portion of the drive. Although there are many places to stop and explore along the highway, the stretch between Mount Bachelor (541/382-1709; www.mtbachelor.com), the Pacific Northwest’s largest and most complete ski area, and Crane Prairie Reservoir is the most spectacular.
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MOUNT BACHELOR FROM THE CASCADE LAKES HIGHWAY







SCENIC BYWAYS IN EASTERN OREGON


Eastern Oregon is road-trip country, and several routes in this region are designated National Scenic Byways.


▪  The Wallowa Mountain Loop Road (closed in winter) is a 54-mile (86-kilometer) drive through Hells Canyon Country, beginning with the Joseph-Imnaha Highway. Turn south on Wallowa Mountain Loop Road to the Imnaha River, then ascend into alpine forests along Dry Creek Road to Halfway to come out on the south flank of the Wallowas. Turn east for a shoreline view of the Snake River and Hells Canyon.


▪  Explore the high country by driving the 106-mile (170-kilometer) Elkhorn Drive National Scenic Byway, which runs northwest from Sumpter—a cross between ghost town and tourist town, with 150 residents—through gold-mining territory to the ghost town of Granite, across the north fork of the John Day, and past Anthony Lake to Baker City. The Elkhorn Byway climbs higher than any other paved road in Oregon (7,392 feet/2,253 meters) after passing North Fork John Day Campground and the junction with Blue Mountains Scenic Byway. Portions are closed by snow early November-June or early July.





BEST PARKS AND RECREATION AREAS


MOUNT HOOD


Oregon’s highest peak, Mount Hood (or Wy’east, as the region’s Native Americans knew it), rises 11,249 feet (3,428 meters) above sea level less than an hour’s drive from Portland and dominates the city’s eastern horizon. Hood is a composite volcano (or stratovolcano), a steep-sided conical mountain built up of layers of lava and ash over millennia. Today, the mountain is the breathtaking centerpiece of the Mount Hood National Forest. Hikes in the Zigzag Ranger District (70220 E. U.S. 26, Zigzag; 541/666-0704 or 503/622-3191) are an excellent introduction to the wealth of recreation options in the area. The Ramona Falls Trail, a 4.5-mile (7.2-kilometer) loop to a stunning waterfall, is one of the most popular on Mount Hood. Other activities on the mountain include climbing and mountain biking.


The mountain is also home to five downhill ski resorts, including Mount Hood Meadows (503/537-2222; www.skihood.com), the largest and most varied ski area, and Timberline Ski Area (503/272-3158, snow report 503/222-2211; www.timberlinelodge.com), known for its nearly year-round season and Timberline Lodge. For an easy trip up the mountain, the Magic Mile Chair Lift at Timberline is open to the 7,000-foot (2,133-meter) level for sightseers as well as skiers.


SILVER FALLS STATE PARK


26 miles (41 kilometers) east of Salem, 22024 Silver Falls Hwy., Sublimity; 503/873-8681, ext. 31; www.oregonstateparks.org


With 10 major waterfalls, nearly 30 miles (48 kilometers) of trails, and over 9,000 acres (3,642 hectares) of woodlands (much of it temperate rainforest), Silver Falls State Park was considered for national park status in the 1920s, but was rejected because parts of the land had been clear-cut. Much of the park’s infrastructure was created by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) during the 1930s using the rustic stone and log construction typical of national parks. The highlight of the park is the Trail of Ten Falls, a 7-mile (11-kilometer) loop that links all the falls.


OSWALD WEST STATE PARK


Off U.S. 101; 800/551-6949; www.oregonstateparks.org


Most of Neahkahnie Mountain and the prominent headlands of Cape Falcon are encompassed within the 2,500-acre (1,011-hectare) the extraordinary natural beauty of Oswald West State Park. Several hiking trails weave through the park. A 0.5-mile (0.8-kilometer) trail follows Short Sands Creek to Short Sands Beach, where rainforests crowd the secluded boulder-strewn shoreline. It’s also possible to hike to Neahkahnie Mountain (4 miles/6.4 kilometers one-way) with some stiff climbing. The summit view south to Cape Meares and east to the Nehalem Valley ranks as one of the finest on the coast.


OREGON DUNES NATIONAL RECREATION AREA


885 U.S. 101, Reedsport; 541/271-6100; www.fs.usda.gov/siuslaw


The dunes, located on Oregon’s central coast, are a fantastic landscape of dazzling white-sand mountains and jewel lakes stretched along nearly 50 miles (80 kilometers) of shoreline. The best way to appreciate the dunes is on foot on numerous designated hiking trails, ranging from easy 0.5-mile (0.8-kilometer) loops to 6-mile (9.6-kilometer) round-trips. The soundtrack is provided by over 200 species of birds—along with your heartbeat—as you scale these elephantine promontories of sand. A favorite trail is the John Dellenback Trail: After you emerge from a 0.5-mile (0.8-kilometer) hike through coastal evergreen forest, you’ll be greeted by dunes 300-400 feet (91-121 meters) high. The trail, marked by blue-banded wooden posts, continues another 2.5 miles (4 kilometers) to the beach.




[image: image]


OREGON DUNES NATIONAL RECREATION AREA





ROGUE RIVER


The most popular way to take in the mighty Rogue is on a jet-boat ride from Gold Beach. It’s an exciting and interesting look at the varied flora and fauna along the estuary as well as the changing moods of the river. Most of the estimated 50,000 people per year who “do” the Rogue in this way take a 64-mile (102 kilometers) round-trip cruise, although longer trips are also offered. Bears, otters, seals, and beavers may be sighted en route, and anglers may hold up a big catch to show off. Ospreys, snowy egrets, eagles, mergansers, and kingfishers are also seen with regularity in this stopover for migratory waterfowl.


OREGON CAVES NATIONAL MONUMENT


Hwy. 46; 541/592-3400; www.nps.gov/orca


In the southwest corner of the state, you’ll find the Oregon Caves National Monument. The cave itself—there is really only one, which opens onto successive caverns—features impressive formations such as stalactites, stalagmites, and columns. Other cave sculptures you’ll see include helicites, formations that twist and turn in crazy directions; draperies, looking just like their household namesakes but cast in stone instead of cloth; and soda straws, stalactites that are hollow in the center like a straw, carrying mineral-rich drops of moisture to their tips.


JOHN DAY FOSSIL BEDS NATIONAL MONUMENT


32651 Hwy. 19, Kimberly; 541/987-2333; www.nps.gov/joda


The 14,000-acre (5,665-hectare) John Day Fossil Beds National Monument is the richest concentration of prehistoric early mammal and plant fossils in the world. The days of 50-ton apatosaurus and 50-foot (15-meter) crocodiles, as well as delicate ferns and flowers, are captured in the rock formations of the fossil beds. The park is divided into three areas: the Sheep Rock Unit, with the monument’s excellent interpretive center; the Painted Hills Unit, with highly photogenic red, yellow, green, ocher, gray, and black layers; and the Clarno Unit, whose petrified mudslide preserves ancient plants.
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SHEEP ROCK UNIT, JOHN DAY FOSSIL BEDS NATIONAL MONUMENT





HELLS CANYON NATIONAL RECREATION AREA


Oxbow; 541/785-3395; www.fs.usda.gov


The Hells Canyon National Recreation Area straddles a 71-mile (114-kilometer) portion of the Snake River and encompasses the 215,223-acre (87,097-hectare) Hells Canyon Wilderness. The remote Hells Canyon is the deepest river gorge in North America. For a distance of 106 miles (170 kilometers) no bridge crosses the river, and few paved roads even come near the canyon. At its deepest point, the gorge walls rise nearly 8,000 feet (2,438 meters). Most of the canyon’s terrain is precipitous rock walls and steep, slot-like side valleys, which means that just about the only way to experience this epic landscape is on foot, horseback, or—most accessibly—by boat.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


OREGON SHAKESPEARE FESTIVAL


15 S. Pioneer St., Ashland; 541/482-4331 or 800/219-8161; www.osfashland.org; mid.-Feb.-late Oct./early Nov.


Few towns are as closely identified with theater as Ashland, and Shakespeare is the soul of this community. The Oregon Shakespeare Festival is one of the world’s great theater festivals, and tickets often sell out months in advance. Performances run mid-Feb.-late Oct. or early Nov. across three theaters. The famed outdoor Elizabethan Theatre (open summer only), modeled after the Fortune Theatre of London circa 1600, is the largest of the festival’s venues. The 600-seat Angus Bowmer is an indoor complex with excellent acoustics, digital sound and lighting, and nary a bad seat in the house, and the 150-seat Thomas Theatre is where modern works and experimental productions are the norm. Free Green Shows on the plaza outside the Elizabethan Theatre feature live music, lectures, performance, storytelling, and other entertainment.


CINCO DE MAYO FIESTA


Portland; www.cincodemayo.org; May


The Cinco de Mayo Fiesta celebrates Latino heritage at Portland’s Tom McCall Waterfront Park the first weekend (Thurs.-Sun.) in May. This has become one of the largest celebrations of its kind in the country. Mariachis, folk dance exhibitions, a large selection of Mexican food, and fireworks displays are included in the festivities.




BEST SOUVENIRS


▪  For many visitors, Powell’s City of Books (1005 W. Burnside St., Portland; 503/228-0540 or 800/878-7323; www.powells.com) is one of Portland’s primary attractions. Pick up new or used book to read on your trip, or grab a bookmark, tote bag, or mug with the store’s logo.


▪  Portland has quite the coffee culture, and perhaps its best-known brand is Stumptown Coffee Roasters (855/711-3385; www.stumptowncoffee.com), with a few locations around town. Stop by the original coffee shop in Southeast Portland where it all began (4525 SE Division, Portland) for a cup of java and a bag of beans to bring home with you.


▪  Ask any Oregonian and they’ll tell you that Tillamook makes the best cheddar around. Head to their creamery (4175 U.S. 101 N., Tillamook; 503/815-1300; www.tillamook.com) in—you guessed it—Tillamook to watch the workers making cheese and grab some samples. The large gift shop has a selection of cheese that goes way beyond what’s shipped to grocery stores, plus apparel and other merch





PORTLAND ROSE FESTIVAL


Portland; 503/227-2681; www.rosefestival.org; June


The Portland Rose Festival has been the city’s major summer event for over a century. The Rose Queen and her court (chosen from among local high school entrants), navy sailors, and floats from several parades clog Portland’s traffic arteries during this 18-day citywide celebration each June. Two of the more colorful events of the June fete are the Grand Floral Parade and the Festival of Flowers at Pioneer Courthouse Square. In the latter, all manner of colorful blossoms fill the square to overflowing during the first week of the festival. The Grand Floral Parade, which usually begins the Saturday following the opening of the festival, is the second-largest all-floral parade in the United States.


OREGON COUNTRY FAIR


Near Veneta on Hwy. 126; 541/343-4298; www.oregoncountryfair.org, July


Don’t expect to see livestock displays and prize-winning jelly. This is a place where body paint, feathers, man kilts, tie-dye, and good-natured frivolity rule. The Oregon Country Fair is like a giant street fair, with artisans, food, and music in a beautiful wooded setting along the Long Tom River about 13 miles (20 kilometers) west of Eugene. The crafts are high quality, and there’s no better place to shop for a tie-dyed T-shirt. Don’t miss the Fighting Instruments of Karma Marching Chamber Band-Orchestra; various permutations of the band have been rocking the joint with everything from Sousa marches to Bollywood dance tunes for over 40 years.


BEST FOOD AND DRINK


PACIFIC NORTHWEST CUISINE


Pacific Northwest cuisine is defined by the exceptional quality of raw ingredients. Fresh fish and seafood are the cuisine’s cornerstone, most notably salmon, Dungeness crab, and oysters. Small farms in the Willamette Valley produce vegetables and berries of superlative quality. Oregon is also one of the world’s largest producers of nuts, and hazelnuts in particular find their way into many dishes. Foragers head deep into forests to find wild greens and mushrooms. This close-to-the-earth vitality is what makes the food here so memorable.


To feast on Pacific Northwest cuisine, check out these restaurants:


▪  Higgins (1239 SW Broadway, Portland; 503/222-9070; www.higginsportland.com): One of Portland’s first farm-to-table restaurants is still one of the best, with lots of dishes focused on local vegetables and fish.


▪  Celilo Restaurant and Bar (16 Oak St., Hood River; 541/386-5710; www.celilorestaurant.com): Up-to-the-moment food trends meet the freshest of local ingredients in a comfortable, lodge-like dining room.


▪  Local Ocean Seafoods (213 SE Bay Blvd., Newport; 541/574-7959; http://localocean.net): This is as much a fish market as a restaurant, but you’ll have a chance to sample the day’s freshest catch, simply prepared, just steps from the town’s busy harbor.


CRAFT BREWS


Portland, also known as Beervana, is the epicenter of the craft brewing revival in North America, boasting more breweries than any other city in the world. The rest of the state has followed Portland’s example, and you’ll find craft brewpubs all around Oregon. In Bend, the microbrewery scene is the fastest-growing in the state, and the central Oregon city has its own Bend Ale Trail.


Here are some top picks around the state to get you started.


▪  Hopworks Urban Brewery (2944 SE Powell Blvd., Portland; 503/232-4647; http://hopworksbeer.com): HUB is as Portland as it gets, with a commitment to good beer, bikes, and sustainability.


▪  Rogue Farms Hopyard (3590 Wigrich Rd., Independence; 503/838-9813; www.rogue.com): See hops growing at this riverside farm. Visit around fall harvest time to drink fresh-hopped brew.


▪  Deschutes Brewery and Public House (1044 NW Bond St., Bend; 541/382-9242; www.deschutesbrewery.com): The Mirror Pond pale ale is an Oregonian staple.


OREGON WINES


Although there are wine regions in southern Oregon and the Columbia Gorge, the state’s most noted wine production area is in the hills of the northern Willamette Valley, southwest of Portland, particularly in Yamhill and southern Washington Counties. In summer, Oregon’s northern latitude makes for long, sunny days without excessive heat, while slow-cooling fall days allow grapes to produce a complexity of flavor by inhibiting high sugar concentrations while maintaining the acidity of the grape. Willamette Valley wines, particularly pinot noir and chardonnay, are world-class, and there are over 700 wineries in the state, of which many are small family operations. Willamette Valley Wineries (503/646-2985; http://willamettewines.com) maintains an excellent website of wineries in the area.


MAJOR AIRPORTS


▪  Portland International Airport: PDX; 877/739-4636; www.flypdx.com


MORE INFORMATION


TRAVEL AND TOURISM INFORMATION


▪  Travel Oregon: www.traveloregon.com


▪  Oregon State Parks: www.oregonstateparks.org


NEWSPAPERS


▪  The Oregonian: www.oregonlive.com




CALIFORNIA




AREA: 163,696 square miles / 423,970 square kilometers (3rd)


POPULATION: 39,368,078 (1st)


STATEHOOD DATE: September 9, 1850 (31st)


STATE CAPITAL: Sacramento





Diverse, wacky, and unforgettable, California is larger than life. The boisterous cities seem bigger, redwood forests and snow-capped mountains loom taller, and sandy coastlines stretch longer than anywhere else. California is on the traditional lands of nearly 200 Indigenous tribes, from Tolowa, Shasta, Karok, and Modoc lands in the north to Kumeyaay lands in the south.


The pace of life is as diverse as everything else in the state. Fast moving and fast living are hallmarks of the Los Angeles basin, yet the quiet frenzy of the San Francisco Bay Area sometimes seems just as fast. Outside the major urban areas, things move more slowly. California’s numerous wine regions invite visitors to relax. Beyond the farms and vineyards, an even more venerable and variable pace emerges—that of nature. The gushing waterfalls of Yosemite, towering redwoods of Humboldt County, bone-dry deserts of Death Valley, delicate native wildflowers along the coast… even the imperceptible crawl and occasional sudden jolt of the land itself all make up the unique rhythm of California.
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Major CITIES


LOS ANGELES: California’s most populous city, Los Angeles is a massive mix of Southern California beach town, Hollywood dream factory, and 21st-century metropolis. Unmissable attractions include world-class art, a beach scene that begs for some time in the sand and surf, and an amusement park devoted to a cartoon mouse.


SAN DIEGO: Maritime museums ring the downtown harbor, while across the bay in Coronado, the vibrant and historic Hotel del Coronado creates a centerpiece for visitors to the city. Gorgeous beaches stretch from Point Loma north to La Jolla and the North County coast, begging surfers, swimmers, strollers, and sunbathers to ply their sands.


SAN FRANCISCO: The politics, the culture, the food—they all make San Francisco world famous. Dine on cutting-edge cuisine at high-end restaurants and offbeat food trucks, tour classical and avant-garde museums, bike through Golden Gate Park and explore its hidden treasures, and stroll along Fisherman’s Wharf, where barking sea lions and frenetic street performers compete for attention.


SAN JOSE: Sprawled across the south end of Silicon Valley, San Jose proudly claims the title of biggest city in the Bay Area. It is the workhorse of the valley’s high-tech industry and is home to eBay, Cisco, Adobe, and many others.





ORIENTATION


California is divided into the coast to the west and mountains or desert to the east, with the great breadbasket of the Central Valley in between. Coastal Southern California is the California of the imagination, with the beaches and surf of San Diego, Orange County, and Los Angeles. The central coast stretches from Santa Barbara, through the dramatic Big Sur coast, up to the Monterey Bay. San Francisco is the gateway to northern California, with its wine country and redwoods. Sacramento, the state capital, sits inland from San Francisco, at the northern end of the Central Valley. In the east, Yosemite, the jewel of the Sierra mountain range, is near the middle of the state. North of Yosemite, Lake Tahoe sits on the California-Nevada border, and east of the southern Sierras lies Death Valley. Whereas mountains define the eastern part of central and northern California, desert is the dominant terrain in the south, with such arid landscapes as the Mojave Desert and Joshua Tree National Park.


WHEN TO GO


California’s best feature is its all-season appeal. The crowds are smaller in spring, and the weather starts to get warmer, especially in southern California. In summer, unsuspecting visitors are frequently surprised by the wind and fog that blow through San Francisco June-Aug. Regardless, summer remains California’s travel season; expect crowds at popular attractions, beaches, wineries, national parks, and campgrounds. Fall is a wonderful time to visit, as the summer crowds have left, but winter rain and snow have not yet closed areas in the eastern mountains. In winter, ski destinations like Tahoe draw crowds, but this is a quieter season for much of the state.


HIGHLIGHTS


ALCATRAZ


Tours depart from Pier 33, San Francisco; www.nps.gov/alcatraz


The isolation of the island in the bay, the frigid waters, and the nasty currents surrounding “The Rock” made it a perfect spot to keep prisoners contained, with little hope of escape and near-certain death if the attempt were ever made.
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CALE CAR WITH ALCATRAZ IN THE BACKGROUND





The fortress became a Civil War prison in the 19th century, and in 1934, construction began to turn Alcatraz into a new style of prison ready to house a new style of prisoner: Depression-era gangsters. A few of the honored guests of this maximum-security penitentiary were Al Capone, George “Machine Gun” Kelly, and Robert Stroud, “the Birdman of Alcatraz.” The prison closed in 1963, and in 1964 and 1969 occupations were staged by Indians of All Tribes, an exercise that eventually led to the privilege of self-determination for North America’s original inhabitants.


Today Alcatraz is a hugely popular attraction for locals and tourists. Visitors take a ferry ride to the island prison and tour the cells with a recorded audio guide. But the views of San Francisco from Alcatraz might be the highlight of the trip.


CABLE CARS


San Francisco; www.sfmta.com/getting-around/muni/cable-cars


Perhaps the most recognizable symbol of San Francisco is the cable car, originally conceived as a safe way to travel the city’s steep hills. The cable cars ran as regular mass transit from 1873 into the 1940s, when buses and electric streetcars took over. Today there are only three lines, but cable cars have become a rolling national landmark.


The California cable car line goes up Nob Hill from near the Ferry Building, and two lines, the Powell-Mason and the Powell-Hyde, travel from Union Square through Chinatown and out to Fisherman’s Wharf. Take a seat, or grab one of the exterior poles and hang on!


To learn more, make a stop at the sweet little Cable Car Museum (1201 Mason St.; 415/474-1887; www.cablecarmuseum.org), where exhibits depict the life and times of the cable cars and an elevated platform overlooks the engines, winding wheels, and thick steel cable that keeps the cars humming.


SAN FRANCISCO CHINATOWN


www.sanfranciscochinatown.com


The massive Chinese migration to California began almost as soon as news of gold in the mountain streams made it to East Asia. In San Francisco, Chinese immigrants carved out a thriving community at the border of Portsmouth Square, then center of the young city, which eventually became known as Chinatown. Along with much of San Francisco, the neighborhood was destroyed in the 1906 earthquake and fire.


Today visitors see the post-1906 visitor-friendly Chinatown that was built after the quake, particularly if they enter through the Chinatown Gate (Grant Ave. and Bush St.) at the edge of Union Square. In this historic neighborhood—the largest Chinatown outside of Asia—beautiful Asian architecture mixes with blocky city buildings to create a unique skyline. Small alleyways wend between the commercial corridors, creating an intimate atmosphere. During the Chinese New Year Parade (www.chineseparade.com; Feb.), the neighborhood celebrates the lunar new year with a parade of costumed dancers, floats, firecrackers, and the Golden Dragon. Year-round, don’t miss out on dim sum: Great Eastern (649 Jackson St; 415/986-2500; www.greateasternsf.com) is one of many great places to get it.




TOP 3


1 ADMIRING THE WATERFALLS AND GRANITE SLABS OF YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK


www.nps.gov/yose


Of all the natural wonders that California has to offer, Yosemite may be the most iconic. If this is your first visit, prepare to be overwhelmed.
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YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK





The first place most people go is Yosemite Valley, the most visited region in the park, filled with sights, hikes, and services. This is where you’ll find Half Dome, the park’s most famous sight. (You’ll need a permit if you want to climb to the top.) The other star of Yosemite Valley is El Capitan, a massive hunk of granite that is accessible two ways—a long hike from Upper Yosemite Fall or rock-climbing the face—but most visitors just gaze up adoringly from the El Capitan picnic area. Other top sights here include Bridalveil Fall and Yosemite Falls, and don’t miss a hike on the Mist Trail to Vernal and Nevada Falls.


Other areas of the park beckon, too. Often referred to as “the grandest view in all the West,” Glacier Point is a 7,214-foot (2,199-meter) overlook with a vista of Yosemite Valley, Half Dome, and all its granite neighbors. For more amazing views, hike the trail to Sentinel Dome, or try the difficult Panorama Trail. In the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias, you can see the largest living trees on earth by volume. A drive along Tioga Pass Road offers more wonders: Two giant sequoia groves—the Merced and Tuolumne Groves—wait to be explored, as does Tuolumne Meadows, the largest subalpine meadow in the Sierra Nevada.


2 CATCHING VIEWS OF THE GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE


U.S. 101/CA-1 at Lincoln Blvd., San Francisco; 415/921-5858; www.goldengatebridge.org


People come from the world over to gaze at the Golden Gate Bridge. A marvel of human engineering constructed in 1936 and 1937, the suspension bridge spans the narrow “gate” from which the Pacific Ocean enters the San Francisco Bay.
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GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE FROM BAKER BEACH





Walking or biking the 1.7-mile (2.7-kilometer) bridge is a popular way to experience it. On a clear day, the whole bay, Marin Headlands, and city skyline are visible. Pedestrians and wheelchair users are allowed on the east sidewalk; cyclists are allowed on both sidewalks (check the website for the schedule). While crossing via the sidewalks is free in either direction, a vehicle toll (www.bayareafastrak.org) is charged by license plate recognition if you’re crossing the bridge into San Francisco by car. (There’s no toll leaving San Francisco.)


On the bridge’s northern end, Vista Point is a great perch for photos, as is Battery Spencer, which is accessed via the Alexander Avenue exit from U.S. 101. If you’re looking for great views or photo ops of the Golden Gate Bridge while exploring the city, head to Baker Beach, Crissy Field, or Lands End.


3 SOAKING UP THE SUN ON SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA BEACHES


Whether you want to surf, swim, play some beach volleyball, or just lie out on the sand, Southern California offers up a seemingly endless stretch of public beaches along the Pacific Ocean.


LOS ANGELES


The sun shines over the sands of Santa Monica State Beach (Pacific Coast Hwy.; 310/458-8300; www.smgov.net) more than 300 days each year. The nearby Santa Monica Pier (Ocean Ave. at Colorado Ave., Santa Monica; 310/458-8901; www.santamonicapier.org), dotted with an amazing array of carnival-style food stands, an arcade, and a small amusement park, offers the ultimate in SoCal beach kitsch.


For even more chaos and kitsch, head on down to the Venice Boardwalk (Ocean Front Walk at Venice Blvd., Venice; 310/396-6764; www.venicebeach.com), where you’ll pass an astonishing array of tacky souvenir stores, tattoo and piercing parlors, and plenty of L.A.’s colorful characters. The beach side includes the famous Muscle Beach (two blocks north of Venice Blvd., Venice; www.musclebeach.net).


To get away from the chaos—and to surf some of the best waves around—head north to Malibu, where you’ll find Malibu Lagoon State Beach (23200 Pacific Coast Hwy., Malibu; 310/457-8143; www.parks.ca.gov) and Zuma Beach (30000 Pacific Coast Hwy., Malibu; 19 miles/30 kilometers north of Santa Monica, surf report 310/457-9701; http://beaches.lacounty.gov).


SANTA BARBARA


Superb meetings of sand and sea abound in Santa Barbara. Many consider Leadbetter Beach (Shoreline Dr. and Loma Alta Dr., Santa Barbara) the best beach in town; it’s an ideal spot for swimming.
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LEADBETTER BEACH IN SANTA BARBARA





ORANGE COUNTY


Located in Surf City USA, Huntington City Beach (Pacific Coast Hwy. from Beach Blvd. to Seapoint St., Huntington Beach; 714/536-5281; www.huntingtonbeachca.gov) has that casual California vibe, with good surf, volleyball courts, and a bike path.


Newport Beach (www.visitnewportbeach.com) is popular for fishing, swimming, surfing, and other ocean activities. On the east end of Balboa Peninsula, The Wedge is the world’s most famous bodysurfing spot.


The town of Laguna Beach offers many great sandy spots to choose from. It has a tidepool-pocked coastline and clear ocean water that beckons snorkelers and divers.


SAN DIEGO


A top pick here is La Jolla Cove (1100 Coast Blvd., La Jolla), a popular beach for swimming and snorkeling.


Coronado Beach (Ocean Blvd. from Hotel del Coronado to North Island Naval Air Station, Coronado; 619/522-7346; www.coronado.ca.us [URL inactive]) is routinely listed among the best beaches in the United States.







Best ROAD TRIP


DAY 1 Fly into San Francisco and rent a car. Spend the day in Golden Gate Park, indulging your artistic side at the de Young Museum. Unwind with a walk through the park’s Japanese Tea Garden. Then, make your way to the Golden Gate Bridge, one of the world’s most famous photo-ops. End your day with a meal at one of the city’s culinary hot spots—or grab an authentic burrito at a local taqueria.


DAY 2 Start you day in Wine Country in downtown Napa. Get your bearings at the Oxbow Public Market (610 1st St., Napa; 707/226-6529; https://oxbowpublicmarket.com), where you can shop, nibble pastries, and sip a cup of coffee. Drive north on the Silverado Trail to Robert Sinskey Vineyards, a great place to try pinot noir, followed by some cabernet at Stag’s Leap. Head north to St. Helena to dine at one of the town’s many farm-to-table restaurants.


DAY 3 Leave the Bay Area in the morning to reach Yosemite by midday. The drive to the Big Oak Flat entrance takes at least four hours; however, traffic can make it much longer. Spend the afternoon touring around Yosemite Valley, seeing Half Dome, El Capitan, and Yosemite Falls. Spend the night under the stars at one of the park’s campgrounds or at the classic Ahwahnee Hotel (just be sure to make reservations well in advance).


DAY 4 Continue your adventure in Yosemite National Park today. If you want to break a sweat, hike the 5.4-mile (8.6-kilometer) round-trip Mist Trail. Drive up to Glacier Point for incredible views of Half Dome, Clouds Rest, Liberty Cap, and Vernal and Nevada Falls. Walk through the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias to be awed by magnificent trees. Exit the park via its southern entrance; it’s time for the 5-hour drive to Los Angeles.


DAY 5 It’s time for the beach! Experience the best of Southern California beach culture at the chaotic but entertaining Venice Boardwalk or the Santa Monica Pier. If time allows, head inland a few miles to stroll Griffith Park and look out upon the City of Angels from the observatory.


DAY 6 Get an early start and head to Disneyland for a full day at the Happiest Place on Earth. If that’s not your cup of tea, drive 2 hours south to San Diego. You can relax on the beach, visit Balboa Park and its many museums, or see the pandas at the San Diego Zoo. Whatever you do, don’t leave town without eating some tacos. Return to L.A. to spend the night.


DAY 7 To get back to Northern California, take the scenic route along Pacific Coast Highway. You can make this 500-mile (804-kilometer), 9-10-hour drive in one long day if you make only a few stops (such as getting lunch midway in San Luis Obispo), but it’s better to break it up over two days and enjoy the coast. On the first day, stop in Santa Barbara for lunch at one of the great restaurants off State Street. Continue on to San Luis Obispo to spend the night.


DAY 8 On this day, take your time driving up PCH through Big Sur. Popular stops include the Depression-era Bixby Bridge and McWay Falls in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park. Stop in Monterey or Carmel (or both) before heading back to San Francisco.
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