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beach at Cattle Point Interpretive Area






WELCOME TO THE San Juan Islands



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


BEST OF The San Juans


ROMANCING THE ISLANDS


Family Camping


FARM FRESH


Exploring the Outer Islands


ISLAND BEACHES


Nestled between the Washington mainland and Vancouver Island, the San Juan Islands offer a perfect getaway. The islands are equidistant from two major Northwest cities, Seattle to the south and Vancouver to the north. Despite this proximity, they remain largely rural. You’ll find a host of cozy inns, distinctive art galleries, specialty farms selling everything from alpaca garments to oysters, and fine restaurants where your waiter might also be the owner. But you won’t find stoplights, traffic jams, or fast-food chains anywhere on the islands.


From the air, it’s easy to imagine the San Juan archipelago as broken pieces from a shattered plate. They encompass 176 named islands, and a total of 743 islands, islets, and reefs at low tide (or 428 at high tide). Thirty of these are inhabited. Fewer than 20,000 people live on the islands year-round, half of them on San Juan Island, home to Friday Harbor, the islands’ only incorporated town. The three largest islands—Orcas, San Juan, and Lopez—form a cluster of oddly shaped puzzle pieces around Shaw Island, with many of the smaller islands strewn outward to the north and east from this hub.


As soon as the island-bound ferry leaves the dock, a sense of timelessness descends on all on board. Visiting the San Juans means escaping to rocky shorelines and dark evergreen forests, a place where the natural world dominates. Birders gather to watch for eagles or murres, clusters of cyclists huddle around maps and plot their next adventure, and spotting a passing whale is a big event. Locals read books and sip coffee at window tables, and children wave excitedly to passing sailboats. The pace of life here is slow—and all the better for it.
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English Camp, San Juan Island National Historical Park






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Go Kayaking: Take an easy harbor paddle, explore remote coves, or embark on a multiday adventure around San Juan Island. Many outfitters offer trips that combine kayaking day trips with the chance to see whales.
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2 Spot Whales: Orcas are a major attraction, with San Juan-based tours departing daily in search of the iconic—and increasingly endangered—animals. Learn more about these beautiful creatures at Friday Harbor’s Whale Museum.
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3 Ride the Ferry: The Washington State Ferries are more than a means of transportation; they provide an ideal introduction to the San Juans—and island time. Ferries depart from Anacortes, stopping on Lopez, Shaw, Orcas, and San Juan Islands.
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4 Explore Moran State Park: Moran has a paved road up 2,409-foot Mount Constitution for panoramic vistas. Miles of hiking trails lead through tall forests to waterfalls. You can also camp along Cascade Lake, take a swim, or try stand-up paddleboarding.
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5 Taste Farm-Fresh Food and Wine: With a revitalized back-to-the-land movement focusing on regionally produced foods, the San Juans have become home to a growing number of small farms, farmers markets, and organic products.
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6 Go Biking: All the islands are popular with cyclists, but Lopez Island is the primary attraction because of its quiet back roads, picturesque shorelines, and relatively level landscape.
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7 Watch the Sunset: There’s a photogenic lighthouse and underwater hydrophones to listen for whales passing offshore at Lime Kiln Point State Park, a marvelous place to watch the sun set over Haro Strait.
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8 Step Back in Time: Visit English Camp’s lovely garden and American Camp’s windswept beach at San Juan Island National Historical Park, which commemorates the conflict—and more important, the peaceful resolution—between the United States and Britain for control of the islands.
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9 Relax on Island Time: Choose your own way to unwind, whether it’s a romantic dinner at Roche Harbor Resort, a quiet paddle from an Orcas Island B&B, or an afternoon sailing trip out of Friday Harbor. You’re not in Seattle anymore.
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10 Discover the Outer Islands: Access to these marine state parks is by water taxi, kayak, or private boat. Sucia Island is a favorite of kayakers, Stuart Island has forested trails, and Jones Island has beachside campsites.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Gateways to the Islands


Most visitors to the San Juan Islands arrive on board Washington State Ferries that depart from the town of Anacortes. Nearby is popular Deception Pass State Park, and farther south is bucolic Whidbey Island, with the artsy towns of Coupeville and Langley. The island provides a scenic access route for people driving up from Seattle. Another entry point is Bellingham, with its museums, historic Fairhaven neighborhood, and shore-hugging Chuckanut Drive.


San Juan Island


San Juan Island is the most visited island. It comprises 55 square miles. The main town, Friday Harbor, is a picturesque spot, and it boasts The Whale Museum, fine dining and lodging, and abundant opportunities for whale-watching and sea kayaking. Roche Harbor has a busy marina, gorgeous grounds, historic buildings, and a sculpture garden. San Juan Island National Historical Park reveals the island’s vivid history, with protected English Camp on the western shore and great beaches at American Camp. Other island attractions include a much-photographed lighthouse, the only whale-watching park in the nation at Lime Kiln Point State Park, wineries, a lavender farm, and an alpaca farm.
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Friday Harbor
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hiking near Cattle Point Interpretive Area, San Juan Island National Historical Park





Orcas Island


The “Gem of the San Juans,” Orcas Island is the most diverse island in the archipelago. It’s also the largest: 57 square miles, stretching 12 miles across by 8 miles north to south. The main settlement is Eastsound, with its picture-perfect inns, cozy cafés, earthy farmers market, and even a skateboard park. Elsewhere on Orcas are marinas, resorts, and pottery studios. The east side of the island is dominated by woodsy Moran State Park, with mountaintop vistas, miles of trails, camping, and lakes for swimming. Nearby is the century-old mansion at Rosario Resort.
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Lopez Island


Quiet and slow paced, Lopez Island covers 30 square miles. It’s a destination for bicyclists who pedal a 30-mile paved loop that traverses gently rolling farm country. “The Wave” isn’t a surfer’s term here, but one applied to the ubiquitous hands that lift off steering wheels to acknowledge every passing car or bike. B&Bs and vacation rentals are scattered around the island, and Lopez Village has shops, restaurants, a little museum, and a nearby organic vineyard. Spencer Spit State Park is popular for camping and for its long beach and its kayaking opportunities.


Other Islands


Once you get beyond the three largest islands, the number of visitors decreases markedly. State ferries visit Shaw Island, but not the other islands, where access is by water taxi, boat, kayak, or plane. Shaw Island offers hiking and camping options. Lummi Island provides snug lodging and four-star dining. Many of the smaller islands in the San Juans are maintained as marine state parks, most notably Sucia Island, Jones Island, and Stuart Island, all of which have protected coves and hiking trails.



KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



When to Go


The San Juans are primarily a summer destination. Heading to the islands between mid-June and early September will put you among throngs of fellow travelers. Many of the best accommodations fill up far in advance, especially on weekends, when some resorts are booked a year or more ahead. Call at least four months ahead for a midsummer weekend. Anyone looking for space on Memorial Day, the Fourth of July, or Labor Day should make reservations up to a year in advance. This is particularly true if you want a place for less than $250 a night.


Summers are primarily warm and dry, with lush floral displays and plenty of chances to view whales just offshore. July and August each average only an inch of rain per month, and May, June, and September are also reasonably dry. If you don’t mind the wait for a table at the restaurants and lengthy ferry lines—and if you can get lodging reservations—this is a great time to visit.


Spring and fall provide ideal times to visit. By May, many plants are already flowering—don’t miss the wildflower displays on Yellow Island—but school is still in session, so most folks haven’t yet headed out on vacation. Lodging prices aren’t at peak summer rates. Fall brings a bit of color to the trees, cooler temperatures, and relative peace and quiet. By mid-November, long ferry lines are gone, prices drop, B&Bs have rooms on short notice, and it’s easy to take a romantic walk down an unpopulated beach. Holiday weekends can be busy, but for much of the winter, you’ll have the place to yourself. This is also the chilliest and rainiest part of the year, with an occasional dusting of snow.


There have been major long-lasting consequences to island businesses following the coronavirus pandemic. Many restaurants, lodging places, and even the ferry system struggle to find workers. Visitors to the island will also discover that prices for lodging and dining have spiked sharply. Expect general disruptions as events and services may be delayed, postponed, or canceled. Be diligent and continue to check for updated information, as things are likely to change.


Transportation


Whether you’re aboard a state ferry threading its way through the islands or in a small floatplane dipping down to a watery landing, getting to the islands is half the fun. Access is primarily by Washington State Ferries from the town of Anacortes (an 81-mile drive north from Seattle along I-5), but quite a few visitors fly in, while others ride private passenger ferries, motorboats, or sailboats to the islands. The state ferry system links the four main islands—San Juan, Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw—with Anacortes. Bikes and kayaks are welcome on board these ferries, making the islands an ideal destination for adventurous travelers. Private ferries and tour boats run from Seattle, Bellingham, and Port Townsend. Scheduled floatplane and wheeled-plane flights are available from Seattle, Anacortes, and Bellingham.
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Washington State Ferry





Many island visitors bring their own vehicles on board the state ferries, but you can also rent a car or take a taxi once you arrive. On weekends, it’s a good idea to leave your vehicle in Anacortes to avoid lengthy waits at the ferry terminal. On San Juan and Orcas Islands, shuttle buses provide reasonably priced transportation during the summer. All three islands also have bike rentals, including e-bikes for the hills.


If you’re flying into Seattle, the Sea-Tac Rental Car Facility has all the major car rental companies in one location. Getting around Seattle is easy and cheap, with the Link Light Rail System connecting the airport with downtown, and all sorts of bus and streetcar options serving other parts of the city.


What to Pack


Everyone and everything (from oranges to cement) must get to the islands by boats, ferries, or planes. So, bring anything essential with you. Shorts and T-shirts are ubiquitous throughout the summer, though you will want long-sleeve shirts and pants for cooler evenings and cloudy or rainy days. Carry a light jacket for rainy days or on-the-water trips. Keep it casual when it comes to clothing: Even the most upscale island restaurants don’t require a sports jacket or tie. In winter, dress in layers. Bring a sweater or two, gloves, a hat, and a Gore-Tex or other breathable rain jacket. Don’t forget binoculars, camera, cell phone, sunscreen, and sunglasses.
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BEST OF The San Juans


The San Juan Islands are an easy half-day drive and ferry ride from Seattle or Vancouver. Expect crowds on summer weekends; avoid them by visiting in the off-season or in the middle of the week. Even at their most crowded, the San Juans offer a peaceful respite from city living.


Each of the islands makes a perfect weekend trip. If you have more time, combine the itineraries below for a full 10-day getaway. Leave your vehicle in Anacortes to avoid the lengthy ferry lines. Both Orcas and San Juan Islands have taxis and car rentals, and an excellent shuttle service is available on San Juan Island. Some lodgings also provide limited transportation. It’s easy to get from one island to the next via the ferry system.


San Juan Island Getaway


Always a favorite of visitors, San Juan Island is great for an extra-long weekend escape, with plenty to do and a range of lodging and food choices. The ferry docks right at Friday Harbor, making this the perfect base for your trip.


Day 1


Drive to Anacortes, stopping for a short tour through Washington Park before boarding the Washington State Ferries for the town of Friday Harbor on San Juan Island. The ferry ride is always entertaining, providing the perfect way to reset your brain to island time. There are many lodging choices in Friday Harbor, including well-maintained rooms at the family-friendly Discovery Inn, swanky suites at Island Inn at 123 West, and a unique lakeside setting at Lakedale Resort. The last of these also has lakeside campsites, cabins, and glamping yurts.


Day 2


In Friday Harbor, visit The Whale Museum and then spend the day exploring the north end of San Juan Island. Drive to beautiful Roche Harbor for lunch on the patio at Madrona Bar & Grill, stopping to sample wines at San Juan Vineyard along the way. The outsized art of San Juan Islands Sculpture Park is just up the hill. From Roche Harbor, take a short detour to Westcott Bay Shellfish Co. to sample fresh oysters on the shore, or go to Westcott Bay Cider for hard ciders and brandy.
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enjoying oysters at Westcott Bay Shellfish Co.





Drive south on West Valley Road to English Camp, part of San Juan Island National Historical Park. You’ll find prim-and-proper English gardens and a parade ground, plus an enjoyable hike up Mount Young that provides panoramic vistas. A short drive takes you to the cuddly alpacas of The Farm at Krystal Acres before returning to Friday Harbor for dinner at Downriggers.


Day 3


This is another full day, so get an early start or focus on one or two sights instead of trying to see them all. Get best-in-town espresso at Crows Nest Coffee Shoppe and drive south to American Camp for a hike through the flower-filled meadows (look for red foxes) and a stroll along sandy South Beach—the finest beach in the islands.


Turn west now to soak up fragrant Pelindaba Lavender Farm, where a shop sells lavender-infused products of all kinds, before continuing to tiny Westside Scenic Preserve and Lime Kiln Point State Park with its picture-perfect lighthouse. The lighthouse provides a splendid vantage to look for killer whales in Haro Strait, as well as a romantic sunset destination. End the day with a memorable farm-to-table dinner in downtown Friday Harbor (reservations advised) at Coho Restaurant.


Day 4


Max out your time in Friday Harbor before ferrying back to Anacortes. Do a little browsing at Griffin Bay Bookstore, buy an ice cream cone from Friday Harbor Ice Cream Co. or a slice of pizza from Bakery San Juan, browse the art galleries, or rent a bike and pedal the loop road around Pear Point, stopping for a picnic lunch at Jackson Beach. If you have an hour to kill while parked in line for the ferry, walk up to San Juan Brewery for a beer and burger on the patio.


Orcas Island Getaway


Orcas Island is too big to really take in over a long weekend, but this short trip provides a sampler that will make you wish for more time there.


Day 1


Catch an early ferry for a timely start on this diverse island. With a central base in the Eastsound area, you can easily get to most of the sights on the island. Outlook Inn features a great in-town setting and a variety of room choices, including sparkling waterside units. Couples will enjoy earthy Doe Bay Resort & Retreat; where else can you stay in an honest-to-goodness tree house?


You may want to spend time exploring the sights around Eastsound, such as the Orcas Island Historical Museum, or rent a sit-on-top kayak from Crescent Beach Kayaks to paddle this protected bay. Matia Kitchen is an excellent dining choice.



Day 2



Start the day with a pecan sticky bun and mocha from Brown Bear Baking. Explore Moran State Park, including the paved road to the stone tower atop Mount Constitution. Hike the trails, try some mountain biking or horseback riding, or let your kids play in the waters of Cascade Lake. Be sure to take the detour to Rosario Resort for a visit to this historical getaway. Orcas Island Artworks is nearby, with works by 40 or so local artists and Lascaux Café, a fine lunch spot. Dinner can be a tasty pizza at Island Pie or a memorable seven-course dinner at Inn at Ship Bay (reservations required).


Day 3


Take it easy on your last day on Orcas Island. Grab brunch at Olga Rising and tour local galleries and gift shops in Eastsound before heading back to the ferry terminal at Orcas Village. If you arrive early for your ferry, sample hard ciders crafted from local orchards at BoatHouse CiderWorks or Hawaiian specialties at Norbu’s inside the historic Orcas Hotel.


Lopez Island Getaway


Lopez is all about relaxing, so this weekend adventure is short on activities and long on letting go.


Day 1


Arrive at the Anacortes ferry terminal and get on board for a truly relaxing weekend. In Lopez Village you can wander through the handful of shops and restaurants and the town’s museum, and then stroll over to Weeks Wetland Preserve to watch migrating birds.


Once you’ve settled into your lodging place (The Edenwild Boutique Hotel and Lopez Farm Cottages are especially nice), enjoy a waterside dinner at Blue Heron Bistro and then take a sunset walk along the beach at Otis Perkins County Park.


Day 2


Get a gourmet picnic lunch from Vita’s Wildly Delicious, and if you’re in town on a summer Saturday, walk across the road to check out the Lopez Island Farmers Market. Rent a bike from Village Cycles to see the island at an appropriately slow pace, stopping for a leisurely break at one of the beaches; Watmough Bay and Agate Beach are great choices. It’s an easy 0.5-mile hike from Agate Beach to Iceberg Point, a rocky point with views east to Mount Baker and west to the Olympic Mountains.




[image: image]


live music at Vita’s Wildly Delicious





If you’d rather explore Lopez from “see” level, rent a kayak or stand-up paddleboard from Outdoor Adventure Center in Spencer Spit State Park for a paddle to nearby James Island.


Day 3


Drop by Isabel’s Espresso in Lopez Village for a cappuccino and then walk up to Setsunai Noodle Bar for a tasty bowl of udon before catching the ferry back to Anacortes. If you have time, drive the scenic route south to Seattle via Deception Pass State Park and Whidbey Island.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Romancing the Islands


With beautiful scenery, cozy cottages, candlelit restaurants, and upscale day spas, the San Juans are perfect for romance. They’re a favorite spot for both weddings and honeymoons. Start your romantic getaway here:
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SAN JUAN ISLAND


Romantic Lodging


• Roche Harbor Resort


• Snug Harbor Resort


• Friday Harbor Grand B&B


Dining


• Coho Restaurant


• Duck Soup


• Westcott Bay Shellfish Co.


• Downriggers


• Bakery San Juan


Outdoor Escapes


• South Beach


• Lime Kiln Point Lighthouse


• San Juan Island Sculpture Park


• Pelindaba Lavender Farm


• San Juan Vineyard


ORCAS ISLAND


Romantic Lodging


• West Beach Resort


• Cabins-on-the-Point


• Once in a Blue Moon Farm


• Kangaroo House B&B


• Leanto Glamping


Dining


• Inn at Ship Bay


• New Leaf Café at Outlook Inn


• Matia Kitchen


• Doe Bay Wine Company


• Kingfish at West Sound


Outdoor Escapes


• Turtleback Mountain Preserve


• Judd Cove Preserve


• Mount Constitution


• Obstruction Pass State Park


• Doe Bay Resort & Retreat


LOPEZ ISLAND


Romantic Lodging


• The Edenwild Boutique Hotel


• Lopez Farm Cottages


Dining


• Ursa Minor


• Blue Heron Bistro


• Vita’s Wildly Delicious


• Setsunai Noodle Bar


Outdoor Escapes


• Spencer Spit State Park


• Iceberg Point


• Shark Reef Sanctuary


• Watmough Head
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Family Camping


Family trips don’t have to resemble the 1983 comedy National Lampoon’s Vacation. On the San Juan Islands, it’s easy to bring the family, rent a cottage or house (around $2,500/week), and launch out on day trips from this base. Camping offers an inexpensive alternative, and the following itinerary is a good option for Lopez and Orcas Islands; similar trips are also very popular on San Juan.


Day 1


Load up the minivan and drive to Anacortes, where you have time to stock up on snacks and diapers at The Market. Because you made reservations, you won’t need to wait long to roll aboard a ferry heading toward Lopez Island, where you set up camp at Spencer Spit State Park.


Day 2


If you brought bikes along, everyone can hop on for a ride around the island; if not, they’re available for rent at Spencer Spit from Outdoor Adventure Center or in Lopez Village at Village Cycles. Afterward, return to Spencer Spit, where the kids can roast marshmallows over a campfire.


Day 3


Enjoy another day of biking around the island; break up the ride with a hike through the forest at Shark Reef Sanctuary and the chance to look for colorful stones at Agate Beach County Park. Get panini at Vita’s Wildly Delicious. Then wander the handful of shops and galleries in nearby Lopez Village.


Day 4


Pack everyone up and take the ferry to Orcas Island. Drive up to Eastsound for an all-American brunch at Island Skillet, then continue to the island’s eastern end to Moran State Park and its abundant campsites among the trees (the best ones are at South End Campground). If you book far enough in advance, Leanto has wonderful family glamping sites in the park.
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1: Leanto glamping site in Moran State Park 2: stand-up paddleboarder at Cascade Lake 3: Orcas Island Skateboard Park





Day 5


Drive the twisting road up Mount Constitution to take in the island vistas, and then head back down to Cascade Lake for swimming and paddleboarding with other families, plus a balanced lunch of hot dogs, lemonade, and popcorn. Everyone knows sugar works wonders in helping kids relax, so throw in an ice cream cone or three.


Day 6


Lots of options today. Take a hike up Turtleback Mountain, or hop on a whale-watching trip offered by Deer Harbor Charters. Browse Orcas Island Pottery (with a fun tree house and swings for kids) on the west side of Orcas before a side trip to watch the daredevils at Orcas Island Skateboard Park.


Day 7


Put the kids in day care at Orcas Island Children’s House and take the time to explore the shops of Eastsound, brunching at Brown Bear Baking, tasting wines poured by the sommelier at Doe Bay Wine Company, or sampling a cocktail and charcuterie board at The Barnacle. If you’re feeling ambitious, join a day trip to Sucia Island from Shearwater Adventures, or rent a mountain bike from Wildlife Cycles. On your way to get the kids, stop by Orcas Food Co-Op to pick up fresh seafood to grill at your campsite.


Day 8


It’s time to exit the islands, but if you take an afternoon ferry, you’ll have time for a short hike in Obstruction Pass State Park or Judd Cove Preserve before heading out. Waiting as the ferry approaches the terminal, with the kids sleeping peacefully in the back seat, you may think that family trips aren’t so bad after all.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Farm Fresh


There are small farms throughout the San Juans, but Lopez Island is the most agricultural, including Horse Drawn Farm, where all the work is done using animal power. The three main islands all have vineyards and wineries (with wine-tastings); of particular interest is San Juan Vineyard on San Juan Island, where a 125-year-old schoolhouse sits on the grounds. Also on San Juan Island are two other unique farms: Pelindaba Lavender Farm grows 20 acres of these pungent flowering plants and produces all sorts of products, and The Farm at Krystal Acres is home to 50 or so alpacas. Find summertime farmers markets on Saturdays in Friday Harbor, Eastsound, and Lopez Village, plus Anacortes, Bellingham, and several locations on Whidbey Island. Here’s an overview of farm-fresh options:
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SAN JUAN ISLAND


• The Farm at Krystal Acres


• Pelindaba Lavender Farm


• Amaro Farm


• San Juan Vineyard


• Westcott Bay Cider


• Aurora Farms


• Westcott Bay Shellfish Co.


ORCAS ISLAND


• Orcas Moon Alpacas


• Once in a Blue Moon Farm


• OrcaSong Farm


• Warm Valley Orchard


• Orcas Island Winery


• Girl Meets Dirt


LOPEZ ISLAND


• Horse Drawn Farm


• Barn Owl Bakery/Grayling Farm


• Lopez Island Farm


• Sunnyfield Farm


OTHER OPTIONS


• Whidbey Island Greenbank Farm, Whidbey Island


• Meerkerk Rhododendron Gardens, Whidbey Island


• Ebey’s Landing National Historical Reserve, Whidbey Island


• Western Sun Lavender Farm, Whidbey Island


• Our Lady of the Rock Monastery, Shaw Island
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Exploring the Outer Islands


The vast majority of visitors to the San Juans focus all their attention on the most accessible islands: San Juan, Orcas, and Lopez. With a little effort (and some cash), you can discover an entirely different world. The following tour mixes time on the main islands with trips to lesser-known islands and state marine parks. All sorts of other options exist, and if you want to create your own itinerary, you should consider hiking and camping on Cypress Island (access by water taxi from Anacortes), Stuart Island (water taxi from San Juan Island), or Matia Island (water taxi from Anacortes or Orcas). The trip below begins in Seattle and assumes you have a car.


Seattle to Whidbey Island


Day 1


This trip begins in Seattle. Even if you live in the city, you’ll never go wrong with a stop at Pike Place Market before heading out. Follow I-5 north and take Exit 182 to Mukilteo via State Highway 525. Ferries run every half hour to Whidbey Island. Once on Whidbey, take the side route to the artsy community of Langley to check out the galleries and watch glassblowers at work. Ultra House serves delicious bowls of ramen soup, or get a delicious sandwich from Seabiscuit Bakery. Continue up the island to historic Fort Casey State Park (impressive old carriage guns and all-encompassing Salish Sea vistas) and bucolic Ebey’s Landing National Historical Reserve. Overnight at nearby Coupeville, with a gourmet dinner at Gordon’s Fusion Cuisine and quaint rooms at Anchorage Inn B&B.


Anacortes to Guemes Island


Days 2-4


Drive north from Coupeville in the morning, stopping to admire jaw-dropping Deception Pass Bridge before reaching Anacortes. Get lunch at friendly Adrift Restaurant and then catch the little ferry from Anacortes to Guemes Island. You’ve booked three tranquil nights at Guemes Island Resort, with a choice of attractive cabins on the water or rustic yurts beneath tall trees. The low-key resort is a delightful place to chill out, so bring a book or two, set up a massage, relax in the sauna, play table tennis with the kids, or borrow a rowboat to drop a crab pot for dinner.


Anacortes to Orcas Island


Day 5


Leave Guemes Island behind and drive onto the ferry to Anacortes again. Get a hearty breakfast at Dad’s Diner before catching a state ferry to Orcas Island, where you’ve booked two nights at Kingfish at West Sound. Stop at Eastsound along the way to check out the shops and galleries, and for dinner at Matia Kitchen. Orcas is a fine base from which to explore surrounding islands and has its own array of attractions.


Day 6


Shaw Island is a little-visited slice of the past and makes a fine day-trip from Orcas Island. The ferry from Orcas to Shaw only takes 10 minutes and first stop is the delightful Shaw General Store, the only business on Shaw. Most of the island is private but there are several easy hikes and a pretty county park. Be sure to spend time at Cedar Rock Preserve, a gorgeous slice of paradise. After a day of exploring Shaw, take the ferry back to Orcas and head to dinner at earthy Doe Bay Resort & Retreat.


Day 7


Jones Island is one of the most accessible and enjoyable marine state parks, and Shearwater Adventures leads all-day paddle-and-picnic trips from Deer Harbor on Orcas. As an alternative, you won’t go wrong visiting Sucia Island, just north of Orcas. Outer Island Excursions has a very popular ferry for day trips and rents kayaks to explore Sucia’s many coves. Return to Orcas Island from either of these options and catch the ferry back to Anacortes the following morning.




[image: image]


kayaker off Sucia Island





With More Time


With more time, plan on a multi-night kayak tour that includes time on Patos Island with its picturesque lighthouse, Sucia Island with its maze of trails leading to hidden coves, and Matia Island with its old-growth forests. This is a good introduction to kayaking; several companies on Orcas, San Juan, and Lopez Islands offer multi-night sea kayak trips.




Island Beaches


The beaches of the San Juan Islands will never rival those in Hawaii or the Caribbean, but visitors will still discover lovely strands, particularly on San Juan Island and Sucia Island.


[image: image]


SAN JUAN ISLAND


• South Beach is the longest and finest beach on the island, and a good place to watch for killer whales.


• Fourth of July Beach in American Camp is a quiet spot with pebbly sand and driftwood.


• Cattle Point Interpretive Area has a pair of picturesque flower-lined beaches.


• Deadman Bay Preserve is a pretty cove with a pebbly shoreline just south of Lime Kiln lighthouse.


• An easy bike ride from Friday Harbor, Jackson Beach is a favorite of beginning kayakers.


• Eagle Cove Day Park has a delightful pocket beach on the south end of the island.


ORCAS ISLAND


• Kayakers head out from Crescent Beach Preserve—home to an oyster farm—near Eastsound.


• Obstruction Pass State Park has a pebble-covered beach lined with nearby campsites.


• Deer Harbor Marina has a little sandy beach that’s popular with kids.


• The beach at Cascade Lake in Moran State Park is a favorite swimming hole for families.


LOPEZ ISLAND


• Spencer Spit State Park has a half-mile sandy beach on the north end of Lopez.


• Odlin County Park provides beachfront campsites.


• Agate Beach County Park is a fun spot to search for colorful agates.


• There’s a delightful small beach at Watmough Bay on the south end of Lopez.


OTHER ISLANDS


• Shaw Island County Park has a long sandy beach with nearby campsites.


• Cedar Rock Preserve on Shaw Island has a pair of little-visited beaches.


• Sucia Island Marine State Park delivers magnificent scenery and beaches with unique rock formations.








Gateways to the Islands
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Cap Sante Marina from Cap Sante Park







Highlights


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


S W. T. Preston: This historic stern-wheeler operated around Puget Sound from 1940 through the 1970s. It’s now open for self-guided tours (click here).


S Washington Park: This Anacortes waterfront park has camping, hiking trails, and a scenic two-mile loop road (click here).
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S Deception Pass State Park: Known for the arch bridge that links Whidbey and Fidalgo Islands, this park has hundreds of campsites, miles of hiking trails, freshwater lakes, and sandy beaches (click here).


S Fort Casey State Park: This park has it all—a dramatic location, picturesque lighthouse, enormous old cannons, and plenty of space for camping, picnicking, and kite flying (click here).


S Ebey’s Landing National Historical Reserve: These preserved farmlands are bordered by an impressive shoreline of cliffs and beaches (click here).


S Fairhaven: Bellingham’s historic district is a great place to search for that perfect gift or enjoy a fine meal (click here).


S Whatcom Museum: Transformed by the addition of the striking Lightcatcher Building, this museum houses regional art (click here).


S Chuckanut Drive: This scenic road stretches south from Fairhaven, passing tall trees and the waters of Samish Bay before emerging into the Skagit Valley (click here).


S Pike Place Market: Immerse yourself in the sights, sounds, and smells (both flowery and fishy) of Seattle’s marketplace (click here).


S Seattle Center: Home to the Space Needle, Chihuly Garden and Glass, and MoPOP, this is a must-see for Seattle visitors (click here).
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Artwood gallery in Fairhaven
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Mukilteo ferry.








The San Juan Islands can be approached from several directions and have numerous gateways. Getting there can be half the fun.


Located 80 miles north of Seattle, the town of Anacortes is Washington’s primary gateway to the San Juan Islands, with state ferries departing several times a day year-round. It offers a good mix of restaurants, reasonably priced lodging, and sights to see, including Washington Park and the historic stern-wheeler W. T. Preston. A few miles south of town is Deception Pass State Park, famous for the high-arched bridge that links Fidalgo Island with Whidbey Island to the south.


Whidbey Island is a scenic access route for people driving up from Seattle. One of the longest islands in America, Whidbey has one large town, Oak Harbor, and two smaller—and far more interesting—ones: Langley and Coupeville. Colorful Whidbey Island Greenbank Farm is a fun stop, with loganberry wines and other treats for sale, and just up the road is Meerkerk Rhododendron Gardens. Visit Fort Casey State Park to check out the disappearing guns and Admiralty Head Lighthouse, or take in the verdant fields and gorgeous coastline of Ebey’s Landing National Historical Reserve.
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The city of Bellingham is a destination in its own right, but it also provides a jumping-off point for whale-watching tours to the San Juan Islands. The historic Fairhaven district boasts a collection of nicely restored buildings from the 1880s, many fine shops, and the multimodal transportation center for trains, buses, boats, and the Alaska State Ferry. Downtown Bellingham is home to the Whatcom Museum and a couple of offbeat collections. South of Bellingham, scenic Chuckanut Drive hugs the coast through lush forests before entering farm country.


Seattle is a travel hub and the primary access point for people flying into Washington State, with private passenger ferries and air taxis connecting to the San Juans—and enough attractions to keep visitors busy en route, including bustling Pike Place Market, the landmark Space Needle, and the mesmerizing Museum of Pop Culture.


Anacortes


Many visitors know Anacortes (anna-KOR-tez) only as the launching point for the San Juan Islands, but this city of 18,000 is far more than a ferry dock. With a casual end-of-the-road atmosphere, it’s also one of the more pleasant cities of its size in Puget Sound. The city is 80 miles north of Seattle and 90 miles south of Vancouver.
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Although it looks like part of the mainland, Anacortes is officially on Fidalgo Island; Swinomish Channel cuts a sluggish, narrow swath from the La Conner area around the hills known as Fidalgo Head. The channel is kept open for boaters and is spanned by a beautiful curving arc of a bridge.


HISTORY


Anglos first resided on the island in the 1850s, but William Munks, who called himself “The King of Fidalgo Island,” claimed to be the first permanent settler and opened a store in 1869. A geologist named Amos Bowman tried to persuade the company he worked for, the Canadian Pacific Railroad, to establish its western terminus at Fidalgo—despite the fact that Bowman had never seen the island. When the railroad refused, Bowman came down to check out the land himself, bought 168 acres of it, and opened a store, a wharf, and the Anna Curtis Post Office, named after his wife, in 1879. Bowman was so determined to get a railroad—any railroad—into Anacortes that he published a newspaper, The Northwest Enterprise, to draw people and businesses to his town.


He was so convincing that the population boomed to more than 3,000 people, even though, by 1890, the town’s five railroad depots had yet to see a train pull up. The Burlington Northern Railroad eventually came, and residents found financial success in salmon canneries, shingle factories, and lumber mills. Anacortes grew to prominence as a shipping and fishing port; by its heyday in 1911, it was home to seven canneries and proclaimed itself the “salmon canning capital of the world.” Workers were needed for all these plants, and Anacortes became a major entry point of undocumented laborers from China and Japan; several outlaws made a prosperous living smuggling in both workers and opium. Anacortes’s title for salmon canning has long since been lost as salmon stocks dwindled in Puget Sound due to overfishing, but the city still maintains a strong seaward orientation.



ANACORTES TODAY



Anacortes relies on the Tesoro and Shell oil refineries, Dakota Creek shipyard, two seafood processing plants (including the Trident Seafoods plant, which turns Alaskan pollock into fish burgers for Burger King and Long John Silver’s), and tourists en route to the San Juan Islands. A fleet of gillnetters and seiners supplies salmon for local markets, and many of the boats here head north to Alaska each summer. In recent years, the city has grown with the increase in tourism as well as retirees who enjoy the mild, relatively dry weather. A gateway arch at the corner of Commercial Avenue and 11th Street welcomes visitors to downtown Anacortes—now a National Historic District—and many of the Victorian buildings have been restored. It’s easy to get around Anacortes, with most businesses strung along two miles of Commercial Avenue. What do locals call Anacortes? A-Town, of course.
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SIGHTS


Museums and Historic Sites


The Anacortes Museum (1305 8th St., 360/293-1915, www.anacorteswa.gov, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-4pm Sun., donation) has changing exhibits on local history. Drop by the visitors center for a Historic Walking Tour brochure detailing 30 historic buildings in downtown Anacortes. Dozens of small historical murals adorn local buildings, including the mural of Anna Curtis Bowman (the city’s namesake) across the street from the visitors center.


Don’t miss Causland Memorial Park, which covers a city block at 8th Street and N Avenue (right across from the museum). The park’s playfully ornate mosaic walls, gazebo, and amphitheater were built in 1920 with thousands of colorful stones from area islands. Nearby are a number of 1890s homes and buildings, many restored to their original splendor. The home owned and built by Amos and Anna Curtis Bowman in 1891 stands at 1815 8th Street. At 807 4th Street, an architect’s office is now housed in what was probably the “finest bordello in the county” in the 1890s. The little church at 5th and R was built by its Presbyterian congregation in 1889; still in use is the Episcopal Church at 7th and M, built in 1896.



S W. T. Preston



Remnants of Anacortes’s earlier days are scattered throughout town, including the fascinating historic stern-wheeler W. T. Preston (next to the marina at 703 R Ave., 360/299-4130, www.anacorteswa.gov, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat. and 11am-4pm Sun. June-Aug., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun. Apr.-May and Sept.-Oct., closed Nov.-Mar., $5 adults, $3 ages 5-16, free for children under 5). Now a National Historic Landmark, the Preston operated as a snag boat for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers from 1940 to 1981, when she was given to the city of Anacortes. The last stern-wheeler operating on Puget Sound, it kept waterways clear of debris by towing off snags, logs, and stumps that piled up against bridge supports. Step into the Maritime Heritage Center (free) to learn about the importance of fishing and boatbuilding to the region, and then walk up the ramp for a self-guided tour of the Preston.


Adjacent to the Preston is the 1911 Burlington Northern Railroad Depot at 7th and R, now home to the Depot Arts Center, plus the Anacortes Farmers Market on summer Saturdays.


Not far away is Dakota Creek Industries (820 4th St., 360/293-9575, https://dakotacreek.com), a large shipbuilding and repair shipyard. No tours, but you can watch the action from the street. The company can accommodate vessels up to 400 feet long, and there’s always something impressive going on. Dakota Creek recently completed two 238-foot oceanographic research vessels named for astronauts, the R/V Sally Ride and the R/V Neil Armstrong.


Not all the ships in Anacortes are new. Built in 1917, the 232-foot La Merced was a four-masted schooner that sailed Alaskan waters for years before being converted into a floating cannery in the 1930s. In 1966, the ship was sold for salvage and intentionally grounded next to an Anacortes shipyard. The hull was breached, masts were cut off, and tons of dredge material were poured into the ship to form a breakwater. Today, its boards are buckling and trees grow out the top of this once-proud schooner. You can see La Merced from the road at the Lovric Sea-Craft Shipyard (3022 Oakes Ave.), but there’s no access to the ship itself; it isn’t a safe place to explore after all these years as a breakwater.


Viewpoints


For a dramatic low-elevation viewpoint of Anacortes, the Cascades, and the Skagit Valley, visit Cap Sante Park on the city’s east side, following 4th Street to V Avenue. The road ends at a small parking lot almost 500 feet above Anacortes. Scramble up the boulders for a better look at Mount Baker, the San Juans, and the Anacortes refineries that turn Alaskan oil into gasoline. You can also hike to the viewpoint on Rotary Viewpoint Trail, a 0.5-mile gravel path that starts at Cap Sante Marina.


Five miles south of downtown Anacortes, 1,270-foot Mount Erie is the tallest hill on Fidalgo Island. A steep and winding road rises 1.5 miles to a partially wooded summit, where four short trails lead to dizzying views of the Olympics, Mount Baker, Mount Rainier, and Puget Sound. Don’t miss the two lower overlooks, located 0.25 mile downhill from the summit. Get to Mount Erie by following Heart Lake Road south from town past Heart Lake to the signed turnoff at Mount Erie Road. Trails lead from various points along Mount Erie Road into other parts of the Anacortes Community Forest Lands.



S Washington Park



Three miles west of downtown Anacortes, Washington Park is a strikingly beautiful preserve with 220 waterfront acres on Rosario Strait affording views of the San Juans and Olympics. Visitors can walk, bike, or drive the skinny two-mile paved scenic loop. Stop off at one of many waterfront picnic areas, including the oft-photographed leaning tree, where a now-dead Douglas fir hangs precariously over the water.


Other facilities include a busy boat launch, several miles of hiking trails offering views of the San Juans and the Olympics, a playground, and crowded campsites with showers and laundry facilities. The original park acreage was donated by one of Fidalgo Island’s earliest pioneers, Tonjes Havekost, who said, “Make my cemetery a park for everybody.” His grave stands on the southern edge of the park, overlooking Burrows Channel. The Anacortes Women’s Club bought additional acreage in 1922 from the sale of lemon pies—they paid just $2,500 for 75 beachfront acres.


Guemes Island


The Guemes Island Ferry (www.skagitcounty.net [URL inactive], 6:30am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 6:30am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 8am-10pm Sun., $5 adults, $15 round-trip for a car and driver) goes to residential Guemes (GWEE-mes) Island from 6th Street and I Avenue. Take your bicycle along for a scenic tour of this rural, almost level island that is home to 500 year-round residents, and twice that many in the summer. The black-tailed deer population is almost certainly much higher. You’ll find a mile-long public shoreline on the southwest end, with a pleasant agate-strewn beach; the best access is reached by turning left off the ferry and following South Shore Drive to its junction with West Shore Drive. Kids will enjoy the playground near the center of Guemes. Guemes Island Resort on the north end of the island provides lodging and a few food items. If you aren’t staying here, stop at the adjacent Young’s Park for a delightful beach picnic. Learn more about the island at www.linetime.org.


A 1.2-mile hiking trail switchbacks to the rocky 700-foot summit of Guemes Mountain—the highest point on the island—providing vistas in all directions. On a clear day you can look east to Mount Baker, north into Canada, and west to the San Juan Islands. Access the trailhead by driving straight from the ferry landing for 1.5 miles and turning right on Edens Road. Continue another 1.5 miles to a small parking area; the trailhead is on the left side. Find details at www.skagitlandtrust.org.


Peach Preserve covers 64 acres just west of the ferry landing. A 0.5-mile trail passes through forests, bird-filled wetlands, and grasslands to a pebbly beach where you can search for agates.


Next to the ferry landing on Guemes, the welcoming Guemes Island General Store (7885 Guemes Island Rd., 360/293-4548, www.guemesislandstore.com, 10am-7pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat.) has groceries and supplies. Its motto: “If we don’t have it, we’ll explain how you can get along without it.” Stop by for from-scratch baked goods, hand-cut fries, sandwiches, soups, salads, burgers, and dinner specials. There’s beer on draft at the small bar and a covered deck to take in the ferry action. Live music takes place most Saturday nights on the outdoor stage. The store is owned by Guemes Island Resort.



S Deception Pass State Park



Washington’s most popular state park, Deception Pass State Park (360/675-3767, www.parks.wa.gov, $12 day use or $35 annual Discover Pass) has facilities that rival those of national parks: swimming at two lakes, 4 miles of shoreline, 28 miles of hiking trails, freshwater and saltwater fishing, boating, picnicking, rowboat rentals, boat launches, viewpoints, an environmental learning center, and several hundred campsites. The park, nine miles south of Anacortes on Highway 20, covers almost 3,600 forested acres on both sides of spectacular Deception Pass Bridge. (The north side is on Fidalgo Island, while the south end is on Whidbey Island.)


When Captain George Vancouver first sighted this waterway in 1792, he called it Port Gardner. But when he realized the inlet was actually a tidal passage between two islands, he renamed it Deception Pass. Because of the strong tidal currents that can reach nine knots, the passage was avoided by sailing ships until 1852, when Captain Thomas Coupe (for whom nearby Coupeville is named) sailed a fully rigged three-masted vessel through the narrow entrance.


For a unique perspective, take a speedy catamaran tour through the passage from Deception Pass Tours (5596 State Hwy. 20, 888/909-8687, www.deceptionpasstours.com). These fun hour-long trips cost $43 for adults or $38 for seniors and kids. The company also has orca whale-watching trips ($100 adults, $95 kids and seniors) in the summer, plus two-hour marine mammal tours to Minor Island ($55 adults, $50 kids and seniors) for seals, elephant seals, and sea lions. Trips start from their office, located a mile or so north of the bridge.


Deception Pass Bridge


Completed in 1935, Deception Pass Bridge, a steel cantilever-truss structure, links Fidalgo, Pass, and Whidbey Islands. Much of the work was done by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), which also built many other park structures. The bridge towers 182 feet above the water. It’s estimated that each year more than three million people stop at the bridge to peer over the edge at the turbulent water and whirlpools far below, or to enjoy the sunset vistas. A delightful scenic trail leads down from the southwest side of the bridge to a beautiful beach. The beach is also accessible by taking the road to the North Beach picnic area.
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1: Cap Sante Marina 2: historic snag boat W. T. Preston 3: polenta at Adrift Restaurant 4: Deception Pass Bridge







The Maiden of Deception Pass


The Samish Indians told the story of the beautiful maiden of Deception Pass, Ko-kwal-alwoot. She was gathering shellfish along the beach when the sea spirit saw her and became enamored; when he took her hand, Ko-kwal-alwoot became terrified, but the sea spirit reassured her, saying he only wished to gaze upon her loveliness. She returned often, listening to the sea spirit’s declarations of love.


One day a young man came from the sea to ask Ko-kwal-alwoot’s father for permission to marry her. Her father, suspecting that living underwater would be hazardous to his daughter’s health, refused, despite the sea spirit’s claim that Ko-kwal-alwoot would have eternal life. Miffed, the sea spirit brought drought and famine to the old man’s people until he agreed to give his daughter away. There was one condition: that she return once every year so the old man could be sure she was properly cared for. The agreement was made, and the people watched as Ko-kwal-alwoot walked into the water until only her hair, floating in the current, was visible. The famine and drought ended at once.


Ko-kwal-alwoot kept her promise for the next four years, returning to visit her people, but every time she came she was covered with more and more barnacles and seemed anxious to return to the sea. On her last visit, her people told her she need not return unless she wanted to; ever since that time, she has provided abundant shellfish and clean spring water to that area. Legend has it that her hair can be seen floating to and fro with the tide in Deception Pass.


Today, this Samish legend is inscribed on the 24-foot-tall Ko-kwal-alwoot story pole within the state park. It was carved by artist Tracy Powell in 1983. The front side shows her life as Samish maiden and the back side living in the sea. The story pole is on the north side of Bowman Bay at the end of Rosario Beach Road. It’s just a 10-minute walk to the story pole, but be sure to continue to Rosario Head, connected to Fidalgo Island by an isthmus.





Other Sights


Bowman Bay is just north of the bridge on the west side of the highway and has campsites, a boat launch, a picnic area, and a fishing pier, plus a CCC Interpretive Center (Thurs.-Mon., hours vary, summer only) inside one of the attractive structures the corps built. Three rooms contain displays on the CCC and the men who worked for it in the 1930s. You may find one of the original CCC workers on duty, ready to talk about the old times. Anacortes Kayak Tours (4399 Bowman Bay Rd., 360/588-1117 or 800/992-1801, www.anacorteskayaktours.com) leads family-friendly 1.5-hour paddles ($49 adults, $39 seniors, military, and kids) from its kiosk here.


Rosario Beach, just north of Bowman Bay, features a delightful picnic ground with CCC-built stone shelters. A 0.5-mile hiking trail circles Rosario Head, the wooded point of land that juts into Rosario Bay (technically, this is part of the 75-acre Sharpe County Park). The shoreline is a fine place to explore tidepools. The Maiden of Deception Pass totem pole commemorates the tale of a Samish girl who became the bride of the water spirit. Rosario Beach Marine Laboratory (www.wallawalla.edu) is adjacent, and an underwater park offshore is popular with scuba divers.


A mile south of the Deception Pass Bridge is the turnoff to Coronet Bay Road. This road ends three miles out at Hoypus Point, a good place to fish for salmon or to ride bikes, with striking views of Mount Baker.


Lakes, Hikes, and Climbs


Only electric motors, canoes, and rowboats are allowed on the park’s lakes. You can observe beaver dams, muskrats, and mink in the marshes on the south side of shallow Cranberry Lake, which also hosts a seasonal concession stand. Trout fishing is good here, and the warm water makes it a favorite swimming hole. North of the bridge is Pass Lake, another place to fish or paddle.


A 15-minute hike to the highest point on the island, 400-foot Goose Rock, provides views of the San Juan Islands, Mount Baker, Victoria, and Fidalgo Island. You may possibly see a bald eagle soaring overhead. The trail starts at the south end of the bridge, heading east from either side of the highway; take the wide trail as it follows the pass, and then take one of the unmarked spur trails uphill to the top. Other hiking trails lead throughout the park, ranging from short nature paths to unimproved trails for experienced hikers only.


AdventureTerra (206/914-8613, www.adventureterra.com) leads rock climbing classes on Mount Erie. An all-day introductory class with climbing basics, rope skills, and rappelling costs $200 per person.


SPORTS AND RECREATION


Whale-Watching and Cruises


Two companies provide whale-watching trips from Anacortes and follow the whales around the San Juan Islands and into Canadian waters near the Southern Gulf Islands if necessary. The companies operate most of the year, shifting to humpback and gray whales in the winter and spring months. Island Adventures (360/293-2428 or 800/465-4604, www.orcawhales.com, $109 adults, $99 seniors, military, and students, $69 ages 2-12) is the larger operation, with four- to five-hour whale-watching trips on a fast 150-passenger catamaran from Cap Sante Marina. Outer Island Excursions (2201 Skyline Way, 360/376-3711, www.outerislandx.com, $119 adults, $99 seniors, $79 ages 3-17) offers three- to four-hour whale-watching trips from Skyline Marina. They use smaller boats, making for more personal trips.


Anacortes Dinner Cruise (360/333-5282, www.anacortesdinnercruise.com) is operated by Jessica and Mike Ferguson, the owners of Nantucket Inn B&B. Cruises are on the 58-foot Grateful, with space for up to 16 people; they typically have 10 passengers or fewer. A three-hour cruise to the San Juan Islands is $149 per person with appetizers. Three-hour lunch and dinner cruises are $169, and for these they motor into the islands and turn off the engines for a peaceful and delicious meal featuring Dungeness crab, fish, or beef. The boat is based at Cap Sante Marina.


Sea Kayaking


Anacortes Kayak Tours (2009 Skyline Way, 360/588-1117 or 800/992-1801, www.anacorteskayaktours.com) leads a variety of kayaking trips, from quickie paddles to multiday adventures. Nearby Burrows Island is a popular destination for three-hour ($109 adults, $99 kids) or five-hour paddles ($139-159 per person) departing from Skyline Marina. The company’s most popular trips are inexpensive 1.5-hour paddles ($49 adults, $39 seniors, military, and kids) from Bowman Bay at Deception Pass State Park. In addition to local trips, Anacortes Kayak Tours leads multiday trips in the San Juan Islands. An all-inclusive five-day trip to Sucia, Matia, and Patos Islands is $1,350.


Blue Otter Outfitters (4399 Bowman Bay Rd., 360/488-4247, www.blueotter.com) rents kayaks and paddleboards for $100/day.


Boating and Fishing


Sail Anacortes (208/661-0916, www.sail-anacortes.com) offers day trips from Cap Sante Marina aboard the 71-foot wooden schooner Anse La Roche. A four-hour sunset cruise is $499 for up to six people, and all-day cruises are $875. The company also offers multiday trips to the San Juan Islands.


Anacortes is home to dozens of power yachts and sailboats based in three impressive marinas: Cap Sante Marina (1019 Q Ave., 360/293-0694, www.portofanacortes.com), Anacortes Marina (2415 T Ave., 360/293-4543, www.anacortesmarina.com), and Skyline Marina (2011 Skyline Way, 360/293-5134, www.skylinemarinecenter.com). Cap Sante has guest moorage.


Anacortes Yacht Charters (360/293-4555 or 800/233-3004, www.anacortesyachtcharters.com) is the largest charter company in the U.S., with more than 80 boats in the fleet. Crown Yacht Charters (360/293-9533 or 800/426-2313, www.crownyachtcharters.com) has a dozen or so boats. Most people who rent are experienced boaters but both companies also offer skippered charters.


For fishing trips, contact Highliner Charters (360/770-0341, www.highlinercharters.com), Outer Island Excursions (360/376-3711, www.outerislandx.com), R&R Charters (360/941-6515, www.randrfishingcharters.com), or Catchmore Charters (360/293-7093, www.catchmorecharters.com).


Hiking and Biking


The Tommy Thompson Trail is a paved 3.5-mile bike/pedestrian path that starts at the downtown marina, extends south to Fidalgo Bay RV Park, and then crosses to March Point atop an old railway trestle over Fidalgo Bay. A second paved path, the 2.6-mile Guemes Channel Trail, follows the shoreline west from downtown past the ferry terminal, ending near Washington Park. The two trails are connected by bike lanes on city streets. Rent bicycles and e-bikes from Skagit Cycle Center (1620 Commercial Ave., 360/588-8776, www.skagitcyclecenter.com).


Some of the finest local hiking is at Deception Pass State Park. For more options, stop by the Anacortes visitors center for a guide to trails within the 2,950-acre Anacortes Community Forest Lands (360/293-1918, www.anacorteswa.gov) around Mount Erie and Cranberry, Whistle, and Heart Lakes. More than 50 miles of trails are here, and many of them can be linked into loop hikes. Maps are available online.


The 3.5-mile Whistle Lake Shore Loop circles small Whistle Lake, offering water views, lots of birdlife, and old-growth stands of Douglas fir and western red cedar. An easy and almost level path, the Heart Lake Trail departs from Heart Lake Road and follows a seasonal creek to a fine view of Mount Erie a mile out. Return the same way.


The 1.6-mile Sugarloaf Mountain Trail starts on Ray Auld Drive, six miles from its intersection with Heart Lake Road. Follow the trail from the marshy trailhead straight up, ignoring side trails. To the west, enjoy views of Port Townsend, the San Juan Islands, and the Strait of Juan de Fuca; to the north, Bellingham.


The Cranberry Lake area also has hiking paths, including a 1.7 mile Loop Trail that starts at the west end of 29th Street. This easy hike provides bluff-top views of Little Cranberry Lake and old-growth Douglas fir forests where some trees are seven feet in diameter.


Diving


Anacortes Diving & Supply (2502 Commercial Ave., 360/293-2070, www.anacortesdiving.com) is a full-service shop that runs dive trips to the San Juans and worldwide destinations.


SHOPPING


Anacortes is becoming a popular destination for antiquing, with a number of downtown shops specializing in historical Northwest items. Meet regional authors during book and poetry readings at Watermark Book Company (612 Commercial Ave., 360/293-4277, www.watermarkbookcompany.com, 9:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-4pm Sun.).


Housed in a lovingly restored historic building and perfect for bibliophiles, Pelican Bay Books & Coffeehouse (518 Commercial Ave., 360/293-1852, www.pelicanbaybooks.com, 9am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat.) is a fantastic little used bookstore with thousands of titles. Get an espresso to enjoy with your reading.


Local galleries present changing exhibits during monthly First Friday Art Walks (www.anacortesart.com). The Scott Milo Gallery (420 Commercial Ave., 360/293-6938, www.scottmilo.com) has a variety of artists and changing exhibits.


Founded in 1913, Marine Supply & Hardware Co. (202 Commercial Ave., 360/293-3014, www.marinesupplyandhardware.com, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun.), is the oldest continuously operating marine supply store west of the Mississippi. The original oiled wood floors and oak cabinets are still here, along with a potpourri of supplies. New owners sold many of the flotsam and jetsam that gave the place its charm, but it’s still well worth a visit.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


The Anacortes Community Theatre (918 M Ave., 360/293-6829, www.acttheatre.com) stages plays, musicals, and annual Christmas performances. The Vela Luka Croatian Dancers (www.velaluka.org) is a local group that performs all over the world. This is the most obvious example of Anacortes’s Croatian community; at one time, nearly a quarter of the local population was of Croatian descent.


The small Anacortes Cinemas (415 O St., 360/399-7994, www.farawayentertainment.com) shows first-run films. Find live music on weekends at Rockfish Grill & Anacortes Brewery (320 Commercial Ave., 360/588-1720, www.anacortesrockfish.com) and Brown Lantern Ale House (412 Commercial Ave., 360/293-2544, www.brownlantern.com).


Drop some cash at Swinomish Casino & Lodge (12885 Casino Dr., 360/293-2691 or 888/288-8883, www.swinomishcasinoandlodge.com), which offers bingo, slots, blackjack, roulette, craps, pai gow poker, keno, and sports betting. Pacific Blanket Trading Post sells Native arts and crafts, and the lounge has frequent live music and comedy shows. A 98-room hotel and a convention center are also here.


Festivals and Events


Throughout the month of April, the ever-popular Skagit Valley Tulip Festival (360/428-5959, www.tulipfestival.org) brings activities to Anacortes, La Conner, and Mount Vernon, with everything from garden tours to a quilt show. A popular May event is the Anacortes Uncorked, with tastings from 20 regional wineries and hors d’oeuvres from local restaurants.


Heart of Anacortes (www.theheartofanacortes.com) is an outdoor venue for music and performance on 4th Street behind Rockfish Grill, with plenty of action all summer and fall.


The Anacortes Waterfront Festival, held at Cap Sante Marina on Q Avenue in early June, celebrates the city’s maritime heritage with a food court and beer garden, live music, free boat rides, craft booths, marine wildlife education, and kids’ activities.


Anacortes hosts a parade and fireworks on the Fourth of July. During Shipwreck Fest (http://shipwreckfest.com) on the third Saturday in July, more than 200 vendors turn downtown Anacortes into a giant garage sale. Race Week Anacortes (www.raceweekpnw.com) in late June is considered one of the world’s top 20 yachting regattas.


The Anacortes Arts Festival (360/293-6211, www.anacortesartsfestival.com), held the first weekend of August, attracts more than 70,000 people with a juried fine art show, 250 arts and crafts booths, kids’ events, ethnic foods, a running race, classic cars, and plenty of live music and entertainment. Especially fun is the quick-and-dirty boatbuilding contest, which gives participants five hours to construct a wooden boat.


Oyster Run (www.oysterrun.org), which takes place the last weekend of September, brings thousands of motorcyclists to Anacortes; it’s a great time for leather lovers. You’ll also find stunt cyclists, a beer garden, vendors, and oysters on the half shell. More drinking takes place at the annual Bier on the Pier (www.anacortes.org/bier-on-the-pier), where more than 20 breweries and cideries roll out the tasting barrels. It takes place in early October.


FOOD


Quite a few downtown Anacortes restaurants now have covered sidewalk tents (a response to Covid), making them perfect for a meal outside on a summer evening.



Fine Dining



If you eat just one meal in Anacortes, make sure it’s at the nautically themed S Adrift Restaurant (510 Commercial Ave., 360/588-0653, www.adriftrestaurant.com, 11am-9pm Tues.-Sat., $17-32 dinner entrées). Unpretentious and quirky, Adrift has a raucous atmosphere, an open kitchen, and from-scratch meals. The restaurant cranks out creative lunches and many items are locally grown and organic. The dinner menu changes often, but always has several staples, including an amazing cioppino with a rich tomato wine sauce and big chunks of clams, mussels, halibut, salmon, and crab, all seasoned with saffron and fennel. For a simple dinner, get the polenta over tomatoes and kale. Nightly seafood and steak specials are worth considering, along with the delicious Dungeness crab cake appetizers and key lime tartlets for dessert. This is slow food worth the wait. If you get bored, peruse the nautical decor and the eclectic collection of old books (including some first editions); I found The Muzzleloading Hunter and Offset Lithographic Printmaking next to each other. Reservations are advised.


S A’Town Bistro (418 Commercial Ave., 360/899-4001, www.atownbistro.com, 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., $26-58 dinner entrées) has exceptional local food in a casual setting. The menu changes with the seasons, but typically includes a bison burger, an amazing made-to-order clam chowder with focaccia, hoisin-glazed beef short ribs, local mussels, and seafood paella. A’Town also offers shareable small plate specials for $12-28 if you’re looking for something lighter; just remember to save room for a bowl of house-made rhubarb ice cream. Several tables out front provide al fresco dining.


Housed within the historic Majestic Inn & Spa, the 5th Street Bistro (419 Commercial Ave., 360/299-1400, www.majesticinnandspa.com, 7am-noon and 4pm-9pm daily, $18-38 dinner entrées) is open for three meals a day. The setting is elegant, with black linen tablecloths, big windows, and an upscale menu of king salmon, butternut squash gnocchi, and Dungeness crab strudel. Eggs Benedict and waffles are popular for breakfast. The dramatic rooftop lounge is available on weekends 4pm-sunset in the summer for drinks, light meals ($12-17), and views of town and the busy shipyard.


Seafood


Anthony’s (1207 Q Ave., 360/588-0333, www.anthonys.com [URL inactive], 10am-8pm Sun., noon-8pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-9pm Fri.-Sat., $25-49 dinner entrées) is the local incarnation of the upmarket Northwest chain of 35 restaurants. Enormous windows provide a Cap Sante Marina view, while two large decks and a covered patio with an outdoor fireplace add to the lively appeal. The menu encompasses regional seafood and steaks, along with a $29 three-course sunset dinner Monday-Friday 4pm-5:30pm and popular Sunday brunches. Happy hour is daily 3pm-6:30pm, with drink specials and finger food. Adjacent to Anthony’s is its playful cousin, The Cabana, a covered patio where the back half of the restaurant opens to bocce ball courts and harborside tables; it’s open daily noon-7pm in the summer. This is a casual seat-yourself place with a simple menu of fish tacos, burgers, fish-and-chips, pan-fried oysters, salmon, and salads. Hang out in the Adirondack chairs or join in a fun bocce ball game.


Bob’s Chowder Bar (3320 Commercial Ave., 360/299-8000, www.bobschowder.com, 11am-7pm Sun., Mon., and Thurs., 11am-8pm Fri.-Sat., $17-27) is the spot for quick seafood meals such as oyster burgers, clam chowder, fish tacos, chicken strip baskets, grilled wild salmon, and daily specials. Customers rave about the Clamdigger bread bowl ($20), filled with clam chowder and topped with fried clams.


International


S Frida’s Gourmet Mexican Cuisine (416 Commercial Ave., 360/299-2120, www.fridasgourmet.net, noon-8pm daily, $17-30 dinner entrées) is a giant step above most Mexican restaurants. The setting is upscale, with Mexican art on the wall—the restaurant is named for painter Frida Kahlo—and the food is beautifully presented. This isn’t a place where the enchiladas, rice, and beans all flow into one big gloppy pile. The steak tacos, chicken mole poblano, burrito fajita, pork tamales, and Guadalupe posada crepes are all recommended. Frida’s bar has more than 400 types of tequila, and there’s even the 46-ounce Frida’s Margarita for those with a thirst for life. But don’t drive after this!


Find traditional Mexican plates, seafood, burritos, and vegetarian dishes at Agave Taqueria (2520 Commercial Ave., 360/588-1288, 11am-9pm daily). This simple, clean, and unpretentious hometown spot is popular for south-of-the-border meals. Pull up to the drive-through if you’re in a hurry. Big burritos are $10-16, while traditional Mexican plates cost $15-26.


Naung Mai Thai Kitchen (2216 Commercial Ave., 360/588-1183, www.nmthaikitchen.com, 11am-2:30pm and 3:30pm-9pm daily, $12-23 entrées) underwent a massive transformation in the last few years, from a funky hole-in-the-wall joint to a modern upscale dining place. The flavorful Thai food includes three dozen or so spicy options, such as Panang curry, tom kha, larb salad, pad see-ew, and pineapple fried rice.


American and Pizza


You certainly won’t go wrong with a lunch or dinner at Rockfish Grill & Anacortes Brewery (320 Commercial Ave., 360/588-1720, www.anacortesrockfish.com, 11am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $18-30 entrées), where the menu includes burgers, wood-fired pizzas, fish tacos, etouffee, and barbecue pork sandwiches, along with pretzels, coconut prawns, and fresh ales from the on-site brewery. It’s a bar, but families are welcome.


Nearby is Brown Lantern Ale House (412 Commercial Ave., 360/293-2544, www.brownlantern.com, 11am-11pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-10pm Sun., $15-18 entrées), where the burgers, chicken wings, and the best-in-town fish-and-chips are all noteworthy. The pool table and shuffleboard see plenty of action, and the bar is packed with sports memorabilia. Daily happy hour drink specials and weekend DJs pull folks in, and Brown Lantern serves a popular Friday-Sunday brunch. Families are welcome to the dining section (till 8pm), with a special kids’ menu.


Coconut Kenny’s (1005 Commercial Ave., 360/899-4438, www.coconutkennys.com, 11am-9pm daily, $20-25 pan pizzas) is part of a small chain of Hawaiian-themed restaurants. They’re best known for pizzas (including the Big Kahuna with red sauce, pepperoni, ham, sausage, bacon, onions, mushrooms, tomatoes, and olives), but also offer distinctive sandwiches on house-made Hawaiian bread, salads, and locally famous cheese balls.


Breakfast and Lunch


S Dad’s Diner (906 Commercial Ave., 360/899-5269, 7am-3pm Sat., Sun., and Thurs., 7am-8pm Fri., $13-25) is not your usual breakfast place. Everything here is made from scratch, from the bacon and sausage to all the dressings and sauces. They don’t use canned beef hash; it’s made in-house, along with the pastrami and chorizo. Breakfasts are dependably great, whether it’s biscuits and gravy, Franco-Mexican toast (with a stuffed jalapeno and cream cheese), hash and eggs, or the tastiest buttermilk pancakes in Washington. Lunchtime brings burgers (ground fresh daily), soups, Caesar salads, and sandwiches, including a pastrami-brisket Reuben. Check the big blackboard for today’s specials and the walls for fun photos of dads with their kids.


Penguin Coffee (2119 Commercial Ave., 360/588-8321, 6am-5pm daily) serves Café D’arte coffee along with amazing cookies, Nutella croissants, scones, biscotti, and other treats, plus free Wi-Fi.


Johnny Picasso’s (501 Commercial Ave., 360/299-2755, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat.) combines the best espresso in town with an art studio where you can paint ceramic pottery or craft fused-glass pieces. There are tasty cookies and free Wi-Fi as well.


Just looking to maximize your calorie, fat, and sugar consumption? Get a dozen to go at Donut House (2719 Commercial Ave., 360/293-4053, 5am-7pm daily); the drive-up window obviates the need to expend needless energy walking inside.


Markets


Stock up on groceries for the San Juans at two big stores along Commercial Avenue: Safeway (911 11th St., 360/293-5393, www.safeway.com, 5am-1am daily) and The Market at Anacortes (1519 Commercial Ave., 360/588-8181, www.themarketswa.com, 6am-10pm daily).


Seabear Wild Salmon (605 30th St., 360/230-1082, www.seabear.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-3pm Sat.) sells smoked Alaska salmon, Washington-made items, and other treats. Drop by to sample the fish or watch a video on the processing operation.


For an impressive selection of wines—including the most extensive selection of Washington wines anywhere—stop by Compass Wines (1405 Commercial Ave., 360/293-6500, www.compasswines.com, noon-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sun.).


The Anacortes Farmers Market (611 R Ave., 360/293-7922, 9am-2pm Sat. early May-Oct.) takes place at the Depot Arts Center. It’s a good place to buy fresh produce, baked goods, flowers, artisan cheeses, handmade crafts, clothing, and jams.


ACCOMMODATIONS


Anacortes is blessed with an abundance of comfortable hotels and motels, but make reservations far ahead for the summer months—some places fill up by March for the peak season in July and August. Find additional listings through Airbnb (www.airbnb.com), Tripadvisor (www.tripadvisor.com), Vacasa (www.vacasa.com), and Vrbo (www.vrbo.com).


Downtown across from the marina, Cap Sante Inn (906 9th St., 360/293-0602 or 800/852-0846, www.capsanteinn.net, $139-149 d) is a good mid-priced motel offering clean rooms, comfy beds, plus microwaves and fridges. A two-bedroom suite sleeps six for $219. Pets ($15 extra) are allowed. Guests are likely to be greeted by the owner’s dogs, and there’s a dog park less than a block away.


Another reasonably priced choice is Fidalgo Country Inn (7645 State Rte. 20, 360/293-3494 or 855/823-5544, http://fidalgocountryinn.com, $99-165 d), with an outdoor pool and hot tub. Rooms are newly refurbished, and families will appreciate larger units with kitchenettes and space for up to six people. Fidalgo Country Inn is on the south end of Anacortes, a five-minute drive from downtown.


There are similarly reasonable rates at Anacortes Inn (3006 Commercial Ave., 360/293-3153, $125-135 d), where rooms include one king or two queen beds as well as fridges and microwaves. Guests enjoy a seasonal heated outdoor pool.


Just up the street is Marina Inn (3300 Commercial Ave., 360/293-1100 or 800/231-5198, www.marinainnwa.com, $189-209 d), with large rooms, fridges, microwaves, and breakfast. Some units include jetted tubs and king beds.


Built in 1925, S Nantucket Inn (3402 Commercial Ave., 360/333-5282, www.nantucketinnanacortes.com) is a classic three-story colonial-style home with eight guest rooms, all with private baths and filling hot breakfasts. The two-queen-bed rooms are $149 d, while king rooms and suites run $249 d. The grounds are popular for weddings and family reunions and the owners are longtime residents with a good knowledge of the area. They also operate Anacortes Dinner Cruise, with outings to the San Juan Islands.


Sunrise Inn Villas & Suites (905 20th St., 360/293-8833, www.sunriseinnanacortes.com, $189-324 d) is one of the nicer lodging options in Anacortes. Rooms are large and well appointed; all include microwaves and fridges, while some also have kitchenettes, gas fireplaces, and jetted tubs. Apartment-style villas are available. Rates vary widely depending on the season and whether you arrive on a weekday or weekend.


Anyone heading out to the San Juans should consider homey Anacortes Ship Harbor Inn (5316 Ferry Terminal Rd., 360/293-5177 or 800/852-8568, www.shipharborinn.com, $200-450 d), located close to the ferry on the west side of the island. It’s quiet and peaceful, with water vistas, a barbecue area, and a wide variety of units: clean small rooms, cabins with kitchenettes and fireplaces, and family apartments. You’re likely to encounter deer and rabbits on the lawn.


In the heart of town, S Majestic Inn (419 Commercial Ave., 360/299-1400 or 877/370-0100, www.majesticinnandspa.com, $354-478 d) exudes historical elegance. It was built in 1889, but the building has been completely updated with such amenities as a fine-dining restaurant (5th Street Bistro) and lounge, plus a full-service spa. The 52 guest rooms are spread over two buildings, and many are extravagant two-room suites. All include plush robes, soaking tubs, and waterfall showers. Rooftop dining is available in the summer.


Resort


Located on the north end of Guemes Island and accessible via a five-minute ferry ride ($15 round-trip) from Anacortes, S Guemes Island Resort (4268 Guemes Island Rd., 360/293-6643 or 800/965-6643, www.guemesislandresort.com) is a delightful family escape. Six waterfront cabins—each with a kitchen and woodstove—face a grassy lawn with views of Mount Baker; these cost $292-336/night. The largest unit (Vendovi Cabin) sleeps six. Other options include three large private beach houses ($430-855/night; one sleeps 12 people), three deluxe cabins ($388-425/night) with private hot tubs, and five comfortable yurts ($163d) for upscale camping in the trees. Off-season rates (Oct.-May) are substantially cheaper. There are no TVs or radios in any of these lodging options, but guests are welcome to use the rowboats, sit-on-top kayaks, paddleboards, wood-fired sauna, table tennis, foosball, yard games, hiking trail, boat launch, crab cooker, and Wi-Fi. The gift shop has basic supplies. Massage therapy and a Dutch tub (wood-fired hot tub filled with saltwater) are available for an extra fee. The resort books far ahead for the peak Dungeness crabbing season during July and August. There’s a minimum stay of three nights (four nights for the houses) during the summer and holidays, and many families book lodging for a full week.


Camping


Three miles west of Anacortes and close to the ferry terminal, city-run Washington Park (360/293-1918, www.anacorteswa.gov, $27 tents, $34 RVs with hookups) has 68 crowded campsites in a peaceful wooded setting, as well as showers, picnic tables, boat launches, and a delightful beach and playground. The campground is open all year. It’s wise to make reservations online at least 14 days ahead, but spaces may be available on a first-come basis.


Exceptionally popular with RVers—and with good reason—Pioneer Trails RV Resort (7337 Miller Rd., 360/293-5355, www.pioneertrails.com) sits on 28 acres of forested land south of town off Highway 20. Immaculate year-round RV sites cost $65-80; there is no tent camping.


A sprawling RV park just south of town, Fidalgo Bay Resort (4701 Fidalgo Bay Rd., 360/293-5353, www.fidalgobay.com, $34-50 RV sites, $134-145 cabins) has beach access, cute cabins, a fitness center, and Wi-Fi. The boat launch site at Fidalgo Bay is especially popular during crabbing season (mid-July-Sept.). Swinomish Casino & Lodge (12885 Casino Dr., 360/588-3800 or 888/288-8883, www.swinomishcasinoandlodge.com, $27-40) has RV sites with full hookups.


Cap Sante Marina (611 T Ave., 360/293-0694, www.portofanacortes.com) has 25 year-round RV spaces (no tent spaces) with full hookups. It’s right in the heart of Anacortes; call for current rates.


Nine miles south of Anacortes, Deception Pass State Park (360/675-3767, www.parks.wa.gov, $27-37 tents, $35-45 RVs, $12 bikes) has some of the finest camping in this part of Washington, with tall Douglas firs and a gorgeous lakeside location. Unfortunately, the park’s popularity means that you’ll be accompanied by a multitude of fellow visitors. There are 306 tent and RV sites at Deception Pass, and the facility includes hot showers and dump stations. The primary campground along Cranberry Lake has year-round sites, and a second seasonal campground is just north of the bridge at Bowman Bay, with additional sites at Quarry Pond. The park also rents seven cabins at $79-120 per night. If possible, make reservations ($8 fee) well in advance of a midsummer visit at http://washington.goingtocamp.com, or by calling 888/226-7688. Head to the park’s outdoor amphitheater on weekend evenings in the summer for natural history lectures and presentations.


North Whidbey RV Park (565 W. Cornet Bay Rd., 360/675-9597, www.northwhidbeyrvpark.com, $50 RVs, $135 cabins, two-night minimum) is nine miles south of Anacortes and across the road from Deception Pass State Park. The campground is well maintained with all the amenities; tents are not allowed.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


For maps, brochures, and up-to-date information, drop by the Anacortes Visitor Center (819 Commercial Ave., 360/293-3832, www.anacortes.org, 11am-3pm daily May-Sept., 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat. Oct.-Apr.). Across the street is a mural of Anna Curtis, for whom the town was named. Also check out the Anacortes American newspaper’s website (www.goanacortes.com) for local information and news.


Island Hospital (1211 24th St., 360/299-1300, www.islandhospital.org) has a 24-hour emergency room and 43 beds. The only hospital on the San Juan Islands is a limited facility in Friday Harbor, so this is the primary regional facility for the islands. The hospital also operates Island Primary Care (1213 24th St., 360/293-3101).


Spacious Anacortes Library (1220 10th St., 360/293-1910, www.anacorteswa.gov, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.) has a kids’ room and a dozen computers with free Internet access, Wi-Fi, and an electric vehicle charging station.


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


TOP EXPERIENCE


Washington State Ferries


To reach the San Juan Islands via state ferry, you have no choice but to leave from Anacortes—and ferry traffic keeps a good portion of local businesses in business. The Washington State Ferries website (www.wsdot.wa.gov/ferries) has details on the ferry system, including current wait times in Anacortes. Call 206/464-6400 or 888/808-7977 for information and reservations.


Reservations


Ferry reservations are highly advisable for travelers to the San Juan Islands. If you are traveling on the ferry during the summer, be sure to make Save A Spot vehicle reservations online at www.takeaferry.com. Use your credit card to hold space for standard vehicles on ferries up to two months prior to your sailing to the islands. You’ll receive a confirmation email, but won’t be billed for travel until you board, and can change or cancel reservations until 5pm the day before travel. Be sure to have your reservation confirmation number or download the Washington State Department of Transportation WSDOT app on your phone.


Want to know the ferry locations right now? Check out Ferry Vessel Watch (www.wsdot.com/ferries/vesselwatch) for a map showing where each vessel is, along with actual departure and arrival times. It’s also available as an app for your phone.


Anacortes Terminal


Located on 12th Street, the Anacortes ferry terminal has a small gift shop and a so-so café. Warning: Anacortes police often stop folks speeding to catch the ferry. Keep your speed down or you might get delayed considerably longer, with a fine to boot!


If you’re bringing your car and have a reservation, arrive an hour ahead of your scheduled sailing. If you don’t have a reservation and are driving, get there at least two hours ahead (or more) to wait as a standby. A small beach nearby is fun for a stroll and walking dogs, or to keep the kids from bugging you too much. Follow the boardwalk to look for great blue herons, red-winged blackbirds, and song sparrows amid the cattails. Be sure to keep an eye on the ferry traffic so you don’t find yourself at the other end of the beach when cars start loading. If you head to the café or bathrooms, be careful—especially with children—to look both ways before heading back to your vehicle; it’s easy to step into traffic offloading from the ferry.
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