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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.








[image: image]







[image: image]

Ash Cave in Hocking Hills State Park
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Clifton Mill near Yellow Springs
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downtown Cleveland.





There’s no one way to define Ohio. Technically part of the Midwest, the Buckeye State’s northeastern environs echo the industrial centers of New England, Cincinnati is just a river away from the South, and much of the state’s rugged southeast is the entryway into Appalachia. From the 1980s to the 2000s, Ohio’s official tourism slogan was “The Heart of It All,” which told motorists where they’d arrived: the state where the country’s cultures meet and mingle.


This mosaic of American temperament has produced some of the country’s greatest figures. Eight presidents of the United States hail from Ohio. The first American to orbit the Earth and the first man to walk on the moon are from Ohio. Countless athletes, film stars, inventors, and business tycoons got their start here. “If I were giving a young man advice as to how he might succeed in life,” said aviator Wilbur Wright, “I would say to him, pick out a good father and mother, and begin life in Ohio.” This success, much of it made elsewhere, has perhaps fueled the misconception that Ohio is a great place to be from but not a great place to be. The truth is Ohioans have been building a terrific place to be for 15,000 years.
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Kings Island amusement park
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Cleveland Museum of Art
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Ledges loop trail in Cuyahoga Valley National Park





For families, there’s a lot of fun to be had for a fraction of the cost of many “premier” destinations. In one small state, you can find two top-shelf amusement parks (Cedar Point and Kings Island), excellent zoos, and innovative hands-on museums.


Then you have the cosmopolitan offerings of the Three C’s: Cleveland, the Gilded Age cultural powerhouse; Columbus, the polished, fashionable capital; and Cincinnati, the old-world river town. Together they boast monumental museums and architecture, legacies of the industrial age. They tantalize with exciting food, brought here by those who have just arrived and those who have been here for generations. And there’s plenty of beer to wash it all down, with over 300 craft breweries in the state. Another just opened while you were reading this paragraph.


But what of the countryside? Holmes County is the center of the second-largest Amish settlement in the world, a pastoral symphony of farmland, rolling hills, and touristed villages. The dense Appalachian foothills to the southeast conceal a world of cliffs, rock formations, and adventure sports. Lake Erie’s shoreline and islands attract birders and those looking for a quiet retreat . . . or a party, depending on the island. And dotted across this land are remnants of mysterious mound-building civilizations long, long vanished.


So define Ohio however you like. Make it your own. In the United States, you’ll be hard-pressed to find such a variety of things to do in a comparable amount of space.
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National Veterans Memorial and Museum in Columbus
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Amish Country.
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covered bridge in Ashtabula County









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Enjoy camping, boating, and summer fun at the Lake Erie islands and shores.
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2 Walk Ohio’s unique neighborhoods: Columbus’s cozy German Village, Cleveland’s artsy Ohio City, or Cincinnati’s Victorian Over-the-Rhine (pictured).
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3 Pay tribute to the classics at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland.
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4 Hike in Cuyahoga Valley National Park, a collage of woods, cliffs, and cultural heritage.
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5 Escape to Amish Country, attracting visitors looking for antiques, cheese, and some peace and quiet.
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6 Explore the history of flight at the Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historical Park and the National Museum of the United States Air Force.








[image: image]



7 See rare animals and learn about conservation at one of Ohio’s zoos, regarded as some of the finest in the country, especially those in Columbus (pictured) and Cincinnati.
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8 Scream on a roller coaster at Cedar Point (pictured) or Kings Island.







[image: image]


9 Sample more than 50 breweries in Cincinnati’s craft beer scene.
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10 Experience Ohio’s take on Appalachia with rugged cliffs, hiking, and camping in the Hocking Hills region.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Columbus and Vicinity


Ohio’s progressive capital embraces art, technology, and a nationally recognized food and drink scene. Family attractions COSI (Center of Science and Industry) and the Columbus Zoo and Aquarium are top of the pack in their fields. Walkable neighborhoods surrounding downtown such as adorable German Village and the artsy, LGBTQ-friendly Short North inspire visitors to discover ample public art, coffee shops, and galleries.
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downtown Columbus





Amish Country and Central Ohio


People come to Amish Country to browse the region’s bakeries, cheesemakers, craft stores, and restaurants, as well as to learn about another way of life—Holmes County is the center of the second-largest Amish settlement in the world and is one of the only counties in the United States where nearly half the population speaks German at home. Beyond, this pleasant world of rolling hills and farmland offers historic towns, attractive state parks, and the shooting location for an iconic film, The Shawshank Redemption.


Cleveland and Vicinity


Once one of the largest cities in the United States, Cleveland boasts the kind of cultural amenities typically seen in much larger cities. World-class museums, stunning architecture, and a strong performing arts scene draw people to a city evolving from its industrial past. The strongest ethnic enclaves in Ohio persist in Cleveland, and with them their cuisines and festivals. If you want big-city trappings without being trapped in a big city, Cleveland is your place.
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Cuyahoga Valley and Northeast Ohio


The area surrounding Cleveland is dotted with small to midsize industrial cities, each offering their own redemption story. Ohio’s only national park—Cuyahoga Valley—cuts between Cleveland and Akron and protects cultural heritage as well as wildlife and natural features. Ashtabula County is renowned as Ohio wine country and home to 19 covered bridges, and small maritime communities feature beaches and local history museums.


Lake Erie and Northwest Ohio


Surprising historical and cultural gems are dotted across this vast swath of farmland including presidential sites and Neil Armstrong’s hometown. Toledo punches above its weight with a surprising zoo and art museum. The real vacation destination, though, is the Lake Erie coast. Cedar Point beckons roller coaster lovers while Put-in-Bay draws a summer crowd on South Bass Island.


Cincinnati and Vicinity


Whether it’s the abundant German heritage, colorful 19th-century architecture, or beer scene, Cincinnati has an old-world demeanor that distinguishes it from the state’s other cities. Over-the-Rhine has survived decades of decline to become one of the most fascinating neighborhoods in the United States and one of the country’s largest intact historic districts. The Cincinnati Zoo is one of the country’s best, and Kings Island’s 14 roller coasters lie just beyond the city’s outerbelt.


Dayton and Southwest Ohio


Ohio’s aviation history is on full display in the Dayton area with the National Museum of the United States Air Force and Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historical Park, which preserves sites relevant to the Wright brothers and the birth of flight. Yellow Springs is a hippie mountain town without a mountain, found amid cornfields. The area’s state parks and preserves offer some of the best hiking in the state.


Appalachian Foothills


Visitors expecting flat farmland will be surprised to see a rugged, forested hinterland away from major population centers. Millions flock to Hocking Hills State Park’s caves, cliffs, and rock formations every year. The first permanent U.S. settlement in the Northwest Territory, Marietta, attracts history buffs. Adventure sports and cabins abound elsewhere.


Know Before You Go


High and Low Seasons


Summer is the truest high season in Ohio, with open amusement parks and beaches, busy campgrounds, a full events calendar, and parks operating at full capacity. It’s also the easiest and most sensible time to visit the Lake Erie islands. This time of year is hot and humid, with rain often a factor in the July and August swelter, though late August can see some nice days. Try to visit in June before the real heat arrives, or after mid-August after schools reopen.


Though things tend to wind down in November, fall is a secondary high season of sorts: football is in full swing, peak fall foliage is mid-to-late October, and amusement parks stay open until Halloween, albeit with reduced or weekend-only hours. September and October are among the most beautiful times to visit Ohio, with comfortable temperatures and drier conditions to accompany the pretty leaves.


Things quiet down considerably for winter, by far Ohio’s lowest season. Most outdoor attractions close or reduce their offerings for the season, and there are fewer large-scale events outside of holiday festivals and light displays in December. Winters in Ohio are cold—occasionally frigid—and varying degrees of snowy. The snow belt east of Cleveland sees upward of 100 inches (254 cm) of lake-effect snow every season, while Cincinnati sees about 22 inches (56 cm) a year. Museums, bars, and restaurants plow ahead as they do the rest of the year.


Activity perks back up in the spring, though outside isolated events such as St. Patrick’s Day in Cleveland and Columbus’s early-March Arnold Sports Festival, things stay relatively quiet through March and April. The weather can stubbornly oscillate between winter’s last throes and warm fronts as soon as late February, though it’s generally wet either way. Hikers are rewarded with wildflowers, though the leaves don’t fully return until May. The summer season officially starts with the Memorial Day weekend.


All in all, the best times to visit Ohio are in the in-between months of May-June and September-October.
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hiking in the woods at the Cleveland Metroparks
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the Scotts Miracle-Gro Foundation Children’s Garden at the Franklin Park Conservatory in Columbus








Advance Reservations


As far as attractions go, you can show up to nearly anything in Ohio without a prior reservation unless it’s a special event or visiting exhibit you’re after. Accommodations, especially on weekends from May through October, do book up or see drastically higher prices. To avoid frustration (especially for campgrounds, B&Bs, and other rural or small-town accommodations), book at least three months in advance. Weekday availability is typically easier to find.


Transportation


With ample highways and relatively few public transportation options, a car is the best way to see Ohio. All of Ohio’s major airports feature car rental kiosks. In the major cities, it is possible to travel via intercity buses, though depending on the number of daily trips this may not be ideal.


What to Take


Ohio’s summer is meant for the outdoors. Bring sunscreen, bug spray, a swimsuit, a good pair of walking shoes, plus your favorite camping gear if you plan to go camping. Come prepared for Ohio’s winter with heavy winter coats, layers of clothing to wear underneath, hats, gloves, and the means to potentially dig your car out of snow or ice (an ice scraper and perhaps a shovel). Keep a sharp eye on the forecast in spring or fall—you could be in for just about anything! In general, a jacket or hoodie is good enough for the day, and an umbrella or rain jacket would be useful if long walks or hikes are in the plans. Though most occasions call for only casual attire, pack a business casual outfit for a nice dinner or cultural performance.



Ohio Getaways



Two Days in Cleveland


Cleveland offers the best of Ohio’s urban sophistication. It also makes a great base for exploring both town and country. Choose the getaway that works best for you . . . or combine three getaways into a one-week itinerary (see sidebar) that balances rural charm with the best legacies of industry: mansions, art museums, and stunning architecture.


Day 1


Check into your hotel either in University Circle or downtown. Head to University Circle’s green Wade Oval, a strollable park surrounded by top-notch cultural institutions, including the Cleveland Museum of Natural History, home to Balto, the famed dogsled husky. Eat lunch in Little Italy before returning to Wade Oval for the Cleveland Museum of Art, where you’ll have the afternoon to explore one of the country’s great art museums. Once you’ve hit your threshold, take a stroll in leafy, Victorian Lake View Cemetery before dining in nearby Cleveland Heights. For some nightlife, head downtown to The Flats or Warehouse district for a drink or musical performance.
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Cleveland Museum of Art





Day 2


Eat breakfast in trendy Tremont. Explore downtown Cleveland’s Gilded Age architecture on foot: the Arcade, the former Cleveland Trust Company building (now a Heinen’s grocery), and Public Square, for starters. Eat lunch in one of Ohio City’s brewpubs, Great Lakes Brewing Company or Market Garden Brewery in particular. Or put together a lunch at West Side Market and grab a drink after. In the afternoon, visit the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. Grab dinner in Lakewood and head back to Ohio City for a cocktail and live music at speakeasy Velvet Tango Room.




Town and Country Road Trip


You can plan a weeklong road trip starting in Cleveland by combining three getaways. From bucolic Amish Country to the fascinating history of Ohio’s industrial northeast, it’s possible to see two very different sides of the state in just a few days. Here’s a point-to-point itinerary:


CLEVELAND


Days 1-2


• Spend two days enjoying the city’s many highlights.


WINE COUNTRY


Day 3


• From Cleveland, head northeast on I-90 to wine country and Ashtabula County (about 1 hour).


AKRON AND CUYAHOGA VALLEY


Day 4


• From Ashtabula County, head south on SR 11 to Youngstown (75 minutes).


• Head west on I-80 and I-76 to Akron (50 minutes).


Day 5


• From Akron, head north to Cuyahoga Valley National Park (20 minutes), and then back to Akron.


AMISH COUNTRY


Day 6


• From Akron, head south on I-77 to New Philadelphia (50 minutes).


• Head west on SR 39 to Amish Country (15 minutes).


Day 7


• From Amish Country, head north via I-71 or I-77 back to Cleveland (about 1.5 hours).





With more time . . .


• Wine country and Ashtabula County are about 1 hour northeast of Cleveland via I-90.


• Akron is 50 minutes south of Cleveland via I-77.


• Cuyahoga Valley National Park is about 30 minutes south of Cleveland via I-77.


• Amish Country is about 1.5 hours south of Cleveland via I-71 or I-77.


• Cedar Point and Sandusky are just over an hour west of Cleveland via SR 2, with the Lake Erie islands just a short ferry ride away.


Wine Country


Head northeast on I-90 to Ohio’s wine country (1 hour from Cleveland) and spend a leisurely day driving from winery to winery. Take in the view at South River Vineyard or get lunch or dinner at Ferrante Winery and Ristorante. Explore Ashtabula County’s covered bridges in between, and stay the night in one of the area’s bed-and-breakfasts, if you’re so inclined. Walk the beach at Geneva State Park or find some cheap eats in summer resort town Geneva-on-the-Lake if you want to add to the day.


Akron and Cuyahoga Valley


Day 1


Head to Youngstown (1.25 hours from Cleveland), taking I-77 south to I-480 south to the I-80 turnpike east, and see works from Winslow Homer, John Singer Sargent, and other illustrious names at the impressive Butler Institute of American Art. Pick an Italian restaurant for lunch, perhaps the nearby Cassese’s MVR, or eat at the café at Fellows Riverside Gardens, where you’ll take an hour-long stroll, give or take. Hop on I-80 west to I-76 west to Akron (50 minutes from Youngstown), where you’ll check into your hotel and find dinner and live music in downtown’s Akron Historic Arts District.




The Best Fall Foliage


Autumn is an excellent time to visit Ohio, especially during mid-late October when the colors are at their peak. Consider any of these locations for optimum fall foliage:


• Mohican State Park, with its covered bridge and Gorge Overlook, looks good in autumn yellows and oranges, as do the pastoral hills of nearby Malabar Farm State Park from the Mount Jeez Overlook.


• East of Cleveland, Holden Arboretum’s Murch Canopy Walk and Emergent Tower put you in and above the trees for an immersive autumn view.


• Youngstown’s Lanterman’s Mill is a popular photo destination during peak autumn colors.
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historic Lanterman’s Mill surrounded by colorful foliage





• Waterfalls and foliage combine for splendid views at Cuyahoga Valley National Park.


• Sun shining through the autumn trees outside Hocking Hills State Park’s Ash Cave makes for a magical setting.


• The Buzzardroost Rock Trail in Edge of Appalachia Nature Preserve is one of the most commanding views in the state for fall colors.





Day 2


Spend the morning exploring Cuyahoga Valley National Park (20 minutes from Akron) in whichever way strikes your fancy: a hike on the Ledges loop trail or to Brandywine Falls, a themed ride on the Cuyahoga Valley Scenic Railroad, or a bike ride on the Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath Trail. Just save enough energy for a walking tour back in Akron at the Tudor Revival Stan Hywet Hall and Gardens, one of the largest houses in America and the former home of F. A. Seiberling, co-founder of Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company. Find lunch in Akron’s Highland Square neighborhood or at the estate’s visitors center before you embark on the tour, which depending on your interest may take the rest of the day. Check the calendar for special events or evening concerts. Head back to Cleveland (50 minutes from Akron).


Amish Country


Day 1


Head south on I-77 to New Philadelphia (80 minutes from Cleveland) and admire the hand-carved steam engines at the Ernest Warther Museum and Gardens, or pick up some quality cutlery at the workshop as a souvenir. Then head west on SR 39 to Amish Country (15 minutes from New Philadelphia), eating a hearty lunch at Dutch Valley’s restaurant and taking a look at the World’s Largest Cuckoo Clock in Sugarcreek before doing some shopping in Berlin, where you’ll also stay the night.


Day 2


Grab breakfast at popular Boyd and Wurthmann in Berlin or at a bakery of your choice before doing whatever shopping you didn’t do yesterday: cheese, quilts, baked goods, antiques. Hershberger’s Farm and Bakery has a little bit of it all, plus a petting zoo. If you’re done shopping, head down SR 643 (winding, scenic, and the most direct way) to Coshocton for a look at the Roscoe Village restored canal town, with a ride on the canal aboard the Monticello III. Learn something about Amish culture at Yoder’s Amish Home or the Amish and Mennonite Heritage Center before heading back to Cleveland (1.75 hours from Amish Country).


Two Days in Columbus


It’s all about family time in Columbus during the day and exploring the city’s eclectic neighborhoods and food scene by night.


Day 1


Eat a big, inexpensive breakfast in The Ohio State University district and get to the world-class Columbus Zoo and Aquarium first thing in the morning, while the animals are most active. If you brought your swimsuits, mosey over to the adjacent Zoombezi Bay water park for a late-afternoon splash. Or, do a little hiking at Highbanks Metro Park instead, searching for ancient mounds and eagle nests. You’ve earned a treat being outside all day; get a nice dinner and walk the suspended pedestrian bridge in nearby Dublin’s Bridge Park center, where you’ll also find several family-friendly watering holes for a drink or dessert.


Day 2


Pick up some pastries or a big egg sandwich at Fox in the Snow before heading to the mind-bending museum Otherworld. Everyone can find what they want for lunch at North Market downtown before spending the rest of the afternoon in COSI (Center of Science and Industry). Make the short trek to Franklinton’s brewpubs BrewDog or Land-Grant Brewing Company for dinner, or head to historic German Village for a quieter dinner and an evening stroll along brick roads. Be sure to stop inside The Book Loft to get lost in a maze of literature. For some nightlife, head up to the Short North neighborhood for a drink or to glance inside some art galleries if they have extended hours (check the calendar for Gallery Hop!).
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Otherworld in Columbus
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Fiona the Hippo at the Cincinnati Zoo










Family Fun


With best-in-class amusement parks and zoos alongside interactive museums and limitless outdoor recreation, Ohio is attractive as an affordable and accessible family vacation destination. Mix and match these top attractions for the ultimate family vacation.


• While most of Ohio’s zoos are top-tier institutions, the world-famous Columbus Zoo and Aquarium and its Zoombezi Bay waterpark counterpart are quite the one-two punch. Two days are ideal to catch the more than 600 species of animals and 17 water rides.


• COSI (Center of Science and Industry) in Columbus is one of the largest and most respected science museums in the country, with a dinosaur hall, planetarium, and over 300 interactive exhibits.


• There are over 30 roller coasters between giant seasonal amusement parks Cedar Point and Kings Island, many of them among the longest, tallest, or fastest of their kind. The edge for best kids’ area goes to Kings Island for its Planet Snoopy region (Cedar Point has one as well, but it’s not as extensive). The roller coaster edge goes to Cedar Point. Both sport adjacent waterparks.
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Cedar Point roller coaster





• For time in the great outdoors, rent a cabin (or a room in a castle) in the Hocking Hills region, with hiking, zip-lining, canoeing, and ropes courses within easy distance. You can do much of the same in the smaller Mohican State Park area.


• The Cincinnati Museum Center at Union Terminal is three museums in one, with just enough history and science to get your feet wet before moving on to the Duke Energy Children’s Museum and its climbable, touchable, throwable exhibits.


• In the Appalachian foothills, hop in a safari-style truck at The Wilds conservation center and travel through open grasslands in search of some of the rarest animals in the world.


• Stay the night in indoor waterparks in Sandusky and Mason, or at one of the state park lodges for beaches, swimming pools, and sports.





With more time . . .


• Browse the shops and markets in Amish Country, 1.75 hours east of Columbus via US-62.


• Ride the roller coasters at Kings Island, 80 minutes southwest of Columbus via I-70, or Cedar Point, 2.5 hours north of Columbus via US-23 and SR 4.


• Go for a hike in the gorges and forests of the Hocking Hills region, just over an hour southeast of Columbus via US-33.


Two Days in Cincinnati


Take advantage of the city’s compactness with walking tours that highlight the best of Cincinnati’s unique architecture, history, and cuisine.


Day 1


Start your day with a hearty breakfast at Taste of Belgium, then cross the street to the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center for a dose of local and national history. Take a leisurely walk through Smale Riverfront Park and cross the Ohio River to Newport, Kentucky, on the Purple People Bridge, which will take you straight to Hofbräuhaus for lunch, beer, and a long sit. Spend the rest of your afternoon inside the Newport Aquarium, then hop on a rideshare or a taxi back to Ohio and the Carew Tower, where you’ll find your way to the observation deck for an evening view of the city. Dinner is downtown at any of the swanky establishments near the intersection of 6th and Walnut Streets. You’ll stick around here for drinks, or check the city’s events calendar for shows at the Aronoff Center for the Arts, Contemporary Arts Center, or 21c Museum Hotel Cincinnati.
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Smale Riverfront Park and the Roebling Suspension Bridge in Cincinnati





Day 2


You’ll spend more time in the car today. Grab an early breakfast at Eckerlin’s Meats (try a goetta sandwich for a local specialty) or one of the other breakfast spots surrounding Findlay Market, which will open by the time you’re finished with your coffee. Drive over to the art deco Cincinnati Museum Center at Union Terminal to spend the rest of the morning steeped in science, history, and creative playgrounds. Head north for lunch at Camp Washington Chili to try Cincinnati-style chili or west to the Price Hill neighborhood for a view of the city at Incline Public House. Get back to the Over-the-Rhine neighborhood in time for a Queen City Underground Tour at American Legacy Tours to hear about the history of the neighborhood and to tour rediscovered brewery tunnels. Or, if that’s not your speed, check out the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden or the free Cincinnati Art Museum for a few hours. Either way, be back in Over-the-Rhine in time for dinner, where you’ll have your pick from fashionable places to eat. Enjoy walking past the neighborhood’s Italianate storefronts, houses, and the imposing Cincinnati Music Hall. Pick a craft brewery or two to settle for the evening, including Rhinegeist.


With more time . . .


• Explore the region’s extensive aviation history in Dayton, one hour north of Cincinnati via I-75.


• Ride the world’s longest wooden roller coaster at Kings Island, 30 minutes northeast of Cincinnati via I-71.


• Shop for antiques in Waynesville, 45 minutes northeast of Cincinnati via I-71.


Lake Erie Road Trip


Sometimes even Ohioans forget that the state has a Great Lakes shore, yet Lake Erie boasts a maritime culture just like the rest of them. This itinerary takes travelers through the coast’s top attractions, highlighting the beaches, history, and recreation that Lake Erie waters have invited over the centuries. Five days should be enough to explore resort islands, amusement parks, and metropolitan cities with a little time for leisure.


Day 1: Ashtabula County and Headlands Beach


Going east to west, start your trip by exploring Ashtabula County’s covered bridges and tranquil wineries, picking one for lunch. Spend your afternoon on the beach at Headlands Beach State Park (40 minutes west of Ashtabula County’s Geneva-on-the-Lake) and amble along the shore to the adjacent Headlands Dunes State Nature Preserve toward the lighthouse. When you’ve had your fill of sun, pick up SR 2 west to Cleveland (35 minutes from Headlands Beach) and check into your downtown hotel. Splurge for dinner in downtown before sitting down for a drink at a craft brewery in The Flats district or in the Ohio City neighborhood.


Day 2: Cleveland


Today is about saturating yourself in culture in University Circle. Soak in as much as you can at the Cleveland Museum of Art in the morning before finding lunch in Little Italy. Pick a sight or two that suits your fancy in the afternoon, perhaps the Cleveland Museum of Natural History, Cleveland Botanical Garden, or Lake View Cemetery. Alternatively, head back downtown for the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. Find dinner in the trendy Tremont or Ohio City neighborhoods. See what’s on the calendar for the evening’s entertainment: a Cleveland Orchestra concert or a performance at Playhouse Square.


Day 3: Cedar Point and Sandusky


Check out of your hotel and eat a hearty breakfast before heading west on SR 2 to Sandusky (just over an hour from Cleveland) for Cedar Point, where you’ll be spending most of the day riding roller coasters. Eat snacks in the park to tide yourself until dinner in downtown Sandusky, then head to your hotel. If it’s the off-season, trade in Cedar Point for Kalahari Resorts Sandusky and its massive indoor waterpark. If amusement parks and waterparks aren’t your thing, explore downtown Sandusky on foot and get some lunch, and then continue on to Marblehead (25 minutes from Sandusky) for a look at the Marblehead Lighthouse and a stay at the Red Fern Inn at Rocky Point Winery. Dinner is at Marblehead Galley next door, or drive 20 minutes west to Port Clinton for more options.
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Cedar Point amusement park
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Marblehead Lighthouse





Day 4: Put-in-Bay (South Bass Island)


Take SR 2 west again to Port Clinton (25 minutes from Sandusky or 20 minutes from Marblehead) and catch the Jet Express ferry to Put-in-Bay (30-minute ferry ride), where you can’t miss Perry’s Victory and International Peace Memorial. Rent a golf cart to look around and relax in any of the island’s bars or restaurants, or rent a Jet Ski or kayak to get on the water before heading back to Port Clinton on the mainland. Hop back on SR 2 again and head west to Curtice Road, which will take you to lakeside Maumee Bay Lodge and Conference Center (40 minutes from Port Clinton), where you’ll check in and enjoy a late afternoon/evening stroll along the beach or on the boardwalks through the coastal marsh. Or, if you’d rather party, stay the night on the island.




Buckeyes in the Skies


With Orville and Wilbur Wright, John Glenn, and Neil Armstrong all hailing from Ohio, sites belonging to and inspired by these pioneers of flight and space exploration are sprinkled across the Buckeye State, ranging from humble homes to parks and museums.


CINCINNATI


Long before flight was possible, Ohioans observed the stars through the 19th-century Cincinnati Observatory, home to one of the world’s oldest working telescopes. Learn about the historic Apollo 11 moon landing at the Cincinnati Museum Center at Union Terminal and its Neil Armstrong Space Exploration Gallery.


DAYTON AND SOUTHWEST OHIO


An hour north of Cincinnati, Dayton is the epicenter of Ohio’s aviation history, preserving sites relevant to Orville and Wilbur Wright and the birth of flight within the Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historical Park. Within these locations, you’ll find one of the original bicycle shops where the brothers tinkered with their designs, the original 1905 Wright Flyer III airplane, and the field in which the brothers conducted many of their tests. The massive National Museum of the United States Air Force chronicles the history of flight through the lens of armed conflict and science, featuring hundreds of fighter jets, space capsules, and presidential airplanes.


LAKE ERIE AND NORTHWEST OHIO


In the town of Wapakoneta, about an hour north of Dayton, is the Armstrong Air and Space Museum, devoted to Apollo 11 astronaut and native son Neil Armstrong. Many of his personal belongings, as well as the original Gemini VIII spacecraft, sit in this small museum. While not open to the public, Neil Armstrong’s boyhood home evokes the humble beginnings of a monumental figure.


APPALACHIAN FOOTHILLS


On the eastern side of the state, the John and Annie Glenn Museum celebrates the achievements of John Glenn—the first U.S. astronaut to orbit the Earth—within the walls of his boyhood home in New Concord, outside Cambridge. About an hour south, in the Hocking Hills region, is the John Glenn Astronomy Park, a designated dark-sky park named in his honor with regular programming and a small observatory.


CLEVELAND


John Glenn’s legacy continues at NASA’s Glenn Research Center, which houses its official visitors center in Cleveland’s Great Lakes Science Center with displays on the International Space Station, an original Apollo capsule, and a few of Glenn’s personal effects.





Day 5: Toledo


Enjoy a leisurely morning at the lodge or at your island accommodation before heading west to Toledo (20 minutes from Maumee Bay Lodge via Cedar Point Rd., or 50 minutes from Port Clinton via SR 2) to grab an early lunch at Tony Packo’s. After lunch, check out the nearby National Museum of the Great Lakes to board a freighter and put some of the sights you’ve seen into a larger perspective. If time allows, check out the expansive Toledo Zoo and Aquarium or the Toledo Museum of Art.



Craft Beer Scene



Ohio’s three C’s are Cincinnati, Columbus, and Cleveland, but you could easily add a fourth C: Craft beer. These three great beer cities have everything you need for an exciting and educational exploration of craft beer—breweries, walking tours, and even the world’s first crowdfunded craft beer hotel. Cincinnati’s Rhinegeist, Columbus’s BrewDog, and Cleveland’s Great Lakes Brewing Company are the state’s flagship breweries, with brews found in grocery stores and bars throughout Ohio. In addition to the locations listed below, each of the Three C’s is home to a Hofbräuhaus beer garden affiliated with the Bavarian original in Munich—but only Cincinnati’s location is by a riverfront.


Cincinnati


Descend into a world of debauchery and brewing with American Legacy Tours and its Queen City Underground walking tour, which takes visitors to rediscovered 19th-century brewing tunnels while exploring neighborhood Over-the-Rhine’s colorful history. Take your pick from Cincinnati’s over 50 breweries, including Rhinegeist’s industrial digs and rooftop patio looking at the city, Taft’s Ale House’s restored church building, and MadTree Brewing’s enormous heated patio and pizza. There are dozens to choose from in this authentic beer town steeped in German heritage.


In transit between Cincinnati and Columbus, Dayton is worth a stop. Taste beer history at Carillon Brewing Company, which brews using 19th-century recipes and techniques for unusual results (for modern taste buds, anyway). Then head to the Oregon District, a hipster haven where Warped Wing Brewing Company is leading the charge of a handful of quality breweries.
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Carillon Brewing Company





Columbus


Scottish company BrewDog chose the Columbus area as headquarters for its operations on this side of the pond. Its main production facility, southeast of the city in suburb Canal Winchester, sports a pub, a craft beer museum, and the 32-room DogHouse Hotel, the world’s first crowdfunded craft beer hotel with taps in every guest room. Head into town for the city’s burgeoning, respected beer scene: Land-Grant Brewing Company and Seventh Son Brewing Company top most lists. Or, head farther southeast toward Lancaster for sipping beers at Rockmill Brewery, housed in a former horse barn.


Cleveland


The big name in Cleveland is Great Lakes Brewing Company, which offers tours of the brewing facility along with a popular brewpub. Respected neighbor Market Garden Brewery also offers brewery tours and a gift shop. Both are located in the Ohio City neighborhood, the epicenter of brewing in Cleveland and home to half a dozen breweries. Downtown, look for friendly Masthead Brewing Company in a former auto showroom.




Ohio and the Underground Railroad


During the early and mid-19th century, enslaved people in the southern United States utilized the Underground Railroad to escape to the relative safety of the North. “Conductors,” such as Harriet Tubman, guided groups of freedom seekers along the route, stopping to eat and hide at safe houses run by “station masters,” who were often free Black people, abolitionists, or clergy. By 1850, it’s estimated that as many as 100,000 enslaved people utilized this network of safe houses and clandestine routes, which was neither underground nor a railroad.


Ohio played a pivotal role in the Underground Railroad network, with slave state Kentucky just on the other side of the Ohio River. Multiple routes crossed the state on the way to Canada, where freedom seekers would be safer after the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. Today, you can learn more about this pivotal piece of U.S. history in Ohio’s museums and former stations. In some cases, you can even stay the night. Cincinnati and southern Ohio in particular hold a number of relevant sites.


SIGHTS


• National Underground Railroad Freedom Center (Cincinnati): Start at this contemporary museum for exhibits, videos, and artifacts depicting slavery in the United States and the operation of the Underground Railroad.
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National Underground Railroad Freedom Center





• Harriet Beecher Stowe House (Cincinnati): Famed author Stowe gathered much of her research for the controversial antislavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin while living in this house.


• John Rankin House and John Parker House (Ripley, Southwest Ohio): Visit two former stations on the Underground Railroad, one the home of a Presbyterian minister and the other a free Black entrepreneur who had formerly been enslaved.


• Hubbard House Underground Railroad Museum (Ashtabula, Northeast Ohio): The only Underground Railroad terminus in Ohio open to the public, this house by the shores of Lake Erie was the final stop before a more secure life in Canada.


LODGINGS


• Six Acres B&B (Cincinnati): This Black-owned bed-and-breakfast repurposes the home of Quaker and station master Zebulon Strong. The innkeepers are very knowledgeable about the history of the house, and guests stay in rooms separate from where freedom seekers hid out of respect.


• Safe House Bed and Breakfast (Mansfield, Central Ohio): This sandstone house built in 1837 was the home of abolitionist Samuel Lewis, who used an underground tunnel to the stone house across the street to secretly move freedom seekers in and out. Today, this remains a peaceful place to rest.






Get Outside



Each of Ohio’s regions offer their own inspiration to enjoy the outdoors, with plentiful opportunities for hiking, biking, paddling, and more.


Columbus and Vicinity


• Spend a lazy afternoon soaking up the sun and swimming at Alum Creek State Park, home to Ohio’s largest inland beach.


• Kayak your way through the city on the Scioto and Olentangy Rivers with Olentangy Paddle.


• Go rock climbing at Scioto Audubon Metro Park, where you’ll find the largest free outdoor climbing wall in the United States.


Amish Country and Central Ohio


• Mohican State Park is the center of the “Camp and Canoe Capital of Ohio,” with thousands of campsites and several canoe liveries in the region, plus miles of hiking around the Mohican River gorge and a 25-mile (40-km) mountain bike trail.
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camping in Mohican State Park
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the shore of Lake Erie in Geneva State Park








• Hikers can explore canal ruins and disused railroad tunnels at Blackhand Gorge State Nature Preserve.


• Amish Country’s rails-to-trails Holmes County Trail connects Amish communities through rolling farmland and is utilized by hikers, bikers, and buggies alike.


Cleveland and Vicinity


• Spend a day on the beach at Headlands Beach State Park, one of the state’s most popular swimming destinations, and the adjacent Headlands Dunes State Nature Preserve, with trails meandering through beach grass. On the opposite side of the Grand River is the family-friendly beach at Fairport Harbor Lakefront Park.


• Cleveland’s Metroparks offer dozens of miles of hiking through woods and cliffs, best of all at Rocky River Reservation.


Cuyahoga Valley and Northeast Ohio


• Over 100 miles (161 km) of hiking trails wind past cliffs, waterfalls, and dense forest in Ohio’s only national park, Cuyahoga Valley National Park. The park’s lovely 60-foot (18.3-m) Brandywine Falls is the tallest in Ohio.
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Brandywine Falls in Cuyahoga Valley National Park





• Hike or bike the multiuse Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath Trail, which runs 87 miles (140 km) from Cleveland, through the national park, south through Akron, and on to Tuscarawas County.


• Hit the slopes at Boston Mills and Brandywine ski resorts, sister resorts within the national park.


• Relax on the beach, go zip-lining, rent kayaks and paddleboards, or hire a fishing charter at Geneva State Park, on the shore of Lake Erie.
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zip-lining at Geneva State Park





Lake Erie and Northwest Ohio


• Boating abounds along the Lake Erie shoreline, with marinas dotting the coast.


• Camp at East Harbor State Park and enjoy the sandy swimming beach.


• On Put-in-Bay, rent kayaks or Jet Skis and explore the small bluffs around the island, or hire a fishing charter to find some perch or walleye.


• Book a stay at the lodge or the campgrounds at Maumee Bay State Park, which also features swimming beaches as well as hiking. The park is a good birding spot, especially in the spring, as are the coastal marshes of nearby Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge and its surrounding nature preserves.


• Kayak the Maumee River Water Trail, a collection of over 30 access points for over 100 miles (161 km) of accessible waterways.


• Hike at Toledo’s giant Oak Openings Preserve Metropark, which offers over 50 miles (81 km) of trails through the unusual oak savanna ecosystem.


Cincinnati and Vicinity


• Explore the wooded ravines racing down to the Ohio River in the large parks outside the city center. Go hiking, mountain biking, or horseback riding at Mt. Airy Forest, or visit its handicapped-accessible tree house. Look for 450-million-year-old trilobite fossils in the 100-foot (30-m) gorge within Sharon Woods.


• Take up a paddle at Fifty West Canoe & Kayak and head out on the Little Miami River.


Dayton and Southwest Ohio


• One of Ohio’s best day-trip options, Yellow Springs features excellent hiking at John Bryan State Park and two adjacent preserves (Clifton Gorge State Nature Preserve and Glen Helen Nature Preserve) with gorges and waterfalls. John Bryan State Park also offers mountain bike trails and opportunities for rock climbing.


• The paved, multiuse Little Miami Scenic Trail makes for good biking in and between Cincinnati and Dayton.


• Caesar Creek State Park’s Caesar Creek Lake is one of Ohio’s best boating spots, with five boat ramps and a marina.


• Hike to one of Ohio’s best overlooks in Edge of Appalachia Nature Preserve, through old-growth forest in Highlands Nature Sanctuary, or among ancient Hopewell mounds at Fort Hill Earthworks and Nature Preserve.


Appalachian Foothills


• Hike past recess caves, waterfalls, and cliffs at Hocking Hills State Park, with Ash Cave the biggest highlight. Camp within the park or any of the region’s nearby campgrounds.
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Ash Cave in Hocking Hills State Park
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canoeing down the Hocking River








• Go backpacking in Wayne National Forest or Zaleski State Forest.


• Add some adventure sports to the hiking: Go zip-lining at Hocking Hills Canopy Tours. Try off-road driving with NevilleBillie Adventure Park’s ATVs, or take on its massive ropes course. Climb up a cliff at High Rock Adventures.


• Paddle or float down the Hocking River with either of Logan’s two liveries.


• Head to Marietta for the city’s mountain biking trails or to paddle along the Muskingum or Ohio Rivers.


• Do a little bit of everything while staying at the lodge at Salt Fork State Park, with boating, a beach, hiking, and golf.





Columbus and Vicinity
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Short North Gothic mural by Steve Galgas and Mike Altman







Highlights


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


S Engage your imagination at the Columbus Museum of Art, with a strong early modern art collection and a unique gallery known as the Wonder Room (click here).


S Stop and smell the flowers at the historic Franklin Park Conservatory, which boasts an expansive children’s garden (click here).
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S Explore hands-on exhibits about everything from outer space to the ocean at COSI (Center of Science and Industry) (click here).


S Honor the stories and sacrifices of service members at the thought-provoking National Veterans Memorial and Museum (click here).


S Stroll around German Village, a large district of 19th-century homes and brick roads that offers some of the area’s best dining (click here).


S Browse art galleries and boutiques and hit the rollicking nightlife scene in the dynamic Short North Arts District (click here).


S Cheer on the Scarlet and Gray at an Ohio State Buckeyes football game and enjoy some of the proudest traditions in the college football world (click here).


S Grab a bite at North Market, where over 30 vendors of specialty groceries and international cuisine represent what’s newest and best to eat in town (click here).


S Witness cheetah run demonstrations and giraffe feeding time at the innovative Columbus Zoo and Aquarium (click here).
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rotunda entrance to Ohio Stadium
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Columbus Commons.
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Chances are you’ve thought very little about Columbus. But now is a good time to start: All told, Columbus could be the best family destination in Ohio, with ample attractions, ease of getting around, and a central location that makes nearly the entire state possible as a day trip.


Columbus was long the buttoned-up government center of Ohio, with a state university football program whose reputation was larger than the city itself. Though old enough by Ohio standards—founded in 1812, it’s only 24 years younger than Cincinnati—Columbus didn’t grow as rapidly or develop the intense industry of its peers. Indeed, it wasn’t even the first state capital. Its location on a perch of untamed wilderness referred to by locals as “wolf’s ridge” was determined by political necessity. Everyone wanted the capital near them, so it was put in the center of the state. Columbus grew as Ohio grew, but it didn’t develop the name brand or the population that Cincinnati and Cleveland initially did.


As Cincinnati and Cleveland lost prominence, industry, and population through the second half of the 20th century, Columbus gained all three. Buoyed by an aggressive land annexation policy that prevented the city from becoming landlocked by suburbs, Columbus preserved its tax base and diversified its economy with significant insurance, finance, and fashion industries. It quietly became the largest city in Ohio by the late 20th century and is now one of the fastest-growing cities in the United States, with a thriving tech and start-up scene. Artists, designers, and other creatives find ample opportunities to make their marks in a city unencumbered by the past. Indeed, in the United States, there are only more fashion designers in New York City and Los Angeles. The city feels polished in a way that Cincinnati and Cleveland do not, with less of the lived-in grit of those places. Overall, Columbus very much feels like a place looking toward the future instead of the past. Perhaps that’s why Ernest Cline picked Columbus as the tech capital of the world in his dystopian novel Ready Player One.


So what is there to find in Columbus today? A surprising lineup of distinct neighborhoods, for one, led in stature by charming German Village and the chic Short North Arts District. You’ll find the top-rated Columbus Zoo and Aquarium as well as COSI (Center of Science and Industry), one of the nation’s top science museums. The Franklin Park Conservatory and Columbus Museum of Art have uniquely angled their exhibits toward children. And throughout the city, you’ll find a burgeoning arts and culture scene, craft breweries, and a diverse restaurant selection reflective of the increasingly international flavor of the city’s population.


Oh yeah, and those Ohio State Buckeyes are no slouches either.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Because of its central location, you could make Columbus the base for your entire trip to Ohio, depending on your interests. As for the city itself, four or five days is plenty of time to see the highlights and explore a couple neighborhoods, though at a faster pace you can hit up nearly all the highlights on a long weekend. Some opt to make the zoo and the water park a two-day affair (the duo offers a combo ticket to facilitate such plans). This is a car-centric city in a car-centric state, so it’s best to have one to maximize your time.


Day-trip possibilities abound. Add a couple days to pick an excursion or two that suits your fancy. Cedar Point is only a little over two hours away. Kings Island is even closer. The Hocking Hills region is about an hour from downtown Columbus.


The calendar of events and activities picks up in May and lasts through October. May-June and September-October provide a combination of marquee events and pleasant weather. Summers can get toasty and humid, not to mention rainy, and winters are cold. Snow can be a problem, but it’s not to the level of the snowbelt northeast of Cleveland. Nevertheless, winter is certainly the slowest part of the year and you may not get the full experience of the area’s outdoor attractions. Throughout the year, you may find that some venues are closed either Sunday or Monday. Beware of the Arnold Sports Festival (a weekend-long bodybuilding and fitness event) in early March and marquee Ohio State football games during the fall—hotels can book up quickly.



ORIENTATION



Columbus is a straightforward city to navigate, with much of the city more or less following a grid and with easy access to major highways. I-70 crosses town east to west while I-71 cuts through northeast to southwest. The outerbelt I-270 circles the city and connects suburbs. An inner ring of unique neighborhoods—Short North to the north, German Village to the south, and Franklinton to the west—circles downtown, connected by High Street running north to south and Broad Street running east to west. The spine of the city, High Street is especially useful, continuing on to The Ohio State University campus, Old North Columbus, and Clintonville as you head north. Divided highway SR 315 runs parallel to High Street for a quicker drive between downtown and I-270.


Sights


DOWNTOWN


There have always been attractions in downtown Columbus, but not always a lot to keep you there. The 21st century brought a whirlwind of development to this formerly nine-to-five part of town. The Arena District, which began construction simultaneously with Nationwide Arena, ushered in a new wave of residential units. The Columbus Commons park brought some much-needed green space. The Scioto Mile brought even more. Further development followed, along with more bars, restaurants, and nightlife that attract people to the area during evenings and on weekends. Though there are still plenty of under-utilized parking lots, downtown Columbus boasts happening pockets along 4th Street, Gay Street, and the area surrounding Nationwide Arena and the Greater Columbus Convention Center.
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Ohio Statehouse


The center of gravity in downtown Columbus is the formidable Ohio Statehouse (1 Capitol Square, 614/752-9777, ohiostatehouse.org [URL inactive], 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sat.-Sun., free). This Greek Revival building, completed in 1861, is one of the oldest working statehouses in the United States and is unusual for its lack of a dome. Visitors enter through the 3rd Street entrance, where they check in with security and head to the ground floor for the Ohio Statehouse Museum, a small but interesting display about state government and Ohio history. The real highlight is the hour-long free guided tour of the statehouse itself, which leaves every hour on the hour from the Map Room 10am-3pm Monday-Friday and noon-3pm Saturday-Sunday. The tour covers the impressive architecture, decisions that went into the building’s design, and notable history—including visits from Abraham Lincoln. The Museum Shop is an excellent place to buy souvenirs, with locally sourced gifts and books about Ohio or political themes.


Scioto Mile


Technically a collection of small, contiguous parks, the Scioto Mile (233 S. Civic Center Dr., 614/645-3300, sciotomile.com, 7am-11pm daily, free) is Columbus’s front stoop. Over 140 acres of parkland and paved pathways surround the Scioto River as it curves past downtown, providing a central location for outdoor play and some of the best views of the city. Walk past kids enjoying Bicentennial Park’s large interactive splash fountain (complete with stainless steel halo towers and light and fog effects) or couples relaxing in swinging chairs along the promenade between Rich and Broad Streets on the east side of the river. Keep an eye out for three bronze statues of bipedal deer enjoying the scenery—one on the Rich Street bridge and two between COSI and the river. During the summer, this riverfront green space hosts large events such as the Columbus Arts Festival and Jazz and Rib Fest. Aside from such events, finding metered parking on the street is a breeze within a block or two of the river.
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1: downtown Columbus 2: the Scioto Mile Fountain





A good starting point for the Scioto Mile is Milestone 229 (233 S. Civic Center Dr., 614/427-0276, milestone229.com, 11am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 10am-3pm and 4pm-9pm Sun., $14-25), a restaurant in Bicentennial Park that serves up modern American cuisine and patio views of the river and splash fountain.


Columbus Commons


The land that is now the Columbus Commons (160 S. High St., 614/545-4701, columbuscommons.org, 7am-11pm daily, free) used to be the enclosed City Center Mall, which enjoyed all of a decade of area retail dominance before flashier malls arrived in the suburbs. Opened in 2011, this 6-acre lawn a block away from the statehouse hosts over 200 free events a year (mostly occurring May-Sept.) including live symphony concerts, fitness classes, and food truck food courts. The technology-driven NEOS playground promotes aerobic exercise with 10 programmed games. Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams (11am-4pm Mon.-Wed., 11am-6pm Thurs.-Sat.) and Taquero Mad Street Food (11am-8pm Mon.-Sat.) have set up permanent, though seasonal, locations on the south end of the park, next to the carousel ($1 per ride). A 4,500-space underground parking garage resides underneath the park, offering centrally located and inexpensive parking convenient to the park, Ohio Theatre, statehouse, and riverfront. Special events increase the rates.



S Columbus Museum of Art



Though not as big as its peers in Cincinnati, Cleveland, and even Toledo, the Columbus Museum of Art (480 E. Broad St., 614/221-6801, columbusmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed., 10am-9pm Thurs., 10am-5pm Fri.-Sun., $18 adults, $9 seniors, students, and ages 4-17, free for children 3 and under) sports a fine collection and a focus on engagement and visitor participation, making this a more intimate fine arts experience and one of the more interesting art museums in Ohio for children. The building is comprised of two distinct sections: the long-standing building constructed in 1931 and the striking, rectangular Margaret M. Walter Wing completed in 2015, which houses the museum’s contemporary art collection and special exhibitions. The collection’s strength resides in American and European art of the late 19th and early 20th centuries by artists such as Monet, Picasso, Miró, and Rockwell. The world’s largest collections of works by Columbus artists George Bellows, Aminah Brenda Lynn Robinson, and Elijah Pierce figure prominently as well. Though most of the galleries encourage engagement, with open-ended questions and hands-on activities, kids will especially enjoy the Wonder Room, a unique gallery combining textiles with tactile art stations where they can, for example, design their own bug or engage in a Mad Max-inspired fashion activity.


The sleek Museum Store entices visitors with a curated assortment of locally and globally crafted gifts and jewelry. Equally fashionable is the contemporary Schokko Café with a short menu of elevated soups, sandwiches, and salads as well as a wine list. The museum is open into the evening on Thursdays, with $5 admission 5pm-9pm. Additionally, the museum is free on Sundays. Parking is $5 in the museum lot.


Topiary Park


Georges Seurat’s famous painting A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte resides in the Art Institute of Chicago, but the three-dimensional version is in Columbus. Over 60 topiaries of people, animals, and boats recreate the scene at Topiary Park (480 E. Town St., 614/645-3300, columbus.gov/recreationandparks, 7am-11pm daily, free). An informational sign designates the best spot to take it all in, though you’re welcome of course to stand among the carefully pruned bushes and take your place inside the “painting.” This small park is framed by the main branch of the Columbus Metropolitan Library and the impressive Cristo Rey High School, housed in the former Ohio School for the Deaf, built in 1899. A small gatehouse (11am-3pm Tues., Thurs., and Sat., noon-4pm Sun. May-Nov.) houses a gift shop and information desk.


Central Ohio Fire Museum


The Central Ohio Fire Museum (260 N. 4th St., 614/464-4099, centralohiofiremuseum.wordpress.com [URL inactive], 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., $8 adults, $7 seniors, $6 children) is housed in the former Engine House No. 16. The 1908 building displays antique fire engines, hoses, and other equipment to interpret yesteryear’s firefighting. The museum is also a safety education center, with re-created displays of fire-burned bedrooms, kitchen fire demonstrations, and exhibits of household items that have experienced a fire. More on the fun side, kids can don firefighting costumes and climb into a modern fire engine.




Flex and Pose with Public Art


The deconstructivist Greater Columbus Convention Center (400 N. High St.), designed by Peter Eisenman, is worth a gander in its own right, but there are two noteworthy pieces of public art in and near the center to keep on your radar if walking in the area.


In 1970, bodybuilder Arnold Schwarzenegger won the Mr. World competition at Columbus’s Franklin County Veterans Memorial Auditorium, defeating three-time champion Sergio Oliva. It was an important early victory for Schwarzenegger, who would later begin a friendship with event organizer Jim Lorimer. Together, they established the Arnold Sports Festival in 1989, an international bodybuilding competition in Columbus that has expanded to include other elements of fitness, bikini, and strongman competitions. It’s considered the second most prestigious bodybuilding event in the world, after Mr. Olympia, and draws 200,000 people over one weekend every March. To commemorate the city’s long friendship with Schwarzenegger and its importance in the world of bodybuilding, a statue of young Schwarzenegger flexing his bulging arms was dedicated outside the auditorium in 2012. It was relocated outside the convention center, where the festival takes place, in 2014, when the auditorium was slated for demolition to make way for the new National Veterans Memorial and Museum. Today, you can find the statue at the front entrance to the convention center at the intersection of High Street and Spruce Street, perhaps with a line of people ready to flex their arms with the bodybuilder.


Have you ever wanted your face on a statue? As We Are is an interactive sculpture of a human head retrofitted with 3,000 LED light panels. Step inside the head, where a photo booth captures the image of your face, and wait for your face to appear on the sculpture minutes later. When the photo booth isn’t in use, the sculpture circulates through thousands of pre-captured faces, showcasing a diverse lineup of faces from all colors, creeds, and nationalities. The sculpture resides inside the atrium of the convention center’s northwest entrance, facing toward the atrium during the day and the streetscape at night.






S Franklin Park Conservatory



Regarded as one of the finest botanical gardens in the United States by Thrillist and Travel Channel, the Franklin Park Conservatory and Botanical Gardens (1777 E. Broad St., 614/715-8000, fpconservatory.org, 10am-5pm daily, $19 adults, $16 seniors, $12 children 3-12) combines flora, art, and play to promote horticulture and a respect for nature. Over 400 species of plant are on display between the indoor greenhouses and the outdoor gardens. The greenhouses are divided into biomes, each a lush display of color and life. The Victorian-style Palm House is the oldest segment of the conservatory, constructed in 1895 and reminiscent of the World’s Columbian Exposition architecture in Chicago. On permanent display throughout the conservatory are 19 pieces of Dale Chihuly’s glass sculptures, the largest such permanent collection in a botanical garden. Outside, kids will get the most enjoyment out of the Scotts Miracle-Gro Foundation Children’s Garden, a 2-acre natural playground with rock outcroppings, waterfalls, and interactive plant life displays. The NavStar sculpture, evoking a ship’s sails, dominates the open Grand Mallway.


The Garden Café (11am-3pm daily) offers grab-and-go sandwiches, salads, and a small selection of soups and hot sandwiches to enjoy in the main atrium. Botanica Gift Shop sells houseplants, home decor, garden supplies, and other related items. Check the events calendar on the website for seasonal events and activities including butterfly releases and holiday displays. Parking at the conservatory is free.



FRANKLINTON



You wouldn’t know by looking at it, but Franklinton is the oldest part of Columbus. Settled in 1797, the neighborhood across the Scioto River from downtown, in fact, predates the city itself. The area has long been known derisively as “The Bottoms” both for its low-lying geography and its working-class roots. A flood plain, the area was hit hard by the Great Flood of 1913 and investors avoided the area for decades, wary of the potential for another disaster. The city completed a new flood wall in 2004 and development has once again returned to this prime location, filling in the blanks of neglect but ushering in gentrification to a low-income area. You’ll see a mixture of shiny new buildings and old industrial buildings and houses, as development continues.


Franklinton’s riverfront is home to some of the premier cultural institutions of the city. Craft breweries, coffee shops, and creative art spaces have moved in. Franklinton Fridays—the second Friday of each month—showcases the neighborhood’s galleries and art studios with events and extended hours at art-minded places like The Vanderelli Room and 400 West Rich. More details can be found at franklintonartsdistrict.com.



S COSI (Center of Science and Industry)



Rated the #1 science museum in 2008 by Parent Magazine, the Center of Science and Industry, or COSI (333 W. Broad St., 614/228-2674, cosi.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun., $25 adults, $20 children 2-12), stands opposite downtown across the Scioto River. This massive science museum invites visitors to explore themed hands-on exhibits focusing on, among other things, outer space, energy usage, and the ocean. The Ocean section will certainly be memorable for children, featuring an enormous statue of Poseidon surrounded by an interactive water play area. Access to the Planetarium and the National Geographic Giant Screen Theater is an additional $5 each, but there are free demonstrations throughout the day; rat basketball is an ongoing favorite. In 2017, the museum began a partnership with New York’s American Museum of Natural History, which established a permanent dinosaur gallery and attracts exciting traveling exhibits spanning scientific, historical, and cultural themes.
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1: Columbus Museum of Art 2: COSI (Center of Science and Industry) 3: Ohio Statehouse 4: the Scotts Miracle-Gro Foundation Children’s Garden at the Franklin Park Conservatory





Though the museum caters to the entire family, a monthly evening event called COSI After Dark is a 21-and-over series that allows adults to explore the museum’s offerings with drinks in hand and kids at home.


The Atomic Café offers sandwiches and grill options, and Molecules Brews + Bites outside of the Giant Screen serves up locally roasted Stauf’s coffee for your mid-afternoon caffeine boost. A large gift shop in the central atrium features science experiments, books, and trinkets that speak to the geek in us all.



S National Veterans Memorial and Museum



The round, futuristic building across the street from COSI is the moving National Veterans Memorial and Museum (300 W. Broad St., 614/362-2800, nationalvmm.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun., $17 adults, $14 seniors, $10 ages 5-17, free for veterans of all nations). Light on artifacts and heavy on stories, the museum focuses on the people in the armed services and their contributions to the United States. The project was one of the last that astronaut and senator John Glenn had a hand in before his passing, and was recognized by Architectural Digest as one of 2018’s most anticipated buildings. In the main gallery, a lengthy timeline to the left maintains a high-level rundown of the conflicts Americans have fought in, from the Revolutionary War onward. To the right is a series of human stories on joining the armed forces, life in the service, and the evolution of the military to include minorities and women. Thoughtful exhibits allow visitors to read letters to home, watch video interviews, leave questions or answers about military service, and honor the veterans in their own lives by inserting a name to temporarily display on a star. On the upper floor, an infinity mirror with a flag flown at Arlington National Cemetery’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier presents a haunting visual of the number of Americans who made the ultimate sacrifice. Outside in the memorial grove, shady elm trees and a long, limestone water feature create a peaceful spot to reflect on the museum’s message of service. The memorial grove itself is free, as is walking along the ramp to the top of the building for a wonderful view of downtown Columbus. The walk from the parking lot up the ramp to the main entrance can be daunting for the elderly. Look for the much closer group entrance and buzz in at the post to be let in.
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1: a 19th-century house in German Village 2: The Ohio State University 3: National Veterans Memorial and Museum







The War Between Ohio and Michigan


Ohio and its neighbor up north, Michigan, have never seen eye to eye. In modern times, this feud has played out on the gridiron between the two winningest college football programs in the United States: the Ohio State Buckeyes and Michigan Wolverines, or as Buckeyes refer to them, “that team up north.” The two play each other as the final game of the regular season every year, and it’s been a back-and-forth affair over the years (though Ohio State has dominated in the 21st century). During the “Ten Year War” between 1969 and 1978, coaching juggernauts Woody Hayes (OSU) and Bo Schembechler (Michigan) led their respective teams through some of their most successful seasons. A Big Ten Championship, a trip to the Rose Bowl, and even a National Championship was often at stake when they met. The results were split, with four going Ohio State’s way, five going Michigan’s, and one tie.


It was neither Woody nor Bo that started the fight, though. A dispute over land nearly came to blows in 1835’s Toledo War, when conflicting interpretations of Ohio’s northern boundary led Michigan—then a territory—and Ohio to send militia to claim the city of Toledo. President Andrew Jackson signed a bill that granted Michigan statehood and the Upper Peninsula as part of the state in exchange for their claim to the “Toledo Strip.” At the time, the Upper Peninsula was viewed as a worthless wilderness, so this was not seen as a fair exchange, but Michiganders nevertheless agreed. Michigan became the 26th state, and Ohio kept Toledo.





TOP EXPERIENCE



S GERMAN VILLAGE



The largest privately funded historic district in the United States, 233-acre German Village is the city’s preeminent historic neighborhood and the home of many of its favorite culinary destinations. A quieter, more residential counterpart to Cincinnati’s massive Over-the-Rhine neighborhood, this district is marked by its cozy, red-brick houses and charming brick streets peppered with neighborhood taverns, cafés, and shops. The neighborhood was settled in the mid-to-late 19th century by the burgeoning German immigrant population, which by 1865 comprised one third of the entire population of Columbus. The village grew so rapidly, and without proper zoning regulations, that a real commercial zone never materialized. Pockets of retail and restaurants popped up on a corner here and there, much like it remains today, contributing to the residential nature. Large breweries set up shop in the adjacent Brewery District.


Xenophobia toward Germans, the onset of Prohibition, new zoning laws, and the demolition of the northern third of the neighborhood for the construction of I-70 ushered in an era of decline for the area, which was largely blighted by the 1950s. Columbus residents fought to protect the historic structures that remained and, by 1974, the neighborhood was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. By the 1980s, restoration was nearly complete. Today, German Village is the most strollable neighborhood in Columbus and its Italianate houses are some of the most sought-after real estate in the city. To get your bearings before wandering, check out the Visitors Center (588 3rd St., 614/221-8888, germanvillage.com, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat., noon-3pm Sun. Apr.-Nov.).


Schiller Park


Schiller Park (1069 Jaeger St., 614/645-3156, columbus.gov/recreationandparks, 7am-11pm daily, free), opened in 1857, is the second-oldest park in Columbus after Goodale Park (established in 1851). Lawns, stately trees, landscaped gardens, and ponds provide a natural oasis within the urban grid of the neighborhood, all anchored by a statue of German poet Friedrich Von Schiller (1759-1805) in the center and a floral promenade brandishing his quotes. A smaller statue on the northwest corner of the park, The Umbrella Girl, is a re-creation of a mysteriously lost statue of a girl caught in a perpetual rain shower.


THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY


One of the largest college campuses in the United States, The Ohio State University often draws admiration or ire, depending on what stance you take on college football. As a major research institution, though, the university is so much more than its football team. Founded in 1870 as a land-grant university, the school has evolved into a flagship institution for the state.
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Countless politicians, prominent scientists, CEOs, entertainers, and athletes have attended Ohio State. Notable Buckeye alumni include 19th U.S. President Rutherford B. Hayes, track-and-field athlete Jesse Owens, golfer Jack Nicklaus, actress Patricia Heaton, artist Roy Lichtenstein, musician Dwight Yoakam, and author R. L. Stine.


The leafy campus north of downtown includes historic buildings, museums, and the impressive Thompson Library, with its sleek lobby and stately Grand Reading Room. The eastern edge of campus along High Street buzzes with coffee shops and restaurants catering to the student population, live music, and art museums. Start at the central Oval and let your feet wander. (The closest public-parking option to the Oval is the Ohio Union North Garage at 1780 College Rd. S.)


Ohio Stadium


Affectionately known as The Horseshoe, or simply “The Shoe,” Ohio Stadium (411 Woody Hayes Dr., 614/292-6330, ohiostatebuckeyes.com) is a temple to college football. Opened in 1922, the stadium is on the National Register of Historic Places and has maintained many of its original flourishes despite having undergone several expansions to increase the seat total to its current 102,000. The north-entrance rotunda is the most attractive, with Buckeye-themed stained-glass windows standing guard over the entry gates. A buckeye tree is planted to honor every OSU All-American football player in the Buckeye Grove on the southwest corner of the stadium.


Tours of the stadium are organized by Ohio State Stadium Tours (ohiostadiumtours.com). Visit the press box, roam the sidelines, and peek into other unique spots unavailable to ticketholders. Tours are by appointment only and require a minimum two-week notice. It costs $200 for 10 people or fewer, plus $20 for each additional adult.


Wexner Center for the Arts


The postmodern Wexner Center for the Arts (1871 N. High St., 614/292-3535, wexarts.org, 11am-6pm Tues.-Wed., 11am-8pm Thurs.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $9 adults, $7 seniors, free for college students and children) is a multidisciplinary gallery promoting contemporary art in various mediums. This bold, deconstructivist building (designed by Peter Eisenman, who also designed the convention center) houses flexible exhibition spaces, bringing in visiting artists, traveling programs, and temporary exhibits spanning art, film, theater, and music.


Within the center is The Heirloom Café (theheirloomcafe.com, 8am-4pm Mon.-Fri., $6-11) which offers healthy breakfasts, sandwiches, and salads as well as café beverages. There’s a focus on locally sourced ingredients, including some produce grown on campus.


Admission to the center is free on Thursdays after 4pm and on the first Sunday of every month. Tickets for special events include admission to the gallery.


Billy Ireland Cartoon Library and Museum


Named after a beloved early-20th-century cartoonist for The Columbus Dispatch, the Billy Ireland Cartoon Library and Museum (1813 N. High St., 614/292-0538, cartoons.osu.edu, 1pm-5pm Tues.-Sun., free) houses the largest collection of comic and cartoon art in the world, including comic strips, original art, political cartoons, comic books, and more. Only a small percentage of the enormous collection is viewable by the public in historic Sullivant Hall; this is a research library affiliated with the university. The collection includes historic cartoons from Winsor McCay, known for his early-20th-century Little Nemo comic strip and pioneering projects in animation, and the Bill Watterson (of Calvin and Hobbes fame) Deposit Collection.




The Sells Brothers Big Show of the World


Impressed by other circuses and convinced that they could pull their own together, Sells brothers Ephraim, Allen, Lewis, and Peter started the Sells Brothers Big Show of the World in Columbus in 1872. Their first season went well enough that they pooled their life savings to increase the size of the circus and began to tour the country with increasingly large numbers of animals and stunning performers. Among the performers for an extended engagement were sharpshooter Annie Oakley and her husband, Frank Butler, who were noticed by a scout and recruited for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. At its height, the circus was the second largest in America, directly competing with names like P. T. Barnum and the Ringling Brothers, with 64 performers, 50 cages of wild animals, 13 elephants, 7 camels, and over 300 workers under a 328-foot-tall (100-m) big top tent, along with six other large tents. This enormous production wintered in Columbus near the Olentangy River and King Avenue in what was then an unincorporated area known as Sellsville.


In 1895, Peter built a mansion at 755 Dennison Avenue at the northwest corner of Goodale Park. Designed by prominent Ohio architect Frank Packard, the Romanesque-style house immediately stands out for its pointed roof reminiscent of a circus tent. The “circus house,” as locals often call it, spent time as a Fraternal Order of Police lodge, the House of Hope for Alcoholics, and a nursery before returning to life as a private residence. In 2010, in commemoration of the Sells brothers and their circus, the City of Columbus installed a new fountain in Goodale Park featuring two elephants spraying water below.





Ohio History Center


The headquarters for the Ohio History Connection (the state’s formal historical society), the Ohio History Center (800 E. 17th Ave., 614/297-2300, ohiohistory.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun., $13 adults, $11 seniors, $7 children) is the foremost museum of Ohio history, with dedicated exhibits covering Ohio’s ancient cultures, nature, and political and cultural progress. Highlights within the stately, brutalist structure are a full mastodon skeleton, Hopewell culture effigy pipes, and a 1950s-era all-steel Lustron house.


The Plaza Café (11am-2pm daily) serves Mexican favorites, sandwiches, and build-your-own bowls.


Outdoors is Ohio Village (10am-5pm Wed.-Sun. Memorial Day-Labor Day). This re-created late-19th-century village features old-fashioned baseball games and holiday special events. Costumed interpreters engage with visitors through hands-on activities throughout the town, which includes a town hall, bicycle shop, village green, chapel, and more.



S SHORT NORTH ARTS DISTRICT



A seedy, undesirable place to be prior to the 1980s, the chic Short North has emerged as one of Ohio’s most unique urban districts and as the neighborhood that put Columbus on the map of arts and fashion destinations. A dense assortment of art galleries, bohemian shops, fashion boutiques, coffee houses, bars, nightclubs, and upscale restaurants lines High Street, bridging downtown with The Ohio State University campus. Stretching over High Street are 17 steel, LED-lit arches, paying homage to the old wooden, gaslit arches built in 1888 when Columbus was known as “The Arch City.” Victorian Village and Italian Village complement the busy street on either side with late-19th-century and early-20th-century housing and a sprinkling of additional retail. This area is the most LGBTQ-friendly area of the city, with many businesses affirming or catering to the local population.
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Pizzuti Collection


An extension of the Columbus Museum of Art, the Pizzuti Collection (632 N. Park St., 614/221-6801, columbusmuseum.org/pizzuti-collection, 10am-5pm Thurs. and Sun., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat., $8 adults, seniors, and children over 4) houses the private art collection of developers Ron and Ann Pizzuti. The small, three-story building was constructed in the 1920s. Its spartan galleries display only a small percentage of the over 2,000-piece collection of bold, contemporary art, along with rotating exhibitions from national and international artists. There’s a strong emphasis on sculpture, as evidenced by the small sculpture garden in the front of the building. More of the collection is housed in the nearby Le Meridien Columbus, The Joseph hotel a block away.



Entertainment and Events



THE ARTS


Columbus maintains a vibrant, busy arts scene that has only grown since the arrival of the 21st century.


Performing Arts


The opulent 1928 movie palace Ohio Theatre (39 E. State St., 614/469-0939, capa.com) is a restoration success story. Saved from demolition in 1969, this nearly 2,800-seat Spanish Baroque-style theater was built by prolific movie palace-architect Thomas W. Lamb and, upon its restoration, converted for performing arts operations. Today, the theater is home to the Columbus Symphony Orchestra (columbussymphony.org [URL inactive]) and BalletMet (balletmet.org). Don’t have the stomach or budget for the fine arts? The theater hosts the CAPA Summer Movie Series (capa.com), an opportunity to watch a classic blockbuster as the masses used to, complete with cartoons and a live organ performance.
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1: Ohio Stadium at The Ohio State University 2: Ohio Theatre





The Ohio Theatre isn’t the only game in town. Nearby Palace Theatre (34 W. Broad St., 614/469-9850, capa.com) is another of Lamb’s movie palace turned performing arts centers. Less ornate and slightly smaller than the Ohio, the Palace maintains a busy schedule of traveling live performances, including Broadway shows. Older than both is the Southern Theatre (21 E. Main St., 614/469-1045, capa.com), dating back to 1896 as part of the “Great Southern Fireproof Hotel and Opera House.” This two-balcony 933-seater, restored and reopened in 1998, is home to Opera Columbus (operacolumbus.org), Columbus Jazz Orchestra (jazzartsgroup.org) and ProMusica Chamber Orchestra (promusicacolumbus.org). The Egyptian-revival Lincoln Theatre (capa.com), opened in 1928, boasts a history as a major jazz center, having hosted performances by Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, and Etta James, to name a few. It received a major restoration in 2009 and is once again a prominent fixture in the city’s African American community as well as a busy multipurpose performance and education center.


Aside from music, a few notable acting troupes keep things lively. Professional theater company CATCO (catco.org) performs at the modern Riffe Center Theatre Complex (77 S. High St., 614/460-7214, capa.com), which boasts the 903-seat Davidson Theatre and three studio-style theaters. During the summer months, Actors’ Theatre of Columbus (theactorstheatre.org) performs primarily Shakespearean plays on Schiller Park’s open-air stage. Bring lawn chairs! Short North Stage (shortnorthstage.org) breathes life into the former Garden Theatre, a small movie palace that suffered decades as a dingy burlesque. Today, the theater seats 138 for an eclectic variety of comedies, musicals, and cabarets.


Art Galleries


Most of Columbus’s best art galleries are located either in the Short North or Franklinton.


In Franklinton, AJ Vanderelli curates shows by local artists at The Vanderelli Room (218 McDowell St., 614/403-4689, thevanderelliroom.com), the gallery she founded, as well as at 400 West Rich (400 W. Rich St., 614/454-1287, 400westrich.com), an early-20th-century warehouse turned creative arts space with over 100 tenant artists.


In the Short North, Brandt-Roberts Galleries (642 N. High St., 614/223-1655, brandtrobertsgalleries.com) is one of the Columbus area’s premier contemporary galleries for regional and national artists. 934 Gallery (934 Cleveland Ave., 934gallery.org) hosts quirky contemporary shows from around the world and wins points for its colorful outdoor murals.




Murals


Dozens of Instagrammable murals color the streetscape with fanciful depictions of familiar paintings, quirky characters, and representations of the city’s cultures. Many are centered around the Short North, with an increasing number in downtown and Franklinton. All reflect the city’s growing reputation as an art and design destination. Below are some of the highlights.


• The CBus Love Mural (257 S. Young St.), designed by Alex Haldi and produced by NKDSGN, boldly spells out COLUMBUS in black and white, but by night is lit up to reveal the word “love” within the lettering.


• Short North Gothic (8 E. Lincoln St.) by Steve Galgas and Mike Altman puts a fun twist on the classic American Gothic painting.


• Likewise, the Mona Lisa Mural (28 Bollinger Pl.) by Brian Clemons presents the famous painting from a different perspective.


• A rallying cry for the oppressed, They Didn’t Know We Were Seeds (1340 E. Main St.) by Patrick Torres and Julie combines a popular quote in bold letters with a growing garden.


• There is tons of street art around and on the ultra-modern Gravity building (500 W. Broad St.), most notably the enormous self-portrait of Brazilian street artist Eduardo Kobra.


• Just as impressive is The Journey (750 N. High St.) on the side of the Graduate Columbus hotel. Designed by Ryan “Yanoe” Sarfati and Eric “Zoueh” Skotnes, the mural celebrates the large Somali population in the Columbus area. Download the app The Journey AR Mural for an augmented reality experience with the artwork.





Cinema


Columbus features several quality independent movie theaters. The largest is the modern Gateway Film Center (1550 N. High St., 614/247-4433, gatewayfilmcenter.org), located next to the Ohio State campus and named one of the 20 best North American arthouses by Sundance. The varied theater sizes show anything from the latest blockbuster to the smallest art house flick. Keep an eye on the event calendar for movie marathons and other intriguing programming. Clintonville’s Studio 35 Cinema and Drafthouse (3055 Indianola Ave., 614/262-7505, studio35.com) is a more intimate neighborhood theater, serving pizza and over 40 beers on tap representing a wild mix of local and national craft breweries. There are two screens—a 195-seater and a 28-seater—allowing the cinema to host a mix of blockbusters, independent flicks, and late-night programming.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


The Columbus calendar is bursting with events year-round, though Memorial Day through October is particularly busy. One longstanding date, Gallery Hop (shortnorth.org), is the first Saturday of every month. High Street in the Short North bursts with street performers and visitors as art galleries, bars, and restaurants stay open late, though the official Gallery Hop hours are 4pm-9pm.


Late June’s progressive, volunteer-run ComFest (comfest.com) takes over the Short North’s Goodale Park with music, art, food, and a come-as-you-are attitude for a weekend. The Ohio State Fair (ohiostatefair.com), which runs for 12 days in late July and early August, is one of the largest state fairs in the country and includes an extensive concert lineup, a large number of rides, and a renowned butter calf.


Many of the city’s biggest events take place along the riverfront. The prestigious Columbus Arts Festival (columbusartsfestival.org) pulls in hundreds of local, national, and international artists and craftworkers for a weekend in mid-June. Grab a spot early for Red, White, and Boom! (redwhiteandboom.com), the largest Independence Day fireworks display in the Midwest. The fireworks are released from behind COSI. Late July’s Jazz and Rib Fest (hotribscooljazz.org) combines award-winning barbecue joints and live musical performances over a weekend along the Scioto River.


A significant outlier on the schedule, Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Arnold Sports Festival (arnoldsportsfestival.com) is a major international bodybuilding and fitness expo that pulls in over 20,000 athletes and hundreds of thousands of visitors to the Greater Columbus Convention Center area over one weekend in early March.


Recreation


PARKS


Columbus boasts over 20 metro parks, mainly outside I-270, that feature thousands of acres of woods, prairies, and wetlands, with opportunities for hiking and other recreational activities.


One of the most popular hiking spots is Highbanks Metro Park (9466 Columbus Pike, 614/906-3149, metroparks.net), 16 miles (26 km) north of downtown and named after the 100-foot (30-m) bluffs off of the Olentangy River. Hiking trails pass through deep ravines, past ancient earthworks, and through prairies. A bald eagle nest is distantly visible at the end of the moderate Overlook Trail (2.3 mi/3.7 km round-trip). Larger still is Battelle Darby Creek Metro Park (1775 Darby Creek Dr., 614/370-6254, metroparks.net), 18 miles (29 km) southwest of downtown, preserving a stretch of Big Darby Creek, a National Scenic River. Trails hug the creek or wander into the park’s woods and prairies. The modern nature center features live animals, engaging displays on creek life, and an overlook over the resident bison herd, reintroduced into the park in expansive enclosures.


Currently under development is Quarry Trails Metro Park (metroparks.net), which will reclaim a former quarry 8 miles (12.9 km) west of downtown, at the corner of Trabue and Dublin Roads, and provide some of the most unique rock climbing, mountain biking, kayaking, and hiking opportunities in the city.


For more of an urban oasis, check out Clintonville’s Columbus Park of Roses (3901 N. High St., 614/645-3391, parkofroses.org), 7 miles (11.3 km) north of downtown. One of the largest public rose gardens in the United States, the 13-acre garden incorporates five different themes, including the Formal Rose Garden and Perennial Garden, and over 12,000 rose bushes. The colorful, curated garden is a popular wedding venue for locals.


Alum Creek State Park (3365 S. Old State Rd., Lewis Center, 740/548-4039, ohiodnr.gov [URL inactive]), 19 miles (31 km) north of town, has hiking trails, campgrounds, a large reservoir for boating and fishing, and most popularly a 3,000-foot (914-m) swimming beach.


CYCLING


The combined Olentangy and Scioto Trails are over 24 continuous miles (39 km) along woodsy riverside and connect Worthington (north of the city), the Ohio State campus, downtown, and German Village. Many of the city’s attractions are a short distance from the trail. There are many trailheads, but some helpful ones with parking are at Antrim Park (5800 Olentangy River Rd.), Park of Roses (3901 N. High St.), and Scioto Audubon Metro Park (400 W. Whittier St.). Additionally, the 31-mile (50-km) Alum Creek Trail offers a scenic ride through neighborhoods, woodlands, and wetlands, with helpful trailheads at Three Creeks Park (3860 Bixby Rd., Groveport) and Wolfe Park (105 Park Dr.). For more information on the area’s bicycle trails, visit centralohiogreenways.com. For bike rentals, you’ll find plenty of COGO (cogobikeshare.com) stations near the trails. A single 30-minute ride is $2; a day pass costs $8.


KAYAKING, CANOEING, AND PADDLEBOARDING


Olentangy Paddle (855/643-8611, olentangypaddle.com) offers four kayaking itineraries on the Scioto and Olentangy Rivers, including one downtown that leaves from the boat ramp in Scioto Audubon Metro Park (400 W. Whittier St.). Tours are guided, run about 2.5 hours, and cost $40 for adults and $20 for kids. The outfitter also provides bike rentals.


Southwest of the city in a rural corner of Franklin County is Trapper John’s Canoe Livery (7141 London Groveport Rd., Grove City, 614/877-4321, trapperjohnscanoeing.com). Situated on the scenic Big Darby Creek, the livery offers self-guided kayak and canoe trips of varying length, from 1-2 hours to 5-6 hours, as well as shuttle pick up.


ROCK CLIMBING


Scioto Audubon Metro Park (400 W. Whittier St., 614/202-5197, metroparks.net) is an industrial brownfield turned urban playground and popular haunt for birding enthusiasts. The highlight is the largest free outdoor climbing wall in the United States. Climbers must bring their own equipment. Smaller boulders that don’t require equipment are available for young ones.


SPECTATOR SPORTS



S Ohio State Buckeyes



The Ohio State Buckeyes (ohiostatebuckeyes.com) football program is one of the most successful in the country, made even more legendary by the massive Ohio Stadium (411 Woody Hayes Dr., 614/292-6330) on the banks of the Olentangy River. Columbus lacks a National Football League team, though you would hardly notice; the city treats its Buckeyes, for better or worse, like its home team. The Buckeyes serve as a rallying point for the entire state, though. In some ways, the campus is the beating heart of Ohio.
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1: an Ohio State Buckeyes football game 2: Nationwide Arena, home of the Columbus Blue Jackets 3: Columbus Park of Roses 4: Scioto Audubon Metro Park





Attending a game at Ohio Stadium is a bucket list item for many football fans, Buckeye or not. If you manage to grab tickets to a game, make sure to arrive early enough to watch the beloved Ohio State University Marching Band, known as “The Best Damn Band in the Land” (or TBDBITL) in their traditional pregame performances. Doors at St. John Arena (410 Woody Hayes Dr.) open four hours prior to kickoff for the “Skull Session,” a final rehearsal/pep rally, with the band starting two hours and 20 minutes before the game. Seating is first-come, first-served and attendance is free. If you’re not that committed, be in your seat in the stadium at least 20 minutes before game time to watch the band march into the stadium for their pregame show, including the “Script Ohio” tradition in which the band gradually spells “Ohio” in cursive lettering. The band is also known for its half-time shows complete with outlandish formations and pop culture references.


The university sponsors a large number of men’s and women’s teams. Second in popularity to the football program is the men’s basketball team (ohiostatebuckeyes.com), which has enjoyed its own share of success and plays in the massive Schottenstein Center (555 Borror Dr., schottensteincenter.com). More successful is the women’s basketball team, which also plays in the arena.


Soccer


Columbus is an important American soccer city as a frequent host site for the U.S. National Team and as home of the Columbus Crew SC (columbuscrewsc.com), one of the original Major League Soccer teams. The team plays in Lower.com Field (96 Columbus Crew Way, lowerfieldcbus.com) in the Arena District.



Hockey



The NHL’s Columbus Blue Jackets (nhl.com/bluejackets) maintain a devoted following, playing games in the Arena District’s Nationwide Arena (200 W. Nationwide Blvd., 614/246-2000, nationwidearena.com). Games are lively, with a replica cannon—referencing the team’s Civil War theme (Blue Jackets is a reference to Union soldiers)—that fires every time the home team scores.


Baseball


As far as minor league baseball goes, it’s hard to beat the Columbus Clippers (milb.com/columbus). The Triple-A affiliate of the Cleveland Indians is one of the most valuable minor league teams in the country and plays at handsome Huntington Park (330 Huntington Park Ln., 614/462-5250) in the Arena District.


Shopping


GERMAN VILLAGE


Booklovers may spend hours perusing The Book Loft (631 S. 3rd St., 614/464-1774, 10am-11pm daily), a conglomeration of pre-Civil War buildings and a local favorite. Hallways, nooks, and crannies in this labyrinthine 32-room bookstore are filled to the brim with every genre imaginable. Those who are claustrophobic may want to enjoy the outdoor courtyard and its small book selection instead. Check the website for coupons and special seasonal deals.
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The Book Loft





Women’s apparel boutique Vernacular (177 E. Beck St., 614/228-2316, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.) mixes modern, approachable apparel with accessories and fragrances, as well as home decor and kitchen accessories. Another location is in Grandview Heights.


SHORT NORTH ARTS DISTRICT


Many of Columbus’s best boutiques operate one, if not their only, location in the Short North. You’ll find dozens of apparel, gift, vintage, and bookshops along High Street, marching in a line from I-670 almost all the way north to the Ohio State campus.


If you spend any amount of time walking in the city, you’re bound to see locals sporting shirts from Homage (783 N. High St., 614/706-4254, 10am-8pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.). Specializing in Ohio-themed and vintage pop culture apparel, Homage puts a uniquely Buckeye spin on designer tops and accessories. Prices are a little steep, but the quality is also quite high. There are six locations throughout the state, including one in Easton Town Center.
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